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CHAPTER ONE


Henry
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The raucous sounds of laughter hit Henry’s ears as he made his way toward the dining room for his family’s monthly dinner gathering. Henry listened just outside the door as his parents, siblings, and their partners enjoyed a lively conversation. A sad smile pulled at the corners of his mouth. He was happy for his sisters, truly, but the family dinners and other gatherings were getting harder and harder to attend now that he was the only Baker without a significant other. The loneliness that had been nothing more than a dull ache over the last few years felt more acute, a sharp, constant stabbing to his heart, especially when he had to spend time around three happy couples. 

Henry’s parents, Bernie and Ellen Baker, had always been very much in love and displayed it often, sometimes to the dismay of their own children. It wasn’t fun to walk in on your parents getting a little too handsy in the kitchen when you were just twelve years old. To be honest, it wasn’t much better now that Henry was coming up on twenty-six. He was happy to have two parents who were so devoted to one another, he just didn’t need to see evidence of it at all times. 

His older sister, Hailey, and her one-time rival turned fiancé, Louis Balardi, were almost just as bad with their own public displays of affection, and it seemed to be ramping up now that their wedding was only a week away. His twin sister, Holly, had just gotten married to his friend, Ben, two months prior, and they were still firmly entrenched in the honeymoon phase, always touching and whispering sweet nothings to one another. Henry was just glad Holly had moved out of their formerly shared apartment before he accidentally walked in on anything that would have made things awkward.

With a sigh and another deep breath to fortify his defenses, Henry pushed open the door to the dining room and wandered inside. He looked around the table and saw that his family, who had clearly followed his request to not hold up dinner on his account while he was working late with one of his clients, were busy eating and chatting away. 

His mom looked up as he came into the room, greeting him with her typical wide grin. “Hey, honey. How was Deliah?”

Henry was an accountant for various small businesses in the downtown district of his small hometown of Sunset Cove, and as he currently worked out of the office of his family’s bakeshop, he regularly visited his clients at their own place of business. He should probably think about finding a new office space. His current office had made sense at first, especially since he also did the books for Baker’s Bakeshop, but a little distance from all of the loved-up couples might do him some good. 

He cleared his throat of any residual sadness and addressed his mom’s question about the owner of a clothing boutique. “She’s good. Her sales have been up all summer with the increased tourism. She says hello, by the way.” He grabbed his plate and started filling it with the pasta salad, grilled chicken skewers, and cut veggies that were on offer at the table.

“That’s sweet of her. I’ll have to stop by and visit her soon. Maybe after all the wedding craziness is behind us,” his mom said.

“What craziness?” Hailey interjected incredulously. “Our wedding is small and Holly has helped plan it, so everything will happen seamlessly.”

His mom smiled politely at her eldest daughter. “You’re right, sweetie. I guess I should have said excitement instead of craziness.” She turned to Holly who was currently resting her head on her husband’s shoulder. “Thank you again for being such a dear and helping with Hailey’s wedding. I know summer is your busy season.”

Holly, an already wildly successful wedding planner despite her only getting started a year ago, peeled herself away from her husband and nodded. “It is, but this wedding was almost as fun as planning my own,” she said wistfully before staring at Ben, her eyes filled with love. 

Henry felt a twinge of jealousy as he looked at his sister. He was happy for his twin, but it didn’t take away his own heartache. As if he could sense his distress, Louis leaned over to him. “You know, my friend Max is always looking for a wingman since I am off the market. You could always go out with him and try to meet someone.”

Henry was already shaking his head by the time Louis had finished talking. “I appreciate the suggestion, but bars and clubs aren’t really my scene.” He had tried to meet women that way in the past, but Henry wasn’t comfortable walking up to women he didn’t know and starting a conversation. He had grown a lot from the shy, awkward teen he had been in high school, but he wasn’t what you would call bold.

Louis lifted a shoulder. “Suit yourself, but I still think it is better than those dating apps,” he murmured with a full body shudder.

Henry chuckled because while he didn’t love bars and clubs, he didn’t enjoy dating apps either. He had had a bit of success in college and the couple of years since, but after the last three matches he dated broke things off because he was too nice, like a brother, or more of a friend, Henry had decided to take a break from them as well. With those two options off the table, he wasn’t left with many options other than to hope that a woman literally fell into his lap. 

“What are you two whispering about?” Hailey asked. Henry immediately stuffed a forkful of pasta in his mouth to avoid answering the question.

“I was just trying to help Henry with his love life,” Louis answered before raising his sister’s hand to his mouth to give it a kiss. 

Henry glared at the traitorous Frenchman, swallowed his food, and prepared to fend off the incoming attack. He could already see both of his sister’s posed to strike, ready to inundate him with questions about dating. Ever since they had coupled up with someone, Hailey and Holly had been fairly relentless in trying to set him up with just about anyone they could think of. 

“Before you two start in on me,” he said with as much authority in his voice as he could muster. “Just try to remember how little you enjoyed being pestered about this kind of thing when you were single.”

Hailey opened her mouth to barrel ahead anyway, but his father put a hand on her arm. “Henry’s right, sweetie. Why don’t we just leave him alone?” Henry shot his father a thankful look. “It’s not like the advice of two happily married couples and one soon to be happily married couple would be worth much anyway.”

Henry groaned at his dad’s little guilt trip, running a hand through his shaggy waves as he glanced at the faces around the table. He knew they all had his best interest at heart, he just couldn’t handle their advice at the moment, good intentioned as it may be. “I appreciate the thought everyone, but I’m good. Really. Can we talk about something else now?”

His mom leaned over and patted his hand. “Of course, honey.” He did his best impression of someone who was totally okay being alone and flashed her a grateful smile. 

The topic of conversation moved onto the upcoming wedding, and while Henry was grateful for the subject change, talking about celebrations of love didn’t really do much to buoy his heavy heart. He had a wonderfully supportive and loving family, a good job that afforded him time to have hobbies he often enjoyed, and an apartment that was practically rent-free. Henry had much to be grateful for, and he was, he just couldn’t help wishing for someone special to share it all with. 
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The next morning, Henry woke up and stretched his arms above his head. The post dinner run he had gone on left his body feeling tired and stiff, but slightly more settled than it had the night before. Runs were always a good way for him to clear his mind, and Henry was determined to start the day with a brighter outlook than he had had the night before. He may still be single, but he had a great deal to be thankful for, and he would try to focus on that. 

Hopping out of bed, he padded over to the small, en suite bathroom. He missed the larger shower from his old room across the hall, but after Holly had moved out in May, he transferred all of his belongings into her old room, deciding that the bedroom held some sort of magic since his sisters had both lived in it and they now had partners. He laughed at his whimsical thought as he stepped into the warm water of the shower, lamenting the desperation that led him to trading the bigger space with the better view of the ocean for the more compact room with nothing across the street but more buildings. 

Henry sank into the sensations of his shower, enjoying the feel of the warm water sliding down his aching muscles as he lathered up some soap to wash his hair and body. After rinsing and drying off, he wiped his hand across the mirror to rid it of the built-up steam, staring at his reflection for a moment and wondering what other people saw when they looked at him. His near black hair was a little shaggy and could use a cut, and as he ran his fingers over the stubble on his face, he noticed how pronounced the dimples in his cheeks were, even without really smiling. Henry recalled all the remarks from dates about him seeming like a little brother and considered growing a beard. It might make him look a little more mature, more rugged, more like the adult he actually was. Screw it, why not, Henry thought as he put his razor away and stepped into the bedroom to dress.

Practiced hands paused as he opened his drawers to gather his typical uniform for the day. Henry was a self-proclaimed nerd and didn’t mind looking the part, but the graphic t-shirts and jeans didn’t seem like the right choice anymore. Sliding on a pair of white trunks, he walked over to the closet, rifling through some clothes he had purchased a while ago for meeting with his higher profile clients and some business owners who also had him do some personal tax work for them. 

As he ran his fingers over the various clothing items, Henry thought about what his goals in life were. He already had the job he wanted, but he had also always dreamed of having a family. His own childhood had been so amazing that he couldn’t wait to create that with someone else and provide a safe and loving home for his own children. What had once been a long-term goal seemed much more important now, and while Henry was trying to focus on what he already had, it couldn’t hurt to try and improve his chances of getting what he wanted. 

With a decisive nod of his head, he grabbed a pair of white slacks and blue button down, completing the ensemble with a pair of brown loafers before making his way out the front door and downstairs to the bakery.

On his way through the bakery’s kitchen, he greeted his father with a smile before grabbing a large cinnamon roll and heading into his office. “Hey, those are for the customers,” his dad boomed, an annoyed smile on his face. 

Henry grinned and lifted the roll in thanks. “You can take it out of my paycheck,” he said before taking a large bite. The cinnamon sugar hit his tongue, and Henry bit back a moan of pleasure. While he had no desire to bake for his family’s business, Henry did still have a major sweet tooth and enjoyed the baked goods readily available to him all the time. 

Henry plopped into his office chair and booted up his laptop as he finished off his breakfast pastry. He would need to grab some coffee to wash down all that sweetness, but first he wanted to double-check some numbers that he would be going over with the owners of Shakey’s Ice Cream Shack later that day. He opened the necessary spreadsheet and started to pour over the figures. Mathematics had always been a strong suit of his, the ability to solve problems and deal with complex algorithms coming easily to him. He also enjoyed the black and white, right or wrong nature of his chosen profession. There was no real guess work: what you saw was what you got. And while being an accountant might not be the most exciting job in the world, to perform or to talk about, it was a practical choice and allowed Henry to save up a nice nest egg for whenever he did find that special someone to share his life with. 

Holly walked into the office and sat down at her desk that faced the wall opposite his. “Good morning, Hen,” she said cheerily as she placed her bags down. She turned around to look at him and a sly smile spread across her face. “What are you all dressed up for? Hot date?”

Henry rolled his eyes at his twin. “Yes, Holly. At eight o’clock in the morning on a Monday, I have a hot date.” He shifted in his seat, slightly uncomfortable under her scrutiny. “I’m not dressed any differently than I normally am.”

“Yea, okay,” she replied sarcastically. “Really, though. What’s with the get-up? I mean, don’t get me wrong, it’s a nice change from the t-shirt and jeans, but what gives?”

“Nothing,” he lied and started to turn back toward his computer screen. 

“Lies,” Holly exclaimed as her hands came down to the arms of his chair before she spun him back around to face her. “You’re up to something. Spill it.”

He narrowed his eyes at her. Henry was a master of deflection, but when it came down to it, his sister would always be able to read him. Whether it was because they had always been close or because they were twins and possess that strange telepathy that anyone who had shared a womb seemed to have, he didn’t know. What he did know was that at the moment, it was damned inconvenient. 

He sighed and looked into the bright blue eyes that were nearly identical to his own. “Fine. If you must know, I’m trying to look my best. You know what they say, dress for the job you want, not the job you have.”

Holly’s brow furrowed in confusion. “You already have a job. Do you have an interview somewhere else or something I don’t know about?”

He shook his head. “No, I like being an independent accountant.”

“Then what job do you want?” she asked, tossing her hands in the air in frustration.

He could feel his dimples pop as he smiled at his sister. “Husband and father,” he stated calmly before turning back to the spreadsheet he had been reviewing.

Holly sighed and stepped next to his desk before sitting on the corner, a disappointed look on her face he was a bit surprised to see. “You don’t have to change who you are to get that, Hen.” She picked up the small, Lego dragon she had gotten him as a desk warming gift when he first started his freelance business. “We love who you are, nerdy t-shirts and all.”

Henry smiled sadly at her. “I know, and I love you guys too. I’m not changing who I am, I’m just punching up my wardrobe a bit. If the fish aren’t biting, it’s time to change the bait and all that.”

“Ew. I don’t know what’s worse, that you are comparing women to fish or that you want them to bite you.” Her face scrunched up in disgust. 

Henry grabbed the dragon from her hand and placed it back on his desk. “You know what I meant,” he said with a sigh. “I’m just tired of being friend zoned all the time, and if changing my dress habits slightly can help with that, so be it.”

“Fine,” she said before sitting down at her desk. “Just don’t do something crazy like grow a beard or something.”

“No promises,” Henry mumbled before turning back to the numbers on his screen. 

Holly may not think he needed to change in order to get what he wanted, but Henry wasn’t so sure. Maybe being practical had served him when it came to his profession, but it certainly hadn’t done his personal life any favors, and if the impulse to change his appearance was there, he was going to lean into it. Changing his shirt was probably as impulsive or spontaneous as he would ever get. He was logical and practical down to his core, and Henry wasn’t sure he could change that about himself, even if he wanted to. 
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CHAPTER TWO


Jenna
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Jenna lifted her face toward the sun that was shining brightly in the clear blue sky, basking in the warmth and light on her skin as she wiggled her toes in the sand near Sunset Cove pier. The eighty degree weather was perfect for a day at the beach, and Jenna fully intended to make the most of her time near the water. Jenna turned back toward the ocean then made her way down toward the waves, her sandals dangling from one hand and the other resting idly over the gentle slope of her lower stomach. She smiled as she walked, still not quite believing that a whole other life was growing inside of her. 

Jenna Morrison hadn’t intended on getting pregnant. At twenty-five years old, it wasn’t that she was too young, but she didn’t have much experience when it came to babies, and when she pictured raising a child, she hadn’t exactly thought she would be doing it on her own. Her ex-boyfriend, Luke, was a musician who loved to travel with his struggling rock band, and while he didn’t exactly scream father material, Jenna had hoped that he would want to at least be somewhat involved with the baby. 

The night she had told him she was pregnant, he told her that babies didn’t really fit into his rock and roll lifestyle. He didn’t want to be tied down with a family while he was getting his career off the ground. To her, playing in dive bars in small college towns wasn’t much of a career, but she didn’t like to judge people for doing what they loved.  They had only been dating for a couple of months, and that paired with his hands-off approach to fatherhood meant it wasn’t too difficult for Jenna to say goodbye to him. The baby hadn’t been planned, but Jenna was a big believer in things happening for a reason, and she had always wanted to be a mom, so she packed a bag and traveled from Portland to her hometown of Sunset Cove. 

Her sister, Mackenzie, had gotten married a couple of weeks prior, and being in the area made the decision of where to go easy enough. After the wedding, Jenna decided to take some time to herself. She was a digital artist, doing commission portraits via her own website, scheduling a break in her work as she revisited some of the favorite local spots she would hit up when she was younger. The more places she went and the more time she spent in the town, the more she liked the idea of raising her baby in the same place she was raised, though hopefully, she would be able to provide a much nicer upbringing than the one she had. 

Jenna had always been a free-spirited, do what makes you happy kind of person, much to the dismay of her mother and father. Her older sister was the perfect one, always doing what was expected of her, going into the family real estate business, and even marrying a lawyer. Jenna wasn’t sure she had ever dated someone with a job that wasn’t artistic, and she certainly never entertained the idea of going into real estate. It may have brought the rest of her family plenty of wealth and influence, but those things weren’t what made life worth living, at least not in her opinion. Although, some of that wealth would come in handy right about now. 

The extended stay at the hotel on the edge of town was starting to get old, and while she made enough money to support herself, Jenna wasn’t sure that the kind of place she would be able to afford on her own would be the best place for a baby. She may be used to living in less luxury than she had grown up with, but she wanted better than that for her child. She could get a roommate, but she wasn’t sure anyone would want to sign up for living with her and her baby. Nighttime wake-ups and interrupted sleep weren’t exactly huge selling points.

As she dipped her feet into the water and let them sink into the wet sand, she thought about whether or not she should ask her mom and dad for help. Melanie and Johnathan Morrison weren’t exactly thrilled to hear that their unmarried daughter was pregnant, and while they would help her financially if she needed it, she was certain that help would come with strings, probably in the form of giving up her art and working in the family business. They would probably also try to set her up with one of their friends’ sons named Chip, or Dale, or some other country club chipmunk nonsense. That price was too high, and she would rather raise the baby at the cheap hotel than in her parent’s home or somewhere else their influence was always following her.

She kicked at the incoming wave and watched the water sparkle in the air before it fell back to the ground. Maybe she could take on some extra commissions or sell some of her other work in the artisan boutique she had seen downtown. The extra income from that could allow her to find a nice studio apartment in town, and with a little creativity, she could make that space work for her and her little one. She rubbed her hand on her belly once more and felt a rumble. 

“Well, I know that wasn’t you, little bean, so it must be time for lunch.” She had just started to feel the small fluttering in her stomach that was her little one making their presence known, but this was a full on hunger attack. 

Jenna made her way back toward the boardwalk and saw a little food truck there. The truck named Lobster Love looked cute enough, and Jenna had already read all about which foods were and were not safe for her to eat, so she was excited to have her first Lobster roll since coming back to town. As she made her way to the truck, however, the smell of seafood hit her square in the nose, and what little breakfast she had gotten down earlier threatened to make a reappearance. Spinning on her heel, she turned from the truck and sped back toward downtown, breathing in as much fresh air as possible. 

She had hoped moving into her second trimester would mean the morning sickness, or all day sickness in her case, would subside. Apparently, some smells were still a trigger. Slipping her sandals back on her slightly sandy feet, Jenna wandered around the downtown area for a bit, taking in the familiar sights as she searched for a place to grab a bite. 

The burger place was out. Even though she knew they had a fantastic black bean burger, her stomach would definitely roil when she smelled the cooking beef. The diner and the burrito place were out for the same reasons. She mused on the necessity for some kind of carbs only emporium specifically for people in her condition as she moved deeper into the heart of town. Shiny gold lettering caught her eye and she turned her attention across the street, spying a French bakery that had not been there when she was growing up. She started to make her way toward it when the bright turquoise exterior of Baker’s Bakeshop came into view. 

Jenna smiled as she changed direction and headed toward the bakery she had such fond memories of. She had gone to high school with all the Baker kids, but it was Holly and Henry who were in the same year as her. She remembered Holly as this bright, happy person who always had a kind word to say to her, and she hadn’t changed at all when Jenna had run into her a while back while shopping for groceries. Henry had always been more of an enigma though. He was quiet and studious, always with his head down and getting his work done. She hadn’t really had a lot of deep interactions with him, mostly sticking to the occasional greeting and the few times they’d talked when they sat next to one another in eleventh grade biology, and again in twelfth grade English. 

Jenna smiled as she remembered more about him. Henry was always very sweet with her, and she would never forget the fact that he’d asked her to prom their senior year of high school. It seemed so out of character for the quiet boy, and he had been so adorably nervous when he’d presented her with a single red rose. It had broken her heart a little to have to say no, but she had already agreed to go with someone in her art class. She supposed she really did have a type, even as early as high school. Henry had taken it well, smiling sweetly and flashing the dimples on his cheeks that all the Bakers were known for. Wondering what he was up to now, Jenna pulled at the handle to the bakery door. There was no time like the present to find out. 

As she stepped into the bakeshop and breathed in the wonderful aromas. The scent of cinnamon and sugar mixed with chocolate was far more enticing than the seafood she had passed down by the beach, and while a muffin might not be the most complete lunch, it was better to eat that and keep it down than nothing at all. Jenna glanced around the blue walls of the bakery and smiled at the various pictures of pastries and wedding cake before spotting what looked to be a family picture. It was from when the kids were all in their early teens, and they all looked so happy to be together. What would it be like to be a part of a family like that?

She moved on from studying the picture to the pastry case where she proceeded to inspect the various muffins that were displayed there when a loud voice coming from above drew away her attention. “How can I help you, miss?”

Jenna straightened up to see Holly and Henry’s dad behind the counter. He definitely looked older than the last time she’d seen him, but he still had the same wide grin and friendly demeanor that he always had. “Hi, Mr. Baker. I’m just trying to decide which muffin I want.” The older gentleman narrowed his gaze slightly, probably trying to place her. She decided to save him some time. She didn’t look much different than she had in high school, but the emerald streaks in her dark brown curls tended to distract people. “Jenna Morrison.”

“Ah, yes. I didn’t recognize you with the...” he waved his finger around the top of his hair, probably to indicate the streaks. “I don’t know how I didn’t, though. You still look just like your mom.”

If Jenna had a dollar for every time she had heard that growing up, she wouldn’t need to worry about an apartment because she would already own a house. She didn’t love the comparison, but if she had to choose between looking like her mother and acting like her, she would take the former every time. 

“Don’t worry about it. The hair tends to throw people off.” She glanced down at the pastry case one last time. “Could I get a blueberry muffin, please? Oh, and a glass of milk.” There. Milk made it a meal, and she patted her little baby pouch, satisfied she was doing right by her little bean. 

“Sure thing,” he replied merrily as he grabbed the requested muffin and put it in a bag for her. “How long are you visiting for?”

She took out her wallet and passed a ten dollar bill across the counter as he fetched a bottle of milk from a drink case. “Oh, I’m actually moving back here,” she informed him, happy with her decision to stay. Her parents might not be pleased with her current situation, but they and Mackenzie were basically the only support system she had at the moment, something she would need in the coming months. “Portland was fun and all, but I missed the East Coast.”

“It is the superior coast as I and just about everyone in town will tell you,” he said with a chuckle. He pushed her ten dollars back to her and grinned. “It’s good to have a friendly face back in town. Consider the muffin and milk a welcome home gift.”

Jenna returned his smile and grabbed her food. “Thanks, Mr. Baker.” She turned to walk away, then remembered what drew her into the bakery to begin with. “Before I go, I ran into Holly a while back and she seemed well. She told me all about getting married and her wedding planning business. Is Henry still living around here? It would be nice to say hello.”

Bernie Baker’s smile widened. “Oh yes, Henry still lives around here. Right upstairs in fact.” He glanced back through the kitchen window and tutted. “It looks like he’s out at the moment, but I’m sure you’ll run into him some time or another.”

“He works in the bakery?” she asked. Henry didn’t seem like the artistic type, but maybe that had changed.

The man laughed heartily. “No, no. He’s the accountant for our business and some others in town.”

“Ah, that sounds more like the Henry I remember.” She smiled fondly. The fact that Henry had chosen a practical degree seemed much more in character from what little she knew of him. “Have a great day, Mr. Baker.”

“You, too.” With a cheery wave, he went back to his baking and she walked back toward the beach to enjoy her lunch. 

As she sat on a bench and enjoyed the sweet pastry, Jenna looked out onto the ocean and felt a shiver of happiness throughout her body. She may not be totally settled at the moment, but she was confident that with some time and some more kindness from the people in town, she would be able to make a life for her and her baby. 
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CHAPTER THREE


Henry
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Hailey and Louis’ wedding ceremony had been a small affair as promised, but the reception currently being held in the Harbor Restaurant and adjoining roof was anything but. Henry had enjoyed the beach ceremony, especially the part where his suit was nothing more than brown slacks and a white linen top. He had been nothing but smiles as he stood next to his two sisters and watched as Hailey married the love of her life. It was funny to think that just a little over a year prior, she had been so upset by Louis opening a bakery across the street from their family’s shop. There hadn’t been any of that prior resentment present today as he watched the two of them exchange vows and promise to love and cherish one another for the rest of their lives. Henry had no doubt the two of them would live up to their promises. As he stood in the corner of the event space that had been transformed for the reception, however, he was having serious doubts about the promise of his own love life. 

Henry brought the glass of wine up to his mouth and drank greedily, not bothering to appreciate the bouquet or burst of flavor on his tongue. It was his third glass, and while he normally limited himself to two at the most, he felt the occasion called for a little bit of leeway. They were here to celebrate after all, and while he was quite happy for the newly married couple, he was still a little sad to be the last Baker left on the shelf. It didn’t help that he was just about the only single person at the wedding, either. 

Luckily, he had been spared the humiliation of sitting at a singles table all on his own, but being at a table with his family hadn’t been much better. Weddings put everyone in the mood for love, and Henry was no different, but unlike his parents and sisters, there was no one seated next to him to stare lovingly at or ask to dance. So after dinner, he made his way over to the bar and found himself a nice, quiet corner to sulk in, not that anyone would notice anyway.

Henry’s family had always been loving and supportive, and he was close with his sister’s and parents, but his siblings had a bond with each parent that Henry never really did. Between their shared love of baking and drive to make the family business a success, Hailey and their father were as close as parent and child could be. Holly and their mother were similarly tight-knit. When Holly postponed her college education to help aid in their mother’s recovery from breast cancer, the two had bonded and became even closer than they already were. Henry opted to take his courses online while he helped out part-time at the bakeshop. He chose the most sensible course of action, and while it helped out his family, he sometimes wondered what his life would be like if he had made a different choice. 

Hailey was there to help his dad, and Holly had been there for his mom. Where had that left Henry? He worked and went to school, plowing ahead to get his degree and start working, but where could he be if he had been a little more selfish and gone away to school instead. Maybe he would have met a nice girl in one of his math classes and they would be married with a kid on the way by now. Henry sighed. Doing that would have meant taking out loans to help pay for school, and he would probably still be paying them off now. Shaking his head, he took another sip of his wine trying not to think about what might have been and focusing on the present. 

Peering down at his now empty wine glass, Henry went back over to the bar for a refill. He’d devoured most of the wedding dinner and didn’t feel more than the slightest bit tipsy, so he was certain he’d be fine with another glass or two. He stepped up to the mahogany bar and placed his empty glass on top, signaling the bartender with his fingers, and when the man came over he politely asked for another glass of red. 

“Henry?” He heard the shrill voice call his name and turned to see one of his former dating app matches at the other end of the bar. “I thought that was you,” the woman said before coming over and offering him a hug.

Henry returned it, though not nearly as exuberantly as she did. “Hi, Simone. How have you been?” 

The tall blonde smiled at him and while Henry had remembered thinking she was attractive, she was one of the few matches he hadn’t been sad it hadn’t worked out. After about two dates, he realized they had very little in common. Simone had also been one of about half a dozen women to say that he reminded them of their brother, more of a friend type, so that was another nail in the coffin of their brief acquaintance.  

“Oh, I’m great. I’m just here keeping my boyfriend company.” She smiled and tilted her head at the bartender. He was tall and thickly muscled with long hair that swept over his shoulders, and he definitely didn’t give off the little brother or friend vibes that seemed to come off Henry in waves. “Are you here with the wedding?”

Henry nodded slowly, grabbing his now full wine glass as he did. “Um, yea. My older sister got married today.”

Simone audibly awed and placed her hand on her boyfriend’s arm. “Oh, I love weddings.” She looked at her man lovingly, and Henry wondered if he would get even a small break from all the couples that night. 

“Well, it was nice seeing you, Simone. Have a good night,” he mumbled, turning back toward the party. 

“Same to you.” The words were barely out of her mouth before she was leaning over the bar and kissing the bartender. Is that sanitary? If there wasn’t a rule about swapping spit over an open bar, there should be. At least for the rest of the night anyway. There were already too many open displays of affection going on for Henry’s liking. 

Henry made his way back into the reception hall just in time to watch Hailey and Louis cut the cake. While Hailey had insisted that she could make her own wedding cake, she finally relented that maybe she could take a day off and let their dad do it. Henry smiled as the bride and groom fed bites of light cake and creamy filling to one another, hearts in their eyes as they nibbled off each other’s fingers. He may be a little bummed, okay, really bummed, about being single, but he was still excited to see his hard-working sister enjoying herself with someone who truly appreciated her. Henry was also excited about eating some of the white chocolate and raspberry confection they were currently devouring, so much so that he teetered over toward his family’s table with a little too much vigor before plopping into his chair. Luckily, none of his wine had spilled, but he took a small sip to drain a little off the top, just to be safe for next time. 

Ben, his best friend and Holly’s husband, leaned over from his seat next to him. “You okay, man? You’ve been hitting the bottle pretty hard tonight.”

“Psh. I’m f-fine,” he slurred out. “I just need a little cake in my belly to help soak it up and everything will be a-okay.” Henry nodded and the room spun slightly. Maybe he should ease up on the alcohol just a bit. 

“If you say so,” Ben said with a slight scowl. The expression quickly disappeared from his face when Holly came up to the table and sat on his lap. “Hey, sunshine. You were gone for far too long.” 

Ben kissed Holly on the cheek and Henry appreciated that at least they were keeping it PG, though once he realized it was probably for his benefit, Henry wasn’t sure he was grateful or resented that they could tell how fragile he was about all the public displays of affection. 

“I was gone for two minutes to make sure the photographer got pictures of the cake cutting.” Holly leaned down to snuggle her husband, rubbing his nose with hers. “I missed you too, though.”

Henry would gag if he weren’t so jealous of the closeness they shared. To keep some of the sadness he was feeling at bay, he took a sip of his wine while he waited for a slice of cake to appear in front of him. When it finally did moments later, he shoved a giant piece in his mouth to once again keep himself from saying anything he might regret later. Henry could be bitter and lonely, but he would do it as silently as possible so he didn’t ruin the night for anyone else. 

As he chewed on the sweet cake and tart filling, he tried to take a deep breath and remember that he was trying to be grateful for all he had, not grieving what he didn’t. That wasn’t easy to do, especially not at a wedding. He wasn’t eternally optimistic like his sister Holly. He was a realist, and right now it looked like his future reality consisted of him, alone in his apartment for the rest of his life. 

“I should get a cat,” he heard himself announce to Holly and Ben. Hailey and Louis had moved to the dance floor as had his parents, so luckily, they were the only two at the table to hear his sad admission. “I don’t like cats, but I feel like I should get one. That’s what people do when their lonely right? They get a pet.”

Holly furrowed her brow and grabbed his wine glass. “I think you’ve had enough for one night,” she said knowingly, placing the wine out of his reach. She slid out of Ben’s lap and into the seat next to him. “Are you okay, Hen?”

“I’m great,” he lied. He ran a hand over his now smooth face. He had started to grow out a beard, but Hailey had asked him to shave the scruff for her wedding pictures and he had obliged. It was her day after all, so his foray into facial hair would just have to wait. “I just miss having you around the apartment is all, and I figured a cat would be a good replacement. Of course, cats are far less messy, so maybe a squirrel or guinea pig would be a better fit.”

Holly punched his arm and he feigned hurt like he always did to make her smile, and hopefully it had been enough to deflect any more questions about how he was faring. It was a good thing she had taken his wine away because apparently, he got a little loose lipped when he drank too much. Why had he announced he was getting a cat? 

Holly gave him a meaningful look. “I’m not messy, and anyway we were talking about you.”

“No we weren’t.” Henry polished off his cake slice and made to stand, but Holly stilled him with her hand on his arm, the genuine concern in her eyes causing him to retake his seat.

“I’m not going to make you talk about it now because it’s not really the time or place, but I will make you talk about it,” she said before turning to her husband. “Dance with me?”

Ben smiled and stood up, pulling Holly to her feet. “Anything for you, sunshine.” Before walking away, he looked over at Henry with a thoughtful expression. “If you really don’t like being in the apartment alone, you could always get a roommate,” he offered before sweeping his wife over to the dance floor.

Henry scoffed. “Roommate? I don’t think so.” 

Henry had only ever shared space with his family and he wasn’t sure how comfortable he was living with a total stranger. Nah, better to just stick it out a little while longer on my own. No pets, no roommates. That was the smart decision. When he peered over to the dance floor to see all the happy couples twirling along, looking at each other with love and affection, Henry slowly pulled the wine glass back across the table and raised it to his lips, taking another large gulp. It probably wasn’t the wisest thing to do, but at the moment, being wise was the furthest thought from Henry’s mind.
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CHAPTER FOUR


Jenna
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Saturday nights used to be the most exciting nights in Jenna’s life. Nights reserved for going out and exploring the various galleries or artists hang-outs in the city. Now that she had moved across the country, however, weekends were more about searching the local classifieds for apartment listings. Jenna wondered for a moment if she had made the right decision, but while she missed the friendships that she had cultivated over the six years she lived in Portland, they hadn’t been all that meaningful when she really thought about it. Most of her friends were part of the artist community in the urban center, and it was a very transient population. 

No one ever really stayed in one place for very long, choosing to follow inspiration or listen to my muse and head off to Albuquerque, Los Angeles, or wherever else their appointed spirit guide had told them to go. Jenna had probably been the most stable of her friend group. Other than moving to a nicer apartment after her first two years in the city, she hadn’t moved at all. She had always thought she was this free spirit, but when it really came down to it, she longed for a sense of home, of permanence no matter what city she lived in. 

It was that sense of home that she was currently looking to recreate for the life growing inside her. Jenna wanted her son or daughter to feel safe and secure, like they belonged. She had always felt a bit lost, even in her own home growing up, and she didn’t want that for the little bean. Of course, she knew that sense of belonging came from more than just four walls. Jenna had always wondered if she was a changeling, a fairy child that had been swapped with the Morrison’s real daughter at birth. Maybe she had fae parents out there somewhere and that’s the reason she had always been obsessed with drawing the fantasy creatures. 

Her online shop consisted mostly of digital drawings of fairies, elves, and other woodland beings. She enjoyed drawing them, and she got a good amount of people commissioning her to draw their families or children in the same style. Jenna was a fairly popular artist. It was too bad her parents would never know. They had little interest in her art, and even less so when they discovered she was drawing imaginary creatures and not landscapes or something modern and groundbreaking. Jenna would always be supportive of her little one’s dreams, but she needed to get them somewhere safe and sound first. 

As she scrolled through the listings again, she rested a hand on her stomach. “Don’t worry, little bean. We won’t be in this hotel forever.” 

Jenna glanced around the small room and sighed. It wasn’t horrible, but it was definitely not the type of place you wanted to make a home. The gray walls were bare except for
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