
  
    
      
    
  


  


  


  


  [image: ]


  


  [image: ]


  


  


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  Beautifully Awake Series


  Beautifully Awake


  Beautifully Done


  


  Abruption
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  Everyone has a plan.


  


  Dr. Guy Hunter secures his dream fellowship with a beautiful free spirit by his side. Two unexpected blue lines don’t even shake his resolve—he is on his way to having it all. Until he isn’t.


  


  Abruption: a sudden breaking off


  


  Jules Chiappetti loves her boisterous over-involved Italian family but is determined to pave her own way. An MBA and boardroom job is her ticket out. Until it isn’t.


  


  Abruption: an unexpected event


  


  Four years later, Guy is consumed by the challenges of being a single father, still struggling with the aftermath that derailed his life and left his son with special needs. He doesn’t realize his world went dark the same day his wife’s did, until Jules, his son’s new nurse, shows him the light.


  


  


  


  


  To our parents.


  (You may only read this page, but that’s everything and more.)


  


  


  


  


  “Give the ones you love wings to fly,


  roots to come back,


  and reasons to stay.”


  ~ Dalai Lama
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  Touch her. My instructions were simple. Touch. Her.


  At least it sounded simple enough, and it should have been. For someone else.


  I slid my shaking hands, the ones I scrubbed raw with a bristled brush—twice to be sure—through the circular chamber openings. Isolettes. How ironic, even the name sounded cold and lonely. It was the last place on earth she belonged.


  My palm feathered against her back and then her stomach. Her rapidly beating heart bounced under my fingertips, while the steady rhythm of her lungs inflating and deflating washed through me. The only foreign equipment still in place was the small IV poking out from her wrinkly hand. Born at thirty-two weeks, her premature lungs were not ready to breathe on their own. But she was a fighter. And no longer required the supplemental oxygen.


  Inhale. Exhale. Thatta girl.


  Three pounds six ounces. Didn’t make her any smaller in this great big world. And I was responsible for her. At least for today. She was my patient, and since this was my third day of student clinical rotations at Presbyterian Hospital, or Presby as they liked to call it, it was a big deal. For more reasons than I’d allowed my mind to wander…


  Don’t go there.


  I wasn’t sure my last couple days of shadowing my preceptor really prepared me for this moment. Blinking away the threatening moisture, I whispered the seasoned nurse’s mantra to myself. “Being emotional is normal, all part of the job.” Her words twirled around my mind. “These are precious new lives at their most fragile. You wouldn’t be human if you didn’t feel the weight on your heart.”


  Oh I felt the brick crushing my chest, the question was whether I was strong enough to lift it off and breathe myself.


  “It’s a balancing act between empathy, confidence, and trusting your skills.” That sentence alone rattled me to the core and stirred the swirling vortex of self-doubt and second-guessing that took up camp in my head since I made the career change. Trust. Did I trust myself with this child’s well-being? Could I ever trust myself again?


  I can do this. I can do this.


  No. I had to do this. Being here and mastering these skills was going to bring a semblance of meaning back to my life, a sliver of purpose to fill the gaping abyss. It had to.


  I glanced back at superstar Nancy who was busy with her own neonate. She was a reflection of confidence and poise that I assumed only twenty-odd years in here could give to you. Floating from one tiny human to the next with her shimmery grey bob trailing behind, nothing, and more importantly, no one ruffled her feathers. She was refreshing and it was inspiring. Everything I yearned to be but questioned if I could ever achieve, since I was moments away from a brown bag/rocking in the corner episode. An impression I did not want to make on my first day flying solo.


  I swallowed my insecurities and focused back on my patient. Corrine, or so the hot pink bubble letters read on the index card. Seemed like a big name for such a squirt, but it was better than the Schmidt, Female that encircled her tiny ankle in standard Times New Roman.


  Her delicate chest worked overtime and I found myself counting her respirations. This I could do. One task at a time.


  In and out, inhale and exhale. I counted to over a hundred when Nancy’s wave caught my eye from across the room, along with her proud grin. I readjusted Corrine’s baby cap and swiped my thumb across her silk cheek before removing my hands from the warm incubator. Just keep breathing, baby girl.


  A small crowd gathered around the little boy in bed eight. I remembered from rounds that today was his graduation, the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit’s fancy term for discharge.


  A perfect word.


  It was a life step, the first chapter in his story after a touch and go prologue. Graduation declared that he was strong enough to face the world. An accomplishment that screamed survivor that no ribbon could do justice.


  I made my way across the NICU, keeping my distance and lingering outside the inner circle. The whole team was mulling about—nurses, neonatologists, respiratory therapists, even the unit receptionists came to congratulate the graduate and new parents. Smiles were big and genuine. I could only imagine the tremendous satisfaction they all felt knowing they were in some way responsible for nurturing this critically ill newborn back to health. They were handing him his diploma with pride.


  A little bald head poked out from the cozy fleece navy blanket that was personalized with tan letters, creased in such a way I couldn’t make out the baby’s name. The father’s large stature made his bundle of joy look like a football tucked securely in the crook of his arm. Two large blue eyes, a reflection of his own, stared up at him as he nodded and returned smiles while everyone showered him with encouragement. It was a commencement for parents, too. After months of depending on a team of professionals to care for your child and shoulder the majority of decision-making, they were now on their own. This major transition could be very stressful, yet he surprisingly seemed calm and in control. He was gracious and his body language read relieved.


  Mid-conversation and without missing a beat, his lips dipped down and touched his son’s forehead, while his large finger curled inside the baby’s tiny hand. As instinctual as his next breath. Without warning, the contagious smile crept up and spread my lips as well.


  Cake and blue teddy bears polluted the nurses’ station. It was time. Nancy ceremoniously snipped the alarm band from his ankle, and the father secured the little guy into his car seat.


  I did one last scan around hoping maybe I missed her. I hadn’t. She never came. The she was obvious, right? I was in no place to pass judgment or gossip. And I wasn’t privy to the circumstances, nor was I about to ask.


  But if I had been given that chance, if my baby was graduating, I knew I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.


  Never.
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  Four years ago…


  


  “Guy, you sure this dress looks okay?” Sexier than sin and sporting a baby bump that accentuated her beauty, hell yeah, she looked better than okay. I smirked and she added, “I think it makes me look like I’m waddling when I walk.”


  “No. That’d be the heels.”


  My life of the party, hot-as-shit girlfriend, now wife, was pregnant. A mistake? More like a Brittany-induced delirium. After all, I was far from stupid—hell, I was a chief surgical resident and I knew there was no such thing as an oops. So be it, we were here now and going with it.


  She had become my release, literally and figuratively. With four plus grueling years under my belt and little to no time for anyone or anything, Brittany was my indulgence. Our energy together was palpable. The constant stitch in my side was the reminder she made me laugh like no one ever. She had a killer bod and gorgeous blue eyes, and our chemistry was off the charts. Damn, did we indulge. Carelessly.


  As a result, we were going to be a family of three in four months. And the rock I slid on her finger ten weeks ago made it official. Life was good. Really good.


  “Well, then I guess I’m gonna waddle because there’s no chance I’m ditching my Manolos.”


  How I wound up with a woman who referred to her clothes and shoes by name was beyond me. But as long as she was fine with them in a heap on the floor at the end of the night, what did I care? Luckily, she was more than fine with it. The stacks of pregnancy books sitting on her night table were dead-on balls accurate. Second trimester pregnancy hormones made her even more insatiable. I was just the grateful husband reaping the benefits.


  I snaked my hands into my pants pockets and leaned against our bedroom dresser, bumping my knees against our bed. Resident housing really was tight. I was a tall guy with a wingspan that rivaled my height, but touching opposing bedroom walls with my fingertips was starting to get annoying. As a Manhattanite I would’ve thought my wife would be used to smaller spaces. Turns out Park Avenue and penthouses were the exact opposite. And she never missed an opportunity to remind me just how much our small space sucked. Deep down I knew she only wanted what was best for our family—it’s not like she didn’t know who she was marrying—so I kept my eyes on the prize. “Match Day” was only around the corner.


  Clinching a vascular fellowship at Stanford was the last piece of the puzzle. We’d finally get out of this freezing cold, back to the sun and surf. I had exemplary test scores and top-notch recommendations so it was hopefully a done deal. Genetics were to thank for the book smarts. Unfortunately, I never met the brilliant internist. My father died from a ruptured aortic aneurysm before I was born, but he’d always been my motivation and driving force to succeed.


  “Waddle that sweet ass over here, wife.” I loved that she didn’t hesitate. I glided my palms down her body and over our baby and then reached around and gripped her ass. I inhaled her million-dollar scent while my lips grazed the sensitive skin below her ear.


  “As tempting as this feels, husband, we’re late and this time is so not my fault.” She winked and tousled my already messed hair. “You need a haircut.”


  “When don’t I?”


  “Good thing the blond locks give you a pass and Sam knows what you’re like. We dawdle any longer they’re going to be cutting the cake.” She loved to tease me about my kindred roots. I blamed that on my yoga studio owner mother. Laid-back was ingrained in my DNA.


  


  With dinner and dessert behind us, Brittany couldn’t wait to cut up the dance floor. “After all, that’s what these puppies were meant for,” she said, flexing her feet. Lunatic. Mid-spin she found her balance and winced.


  “What’s wrong?” I pushed the damp hair away from her face. “Talk to me. You look pale.” Her hand immediately went to the base of her bump and she began to rub. Shit. “Let’s sit down. This was too much.” I cursed myself for letting her convince me otherwise after the fifth song in a row.


  “I’m hot and probably a little dehydrated,” she shouted over the piercing music. “I’m gonna use the restroom. Can you get me another water?”


  “Let’s just go, this was too much.”


  “Nah. I’m fine. Meet you at the table.” She pecked my lips and disappeared into the crowd. From behind, you couldn’t even tell she was pregnant; nonetheless, she was twenty-four weeks.


  With two ice waters in hand, I parked at our empty table. Becky must have finally coerced the birthday boy onto the dance floor. Moving his hips in more than one direction was definitely out of Sam’s comfort zone, but he’d do anything for his wife. He was two years behind me in residency and a good egg. At least that’s what all the ladies back at the hospital called him. Stupid term if you asked me, but it fit.


  “Guy.” Britt’s voice snuck up from behind, cracking. “I think we need to go.”


  Alarm bells echoed in my head. “What happened?”


  “I’m sure it’s nothing, but I’m spotting a little.” She whispered the word spotting as if it were something to be inconvenienced by and embarrassed about rather than something potentially serious. I decided to table that lecture for when we got home and I made sure she was off her feet and relaxing. There would be no more dancing.


  “Come on, let’s get you home.” I leaned over to grab her purse off the table and saw her clutch her bump a little tighter. When she pinched her eyes closed and leaned into me, my fight-or-flight response kicked into overdrive. “Forget that, we’re going straight to L&D.”


  “It’s not pain pain, just uncomfortable, a little tight. And it just started, so it’s probably just those Braxton Hicks contractions. I’ve gotten them before. Let’s not ruin Sam’s birthday.”


  I placed my hand on her bump. “It feels like a rock.” I dragged a hand through my hair and over my face, silently going through the differential diagnosis for bleeding and contracting in the second trimester. A six-week rotation during my third year of med school left me far from an expert in obstetrics. Anyone who watched a few episodes of a cable baby show knew as much as I did, at this point. The one thing I did know was this was not nothing.


  The crisp night air met us as we stepped from the stuffy lounge. “Feels so much better out here.”


  I wasn’t buying it. Luckily there was an empty cab across the street. Philly in the middle of winter consisted of piles of filthy snow lining the edge of the sidewalks, with patches of black ice ready to mock you when you landed on your ass.


  “Hold on to me.” I picked her up and my leg span cleared the ice. “You’re done with the heels, babe.”


  When I deposited her into the cab, she cringed again, trying to hide it this time by bitching nonsense. “A, I grew up on the East Coast, I’ve worn heels in this weather a billion times, and B, we both know you can have a little bleeding without it being a big deal. I’ve probably been doing too much. I need to get off my feet, take it easy for a few days.” She was completely calm and rational.


  Me, not so much.


  “Yeah, you can do that once you’re scanned.” I turned toward the cab driver and instructed, “Philadelphia Hospital on Pine.” It wasn’t up for discussion.


  Lucky for me she didn’t fight, and fortunately for us she was right. Baby looked good and with a few days off her feet the bleeding resolved.


  Britt decided to stop working though, and I absolutely agreed. Money was tight. A resident’s salary wasn’t anything to write home about, but I’d make it work. I debated asking her to curb her designer handbag fetish and sample the lunch menu somewhere other than Center City’s five-star finest, but I held my tongue and sucked it up. She continued to indulge. Happy wife, happy life. And more importantly, healthy baby. There was plenty of time to pay it back after fellowship. Besides, she had the whole motherly instinct and all, not to mention she was a nurse.


  She reassured me often that she felt fine, that her OB said she was fine and that the baby was fine. “Everything’s going to be fine.”


  With bleeding episodes two, three, and four, I was over her “everything is fine” attitude.


  She blew off our “you don’t fuck around with a chronic abruption” conversation with an eye roll and rebutted with the “I’m a trained nurse and would never do anything to harm our baby” lecture. Her arguments didn’t make me feel any better. So I shouldn’t have been surprised when a text interrupted my morning rounds stating I needed to get my ass to labor and delivery because I was going to be a father four weeks early.
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  “It’s a girl!”


  The tiny garbled cry stopped time, and my heart skipped enough beats I was sure an arrhythmia was imminent. The NICU nurse jammed the suction bulb down her tiny throat while another rubbed her skin. She pinked right before my eyes and her tiny whimper turned to a full-blown scream. I never knew that sound could instantaneously equate to pure love. They placed her slimy, wiggly body on the scale: four pounds one ounce. Nineteen inches.


  Shit, she was small.


  She was perfect.


  “Dr. Hunter, we’re going to bring her to the NICU for observation, warm her up, check her glucose and make sure her breathing stays strong.”


  I stared, frozen in a trance-like state at the nurse holding my cleanly swaddled peanut. I knew she was speaking to me, and I heard what she said, but somehow I couldn’t get a handle on what was happening around me. I was someone’s father. I was her dad.


  Pure happiness coursed through my veins, yet I was suffocated by an inexplicable anxiety.


  “Dr. Hunter, you okay? Why don’t you have a seat by your wife? Your baby girl is responding well. Some time in the NICU is very routine for preemies born under distress. But her five-minute Apgar was eight, which is a great sign. And despite being a little squirt, she looks pretty cooked.” The nurses’ chatter and my baby’s cries filled in around the storm.


  Preemies born under distress.


  “Guy.” Quinn’s voice finally snapped me out of the whirlwind. “Brittany’s stable. Go be with the baby. I’ve got fifteen more minutes or so here.”


  I watched as she threw stitch after stitch into Brittany’s open abdomen. I knew the seriousness of the situation. Hell, there wasn’t even enough time for spinal anesthesia. Brittany was under general with a tube down her throat right now. I was a surgeon, for fuck’s sake, yet I felt helpless. Talk about a new perspective. I was no longer the confident doctor with all the answers, instead I’d slipped into the same frightened shell that I’d witnessed my patients’ spouses deteriorate into and I couldn’t do a damn thing about it. I got a glimpse of the other side, the civilian side. And it sucked.


  My eyes trained on the monitor confirming Britt’s stability and then on the thick crimson liquid dripping into her arm. “This could’ve been bad. Thank you,” I mumbled to Britt’s OB, releasing the breath I had been holding.


  At Britt’s appointment this morning she was bleeding yet again, and Quinn made the call for an emergent C-section. A fifth bleed and a non-reassuring fetal heart tracing sealed the deal.


  “They’re both lucky, just focus on that.”


  “Yeah.” I nodded in Quinn’s direction then touched my lips to Brittany’s clammy forehead. “Stay strong, wife. I love you, babe. Gonna go see our baby girl.”


  We were a family. I was a father.
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  I blinked and the last three months blurred into a hazy memory. Much like these last thirteen years. But busting my ass was all going to pay off today. The last stop on a long road of acceptance letters, or in this case, an email, was minutes away. Unlike college and medical school acceptances that trickled in over weeks to months, residency and fellowship acceptances boiled down to a solitary day.


  Match Day.


  Verbal intentions were often exchanged, but the ultimate decision was based on a computer system matching your ranks to hospital program’s ranks. Most laypersons wouldn’t believe the process; it was as convoluted as it sounded. But everyone in medicine knew exactly when Match Day was.


  Life’s next stop was a stroke of the screen away. I picked up my iPhone and refreshed my mail for the hundredth time. Finally. Sitting at the top in bold.


  Welcome to Stanford


  Yes. We needed this. Working practically every waking hour was killing me. Moonlighting wasn’t allowed in my residency program due to all the strict medical education regulations. So on top of the fourteen-hour days at the hospital, I had to get creative to cover the cost of Britt not working and our baby nurse. Yes, I said baby nurse.


  Initially it made sense. Britt was recovering from her C-section and we were both on the inexperienced side when it came to newborns, or kids in general, for that matter. Maxine was so small and her five-day stint in the NICU had spooked us (or me) more than I cared to admit. But all in all, Quinn was right. We were lucky. RDS, or respiratory distress, was relatively common, especially with premature C-section babies. A few days with a little oxygen and our peanut was raring to get home.


  Ingrid was supposed to be a two-week investment to make our transition as a family easier, not the twelve weeks and counting that I was pretty confident I never agreed to. By the way, I was in the wrong business with the amount baby nurses charged. Not to mention my peanut, the little time I actually got to spend with her, was an angel baby and slept through anything. Biased? Oh, yeah.


  But I refused to debate “why we need Ingrid” with Britt again. Been there and done that at week three when she was still feeling a little “postpartum.” Besides, it was going to be a non-issue. It was already June and we’d be relocating in two months. My best bet was to ride it out. Stanford had a great daycare and there were great nursing opportunities for Brittany. What was a little more debt at this point? My girls were worth it.


  When I got home, I relieved Ingrid and enjoyed a little one-on-one couch snuggle time with my peanut. Brittany sauntered in an hour and a half later dropping her purse and a few shopping bags by the door.


  “Hey, you’re home early. I was just at the hospital actually—had my postpartum visit.”


  That was news to me.


  “You mean the appointment you were supposed to have six weeks ago?” I joked, but it came out harsher than I intended. The move couldn’t come soon enough. I was barely recognizing myself lately. She ignored me, picked up her bags and headed to our bedroom. “Sorry babe, I was just kidding. You should have told me, I would’ve gone with you.” I tucked my tail between my legs and followed behind her. I wasn’t the guy who snapped at his wife over something stupid—hell, I never imagined being the kind of guy to snap at his wife, period. Sleep deprivation was evil.


  Britt shed her cashmere sweater, leaving behind a sheer, long-sleeve, white T-shirt, then proceeded to neatly fold the garment and pile it on top of six matching ones in her closet before she re-engaged. Luckily, her ticked face was gone, replaced with a playful smirk. Hands on her hips—a position that, incidentally, thrust her breasts out slightly—she said, “Not exactly the view I wanted you to have of my vagina. Besides, it was a five-minute visit. She said I’m all good.”


  Even with my baby girl in my arms, my pants got a little tight. Couldn’t help myself, a C-section recovery didn’t stop my wife from slipping on her designer skinny jeans two weeks postpartum. How could I be annoyed? My eyes locked on hers for a couple of beats before I gripped her chin and kissed her hard. Sighing into her mouth, I finally felt like things were going to be okay. We were going to be okay. Our life was on track.


  “We did it, babe. First choice match,” I whispered against her lips. Britt blinked, her face full of confusion. She must have forgotten. My shoulders stretched wider with pride when I said, “Stanford. I matched Stanford.”


  But this time when she blinked all I saw was ... disappointment. Now I was confused.


  I wished I had more time to relish in the confusion.


  Confusion was uncomfortable uncertainty.


  Confusion was ignorance.


  Cliché or not, ignorance was fucking bliss.


  Britt popped my bubble and said in a rushed breath, “I’m pregnant.”


  White noise fried the synapses in my brain. What. The. Fuck. My face must have read it loud and clear because she backed away.


  “Shit” was probably a less than stellar reaction to finding out we were expecting again. Fortunately, I only said it aloud once; the six other times were in my head. When I finished my shit chant, I took a minute to come up with something, anything, else to say. I was so bewildered I couldn’t even begin to read Britt’s face. I knew I fucked myself. Royally. My tail no longer felt tucked, more like surgically secured. With mesh.


  “Listen, babe. I’m sorry. You caught me by surprise. That’s seriously the last thing I expected you to say.”


  Britt wasn’t at the same loss for words. “THING? Really, Guy? Our baby is not a thing. Sorry to stomp on your thunder, but California isn’t happening, not now at least. We need to be responsible and think about our children.”


  We need to be responsible...


  The white noise silenced and my synapses began triggering at warped speed.


  “Are you kidding me, responsible? What do you think I’ve been doing? I haven’t slept in months—taking as many night shifts as possible to teach PA classes during the day—all to pay for Ingrid, our rent, your credit card bills, and my school loans. I can probably count how many times I’ve fed my own daughter a bottle or changed her diaper, because I’m too busy being responsible!”


  “Lower your voice,” she demanded. The fire in her eyes matched my own, no doubt.


  I looked at my angel sleeping tucked in the nook of my arm and tried to lower my voice. Tried being the operative word. “You stand there and tell me Stanford is off the table, something we’ve talked about for the past year, something we’ve been so excited about, and what I’ve been working my ass off for my entire life, and you expect me to do a fucking happy dance quietly.”


  She crossed her arms under her tits and dug her heels in. She was not backing down. “Well, I’m obviously not going back to work. And based on the last pregnancy I’m going to need help.”


  “Damn it, Britt. All you needed was to remember to take a goddamn pill.” I totally regretted it before it left my mouth. It was a total dick move, but it was the truth. She had me write her the script, for fuck’s sake.


  One time. We had sex one damn time and I might have slept through it. I either had Hulk sperm or I was the unluckiest son of a bitch on the planet.


  “Nice, Guy. Real freaking nice. Blame me. It takes two to tango, sweetheart.”


  “Sorry, I didn’t mean that. It’s just a lot to take in.” I raked my fingers against my scalp and took a deep breath trying to relieve some of the tension, hoping a little extra oxygen would spark some rational thought. “Look, we don’t have to decide anything right this second. I get this wasn’t exactly our plan and the timing is far from ideal. Babe, I’m not even sure another pregnancy so soon after your C-section is even a good idea, but we’ll deal. Maxine was a surprise that I’d never change for the world. This baby will be amazing too. We just need a little time to process. This really shouldn’t affect my fellowship or our move to California. We’ll just have one more little one to love.” As soon as I said it, I knew I meant it. Wow, another Maxine.


  “Guy, listen to me. You try to cover and play it off, but I see how stressed you are just with Ingrid. If we move to California, I’ll not know anyone and we’ll be stuck getting a live-in to help me. I’ll be alone all day with you operating to all hours of the night. It just doesn’t make any sense.”


  “Look, I don’t want to argue with you, I love you. And you know I’d never let you be alone. I’m not going to lie—the whole Ingrid thing was an unexpected cost. But she’s great, you like her, she’s awesome with Maxie, so I’ve figured it out. We can see if she wants to come with us to California. Fellowship is only two more years, and my mother lives out there too. She’s chomping at the bit to help. And you not working, that’s only temporary. We’ll be fine.”


  “Your mother lives twenty minutes away from Stanford. And to be honest, I’d rather have my own mother helping me.”


  I had to be missing something; she was all over the place. Had to be the hormones.


  “Your mother lives in New York and she’s seen Maxine—what—twice since she’s born? She’s not exactly the doting grandma.”


  Britt smoothed her ponytail and looked me square in the eyes. “I want to move to New York.”


  “New York? Britt, there’s no way I’m getting a fellowship spot for July in New York. Those spots are all matched already. You know it doesn’t work like that.” Holy shit, my wife lost her mind. She had postpartum/I’m-pregnant-again psychosis, no other explanation.


  “True. But you’d have no problem getting a job.”


  I felt it below the belt, a direct blow. “Excuse me?”


  “I know you’d rather be a vascular surgeon, but you have a family now and fellowships are optional. In July you can be done. Residency will be over and you can start practicing as a general surgeon, making an attending’s salary. Two months from now, not two years from now.”


  Rather be a vascular surgeon...


  “Resort to lap choles and hernia repairs? Damn it, Britt ... I have spent years working toward this. Hell, do you even know me? It’s all I’ve ever wanted to do.”


  When I said my angel baby could sleep through anything, I was wrong. World War Fucking Three didn’t count. Maxine’s wail filled the already confined air space in our room. My lame ass arm bounce did little to quiet her.


  “That’s your ego talking, not a responsible husband and father. You are still a surgeon!”


  She may have looked and sounded like my wife, but I had no fucking clue who this woman had morphed into. That tension I was struggling to restrain threatened to burst. Forget barely recognizing, I was a stranger to myself right now. I’d never cursed at my wife before, and I’d certainly never yelled at her before.


  “Just think, we can start making real money. Get a real apartment, real furniture. We can start our life. I grew up in New York. It’s an amazing city. Do you really want to live paycheck to paycheck for another two years? Because I sure don’t. And I’m tired of you always working. I miss you. Besides, if you really want to you can always go back for a fellowship in a few years, once we’re established. I love you more than anything. This will be perfect. Don’t you want us to be happy? Please, please think about it. For us, for our family.” Tears filled her eyes.


  Money. It was never about money. I was realizing maybe Brittany felt differently. She might have had to make a few temporary sacrifices, but I’d never let my girls want for anything. They were my world. I got things were a little bit tight now, but we were far from destitute. And I was so close I could taste it. My dream was within reach. Being a vascular surgeon was all I ever wanted. Until I fell in love with my beautiful wife who gave me my perfect daughter. Why was she doing this?


  I lifted my crying peanut up and kissed her sweet cheek. I met Britt’s glassy stare dead on and knew she wasn’t delusional; she had it all figured out. Her mind was made up. This was her dream, her plan. If I forced the issue and we ended up moving to California, I had a sick sense it would ruin us. She had no intention of going anywhere other than New York.


  My family or my career.


  One choice.


  One that took absolutely no thought.


  I just never dreamed my wife would make me choose.
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  Present Day…


  


  My phone buzzed in my back scrub pocket, distracting me from the fact that I’d been waiting here for the past twenty minutes. What part of “I’ll meet you downstairs in five” was confusing? Heck, she was the one who offered. Choosing to ignore her passive aggressiveness, I pulled out my device.


  


  Sissy, can I borrow $400? xoxoxo


  


  I bit my tongue to avoid grunting out loud, thinking here she goes again. Without hesitation, my fingers got to work.


  


  Whatever it is, we’ll talk about it later. I’m at work :)


  


  No sooner did I push send, my little sister’s picture lit up my ringing phone. She was lucky I adored her.


  “Hey, honey. Everything okay?” I whispered as I stared straight ahead at the bold red sign on the wall. Cell Phone Use Prohibited In The Emergency Department. Way to set an example.


  “Totally! I just got out of economics. Can you believe the biatch gave me an A minus on my midterm? I totally deserved full credit. Think I’m going to go appeal to the dean.”


  “Mercedes, I love you, honey, but I’m at work. You know, that place where sick people come for help and not the place to hear their nurse chattering about test scores. Can we talk later? And do me a favor, hold off on saying anything just yet, to anyone.” My baby sister took the term reactionary to a whole new level. I cringed envisioning her going off half-cocked over a few points. To the dean of her college, no less. Ugh. At least I didn’t have to worry about her academically. It might have been the only aspect of her life she had together. “Come on over tonight, I’ll buy you dinner. Okay?”


  “Cool beans, sissy. And thanks for the money, I promise I’ll pay you back.”


  “Wait,” I said to a dead line. Crap, she hung up and we never addressed the money. What the hell did she want now? I was sure I didn’t want to know. Double ugh.


  Texting, Money for what?! I spotted Miss Passive-Aggressive crossing the bay with a steaming Starbucks cup in her hand. That explained her delay. Fabulous. Immaturity followed by immaturity. My morning was shaping up just great.


  “Main ER is through the double doors, trauma bays are to the left. Peds has twelve bays total, all circling the desk. These four computers are up for grabs, don’t touch those, the unit clerk will rip you a new one, and any and all forms you can think of will be in this bin.” Sharon’s flippant attitude and unappealing fake grin made it clear she’d rather be anywhere but here. Didn’t she realize jealousy was unflattering? It wasn’t my fault she was overlooked for the assistant nurse manager and they hired externally. It was time she let it go and got over herself. Four days in, my patience was waning. And that said a lot. I almost never lost patience, so few things in life warranted it.


  “Thanks for the tour, I’m sure I’ll figure it out. I bet they could really use your help back up on the floor.” Kill ‘em with kindness. Words my mama taught me to live by were coming in handy.


  “Guess I’ll see you upstairs then, if you’re going to handle the new admission.”


  Managers didn’t typically leave the unit to accept and transport new admissions, but I wanted to set the tone and let my nurses know I wouldn’t ask anything of them I wouldn’t do myself.


  “All good, I’ve got it.” I watched her saunter off, feeling only a second of guilt before reveling in her absence. I knew in time she’d warm up, she’d have to.


  Popping in front of a young ER resident walking by, I asked, “Hey, could you point me in the direction of room four? I have a PICU admission.”


  The Disney scrub-clad doctor smiled with recognition and pointed me toward the far bay. “You’ve got Hunter Junior! He’s one of our favorites. Coolest little man, you’re going to eat him up.”


  This was one of the reasons I loved pediatrics. It wasn’t “you’ve got the chest pain” or “you’ve got the uncontrolled diabetic.” Never happened. It was always about the kids. As it should be.


  “I just have to drop off some labs and then I’ll meet you in there to give you sign out.” She held up the plastic specimen bag filled with neatly labeled blood vials and motioned me forward. “Dad’s with him, he can give you his history.”


  Parents. They were not one of the reasons I loved my field. But I got it. Trust me, I got it.


  Pediatrics was seventy-five percent little people, twenty-five percent parents. I knocked on the glass wall before entering, because even little people deserved respect. Children were way more perceptive than we gave them credit. They had an uncanny ability to read people, sense fear and pity, so I always made a point to swallow my reaction and bring my A-game.


  “Hey! I’m Jules,” I announced, sliding the blue curtain open and memorizing the scene before me.


  My Disney resident friend wasn’t exaggerating. The curly blond surfer dude sporting the cutest blue-rimmed glasses I’d ever seen stole my heart instantly. He was small and frail for his three years, wearing only an Aladdin gown and diaper. Propped on two oversized pillows, he was navigating his iPad like a pro. He was the epitome of cool.


  “Where’s Margaret or Jill?” A deep, raspy voice surprised me, stealing my attention.


  “Excuse me?” I stalled, distracted by the unwavering gaze of piercing eyes. Not my most professional response, but in my defense, I was not expecting Dad to be just a larger version of Surfer Dude, nor did I expect such an abrupt introduction. And oddly enough, he looked vaguely familiar.


  “Umm. Hey, I’m Jules…” Damn, I already said that. I stuck out my hand feigning cool, calm, and collected. “I’m the assistant nurse manager of the PICU. You must be Dad. Great to meet you.”


  He squinted ever so slightly before rising from the small bedside chair, which wasn’t actually that small but looked like dollhouse furniture next to his towering frame.


  Swallowing my hand with his own, he eyeballed his watch. Awkward.


  “Listen. I get that you’re new, everyone has to start somewhere, but Finn has an extensive history and I’d appreciate if someone could fill you in. I don’t have the time.”


  You don’t have the time?


  And how did he know I was new?


  Wait, did he just dismiss me? Oh no. This man had to be shitting me.


  I thought not.


  I felt my face flush. I hated how my cheeks always betrayed me.


  I worked damn hard for this title, and with four years of experience, I was as seasoned as they come. I might’ve been new to this institution, but I was far from new.


  Right before I had a chance to set intimidating Surfer Dad straight (with a professionalized version of my internal rant, of course) a petite blond came in like a whirlwind, freezing the tension. She dropped her purse alongside the bed and plopped down.


  “Hey. I stopped by room two, but I didn’t see my Curly Cue. It’s busy in here already this morning. How you feeling, sweetie?”


  Finn barely looked up, he was totally engrossed in his game, typical little kid.


  “Where are we? Did my boy have to get another prick yet?” She gave her husband a knowing look before bouncing to me with eyebrows raised. She kept talking. “He’s been running a fever off and on since yesterday afternoon. Hit 104 this morning, I got worried. Last dose of children’s Tylenol was about two and a half hours ago.” She touched his forehead. “He seems good now.”


  I sensed her relief. Finn still looked a little sluggish and weak, but it had to be a huge improvement. High fevers were no joke.


  “This is the third fever in three weeks. I’ve had it with this,” Dad clipped.


  “You definitely made the right decision to bring him in. Fever in any little guy leads right to dehydration and that can be very dangerous. He’s got IV fluids running, and he seems to be perking up a little.” I snapped back into nurse mode. This guy wasn’t going to rattle me with his insolence. “I’ll check with the ER staff and see where they are on his work-up, but first let me ask a few questions, get his history, so if he winds up needing to stay, we’ll be ahead of the game.”


  Dad crossed his arms across his broad chest, settled into his stance and matter-of-factly stated, “He’s getting admitted.”


  “Admitted?” Color drained from his wife’s face as she continued to rapid-fire questions. “Why does he need to be admitted? Oh God, were his labs abnormal? Did he spike again?”


  Before I could calm her down, not that I knew the answers to any of her questions yet, the curtain rustled behind me. Dad lifted his chin and said, “Jill. Good.”


  The Disney resident, who now had a name, joined us with a huge smile for our little friend and began. “Good news is chest X-ray is clear, labs are pending, but three fevers in the last month with an unidentified source needs investigating. We’re taking no chances here.” She shook her fingers through Finn’s fine hair reassuringly, but the little guy was beyond consumed and content ignoring the adults conferring around him. “We’re going to pan culture him, blood, stool, urine, and I hate to say it, but CSF this time too. We’re considering broad spectrum antibiotics during the interim as well.”


  “CSF, as in he needs a spinal tap. Oh Guy!” Mom cried, as panic plagued her features, not that I could blame her. No parent wants their child to be held down while a twenty-gauge needle punctures their spinal canal. Though it was a little surprising how clinically versed both parents seemed to be.


  Dad’s tense stance didn’t change when he unfolded one arm to bring her in for a half hug. It wasn’t overly affectionate; it felt forced and … distant. I suddenly felt sorry for her.


  “We’re going to do what needs to be done,” he said with finality in his tone.


  “Okay, let’s get him settled upstairs first and then we’ll proceed.” Jill looked at me to cue the transfer.


  Dad may have been stoic and resolute, a little too much so (who was I to judge), but Mom radiated nervous energy. To lessen her blow, and to clarify my own confusion, I accepted the chart from Jill’s outstretched hand and asked, “Do you want to hold off on moving him right now? Finn seems comfortable, and we can run all those tests from here. And while we’re waiting, his Tylenol should be wearing off. We’ll have a better sense of whether he’s going to spike a fever again. And I know on good authority that the balloon artist is scheduled to come down here in a half hour. He was finishing up in the PICU before I came down.”


  Finn peeked up and showed off his ridiculously precious dimples. Yep, balloon artist trumped iPads every time.


  I was in no way overstepping my bounds. It was completely unorthodox to go straight to a PICU admission. FUO (fever of unknown origin) was always worked up in the ER.


  Dad rolled his eyes. Seriously, he rolled his eyes, while Jill bit her lip. Whatever. He already disliked me. My only concern was Finn and being his advocate.


  “Um...” Jill’s brain looked to be working overtime. “You’re right, Jules, we’d usually do that. But Finn’s got a pretty extensive history. Dr. Guillroy is his private pediatrician and he definitely wants him admitted, at least overnight. He’ll be much more comfortable in a private room. Peds floor is full, so he’s bumped to the PICU. Dr. Hunter is most comfortable with that too.”


  Dr. Guy Hunter, as in MD Hunter, as in scowling Dad. Crap. No wonder he wasn’t feeling like going through his son’s history with the new assistant nurse manager, who just second-guessed his son’s plan of care without knowing his medical history. But then again, he didn’t have to be such a … no, I wasn’t going to say it. That thought was a little harsh. Besides, who was I to judge?


  Before I had a chance to remove my foot from my mouth, Finn chimed in cheering, “Bawoons, bawoons.” He hopefully tugged at his father (aka Dr. Hunter), who in turn morphed his eye roll into daggers of steel. At me. Whoops.


  Jill squatted to Finn’s level. “Hey, buddy. I noticed Italian ice is on the menu today. I’m sure we can have some waiting for you in your new room with a comfy bed.”


  Nice save, had to give it to her.


  Disappointment scrunched Finn’s brows beneath his thick glasses. “Bawoons.”


  Double whoops.


  Jill forged on, sing-songing, “I’m pretty sure I saw your favorite flavor on the list.”


  “Yemon?” Finn’s humongous cheese relaxed the room. God, he was seriously the sweetest little boy.


  Note to self—sweets trumped balloons trumped iPad for my new patient. Too bad my dad wasn’t here to whip up his famous batch of water ice. It was legendary back in the neighborhood, and I highly doubted the hospital cafeteria had anything on Alonzo Chiappetti.


  “You bet.” Jill smiled, unable to hide her adoration for the little charmer.


  My back pocket vibrated in succession, and since this seemed like an ideal time to step out, I announced, “I’m going to get started on the orders and get things rolling then.” Dr. Hunter was definitely not going to miss my presence.


  Moving toward the desk, I eyed the only free computer and made my way over. While I waited for my log in to load, I checked my phone. I’m going to freaking kill her.


  Caring even less about cell phone etiquette this time, I didn’t even attempt to lower my volume when Mercedes answered on the second ring. “Please tell me you’re joking, because my day already sucks, and if I have to sedate Mom to stop her from having a heart attack, I’m really going to be pissed.”


  “It’s going to be awesome, right!”


  “Are you on drugs?” I bit out, even though I knew there was zero chance she’d get involved with drugs. I needed to drive home how ludicrous she was being. “No, it is not awesome and you are not getting a tattoo!”


  “If you don’t want to lend me the money, that’s all you had to say. You don’t have to be such a…” She stuttered because my sister would never call me a bitch. She was a lot of things, but disrespectful was not one of them.


  So I helped her out and said, “Such a what, Mercedes … a bitch?” That last word I might have whispered.


  “You know I would never say that, Jules.” Told you, I knew my sister. “But why can’t you just back me on this? I’ve thought a lot about it and I really want it. You didn’t act like this when Selena got her tat! And besides, it’s not like I’d get a huge one or anything. It’s going to be quarter-sized, on the inside of my wrist.” Oh God, where people could see it. She might as well ink it on her forehead.


  I took in a deep breath and changed my approach. Yelling didn’t work with Mercedes—my parents unintentionally numbed her to it. “Honey, listen to me. It’s not about the money, and you know I have your back, always. I’m all about you needing to express yourself. I supported you when you took the whole ombré hair thing to the extreme, and I talked Mom and Dad off the ledge when you came home with a nose ring. But tattoos are permanent. You can’t just erase them. Lasers can only do so much.”


  “Gosh, did you lecture Selena about the limitations of laser removal when she got hers?”


  “Mercedes, she was twenty-seven when she got hers, no one can see it, and it’s her kids’ names, not a freaking car emblem!” So much for not yelling. But come on, who gets the Mercedes insignia inked onto their wrist? So what if it was her name? It was dumb. Really dumb. My sister may have been a little lost and screaming to find herself, but she was so not dumb.


  She huffed into the phone and I could practically hear her resolve crumbling. Thatta girl. “Fine, we’ll talk about it later,” she scoffed. “How does sushi sound for dinner?”


  Definitely not my first choice, but what did I care? I mustered up some fake enthusiasm and said, “Sounds delicious! Can’t wait!”


  Crisis averted (at least temporarily), I disconnected and finished writing transfer orders. The day had to get better, right?


  I walked back into the small room on the tail end of Jill asking, “You have cases today?”


  Dr. Hunter answered immediately. “I do. In about fifteen.”


  Cases, as in surgical cases. Well, that was fan-freakin-fabulous. Worse than an arrogant parent was an arrogant parent in medicine. Even worse than that, was an arrogant parent who donned a surgical cap all day. And we were already on the wrong foot.


  Jill rose to full height, and continued on. “Why don’t you go? He’s stable. We’ll get him all settled upstairs. They’ll wait on the tap until you’re out.”


  Instead of acknowledging Jill’s show of support, Dr. Hunter looked toward his wife. “Maya, you good? I should be done by two. Meet you upstairs, and then you can run get Max. I need you back though, I have a lap chole at four.”


  “Yeah, of course. I can even call Darla. I’m sure she’d watch Max—that way I can stay with Finn overnight if you want?”


  If you want … did she seriously just ask to stay with her own son? I had to smolder my urge to shake some sense into her. Didn’t she realize how precious these moments were, how much her little boy needed his mama, his protector? Obviously my hold on passing judgment was slipping.


  Dr. Hunter bit the inside of his cheek and stared at his watch again, as if he were mapping out a military defense strategy. While he was lost in thought, his wife appeared oblivious, waiting for his response. So peculiar, there was definitely a disconnect here.


  In an attempt to ascertain a thorough social history, I spied his ring-less fourth finger. All right, maybe I was a smidge nosy. It was a family trait, not one I was particularly proud of, but you can’t fight genetics. I tried and knew it was futile.


  He was a surgeon, so it wouldn’t be unheard of to not wear a wedding band, always scrubbing and all. But she was ring-less as well. So maybe they weren’t married. Which meant I probably needed to take back the whole shaking-mama thing.


  Maybe she was a super involved girlfriend. Granted, it looked like he robbed the cradle (again, not that I was judging).


  Jules Marie, it’s none of your-a business!


  Hearing my mother’s voice in my head always snapped me back to reality. And since I clearly had no read on this family dynamic, I was going to mind my business. Every family had their own thing (obviously mine did too). But in the end, all that mattered was Finn looked well cared for.


  Dr. Hunter pinched his nose and shook his overgrown locks slightly. Just when I thought he was about to cave and thank Maya for volunteering herself, he said, “I have to go. Maya, can I speak with you in the hall?”


  He took two steps closer to the gurney, massaged his son’s scalp, and his octave lowered. “Stay tough, bud. Who loves ya to the moon and back?” Never lifting a lid from his tablet, the little boy curled his fragile hand around his dad’s finger, holding him in place.


  It was the first real father/son interaction since I tapped on that glass. My heart lurched a little, and I suddenly felt guilty for all the wicked thoughts I’d just had. He was still socially challenged, but with one glance at the scene before me, there was no doubt how Dr. Hunter felt about his son. It reminded me of my time as a student in the NICU at Presby when I witnessed my first “graduation.”


  His large finger.


  His tiny hand.


  The day I learned I needed to be close but not that close.


  The day I learned that my heart wasn’t strong enough.


  Jill must have read my expression because she waited until they left the room before she lowered her voice so Finn couldn’t hear. “He’s not usually such an ass. He’s normally pretty chill, keeps to himself a lot. General surgeon, single dad, sad situation. Think everything with Finn lately is taking its toll. Has to be stressful. Finn was a twenty-four weeker, cerebral palsy, survived the NICU long haul. Been in and out of the ER a bunch lately.”


  She was doing what doctors do, giving me the bullets. I wasn’t sure what possessed me or why I cared, but I had to. “The mom?”


  “Not really sure, but not in the picture. She didn’t deliver here. He was born at Presby.”


  Nuh-uh.


  What were the chances?


  Couldn’t be.


  Right?
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  I stopped short at the door to Finn’s PICU room and ripped the drenched cap from my head. Intensive Care Unit. Add any letter you wanted before it—it all meant the same thing. Sick. Really sick.


  Memories of my boy in the NICU flooded my mind and churned my gut. It was months of fixating on his tiny chest and praying his heart would keep a steady beat, while ventilators breathed air into his underdeveloped lungs. There was no end in sight, just the next twenty-four hours and the next inevitable complication. And they were inevitable … intraventricular hemorrhage, apnea spells, necrotizing enterocolitis. It was terrifying. Exhausting. Downright hell. But Finn came out on top, and the days of holding my breath willing his lungs to never stop were behind us. I slammed the door on that chapter of my life.


  Like all survivors with my boy’s history, there would always be the possibility of the “next complication,” but all in all, Finn had been pretty lucky. Until recently.


  Six ER visits in the past six months.


  Now three fevers in three weeks.


  I racked my brain to figure out what had changed. As far as I could tell, nothing. Same food. Same bedtime. Same sitter. Same friends. I hadn’t even risked putting him in nursery school yet. He was making huge strides lately. Walking with his new braces like a champ and almost ready for big boy underwear.


  He turned three a few months ago and it has all gone downhill.


  I should have canceled my damn lap chole. My mind was so far from gallbladders it wasn’t funny. It was elective and could have waited. Good thing my surgical PA excelled using the laparoscope, because I spent the better half of the case mulling the long list of diagnoses associated with fever of unknown origin.


  My nerves were fried. I felt shaky, and the pit in my stomach was sickening. I hated feeling helpless. I hated that I didn’t recognize myself. I hated that I just went off half-cocked on an undeserving total stranger. I embarrassed that nurse to the point she blushed, enough that I had to look away. That was never me.


  Bottom line, I hated that my boy was sick again. Hearing him cry while they poked and prodded him punched me in the chest. Now he needed a tap. Maybe it was better I did the case; the hour and a half gave me a chance to catch my breath. Life dealt what it dealt and I could deal. It’s what I did. But my boy, he shouldn’t have to. What I wouldn’t give to trade spots with him. I was all Finn had; he needed me to keep my shit together.


  The sliding door to the glass-encased cubicle was ajar. I didn’t usually eavesdrop, but Maya’s voice cracked before I opened the curtain. “He’s just been through so much already, it kills me. I love him and his sister to pieces.”


  I knew when I was on edge, and I knew my mood couldn’t handle an emotional woman right now. And who was she talking to?


  My boy giggled—loved that sound. There was nothing better. I almost forgot Maya was busy spilling my goddamned soap opera saga.


  A saccharine voice took over. “It’s obvious you’re a huge part of their lives, and how much you care about them. I imagine two little ones and the demands of being a surgeon could be a struggle. Dr. Hunter lucked out finding a nanny that’s in nursing school, especially when it comes to Finn.” It was the ER nurse, the new chick.


  “I’m actually his cousin. Well, their mom’s cousin, actually. Maxine looks just like her.”


  “Is that Finn’s sister? What a sweet name. How old is she? Does their mom live nearby?”


  “Four.” I interrupted the jog down memory lane, answering her first question and ignoring the second. I’d had enough. “She’s in nursery school.”


  “Looks like the two of you have your hands full.” She laughed a fake fucking laugh.


  “Hey, bud. How ya feeling?”


  Finn gave me thumbs up and flipped his iPad around to show me his latest selfie. My son was obsessed. Whoever started the “electronics are bad for kids” campaign never saw my son smile.


  “Cool, dude. Listen, Maya’s going to stay with you, Dad’s going to be right outside talking with …” Jane, Julia, Jenny—


  “Jules,” she said, saving me the trouble. Right.


  Jules and I stepped out to the nurses’ station and I got right to it. “Status? His labs back? Why isn’t the room set up for a tap—what are you waiting for?”


  Silence. She defiantly crossed her arms, stretching the fabric of her scrub top. I had zero clue what crawled up her ass, but the last thing my boy needed was a prima donna with a temper.


  “What’s your problem?” I asked, annoyed at the fact I had to ask and even more annoyed that I couldn’t peel my gaze from her cleavage. I gave myself a quick pass. I was a male, and I had eyes—we couldn’t help ourselves.


  She cleared her throat. “I think we got off to a bad start.”


  Oh, here we go, women and their feelings. I didn’t have time for this. Finn didn’t have time for this. Nice rack aside, my son was sick and needed an experienced nurse, not someone fresh out of school wanting practice and looking to make friends. She must have read my mind.


  “Just so you know, I’ve been a PICU nurse for a little over four years, and I’ve worked with lots of kids with CP. I’ve read over Finn’s history. He’s remarkable. Cognitively, he’s right on target, if not beyond, and I can only imagine the intense physical therapy he’s undergone to already be walking with braces. It’s a testament to his parents and to Maya. I know how hard it can be, how time consuming. Your child is your number one priority, and when I’m at work, my patients are mine. So I’ll tell you, even though it’s not any of your business, but it might put your mind at ease: I’m thirty-two, this is my second career, and I’m more than qualified to take care of your son. As for his status, his labs are all back. White count is normal, urinalysis is negative, and as you know, cultures won’t be back for forty-eight hours. His last set of vitals was an hour ago, and I was just about to take his temperature again. Hopefully, he’ll be afebrile and can avoid a tap.”


  She had balls, I had to give her that. And she seemed to have a clue.


  “Fine. Finn seems to feel comfortable with you. I’ll tell the charge nurse she doesn’t have to reassign you.” Her jaw dropped and I felt guilty. But I wasn’t apologizing. This was my son, my whole life. I didn’t have that luxury of being the old me, the laid-back, glass half-full guy. “And will you call Dr. Guillroy? Tell him I’m here now, so we can get this over with.”


  “Speak of the devil.” She pointed to Finn’s pediatrician walking up behind me.


  “Guy.” We shook hands. Guillroy was point man for all of Finn’s care—neurology, ophthalmology, gastroenterology, physical therapy, speech therapy, occupational therapy—and he was damn good. “I saw his labs, Guy, and I’m on the fence whether he needs a tap right now.”


  Maya stepped from the room and waved us over. “Hello, Dr. Guillroy, nice to see you. Sorry to interrupt, but Finn seems warm again and his cheeks are flushed. I think he may be spiking. This is how he looked early this morning.”


  “100.3,” Jules announced to the room, with her line of sight directly pointed at me.


  Goddamnit. Right on the cusp.


  In the ten minutes we stepped out, Finn’s cheeks and forehead had flushed. Without speaking, Guillroy asked for consent. Fuck.


  “Do it. Call neuro,” I instructed. We needed answers.


  Maya bit back a sniffle, while Jules squatted beside Finn and asked, “Did you tell Dad what’s so yummy in your tummy?”


  Finn’s pink face lit up like a Christmas tree. “Yemon, Dada, yemon in my tummy.”


  Man, that smile.


  “And tell Daddy what I promised to bring to you since you’ve been such a trooper today?”


  He giggled. About to spike a fever and have a needle jammed in his back, and he was smiling and giggling.


  “Bawoons, Dada.”


  “That’s great, bud. You’re one lucky dude.”


  Guess she managed to get balloon guy to come back. Hmm. Not bad.


  “I don’t know about you guys, but I would cave to any request to see these two little dimples.” Jules poked Finn’s cheek, and my boy giggled again. Maya even relaxed enough to laugh, and I felt my cheeks tighten with what I could only assume was something resembling a smile. I hadn’t smiled since walking through the ER double doors this morning.


  Jules stood up from her squat and ruffled his hair, which in return made me swipe a hand through my own roots. Bad habit, I guess, one I never realized until my two-and-a-half-year-old started raking his own hair and saying “Dada hair.” Now it was a running household joke.


  She circled to the other side of the bed and bent over to reach behind the side table. There were those tits again. I shook my head as if to erase the memory. Like that would happen. Whoever made the deep V in the scrub top was a genius or male. A male genius. Too bad this was not the time to appreciate his work.


  “All charged,” Jules said, handing Finn his iPad. “You promised to make me a movie. Don’t you forget.”


  It took all of two hours and she discovered the way into my son’s three-year-old heart. Impressive. She might have been a little too chipper for my liking; others might call it confident and friendly, but it worked. I hoped her clinical skills were as impressive.


  The tap was uncomplicated. My son made Power Rangers look wimpy—he didn’t utter a peep. And as promised, balloon guy arrived just as the last piece of tape was placed over the small square bandage covering his puncture site.


  I stepped out into the hall, leaving Maya to handle the drama of balloon sword color decisions, and breathed a sigh of relief. It was over. Was this ever going to get easier? My boy deserved a break.


  A deep voice calling for Jules interrupted my pity party. The sharp suit leaned on the elevated counter where Finn’s perky nurse was typing her notes. He was sporting more hair product than a man should ever use and sucked at flirting. I would know, back in the day when life was simple and I could breathe easy, I rocked the flirt.


  “Lucca, what are you doing here?” Jules almost stumbled her words.


  No idea why, I grabbed Finn’s chart and pretended I didn’t have the thing memorized. Eavesdropping twice in one day, what the hell was up with that?


  “You weren’t picking up your cell, and I had a late lunch meeting around the corner.” Bullshit. Hair gel dude needed better game.


  “Yeah. Sorry, we’ve been swamped, several new admissions.”


  “Not a big deal. Thought I’d stop in. See how the hospital is treating the new manager.”


  “Lucca, shh.” Jules sprung from the seat with her index finger against her lip and circled the counter. I must have missed the secret. “Assistant manager,” she corrected him.


  For as confident as she seemed with me, she was worried about stepping on toes in the long chain of entitled nurses. I didn’t get it. Must have been a nursing thing. As long as you were good at your job, who gave a rat’s ass what your title read? Not sure how it evolved, especially in medicine, but the higher the title, the more flat asses and pushed paperwork. Manager or not, so far, Jules was as hands on as it got. I hoped it stayed that way for Finn’s sake.


  “Same thing,” he dismissed and then tapped the tip of her nose. “Anyway, tomorrow night I’m taking you out to celebrate. You can wear some Gucci pumps and I’ll spin ya around the dance floor. Dinner at Il Besito first.”


  Of course Hair Gel suggested a restaurant with a three-month wait for reservations. The only reason I knew that was because I’d been in search of some real Mexican food since I moved to the East Coast. Besito was rated as the best in one of those magazines. Disappointingly, it didn’t even come close to a Route 1 taco shack.


  “Good. It’s settled. Tomorrow you’re mine.”


  I couldn’t believe Hair Gel didn’t wait for her to answer. And did he really just growl mine? What was this, the fifties?


  Why the hell am I even listening to this? It’s not like I’m jealous.


  I took a gamble on a party girl concerned with the latest hotspots and fashion accessories once and look how that turned out.


  “Hey, Dr. Hunter. How’s Finn? Tap went well. Smooth.” I looked up from pretend reading and lifted my chin to greet Meg and her pearly whites. The third-year peds neuro fellow was an integral part of Finn’s medical team, and also a pretty girl, who, on more than one occasion, made me aware she was quite available. A different time—my old self—I might have bitten. But Meg knew my deal, one of the few here who did, and she also knew I had nothing to offer. That being the case, she didn’t let the rejection get in the way of our working relationship. She was cool like that.


  “You were great, thanks. You were the only one I trusted to do it.”


  “Like I’d let anyone else lay a finger on that boy. He’s my favorite patient. I’ll stop in tonight to check on him, change his bandage. Call me for anything.”


  “Oh, you don’t have to make a trip back. I’ll change the bandage,” Jules interjected. She must have finished ironing out her date details.


  “Thanks, but Meg’s got it. If you could just make sure he gets his meds on time, I’d appreciate it.”


  Meg’s eyes widened at my response, and Jules looked at me like I was a total ass. Shit. I just did it again. Was this really the new me?
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  “Ma, she’s nineteen … no, Ma, listen to me ... Ma, she’s not the devil. She’s NOT trying to kill you.”


  Seriously? If anyone overheard my end of this phone conversation, they would assume my mother was insane. She might be teetering, but who was I to question her sanity? After all, she did raise three girls. Okay, maybe she had a little more work to do with Mercedes, but close enough.


  “I have to go, Ma, I’m at work … yes, I will speak to her, promise … I really have to go … Ma … Ma, I. Have. To. Go … Love you, too. Ciao.”


  Mercedes strikes again.


  I ended the call and rolled my eyes toward the ceiling. I loved my family to death, but they bordered certifiable. And even though my baby sister should probably be labeled an angel, navigating peer pressure, college, and boyfriends all under Alonzo and Cecilia Chiappetti’s roof, I could also see my parents’ side. I may have talked her out of branding herself with a car insignia, but I guess in her mind an eyebrow ring didn’t seem as permanent.


  I massaged my temples and silently thanked God for the five millionth time that my scholarship to Columbia covered room and board, and I got through the self-expression stage without any additional holes. Before I self-inflicted (more) wrinkles, necessitating a premature trip for Botox, Cara popped through our shared office door.


  “Oh, Jules, you’re still here. The front desk’s looking for you—I told them you left. Thought you were only covering until ten?”


  “I was. I just stayed to work on my pilot proposal.”


  “Look at you, two months on the job and already making a difference. Let me know if you need anything, I’d really love to help. I think your pet therapy program is an awesome idea. You’re inspiring, girlfriend.” Cara was my nurse-manager counterpart and a real sweetheart. She was a few years younger and hard into the dating scene; otherwise, we would have probably hung out more.


  “Thanks. I can use all the support I can get.” And I meant it. My presentation before the hospital board was a week away. “Do you know why the front desk needed me?”


  “Oh no, it wasn’t them. Dr. Hunter was looking for you. I have to run—I’m already late for spin class. Call me later.”


  The sun, moon, and stars must have aligned and I missed it. Why else was Guy Hunter looking for me? All admissions came through me, so I would have known if Finn was being readmitted, and thankfully, I hadn’t laid eyes on that cutie pie since his overnight stay eight weeks ago. His extensive work-up turned out negative. He never spiked again and was released with a clean bill. More often than not, this was the case with fevers of unknown origin. Thus, the name. It was frustrating as all hell.


  As for Hunter, Sr., I wish I could say I hadn’t seen him either, but I wasn’t lady luck. We had two awkward run-ins. Yep, not one but two.


  The first was a few days after Finn’s discharge, when I randomly caught him and two of his residents from the corner of my eye and did what any normal, polite human being standing alone in an elevator does when the doors begin to close on people approaching. Okay, so maybe normal people take note of their arms being weighed down with a tray of makeshift craft supplies before waving at the elevator sensor, but that was beside the point.


  Needless to say, it wasn’t pretty—my cheeks lit up and Poppa Personality forwent the customary “thank you,” rolling his steely blues. His residents graciously rushed to pick up everything I dropped (which was just about everything). The orbital dismissal was complemented nicely with his declaration: “I’ll take the stairs.”


  Dick.


  There I said it. But he deserved it.


  Actually, he deserved it after he dismissed me in the ER and told me he didn’t have time to speak to me, thinking I was a new grad. Then he deserved it when he repeatedly rolled his eyes like a spoiled teenager and scowled every time I opened my mouth with valid freaking points and suggestions. And he really deserved it when he humiliated me, making me blush yet again in front of the neuro fellow when he said he didn’t trust me to essentially change a Band-Aid. So I wasn’t feeling guilty for saying it. Nope. Not at all.


  The second charming experience was right after my initial lobbying with the hospital board. Ecstatic they asked me to organize a formal proposal, I zoned out and smacked into Hunter and Dr. Guillory. Literally. With unlady-like force.


  Luckily, my new favorite pediatrician steadied me on my three-inch heels before I face planted. I might have deserted corporate America, but I still strongly believed in the effectiveness of the power-suit with pumps, especially in the boardroom. Guillory laughed off the collision and asked, “What’s the rush, hot date tonight?”


  Totally awkward, but I went with it. “You know it!” Somehow the humor was lost on Hunter, who, again, rolled those freaking eyes after scanning me head to toe.


  Double-Dick.


  Now it was slipping right off the tongue.


  Whatever. His issue with me was just that—his issue. I wasn’t losing sleep over it, but it didn’t mean I wasn’t curious.


  


  “Hey, ladies. You know what Dr. Hunter needed?”


  “Child, if I only knew, I would’ve already auctioned off my husband. Found it. And given it to that man on a silver platter.” Lorraine looked at her front desk partner in crime, high- fived her and erupted into a fit of giggles. Two grown women gone gaga.


  Look, I wasn’t blind. He was definitely attractive, but he was also a double-dick.


  “Cara said he was looking for me.” I tried to regain their focus.


  “Ya think? He only called three times, then dragged that tight, scrub-covered ass up here to harass us. Do us a favor when you see him. Tell him that just because he’s all sorts of delicious, we can’t just drop everything at his request.”


  “We can’t?” Coco asked and Lorraine lost it.


  “Ooh-kay. Thanks, ladies. I’ll figure it out.” Couldn’t say I didn’t try. The ladies were too busy fanning themselves to see me leave.


  Last stop, my office for my coat and purse and then my stomach had a date with some food. Or maybe not.


  “Um. Hey.” A waft of clean outdoors and something else temporarily distracted my hunger pains and filled my small office. Looked like he found me. His towering frame leaned against my desk.


  “I was writing you a note.”


  “I can see that.” I eyed the paper with my name scribbled at the top. He hadn’t gotten too far.


  “I called.”


  “I heard.”


  He bit the inside of his cheek, as if he was annoyed with me, and paused to inhale before asking, “Why couldn’t they find you?”


  Huh? Not sure how to answer, I didn’t. Instead, I crossed my arms and shrugged. I owed him nothing, and I certainly wasn’t going to coddle him after his recent immature behavior toward me.


  “So you’re going to make this difficult?” he asked.


  Tempting, but instead I countered with, “What do you need, Dr. Hunter?” The intoxicating effect of his smell wore off and my hunger pains were back.


  “I need your help.” His eyes softened. They weren’t apologetic or overly friendly, they were … genuine. “Finn’s asking for you.”


  “That’s all you had to say.”


  Because it was.


  


  During our brief trot down the few flights, he explained (shockingly not acting like the D-word) how Finn needed routine follow-up blood work, which he usually had drawn in the ER by one of few nurses Guy trusted and Finn was comfortable with. Until today. Finn supposedly wasn’t “cooperating.”


  It was blatantly obvious from across the bay that Finn was in the throes of a good old-fashioned meltdown. There was flailing; there was screaming. He looked like a mini-possessed lunatic, and if he wasn’t flinging his body around on the bed, he would have gone boneless. Actually, Finn looked like he perfected that phenomenon lying down.


  “Hey, buddy. Whatcha throwing a temper tantrum for?” I approached the little screamer with caution.


  Guy glared at my question. “Something must be wrong. Finn doesn’t have temper tantrums.”


  “I hate to break it to you, Dad … he’s three. He’s not special. And he’s having a temper tantrum. One of the best I’ve ever seen.” And he might look like an angel, but no, your child doesn’t walk on water. I didn’t say that last part, but I was tempted. For a surgeon, he wasn’t the brightest and needed to pull his head out of his ass. I dismissed the two nurses handling Finn like Venetian glass and took over. Their collective sighs after Guy approved made me chuckle a little.


  “Hey, handsome, I heard you were asking for me.” Finn kept screaming. “And I heard your dad offered you your favorite pizza if you’re a big boy and let me take a tiny bit of blood. You know I’ll use that special gel, doesn’t hurt at all.” More screaming. “Okay. I’m going to count to five then I’m leaving. No blood work, but also no yummy pizza for your belly. Your choice. One, two—” The screaming morphed into swallowed gulps. “Three—” Hiccups. “Four—”


  “Yemon yi- (hiccup) ices, too (hiccup), JuJu?”


  He seriously was as delicious as a lemon ice itself. And to top it off, JuJu, my nickname melted my heart. I lifted his glasses from his face, careful not to snag the Power Ranger sports band tucked between his curly locks, and wiped his tears with the sleeve of his thermal shirt.


  “Absolutely.” I tapped the tip of his nose—family habit, I couldn’t help myself—and replaced his lenses. “That reminds me, I think this boy deserves some of Alonzo’s famous water ice. To this day, he insists my mom only married him because it’s the best ever!” I winked at my little friend and caught Guy staring sans the glare this time.


  “My mommy’s in heaven. You know heaven?”


  Caught so utterly off guard, my heart sank to the pit of my stomach, and I had to take a moment to catch my breath before answering. “I do know heaven, sweet boy. Heaven is home for all the beautiful angels. I bet your mommy is looking down on you right now.”


  “Maxie says Mommy’s a real angel. She flies super fast like Tink.” He whipped his little arms above his head, imitating the tiny sparkly fairy. A small smile tugged at my lips, appreciating his precious reference.


  Your heart will fly on wings forever.


  “Well, you’re one lucky little brother because you have one smart big sister. Angels are definitely real … beautifully real.”


  The stifling climate finally abated when Finn’s smile reached his eyes. Somewhere during our conversation, Guy’s gaze drifted to his phone and remained statue-still, as if his screen saver held magical answers. Unfortunately, magical answers didn’t exist. I could not believe Finn and his sister lost their mother, and Guy lost his wife. Overcome with a myriad of feelings—curiosity, sadness, empathy—I said … nothing. Yep, I said absolutely nothing.


  Awkward.


  Finn tugged my arm. “JuJu, I hungry, I hungry.”


  “Right, handsome.” Right. I swallowed the platitudes that were stuck between my brain and lips and focused on what I could actually fix. I’d yet to find words of sympathy that held any healing power, so I pushed up Finn’s sleeve and went to work.


  “See, nice and quick. All done. You were a rock star.” I disposed of the sharp and sticker-labeled the vials. “And boy, do I have the perfect Band-Aid for you.” I rummaged through the bin and covered his barely visible prick site.


  “Powya Rangers! Now it peeza time?”


  “Well, I most certainly think you earned it. What do you think, Dad?”


  Guy palmed Finn’s head and dipped down to kiss his forehead. “Strong work, buddy. I know I promised you pizza,” he squeezed his chin and studied his watch, “but Daddy has to go back to work.”


  He was joking, had to be. Finn’s bottom lip started to quiver. “You pwomised.”


  “Don’t worry, bud. Maya will be back in twenty minutes from her appointment, and I’ll have her take you. You can play in my office until then.”


  Oh God, he was serious. Because that’s what a three-year-old with his heart set on pizza wanted, to play in his office. How mean. Empathetic towards him or not, it was my turn to shoot eye daggers. He must have felt them pinging him, because he turned and tried to explain. “I didn’t plan on this taking two hours.” He gestured toward the vials of blood as if that made a difference. Then his broad shoulders deflated a millimeter. If I hadn’t been on the receiving end of his towering arrogance several times already, I probably wouldn’t have noticed. Except he did seem off somehow, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.


  He’s flustered.


  “I’ll take you. I love pizza.” It came out in a rush.


  “Huh?” Yep, Guy said huh. Definitely flustered.


  “JuJu peeza! JuJu peeza! Peeeeeeeese.” Finn was no fool. He dragged out that “e” in please for as long as possible and flashed those dimples. The kid from Jerry McGuire had nothing on him.


  “Why would you do that? That’s crazy. Maya will be back soon. She knows I have a one o’clock case.”


  “It’s pizza. Really not a big deal. And besides, I’m hungry, too.” My stomach growled almost on cue. Charming.


  A puzzled look spread across his face. “Seriously? You’re going to take my kid to lunch?”


  This wasn’t some sneaky abduction scheme. Really, the pizza place was around the corner. Sheesh.


  “JuJu peeza!” Finn cheered when he realized he’d won, if this was even a battle to be won. Guy was hard to read. Especially today.


  I refrained from doing my own celebratory dance because, one, it might have been a little strange and inappropriate, and two, no one ever really needed to see that. I said, “Perfect. It’s settled. Pizza time.”


  Finn held his arms out for me to pick him up, and my already melty heart turned to pureed mush.


  “I’ll have Maya pick Max up at preschool and meet you there. You’re sure you don’t mind?”


  One more time I reiterated the obvious. “It’s pizza. Of course I don’t mind.”


  I lifted Finn onto my hip and he monkey-wrapped his braced little legs as best he could around my waist. All I smelled was baby shampoo. And not the all natural, no suds, fragrance free organic stuff this generation of parents felt the need to use now, but good old Johnson & Johnson. The gold bottle, the kind a single dad with too much to deal with would choose. The kind that reminded me of everything innocent and pure. The kind that could easily clog my throat and make my lungs seize.


  Guy’s facial expressions continued to question my sanity while I bent for Finn’s winter coat. “Let’s take the elevator up to get my jacket and purse and then we’ll go. K, handsome?”


  “Fine, I’ll grab his stroller for you.”


  “No.” It came out harsher than I intended.


  “But—”


  “No, we’re good.”


  Definitely no stroller. We’d get there when we got there, leg braces and all. Or maybe I’d hold him all the way there since he seemed to nestle right into my side as if my body was created to carry a little someone.
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  Twenty minutes later I belted a very chatty Finn into the wooden high chair, after Purell-ing down the gross handlebars first, of course. I slid him closer to the red and white checkered table and placed our order.


  “Dada.” Finn’s delicate finger pointed at the front window. Guy, holding a slightly bigger, pig-tailed version of Finn, pushed through the double glass doors, setting off the chimes. It was weird how I felt his presence immediately, no chimes needed.


  He was out of scrubs, and dare I say, out of arrogance, if that made any sense. I saw a glimpse of something else earlier when Finn flustered him, but this was different. Dressed in faded jeans and a dark North Face, he seemed calmer, almost relaxed. The exact opposite of everything I’d ever known him to be. It was the clothes. Had to be the clothes.


  “Mind if we join you guys?”


  Huh? Now I was the one flustered. It’s just the clothes. The appropriate response would have been, “absolutely” or “so awesome you made it.”


  I said nothing.


  Again.


  “Jules, this is my princess Maxine.”


  The little girl climbed in the chair closest to Finn and quickly corrected her father. “I’m Max.”


  Thankfully, she also snapped me out of my denim-induced haze, reminding me of who I was dealing with. It’s just Dr. Hunter. The same Dr. Hunter who had a track record of treating me poorly, and who, up until a few hours ago, rubbed me the wrong way. The same man who was raising these precious children alone because he lost his wife.


  God, how had I not said anything?


  Something. Anything. I knew better. But now it was too late, right? Wimp.


  Loss was never a get out of jail free card, but I understood how it had the power to make you forget the rules of the game every now and again. Grief could be all-consuming, and some days just waking up was your only play. Staring at Maxine’s angelic smile and remembering how she looks just like her mother, I imagined Guy Hunter had more than his share of bad game days. I suddenly felt like a hypocrite for passing judgment. It was time to start over. And to ignore the clothes.


  “Max. That’s an awesome name for such a pretty girl.”


  “I’m a big sister,” she said, poking her finger into her polka dot ruffled sweater.


  Finn pouted, obviously not too keen on sharing attention or having his sister rain on his pizza day parade. I eyeballed them, waiting for an epic brother/sister showdown and caught a small smirk from Guy.


  “Wait, what happened to your case?” I asked, suddenly remembering.


  “She ate.” Two words explained enough. It never mattered how many times you reminded patients “nothing after midnight,” people inevitably screwed up. “It was an elective hernia repair so I rescheduled her for next week. More importantly, I promised my little man pizza.”


  Finn cheesed so hard his glasses turned crooked, making Guy laugh. It was a deep, genuine sound that raised the tiny hairs at the nape of my neck. My eyes were magnetically drawn to his. The intensity and guarded arrogance was gone and all that was left were bright blue orbs pointed directly at me.


  Seriously, Jules? No other explanation than I was delirious. I was way too old for sleep deprivation—those overnight shifts were making me loony. Mama CeCe-crazy.


  “Finny, your glasses, silly.” Max reached over and straightened them for her brother, dousing my uncharacteristic hormonal surge and inexcusable internal awkwardness. “All better. Daddy, I’m hungry.”


  “I’ll order a few more slices.”


  “No need. I ordered a pie. Should be out any second.”


  “A whole pie?” He scrunched his brow and looked at Finn. “Dude, you must be hungry. Or is someone’s eyes bigger than his stomach?”


  “Finn and I had a very serious discussion on the walk over. He hasn’t had Maria’s Pizza in a long time. Too long, according to him. It might’ve even been years. And well, I haven’t had breakfast. So a large pie seemed like the only option at the time. And besides, leftover cold pizza for breakfast rules.” Finn pumped out his fist. We bumped. And blew it up. And the magnetic pull brought us back together. “Phew.” Thank goodness I was a fast learner.


  Guy’s laughter filled the small restaurant. And I thought I liked his laugh before. This one topped it. I also figured out where Finn got his humongous cheese and adorable dimples. Although I wouldn’t use the word adorable in this case. Nope. Definitely not adorable. The adjectives I’d use were not for this PG crowd.


  I’d officially lost it—padded room lost it. The giggles coming from Finn and Max were the only thing keeping me grounded. I wondered how often Guy laughed like this (I hoped a lot), because his kids absolutely loved it, and because it was seriously contagious. Enough so, I caught it. Before I knew it, I was clutching my sides and could barely catch my breath.


  I hadn’t laughed, really laughed, in seven years.
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  The south elevator was more painful than the downtown local, stopping at every floor. I never took elevators—for this reason, and because surgeons took stairs. It was ingrained from internship, day one. Yet this was my third ride today.


  “Hunter, what are you doing over here? I don’t have the blueprint memorized, but I’m pretty sure the OR’s on the north wing. Please don’t tell me Finn’s back in the unit. I’m heading up there now—I didn’t see him on the list.” Meg caught me in the elevator ride to nowhere.


  “No, no. Finn’s good. I’m just heading, um—” Shit. What else was over here? “—to the lab. Waiting on some STAT results, you know, trying to speed things up.”


  “And you couldn’t find an intern to do that?” She dragged out aaaand when she really wanted to say yeah right, you’re full of shit. When the doors slid open to the PICU family, she added salt to the wound. “Have a good one, and don’t get lost down there. I hear the lab guy is pretty scary.”


  “Hold the door!” Meg’s hand reflexively reached back and triggered the sensors, beating me to it. I would have used my foot but that was beside the point. The smell of fresh soap and sweet apples permeated the confined space. “Thanks, Meg. Tube system is down again—have to drop these off.” Jules lifted up a couple of specimen bags.


  “The lab seems to be a popular destination today. So strange.” Meg peered back over her shoulder and attempted direct visual contact. Smart ass.


  This was a stupid idea.


  “Oh hey, what are you doing over here?” Jules asked as soon as she noticed me, her high-energy voice stirring something dormant inside.


  The doors closed behind her, but she stayed facing me. Wasn’t it elevator etiquette to turn around? She rolled back on her bright purple clogs and crossed her arms. “You were looking for me, weren’t ya?”


  “You always so blunt?”


  Jules laughed. The real laugh. Shorter and quicker, but definitely the one from the pizza joint. The one that had me riding this stupid elevator, and the one that invaded my dreams every night since last Friday when I watched her pop the last bite of pizza into her sharp-witted mouth.


  “Do you always answer a question with a question, Dr. Hunter? Very interesting. You first.”


  I couldn’t stop staring at her slightly parted lips and her pinked cheeks. Every other time she’d blushed I was usually acting like an ass and had to look away. This was different. I liked it.


  “What if I do?”


  “Still a question.”


  “Blunt and stubborn.”


  “What’d you expect?”


  Good question. I had no clue what to expect from this woman. That was the issue. I’d been far from hospitable, and she’d taken my kid to lunch, for God’s sake. I answered, “Dinner.”


  “Dinner?” Her eyes silently questioned my intentions. My invitation took her by surprise. Made two of us. “Okay, deal.”


  “Deal?” Now I sounded like the goddamn echo.


  Hair Gel guy briefly popped into mind, but if she wasn’t mentioning him neither was I. I could do high school, if need be. After all, it was just one dinner.


  “I might be a little stubborn,” she pinched her two fingers together in front of her face, “which isn’t my fault, I might add. I’m Italian, and it’s genetic, but I’m also completely capable of being open-minded.”


  I had absolutely nothing to say to that, because let’s be honest, there was no safe response. I addressed the matter at hand. “You’re off tomorrow?”


  It was a rhetorical question—I knew full well she was. The front desk ladies loved me and were more than happy to oblige my inquiries, especially when I came by bearing gifts. The cinnamon rolls paid off.


  “Actually, I’m covering for Cara tomorrow morning for a few hours then I’m off.”


  So much for not being transparent.


  “Maya’s got the kids. I’ll pick you up at seven.”


  “Well, that doesn’t make much sense. I live in the Bronx, so I’ll head home, change, and come to you. That way you don’t waste Maya on travel time. Besides, then I can bring the kids a treat. Give me your phone.”


  Bossy, blunt, and stubborn. The list was growing. Why was I doing this again? If I wanted to get laid there were half a dozen women I knew were up for it, no stress or strings. Yet I hadn’t accepted any of their offers.


  Conceding, I handed her my phone. She tapped away and an unfamiliar ringtone whistled from her top scrub pocket. It took the self-control of a prizefighter to not zero in on her chest.


  “I called myself, so we’re all good. Now I have your number and you have mine. When you get a chance later, text me your address. Still seven?”


  I stopped to process the phone thing. Her eyebrow rose and she shifted her weight.


  Time. Right. “Make it six. We’ll shoot for a drink before dinner. Kids will have eaten, and once they know you’re coming they’ll be crazy wound up. Give them time to chill after we leave before Maya puts them to bed.” I was thinking out loud, but she didn’t have kids so I probably made no sense.


  “No, that’s perfect. But I wouldn’t tell them I’m coming. Plans change and disappointment is the worst.”


  “Point taken. But hey, you’re not canceling on me already. And to think, I just got your number.” My lame ass half-flirt earned me that laugh again.


  Nothing about this was a good idea, worse because we worked together. There was zero chance of it going anywhere. At least not for me. But right now, I didn’t care. The promise of hearing that laugh come from that face a few more times was worth all the uncomfortable encounters I’d have to endure after we tanked.


  The elevator pinged, and Jules backed out with a ridiculous perky wave. “See you tomorrow, Dr. Hunter.”


  The doors slid closed before I realized what happened.


  Damn, I was in trouble. I couldn’t remember the last date I was on.


  My phone vibrated with an incoming text.


  


  Ciao :)


  


  This was a seriously bad idea. I could already feel the water filling in around me.
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  “I’m coming to New York, darling. I miss my little Towhead and Goldilocks. It’s been too long.”


  “Next weekend doesn’t work, they’re with the Goldmans.”


  “That’s lovely. I’m sure Darla and Peter appreciate spending time with the children.” Just the mention of the other grandparents pushed her buttons. She couldn’t cover the sarcasm in her voice if she tried. My mother knew how to breathe through just about anything, it was her mantra, but she never understood how Britt’s parents lived fifteen minutes across town, yet saw the kids only once a month. A schedule they set up, by the way. Moot point. It was better for me.


  “Then let me check the studio calendar, and I’ll book a flight for one of the upcoming weekends. Finn better not look too thin. Are you giving him those organic multivitamins I sent? They’re good for him, Guy. You should give them to Maxie also. What about kale, put it in their smoothies in the morning. I sent you the email with the eight superfoods. I hope you’re incorporating them into their diet.”


  “Reina, did you forget the letters MD follow my name?” My mother loved when I called her by her first name. Not.


  “Make fun all you want, but you know I’m right.” She joined the healthy eating bandwagon when I was in high school. These days her obsession bordered more on psychoses. “You know how much I love my little people. I only want them to be happy and healthy.”


  “I know, Mom.” And I did.


  “Well, I won’t keep you. FaceTime tonight?”


  “Sounds good. I’ll have Maya have the kids call you before bed.”


  “Why? Where will you be? You’re not on call again, are you? Guy Hunter, you take on too much. What’s going to happen if you get run-down? You need to focus on your energy center and find more balance.”


  “Mom—”


  “I’m serious, Guy. Between Maya, all of Finn’s private therapists, and Maxine’s preschool, New York is ridiculous. Stop being proud and let me help you. I can take out a mortgage on the house or the yoga studio …”


  “Mom, how many times do I have to tell you? I’m good.” Because I was—at least financially. It took a few years and a shitload of moonlighting to climb out of the debt pile my wife left me with, but my practice was thriving, and the kids and I were living pretty comfortably now.


  “Then why are you working tonight? You were just on call last night. Sleep is so important for your foundation.” She was relentless. My poor father, he must have been a saint.


  “I’m not on call. I have a date.” I hoped that would shut her up, in the most loving son-shutting-up-mother way, but no dice.


  “Oh honey, that’s wonderful!” She squealed like a baby pig, a sound she had never made and one I prayed she would never make again. “Finny is three now. It’s time you got back out there. You’re so handsome—a successful surgeon, an absolutely terrific dad, with two of the best children.”


  “Mom. Relax. As much as I love the ego stroke, it’s dinner, not a proposal.” And maybe a little after dinner exercise.


  “It’s just that you haven’t mentioned dating anyone since … well, you know.”


  The reminder was unnecessary, I knew all too well. As did Jules, thanks to my little man. Luckily she wasn’t weirded out. In fact, it didn’t faze her at all.


  “I’m excited that’s all. I want more for you.”


  I wasn’t going to lie—I was pretty stoked about tonight as well. But as for more, I had no expectations. Life stopped asking me what I wanted the day my wife left me alone to raise two kids.


  I ended the call, entered Nana Reina’s tentative upcoming visit into my calendar, and scrolled my texts.


  


  FYI, I skipped lunch.


  You might need to order your own pie tonight:)


  


  JuJu. Everything down to the name she programmed into my phone was unexpected.


  And I was pretty sure that was her point.


  So screwed.


  


  “JuJu, JuJu’s here. Maxie, JuJu’s here,” Finn bellowed when the doorbell rang.


  For a while I debated even having her come up, not wanting to confuse the kids or give them the wrong idea. But when Maya casually asked about my plans for the night, I slipped and that’s all it took.


  “Go ahead, Max, open the door.” As if she was waiting for my permission. Max flung the door open overly excited and then hid behind my leg. “You remember Jules from pizza, right?”


  “JuJu. JuJu. JuJu,” Finn kept chanting from the couch.


  Hell, I didn’t even get that reception when I walked in the door. Then again I never walked in holding a gallon tub of what I could only guess to be the water ice she’d mentioned a few times.


  “Well, you all know how to make a girl feel super special. What a welcome.” Jules ducked down to find my hiding shadow. “Hey, pretty girl, did you braid those pigtails yourself? Can you teach me?”


  Max giggled and whispered in her shy voice, “Finny’s so happy you’re here.”


  “Me too!” Jules was either shooting for an Oscar, or she was genuinely excited to be standing in my apartment with my two kids going ape shit over her.


  Whichever, Max bought it and stepped out from behind my legs, rambling her four-year-old stream of consciousness. That didn’t take long.


  “You know his legs get really tired, Daddy says it’s because he’s been walking a lot, Daddy lets him make videos on his iPad when he’s sleepy. Finny made one with me dancing and singing with my dolly. What’s in your bucket? Is that for us?”


  “Wow, how fun, you’ll have to show me his movies sometime. Let’s get over to that couch so I can give Finny a squeeze, and then you can take a peek at your surprise.”


  “Finny, we’re getting a surprise,” Max sang and skipped at the same time.


  Jules straightened to full height, which was a good head shorter than my own, and her eyes found mine. She blinked a few times and her cheeks pinked. My own pulse spiked, perusing her tight frame that was always hidden under her kid friendly scrubs. Even with a winter coat, her fitted jeans and tall boots were painfully sexy. So much so, I casually shifted to readjust my zipper.


  “Thanks for coming here. Think they’re excited.”


  “What happened to not telling them and avoiding disappointment?” she asked, leaning into my ear. “You’re a sucker.” Her sweet scent and warm breath sparked another signal straight to my dick. It had been a while.


  Passing me, she sat on the floor next to the couch where Finn was lounging with his leg braces dangling off the arm. She held up her surprise and crisscross applesauced (yes, I thought that). Didn’t mean I wasn’t admiring her thighs and ass in those jeans too.


  “Yemonnnnn yiiiiiccceeesssss!” Finn shouted, excitedly knocking a brace to the floor. Jules leaned over to pick it up, her coat opening to reveal a sliver of skin.


  Ices, cold, winter.


  We needed to leave. Sooner, rather than later.


  “Did I hear someone say lemon? That’s my favorite too.” Maya walked out of the bathroom where she was cleaning up after bath time, aka splash hour.


  “Hey, Maya.” Jules smiled and greeted my sitter, handing her the infamous water ice container. “There’s plenty to go around. Should we get some bowls?”


  “I’ll take care of it. You two go, have fun. We’re good here. No need to rush back.”


  I thanked Maya and Jules stood up. Finn grabbed onto her leg from the edge of the couch. “I’ll see you soon, handsome. Promise me that next time, you’ll give me a full report on the yumminess of my dad’s lemon ice. He’s gonna call and ask if you liked it. I told him you were the king.”


  “Finny is the prince and I’m the princess.” I didn’t have to worry about my daughter not finding her calling. She was destined to be a teacher with her incessant correcting.


  “Well, that sounds even better, Maxie girl.” Jules tickled under her chin, distracting my peanut enough she missed the Maxie. I couldn’t believe it.


  “Be good for Maya. See you in the morning. Who loves ya to the moon and back?” I kissed them both on the forehead and closed the door behind us.


  “Tough, huh?” She must have noticed my unconscious release of air. Tough leaving my children—always. Tough stepping out of my comfort zone—that was to be determined.


  We stepped into the brisk night. Jules fiddled with her scarf then pulled her hair out from under her coat and let it go. The brown silky strands fell right below her shoulders and framed her face. I’d never seen her hair down. She always tied it back in a band or clip. That was familiar and what I had become accustomed to, and in my warped testosterone brain it indicated a fling or a casual fuck.


  Hair down made it real. What if it wasn’t going back up?


  “How about that drink?” I needed a drink. And since there were plenty of places to pick from in my Upper East Side neighborhood, we’d be good in no time.


  “Margarita?” she asked.


  “I would’ve pegged you for the Italian bubbly.”


  She ridiculously tsked, her pointer finger waving back and forth and said, “Assumptions.”


  “Maybe.”


  I grabbed her slender hand, half-expecting her to stiffen, and when she leaned into my side, I tsked myself. Assumptions.


  All right then, screw the Upper East Side, I knew just the place. If she was expecting a five-star tourist trap, she was going to be sorely disappointed, but it was worth the risk. The food was that good or as close to authentic as you could find in this city. I hailed a cab, told the driver our destination, and warned her. “Complete hole-in-the-wall, but sick Mexican food.”


  “No way? Tehuitzingo in Hell’s Kitchen, right? I’ve been dying to go there.”


  Go figure.


  “Well, let’s get you fed. I wouldn’t want them to run out of taquitos before we get there.”


  She flashed her bright smile, and we sat in a comfortable silence watching the NYC skyline pass us by. I couldn’t discern if it was her perfume or the scent of her hair filling the cab with the aroma of those sweet apples again, but it took some serious effort not to get aroused. Instead, I focused on the non-stop bustle that I’d never get used to and wondered how many ways this town could screw up my kids. But then again, Jules grew up here and she seemed semi-normal (so far).


  It was obvious Jules’ mind was reeling as well when she blurted, “Can I ask you something?”


  “I have a feeling my answer wouldn’t really matter. You’re going to ask anyway, right?”


  She grinned, but the cab driver interrupted before she said anything else. “Sir, is here okay?”


  Jules reached for her purse.


  “I’ve got it.” Like I was going to let her pay. But I had to admit there was something refreshing about her attempt.


  “Thank you.” Her wide saucers wanted to say more as she slid from the cab. Once on the curb, she did. “Why are you such a dick at the hospital?”


  Holy shit, did she. If this was her icebreaker, it needed some work. She crossed her arms, anticipating a response. Right, she was serious.


  “Um … ouch. Okay, no one has ever asked me that, but then again, the old me never acted like a dick. You’re full of surprises already, Jules. Blunt, stubborn, and impatient. How about we table this discussion until after the first round?” That was my attempt to charm my way out, mostly because I had no clue how to respond. It wasn’t the time or place to get into the old me versus the new me (since I was just noticing the difference). And probably a mood killer to tell her that she initially reminded me of my wife. More accurately, what I disliked most about my wife.


  “Fair enough.”


  I held the door to the Mexican bodega and ushered her in, where we weaved between the stacked packages of tortillas and refrigerated cases filled with beer and cheese. We managed to snag the last two open stools along the counter. This place was happening.


  A short silver-haired woman poked her head from the little kitchen window and I held up two fingers. “Dos Modelos, por favor.” She slid a small bowl of fresh pico de gallo and a warm basket of chips in front of us. My mouth was already watering.


  “What if I didn’t want a beer?”


  “Too bad.” I cracked a smile, unable to hold a straight face.


  “Just so you know, I prefer margaritas.”


  “Noted. But this is a beer place.”


  She cocked a brow. “Says who?”


  “Did you not pass the same refrigerators I did? Did you miss the cases of every Mexican beer you can think of?”


  “Hmm. Maybe we should go back to the you being a dick question. What do you think?” She dipped a chip and popped it into her mouth.


  I smiled and gave her back her own words from the other day. “Answering a question with a question. Interesting, Nurse Jules.”


  “You think just because you’re the funny guy all of a sudden, it gives you a pass from acting like a complete jerk to me.”


  “Funny, huh? I’m funny, how? I mean funny, like I’m a clown? I amuse you. I make you laugh?” She walked right into that one.


  She squinted and the lips I had yet to take my eyes off of puckered.


  “Seriously, you have no clue what I’m talking about. Don’t tell me you’ve never seen that movie?” Blank stare. “It’s one of the best movie lines of all time. GoodFellas? De Niro, Joe Pesci. Come on.”


  “What, because I’m Italian you assume I must’ve seen it?”


  “No, I assume everyone’s seen it. It’s a classic.”


  “Says who?”


  “That your favorite question?” Luckily, there was no silverware at the bar because she looked ready to stab me in the eye with a knife. And she thought I was funny. “Six Oscar nominations, doll. I think it’s a given.”


  “What are you, a movie buff? I wouldn’t have pegged you—”


  “Ah, now look who’s making assumptions. You know what they say?”


  She bit her lip and half-squinted her right eye. Damn, she was hot when she got flustered.


  We stared at each other in silence.


  Not your typical start to a first date. All right, I’d admit it—I was rusty.


  She broke first. “So no, I haven’t seen it. I’m more of a reader.” Reader, as in ... “And before you ask, no, I’m not a cheesy romance reader.”


  “I didn’t think you were.” I totally thought she was. “So what do you read?”


  “Suspense thrillers and political biographies, usually.” I almost spit my beer out. Totally not what I expected. She shrugged her shoulders and laughed. “Not your cup of tea, I’m guessing?”


  “Hey, I don’t judge. I’m open to all things.” Except political biographies. Who the hell self inflicts torture?


  “Me too.”


  She was a terrible liar. Good to know. I could have called her out on it, but that left the door open for her to return the favor. I had a better idea. “Good. I’ve got an idea that resolves this problem.”


  “Oh yeah?”


  “Eat fast. We’re watching GoodFellas tonight.”


  Without missing a beat, she casually said, “Dibs on the lemon ice.”


  It almost didn’t register how absurd she sounded. Damn. That was exactly her point again.


  [image: ]


  “This will be nice for Maya. I remember nursing school, trying to study all the time and having to work. It was tough.”


  I fished my keys out to unlock my front door. I liked that Jules was concerned about my sitter and she was spot on. Taking all night classes to free her days to watch the kids, Maya probably needed more of a break than she’d ever admit. But I couldn’t focus on Maya’s schedule right now. I was too busy savoring the smell that had been driving me crazy all night. Had to be her shampoo, perfume wasn’t that crisp. Damn, it really had been a while.


  “Home so soon, everything okay?” Maya asked, startled when we walked in exactly one hour and twenty minutes after we left.


  “Gonna watch a movie. Why don’t you take off? The night’s young.”


  “Really? I’m totally fine, if you want to go back out—go for it. I don’t mind sleeping over.”


  “You go, relax, do whatever twentysomethings do now. We’ll see you Monday morning.”


  “Take advantage, Maya,” Jules chimed in, teasing. “Never know when this will happen again.”


  “Okay, thanks, I’m going to grab the rest of my stuff then.” Maya threw all her books and papers in her backpack and headed toward the kitchen.


  Before I followed to settle up and walk her out, I turned to Jules and said, “Make yourself comfortable.” But Jules was two steps ahead, already doing exactly that. Her coat and scarf were strewn over the armchair. My eyes immediately gravitated to her bare shoulder where her grey silk top shifted off. I bit my tongue to kill the urge to drag it across her collarbone. Easy, man. Before I scared the shit out of her and attacked her like a starved animal, I played host. “Beer?”


  “Margarita?”


  I smirked. She wasn’t going to make this easy for me.


  As soon as I made it to the kitchen, Maya said in a hushed voice, “You sure you don’t want me to stay? I feel bad you never go out, you know, socially.”


  I laughed. “You’re starting to sound like Reina.” Good for my kids. Me, not so much. But it came from a good place. “Reminds me, did the kids get to FaceTime her tonight?”


  “Yep. And just to give you a heads up,” she went back to whispering, “she asked the kids a million questions about Julia.”


  “Jules.” Now I sounded like Maxie. “Thanks, no big surprise there.” I shook my head in amusement, imagining how that conversation played out. “Everything quiet tonight?”


  “Yeah. Kids were great, as always. I did Finn’s exercises and they went down, no problem. But keep an eye on Finn’s cough—I’m not loving it. Humidifier’s on.”


  “Will do. Thanks again.” I handed her a fifty but she pushed it away.


  “You don’t have to pay me extra, it’s fine. Really.”


  “Maya, you work your hours for a salary. Anything over, you deserve to get paid, not only this job but any job. Hear me?” Sometimes I forgot how young Maya was. She was too generous for her own good.


  “Okay, but this is way too much.”


  “Lesson number two, don’t argue with your employer.” I winked and forced her to pocket the cash. A fifty was nothing for peace of mind. “See ya Monday.” She nodded and headed out.


  The bedrooms were on the other side of the apartment, off the kitchen. I peeked in, covered Finn, checked his bed rails, and turned off Max’s glitter chandelier. How she fell asleep with the damn thing on amazed me.


  It was quiet. Kids were set.


  Before I thought too hard about what a monumentally stupid idea tonight was, I rummaged through the cabinet over my stove. Tequila. Check. Triple sec. Check. Pulled open the fridge door. Limes. Check.


  Margaritas were easy enough. I could do margaritas.


  The first thing I saw when I walked back into the living room was tall boots leaning against the couch. She glanced up at the sound of my footsteps. “You really made margaritas, with salt, no less. I was teasing—you really didn’t need to. Thanks, though. Kids good?”


  “Yeah,” I said, absorbing the sight. Her feet were curled under her ass, and she had a Patagonia catalog open on her lap, killing time. “Sorry, fresh out of Cosmo and Vogue. If you dig deep, you might be able to find one of Maxine’s princess books.”


  “Oh no, I was looking at these hiking boots. Mine are pretty beat up.”


  My eyes bugged. She was messing with me. Two could play that game. “The ramps at Yankee Stadium are pretty steep, a shoe with a solid grip’s not a bad idea.” She hiked, my ass. I smirked, envisioning JuJu from the Bronx lacing up a pair of drifters over her skinny jeans. What was it with women? Britt gave up pretending to like anything remotely outdoorsy the second I slid a rock on her finger. Yeah, not going there.


  That same dumbfounded look she had with the GoodFellas line spread across her face. Instead of butchering my joke, I gave her an out. “Where do you hike?”


  “Depends on how much time I have and the season, but anywhere along the Appalachian Trail has amazing views of the Hudson Valley. And I love Adirondack Park; I’ve done several of the 46 high peaks, but haven’t made it to Mount Marcy up in Lake Placid yet. Casey and I have it on our bucket list.”


  If my eyes bulged any further, I was at risk of looking like I had Graves’ disease. She blew my mind. Officially blown. Half the shit that came out of her mouth shocked the hell out of me; the other half had me laughing my ass off. Maybe it was an act; maybe it wasn’t, but right now, who cared?


  “Cool,” I said, because the other option would have been foaming at the mouth, tackling her down, and professing my undying love. Not really, but the thought of her enjoying hiking as much as I did was a serious turn on. I was knee-deep in trails every chance I had back home. Pre-residency, pre-marriage, pre-kids, pre-widower. A lifetime ago.


  “You ever take the kids? They’d love it. There are plenty of easy trails I’m sure Finn could handle, but even if he got tired, I’ve seen kids much bigger than him in backpack carriers. And I bet they’d get a kick out of Casey.”


  She was spot on again—my kids would totally tear it up. They took after me when it came to downtime. I contemplated how we hadn’t notched out some time to get up north yet, wondering if Jules’ comment was an invitation. I couldn’t see past the next five minutes. Did she already have us on a date with the kids and whoever the hell Casey was?


  “Casey?”


  “Sorry, he’s my yellow Lab.”


  Good to know she wasn’t inviting Hair Gel on a family date.


  “You live in an apartment and have a full size Lab? It’s not a little tight?”


  She flipped the catalog closed, indignant. “You’re seven foot five and live in an apartment. It’s not a little tight?” There she went again with her ridiculous hand motions, this time bringing her palms an inch apart mimicking a tight space.


  “Touché.” Smart ass. “You’re about a foot off, and yeah, it gets tight.”


  Jules giggled and something about the sound redirected blood flow south. Speaking of south, I said, “So I take it you’ve decided to forgive me for being a dick.”


  “I never said that.”


  “You always make future dates with dicks?”


  Her face immediately flushed. Caught.


  “So … six Oscar nominations, huh, better not disappoint.” She redirected the conversation while snagging the blanket off the back of the couch, covering her legs, and outstretching her hand. “And give me my drink.”


  “Bossy,” I mumbled loud enough for her to hear. Flushed and demanding, now this I could work with. I handed off the margarita before tagging the remote and firing up Netflix.


  She liked me.


  And in not so many words, she secured our next date. Not wanting to think too hard about it, I settled on the oversized couch, pulled her into my side, and got comfortable. Wasn’t difficult, she melted right in. It was time to test the waters.


  “You’re staring at me,” she whispered, seemingly engrossed in the film. “Thought this


  was your favorite movie.”


  The outline of her cherry lips were pleading with me and suddenly I was hungry. “Never said favorite. Classic. And I’ve seen it a hundred times. I know what’s gonna happen. But right now I’m more interested in what’s gonna happen”—I tipped her chin and brought our lips millimeters apart—“after this.”


  “Wait.” Her index finger slipped between our lips.


  Damn, I could have sworn she was on the same page. The sexual tension had been suffocating. Shit, I was seriously rusty.


  “Um. It’s just I should have said this earlier … days ago, actually. I don’t know why I didn’t and I’m really so embarrassed. But then there was never a good time. Not that anytime is a good time. Trust me, I know. Probably better than anyone …”


  “You’re rambling, doll.”


  “I’m really sorry about your wife. So incredibly sorry.”


  Talk about left field and epically bad timing. She bit her bottom lip and furrowed her brow, sincerity oozing from every pore. Did she really bring up Britt … now? The mention of her name probably should have elicited pain or guilt, or at the very least, killed the mood. Not even close. She was such an enigma and so fucking adorable, I wanted to kiss her even more.


  Her finger was still against my lips when I said, “Okay. That is totally not what I thought you were going to say.”


  “If you want to talk about it …”


  I shook my head slowly, hoping I wouldn’t offend her. But I had to be honest. “Not even a little bit.” Especially now.


  “Okay, if you ever do, just know I’m a good listener.” She dropped her intruding hand and her caramel eyes melted. “Why don’t you kiss me then.”


  My fucking pleasure.


  This was the best idea she had all night.


  Her gaze dropped to my mouth, while the tip of her pink tongue wet the seam of her lips. The smell of tequila and lime mixed with apples, a dangerously delicious combination, skyrocketed my hunger to insatiable levels. A small moan slipped from somewhere deep in her throat and it was all I needed. I closed the distance and claimed her. My pulse pounded in my ears. She tasted unfuckingbelievable. I parted my lips, urging her on, and to my surprise, she matched me movement for movement. Sweet Jesus, this woman could kiss. I clutched the nape of her neck, tangling my fingers in her silk hair and coaxed her closer. If I deepened the kiss any more, she’d be in my lap, right where I wanted her, straddling my growing ache. The only thing in my way was the stupid blanket and her jeans and her—


  “Let me,” she mumbled, sliding her hands up my chest, confirming she wanted closer too.


  I tore the damn throw off her legs and gripped her thighs, pulling her warm core against mine. The sound of clinking glass echoed off the hardwood floor. Spilled milk, spilled margarita—who the fuck cared? It would take an atomic bomb to pry me away from her sweet taste or the gut wrenching sound of … retching.


  Several seconds passed for my brain to interpret the noise echoing through the apartment, being that my entire blood volume was currently engorging my other brain. I pulled back, breaking our connection and leaving us both panting and bothered. The vile sound amplified and my instincts extinguished my burning desire.


  Without hesitation, I was off the couch and running. Jules’ footsteps trailed mine.


  “I’ll grab a pail and some water,” she said, turning toward the kitchen.


  “Hey, bud, Daddy’s here.” I chucked his vomit-drenched sheets aside and picked up my boy so he could breathe easier. He was heaving so hard he wasn’t even crying. Another wave exploded onto the floor, breaking my heart and making me feel even more useless. “Shh, breathe, buddy. It’ll be okay.”


  Always Finn. It wasn’t fair.


  “Here, handsome, try and take a little sip.” Jules calmly stepped over the foul puddle, sat beside us, and rubbed Finn’s sweaty back. Before he sipped from the straw Jules held in front of him, the vicious cycle began again.


  “Shit.” I tried my best to curb my swearing in front of the kids, but this qualified as an Oh Shit moment.


  Jules’ concerned gaze agreed with mine. When Finn gasped for oxygen after emptying the last of the bile that could be left, I didn’t have to say a word.


  Jules said, “I’ll grab Max. Let’s go.”


  Yeah, we were on the same page.


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  “Ewwww! Finny’s getting sick again, Daaadddyyy,” Max cried.


  Wedged in the back of a cab driving a hundred miles per hour didn’t stop Finn’s body from convulsing each and every time he heaved. There was nothing but bile left. I’d seen a lot of sick kids, really sick kids, over the years, but I couldn’t remember a time I’d ever seen a little one retch this violently with barely a moment in between cycles. I rubbed his back and held a towel under his mouth as Guy barked at the cab driver to drive faster. Finally, a few tears were leaking down his cheeks and he was whimpering.


  Thank God.


  When we found him slouched over in his bed, he had been struggling to breathe, using every single one of his accessory muscles. This seemed more intense than a random twenty-four hour bug. Guy’s panicked eyes told me he felt the same.


  “Max, it’s okay. Finn’s tummy is a little upset,” I said, feebly attempting to calm Max who was scared and probably disoriented from being dragged out of her warm bed into the freezing cold in the middle of the night. Who was I kidding—I was saying it to calm myself as well.


  The cab finally stopped, and Guy threw open the door and gingerly scooped Finn from my lap. “It’s okay, buddy. I’ve got you.”


  My eyes welled and my heart ached for them, for this situation. In his short life, Finn had already been through enough. This sweet boy deserved a slice of easy with a side of luck. At the very least, he deserved to have his mom by his side to help fight his battles.


  Swallowing back the lump in my throat, I said, “I’ve got the cab and Max. Go.”


  Guy jerked his chin and took off towards the ER entrance.


  I wadded up the vomit-drenched towel and tied it off in a plastic bag I dug out of my purse before paying the driver. Max was shivering, and I could feel her pressing deeper into my side. I swung her on my hip and kicked the cab door closed. “Hold tight, Maxie girl.”


  “Max,” she whispered back. Right, Max.


  She wrapped her little legs around my waist, clinging for dear life. Even in the midst of what was going on, she was adamant. Even though I could have sworn that I’d slipped earlier in the evening, I loved how her Finny was the only one with free rein to use nicknames.


  “Oh, sorry, honey, that’s what I meant.”


  A burst of warm air blasted us in the face as we rushed through the automatic doors. The combination of nerves, adrenaline, and the alcohol from earlier, mixed with the heat, caused a wave of nausea to roll through me. Max hid her head in my neck, and I squinted against the blinding lights.


  “Where are they?” I asked the approaching triage nurse before she had a chance to say anything.


  “Bay four.” She didn’t even try to hide her suspicious elevated brow when she saw me carrying Dr. Hunter’s daughter—in the middle of the night, in her pajamas. Fortunately, she held her tongue. Tomorrow would be another story, and no doubt her reality TV rendition would go viral. “Want me to take Maxine?”


  “No,” Max yelped and clung tighter.


  “Give us a minute,” I said to Margaret.


  “No problem. I’m going to find some coloring books and crayons, and I’ll meet you back here in a few.”


  “Hear that, Max? You can color.” I kissed the top of her head. She unburied her face from my shoulder and peeked up at me, still squinting. I was sure she was hoping if she squeezed her lids tight enough she’d wake up from this nightmare.


  I’ve tried that myself, sweetheart. God, I wish it worked.


  We stopped at bay four and all seemed quiet. I peered around the curtain and saw Guy lying on the stretcher with Finn curled up on his lap. His nurse was securing the Ace wrap around his IV, and for some unknown reason, jealousy consumed me. He was limp and lethargic, and I was overcome with a familiar surge of protectiveness. I hated seeing him so helpless. I would have given anything to see him in the throes of a full-out temper tantrum. This version of boneless was all wrong.


  Swallowing back my sadness, I was grateful they didn’t have to wait to get situated. A small perk of being on staff.


  Max wiggled free from my arms and went to the edge of the bed to rub her brother’s leg. “Finny, you okay?”


  Guy’s frame was rigid and the muscles in his neck were taut as he cocked his head to watch his son’s eyes flutter open and closed. Finn was pale, and the skin around his normally sparkly blues was grey and sunken. He was no longer gasping for air, but his breathing was quick and shallow. I prayed the worst was over.


  Or not.


  From my spot across his room, I saw the telltale abdominal spasms. Shit, I knew what was coming. I lunged for the basin just in time. Finn started gagging, and Guy looked like he was about to lose his calm, or should I say the calm he was faking for his son’s sake.


  “Fuuu … get her out of here. And he needs the goddamn antiemetic. NOW.”


  Take that back, he lost it. His face was a mixture of frustration and fear as he hoisted Finn upright to avoid him choking.


  Max’s crying added to the commotion consuming the small room. Guy’s outburst had everyone running. Margaret ushered Max out, whispering about crafts and snacks, while another nurse swapped out Finn’s basin and traded clean towels. Jill finally surfaced holding the IV meds.


  I sat on the bed and pushed Finn’s curls off his forehead. “Deep breath, handsome. The medicine will make you feel better.”


  His dry heaves slowly subsided, but the tension radiating off of Guy was wound to the breaking point. Jill hung the Zofran and gave Finn a little sweep across his cheek. Then she turned toward me and raised her brow. I was done with the elevated brow and returned with my own not now head shake. I patted Guy’s arm to grab his attention. “I’m going to call upstairs and get Finn a PICU bed.”


  Jill squinted her eyes in question, and I coaxed her to follow me out of the room. I filled her in while I made the call. I knew the census was down, so there were plenty of beds. Finn would be more comfortable upstairs, and there was plenty of room for a cot for Max so she could close her eyes for a few hours. I might have been overstepping my bounds, but Guy had more than enough to worry about right now.


  “Jules.” His rough voice called for me. I stopped and pulled the curtain back to meet his piercing stare. Finn had already shrunk back into his chest. “Go home—you don’t need to stay. I have this.”


  I didn’t doubt him for a second, but I wondered how many times he had to have this all alone over the years?


  “I want to stay.”


  Because I did. What I couldn’t explain was why I couldn’t imagine being anywhere else.


  


  Despite the Zofran and IV hydration, Finn’s vicious vomiting cycle continued until sunrise. The working diagnosis was acute gastroenteritis. It was probably the most severe case I had ever encountered. Fortunately, his abdomen was non-tender, and he never spiked a fever or developed an elevated white count. Just to be safe, he had an abdominal X-ray that ruled out a bowel obstruction or perforation. All in all, it could have been worse, but to say the least, it was a very long night.


  I glanced over at Maxie who was crashed on the roll-away cot and then back to Finn and Guy who were finally both asleep together on the hospital bed. I shrugged the thin white blanket up over my shoulders and rested my head against the recliner. For the first time all night, I let my body relax, never expecting the extreme level of exhaustion to reach my bones. I was used to working nights. It was normal for me to have little sleep and a handful of sick kids to deal with. But somehow this was different. It felt different. I felt different.


  If nothing came of our relationship, if that was even an appropriate label for what was happening between us, I knew I cared for these kids more than I should.


  If I was really being honest, I cared for their father way more than I should as well.


  Damn it, how had I let this happen? I wasn’t ready for this and I probably never would be. These kinds of feelings needed more than a barren pulsating muscle to grow and flourish; my heart wasn’t capable.


  I was in a trance staring at the clock’s second hand, when I heard Guy’s raspy voice whisper, “Hey.”


  It was a few minutes past five—he couldn’t have been asleep more than an hour. “Awake already?”


  “Not exactly the Ritz.”


  I smiled. My funny guy was back. Shit, my? One kiss and temporary amnesia set in, erasing seven years of a numbing static, even though my brain was doing backflips and logging it as the best first kiss of all my first kisses. Frazzled, I tried to be funnier. “Ah, the Ritz is overrated. You really need to stop slumming it.”


  He weaseled his way out from under Finn’s sleeping form and leaned against the wall by my chair. “I’m sorry about last night, wasn’t exactly—”


  “Please don’t apologize, like you had any control over Finn getting sick.”


  “I know, but …”


  “No buts. The only thing that matters is that Finn is stable and seems to have turned the corner.”


  “Thanks for staying. You didn’t need to. It was your night off.”


  “What else could a girl ask for? After all, I had some great Mexican food and a margarita.”


  “Think my hardwood floor got most of the margarita.”


  “Right.” Because what else was I going to say? Heat hit my cheeks almost immediately, remembering how it spilled and knowing he was doing the same. Our heavy breathing and my erratic heartbeat had practically silenced the tink of glass hitting the floor.


  “I’m sure you’re jonesing for a second date after I wine and dine ya at a dive, force you to watch a movie from 1990, and end the night splattered in my son’s vomit.” He unstuck the hair from my cheek (changing them from pink to red because that’s attractive, ugh) and kissed my temple. I wanted to tell him it was a perfect night and I was happy I was here to help, but not only was I battling embarrassment, I was distracted by the pounding in my chest making its way back up to my ears. He was coming for my lips.


  “Oh my God. Oh my God,” a woman shouted.


  Guy startled and pulled away, and I jumped like a teenager getting caught doing way more than almost kissing.


  “Shhhhh,” we said in unison.


  “Sorry, sorry, I came as fast as I could.” I quickly glanced at both kids to make sure Maya hadn’t woken them, before wondering how she knew where to find us at, um, 5:15 AM. “Aunt Darla just texted me. I can’t believe this. Is he okay? He was fine when I put him to bed. What happened?”


  “News travels fast,” Guy mumbled, obviously thinking the same thing as me.


  Aunt Darla? I wondered if that was Guy’s wife’s mom. Made sense that he would have texted Finn’s grandparents to let them know what was going on, but I didn’t remember Guy taking out his phone at all last night.


  “He’s better now, it was just a really long night. Jules stayed and was amazing with Finn. Honestly, I’m not sure I would’ve made it without her.”


  “You should have called me, you know I would’ve come. What do you think it was? Did he have a CT Scan?” Maya asked in rapid-fire.


  “Just an X-ray and it was normal. Probably a very severe gastroenteritis, but the scary part was the Zofran did very little to help the intractable vomiting,” I chimed in.


  Maya covered her mouth and shook her head, visibly upset. “Do you think he needed an NG tube?”


  “No, he caught a bug. It’s over.” I sensed Guy was seriously over talking about vomit and was relieved we were on the flip side. “But Maya, can you do us a favor and stay with the kids for a little? The worst seems to have passed. Max is down for the count and I want her to get some more sleep. I’m gonna run home, shower, grab her a change of clothes, and be back in a few hours. Then you can drop her at preschool?”


  “Absolutely. No problem.”


  “Good.” He pecked both kids on the head and turned to me. “Let’s go.”


  Let’s go?


  There was no way I was making it all the way to the Bronx and back in two and a half hours. My shift started at eight. I was planning on heading to the locker room and grabbing a pair of scrubs to change into. It was going to be a makeup-free, ugly hair day. Not that I cared, I had a date with a giant cup of coffee as soon as I was clean.


  I followed him into the hall. “I don’t have time. I’ll just shower here.”


  “No, you’re not.”


  “I start at eight and live in the Bronx.” Both he knew.


  He grabbed my hand and stopped in front of the elevator bank. “Go grab some scrubs, unless you want to swim in mine all day. I’ll meet you in the lobby in five. We’ll shower at my place.” He kissed the side of my forehead again, pressed the elevator button for me, and disappeared into the stairwell.


  “Okay,” I said to no one as a swirl of butterflies swept across my stomach. We’ll shower. I knew he meant individually, of course, but visions of him wet and naked clouded my thoughts.


  I needed to stop this insanity; it was one damn kiss.


  No big deal.


  If it was no big deal, it didn’t explain why my legs felt weak, and any and all moisture from my mouth was gone.


  [image: ]


  The ride to his apartment was quiet. A comfortable silence, though. We were both exhausted, and small talk seemed like an unnecessary use of energy—at least I hoped that was why we weren’t talking.


  “Ah shit, it smells,” he said, opening the door as a putrid waft smacked us in the face. “Need to get those sheets into the washing machine.”


  “You grab a garbage bag, some carpet cleaner and paper towels. And point me in the direction of clean sheets.” He looked at me like I grew a new head. Whatever. He already called me bossy, might as well live up to it.


  Unwilling to argue or too tired, he pointed down the hall. “Closet, outside the bathroom.”


  Twenty minutes later, a full load was spinning in the washing machine, and an empty bottle of Febreze was in the recycling bin. Guy was busy taking out the trash when I decided it was finally time to shower. I padded down the dimly lit hall and stopped short when my reflection bounced off the bathroom mirror. Long, long, long night was riddled into every feature. It was borderline scary. I ran my fingers through my tangled, dark hair, pulling it into a ponytail, only to realize I didn’t have an elastic band on my wrist.


  “You look beautiful.”


  I flinched, releasing my hair. “You scared me, I didn’t hear you.”


  His finger trailed across my shoulder bringing my silk top with it, evidently unfazed by my ragged appearance. He dipped down, pressing a soft kiss on that spot where my neck and collarbone join. A tingle rippled down my spine as my heart and stomach fluttered so strongly flight could have been imminent. He lifted his eyes and smiled. Screw the flutter—the way he was looking at me was altogether heart-stopping.


  “Smell still bothering you?” he whispered.


  Smell, what smell? That sense was completely turned off at the moment. Sight and touch were definitely screaming and fighting for first. Until he spun me around and pushed me against the counter, and a groan slipped from somewhere deep in his throat. Hearing took the lead. Leaning against me with the full weight of his body, he cupped my cheeks. Hands down, touch won.


  “Nah.” I breathed.


  “Good. Because if I remember correctly, we were here …” He feathered his tongue across my lips and kissed my closed mouth. “Or here …” He lifted me up, sitting me on the edge of the vanity. My achy core met his hardening erection, and obviously having checked my inhibitions at the door, I let out a throaty gasp. He took that as an invitation to explore my more than ready open mouth. This time, what started as a slow, melodic dance of our tongues, turned ravenous and desperate in mere seconds. I wound my fingers in his messy locks and easily matched his frantic pace. I only imagined that this need, this vulnerability, was a direct result of our stressful night. We were simply succumbing to the heat of the moment.


  I could have pulled away.


  I should have.


  His mouth left mine to briefly explore more of my neck and chest before he lifted my smooth silk top over my head. Left in only my black lace bra, a burst of goosebumps spread over my skin as he trailed kisses across the top of my breasts.


  “You’re cold?”


  I wasn’t. I was hot and bothered. But I kept that to myself.


  “I smell.”


  “Delicious.”


  “Impossible.” Because there was no way I didn’t smell from hours sitting in a hospital.


  “We’ll shower after,” he said.


  There was a lot of information in those three words. Too much to process. After what?


  I was too needy to dissect his statement. And yes, it was a statement because there was not a drop of inflection in his voice indicating even the hint of a question.


  He pulled me even tighter to his groin and tucked his hands under my bottom. Suddenly I was weightless. “You don’t have to carry me,” I murmured into his ear, as his hot tongue licked past the hollow in my neck and made my head drop back even further. It felt amazing. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d done this. Or if I’d really ever done this.


  “Yes, I do.”


  There was no arguing, trust me. I hooked my ankles together and draped my arms across his broad shoulders. He backed out of the bathroom and made the short trip to his bedroom.


  Sitting me on his bed, he stepped back and fisted his black sweater and T-shirt over his head in one fluid motion. My eyes left his in pursuit of a perfectly carved torso and rigid abdomen. Clothed, this man was sexy; naked, he was unbelievable. His jeans hung low on his hips, exposing deep V’s and a trickle of light brown hair that took every bit of moisture I had left in my mouth and shot it between my legs.


  “Scoot back,” he demanded.


  Without hesitation, I shimmied up the bed as he kneeled on the edge and crawled after me. His biceps and chest flexed as he held his weight over mine. I felt his eyes penetrating into mine, but I had yet to look back up, consumed with his body.


  “Ready for me, doll?”


  His seductive words turned me on and panicked me all of a sudden. My thoughts were invaded with scrolling questions. I wanted this. My God, I wanted this. I did. But really, was I capable of a casual fling? What exactly did I have to offer? Could this just be hot sex?


  How had I not thought about this?


  Casual was the word that clogged the spinning reel. It wasn’t just Guy, there were children. Children could never be casual.


  “Jules,” left his lips. He was waiting for me. He was asking.


  Aroused and feeling exposed, even though he had no idea what was going through my mind, I finally met his gaze.


  His hooded stare was hungry. For me. Dipping down, he sucked my bottom lip into his mouth before dragging wet kisses straight to my chest. Pulling my bra down he swirled his tongue over my nipple, teasing and licking until the tiny pearl tightened to an almost painful level. Then he continued the delicious torture on the other side.


  I could do this. Even if it was just this once. I was a grown woman. Grown women had hot, consensual sex at six in the morning without a drop of alcohol. Yep, it was all good.


  I arched into his mouth as his kisses dropped lower, stopping right above my jeans. He popped the button and slid the zipper down.


  “Gorgeous,” he groaned, shimmying my jeans down and tossing my boots to the side. Starting at my arch, he nipped and licked his way up my legs, burying his face in one inner thigh then the other. Then continued his assault up and over my hip bones and across my abs, staying clear of the spot I needed him the most. My breathing quickened and shivers traversed my body, causing my legs to tremble. The anticipation of what was to come had me practically pulling his hair out. He lifted his head and looked up at me with a huge smile. “Patience is a virtue, you know?”


  I released a puff of air and breathed, “Guy,” trying not to sound desperate. But I was writhing on the inside. I was desperate for his touch. He was driving me crazy. Enough that I lifted my hips.


  His playful smile faded into a sexy, determined one when he hooked his fingers inside my thong and inched it down. He sat back and stared. “Jesus, doll.” A blush inflamed my cheeks. I wasn’t ashamed by any means, I was comfortable in my own skin, but I couldn’t remember a time a man had ever taken this much time to lazily peruse my naked body.


  Needing a distraction from his penetrating eyes, I reached for the top of his jeans. He let me pop the button before he rid the remaining layers. His thick erection slid against my thigh, causing my breath to hitch. My hand instinctively reached for him. Soft, yet rock hard. Perfect. I gently squeezed, twirling the wet tip with my thumb.


  “Fuck, Jules.” His reaction surprised me as he pulled back slightly. “You keep doing that and this is gonna be over before it even starts.”


  I bit my bottom lip. I knew the wait was up (thank God). He smashed his ravenous mouth against mine like he wanted to eat me alive.


  Just like animals.


  And I wanted him to.


  He kneaded my breasts, finding my nipples again, circling and tugging them, intensifying the ache in my core. But as starved as he seemed, he had no problem letting his hands explore every inch of my body. Screw patience. I had none. I needed to feel something ... anything ... more.


  When he dragged his fingers through my wetness I was unable to swallow back my moan. I spontaneously curved my hips looking for that more. More pressure. More friction. More, just more. The top drawer squeaked open.


  I silently screamed. Please, please. Put it on now. Now.


  He broke our kiss growling something about needing a taste. Before I could fully process, he was between my legs. And the ache I thought was intense before crescendoed, only easing slightly when his tongue caressed across my folds.


  “Ah Guy,” slipped out through my lust-induced haze, still waiting for that more. And as if he read my mind, he found my opening, giving me the pressure I craved. Dipping his warm tongue in and out at an excruciating pace, I tangled my fingers into his hair, tipping my head back and unable to stop my cry. Pleasure, pain, spasm—all exploding simultaneously.


  I felt him pause between my shudders then I heard his husky whisper. “Feel good?”


  His eyes were on me, I could sense it, but mine were so far rolled back there was no chance of peeling them open. Instead, I nodded, unable to find my voice. “Can’t hear you.”


  Obviously nodding wasn’t working for him.


  A blush crept back up my cheeks when I mouthed, “So good.” Because let’s be honest, all moisture from my throat was obviously somewhere else. He abruptly pulled away. My heavy lids finally blinked open at the loss, and I whimpered, wiggling my hips.


  He laughed.


  Bastard.


  Or maybe I could take that back, because a second later he latched onto my bundle of nerves, sending me directly into oblivion. Wave after wave of ecstasy pulsed through me as he tightened his hold on my hips, lapping at me like he truly was eating me alive and taking his time to swallow every last drop.


  It was hot.


  Amazing.


  Focusing on catching my breath and slowing my heartbeat, I heard the foil tear. Then moments later, his thickness was seeking entrance at my core.


  “Jules. I want your eyes when I …” My lids fluttered enough for him to sink into me. We both moaned in unison as he pressed his length as deep as possible. Filling me like no other, he created a rhythmic pace that had me writhing again in no time. So much for controlling my breathing and my heart rate, I was back to a frenzied mess. He had me crazy. Again. I was on the brink.


  He dipped his head, connecting our lips and claiming every inch of my mouth. Somehow, my taste on his tongue only made my desire skyrocket higher. I gripped his ass and matched his every push and pull. I was so exhausted, so energized, so close. He snaked a hand between our bodies and that was all I needed. I flew over the edge chanting his name unabashedly, milking him with my hips.


  “Ah fuck,” he growled when I clenched my sensitive sheath around him. With two more pumps he joined me in our fantasy world. Sighing, he collapsed against my chest, murmuring expletives in between panting “so good.” I was pretty sure I could have come up with better adjectives to describe what just happened. But since I was in multiple orgasm bliss for the first time in my life, I kept my mouth shut and moaned in agreement.


  Hot, consensual sex. I could do this.


  I can do this.


  Holy shit, I did this.


  And fifteen minutes later, when blood flow returned to our fatigued extremities and we found the energy to move again, we showered again just like Guy promised we would.


  


  “So …” We stopped in front of the hospital entrance. My shift started in ten minutes and I knew he needed to relieve Maya so Max could get to school on time. So … why was he standing on the sidewalk staring at me like this? Mind blowing sex and exclusive relationship didn’t seem like Guy’s M-O. And if I was being honest, I wasn’t sure if I would’ve wanted that anyway. “Thank you again for last night. And this morning,” he said with a smirk. Heat hit my stupid cheeks. “I like how easily I make you blush.” His smirk turned into a full-blown grin.


  “Whatever,” I snapped, acting annoyed even though I was anything but. I liked it too. I liked that I was letting myself enjoy everything Guy right now. He grabbed my hand and stopped me from continuing on. “Guy, I have to go. I’m gonna be late, and more importantly, your sweet boy is waiting. I’m sure his tummy is growling, and he may be going through iPad movie making withdrawal,” I said with a laugh.


  “You’re so right. I’ve got to get him home.” He kissed my cheek and tapped my butt. “You know you’re a natural.”


  “A natural?” I had no idea what he was talking about.


  “Your maternal instinct—it’s top-notch, doll.”
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  Okay, now I was getting pissed. She had a life—I got that. A career—me too. Hell, I had a family that came first, but I still scrounged up thirty seconds to pick up the phone. What was her excuse? Four days of incommunicado made no sense, especially after that night. Even more so with the way she lit up for me the morning after.


  I got that we hadn’t spent much time together. But it hadn’t stopped her from making the small stuff matter. She remembered everything, every detail, even things I wasn’t sure I’d said aloud. Not to mention she didn’t have the widower look. Instead of the oh you poor thing, let me make it better look, she had the I sympathize, but it doesn’t give you a reason to be a dick look. That I could appreciate. Hell, I even liked it. So much so, I reluctantly let my guard down for the first time since her. And I wasn’t lying when I told her she was a natural. With Finn. With Max. With me. So whether she was toying with me or just plain not interested, this needed to be resolved. I was too old and had been burned too many times for games. And I definitely wasn’t going to tolerate limbo, especially with my children involved. Letting them hang together was an amateur move on my part. I knew better. This was the exact reason I didn’t date. There was no time for this bullshit.


  I ripped the sweaty blue cap from my head and kicked my feet up on my desk. Two hernia repairs down, a hemicolectomy, and two appys to go. I snatched up my phone and stared at the screen like some text was magically going to appear. No such luck.


  I should let the whole thing go, chalk it up to another life lesson about women, complete with phenomenal sex as my parting gift. But I couldn’t. History might prove I wasn’t the best judge of character when it came to the opposite sex, but Jules seemed different.


  The real deal.


  Hell with it. I scrolled, tapped her name, and hit speaker. She worked Monday and Tuesday night, was off Wednesday, and was due in today at eleven. It was a quarter to, so there was no reason she shouldn’t answer. Great, I sounded like a stalker now. Whatever, they were just cinnamon rolls.


  “Hello.”


  Damn, her silky voice had a way of taming my irritability. “Hey,” I said back, hoping she couldn’t hear the smile in my voice.


  “Is everything okay? How’s Finn?” Her tone was laced with genuine concern.


  “Yeah, yeah. He’s much better. Crazy—must have eaten something rancid. My poor boy no sooner stopped throwing up, had to deal with the other end. Rough two days, but turned out to be a crash course in potty training.”


  “That’s so strange, but you’re lucky no one else got it. The whole potty training thing is an awesome feat though, he must be so proud of himself! He really is such an amazing kid.”


  “Now I’ve got to schlepp all over to try and find Power Ranger boxers. He’s giving Maya a hell of a time over wearing whatever kind she picked up.”


  Jules’ soft laugh, that laugh filled the air waves before she said, “I’m not sure they make Power Ranger boxers, he might have to settle for briefs. Just hit up Amazon Prime. He’ll have them in two days.”


  “Good suggestion, thanks.” I probably should’ve known that.


  Were we really talking about my son’s underwear options? I appreciated her concern for Finn, but I’d never guess this was the same woman who crossed the line from Finn’s nurse to our last exchange when she tucked a pair of drenched panties in her purse. Maybe that’s the way she wanted it. One way to find out.


  I clipped the growing silence and said, “Talk to me, doll.”


  “What do you mean, what’s up?”


  What’s up … you tell me, your finger broken? Along with festering and stalking, I obviously started growing a vagina over the past four days. Luckily, whatever circulating testosterone I had left prevented my mouth from spewing the words. “What’s up?” I repeated.


  “Answering a question with a question? Interesting, Dr. Hunter.”


  I usually found her sarcasm cute. Right now, not so much. I cut to the chase. “You around this weekend?”


  “Um, think so, why?”


  Because I can’t get your damn laugh, your sexy body, and your bossy attitude out of my head. Because the last time we were together, I was balls deep in a sweetness I’d never known. I shifted to adjust myself. Well, that put the vagina fear to rest.


  “Because you’re off, I’m not on call, and my kids are with the in-laws. How’s some adult time sound?”


  “Wait, how do you know I’m not working this weekend?”


  “That wasn’t the question, doll. Adult time, yes or no?” Now wasn’t the time to get into my newfound friendships.


  Her response was immediate and not what I was expecting. Actually, I didn’t know what the hell to expect anymore. “I could do adult time.”


  Then why the hell is she avoiding me?


  “Great. I’ll pick you up Saturday morning, and just so you know, I expect two full days.”


  “Okay.” Okay? That was easy. “Oh, wait …” Damn, I spoke too soon. “Saturday dinner. But that’s all right, it’s at two, and we don’t have to stay long. You can meet everyone and then we can skip out before dessert. That will work.” Now she was the rambler.


  I paused to take in what she said. We? Family dinner? Everyone? She didn’t pose it as a question either. What the hell did I say to that?


  “If that’s what you want to do.”


  “Are you going to call CeCe to tell her we can’t make it for gravy because we have other plans? Because I’m sure not. We’ll make an appearance, have a quick bite, and be on our way.” Definitely not a question.


  “Yeah … sounds good.” Shit. I had nothing against schmoozing with the folks, as long as they weren’t my in-laws, but it wasn’t exactly my vision for this weekend. We’d technically only been on one date, granted it was the longest first date in history and six hours of it were shared with my kids and vomit. But for some reason that interruption didn’t taint the memory of the first two hours and definitely didn’t touch the blazing memory of the last two. Nothing was touching that memory. But the last thing I wanted this weekend was to share her again.


  “Great. You sure you don’t mind coming up here? My parents live a few blocks over. Oh, and then you’ll get to meet Casey.” Her voice had been deliberate and pensive up until she mentioned Casey, then it jumped a few octaves.


  “Your dog?”


  “Of course.” She was excited for me to meet her dog. Damn, she was adorable. “Anyway, just got in, unit’s exploded with new admissions. Gotta run.” She hung up. Just like that. Dudes were supposed to be the ones short on the phone.


  Fuck it.


  She wants to see me again, good enough for now.


  Even if I had to share.


  I tossed the phone on my desk and leaned back, threading my fingers through my hair. It was getting long, but who had time for a haircut, I sure didn’t. I pulled on the strands and it brought me right back to the morning I was between her legs. Fuck if she didn’t taste delicious and what I wouldn’t give to be back there.


  “Hunter!” Hard on crushed by the sound of my buddy shouting and rapping against my closed door. I could tell this was a personal visit and not a “get your lazy ass up to scrub” stop in. He’d been on my team for several years now, a sick surgical PA and good friend. Married, with his second kid on the way, we often met up for a quick drink or glance at the game before heading home. It was nice to hang with a dude who got the spit-up/diaper routine, even if he perpetually nagged me about branching out. Think he felt bad for me—he had a warm bed to go home to with a wife he loved. That ship had sailed for me. Or so I thought. Now I had this woman who barreled into my life screwing with my compass.


  “Yeah.”


  Barging in, Bryce parked his ass across from me and kicked his filthy clogs up on my desk. “What’s up with the chick?” he asked, balling up his cap before throwing it at me. Hospital gossip sucked.


  “You suddenly a girl, Bryce?”


  “Dude, come on, give me something?”


  More than lager and soccer, we had California in common, too. We commiserated over shitty East Coast weather all the time. But last time I checked, we didn’t have heart to hearts. And I certainly wasn’t the kind of man to kiss and tell. What happened between me and a woman willing to bare it all for me stayed where it belonged. Between her, me, and my sheets. Or any other surface, wet or dry, for that matter.


  “You want to hear we kissed, I felt her up, we screwed, go get tickets for Dr. Phil, asshole.”


  He busted out laughing. “That good, huh?”


  All right, maybe I was still a little tense. I kept telling myself I was annoyed she hadn’t called, but that was a lie. I was angry I let someone in again. So damn easily. I wished it was just fucking. Because anything else was more. And more wasn’t supposed to be in the cards. It wasn’t only about me anymore. And I let her get to know my kids. How’d I let it get this far?


  “You have no fucking idea,” was my sharp response.


  He swallowed back his laugh, stood up, and leaned into my desk. “Shit. You screwed?” He knew my story, most of the gory details. Some shit was better left unsaid, but he got me. He knew I wouldn’t let my guard down for anyone.


  “Hope not.” With that I got up, backhanded his stomach as I walked toward the OR for my next case. “Let’s go.”


  Falling in stride behind me, he said, “Colons … take your mind off of good pussy any day of the week.”


  “You talk to your woman with that mouth?”


  “Hell yeah, like you don’t, smartass.”


  I shook my head while he continued to laugh at his own stupid joke. He wasn’t wrong. I definitely had a dirty mouth in the bedroom, or anywhere clothes were optional, for that matter. As long as she was just as into it. Then I spent the whole damn colon resection wondering if Jules was the type of woman to get off on the things I wanted to say or if I’d even get the chance to find out.
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  After a pit stop at Pete’s—a recommendation from cinnamon roll gals—for java and a couple of breakfast sandwiches, I turned down her block and realized why she forgot to text an apartment number with her address. No high rise buildings on this block, only rows of well-kept brownstones with various aged facades. Unlike the Upper East Side, this was a neighborhood. The kind you would see flower beds hanging off windowsills in the spring. It was personal. Quaint. If the Bronx and quaint weren’t somehow an oxymoron. There was even a grass park on one side of the street. Well, there would be grass once the piles of dirty snow melted.


  Pulling up, I saw her immediately. She was standing behind a hip-high wrought iron fence with an overweight yellow Lab leashed and lounging at her feet as she chatted with her neighbor on the adjoining front stoop.


  Luckily, I found an open spot a few houses past hers and parked. Another enigma of New York living—parallel parking. So dumb, if you asked me.


  Her back remained to the street so she didn’t see me. The infamous Casey cocked his snout but made no move. Not a bark, not a growl, nothing. Some guard dog, more like a slobbery lump of fur. Jules still hadn’t budged, so I took advantage of the view. I had difficulty making it past her painted on black running pants that covered her mile long legs and sweet ass. And for some god-forsaken reason, she had no coat on in this freezing ass weather, only an oversized off the shoulder gray sweatshirt that exposed a black lace strap that made my dick twitch. Her hair was up in one of her messy ponytail things again. My chest thumped. This woman was going to give me a coronary without even trying.


  She was so completely engrossed in conversation she missed her neighbor shift his gaze above her shoulder. I was close enough to hear him say, “Think you have some company, sweetheart.” If he hadn’t looked like he just celebrated triple digits, I might have been put off by his use of endearment. Like I was one to talk? I used to be that guy.


  Mid-sentence, literally, she spun on her furry shoe. “Jesus, Guy. You trying to give me a heart attack?” I smirked at her choice of words, at least she knew what I felt like mere moments ago walking up and seeing her dressed in this. I scanned her from head to toe again. Oblivious to my gawking, she glanced at her watch. “It’s ten to eight.”


  “I know.”


  “It’s early.” Knew that too.


  She missed the memo that I was a surgeon and had two kids. Sleeping in didn’t exist. I’d probably clocked my 5k and showered before she even opened her eyes this morning.


  “Full day starts with breakfast, doll.”


  “I’m not even … ah ... ugh.” She swung her free arm, the one that wasn’t holding Casey’s leash, up and down her body, causing her sweatshirt to expose a sliver of skin I remembered oh so well. Embarrassment was a real possibility if we spent much more time out on the curb. Especially because I could think of nothing but exploring that sliver and everything all around it. And preferably with my mouth. Dude, settle down.


  “Problem?” I asked, amused by her reaction.


  “Guy!”


  “Don’t remember early morning being an issue last time.”


  Her cheeks lit up, and she let out a little puff of air before rounding back to Mr. Rodgers, who definitely didn’t miss my insinuation. His denture-filled grin was wide. She was flustered. It was just so easy.


  “Sal, this is Guy. Guy. Sal,” she introduced, waving back and forth.


  Sal did another chin lift, acknowledging my place on the curb. “Gotta let him in, sweetheart.”


  “Right,” she mumbled and jerked back to open the squeaky iron gate. “Let me take that.” She relieved me of the cardboard coffee tray I was holding, and I latched the gate behind


  me. Casey finally got territorial, sniffed my feet, and rolled onto his back outstretching all four limbs. Wait, what was up with his eye?


  I stored that for later and reached up to shake the gentleman’s trembling hand. “Pleasure, Sal.”


  “I’ll leave you two kids to it. Good day.” He winked at Jules, adjusted his footing, and shuffled slowly up the rest of the flight. Parkinson’s. That sucked. Occupational hazard, always examining and diagnosing.


  “I could have been a murderer,” I said, squatting to appease the infamous Casey before he ulcerated his wagging tail against the concrete. Jules wasn’t overly concerned that her one-eyed protector’s weapon of choice was a wet tongue; she was too busy reeling over the time.


  I followed her through the dug out entranceway underneath the front stoop. As sick as her spacious apartment was with ten-foot ceilings and exposed brick walls, I wasn’t a fan. The slate patio beyond the sliding glass doors at the end of her kitchen couldn’t even sway me, and that said something. She was a single woman, a hundred and nothing, living alone on the ground floor in New York City with the most pathetic guard dog ever. Private backyard oasis or not, something primal and protective took hold and not a fan was an understatement.


  She set the coffee tray down on the aged butcher block island and snapped, “I haven’t even showered.”


  Note to self, JuJu was not a morning person.


  I smirked, memories of her naked body clear as day, and said, “Used to that.”


  She blushed again. It had to be said, she was sexy in her skinny jeans and adorable in her bright scrubs, but she was fucking hot in whatever this pajama/loungewear get up was. The rosy cheeks only added to it. She tucked a stray hair behind her ear and whispered embarrassingly, “Suppose you are, huh?”


  “Like the slippers.”


  Her flame flashed crimson. “They’re UGGs. Totally legit to wear outside.”


  “Hate to break it to you, they’re slippers, doll.” Call a spade a spade.


  “Well, most people are still in slippers at eight AM on a Saturday!”


  Most people. That almost made me chuckle. Jules seemed to be the farthest thing from most women, or so I hoped. Ready to find out, I met her at the counter and pulled her hips toward me. I cupped her cheeks, and her eyes fluttered up to meet mine. She held her breath, and I lightly kissed her lips. We could play this game all day, because we were good at it. But I was more concerned with the other game she played with me all week. I decided there was no time like the present to discuss that.


  “No more games?” I whispered against her lips.


  “Games?”


  “Yeah, I don’t do games, Jules.”


  “I’m not playing games, Dr. Hunter.”


  I backed up until I was leaning on the opposite counter, crossed my legs, and folded my arms against my chest. “Then explain to me why I haven’t heard from you all week. I get it was our first date and it turned into a really shitty night, but I thought we ended on a high note.” Jules’ eyes widened and she bit her bottom lip. Yeah, she thinks it ended on a high note too. “I text, I call a few times, and not once did you think to pick up the phone or text back. I’m the first to admit that I’m rusty in the dating department, actually if you want to know the truth, I haven’t dated since my wife died. I’ve hooked up, not going to lie, but I haven’t dated someone with the intention of getting to know them. You’re the exception. So I’m asking, what’s with the games?”


  “I needed a minute.” Her voice was low and trailed off. So much so, I thought I misheard. Then she broke eye contact and scurried away, opening cabinets and drawers for plates and silverware.


  “A minute, as in four days?” We apparently had a different definition of a minute, so I needed clarification. Suddenly, the anger I thought I was over began to resurface. “Look, Jules, I’m sorry I don’t have the luxury of tiptoeing around your feelings here, so I’m going to come straight out and tell you that your minute doesn’t work for me. And it sure as hell doesn’t work for my family. I’m not trying to pressure you into anything, but I have kids, kids that already know you. Kids that already like you. This was not news when we hooked up. So if you aren’t into it, into me, or you decided all of a sudden you have an issue with my baggage, I need to know and we’ll end it now.”


  Before they get too attached. Liar. Before I get too attached.


  Damn, she was making me soft.


  She froze mid-plate grab and pivoted back around with her eyes squinted together at a peculiar angle. This expression was a new one and not one of my favorites if I had to compare. “Baggage?” She dragged out the word and cocked her head more to one side. Shit. “You think I consider Maxine and Finn baggage?” The tide changed, and I sensed she wasn’t exactly feeling me right at this moment. “Is that what you’ve been thinking all week? Seriously … seriously?” The second seriously hit an octave I’d yet to hear from her and probably could do without hearing again, so I opted to use my northern brain and keep my mouth shut. “How could you even think that? Not for one point one second. Do you hear me?”


  Nope, still not answering. That was a trick question.


  “Have I ever given you any inclination that I had an issue with Finn or Max, ever? No. Never!” She answered for me, loudly, and she was pissed. “I adore your children, and I’m just as attached to them as they are to me. That’s why we needed a minute. Everything was moving so fast. You don’t even know anything about me and you opened your home to ... to me. You called me a natural, for God’s sake. You have no idea. So I didn’t know what to do with that, and you needed time to think about all that. I’m not sure either of us were ready for what we already let happen, never mind more. That’s why I didn’t call.”


  Oh, we needed a minute. What were we, French now? I was tempted to call her on it, especially on the half of what she said that made no sense, but the look in her eyes stopped me. There was a vulnerability there, a softness, so I let her have that play. For now.


  “Tell me, are you sure now?” I asked with a bite. She turned her back to me and unwrapped and plated the breakfast sandwiches.


  Don’t think so, doll. You got your answer, my turn.


  I walked up behind her, pressing my front to her back, pinning her in. She involuntarily shuddered, sucking in a bit of air when I kissed the spot where her neck met her collarbone. “Are you sure, Jules?” This time I asked against her skin.


  Her entire body stiffened and she whispered, “No.”


  Fuck.


  I expelled my breath and stepped back, digging the heels of my hands into my eyes. It sucked when your gut was wrong. Because what the fuck else did you have to fall back on? This was my fault. And mine alone.


  She gave me only seconds to fester before she said, “But I want to try. I know I shouldn’t, but I want this so much it scares me. I know it’s a lot to ask, you have more at stake, but please give me the chance to try. Give me the chance to say yes.”


  Her honesty hit me straight in the gut. I’d misread her again. She probably never played games in her life. This woman was laying it out, and I was the selfish bastard acting as if I was the only one taking a risk.


  Since Britt died, the same scenario played out in my mind and it was the reason I avoided dating, avoided connecting. I find a woman that’s into me, accepts my kids. Finn and Max get attached and then she realizes she didn’t sign up for an insta-family. It was never worth putting my kids through the disappointment, they had enough shit luck with their own mother. But what if a woman fell for me and my kids and then I was the one to walk away? What if I bailed? In the end, Finn and Max would always be mine, they’d always be with me. Where would that leave a woman like that?


  Jules was a woman like that.


  She wasn’t most women.


  Fuck, her risk suddenly seemed greater.


  Bringing me back to the reason I was a selfish bastard.


  Without hesitation, I nuzzled back into the same position against her neck, but this time I wrapped my arms around her center and pulled her against my chest. I needed to make this right. I wanted her to feel my heart racing. “How about we take our time and give each other the chance to say yes? Just give me the heads up whenever we need that minute. Yeah?”


  Her arms tightened over mine. “Yeah.”


  I kissed my now favorite spot on her neck again then said, “Now how about we eat some breakfast, beautiful, so you can shower and we can start our weekend. Or is there a minimum hour before you take off your slippers that I should know about?”


  She moved so we were face-to-face, her eyes now honey caramel. Damn, she was beautiful. “They’re not slippers, they’re UGGs.”


  Stubborn.


  And definitely not most women.
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  We barely made it through the Botanical Gardens before we needed to head over to her parents’. Who knew orchids deserved more than a once over to fully appreciate their beauty? Jules’ words, not mine. I chuckled at her enthusiasm and banked her fascination with the tall-stemmed flower for later. I even offered to loop the gardens again, but Jules made it perfectly clear that being late was not an option. As if it was my fault we were rushed for time.


  Okay, maybe I was partially to blame. But when I heard the shower water turn on, knowing she was naked with a bathroom door separating us, I caved. I’d been craving her all week and the unbelievably sexy skintight pants did nothing to curb my appetite. She’d attempted coy at first, trying to dissuade me from joining her with a lecture about the drying effects of bathing too often in the winter. Her half-hearted argument wasn’t very convincing. Turned out I was right, my skin fared just fine. And pretty sure I erased all her dermatologic concerns when I pinned her against her tile wall and reacquainted myself between her legs. After all, that was the only flower that really mattered.


  “Sure you’re ready?” she asked for the third time as we pulled up in front of her parents’ six-story apartment building.


  “You trying to make me nervous, doll?” I teased. “Don’t think I can handle meeting your family?”


  “No. It’s just they can be a bit overwhelming at times.” If I didn’t know better, I would have guessed she was nervous.


  “I’ll be fine.” I snagged the box of cannoli we picked up on the way and helped her out of my SUV.


  Her parents lived right off Arthur Avenue, a few blocks from Jules’ brownstone. I happened to know the area because I took the kids to their first baseball game last season and you didn’t go to Yankee stadium without discovering the real Little Italy. I wasn’t an Italian food connoisseur, not even close, but I had yet to have a better Bolognese. Suddenly the obligatory parent drop-by didn’t sound too bad. We’d kill a few hours and then I was going to take her to my favorite trattoria.


  The traditional brick building reminded me more of where I lived, minus the doorman, marble entryway, and about thirty stories. To be clear, those were Britt’s requirements, not mine. There was nothing formal or cold here. It radiated warmth and history just like Jules’ place. I could tell that the people who lived here, lived here for ages. That was a novel concept, being that my mother moved every few years to “refresh her karma and re-center herself.” Yeah, there was that.


  The elevator dinged on the top floor and before the old Otis door screeched open, a thick Italian accent filled the hallway. The entire hallway. And possibly the stairwells. “Jules, we’ve been-a waiting.”


  “How did she know it was you?” I whispered.


  “Oh please. This is cray-cray Cecelia Chiappetti we’re talking about. She has that damn sixth sense.” Her snide response cracked me up. Until I saw her with my own eyes. And then I think I understood.


  At four foot nothing, this robust woman, with the small white apron hanging from her full waist, commanded attention. She stood with one hand on her hip and the other swatting air while she rambled on and on. I think it was English, but I couldn’t be sure. Only bits and pieces came through between the jumbles while I fixated on one thought.


  Strega Nona. Jules’ mother was the Strega Nona. And yes, I did think about the occasional storybook character. Maxine loved that damn book, made me read it to her every night.


  “Where you been? The gravy is gettin’ cold. You don’t-a visit me.”


  Jules remained unfazed by the lashing. “Ma, we talk twenty times a day, and I’m here every Saturday I’m not working, and usually twice during the week. No need for dramatics.”


  “You sisters come-a way more. I’m gettin’ old, one day I’m not gonna be—”


  “I know, Mama. Missed you, too.”


  For a second, I thought Jules’ placating tone was going to incite the fire; instead, her mother released a puff of air and rolled her aged eyes. “Ciao, Bella.” She kissed Jules first on one cheek then the other. Like the whole conversation didn’t just happen. I had to swallow back a laugh.


  “Guy, this is my mother, Cecelia.”


  “CeCe. You call me Mama CeCe.” Her puckered lips came for both my cheeks this time, her hands pulling my shoulders down until she could reach. Oddly, I could have sworn she was on the brink of tears. She cleared her throat and took the Italian pastries from my hand. “Ah grazie, grazie, Alonzo’s favorite. Come a meet mi famiglia. Jules tells me you work together. Only Mama CeCe coulda hope you play together, too.”


  “Ma!” Jules’ tone had a bite to it and her cheeks flamed red. She followed up with a string of words in Italian. She’s fluent? My pants tightened in response to how insanely hot she sounded. If everything went the way I felt it was going, I was testing this newfound knowledge tonight. In the bedroom, or anywhere else our clothes happened to drop.


  Luckily, CeCe propelled me forward before my dick embarrassed me. Jules shook her head and bit her lip feigning annoyance, but I knew better. Come on, who didn’t love a little play on words?


  “Bellissima,” a deep bellow broke through the chatter and silenced the crowd. Yes, crowd. No exaggeration, twenty-five sets of eyes, spread across a massive table spanning the length of the dining and living room, lifted to mine. Where the hell am I? And how did that table fit through the door?


  Jules left me center stage and shimmied her way behind the tight row of filled chairs, toward the head of the table and to a man who had to be her father. The resemblance was striking. Mimicking her mother, she kissed both his cheeks.


  “Ciao.” Jules waved to the rest of the room and then toward me. “This is Guy, my friend from work.”


  Friend. Ouch. That kind of sucked, but what did I expect? One date and breakfast didn’t qualify as anything to write home about, but then again, didn’t we decide we were going to give this thing between us a try this morning? Shit, I even instigated that whole conversation. I was still in shock that I did that. Fuck, this woman truly was killing me.


  Dude, are you really having a vagina monologue in the middle of the last supper?


  “Dai, mangiamo, Cecelia.” Her father stood and shouted loud enough to be heard down behind Yankees’ dugout. I was smart enough to figure out he wasn’t yelling at me.


  His wife dismissed him with a huff. “Tenere i vostri cavalli, Alonzo.” I wondered if they’d considered hearing aids. A hum of giggles erupted from the women at the table, half of who proceeded to get up and follow CeCe into the kitchen.


  “Ah ... don’t listen to my dad—he’s always impatient when he’s hungry. Mama told him to hold his horses. By the way, I’m Mercedes, Jules’ sister,” she said, grinning up at me. This must be her little sister—the one who was, according to Jules, “finding herself,” because whatever was going on with her hair was bright. Sunglasses-required bright. I wondered if she noticed that they missed the top half of her head. I had no idea red could fluoresce like that. “And over there,” she pointed across the room, “is Selena our other sister, and her husband Antonio, but everyone calls him Tony. And these two hellions are our nieces, Ari and Izzy, and this is my father’s brother—”


  “Mercedes, honey. Let him settle in first before you throw any more names at him,” Jules said, cutting her off.


  Her father obviously wasn’t feeling the introductions either because he interrupted, saying, “We needa to mangia. Mercedes, helpa your mama.” Alonzo waved his daughter off and rubbed his anything but deprived belly hard enough that he could have shredded his sweater.


  “Don’t think you’re wasting away, Papa,” Jules teased, but there was only adoration and respect in her eyes.


  I snaked my arm around Jules’ waist and shook Alonzo’s hand. “Pleasure to meet you.”


  “My girl says you a doctor at da hospital. You fuckus like Jules?”


  “Um, excuse me?”


  “Fuckus? Fuckus for da bambinos? Like Jules?” Seriously, what the—


  Jules saw my twitching brow and jumped to translate again. “Focus, Papa, focus.” Biting back her chuckle, she shook her head at his flagrant mispronunciation. “And no, he’s not a pediatrician, he’s a surgeon.”


  “Ahh, surgeon. You fuckus on da insides?” He had to stop saying fuckus.


  “I guess you could say that.”


  He bobbed his head, contemplating my career choice for a moment and asked, “Where’s da bambinos who a like my ices?” Okay, new topic. At least I’d figured out what bambinos meant already. I felt ahead of the game. For now.


  “Papa, I told you Max and Finn couldn’t come today. They’re spending time with their grandparents.” Jules’ smile reached her eyes when she mentioned my kids. I wasn’t sure what to think about that, but I knew it felt good.


  “Next time, you a bring dem. They mangia and we make da ices together.” Not for nothing, his accent made CeCe sound like an English teacher.


  Next time. Yeah, I could probably do a next time. “Will do. I’m sure Finn and Max would love it.”


  He sat back down and resumed his conversation in Italian. Clearly done with me, and English, for that matter.


  “That was more than he says to most people.” Jules looked surprised. If she only knew how not offended I was. I appreciated him keeping it real, no bull. To this day Britt’s dad only asked about my stock portfolio or my latest investments. Never about his grandkids, and he sure as hell never home-made them anything. It was a refreshing change, and I opted not to think about my kids spending the weekend with those self absorbed, self-righteous posers.


  “So …” I pushed a wild strand of hair behind her ear and asked, “Holiday? One of those Saint’s days? Birthday party? First communion? It has to be something? You forgot to mention something big, right?”


  Her smile widened and she laughed. Loud. All the chatter that re-filled the room suddenly muted. Two dozen deep and you could have heard a pin drop. And instead of on me, all eyes were on Jules. The climate shifted for some unexplained reason until CeCe and crew appeared with trays (and trays) of food.


  After seven courses, which included veal and braciole, enough pasta products to give the gluten free generation nightmares, including two lasagnas and six loaves of ciabatta, a vat of sauce and meatballs big enough to feed a small island, one too many glasses of homemade wine (if you could call it that, more like stained rubbing alcohol), shots of limoncello and sambuca (floated with three coffee beans for some unknown reason), and a spread of Italian pastries, we were finally done.


  Four hours later.


  That was not including the forty-five minutes it took to say goodbye to her seventeen cousins, aunts, uncles, neighbors, and parents. Then there was a fifteen-minute huddle of Jules with her sisters that ended with Mercedes storming out in teenage fashion, ranting about something not fair and when you were my age they let you. The whole scene driving home how much I was not looking forward to my daughter growing up. Ever.


  And definitely not including the added time when Hair Gel showed up at the very end acting like dinner just started. The only upside was finding out Lucca was Zia what’s-her-face and Zio you-know-who’s son. Seriously, I couldn’t keep names straight if someone paid me. But I picked up enough Italian to decipher aunt and uncle, so a cousin I could deal with. Once again, he was sporting more hair product than any man should, but as long as he wasn’t trying to get down Jules’ pants, whatever. To each his own.


  We stepped out into the crisp evening air and I pulled her against my chest. “I’ve been dying to do this all night, doll.” I kissed her hard and the sweet moan she released permeated south, eliciting my own shit-eating grin. “We should go.” Now.


  Since neither of us needed to eat for at least a week and nothing was going to top Mama CeCe’s ala vodka, I ditched the Little Italy idea. Getting re-re-acquainted back at her apartment seemed like a much better idea. Yet I had no intention of stopping our adolescent make out session of roaming hands and tongues, even if we were on the curb in front of her parents’ building.


  She pulled back, breaking our kiss. Damn, she was going to be the mature one. “I don’t bring anyone to meet them.” Okay. I didn’t know what to do with that. “No, I mean like I have never brought anyone to dinner. They were excited. Sorry.”


  “Why are you apologizing?”


  “Because they’re …” Jules at a loss for words, that was a first. “Mom was touchy, my dad spoke more English than he has in years, or at least he tried, my sisters and cousins bombarded you with a thousand questions, and my nieces used you as a galloping horse. They can be a lot.” That was putting it lightly. “I’m the only one in my family over twenty-five and not married. Old fashioned, totally. But that’s how they are. Selena was married at twenty-three, had the twins by twenty-five. Mercedes is only nineteen, so she has a little time, but she parades around a new boyfriend almost as fast as she changes her hair color. To the rest of the world, that’s considered a little slutty, but to my crazy family that’s a sign of hope … or it was until she took it too far and announced her fakakta plan for a romantic weekend sleepover in the Catskills. She’s a hot mess, but that’s beside the point.”


  “Fakakta? Have to say I find your Italian sexier than your Yiddish, doll.”


  “Oh shut up.” She swatted at my arm, her smile reaching those bright eyes. “You know what I’m trying to say. I never bring anyone. Ever.”


  “So I should be flattered. Is that what you’re telling me?” Her blush glowed even in the dark. I knew exactly what she was trying to say. “I’m glad I came. And for your information, I like you too. Now, how about we get off this sidewalk, unless you want to give your childhood neighbors a show?”


  She squinted her eyes then raised her brow. “You’re too cocky for your own good. Remind me why I agreed to go out with you again?”


  I cracked up, tossed an arm over her shoulder, and we headed toward my car. When her own sweet laugh escaped her lips, I remembered her family’s reaction at the table and something dawned on me. They weren’t used to hearing her laugh, not her real laugh. The one she freely gave my children, the one with the power to steal my breath away. The one that made me go for it and take the shot despite the memories that scar my soul. It only slipped out that one brief time tonight. She didn’t slip again. Not once. Not for any of them. And I had to admit her family was damn funny, a little off the wall, but definitely amusing. I laughed all afternoon. She fake-laughed. I just couldn’t figure out why, all I knew was that I despised it.


  Thinking of a way to bring it up without sounding like an ass, Jules surprised me, rose up on her tiptoes, pressed her lips to the corner of my ear and whispered, “Maybe we should fuckus on working off some of this food.”


  My mind blanked. Our conversation could wait.


  We had calories to burn.
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  I was completely unprepared when Lucca showed up tonight. He hadn’t been to a family dinner in months, not since moving back to Manhattan. I expected the DeMaios—they were always there. They were my parents’ oldest friends and their neighbors since my parents first immigrated over. Heck, I called them Zio and Zia out of respect. You think they would have given me a heads up that their son was dropping in after everything. I cringed remembering how Lucca strutted in, in typical Lucca style, like he owned the place, and introduced himself to Guy as my best friend. I had half-choked on my cappuccino. And not because he wasn’t my best friend, he was. God, was he.


  We grew up together since we were two. We lived across the hall from each other, went to college together. We knew every secret the other ever had, we did everything ... together. Literally. I just wasn’t ready to explain all of that to Guy. And since I hadn’t mentioned to Lucca that I was dating (technically since this morning), someone with kids no less, it was unbearably uncomfortable.


  When Guy raved about my rapport with Max and Finn, I had to get out of there. Lucca was stunned and my mother was about to simultaneously cry and pray the rosary for the tenth time. It was all too much.


  Somehow, I had allowed myself to get wrapped up in Guy’s bubble. It felt good; it felt safe. Even if deep down I knew the splinter was inevitable. Selfishly, I wanted more time. More time of feeling alive and whole. More time to establish a strong foundation, so when Guy figured out who I really was, we’d at least have a friendship to connect us. But the awkwardness compounding the evening was hard to miss. I sensed that Guy could see right through it. Maybe that’s why I practically mauled him in front of nosy lady Russo’s ground floor window.


  Please, just a little more time. Right then nothing mattered but our bubble. I wasn’t ready for it to burst.


  As soon as we got back to my place, Guy plopped down on the couch to give Casey a better head scratch. “Are we going to address the elephant in the room?”


  Guess our make out session didn’t work as well as I thought. And since I couldn’t open that titanium sealed can yet, or ever for that matter, I opted for the alcohol diversion. “Beer? Wine? I can open a good bottle.”


  “You trying to get me wasted? Case, you listening to this?” He paused a second to scratch Casey down. Lucky dog. “Think she’s trying to get me drunk and have her way with me.”


  “Maybe I am?” I shocked myself with my boldness. Maybe it was the slight buzz from dinner, but I’d never been like this with a man.


  “Because your dad’s vino wasn’t strong enough?”


  I laughed. “True. That’s why I only have one glass. You might want to avoid Tylenol for a few days while it clears from your system.”


  “No shit, I think that stuff could eat a hole straight through your liver.” He wasn’t wrong. “Come here, beautiful.” He beckoned me to join him with a finger curl. Staring at his bright blue orbs darkening by the second, I couldn’t resist. I toed off my boots and slid into his open arms. They felt strong enough to fight demons. Why did they have to feel so good? “I get the feeling tonight’s uncomfortable moment is off the table. And since I’m done talking—especially when you’re looking at me like that—I’m gonna let it pass. Besides, I have something more pressing.”


  I knew Lucca wasn’t off the table. He was going to bring him up again. But I was thankful he let it go for now. There was a never-ending ache behind the wall holding the pieces of my broken heart in place. A few cracks were one thing, but risking a wide open break was something I might never recover from.


  His teeth grazed across my lips, my jaw, and my neck, soothing the twinge with his warm tongue bringing me back to the present. This I could do. I could take this moment and relish in the reprieve. I released a deep breath and relaxed enough to let his touch consume me.


  Lowering me onto my back, he continued to trail nips and kisses down my chest. Any reassurance I needed to confirm we were on the same page was pressed into my thigh, so I boldly raised my hands.


  “I like how you think,” he mumbled.


  With one swoop, my top drifted to the floor. His eyes widened and his lips curved into a knowing smirk. He liked. I was proudly showing off my new bra. All right, so maybe I squeezed in a quick shopping trip (aka a worthwhile distraction) while I was taking a minute to get my head together.


  “Fuck, you’re sexy. What I want to do to you and this body.”


  Yes, please.


  I bit my lip and closed my eyes while flashes from our first morning together danced under my lids. Nudging the lace fabric, he exposed my nipples. They instantly pebbled against the cool air, sending a jolt straight between my legs. His contrasting warm tongue slid across my breasts, swirling and sucking before licking a path down toward my stomach. I arched up when he reached around my back to unhook my bra. I squirmed against his hard chest and wrestled with his sweater.


  “Want me naked?” he asked, perfecting his smartass voice.


  “What gave it away?”


  He chuckled at my retort. I didn’t recognize myself with this man, but I liked who he brought out in me. She was sexy and strong. She was unbroken. At least now.


  He lightly ran his fingers down my abs, popping the button on my skinny cords and easily freeing my legs from my tight pants. Dipping his tongue under the waistline of my thong, he drew a line from hip to hip. It was too much and not enough all at the same time. A tiny gasp burst from my lips as he inhaled a sharp breath and groaned, “Turn over.” My eyes shot open and my heart rate skyrocketed. His piercing gaze and now bare torso (how did I miss that) fueled the fire of what his demanding words actually meant.


  And I was loving every second.


  Except I didn’t budge, caught in a trance by the hunger in his eyes. A sexy smile tugged at his lips as he dipped his head to find mine. He nipped my lower lip before gently sucking it into his mouth. I curled my hands around the back of his neck and urged him closer. Any closer and we would be one, but I wanted closer. A deep moan vibrated up from his chest as he tasted and explored my mouth. With each stroke and caress, our breathing morphed into needy pants. Our kiss became desperate, both of us greedy for more. His hand abandoned my face in pursuit of my breast, sliding past my ribs only to grip my bottom, lifting me to connect our cores. I rocked against him, aching for skin on skin.


  Completely distracted by tongues and hands, I had forgotten his previous demand until he broke away and said, “Turn. Over. Jules.” Right. Even though his lips were to blame for my immobility, something told me to keep my sass to myself and follow his direction. He’d yet to steer me wrong. I shifted on the couch with his help. “You make me crazy.” His growl was uncontrolled and raw. I grinned into the cushion thinking how much it turned me on. He kissed my low back then right behind my ear, and an explosion of little shivers traveled down my spine. The weight and warmth from his bare chest felt amazing against my chilled back. Sitting back up, he slipped off my thong and dragged his fingers through my wetness. “I’m gonna fuck you like this. Lift up, beautiful.”


  Oh My God.


  Jeans and boxers hit the floor a split second later, and I heard the crinkle of the condom wrapper. My hips lifted and his thick erection slid down from behind. He pressed the silk tip against my slit, finding my entrance. I gripped the cushion and buried my face to buffer my cry.


  “Let me hear you. Don’t hide, Jules. I want every gasp, every moan, every little sigh and puff of air. Those sounds are only for my ears. Yeah?”


  My mind could barely process, but my body yearned to hear more. I peeked over my shoulder into his smoldering eyes and whispered the only response I could come up with, “Yeah.”


  He plunged the rest of the way inside me and this time heard exactly what he was doing to me. My sensitive walls clenched around his length as I squeezed the pillow in front of me for leverage. “That’s it. Push back … let me fill you. Fuck, you feel so good. You make me so hard, doll.” He had to stop speaking or I was going to fall apart with his words alone.


  Please keep talking.


  Gripping my hips, he moved me so he was almost completely out before thrusting back in. I bit down on my lip and pushed against him. Little beads of sweat began to trickle between my cleavage as the intensity of our movements increased. His groans grew louder and his breathing got heavier. Leaning forward, he pressed his chest to my back, reaching around to find that spot. His fingers trailed along my soft and wet folds, stopping to circle over my sensitive flesh. Little stars flashed before my eyes, and my legs started to tremble. I arched my back, and he ground into me harder.


  “Ah yes. Don’t stop,” I pleaded, making him stroke me more urgently, creating the pressure and friction I needed to fly over the edge and keep my wave cresting. “Ah Guy, you feel so good.” My words were breathy, my heart rate a million as the blissful haze engulfed my body.


  “Jules,” he rasped, pumping into me a few more times.


  Hearing my name, the only word on his lips as he found his own release, squeezed something inside me. This wasn’t just uninhibited sex. This was more.


  My legs gave out and I dropped to the couch. He landed on top of me, briefly kissing my neck, each shoulder blade, the middle of my back, and the two dimples at the base of my spine before rolling to the side and standing up.


  “Don’t move.”


  I couldn’t even if I wanted to. Not to mention the view I had of his naked physique strolling toward the bathroom was insane. I sat up a touch and pulled the blanket off the back of the couch in time to watch him strut back without an ounce of insecurity.


  “Don’t listen very well, but what should I expect from my stubborn girl.”


  The stubborn part was a given, but the my girl, aww. I liked that. Way more than I should have.


  “I was sweaty. You left me and I got chilly.” I held the blanket up for him to crawl under.


  He grinned at me, clearly enjoying the peep show. “And you’re …”


  “Waiting for a warm body.”


  He tossed the two big cushions from the back of the couch on the floor and dove on the inside of me, snuggling up to my side.


  “I could do sweaty again,” he said, giving his eyebrow a waggle.


  “Ready so soon?” I teased back.


  He nuzzled his chin into the crook of my neck, mumbling, “Maybe this round you can teach me in the language of love.” I couldn’t distinguish if it was the way he dragged out the “o” in love or his flexed jaw tickling my sensitive skin that had me laughing harder.


  “Okay, okay.” Without thinking I blurted, “Come un raggio di sole, che hai illuminato la mia vita e mi ha fatto ridere di nuovo.” He retreated slightly, cocking his head to one side. “Sono pazzo di te,” I finished, meaning every single word.


  “Have I told you lately how sexy you are?” He propped up on his elbow and stared down at me with those hypnotic liquid blues. “Are you going to tell me what you said, doll?”


  His tickle softened to a caress across my chest. Gah! He was being so sweet. I felt myself getting pulled under. Sinking in a tidal wave of charm and sincerity, it would be so easy to drown. But no way was he getting the translation.


  “We’ll see,” I whispered, looking away to focus on a small crack on the ceiling and pretending I didn’t just hand him a small piece of my very fragile heart. Even if it was in Italian.


  “Hey.” He brushed a stray hair off my cheek. “Where’d you go?”


  I blinked away the suffocating enormity of everything I was feeling and gave him a small smile.


  He sat up and pulled me into his side, wrapping the blanket around us and giving me another pass. “You’re not what I expected.”


  My smile turned almost immediately to a smirk. “Oh really.”


  “I mean that in the best way possible. You are so full of surprises. You’re the exception.” His half-laugh never met his eyes. He tried to play it off, but I saw it. I knew what it was like to slip and show your pain.


  Trying to keep it light, I sassed back. “Exception? Care to elaborate? Is there some type of rule book, a men’s guide to women that you’re following?”


  “Now that would’ve been helpful.”


  Past tense. Now that made me pause, instantly disliking the woman or women responsible for the disappointment that flickered past his eyes. Without knowing her, I was sure his wife in heaven shared my disdain.


  “Your next play written in black and white hardly seems fair to the female race.”


  “Fair, huh.” He began drawing lazy circles with his finger down my arm, as his voice drifted away. “People spend most of their lives believing fair is getting what you deserve, when in reality, fair is merely getting what you can handle.” The air shifted; it was heavier, thicker, his pain more pronounced, deeper than a man scorned. He sounded like he’d repeated that mantra a million times before, yet the words held no inspiration. They felt empty and meaningless. And I understood. Oh, God, did I understand.


  What you can handle. I lost count of all the days I woke up unsure of what I could handle. I imagined Guy had his share of similar mornings.


  “What makes me the exception?” I asked again, not because I thought I was special, but because I wanted him to share his pain. He’d yet to really speak about her, but I longed for him to know it was okay. “Please, tell me?”


  His gaze met mine. He was considering opening up. I could see it. Then he kissed the tip of my nose. “I finally dug myself out of you thinking I’m a dick, don’t really want to revisit that, doll.”


  I sensed his resolve slipping, so without thinking, I went for it. “It has to be hard … you may think I don’t understand, and I probably won’t ever. Everyone’s loss is different—it’s personal and untouchable. I promise you I get that. But what you’ve done for your children, the way you love them and take care of them all by yourself … as hard as it is, you’re doing it. Every single day. I know in my heart she’d be proud.”


  “Not so sure they aren’t better off.” His reply was immediate, his tone saturated with something I couldn’t put my finger on. He wasn’t making any sense.


  “I don’t understand ... better off?”


  “Yeah, better off without her.”


  My breath hitched. I wasn’t expecting that. There was no way he was that cold, yet her rolled off his tongue with an arctic chill. What child was better off without their mother? The mere thought hammered against my armored heart. I gripped his thigh with one hand and swallowed past the lump in my throat. “You don’t mean that.” Please say you don’t mean it.


  Squeezing his eyes shut, he sat forward and slowly dug the heel of his hand up and over his face, raking his scalp. The look on his face could have been mistaken as bitterness, but I saw through his exterior, or maybe I needed to believe that. He wasn’t angry or hateful. He was hurt. The silent kind. The kind that slowly singes everything you ever thought was good and burns so raw that you question if there would ever be anything powerful enough to douse the flames.


  He stood, slipped on his T-shirt and boxers and started to walk away. Without looking back, he asked, “And what if I did?”


  I heard rummaging through my kitchen cabinets, followed by the clink of ice hitting the bottom of a glass. I shimmied on my own shirt and underwear, righted the couch pillows, and counted my deep breaths. One one thousand, two one thousand, three.


  Stupid exercise, never worked.


  And what if I did? played on repeat. But I didn’t believe him. Not for a second. No way he hated the mother of his children, there was more. Had to be. There was always more. The more was the hardest part to share.


  A muffled ding coming from somewhere on the floor broke the combustible silence. “That my cell?” He walked back across my living room carrying a drink on the rocks for himself and a glass of red for me. “Couldn’t find tequila, or I would’ve made you a margarita.”


  Oookay … guess he was following my lead with the infamous alcohol diversion.


  “It’s on my list. The wine is perfect, thank you.” Instead of pushing further, I sipped the cabernet hoping to numb the throb in my throat. He’d share more when he was ready, right? I was such a hypocrite.


  A second ding rang through on his cell by the time he picked up his jeans and dug it out of his pocket. “Have to make sure everything is okay.” With Finn being so sick lately, I couldn’t help but share his concern. I hated that they had to live with the what now possibilities that threatened Finn. Fortunately, two huge toothy smiles filled his screen, and with pressing play, their high-pitched squeals echoed in unison, “Miss you, Daddy!” The timing couldn’t have been any better.


  “Looks like Finny is enjoying his ice cream cone.”


  “The smeared chocolate across his cheeks and nose give it away?” he asked, breaking into a well-needed grin. Even if it only lasted a second. “At least they actually took them to do something this time.” He grumbled it more to himself than toward me.


  I’d never been married so I wouldn’t know, but challenging in-law dynamics were common enough that I wasn’t completely shocked by Guy’s last comment. That didn’t mean I didn’t wish for better for him and them. Tragedy should tighten family ties, not tear them apart.


  In an attempt to steer the conversation, I said, “Might be more on his face than in his belly.” I laughed, hoping he would join me. No such luck.


  He sat back down on the edge of the couch still staring at the picture. “These two”—he tapped the bright screen, downed the rest of his drink, and leaned into the cushions—“are the reason I take my next breath.”


  Without warning, my stomach clenched, and my throat constricted, making it nearly impossible for air to pass. Familiar voices danced in my head like a bad song on repeat. The harder you tried to forget, the louder it played.


  “Jules Marie, we’re worried about you.”


  “You get up every day and go about your life, but it’s like you’ve forgotten to breathe.”


  My internal answer. “Because maybe I don’t want to take my next breath!”


  Oh God, not now. I hadn’t had an attack in months. Not now.


  Inhale.


  Exhale.


  I can do this. I can do this.


  I met him against the back of the couch and coaxed him to lie against my chest, praying he wouldn’t notice my erratic heartbeat since his was firing almost as rapidly. He melted in, willingly wrapping his arms around my waist, hugging me. Betrayed by my tears, I focused on the ceiling crack and concentrated on my breathing. That’s all I could do. Remember to breathe.


  My fingers tangled in his hair, massaging in count with my respirations. I hoped exhaustion and straight vodka would work in my favor, and he’d believe I was giving him a minute even though I was the one desperate for it. I squeezed my eyes shut, ignored my tears, and concentrated on regulating my pulse. I had become a pro at keeping them hidden. This one took me by surprise.


  Time passed. I wasn’t sure how long before my episode dissipated, and the tension in Guy’s shoulders loosened, giving me the full weight of his body. With a contented sigh, his breathing evened, and I sensed sleep finally embraced him.


  My porch light filtered in through a crack in my curtain, illuminating his profile. The tiny creases at the edge of his eyes now but a memory as the muscles in his face relaxed. I ran my finger along the fine stubble at the edge of his jaw line and traced along his lips. He was beautiful like this. Weightless. I wondered how often this happened. Probably never. He carried too much on his own and harbored a pain deep enough to shield with resentment. I stared out the window high to the heavens and silently whispered to a woman I’d never met. “You know he didn’t mean it. He just misses you. It’s hard to be ... left behind.” I wondered if I could be the one to share his weight. Was I strong enough to handle more?


  Seven years was a long time. I lay there trying to convince myself that maybe it was long enough to try and move on, or at least stop pretending for everyone else’s sake. But I knew I’d never truly move on, my wound was irreparable. There wasn’t a stitch strong enough to piece my heart back together. I was okay with that. But looking at Guy and feeling his warmth, I contemplated whether my steel armor could carry a little more—enough to help him begin to heal.


  I wasn’t going to give up. Not yet.


  I repeated my mantra: I can do this.


  My lids grew heavy listening to his soft snores, as an unexpected sense of peace filled in around me.


  I could ignore it, trample it, crush it with my fears.


  Or feel it.


  Be comforted by it.


  And revel in its warmth.


  Before drifting off, I whispered in English this time, “Like a ray of light, you have brightened my life and you made me laugh again.” I kissed the top of his head and dragged my fingers through his messed hair one last time. “I’m crazy about you.”
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  “Suture.” My scrub nurse slapped the loaded needle driver against my hand. The feeling never got old. Standing in my OR with another patient, another life in my hands. It was an honor I would never take for granted, and the adrenaline rush—well, that was a perk of the job. I wondered if he had felt the same.


  I flashed back to a summer day, one I remembered so vividly it could have been yesterday. I’d tossed my dirt bike up against the garage door when I heard her call my name. My mother was sitting in some contorted position on our den floor with photos littering the couch cushions and coffee table in front of her. I’d seen them all before, my mother never shied away from reminiscing about my father. There were stories to go with each picture. And I knew them all, every single one. Resting on her palm was my favorite black and white shot of him dressed in scrubs and holding up an old X-ray for a group of younger residents standing behind him. My father’s profile was barely visible, but the expressions of awe and respect on his students’ faces were unforgettable. In that moment, I wasn’t sure why or how, but my ten-year-old brain made a decision. Maybe it was because I’d had my first trip to the ER the day before (split chin—ten stitches) and thought it was totally rad, or maybe it was because the father-son sail races were next week and my uncle was going to be out of town, or maybe it was the way my mother gazed adoringly at my father’s face with tear-filled eyes … or maybe it was fate.


  Confident in my revelation, I kneeled down on the floor next to her and shared, “You know, Mom, I’m going to be the kind of doctor that fixes aneurysms one day.”


  “Oh you are, are you?” She wiped away her tears.


  “Yep.”


  “Do you know what those doctors are even called?”


  “Aorta specialists?” All right, I had some research to do, but that wouldn’t deter me.


  My mother chuckled and her smile brightened the room. “It’s a vascular surgeon. And I have no doubt you’re going to do amazing things in life. After all, you are Dr. Finnigan Hunter’s son.” She tucked me up against her side and kissed my head. “You want to know what your father was probably saying to these students?” She flapped the old photo in the air. “Same thing he’d be saying to you right now … something he believed in wholeheartedly. If you work hard in silence, your success will be the noise.” She ran a gentle finger over my bruised chin. “You’re going to be the loudest one someday, my sweet boy.”


  There was no chance to wallow in the fact that I grew up without a father. Not that I would have. Or needed to. My mother was Superwoman on speed. Strong and feisty, she never gave me any inclinations of her single parent struggles. I could only pray my kids would have the same peace of mind. Because now I understood she lost so much more than the love of her life when that aneurysm ruptured. She’d been gypped. She was left alone to figure it out and do it all. Her words didn’t register right away, but Jules said it better than I ever could have. As hard as it is, you’re doing it. Every single day. Talk about history repeating itself. Minus the love of my life part. I’d never compare my mother’s loss to my own. Hell no.


  But what I didn’t want was for my kids to think I’d been gypped. And as much as I was still that ten-year-old boy longing to be a vascular surgeon, I wanted them more. No regrets. I’d do all of it over if I had to. Every single day. Only difference was someone made me realize that maybe I didn’t want to do it alone anymore.


  


  Bryce adjusted the suction and dabbed at the blood seeping from our newly revascularized colon anastomosis. It needed another stitch. Puncturing the fragile tissue one last time, I tied off the area that was oozing. I ran the entire bowel length one more time, meticulous not to miss anything, and tucked it back inside the abdomen. “Looks great. Good as new. Let’s close.”


  My circulating nurse hung up the wall phone and said, “Dr. Hunter. The SICU just called down requesting a consult. Said it was pretty urgent, old patient of yours, I think.”


  “Thanks, Cath. You good, Bryce?” I didn’t typically ask. Didn’t need to. He knew how I closed my abdomens. We’d done several thousand cases together over the years. But today he seemed to be in his own world. Quiet and edgy. Neither of which I would ever use to describe him. I’d ask him about it later. Hell, I was in a similar fog.


  “Yeah, I’m good. Not my first trip to the rodeo, done this once or twice, Hunter,” he clipped. So much for the later plan.


  Different place, different audience I would have said what the fuck is up with you? Back in the day I’d worked under quite a few surgeons who let their arrogance fly regardless. I vowed never to be that guy. Didn’t mean I wasn’t tempted. But right now was about my patient. When I stepped into my OR that’s all it was ever about. So I asked again, slowly and steel-faced so my point would not be lost on anyone. “You sure you’re good?”


  Bryce read me loud and clear, looked me dead in the eye and said, “Yeah, I’m good. I’ve got this.”


  If I had the slightest reservation, good friend or not, I would have thrown him out of my OR and closed myself. And he knew it. Content, I stepped away from the sterile field and ripped off my gown.


  “You around later?” Bryce’s question and tone stopped my retreat. I turned around and he was staring at me from over his mask.


  “Sure, why?”


  “Grab a beer? Need to run something by you.” From years of shooting the shit during cases, I knew Friday night was date night in his house. It was their thing—escape the toddler for a few hours and get a reprieve from chicken nuggets and mac and cheese. They’d even asked to borrow Maya once or twice when they were in a bind. So his bailing on date night for a cold one with me confirmed something was up.


  “Have to check in at home, should work though,” I told him.


  Tonight would probably work. Maya was home with the kids and already volunteered to hang late as she’d done the past two nights. She’d been off for a family ski trip earlier in the week, and even though I reiterated it was a well-deserved break and we managed fine with Jules’ help, she felt guilty because I paid her full salary regardless. She was good like that.


  And it was also the first weekend in a month that Jules wasn’t around. She had plans. Plans I wasn’t privy to. Plans she had casually dismissed without actually mentioning a single detail of said plans. Plans I wanted to get miraculously canceled. Fuck, I sounded whipped. Maybe shooting the shit over a few beers would help me find my sac.


  Of course Jules had obligations before me, before us, I got that. It was the secrecy that I wasn’t digging. All right, secrecy was a reach—it’s not like I’d actually come right out and asked her what she had going on. Why the fuck didn’t I do that? That layer of rust was thicker than I thought. Instead I stewed over her vague I’m really sorry, but I have to take care of a few things. But don’t worry, I promise I’ll be back in time for dinner on Sunday. I can’t wait to meet your mom.


  Maybe that rubbed me the wrong way too. Jules was all about family, bordering unhealthy enmeshment if you asked me, so the fact that she knew my mother was flying in this weekend and she committed to other plans kind of pissed me off. Selfish, I know.


  The last three weeks had been incredible and that didn’t just mean the sex. Don’t get me wrong, the sex was fucking awesome, best I’d ever had, but the woman that came with it was better. My kids were even enraptured, looking like they stepped foot on a Disney cruise every time she walked through the door. Add her giant lump of fur and they became obsessed. I had no clue my kids liked dogs until I witnessed the fit of giggles Casey drew out of them. One eye and all—which by the way, Jules, as brilliant as she was, lived in denial and insisted was degenerative changes. Whatever let her sleep at night, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t on alert for a shriveled eyeball every time I was at her place.


  But that was Jules. She never ceased to amaze me. I couldn’t have been more off base with my initial impression. She was not wrong when she’d called me a dick. Looking back, I’d projected my shit onto her and that wasn’t fair. She came from a place of yes like no one I’d ever met. So much so that when she wasn’t with the kids and me, which was often, she was busting her ass on getting her pet-therapy program off the ground. “Animals see straight to your soul and feel your pain. When you push the world away, they’ll never leave your side.” Because of her strong beliefs and enthusiasm, our hospital’s patients and staff were going to benefit. She was all about giving and I’d yet to hear her hint for anything in return. Another reason to tack on to my growing list of why … why she could be my more.


  I was a jackass for not asking.


  Now I was the one left pondering what she was or wasn’t doing. She promised she’d give me a heads up if we needed another minute. This felt like hers, not ours.


  Bottom line, tonight worked fine.


  “Screw it, I’ll bang out this consult and meet you across the street. Thirty minutes?” I asked.


  Bryce shook his head and let out a terse laugh. “I’m good, man. Not that good.”


  “First round’s on me then.” A few of the nurses picked up on my joke and giggled. Judging the size of the incision, time to transport and write orders, he was looking at well over an hour.


  “Yeah, yeah,” he mocked. I’d bet good money he also mumbled “dick” into his mask. I know I would have.


  “Make him pretty.” The nurses chuckled louder, while Bryce lifted his chin and pointed at the door, inviting me to get the hell out. That was more like it. Any doubts about his head in the game were gone. My cell vibrated. I pulled it from my scrub pocket and waved. “Got to take this.”


  “Maya, everything okay?” I bumped the OR door and headed out into the hall. I hated that I’d resorted to always thinking the worst.


  “No worries here. It’s getting late and I hadn’t heard from you. Everyone is fed and I’m getting them ready for bed. Finn’s sniffling a little, nothing crazy. Probably just a cold from all the kids on the playground, and it doesn’t help that it’s freezing.”


  Maya would never come right out and say it, but she was surprised when she found out Jules had bundled the kids up to meet Selena and her nieces at the park last Sunday. Maya steered clear of public playgrounds, especially with Finn. She sought out alternative outdoor excursions to avoid the “germ infestation” and to be honest, up until a few months ago Finn’s gait was still unsteady, so I appreciated not having to worry about jungle gym accidents. When I got called in for an emergency last weekend, Jules read my kids’ disappointment and insisted they go anyway. I wasn’t sure who was more psyched. There was no way I could have said no or even wanted to. The two were most likely unrelated, but I hated that Finn was probably getting sick again.


  “Listen, I was going to grab a quick drink with Bryce, but if you need me to come home I will.”


  Maya quickly responded, “Nah, I steamed him up in the bath, smeared some Vicks on his chest, and have the humidifier on. He’s good. I’ll call if something changes. I was planning on staying the night anyway since you’re on call tomorrow.”


  “Thanks, Maya. I don’t tell you enough, but I appreciate everything you do.”


  “You don’t have to thank me. I love your kids to pieces and we’re family. Besides, can’t beat the Christmas bonus around here!”


  Jules was spot on when she said I lucked out with Maya. Hopefully, Maya shared some genetics with Britt, and hopefully, my wife passed those down instead.


  “Have a good night, My. Try and get some studying in while they’re quiet.” I ended the call.


  


  My consult and rounding took an hour and then I was bellied up to the bar. My call started at six the next morning so I could have a few, but I couldn’t get plastered. Didn’t mean I didn’t want to. Between Jules and now Bryce, I’d had it with the fucking secrets. I hated being in the dark. And the “run something by you” comment wasn’t making me feel any better. I preferred our chats center around “hey, what car should I be looking at” or “who should I pick for March Madness?” This cryptic shit sucked.


  “Guess I need to catch up, shouldn’t be a problem tonight.” He slapped me on the back and took the stool next to me. I was surprised he was here so soon.


  “Beer?” I high signed the bartender.


  “Need something stronger.” He dragged his hand up and through his hair, reminding me of myself. I’ve never seen him like this.


  “Case finish up okay?”


  “Yeah, fine. Recovery took him right away, which was nice.” The bartender tapped his finger on the bar a couple of times and gave him a nod. “Jack neat. Make it a double.”


  “Shit,” I mumbled into the hollow of my beer. That order didn’t give me the warm and fuzzies. Guess the hoop brackets would have to wait.


  “Coming right up,” the bartender said before heading back down the length of the bar.


  “It’s Violet and the baby …” Bryce dove right in and I instantly had a sick feeling. “She had her routine screening two weeks ago, came back all lit up. Shit-ton of testing, genetic counseling, amnio, the whole nine—” The bartender set an amber glass in front of him, but Bryce just stared at it and mumbled with a venom laced tone, “Trisomy 13.”


  I let out a strained breath that said everything. Fuck.


  “Vi’s a mess. Fuck, I’m a mess. Ultrasounds, echos … you name an abnormality, baby’s got it. She can’t even talk about it, just cries every time she thinks we can’t hear her. Said she needs some time to think.”


  “Fuck,” I said it this time. My beer suddenly tasted stale remembering what it was like to live through a complicated pregnancy. Or two. Watch the woman you love struggle with maintaining her independence, yet wanting what was best for the baby. Or so you thought. At least our situation had hope. My kids had a fighting chance.


  “They offered termination. At best, a small percentage makes it to a year; most miscarry early or wind up stillborn if they make it to term. What kind of fucking odds are those?”


  “Dude, I’ve got nothing, wish to God I had something,” I said because there was honestly not a single thing to say. He knew it as well as I did, but sometimes you need to say shit to make it real. He needed to talk; I was here to listen.


  “Choice is ours, told us to make it sooner than later.” He drained his glass and raised his finger for another. “Doesn’t feel like a choice. Feels like they just handed the baby we want more than anything a death sentence. How am I going to explain this to my son? He thinks he’s getting a little brother ... yeah, we found out it’s another boy. Vi said she was working toward a basketball team.” Bryce closed his eyes and shuttered his shoulders, shaking off the memory, no doubt.


  “Anything you need, man. Help with the little man? I’m sure Maya wouldn’t mind kicking in. I’ve got Jules, we’d figure it out.”


  I’ve got Jules. My stomach was on fire for Bryce and his wife, but somehow those three words helped soothe some of the sting.


  “Thanks, man. But what I need is for this to be a sick joke … what I need is for my wife to talk to me. I have no fucking idea what’s going through her head. She has completely shut me out. How do I make this okay for her?”


  I raked my own scalp. I was probably the worst person on the planet to give advice. “It’s a shock right now, she’ll come around. Just keep doing what you’re doing. You’re not gonna make it okay for her, just like no one has the power to make it okay for you. You’ve got to brace, dude, remember you’re in this together, and you’ll come out of the other side. What you guys have is strong, the real deal. My wife never told me shit and I was too fucking naive in la-la land to notice.” Did I say that aloud?


  “Shit, I didn’t mean to stir up all this for you. I’m just … I don’t know. Fuck. All our family is out West, which isn’t helping. I had no one to talk to.”


  He may have been spewing his shitstorm at me, but I gave him serious credit for not bottling it up. When Jules pressed me to open up, I was a coward and shut down. I sunk into her chest that night, buried myself in her heartbeat, and wished to forget.


  I should have told her.


  “Hey, don’t ever feel bad. I’m here. Know you have a handle on it, but if you need a second opinion, or think the wife could benefit from hearing it from different lips, I have a friend in Philly. She deals with all high-risk cases. She took care of Britt when she was pregnant with Max, as well as a good friend of mine from residency who suffered a crazy head injury. I trust her explicitly and I’m happy to make the call.”


  “Thanks, but I don’t want to waste her time. You and I both know where this is headed. Let me try and figure out where Vi’s head is first. Thanks again, man.” He slugged back his second double.


  “Go home. Sleep this off. Start over in the morning.” Bryce pinched his forehead, hanging his head. I felt for the guy. This one hit close to home, and I needed to get the hell out of here as well. “You’ll figure it out. Take this weekend to spend time with your family. I got tomorrow covered.” I squeezed his shoulder and slapped some bills on the bar. “Shoot me a text if you want me to contact my friend.”


  


  I walked through my apartment door with one thing on my mind. My kids. Tonight reminded me how fortunate I was. We might have been through hell as a family, but I’d take every second, relive all of it, over what Bryce was facing. I sat on the edge of Maxie’s bed and swiped her blond curls away from her face. I dipped down and kissed her sweet cheek. “Daddy loves you, peanut. You’re my world, don’t ever forget that.”


  Next I found myself clearing a small library of Power Ranger board books from the edge of Finn’s bed. My boy looked peaceful, breathing easy, smelling like nature’s cure all. I smiled and dipped down to kiss his head. “Don’t you ever give up. I’ll fight by your side until I’ve got no fight left. I love you, bud. Sweet dreams.” I tucked the covers up around his shoulders and picked up his favorite stuffed animal from the floor.


  Turning around, I saw Maya leaning against the jamb. “I didn’t hear you come in—I wasn’t expecting you home this early,” she whispered. I joined her in the hall, closing Finn’s door halfway.


  “Long day. Was ready for it to be over.”


  “They haven’t been asleep long. They were both wound up tonight.” As much as I would have loved to spend a little time with them, I was grateful they were asleep after the day I had. “There’s some leftover soup in the fridge.” Maya pointed and my stomach followed.


  “Awesome. I’m starved.”


  Maya turned toward the guestroom and asked, “Where’s Jules?”


  “She had family stuff,” I answered. It was most likely the truth, and to be honest, I didn’t want to deal. It was a valid question since Jules had spent every Friday night with us since our first weekend together. She deemed it pizza night, and it had quickly become the girls’ favorite night of the week. Finn’s and mine too.


  “Oh, I thought maybe she was working tonight.”


  “Nope.”


  “She knows your mom is coming to town, right?”


  Enough. As much as I trusted that she was coming from a good place, I had enough of Maya’s what’s up with you and Jules inquisition. And the last thing I needed was her running back to my in-laws with updates on my social life. Bad enough the family connection prevented my life from being private. Jules was off limits.


  “It’s all good, Maya. Jules will be here Sunday.” Shit. Speaking of Sunday brought focus to tomorrow. “Sorry. I hate to lay this on you last minute, know you need to study, but are you good all day tomorrow? I offered to stay and round tomorrow for a friend. If not, let me know, I’ll suck it up and call Darla to help out.”


  “No need. I’m fine. Looking forward to spending the day with them.” Pheww. The less I had to ask my mother-in-law for anything, the better.


  “Thanks,” I said sincerely.


  I heated up the soup, made my way to the family room, and flipped on mindless TV. Too bad I couldn’t enjoy the mindless part, as my thoughts ricocheted around in my brain like a pinball game. Bouncing between my life four years ago, Bryce’s devastating situation, and Jules. But somehow the ball landed in the same hole every time. I’ve got Jules.


  My emotions had been all over the map today, and suddenly, I felt like a dick (again) for being pissed off with her earlier. If I manned up, I would admit I was more jealous than anything else. I wondered when I got so needy. Probably right around the time I fell hard. A better man than me would be glad his woman was enjoying a carefree evening with her sisters. But I missed her. I wanted nothing more than for her to be cuddled up next to me with her arctic bare feet tucked under my ass, listening to me unload about Bryce’s nightmare. Knowing she’d somehow make it better. Pretty fucking selfish of me. Again.


  A shrill noise pierced my eardrums, interrupting my pinball game before my next thought could fire. The hot soup spilled on my leg and I jumped up. What the … When I heard the high-pitched shriek again, instinct took over and I started sprinting.


  The bedroom door was open. Maya was hunched over Finn’s bed, as his tiny body violently jerked and twisted in ways that should never be.


  “Oh my God! What do we do? Oh my God,” she screamed, sliding to the floor, unable to control her sob. Bile slid up the back of my throat, and my eyes immediately burned watching my son’s body convulse. Why the hell?


  I blinked past the scalding pain and forced my eyes to focus. Think. You need to goddamn think. The line between father and doctor blurred. “Maya, please!” I nudged her out of the way and knelt beside the bed. The covers I had just tucked up under his chin were strewn about. Finn’s stiff muscles shook so brutally his bed frame slammed against the wall. I quickly rolled him to his side to secure his airway and adjusted the pillow to protect his head. His skin felt cool. Fuck. No fever. Febrile seizures were fairly common. Cause and effect. Everything else was … worse.


  I knew the stats—they were ingrained in my brain from the time of diagnosis. Nearly half of children with cerebral palsy experienced seizures. Finn had been fortunate enough to fall into the other fifty percent. Until now. Nausea rolled over me, considering this could be the first of many. And if CP wasn’t the cause … my gut clamped and I snapped at myself, “Stop.” Don’t go there.


  Maya’s cries echoed louder, adding to the chaos. “Maya, calm down, give him a minute, he’ll come out of it.” He has to. I looked down at the second hand of my watch.


  Thirty seconds.


  Finn was still jerking


  “Go call 9-1-1. Just in case. Now!” I ordered Maya without taking my eyes off my son. Quick mental math: medics could get here faster with some Ativan than I could get him to the ER.


  Come on, Finn. Fight with me.


  Sixty-five seconds.


  My carotids pulsed so hard I felt my heartbeat hammering in my head. Time needed to stop dead. With each passing minute, risk of oxygen deprivation and lasting damage started to rise. Not an option. I cradled my shaking boy and waited. Two minutes twelve seconds. The contractions were less vigorous. Another ten seconds and all movement ceased. Thank you, God.


  I sunk against the bed and buried my head against the side of Finn’s. His ragged breath bathed my cheek as his little heart pounded against my fingertips. I rubbed his back and called his name, “Finn. Daddy’s here—wake up, buddy. Open your eyes, Finny.” He coughed, trying to clear the extra saliva that had built up in his mouth. “Can you open your eyes for Daddy?” I moved to sit on the bed and repositioned his head onto my lap. Then I called out for Maya who I could hear on the phone in the living room. “Maya, cancel the ambulance!”


  She was back in the doorway repeating my instructions into the phone. She tried her best, stumbling over words as she wiped her eyes. I motioned for the phone and took over. As soon I hung up, I handed it back to Maya. “Call the ER, tell them I want neuro waiting. Meg should be on tonight, if not, have them call her in.” I left no room for misinterpretation. She snapped into gear and pulled her shit together.


  “Daddy,” Finn whimpered.


  “Right here. I’m right here, buddy.”


  His limp hand reached toward his pajama bottoms. My poor boy peed straight through. “It’s okay. You’re a little confused. Daddy’s here. Don’t worry about your pajamas, we’ll get you new ones.” He seemed alert enough to know he was wet which was a good sign, but like most postictal states, he was drowsy and lethargic.


  After hanging up, Maya asked, “Should I wake Maxie?”


  “No, you can stay with her here.”


  “I’d rather come. I’ll feel better if I can make sure he’s okay.” Whatever she wanted, I needed to get my little guy to the hospital.


  I pushed his sweaty curls from his forehead and watched as his heavy lids fluttered closed. The burn behind my eyes returned and I couldn’t fight it. My vision blurred, and my cheeks dampened. Flaming hot air filtered in and out of my lungs as I struggled to catch my breath. So fucking unfair.


  Fair is not getting what you think you deserve, it’s getting what you can handle.


  My boy shouldn’t have to handle any of this.


  Anything. That’s what I would have given to switch places, for this to have happened to me instead. That I could have handled. But this—this was unbearable. And I didn’t want to do it alone.


  Fifteen.


  The number of times I called her from the time I left the apartment to the moment I jogged into the ER carrying Finn’s lethargic body.


  Now sixteen.


  I held my cell to my ear and prayed she’d pick up.


  And like the fifteen times before: No answer.


  My own words coming back to bite me … I’ve got Jules.
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  I slipped into the double bed by the air conditioner. I always picked that one, just in case. The forecast was calling for it to dip to single digits outside, but there was a good chance I’d wake drenched to the bone tonight. That was if I ever really fell asleep. I didn’t have Guy next to me. He’d been keeping the dreams at bay lately. I stared at the stupid circle on my iPhone spinning continuously … searching, while the battery drained by the second.


  I should have charged it on the ride up, instead I silenced it and buried it in my purse to try and ignore the stream of “thinking about you” messages from my extended family. They meant well and I loved them for that. But I also hated the reminder that seven years, twenty years, or even a hundred years, would never erase the hurt.


  “Let’s try and get some sleep, it’s late.”


  “Easier said than done. And I don’t remember cell service being this sucky last year,” I said, reaching my phone far above my head to improve my range and my chance to speak to Guy before it was too late.


  “You know that’s not really doing anything, right? There’s not a tower for miles.”


  I let out a disappointed sigh and my fingers somehow fumbled, gravity sending my cell smack into my face. “Ouch!” I yelped, tapping my tender upper lip.


  “You okay?” And then I heard it—soft at first then louder—laughter vibrating off our cabin walls.


  “It’s not funny. I think I’m bleeding.” My tongue touched the small cut leaving a metallic taste in my mouth. “I can’t believe this.” And I started to laugh too.


  “Ice?”


  “Nah, who’s gonna see me tomorrow?”


  “Speaking of, I think we’re going to be the only ones hiking. Weather looks like shit. Freezing rain and cold.


  Were we really discussing the weather? Frustrated over having no signal and my now swollen lip … I sighed. “Figures.”


  “Bad time of year.” Did we need that reminder? “I didn’t mean that. I meant mid-March, Catskills. It’s always like this.”


  “I know what you meant,” I replied. I knew.


  This time of year wasn’t ideal, but that was irrelevant. We weren’t here to see the foliage. We were here to find a semblance of peace on our darkest day. This was our time to be pensive. Together we’d hike for hours, mostly quiet with our own thoughts, but taking solace that we’d both be sharing the unimaginable pain that we try to keep buried deep within the crevices of our souls.


  We promised that this would never change.


  It changed.


  At least for me, everything had changed.


  Tears pricked the back of my eyes, and the empty pit in my stomach churned. I clutched my sides and curled into a ball. Overwhelmed by the suffocating multitude of emotions, my mind drifted to my safe place. To Guy.


  I missed him. I missed them. I missed our Friday night homemade saucy round pies and salt-rimmed margaritas. I missed making movies with Finn and playing house with Max. I missed being part of family time, even if it wasn’t my own. I missed his warm lips on mine. I missed his fingers in my hair. I missed feeling him rock deep inside me. But what I missed the most was falling asleep in his arms and waking up in his arms, even if it was only a few short hours so the kids didn’t realize where I slept. I missed that warmth, that comfort, those dreamless nights. My safe place.


  Damn, I wished I could at least text him. He deserved so much more than a brief message. He deserved the truth. But our bubble was still floating unscathed. I couldn’t jeopardize it. There was no way I’d be the cause of the innocent snag, the accidental snip, or an unintentional tear.


  I heard covers rustle, followed by, “Night, Jules.” The bedside lamp turned off, and the room filled with darkness. We were here together, but I’d never felt more alone.


  I wished he was here.


  It was wrong and selfish, but it was true.


  Deep down, I knew this was the last time. We couldn’t do this anymore. I couldn’t do this anymore. We needed to talk, just not tonight.


  “Good night,” I replied softly, glancing over at the glowing alarm clock. “I’m a little early, but Happy Birthday.”


  I held my breath and waited. Silence. There was always silence. I pressed my hand over my broken heart. I wondered how much time I had before the fine stitches would give way.


  Like I did every night, I closed my eyes and silently whispered my prayers. As sleep began to pull me under, a familiar ping forced me back. Then another. And another. Firing in rapid succession, each jarring tone intensified the sense of foreboding that accompanied middle of the night calls. I threw back the covers and grabbed for the illuminated screen.


  Sixteen missed calls. All from the same sender. And a one-line text message that sucked all of the oxygen from the room.


  “Jules, what’s wrong?”


  I couldn’t respond. I tried to steady myself on the small desk, while my head spun like I was on one of those dreaded carnival rides as little lights flashed in front of my eyes.


  My cell clunked against the wood top and my heart bottomed out.


  “Jules, talk to me.”


  “We have to go. Now. Right now.”
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  “Daddy, why does Finny always get sick at nighttime?”


  I snuggled my girl to my chest as we watched Finn sleep. He was finally situated and resting comfortably in the PICU. Again.


  “Just bad luck, peanut. Don’t worry, he’s all good now.” Please, let that be the truth.


  “When we go home, he can sweep in my bed. It has fairy pwincesses on it. Fairy pwincesses are good luck. Right, Daddy?”


  The knot in my throat might as well have been a spike. I swallowed it down and answered, “Absolutely. But I bet your brother would want you to have good luck too.”


  “But I’m the big sister,” she whined. God, I loved my daughter.


  “Yes, you are. You’re the best big sister. I have an idea. How about you help pick out some new good luck sheets for Finn when we get home. Okay?” She half-smiled. For tonight, that would have to do. “But right now, why don’t you try and close your eyes?”


  “When Finny doesn’t feel good my tummy feels funny.”


  “Me too, peanut. Me too.”


  I hated this for Maxie as much as I did for her brother. It didn’t help we dragged her out of bed again. I should have insisted Maya stay home, but she was upset, and all I cared about was getting Finn to the hospital. My girl curled deeper into my chest and released a small sigh.


  When we arrived at the ER, Meg was waiting and Guillroy was conference-called in. They ordered a brain CT that, thank fuck, was normal, ruling out some of the more rare etiologies. His initial lab work was normal, his vitals strong, and he was without fever. He still needed an EEG, but since he was clinically stable it could wait until morning.


  Without a distinct cause, a seizure in a child with cerebral palsy usually went hand and hand with epilepsy. I knew this. I didn’t want to know this. But Meg confirmed this. She also informed me that anticonvulsants were usually initiated after a second unprovoked episode, but they often broke protocol with children with CP because they were at higher risk. Again, something I really didn’t want to know. Chronic anti-seizure medication was something I wasn’t ready to accept.


  Maya had gone to scrounge up a few extra blankets for the cot. When she walked back in, she said, “Let me take her. Why don’t you go and get some coffee?”


  She took a sleeping Max from my lap and tucked her into what was becoming her bed away from home. Shit. I slumped forward, elbows to knees, both hands tangled in my hair, when I heard Finn stirring.


  “Hey, buddy.” He sat up, squinting. “How you feeling?” I reached for his glasses on the side table and slipped them between his curls.


  His little hand clutched two of my fingers. “JuJu make me feel better, Daddy.”


  His words sucked every drop of air from my lungs and stung like a punch to the gut. I knew exactly what he meant. In such a short time, Jules had carved a role into our lives. Jules made everything better. With her smile and laugh. With her presence. The knot in my throat was so tight I couldn’t speak. I wasn’t the only one in deep. Too deep?


  “Oh, Curly Cue, I bet a snack will make you feel better. You must be starved.” Maya deflected, giving me a second to pull my shit together. She sat on the other side of the bed and pulled Finn into her lap to kiss his temple. Finn perked up at snack and cheesed.


  My boy, whose body shook so violently his bladder failed him, was giving me his Chiclets, making me feel better. His innocence was truly a blessing. A gift. If I could only keep him blissfully unaware. Especially from this looming diagnosis that would forever change his life. Please, please give us a pass.


  I swallowed down the lump. “I’m on it, bud.”


  “Yemon ice?” he hedged.


  “It’s a little early for lemon ice, silly,” Maya chimed in. I watched as Finn’s eyes bounced to Maya and then rooted on mine.


  “Peeeese, Daddy.” Those dimples. Impossible to say no to. I tickled under his chin and he giggled. He knew he had me wrapped. I’d walk through flames to keep him happy.


  Rolling my shoulders, I stepped into the hallway and paused. His giggles were replaced by the sound of rhythmic beeps firing in all directions. Some fast, some slower, but every beat one after the next. It was soothing, so different from my OR where those same beats were expected. They were the norm. Here, it felt like more.


  Over my left shoulder, a woman was quietly speaking to a man. Probably her husband. Parents tackling the unknown, much like me, but facing it together. I watched as he pulled her close, and she rested her chin against his shoulder. I couldn’t see his face, but hers spoke volumes. Her red-rimmed eyes and ghostly white skin highlighted her fear and anguish. There was an uncertainty and frustration evident by the pinch in her brow and the pierce in her lips. It was all too familiar, especially the underlying fury. She was mad. And I understood. Her child was sick. The cards she was dealt sucked. And all of it was unfair. There was the word that had haunted me for years. Kept me rotting in the darkness, like an unseasoned piece of timber exposed and barely smoldering. It was pathetic and weak and nothing but an excuse.


  I inhaled a deep breath and squeezed my lids shut, allowing the sounds of life to engulf me. It was more. The beeps meant they were alive. But here they meant fighter too. Meant these kids were using every ounce of strength to hold on to this life. A life that would in turn be that much more precious. And Finn’s was one of those. I knew that. She just gave me the light, opened my eyes so I could actually see that.


  “Where is he, which room?” asked a frantic and pleading voice. A voice I would know in my sleep.


  She’s here. She’s okay. I thanked the big man above. I had started to really get concerned after the last call, but I refused to let my mind go there. Not tonight. Life couldn’t be that cruel.


  I stepped forward, and our eyes locked from across the unit. Panic was spread across every one of her beautiful features. I hated that she was worried.


  “Oh God, Guy. When I got your messages ... where is he? I need to see him,” she said, rushing over to me.


  I folded her into my arms and kissed the top of her head. A small semblance of something akin to relief washed over me. “He’s stable. You had me worried when I couldn’t reach you, doll. Where were you?”


  Another familiar voice, one I was not expecting, answered for her. “Hey, man. I’m sorry to hear about your son. Jules told me how much he’s been through lately. I got her here as fast as I could, but the Taconic is a death trap at this hour.”


  Too confused to process what Lucca was doing here, I shook his extended hand and said, “Yeah, thanks.”


  Jules pulled out of my hold, and I instantly felt the loss of her warmth. Our change of position was not the only shift; my already precarious mood shifted when I took a closer look at my woman. Her skin was pale, and small, dark circles marred her perfect cheeks. Her hair was disheveled and— “What the hell happened to your lip?”


  “Oh, it’s nothing,” she answered nervously. “Is he awake—can I see him? What about Maxie?”


  Knowing she wouldn’t be at ease until she laid eyes on my boy, I pointed to Finn’s room. “Maya and Maxie are with him.” That didn’t mean I didn’t still have a fuckload of questions.


  I looked around the unit, surprised to not see her sisters here as well. I glanced back down at the time. Ten after four. AM. The Taconic? So I turned to the only other person with some answers. “No offense, Lucca, you might be her cousin, but do you want to explain why Jules looks like she’s been crying for days and went two rounds in the ring?”


  Lucca lifted both his hands out to the side and squinted, like I just sprouted a second head. “First of all, I’m not sure where you came up with cousin. Second, I get you’ve had a rough night and all, but I’ve got to say, I don’t really appreciate your tone or what you’re implying. When she’s with me she’s safe. Always has been, always will be.”


  Always has been, always will be. What the fuck was he talking about?


  Losing patience, I decided to be crystal clear. “First of all, I’m not implying anything, I’m asking. And second, why is she with you, and why couldn’t she answer her phone?” If he wasn’t her cousin, then who the hell was he?


  I flashed back to that Saturday dinner and how Jules’ face contorted when Lucca strode in. I remembered thinking her reaction was weird but chalked it up to family drama, or better yet a bitter cappuccino, once I found out he was her aunt’s son.


  “She’s with me because it’s my birthday, and she didn’t answer because we had shit reception and left without chargers,” he answered with the same territorial tone he introduced himself with that same Saturday. Hey, I’m Lucca Demaio, Jules’ best friend. The man never said fucking cousin. “The rest, you’ll have to ask Jules. But if you care about her like she says you do, not today. She dropped everything to be here for your son, so not today.”


  I pinched the bridge of my nose where the throb was most prominent. I was missing something, but there was no fucking way I believed what this asshole wanted me to believe. Nor did I have the time and energy to deal with his cryptic bullshit. No way, not my Jules.


  “Guy!” Lucca and I both jumped at the shriek of my name. “He’s seizing again,” Maya screamed from Finn’s door.


  Pushing all this bullshit aside because my son was the only thing that mattered, I sprinted toward his door. The sight before me was no easier to handle the second time. This time gurgles and throaty grunts sputtered from his lips.


  “He’s choking! He’s not breathing!” Maya’s terrified screams filled the tight entryway. A different kind of panic clenched my gut. My stomach viciously spasmed, causing the acid to slide up, singeing my esophagus.


  “Turn him on his side,” I ordered, hastily moving Maya out of the way to take over.


  “Guy …” Jules said, pausing. My name on her lips was calm. Sweet almost. She gently held Finn on his side, cautiously tending to him from her knees. Her movements were slow and in control, a stark contrast to Finn’s rigid jerks. “It’s already breaking, contractions are slowing.” I knelt on the other side of the bed and found her eyes. They said I have him.


  She had my boy. She has my boy.


  Two more spasms and Finn’s body relaxed. He released a giant sigh then gasped for air. Fuck me. My chest tightened, making my own breaths difficult.


  Jules let go of the pillow cradling Finn’s head and cuddled up to his face. She peppered him with kisses, whispering, “Shhh, handsome, you’re okay. Shhh. We’re all here, shhh.”


  My precious boy’s eyes were sealed shut, and now he was panting shallow breaths like he ran a marathon. I brushed my hand through his sweaty hair and then placed it in front of his lips, relishing in the soft warm puffs tickling my skin. How much more could one child suffer? If this was what it felt like to lose it, I was there.


  Jules laced her fingers through my other hand and squeezed.


  I’ve got Jules.


  I steadied my respirations to regain control and watched my little guy’s cyanotic lips begin to pink. My fighter.


  While I consoled my confused boy, Jules jumped right in and recapped the latest episode to Meg like the professional she was. “Grand mal, lasted less than a minute, pulse ox dipped to seventies for no more than thirty seconds, and it was back at a hundred percent.”


  Meg was immediately back on the phone with Guillroy, relaying my son’s bullets. I didn’t have to hear the other end of the conversation to know what she was going to say.


  “We’re going to take him down for the EEG in about forty-five minutes. We really didn’t expect him to seize again. And so soon. Guillroy doesn’t want to hesitate starting something.” I nodded tightlipped, unable to speak past the burn in my throat. “It’s for the best, we want to limit his seizures.”


  Limit, not stop.


  Fuck. And so it begins.


  “What about an MRI?” Maya asked.


  “Since his CT was normal, an EEG is most important right now. It will support the diagnosis of epilepsy in most cases.”


  “Daddy,” Finn whimpered and started to cry.


  I swallowed the flame and reassured my boy. “Right here, buddy. Daddy’s right here.” I sat on the edge of the bed and rubbed his head, which seemed to calm him down. He was less confused this time, but he was still groggy.


  “JuJu,” he mumbled.


  “Right here, handsome. Told you I’m not going anywhere, so go ahead and close your sleepy eyes, rest. We’ll all be right here when you wake up.” A few stray tears trickled down his cheeks before he succumbed to his heavy lids once again. “He should sleep awhile now. At least until the EEG. It’s good they’re going to take him right away.”


  I knew she was referring to the tech they called in early to perform the study, but there was nothing good about being that much closer to a diagnosis I couldn’t wrap my head around. That I do not want to wrap my head around.


  I touched my lips to his damp forehead and asked, “Maya, can you stay?” She was cuddled close to my girl who was still passed out. How she slept through that commotion was beyond me.


  “Of course,” Maya answered as she always did, making it a little easier to leave Finn’s side. Jules followed me out.


  Lucca’s pace came to a halt when he saw us, more like when he zeroed in on our joined hands. “Everything okay?”


  “Finn’s stable. But we have no answers yet.” Jules explained with sadness in her voice.


  Ignoring me completely, Lucca searched her eyes and asked, “Are you okay?”


  Jules shifted her feet and nodded. If I didn’t know better, I would have said she was nervous.


  Lucca shook his head. “Then I’m gonna take off. Give me a call later, Jules. And let me know if you need anything.”


  His not so subtle innuendos brought me back to our exchange before Finn’s seizure, irking me even more now.


  “Will do, thanks, Luc.” Her voice was curt and shaky. She was nervous.


  Lucca made his way through the sliding glass doors, and I decided to put this mess to rest. I curled my hand tight around Jules’ and asked, “So where were you tonight?”


  Jules flinched at my question, looking everywhere but my eyes. Uneasiness settled in my already torn up gut. What made this question so difficult?


  “Jules?” My tone was demanding, and there was no mistaking that after a night like tonight I needed an answer.


  Instead of an explanation, Jules tugged our hands and said, “Come.”


  “Where?”


  “We need a minute.”
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  “Where are we going? I’m not leaving this floor,” Guy clipped.


  “Of course not,” I forced out. There was no way I’d leave Finn either. The images of his frail frame jerking with such intensity and knowing that his little lungs were deprived of oxygen were all too much. Everything about this night and this morning was wrong. I couldn’t shake the vise squeezing my own lungs.


  I’m breathing. Finn’s breathing. Everyone is breathing.


  My silent chant wasn’t working. God, I needed it to work.


  The door adjacent to the elevator bay was adorned with a small gold cross. I passed it a hundred times a day. People went in and out at all hours, looking for a reprieve or a place to mourn. Or maybe somewhere to take a moment to give thanks. Whatever the reason, I’d hoped it was comforting. A place to catch our breaths.


  The chapel was quiet and the lights were dim. The glow of candles illuminated a small altar across the room. Four small church benches filled in the middle, while folding chairs lined the side walls. Otherwise, the room was empty. I slid into the mini pew, while Guy remained standing.


  “Where were you?” he asked again, but this time there was an unfamiliar bite to his tone.


  Before I could find the right way to begin, Guy started pacing. The room wasn’t large enough for more than two of his strides before he had to turn and head in the other direction. After several intense seconds, he finally paused at the kneeler in front of the altar. He bowed his head almost like he was praying. The breath I finally got back seized up while I waited on pins and needles. He slowly turned around, and I was met with tight lips, a knitted brow, and two stormy eyes.


  “Tell me one thing. Did you fuck him?”


  “What? Lucca? God, NO!” A steel vise gripped my chest, the pain was excruciating. How could he think I’d ever do that to him?


  “Let me rephrase that, since we’re obviously having trouble communicating. Have you ever fucked him?”


  I gripped my neck, unable to speak past the razor blade lodged in my throat. I hated the way he was looking at me, hated the anger in his eyes, hated that Finn was sick again, and that I wasn’t here. I hated that it was today. But more than anything, I hated that I couldn’t ease his pain or give him the answer he desperately needed to hear to make this nightmare a little more tolerable.


  I can’t lie to him. I won’t.


  “It’s not what you think.” The words were weak, but they were all I managed to muster.


  “Then the question should be simple, Jules. Very fucking simple. Where were you?”


  Never in a million years did I think showing up with Lucca would have put such a fire in his eyes. Probably because I didn’t think. When I read his message, all rational thought ceased to exist and I had a single focus—getting home as fast as humanly possible. If I barked at Lucca to drive faster one more time I think he would’ve left me on the highway. I hated that I was away, that I wasn’t there when he needed me. That he was so worried. His anger was completely justifiable. Problem was, I couldn’t explain our relationship without shredding every fine stitch holding my heart together. This was what I’d been afraid of: the snag, the snip, the tear—the splinter that would pop our bubble and expose my darkest hour.


  “We should be focused on Finn right now.”


  “You’re right, Jules, I should be focused on my son. Instead, I’m wasting my time waiting for you to tell me what the hell is going on. I can’t fucking do this. Not again. The secrets and lies. Never again. The last woman I trusted put my son in that bed. She fucking left us this life. She did all of this.” He waved his hands. Brittany? My stomach plummeted, as he kept talking with so much seething rage his voice was unrecognizable. “I hate her for what she did. She’s not even here, and her selfish mistakes are still wreaking havoc on my family. Some days I feel like she’s killing me. Literally strangling me. I’m in this suffocating death roll I can’t escape. All because of what she did, her selfishness.”


  He raked his scalp. His anger moments ago had nothing on this palpable pain. I could feel it. I could see it. His forearms trembled from the sheer force of his hands squeezing his head. I scooted to the edge of my seat, needing to get closer, wanting to hold him, but knowing he needed this space.


  They said you must work through the stages of grief to achieve acceptance. What they never said was that, even years later, when you thought you’d finally come to terms with the loss and patched together a semblance of a life, triggers could set you back. Send you spiraling.


  Those triggers could be anything from blatant reminders that you’d conditioned yourself to avoid at all cost, unpredictable subtleties like simple words or phrases, the faint smell of a shampoo, or the first notes of a familiar melody. Subtleties that kicked the wind out of you and decimated the progress you’d made, forcing you to regroup and start over.


  Grief was not a process; it was a vicious cycle. One that was never talked about because they know you have to live it to understand it. I understood. And that’s why as much as I wanted to cocoon Guy in my arms and tell him everything was going to be okay, I didn’t. Instead, I sat glued to the edge of my pew, helpless, witnessing a distraught Guy spiral. Finn’s seizure was not subtle. His uncertain health would always be Guy’s trigger. That was why his anger was justifiable, even if it was directed at me. I could take it. Didn’t mean it broke my heart any less, especially watching him displace some of it onto his deceased wife. I fought back the burning tears and did the only thing I could for him. I listened.


  “She got lucky with Maxie. Made it thirty-six weeks before she abrupted. You think she would’ve thanked her lucky stars for having a healthy baby. Not my wife. She was too busy planning her picture perfect future back in her hometown, where she could make her mother proud and live the life of a doctor’s wife, regardless of my dreams or what I had to give up to make that life happen for us. Too busy shopping or lunching or whatever the hell else she was doing to have some simple postpartum blood work drawn that was recommended by her Philly OB to investigate why she abrupted in the first place. Seemed relevant, being that she was already pregnant again, don’t you think? Again, not to my wife. Hell, she didn’t even bother to tell me about it. And since she was a nurse, why would I think to question her?”


  The self-loathing dripping over his sarcasm ripped at my soul. Make it stop, please, God, ease his pain. I should have known God wouldn’t hear my prayers. Not today.


  “Probably the same reason her OB, who’s a friend of mine, never mentioned it to me either. She assumed my wife had her shit together. Yeah, not so much. Quinn called a month after we moved up here to check in, see how the high risk OB she recommended was working out, and how Britt was handling the daily shots. She rambled on about how surprising Britt’s results were, given no family history. And if she would have known, Britt could have been easily treated during her pregnancy with Maxie too. You know what I said during that conversation? Nothing. I sat in my office with my goddamn jaw hanging open.”


  I was so confused trying to follow his disjointed thoughts. He was so overwrought and all over the place. A dozen questions stung the tip of my tongue, but I held back. I couldn’t push. Instead, an eerie silence filled the space before he shook his head in disgust and continued.


  “Inherited thrombophilia. I was supposed to be a vascular surgeon, for fuck’s sake, and it never crossed my mind. I take thorough histories on all my patients before I operate on them … make sure there are no red flags for clotting disorders. But my own wife? Never. Crossed. My. Mind.”


  I couldn’t take it anymore. “Of course it didn’t cross your mind! Why would it? You’re not an OB/GYN. You said even her OB was shocked. She had no risk factors.”


  “That involves trusting what your patients tell you.” His strangled laugh sent a shiver down my spine. “Turns out my wife not only neglected to share that she tested positive for two severe thrombophilias, she failed to fill the prescription she was given. I couldn’t answer Quinn’s question on how she was handling the daily shots because Britt hadn’t taken one yet. Not a one. The real kicker is I excused the billion bullshit reasons she came up with—I forgave her. Chalked it up to a brief lapse in judgment or hormones or whatever. She promised me she’d take the Lovenox. She promised.” By this point, his bitterness was like liquid acid dripping from his tongue. My upset stomach curled into a strangling knot. “Lies on top of lies. She was a goddamn nurse. She fucking knew better.”


  The black cloud hovered above, brewing a rainstorm. The kind that infiltrated every joint and settled in your bones hours before it hit. Everything ached. Even the lump in my throat ached. I wanted him to be wrong so bad, wanted his anger toward Brittany to be mistakenly fueled by grief. But Guy was not wrong.


  Thrombophilias were considered rare, or zebras, as we liked to call them in medicine. So much so, only a few specialties dealt with these conditions on a regular basis or would even think to test for them. If I was asked to name them individually, I probably couldn’t. But I knew they increased a person’s risk for lethal blood clots and a pregnant woman’s risk for placental abruption. I also knew that some were more dangerous than others and that daily anticoagulation injections were reserved for the most severe cases. Anyone with any medical training knew this. Nurses definitely knew this. Scared or in denial, Brittany knew this.


  “I can’t forgive her. I’ll never forgive her. Her choices, her lies are the reason my son has been through hell and back. The reason my kids ... have no mother.” No, no. I was sick. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Guy was struggling to hold it together. My arms longed to hold him. To take it all away. But he kept speaking, “I found her. In our bed. A week and a half after she delivered Finn. If you could even call it a delivery. She had another crash C-section. This time she only made it twenty-four weeks before she completely abrupted. He was one pound six ounces. One fucking pound. I never even asked her, didn’t have to. She was so riddled with guilt she couldn’t look me in the eyes, wouldn’t even go see him in the NICU fighting for his little life. I came home that afternoon to put an end to her selfish bullshit, drag her back to be a mother to our son, and I found her. Lifeless. She never saw Finn with her own eyes. She left us. Left my kids without a mother, left me to do it all alone. For what? All because she didn’t want a bruised stomach.”


  You left a beautiful family. She lost it all. I wanted to shake her, wake her from her eternal slumber, and tell her what she’d been missing. Your two precious gems have NO mother.


  The blood in my brain boiled, yet a familiar sadness easily swooped in, stomping on my anger. But then a new fear took hold, and without a second thought, I asked, “What about Finn and Max? Did you have them tested?”


  Inherited. Oh, please no.


  “They tested negative. Thank God. Now I just have to hope they don’t inherit the rest of her family traits.” He shook his head with more disgust. “Did you notice Darla has a slight limp?”


  My lungs released a sigh of relief knowing Finn and Maxie were spared. At the same time, his question completely baffled me. I’d met Britt’s mother only once when she picked up the kids a few weeks back. It was pretty obvious she favored her left leg. But our exchange was brief and definitely not personal. I would’ve never pried.


  Confused, I asked, “Sure. Arthritis? But what does she have to do with Brittany?”


  “No arthritis. The weakness in her leg is a residual impairment from a stroke she had when she was thirty-five, been on anticoagulants ever since.” My eyes went wide and the pit churned. “But when you’re vain and self absorbed, a fictitious car accident is a much more glamorous story to share. Even her daughter didn’t know the truth. I found out the nonfiction version after I buried my twenty-four-year-old wife. After she died of a pulmonary embolism. She really could have been screened years ago, if she’d known.”


  The tears I didn’t remember starting were freely flowing down my cheeks. Swiping did nothing. They wouldn’t stop. The enormity of his grief pummeled me like a freight train with no brakes. Closing our gap, I wrapped my arms around his middle. I wasn’t sure he wanted me this close, but he didn’t pull away. His body seemed frozen, yet his heart beat erratically under my ear. I hugged him for his loss. I hugged him for the unnecessary devastation that had uprooted his life.


  I hugged him because there were no words.


  Literally none.


  Nothing that could ever explain the whys.


  The questions have no answers. I know.


  He abruptly stepped back from my arms. His eyes were glazed, and his normally rigid jaw looked limp, like the effort to hold onto his anger took too much effort. Defeat was so much easier.


  “I’m tired, Jules. So fucking exhausted I can barely think straight. So please, just give me the decency of answering my question. Where. Were. You?”


  “Upstate. We had plans to hike today.” It wasn’t a lie. It just wasn’t the entire truth either.


  “At least the two of you are on the same fucking page … for his birthday, right? I call bullshit. Because if that was the reason, or if that was the only reason, you wouldn’t be standing here with tears dripping down your cheeks, looking like you just saw a ghost.”


  “I’m so sorry. Let’s not do this now. Finn needs to be our first priority.”


  “And what would you know about that? You aren’t his mother.”


  He was right—I was no one’s mother. The last stitch evaporated into thin air. His words took the two pieces of my fractured heart and shattered them. Into a thousand little shards.


  He shook his head one last time, disappointment clouding his face before turning and walking away.


  “Where are you going?” I couldn’t let him leave like this.


  He swung the door open. “I’m doing what a parent does. I’m taking care of my son. I’m … taking my minute.”
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  “Mercedes, that-a you?”


  Casey came barreling around the corner, barking. “Shh. Shh. No, Ma, it’s me,” I said, scratching Casey’s head. I knew they’d be up.


  “Jules Marie? Why are you-a here? It’s-a five in the morning.” My mother’s voice boomed down the narrow hallway that led to the kitchen. I couldn’t see my parents, but it was a given they were both sipping an espresso, my father with an apricot crostata hanging off his saucer. I could hear her and my father exchange hushed whispers before the kitchen chair scraped against the linoleum.


  “Sorry, Ma. Where’s Mercedes? She’s not home?” I asked, wondering what shenanigans my little sister was up to now and thankful for the distraction. I shrugged off my coat and dropped my purse. My mother met me halfway.


  “No. She stayed with-a Laura, helping her babysit da kids.” Laura’s little brothers were high school juniors. Babysitting, yeah right. She was getting a call right after I pulled myself together.


  My mother palmed my cheeks and rose onto her tiptoes to examine my face. “Bella, what’s-a goin’ on?” How does she do that? She always just ... knew. “Alonzo,” she bellowed. “Put the pot on. And bring some-a biscotti. Our girl is-a sick.”


  “Ma, I’m not sick and I don’t need tea.” Well, I was sick but not the way she and I were both wishing right now.


  “Just biscotti then, you-a need to eat. Come-a sit.” Food made everything better according to CeCe. Not this.


  I walked into the den and sat down. Something about the tattered brown couch (the one my parents refused to get rid of) was comforting. I shared their attachment, a lot happened on this couch over the years. We shared good and bad things, happy and sad things. It was the silent receiver of all Chiappetti memories. Maybe that was why I was here.


  “Where’s Lucca?” she asked.


  “Finn’s sick again—he had a seizure. Guy called a little before midnight, so Lucca drove me straight to the hospital. He’s okay for now, but he’ll need a few more tests.”


  My mother immediately crossed her chest, kissing the rosary beads that dangled from her neck. She reached for my hand lying loosely on my lap and squeezed. She knew what today was, everyone I loved did.


  Everyone but one.


  I had no idea how it happened, but I couldn’t lie to myself any longer. Somewhere along the line I fell in love with him. With all of them.


  Closing my eyes, I prayed too. God, give me the strength.


  “My Bella, you-a can’t go on like this anymore. Too many years. Your heart won’t-a survive. You-a need to open it up, let it bleed. I can-a see it in your eyes, your smile, Jules. He can heal-a you; you can do-a the same for-a him. Va bene, bella. Va bene.” She placed her hand over my heart this time before rising and kissing her rosary beads once more. “Do what you-a need to do to make it-a okay, then you-a find him, tell him, love-a him.”


  She just … knew.


  Va bene. It’s okay. It was time.


  


  Know it’s early, but we need to talk.


  


  The scrolling bubble appeared below my text immediately. He was awake.


  


  Bundle up. Meet in the park. 5 minutes.


  


  There was a small playground across from our parents’ building. Lucca was sitting on our bench. A bench that was almost as comforting as the couch. This was the spot we would blabber for hours about our hopes and dreams. It was funny how when we were little we’d hope for a puppy or wish the ice cream truck would come a second time. When we got older, we’d dream about our first cars and imagine our life as grownups. It wasn’t until the end of high school that my aspirations became single focused. Freedom. My desire was to find my own way and break free from the Chiappetti expectation. So Lucca and I made a vow to leave home and be the first in our families to go to college. We may not have crossed the country, but Columbia University to us was new and exciting and a place to find ourselves and test the boundaries of our friendship.


  “How’d you know I’d come to my parents’?”


  Lucca slid over to make room for me. “The world could be coming to an end and you’d never leave that dog for longer than you have to.” He shook his head with a knowing smile while mumbling, “Open book.”


  “Because you’re so hard to read?” I countered, trying to keep it light. There was nothing light about our friendship.


  “Knew you’d be here, just surprised to see you this early. Figured you wouldn’t want to leave them.”


  “I didn’t,” I responded, leaning back against the frigid bench and pulling my scarf a little tighter. Nothing could warm the chill in my bones.


  “I’m gonna apologize now because I know I didn’t make this shit day any better for you.”


  “Apologize? For what?” I couldn’t fathom why Lucca needed to apologize. If anything, I was the one who should be explaining.


  “I understand the guy was having a rough night, stressed about his kid, and probably thrown for a loop with the cousin thing, but he rubbed me the wrong way. Know you care about him, Jules, but—”


  Before he finished that sentence and said something that couldn’t be unsaid, I cut him off. “I love him, Luc.”


  My words cleared all expression from his face. “Oh. Wow,” was his only response.


  Wow was right. My breath hitched from my admission, the realness of it all sinking in. Somewhere deep down, beyond the reach of reasoning, I knew I was falling in love with Guy all these weeks. With Finn. With Maxie. With their family. But voicing it aloud was something else.


  In a perfect world, under different circumstances, Guy should have been the first to hear the words. But our worlds were far from perfect. And as of now, I was the last person Guy wanted to see. I’m … taking my minute.


  God, I needed to fix this.


  And I needed my best friend’s help.


  “I love him and I messed up, Luc. And the worst part is that I think he might love me too. Well, not the real me, because I don’t even know who that is anymore.” My voice cracked, but I refused to give in. “And those kids. My God, Luc, they are the most beautiful little people. They’re so sweet and precious … and when I read Guy’s message about Finn, my world stopped. I needed to be with him and Guy and Maxie, even though she hates when I call her Maxie, I can’t stop myself … I needed to be with them more than I needed to breathe. I belonged there. I belong with them.”


  Belonging with Guy and his children meant I no longer belonged to anyone else.


  Snag, snip, tear.


  Lucca squeezed my hand tighter, his way of showing me he understood what I was really saying. A moment of silence passed between us, while a knot began to form in my throat. Then Lucca let it rip, like only Lucca could.


  “Of course he loves you. He’d have to be a fucking moron not to. I may not be completely sold, but I trust you. More than I trust myself most of the time. Bottom line, I want to see you happy. And for the first time in forever, you are, Jul. He makes you goddamn smile and laugh again. That’s the real you. And if he’s the one giving that back to you, then yeah, you belong with him. The world has been deprived of your beautiful glow for too long. Please, no more. If you love me at all, stop being scared and start living again. It’s time for new memories. Because ours aren’t going anywhere—they are permanently ingrained here.” He touched his hand to my heart and cleared his throat. Tears streamed down my face as the knot painfully expanded. “And I’m just putting it out there—if he hurts you, I’m going to fucking kill him.”


  A surprised chuckle escaped from my quivering lips, taking the weight compressing my chest with it. In not so many words, Lucca told me it was time to let go and be happy. God, I had never realized how much I needed to hear those words from him. Until now. I swiped away my tears and said, “Luc, you do realize Guy’s got you by a few inches, not to mention you’ve never been in a fight in your life, other than with me?”


  “Like Surfer Boy has?”


  Good point. I chuckled again. Freely. The way I laughed with Guy. The way I remembered laughing.


  Lucca wasn’t the jealous type. Overprotective, most definitely. As strange as it sounded, he was the big brother I never had. He was family. Now it was time to explain all the missing pieces to the man I loved.


  Suddenly, Lucca’s earlier comment popped into mind. “Wait … what were you talking about before? About the cousin thing?” Lucca’s brow creased, guilt spreading across his face. He’d always sucked at lying. “What did you say, Luc?”


  “Hey, don’t blame me. Loverboy thought we were cousins. I certainly never said we were cousins.” Then it dawned on me—we used Zio and Zia for our parents in front of him. Shit. “And I don’t think he was feeling me showing up with his girl at the ass crack of dawn knowing we weren’t related. His tone and his attitude did a fucking one eighty. And I might have pushed a few buttons, but you should know he’s got a temper.” Double shit. “As long as it’s not directed at you, we’ll have no problems.”


  “Jesus, Lucca. His three-year-old had a seizure in front of him. Did you have to go all big brother?”


  “Sorry, I didn’t know you were in love four hours ago. Besides, you didn’t need his attitude today, of all days.”


  Lucca was right. I wasn’t upset with him. I should have been clear about our relationship to Guy from the beginning.


  “No, I’m sorry. I’m mad at myself for not telling him everything sooner. It’s my fault he jumped to conclusions.”


  “Then fix it,” my best friend said, using his firm and stringent voice. The one he used to slice through my thick Italian blood. Although this time it was unnecessary. I already knew where I was headed and what I needed to do.


  I will fix it. I have to.


  Burying my tear-soaked face against his winter coat, I repeated my earlier sentiment. “Happy Birthday, Lucca. Thank you.”


  For everything. He tucked me against his side and kissed my temple. Together our eyes lifted to the winter sky. Yesterday would be our last trip to our mountain. Va Bene.
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  I wasn’t sure if this was the right time or right place, but I guess there was never a right time or place to relive something like this. The giggles coming from inside the room made my stomach flutter. I leaned against the wall outside the open door with my hand over my heart—the one my mother and Lucca both touched only hours before—listening, feeling, praying.


  “Jules?” My eyes snapped open when I heard his voice. “What are you doing here?” Guy shut the door behind him. I hated the indifference behind his stare, knowing I put it there.


  “Minute’s up,” I answered truthfully. “We need to finish our conversation from earlier.”


  “I said everything I needed to say.”


  “I swear to you, I wasn’t lying when I told you it wasn’t what you thought. But you’re right. I haven’t been completely honest with you. I need you to know something. Something that I’ve kept walled off in my heart because some days it’s just too much. But I can’t do it anymore. I don’t want to.”


  He held my gaze for several long seconds drinking in my face, almost like if he blinked I’d be gone. I’m not going anywhere. Ducking his head back into the room, he said, “I’ll be back in a few.” I heard more giggles and the pitter-patter of little feet. “Max, please settle down. Maya, can you find something on TV for them?”


  The chapel was still empty when we resumed our positions from earlier. Me sitting, Guy pacing in the front. I had enough nervous energy to run a marathon, but I knew if I did this standing my legs would never support me.


  “Listen.” He stopped and faced me. “I’m sorry I exploded earlier. I shouldn’t have dropped all that on you. It was too much. It’s just that I feel like I’m sitting around banging my head against the wall, waiting for the next catastrophe. I don’t even know how to explain it. It’s frustrating as all hell. My life is like a chronic abruption since that first bleed. Raw and gaping. You barreled in unexpectedly, and for the first time since my life derailed, I started to see possibility again. That’s on me. You promised me nothing.”


  “Don’t say that. I’m right here because I want to be. Ask me again.”


  “Jules, I’m not doing this. I’m not stupid. You show up in the middle of the night with another man. Disheveled, lips swollen. You know what? It doesn’t even matter.” Guy turned to walk away, activating a panic like I’ve never known.


  “Ask me again!” I pleaded.


  “No more lies, Jules.”


  “I’d never lie to you, Guy. Never, ever. And I hate that you think I was. I didn’t realize you thought Lucca was my cousin, but he is family, like a big brother to me. And today is his birthday. That’s all true. We’ve been best friends since—God, I don’t remember a time before then. And for years, we’ve been going to the Catskills together, but not like you think. The first time we were seventeen. Lucca just got his license and thought it would be fun to borrow his dad’s Impala. We stayed up all night drinking cheap wine coolers and playing card games. Needless to say, we both got punished for a month, and I missed my junior prom. But it was totally worth it. We found a place to escape when either of our families got a little too crazy or whenever the city felt too small. Graduations, birthdays, bad break ups … it became our go-to place. When Lucca’s first Wall Street bonus check cleared and he signed the lease on his BMW, it was the first place we sped to. A month later, we were back to toast my MBA. Dreams we talked about forever were finally coming true. It was surreal. We drank way better than Zima that night, but the hangover was nothing shy of life altering compared to when we were teenagers. We crossed a line we promised each other we’d never cross. Once. I’d say I regret it, but I can’t. Six weeks later, we were back on that mountain trying to absorb the fact that we were going to be parents. It’s the same place my best friend dropped to his knee and asked me to marry him, not out of earth shattering love, but out of responsibility and honor. We brought our three-month-old baby girl there for her first vacation and hiked through the trails. And then we scattered her ashes there only one month later. On Lucca’s birthday.”


  I wasn’t sure when my internal temperature skyrocketed or when my eyes drifted closed. But time stood still. I remembered every single second of that fateful day.


  “Oh, Jules. God, I’m so sorry. I wish you would have told me sooner.”


  “It’s not that I didn’t want to. Trust me, I would talk about my Gemma all day, every day if my heart could handle it. But it can’t. She was the very best part of me, my every dream come true. My precious gem, my baby girl. She had the biggest brown eyes you ever saw, perfect little pouty lips, and more hair than I knew what to do with. She was so beautiful and sweet. Even when she fussed, all I had to do was hold her against my chest or nurse her, and she’d coo and snuggle in so close, like she wanted to climb back in.”


  The ache was excruciating, but I forced myself to keep going. “She started teething that week, and we were up most of the night. Just the two of us. Not that Lucca didn’t always offer, he did. But I was selfish that way and I loved our middle of the night feedings. Her little gums were so swollen, and she was so cranky. My heart broke for her. I hated that she was in pain. We rocked and paced for hours, but right as the sun came up, so did her smiles. She was as delicious as ever. Mommy, on the other hand, was deliriously exhausted. I knew she’d take an extra long nap though, allowing me to squeeze in a quick catnap. This was our routine, we’d done it dozens of times before.” My voice cracked on my last few words, and I stopped trying to fight my tears. They rolled down my cheeks as I relived in my mind the next few hours that would forever change my life.


  This would be the first time I shared this aloud.


  “We went for our morning walk, like we did every day. Gemma loved her stroller. It was one of those Bugaboo bassinets on wheels. Lucca was all about top of the line, but I’d never complain about the best for our baby. Besides, she always took the best naps. Like her mama, she loved the fresh air—it would lull her to sleep immediately. She always looked so comfy I never wanted to move her. I never needed to. She was always flat on her back. She couldn’t even turn over yet, and she had plenty of room. I never kept any toys with her, and I always made sure to unzip her Bundleme as soon as we got home so she wasn’t too warm. That day was no different. It shouldn’t have been any different.”


  God, why was it different?


  “Maybe I should have transferred her into her crib, or maybe I should have made coffee instead of laying down on the couch. Why didn’t I park the stroller a few inches closer to me? I could have heard her. Heard something.” I cupped a hand over my mouth to catch the sobs that tore through me, and with the other I held up my pointer finger. “One. One hour,” I croaked.


  Sixty minutes.


  “I fell asleep for one hour and when I woke up … my life, my reason for breathing … was gone. My beautiful, sweet, precious baby girl looked so peaceful. She hadn’t moved an inch. But the rise and fall of her little chest was gone. One hour ... God, it was one hour.”


  Guy’s heat completely engulfed me, his chest absorbing my sobs, and his strong arms floating me back into the safety of our bubble. The walls suddenly felt like they could survive the tests of time. I never wanted us to leave.


  Ever.


  Minutes passed or maybe only seconds, it didn’t matter. Guy tipped my chin up, connecting our eyes. His lips brushed against mine for only a moment, yet tiny bursts of determination and courage exploded around his tenderness. A devastating vulnerability seeped out, but it was the equal parts love and heartache he so freely let me feel that was my undoing. Pulling away, he stared down at me as his own tears leaked from his beautiful blue eyes. He wasn’t embarrassed; he didn’t try and hide them. No, this was him stripped bare. For me.


  “I see you, doll. I’ve kept my rage bottled up for so long it made me unrecognizable. Yet you can see me. You are the only one, Jules, that can really see me, the old me. And now I see you, all of you.”
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  As the words fell from her lips and she retold her horrendous tragedy, I held her tighter. If I could have climbed inside to take away her pain I would have. She relived those heartbreaking moments when she found her baby not breathing. I listened to her blame herself for something that was no one’s fault. SIDS has no cause. No symptoms, not a single warning sign. Just a wake of complete and utter devastation. There was not a single word I could offer to console her. Nothing that would soothe the never-ending ache. Nothing that would bring back Gemma.


  “I’m so sorry I kept this from you. I just couldn’t. I’m broken, Guy. So very, very broken.”


  I cupped her cheeks and stared into her molten caramels. “Baby. I’m here. Oh, Jules. Do you have any idea what it feels like to know that you trusted me enough to share this with me? Please, let me give you what you’ve given me. You’ve become my rock. Let me become yours. Let me make you happy. Let me help you heal.”


  She sunk into my side, and the quiet encircled us before I asked the question that still stung my gut. “Where does this leave you and Lucca? You may think of him platonically—best friends, big brother, cousin, whatever. But how does he think of you?”


  “I want you to get to know him and see for yourself how he treats me. We are family in every sense of the word. That night, way back in the Catskills, confirmed it. He’s the one who pulled away first—told me it felt weird, like he was kissing his sister. We should have listened to our instincts and stopped right then because it was weird. Really awkward, actually, because deep down, I felt the same way. But somehow in my teenage drunken stupor I convinced myself and Lucca that it was fine, we were just having some fun.” She shook her head a little as if to erase the memory. “You’ve only had a chance to meet overprotective Lucca. And I’m sure he could come off as jealous. I’m to blame for that. I never told him about us, how I felt about you, Max, and Finn. He knows now. And I think in a way he’s relieved that he no longer needs to feel responsible for me, not that he ever should have. But Lucca always wanted me to find happiness again, and now he can see that I have. I’m living again, I’m laughing again, and it’s only because of you. What I was missing was the last bit of strength I needed to share Gemma with you and Lucca gave me that. Now, I can only hope that one day he will find something as real, something as wonderful as I have with you.” She paused and grabbed my hand before continuing.


  “Remember when you asked me, ‘are you sure, Jules?’ And I told you I was scared. Well, that’s still the truth. I’m petrified. But you—Max and Finn too—truly make me happier than I’ve been in years. I’m not sure my heart will ever completely heal, though. I’m not sure I even want it to. But you’ve made me realize that in a world of unfair it doesn’t have to mean resignation. There has to be some form of acceptance. It means understanding what you’ve been dealt, is what it is. And the only way to get through it is to fight harder. Fight longer. Fight together. I want to be a part of your lives. If you’ll have me ... this is me saying yes.”


  I roamed her beautiful face, wiping away some of her tears, and said, “I love that you think you really had a choice. You’ve already been ours.” You will forever be ours. Her lips spread and a semblance of a smile danced across her cheeks as I watched a seven-year-old weight shift off her shoulders just slightly. I believed her. I understood what she was telling me. I understood how Lucca fit into her life. Didn’t mean I wouldn’t add matchmaker to my to-do list. Meg, Jill, hell, even the chubby chick from the OR … Italian men liked a little meat, right?


  “Can I ask you something now?” she whispered.


  “Of course. But I’m not sure I have anything left to tell.”


  “What did you mean when you said ‘regardless of what you had to give up’ to move to New York for Brittany?”


  “Doll, none of that even matters, at this point. That ship sailed long ago and I wouldn’t trade my life with my kids for anything.”


  “It matters to me.”


  “The day Britt told me she was pregnant with Finn I’d gotten my acceptance to Stanford for a vascular fellowship. That was always the plan, or at least my plan. I never envisioned staying on the East Coast, and I certainly never considered general surgery as the end goal. Britt’s the one who insisted on moving to New York, totally pulling the rug out from under me. She’d never once mentioned that as a possibility. Hell, when we got together she listened to me go on and on about California and Stanford’s program, and she was all for it, couldn’t wait, wanted to follow me anywhere. Maybe if she would’ve been honest, I would’ve looked into closer programs—my girls were my world. Is it totally messed up that part of me is relieved she got what she wanted so I don’t have to carry the guilt of her dying somewhere she never wanted to be?”


  “It’s not messed up at all. It’s natural to feel that way. Maybe it’s hard to understand her reasoning because your dreams were set, but Brittany was twenty-four and in love and probably hadn’t figured hers out yet. Promise me something,” she said.


  “Anything.” I’d give this woman the world on a silver platter if I could erase some of her hurt. I knew it was impossible, but I hoped in the future I’d be the one she’d lean on during the bad days, the sad days, the days that were unbearable. The days that getting out of bed was a feat in itself.


  “Let go of this bitterness you’re harboring and find it somewhere in here”—she placed her open palm against my chest, and my heart raced—“to forgive. Brittany was so young and naive and made poor life choices, probably because she was terrified and had an equally poor role model. You said yourself that she was riddled with guilt after Finn was born. We both know there are no guarantees, even if she was compliant with her treatment, the outcome may have been the same. You’ll never know. Just like I’ll never know why my healthy baby girl never woke up from her nap in her pram stroller. Brittany gave you two precious lives. So love her for that. I was never in love with Lucca, but I’ll never stop loving him for giving me Gemma. Even as much as it hurts, without them we would have never known our greatest blessings.”


  [image: ]


  “Daddy, yay! You’re just in time!” Max shouted as I stepped through the door Sunday evening. Unfortunately, I had gotten called in for a ruptured appendix earlier in the day and it took a lot longer than I had hoped sans Bryce.


  Bonus was it gave my mom, who took the red eye in this morning, and Jules some time to hang and chat and do whatever women do during a first meet and greet. And it seemed they hit it off, so much so they tag-teamed dinner, Jules making her Mama CeCe’s gravy, while my mother breaded and baked the eggplant.


  Jules may have even teased Reina, imitating CeCe’s accent, saying, “Eggplant is-a grown to be fried.”


  It wasn’t me slaving away in the kitchen, and from the looks of my peanuts’ light red-stained cheeks it must have been delicious. I couldn’t wait to try some.


  “For what?” I asked, kicking off my shoes and hanging up my coat.


  “Nana’s down dog.”


  Confusion must have spread across my face because Reina jumped to interpret with, “We learned some yoga while you were gone this afternoon. And downward facing dog is the name of one of the poses.” For as many years as my mother taught yoga, I still had no clue what any of it meant.


  “Well, by all means, let’s get this show on the road.”


  “JuJu is learning too, Daddy.” Max bounced up and down, excitedly moving Jules into position. I scooted the coffee table, making some more room, and took a seat on the couch next to my little man who was grinning from ear to ear.


  “You good, buddy?” I whispered, squishing him into my side and kissing his temple. He nodded, his grin widening even more.


  My mother stood off to the side and instructed, “Mountain pose.” Max’s arms shot straight up over her head; I’d never seen her stand so still. “Okay, let’s touch our hands to the floor in the forward bend. Perfect. Now walk your hands forward into downward facing dog.”


  I chuckled, picking up on Max’s cute shortened version. “Nana’s down dog, I get it. Except isn’t this a move Casey should learn?” I teased.


  Max stared seriously at me from between her legs for several beats before breaking out into a smile. “Casey’s a dog, he can’t do yoga, Daddy.”


  Finn giggled and added, “That’s silly.”


  I looked over at the yoga rookie, thinking if downward facing dog wasn’t a pose made for Casey, it was definitely invented for Jules. Yoga rookie, my ass. She didn’t miss my facial expressions, and even hanging upside down, I couldn’t miss hers either. Her eye roll turned to a steel dagger (I’d take this eye roll and dagger any day if it meant I’d never have to see her face full of pain ever again) led me to believe that she thought I shouldn’t be appreciating her tight ass and long legs the way I was with my mother and children in the room. I begged to differ—they couldn’t read my mind.


  “Now up into warrior 1, do you remember this one, Max?” My mother’s voice killed my vision, but not before I made an important mental note. Store this flexibility for later.


  “Yes. Don’t show me, Nana.” Max was back to serious. It really was so adorable. She lunged into one leg and shot both arms back up into the air.


  “Very nice, ladies,” Reina said brightly.


  “Bravo,” I said in my deepest voice.


  Finn giggled and chanted, “More, more.”


  Max leaped into my lap and wrapped her arms around my neck, giggling along with Finn.


  “You looked beautiful.”


  “Thank you, Daddy. That was so fun,” she cheered.


  Jules squeezed herself next to us on the couch. She seemed so much better. I wasn’t sure if better was the right word. Maybe relieved. Or more at peace. Whatever it was, she seemed content here with us. Beaming at Max, while pulling Finn onto her lap, she said, “Your Nana is a great teacher.”


  Max nodded so vigorously her pigtails whipped against my cheeks, one landing right in my eye and making me laugh. Oblivious to my tearing eye, she shook her pointer finger at Finn. “Finny, next time you can learn yoga too. Daddy says practice makes perfect.” Then she directed her attention to Reina and batted her huge blue, puppy dog eyes. “Nana, can we learn more poses, pleeeese?”


  “Of course, we can arrange that for tomorrow. But tonight Nana is exhausted. She had a long flight.”


  “Daddy says you had to get red eyes. But Nana, you have blue eyes.”


  The women went hysterical. Jules’ laugh, the one I missed like crazy, filled the room. This was exactly the lighthearted evening I hoped I would walk into.


  


  Thankful that Finn had been seizure-free since yesterday morning and his EEG was normal didn’t make it any less of a weekend of marathon emotions and devastating truths. After we had left the chapel, emotionally shot, Jules went home for a quick shower and a change of clothes. Maya and Max had left as well, to get some fresh air. Finn had finally fallen asleep, giving me a chance to speak on the phone with my mother before she boarded her plane. She was the one person in my life that had always been a constant. The one I could talk to about everything, often giving me the wider perspective. Jules’ loss stunned her. It took her several moments to collect herself before she provided me with a response that left me speechless.


  “Ask her about her baby, honey. Tell her you want to know about every moment of every day of Gemma’s precious time here on earth. Her newborn smell, every gurgle and giggle, her first smile and first tooth. Let her replay those stories over and over for you. Gemma was her life, even if it was only for four beautiful months. Jules may struggle at first, it may be too emotional, but you wait patiently, eventually she’ll let you love Gemma too. And honey, you will, you’ll love her as much as you love Max and Finn. Because Gemma is a part of her. A huge part. Losing her daughter has made Jules the woman she is today. The woman you would have never crossed paths with if this tragedy never happened. The woman you have fallen in love with.”


  Her moving words had filtered in and out all day long. Baby Gemma at the forefront. Of course I wanted to know Jules’ little girl. I wanted Max and Finn to know her too. Did she have Jules’ big brown eyes? And long lashes? Did she have her perfect smile and radiant glow? I’d be patient and wait forever for her to bring her baby girl to life for us. But what couldn’t wait was us, alone, out of the hospital. I needed to show her that I wasn’t going anywhere. That she was my world. Our world. That we may have been broken apart, but together we were whole.


  


  “Nana’s definitely going to have red eyes if she doesn’t get her beauty rest,” my mom replied with laughter still in her voice.


  “Beauty rest?” Max asked, giggling.


  “Anyone in the royal family needs lots of sleep to keep healthy and happy.”


  Max’s eyebrows spiked and her eyes bugged. “Nana, you’re a princess like Cinderella and Jasmine? Jasmine is my favorite. Daddy says I can be Jasmine for Halloween, and Finny can be Aladdin.


  “No. I Powya Ranger.” Finn fist pumped into the air. This was only a topic we’d addressed too many times to count, and it wasn’t even officially spring yet.


  “No. Aladdin. Finny, you promised.” Max’s lip puffed out in a pout.


  “Red Powya Ranger.”


  I gave him mad props for slipping in the color the second time, like that would convince Max to cave. I glanced over at Jules who was taking in the brother/sister showdown with a little smirk on her face. Leave it to the kids to shift the atmosphere even if just temporarily.


  “Aladdin.”


  “Powya Ranger.”


  “Hey, hey. Princess Max, Finn can be whatever he wants. Besides, Halloween is a long way off—you may both change your mind by then. How about a nice warm bath, and then I’ll read you a story and get you tucked in. Let’s give Daddy a chance to relax and eat some dinner.” My mother’s powers of diffusion were impressive. I needed practice.


  “How about my peanuts show me some love first?” I asked then received. Sloppy, soft kisses and matching tight hugs. It never got old. “Who loves ya to the moon and back?”


  “You do. Why do you always axus that, Daddy?” Max giggled, kissing and hugging Jules too then taking off after her Nana.


  “Always checking!” I yelled behind her. Finn slid off the couch but didn’t move. He had to be exhausted. “What is it, bud? Want a piggyback?”


  “No, JuJu. JuJu make me better.”


  “Ah, handsome.” Jules swung him on her hip without missing a beat. She kissed his head and disappeared down the hall.


  This was far from the first time my kids showed Jules affection, but this time I could tell she was battling her emotions. She had this. And in a blink of an eye, it was gone. The pain in my chest for her was indescribable. Something between a burn and a bone crushing ache. Hers had to be times a hundred.


  I slunk back on the couch and rubbed along my sternum. “You’re right, buddy.”


  JuJu does make everything better.
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  Two hundred and four. That’s how many munchkins I’d physically held over the past seven years. To comfort, examine, change or feed. I’d never admit that number to anyone because I knew how it sounded. Sad and pathologic. It wasn’t like I intentionally started keeping count, it just kind of happened. I’d chosen a career in pediatrics, so it was inevitable. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t terrified the first time I picked up another child … but Corrine wasn’t my Gemma. Neither was Jason or Blake or Emma Kate or the hundreds that followed. I found solace in realizing that no other child could warm my soul with their touch or melt my heart with a single look the way my sweet girl did. That unconditional love was reserved only for her.


  Until now.


  Finn and Max were both so generous with their love, each in their own way. They’d literally knocked me off kilter and taken my breath away on occasions. Now being one of them.


  I cherished the way Finn reached for me tonight almost as much as I loved being his JuJu. I tried my best to swallow back the multitude of emotions threatening to unglue me and focus on the task at hand. Tubby-time.


  As we made our way to the bathroom, Finn giggled and tugged on my new bracelet. Seeing the shiny pendant within his baby grasp brought me back to this afternoon.


  


  Shortly after lunch, while the kids quietly made movies and played on their electronics, I joined Reina for a cup of tea. I was looking forward to getting to know her, hoping to make a good impression and put her mind at ease. Assure her that I genuinely cared for her son and grandchildren. But the only person doing the talking was Reina. Her grace and sincerity overwhelmed me.


  She dove right in. “I know we’ve just met, but I feel like I know you already. Guy has been shouting about you from the rooftops. And it is obvious my monkeys are completely smitten.”


  I laughed at her enthusiasm, feeling my cheeks heat. “Thank you, Reina. That means a lot to me.” No wonder Max and Finn couldn’t get enough of Nana, she was an easy woman to love.


  “To me too, darling, to me too.” She sipped her tea, all the while regarding me with contemplative eyes. “These past few years have been a real challenge for my son. He’s shouldered more than one person should have to, and he’s done it surrounded by a haze of bitterness and loss. At his core, Guy is gentle and loyal. But he is fiercely protective, and if I had to find a flaw, he can be a little stubborn. I’ll have you know that he gets that from his father.” I watched a serene glow wash over her as soon as she mentioned her husband. “I lived a very similar life when my Finnigan passed away, so I understand what it’s like to be a single parent. What my son doesn’t understand is that moving on alone was never a decision or a choice. Finnigan is my soulmate and he always will be. There could never be another. And I’m okay with that until we meet again. And while I believe Guy and Brittany could have had a beautiful life together, I don’t think they were soulmates. Jules, darling, since you’ve entered Guy’s life, he has come alive again. You’re the breath of fresh air he has been starved for. It’s clear as a bell how much you mean to them and how much they mean to you.” She has no idea. “Only a very special woman would jump head first into life with a father. You are special, Jules. A beautiful soul both inside and out.”


  “Thank you, but I’m the lucky one. They’ve welcomed me with open arms, and I wouldn’t want to imagine my life without them. I can honestly say they’ve made me happier than I’ve been in years.” For some unexplained reason, opening up to Reina was effortless.


  “Yesterday, Guy and I had a chance to catch up before I boarded, and I want you to know you’re in my prayers. I am so sorry for your loss, Jules. A parent should never have to experience the pain of losing a child.”


  I wasn’t prepared for her condolences and my expression must have shown it. Other than yesterday with Guy, I’d never spoken about my daughter. Everyone just knew. Nothing more needed to be said.


  “Please don’t feel like he betrayed your confidence. He was looking for some guidance. He’s devastated and completely heartbroken for you, Jules.”


  I swallowed the lump in my throat and told her the truth. “I’m not mad at him for telling you. Not at all. A little surprised, I guess. This might sound strange, but I’ve always shied away from talking about my Gemma. Not because I want to forget, God no. Never. But part of me feels like I’ve lost so much of her, I just can’t bear to share the little I have left. Some days I feel like my memories are the only thing holding my heart together. I know it sounds crazy.”


  “There is nothing crazy about grief and sadness. We do what we have to do to make it through the day. That may never change, sweetie, and that’s okay. More than okay. But one day you may find that speaking about Gemma might bring your memories to life. You’ll feel her presence, and the sadness will become infinitesimally less. I’d love to get to know your little girl when you’re ready.” She picked up the small black box that sat between us. “Here, I want you to open this.”


  Releasing the sheer pink bow, I lifted the lid to find a thin gold-finished bangle with a small round charm. The outline of a tree and its roots was perfectly engraved on one side. The inscription on the other side read, Tree of Life.


  “This is beautiful, Reina. Thank you.” I slipped the bracelet onto my wrist.


  “Your life is like this tree, deeply rooted, with a solid foundation and countless branches linking your past throes with future dreams. Every tree faces inevitable storms and strong winds testing the strength of its roots. Branches break; new ones grow. It will flower and leaves will fall. And from your tree new life will emerge. In the end, though, with purpose and perseverance your tree will prevail, and each will be beautifully individual and uniquely different. A full circle of such.”


  I stared down at the bracelet, my eyes filling with tears, while I absorbed and processed the meaning behind her beautifully poignant words.


  She reached across the table and squeezed my hand. “Jules, my darling girl, you have an understanding for life that most people never achieve. Through devastation, through heartache, through loss you have seen the darkest depths, and yet you have emerged with a compassion, a beauty, an awareness of what it means to love and be loved. Beautiful people don’t just exist, they are made.”


  


  Finn began squirming in my arms, pulling me back to the present. “No bath,” he yelled. “No bath, Nana!”


  Reina was sitting at the edge of the tub, testing the water, when Finn and I stopped at the bathroom door. Max was already stripped down and lowering herself into the water. Reina stretched out her arms for him to come. “It will relax all your muscles, Finny, and you’ll feel so good after.”


  “Nana, my bath toys are in there,” Max obliviously interrupted as only children can, pointing to the cabinet under the sink. Reina opened it, and sure enough, there was a plethora of boats and ducks, foam letters and watering cans. “And I like this shampoo.” She held up the familiar clear bottle filled with the light yellow liquid. “Maya says my hair smells yummy. Daddy lets me wash my own body sometimes. Daddy says I am a big girl.”


  “Daddy says I’m a big boy.” Finn offered up, clearly not wanting to miss out on the Daddy says parade.


  “Big boys have to get clean too,” I said, giving his side a little tickle. “So let’s get you undressed so you can join Max with all those fun toys.”


  Max watered her head as we spoke.


  “No. I stand like Daddy.”


  “Stand in the tub? That’s not safe, silly boy.” Reina dismissed his plea.


  “No! Like Daddy.” Finn was adamant. “In Daddy’s bafroom.”


  “Ahhh, you want to take a shower like Daddy does,” I said, proud of myself for deciphering toddler talk. Finn nodded fervently with a smile reaching his eyes. Reina looked puzzled, but I gave her a little shrug to say why not. “How about we ask Daddy?”


  Finn and I galloped back out to the living room (gotta love the horse trot), and I momentarily froze. Guy’s bare feet were crossed at the ankle and propped up on his coffee table. Both arms were stretched up with his palms cradling his head. His hair was sticking up all over the place in this sexy messed way that could alone drive me wild. But it was the way his T-shirt slid up and his jeans dipped down, exposing his lower chiseled abs, that had me squirming on the inside. God, I missed him. I missed that place—the escape—only he could bring me to. I wanted to feel him. I wanted his arms wrapped around me. I yearned for that warmth.


  “Hey.” His eyes snapped open, and he said in a tired, raspy voice, “Everything okay?”


  “Sorry, were you asleep? You looked so … relaxed.” That wasn’t exactly the word I was thinking, and unfortunately, the heat in my face gave me away.


  He scanned down at his body before meeting my eyes with an amused smirk on his face. “Maybe I drifted off, but I’m wide awake now. Can I be of any service?” Ahh. Really? God, he knew exactly what to say to get me flustered. With his son on my hip, no less. Not that Finn had any idea his question held double meaning.


  Ignoring my pink cheeks, I shifted Finn to my other side and addressed the matter at hand. “Finn would like to take a shower.”


  “A shower, huh?” Guy stalled.


  “Yes, you know that rectangular stall in the bathroom where water pours down on you?”


  My sarcasm was met with another devilish smirk.


  “Oh, I know it intimately.”


  Bastard. That game would wait until later.


  Finn raised his hands in victory and yelled, “ ‘hower!”


  “Have you done a shower with him before?” I asked when I noticed Guy’s pensive look.


  “Not yet ...” Guy stood up and took Finn from my arms, blowing a raspberry under his chin. “He’s a slippery little sucker.” Guy kept at it, making Finn giggle harder. “We’ve never had enough hands. Getting him in and out—I never wanted him to slip.” Guy went for his belly this time. And I began to laugh right along with them. It felt so good. I had never imagined a life where I could be happy enough to laugh.


  I thought about Gemma and the first time we gave her a bath. I had never let my mind wander to these memories without feeling a burn so raw I’d be sick for days. But here, right now, I found myself smiling. Gemma’s big brown eyes went wide when I sat her naked little tush in the baby bathtub. Taking my time (that’s where I went wrong), I washed every little nook and cranny. Of course, I’d wanted to rid her of the yucky hospital germs. So what started off as a sweet photo-worthy moment as Lucca snapped away, quickly deteriorated with the rapid decrease in water temperature. Her little bottom was frozen and she had the lungs on her to prove it. I’d barked at Lucca to put the damn camera down and hold up the towel. Snuggling her tight to my chest, her screams slowed, and all that was left was a quivering lip. God, she’d smelled so delicious. A scent I’d never forget.


  “Maybe JuJu can help us, bud, what do you think?” Guy let up on his tickle attack so Finn could answer.


  “JuJu help. JuJu help.” Finn chanted between subsiding giggles.


  “What d’ya say, doll?” He raised a brow in my direction.


  Even though my smile stretched as wide as Finn’s, my eyes welled.


  Of course I say yes.


  My emotions were all over the place.


  Guy leaned down and kissed my smiling mouth. “It’s just a shower, beautiful.” He thumbed a loose tear that somehow got away. No, it wasn’t. He knew it. I knew it. This was so much more. This was an intimate moment between a father and son. No, it was even more than that. This was an intimate moment that he would have shared with his wife. And now he was choosing me to be a part. After everything, he knew how much this would mean to me.


  “JuJu, you’re sad?” Finn asked out of nowhere, leaning in my direction to get a closer look at my face. So much for swallowing my reaction this time. Kids and that uncanny ability to read people, it was always so unbelievable how perceptive they were.


  “I’m not sad, silly.” I gave Finn my own tickle. “Lead the way, stinky face.”


  “Thank you.” Guy kissed my lips again and grabbed my hand with his free one.


  “Dada’s shower,” Finn cheered.


  “Listen, bud, we aren’t going to be able to do this all the time, okay?” Guy plopped Finn on his bed, stepping back to fist his grey T-shirt over his head. I went to work on undressing Finn, loosening and removing his sneakers.


  “I help, JuJu.”


  “Okay, go for it, handsome.”


  Finn un-Velcroed his tiny braces and pushed down his high socks. I pulled them off from the toe and he grinned. Then he reached over his head to grab the back of his light blue thermal, mimicking Guy. So freaking adorable. Rustling a bit with the collar, he finally got it far enough to get stuck on his head.


  “You in there?” I peeked through the small hole of his shirt.


  Finn’s baby blues got huge and he said, “I stuck.” Freeing his towhead, I tugged on his sweatpant leg holes, making him tip backwards onto Guy’s fluffy, navy comforter. He giggled and said, “Again. Again.”


  Oblivious to us, Guy tooled around his bedroom doing whatever. Drawers opened and closed, pockets were emptied, and devices were plugged in, all the while rambling nonsense about not making a habit of showering. Yeah, good luck with saying no to these dimples. Then he walked his very shirtless self into the bathroom, and we heard the water turn on, drowning his voice away.


  “Sounds like Daddy got in. Let’s go potty first.” I carried Finn to the toilet and slipped down his Powya Ranger undies. Guy’s jeans and boxers were in a crumpled pile on the floor, and he was already in the shower washing his hair—like no big deal.


  God, I loved this man.


  He finished rinsing and wiped his face. “Ready, buddy?” he asked, running his hand over the glass door to get rid of some of the steam. “Shower time, big boy.” He opened the door and held out his arms. Again, like no big deal. Like he wasn’t completely naked in front of me for no other reason than to grab his son and get him washed up. Casually naked. I was pretty sure I could say for certain I’d never done casual naked.


  I slid Finn’s glasses off and he lunged for Guy. He instantly began to fidget in Guy’s wet arms, repeating, “Stand, Daddy, stand.”


  “Wow, no wiggling, bud. Daddy doesn’t want to drop you.”


  I tossed a few towels down on the floor outside of the shower because there was no way water wasn’t going to be everywhere. I pushed up my sleeves and knelt down on the tile. “Here, let me help. I’ll stick my arms in. Finny, you can stand, and then Daddy has two hands to get this stinky body clean.” Guy lowered him, and I came face-to-face with one happy boy.


  “See, bud, this is why we chose JuJu. She’s full of good ideas and white garments.”


  I shook my head, glancing down at my thin gauzy V-neck garment already showing the outlines of my bra from the splashes of water. Leave it to a naked Guy to make a completely clothed me blush yet again.


  “My eyes,” Finn cried, redirecting Guy’s attention from my cheeks, my shirt, down my V, and wherever else he shouldn’t be looking.


  “Keep them closed while I suds up your hair, okay, buddy?”


  Finn nodded, squeezing his lids closed. Guy massaged shampoo into Finn’s little scalp, consciously keeping the suds from dripping into his eyes. I kept my hands on Finn’s hips to keep him balanced, while Guy gently tipped his head back into the stream of water. Even through his tightly scrunched face, Finn’s dimples were still noticeable. He was loving this. We went through the same routine with conditioner, which I learned a few Fridays back (the hard way), was not an optional step if you wanted to put a comb through curls. Whoops.


  I readjusted myself on the floor to get a better grip on him and warned, “Here comes the slippery part.”


  “I not falling, JuJu.”


  “Of course you’re not. I’m holding on so I don’t fall in.”


  Finn contemplated my reverse psychology babble for half a second before his dimples reappeared.


  Guy loaded the washcloth with body wash and lathered every single inch of Finn’s creamy skin. This snapshot in front of me of Guy’s towering muscular frame handling his tiny mini-me with the utmost care, smelling like the scent I’d never forget, was enough to melt my heart and bring tears back to my eyes.


  “JuJu, you wet.” Finn giggled and touched my drenched arms.


  “Our JuJu is a good sport, Finn. We’re some lucky dudes, bud. JuJu puts up with us.”


  I looked up. I shouldn’t have. Because my God, the way he was staring at me left me defenseless. Hiding was impossible. His penetrating blue orbs were unavoidable. I shook my head a little, as if to escape his quest. It didn’t work. The lump in my throat swelled enough that it was impossible to hold back my rapidly filling eyes. Happy tears. Sad tears. I wasn’t sure. I could only hope they posed as water droplets rolling down my cheeks. As full as this beautiful moment made my heart, my heartache was there. It would always be there. I knew this time I was okay, though. I was better than okay.


  He took Finn from my grasp. “Come here.”


  “Where?” I didn’t know where he wanted me to go. I was already soaked, and I was sure as heck not getting into the shower.


  He leaned down and his wet lips found mine for a brief second. When he pulled away, his eyes were soft and filled with something I’d only caught glimpses of before, mostly when he thought I wasn’t looking. It was raw and gentle, making my heart swell against the fragile ties holding it together, as a kaleidoscope of butterflies swarmed my stomach. His thumb swiped my lower lip, drying it, and then he whispered, “Who loves ya, doll?”


  Finn opened his arms wide, screaming over the teaming shower, “We do, we do! To moon and back.”


  I stood there paralyzed and drenched. I’d heard the three of them ask each other that same question dozens of times. It was their thing. And to think I could be a part of it. I was confident that there had never been a better I love you in the history of I love yous.


  Ever.


  You think I said I love you back, right? Nope.


  My mouth hung open, but I was beyond overwhelmed. I couldn’t speak. I could barely breathe.


  “Doll, your mascara is running down your face,” Guy teased, but the look in his eyes never wavered. He loves me. “Looks pretty silly, right, buddy?”


  I huffed, or at least I tried. I couldn’t promise I was successful at releasing any air while transfixed on my boys.


  My boys.


  Va bene.


  It’s okay, Jules. Be this happy.


  “JuJu. I clean. I clean,” Finn shouted.


  No time to worry about smudged mascara, and certainly no time to dwell on the appropriate level of my happiness. Or how much I was loved. A few quick swipes under my eyes would have to do.


  “Yes, handsome, you definitely are. Now if you two don’t get out soon, forget dudes, I’m gonna have shriveled prunes. And you know what we do with prunes?” I grabbed a dry towel from the caddy, tucking it around Finn’s wet body. “We eat them. Especially when you smell so delicious.” I mouthed his neck, making him giggle. “Let’s go, stinky face, PJ time!”


  “Wait a second.” Guy held my forearm, turning me around. The heat in his eyes damn near seared me. “Where’s my towel, what about me? I don’t smell good enough to eat?”


  Sooo inappropriate. He knew it. But his sexy smirk told me he didn’t give two shits that Finn was in the room, his daughter and mother across the hall. This was becoming a reoccurring theme. One he clearly enjoyed.


  Flustered, of course, I said nothing. Again. Instead I scurried away, huffing and puffing, flying high on love. The deep vibration of his sexy laughter followed behind me.


  


  After the teeth brushing, the pee-one-more-time, and the bedtime story routine, Finn was finally situated. His cozy, personalized, navy fleece blanket to his right and a tan stuffed puppy dog (named Casey, of course) tucked under his left arm. He was set.


  I kissed his forehead and inhaled his baby scent, embracing the smell that had the power to seize my lungs. Not tonight.


  “Night-night, handsome. I’ll send Daddy in to give you another snuggle.”


  “Maxie and Nana too.”


  “They’re already sleeping. You’ll see them in the morning, okay?”


  We’d passed Max’s room on our way to Finn’s for pajamas and there was still a quiet hum. On our way back from the last bathroom trip all had gone silent. Reina and Max were passed out—lights on, open book on Reina’s chest, and a little princess tucked against her side. So precious.


  “Okay,” he mumbled, his lids already fluttering closed. “I sleep in my bed. You sleep in Daddy’s bed.”


  Seriously, how on earth a three-year-old could show such empathy was beyond me. I wanted to cry. A-freakin-gain.


  “I know you know this, handsome face, but we’re only a few doors away if you need us. So just shout, okay?” He truly was the most amazing child.


  “Love you, JuJu.”


  Wow. It could never get old.


  “I love you too, Finny.” So, so much. “Sweet dreams.” I turned off his bedside lamp and decided to stay until he fell asleep. I drew lazy circles across his forehead and ruffled his hair for a few minutes until his breathing evened and I was sure he was asleep. As I stood from the edge of Finn’s bed, I felt him immediately. No chimes needed. The light from the hallway illuminated his shadow across the hardwood floor.


  “How long have you been standing there?” I whispered to his dark profile.


  “Long enough,” he answered softly. “Long enough to know my boy is looking out for his dad—making sure his bed isn’t empty tonight.”


  “Guy!”


  “What?” His smirk was going to be the death of me. “Can’t help it, doll. I want you. Always. And I’ve missed you so much.”


  “Shhhh,” I whisper yelled. “Your mom might hear us.”


  “Nice try. They’re sound asleep.” He gripped my hips and pulled me into his bedroom, shutting the door.


  “Wait. Aren’t you hungry—did you even eat dinner?”


  “Oh, I’m definitely going to eat.”


  I totally rolled my eyes while he laughed. His lips found the hollow in my neck, and he licked his way up to my mouth.


  “Guy.” I breathed, my body already responding to his touch. “Isn’t it weird? If I sleep over?” I’d been stewing all evening over this. “Your mom is here.”


  He stopped kissing me and I immediately felt the loss. “First of all, my mother’s not here, she’s two rooms down. You’re mine, Jules. You belong here, with me. You’re not going anywhere. And there’s no way in hell I’m not making love to you.”


  I love you.


  Nope, didn’t say it. He stunned me into silence again.


  “Besides, I’m pretty sure she didn’t think I showered Finn with my clothes on.” Embarrassing, I hadn’t thought about that. “We’re adults. She’s crazy about you—she’s not going to think twice about what we do in our bed. Trust me, my mom is probably squealing like a baby pig in her dreams.”


  I didn’t ask, partly because I wasn’t sure what to say to all that. Our bed, squealing pigs. And partly because he had already parted my lips with the tip of his tongue. He kissed the corner of my mouth, trailing nips to my earlobe. His fingers slid back, lifting my hair to dig into my scalp. I moaned. I couldn’t help it. God, I’d missed his touch.


  I wasn’t going anywhere. I didn’t want to be anywhere else.


  Not ever.


  All tenderness was gone. He ravished my neck, my chest, then back up my lips. Our tongues twisted and tangled, sucking and licking with a passionate urgency.


  “I need you, Jules,” he grunted, raw and desperate. “No more minutes, no more leaving. Not tonight.”


  “I’m here.”


  That was all he needed to hear. My damp garment was up and over my head, my bra drifting to the floor. His hot mouth was on one nipple, while his warm hand kneaded the other.


  I never wanted to be anywhere else.
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  “So hot,” I groaned, feasting on her silky skin. She tasted so unbelievably delicious. I couldn’t get enough of her. “Fuck, Jules, you’re making me crazy.”


  Being quiet was not going to be easy. I walked her backwards until her legs bumped my bed. I fisted my T-shirt up and over my head and kicked off my gym shorts. Bending her knees, she scooted back and unapologetically roamed my body with a hunger in her eyes that matched my own. I tugged at the waistline of her black leggings, whipping them off. A tiny piece of lace fabric was all that was left. I crawled between her long legs, stopping to inhale a scent that should be bottled. Sweet apples, Jesus. I had to get a taste. Sweeping the lace to the side, I made a single long stroke from her tight ring straight up to her bundle of nerves, leaving me intoxicated, yet starving for more. I needed to be inside her. Now. Her eyes fell to half-mast as she groaned, arching her back off the bed.


  “Making. Me. Crazy,” she panted while I tongued my way back up her smooth torso, leaving a trail of small goosebumps following in my wake. I teased and tweaked her full breasts until she writhed below me. She inched her foot up my inner thigh, her breath hitching when she brushed against my pulsing cock. “I missed you. God, I missed you so much.”


  “Me too. You have no idea.” My heart drilled against my ribs as she slid her hands up along my chest. Her pulse in her neck quickened under my tongue as I continued up, stopping only millimeters from her lips. Her breath was labored, her eyes wild. “I meant what I said, doll, I love you.” I wanted to say it again, since I may not have been clear earlier. She needed to know I loved her more than I knew how to handle. And because I wasn’t positive I had the control to make love to her like she deserved. I was too far gone.


  Whimpering against my mouth, she mumbled, “Then show me. Please don’t make me wait. I need you too.”


  No way in hell I’d make my woman beg. Fuck it. We’d do slow and gentle later. I crushed my mouth against hers, frantic and ravenous. She clutched my upper back, squishing my chest against her tits, wanting closer. Closer I could do. Lifting her hips, she rubbed herself against me, sending a jolt straight to my straining groin.


  “Jules,” I hissed. Any more pressure, I’d never make it inside her. I pulled at my aching balls to release some of the building tension before easing my fingers in and out of her soft center. Dragging her wetness up to her clit, I circled the swollen bud, letting her throaty moans guide my pressure. Jesus, I loved her sounds. I loved more that they were for my ears only.


  The tip of her thumb traced my most sensitive spot before she gripped my shaft, working it up and down. I bucked against her hand, sucking in sharp breaths and feeling the drill against my ribs accelerate.


  She guided my tip directly to her entrance and whispered, “Please, I want to feel you. All of you … I’ve had an IUD for years, and I trust you. If you’re okay, I’m okay.”


  My gut clamped down for a second thinking about how I hadn’t been bare since the last time with my wife. Over the years I’d slept with a few women, but bare was never a consideration. For me, that connection was too real and reserved for a woman who owned my heart. I never expected to find that again.


  Jules was my exception.


  She was my heart.


  And I was ecstatic.


  “Know we haven’t talked about it, just so you know, I haven’t been …” She misread my momentary pause, so I attacked her mouth to shut her up. It worked. Too well.


  Before I erupted all over her from a kiss alone, I rolled us over and sat her up.


  “Fuck, yes. You on top, doll. I want to watch you come apart.”


  Any apprehension she had vanished, replaced with the sexiest grin I’d ever seen. She shimmied back, dropped her head, and licked me from the base of my balls straight up to the tip, still grinning. When she wrapped her lips around my entire cock and sucked deep, I saw stars. She knew exactly how to take care of me. Shit, it felt fucking phenomenal. But tonight was about us. As one.


  “You know how much I love your mouth around my cock, but tonight I need you up here, doll.”


  She popped up; laughter igniting her smile while her cheeks blushed. I hoped that never changed, that I could always get that reaction out of her. Without hesitation, she guided me back to her entrance and slowly sank onto my throbbing cock, our cores melding together. I inhaled a lungful, finally letting myself relax.


  “Ah, you feel so fucking good, so warm.” Like home.


  She covered my lips with her finger, trying to quiet me. Fuck if I cared right this second who heard us. My hands slid along her hips and tight abs, making their way to her supple breasts. Bracing herself on my shoulders, she wiggled her pelvis in just the right way, taking me deeper, taking me to the spot she needed me. She was in control and so damn sexy, turning me on even more, if that was possible. Her silky strands hung around her shoulders, and her tits bounced with each thrust. A small o formed on her lips as tiny gasps and moans slipped from her mouth.


  “Look at me, doll.”


  Our eyes collided like that first bolt of lightning across an ominous sky. Our bodies like the powerful claps of thunder, feverishly rocking against each other. Gripping her hips, I quickened our pace, surging in and out, over and over, reveling in the feel of our skin on skin. Her breaths became more staccato, and her gasps and moans grew harsher as she rasped, “Oh God, Guy, I can feel it.” Her torso began to droop a little as her orgasm began to rip through her body. She clenched and spasmed around my swollen cock, milking it like I’d never felt. My own climax built with such an intensity I was seconds away from exploding.


  “Let go. Come for me, Jules.”


  She squeezed my arms so hard, finger impressions were sure to be left behind, as she shouted my name and unabashedly pivoted her hips, setting off an eruption of pleasure that wracked through my body. I watched her honey caramels darken to almost black as she rode our endless tidal wave.


  This was our perfect storm.


  Together.


  With nothing between us.


  “Oh my God,” she exclaimed, collapsing onto my chest. “So fucking good.”


  I cocked my head to the side and tried to look at her. I could feel her smile against my shoulder. “Did you just say—?”


  “What?” she asked, starting to laugh. “It was. And it deserved a swear word.”


  Her body began to shake from her silent laughter. My cock twitched a few times, meeting her movements, and she shook harder. But I wanted to hear it. Hear her. I pulled out and flipped her onto her back to blow raspberries beneath her chin. That was all it took, the beautiful sound that literally took my breath away filled my bedroom.


  “I want this.” I sat up and straddled her hips. “Every day, doll. I want this. You and me. In this bed. In our bed. I want to wake up to you and go to bed with you. I want Max and Finn to have you for everything in between.” Her giggles slowed when she realized I was serious. Dead fucking serious. “Move in with me. Move in with us.”


  “Wait.”


  Oh, here we go again.


  “Wait for what?”


  “Shh.” She slid her finger against my lips. “Remember when we were giving Finn the shower ...”


  I had no idea where she was going with this, but she didn’t look like she wanted to bolt, so I went with it. “Yeah doll, it was only a few hours ago.” She bit her cheek, smiled, and slapped my bare chest. Definitely not going to bolt.


  “I’m serious, I need to say this. When you told me on a whim, with no warning whatsoever, that you loved me, well, it was too much. I mean, not too much like that. Because my God, I hoped that you loved me because I love you so damn much it hurts. I just mean that it was too much for me in that moment. Because I was trying to process you with Finn and how amazingly special and beautiful that moment was, and how you chose me to be a part. And then you go and tell me you love me … ah, ugh. And I just wasn’t prepared.”


  I busted out laughing for a good five minutes. When I could finally catch my breath, and her huffing and puffing was at an all-time high, I said, “Did you just tell me you love me?”


  “Well, no. Not yet. Because you’ve been laughing so freaking hard. I haven’t had a chance.”


  “Yes, you did. I heard it. You most definitely said it. But by all means, don’t let me stop you from saying it again. I’ve got forever, doll.”


  “Jeez. Now you’re just ruining it.” She flung her arms around and wiggled up to sitting. “Not that my I love you had a chance to stand up to yours.”


  I kissed her naked shoulder. God, she was adorable. “Are we really comparing I love yous? Is that even a thing? If so, let’s call it even. I’m sure you imagined better than ‘who loves ya?’”


  “You say it to the kids. From the first time I heard you ask them, I loved it. I love how their eyes light up, and they want to giggle because they think it’s silly. Because all they know from you, all you’ve ever given them ... is pure and unconditional love. There is no better feeling. You give that to me. So no, I could never imagine a better I love you. It doesn’t exist.”


  Fuck me.


  For the first time in my life, I was speechless.


  Then she rocked my world. “So ... I’ll move in, but only if Casey can come too, and I’m only moving in because I love you. And I love Max and Finn too. Somehow you’re in here.” She touched the spot between her naked breasts. “The three of you are all twisted up and entwined, there is no way to untie you. You’re keeping the pieces of my heart all together.”


  I remained silent because there was not a single thing I could say that would come close to describing what her words meant to me. To my family. Because they meant everything. Instead, I leaned forward and captured her lips.


  Our mingled breaths were labored when I asked, “Think we’re going to find Casey’s eye when we’re packing you up? Might freak the new renters.”


  She pulled back and stared at me for a beat, probably processing, before she said very matter-of-factly, “He doesn’t have one eye, Guy. It’s just atrophied and you know it.”


  I was sure my two eyes bugged. Atrophied on the hardwood floor somewhere? Maybe. Attached to his dog skull? No chance. Zero. It was an empty socket. There was no eyeball. Maybe I should have been worried that I professed my love to a delusional woman, but Jules didn’t see disabilities, she saw past them. The way she treated Finn was a prime example. And fuck if I didn’t love her more for it. So I bit my tongue, left it alone, and went with, “The kids will go ape shit when we tell them they not only get their JuJu but the yellow lump of fur too.” Calling Casey a lump didn’t seem to bother her as much.


  “They are, aren’t they?” The smile on her face was priceless. This time she leaned forward and cupped my cheeks, kissing me gently and inhaling deeply. “I forgot what it felt like. To breathe. I forgot, and it feels so good. Thank you.” Before I could process what she was trying to say, she hopped off the bed and grabbed my T-shirt from the floor. Slinging it over her head, she simultaneously slid my boxers up her legs. “I’ll be right back.”


  I groaned, my cock springing back to life. “How did my clothes get so lucky? And where are you going?”


  “Shhh.” She hushed me again. All right, maybe I forgot how full the apartment was. Holding up two fingers, she mouthed, “Two seconds.” Like that was an answer. She cracked the door and peeked out looking both ways before she hit the hallway. Not ten seconds later, she was back with her purse in hand, quietly shutting the door behind her. “I have something I want you to see.” She dug around in her bag and pulled out a small black zippered pouch.


  Joining me back on the bed with a wide smile, her eyes welled.


  “Doll?” I asked.


  “It’s okay. I’m okay. Here. Meet my baby girl.”


  She let the tears she was struggling to hold back drip down her stretched cheeks. I took the photo from her hand.


  “Jules, she’s …” I swallowed, fighting my own burning emotions. “She’s … you. A spitting image of you. She’s beautiful.”


  Giant milk chocolate eyes framed a cute pudgy nose and pink little lips. Gemma was perfection. She was Jules.


  “I miss her,” she whispered, sinking into my side.


  I cradled her up into my arms, and she rested her head against my shoulder. I brought my face right next to hers. Our tears blended, our breaths mixed, and our I love yous melded us as one. With each kiss, I wished away her pain.
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  “Doll, no offense, but you’ve got a shit-ton of stuff.” Guy lifted one of the many boxes I had strewn about, moving the chaos from one side of my living room to the other.


  I wasn’t sure he was actually helping, but who was I to complain? After all, this was his day off. Then again, Guy wasn’t exactly exuding a whole lot of patience with me taking my time to pack. I loved that he wanted me moved in yesterday, I truly did, but it wasn’t practical. I’d lived in my apartment for years at this point, and purging wasn’t exactly my strong suit. Another family trait that I wasn’t super proud of, but once again, I knew the fight was futile. Luckily, I snuck in a few hours here and there between my shifts and sifted through most of it, but I still had plenty to do.


  “I’m leaving all the big stuff for Mercedes,” I replied, laughing and eying the mess. Boxes were literally everywhere. “And pretty much the whole kitchen. It’s really just my clothes, personal stuff, some art, and picture frames.” Who was I kidding? He was right. I had a boatload.


  Mercedes had nearly flipped a lid when we worked out the plan earlier this week. One, she was genuinely happy for me, and two, it was her turn to spread her wings. She’d been under the watchful eye of Mama CeCe and Alonzo longer than Selena and I ever were. She was far from a saint, but I was certain half her shenanigans were my parents’ fault. It was time for them to embrace empty-nesting.


  “Is she going to be able to swing this place on her own? It’s a good size—she could probably get a roommate. Safer, too. Nice neighborhood aside, I hated the idea of you living here alone.”


  “I wasn’t alone. I have Casey, remember? You’re going to give my dog a complex,” I joked. He totally loved my dog, just too macho to admit it.


  “Doll?” He pointed to the dog bed where Casey was supine, spread-eagle and snoring, with Finn and Max playing catch over him. With his favorite ball.


  “Whatever.” So Casey had a little chronic fatigue, didn’t make him a bad guard dog. Enough about my pup. I taped the box I was working on closed and said, “As for Mercedes and a roommate, heck no. I love her to death, but even I couldn’t live with her. Never mind a poor stranger, or worse, a friend. Besides, I’d never take her money, especially when she’s still in school.”


  Guy looked at me like I grew a third eye. Then I realized there was a lot we still hadn’t talked about. Compared to everything we’d already shared, the rest was moot.


  “Did I forget to mention I own it?”


  “You own this apartment?” Guy’s brows rose simultaneously.


  Maybe not so moot.


  Contemplating how to answer, I decided on full disclosure. “Actually, more like the whole brownstone.” Guy shifted his weight and crossed his arms over his chest. Definitely not moot, oops. No more secrets. “We rented the upstairs apartment initially. We moved in right before Gemma was born, figured it would be convenient with both sets of grandparents around the corner. After … well, after, I couldn’t bear leaving, but I couldn’t bear staying either. Life was upside down.” I took a deep breath, wondering how to explain something so over the top it made no sense. Rip the Band-Aid off, Jules. “I decided to go to nursing school about the same time Lucca was changing jobs. Made more sense for him to move back to Manhattan, and since my classes were at Fordham, it made sense for me to stay put. The owner had just renovated and put the building on the market so … Lucca bought it for me. Trust me, I know it sounds a little crazy. He wanted me to feel close to Gemma, and he didn’t want me to stress about having to work and go to school at the same time. The rent from the two upstairs apartments was more than sufficient to cover all my expenses. After too many useless conversations of trying to talk him out of it, I finally gave in. It was his way of moving on—that’s the only way I can explain it.” The kids were now loudly watching home videos on their devices; otherwise, the silence would have been deafening. “Say something. Please.”


  “Say the word, we’ll move. It might be a little tight, but if this is where you need to be to feel close to your girl, we’ll figure it out.”


  He knocked the wind out of me. That was the last thing I expected him to say.


  “You are an amazing man, Guy Hunter, and I love you.” Love didn’t begin to cut it. “But I don’t need an apartment or a neighborhood or a mountain, for that matter, to feel close to my Gemma. She’s part of me. She goes where I go. And I belong with you three now.”


  Two strides later, his arms found my waist, and his lips found my forehead. Finally, a painless Band-Aid pull.


  “This is how it’s going to be from this moment forward. Our home is your home. You want to bring all your stuff, throw out mine, and go shopping for all new, it’s your call. Whatever you want. Whatever’s going to make it feel like ours … do it. Hell, you want to move? That’s fine too.”


  God, how did I find this man? I rose onto my toes and pressed my mouth to his.


  “JuJu, JuJu, Casey is chasing me.” Max’s giggle interrupted our moment. She ran past us with Casey on her heels and Finn not too far behind. See—Casey still had it in him. Anything for the kids, I get it, buddy. “Fin--ny, Daddy and JuJu are kissing.”


  “I love our JuJu. She deserves lots of kisses,” Guy said against my mouth, clearly not minding that his daughter caught us making out. I should know by now that there was no such thing as a chaste kiss with Guy.


  Finn stopped at the doorway and gripped the frame with a huge cheese on his face. He looked healthier than I’d ever seen him, and by the grace of God, he’d been seizure-free all week.


  “Time with Nana Reina does wonders, look at him,” I said, as if Guy’s eyes weren’t peeled to his son playing tag like he did it every day.


  “Not sure who benefited more from Nana’s visit, my boy or me.” Guy pressed his lower half against my stomach and I couldn’t help but chuckle.


  Reina was so generous and giving. Not only did she insist Maya take the week off, but she made sure Guy and I notched out some one-on-one time. She pulled her Nana card with, “You can stop in to kiss the kids, but then you’re marching yourselves right back out and I’m chaining the door until midnight. You get them every night so I’m not sharing. And I suggest you plan accordingly, because it’s likely I’ll feel selfish again tomorrow.”


  Reina was the epitome of a loving grandmother, and the kids couldn’t have been in better hands. The first night, we sampled the menu at the new restaurant on seventy-fourth. Its immediate proximity was completely coincidental. Who didn’t love vegan barbecue, right? The following night, feeling more secure with Finn’s remarkable bounce-back, Guy finally took me to his favorite trattoria. And since we happened to be a few blocks from my place, we might have opted for a more intimate dessert. All and all, I think we all benefited from Reina’s visit. That’s what made saying goodbye this morning that much harder.


  “Maxie, tell your dad to respect my personal space,” I said, squirming out of Guy’s frisky hold.


  “’Spect JuJu’s space, Daddy!” she shouted, not even noticing my Maxie slip. My fingers crossed hoping it wasn’t just an accidental miss. But then again, she may have been distracted when Guy tackled all of us onto the couch, topping the tickle-torture pile on and playfully threatening, “I’ll show you space!”


  I laughed so hard, my sides spasmed and I cried.


  Finn squealed, Max snorted, and Casey barked.


  I loved every single second of it. We all did.


  Our address was irrelevant, because this moment, this feeling ... this was home.
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  My favorite evenings were the ones when Guy and I got home from work at the same time. Max and Finn raced to share every detail of their day, regardless of chronology, using only their strongest outdoor voices, while Casey vied for attention barking in circles. Inevitably, his tail would clear the coffee table. It was beautifully chaotic.


  Our first week living together, this was most nights. The last three weeks, less so. Finn’s seizure medication started taking its toll. Nausea, stomach pain, fatigue, dizziness—the poor baby had every listed side effect. Not all the time, but intermittent enough that his cheesy smile hadn’t reached his eyes in days. It was killing me. And he’d never admit it, but it was taking its toll on Guy too. Every night, I’d quietly watch from the hall as he tucked them both in. It didn’t matter what time he got home: whether they were awake or asleep, he adjusted their covers, kissed their foreheads, and asked his token question.


  Tonight was one of his late nights. I was already in bed when he got home, but I could hear him making his rounds. When he finally made it through our bedroom door, I could tell right away he was exhausted. He kissed me, like he always did, and went straight for the shower. I had to be up at the crack of dawn for an important meeting with my department head, but I joined him anyway.


  The steam from the hot water billowed above his head when I opened the shower door. “You didn’t have to get up,” he whispered. His eyes were glassy and his brow furrowed.


  “I wanted to.” He reached for my hands, tucking me against his wet chest and burying his face against my shoulder. “Rough night?” I asked, cognizant that every surgery, even the bread and butter cases, had potential for unexpected turns. I really hoped his answer was no because God knew our day was rough enough.


  


  Shortly after Guy and I arrived at work this morning, Maya rushed Finn to the emergency room. She stoically fought back tears as she recounted for us and the ER attendings how Finn had vomited enough blood to turn the toilet crimson. She feared he might have torn something from retching so hard. We were both well versed on the side effects of anti-epileptics.


  Finn’s symptoms should have been waning by now, it had been a month, but his seemed to be escalating. This episode was by far the worst. Just to be sure, he had an endoscopy that showed mild inflammation of his stomach lining; fortunately, no tear or active bleeding (if there was anything fortunate about sedating a three-year-old to guide a camera down his esophagus). But it was a relief nonetheless, knowing that it was most likely an isolated event. His blood count even came back within normal limits, supporting the notion that blood mixed with water always looked worse. However, what was disconcerting on this new round of blood work was a slight elevation in his liver enzymes. Again, not uncommon when starting a new drug, but it warranted follow up. Another poke, another prod. We just couldn’t catch a break.


  To say the least, it was another very stressful morning. I couldn’t imagine being anywhere else other than cuddled up with Finn and Max in our king-sized bed, feeding them chicken soup and pretending to watch the Minions for the umpteenth time knowing that my eyes would be vigilantly glued to Finn, monitoring him for anything worrisome.


  I immediately called upstairs to figure out backup. Cara answered the phone and all I managed to utter was, “Finn got out of endoscopy” before she insisted on covering my shift so I could take the rest of the day off and bring a very groggy Finn home. She was turning out to be a true friend and deserved a killer birthday gift next month.


  Unfortunately for surgeons, it didn’t work that way. I knew it killed Guy to stay behind, but he had back-to-back cases that he couldn’t reschedule. He’d just caught up on all the cases he postponed after Finn’s seizure admission. That didn’t stop him from checking in every free moment. And even though I assured him with each call that all was copacetic and Finn was feeling better, his wavering voice betrayed him. Until he was home and his peanuts were in his sights, he wasn’t going to rest easy.


  


  “Long, but not too bad, just happy to be home,” he answered in a tired voice. “How’s our boy? Go down, no problem?”


  “Four books and two selfie movies later.”


  “He got you for the extra book, huh? Guess he really was feeling better.” He let out a quick sigh. I was glad I could bring him a little peace of mind, but I wanted to do more.


  “Listen, I’ve been thinking …” I started to say but paused when Guy ran his hands through his wet hair as if he was bracing for bad news. “Oh no, nothing bad. Promise. I was thinking about cutting back my hours at the hospital—go part-time or even per-diem. I’m sure if I offer to transition someone to take over my administrative duties, the department wouldn’t mind.”


  “Why would you give up your management position? You love your job, and you’re damn good at it.” He was missing what I was saying.


  “I couldn’t care less about my title. But you’re right—I do enjoy being a nurse. Taking care of kids gave my life purpose again, and I would never completely walk away from that. But I love being home with Max and Finn more.”


  The truth was that simple.


  “Doll.” Guy’s steely blues softened, and he touched his lips to my forehead. “I love you for offering, especially with everything going on with Finn lately, but I’d never ask you to give up what you’ve worked so hard for. I’m not gonna lie—you saved us today. All of us. Without a doubt, Finn felt a hundred times better with his JuJu. And knowing my boy was safe and happy got me through the rest of the day with some type of focus. Hell, you even saved Finn’s GI from Maya’s harassment. I’d never seen her so freaked that he’d missed something on the scope. It sucks that we’re all so on edge and that we’re navigating this crazy minefield blindfolded, but I never want you to feel like it’s all fallen on you. I promise we’ll figure it out—”


  I covered his stubborn lips with my finger and interrupted. “You’re not hearing me. I never said I felt like I had to do anything, and you never asked me for anything. I said I love being home with Finn and Max. They’re only little once, Guy. I want to be with them. I want to take care of them, take care of you. Sick, healthy, temper tantrums or other. I want to be the one dropping them at preschool and arranging playdates with their friends. We both know better than anyone that life doesn’t follow man-made plans. There is no rule book. You’re dealt your hand and you play it. But what is not lost on me is that my circuitous route sent me to nursing school and then into the arms of a man with a child with special needs. This is where I belong. I love your children as if they were my own. I love the life we are building together. So unless you have some hidden fantasy to be a full-time, stay-at-home dad and make me your sugar mama, I’m not taking no for an answer.”


  Guy’s mouth lifted on the side. “Sugar mama?” He echoed my attempted slang, shaking his head with an amused smirk. “Only you could be funny and adorable after you lay it all out there and rock my world.”


  “Who me? You think I’m funny, like a clown, I amuse you?” I totally botched the delivery, but hey, I tried. And it was worth it. Guy’s amused smirk turned to a grin and then he laughed. Not loud, not for long, but enough to bounce off the shower walls and ease the smallest amount of stress from his overburdened frame. I loved that I could do that for him, even if the reprieve was only temporary.


  He cupped my face and in return, rocked my world. “Thank you for loving them the way you do and for putting them first like only a mother could. If this is what you want to do, I’d be a fool to stop you. Why wouldn’t I want Max and Finn to have you? All of you. As much as they could. So how about we forget sugar mama and you be the mama bear instead.”


  “Mama Bear,” I repeated, letting it seep to the depths of my soul. “God, do I love that.” Because I did. There was no more fighting it. I couldn’t. I did not want to. A few months ago, the word alone had the power to paralyze my senses. Mother. I remembered how affected I was the first time I heard my nieces call Selena, Mama. The pain was so raw—I avoided my own flesh and blood for weeks. The thought of ever being someone’s mom again and embracing my maternal instincts would have sent me spiraling, sucking every drop of air from my lungs. It had been the trigger that would force me back and make me start over. Tonight, though, my lungs expanded. And instead of drifting to the past I only saw the future.


  A future protecting and nurturing two precious lives. Like any mama (bear) would.


  I can do this.


  “Thank you.” I said, kissing his lips. “I love you so much. I love that you believe in me, and you trust me with your li’l cubs.” Cheesy, maybe. But I didn’t care. He wanted me to be their mom.


  He chuckled, nipping along the top of my shoulder, my neck, and up towards my jaw. His lips paused at my ear, and he breathed I love you before seductively rasping, “I’m interested in practicing for another cub if you’re up for it.”


  He attacked my mouth before I could huff or even roll my eyes (so damn aggravating sometimes), but more importantly, process what those words could even mean. His fingers traced up my ribs, my breasts, and my neck, lifting my hair to grip the back of my head. My body instantly buzzed, and my nipples peaked under his caress. Guy had the power to consume me, make me ache for him, crave him pretty much anytime and anyplace.


  When he released my lips, all silliness was gone and the depth at which his eyes penetrated me made my heart flutter. There was desire and a hunger laced with a melancholy that we both knew all too well. Some days it was easier to push aside, but today it was tough. We’d grown to rely on the safety of each other’s arms making it easier, more bearable. That together we’d jump the next hurdle and we’d be on the other side waiting if someone stumbled.


  His mouth descended back onto mine, this time as a kiss of necessity. Like I was the last drop of water in a barren desert or the first lungful of air after a deep surface dive. He needed me tonight. And I needed him.


  I reached for his growing erection, my palm running up and down his smooth length. He forcefully pushed himself against my hand, releasing a strangled hiss. I did that to him. God, did I love knowing that my touch alone could make him question his control, and he in return could let go. The shower wall was cool against my back when he gripped my bottom and lifted me up. I wrapped my legs around his waist, and his hot and silky tip nudged my entrance. My walls immediately clenched, drawing him in deeper. He rocked his hips forward and back in a steady rhythm that both eased and intensified my throb. My fingers dug into his upper arms, and our foreheads pressed together. Our eyes were locked on our union, while droplets of water rolled down our bodies. The intimacy of watching and experiencing this moment together was a culmination of our trust in one another.


  It didn’t take long before we both crashed over into a bliss that only we could create. My name on his lips and his on mine, both of our hearts ricocheted in time with the other. It was an escape that only we could find.


  “You okay?” I asked because he was still holding me like I was a feather. “You can put me down.” If I felt shaky from the combination of our powerful orgasm and the heat from the shower, his thighs had to be shot.


  “I love being inside you.” I rolled my eyes. “I want you for a little bit longer. What’s the rush?” he asked, sucking my nipple into his mouth, like we didn’t just have mind-blowing sex and the water wasn’t tepid at best.


  “What if Finn calls for us?”


  “Do me a favor, doll.”


  “Anything.” Any. Thing. I couldn’t imagine begrudging this man anything.


  “Promise me you’ll never bring up the kids again while I’m balls deep.”


  I giggled, sliding down his body. “Deal,” I promised, and his expression was priceless. Turning off the water, I grabbed two towels. We needed to hash out tomorrow’s details before my head hit the pillow that was calling for me. “Glad we got all that sorted because I have to get to bed before my eyes close right here. Do you mind rounding a little later tomorrow so you can drop Max at school? Maya said she didn’t mind switching back to her old schedule, just for the day.”


  “No problem, but where are you going?” he asked, confused.


  Since we moved in together, I adjusted my schedule so I could hang back in the morning, handle the breakfast/getting dressed routine, and then drop Max at school on my way into work. Guy rounded earlier with the hopes of getting done earlier (not like the man understood the concept of sleeping in anyway) and it shortened Maya’s day.


  “I told you, I have back-to-back meetings with my department head and human resources to cut back my hours. Have less administrative duties, but keep my time in the PICU with patients.”


  Guy let out another unrestrained laugh. “You said you were thinking about it, not that it was hours away from being a done deal. What am I going to do with you?” If he kept looking at me like this, he could do whatever he wanted to. Whenever and however.


  “Whoopsie,” I answered, hoping my eyes said as much as his. Who loves ya? “Besides, the sooner we get this all squared away, the better. And I think Maya could use the break. Today she seemed a bit more unnerved, understandably so, she was scared. We all were. If the timing of everything works out, hopefully she’ll be able to clock the precepting hours she needs to be able to graduate in less than a year. And before you say anything, I know she relies on this income, and working fewer hours could be a stress for her. So I figured it all out. I haven’t raised the rent on the brownstone apartments since, well, ever. They are so far under market value it’s probably illegal in some way. I’d obviously never take a dime more from Sal, but the leases on B and C are up next month and both tenants are moving out. I’m going to rent them at market value. I only need to cover my health insurance, which I’ll probably lose when I’m working less and whatever you need me to contribute here, so all the extra money can go straight to Maya until she graduates.”


  The playful smirk fell from Guy’s face. Crap. Maybe I didn’t think through all the details. I was just so eager to spend more time with the kids.


  “Not once did my wife consider our finances or how to make life easier for us. Money was tight—we had one salary and a baby nurse we didn’t need and couldn’t afford. I would lay awake at night and worry about not providing enough, while Britt slept sounder than our newborn.” I was so taken aback, my mouth parted but nothing came out. “Now money’s not tight, and I’ve got a woman who deserves everything I can afford to give her but she would rather sacrifice to raise our kids herself … and she’s losing sleep strategizing how to keep our babysitter on the payroll.” Guy shook his head in amazement.


  I refused to let him see me cry, even though his words brought me to the brink. I swallowed past the tight knot and struggled to find my voice. “You know whatever happens, good or bad, you’ve got me. You’re not alone, Guy. I promise I’m here.”


  “You are amazing.” I didn’t have to worry about my loss for words this time. Guy took advantage of my parted mouth and covered it with his own. My body was beyond exhausted, yet this man had a way of awakening my senses. “And don’t worry about Maya. I’ve relied on her so much over the past four years I’d never abandon her. I’ve got all of us covered. As for my real estate tycoon, that’s your money. Bank it, spend it, bejewel an eye patch for Casey with it. Whatever you want.”


  I loved that he was trying to be playful for my sake, but I saw the emotion behind his own eyes. I saw him. “Whatever I want? Then when Finn is feeling better, when his new meds get ironed out, and all this uncertainty is behind us, how does a kick ass family vacation sound?”


  It had to be when because if wasn’t an option.


  Please God, let it be when.


  As if he heard my prayer, Guy’s voice was heavy when he answered, “Sounds perfect, doll. Perfect.”
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  “Hey, dude. How’s Violet feeling?” I asked Bryce as he stepped up behind me to look at our OR schedule. Besides a few texts back and forth, we hadn’t really connected since the morning Finn was in the ER with bloody vomit. His visits had been so frequent over the past few months I needed to add descriptors to keep them straight. Sadly, Bryce and Violet made their own visit later that same day. Violet miscarried.


  “Better, physically. Mentally, she’s still struggling.”


  “How you holding up?”


  “It sounds twisted, but in a way I’m relieved. I’m glad we didn’t have to make the decision. Not sure how we would have gotten past that. Fortunately, her OB said we could try again when we feel ready. Somehow losing the baby naturally has made it more bearable, I guess.”


  “Doesn’t sound twisted. It sounds like an impossible decision was taken from your hands, and there’s nothing wrong with feeling grateful for that. Doesn’t make it hurt any less. You don’t need me to tell you it’s going to take time.”


  “Yeah.” He shrugged and ran his palm across his face. I wasn’t sure he really believed what he was trying to convince himself of. Then again, no one should have to reason through losing a child. Ever.


  I had come close, way too close and way too many times during Finn’s first few months. That was a hellfire I wouldn’t wish upon my worst enemy. I couldn’t begin to imagine the scorching blaze Bryce and Violet were enduring, or worse, the inferno Jules survived.


  She was a survivor.


  Pride battled back the anger I currently felt for dealing Jules her tortured hand and my shoulders swelled. Time may have buried her scars skin deep but they’d always be raw. Instead of spending the rest of her life under a shield of steel armor, my woman was home right now making my kids laugh over pancakes, giving them a sense of security that only comes with knowing you mean everything to someone.


  My guess, Vi was a survivor too.


  “Hey, did Jules ever get a chance to catch up with Vi yesterday?” I asked out of curiosity and because I knew Jules had reached out. She barely knew Bryce and she’d never met Violet, but she was torn up when I told her about their ordeal. I was on overload the night it all went down, and I was embarrassed to admit that I never considered how my woman might react or what memories might get stirred up. But in true Jules fashion, she was a rock.


  She looked back on the days and weeks after Gemma passed and recalled how she barely remembered most of the calls or visits she received. Everything blurred together, except the faces of the women who sought her out and struggled to share their own tragic stories of loss. Their faces were crystal clear and fixed into a collage of light that flickered during her darkest hours. She was resolute when she said she’d forever pay it forward. Then she asked for Violet’s number. I should have been blown away by her selflessness, but I wasn’t.


  Exception.


  Survivor.


  “Shit, they did. Sorry, man, I feel like I’ve been so caught up in our craziness, I forgot to thank you for that. Vi was so appreciative. Helped put things in perspective. What we’re going through is one thing, but God, losing a four-month-old. Fuck, Guy, that’s devastating.” He squeezed my shoulder. “Vi and I were talking about her last night and how she chose a career in pediatrics after—takes a special woman to face a loss like that head on. You found yourself a diamond in the rough, dude.” My jewel. “I’m happy for you. You deserve this. You deserve her. And so do the kids.”


  “Thanks, really appreciate it.” And I did. More than I was able to express.


  We both focused back on the day’s daunting schedule, trying to ignore the heaviness in the air. When that failed, I said, “But just let me know if you’re going to go all Dr. Phil on me again?”


  I watched a small portion of his stress melt away as he laughed. He smacked my back in return. “Why not? Talk show host sounds a hell of a lot better than the shitshow we have later.”


  I wasn’t so sure about that, but he managed to return the favor and it was my turn to laugh. He wasn’t wrong about the day ahead of us. Our case list had suck-potential written all over it.


  The bookends weren’t bad; hernia repairs were straightforward. A second-year resident would have a hard time fucking those cases up. But the colon resection wedged in between was a different story.


  I tapped the paper, my finger over the second case, and grimaced. “You’re not kidding. She’s had a shit-ton of surgeries. Her abdominal wall is going to be like cement. We’re going to be chipping away adhesions forever.”


  I loved operating and thrived on a challenge as much as the next surgeon, but today I could have used a cakewalk. No such luck and no sense dwelling on it. “Since we’re in for the long haul, do me a favor and step up your game, shoot for Jerry Springer or something.”


  “You’re a fucking dipshit, you know that?”


  This time we both laughed. All right, with our heads back in the game, we needed to get this done. Our families were waiting.


  


  “Needle down.” I carefully laid the needle driver onto the sterile field and glanced over at the wall, waiting for my scrub nurse to reload it.


  “You getting bored, dude?” Bryce broke my trance. “Gonna get a complex if you keep checking the time. I think I’ve been quite entertaining the past few hours.”


  I probably would have joined the room’s amusement, but I couldn’t get past the gnawing feeling in my gut. “Jules was bringing Finn in for blood work around ten. I told her to call directly to the room when they got done.”


  It was twelve-thirty. Even if Finn threw the shit fit of all shit fits, it didn’t take two and a half hours.


  Bryce had no problem reading between the lines. “Wait, I thought he was doing better on the new meds. No?”


  “He is.” Thank fuck. “But his liver enzymes were bumped last go around—this was to make sure they’re trending back down.”


  Bryce turned his head to eye the clock hanging up high on the wall behind him. When he righted back around he said, “She probably got caught up in the PICU and hasn’t had a chance to call yet. My guess, he’s home with Maya pigging out on some of that all natural flaxseed crap she tries to pass off as cookies. My little dude still brings up Finn’s babysitter’s cardboard cookies.”


  As much as I appreciated his attempted distraction, his joke fell flat. Nothing but the “all clear” call would settle the growing pit in my stomach. Luckily, we were almost finished and prepping to close. God came through with one favor—this colon resection went a hundred times smoother than anticipated. Call me selfish: I was looking for another.


  Not wanting to delve any deeper into my personal life with an audience, I palmed the loaded instrument and meticulously passed the needle through tissue. Like clockwork, Bryce tied the knot, held the excess suture up, and the statuesque medical student standing to his left cut.


  And repeat.


  We finished the rest of the case in silence.


  


  Bryce threw his face mask in the garbage and joined me at the scrub sink to wash off the four-hour case from his hands. “Two down, one to go.” He really meant the worst was behind us. I hoped he was right in more ways than one. “You get in touch with Jules?” he asked, genuinely concerned.


  I sighed with partial relief before I answered, “They’re downstairs now. She put Finn down for a nap, knew I was in the OR all day, didn’t want to interrupt me to let me know she pushed back the time.” Realizing I failed to mention it earlier, I filled in the gap. “Jules cut back her hours, still in the PICU part-time but with less administrative duties. She is spending more time at home with the kids.”


  “Wow, that’s awesome, man. I bet the kids are psyched.”


  Psyched was an understatement if there ever was one.


  My knee tapped the control, the water turned off, and I tagged a paper towel. “You kidding me? I’m lucky if they acknowledge me when I walk in the door.” No exaggeration, my kids were the happiest they’d ever been since Jules came into our lives.


  Bryce dried his hands and leaned his back against the sink. “So Maya’s not around as much? Bet she’s not thrilled.”


  “It’s not like we’re kicking her to the curb or babysitting was her life plan. This gives her the opportunity to finish up nursing school and start her own career. Plus she is family—she’ll always be a part of the kids’ lives. And she knows that the salary she receives is hers until she graduates, no matter how many hours she works. That won’t change.”


  “Let me get this right, you’re going to bankroll her until she finishes nursing school? I’d have a crush on you too.”


  I dismissed his ludicrous joke and focused on the one million and one ways this was different from the baby nurse situation, even though the irony of paying for another full-time babysitter that I didn’t need was not lost on me.


  “After everything she’s done for my family, I owe her a hell of a lot more than a year’s salary. Her family is loaded, yet she carried the responsibility of taking care of my kids and school to avoid any part of the strings that came along with accepting anything from those people. I’ve got to respect that. No way I’d let her go groveling back. Her parents make Britt’s look well adjusted. I doubt they’ve ever said a kind word to the poor girl.” Aside from a few ski trips where she was forced to mingle, being that it was their ski house, I couldn’t remember the last time she mentioned seeing her folks.


  Bryce contemplated the Maya saga for a second. “You’re a class act, you know that, dude?”


  I’d be lying if I said his words didn’t mean something to me, especially coming from a guy I respected.


  “What did I tell you about that Dr. Phil shit?”


  Bryce shook his head, amused. “Go check on your kid, guarantee you’ll feel better. I’ve got this. I’ll let you know when the next case is ready to go.”


  Talk about a class act.


  I took him up on his offer, hit the stairwell, and jogged two steps at a time down to the ER. Across the bay I saw Finn’s grin. Good sign. As I got closer, the little white stick dangling from his mouth came into view. Even better sign.


  “By the looks of this bulge …” I poked his cheek and he giggled. “It went well?” I asked, pecking Finn’s head and kissing Jules’ lips.


  “Not one little peep. We decided an afternoon lollipop was in order,” Jules explained. Who was going to argue that?


  “That’s my boy. But where’s mine?” I asked, teasing.


  My mother used that line where’s mine all the time when I was a kid. I thought it was dumb, even then. When I was five I called her out on it, and after she tossed her head back with laughter, she conceded it was, in fact, foolish. (Dumb was not part of Reina’s vocabulary.) But then she told me it warmed her soul every time I offered up whatever I had, and that generosity, that pure and sweet, was rare and precious. Damn if my mother wasn’t spot on.


  “Thank you, buddy,” I said, taking a dramatic lick of his disgusting mystery pop, relishing in his giggle. Nothing better.


  Jules smiled at us and pulled Finn into her arms, ruffling his blond locks. “You just missed Maya. She remembered the blood tests and came to make sure her favorite guy was all good.” Finn cheesed so wide his pop almost slipped from his mouth, but he held tight, resting his head snug against Jules’ shoulder. Rubbing his back, she subconsciously started to sway, like only a mother could. Then she captured my eyes and lowered her voice. “When Jill said she would run them stat, I figured it made no sense for all of us to hang around, so I asked Maya if she didn’t mind picking Maxie up from school. She seemed a little off-put, said she had no intention of leaving until she knew Finn was okay.” She furrowed her brows with regret. “Now I feel bad. I totally could have managed. I figured a little girl time would be fun for Maxie. Now I’m second-guessing my decision. Maya definitely wasn’t feeling it. Maybe I could still make it work so I can go.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” I reassured her. “You did the right thing. Ignore it, you saw it before I did, Maya’s not acting like herself. Look at how she reacted when my mom insisted she take the week off. I think everything with Finn has been overwhelming for her and it’s just working its way out.”


  “I know, but she might be feeling a little sensitive too. Maybe she needs a little reassurance that she can still be a constant in your lives, that the kids aren’t going anywhere. And I’m not swooping in to sweep the rug out from under her. She’s taken care of them for four solid years. It seems normal she would be attached and protective.” Jules was right. Albeit she was young, Maya had been the only consistent female role model my kids had ever known. “Or maybe she has a problem with me, or me with you, for some reason. But we’ve always gotten along great.”


  I’d dare to find someone who had a problem with Jules—the very idea was crazy. Not as ludicrous as Maya caring about who I dated. I’d have a crush on you too. Nah, no fucking way. My radar might have been disengaged before Jules walked into my life, but I wasn’t blind. I would have sensed that vibe.


  Not wanting Jules to ruminate on it a second longer, I said, “I’ll talk to her.”


  “No, forget I said anything. She’s probably just having a bad day … we all have them. Besides, you better go. Don’t you have a case? I’ll figure out the logistics and text you as soon as we’re on our way home with a sparkly bill of health. We’re thinking pizza for dinner, right, handsome?” She rested her cheek on Finn’s head as he nodded. Thicker than thieves.


  I felt one side of my face scrunch. “Sparkly?”


  Jules shifted a giggling Finn to her other hip and pretended to ignore me. “Thinking Daddy’s not getting any pizza tonight.”


  “Oh, Daddy’s getting some all right.” I winked, and Jules dissolved into her own fit of giggles. As much as I wanted to stay put, my conscience told me it was time to get my ass back upstairs. “Got to run, left Bryce to start. We’ll negotiate exactly what I’m getting later.” I kissed them both again and asked, “Who loves you?”


  Jules’ eyes melted, and Finn mumbled past his pop. “Love you, Daddy.”


  Bryce was wrong—I didn’t feel better.


  I felt a whole hell of a lot better.


  Maybe the guy upstairs was feeling generous with favors today after all.
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  “I think you should wait to tell him until he’s out of his case,” Dr. Guillroy suggested, referring to Finn’s latest test results.


  But I knew Guy. You see me, doll. If I procrastinated, he would know something was wrong and possibly envision the worst, although I wasn’t sure what could be much worse. I remembered my vow and took a deep breath to calm the turbulence that was my insides before I began to freak out. You’re not alone, Guy. I promise I’m here.


  “I appreciate that, but I need to text him,” I responded.


  Dr. Guillroy’s face read uneasy.


  


  Meet us in the PICU.


  Getting admitted :(


  


  Guy either left his cell with his circulating nurse so she could read his messages for him, or he left it on vibrate in his back pocket so he’d know I texted. I prayed for the latter.


  “I’m discontinuing his anti-seizure medication immediately, but I have to be honest, I highly doubt it is responsible for elevating his liver enzymes to this extent. I’m actually surprised he’s not jaundiced yet.”


  “What else are you thinking?” I asked, racking my brain for an explanation.


  “As I told Guy this morning, his hepatitis panel came back negative, as did his toxicology screen. With this age group we always worry about accidental Tylenol ingestion, but that’s not the case here either.” Of course it wasn’t, Finn was never out of our sights. “I’m concerned there could be an underlying liver disease process we may be missing. Unusual in children, yes, but in light of Finn’s symptoms over the past few months, we might have to rule it out.”


  Oh God, here we go again.


  “Meaning?” Deep in my subconscious I knew exactly what he meant, but there was a reason it was unethical to treat your family members. Medical judgment goes out the window when your loved one wore the hospital gown.


  Guillroy cleared his throat before he answered. “Meaning, we might be looking at a liver biopsy if the repeat labs I ordered don’t show improvement.”


  The thought of Finn undergoing another procedure scared the hell out of me. But the possibility of what they might find and what that could mean terrified me. I rocked back on my heels and rubbed my arms, trying to take it all in. I felt his presence at my back before I heard his gravelly voice.


  “Where’s my boy?” Guy asked, all the levity from earlier gone from his eyes.


  I tangled our hands together and squeezed.


  I promise I’m here.


  “Room four.” Guillroy pointed to the room two down.


  Guy outstretched his other hand and said, “Thanks, Brian.”


  With nothing more to say, Guy led us down the hall.


  “You heard?” I whispered before we walked in, not that it was necessary to ask. His face said he heard every word.


  “Yeah, I heard.” He kissed my forehead, and we walked into Finn’s room.


  Cara was sitting next to an engrossed Finn, legs crossed, with a familiar white book propped in her hands. The characteristic black-sketched cover stopped me in my tracks and stole my breath away. My heart ached as memories flooded my mind. Every night, after I bathed her, I would rock with Gemma in our oversized glider and read from Shel Silverstein’s Everything On It.


  My lips unconsciously began to move, and I quietly whispered along to the words Cara read aloud. Words that would be forever ingrained in my mind.


  “There are no happy endings.


  Endings are the saddest part,


  So just give me a happy middle


  And a very happy start.”


  I wished with all my heart I would have known how short my middle with Gemma was going to be. I would have savored her smell, her touch, her cry even more than I did. God, I missed my sweet baby girl.


  Lost in beautiful memories, I never felt Guy release my hand or notice him switch spots with Cara until she was beside me. “Hey, you okay, sweetheart?”


  Staring at my boys snuggled together pointing at the book drawings I had memorized, I answered her truthfully. “I have to be. They need me.”


  Whatever was going to happen, no matter what the next round of tests showed or the round after that, this was our middle and I vowed to treasure every moment.
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  Wanting to be close by when Finn’s results came back, Maya had opted to take Max to the playground across the street after school, which made the hand off convenient. Since Guy was done with his cases for the day and camped by his son’s side, I thought some one-on-one girl time with Max would be just what the doctor ordered.


  When I surprised her at the bottom of her favorite twisty slide, she was excited to see me, but I could tell she was eager to see her little brother even more. Like father like daughter. Until Finn was in her sights she wouldn’t rest easy.


  Max was struggling with the whys lately. Everything we said, whether statement or question, prompted the infamous game. Why can’t dogs go to school? Why are vegetables good for me? Why do you and Daddy have a different bedtime than us? Her inquisitive brain was soaking up new information, but Guy and I also pondered if this was also a plea for attention. And we couldn’t blame her. Finn, unintentionally of course, was drawing most of our attention. We had decided just the other night that we both needed to make the effort to carve out special time with her.


  It was difficult for her to wrap her four-year-old head around how her brother was sick enough to have to stay at Daddy’s work again when they were giggling and watching Mickey Mouse Clubhouse together hours earlier. Makes two of us. It was especially troubling for her because he’d been sleeping on her colorful heart sheets since his last admission.


  Finn hadn’t been thrilled with his sister’s insistence, to say the least—pastels were not his favorite. But after her solid five-minute ramble on the “luckiness” of rainbows, pots of gold, leprechauns, and four leaf clovers, she had him convinced. She had us all wanting to believe.


  So when she started bombarding me with questions on the cab ride home from the playground, I knew it was coming and I dreaded it.


  JuJu, why are Finn’s sheets not working?


  To a little girl I don’t know was unacceptable. To this thirty-two-year-old, it was unacceptable.


  How did you explain that luck was just that—luck? Unpredictable. Uncontrollable. A chance. A roll of the dice that often didn’t reap the reward you were hoping for.


  To a little girl, luck should be unicorns, fairies, and pixie dust.


  It should be rainbow sheets.


  But life was unfair.


  And sometimes there were no answers.


  Maxie didn’t ask any more questions during our short ride; her disillusionment filled the silence. Wanting nothing more than to see her magic sparkle, I pulled her onto my lap, and for the second time today, the second time in seven years, I recited Shel Silverstein. This time I didn’t whisper as I shared all the woulda-coulda-shouldas.


  


  “It’s dark in here,” Maxie said, squeezing past me to walk into our apartment.


  I agreed, even with our living room curtains wide open it was one of those dreary days where an umbrella was always near, and no matter the hour, twilight was around the corner. A reflection of our gloomy mood.


  “Casey, Casey stop.” She giggled, getting a sloppy wet kiss. I flipped the light switch and shrugged out of my coat. Max simultaneously flung her backpack onto the entry bench, shed her fleece, and kicked her shoes into the hall closet before taking off down the hall with Casey (not so fast) on her heels.


  “Where are you going?” I shouted after them.


  “On our mission, JuJu. Feel Fantastic Fearless Finny,” she yelled back over her shoulder. I laughed out loud, impressed she remembered the mouthful we concocted in the taxi. Shel had nothing on us. Guessed it helped that it was “F” week in preschool.


  By the time I arrived at Finn’s door, she was already on her belly, reaching under his bed. “Whatcha looking for under there?”


  “Finny’s important things,” she replied, swiping her arm one way and then the other. Out popped Power Rangers by the dozen, a couple of rolling Matchbox cars, coloring books, loose crayons, a single sock, and a few dust bunnies. The sight before me made me smile—a typical little boy’s under-the-bed surprises.


  “He’s not going to be gone all that long, maybe you should pick just a few to pack for the hospital.” God, let what I said be true and bring Finny home to us soon. I cleared my throat to stop myself from getting choked up, exhaled, and said, “How about we get you a quick snack?”


  “Nah, I’ll wait,” she answered matter-of-factly.


  “Wait for what?”


  “For my brother. We can eat together.”


  God, when she said stuff like that I wanted to melt.


  “You are the most amazing big sister, Maxie girl.”


  She flipped over onto her back and looked up at me, her baby blues going wide.


  “It’s okay, JuJu. Finny won’t care,” she said, sitting up and crossing her legs. My brows rose in question, but I waited for her to continue. “Finny is a good shaiwer. He lets me play with his Casey.” She scooped up Finn’s stuffed puppy and cuddled it to her face. “I think he’ll shaiw Maxie with you.”


  My heart. I clutched my chest while tears stung my eyes. This was huge. Max was one tough cookie, the most delicious kind, but she rarely crumbed. I knew this sounded silly, but I had waited for this day. I might have even snuck it into one of my prayers. She’d been so adamant from the beginning that any nickname was reserved for Finn.


  I wanted to scream and cry at the same time.


  She let me in.


  I sniffled back my tears. “Oh baby girl, do you have any idea how happy this makes me?” I knelt down and sat her on my lap.


  “But you’re crying.”


  Gah! I couldn’t help it. Her little finger swiped away the wetness from my cheek.


  “These are happy tears, baby.” I tucked her against my chest and whispered into her hair, “I love you and your brother and your daddy so much. Thank you for letting me call you Maxie. It means so much to me.”


  “You have to check with Finny first.” She very seriously countered, scooting back to make eye contact. God, she was adorable.


  “Oh okay, I definitely will. But big sisters usually know best, so I’m sure he’ll agree.”


  Seemingly satisfied with my response, she hopped off my lap and we both went back to organizing books and toys. Not that the decision making process was all that taxing—there was the Power Ranger pile and then everything else. Big sister definitely knew best.


  “JuJu.”


  Staring at the mess we made and still riding my call-me-Maxie high, I asked, “Mmmhmm?”


  The second “JuJu” was accompanied with the tap of small fingers on my shoulder. I tore myself away from my internal mini-celebration and gave Maxie back my full attention. It was obvious the wheels in her little head were spinning at rapid speed. Before I could answer, she blurted, “Chloe and Clara and Liliana all have mommies and daddies. I want a mommy too. Can you be my mommy, JuJu?”


  And I thought she tested the stretch of my heart before. This time it burst. Like tiny firecrackers of love firing straight up into the air. Whirling in spirals, tumbling into waterfalls, and floating in glittering showers. Each sizzle more beautiful than the next, creating a dazzling masterpiece of color that spread warmth through my body. I inhaled a giant lungful of air and attempted to slow the thump in my chest.


  Mommy.


  Coming from her mouth, the word sounded as beautiful as it did the day Gemma was born and I held her in my arms the first time.


  Maxie’s beautiful eyes glistened with a hope so pure I could barely contain myself from pirouetting around the room and screaming, Yes, I’ll be your mommy.


  But this moment deserved to be perfect.


  I moved our faces only inches apart and tucked a loose blond curl behind her ear. I wanted her to be able to see the truth in my eyes. “I would love to be your mommy, my sweet girl. Nothing in this whole wide world would make me happier.” Her smile was so blinding, and her eyes sparkled with so much magic that it took every ounce of my strength to not shower her sweet face with kisses. Knowing I would never forget this moment as long as I lived, and hoping the same was true for Maxie, I had to finish. “That doesn’t mean you have to stop loving your mommy in heaven because she’ll always be your mommy. No one could ever replace her. Even though she can’t be here with you every day, I know she loves you so much that she’d be happy you have another mommy to love you.”


  “You’re awowed to have two mommies?”


  “Absolutely, sweetie. Mommy love is magical: once you have it, it’s yours forever. Your mommy in heaven gave you her love the day you were born, and I just gave you mine. Poof, two mommies. Forever and ever and ever.”


  “Yay! I have two mommies!” she cheered and excitedly bounced in place. And even more fireworks exploded from my heart. “Thank you, JuJu Mommy. I can’t wait to tell Finny and Chloe and Clara and Liliana.”


  She grinned at me and I smiled, unable to hold back my tears (these weren’t only happy ones, these were blessed ones).


  Mommy JuJu.


  Thank you, God, for giving me another chance.


  “Can we go see Finny now?”


  Right. A four-year-old’s world didn’t allow time to dwell and celebrate miracles. Time to focus. We had an important task at hand.


  I wiped my cheeks, pretended I wasn’t floating on air, and said, “Of course, of course. Let’s move it, sister. Our Feeling Fantastic Fearless Finny is waiting.”


  “Wahoo,” she shouted, running from the room.


  Where to, who knew? I let Casey do the chasing. I grabbed Finn’s navy duffel from his closet and got to work on comfy clothes and extra undies, while I debated on how to break it to her that we weren’t bringing all twenty plus Power Rangers to the hospital with us. Who was I kidding? She just called me Mommy. Maybe I needed a suitcase instead.


  Back within moments, she tossed some little orange packets on Finn’s bed and said, “Finny needs these too.” My eyelids stretched wide open.


  Where in the world did she get condoms? At closer inspection, the packaging was definitely too big. I held one up. HotHands. “Hand warmers? Where did you get these, Maxie?”


  “Maya says these make Finn feel better.”


  Maya was a skier—that made sense. Way more sense than condoms. But goodness, did they look similar from across the room. I bit my lip, embarrassed of where my brain automatically went.


  “Finn won’t need these in the hospital, silly, they’re for chilly fingers. His hands will be nice and warm.” I put the hand warmer packets on Finn’s night table and decided against the lecture on not going through people’s personal things right this second. We’d talk about respecting privacy later when we weren’t rushing.


  Speaking of, I pulled out my phone to see how we were doing on time and my little red text bubble read two.


  I hated the uneasy feeling I got seeing missed messages ever since the night Finn seized and I had no service. I wondered when or if that was ever going to change.


  Guy’s first text immediately alleviated my concern. Of course it did, he knew I was going to be on edge waiting for Finn’s results.


  


  How are my two favorite girls?


  Finn’s requesting Casey (and not the stuffed one).


  


  I smiled imagining Guy’s face when Finn asked him to bring our dog to keep him company. I would not have been surprised if Guy had contemplated a covert smuggle operation for a split second. He felt powerless over everything Finn was suffering through and would do anything to make this ordeal easier for him. I understood the feeling.


  His text also reminded me how close my pet therapy program was to being up and running. The board unanimously approved my proposal, and barring any unforeseen legalities, Dr. Paws was slotted to start in the early spring. The kids had helped me pick the program name and I absolutely loved it. Tonight though, Finn’s stuffed pup would have to do.


  


  Going to round and finish post-op checks now.


  Don’t rush, Maya’s here.


  See you for pizza.


  


  Crap, I forgot I’d ordered the pizza already. Between worrying about Finn and processing my beautiful moment with Maxie, it slipped my mind.


  Good thing Maya stopped back, she could run downstairs to meet the delivery guy if Maxie and I didn’t make it back in time.


  When I left her on the playground, Maya was upset she couldn’t go back to the hospital. She had a study group she needed to meet at the library. Poor girl, she probably couldn’t get her mind off Finn long enough to study, she was so rattled. The time with him would do her good.


  


  Your favorite girls are eager to get back to our favorite boys. Xo


  


  I shot back the quick message, put my phone back in my bag, and said to Maxie, “I have an idea. Since we have a few extra minutes, let’s take out Finny’s iPad and make him a special movie. And since Finn is missing Casey and it’s going to be hard for all these Ranger guys to make the trip, how about we make them the stars?”


  “Casey?” she asked, giggling. “JuJu Mommy, you know how to make a movie?” I got stuck on Mommy and the fluttering in my heart until I felt the tap tap tap again.


  Some grand idea, I hoped all I needed to do was hit record. “Well, you’re gonna help me, right?”


  She was already on the floor stacking wooden blocks from Finn’s toy box and leaning his Power Rangers against them. They must have done this before. Thank goodness. I imagined myself trying to balance those damn little figurines. You breathed wrong and they toppled over. Forget the damage Casey’s tail would do.


  “Ca---sey,” she screamed excitedly after all the guys were lined up. Then she was up and running down the hall again. I unplugged Finn’s iPad from the charger and powered it up. Jeez, there were about a million videos to choose from. “I got him, JuJu,” she grunted, returning.


  She sure had. Casey slid through the door on his haunches with Max’s fingers wrapped tightly around his collar. Sorry, buddy. I gave him the sympathetic anything-for-the-kids look, silently promising him an awesome treat at closing curtain.


  Finn’s door slammed shut and her pointer finger began to shake. “No ‘scaping, Casey. We are making a movie and you are the star.”


  I chuckled at her bossiness. Takes one to know one.


  She hopped on the bed next to me and took over navigating the iPad. “I show you,” she quipped (yup, bossy), scrolling through and tapping play on one of the many movies.


  Max’s gorgeous blue eyes came into focus as she belted out her favorite Aladdin tune.


  A whole new world. It most certainly was.


  My fluttering heart squeezed with each word she sang. She couldn’t have picked a more apropos video in this moment. I’m in a whole new world with you...


  “You haven’t showed me this one yet. What a pretty voice you have,” I complimented, watching as the dancing commenced, the pigtails started swinging, and the spinning took over. Much like the fifty she made before this one (always precious and never to be deleted), except this time the images in the background caught my attention.


  With each one of her whirls I pulled the iPad closer. Maybe it was the angle. I tipped the screen, hoping it would alter the scene. In utter disbelief, I tried blinking a few times and rubbing my eyes. Nothing changed.


  Her little voice belted the lyric, don’t you dare close your eyes. I couldn’t even if I wanted to. My eyes were wide. Glued to the unbelievable sight unraveling before me.


  I hit pause.


  All sound ceased and the frame froze in place.


  The background image was now crystal clear. There was no mistaking what I was witnessing. Silence was quickly replaced by the swooshing of blood pounding in my ears.


  And then it started. It was like pushing that first domino over and every single one after dropping in rapid succession. I couldn’t stop the visions, the memories, the nightmares from flooding my brain.


  The fevers. The vomiting. The seizures. All the whys we had been struggling with.


  Bile rose up faster than I could control. An indescribable feeling of failure washed through me.


  “NOOOOO! NO, NO, NO!”


  How could we have been so blind?
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  “Is it gonna huwt, Maya?”


  I straightened Finn’s glasses and crouched to his eye level. I never lied to him before; I wasn’t going to start today. “I’m not sure, Finny. It might pinch a little, but the doctors promise it will be super quick. Sometimes we have to do things we don’t really like to stay healthy, right? So I need you to be brave for me. Can you do that? Can you be brave for Maya?”


  Guy hadn’t gotten a chance to tell Finn about the liver biopsy before he left to round, so I did. He was a smart kid and deserved to know what was happening.


  “No pinches,” Finn sulked, and his glasses slipped down his nose again. When he pursed his lips and scrunched his brow like this, he reminded me even more of his mom. I missed her every day. She wasn’t just my cousin—she was my best friend. She understood me like no one else. How could I not be here, looking after her son, making sure he got what he needed?


  Tightening the elastic band this time, I righted his spectacles again and reassured him, “Would Maya ever let anyone hurt you? No way. I brought your yummy cherry juice just in case.” I weighed the risk, but the benefit far superseded it. I wouldn’t allow him to feel pain. A percutaneous biopsy was nothing to sneeze at.


  Trust your instincts, Maya.


  “Here, sit up a little, Curly Cue, I don’t want you to choke.” I gently lifted Finn up into the sitting position, propping him up on his pillows. “Have you grown on me? You’re getting to be such a big boy, Finn.” I was surprised by how much heavier he seemed. He must have had a growth spurt recently. I glanced at the side of the box where the dosage instructions were to be certain I was administering the proper amount and poured an extra teaspoon into the little cup to make sure he was covered. “Drink up. Now let’s get you tucked under the covers. It’s chilly in here.”


  I slipped the children’s Tylenol back in the zippered pocket of my bag to make sure I knew exactly where it was, in case he needed a second dose after the procedure, and went to work on removing his leg braces. Undoing the Velcro belts, I slipped them off and shimmied the blankets free from under him. Once he was covered, I clicked the side rails into place and called for his nurse. As it should be in an intensive care unit, the response time was seconds.


  “What’s cooking with my favorite patient? Let me guess, you’re looking for a lemon ice,” his cheery nurse asked, walking to the other side of his bed to turn off one of the unused monitors. I recognized her from one of our prior visits and remembered she was a friend of Jules.


  Exhausted, Finn still managed to yell, “Yippee!”


  “Thanks, Cara, but shouldn’t Finn be NPO before his procedure, decrease any chance of aspiration?” I knew the answer, but I posed the question as a reminder. You could never be too careful, even the best nurses and doctors made mistakes.


  “Iceee, peeese,” Finn pleaded.


  Even though it wasn’t intentional, I wished Cara hadn’t gotten his hopes up.


  “Finn, sweetie, tell you what,” I said. “I’ll call Jules and I bet her daddy will send a whole big container of ice over for later. Just for you, promise.” Finn crossed his arms and pouted. “Aw, don’t be like that. I just want what’s best for you, Finny.”


  Cara looked confused and bent her head towards the door, silently asking me to chat away from little ears. We stepped the four feet and she lowered her voice to say, “Finn’s repeat labs aren’t even back yet. Last the team discussed—which was half an hour ago—the biopsy was on the horizon only as a possibility. He’s written for a regular diet, so there’s no reason he needs to be hungry. And I’m pretty sure Jules mentioned bringing dinner back.”


  “I know you’re only following orders, but Finn hasn’t had the best luck as of late.” I took a deep breath to calm my frazzled nerves and admitted, “I don’t have the best feeling this time. I’m so scared for him, and I don’t want to do anything that could delay him getting the treatment he needs. He means the world to me. I’d feel more comfortable if we hold off on feeding him for now, at least until his dad returns. Let him decide. It would kill me if anything happened on my watch.”


  “No problem. I was going to lock his IV, but I’ll hang another half liter of fluids so he stays hydrated. Let’s keep our fingers crossed these labs come back normal.” Cara squeezed my arm in support. She reminded me a lot of Jules. “Oh, before I forget, you pushed the call bell, did you need anything or were you just wondering if his results were back?”


  “Actually, I wanted to remind you that Finn needs a falling star sign on his door, especially now with his liver not functioning properly. His blood clotting factors may be off, and if he slips, and God forbid, hits his head, I don’t have to tell you, he could have a brain bleed.” Unlikely scenario? Yes. Worth the two-dollar paper star that would alert the staff to Finn’s special fall precaution needs? Absolutely.


  Cara assured me that Jules already flagged his chart, and as soon as the aid returned with a new box of the universal sign, he’d have one up. She seemed on top of it, so I let it go for now.


  I turned and walked back to Finn’s bed and moved my chair closer. Finn was sound asleep, my angel. Trying not to wake him, I gently slipped his lenses off, brushing my hands through his soft blond curls.


  No matter what, I’ll always take care of you. Always.


  The institutional fluorescent lighting made it difficult to see, but I had four years of memorizing the porcelain hues of his skin to know that yellow was not one. He was slightly jaundiced.


  Possible just turned to probable.


  And if my gut was correct, which I knew it would be, a biopsy would be a definite by tomorrow. I could only hope they decided to go through with it tonight. For peace of mind, we needed answers.


  Not feeding him was the right call.


  


  “Cara! Who’s with him?” The distant frantic shrill of a woman startled me from studying. What in the world? Wait, I knew that voice. I closed my toxicology text and set it on Finn’s side table. Before I could stand, the commotion was coming through the door.


  “Oh my God, Jules. Are you okay? What happened?” I asked in a loud whisper, trying not to wake Finn. She looked distraught. Oh God, I hoped nothing happened to someone in her family. I knew how close she was to her parents and sisters.


  Jules immediately set Max down, squatting to match her height. Max was pale and her eyes looked glazed. Jules cupped her face with shaky hands and said, “I need you to go with Cara, Maxie. Don’t be scared, sweet girl. Daddy and I will come get you in a little bit. Promise. Then we’ll get that yummy pizza, okay?” There was nothing okay about Jules’ tone. She turned to Cara who was standing off to her side, looking as perplexed as I was, and barked, “Take Maxie and find Guy for me. Now.” Cara quickly glanced at me and I shrugged. Max never looked my way.


  A deep uneasiness settled in my stomach.


  Something was definitely very wrong.


  “Jules, you’re scaring me. What’s wrong?” I asked, attempting to ignore the swarm of nerves attacking my insides. Was it Finn? I glanced back at my boy who was still sleeping like a baby. Was his blood work back? Were his enzymes levels worse?


  Jules was breathing so quick and shallow I thought she was on the brink of hyperventilation, but it was her eyes that spoke volumes. For me, someone’s eyes told so much of what they were feeling. Hers were wild and frantic. She stared at me for a moment and then completely out of the blue, yelled, “Get away from him.”


  “What?” I looked around the room, confirming it was really just the two of us. Who on earth was she talking to? I decided I needed to take a different approach. Maybe she was in some sort of traumatic shock. “How about you come and sit down, I can get you some water.”


  “I don’t need water. I need you,” she pointed a finger directly at my face and spat, “to get away from him. I won’t let you hurt him anymore.”


  Oh, this was worse than I thought.


  She’s making no sense.


  Now I was terrified. My heart pounded against my ribs, struggling to keep pace as the air was suctioned from the room.


  Deep breath. Stay calm, Maya.


  Think.


  I’d overheard her talking to Guy’s mom when she was here, so I knew she’d tragically lost her infant daughter. Could this have been some sort of post-traumatic stress manifesting itself now? Maybe Finn’s failing health triggered it? Psych was the nursing class I had the least interest in, but suddenly I wished I had paid more attention.


  “Jules, I can see you’re upset. But you aren’t making any sense. Can you just come and sit down here and tell me what happened? You can talk to me, Jules. I am here to help.”


  She flung her arms in the air and yelled again. “How could you, Maya? He’s a baby, he trusted you … he loves you. You could have killed him!”


  Her thoughts were disjointed. Confusing. Completely irrational. Even though I’d never seen anyone suffer a mental breakdown, I was pretty sure Jules was having one. She lost me, so I had to ask, “Who’s hurt? Who are you talking about?” She looked back over at Finn, and her face contorted with what looked like genuine pain. Finn? “Finn? Oh my God, how could you even think that, Jules? I’m the one who takes care of him. I’d never hurt him. I love him.”


  “What’s going on in here?” Guy’s accusatory voice sent a shiver through my body.


  “Thank God you’re here,” Jules cried, rushing into his arms.


  Yes, thank God Guy was here. I wasn’t sure I was going to be able to handle Jules for much longer by myself. I was definitely not qualified to help her. And to be honest, after this episode, I was positive psychiatry was not my calling.


  While her head was buried against his chest, I mouthed, “I need to talk to you, privately.” It was obvious how taken Guy was with Jules. Witnessing her breakdown was going to kill him. On top of everything, no less. If I could just have a few minutes alone with him, I hoped I could explain the events leading up to this moment, prepare him for how bad it really was.


  Jules pulled back from Guy’s embrace and screamed, “Guy, get her the hell out of here! She’s hurting Finn. It’s been her all along.” She snapped her neck to look at me. “Why, Maya? Why?” The octave at which her voice reached was piercing. Finn jolted awake and started to cry.


  Suddenly, Cara and Dr. Guillroy appeared, and the room felt so much smaller. But at least there were more people here, God forbid her actions turned physical.


  Guy went to Finn’s side and scooped him up, whispering, “Shh, buddy, it’s okay.”


  If it couldn’t be me to console him, I was happy it was Guy. Finn and Guy had such a special bond. I loved that for them.


  I just wished Guy was rubbing his back the right way. Finn liked big circles, not up and down. I always did big circles. And bouncing.


  Bouncing soothed him.


  Why wasn’t he bouncing?


  I bounced my arms a few times in hopes of reminding Guy how Finn liked it.


  Strangely, he handed off Finn to Cara with a quick peck on his head. Again with Cara. Finn didn’t really know her. She was just a nurse on her shift who couldn’t even remember a stupid sign. Didn’t Guy realize Finn was much sicker than before?


  “Here, I can take him, Guy.” I held my arms open.


  “Over my dead body will you touch him ever,” Jules hissed in my direction.


  I didn’t recognize this woman. All eyes in the room were on her.


  “Cara,” Guy forced her attention back. “Can you please take Finn to play with Max?”


  I couldn’t remain quiet any longer. Jules’ episode was distracting everyone from the bigger picture. I felt bad for her, I did, but someone had to think of Finn. “Finn really shouldn’t be exposed to any unnecessary germs from the playroom. He’s in a fragile state. He’s even beginning to look jaundiced.”


  Guy ignored me and lifted his chin toward Cara. She left the room with Finn in her arms. I didn’t get it. He wasn’t making good decisions.


  Finn needs me.


  “If he is jaundice, Maya, it is because you poisoned his liver!” Her outlandish accusation had all eyes on me now. “Or have you been accidentally spoon-feeding Guy’s little boy Vicks VapoRub for months? Try and deny it. Go ahead, Maya. You will never get away with this,” she wailed.


  “What the fuck is Jules talking about, Maya? What the fuck have you done to my son?” Guy roared.


  In the four years I’d known him, he had never, not even once, spoken to me like this. I was so taken aback I wasn’t sure how to respond.


  Dr. Guillroy wrapped his hand on Guy’s bicep to try and calm him, and I felt my own tense body relax a bit. Thank God, a voice of reason. “Guy, trust me on this.” He had such a calming voice—I always liked that about him. In a time like this when emotions were high, it was so important to remember to stay calm. I needed to remember to thank Dr. Guillroy later for stepping in. “I’ve been taking care of your son since he was born. I’m as committed to finding out the truth as you are, Guy. But losing it helps no one. Especially not Finn. If we are dealing with camphor poisoning, we need more information and now.”


  Deep breath, Maya.


  “Not if, Brian, we are!” Jules screeched.


  Enough already.


  “This seems insane, Dr. Guillroy,” I said, needing to stop this crazy-talk. “Shouldn’t we be focused on Finn’s labs? If he needs a biopsy, he should be on the schedule for tonight, right? Why would we want to wait and potentially risk more damage to his liver?” If Guy was too distraught over Jules, which he obviously was, then I needed to get us back on track.


  “Potential risk? You poisoned him!”


  Okay, now I’d really had enough. If everyone was going to tiptoe around Jules’ gibberish and false accusations, I needed to clear my name. “Why would I do that, Jules? He’s my cousin, for goodness sake, my family. You sound crazy.” Someone had to say it.


  “Why would Jules lie, Maya? Tell me something that makes sense. Cause right now I’m looking at you, and I have no fucking idea who you are.” I cringed at Guy’s use of the f-word. He looked to be in so much pain, I hated what Jules was doing to him. Hadn’t he suffered enough?


  “Does yummy minty medicine sound familiar, Maya?” Jules asked. “When I showed Max a jar of Vicks VapoRub those were her exact words, followed by Maya gives that to Finny so he won’t get sick anymore.”


  “Jules, Max is four. She could have easily misunderstood. Sure, I am liberal with the Vicks as a topical—the menthol is soothing. Guy even rubs it on the kids’ chests when they’re congested. It is a very common product that has been around for years.”


  “You fed it to him, Maya. As in, Finn ingested it!”


  “Jules, I can’t imagine the pain you must be in from losing Gemma.” It was the elephant in the room that no one else dared address, but her craziness left me no choice. “And I realize that Finn’s grave health is terribly upsetting. To all of us. So much so that you probably feel like you are losing control—”


  “Don’t you ever speak of my daughter. Ever!” Jules hissed with so much venom in her voice, it made me uncomfortable. I never meant to open her wound, but I wasn’t going to stand here defenseless either. Nor was I going to let Jules think that Max and Finn were going to be her redemption. Jesus, Finn had special needs that only I could tend to.


  “Maya, listen to me. Finn’s a little boy. And right now we need to focus on his health,” Dr. Guillroy said. Finally, he was coming around. That was exactly the point I had been trying to make. “His well-being is at stake. And I can see how deeply you care for him. I need you to tell me if there is any possibility whatsoever that Finn could have ingested some of the Vicks?”


  “Tell him the goddamn truth, Maya! My boy’s liver is failing! How long has this been going on? Tell him!” Guy’s eyes looked like hers. Wild and frantic.


  Why was she doing this to him?


  This was all her fault.


  Yet he was still comforting her. She was snugly wrapped in his arms, crying and mumbling, “I’m so sorry, Guy. How did we not see this? How could we be so blind? What if there was more? God, the fevers, the vomiting, the seizures … camphor causes seizures. Every pinch, every procedure, it was all for nothing! It was all a lie!”


  “You can’t possibly believe her, Guy,” I said, unable to comprehend how the conversation had spiraled so far out of control or that he had allowed it to happen. What kind of father does that?


  Deep breath, Maya.


  You are what Finn needs.


  “He doesn’t have to believe me. He can watch for himself.” She picked up her purse and pulled out Finn’s iPad.


  When did it get so hot in here? Weren’t hospitals supposed to maintain a cool temperature to prevent the growth of bacteria? Maybe I was just worked up. I pulled my hair back into a ponytail. Yes, that felt better.


  My ears began to ring as soon as Max’s melodic rendition of Aladdin’s magic carpet ride started radiating from the small black tablet. The pulsations were so loud and painful I had to lift my hands and cover my auricles.


  I couldn’t hear Finn’s initial plea, No likey, Maya. But I knew a snuggle on my lap and a gentle reminder that this was his yummy minty medicine that kept the doctor away would convince him.


  I tried to stare at the screen, at the image of Max dancing in the pigtails I braided for her that morning, but my eyes began to burn and sting. She sashayed to her left and held her arms wide, hoping to capture her ultimate selfie. Not realizing the backdrop of her grand finale.


  Suddenly, everything was blurry. I couldn’t see my silhouette spooning two teaspoons of ointment from the blue jar like I had done every day for the last several months. Nor could I see Finn’s innocent face when he swallowed each spoonful like a good little boy without further hesitation. It was so important he trusted me.


  I closed my eyes, blocking the evil lies from existence, and allowed the serenity of nothingness to wash over me.


  Hush, little baby, don’t say a word, Maya’s gonna buy you a mockingbird.


  Let them think what they must, all that mattered was my truth.


  Finn needed me.


  He would always need me.


  No matter what, I’ll always take care of you. Always.
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  4 months later...


  


  “How does that make you feel, Jules?”


  I fought back the urge to chuckle, because laughing at my therapist in the middle of a session seemed, well, inappropriate. Especially when he was asking how I felt about Guy’s decision to discontinue his solo sessions. I wasn’t laughing because I thought Guy discontinuing was the best idea. I was laughing because Guy couldn’t stand that quintessential line, how does that make you feel? It drove him crazy (no pun intended).


  He did agreed to continue with our family sessions though, and not only because it was more us time, which we couldn’t seem to get enough of after everything that had happened, but also because it was in the best interest of Max and Finn. He’d literally walk through fire to lessen their misfortune.


  Misfortune.


  The word didn’t even come close to describing the damage Maya inflicted. It was torture. But Dr. Fitzsimond discouraged us from using vocabulary with strong negative connotations. He felt the emotional associations might keep us focused on the past, stuck in resentments, and could hinder our family’s healing. Obviously I wasn’t exactly there yet, but I was trying. For Finn and Max, there was nothing I wouldn’t do either.


  Even though Finn suffered the brunt of Maya’s psychosis, Maxie was still witness to it all, and Guy and I feared what that could mean for them in the long term. However, multiple specialists assured us that with time and appropriate guidance, they were young enough that they would most likely not remember what Maya did to Finn.


  Thank God for small miracles.


  The focus of Finn’s therapy was two-fold. It was normal for sickly children to associate being ill with gaining attention, so most importantly, he needed to re-identify himself. He needed to understand that he was a healthy little boy, despite being told otherwise for essentially a third of his young life. And was he ever thriving.


  A specialized drug screen did, in fact, confirm what I suspected. Finn had toxic levels of camphor in his system. And given that the only natural source of the aromatic chemical was found in the bark of Asian trees, while the synthetic turpentine derivative was the main ingredient in Vicks, there was no question how Finn was exposed. When his liver functions returned to normal and the doctors were confident that all traces of the poison were gone from his system, they tapered him off anti-epileptic medication and sent him home with a sparkly bill of health. But we didn’t need lab results to confirm how healthy Finn was—his boundless energy and newfound spunk were proof enough. So we focused loads of attention on all the things Finn loved to do and reminded him daily that his possibilities were endless. Identity crisis averted.


  The second goal of therapy was to help him adjust to yet another major transition. Since Maya’s abrupt disappearance coincided shortly after I moved in, Dr. Fitzsimond worried Finn’s little mind might subconsciously blame me and cause him to act out or regress. Luckily, we were four months out with no signs of either. If there was a grading system for therapy, Finn was acing it.


  Maxie, on the other hand, was a year older and definitely a year wiser. She understood more than we hoped and her whys were endless. Deservingly so. But how did you explain mental illness to a four-year-old when you could barely come to terms with it yourself? She wholeheartedly loved Maya and trusted her to take care of her and her baby brother. Maya destroyed her trust, but thank God, from what we could tell, Maxie was not physically abused. So most of Maxie’s therapy concentrated on what it meant to feel safe. With Dr. Fitzsimond’s help, we continually assured her that Daddy and Mommy JuJu would always be here to protect both of them. To make healthy decisions for them. Why didn’t Maya do that? She loves us. Every time she asked, it felt like a knife twisting in my gut. We were cautious with our choice of words when we tried to explain the unexplainable. We told her something in Maya’s brain was hurt, and because of it, she was not able to tell the difference between wrong and right. We never said sick. Maxie had heard her brother being called sick more times than her little brain could count.


  When Finn returned home from the hospital, Maxie became even more protective and vigilant. She rarely left her brother’s side, and more mornings than not, we found her asleep on the floor in his room. But luckily, with each passing day that Finn woke up healthy and happy, you could see her worry slip away.


  More evidence to support the plural ‘s’ in miracles.


  We thanked God every day for their resilience.


  Our family sessions were based around fun and laughter. We wanted Max and Finn to be in an environment where they felt safe and comfortable. Dr. Fitzsimond would often meet us at a park or for ice cream or come to our home. He always encouraged us to pick an activity that we could do as a family. Us time. He’d mostly observe our interactions and watch for any signs that Finn and Max might be struggling because of something Maya may have done.


  In the beginning, both kids were clingy and very hesitant to try anything new, and we were concerned that we may have been pushing them too hard or too soon. Dr. Fitzsimond reminded us how perceptive children are, implying that their changes in behavior might have more to do with Guy and me, and less to do with Maya. We were both distraught with unfathomable guilt. It was suffocating at times. And obviously hard to keep hidden. We started our individual sessions soon after.


  Over the last six weeks though, we had all made significant strides. Guy and I were working hard to let the resentment go, and we could see the kids rediscovering their individuality and confidence. Maxie decided (since Finn no longer needed them) she wanted her fairy heart sheets back, and well, Finn, he decided Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles were way cooler than Power Rangers. Each day was a little easier than the last.


  “I’m not upset with Guy, if that’s what you’re asking,” I started to answer Dr. Fitzsimond’s favorite question. “I’m just concerned that we’ve all come so far, and it feels like we’re all finally bouncing back. I guess I’m afraid of anything jeopardizing that. I know we both still have that gnawing guilt and residual anger that I think will never completely go away.”


  “You know what I’m going to say next, Jules. What I’ve been saying for the last four months and will continue to say to you for as long as you sit in that chair.”


  “I know. I know.” I knew. But I was inherently stubborn. And that was a hard trait to change.


  “Then you need to believe it. Say it for me.”


  “None of Maya’s actions were our fault. She has a personality disorder, and what she did to Finn was insidious and nearly imperceptible. Virtually impossible to diagnose without hard physical evidence. Which by the grace of God stumbled into my lap.” I recited in rote like he insisted I do almost every visit. “I get it, Dr. Fitzsimond, I do. It’s just so difficult to accept we missed it.”


  “You caught it, Jules. And Finn is thriving and beautiful and healthy. Be thankful for that.” God, I was so thankful for that. “Munchausen by proxy is a psychiatric illness that flourishes on its secrecy; it’s never meant to be unveiled, and sadly, that’s why the victims’ mortality is so high.”


  I cringed at his words and could only think about how many other children were defenseless to the hands of a person they loved and trusted unconditionally. It made me physically sick.


  Dr. Fitzsimond continued, “I know you’ve struggled with the added guilt of Maya’s actions escalating when you came into the kids’ lives, but it’s important to keep in mind most things related to MBP remain an inconclusive mystery. Like which illnesses she fabricated versus which ones she induced. It’s fair to assume the majority of Finn’s fevers were fabricated since she was the only one who witnessed them, but we’ll never know for sure. And Maxie’s description of her holding hand warmers to Finn’s face is just another strange piece to a puzzle we will never solve. The camphor is more clear-cut. Tangible proof always is. Whether Maya stepped up her game because she felt threatened by you or because she got some deranged satisfaction when her fabrication unexpectedly resulted in an invasive procedure … again, we’ll never know. It’s a personality disorder fueled by attention-seeking.”


  I knew all of that too, but how could I not feel responsible or not seek out answers? In the past month and a half I’d read hundreds of articles and case studies written on Munchausen by proxy (Guy had read twice that). And they all said the same thing. MBP perpetrators craved the compassion and recognition that was brought forth by medical staff, family, and friends when dealing with a sick child. It was as sadistic as it sounded.


  When falsifying history was no longer enough, deliberate harm often followed.


  Guy and I had lain awake a dozen nights trying to piece together some semblance of a chronology that fit with Finn’s symptoms. We were pretty confident that his spinal tap marked a critical changing point. From there, it was all assumptions.


  Assumptions and frustrating questions were all Maya’s deceptions left us with.


  I looked to Dr. Fitzsimond who was quietly watching me. One question plagued me more than any other. I never wanted the answer and I wasn’t even sure there was one, but I needed to ask. “Was that her goal? Did she want him to die?”


  “We don’t know. It may have been her end goal, but most likely she had no idea herself. Much like a drug addict, the high is the only thing that matters. And they will do anything to get it back.”


  That was a blade that was impossible to swallow.


  Much like the unanswered questions of why I lost my baby girl.


  The thought that her end goal could’ve been death brought me to a place that would always be too much.


  That would never change.


  To this day, Maya had never admitted to one of her crimes. Munchausen by proxy was not only a severe form of child abuse, but also a criminal offense, and Maya was currently undergoing extensive psychotherapy mandated by the court. With a very long road ahead of her and many years of therapy.


  Dr. Fitzsimond pointed out that the primary task for the therapist working with a MBP sufferer was to uncover the patient’s fantasies and help them interpret their behaviors. However, this was often impossible because even though the perpetrator was aware of their actions, they were reluctant to ever acknowledge them.


  Therefore, the real world for Maya would most likely never be.


  For now, that brought us some peace of mind. She was locked up in a maximum-security psychiatric ward and could never harm another child.


  


  “Let’s get back to Guy. Last we spoke, he was reaching out to Brittany’s family. How did that go?” Dr. Fitzsimond redirected.


  “It was a very eye-opening experience that I think we all learned from,” I answered truthfully.


  Guy and I had lunch with the Goldmans two weeks ago. A very enlightening meeting, to say the least. Other than brief exchanges revolving around Finn and Max, Guy had very little interaction with his in-laws since Brittany’s death. He had chosen to avoid the animosity and let Maya be the go-between.


  Darla was surprisingly forthcoming and shared that she had been estranged from her sister, Maya’s mother, since she took off when Maya was about five years old. She hadn’t spoken to her in nearly twenty years but suspected her fleeing was due to mental instability and that there may have been a question of abuse, as well. “I’m embarrassed and sad to say, it was a different time back then. We just didn’t talk about those kinds of things.”


  I wondered if Darla’s choice of words, those kinds of things, was her way of explaining to Guy why she had never shared her own medical history with her daughter. Guy and I never discussed it, but I knew there was no way he could have missed the guilt in her voice.


  She went on to say that she believed Maya’s father, although he remarried several years later, had blamed his daughter for his wife’s disappearance. Supposedly, the new wife was an attention-seeker and not interested in raising children, which did not bode well for Maya. When she was sixteen, Maya reached out to Darla, looking for an alternative. The walls in Washington were closing in on her, so Darla suggested her niece visit the East. What started as a vacation quickly turned to a permanent change. Legal documents were exchanged, and Darla accepted custody of Maya.


  Brittany was finishing up nursing school when Maya arrived, and even though they were six years apart and separated by a few states, it was clear Maya looked up to her as the sister neither had. It wasn’t surprising that Maya took Brittany’s death very hard.


  Offering to be a nanny for Guy and making the decision to pursue a degree in nursing brought back purpose. Darla felt she had her life on track.


  Needless to say, the Goldmans were almost as distraught as we were. The news of what Maya had done to their grandchildren ripped them to shreds.


  Darla’s words from that day often haunted me and broke my heart at the same time.


  How is it possible that we are mourning the loss of another daughter?


  That afternoon over coffee, Guy saw another side to Brittany’s parents. They may have been wealthy and self-righteous, but in their own way, they loved Brittany and they loved Maya. We gained a perspective on not only the challenging life Maya dealt with, but also on Brittany’s life, and more particularly, her upbringing.


  Maya’s actions would never be justifiable. Hell no. And certainly never forgivable. But it was easier to understand where they could have manifested.


  Brittany, on the other hand, might have grown up with a silver spoon, but it was obvious Darla and Peter provided a safe and stable environment. This gave us a clearer understanding of why Brittany did what she did. Her mistakes were made out of immaturity. Made out of stupidity. But not made out of malice. Brittany would have never intentionally harmed her children.


  Guy’s vision had been clouded for so long by anger and bitterness that it was impossible for him to see past it. But through Darla’s admissions and insight, the haze lifted.


  He was finally, after four trying years, able to love Brittany for simply providing him with two beautiful children. This was a monumental come-to-bejesus moment for Guy. The last layers of animosity he held for her evaporated.


  “Thank you for making the suggestion. I’m not sure Guy would have reached out if you hadn’t pushed him to do so.”


  “Good. I’m glad it worked out.” Dr. Fitzsimond jotted something on his legal pad then looked back up at me. “Jules, I want you to know that I think you’re in a very good place in your recovery. Our discussion today only solidified my confidence in you. Unless you object or feel differently, I don’t really see a need to continue our weekly visits. Of course, my door is always open if you need me.” He stared at me with his soft, contemplative eyes for several long seconds before he asked, “How does that make you feel?”


  I pierced my lips into a perfectly straight line and swallowed back the bubbling laugh that was sure to explode from my mouth.


  How does that make me feel?


  Lucky.
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  “How’d it go?” Guy asked as I walked through the door. The house was quiet and a ping of jealousy shot through me. Even though I was impressed he handled bedtime, I was disappointed I missed my little monkeys. After everything with Maya, we’d be the first to admit we may have succumbed to Max and Finn’s every request—including and not limited to spending extra time snuggling in bed with them until they fell asleep. We knew that was a big no-no, but honestly, we didn’t care. Maybe it was us being selfish and subconsciously giving in to some of our residual guilt. Whatever it was, neither of us had an ounce of regret.


  Recently though, the “routine” (or lack thereof) had gotten out of control. And after much debate, we finally decided to nip our lenient behavior in the bud. Shockingly (not), a little added discipline and a more regular bedtime ritual were doing wonders. Less meltdowns and a lot less attitude. (Hooray). It was a win-win for all. Kids weren’t cranky, and Guy and I got to spend a lot more time awake in bed.


  Which had some serious advantages.


  I kicked off my heels and padded across the living room. Guy’s bare feet were propped up on the coffee table, hands resting behind his head as his very shirtless self flexed his abs.


  He was so doing that on purpose. Ass.


  I ignored his how’d it go for now and went with, “Kids asleep?” Silly question I knew, because if they weren’t they’d be bouncing off the walls. He nodded, but something about his smug grin looked fishy. “In our bed?”


  He grinned.


  “Guy!” I threw my arms in the air. “We’ve been working so hard at getting them to sleep in their own beds, and you just shot it all to hell.”


  He threw his head back and belly laughed.


  God, did I love that laugh. The laugh that brought my own laughter back. The one that made the tiny hairs at the nape of my neck stand on end. The one that he so freely gave to his children, even when he was hurting. The one that made me fall in love.


  And to think, in the blink of an eye, something so beautiful could have been stolen right out from under us.


  I refused to give Maya the satisfaction of even imagining a world that unfair.


  Fair is not getting what you think you deserve, fair is getting what you can handle.


  Staring at my beautiful man, serenity washed over me. I knew in this moment that we built a foundation strong enough that when the winds forged and tested our roots, we would always persevere. Together, we could handle anything.


  “I’m discharged,” I gloated teasingly. His laughter immediately died down, leaving me with his sexy smirk. Ah, the one that was sure to be the death of me.


  “From therapy?


  “Yup.”


  His brow rose. “So why did he give me a hard time?”


  I shrugged and decided to keep it light, sassing back, “Dr. Fitzsimond just liked me better, I guess.”


  His smile lit back up before he drawled, “I’m sure he did. I’d like you better too. I bet his eyes were glued to your sexy legs in that skirt, just waiting for you to uncross and cross again.”


  “Eww, Guy. Stop. That’s so skeevy.” I felt my face distort, making us both laugh.


  “Seriously though, what did he say to you? I mean, at the end of your session, how did you leave it?”


  I smirked—he totally set himself up for this. What the heck did he think he said?


  “How does that make you feel?”


  And this time, the laughter flew out of my mouth, morphing instantly into hysterics, which quickly turned into me flat on my back with Guy on top, gnawing at my neck with his two-day stubble. It was fabulous. It was hot. It was perfect.


  I couldn’t imagine anything better than this moment, going at it like teenagers with our kids safely tucked in our bed.


  Guy lifted himself off my chest, his blue eyes catching my brown, and his smile blinding. “Who loves ya?”


  I lied. Now I couldn’t imagine anything better.


  “I love you too,” I answered from the innermost depths of my soul.


  He kissed my forehead, he kissed the tip of my nose, and he kissed my lips. Then he gave me better. Short of the impossible, bringing my precious baby girl back to me, he gave me everything.


  “Marry me, Jules. Marry us.”
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  Two years later…


  


  “Good boy, buddy. Go get it.” I chased after Raff, who was waddling after the ball I’d purposely thrown toward the front yard of Jules’ aunt and uncle’s house. This was my well-deserved five minutes away from the circus. No one needed to know I was using my son as an excuse. Last thing I wanted was to be corralled by upset Italians.


  “Here, bring it back to me, Daddy will throw your ball again.”


  I couldn’t help but chuckle at how my one-year-old fetched better than Casey. But then again, Casey was only working with one eye. Jules blamed it on poor depth perception; I blamed it on blindness. You couldn’t fetch if you couldn’t see it. We agreed to disagree.


  “Where you going, man? Can I come?” Bryce asked, jogging up beside me. The look of disbelief on his face told me that he was as bewildered as I was.


  Jules warned me this reunion would be both sides of the family and to expect a good amount of people. Two full-sized tents—and no joke—twenty large round tables stuck on an eighth of an acre seemed a bit excessive. Did third cousins, twice removed really need an invite?


  “Dude, I think half of Italy just mauled me. Twice. There might be more people here than there were at my wedding. And what’s up with the green weeds covered in that thick crust, was I supposed to eat that?”


  I busted out laughing. “You better not have wasted that pie. That shit is good.” Possessive over dandelions, Jules would be so proud I was supporting her roots. I’d come so far in two years.


  This was our first trip back to the East Coast since we moved, and we tried to squeeze in visits with as many people as possible. When it didn’t look like that was feasible, Jules came up with the answer. No brainer, invite them to Aunt Maria’s. The more the merrier. I wouldn’t be surprised if my friends were second-guessing their decision right about now. Speaking of, I asked, “Where’s the wife?”


  Bryce scooped up Raff with one arm and tossed the ball back to me. “Oh, she’s living and converting as we speak. The gift of gab is coming in handy, as well as her appetite.”


  He could tease all he wanted, but the guy’s face lit up like he just watched the NY Jets finally win a Super Bowl every time he talked about his woman.


  Violet was seven months pregnant with twins. Girls. And her glow was brighter than ever, probably because it never faded since Sydney was barely three months, when they found out they were expecting again. Three girls under the age of one. Ouch. Luckily, their little man, Kevin was being cool about it for now. Just wait until a trifecta of little sisters bombarded his bathroom. Bryce and Vi had waded through tough waters, but they made it to the other side. They were good people, good friends, and I was happy they found smooth sailing.


  Chucking the ball back his way, I said, “Every person here could have come starved, and there’d still be enough leftovers to feed a small country. Have to say, haven’t found a gravy back in Cali that comes close to the quality of CeCe’s. Though my gut doesn’t miss the quantity.”


  A backhand slapped my abdomen. “Feels like your gut’s not discriminating to me. Getting soft in your old age, Hunter,” my buddy Sam joked, joining us on the secluded plot of grass away from the backyard shit show.


  “Says the guy who’s never done a sit-up in his life.”


  “Hey,” Sam pinched his rolls, “Becky’s never complained. She appreciates a heartier cut of meat.”


  When he awkwardly rotated his hips, I laughed so hard that if Bryce hadn’t pegged the ball at him to make him stop I might have pissed myself. Even Raff was laughing.


  Sam was my intern when I was a third-year resident in Philadelphia. He ended up joining an established orthopedic practice and decided to make the Keystone State home. We’d had our fair share of good times back in the day, so I was psyched when he told me he was cruising up for a wedding this weekend. His wife was in the bridal party doing all that shit, and the kids were with the in-laws, leaving Sam to fend for himself. Jules overheard our phone conversation, picked up another cordless, and did her thing. The more the merrier.


  That explained how I was tossing a ball around with two of my closest friends at an almost-San Gennaro Festival in my wife’s aunt’s front yard in the Bronx.


  “So you knew this guy when he was still a peon taking orders and being scutted out?” Bryce asked Sam, shifting Raff to his other arm. The way Jules fed our bruiser, I should’ve warned Bryce of a possible herniated disc. “What was he like back then?”


  Sam contemplated for a moment before answering. “Truthfully, just like he is right now.” He underhanded the ball to me, tipped his chin up and said, “Good to have you back, man.”


  Bryce might have missed his meaning, but I didn’t. Sam knew the old me, the laid-back, glass half-full guy who had one dream, and was determined to love life on my way to achieving it. The guy I was before my wife died and my whole world abrupted. I hadn’t seen that Guy in a while either, not until Jules barreled in and reintroduced me to him. Thanks, dude, good to be back.


  “Come on, no good residency stories?”


  Sam and I exchanged a knowing look and chuckled. Oh, we had stories. For another time, another place, and a shit-ton more ice cold Peroni.


  “Daddy,” my princess shrieked, darting around the corner with a slew of kids behind her. Finn trailed, but not by far.


  Seeing my oldest boy happy and healthy would never get old. His recovery over these last two years was nothing short of a miracle. Not only was his gait rock solid, he shot up a good four inches and gained enough weight to put him on the map. And with his big sister to chaperone him around, he breezed through preschool and was ready for kindergarten this fall. It was all such a blessing.


  “Mommy said you have to come. Now.” She stretched the now to drive her point home. Bossy like her JuJu. And I loved it. “We need Raff. He neeeeeds to blow out his candle.” This was going to be his fourth first birthday cake. It wasn’t like Jules’ parents, Mercedes, and her fiancé Jim, Selena, Tony, and the girls didn’t make the trip only six weeks ago for the big day, which was celebrated with three different parties on separate days extending over two weekends. Same attendees, different themes. Don’t ask—I sure as hell didn’t. And if I was a betting man, I would have put money on the Goldmans bringing cake number five to lunch tomorrow.


  “Gotcha, Max. Thanks.” And the reprieve was over. Bryce air-planed Raff back to me, and we followed his big sister and brother back to the feast.


  Jules was standing next to her sisters, both of whom were extremely attractive, but my wife was in a category all of her own. When most of the other women were wearing brightly colored sundresses (did I mention blinding), tight skirts, and strappy sandals, my woman had on black shorts with a flowy white babydoll top, and flip-flops. Damn, she was beautiful.


  The exception.


  “Hey doll, another cake, I see?” I teased, anticipating the imminent eye-roll. And there it was. I kissed her soft cheek and inhaled her sweet scent—apples, always apples.


  Funny enough, Jules chose a quaint apple orchard in Connecticut for our wedding the autumn after I proposed. I would have married her that night, but it was important to Jules to plan a special celebration that the kids would feel part of. That was my Jules, always putting our kids first.


  Mama Bear.


  Our closest friends and family were there to witness our union and hear us recite our own handwritten vows. And no surprise, Jules’ blew mine out of the water. I was so choked up I could barely speak, watching my kids, hand in hand, walk Jules down the aisle in a white dress that I swore to God was made for an angel, holding a bouquet of her favorite orchids. My words got stuck at the knot in the back of my throat, and I might have forgotten a line or two. Yet Jules didn’t seem to mind. Her beautiful face was streaming with happy tears the entire time, and before I could finish asking, “Who loves ya?” and before the minister got a chance to do his power invested in me thing, she was in my arms, up on her toes, kissing me. So I guess I did all right.


  Max and Finn’s perfectly synchronized (and rehearsed) shouts from beside us were the icing on the cake. “We do, we do, to the moon and back!”


  (Selfie high five)


  Those three simple words were always a staple in our house, but after the hell we survived, we learned that there should never be a limit on how often you told someone you loved them. So now we used them any chance we got.


  As promised, the day after our wedding, we took that kick ass family vacation. Jules was in charge of destination and itinerary. We could have camped in Central Park for all I cared, as long as we were together. But a staycation wasn’t exactly my wife’s vision. I learned quick, real quick, not to mess with my woman’s vision. So a trip out West was the only logical choice, given that my roots were darkening up, and depriving the kids of the giant pandas qualified as a sin (her words, not mine). San Diego it was.


  For the record, I thought our kids would turn out okay without laying eyes on Xiao Liwu (although hearing Finn try to pronounce that mouthful was priceless). Jules thought that was blasphemy. We agreed to disagree.


  Turns out Mama Bear knew best. The zoo was a hit, my roots got the attention they deserved, and we discovered the best taquería north of the border. Not to mention the few nights Reina flew down to spoil the kids rotten, so Jules and I could slip away for some Temecula wine tasting. We never actually made it to a vineyard; in fact, we never left our suite and we never drank vino. My wife preferred her margaritas, and I preferred licking the lime cocktail from her salted skin. Talk about a win-win.


  It wasn’t your typical honeymoon. It was us.


  And just when I thought my wife couldn’t top herself, Jules rocked my world yet again and left me speechless.


  “I was the first Chiappetti to go to college, I was the first to not get married by twenty-five—why shouldn’t I be the first to leave New York? I see a pattern, here. Let’s go with it.”


  And she did it in true Jules fashion. Bossy.


  “Besides, winter kind of sucks. And I’d rather have more outdoor options to entertain the kids, keep them out of your hair while you’re studying. How long is a vascular fellowship?”


  In the middle of an airport terminal, waiting to board, and pretending the hyper (healthy) kids playing hide and seek didn’t belong to us, my wife gave me the ultimate gift. My dream. She realigned the path that diverged years earlier and forever sealed the chronic abruption that was my life.


  Instead of arguing, I tucked my beautiful wife into my side, swallowed the lump in my throat, and promised to return the favor. “As soon as we touch down, first call we make is your GYN. That IUD’s coming out, doll.”


  Ten weeks later, we packed up a shit-ton of our stuff and moved our newly (as in peed on the stick that day) soon-to-be family of five across the country. Life was bliss.


  


  “Give me my nephew, I need to get my cuddles in.” Mercedes grabbed Raff from my arms and situated him on her hip to kiss his chubby cheeks. “Honeybun, I’m just telling you now, I want one these as soon as I say I do.”


  Jim was right next to her, but at that volume the whole block heard her announcement. And I didn’t think many missed the color drain from Jim’s face at the mention of kids. Her ring was hot off the press—no way he was on the same page. And honeybun, that wasn’t really supporting the whole tatted up motorcycle dude image he was going for. I felt for the guy. So not cool.


  Jules tsked her sister and said, “Enjoy this time. Don’t rush your life away, Mercedes, you’re still so young.”


  And she was. Luckily though, as far as I could tell, the finding herself phase had waned. Her hair was a variety of shades, but all brown, and there were fewer visible piercings.


  “We’ve already picked out names. Bentley for a boy and Portia for a girl.”


  Hold up, did she rattle off car names? I bit the inside of my cheek not to laugh, envisioning car insignias inked up and down her arms. Maybe she hadn’t quite found herself yet.


  And here I thought deciding between Alonzo and Raffaele was difficult. Not that I had any say (and not that I cared either way). First Chiappetti grandson was getting Jules’ father or grandfather’s name, end of story. There was no way I was messing with that and risking a lightning strike, or worse, burning in hell to eternity.


  “Oh good lord, seriously, sissy?” Selena, who barely ever said anything, and if not for the fact that she was CeCe’s clone, I might have questioned her heritage, chimed in.


  All I kept thinking was that Jim needed a new name. Maybe Jet? Nah, Volkswagen didn’t fit the hefty price tag she was shooting for … Jag might work.


  Out of the corner of my eye, I caught CeCe praying to the rosary. Then both her hands went up, air was swatted back and forth, and a string of Italian spewed from her lips.


  Everything stopped. Like magic. Two hundred eyes met hers.


  “Let’s-a do the cake for mio nipote?”


  Alonzo shook his head and asked, “Again, more-a cake?” My sentiment exactly. But we were overruled by the female masses bobbing their heads yes. “We a do da ices.”


  Finn overheard Alonzo and flipped out, cheering, “Poppi, can we make lemon, pleeeeese?” He may have mastered the L sound, but he was still working the drag on the “e.”


  Jules grinned at him. She loved that the kids called her father Poppi.


  “Si, Finnegan, si, my boy. Any kinda for a you.”


  This time I grinned. I loved that he was the only one that called Finn by his full name (probably not as much as Reina did).


  Al definitely played favorites. Jules was appalled I thought that. But he was his first grandson—of course he played favorites. We agreed to disagree.


  “You a do ices after, Alonzo. Light da candle. Come-a to Nonna, Raffaele.” My mother-in-law ripped Raff from Mercedes’ arms.


  To say Mercedes was irked was putting it lightly.


  The crowd erupted in a broken English rendition of Happy Birthday distracting us from the Mercedes/Jag, I mean Jim, storm-off and the roar of his motorcycle. Raff clapped along and smiled for the cameras. The kid was an expert at this point.


  “Look at him, oh my God, Guy. He’s puckering his lips.” Jules acted shocked, like we didn’t create a brilliant child.


  “Not his first time around the block,” I teased. “He’s no fool, the quicker he blows out his candle, the quicker he’s getting a face full of cake.”


  Finn beat Raff to the punch, simultaneously blowing out the candle and screaming, “Ices now!”


  “Come-a bambinos, we-a make ‘em inside.” Al waved his hand in the direction of the house. And just like the green duck book, all the kids lined up in a row and followed him.


  I did the mental math of how many little hands were going to want to help and answered my own question of whether this was a disaster waiting to happen.


  Jules’ father had made water ice with Max and Finn once before, and I vaguely remember the process of whipping up a batch taking no less than three hours.


  Damn.


  I high-signed Bryce whose kids were part of the herd, and Sam who was kid-less but suckered in anyway, and we all trudged inside. Bryce cracked the top of a beer for each of us, and we followed the hum of the kids’ chatter coming from the basement. Aunt Maria had another full kitchen down there. Again, don’t ask.


  We weren’t halfway down the flight, and my father-in-law’s deep voice vibrated off the walls and into the stairwell.


  Bryce was already silently pissing his pants, having experienced other family gatherings over the years. Sam, on the other hand, had what the … written all over his face.


  Like clockwork, Alonzo bellowed again. “Fuckus! Fuckus on da ices.”


  “Oh Jesus!” Jules’ huff came out fast and hard and her arm shot up to swat air. Then she burst into laughter.


  The real laugh. Her only laugh. The one that has invaded my dreams every single night since our first lunch at the pizza joint. The one that made me open my eyes, step out from the darkness, and see the light.


  My family was happy. My family was healthy. Ices could take until Christmas for all I cared. We had all the time in the world. Together.
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  9 months later…


  


  “Shh, buddy, a few minutes longer. Daddy is almost done.” Lucca quietly spoke to Raffe, who was fidgeting all over the place. Uncle Lucca got credit for attempting to reason with an almost two-year-old. It was clear though, he had about ten seconds left of patience before he passed Raffe off to his darling girlfriend.


  “Sorry,” I mouthed to Carly in advance. I felt bad that I was no help. I probably shouldn’t have even been here tonight. But there was no way in hell I would’ve missed Guy’s official acceptance dinner. He was asked to join a thriving San Diego vascular surgery practice as a partner and right from the get-go, no less. Totally unheard of, but the practice wanted to make him an offer that would be impossible to refuse. And that it was. Guy being Guy was humble and beyond appreciative; I, on the other hand, danced around the room like a loon. Guy deserved every ounce of recognition that went along with working his butt off for the last twenty-four months. I was so proud of him. And there was no way Finnigan Hunter wasn’t looking down on his son with a great big smile.


  


  And to think, when we first arrived in San Diego, he fought me tooth and nail about applying to vascular surgery fellowships. It started with the possibility of getting into a program too far away from us. Then morphed into taking a financial loss since fellows got paid a penny more than residents. But that wasn’t an issue because both the Upper East Side apartment and my brownstone had buyers, and I had practically fallen into a perfect per diem PICU position at Rady Children’s Hospital. Financially, we were set for a while.


  Guy didn’t exactly see it that way. Aside from his machismo need to provide for us (as if he wasn’t the rock that held us together), it seemed he hadn’t forgotten the very small detail of how I came into possession of said brownstone. Okay, I could admit that if roles were reversed, I might have been hesitant to use a gift from Guy’s ex to help finance my own dream. But they weren’t, and it wasn’t like Guy had anything to be jealous over. “It’s just Lucca.” That argument fell short when I remembered Guy still didn’t really know Lucca. He knew what I had told him, but his only experience with my BFF (granted it was under tense circumstances) was far from stellar. And with everything that went down with Maya, there had been no time to remedy that last impression.


  I immediately got on the phone and we had a surprise visitor that weekend. Poof! Two and a half days in Lucca’s company, any doubts or hidden jealousy Guy may have had vanished. And he easily slipped back into his relaxed laid-back self. “Dude, he’s a nice guy and all, but I have to ask, what’s with the hair gel?” As I predicted, it was beyond obvious what Lucca and I were. Family. Nothing more. But to drive the point home, I answered, “Just like I’m not going to tell Mercedes that 1980 Cyndi Lauper wants her hair back, I’m not going to tell Lucca he should retire the Elvis ‘do. Family accepts you for who you are, right?”


  That weekend turned out to be one of my best ideas, ever. Our kids adopted an honorary uncle, my husband gained another friend he enjoyed shooting the shit with and teasing mercilessly, and the brother I never had realized his place in our life was secure. We never actually used the money from the brownstone (it was sitting untouched in an investment account to this day), but I was okay with that.


  What I wasn’t okay with was Guy attempting to convince me that I shouldn’t work when I was pregnant. I may have lost my mind. For starters, I was one point one second pregnant at the time, and second, both kids were starting school full-time. The hospital was a hop, skip and jump (according to San Diego traffic patterns) from our Carmel Valley home, and I negotiated four-hour day shifts. Made absolutely no sense for me to stay home. Not to mention they needed a Dr. Paw’s program.


  In the end, he lost the argument, which in my opinion wasn’t one to start with, and since there happened to be a last minute opening at the University of California San Diego (go figure, one of the incoming fellows opted to defer after she gave birth to a preemie) and Guy was their first choice (obviously), here we were two years later.


  Thank God for circuitous paths.


  


  Sure enough, Lucca plopped Raffe right on Carly’s lap, looking relieved. He dramatically wiped his brow and took a large swig of water while smirking at me. Ridiculous. I shook my head and from the corner of my eye caught Max and Finn on the edge of their seats. Reina was digging inside her bottomless pit. I hoped for the high fructose corn syrup lollipop to bide our time, but this was Nana. Luckily, matching grins told me Trader Joe’s fruit wraps were just as good.


  “I’ll take him out,” Carly mouthed back, letting Raffe jump on her cream skirt with his dirty little loafers.


  I cringed, but she held his hands and egged him on, not seeming to mind. And since I technically wasn’t supposed to be lifting Raffe anymore, and if Guy saw me he’d have a fit, I graciously accepted Carly’s offer to exit the quiet five-star restaurant with my son whose blabber had just increased in volume exponentially. (Backyard barbeque? Taco truck? That could have worked too).


  Fortunately, the timing of Guy’s dinner coincided with the start of Lucca and Carly’s vacation. They had plans to drive the Pacific Coast Highway to San Francisco, where a little birdie may have spilled the beans and told me what was going down on the Golden Gate Bridge. And he thought I was the open book. He couldn’t keep a damn secret if he tried. The ring was freaking gorgeous, and Carly was going to flip. But it was his words that convinced me they were perfect together. “I finally get what you meant, Jules, when you told me you belonged with them. I belong with Carly. She is my home.”


  Lucca found a gem that we adored to pieces. Besides stunning, Carly was an easygoing optimist with the coolest job ever. She was a super successful illustrator for children’s books, who was currently trying to twist my arm into writing a book starring a little boy growing up with special needs, his protective big sister, and terror little brother. Sounded like an awesome idea with one small hold-up. I’d never written a thing. Unless there was a hypothesis, it didn’t happen. And more importantly, I had the whole raising three kids under six and a newborn (that was due yesterday) time suck. Carly would understand, didn’t mean I wouldn’t wait to bust her bubble until after her engagement when she was distracted with all things wedding.


  I rubbed my tightening abdomen and flinched, squinting my eyes just as Dr. So-and-so went on to say, “And now for the guest of honor and the reason we are all gathered here tonight. It is with my greatest pleasure to introduce to you Dr. Guy Hunter, our newest vascular surgeon and partner for San Diego Vascular Associates.”


  “You okay?” Lucca whispered, picking up on my flinch.


  My contractions had been all over the place the last few days, off and on, but nothing consistent. I glanced down at the second hand of my watch and started timing. Looking back up, Guy pinned me with concerned eyes. I kept my smile wide, no need to jump to any conclusions. Yet.


  “I appreciate the gracious introduction, Stan. First off, I want to thank my wonderful family for encouraging me to follow my dream. I wouldn’t be here today without the support of my beautiful wife …”


  I sucked in a sharp breath, Guy’s voice drifting away while my mind shifted to the increasing pain in my abdomen.


  Seriously? Right now?


  Couldn’t have been later when we weren’t in front of Guy’s new partners and all of their wives for the very first time with me in a muumuu and heels? Couldn’t have been when the kids were settled for the evening and we were cuddled in bed alone with a favorite movie playing? (Political biographies fell to the wayside when we could watch Netflix and chill).


  Couldn’t have been not this very second?


  Ugh.


  


  Forty-seven minutes later, Tomassino Joseph Hunter made our family complete. Talk about an entrance. At least we made it to the hospital, maybe not to Labor and Delivery, but the ER vestibule counted, right? Whatever modicum of embarrassment I had disappeared the second they lay eight and a half pounds of pure joy in my arms.


  There were certain moments in life that were indescribable. They took your breath away, branded your heart forever, and made every moment of life worth living a hundred times over. Some people searched their whole lives, waiting to experience one such moment. I’d been blessed with six. Bringing Gemma, Raffaele, and now Tomassino into the world, the first time Maxie called me Mommy JuJu, watching the love of my life fumble his wedding vows while knowing without a doubt I’d found my soulmate, and my Finny’s response when I asked him how he felt about me adopting him and Maxie. “I love you the mostest of everyone, so can I updopt you too?”


  


  I sighed, basking in the glory of now, watching the people I loved most squabble over what nickname our newest addition should have. Our backyard was dripping with family celebrating our peanut’s baptism. On day seven of life.


  Because why wait when your entire family made the cross-country trip to meet the bambino? Two birds, one stone, and all that. Okay, more like Guy and I had no energy to argue with Mama CeCe.


  “Look at him, is there really a question? He’s a TJ.” Guy gestured to our newborn sleeping soundly in my arms.


  I’d come a long way, but like I’d been with Raffe, I was hesitant to put Tomassino down, especially when he was napping. Cherishing the rise and fall of their little chests was the only way I felt comfortable. It wasn’t until Raffe was a crawling, non-napping hellion that I started to relax and stopped fearing the improbable. It was fair to say his little brother was on par to be equally as spoiled. But I was okay with that.


  Manners would come, as long as we had a lifetime together.


  “Why cut sucha strong name? Tomassino è bello,” my father said.


  Finn climbed up beside me on the patio sofa, righted his own glasses (heartbreakingly, he’d retired the neoprene band strap), patted his baby brother’s full head of hair, and said, “I like Cutie Toma.”


  “When he’s five or six, we can’t call him Cutie Toma. That’s baby. Nicknames are ‘sposed to be forever.” My girl joined us with a solid point.


  “Bet he’ll still be cute then,” Finn countered back, shrugging his little shoulders. No one could contest that.


  “Cutie? Mio nipote is no baby orange.”


  “A clementine, Papa.” I laughed, correcting him. My father seriously hated nicknames.


  “I’d like to know what’s up with your daughter and nicknames ending in the “e” sound anyway?” Guy asked.


  Oh my God, why hadn’t I thought of that?


  “Tommy! That’s perfect! Maxie, Finny, Raffe, and Tommy.” I smiled on the inside, thinking Gemmy fit perfectly. Almost on cue, my smart pup rubbed against my leg. “Of course, Casey. Mommy would never forget you.” I leaned over a little to give him some love.


  Looking back up I caught the tail end of Guy rolling his steely blues, before he announced, “For the record I’m naming our next dog.”


  “Guy!” I huffed, annoyed. “Casey is sitting right here. We could never do that to him.”


  “You’re right. No one said you couldn’t live forever with one eye and no bladder control.” He quickly tucked me against his side, careful not to wake Tommy. He captured my lips in a searing kiss, shutting me up before I could give my proper comeback (infuriating). I thought I heard Finn mutter, “Yuck” before I felt the space to my right empty. But I definitely heard Guy whisper against my mouth, grinning, “Who loves ya?”


  And just like every single other time he has said that to me over the years, everything melted away, leaving me to peer into the eyes of a man that changed my life.


  The man who made it okay to have another plan. The man who helped me emerge from darkness with an understanding of what it was like to fight together and then survive the unthinkable together.


  And ultimately revel in a life we have created together.


  “Mommy, can I hold Tomassino now? You promised.” Maxie squeezed in between Guy and me to get a better look at her newest brother.


  “Sure, Maxie girl.”


  She wiggled herself back against the oversized cushions and made the perfect cradling position with her arms. Once Tommy was settled, she snuggled him close to her chest and cooed, kissing his forehead. And because my other two boys were Maxie magnets, they flanked each arm, not wanting to miss a thing. Guy wrapped his arm around my waist, and we proudly watched on.


  Breathing in a lungful of fresh air, I let the beauty of the day consume me. Surrounded by my family and friends. My soulmate. My four precious gems.


  There was nothing more beautiful.


  An image burned in my brain for eternity.


  I looked behind me, through the crystal clear sliding glass doors, to get a glimpse of our den fireplace. Most families hung oversized flat screen televisions above their mantels. We weren’t most families. That wall space was adorned with pictures of our life, our family, us.


  Flanking both sides of the massive collage were matching silver frames. Guy had surprised me by reframing Gemma’s picture, beautifully engraved with our version of I love you. He said he did it not only for me, but also for the children, wanting to remind them daily that they had a sister who they never had a chance to know and who loved them from afar. That very same day I bought the matching frame, had it inscribed, and hung Brittany’s picture to mirror my baby girl’s.


  My stitched heart overflowed with hope. I released my breath and shifted my gaze to above. A spectacular shade of blue filled my vision. A cloudless sapphire sky perfectly clear and radiant. I momentarily seeped into the stillness and opened my heart to the heavens and silently prayed to the mother of my oldest children.


  I promise to cherish and love your babies unconditionally, as my own, for all my days and beyond. And may you forever love and watch over my precious angel.


  


  Who loves you, my beautiful, sweet baby girl? Until we meet again.


  


  The End
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  While Sudden Infant Death Syndrome (SIDS) and Munchausen by Proxy (MBP) are very different entities, they are both heartbreaking tragedies that thousands of families worldwide face yearly. Going into this project, we knew we needed to handle these sensitive topics with care. And we felt that while working within the confines of a fictitious narrative it was important to convey relevant information about the disease process so you, as a reader, reached a comfortable understanding.


  Of the two, SIDS is more well-known and every parent’s worst nightmare. It is the sudden death of an infant less than one year and it is considered a diagnosis of exclusion only after a thorough non-conclusive investigation.


  Sudden Unexpected Infant Death (SUID) is a diagnosis that more recently has been used to encompass, not only SIDS, but also accidental suffocation and unknown causes (sudden death without thorough investigation). According to the Center for Disease Control, SUID accounts for 3,500 US infant deaths annually.


  As mothers, Jules’ story was difficult to write because we couldn’t help but step in her shoes. Empathy is not a strong enough word for what we feel for anyone who has ever experienced this devastation. Our hearts truly break for you.


  Unlike SIDS, MBP is not as readily known. It is classified as a psychological disorder, but make no mistake it is also a form of horrific abuse.


  When writing the chapter from Maya’s POV, we spent countless hours discussing, researching and reading articles revolving around the abstract nuisances related to this disorder. The complexities are challenging to fully grasp. We were tempted at first to make Maya’s character sound straight up “crazy” and dramatically admit to the abuse she was causing. But that is not the personality of a MBP sufferer. Their profiles depict them as loving and dedicated caregivers, who are often well-versed in medicine, and if witnessed (typically by video) inflicting harm on their victims, they are calm and collected. Our hopes were to portray Maya as accurately as possible in this role.


  The most disturbing part of MBP sufferers, aside from most often being mothers, is that they are fully aware of their harmful behaviors but are reluctant to ever openly acknowledge them, making it one of the most difficult disorders to diagnose. And because of this delay, it can often claim the lives of the children that fall victim to it.


  Fortunately, our fictional mini-hero, Finn, was one of the lucky ones. He survived this potentially deadly disorder.


  


  For more information on Munchausen by Proxy (MBP) or Munchausen Syndrome by Proxy (MSBP):


  


  https://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/ency/article/001555.htm


  http://munchausen.com/index.php/munchausen-by-proxy/


  https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/can/perpetrators/perp-munchausen/


  http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/119/5/1026


  


  For more information on Sudden Unexpected Infant Death (SUID) and SIDS:


  


  http://www.cdc.gov/sids/


  http://kidshealth.org/parent/general/sleep/sids.html


  http://www.sidsresources.org


  http://sidsamerica.org/
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  Book three … how crazy is that? This was a story years in the making, bouncing around in our minds fully written, but somehow that pesky little business of sitting down and executing always seems to take us forever. But we did it (Pheww). And we couldn’t be happier with the way it turned out!! Hope it was worth the wait!!!


  


  Every project takes a village and we couldn’t have done it without the help and encouragement of so many. First and foremost, our supporters. You took a gamble on us with Beautifully Awake and you haven’t left our sides since. Thank you for giving us a reason to keep writing and for bringing our stories to life. Without you reading, reviewing and sharing ours with the world, no one would even know they exist. Thank you doesn’t do it justice. We love you all to the moon and back!


  


  To our editor Lori … thank you for not missing a thing! Not a comma, not a quotation mark and especially not our brutal disregard for homonyms. Most importantly, thank you for somehow always knowing what we meant to say! We love you!


  


  To Sarah Hansen for our unbelievably gorgeous cover! You took our vision and ran with it and we love it to pieces.


  


  To our formatter Emily for always beautifying. Oh how we look forward to waking up to your middle of the night emails.


  


  To our betas … Michelle, Christie, Jill, Sarah, Tosha, Dawnita and Rebecca, you are all so generous with your time. Your encouragement and feedback only makes our stories better!


  


  To our families … you mean the world to us! Always and forever. Who loves ya?


  


  And finally to our readers … with the plethora of books at your fingertips, we are humbled you chose ours! We write with you in mind - telling our stories how we imagine you want to hear them. Thank you for the inspiration.


  


  We would LOVE to hear from you!! And we pinky swear to answer every email, post, tweet and message personally!


  


  Find us on our website, like us on Facebook, follow us on Twitter and Instagram. Check out our inspirations on Pinterest. And pretty please leave a review on Goodreads, Amazon or your place of sale … your thoughts are the icing on the cake!


  


  xo,


  RM
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  It was eerily quiet in the room. Only the rhythmic sound of the heart monitor interrupted the silence. This was how it was supposed to be. Not like the last time. The sounds from last time haunted me every day and night. A wave of nausea rolled through me. I gripped my stomach. I was going to be sick.


  How did I let this happen?


  I stood and stared motionlessly at the already lifeless body in the bed. Time stood still. It could have been minutes or hours, I had no clue. No one came in. I wanted to yell and scream. I wanted to break down and sob. I wanted to talk and explain. But it was too late. All of it.


  Instead I hummed our favorite song. Music was our happy place.


  Finally I reached out and brushed the hair from those familiar eyes, the mirror reflection of my own. You were awake. Your eyes were open. But the light was gone. There was nothing but darkness. Three years of complete emptiness.


  It was time to close your eyes.
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  The sound of Katy Perry coming from the bedside table started getting louder and louder. Okay, I’m wide awake. 5:30 AM. Shit.


  I slapped the oversized snooze button for the second time and kicked the light cream-colored sheet off my bare legs. The back of my sleeveless tank was damp with sweat. July was ridiculously hot.


  Rubbing the sleep from my burning eyes, I blindly reached for my glasses on the nightstand. I needed to stop being a wimp and get the damn Lasik already.


  Small clips from last night’s dream teased their way into my mind while I stretched my limbs. Tall grass-covered dunes, sea glass. It was a beach dream. Those were never bad. Why was it I never remembered the good dreams, and if I did, the details were etched in pencil. Easy to fade, easy to erase, while those other dreams were engraved in permanent black Sharpie.


  The beach sounded like a fan-freakin-tastic idea. Anything was better than work today. Neurosurgery. Were we really talking brain surgery, why not just send my ass to NASA for the next month?


  “Just get your butt out of bed and get it over with already.” I sighed my monthly mantra. So now I talked out loud to myself. Charming. I hated pretending I had the first clue what the surgery “team” was talking about on rounds. Being out of my element sucked. I scrunched my nose and mashed the pillow down over my face. The sun was barely up, and I already wanted the day to be over.


  New service, new residents, new intern and a brand new attending. Still, nothing could be worse than the month I spent on the cardiac service. That attending was awful. Sounded harsh, but it was true. He was rude and inconsiderate, not to mention lacking any social graces whatsoever. And if I had to bear witness to pompous adults throwing temper tantrums, I could have done without a southern twang. It was kind of ironic if you thought about it, a heart surgeon without a heart. This one had to be a little better; rumor had it he was from NYC. That was already an improvement.


  Philadelphia Hospital had more than its fair share of arrogant surgeons to go around and did not need another. I had the pleasure of being tortured on most of their services for the past two years, somehow escaping neuro until now.


  Pediatrics was the exception, of course. My exception. It’s why I moved here and took this job. At least that was my story, even if it was a lie. I was hired to be case manager for the pediatric surgery service, and I dedicated every free second to the position when I first moved here. Case manager was a far cry from social worker, but I still got to work with needy kids. And because of that, my first year was fine. Not stellar, not dream job status, but doable.


  All I ever wanted to do was work with the kids and their families. People who gravitated toward peds were pretty even-tempered, even the surgeons. Everyone’s focus was the kid’s well being. All the other bull was moot. And although I didn’t make as much of a difference as I would have liked, it was a safe place to channel my energy.


  Then the hospital fell off some fiscal cliff and all the case managers needed to take turns rotating on the different surgery services. Two years later, the so-called reallocation of resources had zero effect on the hospital deficit, but had a seriously detrimental effect on my irritable bowel.


  “Okay, okay. I’m going,” I huffed at myself. Good thing I lived alone.


  Ten minutes later, showered, with contacts in, I stood in front of my bedroom closet. Correction. My bedroom/living room/ dining room closet. My studio was on the smaller side, all five hundred square feet, but it was all mine.


  The daily routine of picking out work clothes bored the heck out of me, so a light blue fitted blouse with my staple above the knee black pencil skirt was easy. I wore it entirely too often, but hopefully no one noticed. The rest of the team couldn’t care less, rolled out of bed, skipped the shower, and showed up in glorified pajamas. So why did I care? It’s not like I wanted to impress anyone.


  My reflection bounced off the full-length mirror. The changes were subtle, but they were there. Still five-six, but three years of building a new life recharged my confidence. I stood a little taller. My size four frame looked less skinny and a little more toned, thanks to my new therapist—running.


  It didn’t really matter because it was all about the shoes. A strange guilty pleasure for a girl from bumble fuck where UGGS and flip-flops defined footwear. I slipped on my favorite black patent leather peep toe pumps and cracked a half smile. They might not be designer shoes, but they looked good to me. It was my only real vice.


  I ran a quick brush through my hair, not that it mattered much, since my loose dark brown curls would be up in a messy ponytail by lunch. I was predictable.


  Mascara and chapstick. Good enough. I repeated my mantra: just get it over with.


  


  “Mornin’, Miss Lili. Happy New Year, sunshine!”


  “Good morning, Jorge. Aren’t you a comedian! How’s your family?” I asked, returning my friend’s infectious smile.


  Anyone who had any connection, even remote, to medicine knew the significance of July first. Philly had a hospital every few hundred feet, so even my trusted elderly barista who owned the most delicious coffee cart in all of Center City was astutely aware.


  He was right for all intents and purposes; it was a new year. Residents all moved up a year in training, but unfortunately their egos increased exponentially overnight. July also welcomed brand new interns to the floors. Medical student one day, doctor the next. Frightening. NEVER get sick in July.


  “What can I getcha, sunshine? Usual?”


  “I think I’ll pass on the latte, but it’s Wednesday, so I’ll take two of those delicious apple scones if you have them.”


  Caffeine and nervous stomach was an ugly mix. I didn’t need anything fueling the rumble down below. Some people manifested stress with a simple pimple. Not me.


  On the bright side, I saved three bucks. Cha-ching. If I had a sexy shoe jar, I only needed two hundred more days like today and I might have gotten the nerve to actually try on a pair. How was that for glass half full…


  “Anything for Miss Lili. You tell me if those kidza misbehave. I fix ‘em good!”


  I’m not sure what I loved more, Jorge’s Spanglish or that he blew me a kiss every day.


  Coffee-less, I crossed the street, zig-zagging between the half dozen cars lined up in front of the hospital parking garage. You could set your watch by hospital shift changes. From outside, it looked like a hockey line switch. Fast and precise, without game interruption. It was just missing sex on skates.


  If I weren’t OCD about being on time, I would have dilly-dallied a little longer. It was seriously gorgeous out—one of those days when the sky was so crystal clear it looked fake, and the air was so crisp you wished you could bottle it. I couldn’t fill my lungs enough. It was a perfect beach day. But not today. Today duty called. I headbanded my hair with my wide framed sunglasses and pushed through the revolving doors. The hospital was already buzzing, and it was obscenely early.


  My vibrating side interrupted my autopilot trek toward the elevators. I reached into the depths of a seriously oversized bag to find the damn thing.


  “Hey, everything okay?” I finally answered.


  “Hey, Asspuck. How’s it going so far? Did you meet him yet?”


  “Sierra, are you for real? Why are you awake and what possessed you to call me so early?” My best friend didn’t do early—EVER. Uneasiness settled in the pit of my stomach. “Everything okay with the baby?”


  “Don’t worry, the baby’s totally fine, kicking the crap out of me and wreaking havoc on my body, but great. Lil, you need to see my boobs, they’re like a road map with green lines everywhere ... and you’re gonna love this-”


  “Um, Sier? I’m at work, can this wait?” I tried to whisper since there was a cluster of people waiting with me at the elevator.


  “A hemorrhoid. A. Fucking. Hemorrhoid.” She had no shame. “It’s so disgusting. Don’t get me wrong, I love being pregnant, and I knew my body would take a serious hit, but I never expected a baboon ass.”


  I sucked back the snort that threatened to escape from my nose while I pushed the button for my floor.


  “You’re a freak!” That was an understatement. And why I loved her. All five feet of her. Sierra had more personality in her left calf than anyone I’d ever met and was not afraid to show it. If she were any taller, it wouldn’t be fair to the female race. Slim but blessed with top curves and Neutrogena fair skin.


  “Are you really calling me at the crack of dawn to tell me about this little discovery? Where’s Dodd? Shouldn’t you be sharing your woes of pregnancy with that hunky husband of-”


  “Umm, who do you think found it? I sure as fuck wasn’t the one down there investigating.”


  Too much information.


  “Gross. My eyes hurt. I could’ve done without that visual.” I chuckled so hard I didn’t have a prayer of holding back a snort this time. So much for being discreet on a crowded elevator.


  Sierra was beyond comfortable talking about all things sex, and if there was a gene responsible for embarrassment, she was congenitally deficient. No detail was too personal. For as cosmopolitan as she played it, Sierra was blessed with diarrhea of the mouth within her intimate circle. A circle that started and ended with me since we were seven years old.


  “Honestly, you need more than a visual, you need a freakin’ tutorial. Just saying. Maybe it’s time to mount the horse again-”


  “You need serious help,” I quipped while shaking my head.


  Time to change the topic. That didn’t mean she was wrong. She was more right than I would admit. Sierra knew enough about my past not to push the issue, but I appreciated her brutal honesty. It came from a good place.


  “Anyway, I really called to remind you ‘bout tonight and make sure you don’t let the new guy get your panties in a bunch. He’s supposedly a real ball of sunshine. So since your day’s basically gonna suck, just look forward to happy hour instead.”


  “And this is making me feel better how? Wait. How do you know about him?” I balanced my cell in the crook of my neck and pushed my office door open. I lucked out; I didn’t have to share my office like the six other case managers did. In reality, it was a converted storage closet attached to the security office, but it served its purpose.


  “Dodd was at the hospital yesterday working on an endowment contract, and he said all the nurses couldn’t shut up about the new guy. I meant to call you last night, but placenta brain took over.”


  Basically, a brain surgeon and a dick was what she was saying.


  “Why are you telling me this?”


  “Who are you kidding? It wouldn’t matter if he was Mr. Rogers, you’d still be running to the bathroom all morning. Is it sick and twisted that I’m jealous? Bet you’re feeling skinny.”


  “Sierra. Do me a favor and just stop talking.” She knew me too well.


  “You know I’m right. You’re awesome at your job, and sure, it sucks you have to start from scratch every month with all new people, but whatever. You’ll have your shit figured out by noon and then you’ll be back to saving the world. It probably works in your favor. You totally thrive under pressure. And tonight you get to pig out on Rosa’s guacamole and not worry about gaining a pound ‘cause you made plenty of room. Bitch! I’m jealous!”


  “Just. Stop. Talking.”


  “Fine. I’ll see your skinny ass at six-thirty. Wa-hoo, favorite night of the month!” She sounded entirely too bubbly for this hour.


  “Of course I’ll be there. Now can I go to work?” My huff was half-hearted at best.


  “Fine, you’re no fun, but if there are any hotties on your team this month, I’m gonna want details. Your eyes still work, right? Even if your vagina’s sealed shut by now.”


  “I’m hanging up now. Go gestate or something, see ya tonight.”


  


  I ended the call and dropped my stuff in a desk drawer. The clock read 6:20. Sierra was right. I was all twisted for no reason. Much like the night before the first day of school, anticipation was the killer. Once you got there, you realized it was pretty much the same story, different day.


  My actual job stayed the same every month, just the characters changed. I was good at it too, despite the fact it had little to do with social work. And technically, I didn’t need to play into the hierarchical ass-kissing that the residents did, but the whole vibe still affected me. Everything depended on the team. Basically a mishmosh of ambitious personalities dictated the tone of the month. Some months it worked, some months it sucked. Either way, a margarita and killer tacos waited for me on the flip side of the day.


  


  The nurses’ station was quiet when I got there. Rounds didn’t start for another five minutes, so I booted up my tablet and checked email. Suddenly a strong nudge to my hip sent me flying. My left foot jetted out to stop myself from face planting. I blushed from the near miss and glanced up to a familiar cocky smile and a pair of dimples to die for.


  “Two rotations in a row, how’d I get so lucky?” Dr. Guy Hunter said in his raspy voice and tilted his head to the side.


  “Hey you! I thought you were going to plastics this month.” My voice jumped two octaves, and my grin reached halfway up to my eyes.


  “Sorry, doll. You’re stuck with me again!”


  As if. Stuck was not the word I would use.


  My feet wanted to break into a happy dance. Guy was a kickass third year surgery resident who I was lucky enough to work with a few times—last month on pediatrics being the most recent. He was one part arrogant, two parts awesome and looked like he stepped out of a California surf magazine. His disheveled blonde hair was a little on the long side, with slightly darker roots screaming for a little sunshine. He had to be a solid six feet and he fell in the lean and toned category. His face and arms were lightly tanned. I only imagined what he would look like if he didn’t work eighty-five hours a week and actually had the chance to see the light of day. His pale blue scrubs fell loose and low on his hips and he wore burnt orange crocs. He epitomized laidback and even slipped in a “dude” from time to time. No question, he was good looking. Add in the ocean blue eyes and the dimples, and he was more like hurt-your-eyes good looking. But what made him awesome was that he was one of the smartest residents in the surgery program with a great bedside manner. By third year most of the residents had adopted cocky and started trying out different styles of arrogant. Not Guy, he was grounded and his patients adored him, especially the women whose panties seemed to melt when he flashed his dimple.


  Let’s not forget charming. And although I wasn’t into him like that, or anyone for that matter, I wasn’t immune. He spoke fluent flirt, but his dialect was never offensive or distasteful. The way all the nurses looked at him, I’d bet money he was the lead in more than a few NC-17 daydreams. Oscar-worthy, no less.


  Don’t get me wrong, if I were to consider abandoning my no-dating-at-work policy, hell, my no-dating-in-general policy, Dr. Hunter probably would have made the shortlist. But we were just friends. I was in no way ready to open myself up to anyone again, so I could just enjoy all things Guy. And there was a lot to enjoy.


  “Switched with Martin. He loves that plastics shit, and I’d rather not waste a month doing facelifts and fucking boob jobs. Why? You sick of me yet?”


  My grin felt permanently stitched on my face. “You kidding? That’s awesome, I’m psyched.” This news made my morning take a serious turn for the better.


  “So you want me to run the list with you?” He reached for my tablet and accidentally grazed my side. Knowing Guy, it was probably not an accident.


  He tapped the screen and the list of patients on the neuro service opened. The bottom right side of the screen glowed 6:38. The nurses’ station was still empty. The whole floor was empty.


  “Where is everyone, what about rounds? When did it become okay to not be on time? Did I miss the memo somewhere?” My brain-to-mouth filter temporarily malfunctioned. “That’s really kind of ballsy for an intern, on the first day, no less. And he might be the attending, but it’s his first day too. What happened to professionalism? Hell, I’m only the case manager and I’m here on time. Forget that, I was early and latte-less.”


  Guy struggled to contain his smirk. My uncharacteristic little tirade must have seriously amused him. Damn nervous energy, it needed a release and I chose now for some god-forsaken reason.


  “Umm, we rounded about forty minutes ago.” The words had no sooner left his mouth when the rumble below fired and my blouse suctioned to my armpits. Time for new deodorant.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Don’t worry, doll. I covered for ya.” Guy palmed my shoulder, which had zero effect in the calming department.


  “Why didn’t anyone page me?” This made no sense.


  “The new guy Colton wanted to be a dick and show off his first day as chief. He paged at five to get us all in early. I remembered you said you needed your alarm on some crazy max volume, so I figured you didn’t hear it. It was a bullshit move on his part anyway.”


  He was right about the pager, it could have been a cricket in New Jersey. It had no chance of waking me up. He remembers that?


  “I can’t believe you remembered that, but you should have called me!” That was dumb, Guy didn’t have my number. I didn’t have his either. We weren’t at that level yet. Shit. “Did anyone notice I wasn’t at rounds?” I rubbed my forehead and pinched my eyebrow. What did he say his name was, Colton? The last thing I needed was an arrogant brain surgeon thinking I was lazy on day one.


  “Really, don’t sweat it. I told him one of the kids on peds broke your pager yesterday.” He flashed his dimples, and I suddenly felt a pang of guilt for being bitchy. It wasn’t Guy’s fault I needed a weapon of mass destruction to wake me and I slept through the page. “And be happy you got a few extra minutes of sleep and got to miss the lion pissing-on-his-territory display this morning.” He let out a deep chuckle. “I’m not a hundred percent, but I’m pretty sure the new intern, Petit, shit his pants. It was fucking ugly.”


  His full out belly laugh sliced right through my mood and I couldn’t help but join him. His laugh was infectious, even ... sexy.


  “That bad, huh?”


  “Don’t be surprised if Sam Petit’s scrubs don’t match when you see him.”


  Guy was handsome and funny.


  “Poor kid, that really stinks. I hope he’s not in my office crying all day like that intern last year. The one that wound up quitting month two—remember him?”


  “Don’t feel bad for him.” The dimples disappeared and one-part arrogant took over. “Fuck that, I don’t feel bad for any of them. We all did it. Hell-” Guy looked me straight in the face as his other two-thirds finished, “and I definitely didn’t have a beautiful shoulder like yours to cry on. As I recall, peds wasn’t sharing you back then.”


  Did he really just say that?


  “Be careful what you say, you wouldn’t want anyone to hear that tough Guy Hunter cried like a baby as an intern.” I stepped back, breaking eye contact and letting some air back into the suddenly tight atmosphere. He flirted with all things female; it meant nothing. It was time for a change in subject. “So the new guy’s an ass. That’s what you’re saying, huh?”


  “Pretty much, but that’s his issue. I couldn’t give two shits if he wants to be a dick. As long as he’s as good in the OR as they say he is, and he teaches me what I need to know to get a fellowship, I’ll play the stupid game and kiss ass. I don’t care.”


  Residency could have been the topic of a bad Lifetime movie about hazing, minus the drinking and branding. It started at the top and trickled down to interns, who took the brunt. Always. It was a vicious cycle of humiliation all in the name of “medical” training. It wasn’t right.


  “It’s still not right, attending or not. No one’s that freaking special. He needs to get over himself. Remember that in a few years when you’re done with all your training and an attending,” I said, not believing for one second that Guy would turn into a stereotypical surgeon. He was better than that.


  “Well, he must be doing something right. He’s what, like thirty-six and already fuckin’ Chief of Neuro. He’s published a shit load, and I think he’s even a spokesman for some of that new equipment they’re training us on.” Guy finished tinkering with my tablet and handed it back to me. Envy and determination were in his eyes.


  Our moment was abruptly interrupted. “You can make that man spokesperson or spokesmodel for just about anything, and I’d buy it.” A sassy voice came out of nowhere. We both looked up at Leanne Crowley, a fifth floor nurse and frequenter of girl’s happy hour. She came out of nowhere.


  “Really, Lee?” Guy’s voice deepened to a semi-growl and his expression resembled that of a jealous middle schooler.


  “Yes, Dr. Hunter. Really. I’d even volunteer to be his test subject.” Leanne flashed her pearly whites and shrugged her shoulders. She knew just how to push Guy’s buttons.


  Turning as quickly as she appeared, she walked away with an exaggerated shake of her hips. Guy’s eyes were crazy glued to her assets until she disappeared back into a patient’s room.


  Not staring at Leanne was difficult. She wasn’t just girl next door pretty, she was full on stunning. Her legs started at her chin and she worked that classic Barbie doll figure, big boobs with non-existent hips. Her blonde hair bordered on platinum, a shade that didn’t exist in a box.


  When Guy’s eyes finally rebounded back and realized I caught him checking her out, he raised his brow, screaming, can you blame me? Nope.


  Before he drooled on himself or before my sudden onset of completely unfounded, unjustifiable, unexplainable jealousy clawed its way to the surface, I spoke. “Hey. Let’s run the list so I can go do what I do and not give Dr. Pompous another reason to piss all over the intern again. I hear there’s a limit on how many times you can change your scrubs.”


  “When did you get so funny, doll?” Those dimples killed me.


  Joking aside, Guy diligently walked me through the list of patients. Who was going home soon, who needed rehab, who was scheduled for the OR, and most importantly, an abbreviated Sanskrit-to-English translation of all the neuro terms that were completely foreign.


  Just as we finished with business, something dawned on me. Thanks to Guy, my morning was not total shit. He completely changed the vibe; he fixed it and made it ... enjoyable, even. He let me sleep in, if you called five thirty sleeping in. He covered for me with the new chief and even waited around after rounds to help me out. My insides warmed a degree, nowhere near thawing, but I almost imagined what it would feel like to be with someone again. To trust someone again. To share that part of myself with someone again. Almost.


  I needed out of my own head, and I didn’t want my inner debate sending Guy any wrong signals. “Hey, thanks a lot. I really appreciate your help. You rock.” I genuinely meant it.


  “Anytime. Gotta run, supposedly Super-Chief doesn’t need sleep and changed the damn OR schedule to start even earlier. I’ve got a laminectomy in five.” He radiated annoyance. “So as much as I enjoy your awesome company, I’d rather skip the Chief’s how-long’s-my-dick show if I can. I’ll see ya later, but make sure you page me if you need help changing Petit’s diaper. Show him who’s boss.”


  He squeezed my arm again and sauntered toward the stairs. Surgeons and stairs. I didn’t get it.


  “Go, run, don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll dazzle him with your lami-whatever skills, and hopefully there will be no need for any showing of man parts.” I winked and smiled. “And thanks again for covering for me this morning. I’m just glad he didn’t notice.”


  With one hand opening the steel door, he glanced back looking incredibly handsome and dead serious.


  “I never said that, doll. He totally noticed.”
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