
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: ]


Copyright © 2020 by Kat Addams
All rights reserved. 

Visit my website at http://kataddams.com
Cover Designer: Lori Jackson, http://LoriJacksonDesign.com
Editor and Interior Designer: Jovana Shirley, Unforeseen Editing, www.unforeseenediting.com 

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system without the written permission of the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 

ISBN-13: 978-1-7331523-7-2


Contents

 

ONE

TWO

THREE

FOUR

FIVE

SIX

SEVEN

EIGHT

NINE

TEN

ELEVEN

TWELVE

EPILOGUE

PLAYLIST

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

OTHER BOOKS BY KAT ADDAMS


“Don’t compromise yourself. You are all you’ve got. There is no yesterday, no tomorrow, it’s all the same day.” 

—Janis Joplin


 

 

 

WHILE THIS BOOK IS A COMEDY, IT CONTAINS A SLIGHT HINT OF A STRUGGLE WITH MISCARRIAGE THAT MIGHT BE SENSITIVE TO SOME READERS. 


ONE
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Layla

I set my bare ass down on the cold porcelain, hiked my leg up, and prayed to the good juju gods before unwrapping the death stick with trembling hands. I hadn’t had my period in two months. The first month that had passed without Aunt Flo showing her jerk face, I hadn’t even noticed. I’d been so busy working my day job at The Pink Taco Truck and attending night classes to finish my art degree that the thought of a missing period never crossed my mind. 

My classes at Forks University—go FU!—weren’t entirely a new thing. I’d started attending college as soon as I graduated from high school. But funds were low back then, and my parents couldn’t afford to help me much. Now that my job at the taco truck had taken off, like a real twenty-six-year-old adult, I’d decided to splurge on a little something for myself—my degree. I only had a year left, and then I could be all artsy-fartsy, just how I envisioned my future self—beret and all.

I always loved art. Majoring in it had been a no-brainer for me when I first went off to college. When I was a kid, my parents had often found my drawings on the walls or in the bathtub, and I’d once even decorated their toilet with finger paints. They loved to tell that story. Now, my standards had moved up a bit. I dreamed of a little art studio filled with pastels, Play-Doh, and the swish-swish-swish of paintbrushes. I hoped to open one of those places with wine and cheese and other fancy shit. Maybe I could even ask Aiden to cater my eclectic events. 

Aiden … 

My mind focused back on the task at hand. It had been almost a year since I met Aiden, my friend.

With benefits … 

Shush! I told the voice in my head. 

The last few months, we had been taking salsa lessons together. And by salsa lessons, I mean, we had begun to screw each other senseless. One night, we’d been shooting the shit, as usual, going on and on about hobbies, and the next thing I knew, we’d made plans to take dance lessons together … among other things. We’d created a hobby list, and in our free time, we worked our way down it. Except he and I worked our way down … downtown.

We’d begun the salsa lessons one night a few months ago as the first check mark off the hobby list. I always loved to dance, and surprisingly, he did too. 

When I’d suggested that we try the new place out that had recently opened, Swing, he’d jumped at the chance. I slipped my frilly dress over my head, threw on my heels, and sashayed my way to the dance studio.

All it took was one spin around those hardwood floors and a romantic swoonworthy dip from Aiden, and I became hooked. We danced around the studio, switching partners here and there. I noticed the ladies kept gravitating toward him. His sexy smile and Australian accent had women throwing themselves at him often. So far, I’d been immune to his charm. Mostly.

Aiden and I had begun our friendship by flirting a lot. We worked together on our Shizzle Sauce collaboration, steaming up his kitchen but never starting the fire. He was ever so much the rule follower, never mixing business and pleasure. Aiden’s business was his life.

So, imagine my surprise when he had offered to take me up on dance lessons that night. I’d been sitting at his bar with my dirty, tough females, who had insisted the conversation shift to nuptials. Two of my best friends were planning a wedding, and while I was happy for them, jealousy simmered right below my surface. I was the friend who wanted the big fairy-tale wedding and ten kids. I wanted to be Martha Stewart and the Old Woman Who Lived in a Shoe. I wanted all of those mom and wifey things. But I was the last. The unchosen. The old maid. Single and pathetic. 

I flung the foil wrapper in the trash can beside me, stuck my hand between my legs, and willed myself to force a tinkle out onto that pee stick of irony.

I’m not bitter. My time will come, I lied to myself. 

I gritted my teeth, thinking back on that night. Aiden had probably read my expression. I couldn’t make a poker face. My emotions were etched across my cheeks like a warning sign—hot mess, crybaby, but could cut you in a hot minute. I had balance. 

I sighed, waiting and waiting. My bladder refused to give up the goods. I didn’t want to know if I was knocked up. I had always wanted this moment in my life to be magical. I’d already planned it. I would surprise my husband with a crazy dinner. I would bake buns in the oven, serve eggs, pickles and ice cream, and jelly doughnuts. Not that jelly doughnuts represented anything baby-related. I just loved them and thought a party wasn’t a party without jelly doughnuts. When my Prince Charming hubby finished his meal, I would serve him my positive pee stick, neatly wrapped up in a glittery, pink box. That had been the plan.

Had. Been. 

I sighed, spreading my legs further, looking at my vag, and murmuring, “Get it over with already.” 

The plastic stick shook in my hand. It wouldn’t necessarily be a terrible thing if I was pregnant. I didn’t have that much longer before I finished school, and Aiden’s helpful personality would make him an excellent father to my child. Even though our friendship had evolved into a friendship with benefits, we still cared for each other. Just not in that swoony way. At least, I hadn’t caught the feels. Yet. But sitting in the bathroom of his restaurant, popping a squat to see if I would have his baby, was hardly the romantic moment I’d hoped for in life. I didn’t even have a box to wrap my stick in afterward … if I was pregnant. 

I squinted my eyes shut and grunted, pushing out a sprinkle that fought against releasing until, finally, my pee flowed. My fingers trembled, barely able to clutch the stick. 

“Just the tip,” he had told me, panting in the backseat of his fancy-pants car that night we became lovers. 

We’d worked ourselves up so much on the dance floor that we cut our lesson short and headed to the parking lot. Before that night, we hadn’t even kissed. But after the first salsa lesson, we had begun a routine of our own. We danced together at the studio, flirting and rubbing each other until we were both horny. Then, we’d tell the instructors adios, run out the door, and cha-cha slide to home base every chance we got.

I’d stupidly let passion overtake me. I thought because my period had recently ended, I would be safe from pregnancy. Aiden and I had also given up on dating a few months back. I assumed he was clean, he assumed I was clean, and we assumed he would only stick in just the tip of his dick. At least, that last assumption was wrong. 

We’d dry-humped like teenagers, fiddling the tip around down there until I grabbed his ass and pushed him in—all the way in. A few quick and steamy rabbit pumps and a sloppy pull-out later, and here I was, two months after, peeing on my hand.

I pulled the pregnancy test out and set it on top of the toilet-paper holder, wiping myself clean. 

“What are you doing in here? Did you eat that ice cream again? How many times do I have to tell you to stop eating that lactose shit? We need all hands on deck!” Betty said, barging in the restroom door. 

I jumped, knocking the test off the ledge, and I watched as it tumbled in slow motion to the floor, under the stall, and out of sight.

Silence. 

Awkward silence. 

A silence so silence-y, I wanted to hop into the toilet and flush myself down like in that damn movie Betty’s soon-to-be stepdaughter had made me watch when I babysat her last weekend. 

“Layla,” Betty whispered.

“Layla’s not here,” I answered. 

“Are y’all all right in here? Let me guess. One of y’all forgot tampons again!” Rox said, swinging through the restroom door. 

I heard Nikki groaning behind her.

“I don’t know what y’all are doing in here, but I really got to pee!” Nikki said.

I sat still on the other side of the locked stall. 

My heart pulsed in my ears, vibrating through my chest and making me dizzy enough to plop back down on the toilet seat.

Dizziness? That’s an early sign! I put my head in my hands.

“Layla,” Betty repeated. 

“I don’t want to know. I already know. I just needed to confirm. I got this. Just let me stay in here and—” I started.

Betty’s hand gripped my ankle from beneath the door. Her long nails curled around the clasp of my heel. “I’ll drag you out if I have to!” she shouted. 

“Rox, help,” I cried. 

“We will. We all will,” Rox said. Her voice came out thick and low.

I shook off Betty’s hand and unlocked the door, shuffling to the sink to wash my hands. The pee stick was still lying on the floor with my friends gathered around it. All three of them met my gaze in the mirror. 

“How far along?” Nikki asked. 

“Almost three months,” I sighed.

“What? You’ve been pregnant for three months, and you’re just now finding out? How does that even happen, Layla?” Betty crossed her arms over her chest. 

Out of all my friends, Betty was the one I feared disappointing the most. Betty had encouraged me to go back to school and finish my degree. She was my biggest supporter—and also my biggest pain in the ass. 

“Y’all know my periods are never regular! Plus, I thought I was gaining the freshman fifteen! Or the senior twenty at least! I’ve been stress eating. How was I supposed to know these bubbles in my guts weren’t just farts? My mind’s been elsewhere!” I threw my hands up, splattering water across the sink and mirror. 

“Okay, everyone, let’s calm down. It’s happened, and we have to make a plan and move forward.” Rox stepped over to me, placing her hand on my back. 

I sniffled.

“Yes, the plan is, nothing changes. You’re still finishing that degree. And you’re going to tell me who the father is because I’m going to march right over to his ass and make sure he’s involved in this too. What kind of dumbass man messes up like that in this day and age? I know you’re smarter than that! Don’t you carry rubbers on you? Did he talk you out of using them? Just who the hell is this man?” Betty bent over, picking my pee stick up and setting it on the counter.

“Ladies, is everything all right? I heard a commotion and wanted to make sure you guys were okay,” Aiden’s sultry Aussie accent called from the other side of the door.

I yelped, reaching out to grip the counter and steady myself.

“Layla?” Aiden called again, slowly squeaking open the door. “Can I come in?”

“No!” we answered in unison. 

Nikki slammed the door shut.

“Sheesh. Okay. I’m keen to help with whatever you need. Just let me know,” he said.

“What she’s going to need is—” Betty started before Rox jerked her arm and put a palm over her mouth. 

“Betty! Layla has to be the one. She will have to tell the father. Whoever that is.” Rox cleared her throat. 

Betty rolled her eyes. “We know who it is. Why did you lie to us? You said y’all were just friends.” 

“I didn’t lie! We were just friends. Until we weren’t. I mean, we still are. Friends with benefits.” I peered down at the positive pregnancy test, stuck my finger out, and flicked it into a spin.

“The only benefit he gave you is a tax benefit. Now what? You quitting school again?” Betty stuck her hand out, slapping it on top of the test, stopping it from spinning. 

“Let’s give her a chance. Layla, what are you going to do? What do you want to do?” Nikki said, clutching the crystal around her neck. “We’re your best friends, so we’re all in this together. And I think the father, whoever that might be”—her eyes shot to the restroom door and back at me—“will probably help you too.”

“He will,” Betty said, scrubbing her hands under the sink. “Oh, he will.”

“I’m going to go out there and make Shizzle Sauce; that’s what I’m going to do.” I picked up the pregnancy test, rolled it inside a handful of paper towels, and stuffed it in my purse. “And then I’m going to go drop off this food at the food bank, as planned. And then I’m going to take my ass to school tonight,” I continued, washing my hands again before turning toward Betty. “This”—I held my purse out—“doesn’t change anything.”

I blew out a breath and stomped out the door, swallowing my lie. This was going to change everything. 
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I stopped by my parents’ house after class. They had recently bought a home near FU, so they could feel young and alive in the college district. My mother claimed her job as a high school principal had aged her beyond her years. My dad, who ran a landscaping business, also felt the need for a change. I hadn’t been at all surprised when they joined a motorcycle club and sold the house. My parents were always doing things on a whim. Just last year, they’d decided to become ordained ministers, strictly for pets. Yep, that was a thing, and yep, my kitty, Mars, was now married to my neighbor’s cat, Penny.

I pulled onto the cobblestone drive, noticing the first signs of spring in the daffodils cropping up around their oak tree. We’d had a backyard full of them when I was a child. I always knew it was getting close to time for the Easter Bunny when those daffodils sprang out of the ground. I’d set my basket out on the kitchen table at the first bloom. 

I sighed, exiting the car. How I wished I could go back to those more carefree days.

I pulled out my phone, calling my mom to let her know I was here but she didn’t answer. She and Dad were probably doing their same old routine. Every night after dinner, my parents had a ritual of having a glass of wine on the back patio. After I’d turned nineteen, they’d often let me join but only pour me half a glass. I loved those times with my parents and vowed to make it a ritual with my future husband.

Future husband … 

I wrung my hands at the thought of ever marrying now. Who would want a knocked-up chick? Aiden was out of the question. He’d declared himself in the friend zone long ago, and so had I. We had quickly become best friends. Not DTF best friends, but we shared everything with each other. It wasn’t until recently that we’d had sex, and that was only because those damn salsa lessons had had us rubbing up against each other. What were we supposed to do?

I opened the back gate, winding through the landscaped path toward the patio. I tiptoed over the cobblestone, stepping into the garden lights shining on the walkway so I wouldn’t trip and hurt myself—or my baby. I paused mid-step when I heard them. My parents were screwing. Again. I’d heard that ooo-ooooo-eeeee-ahhhhh sound countless times while growing up. Every time I showed up unexpectedly, they were doing it. Anytime they thought I was asleep, they were doing it. I couldn’t figure out if I was proud of them or disgusted by their constant boning.

“Mom!” I shouted before rounding the corner of the patio. I choked on a bit of bile in the back of my throat and leaned my hand against the brick wall, steadying myself. I didn’t know if the pregnancy was hitting me all of a sudden or if it was my mother’s sex yodels, but I immediately felt sick. 

“Layla?” she called through an awkward silence. 

“Mama, I need you.” I slid down the wall, burying my head in my hands to stop the dizziness that had quickly overtaken me. 

“Layla!” My mom came around the corner, dressed in only a bathrobe. 

My dad ran behind her in his tighty-whities.

I turned my head and hurled. 

“Shit! It’s okay, honey. It’s okay,” my mom said, pulling my hair back while I ralphed in their rose bush. “Can you get us some water, Stan?” 

She looked to my dad, who nodded before running off, jiggling in his underwear. I moaned, heaving again.

“Mom, why are you and Dad always doing it? Look at what you’re doing to me!” I cried, rubbing my stomach. 

“What? Are you saying we did this? You think because your dad and I were making sweet love on the back patio, that’s why you got sick? Come on now, dear. That’s a load of crap. It’s not like you haven’t heard us before. You know I can’t keep my hands off that hot stuff. Now, get up. You’re sick. Come lie down,” she said, helping me to my feet.

“I’m not sick. I’m pregnant,” I blurted, collapsing into her arms. 

“Oh shit,” she said, catching me before I fell again.

“Oh shit,” my dad muttered, dropping the cup of water on the ground. 

“Oh shit.” I ugly-cried. My face contorted into painful shapes. “I’m going to have a baby, and this isn’t how I planned on it happening, Mama. I wanted to be married. I needed that white dress and flowers. I was going to have swans at my wedding. Swans! You know, everything I have in the wedding planner I’ve been carrying around since I was eight. Then, after a few years of wedded bliss, we could have kids Now, no one will want me. I thought I’d be excited to have a baby but not like this. Which makes me feel terrible!”

“Mom guilt. It comes on quick. How far along are you?” my mom asked, steering me toward the patio and setting me into an armchair. 

“Three months-ish.” 

My dad sucked in his breath. 

“Barbara, I’m going to let you two have some time. Layla, I love you. Everything is going to be okay,” my dad said, leaning down to kiss my forehead. 

“Will it?” I looked up at my mom, who guzzled down her wine and settled into a chair beside me. 

“Yep. Life is all about curveballs. Once you’ve had enough of them, you’ll learn how to cope. Remember that time your dad and I planned our vow renewal and that damn pandemic hit? We were quarantined for half the year. Curveball. Or, I know I’ve told you this, but when your dad and I got engaged, the stock market crashed, and he lost his job. We lost our savings for the home we’d been hoping to buy. Curveball. But good things come from those. Your dad and I learned we could live through quarantine together and not get divorced, and his landscaping business was born out of that other curveball. You’re going to look at that baby and think it’s the best damn curveball life could have thrown you.” 

“She. It’s a she,” I said, placing my hand on my belly. 

“I could tell early on too. But to know for sure, we need to get you to the doctor. I’m assuming you haven’t gone yet. How long have you known?” My mom rubbed her temples, closing her eyes for a brief second before realizing she’d left mom mode. She sat up in her chair, turning her full attention to me.

“I found out today. I’d thought I was just having a wonky period, like normal, and I’d skipped the last two. Three. I don’t even know anymore. I’ll call Dr. Beringer tomorrow.”

“That old fossil? No way! We’re going to do this properly. I’m calling this midwife I know. She’s part of the motorcycle club, and she’s amazing. Delivers babies all the time. Her name is Celeste.”

“What? You think I can push out this baby without pain meds? Mom! I don’t even like to get a paper cut. I get squeamish.”

“Celeste can give epidurals! If you need it. I don’t think you will. I raised a little badass. Just consult with her tomorrow and see what you think. She will get you in ASAP. She owes me,” she said, tucking her feet under her lap and rubbing her palms together. “Now, let’s come up with a plan. You’re going to have the baby in the autumn, so … school.” 

“Yes, school,” I sighed. 

I had planned to finish up my credit hours and graduate before Christmas. Except now, I couldn’t attend in the fall. How could I possibly remain in school and juggle a newborn? Not to mention, the labor and delivery. Natural birth or not, popping a watermelon out of my cooch was going to give me a lengthy recovery period. I shuddered.

“You’re not quitting. Not this time.”

My dad came outside again, dressed and carrying a wine bottle. He twisted the cap and began pouring a refill for my mom, who looked up at him with her doe-eyed smile. I was lucky enough to have parents who were the best example of a loving relationship I’d ever seen. I’d never come close to experiencing that myself. My past boyfriends were friendly but passionless. When we did it, we did it. There hadn’t been sparks or fire or chemistry like I’d had with Aiden.

Aiden … 

“Who’s the father?” My dad paused, filling up my mother’s wineglass. 

“What? Oh. Well …” My voice trailed off.

“Maybe she doesn’t know. Don’t put her on the spot! It’s okay, honey. As women, we can have a healthy sex life and still respect ourselves. Women in my day fought for that.” She reached over and rubbed my knee before guzzling another glass of wine.

“I know who the dad is! He’s my … friend. Well, he was. He still is, I mean. We just had a rendezvous once. Twice. A few times. After dance lessons. It was stupid. Ugh.”

“Just friends, huh? Does he know?” my mom asked.

“No! Not yet. I’ll tell him. I just have to figure out my plan first. My body is the one having the baby. I’ll be the one deciding on how to make it all work.” I pursed my lips together, eyeing my mother’s wine. I could use a drink or three right now.

“Cheers to that.” She raised her glass.

“Wait. He still needs to know soon. It’s his baby too,” my dad said, gulping wine from the bottle.

My mom and I shot him a glare.

“What I mean is, he might want to experience this too. All of the things you are. Those moments when we first found out your mom was pregnant are some of my best memories. Please don’t let him miss out on that. You said you were friends. I think that’s a good start. Talk to him like you’d tell a friend.” 

I scuffed my foot across the concrete floor, swinging my leg out in front of me, staring at it. In just a few short months, my long legs would bear varicose veins, broken capillaries, and enough water retention to turn my toothpicks into cankles.

“Sure. I mean, I guess he can sign up to see me puke in bushes, gain fifty pounds of fluff, and waddle like I’m an eighty-year-old. Sure thing. He’d love that. There go my salsa lessons,” I huffed, pulling my phone out of my purse.

“Don’t tell him on text!” my mom shouted. 

“I’m not. I’m asking if he wants to go to lunch tomorrow. That’s it. I’ll play it by ear from there. But right now, I need to work on a plan for me. So, back to it. I have enough funds for night school. But if I have to take double the number of classes in the summer, I’m not so sure. I don’t even know how I’ll survive that and working,” I said. 

“Your dad and I can help. His business will be picking up this spring with the warm weather. We’re getting you through school. You’re getting that art degree. You’re pursuing your dreams. We’ll make sure of that,” my mom said. “Right, honey?” She looked at my dad.

“We’ll do whatever it takes,” he answered, patting the top of my head. 

“Are you sure? I hate asking you two for help. I’m too old to do that!” 

“We’re your parents. And you’re about to find out that the love a parent has for their children doesn’t expire with age. We will always help you. We have a little bit of savings. We can afford it. Don’t you worry about us. And you know I’m off all summer, so I can help you with what you need. With school out, I’ll have more time on my hands,” my mom said. 

“Okay.” My voice came out small, like I’d turned six again and I had just done something dumb, like paint rainbows on the toilet.

My parents lost themselves in tipsy conversation while I snuck a quick text to Aiden. 

Me: Hey. Lunch tomorrow? 

Aiden: Hey! Only if I can get some chicken shawarma! I’m craving it like mad.

Me: How about I pick some up and bring it by the restaurant? Late lunch. Like 1? Is that okay?

I hoped I could get in to see Celeste as early as I could. I’d need to text DTF that I couldn’t make it until the afternoon, but they’d understand. 

Aiden: You are the best. Lunch on you and a cocktail or two on me. See you tomorrow!

I hesitated, knowing I couldn’t have any alcohol—and ironically when I wanted a drink the most. 

Me: Yep, see you tomorrow!

I set my phone down on my lap and stared at it, zoning out into a foggy wave of sleepiness. The drama or the pregnancy symptoms had all caught up with me at once—dizziness, fatigue, nausea. I listened to the murmurs of my parents, cradled my belly, and drifted off into a nap.


TWO
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Aiden

I sat in my office, kicking my feet up on the desk and leaning back in my chair. I’d been searching for available space for our second restaurant for months, and nothing had come close to the rustic atmosphere I envisioned. I didn’t want an exact carbon copy of our restaurant we had now, Scarlett Herb. I wanted something a little less stuffy or pretentious, as Layla and her friends liked to tease. I’d never thought my place gave off the stuck-up vibe. Back home in Australia, we’d had plenty of fancy diners like mine. But here, in Outer Forks, things were a little simpler. Still, we’d done something right because our reservations were booked well in advance.

I stretched my arms over my head and closed my eyes for a split second, taking in the sounds and scents around me. The familiar clanging from the kitchen and the smell of seared meat brought me back to my childhood. I’d played at my parents’ feet for years while they ran restaurants just like this. I sat up, sighing, and pushed the thought of them out of my head. I missed them terribly, but instead of running from tragedy like my brother, Jay, I blocked the pain out by diving into work and keeping myself busy.

Not only had my work cradled me through the roughest times, but it’d also led me to success. I knew my avoidance method wasn’t the healthiest way to deal with problems. Sticking my head in the sand and waiting on it to pass didn’t heal much, but it at least distracted me enough to get by in life. If it were the other way around and I became distracted with every terrible bit of news in the world, I’d never get any work done. 

I considered myself fortunate enough to have learned the ins and outs of the restaurant business from my late parents. I missed home sometimes, but Outer Forks had quickly become my new home during the last year. All the people I’d met were more than welcoming, especially Layla. 

The first time I’d set eyes on Layla, my mind had drifted to how delicious she would look, tangled in my bedsheets. I’d pictured her long, wavy hair fanned out around her face while she lay there, lips parted and looking up at me with her bright smile. I’d kiss her neck and work my way down until she let out her soft giggles. Oh, how I loved those giggles. Even now, while being friend-zoned, I melted when she laughed. If there was anything that could rile me up and put me into a good mood, it was Layla and her personality. And that was why we kept our distance—or had kept our distance until the handful of times we hadn’t.

For me to become distracted by an amazing woman such as Layla, I would need to put my work on hold, and that wasn’t happening anytime soon. I needed to expand my business, not press pause. That was the reason I set down boundaries in any relationship. I was only committed to my work. I still had needs to meet, but I wasn’t looking for love. Not yet anyway. If things worked out with the second restaurant and I could afford to hire even more help, then I’d settle down and look for Ms. Right. But for now, I blocked that task out of my head.

I made sure that I didn’t lead Layla on in believing we were more than friends. At least, I didn’t think I had. I made sure to say friend or even mate a lot in our conversations, and I made sure to never touch her in a remotely sexual way—until I did. 

How’s my mate doing?

You are such a good friend. 

I’m so glad I have you as a friend.

Hey, mate! 

Friend, friend, friend. 

Mate, mate, mate.

It wasn’t until she’d asked me to take salsa lessons that things began to become more than friendly. I had successfully not felt her up in the movie theater or become drunk enough to kiss her at the bar. We had intimate dinners at new restaurants in town and not played footsie, and I hadn’t pinned her against the wall of that secluded alleyway at the art festival. Although I wanted to do all of those things, I kept boundaries in check and told myself if she wanted to do those things, she would. But she didn’t. 

Layla also dropped the friend word—too much.

Hey, friend! What’s my friend up to today?

You’re a friendly friend. I like to spend time with my friends, such as yourself.

What a super friend. That’s your hero name. Super Friend. The friendliest, super-iest friend. 

I am so lucky to have a friend like you. 

She also never touched me. A friendly pat on the back or a high five was all I received from her. 

That was, until those damn salsa lessons. I’d agreed to go with her to Swing, thinking nothing of it. I could use some tips on my dance style, and Layla had said she’d always wanted to learn dance but never had a partner. What kind of friend would I have been if I’d refused to go? She needed me there, and I was Super Friend. 

So, I put on my dancing shoes and met her there.

At first, we were paired with different instructors. I had an older, plump lady with a heavy Russian accent, and Layla had a man who looked as if he had stepped out of an underwear ad. He led her around the dance floor effortlessly. I heard those soft giggles from across the room and as they both floated by my aggressive instructor and me. 

Anytime I looked down at my feet, my instructor would take my chin between her fingers, jerking it up, and bark “No!” so loud that her voice echoed off the walls, jarring the other dancers around us.

This pairing didn’t seem fair, and I quickly became ready to quit. But after a few rounds around the dance floor with other partners, the teachers finally put Layla and me together and made us practice what we’d learned. I sighed, relieved to be with my friend. I took her in my arms and whirled her around on the floor, surprising not only myself and Layla, but the instructors too. Even Ms. Drill Sergeant stood with her jaw dropped, watching on the sidelines.

My body rubbed up against Layla’s, and our unspoken no-touchy rule flew out the window. Her breath became heavier, either from my sultry moves or the workout from this dance routine. Either way, when I dipped her, she looked at me and giggled. It was the giggle. Damn her giggles. But wait! That wasn’t the worst of it. After that giggle, she locked eyes with me and bit her lip. It was then that I knew we were in trouble. In my experience, anytime a woman bit her lip, she wanted the D.

We waved good-bye to our instructors and rushed out of the studio, diving into the backseat of my car that I’d thankfully parked at the very back of the lot. I’d paid a substantial amount of money for my luxurious gift to myself, and the last thing I wanted was someone slamming their door into mine.

Once we settled into my car, we were all over each other. Something had changed between us back in that studio. I’d become less Super Friend and more Super Freak. Maybe it was the way she’d slid her fingertips up my arm or the pleading look in her eyes before we left. Or perhaps it was how, while leading us toward my car, I’d lowered my palm on her back, trailing it down and over that gorgeous arse of hers. Maybe it had been all of it. I didn’t think or care about our dramatic turn of events at the time. All I’d cared about was hearing that giggle in my ear while I slid myself between her legs. 

I grinned, closing my eyes for a moment to relive that first time. 

 

I crawled on top of her, hiking her dress up and spreading her knees with mine. I pushed my dick into her knickers, hard, feeling myself against her warm, wet pussy. 

“Dry-hump me, friend,” she said before grabbing the back of my neck and pulling my lips to hers. 

I thought her giggles were seductive, but I’d no idea what her lips would do to me. One touch of her mouth to mine, and I paused my hump session and reared back my head. She tasted like a mixture of spring mornings, sunshine, spun sugar, and joy. Pure, positive, uplifting joy. Her breaths came out like a song, luring me into her trance. I’d never felt or tasted anything like her before.

“Why did you stop?” she panted. “It felt so good!” She wiggled her hips, arching them up and into mine. 

“You … you’re driving me wild, mate.” I gulped. “I don’t know what we’re doing. But I can’t seem to stop. And it’s probably not right, but—”

She leaned up onto her elbows, pushing her lips into mine again. “Shh. Stop talking. It’s just a friendly, uh … game. If you don’t want to though—”

“No! I want to. More than anything. I want to slide these knickers to the side and feel your pussy clench around my cock.”

She gasped. “Aiden! I’ve never heard you say anything remotely that dirty! Oh my gosh!” 

She giggled, and that was that. I let that giggle carry me into my most primal desire. I became a caveman. Grunting, pushing, and stupid dry-humping. 

“Just the tip,” Layla whispered, mid-hump. 

“What?”

“I’m not ovulating. I keep track of all that. I’m clean. You’re clean. I think. I trust you. Tell me if you aren’t. Otherwise, slide into me. But just the tip. I don’t have a condom on me. Do you?” Her voice came out hurried, frantic, shaking.

“No, I don’t have anything on me. I was expecting to learn to dance, not fuck like a teenager in the backseat of my ride. I’m clean. It’s been a while for me. Are you sure? I trust you, too, but I want you to be sure.”

She didn’t answer, only unzipped my pants and clutched her fingertips around my dick, pulling me out. Her eyes grew wide as she struggled to wrap her palm around my thickness. Women had told me before that I was thicker than normal. One ex-girlfriend had said getting used to me was like getting used to shoving a stovepipe up there. But I wasn’t too worried about it at the moment. Layla didn’t seem too worried about it either.

“Oh!” she moaned, wincing while guiding the tip of my cock to the side of her knickers and straight into her. 

“Fuck,” I breathed out. 

The sudden wet heat on the head of my dick caused my knees to shake. I clenched my thighs, forcing myself to not push deep into her. I bounced as best as I could with just the tip inside of her. 

“Nope. This isn’t going to work. I need you—now!” she said, grabbing my hips and shoving me into her. She let out a yelp, a moan, and a giggle as she held me there in place, stretching her out.

“That’s not just the tip,” I groaned. My head swam in her giggles. 

“I can’t help it. Just this once. Pull out. We’re good,” she squeaked out. She wiggled her hips, struggling against me. 

I didn’t need convincing. I drove into her like my life depended on it. She wrapped her legs around me and held on tight, still wincing. Her fingers dug into my back as she took me like a pro. 

“Fuck!” she screamed.

“Am I hurting you?” I paused, breathing into her ear.

“Hell yes, it hurts! Anyone ever tell you that your dick is as thick as a railroad tie?” 

“No. Can’t say anyone has ever compared it to that.” 

“Well, it’s the truth. Don’t stop though. I like it.” She bucked against me. 

I rammed myself into her over and over again. I quickly pulled out before I lost the capability of doing anything other than collapsing on top of her, and I spilled out all over her thighs. I looked down, seeing her pussy for the first time. She was soaked, red, swollen, and downright edible. This time, I couldn’t help it. I buried my face between her legs and finished her off. She squirmed over the edge in no time. 

“Well, mate, I’d say that was the best damn dance lesson I’ve ever had,” she said as I reached into the console for a tissue. 

I wiped her thighs clean and pulled her dress back down to her knees, patting her in the friendliest gesture I could. 

“Yep. Never danced with a friend like that before but glad I did. That was … you are …” 

“A super friend,” she finished. 

“Yep. A super friend.” I tucked myself back into my pants and opened the door to let us out. 

We had scheduled salsa lessons twice weekly over the next two months. 

 

“Knock, knock!” Layla said, peeking around my office door. 

“Come in!” I stood up to greet her. “Here, let me get that!” I said, grabbing a greasy paper bag from her fist.

“I brought chicken shawarma. And also jelly doughnuts!” She sighed, plopping herself into a chair. 

She wore the same spring dress that she had worn that first time we did it in the backseat of my car. The same one I’d been fantasizing about moments ago.

“Jelly doughnuts? Sounds delightful!” I rummaged through the bag, taking out the containers and setting them on my desk. 

“I had a craving.” She shrugged, shifting her eyes to the door. “Do you mind if I close this door?”

“Of course. I’ll get it. Something the matter?” I pushed the door shut, grinning and raising my eyebrows in her direction. I hadn’t thought we would take things to the next level by having sex somewhere other than my car, but who was I to turn down hot sex at any time of the day?

“I’d just like some privacy, is all.” She picked at the food, loading her plate with two doughnuts and a spoonful of chicken shawarma and rice. 

“Okay. I’m guessing you want to either sex me up or talk about the sexing me up you’ve been doing.” I spooned a heaping serving of food on my plate and groaned after the first bite. “Damn, this hits the spot.”

“Not really about sex. Well, it’s kind of about sex.” She put her fork to her mouth and cringed before sniffing it and turning a putrid shade of green. 

“What is it?” 

“This smells terrible! What’s wrong with it? Smell!” She shoved her plate in my face. 

The spicy scent of our meal had my mouth watering and my nose running. 

“What are you going on about? It smells just like mine. Divine! Taste it! Do you not like Indian food? We could have eaten something else,” I said between greasy mouthfuls of buttery rice and spiced chicken. 

She set her plate down, shoving a doughnut up under her nose and breathing in heavy. 

“Are you going to eat that doughnut or sniff it all day? What’s going on? Do you want me to make you a cocktail? Are you nervous about something? Is it school? DTF?”

“No!” she shouted. “Well, yes, I’m nervous, but no, I can’t have a cocktail! Let me sniff this doughnut. Maybe give it a lick. Don’t think I can eat anything right now, but this smells so good.” She slid her bubblegum-pink tongue up the side of the doughnut before sticking it in the jelly hole and winking at me. 

That was one thing we’d yet to get to. I had never slipped my cock in that mouth of hers. We had been too busy fucking like rabbits to explore. Not that I was complaining. But watching her lick her sticky lips right now made me let out a growl I hadn’t seen coming.

“You’re teasing me now. Is that what you’d like me to do to you?” 

I set my fork down and pushed my plate to the side. She also pushed her plate to the side and reached across my desk, grabbing my tie and tugging my mouth toward hers. 

I slid my tongue between her lips, breathing in her intoxicating honeysuckle scent. She pushed my tongue away and recoiled, whimpering. 

“I’m going to be sick,” she cried before running out the door. 

Bloody hell. I’ve never made a woman feel disgusted before.

I blew my breath into my hands and nodded. I didn’t mind the smell of chicken shawarma. My breath didn’t smell minty fresh, but it didn’t smell like a trash compactor either. I packed up the food and took it to the kitchen, so she wouldn’t smell it anymore. Maybe she had a better nose than me, and the chicken really was bad. It hadn’t tasted bad though. 

I stopped at the ladies’ restroom and knocked on the door. “Layla? Are you okay? Can I help?” 

“Just a minute,” she groaned from the other side of the door. “Just putting cold water on my face. I’m not feeling well.”

“If you’re sick, I can take care of you. Let me help.” 

She pushed the door open. Her complexion had turned a ghastly shade of white.

“You mean that? You want to help?” 

“Of course, mate. You need to sit back down. I got rid of the offensive chicken. Come back in the office. I’ll get you some water or Vegemite. You know that cures everything! My mum used to serve it to me anytime I felt ill.”

“Please don’t say Vegemite.” 

She stumbled. I grabbed her arm, walking slowly back to my office and sitting her in the chair. 

“Let me get you some water. Be right back.”

I ran back to the kitchen. 

“What’s going on? Why are you running?” Jay asked. 

I waved off Jay’s questions. “No time! Layla isn’t feeling well. Chat in a bit.” 

I filled a glass up and rushed it back to Layla. 

“Here you go. Do you have a fever?” 

I put the back of my hand to her head. She didn’t feel warm, but her skin gave off a sticky feeling that made me shudder. 

“I’m not sick.” She gulped the water down. 

“Are you sure? Because you look sick.”

“That is something you don’t ever tell a woman! I don’t care if I’m on my deathbed; you don’t tell me I look terrible!”

“I didn’t say terrible! I said sick. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it that way. You just look clammy, is all.” 

“Clammy? Do I look like a crustacean to you?” 

“I think they are mollusks but—”

“Ugh, never mind! My hormones are out of whack. Sorry I’m losing it on you. It’s just that—”

“Ahh, the mysterious female period. You need ample amounts of chocolate, cuddles, and chick flicks.” 

“Damn it, Aiden. You aren’t making this easy. That’s a stereotype of menstruating women.”

“So, you’re saying you don’t want chocolate, cuddles, and chick flicks?”

She broke down in tears. Heaving, ugly sobs. Her nose crinkled up, her mouth opened into a wail, and her face turned pink. “I do! I do! I want chocolate and cuddles and chick flicks. I wanted pink peonies and a white wedding dress. I wanted someone down on one knee in the middle of a snowfall, giving me a vintage ring and asking for a commitment. I wanted anniversary pancakes in bed and a room full of kids in pajamas, bouncing on the bed and driving my husband and me nuts. I wanted Christmas dinner with the family and handwritten birthday cards. I wanted to write my own vows and have DTF dress up in the pinkest boujee bridesmaid dresses just so I could see Betty pissed off at me. I wanted all those things!”

I scratched my head, avoiding her eyes. I had no idea where to look or what to do or what was happening. I didn’t know much about women’s menstrual cycles. I thought it was a joke that the demon hellspawn arose from them and they were all over the place. I’d never experienced it before, but now, all I wanted to do was throw chocolate and tampons at Layla, give her a quick kiss on the cheek, and run for my life. I choked back terror. 

“Honey, Layla. What’s going on? Talk to me. Why can’t you have those things? You’re young, you’re beautiful, you’re amazing. You can have it all. I can get you chocolate now, but the other stuff … I don’t think I can get Betty in a boujee pink dress.” I wiped a bead of sweat from my forehead. Maybe the chicken was bad. 

Layla laughed, cried, and laughed again. 

This is out of control. 

She is out of control. 

Should I call DTF?

“Getting Betty in that dress would be much easier than what I’m facing. This isn’t at all how I had this planned out. I’m sorry, Aiden. I came here for this.” She pulled a black box from her purse and pushed it toward me. 

“What’s this?” I grabbed it, prying it open.

“It is a boring, nondescript box that’s going to change your life. I really wanted to make a glittery pink box or a bedazzled box or something flashy and fun. But not like this. That dream is gone. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. I was supposed to be married and …” Her voice muffled into one long run-on sentence before trailing off. 

I had no idea what she’d said. I was too busy trying to make sense of what I was looking at. I’d seen a pregnancy test before. And long ago, I had been in a similar situation as this one, back home in Australia. 

I’d excitedly supported my ex-girlfriend, Monica, throughout her entire pregnancy, only for her to tell me in the hospital that the baby wasn’t mine. I shut down after that, refusing to talk to anyone about it but Jay. He was my rock, pulling me through that shame. I couldn’t even face my parents much after disappointing them with that fiasco. Luckily, they never mentioned it, although I knew they desperately wanted grandchildren. Now, they wouldn’t get that chance. 

I was humiliated, ashamed, and heartbroken after Monica’s deceit. I never brought it up to anyone before, and Jay kept his mouth shut, only speaking about it if I started the conversation. That was a time in my life I tucked away, just like my dreams of being a husband and father. After having my heart ripped out and stomped on, I wasn’t sure I could risk that pain again. Instead, like always, I’d buried myself into my work. But now, I couldn’t bury myself into work when I had a baby—a real baby. My baby. My unhealthy coping mechanism was out of the question. I’d have to raise my child, put my career on the back burner, and man up. I didn’t have another choice.

Bloody hell. 

I set the box down on my desk and rose from my chair. My vision began to blur, causing me to stumble before catching myself and struggling to the door. My feet dragged behind me like I wore heavy iron shackles. I felt as if she’d punched me in the gut. 

“Aiden?” Her voice came out small, tearful, scared. 

I already wanted to apologize for the disservice I’d surely given her. She deserved better.

“I think that was some bad chicken after all, mate,” I said before tripping over my feet to get to the men’s room. 


THREE
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Layla

I hadn’t mentioned my appointment with the midwife, Celeste, to Aiden. After his initial shock, I didn’t want to send him running away, and then our friendship would become even more awkward. Besides, I could handle this baby myself. I had a great support system. My parents and DTF had all told me they would help me, no matter what. And even though Aiden had promised the same, I’d heard the falter in his voice.

I took a deep breath and walked into Celeste’s office. I’d thought a midwife was some type of hippie voodoo witch who used poultices, spells, and chants. But surprisingly, Celeste’s office gave off the dull, sterile vibe of any ordinary doctor’s office.

“Ms. Layla Jenkins?” the woman at the front desk asked while I filled out the check-in sheet. 

Her lips parted into a goofy grin, and I immediately felt at ease. 

“Yes. I believe my mother called in a rush appointment for me to see Celeste,” I said, handing over my insurance card. 

“Yep. Thought that was who you were. You look just like her. Same hair, same eyes, same smile. Barbara couldn’t keep the excitement out of her voice when she called.” 

At least someone was excited about this predicament. 

“Do you know her from Celeste?”

“Oh! Yes, and no. Sorry, I should have introduced myself. I’m Deb. Both Celeste and I are in the biker club with your parents. I’m also a doula, working with Celeste. We’re a team.” She stuck her hand out for me to shake. “Congratulations on your little one. I’m so excited to meet another Jenkins!” 

“Oh. Yes. Well, thanks,” I mumbled. “What’s a doula?” I shifted my weight on my feet and sighed. 

I shouldn’t be wearing heels. Just this morning, I’d noticed my feet were either slightly swollen or had magically grown overnight. I’d stuffed them into my black leather pumps anyway and hobbled on with my day. Now, I regretted that dumb decision.

“A doula is someone that every pregnant woman needs. I give you both emotional and physical support. Celeste will work more on the medical side, but if you want to cry because your vagina looks like a big purple balloon animal, you call me. I’m like a friend. With some medical benefits.”

A friend with benefits. That was what had put me in this whole situation in the first place. 

“Sounds good,” I lied. The thought of my vagina swelling to the size of a hot-dog bun stuck in my head. I grabbed the ledge of her desk, steadying myself. 

“Sit! Celeste will be out shortly. I’ll come in and talk to you once she’s done, and that’s that. You’ll be on your way to a healthy bundle of joy.” Deb’s eyes sparkled as she squealed and did a little dance in her seat. 

She seemed like she was a perfect match for this job, or she’d swallowed some type of super-happy pills. Either way, at least I would have some positive coaching throughout this ordeal.

I knew DTF would hold my hand, but none of them knew anything about pregnancy or babies. If I told them all about my huge vagina, they’d likely cringe and back away before swallowing their fear and forcing themselves to help me. I nodded at Deb and walked over to the dingy, striped couch in the waiting area. I lost myself in a baby magazine as two other very pregnant women waddled into the room and shot the shit with Deb. Their voices muddled together into a long, low hum. Similar to the noise machine that I used to lull me to sleep at night.

I leaned my head back on the couch and glanced at the clock. It was nine o’clock in the morning, and I already needed a nap.

“Layla Jenkins?” a woman said, peeking from behind a door. She stood at least six feet tall with legs that seemed to go on forever. Even under her mid-length skirt, I was sure those legs only stopped at her neck. 

“That’s me.” I gulped.

“Follow me.” She smiled. “I’m Celeste. Your midwife.” She stuck her hand out for me to shake before turning on her heels toward an exam room. 

She wore her hair pulled back into a tight ponytail that hung at her waist. I couldn’t picture Celeste on a motorcycle. She looked as if she vacationed in the Hamptons, not revved up a Harley.

I scurried behind her, my four steps to her long-legged two. 

“Barbara told me that you think you’re about three months along?” She opened the door and motioned for me to climb onto the examination table. 

I tried to open my mouth to speak, but I could only nod. 

“That’s a bit late for your first appointment, but we will get you fixed right up. Today, we’re going to go over a few things, do some labs, and get an ultrasound before you go. You’ll get to see your baby!” she said, sitting down in a rolling chair and scribbling on a clipboard.

“What? I can see it today?” My pulse thumped in my ears. I wasn’t prepared to actually see my baby. I’d thought today was just vagina stuff. I’d thought I’d put my feet in stirrups and scoot down the table to show Celeste my entire playground. Balloon knot and all. I’d shaved for this. I didn’t have a gnarly hair anywhere, lest she think I was a cavewoman.

“Yep!”

Unga fucking bunga. 

Celeste rattled off questions about my health history, my parents’, and then … the father’s. 

I wrung my hands in my lap, realizing I didn’t know a thing about Aiden’s health history. It wasn’t exactly like our friendly talks had led to conversations about bloodlines and genetics.

“He’s Australian,” I stammered. “So … maybe he has some underlying thing that is common in Australia. Like … I don’t know.” I closed my eyes, trying to think of everything I knew about the Land Down Under. I had nothing.

“So, he has a sexy accent. Check. Can’t wait to hear it. What else ya got?”

“Oh no. Well, we aren’t together. We are … were … friends. I don’t know what he has. His parents—” I started, but my phone began ringing in my purse, playing “Down Under” by Men at Work. I cringed, holding up my finger for a quick break. 

Celeste’s mouth twitched. “Perfect timing. Ask him really quick for me. I’ll need to get that info over to our pediatrician. You’ll meet her closer to delivery.”

“Uh, okay.” I fished my phone from my purse. 

I had no idea what was going on at the moment. I’d met a doula and a midwife, and now, I needed a pediatrician. I was tired, my feet ached, and the father of my child was calling me in the middle of my first prenatal appointment. I bit my lip, holding back tears.

“Hi, Aiden,” I squeaked out, putting the phone to my ear. 

“Layla! Hey, look, we need to talk about yesterday. I’m sorry I freaked out. I want to tell you something,” he squeaked back.

“I’m at the midwife’s office. I can’t talk right now. I need to know your health history though. Can you tell me really quick, and I’ll call you back when I get out of here?” I slowly swung my legs back and forth on the edge of the table, avoiding Celeste’s gaze.

“You’re there now? Why didn’t you tell me! How far is it? I’m on my way.”

“No, no. You don’t have to do that,” I said breathlessly. The thought of having these awkward conversations with the man who had pounded me in the backseat of his car made me sick to my stomach.

“I want to. Please. Please let me help. Support. Whatever I can do.” He sounded hysterical, on the verge of tears. 

A pang of guilt shot through my chest. This wasn’t only my crazy situation. It was his too.

“It’s at 8511 Central,” I said, shrugging my shoulders at Celeste. 

“That’s right by me! Okay. I’m on my way. No bad health history. Cavities and the odd … hemorrhoid now and again. Though I don’t think that is hereditary. I think it’s all the damn spicy food I eat. I’m getting into my car now. See you soon!” He hung up the phone. 

My cheeks burned as I stuck my hand out to lean back onto the table. Today was too much. This was too much. Aiden’s hemorrhoids were too much. How had I gone from sexy salsa lessons to humiliating medical history in a matter of days?

“He says he has cavities and hemorrhoids.” I pursed my lips together and looked toward the window.

Celeste flinched. 

“All right. Aussie hemorrhoids! Oi! Oi! Oi!” She laughed, scribbling on her clipboard. “And I’m assuming he’s on his way, so he can tell me more … if I have questions. Which I do.”

“Yes.”

“Good. Now, you seem like a safe case, but I just want you to know that I also have a doctor on the team, just in case. Okay?”

“What do you mean?”

“Cesarean. C-section. If you can’t push the baby out or something happens, I always have a doctor on call. But you’ll be fine. You seem as healthy as a horse! Now, I’m going to step out and let the nurse come in and do some labs. I’ll see you after in the ultrasound room.” Celeste stood up, towering over me and laying her hand on my shoulder. “And, hey, it’s okay to be nervous. Deb is excellent at handling all of that. I’ll send her in later too. You got this, Mama.”

I sniffled back tears, nodding. I’d never had surgery before or pushed a baby out of my hoo-ha. I wanted my mother here with me or DTF or, yes, even Aiden. When he had told me he was coming, I’d surprised myself by breathing a sigh of relief. Our relationship had changed overnight from friends to parents, and neither one of us was equipped to handle that. But still, he’d offered me comfort. After all, that was what friends were for.

The nurse came in and took my blood pressure, my blood, my height, and my weight and asked me even more questions before leaving again. I felt like a science experiment—poked and prodded and on the table for display. My weak stomach could barely handle it.

At least I can skip the pelvic exam, I thought to myself as I kicked off my heels and put my feet in the stirrups for a quick photo op. 

I spread my knees and held my phone out and down, so I could snap a quick, silly selfie of my panties to send to the DTF group text, captioning it #momlife. I’d always wanted to use that hashtag, but the only one I could relate to now would be #singlemomlife. I sighed. 

“Knock, knock!” Aiden said, opening the door. 

My feet flew out from the stirrups, knocking my phone out of my hand. It landed faceup at Aiden’s feet. The camera was still on with the selfie of my legs in stirrups staring up at him. He paused, cleared his throat, and picked it up, handing it back to me. 

“Were you trying to get our baby’s first picture?” He laughed.

“No! I was—” I hopped out of the stirrups, straightening my skirt.

“Ms. Jenkins, time for your ultrasound. Oh! Hello. You must be the father,” the nurse said, stepping aside and opening the door wider. 

I watched as her eyes grazed over his chiseled features, right down to his package that always bulged in his work pants. I had grown accustomed to women checking out my friend over the last year. I even laughed it off most of the time. But this time, this time … my nostrils flared. 

“I am! I’m Aiden. Nice to meet you.” He stuck his hand out, greeting the nurse, who stared at him as if he were from another planet. 

“Wow. That accent! Australian.” She sucked in her breath, motioning for us to follow. 

“Yep. Aussie through and through,” he said, touching the small of my back and guiding me in front of him. 

My jealous hormones calmed the second his fingertips were on me.

We walked into a dark room, where Celeste was waiting. 

“Hello.” She smiled, introducing herself to Aiden. 

He made small talk with the midwife while she covered my legs with a paper blanket, pulling my shirt up to my rib cage and exposing my softening belly. It hadn’t exactly ever been a rock-hard belly anyway. I ate my fair share of junk, and working out was out of the question unless it was swimming laps in my pool. I always started my summers in that pool with my swimming gear on and ready to time myself on each lap. But somehow, I ended up lying on a floaty with a tropical drink.

Now, I wouldn’t get the chance to earn that rock-hard body. Summer was creeping in on us, and before too long, I would be as big as a house. Women in my family carried their babies high and out, like a fat torpedo ready to aim and fire, destroying our bodies from the inside out. My mother loved to point out her stretch marks, blaming me for each one. My aunts and grandma did the same—or worse. Grandma had had five kids and five hernias, each named respectively. I shivered in my seat, remembering poor Aiden’s health history.

“Sorry, this is cold,” Celeste said, rubbing jelly on my stomach. “Right now, your baby won’t look like much to you on this screen. It’s hard to read. But I’ll point out all of the features I see. Let’s listen to the heartbeat first.” She rolled the wand below my navel, searching.

I side-eyed Aiden, who stood next to me with his eyes glued to the screen.

“Is it too early to tell if it’s a girl or boy?” he asked. 

I kept my mouth shut, knowing it was a girl. It had to be. I couldn’t picture myself raising boys. Plus, I had that feeling. Nikki would probably say it was my ancestors speaking to me. 

“Measuring at three months, so, yes, it’s a bit early. When you come back next time, we’ll be able to see the sex.” She stopped rolling the wand and pointed toward the screen. “Ahh. There’s your baby! And listen to that heartbeat!” She turned a dial on the machine, sending the thump, thump, thump sound bouncing off the walls. 

“That’s the baby’s heartbeat? Not mine?” I asked. My heart felt like it was beating just as fast.

“Nope. That’s your baby’s,” she answered. 

I looked up at Aiden, startled to find he was staring down at me. His hand smoothed over my forehead, tucking my hair away from my face. It was an intimate move I wouldn’t expect from a friend, and coupled with the stars in his eyes, I began to feel uncomfortable. This wasn’t how my baby was supposed to happen. Not with a friend or someone who was only in awe of me for carrying his spawn. This moment was supposed to be between my husband and me—two years after we married, according to my life plan.

I grabbed Aiden’s hand, gently holding it to stop him from patting my head like a puppy. The thump, thump, thump of our baby’s heart rang out, loud enough to pull me out of my frustration so I could focus on the life inside of me. I dropped Aiden’s hand, closed my eyes, and breathed. 

“Are you okay?” Celeste asked. 

“More than okay. Just taking a mental snapshot of this moment.” I smiled, eyes still closed, partly because I really was trying to compartmentalize this, but also those little heartbeats had me tearing up. 

This wasn’t how I’d planned things, but I wasn’t dumb enough to refuse to enjoy my curveball. Even if that curveball came with stretch marks and heartburn. That was my curveball—and Aiden’s—and I’d love that little nugget just as much as I would have if she’d arrived on my carefully planned schedule. I couldn’t fault her for not sticking to the rules. She’d inherited that from me. 
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As soon as I opened the back door to the taco truck, I pulled out the ultrasound picture of my baby and proudly handed it to Nikki. 

“Check it out! Bun in the oven. Bean in the burrito. Call it what you want, I’m pregnant!” I smiled. 

Nikki snatched the picture out of my hand and beamed. “This is the best. It’s like I can experience the good times of having a baby and hand it back to you. Do you know the sex? Boy? Girl?” 

She passed the picture to Rox, who gave it to Betty. Even Betty couldn’t hide her smile before she handed the picture back to me.

“I have a feeling it’s a girl. It has to be. I don’t know anything about boys!” I put the picture behind a magnet on the fridge. 

“Aiden would help with that, I’m sure. Have you seen him since you told him?” Rox asked.

“I did! He came to the midwife’s office with me,” I said, tying on my apron and getting to work. 

I counted at least fifteen customers in line already, and we wouldn’t open for another twenty minutes.

“Hold up. Aiden went with you?” Betty asked.

“No, wait. You have a midwife?” Nikki asked, cutting Betty off.

“Yes, and yes. Aiden was there. We got to hear the heartbeat together. And my midwife is Celeste. She’s amazing. Oh! And you’ll be proud of this, Nikki: I have a doula! Deb the doula. You’d like her.”

Nikki clutched her crystal necklace, no doubt praying to something or someone. 

“I’m so glad that man is stepping up. Good for him. I’m going to need to buy him a drink. I’ll tell Terrance to swing his truck by there and deliver some cocktails.” Betty bobbed her head and swayed her hips. 

“I can’t believe you have a midwife and a doula! I’ve always wanted to see them in action. Can I be there when you go into labor? Please, please, please.” Nikki hopped up and down on her feet. The crystal that hung around her neck bounced around, catching the light and throwing sparkles around our tiny kitchen.

“I was hoping you’d all be there. I don’t think I can do this alone.” I fumbled with cups, plates, and silverware, unsure of which task to begin. 

Ever since I’d found out I was pregnant, half of my brain had quit working. I’d read about this pregnancy brain symptom in one of my baby books, which explained a lot about my recent behavior. Just last night, I’d found a toilet paper roll in my fridge. I wondered where I had put that when I brought it to the downstairs bathroom and had to wobble around, looking for it, with my new, stretchy, elastic panties pulled around my ankles. I had stopped for a snack on the way to the potty, and … well, pregnancy brain.

“You’ll be fine. I think we all want to be there. But even if we aren’t, you won’t be alone. I think Aiden will be more than happy to be involved with his baby. He’s a good man. Just like his brother.” Rox opened the window slightly, letting out the taco fumes. She must have sensed my queasiness. 

I could smell tacos all day, every day before I became pregnant. But now, I needed to buy a mask.

I wobbled against the countertop. 

“Yes, he’s a good friend,” I muttered.

“Friend.” Betty smirked. “Terrance was my friend too. If you want more than that, you gotta go after it, honey.”

“That’s the problem. I don’t know if I want more than that. We’re great friends. I’m afraid I’ll screw up what we have if I ask for more. Or worse, what if he doesn’t want to give it a go and I become crushed? How could I raise our child with someone who didn’t like me?” I put a dishrag to my face, wafting the scent of spiced meat away from my nose.

“He likes you more than a friend. You two made a baby! I’m not an expert, but I’m pretty sure sex causes that. And you need to at least like someone to have sex with them, right? Betty, don’t answer that. I’m talking to the normal people in this room. Without sex dungeons,” Nikki said.

“Even if he weren’t going down that train of thought with you, you would both figure it out for the sake of your baby. But you’ll never know unless you ask. If—and only if—that’s what you want. Don’t feel like you have to be in a relationship with your baby daddy. Put your kid and you first.” Rox tapped her spatula on the side of the pan and set it down. 

Out of all my DTF friends, she’d grown the most over the last few years. After the life lessons she’d learned, I valued her advice more than anyone else’s.

“I’ll think about it. I’m just not sure I want a relationship with Aiden. We’ve never moved past the sex part. And that’s all it was. Fun dates and sex,” I said.

“Sounds like a relationship to me.” Betty shrugged. 

“A friendship with benefits. No emotions.” I choked back my wooziness, straightened myself up, and began to work.

“You’re telling me, you’ve had zero emotions for that hot Aussie accent during the entire course of the year we have known that man? He is fine! I can’t believe you’ve never felt more than a twitch in your knickers,” Nikki said in a poorly attempted Australian accent. 

“Maybe more than a twitch. Maybe a tickle. In my knickers and … in my chest. But that was gone soon enough! Whenever he clapped me on the back like I was one of his mates. Or whenever he high-fived me instead of hugged me. Or whenever he called me bro.”

“He called you bro?” Rox frowned. 

“No. I think I made that part up. But still,” I said, trying to come up with any excuse I could not to turn my friendship with Aiden into a relationship. 

There were too many variables, and he probably didn’t want to start something with me anyway. I was his dance partner, who occasionally did the horizontal tango with him too.

My thoughts circled back to the moment in the ultrasound room when he’d laid his hand on my forehead, smoothing my hair back and gazing down at me. Me. Not the screen, not the midwife, but me. As if I were the one making our baby’s heart beat. Which, now that I thought about it, I kind of was. I was his baby’s mama. The vessel bringing forth his child’s life. The divine fertile goddess populating the planet with my loins.

I shook my head. My thoughts had been heading into weird territory.

Pregnancy brain. 

“Slowly ease into it. Don’t bring him into your dungeon and spank him with a riding crop, like I did with my man. I don’t think that will work on Aiden. He seems much more … traditional. But if that man came to your first appointment, he’ll be open to more. I can bet on it. Plus, look at you. You’re going places, Layla. That art studio is going to be yours one day. You’re beautiful, you have ambition, and you’re amazingly talented. Aiden would be a fool to not want to at least try to win you. That’s right. I said, win you. You’re the one carrying his baby. Let him do a little work too.” Betty wiped her hands clean and opened the window, calling out to the crowd that lunch was served.

“Thanks, Betty,” I said, throwing my arms around her back and squeezing her tight. “I don’t know what Terrance did to you today to put you in this sweet mood but thank him for me.” 

“It was me who did something to Terrance that put me in this marvelous mood. Now, let’s sell some tacos, so I can get out of here and get mines later! DTF and little bean!” Betty laughed.

“DTF and little bean!” Rox, Nikki, and I chanted back. 


FOUR
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Aiden

I stepped into the steaming shower and let the water wash over my face. Moment by moment, my body began to warm from the frigid spring morning. Outer Forks’s weather wasn’t anything like Australia’s dry heat. It had taken me a while to acclimate to the cooler temperatures here. Though still considered a Southern city, Outer Forks had the perfect elevation in the mountains to experience all four seasons. I didn’t miss the searing heat of Australia, but I would give anything not to have to ice skate across my frigid floor in the morning.

I groaned, reaching for the shampoo bottle. I had another long day ahead of me. Ever since Layla had told me she was pregnant, I’d been working even harder than usual, trying to find a second location for Scarlett Herb. If I could manage two restaurants, I’d have enough revenue to support my child and possibly Layla, if need be. Not that I thought she needed my help, but the idea of me sitting around, doing nothing, while she grew our baby made me feel guilty and useless.

That last time we had been together was nearly a month ago in Celeste’s office, where we listened to our child’s heartbeat. I’d never experienced anything like that before. Not even with Monica back home. She kept her appointments to herself, never inviting me anywhere or involving me in the pregnancy. I suspected her keeping me at arm’s length was because she didn’t want me to know the truth until she was ready to tell it, which was, unfortunately, the moment after she birthed her child. I could still hear those haunting words from time to time. They’d often come out of nowhere, knocking me out of focus from whatever task I was occupying myself with at the time.

“He’s not yours. I’m sorry. Please go.”

I sighed, sticking my face into the stream of water as if I could wash those memories out of my mind. I’d tried. Everything. But those memories still stuck with me. Hope was what I’d had back then—or what I liked to call hopium. I’d sworn not to let myself fall into that drug again, but lately, with Layla, that addictive emotion had begun to creep back into my life. 

Just last night, we’d had a four-hour chat on the phone. Our schedules were too busy to meet up, but we always checked in on one another almost daily. And last night, a quick check-in had led to a long and thrilling conversation.

 

“What do you think about Penelope?” Layla asked. 

“What do you mean? Who is that?” I pulled my boxers off and slid naked into the covers, settling into bed. I’d never been one for pajamas. When my pants shifted one way, my ding-a-ling would shift another, and I’d toss and turn all night, adjusting myself.

“For a baby name, silly!” she groaned.

“Oh. But what if it’s a boy? Would the opposite of Penelope be Peter?” 

“We can’t name our boy Peter. People would make fun of him his whole life because that is a penis!” She laughed. 

“Well, I guess that leaves out Willy. Or Johnson. Or Dick. Or Richard. Or Donger. Or Thomas.”

“Thomas? Is that an Australian term for a penis?” 

“No. Not exactly. Just mine. Well, Tom for short,” I said, sticking my hand under the covers and giving ol’ Tom a pat. 

“You named your penis Tom?” Layla giggled in that singsong voice that always drew me under her spell. 

Tom stirred.

“My parents were very conservative. They were great parents, supportive and loving, but they skimmed over reality a lot. Sometimes, that was a good thing. They shielded us from the terrible things in life as much as they could and let us be children. We weren’t allowed much television, and watching the news was out of the question. But, sometimes, their methods weren’t that great either. Proper terms weren’t used in my house. I didn’t even know what a penis was until I was thirteen. My mother had always told us just to wash our Tom, and that was it. Everything I learned about my Tom, I learned from friends at school and porn magazines I’d swiped from the corner gas station as a teen.”

“Whoa. This is a lot of information at once, Aiden! First, you have a penis named Tom; second, you were sheltered; and third, you stole porn magazines? Jeez Louise! You’re a bad boy.” She giggled again. “What did you learn in porn magazines?” Her voice became low, sighing, soft. She’d sounded the same way in the back of my car when she asked me to stick her with just the tip of Tom.

It only took me a split second of thinking before I decided on my next move. Just because Layla was pregnant—with my child, no less—didn’t mean that we had to stop fooling around. It was perfect. We didn’t have to worry about birth control at all anymore because what was the worst that could happen? We could still be friends with benefits. Besides, her carrying my child was a turn-on.

“Layla,” I started to offer her my proposition, but she caught me off guard with a moan and a faint humming noise. 

“Aiden, just because we’re in this predicament, things don’t have to stop. If you know what I—mmm—mean. I hope this doesn’t scare you. But I’ve been so ravenous lately. I guess it’s my hormones. I have needs. I need to be touched. So … bad.” She sucked in her breath through her teeth.

Tom stood at attention, bobbing up and down, as if in agreement. I closed my eyes and gave him a firm stroke. 

“Layla, are you … is that a vibrator I hear?” I grunted, tugging my dick. 

“I can’t help it. I told you, hormones! Besides, what’s the worst that could happen if we kept fooling around to meet each other’s needs? Not like I can get pregnant again!” 

My eyes flung back open. She had taken the words right out of my mouth. I didn’t need to make myself look like a fool by asking her if we could still do the naughty stuff. This was why we made such great friends. Birds of a feather.

“I like the way you think,” I growled. “And I also like the way you sigh. I like the way your lips nibble mine as you get closer to coming, and I like the way your legs wrap around my hips, pulling me in close. Tight. Needy. I like the way you giggle into my ear, and I like the way you buck against me when I bury myself deep into you. I like the way your breasts bounce with each thrust of my cock and the way your eyes flutter back when my balls slam against your arse.”

“Keep going.” Her voice shook. 

I wanted to tell her that I liked her pretty-in-pink style, glitter and all, or the way she wore her hair, wild and untamed. I wanted to tell her that I liked her drive and ballsy attitude, which perfectly balanced with her nurturing side. I wanted to tell her that when we’d hugged that one time, she had fit perfectly into my arms, and I wanted to do it again and again, but instead, I stuck to friendly pats on the back. 

I’d love to tell her how when she came up behind me and rested her hand over my shoulder, it gave me a sigh of relief that she was there. Finally there. With me. I wanted to tell her that for the sake of our child—and maybe for the sake of me too—we could try this relationship thing. We were friends, perhaps even best friends. What could go wrong? I needed to get my head out of work a bit anyway. 

But I chickened out.

“I like the way you exhale as soon as I slide into you and the way your body relaxes at my touch,” I said, tucking back anything that might have taken us out of the friend zone. 

I stopped stroking my cock and listened to her breathe. When her breaths quickened, it amped up my dirty talk

“You’re such a beautiful, fertile goddess. I want to take your nipple in my mouth and taste your life force.”

Silence. 

Click.

The vibrator turned off. 

“Life force?”

“Sorry. Sorry! Fuck! What I meant was, your milk. I just had this image of you riding me with your big, beautiful breasts in my face, dripping. And … well, I’ve never been into that kink, but at the moment, it sounded hot. Milk. Not life force. Damn it. I screwed that one up.” I kicked my leg out of the covers, fanning myself with the blanket.

Click. 

I heard the low hum of the vibrator turn back on.

“I’m going to ride you until your dick is raw, squeezing my nipples and spraying you with the sweet nectar from my goddess breasts. You’re going to taste me, drinking every last drop until you’re my dirty little milk bucket.”

I didn’t care how weird this was getting. I began stroking Tom so fast that I thought I might start a fire under these sheets.

“Mmhmm. Give it to me, Mama. You’re so fucking sexy. I want all of you. I want to worship the dirty little fertile goddess you are. Fall at your feet, working my way up until I taste you between your legs too. I want every bit of you squirting in my mouth.”

“Fuck!” she cried, her voice wavering in and out in that familiar sound she made right before she came. 

My eyes rolled back into my head as I gripped my dick and tugged the poor thing until he couldn’t take it anymore. He throbbed in my palm, pulsing out hot loads all over the place. I tried to keep him steady, but once Tom got going, he tended to spray like a demon-possessed fire hose. I even felt a spurt of sticky slap the side of my nose.

We sighed into the phone, slowing our breaths together before laughing. It wasn’t an awkward giggle at all. Nothing had felt awkward about what we just did, not even the milk bucket comment.

“Aiden?” she asked.

“Yes?” 

“Thanks, friend. I needed that. I’m going to go to sleep. I’ll text you tomorrow,” she said before hanging up.

Friend-zoned again.

 

I turned the shower off and grabbed a towel, ignoring my hard-on. I didn’t have the time to tickle Tom. I’d spent too long in the shower, contemplating how, last night, Layla and I had gone from picking out baby names to having breastmilk-fetish phone sex, which was why my dick was standing erect—again. I hurried into my closet, rifling through my drawer for socks and underwear. I grabbed whatever was at the top of the drawer and sat down on the edge of my bed. 

I had a meeting with the realtor on a potential property that had recently become available, and even though my brain was on Layla and babyland, I had to focus on being as professional and business savvy as possible. After all, everything I did now would be my child’s future inheritance, just as I had inherited my parents’ restaurants.

My phone dinged on the nightstand beside me. I reached over, stretching to grab it. I expected Jay wanted to tag along with me today. We’d both seen the site before but never toured inside the old place. In its prime, the building had housed a popular, old Italian restaurant. But the aging owners had recently retired and decided to sell it and move back to Italy. The space came with a decent kitchen and equipment, according to my realtor, and the location sat right around the corner from the university, where business had been booming recently.

The entire university district had reinvented itself last year by catering to the hipster, crafty, artsy vibe, which had sprung up in Outer Forks. It was perfect for the idea I had for Scarlett Herb, the second. This time, I wanted to build a more down-to-earth restaurant but still keep the fancy meals, just on a more college-friendly budget. 

I unlocked my phone, opening my texts.

A picture from Layla popped up on my screen. She was posed sideways in the mirror in nothing but a bra and panties. She held the phone up with one hand and rested the other on her growing belly. It stuck out like she’d eaten an entire pizza the night before. I knew because I’d been doing that a lot lately—stress eating—one of my many talents … or faults. I stared at her picture, zooming in on her face and her belly. I’d heard of a pregnancy glow but never actually seen one until now.

Layla’s face lit up as bright as a sunbeam. Her cheeks were beginning to soften in a chubby cherub face that warmed me from my toes to my earlobes. Her smile was the epitome of happiness, radiating joy, even through the phone. I caught myself goofily grinning and cleared my throat, exiting out of her picture and reading her text.

Layla: 20 weeks. This little nugget is growing and decided to wake me up today. I felt a fluttering in my stomach last night. It had to have been her. I’ve felt it off and on all morning. She’s active! Not sure where she gets that from. Maybe it’s because we took dance lessons right before she was conceived. Maybe she’s practicing the swing in there. Just thought you’d like to see. I also wanted to remind you of our appointment on Friday. Hope you have some baby names in mind. No Peters or Toms.

I thought back to the night before and all of the things I’d wanted to say, but I glanced at the time and decided to put that idea away for later. Maybe after Friday’s ultrasound, we could talk. I’d feel her out and see if she wanted to invest in something more than mates.

Me: You are as beautiful as spring’s first blossoms. I can’t wait until I can feel that little nugget too. I’ll see you Friday. 

I stood up, tucking my phone into my back pocket, and grabbed my keys and wallet. I took one step forward and two steps back, repeating myself until I was dancing out the door. I was pretty sure I wasn’t performing the correct steps I’d learned in class, but I didn’t care. I happy-danced my way to my car, my meeting, and into my new restaurant. Hopium. It was a hell of a drug.
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When Friday arrived, I took the morning off not only to see my baby in Layla’s belly, but also to share the good news that Jay and I had signed the contract on the new space. In about two weeks, I would begin to build a new dream with my new place. The old Italian restaurant had great bones. I wouldn’t need to gut the entire site. The exposed beams, metal fixtures, and brick were all a part of my vision anyway. I’d add fresh paint, swap a few fixtures out, hang trendy and local artwork. My real project would be the massive bar I envisioned.

I wanted the bar built completely custom, upscale yet not. Somewhere college kids could grab a craft cocktail without breaking their budget. The entire craftsman atmosphere would fit in well with the local vibe. Even Jay had become excited about our new project. We’d been huddling at our bar over the last few nights, discussing our dreams and ideas until we closed. I couldn’t wait to tell Layla all about it. After all, she took her courses right around the corner, and I’d be able to help her by watching our baby at the new restaurant, just like my parents had watched me playing at their feet while they ran their restaurants.

I sat in Celeste’s waiting room, glancing at the clock on the wall. Layla was running late again. Usually, I didn’t mind the few extra minutes she took. But I could barely contain my excitement today and wished she’d hurry up. I tapped my foot on the floor, rifling through a stack of magazines.

“Someone is impatient to see their little one,” Deb said. 

I’d met her briefly the last time I was here with Layla. She had tried to explain to me her role as a doula, but I was still confused over what exactly she did. It sounded a bit New Age. If Layla had asked my opinion, I would have told her to go straight to a doctor’s office. But I wasn’t the one birthing the child, and I knew better than to open my mouth about what I thought I knew about labor and delivery. Besides, Celeste seemed more than ready to handle any situation and even kooky Deb too.

“Not impatient. Just excited.” I smiled, thumbing through a parenting magazine. 

“Sorry!” Layla burst through the door. “I’d give you an excuse as to why I am late, but I don’t have one.” She hurried to the front desk, signing her name before plopping down next to me. 

My eyes hadn’t left her growing belly.

“What’s that look for?” she asked. 

“You’re stunning. Radiant!” I caught her eye. 

She did look gorgeous, but my focus was on the way her stomach poked out like a football. Of course, I’d never tell her that. I gulped, hoping my baby didn’t have an oddly shaped head or giant feet or whatever it was making Layla’s belly stick out abnormally.

Layla eyed me, smiling. “Thank you. You look pretty stunning yourself in that tie.” She wiggled her brows.

“Ha! Have you ever seen me without one?” 

She tapped her chin, cocking her head to the side. “No. You usually throw it over your shoulder when you’re on top. Come to think of it, I’ve never seen you entirely naked. And I don’t think you’ve seen me entirely naked either. Hmm.”

I had no idea how our conversations kept leading to sex or sexy times or whatever, but I didn’t fight it.

“No, I haven’t. But I think staring at you in the nude would have me awestruck and speechless. You’re divine.”

And a little lopsided, I thought as my eyes fell to her belly again. 

It was only days ago she’d sent me the picture of her plump, round belly. Now, it looked as if she had grown two times her size overnight. 

“You Aussies sure do have a way with words.” She sighed, reaching for my hand and placing it on the football. “Feel this.” 

“I can’t feel anything!” I pouted. 

“Really? Try here!” She moved my hand. 

“Nope.”

“Huh.” She folded her arms across her chest and leaned back into the chair.

I cupped my hands around my mouth and leaned in, putting my lips next to the football baby. “Hey there, little nugget! I’m excited to see you today!” I patted Layla’s belly and sat back up to the tune of Deb’s and Layla’s laughter.

“This one’s going to be a good father,” Deb said before disappearing behind the desk. 

“Layla! Come in!” Celeste said, opening the door and beckoning us back toward the ultrasound room. “Are you ready to see if you’re having a baby boy or a baby girl?” 

“Yes!” I nodded. 

Or a football baby. 

I wanted to ask Celeste if everything was normal, but the thought of me pointing out Layla’s odd-shaped stomach would likely result in the entire DTF gang showing up at my place of business and handing my arse to me.

“It’s a girl. It has to be. I’ve been craving only sweets. Isn’t that a thing? I heard that was a thing. Sweets for a sweetie-pie princess.” Layla hoisted herself onto the table with my help and leaned back. 

Celeste peeled down Layla’s maternity pants, squirted the jelly on her mountain peak, and rolled the wand over our child—or abomination. I’d find out whichever it was soon enough.

“Dad, any guesses before the big reveal?” Celeste asked, her eyes glued to the screen in front of us.

“If Layla says it is a girl, I believe her.” 

“Look at you, believing women. Do they teach you that over there in Oz? We could use more men like that in the States. Never mind you. I’ll not get off on that tangent. We’re here to see this baby … ready?” She looked from Layla to me and back again. 

Layla shut her eyes tight. “Yes. Let’s hear it. Dear Lord, baby Jesus, please make it a—”

“Girl!” Celeste shouted. “It’s a baby girl!” She clapped her hands together. “Believe women!” she shouted again before clearing her throat and simmering herself down. 

Layla laughed. “Believe women!” she shouted. “I told ya I was having a girl!” She smacked the back of her hand against my arm. 

My eyes were glued to the screen, checking for an abnormally large head on our baby girl. 

“I believed you. But, Celeste, is everything else okay? Is she a healthy girl? Does she look all right? That’s all that matters to me. And Layla’s health. If both of my girls are healthy, I’ll be able to rest easier.” I tugged at my tie, loosening it before wiping my sweaty palms down my pants.

Celeste continued moving the wand around and pressing buttons on the ultrasound machine. “Yep. These measurements I’m taking right here show all is well. Nothing abnormal going on. Both mama and baby girl look as healthy as can be. Let’s listen to the heartbeat again.” She turned the dial, sending my daughter’s heartbeat thumping off the walls.

I breathed a sigh of relief. 

Nothing was wrong with my child, only the way Layla was growing her. I could rest assured that she didn’t have an odd-shaped head or a giant big toe.

“It’s because my stomach is shooting out like a torpedo, isn’t it?” Layla pursed her lips, staring up at me from the table. “That’s why you asked.”

“What?” I gasped a little too loudly. “What do you mean?”

“Hold up,” Celeste said, pushing a button beside her and paging Deb into the room. She quickly wiped Layla clean and pulled her pants back up and her shirt down, covering her belly.

Deb shuffled into the room and cooed at the screen. “You rang, madam?”

“Congratulations on your healthy and normal baby girl, you two. Deb will get you set up with another appointment, and I will see you soon. If there’s anything you need in the meantime, give us a call. I’m out!” Celeste smiled, leaning down to Deb. “Tag, you’re it!”

Deb nodded, and Layla burst into tears.

“Layla? What’s wrong?” I stepped in front of her, grabbing her hand. 

“It looks funny, and you noticed it! You and I both know it. I look weird. Why am I growing this way?” Layla looked to Deb and pointed at her stomach.

Deb glanced at me before placing her hands on Layla’s belly. “There is absolutely nothing wrong with the way you’re growing your baby girl. All women carry their children differently,” she reassured Layla, but I was pretty sure she was reassuring me.

“All of the women in my family do this. I just hoped it wouldn’t happen to me. I look like she’s turned sideways and sticking her butt out to anyone who passes by.” Layla sniffled, holding my hand tighter. 

“Good. She’s telling them to kiss her ass. We don’t care how people think we look. If she were growing out lumpy like a sack of potatoes, you’d still be gorgeous. You’re growing life inside of you. You’re a mother. It doesn’t get any more beautiful than that. Now, if anyone gives you shit, send them my way.”

Finally, I understood what the doula’s role was in all of this. She was DTF with a medical background.

“Layla, listen to Deb. I’ve never seen you glow like this. When I told you that you were radiant, I meant it. You’re a beautiful woman, and I didn’t know you could get even more gorgeous, but here we are.” 

Layla nodded as Deb helped her off the table. 

“Your bladder looked pretty full on those screenshots,” Deb said, tilting her head toward the screen. “Go empty it, and then I’ll set up your next appointment.”

Layla hobbled off, still sniffling. 

“What just happened?” I asked Deb, wringing my hands. 

The past few moments had raced by in a blur. I was confused as to what to say or what to do. All the estrogen floating about the room had stifled me into a fog I couldn’t find my way out of.

“Hormones. You’re going to have to get used to it. I sent her away, so I could talk to you. Nothing is wrong. I could see the fear in your eyes when she walked through that door in the waiting room. I promise your baby is fine. Women grow in all sorts of shapes. But this is what I’m going to need from you if you want both Layla and your baby girl to have the healthiest pregnancy and delivery possible. Support her. In every way you can. Lift her up. Expect these mood swings and handle them with grace and positivity. I’d say you’re ahead of the game in your compliments. Kudos to you on telling her she is beautiful.”

“She is. I wasn’t just complimenting her. She is stunning!” I drew in a long breath. 

Deb patted my shoulder. “You know, I don’t only support the mamas. They are my number one priority. But I can ease dear old dad’s fears too. You’re going to do fine. Just remember what I said. She is going to need you, and you’re going to have to be there. It’s going to be a wild ride, and you might lose patience. But think of what she is doing. She’s bringing forth life.”

Life force!

“She’s allowed to feel mixed emotions about it,” she continued, “and one of those emotions is fear over losing her body and herself. You can help take that burden off of her. Lots of reassurance and support, Aiden. And a milkshake never hurt anybody.”

“Milkshake?”

“Feed her and tell her she’s pretty. It’s as simple as that. Don’t overcomplicate it. This is an exciting and fun time in your life!”

“Right.” I nodded, feeling better already. 

I could definitely feed Layla. That was easy. And telling her she was pretty came easy too. It was the truth. Deb the doula had restored my confidence and eased my fears in a matter of minutes. I wondered if I could hire her to be my life coach after all this was over.

“Ready?” Layla said, bouncing into the room. Her mood had lifted into that familiar ray of sunshine I’d grown used to.

Deb looked at me and winked.

“I’m as ready as ever, beautiful. Now, let me take you to lunch. I have some exciting news of my own I’d love to share with you. But first, I’m going to need you to tell me what you’re craving. You pick the place. I’ve got to feed my two sweet girls!” I said, putting my arm around Layla and steering her out of the room. 

I glanced over my shoulder as Deb gave me two thumbs-up. I could do this dad thing, and I could do this supportive friend thing. And hopefully, if things kept going right, I could do this lover thing too. After all, Layla was already carrying my child. It wasn’t like I could knock her up again. What was the worst that could happen?


FIVE
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Layla

“Thanks, Mom,” I groaned, wiping cake crumbs off my face. “That hit the spot. I’ve been craving yellow cake and fudge sauce this entire pregnancy.”

“Why didn’t you tell me, honey? I would’ve made it for you several times. But now, you need to know the recipe since you’re about to be a mom!” My mother sat down across from me. 

It was ten p.m. on a weeknight, but between school and work, late nights were the only free time I had in my schedule.

“Baking cakes, cookies, decorating for birthdays. Sewing dresses. All that stuff I wanted to do when I became a mom, except now, I don’t have the time, and I’m not sure I ever will.” I pulled at a string on my floppy maternity blouse.

“You’ll find the time. It’ll take a while, but you will. Besides, didn’t you say Aiden will be working around the corner from your school? That will help you if you need to slow down and take more time to finish your degree. He can take the baby. I can help some too. We’re all going to support you, so we can drink wine and paint for free at your new studio one day,” she said, raising her wineglass in the air and toasting to my uncertain future.

“One day,” I mumbled.

“So, when do I get to meet the father? And are you two going to try to stay together? You said he’s your friend, but … do you ever think you could be more than that?”

“This question is loaded. I think you are too.” I perched my elbows on the table and rested my head in my hands. 

“I am not! This is only my second glass. Besides, you’re avoiding the question. I’d like to know about my grandchild’s father. All I know is, he owns restaurants and is from Australia.”

I leaned back, staring at the ceiling. What could I tell my mother? That Aiden was possibly the sexiest man in Outer Forks and he could have any woman he wanted? That he made me laugh constantly? That his compliments were like nothing I’d heard before, and they made me feel like I was the most beautiful woman he’d laid eyes on? That he was an exceptional cook and an even more exceptional businessman?

“He’s a good man. That’s the important part. He’s sticking by me as a supportive friend.” I sighed. 

“Are you saying you don’t have feelings for this friend?” She swirled her wineglass, peering over the rim. 

My smile faded. The flutter I felt in my chest when I thought about Aiden crept into my cheeks, flushing them in baby-girl pink. 

“We’re just mates, Mom,” I said. 

My hormones had been all over the place so much lately that I didn’t know if I was emotional and needy because of how I truly felt or because of this pregnancy. 

Lies, I knew. But I didn’t want to ruin the friendship I shared with Aiden. If we broke up and had to share a kid, I wasn’t sure I could handle that. 

“Life mates now. You two have a baby girl bonding you for life. I’d say, it might be worth giving it a shot if you feel there is a chance y’all could work it out. How about we have him over for dinner?” she asked, reaching across the table and patting my hand.

“Yes, yes. I guess you’ll have to meet him eventually.” I pushed myself up from the table. “I’ll ask him about it and let you know. I’ve got to go home though. I’m tired. I love you, Mom. I won’t wake Dad, but tell him I love him too. I’ll see you two soon … possibly with my friend.” I tiptoed by my dad, who was snoring from his old-man recliner.

My mom walked me to the door and hugged me good-bye. She stood on the porch, waving and watching until I couldn’t see her in my rearview mirror anymore. I hoped I could be half the mother she was to me. I reached down and turned the volume up in my van, trying to stay awake. At least, I already drove a mom mobile.
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It was an hour past prep time when I pulled in behind The Pink Taco Truck. I had slipped on a pillowy dress and flip-flops over my ever-growing stomach and rushed out the door as fast as I could waddle. 

“Baby girl, you’re going to need to learn to sleep,” I said, patting my stomach. 

I’d been up all night, thanks to the gymnast in my womb. When I finally gave up on sleep, I fished out my old baby and dream-wedding scrapbooks from my closet. I’d added things to them throughout the years—articles, pictures, drawings, ideas. I’d thumbed through the baby book in search of names, remembering I’d had an extensive list back in the day. But the names I’d added when I was younger weren’t exactly the names I would pick today.

Sure, I liked Daisy enough, and Meadow was super cute. But I didn’t feel like this baby girl would have a sweet, flowery personality. I had a feeling she was going to pop out of me like a force to be reckoned with. 

Unf. I grabbed my stomach, rubbing out a kick from the hellion inside me. 

“How are you going to fit in this kitchen in a few months?” Betty said, opening the door of the truck and hoisting me up. 

“No clue. I guess I’ll have to sit up front and sleep while you guys do all the work.” I leaned against the fridge to catch my breath.

“So, like any other day?” Nikki laughed, pushing past Betty to rub my belly. 

“You guys know I’m tired!” I pouted. 

“We’re teasing. We told you, we’re here to help. Go sit down now and take a rest. You look like you can’t breathe!” Rox’s brows pulled together. 

She had the top of her arm wrapped in Saran Wrap, which meant she had a new tattoo. I’d been so busy with my own life that I didn’t even know she’d marked herself again.

“What’s that?” I nodded toward her arm.

“It’s nothing. Just a cute something I thought I’d do.” Rox stared into the steaming pot on the stovetop in front of her. 

“But what is it? I don’t even feel like a part of DTF anymore. I’m too busy these days, and I miss you guys. What’s going on in your lives? What’s the tattoo? I know you get them when they mean something.” I looked from Rox to Betty to Nikki and back.

“She got a damn Easter egg on her. It’s a little egg. That’s all.” Betty tapped her spatula on the side of the pan, avoiding my gaze.

“I love Easter! Let me see!” I motioned for Rox to come toward me. 

She hesitated before letting out a sigh and stepping close enough so that I could reach her. 

I lifted her arm to my face and peered through the layers of Saran Wrap. “It’s a pretty, speckled blue! Is it … is it broken?”

“It’s part of the design.” Rox’s voice fell low as she turned back to the food on the stove. 

Nikki stared down at her shoes, and Betty glanced out the window.

“Well, it’s gorgeous, just like you! I didn’t know you loved Easter so much! What about you, Nikki? Betty? What’s going on in your lives?” I washed my hands and picked up a chef’s knife. A line of washed tomatoes sat on the chopping block, waiting on me. I didn’t mind doing most of the chopping. After studying at school all night, mindless tasks were about all I could handle.

“Weston and I are keeping busy at the youth center. We’re putting together camps for the kids this summer, so the parents have a little help while school is out. Plus, most of those kids don’t want to be home if they don’t have to be. His mom has been helping a lot. We’re thinking of getting Westy’s involved somehow and maybe offering them summer jobs at the park. Kind of like an intern thing. We could put them up in the hotel, too, but the jury is still out on that. Teens in a hotel could go a different way than we hope.” Nikki grabbed the other knife and began to help me chop.

“That’s so awesome of y’all to do that for those poor kids! You’re an amazing woman! How about you, Betty? Terrance and Maisy behaving themselves? Still planning your wedding?” 

“No, they don’t ever behave. And, yes, I’m still planning it. We’re pushing it back to next spring though,” Betty said.

“Why?” I cried. “I thought we were doing it this fall! I was looking forward to it!” 

“It’s just too busy of a year. You’re having a baby, Nikki’s wedding is already planned and set for the fall, Rox and Jay are swamped with the new restaurant. And you and your baby daddy will be too. Have you seen the plans he has for that place? It looks like a lot of work!”

“Really? I thought it was already pretty much set up. I haven’t seen anything. Rox? You and Jay are helping him? What’s it like? And how are you and Jay doing?” I groaned, rubbing my daughter’s constant kicks and flips.

“Is she moving?” Rox asked, gazing at my torpedo tummy. 

Nikki and Betty looked up from their tasks.

“Yep. Want to feel? Come here.” I reached out toward her and pulled her arm back over to me, placing her hand where something kept bumping up against me from the inside.

Thump. Thump.

“Wow! She’s strong!” Rox smiled before patting my belly and returning to work.

“She does it all night long.” I shook my head. “Hey, I’ve been thinking. We haven’t gotten together like old times in a while. Remember when we used to get together at Rox’s house? Firepit in the backyard and all? Or those days we spent in my pool? It’s getting kind of lonely for me. Do you think we can have a sleepover at my place? Maybe this weekend? If you all don’t have plans.” I pressed my hands to my cheeks. 

I missed my girls. Between school, work, and little miss, I never had time to stop and think about me and my happiness and what I needed. And right now, I needed my friends. 

My eyes bubbled over with tears.

“Oh, honey. What’s wrong? Of course we can do a sleepover. Isn’t that right, Betty? Nikki?” Rox rushed to my side, trying to fit her tiny arms around my protruding belly so that she could hug me. 

I was already as big as a house, which made me cry even harder.

“It’s just that I have no one. I know you say I have you guys. But I’m so slammed with life that I don’t even know what’s going on in your lives! And Aiden is just …” I started.

“What did he do?” Betty folded her arms across her chest.

“Nothing. He’s been great! But he’s just my baby daddy. Not a partner or anything. All I have is just her and me,” I said, pointing to my belly.

“Your parents and midwife and doula too,” Nikki said, rubbing my back. 

“But they aren’t who I need. I need DTF. I feel like my life is spiraling out, and I can’t talk to anyone about that but you guys.” I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand and sniffled, slowing my tears.

“We had no idea you felt that way. How about, um, two Saturdays from now … or a weekday? I can’t this weekend or next because it’s poetry nights with the shelter. But after that works for me, and as long as Betty and Nikki can get a night free, let’s do it. Girls’ night at your place or mine? Whatever is easiest for you.” Rox brushed the hair from my face. She looked like she’d lost what little weight she’d had on her. 

I began to cry again. “It’s fine. I know everyone is busy. Yes. My place. Please. I’ve been such a bad friend. I’m going to be a bad mom. I can’t keep up! I don’t know how you all can stand me right now. Look at me! I’m a mess!” I wailed, giving up on trying to stop whatever crazy shit was happening with my emotions.

“It’s your hormones! It’s okay. Cry it out. We’re here for you. Let it all out,” Nikki cooed, letting me rest my head on her shoulder. She stood a head taller than me and was made of solid muscle, like a flank steak. 

My stomach growled.

“I’m hungry too,” I whispered. “I can’t stop eating!”

Betty stood at the other side of the tiny kitchen with her jaw dropped. “You’re doing fine, baby girl. If my emotions were up and down like that, I think I’d check into the mental hospital. You still got that taco aversion? If not, I’ll make you one. Go sit up there in the front. I’ll bring it to ya.”

I shuffled my feet to the front of the truck, unsure of why or how Betty had sympathy for me. Her moods were usually predictable because she only had one—badass Betty. She took no shit and let everyone know it. I’d probably terrified her with my big tears and sappy wails. 

I settled into the backseat of the truck and shut the sliding door behind me, hoping to catch a five-minute catnap before Betty brought me food. My phone buzzed in my bra, where I stashed it these days. My boobs had grown to the size of those personal watermelons I loved to pick up at the farmers market. I’d never known being pregnant would give me a place to stash my phone and rest my plate. If I could slide a beer in between my breasts, I’d do that too.

I pulled my phone out, reading Aiden’s text. 

Aiden: How are my two beautiful girls this morning? When is that next appointment again? I am working on my calendar today. Hope you can come to the new place soon and see it. I’d love your opinion on the interior. I know you have that talent for design.

Me: We are doing okay. My feet are trying to keep up with my growing belly. I need to find some new shoes, but it’s hard to bend down to try them on, so flip-flops it is these days. I’d love to see your place. It’s close by my parents’, too, and they want to meet the father of their grandchild. So … dinner? Friday? At my parents’?

I bit my lip. This was relationship territory—or was it? Meeting the parents was a big deal, but we weren’t in a relationship, just a friendship. And he had to meet my parents sometime, as they would be family now—or would they? I was confused. I didn’t know how this dynamic worked, but everyone needed to meet everyone, and that was that. I fanned myself. The air in the truck was stifling.

Aiden: I’d love to meet Grandma and Grandpa! I can do Friday. Tell me what time, and I’ll pick you up. 

Me: Dinner at six. And are you sure? I don’t want to push you into anything.

Aiden: That’s what friends are for! Support. And we will both need the help of your parents. I am excited to meet them. I will pick you up at five.

Me: It doesn’t take that long to get there! Plus, they know I run late a lot. 

Aiden: I know, but I want to swing by somewhere first. Maybe pick something up. Can you be ready by five? Actually, a quarter till? Let’s plan on that. Because if I say that, you’ll be ready by five for sure. Deal?

He knew me so well. 

Such a good friend. 

Me: Deal. 

I tucked my phone back under my boob and blew out a breath. My family would love Aiden, and he’d love them too. There wouldn’t be any issues there. The only concern I had was, they might love him too much. He had the type of personality and charm that anyone could easily fall head over heels in love with. I knew. Not that I was head over heels in love, but if I didn’t put the brakes on my irrational, hormonal thoughts, I could see myself going down that road.

“Eat up, little mama. I don’t need any hangry ladies on this truck. I deal with that enough at home with Maisy,” Betty said, sliding the door open and handing me my plate. 

“How’s mom life, Betty? Is it scary? I’m scared.” I propped the plate of tacos on my belly.

“It’s good,” she sighed, sitting next to me. “Look, it’s hard. I’m doing it with a little girl. Not a baby. So, it is different for me. But I will say, it’s hard as fuck. No one told me how hard it would be, and that’s probably because I would have run the other way. But those little cards they make for you with crayons, the macaroni necklaces, the colorful weeds they pull in the backyard to make a bouquet—all those little things they do for you to show you how much you mean to them make it worth it. It’s worth the snot rockets, the stomach bugs, the tantrums in the middle of the store, the sleepless nights, the wild energy. All of it. Somehow, it balances out. I don’t know how because it sounds crazy, saying it out loud. I mean, who the hell wants to exchange a sleepless night for a damn weed? But it’s true. You’re going to dry that weed out and put it on your mantel like it’s the prettiest damn flower you’ve ever seen.”

I took a bite of my taco, crunching rudely when she finished speaking. “I believe it. It doesn’t sound crazy to me. Even now, she kicks the hell out of me, but it’s kind of cute in a way. I still love her. I’ve never felt love like this before—a mother’s love. I’ve heard it described, but I guess you just don’t know until you have a child of your own. Or a child of someone else’s or … you know what I mean!” I stammered, remembering Betty had recently begun the process of adopting Terrance’s daughter, Maisy.

“It doesn’t matter if it’s blood or not. Mother’s love is mother’s love. Now, eat those tacos, rest for a few, and I’ll come get you for the lunch rush.” Betty rose, patting my head before leaving. 

It was true. I’d seen the change in her as soon as she became serious with Terrance and Maisy. Betty would always be Betty, but she’d softened around the edges once that little girl came into her life. I would never have thought my best friend would feed me tacos and pat my head.

Mom life didn’t worry me. The only worry I had at the moment was my situation with Aiden. I didn’t want to ruin what friendship we had, but damn if I didn’t want more than that—with him or anyone. But mostly, him. He was my baby daddy after all. If Aiden didn’t take me on, who would ever want me as a single mom? I was destined to be alone—stretched out missile belly and all. 

I stuffed the rest of the taco in my mouth and stifled my sobs.


SIX
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Aiden

I’d had a pep in my step since I’d found out I was having a little girl without a football noggin. My business kept growing, my baby girl kept growing, and my excitement kept growing. At our last appointment, Deb the doula had slipped me her number in case of emergency. I’d called it twelve times already. I had questions. So many questions!

Will the baby need a bath thermometer?

Should I buy a car seat that grows with the baby, or is it better to switch them out?

Can Layla eat deli meat?

Won’t the baby get cold if she can’t use a blanket?

What about feet? What size shoes does she need?

Shoes … shoes. 

Layla had mentioned something about shoes. She’d said her feet ached and wouldn’t stop growing. 

When I’d asked Deb about the never-ending feet on my baby’s mama, she told me that was absolutely normal too. Along with a lot of other weird symptoms, like something called a linea nigra. She explained it as a dark line going straight down Layla’s belly. Not that I would see it outside of the ultrasound room, but she told me just in case I happened upon it and any purple-hued stretch marks that Layla was surely to have with the way her stomach stuck out from her hips. 

She also not-so-subtly told me Layla’s vulva might look different. Not going to lie. I Googled vulva. I knew it was her naughty bits, but I had no idea which part. Thanks to Google, I now knew everything I ever wanted to know about the female genitalia. Deb told me that Layla could have a swollen vulva with achy, bulging veins too. I’d shuddered, protested that Layla and I were just friends, and hung up the phone as quickly as I could. I tried to be involved, but I wasn’t sure I could handle a big, swollen purple vagina—ahem, vulva.

I showered, shaved, combed my hair back, and slipped into my usual slacks and jacket before dancing out the door to pick up Layla. I missed our dance lessons and our backseat tango sessions. But I knew better than to push anything with her, especially while her hormones were all over the place. As much as I wanted to take our friendship out of the friend zone, I wanted to take things slow and see if they naturally progressed from there first. Or maybe, wait to see if Layla would make the first move—if that was what she wanted. These days, I had no idea what she wanted, except sugary foods and compliments. Both of those things came easy for me.

I slid into the leather seat and buckled up, fighting back the tingling nerves bubbling inside of me. I hadn’t met anyone’s parents in ages, and Layla’s parents would become a part of my life through my child, their grandchild. I had to get along with these people, and they had to like me or else I would have a lifetime of drama ahead of me. Not that I was too worried about my first impression. Parents usually loved my charm and warmth—or so I’d been told in the past. Perhaps it was because I still missed my parents terribly. I longed for that kind of family connection.

I thought about my parents and how they’d never get to meet Layla or my daughter, which led to thoughts of my ex’s child back in Australia. I wondered how my ex’s baby boy looked today. I’d only had a few moments with him before she told me the truth and sent me away, refusing to communicate with me about anything and cutting me entirely out of her life. I guessed her feelings of guilt had forced her to push me away, or perhaps she had planned on getting back with the birth father and didn’t need me around, messing that up. I harbored no ill feelings toward her anymore. It didn’t matter now. That part of me I’d left back in Australia. I’d grown into a different man today. I had a successful restaurant, a second one in the works, a healthy baby girl on the way, and a fantastic friendship with my child’s mother. 

I swallowed hard and pulled into Layla’s driveway. I’d been by her place once before, picking her up for dance lessons because she’d insisted on taking a ride in my new car. I happily obliged, curious as to where my mate lived. When I’d rounded the corner of her neighborhood, I’d immediately spotted Layla’s house, but she never invited me inside.

She’d painted her front door the same color of robin’s-egg blue that she tended to wear often. Her flowerbeds overflowed with rose bushes, and even her mailbox looked as if she’d hand-painted it to look like the scales on a mermaid’s tail. When I’d asked her about it, she’d laughed, telling me how upset her neighbors were when she did that. But she didn’t care. It was part of an art assignment that had scored her major points with her professor.

Layla’s eclectic sense of style was one of the first things I’d noticed about her. The first time we’d met, she’d shown up in a leopard-print dress with red heels. The second time, she’d worn a hot-pink top with black leather pants. With Layla, I never knew what I would get besides excitement—and friend-zoned.

I shut off my engine just as she waddled out of her blue front door, wrapped in a lime-green kimono with pink flip-flops. I smiled, hopping out and running to the other side of the car to help her inside.

“Thanks,” she said, hugging me. Her breasts squished against my chest, almost knocking me back.

“You look beautiful. I love this. Is it a kimono?” I reached out, touching the thin, crepe-like fabric. 

“Yes. I slipped it on as I was heading out because,” she said, untying it and pulling it open, “look.” Her boobs burst forth, overflowing from the top of the white dress she wore underneath.

“Wow. That’s, um … it looks painful. Do you not have any dresses that won’t strangle you like that?” I helped her into her seat before she tied the kimono around her again. 

“I did. This was one of them,” she sighed. “I guess I can always use an excuse to go shopping.” 

“Good! Because that is why I picked you up early. We’re getting you new shoes and new clothes. My treat,” I said before shutting the door and coming around to the other side.

“Really?” Her bottom lip quivered. 

“Of course. That’s what—”

“Friends are for,” she finished. Her head rested against the window. 

“Aye, mate! Now, let’s get down to business. Tell me all about your mum and dad, so I know how to prepare myself. What kinds of things do they like? If possible, I’d like to swing by and bring them something,” I said, watching the screen in front of me to make sure I was backing down her driveway safely.

“Wine. They love wine. They have this little ritual they do nightly. After dinner, they have a glass or three of wine on their patio. Sometimes, they even screw out there. I only know because I’ve walked in on them. Lots. So, yes, let’s bring them a bottle of burgundy.”

“Oi! Seeing your parents have sex is one of the most traumatic memories a person can have! I never experienced that myself, thankfully. But I will say that nightly ritual sounds lovely. What a great way to connect and unwind at the end of the day,” I said, driving carefully toward the shops.

“My parents are goals,” she said, patting her belly.

“Mine were too.” I smiled. “Soul mates, is what Jay and I say. I never saw two people so in love before. Hardly ever argued. They were great role models on what to look for in a partner. Maybe that’s why I haven’t …” My voice trailed off as I realized what I was saying might offend Layla.

“Settled down?” Her voice came out low. 

“Well … yes, and no.” I gulped. “I’m not saying I haven’t met the right person. I’m just saying it takes me a while to know for a fact that a person is right for me. I want the soul-mate experience—or at least, to be best friends.” There. I’d said it. I put the possibility out there. Now, if only she’d take the bait.

“I get it. I’ve not found anyone in Outer Forks worth settling for either. Except this one right here.” She pointed toward her stomach. 

Well played. Well played.

“We don’t even have to settle for her. She is the grand prize. A dream come true. The princess. And you’re still a radiant queen.” I reached over, squeezing her knee before patting the basketball-sized hump resting on her lap.

“And you’re such a Prince Charming.” She shook her head and giggled, sending my head swimming again.

We pulled into the shop’s parking lot. I considered myself a strong man, but hoisting her out of the car was like reeling in a baby whale. Morning jogs with my brother and the occasional body-weight exercises kept me in shape, but I reminded myself to push harder next time and increase my core strength. I needed it for Layla.

After I finally helped her out, we both grunted, moaned, and laughed before leaning against my car to catch our breaths. 

“It’s not all me! This is your baby too! I don’t know what you ate before you knocked me up. Protein powder? Growth hormones? Sheesh. I won’t make it the full forty weeks,” she huffed.

“Forty weeks! I thought it was thirty. Where has my head been? You have how many left?” I hooked my arm in hers, steering her toward the sidewalk before pausing. I had no idea where to buy women’s maternity clothes. I only knew where the shoe shop was, which was where I had initially planned on taking her.

“Aiden! Have you not been paying attention?” She curled her fingers around my bicep, digging into me.

“I’m just kidding! I know it’s forty. And you’re coming up on twenty-two weeks soon.”

“Third trimester will be here before you know it. I’ll be as big as my house.” She pulled me past three shops before stopping in front of what I assumed to be the maternity store. 

Mannequins with small, taut baby bumps stood in the windows. They were posed with their hips out and their hands to the side, as if they were on a runway. Their tiny plastic bumps stuck out like chic cantaloupes. Meanwhile, Layla stood next to me as if she needed to pop a squat and drop an egg. Her hands rested on her lower back as she stretched backward, poking out her never-ending belly.

I did a double take. Her stomach couldn’t have grown since we left the car. I wondered if our little girl was doing flips in there or lying down with her feet poked out to trick me into thinking she was gigantic.

“I hope this place has elastic in their bras and pants. Otherwise, it’s muumuus for me.”

I opened the door to the shop, stepping aside to let her pass. The smell of her honeysuckle hair as it swished by me set my fingertips ablaze. I needed to reach out and touch those long locks. I wanted to run my hands through it while I crawled on top of her and buried my nose in her floral scent. I had no idea what a muumuu was, but if we did this whole lovers thing again, I hoped it was something that slipped off easily.

Layla tried on eight different dresses, three pairs of leggings, and six tops before settling on two outfits that she felt worked. I thought she looked dazzling in everything, but she huffed and puffed until throwing her hands up in frustration. I carried the dress and leggings to the register. 

“Is this a muumuu?” I asked her, holding up her clothes. The dress looked as if it were a pillowcase made for a rhinoceros. 

“No.” She laughed. “But it will work. Let’s go. We’re going to be late.”

I paid for the items and dragged her toward the shoe store before leaving for dinner. “I know we’re short on time, but I have to buy you new shoes. You can’t wear flip-flops all summer. Let’s get you at least two comfortable pairs. Please? I need the mother of my child to be comfortable.”

She put her hands up in protest. “You will not! You just bought me maternity clothes. I’ll be fine.”

“I insist. We’ll hurry. Let’s go.” I brushed my hand against her lower back and nudged her inside. 

She smiled, leaned over to kiss my cheek, and began browsing the aisles. She handed me shoebox after shoebox to carry to a bench, where she plopped herself down and began trying them on. She leaned forward, grunting. 

“I can barely touch my feet! It’s not that she’s huge in here, but I feel like she is wound up in a ball and poking her entire being out into my lap! Look at this!” she said, pushing herself as close to her feet as she could get.

“Let me help.” I knelt before her, opening a box and pulling out an orthopedic sandal. I gently took her ankle in my hand and slipped on the shoe before holding her foot up and out so that she could see the fit. I tried to keep my eyes on the shoe, but it was no use. My gaze followed all the way up her toned leg, past her growing bump, up her heaving breasts, over her parted lips, and straight into her sparkling eyes.

“You really are Prince Charming, you know,” she said, meeting my gaze before lowering her lashes.

I kissed her ankle, patted her leg in a friendly manner, and smiled.

“Anything for my best mate,” I answered, sucking in my breath. I wanted to keep kissing Layla’s ankle, working my way up. 

Sure, I wanted to jump her bones. But I felt more. I needed more. I wanted to hold her. There, in the middle of the shoe store. I wanted to close my eyes and whisk us away somewhere she and I could both feel safe enough to tell each other these feelings that we were too chickenshit to say.

She quickly changed the subject, and we spent the rest of the shopping trip and the drive to the wine store and her parents’ house in comfortable silence. By the time we arrived at dinner, we were forty-five minutes late.

“I’m so sorry I made us late,” I said, pulling into the shaded driveway.

“It’s okay. My parents know how I am. Besides, we brought wine! You’re forgiven already.” 

Layla waited for me to come around and hoist her out of my car again. I held on to her tight, pulling her up and steadying her as she wobbled across the cobblestone path toward the front door.

“I see where you get your green thumb,” I said, nodding toward the landscaped flowerbeds.

“Like mother, like daughter. I wonder if our little girl will like flowers. I used to want to name my daughter after something floral. Daisy, Rose, Meadow, Violet.” 

“You changed your mind?” I turned toward her, pulling my brows together. I loved those names. 

“I’ve been thinking about it. We’ll see. We need to talk about that!” She pushed the doorbell right as her mom flung open the door. In front of me stood Layla’s twin, except about thirty years older.

“Come in! You must be Aiden! It’s so nice to meet the dad!” Layla’s mum threw her arms around me before shuffling us inside. 

“Aiden, this is my mom, Barbara. Barbara, Aiden. And also, my dad, Stan.” Layla pointed to the man rising from a recliner in the back. She grabbed the wine from me and gave it to her mom while I shook her dad’s hand.

“Nice to meet you.” I smiled at her parents. “You have such a lovely place here.”

“Oh my! That accent. Wow! Layla told us you were Australian, but that was it! I never really thought about the accent though. Now, I get it.” Barbara smirked, elbowing Layla.

“My two silly girls.” Stan shook his head. “Apologies, Aiden, but we have heard absolutely nothing about you. For some reason, our little girl here likes to keep us all in suspense. So, please, come sit. Make yourself at home.” Stan clapped me on the back. “Tell us about the Down Under and what brings you here to our slice of life.”

“I’d love to! I’m so sorry we were running late.” I ran my palm through my hair, wondering how I could make an excuse without throwing Layla under the bus. 

“It was me.” Layla shrugged. 

“That’s quite all right. We knew Layla would be late. That’s why we told her to be here at six. Dinner is actually at seven.” Barbara turned, heading off toward what I assumed was the kitchen. 

I raised my brows. I’d get along with her parents just fine. 

We spent the evening discussing my life back in Australia. I told them about my parents, the accident and all. Even Layla hadn’t heard much of what had happened. But talking about it wasn’t as bad as I’d thought it would be. Speaking their names aloud kept my memory of them alive. After I finished my story, Layla and both of her parents had tears in their eyes.

“I didn’t mean to get all sad on ya. My parents had a lovely life. Short but lovely,” I said.

“You sound like you were very close to them,” Barbara whispered, refilling her wineglass. 

“I was. I’m a family man. Which brings me to this little girl right here and this big one!” I reached over, patting Layla’s belly and trying to lighten the mood. 

“I’m happy you’re stepping in to take responsibility. That little girl will be your world, just as Layla is mine.” Stan smiled. “She’s going to need all the help she can get so that she can finish that degree.”

“Absolutely. I’ll do whatever it takes to make sure of that.” I gazed at Layla, reassuring both her and her parents. 

I wanted Layla to succeed. I saw just how happy she could be when she was in her element, and my daughter needed that. Happy mum, happy child. 

“I’m tired, Mom. I know we have so much to talk about, baby and all, but I think I’m ready to get home. I haven’t stopped working and studying all week.” Layla pushed herself up from the table, and we all rose up to help her.

“Oh, that’s okay, honey! You go home and sleep. We can do this again another time. Maybe we can make it a regular thing! Especially when baby girl is here!” Barbara clasped her hands together before kissing her daughter on the cheek.

“Sounds like a plan.” Layla yawned, shuffling toward the door. 

“It was nice to meet you two. I’m sure we will connect again soon. Thank you for the amazing dinner, especially that bread! Outstanding! You could sell that, you know.” I hugged her mum good-bye and shook Stan’s hand again.

“It was my pleasure. I’ll be sure to bake you up a batch to take home next time,” Barbara said. 

Layla tugged me toward the car as her mum and dad kept calling out to us. I helped strap her into the passenger seat and waved my final good-bye to Barbara and Stan before driving away.

“Too tired to swing by my new restaurant, I suppose?” I glanced at Layla, who sat beside me, rubbing her thighs.

“I’m not tired at all. I’m horny. I had to get out of there. Aiden, I need you,” she said breathlessly.

I slowly eased my foot off of the gas so that I could think straight. I wasn’t one for multitasking. If I could pull over and think, I would have. But we were turning onto the interstate, and from what I thought I’d heard, I needed to get Layla home.

“Wait. So, you aren’t tired. You’re horny. And you need me to …” I asked, making sure I’d heard what I thought I’d heard. 

“I need you to do that thing with your stovepipe again. But I don’t think I can fit into the backseat anymore. Will you stay at my place tonight? I have an extra toothbrush.” She kept rubbing her thighs, inching her kimono up.

Monica had never let me touch her when she was pregnant. I had no idea how pregnant sex worked, but I sure as hell wanted to find out.

“I told you that I’d take care of you. That means, in any way you need it. Let’s get you home, hot mama.” I gripped the steering wheel, driving as safe as I could with precious cargo beside me.

“I hope this isn’t awkward. I know we’re just friends and all. With benefits. But these pregnancy hormones have me crying or laughing or horny or hungry. I was trying to focus on dinner with my parents, but all I could think about when I cut into that sausage was my sausage mitten.”

“Life force. Milk bucket. Sausage mitten. I’d say, if anything, we are past the point of being awkward. You can just think of it as friends doing each other a solid.” I held my hand out for a fist bump.

“Super Friend.” She crashed her knuckles into mine before exploding them out, making a garbled sound and laughing.

And there it was. That laugh. The one that revved my engine more so than I revved my new fancy-pants car. I breathed out slowly before making my next move. I didn’t want to do my friend a solid. I wanted to do my lover, the mother of my child, and possibly my girlfriend. And I wanted to do her oh-so well. 

“Did I ever tell you that your laughter is music to my ears?” I said as we pulled into her neighborhood.

“What?” She sat up, pulling at her seat belt. 

“Your laughter. It’s like a lullaby. Sometimes … sometimes, it’s like a siren’s song that lures me in. Like right now. You’re luring me in with those sweet giggles. No woman has ever had me so entranced by her voice alone.” I parked the car before glancing at her. 

She didn’t answer back, and I became terrified that what I’d said would make her tear up again. 

“Aiden, no one has ever spoken to me like that before. My laughs do it for you. Your charm does it for me. Let’s just drop all the friendly bullshit and go to bed. I need you. Treat me like more than a friend tonight.” Her eyes snapped to mine as she reached over the console and grabbed my cock.

“I’d love to do nothing more,” I growled. 

I hoisted her out of the car in no time. We both raced inside of her house, flinging our clothes left, right, up, down. Our hands, legs, arms, feet, lips became a jumbled mess as we struggled to undress. She accidentally punched me in the eye, and I accidentally yanked her hair, but we finally made it to her bed, completely naked.

“Wait! I want to see you. All of you before we get between these sheets. Let me have a look.” I stepped back, taking her all in. My gaze trailed down from her eyes to her collar to her ginormous breasts—hell yes!—to the road map with the faint linea nigra leading down to her vulva, which did not look like two swollen Twinkies.

Thanks, Deb!

“This doesn’t count. My body doesn’t normally look like this,” she said, covering herself as much as she could with her hands.

“You’re growing my child. You’re the most beautiful thing on this damn planet. And I get to have my way with you.” I stepped forward, jabbing her with my rock-hard erection. 

It had been days since I tickled my pickle. I’d been too busy. I knew Tom would spout off like a fire hose the second I unleashed him.

“Can I … do I … I don’t need a condom, right? Unless you …” I asked, running my hands along her shoulders.

“I’m not seeing anyone, just you. Don’t think you can knock me up twice like that. Wouldn’t that be weird? Come cream-pie me. I can’t wait any longer.” She grabbed my ass, pushing my hips into her.

“I fucking love pie,” I said, walking her backward to the bed. 

I gently lowered her down, prepared to crawl on top, but she pushed me back, grabbed Tom, and stuck his head between her lips.

“Just the tip.” She laughed, circling her tongue around my dick. 

“That’s what started it all. Such a tease.” I brushed her hair back, moaning as I watched her struggle to take me into her mouth. 

She locked eyes with me, opened her jaw wide, and stuffed me inside. 

“Fuck …” I breathed out. “Naughty girl. Let me give you what you really want.” I leaned down, slipping my hands under her arms and pulling her up onto the bed. I paused, trying to figure out the logistics of getting around her belly. 

“It’s okay. I’ll take what I want.” She pushed me aside, climbing on top of me and squishing into my lap. 

I looked up at her and gasped. 

“What? Did I hurt you? Am I too heavy? I’m so sorry.” 

She began to climb off of me. I stopped her, pulling her gently back onto my lap.

“No. Not at all. You’re just the most gorgeous thing I’ve ever laid eyes on. Truly. I had the perfect view.” I reached up, caressing her breast before brushing my fingertip across her hard nipple. “You’re a goddess. The most perfect woman I’ve ever met. Your skin is radiant. Your body is glowing. Fuck. It’s me who needs you, Layla. No pregnancy hormones involved here. No excuses or friendly bullshit. I like you. And I need you. Now.”

“You say all the right things,” she sighed, lifting her hips and slipping my cock inside of her. 

She winced, slowly lowering herself back down to my hips. I knew I took some getting used to. Hell, I could barely wrap my own palm around my dick. But Layla took me like a champ.

“Are you okay? I know I—”

How do I say I know I have a big, fat stovepipe of a dick without sounding like a douche bag?

“Have a stovepipe dick. Fuck! It’s like riding a Pringles can, Aiden! How do you get anything done with this thing? It’s glorious. If I had something like this, I’d grip it with both of my hands and shake it around all day, playing with it. Tom is the bomb!” She laughed. Her pussy clutched at my cock with each of her giggles, taking my mind off the awkward direction our conversation had taken and back to the task at hand.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. Do that again. Fuck.” I clenched my teeth, sucking my breath in hard. 

“Do what? Bounce?” She dribbled her hips on top of me like she was a basketball and I was looking to score.

“No. Well, that too. But giggle. That laugh. I need it. It feels even more amazing than it sounds.”

She laughed loudly, bouncing faster. If I wasn’t so horny, I’d think she had lost her marbles and I was about to be shivved in a demonic rage from this psycho.

My legs began to shake out from under me. My feet twitched. The more she laughed, the wilder I became. I grabbed her hips, slamming her down onto me. Her pussy gripped around my stovepipe so tight that I felt like she might cut off my blood circulation. But it felt good.

Hurts so good. 

Layla would have no problems delivering our baby. This lady Kegel-ed.

Thanks, Deb.

She tore my hands from her hips and pinned my wrists down over my head. She leaned over me, grinding her clit against my pubic bone.

Again, thanks to Deb and Google for my anatomy lessons.

Her breasts hit me in the face with each giggly bounce. I caught a nipple in my mouth and bit down hard. 

“Oh shit! Mama like!” She laughed, bearing down and strangling Tom in a pussy death grip. She rubbed herself faster over me. 

I couldn’t say anything with a mouthful of her boob. I was only able to roll my eyes in the back of my head and let out a few muffled moans. 

“Do you like it when I laugh like this, Daddy?” She leaned back up, still bouncing and laughing. 

I reached out, circling her wet clit with my thumb.

“Keep going, Mama.” I didn’t care how weird this was getting. I was on the verge of exploding, and I’d probably do just about anything she asked me right now—milk bucket and all.

“I’m about to—I can’t keep—out—of—breath—oh—fuck!” She threw her head back, laughing maniacally as her pussy pulsed waves down the entire length of my cock.

I curled my toes and lifted my hips while my dick spouted off inside of her, withering around like a balloon that someone had let the air out of. It wiggled this way and that so much that even she stopped bouncing and looked down at me, horrified.

“Um, that’s new.” She bit her lip, giggling again, still throbbing on my cock. 

Tom let out another spurt.

“It’s been a while. Sometimes, my cock goes a little crazy. Sorry about that.” I shrugged, reaching up to glide my palms over her beautiful breasts again.

“Don’t apologize. I liked it. I’ve never felt anything like that before. I didn’t know they could move that way. Has your dick been taking dance lessons too?”

“You’d think. He has a natural talent for it, that old Tom.” I brought my hands to her hips, steadying her on top of me. I held her in place partly because as soon as she hopped off my lap, we’d have a ridiculously messy cream pie to clean up, but mostly because I didn’t want this moment to end. 

Hopium. Layla. Each was one hell of a drug. 


SEVEN
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Layla

Having Aiden stay at my house felt amazing. I had never asked a man to stay overnight before. If I planned on bumping uglies with someone, it was either at his place or no place. I knew if a man came here, I’d want to do the housewife thing, and I’d quickly become attached, which was precisely what I did with Aiden. 

When he woke up, I’d already made breakfast. I knew the way to a man’s heart was through his dick and his stomach.

I liked being Little Layla Homemaker. I wanted to make my man feel special. 

I had all sorts of recipes I’d try out on my new husband once I was married. But since that fantasy seemed to be in the very distant future, I’d decided to go ahead and invite Aiden to stay the night. I didn’t ask him because I wanted to get into his heart. I’d asked him because I wouldn’t ever have this opportunity to play house and live out my fantasies again—or at least, not for a while. Also, I was hornier than a moo-cow in heat. I felt like one too. Navigating around my pointed belly was an exercise in itself. I woke up sore in places I’d forgotten I had. No one had ever told me that pregnant sex would give me a full-body orgasm. I’d felt that tingle all over, even in my eyelashes.

For a moment, when I’d woken next to Aiden, I’d thought about reaching over and trying for round two. But then, I remembered why I’d asked him to stay in the first place. I wanted those housewife memories, even if they were fake. I’d hopped out of bed and thrown together a batch of my special confetti pancakes before I heard him stir. 

When he came into the kitchen, I had breakfast on the table and a steaming cup of coffee waiting.

“What’s this? It looks amazing,” he said, pulling out a chair at the kitchen table. 

His hair stood out from his head in a tousled mess, and he wore only the pair of boxers I’d slipped off him last night. I bit my lip, admiring his rippled abs that I would surely destroy with my cooking. Maybe it was a good thing he wasn’t mine. I’d plump him up in no time.

“Confetti pancakes—or just pancakes with sprinkles and whipped cream.” I shrugged, settling in beside him with a stack of pancakes for myself and baby girl. 

“Thank you. I’m supposed to feed you though.” He scooped a forkful of whipped cream up and held it out for me to bite.

“I enjoy cooking too. And I can’t eat that.” I frowned, prodding my plain pancakes with a fork. “I’m lactose intolerant. Sexy talk, right?”

“Ahh. I can’t bring you milkshakes then. Or ice cream. Or cheese. Wait. I’ve seen you eat cheese!” He bit into the pancakes, rolling his eyes to the back of his head and groaning. 

I smiled. That was exactly how my future husband had better react when he tasted my cooking.

“Just because I’m not supposed to eat it doesn’t mean I don’t. I do, but … I suffer the consequences, which aren’t fun, especially when I’m pregnant. So, no, thanks. You can enjoy your cream.”

“Speaking of cream … about last night. I hope things aren’t too weird for you this morning. It seemed like everything happened kind of fast. I don’t want you to think you owe me anything or—”

“Why would I owe you anything?” I watched as he licked his lips between bites. I wanted to lean over and taste the maple syrup on his mouth, but instead, I shifted my eyes to my cat, Mars, who decided to come say hi.

“For the clothes. I didn’t know if that was why.” He blinked at Mars, startled. “Oh. You have a cat? Where have I been? Why didn’t I even know you had a cat? And you’re lactose intolerant. Hmm. There is so much I don’t know about you.” 

He set his fork down and scooted his chair next to mine. Mars meowed at my feet.

“I didn’t know the inside of your home would be the coziest, most eccentric place I’d ever seen. I had no idea your cabinets were painted robin’s-egg blue or that your hardwood floor was a dusty gray. I didn’t know you had a mirror directly across from the bed, where I could see your stunning reflection while you rode me hard last night. I didn’t know that when I could take my time with you, your pussy would feel like velvet on my cock. I didn’t know that you made the best damn after-sex pancakes a man could hope for. And I definitely didn’t know that it was possible to feel the way I feel for a friend.”

“Oh, Aiden,” I breathed out his name like I’d made a wish.

“Shh. Let’s not talk about all that. Let me just take care of you again. I want to explore you. I have time if you have time.” He rose from his seat, grabbing my hand and hoisting me up and into his arms.

“I have time,” I lied, putting off my study group session and instead screwing around with my friend. 
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After Aiden left my house, besides a quick text to check in, we hadn’t spoken much throughout the week. I’d been busy with classes and prepping for this weekend’s DTF sleepover, and he’d been busy with his new restaurant. At least, that was what I told myself. What else could he be doing? The thought of another woman crossed my mind, sending my heart rate skyrocketing. My daughter kicked me hard in response. 

Unf. I know. I know. Sorry. Didn’t mean to get us both worked up.

I shook the thought of Aiden being with someone else out of my head and blamed pregnancy brain for my jealousy. He’d told me he had feelings the morning he stayed over, so I thought I was safe in him not cheating. But it wouldn’t exactly be cheating if we were just friends. 

My nostrils flared as I picked up my phone, ready to dial his number and get to the bottom of his distant behavior this week. But instead, I shoved a Pop-Tart in my mouth and cracked open my interior design book. I had thirty minutes to study before I had to head into work and then into school and then come home and clean for the party. I pushed the drama out of my brain and focused on the tasks before me.
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When I’d told my friends that I needed to clean my house for them, they’d all scolded me at once. Nikki had told me not to worry about a thing and that the whole gang would take care of the sleepover. Rox had booked me a prenatal spa day while DTF worked on cleaning inside my house as an early baby shower gift. I couldn’t argue with that logic. 

After spending half the day being pampered, I floated back to my van, renewed. I’d had my nails done, my toes done, and a full-body massage that worked out every kink I’d had, except for that super-dirty one tucked in the back of my brain. Lately, my lower back ached so much that I could barely stand for long. I had needed a good rubdown, and it hadn’t been hard to talk me into a massage. 

I’d had an ex once who worked as a massage therapist. That was how he’d wooed me into a relationship. He’d put his hands on me and strum me like a guitar. I’d leave his place as limp as a dishrag from his touch every time. Unfortunately, that man worked his hands better than his dick. 

The sex was terrible. He pushed inside me like a broken jackhammer and did this little thing with his eyebrows that made it hard for me to take our sexual escapades seriously. I’d always pictured his scraggly brows as two derpy caterpillars dancing on his face. One would rise, and the other would stick out sideways. They’d keep switching moves and taking turns in showing off. I would have closed my eyes, but those brows were more entertaining than whatever his hips were doing to me. At least I had the massages to fall back on. That had lasted only about six weeks.

I stretched, yawning before starting my engine. Although I felt ten times better than I had when I went into the spa, Aiden’s distance still crossed my mind. I hadn’t even heard from him in a few days, and that was unlike him. I didn’t think sex between us had made things awkward. It wasn’t like we hadn’t done stuff like that before. But something I had done must have sent him running. Maybe it was the breakfast and playing wife. Maybe he thought that was a bit too much like relationship territory. Maybe he thought I looked like a whale, or maybe something in my house had spooked him—like Mars. That cat did have a way of showing up out of nowhere to scare the bejesus out of me. Sometimes, I would be in the middle of something, and Mars would jump on my back, my shoulder, or even my head.

I drove home with an entire list of possibilities for his actions, or lack thereof, running through my pregnant brain. I flushed hot one minute, and the next, I broke down into tears. I needed to admit to myself that I had feelings for Aiden. There was no sense in hiding it anymore—from myself at least. That first time we’d met, in Scarlett Herb’s kitchen, I had known I would fall for him if I let myself. So, I never let myself. But now, I was carrying his baby, and all logic and rationale went out the window.

As I turned the corner onto my street, I noticed the pink balloons swaying above my mailbox, and a line of cars was parked outside of my home along with The Pink Taco Truck. There was no use in wiping the tears from my eyes before I went inside. I was already tearing up again at the sight of what my friends had put together for me. Even if my friendship with Aiden—or whatever we had—didn’t work out, I still had my girl gang. They were my rock.

I pulled myself together, took a deep breath, and opened the front door. Pink crepe streamers and glittery silver ribbon hung from the doorway. Bows and pacifiers and tulle decorated my kitchen counters. I even spotted confetti sprinkled around a two-tiered pink cake with a baby bum on top. I clasped my hands under my chin and squealed. This baby shower had come straight out of my baby book, and I knew just whose idea it had been.

I’d shown Betty my baby book one hot summer’s day after we day-drank in my pool. That was the day she’d convinced me to go back to art school. She’d said we could have it all but not without a village. Today, she’d brought that village to me. 

“You.” I laughed, elbowing my way through the guests and throwing my arms around Betty.

“Me what?” She smirked. 

“You did all this, didn’t you? The pink balloons, the confetti, the diaper cake.” I bounced on my heels. “You’re the only one I showed my scrapbook to that day last summer when you talked my drunken ass into going back to art school.”

“Oh no, honey. Do you think I know the first thing about a diaper cake? But, yeah, if you mean this entire party, mmhmm. I did with Rox’s and Nikki’s help. I know how important this stuff is to you. Hell, you’ve been planning it out since you were a kid. We’re here for you, Layla. And your baby girl. Now, let’s eat, so we can get this show on the road. I’ve been fighting off your aunt, your cousins, and some weird woman named Sherry from the damn food table for the last hour. Let’s go.” Betty grabbed my hand and pulled me behind her toward the pile of tacos on the table.

I spent the next two hours knee deep in pastel tissue paper I’d been pulling from the ever-growing pile of presents at my feet. I received things I hadn’t even known I needed—like a booger sucker. I gagged when I read the description. Surely, I didn’t need to suck a dangler from my kid’s nose. I passed the box to Nikki, who winced in repulsion. By the time I got to the last gift, I was exhausted and ready for a nap. Rox must have sensed it because she sped my little party up by cleaning, which sent a trigger reaction to everyone else. My mom began to put the food away, my aunts took care of the trash, and DTF took down the streamers.

“No. Leave those up. And the balloons!” I stretched my arms over my head and yawned. 

“What for? You aren’t going to climb up here to take them down later!” Nikki quit tugging the streamer and hopped off the chair.

“I don’t want to let it go just yet. I’ve been waiting my entire life for this. I just want to spend a little more time with it.” I rubbed my belly, pouting. 

“Whatever you say, Mama!” Rox patted my shoulder and rushed off, whispering to Nikki. 

I shut my eyes for a brief moment, smiling. What I wanted to do was share this moment with Aiden. I needed the streamers and the balloons to show him what he had been missing when I finally admitted my true feelings. I would discuss my plan with DTF later tonight and go from there. It sounded like a good idea to me, but then again, nothing I did led me down the paths I planned. I ran different scenarios through myself before dozing off.

“If you sleep with your neck like that much longer, you’re going to wake up hurting. I didn’t pay an arm and a leg for you to get that massage, only to have you go back tomorrow. You have been conked out for two hours. Get up.” Betty nudged my shoulder. 

I swatted her hand away.

“We have jelly doughnuts!” Rox sang, rubbing my knee. 

“What was that?” I opened my eyes to DTF gathered around me. “Did everyone go? And why are you bringing out doughnuts now?” 

“It was a ploy. And it worked. We don’t have any,” Nikki said. Her long blonde hair was toppled over in a messy bun. 

Everyone had changed into pajamas, except me. I was still wearing my pregnancy muumuu. 

“That’s a mean thing to do to a pregnant lady!” I folded my arms across my chest and rested them on my bulging baby bump.

“We have something else to show you. Or rather, not us, but Aiden.” Nikki hoisted me up onto my feet. 

“What? Is he here? What’s going on?” I rubbed my eyes, unsure if I was dreaming or not.

“Just follow us.” Rox tugged at one arm, Nikki tugged at my other arm, and Betty pushed me from behind. 

Baby girl turned flips in my stomach—or it was my stomach-turning flips? Either way, my heartbeat raced inside my chest. I wasn’t prepared to see Aiden. Just a moment ago, I’d planned my speech to him, and now, he was here. I hadn’t consulted with my friends about my plan yet.

“Surprise!” DTF yelled before opening the door to my guest room, which, unfortunately, was more of a storage room. 

I’d stored art supplies for my future business in there since I signed on this house from my grandma years ago. She moved into a retirement home, and I moved into the old family home. I’d just never had the time to do anything with this room or the storage to put my supplies elsewhere.

“What the—” I gasped, staring at Jay and Aiden as they threw their arms in a jazz-hands motion, fingertips wiggling toward a crib I recognized as similar to the one I had cut out and pasted in my baby book. 

“I hope you like it. We didn’t have time to paint the walls, but we thought we’d let the artist take care of picking that color anyway.” Aiden stepped toward me. “I hope you don’t mind us using this room. It was rude of me not to ask, but—”

“It’s perfect,” I whispered, stepping into him and throwing my arms around his waist. I rested my head on his chest and listened to his heart rate climb, drowning out the murmurs around me. 

I’d planned on using this room as a nursery anyway, but the way my plans were working out, I hadn’t dared start on that project. With my luck, I’d begin decorating the nursery, and my house would burn down. That would be a curveball fit for me.

“We’ll give you two some time,” Rox said, shooing everyone out of the door and shutting it behind her.

I opened my mouth to thank them but let out a wail instead. 

“Shh. Shh. Shh. You gorgeous thing. Even when you’re all pouty, you still look like a queen. And this”—he motioned around the room—“is for your princess. Dry those tears, baby. It’s only going to go up from here.” 

I nodded, wiping the backs of my hands across my cheeks. I slid my palm over the crib’s matching dresser before making my way to a rocking chair in the corner. I sat down, patted the bookshelf next to me, and rocked.

“Aiden, this is beyond anything I could have imagined. You did this all by yourself?” I pushed my heel into the ground, rocking the child inside of me.

“I had help. My brother, DTF, and even Earl. We all pitched in. That’s what friends are for.” He shrugged. 

And there it was. I slowed my rocking to a stop.

Friends. 

“Right. Because friends do these fairy-tale things. Like something straight out of a movie. Friends. Super friends.” I turned my gaze toward the window, wishing he would disappear. A few seconds ago, I’d wanted to confess my feelings, but now, I couldn’t even look at him. All the talk about his feelings when he stayed over had been just that. Talk. After sex. Typical. 

“You’re more than a super friend to me, Layla.” He crouched in front of me, running his hands under my skirt, exposing my legs. His lips swept across my knee, pecking me with tiny, gentle kisses.

I wanted to ask him what that meant. 

Just exactly what kind of mind games is this man playing?

Does he mean I am only a super lover too? 

Is sex all he thinks about when he is near me? 

Why do things have to be so complicated with my friend/baby daddy?

“After what happened between Jay and Rox, I want to make sure you are well taken care of. Not that she wasn’t. I understand those things just happen. But it scared me.” He smoothed his palms over my legs. His touch wasn’t the usual fiery, sexual flames from his fingertips. It was more of a reassurance touch—a friendly touch. 

“What happened between Rox and Jay? What are you talking about?” I sat up in the chair, groaning with each shift of my belly.

“She didn’t tell you? I thought …” His voice trailed off. “Fuck, I’m an idiot. I’m sorry, Layla. I thought you knew. I was pretty sure DTF talked about everything.”

“What are you trying to say? What happened? You’re worrying me.” A wave of nausea washed over me. 

I’d been preoccupied with my own troubles and not noticed something was wrong with my friend. 

Aiden’s hands became clammy against my legs. “No, no, no. That is exactly what I didn’t want to happen. Don’t worry about a thing. That’s probably why you didn’t know in the first place! Bloody hell. Layla.” 

“Tell me.” I braced myself. 

“There was an accident. Rox lost her baby. I’m sorry. I’m going to go talk to them and let you take some time.” He rose, leaving the room.

I couldn’t respond. My throat tightened, strangling anything that tried to escape into a silent dread. I’d had no idea my best friend had been pregnant.


EIGHT

[image: ]


Aiden 

“She’ll be all right, brother. Don’t beat yourself up.” Jay clapped me on the back as I sat, slumped at the bar. 

We’d closed an hour ago, but I stayed to clean up and to drink my troubles away.

“I’m so sorry. I thought she knew. I’d been so involved with work and getting that nursery together that I didn’t think to ask. I thought they talked about everything. That’s DTF!” I wiped my fingertips across the condensation building on my whiskey glass before rubbing the back of my neck. 

I wished I had someone to tuck me into a warm bed with a cold rag. After leaving Layla’s place, I suddenly hadn’t felt well. I’d had this same feeling when I left Monica—or when she had told me the truth about the child.

“Look, they’re going to have a sad night. There’s no getting around it. But she needs her friends right now, and they’ll take care of her. You know they will.” He topped off my glass.

“But I’m her friend too,” I mumbled.

“Oh no, buddy. You don’t get to lie to me. You’re the father of her child and much more than a friend to her. I know you more than anyone. You’re heartbroken right now. And it’s not even over anything you did wrong. It’s because of how you feel toward Layla. You love her, mate. So, tell me why exactly you two haven’t made it official? You’re starting a family, for crying out loud!” 

“What about you, Jay? You and Rox started a family, and you aren’t married either.” I gulped my drink, feeling the burn as it slid down my throat.

“We aren’t playing like we’re just friends. We’re living together. Marriage has come up. Believe me, I’d marry that woman in a heartbeat. It’s Rox who wants to take things slower. She’s still … recovering. From a lifetime full of shitty dealt cards, apparently. But I have hope I’ll get there with her one day. But you …” Jay poured himself a drink and leaned down to meet my gaze.

“Hopium. It’s not hope. It’s hopium. And once you have that, it’s dangerously addictive. That’s why I’ve given it up.”

“Horseshit.”

“It’s true.” I took another sip of my whiskey. 

“If you didn’t have hope, you wouldn’t have signed that contract on the new restaurant or prepared the bedroom of your soon-to-be-born daughter. You have it. Just not when it comes to the ladies. And that is Monica’s doing. What she put you through … that’s why you’re holding off on making it official with Layla. I’m not an idiot. I run from my problems, but you … you completely ignore them. What did Layla say when you told her about Monica?” Jay stood up and swirled the giant ice cube in his glass before taking a swig.

“I’ve not told her.” I pinched the bridge of my nose, shutting my eyes. I knew the expression that would cross his face if I had the balls to look at him. I couldn’t handle any more shame at this moment. So, true to my nature, I shut it out.

“Fuck,” Jay said, walking around the bar and settling on a barstool beside me. “She needs to know. You’re going to start doing that thing you do when things get rough—and they will get rough. You’ll pull away, turn to your work, and ignore the world on fire around you. Don’t do that with her. She’s worth more to you. I see it, even if you don’t. But I know you do. You just won’t admit it. You need to tell her about Monica before things go any further.”

“How can they go any further? She’s having my baby! I can’t tell her, Hey, surprise, I’ve done this baby thing before, and it damaged the shit out of me. That’s why I haven’t taken it to the next level with you. I don’t want to ruin what we have now for a chance at what could be.”

“See, you know it too.” He threw back his drink. “You haven’t taken it to the next level because you’re damaged goods. I know a thing or two about that. Rox knows a thing or two about that. Betty. Nikki. Terrance.”

“Not Layla. Her parents gave her a picture-perfect life. She won’t understand. She’s so damn happy and joyful and …” I reached across the bar, grabbed the bottle of whiskey, and poured more into my glass.

“And she was forced to give up her dream at art school because she was broke. Now, she’s trying to figure out where she fits into school and DTF while struggling as a soon-to-be single mom. She’s never had a serious relationship. She’s knocked up by someone who keeps her at arm’s length. If you think anyone in the world has a life without some kind of damage, you’re kidding yourself. Is that what too much hopium does?”

“Wait. How do you know all of this? She’s never had a serious relationship?” I scrubbed my hand over my face, regretting that last pour of whiskey. 

“Because Rox talks. We talk. About you two and what could be.” He looked up at the ceiling and sighed. “Everyone does! We all see it. You two are just stubborn as fuck! Talk. Communicate. You don’t know that she’s never had someone pick her, love her, choose her. She thinks she is damaged goods whether you want to think so or not. And she doesn’t know you think you are damaged goods and that’s why you’re afraid to tell her the truth and risk it. You’re having a baby. If you won’t do it for you or Layla, do it for your daughter. It’s worth a shot to give that little girl a family. Together. And I don’t mean switching weekends. I mean, like Mum and Dad were for us. Don’t you want your child to have that?”

“More than anything.” I turned my head toward the ceiling, fighting back the tears building in my eyes. 

I knew he was right. Best friends could be more, and often, it was those next-level friendships that turned into next-level relationships. I’d seen it in all those cliché romantic comedies I never would admit graced my TV screen during the lonely winter months.

“She’s your raven. Duck. Goose. Squirrel. Whatever Mum would say that brought you happiness.”

“I think Layla is a soft white rabbit. Cuddly, cute, always running late.” I smiled, taking my phone out to look at the pictures she’d sent earlier of her baby shower.

“Some-bunny is in love!” Jay sang. His voice bounced around, echoing off the industrial walls of our silent bar. 

“And the dad jokes start!” I laughed. “Speaking of, are you and Rox okay? I can’t imagine going through what you two did. But be honest with me. Things okay? Enough about me. How are you?”

“No, and yes. Rox and I are okay. We have as solid of a foundation as I could ever imagine. But losing our baby bird rocked both of us. We’re glad we have each other to lean on. And hopium. It’s not so bad of a drug when you have two fighting to carry the joys and the burdens. We have faith, hopium, divine intervention on our side. Seen it before, and we know we’ll see it again.” Jay finished his drink. His cheeks flushed pink.

I’d heard Layla speak of Rox often. She’d told me how, out of everyone she admired, she looked up to Rox the most. Her best friend had weathered unimaginable storms and come out on the other side. I could say the same for my brother. I saw his struggles. The difference in him once he’d met Rox should have been motivation enough for me to get my arse in gear. And yet …

I swallowed hard. 

I’d need time to think of an approach to tell the truth without hurting Layla, and even I wasn’t drunk enough to believe I’d somehow be able to get away with that. I decided to reach out and check on her anyway, saving the drama for another day. 

Me: Are you still awake?

Layla: Yes. Barely. 

She texted me a picture of DTF gathered around a group of pillows and blankets on the floor. Bags of cookies, crisps, and bottles of beer were scattered around them. They’d all smiled for the picture, though I could see it in both Layla’s and Rox’s eyes that they’d been crying. 

Me: I want to apologize again for ruining your shower with that bit of terrible information. 

I squinted into my phone, double-checking that my drunk texts were in proper English.

“Are you texting her, mate? You know you aren’t sober enough to be doing that, don’t you? Keep your lips sealed about your business until you aren’t falling over in your chair.” Jay wiped the counter with a dishrag and began to clean up the rest of the bar.

“I’m not. I’m just making sure she’s all right.” I rested my head on my hand, staring at my screen and waiting on her reply.

Layla: It’s not your fault. You didn’t ruin my baby shower, and you had no idea they were keeping that from me. Rox and I talked. We’re good. She’s okay. We’re getting through this. Why are you up so late?

Me: Because I miss you.

I deleted it and began again.

Me: Because I was worried about you. I wanted to make sure things were okay with you and the baby. 

Layla: I’m fine. I’m keeping my head in the game. I have finals in three weeks. Then a small break before waddling back to school for my last semester. I don’t have time to think about not being fine. I’ve got a baby girl to raise.

Me: And I’m with you every step of the way. Just let me know what you need. 

Layla: Thanks. I’m meeting with the pediatrician next week, but you don’t need to come to that. No ultrasounds or anything like that. Just a meeting. I’ve got it.

I rubbed my eyes. I’d been down this road before. It seemed as if, now, she was the one pushing me away.

Me: I’d love to come with you. Are you sure you don’t want me there?

Layla: Some things I’m going to need to do alone anyway. It’s fine. You have to get on that new restaurant of yours! And I’ve got to get this degree. Let’s meet up soon though for baby talk. I want a name for this girl. I have some ideas. I can’t keep my eyes open though. I’ll have to look at my schedule in the morning.

Me: Okay. Sleep well. 

I set my phone down and sighed. 

“Well? Are they doing all right over there? Rox texted earlier, and it seemed like they were having a good time. I heard a little sadness in her voice, but she has her girls. They’ll take care of her, just like they’ll take care of Layla,” Jay said.

“Yeah. All good. They’re going to sleep now.” I rolled my shoulders, pushing back the nervousness I’d felt creep up my spine when Layla said that I didn’t need to be at the pediatrician appointment. 

“Jay, did you ever tell Rox about Monica?” I asked. 

“No. That’s your business. Why?” He closed the dishwasher, pressing the start button.

“Just wondering if I needed to do damage control. She seemed a little distant. But it is over text. Maybe I misinterpreted.”

“She’s tired, busy, and had a long day. She doesn’t know your past. But—”

“I will. I will.” I threw my hands in the air, surrendering to a confession. 

“And soon, or she will really be distant.” He leaned on the countertop across from me, crossing his arms over his chest. 

I didn’t want to lose Layla. She deserved to know that this wasn’t my first experience with a pregnant girlfriend. Scratch that. Friend. And a true friend wouldn’t become upset with the truth. What was the worst that could happen?
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Layla and I texted briefly over the next few days. I knew she had to study for her exams, and I didn’t want to be the person who stood in the way of her degree. Besides, I told myself I had to get this new restaurant off the ground before our child arrived in the fall, which meant I only had a few short months until opening day. Jay helped me as much as he could, but his hands were full with Scarlett Herb.

I reached out to my old bartender, Terrance—Betty’s soon-to-be husband—for a consult on my bar setup. The dining room design and layout came to me quickly, but I wanted the bar to be my crowning glory. This was, after all, a pub nearby a college, right smack dab in the middle of hipster/man-bun world. These students wanted sophistication on a budget and all wrapped up in an eco-friendly package.

Terrance and I sketched out a few drawings that looked more like scribbled toddler art than something professional, but my contractor would understand the gist of it. I’d used him for a remodel on the other restaurant’s kitchen and restrooms, and he’d nailed the designs. With fixtures, furniture, and equipment ordered and my bar under construction, the only thing left for me to do besides wait was hiring. I didn’t need to start that yet though. I still had time.

After Terrance left, I walked next door to the CBD shop and introduced myself to my new neighbors. The shop had been there only a few short months, according to my realtor. I hoped to ask them about the area and the building. Our row of businesses sat situated off the main road to the university. We were easily spotted from the street and had great parking in the back, and the eclectic, urban vibe from the brightly colored–painted brick certainly catered toward the younger crowd. Not to mention, I never had CBD in my life, and apparently, I’d been missing out. Customers continually flowed through their doors day and night. I waited until a customer finished checking out before making my way to the register.

“Hello! I’m Aiden. I’m renting the space next door. Thought I’d come over and introduce myself.” I stuck out my hand, eyeing the jars of green stuff behind the cashier. 

“Nice to meet you. I’m Chris, the owner. We’re still pretty new here too. Just moved in a few months ago,” Chris said, shaking my hand. “You’ve come a long way to open a restaurant. Is that an Australian accent I detect?”

“It is. I’ve been here quite a while actually. I own Scarlett Herb in Outer Forks, but I wanted to branch out on a new adventure into the city. So, here I am.”

“Scarlett Herb! Never been there, but I’ve heard it’s nice. Very formal, isn’t it?” 

“It’s a bit on the fancy side. Not looking to do the same here. I want something more college-friendly but not ramen noodles and peanut butter. I’m working on that. I was hoping I could get the vibe of the place. Never been to a CBD shop before.” 

“I figured. Let me help you.” 

He came around the counter, motioning for me to follow him. We walked to a row of glass jars filled to the top with weed-looking green stuff.

“Until we get cannabis legalized, this is the best we can do. But you can still get the calming effect from these without the paranoia some experience with THC.” He opened the lid to a jar and held it to my nose. 

“Mmm. THC. Ingredient in cannabis, correct? So, this is like weed but legal weed.” I sniffed the green leaves. It smelled like a ’90s concert I’d attended back in Australia. 

“Eh, kind of. Here. I’ll roll you a joint. You try it and tell me what you think. All these jars here are different strains. We also have salves, tinctures, and oils. But for an immediate effect, it is the good ol’ tokin’ the bud. What level do you want?” He set the jar back down and handed me a brochure.

“Uh, I know nothing about this stuff. I guess … mid-level? Can these be baked in edibles? Like, say, mixed with a dessert?” I asked. 

“Already ahead of ya. How about this? You want to cater to FU? Offer an edible. Before dinner, after dinner—it doesn’t matter. The students love our stuff. We source from local farms in the surrounding areas. We’re big on supporting our community around here.” He walked to a jar on a higher shelf and pulled out a chunk of the plant. “I’m going to give you three strains. High, mid, low. Come back when you’ve smoked them and let me know what you think. I can show you how to put them in food.” 

“Edibles on the menu. Hmm. I think this is a brilliant idea. I’m not sure what to expect, but I’ll give it a try.” I gulped as I watched him meticulously roll three joints. 

“The fatter one is the high strain. The long, skinny one is low. And the middle is the middle. Enjoy.” He placed them in my palm.

“Thank you.” I curled my fingers around the medicinal herbs and tucked his brochure into my back pocket. 

Maybe these herbs would calm me enough to get out the words I needed to speak to Layla. Whiskey helped, but that was a dangerous path to tread. Once I had enough whiskey, I sometimes began singing. I wasn’t sure why it happened. I guessed when I became drunk, I thought I was a rock star. I wasn’t. Jay always knew to cut me off when I cleared my throat and belted out those first few notes. Hopefully, CBD wouldn’t make me do that. Otherwise, I’d sing to Layla the old news that I should have told her long ago.

Layla, baby, I had a baby, but I didn’t … so don’t kill me … 

I cringed, pushing back the thought of my inebriated confession. 

“Looking forward to doing business with you, Aiden! Can’t wait to see what you and I can come up with on the pot brownies!” He laughed. “I kid. I kid! Kind of.” He winked before I disappeared out the door. 

I left the restaurant and made it back to my place, tingling with nerves. Not only did I need to confess, but now, I also had a plan to be the guinea pig on edibles for my new place. I never did anything like that in my life. The closest I’d come to ingesting any mind-altering drugs was when I had eaten a bad mushroom once. I’d foraged fungi one day, thinking I was the ultimate go local guru. I wasn’t. I’d heard colors and seen sounds that day. I would never forget what the color blue sounded like. It wasn’t a serene sound at all, but more like that of a hippo fart. I’d left mushroom hunting to the experts ever since. 

When I arrived back home, I kicked off my shoes and ate a quick, frozen entree. After working in the kitchen all day at Scarlett Herb, the last thing I wanted to do was cook at home. I tried to relax in front of the TV, but Layla kept running through my mind. I wondered how the pediatrician appointment had gone and how she was feeling. I thought about reaching out, but smothering her was the last thing I wanted to do.

I sighed, opened up my phone, and did what any bored male did when they were alone. I typed in my favorite porn site and pulled out ol’ Tom. I’d been so busy and out of it this week that I’d neglected him. Every morning, like clockwork, he stood at attention, waiting to be petted. But every morning, like clockwork, I told him I was too busy. Now, my body ached with a need that only grew, the more I thought about Layla.

I flipped through the porn categories, landing on pregnancy fetishes. I’d never known I had a pregnancy fetish. But the way she had ridden me that last time left me fantasizing about her for days. And now, all I wanted was to imagine her on top of me again. I mentally swapped Layla’s face with the pregnant lady on the screen and got to work. I licked my lips, imagining the porn actress as Layla, grinding back and forth on top of me.

Oh! Reverse cowgirl. How I’d love to slap Layla’s ass like that. 

I slowly pumped my fist up and down my cock, thinking of my baby’s mama bouncing on my lap. The way she’d felt that moment she first lowered herself on my dick had me seeing sounds and hearing colors again. She was the best kind of drug. Hopium. 

My cock pulsed in my palm, needing to release. I was almost over the edge when my phone rudely rang, interrupting me. Layla’s number popped up on my screen. I nearly jumped out of my seat, closing my browser before answering.

“Layla. Hey!” I breathed heavily into the phone.

“Mmm. Ooh yeah. Right there. Yes, Daddy. Yes. Give it to me. Do you like my big, prego belly? You knocked me up, didn’t you, baby?” the porn actress called out. 

My browser hadn’t closed.

“Um, Aiden? What are you doing?” Layla asked.

“Fuck me. Fuck me. Fuck me. Make Mama squirt all over that cock,” the actress screamed.

“I, uh … hang on.” I furiously punched the exit button on the browser, but the site was frozen. 

Poor Tom was up and down, up and down. If dicks could cry, mine would be wailing. He didn’t know if it was showtime or no time. My balls knew. They’d shriveled up so deeply into my body that I thought they would hibernate the rest of the year.

“Yes! Yes! Yes, Daddy! Put that dick in my mouth. Come here. Is Daddy going to feed his naughty girl?” 

“Fuck,” I muttered. “Let me call you right back.” I hung up quickly, restarting my phone. 

I wasn’t a tech person, but even I knew that shouldn’t have happened. I paced my living room, wondering how I’d handle that conversation, but then I realized that I’d already avoided enough truths with Layla. What was wrong with adding one more?

I dialed Layla’s number.

“Sorry. Hey, how are you?” I cringed, hoping she’d leave it alone.

“I’m good. I’m guessing you are too. Sounded like it anyway,” she said. 

“Yep.” I cleared my throat, offering no explanation.

“Right. Well, I was going to tell you about the pediatrician. Ask if you want to come over Saturday, and we can discuss her and the birth plan. Maybe grill out and hang by the pool. It’s been so damn hot out lately. I could use a swim. Sound fun to you?”

“That sounds like a perfect day. I’ll get someone to cover my shift Saturday evening. I’ll do the grilling, and you do the chilling, little mama. Any requests? No chicken shawarma.” I walked over to my fridge and pulled out a beer.

“Steak. A juicy, bloody steak. And that pee veggie.” She sighed.

“Peas? Like English peas? Black-eyed peas?” I asked, plopping back down onto my couch and taking a long swig of my drink.

“No. The one with the smelly pee. That long, skinny thing. I can’t think of the name. Damn pregnancy brain.” 

“Asparagus! You want a rare steak and asparagus. I can manage that. I’ll take care of it. And you.” My eyes shifted to the CBD joints on my kitchen table. Saturday would be the perfect opportunity for me to try this supposed calming medicine and confess my past that still, at times, haunted me and held me back. 

“Yes. Stinky pee sticks and bloody meat. Saturday. I’d chat a bit, but I just finished class, and I’m exhausted. I need to sleep. I’ll see you Saturday though.”

“That’s all right. You rest. I’ll see you Saturday. Good night, Layla.” I smiled into the phone. I had another date with my friend, and this time, I wouldn’t fuck it up. 

“Good night, Daddy. Can’t wait for you to feed your naughty girl on Saturday.” She laughed before hanging up.

I bit my lip, wincing.

Burn. 

Tom stirred at the sound of her giggle, but the mood had passed. I gently patted him and promised I’d take care of him another time—hopefully, Saturday.


NINE
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Layla

I stood in the shower, letting the water warm me before performing gymnastics to shave myself. The hair on my legs had grown ridiculously long, and no doubt, my muffin looked like a Chia Pet down there. I assumed it did anyway. It wasn’t like I could see my cooch over this watermelon baby bump I was sporting these days. 

I’d slid into the third trimester like a pro, all dumpy and weepy. Recently, nesting had hit me. I’d cleaned everything top to bottom in half of my house. By the time I’d reached the other half, that crazy pregnancy symptom had left. I’d thrown everything into closets and prayed for the next person who opened them.

I grunted, hiking my leg up and propping it on the soap holder. With one hand, I grabbed the towel rack behind me, and with the other hand, I made crazy swiping motions across my vag, hoping to avoid a hack job. I was two minutes into shaving and out of breath already. I chucked the razor outside of the shower and gave up. Besides, I didn’t have a clue as to why I had been prepping down there for Aiden anyway.

Friends with benefits would understand small nuisances like a dreadlocked vag. Hell, I was too busy growing his baby to fuss with things like shaving, eyebrow plucking, or buying panties that fit. I’d been going commando for eight weeks now. If Aiden didn’t want to make his way through this jungle, he could sit out and watch whatever wild kink he’d been watching the other day instead.

I blew out a breath and began fumbling with the mop on my head. Now, I understood the mom cut. Besides getting a full-blown bikini wax, there was nothing I wanted to do more than chop my hair off right now. It seemed to grow along with my belly, racing against my bump like this was some type of competition. It hung almost to my waist and was as voluminous and shiny as ever—the only positive pregnancy symptom. Oh, and the bigger boobs had been a pleasant surprise too.

I hurried out of the shower and dried myself off as quickly as I could. Aiden had texted that he was already on his way before I made it to the bathroom to freshen up. When I caught sight of myself in the mirror, I knew my makeover would take a while. I’d spent the week cramming for exams while slinging out tacos. By the time the weekend had come, I had looked like a bear and smelled like one too.

All morning, I’d sat on my ass, doing nothing but eating cookies and getting all fat and sassy. My back ached, my feet were swollen, and pregnancy brain had me lost in a fog. Not to mention, I’d had a new crazy hormone pop up—the raging bitch hormone. I’d snapped at Betty last week and shocked us both into silence. Silence with Betty never happened. 

I always considered myself somewhat of a hot mess, but pregnant Layla took the cake. Literally. I’d bought one of those big sheet cakes from the store a few days ago and sat down, propping it on my belly and eating it straight out of the box. There wasn’t a crumb left after two days.

My doorbell rang as I sloppily brushed my teeth and threw my hair up in a towel. I slipped on my new maternity swimsuit under yet another muumuu. I dared Aiden to make any comment on my appearance, especially after my raging-bitch alter ego was triggered. But that wasn’t like Aiden to critique me. Or anyone. Both Aiden and his brother had a way with words that the American men I’d dated didn’t have. Aiden could tell me I smelled like a dog turd, cooking in the summer heat, with his smooth accent, and I would still feel like a million bucks. Except he would never say such a thing. He was a perfect gentleman, just like Jay.

I never heard anything negative come out of Aiden’s mouth, and that was one of the big reasons we got along so well. Nikki would say there was enough negative energy in the world, and I agreed. 

I waddled to my front door, ready for grilling and chilling with my baby daddy—and hopefully, later, maybe even some of those good old-fashioned horizontal tango lessons. I took the towel off my head and threw it into the laundry as I passed by the basket that had been lying on my floor for weeks. I couldn’t bend over to pick it up anymore. These days, I lazily kicked it from my bedroom to the laundry room, and even that had begun to be too much effort.

“Ah! There is the ravishing mother of my child! You look like you just stepped out of Hollywood.” Aiden leaned in and kissed me on the forehead. “Steaks and pee veggies. Also, jelly doughnuts.” He held up the bags of loot in his hands. 

Unf. I grabbed my stomach. 

“She knows her daddy’s voice.” I cringed, rubbing my belly. “Wow. Just wow.”

He put his lips to my stomach, talking loudly, “Does she now? Hello, peanut! Giving your poor mum a hard time already, are ya?” 

It could have been worse. He could have tried speaking to her through another route. 

I squeezed my knees together.

“Come in.” I stepped aside, letting him pass.

“Ahh, smells like flowers in here. It always does. You are a ray of sunshine in a field of wildflowers. You bring that scent with you wherever you go. Sunshine.” He followed me to the kitchen and set the food on the counter. 

I pulled the box of doughnuts toward me and began to stuff my face.

“Ray of sunshine? My hair is a mop, I can only fit into a muumuu, and”—I swallowed hard, smacking my lips—“I am as big as a whale. What’s even worse is, I don’t care!” I traced my tongue along my lips and under my nose, licking the powdered sugar that clung to me. After inhaling that doughnut, I probably looked like I’d snorted a line or two of coke, but my pregnant brain gave no fucks. I reached for another.

“You’re glowing. Don’t be silly! Now, tell me about this pediatrician, so we can relax by the pool. Let’s get business out of the way. How are you feeling? What’s going on? Any new symptoms? Pediatrician okay? These are straight from Scarlett Herb, by the way.” He nodded at the steaks, redder than a fresh paper cut. 

My mouth watered.

“Besides these crazy cravings, not much. Same hormonal issues. I just feel like shit. I’m too big to move. I’m hungry all the time, but I have no room to eat. Celeste and Deb are betting I won’t make it to forty weeks. Baby measurements are perfect, so there’s nothing wrong there,” I assured him. “She’s just growing so fast that she’ll be ready before I’m ready. And probably before you’re ready. But then again, is anyone ever ready for a baby?”

“Not in my experience. Or, I mean, not that I know of.” He cleared his throat. “Can I make myself at home in your kitchen? Just point me to the utensils, oils, spices, and sheet pans.”

I nodded, pointing to several cabinets. 

“Anyway, our pediatrician’s name is Dr. Gail. She’s amazing. She’s also a lactation consultant, so if I have any problems with breastfeeding, she can help with that. She made me feel at ease. Just like the rest of the labor and delivery crew. Which is another thing we need to talk about. Birth plan. And names. And custody.” I groaned as Aiden busied himself with preparing our meal.

“Wait. Custody?” His face fell flat. “What do you mean?”

“Well, we’re not married. So, how will we split the time? Don’t you think we should have a lawyer involved? I know that can get messy, but it’s probably the smart thing to do. Just in case.”

“In case of what? You don’t want me to see our child? I don’t understand.” He stopped rummaging through my cabinet and pulled a chair right in front of me, sitting down and leaning over my knees. “Talk to me. Is something on your mind?” 

I caught sight of his hands trembling before he tucked them under his butt. 

“It was just a thought. We don’t have to talk about it now. Let’s wait. We still have time.” 

I had been thinking about a custody arrangement for a few weeks now, but I’d had no idea how to broach the subject. I figured a smart businessman such as himself knew the value of legal agreements. 

“You can tell me if there’s something you want to talk about. I can handle it.” He swallowed hard.

“Aiden, please. I didn’t think this through. Let’s discuss that later. I’m sorry I brought it up. I just thought—look, I do that sometimes. Say things at the wrong time. I didn’t know it would be a sensitive subject. Since we’re friends and all.” I heaved myself forward in an attempt to reach his legs and give them a reassuring squeeze, but my belly wouldn’t let me out of the chair. I gave up, leaning back in exhaustion.

“Layla, there’s something I need to tell you. But I’m not sure how to say it. Can we talk about serious stuff later? Maybe get this food on the grill, paddle around in the pool, and circle back to this conversation. I, um … brought something to try that might help me spit out what I need to say. It’s from the local CBD store beside the new restaurant. They gave me this.” He pulled out the bag of medicinal herbs from the pack of food he’d brought inside.

“You’re going to blaze a doobie?” My eyes grew wide. 

“It’s not a doobie. He swore it’s only CBD. No THC in it. So, I’ll get the calming effect without the high. Supposedly. Anyway, I thought it was good business sense to try it out. He’s my neighbor after all, and the students seem to love that stuff. I’m thinking about baking it into a dessert edible.” He opened the bag and sniffed.

“Aiden, the owner of the pretentious Scarlett Herb, is toking a joint tonight.” I laughed. 

“I have no idea what you just said, but I’d like to try it. I want to do it while I’m here in case I die. Then, you can call the ambulance for me. What else are—”

“Friends for,” I muttered. “Sure. I’ll observe you during your little experiment. Let’s get in that pool though. I’m sweating like a whore in church.” I tugged at my collar, fanning my muumuu out from my sticky skin.

“Right. Got my bathers in here too!” He held up a banana hammock. There was no way his stovepipe penis would fit in that.

“Bathers? Aussie term for Speedo?” I asked, staring at the little white cloth he held up in front of me.

“Aye, mate. I swim for speed. I can’t have baggy trunks weighing me down. I’ll go change and meet you outside.” He cocked his head to the side. “Are you naked under there? Or do you have bathers too?”

“I have a maternity bather. Why? Think you get to swim in the nude with the whales today?” I became suddenly aware that my busted-can-of-biscuits ass would soon be swimming next to a man with washboard abs and pecs that stuck out like boulders. 

“Hush you. You’ll be like Aphrodite emerging from the water. I’d love to see you in the flesh again,” he said, disappearing into the bathroom down the hall.

I rushed out my back door, threw off my muumuu, and sank into the pool before he came out back.

Aphrodite my ass. 

My belly stuck out like a torpedo on a submarine. Ready. Set. Fire. 

I waded around, shivering until my body warmed to the temperature of the water. I grabbed one of those neon noodles and leaned back, exposing little miss to the sunshine and fresh air. She calmed whenever I submerged myself in water. It didn’t matter if I swam in the pool, stood under the shower, or sank into the bathtub; my daughter loved the water just as much as I did. I turned my face toward the sun and closed my eyes. The weightlessness of the water eased the aches I had been feeling all week. 

“Don’t you look happy?” Aiden called from the steps. 

I jerked my eyes open, staring at his package. I couldn’t help it. My gaze quickly skimmed over his rippled chest and landed right there, smack dab at that python bulging out of his bathers. 

“I think your panties are strangling your peter,” I called before biting my lip. I had the sudden urge to paddle over to him and unleash his kraken.

“It’s knickers, and it’s Thomas! Not Peter. We went through this. I think you’re right though. I don’t remember them being this small. Can an adult man’s penis grow?” He scratched his head, slowly lowering himself into the water before grabbing another noodle and floating toward me.

“I don’t know. I know nothing about the scientific workings of the ding-dong. I’ve seen pills online that are supposed to make your dick grow, but I’m not sure if that is bullshit or not. I don’t see how that would work! Every man would be on those pills. Can you imagine if it did work and some man grew a never-ending penis?”

“Can’t say I’ve ever imagined that. You really don’t know how our dicks work though? I know all about the vulva, the clitoris, the cervix—”

“Wait. Did you say vulva? Have you been studying anatomy or something?” I asked. 

“Or something.” He shrugged, paddling back and forth, avoiding my gaze. “I should have at least turned the grill on. Be right back.”

I watched him as he high-stepped across the hot concrete. If he flopped around anymore, ol’ Tom would flop right out with him. I kind of hoped he would. 

“New dance move?” I called out after him. 

“You can say that. Though I prefer our dance moves.” He turned the knob on the propane tank and pressed start on the grill. 

The flumph sound it made reminded me of what happened to my body when Aiden touched me. When he put his hands on me, my body ignited in the same way. 

Flumph.

We floated around in the stifling heat, laughing about how we’d met only a year ago. I’d walked into his restaurant and shown him how to make Shizzle Sauce, and after a few months, he’d given me his own sauce. Now, here we were, expecting a baby girl while navigating the boundaries of our friendship. I had no idea what kind of talks he had in mind for me later, but I suspected it had something to do with halting our flirty behavior or ramping it up. Last time, he’d mentioned having feelings for me outside of our friendliness. Maybe something had changed. 

I pushed the drama into the back of my mind and enjoyed my day with Aiden. If this was our last friendly date, I wanted to appreciate every moment of it. Who knew how long it would be before I could enjoy the company of another man again? I would have my hands full with my daughter, and that was okay by me. I’d always wanted to be a mom, just not this way. But this was the curveball life had thrown at me, and I could handle it.

I think. 

Visions of diapers and colic danced through my mind. 

“Have you ever changed a diaper before?” I asked, stepping outside of the pool and quickly grabbing a towel. The scent of grilled steak had lured me out from the water and toward the patio table, where Aiden had already set our places. 

We’d lost track of time in the pool, babbling on about life. By the time we’d remembered the heated grill, an hour had already passed. 

“No. Can’t say I have. That will be a new experience. I don’t have much experience with babies at all.” His eyes shifted to the house. “Be right back. Let me get my after-dinner treats. Stay there.”

I took a sip of water and stared at my bloody steak.

“You mean, you didn’t have to take care of Jay much? Help your mom out?” I asked when he sat back down. 

“Oh, no. Mum did everything herself. She was the definition of a superwoman.” He nodded toward my plate. “Dig in.”

No one had to ask me twice to eat these days. 

I lifted a forkful of meat to my mouth and groaned before prodding him for more information. I never broached the subject of Aiden’s parents. I didn’t know how rough it would be for him to recall their memory. If I lost my parents, I would be devastated. I couldn’t imagine the pain he must have felt and probably still struggled with.

“Tell me about your mom.” 

“Well, these steaks we are eating, she taught me how to grill them just like this. The perfect sear and the perfect seasoning. That was all her. She was a master on the barbie. I think even my dear old dad was jealous of that skill she had.” He smiled. His entire face lit up when he spoke of her.

“Thank God for that! It’s delicious.” I took another bite. “Tell me more.”

“Well, you know she was from here. She always joked that Dad had to travel all the way here to find a mate,” he said between mouthfuls.

Mate. 

“Mate as in friends?” I asked.

“Mate as in soul mate. Honestly, Jay and Rox remind me of them a bit.” He pushed his food around on his plate. “But anyway, my mum was my everything. She raised us well. I have no complaints from my childhood. Only warm memories.”

“She sounds like an amazing woman. Did she want grandkids? I wish she could have met this little girl.” I rubbed my belly, moaning. I could only finish half of my steak and eat two asparagus spears before my stomach became stuffed. 

“Aye, she did.” He grabbed the CBD joints from the table and fumbled with the bag. “All right, let’s see if these make for a calming after-dinner dessert. The man who sold them told me the fat one is stronger, and the skinny one isn’t. Or vice versa. Shit.”

He scratched his head, peering down at the joints before grabbing one. 

“Oi. I don’t even have a lighter,” he said.

“Matches are in the kitchen drawer to the left of the stove.” I watched him walk away, still in his bathers. 

I’d never seen a man with a bubble butt before, but Aiden had the perfect badonkadonk. Anytime he came around, I fought the urge to squeeze it. But like a good friend, I kept my hands to myself. Mostly. But now, after he said whatever he was going to say, maybe I would have free rein to touch him however I wanted. Or not.

“Uh, I’m going to go over here. I don’t want you around the smoke.” He came back, pointing to the other side of the patio.

“Okay.” I nodded, amused. 

Aiden came off stiffer than stiff. Seeing him smoking anything would be weird. But I guessed if this experiment was in the name of research for his new business, I’d support him. Besides, so many art students in my classes swore by CBD oils or joints or whatever it was. I didn’t know much about it myself. I had come from a sheltered life and had always been oblivious to anything going on around me.

Aiden slid the joint between his lips and lit it. He inhaled deeply, held it, and then let it out.

“How did you know to do that? You look like a pro!” I laughed.

“YouTube.” He coughed. “Definitely not a pro.” 

He took another drag, widening his eyes. 

“This bad-boy vibe is kind of sexy. Like, really sexy.” I raised my brows. 

Aiden leaned against the wall, propping one leg up. “Sexy like this?” he asked, posing before taking another drag off the joint. “Or like this.” He turned around, popping his bubble butt out and throwing a wink over his shoulder. 

I clutched my stomach, laughing. Baby girl jolted awake, kicking in response. 

“Aiden, I think you must have picked the strong doobie to light up.”

“I am feeling a bit … loose.” He pulled at his face, contorting it into a shape I couldn’t quite describe.

I laughed harder, feeling a tiny tinkle dribble down my leg. 

Fuck. Just another wonderful pregnancy symptom. 

Anytime I sneezed, giggled, or pooted, there was a slight chance I would pee a little. And without underwear that fit me these days, it wasn’t fun. No one had told me the ugly side of pregnancy. Day by day, I experienced some strange new ailment. When I’d looked in the mirror yesterday, I could have sworn my nose had grown.

“I’ll be right back!” I cried, waddling inside. 

I used the bathroom and cleaned myself up before changing into—you guessed it—another muumuu. When I came back outside, Aiden had scooted a chair to the other side of the patio and was sitting, man-spreading with half of one of his balls hanging out of his too-tight Speedos. 

“You know, I think you’re right. This has to be the strong one. Stro-o-o-ng,” he puffed out, exaggerating his vowels. “I feel like my head is a balloon. Like, I could pull it off like this.” He stubbed the joint out and took his head between his hands. “And then hang on to the string and float away with it. Up there, in those clouds.” He pointed toward the sky.

I bit my lip, tears welling in my eyes. Oh, how I wished I could video this and send it to his brother. But I still needed him to talk. He’d said he had something to tell me, and I wanted to know now. No more of this back-and-forth shit. I either had a friend or a boyfriend. I was tired of the friends-with-benefits game. I needed to know where I stood in his life and mine. My raging-bitch hormone flared for a split second.

“Sorry! Do you mind? I need to fix this, and I don’t know if I can walk over there without floating away. Not like you haven’t seen Tom anyway.” He slowly stood up, adjusting his banana hammock and struggling to situate everything back inside. 

“Go right ahead.” I nodded toward the jumble of mess in his swimming panties. I wouldn’t turn down a glimpse of Tom.

He wiggled out of his wet Speedo, peeling it off and throwing it to the ground. His cock leaped up, as if gasping for air. He grabbed it in his hand, squatted slightly, and tucked it between his legs before standing straight up.

“Voilà. No willie in sight! You know, every man does this at some point. Tucks it in there to see what it would look like if they were a girl. Well, man, boy, whatever. You ladies have it so easy, not having an appendage swinging back and forth off your lap.” He squatted again, releasing his dick and letting it flop back to the right side. 

I roared with laughter. I had never seen a man tuck his dick between his legs and pretend he was a girl. Never. Now, I thought it should be the next viral internet challenge. 

“Aiden. Oh my gosh. I can’t breathe. I’m laughing so hard.” I bent over, wiping tears from my eyes. “You can’t serve this stuff at your restaurant. You’ll have men stripping left and right. Wait. On second thought—”

“Keep laughing. I love that. And you. I love you.” He walked over to me with Tom still dangling in the wind. 

I sucked my breath in through my teeth. “That’s the CBD talking.” I handed him the towel on my lap.

He wrapped himself in it before plopping down beside me. “Nope. I’m afraid not. It’s just me. I love you.” He turned his attention toward me, letting those words hang in the air. 

I’d expected Aiden to tell me he wanted to try out our relationship or else end the benefits that came with our friendship. I’d had no idea he would tell me he loved me. I wasn’t there yet. I hadn’t allowed myself to go there. I’d stuck to my boundaries, but he hadn’t.

“Aiden. I …” I cast my gaze away from his. 

I couldn’t break his heart. This was the situation I’d been trying to avoid. How could we ever go on with such a strong friendship once drama and feelings were involved?

“You don’t love me. I get it. But I’m asking if maybe you can give me a chance? We have a baby on the way. We’re best friends! Have you ever noticed we finish each other’s sentences and sometimes read each other’s minds? We just get each other, Layla. I think we have a good shot at this. If you aren’t interested, I understand. But if you think—”

“Stay with me. Tonight. Tomorrow. The week. However long it takes us before we get on each other’s nerves. Be there for me. Be what I want. I want those moments before we become three,” I blurted out before I could change my mind. I didn’t have long before my romantic nights were interrupted by a sweet but cranky newborn. 

“The chocolates and cuddles and chick flicks. Sunday morning brunch in bed, pink peonies, and handwritten love notes. I know. I remember what you told me you wanted. I know about the fairy-tale fantasies you have. Let me show you my love. I want to give you all of that and more. We can still make this work, and you can still have what you want. We just have to adjust to doing it in a bit of a different way. You’re anything but conventional. You put your unique spin on things. This is one of those things.” 

He reached out, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear before grabbing my hand. He brought my knuckles to his mouth and brushed his lips against them, softly kissing his way up my arm. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up, sending a tingle down my spine.

My breaths became heavy as he continued kissing me, standing up and working his way around my back before circling to my collarbone. He took my chin between his fingers and lifted my gaze to his. I stared back at my reflection in his eyes. The woman I saw staring back at me hesitated.

“I want you as mine,” he growled, taking my bottom lip between his teeth and nibbling. 

He threw his arms around me, hoisting me up surprisingly easily. I wondered if that CBD stuff had given him superhuman strength. 

I nuzzled my head under his chin, shifting my belly sideways so that I could hug him properly. The man of my dreams was my best friend. I’d stupidly given up on a real relationship with him over the last year because I didn’t want to give up our special connection—our friendship. Which I now knew was a relationship. I just couldn’t admit it, and neither could he until he’d smoked the herb.

I stepped back, taking his hand in mine and leading him inside. I became determined to cram every little domestic, wifey thing I’d ever wanted into this new relationship with Aiden. I wanted to hear him say, Honey, I’m home, as I pulled a cake out of the oven. I wanted him to draw us a bath in the evening before bed. I wanted Sunday sex in fresh linen sheets while he professed his love to me. I wanted to go to birthing classes and laugh about it over Mexican food later. 

His hand slipped up my back as I led him to the bedroom. I trembled under his touch. It wouldn’t be hard for me to fall in love with this man. I had been heading down that dangerous road already. 
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Aiden

Six Weeks Later

I parked my car in the back of the new restaurant. The last few weeks of my life had made me feel like I was part of a family again. I stayed with Layla at her place more nights than not. I’d promised to give her those fairy-tale dreams, and if there was anything I knew about myself, it was that my word was golden. I never backtracked on a promise. Whether my ideas were stubborn, determined, or just damn stupid, I stuck to my deals.

That was why, when Jay had pulled me aside last night and made me promise to tell Layla about my fake love child, I’d agreed. I knew I couldn’t change my mind and bury my secret forever. Besides, it wasn’t like I’d lied to her about anything. I only never offered up the information. I couldn’t see my failure to tell all as that big of a deal. Not really anyway. But Jay had said to me that if I entered into a relationship with secrets, it would be doomed to fail. I didn’t want that to happen, especially with my baby’s mum.

Every day, I looked forward to coming home to Layla or her coming home to me. Countless times, I had dinner prepared for her when she arrived in late from class, and she did the same for me. We would sit, perched at the table, discussing the highs and lows of our days. Sometimes, she would let out one of those melodic giggles that threw me off my conversation. I would catch myself staring at her, wondering just how lucky I was to have this person in my life—friend or lover. Layla was everything I wanted, and she had been right under my nose the entire time.

 

“There’s nothing I love more than watching a man get ready for work in the morning. Especially when he is wrapped in just a towel,” she sighed, rolling over in bed and watching me across the room.

“Did I wake you?” I asked, wiping my hand across the steamed bathroom mirror. 

“Nope. Not you. Your daughter. Who still doesn’t have a name, by the way.” She propped her head up on her elbow and smiled. “That is on the must-do list this week—figure out this princess’s name. Then, I think we will be all set and ready. I have a feeling I won’t last longer than two weeks, so we’d better get a move on.”

“Do you think she’s ready? We still have, what? Four or five weeks to go? Is that safe if she came that early?” I rubbed the back of my neck and breathed out slowly. We would be a family of three before I knew it. 

“She will be, according to Celeste.” She groaned, shimmying off the bed. 

I stood at the mirror, staring at my reflection, running my fingertips across my scruffy jawline and grunting. I had been so busy with Layla, the new restaurant, and midwife appointments that I had begun to grow a beard. I’d always been the clean-shaven type, and the reflection looking back at me didn’t resemble myself at all.

“I like this new lumberjack look. Kind of like Nikki’s husband, Weston. Maybe we should name your beard too.” She came up behind me, pressing her pointed baby bump into my back. 

“Nope. This thing is coming off now. I can’t look professional with all of this.” I turned around to face her, motioning my hands across my cheeks.

“Aw. Poor Frank.” She scratched my chin.

“Who’s Frank?” I brushed a curl from her face. I had no idea how she kept up with her long locks these days when I couldn’t even keep up with my face. 

“Your beard.” 

“Frank? Really? Couldn’t you have named it something manly? Like Gustav or Duke or Ace?”

“Duke! That’s it. Come here, boy!” She tugged my chin before reaching for the shaving cream and slathering it on my jaw. “Sit.” She pointed toward the toilet.

“On the toilet? I don’t think we’ve reached the open-door policy yet in our relationship.” I hesitated.

“I’m not asking you to use it, silly! I need you to sit, so I can shave you.” She grabbed a razor and pushed me toward the toilet. 

I sat on the throne, tilted my head back, and followed her eyes while she gently shaved off Duke. 

I pursed my lips together, holding back a laugh. When Layla concentrated hard on a task, her tongue often rolled out. I’d seen it happen in children when they focused on coloring or a math quiz but never on an adult. I didn’t want to point it out, for fear she’d stop doing it, and I enjoyed seeing that raspberry-pink tongue, especially as it circled just the tip of my dick. My cock stirred beneath my towel, lifting it into a white-flag salute.

“I see that giant thing waking up down there. You trying to distract me, so I butcher your face or what?” she said, rinsing the razor and shaving off another strip of scruff.

“He has a mind of his own.” I shrugged, not taking my eyes away from hers as she meticulously finished.

She grabbed a hand towel and wiped the remaining cream off my face, smoothing her hand over my jawline. 

“I’ve never done that before. I’ve always wanted to though.” She pecked me on the lips and shuffled back to bed. “I still have thirty minutes before I need to get myself ready.”

I growled and loosened my towel, letting it drop to the floor. 

 

I unlocked the door to the new restaurant and tacked the Help Wanted sign in the window. I had fifteen interviews scheduled today, starting in exactly one hour. I needed every job imaginable for this place. The new bar had been installed last week, furniture and equipment would be here by the end of this week, and we would begin our big marketing push by the end of the month. There was only a handful of things left to do, including naming the place and ordering signage. 

Jay and I had discussed names the night he made me promise to tell Layla about Monica, but we never settled on anything. I kind of hoped we would have our baby girl’s name picked out first so that maybe I could name the restaurant after her, just as I had named Scarlett Herb after my mum’s and dad’s names. But life had been so busy for Layla and me that we hadn’t had time to discuss that.

I propped the door to the restaurant open so that the workers could come in and out freely. I expected my contractor sometime today to install the reclaimed-wood shelving behind my magnificent bar, which stretched from wall to wall, dominating the room in a rustic mix of oak and galvanized tin.

I scooted a folding table and two chairs to the side of the room before pulling out my laptop and browsing résumés. When I checked the time on my phone, waiting on my first interview, I noticed I’d missed a text from Layla a while ago.

Layla: I have good news! I’m on my way there. You’re going to love this.

I set my phone down right as she waddled through the door. The poor thing looked like a constipated penguin when she walked. I cringed in sympathy pains.

“I’m so sorry. I just saw your text. I’m prepping for interviews today. Here. Sit. Get off those feet!” I quickly ran to her side, remembering the rules laid out by Deb the doula. “You are stunning today! Are you hungry? I don’t have much I can feed you, but I can order in.” 

I slid the chair out from under the table and helped her down. She winced with each movement. 

“No. I’m fine. I just wanted to stop in and tell you that I settled on a name. Without consulting you,” she said, holding her hands up in protest. “I know. I know. Before you say anything, hear me out.”

“Daisy.”

“No.”

“Rose.”

“No!”

“Violet.”

“Damn it, Aiden! I said, hold on and hear me out. Now, listen. If you don’t like this idea, tell me. You won’t hurt my feelings. But this is your child as much as mine. So, we can compromise. Plus, I love the name.”

I rubbed my palms together, grinning. “Spit it out! I’m sure I’ll love it, too, if you do!”

“Scarlett. Scarlett Roxanne. I know your mom meant a lot to you. From what you’ve told me, she was an amazing woman. Rox is an amazing woman too. I want to give my daughter the best start in life. I want to name her after the two strongest women I know. Or, well, you knew your mom anyway. When you told me about her that night, I knew then that we could honor her—together. Any man who loves his mom as much as you do deserves to keep that memory of her alive. What do you think?” She shifted her weight on the chair.

I stood up, walked around to her side of the table, and crouched down to kiss her belly. “Did you hear that, Scarlett? Or Rox? Roxie? Roxanne? What are we calling her?”

“Whatever you want,” she said. 

I rose from her feet, placing my palms on her cheeks and smashing her lips into mine. “You just get sweeter and sweeter every day.” 

“Ha! You say that, but sometimes, these pregnancy hormones make me a raging bitch. But you’ve yet to see that side, I guess.” She threw her head back and laughed. 

Her giggle sent a tickle throughout my entire body and out of my wiggling toes. I stepped back, taking her all in.

“Layla Jenkins, you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on. Scarlett is one lucky girl to have a mum as thoughtful, kind, caring, and loving as you. Let’s celebrate tonight. How about—”

The door to the restaurant flew open.

“Sorry. We aren’t open for interviews yet,” I called out to whoever had rudely interrupted this special moment. 

“I’m not here for an interview,” said a familiar Australian accent. 

I looked up, unable to see her features in the bright, filtered light that shone through the front windows. But I didn’t need to see her to know that Monica stood in the doorway of my restaurant, right in front of my real baby’s mum.

Layla turned in her seat, huffing with each strenuous move.

“Phew. Can’t even cross my legs without becoming breathless.” Layla laughed, smiling at Monica. “I had to see where that accent was coming from! I’ve always wondered what a female Aussie accent sounded like. I don’t hear them much on TV, only the men. I’m not complaining though! You Aussies. Small world. What are the chances two Aussies would be meeting up in Forks?” She shook her head, clueless. 

As if by some weird fate or divine intervention, the world had brought the woman from Down Under straight into my new life. I would have to tell Jay that his divine intervention could fuck off.

A shadow drifted across Monica’s face as her eyes fell to Layla’s belly. She looked as if she’d aged ten years since that last time I saw her in the delivery room.

“Monica. What are you doing here? I—” I began. 

My eyes shifted from Monica to a boy who stepped out from behind her. His gaze lifted to mine as I stared back into my own, much younger eyes. 

Layla’s posture changed in an instant as she looked back and forth between the boy and me.

“You’re a hit, you know. Back home. The newspapers in our town ran an article on you over here. Opening a place in Outer Forks and expanding now into the bigger city. I’d love to take a tour, but I can come at another time though. I see you’re busy.” Her eyes fell to Layla’s stomach.

“No, he’s not. We aren’t. Who are you?” Layla pushed herself up from the table, knocking her chair back and groaning.

“I got it.” I scooped the chair up, setting it back upright and helping her steady herself. 

She jerked her hand away from me.

“I’m an old friend.” Monica reached out, grabbing the boy and pulling him to her.

“I see. A friend. A good friend. A mate. Like a super friend, right?” Layla’s shoulders rose to her ears, her back lengthened, and I could swear she was growing taller by the minute. 

Both Monica and I took a step back from her. 

“I’m not sure of that American terminology. But sure, he was a super friend to me. And you are?” Monica asked. 

“Monica. Layla. This isn’t a good time. Monica, can we discuss this later?” I pleaded before turning to Layla. “I’ll explain things. Just not now. With kids present.” I tapped her belly, trying to lighten the mood. 

She swatted my hand away, scowling. I’d never seen a top lip rise on a human before. But whatever Layla had morphed into just now wasn’t human. 

“What’s to discuss? What, do you think I’m that dense? Is it because I haven’t finished school? You think I’m some kind of nitwit? I can see it plain as day. I don’t need an explanation, mate.” She spit out the last word before leaning into me and whispering in my ear, “He seems sweet. He has your eyes. I hope he doesn’t have your shit for brains. Maybe you can not fuck this one up, friend.” 

Layla turned on her heels, barreling past Monica and my son, and left, stomping through the door. 

I scratched my head, realizing that she hadn’t been joking when she said she had raging-bitch pregnancy hormones too. I was shocked that she hadn’t slapped me in the face. I thought if she could hike her leg up over her belly, she would have probably kicked me in the nuts. I deserved it. And some.

“I’m sorry. Let’s talk. Do you mind if Thomas sits over there while we catch up? He’s a good boy. Super quiet and shy. He’ll be fine.”

Thomas. I cringed. Monica never knew the name I called my member, so I couldn’t exactly blame her for naming our son after my penis. He had, after all, come from there. 

“Sure. Give me a minute. I need to handle some things. Have a seat. I’ll be right back.” I disappeared into the back, grabbed my phone, and dialed for help.

“You never told her, did you?” Jay answered the phone.

“What? How did you know why I was calling you?” I paced the tiny room in the back, which would eventually become my office.

“Because I just got a text from Rox, asking if you had a child and why I didn’t tell her. I texted her back that you didn’t. It was a misunderstanding. What happened?” he asked.

“About that. I do have a child. I think. The boy is the spitting image of me. I don’t know the details yet, as I ran to the back to call you to help Layla, please, while I handle Monica and my … son.”

“Bloody hell, Aiden! I’m on it. You keep me updated. As soon as you’re finished with her, I want to know just what the hell is going on. Now, I have to tell Rox that you really do have a kid, and I didn’t tell her about the baby thing and all of that drama. I have to do damage control too. Shit. Just call me later when you’ve handled your business. I don’t even know what to say.”

“I know. Me either. Sorry I let this mess get out of control. Talk soon.” I hung up the phone. 

I forced one foot in front of the other as I made my way back to the dining room and back to Monica and Thomas.

“I can come back another time,” Monica said. “You don’t look so well.” 

“Of course I don’t look so well! You just turned my life upside down. For the second time, by the way.” I threw my hands in the air. 

Thomas’s eyes grew wide as he stepped in front of his mom.

“It’s fine, honey. Sit over there and play that game you like on my phone. I need to have a grown-up conversation, okay?” She handed him the phone and nudged him toward a far corner. 

He walked right past a table and sat on the ground.

“Sorry. I don’t mean to get upset. I’m obviously in the middle of some big life changes.” I ran my hand through my hair and blinked before pinching myself. 

Nope, not a nightmare. 

“Why now? Why did you lie to me back then? Do you have any idea how much you hurt me? You never responded to any of my calls or texts. You just shut me out. What kind of person does that?” I fought to keep my voice from rising. 

“A young, dumb, and scared person who was in the middle of a mess of her own making. I wasn’t in love with you. I knew you loved me, and I just couldn’t do this”—she motioned with her hands between Thomas and me—“family thing with you. I was in love with someone else. He was in the Army though and always gone, so I didn’t know if things would work out or not. I kept you in my back pocket like a terrible person because I didn’t want to be a single mum. I’m sorry. I did think Thomas was his though. Up until a few years back at least. It was his eyes at first—Thomas’s. They turned the same shade as yours. Then, his bottom lip curled into that pout you do. You’re doing it right now.”

“So, you’ve known for years that I have a son, and you didn’t tell me?” I asked. My heartbeat pulsed in my ears. “Does your boyfriend know he’s raising a child that’s not his?”

“Husband. We were married. And no, he didn’t. He never knew you existed. He was deployed during my pregnancy. It was easy to hide. By the time I had Thomas, he was coming back. I had to send you away. I’m so, so sorry, Aiden. I was completely immature back then, and I had no idea how to handle my situation.”

“Jeez! But why now? Why are you just now telling me this?” I hissed. 

“Because he’s dead.” Her face contorted into a painful expression I knew all too well. Grief. “Thomas has no one. No father figure, no siblings. Nothing but me. I thought that even if you are over here, maybe he can see you now and then and at least keep in touch through calls. He needs someone. He took his father’s death pretty hard. I’m worried about him, and this was the last thing I wanted to do, just so you know. I’m doing it for him.”

I walked over to a table and sat down, putting my head into my hands. I knew how hard it was to lose a parent. I couldn’t imagine going through those emotions at such a young age. I glanced at Thomas across the room. His eyes shifted from his mother to his phone to me. Monica looked his way before coming to the table and sitting in front of me.

“He knows then? That I’m his real father?” I whispered. 

“He knows,” she said.

“How in the world did you tell him that after he lost his parent? That was a mistake. You should have waited! He has enough to handle without knowing his father wasn’t his father,” I said through clenched teeth.

“His father died two years ago. Thomas has only gotten worse. He’s in therapy, but he’s lonely. I’ve tried to get him involved in different things, but it’s not working. I thought, at the very least, this new information to him would give him something else to think about. Maybe something to look forward to. Summer trips or something. I’ll pay for it all. I’ll do anything for my son. He needs someone besides me. He’s hurting.” She bit her lip, turning her face away from me.

I swallowed hard. This boy was my flesh and blood, and he needed help. There was no question about it; I’d step up to the plate, even if the thought of Monica lying to me for so long boiled my blood.

“We are going to need boundaries and lots of talks. I’ll do what I can for Thomas. But you … you fucked up big time. You should have told me a long time ago, but you were a coward. And now, look at this mess. I have a child on the way. I have a life here. You can’t just show up and think things will fall into place. This is going to be a lot of damn work on everyone’s part. Not just mine and Thomas’s,” I spit out.

Monica nodded. 

I walked over to my son and crouched in front of Thomas, who forced his eyes on the phone screen instead of looking back at me. 

“Thomas, I know your mum already told you who I am. She also told me you lost your dad. I know what that feels like. It’s the worst feeling imaginable, and it never leaves. It only fades. Sometimes, it still pops up here and there. But let me tell you about a lovely emotion that will help you get through the tough stuff. I admit, I struggle with it myself at times. It’s called hopium.” I sighed, sitting down next to him and pushing my back against the wall.


ELEVEN
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Layla

I should have given Aiden time to explain, but after seeing guilt wash over his face, I didn’t need an explanation. Clearly, my friend had lied to me about his past. I immediately called Rox after I left him and headed toward DTF. I needed my girls. I had been riding a fairy-tale high for weeks. Nothing could ever be this perfect. Of course there was a villain or a plot twist or a … curveball. 

“Fuck this curveball,” I muttered to myself, pulling in behind The Pink Taco Truck. I slammed the door shut before collapsing on a nearby table in a pile of bloated, chubby, pregnant tears.

“Where is he?” Betty hopped out of the back of the truck, brandishing a metal spatula that she swung in the air. “I knew it. I knew one of these men would fuck up sooner or later. Is he at this new restaurant? I’m about to take my ass up there and—”

“He’s there. With her. And his kid. I just don’t understand.” I raised my head. “Why wouldn’t he have told me he had another kid?”

“That’s a big secret to hide. I don’t know.” Nikki sat down next to me, rubbing my back. 

Betty smacked the spatula on the side of her hip. “I’m out. I’m going to tell him just how dumb that move was.” 

Rox hopped out of the truck and blocked her path. “No. We’re going to wait to see what’s going on. Jay seemed just as surprised as we were. I don’t think he knew.” Rox stood in front of Betty, shaking her head. 

“He was as pale as a ghost and looked as if he’d been caught red-handed. He’s guilty!” I cried.

“Maybe so. Who knows? But we can’t just go on a witch hunt without all the facts!” Rox said. 

“Yeah, we can.” Betty bounced the spatula against her palm. 

The raging-bitch hormones inside of me wanted her to take another spatula and duel his ass back to Oz.

“He never mentioned anything at all? All this time y’all spent together over the last month or so, and he never said a word about something he left in Australia? Like a whole person? A kid?” Nikki rubbed her crystal necklace.

“Never. Nothing. He’s been perfect. Things have been too perfect.” I pushed myself up from the table, groaning and clutching my stomach. “I don’t feel so great.” I stumbled to the side of the taco truck. 

“Whoa there. Sit back down. Where are you going?” Rox grabbed my shoulders, steadying me. 

“Water,” I croaked out before unleashing a gush of watery fluid down my legs.

“What the fuck? Are you peeing? Child! What did that man do to you? I’m going to kill him! One minute, he promises you a fantasy, and the next, he makes you piss your pants? Fuck that!” Betty threw her hands in the air.

“No, that’s not pee. Layla, your water just broke.” Nikki jumped from her seat, running to my side. 

“Water,” was the only word I could manage to say before doubling over in a pain I had never felt before. I’d broken a toe, sprained an ankle, and had the occasional migraine. But this pain knocked me on my ass. Literally. I fell to the ground.

“She’s in labor. Get her in the truck. Let’s go,” Rox said, nodding for Betty and Layla to hoist me back up and into the passenger seat. They strapped me in as the contraction let up. 

“Are you timing these?” Nikki asked from the backseat.

Betty cranked the engine and sped off. 

“Timing what?” I squeaked out, breathing through my teeth as another contraction ripped through me. 

“The contractions. You’re supposed to time them. I think they’re coming too fast!” Nikki’s voice rose. 

Rox reached around the back of my seat, keeping a tight grip on my hand.

“I don’t math! You know that. I can’t,” I said, placing my hands on my belly and squeezing. 

“It’s not math! And stop that! You’re squeezing her out like a roll of toothpaste. Put your legs together. Keep her in! Give me your phone. I don’t think this is normal.” Nikki reached for my phone in my purse and dialed Celeste. 

I faded in and out, listening to Nikki time my contractions out loud for Celeste. Each contraction became stronger and stronger and closer together.

I let out a bloodcurdling scream, burning my throat and my lungs. Betty looked back to Rox and then to me. I’d never seen Betty afraid of anything, but the fear in her eyes looked so ridiculously out of character that I began to laugh uncontrollably.

“Are you pranking me?” Betty asked, side-eyeing me. Her fingers curled around the steering wheel in a death grip. 

“No.” I laughed before crying again. “Oh! It hurts! It hurts! It hurts!” I screamed, rolling down the window for air. 

“Celeste, I don’t think she’s going to make it. These are coming too fast. We’re fifteen minutes out still,” Nikki barked into the phone.

“She’s coming! She’s coming! Help. Help. Help.” My voice came out shrill. Haunting. Demonic. I scared myself. This was a new pregnancy symptom. I’d never known my voice could change, but here I was, spouting out babble in a devilish monotone. I’d bet money that as soon as I made it out of this truck, Nikki would clear the air with her sage sticks and crystals of whatever hellish energy had come from inside of me. 

What if my baby is a monster? I shivered. That would be my luck. I wouldn’t only skip over my fairy-tale future, but I’d also birth straight into a nightmare instead. My daughter would come out, speaking in tongues and casting spells to make our eyeballs melt in their sockets. I’d blame all of Nikki’s crystals that hung in our truck.

“Ask her if this is normal. How am I making this noise? Is it supposed to hurt this bad? Fuck!” I said, moaning with an opera-like voice. If this pregnancy symptom lasted, at least I might be able to get a side hustle as a narrator. I’d already mastered several different dialects in the last few minutes.

I sang, “Do, re, mi, fa, so, la, ti, do,” loudly, testing my skills before screaming through another contraction.

DTF became silent.

“Celeste says it’s normal to sound like a zoo during mating season. She’s coming. She’s meeting us at the hospital. Deb too. She’s on the call. She says to keep singing. Laughing. Whatever. Just listen to your body and breathe,” Nikki said. Her bottom lip turned down into a frown.

“Listen to my body. Hoo-hoo-hee. Hoo-hoo-hee. Oo-ee-oo-aa-aa-ting-tang.” I pushed my breath out between clenched teeth. I grabbed Rox’s hand, squeezing it tight.

“What the hell? We can’t have that baby girl in this truck. How would we clean that mess? I’m not doing that. I can’t. Nope. Rox, tell her to hold that little girl in. She’s not looking too good.” Betty floored the gas pedal.

“Scarlett. Her name is Scarlett. Scarlett Roxanne.” I threw my head back and closed my eyes, pushing my trembling thighs together. “She’s going to be a strong woman.” I heaved a shallow breath. “Like Jay’s mom. Like Roxanne. Like us. All of us. We won’t let her make the same mistakes we have, will we? Y’all will help me? I have no one. No one! No fairy-tale prince. No white wedding. No family Christmas traditions of baking cookies with my kids and husband. No white picket fence!” I screamed at the top of my lungs.

“Hey. Hey!” Betty shouted above me. “We’re your family! Of course we aren’t going to let Ms. Scarlett fall on her ass. Don’t you worry your pretty little head about that. Now, shut those legs. We’re almost there.”

“You’re naming her after me?” Rox asked, leaning forward so that I could see her. She blinked back tears. 

“Don’t cry. If I see you crying, I’m going to cry. Don’t cry,” I said too late. I saw one tear drop down Rox’s cheek and let out a wail.

“I’m not crying. You’re crying.” Rox sniffled. 

“No crying! We have a baby to birth. Everyone, listen up,” Nikki screamed. 

“Oh my gosh! What the hell is he doing here?” I pointed at Aiden’s classy car in the rearview mirror. 

He swerved wildly, tailgating our truck. I gritted my teeth. 

“I texted him. He needed to know.” Rox put her hands up in protest. “Look, I know you’re mad at him, but he’s stuck with you through this entire pregnancy. He can’t miss the birth of his child. He can wait outside of the delivery room if you want, but at least let him be present. Jay’s with him. Also, I texted your parents.”

“Rox—” I shook my head.

“Layla. This is it—your big moment. You’re going to want all the support you can get. We want to support you. We love you, and we love Scarlett. Just let us be there. Aiden included. You can tell him to fuck off. I don’t care. But let him be nearby at least. To see his child. Please? I know he loves her.” Rox’s voice rose above mine as I let out another roaring scream.

“Celeste said that didn’t sound good. Layla, how do you feel?” Nikki’s eyes searched mine. 

I clutched Rox’s hand with both of mine and cried. 

“Like shit! I feel like shit! Like I have to shit!” My head rolled back and forth as another contraction ripped through my body. I began to shake, holding back the urge to push. 

“Shit!” Nikki said. 

“No! Don’t you dare do that! I have seen those baby shows. You ain’t pooping in here. That’s a health code violation. We are going to have to burn this truck down. I said, keep those legs shut tight! We’re pulling in the parking lot. You can hold it in.” Betty jumped the curb and drifted toward the hospital entrance. “See? Driving skills, courtesy of race-car-driver ex-lover man.”

“You’re going to get us killed one day,” Rox muttered.

“Do you feel pressure down there? You still feel it? Like you’ve got to go to the bathroom?” Nikki asked, holding the phone out toward me.

I could only nod my head. 

“She said yes,” Nikki spoke into the phone. 

“Lift up your dress. Pull your panties down. I’m five minutes out,” Celeste barked through the speakerphone.

“I’m not wearing panties. None fit me anymore!” I cried, lifting my dress. 

Aiden rushed to the door and peered into the truck right as I lifted my dress. 

“Bloody hell.” He stumbled backward, knocking into Jay.

“Her head! Her head! I can’t—” I screamed, pushing with every ounce of energy I had. 

Nikki tossed the phone down, screamed for Jay to get a doctor, and leaned over me, knocking my thighs apart. 

“Push!” Nikki commanded, flipping my dress up and putting her hands out to catch Scarlett.

“Jesus, take this wheel.” Betty flew back in her seat, scooting as far away from me as possible.

Aiden popped his head back through the window. He’d turned an unnatural shade of white.

“You’re the strongest woman I know. Come on, love. You can do it.” He put his hand on my shoulder, next to Rox’s. 

I wanted to ask him if he’d told his first baby’s mama the same thing. I wanted to yell at him and tell him to fuck off. I wanted to unleash my raging bitch and pummel him over the head with the half-eaten burrito that lay on the dashboard in front of me. But most of all, I wanted to get rid of my torpedo gut and meet my daughter. 

I can do this. I’m a dirty, tough female.

I opened my mouth wide, hit a disturbingly deep high note, and pushed. 

Scarlett slithered right out, wailing.

“Oh my gosh. Oh my gosh,” I shrieked, bawling my eyes out at the beautiful purple bundle that had popped out of me. I ugly-cried, reaching between my legs to grab her.

“I got her. It’s okay.” Nikki took Scarlett in her hands, flipping her facedown. She rubbed her palm over my daughter’s back until Scarlett turned a healthy pinkish hue.

I glanced in the rearview mirror at the commotion behind us. Celeste skidded in on her motorcycle, followed by my parents. They rushed to my door at the same time the nurses came out, running with a wheelchair. They were too late. They were all too late.

Aiden’s eyes brimmed over. “You did it,” he said. He raked his hand across my forehead, tucking my hair back. “You just brought life into the world.”

“Life force,” I whispered as Nikki handed Scarlett to me. I cradled her tiny, wailing body to my chest and kissed the top of her head.

“Welcome to DTF, baby girl,” Betty whispered from where she sat, still far away, curled into the driver’s door.

“DTF,” we replied. 
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I dozed off and on in the hospital room. Between visitors, nurses, and Scarlett, I barely slept at all. My mind ran on adrenaline from all of the excitement, but my body fell into a lifeless mess. By nightfall, I could barely concentrate. Scarlett was having trouble latching on to my breast and instead had chewed my nipple bloody.

“You have to kind of force her head on there. Practically put the whole boob in her mouth. Like this.” The pediatrician, Dr. Gail, took the back of my baby’s head and shoved it into my nipple before slipping her finger under Scarlett’s lips and fanning them out. 

Scarlett began to suckle, and I winced as she clamped down.

“Why can’t I get this? Isn’t it supposed to come naturally?” I asked, tearing up.

Deb had warned me that my hormones would take a while to sort themselves out. She’d told me of all the fun stuff to expect while my body healed. My hair might fall out, my daughter might have acne from me, and I’d have the world’s worst period for a while. Not to mention that every time Scarlett nursed, my womb would contract like I was giving birth again.

Aiden sat on the edge of the bed, watching as I fumbled with feeding our daughter correctly.

“It’s going to take some practice. You’re both learning. Dad here can help her latch on. Let me get you some nipple shields. I’ll be right back.” She hurried out the door. 

“You’re doing amazing. I’ll help. Just let me know what to do.” He rubbed his hand up and down my leg. 

My stomach jiggled from under the covers. My belly was no longer in the shape of a missile. That was the first thing I’d noticed when I had to hobble to the bathroom to pee. My reflection in the mirror was pudgy instead of protruding. Deb had followed me into the bathroom, helping me into what looked like an adult diaper sprayed down with Cool Whip. I’d never felt so relieved to sit on a pile of cold cream. 

“You can start by explaining things to me,” I whispered, cradling Scarlett to my chest. 

She suckled twice and fell asleep. 

“Ah, about that.” Aiden ran his hand through his hair and gently pushed himself off the bed, walking toward the window.

“I’m back,” Dr. Gail said, setting the nipple shields beside me. “Take these. You just place them over your nipple before you begin nursing. Use them whenever your nipples are sore. They’ll help heal them. Also, don’t let her fall asleep on your boob like that. Pop your nipple out. She’ll begin to use you as a pacifier, and believe me, that is not a battle you want to fight. Call me with any questions. I’ve got another baby to see, but I’ll be around the ward today and tomorrow.” She patted my shoulder before disappearing again. 

“You were saying?” I asked. 

He turned on his heels, sitting on the ledge of the window—about as far from me as he could get. 

“Look, I meant to tell you a long time ago about all that. I hope you believe what I’m about to tell you. I’ve never lied to you or kept anything of huge importance from you, like my child. I had no idea the boy was mine. 

“Back when I’d lived in Australia, I had dated Monica, his mum. She became pregnant, and I tried to support her throughout the entire pregnancy. We didn’t have much of a relationship. I loved her, but she kept me at arm’s length. I still persisted in being a supportive partner and dad. I wanted to have a child. I was excited. My parents were even excited. I fell in love with that baby before it was born. On the day he arrived, as soon as she gave birth, she took one look at me and told me he wasn’t mine. No explanation. That was, until earlier, when she arrived at my restaurant with my son.”

I gazed at him from across the room. He had no reason to lie, and I trusted him. I’d always trusted him. But he’d never told me he’d experienced all of this already. I’d thought I was building a life with someone and that we were both experiencing new life goals and adventures. I’d never thought life would throw me a curveball in the form of my baby daddy having a secret baby.

A wave of nausea hit me as Scarlett rooted for my nipple and began to sleep-suckle. My womb contracted in heavy, painful pulses. 

He frowned, walking back to the bed. “I’m sorry that hurts. It looks painful. I wish I could help you with the pain.” He slowly sat down, grabbing my feet and rubbing them as I winced.

I popped my boob back out of Scarlett’s mouth. She’d fallen asleep just as quickly as she’d woken.

“Why would she do such a thing though? Why make you go through the entire pregnancy like that? What was in all of this for her? And why has she come back now?” I needed to know more about this bullshit curveball before I allowed Aiden in my field to play again.

“I didn’t get to talk to her for too long before I came here. But the story she told me was that she’d fallen in love with someone else. He was a soldier. She wasn’t sure things would work out with him, and she was too afraid to be a single mum, so she kept me around—at a distance. She convinced herself that the baby was his even though she really had no idea whose it was. She wanted to build this fairy-tale life with the man of her dreams, not the man of her dreams and her baby daddy. She had this picture of what her life was supposed to look like. I wasn’t in that picture. Until I was. As Thomas got older—”

“Wait. Thomas. Did she name him Thomas? Seriously? Like your penis?” 

Scarlett let out a coo. Even she thought it was funny.

“She didn’t name him after my penis. She didn’t know his name was Thomas. See? We weren’t as close as I am with you.” He raised his eyebrows. 

“Mmhmm. Go on.” 

“Thomas started to look like me, the older he got. She wondered but put it in the back of her mind. Two years ago, Thomas’s dad, the one who had raised him, the man of her dreams, died from a massive heart attack. The man had supposedly been in top shape with no previous health issues. It’d just happened. Thomas hasn’t been the same since. She’s tried everything to help him heal, except me. She knew I’d lost my parents, and it was a real struggle for me, so she thought he needed someone who could relate. And it would be even better if that someone was related. So, she came here to find me. That’s all I know.”

“And get back with you.” My voice trailed off into a whisper.

“Not a chance. Besides, she’s still shaken after her husband’s death too. They were probably soul mates, just like my parents, just like Jay and Rox. I could see it in her eyes. She’s carrying that around for life. No one will replace it. Even if she wanted to, I’m taken. Well, I was taken and quite enjoying it too, by the way. I loved playing house. The honey, I’m homes, the late-night television, the morning sex. I loved all of it. And you. I love you. You know that.” He stopped rubbing my feet and scooted toward Scarlett and me.

“But still, you didn’t tell me about her or what you went through. Why would you keep that from me?” I asked.

“I was afraid it would somehow change things or that you would view me differently or that I’d jinx our relationship into the same thing happening again.”

“You thought Scarlett wouldn’t be yours?”

“No. No! I thought you’d cut me out and cut me off. That I wouldn’t be involved in my child’s life,” he whispered, placing his palm over Scarlett’s tiny head and smoothing her forehead with his thumb. “I didn’t want to miss this. I love her.”

“I would never do that to you. Super friends don’t do that,” I said, smirking. 

I couldn’t fault Aiden for having scars from his past. I’d only wished he had been brave enough to tell me about them before we got to this point. Maybe I wouldn’t have been as pissed, but I doubted it. I didn’t know where to direct my anger. But it certainly wouldn’t be at the innocent party. 

“How is he anyway? Thomas?”

“Sad. Lonely. I haven’t quite figured out how to manage my role from over here, but I will. He needs help even if he has to stay with me for weeks or months at a time. Whatever it takes. The look in his eyes when he spoke of his dad … that was haunting, Layla. I know that look. It’s when you’re falling or on edge. I’ve had that look. Jay’s had that look. My son has that look. I can’t let him fall. Even if he wasn’t my child, no child should feel that way and have no one to help them.”

“You’re a good father, Aiden. You’ve been one for less than twenty-four hours, but I can already tell you’re knocking it out of the park. Why don’t you see if Thomas wants to meet his new baby sister?” I reached out, stroking his arm while cradling our child with the other.

He visibly relaxed, slumping his shoulders and breathing a long-drawn-out sigh. “And you’re an amazing mum.” 

“Thank you. Do you have anything else you want to confess? Might as well get it all out now.” I tapped my fingers across his hand.

“Nope. Ah, well, yes. I think I might have a pregnancy fetish.” He pushed his lips together, wiggling his brows.

“Good luck with that! Don’t even think about it with me after what I just went through. Hard pass. Ask me again when I forget that I just birthed a missile out of my glory hole inside a taco truck.” I laughed. 

“At least I made you laugh. Music to my ears.” He smiled, bending over to kiss me and then Scarlett on the forehead. 


TWELVE
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Aiden

I pulled into Scarlett Herb’s parking lot the next morning and dragged myself into work. A round of applause greeted me at the door as my employees lined up, congratulating me.

“What are you doing here? You’d better not be burying yourself in work again because you’re stressed. You can’t avoid issues all your life,” Jay whispered, pulling me to the side.

“I’m not. I’m handling them. Monica and Thomas are meeting me here for breakfast, and then I’m taking them to meet Layla and Scarlett.” 

He cringed, sucking his breath in through his teeth. “Fake baby’s mum meeting real baby’s mum. Or wait. She’s not fake anymore. Shit. How does that work? It doesn’t sound like a fun time to me. Sounds touchy.”

“I have no idea, but it was actually Layla’s idea. I told her everything. We talked for a good while about it all. She’s still a little upset that I didn’t tell her to begin with. I should have, like you said. But she’s more concerned with Thomas. You know Layla and her big heart. She can overlook my stupidity to help someone in need.” 

I rubbed the back of my neck and began to walk toward a table, so I could collapse. Jay followed on my heels.

“And just like that, things are okay again?” he asked, sitting in the chair across from me.

“I told her I could handle my problems. She corrected me and said ‘our’ problems. Not that Thomas is a problem. You get the gist. It was quite romantic. She also told me she loved me. We had just finally gotten Scarlett into her bassinet thing, or whatever it is they put beside Layla’s bed, and I had sung her a lullaby. The one mum used to sing to us. Layla looked over at me when I finished and said, ‘I love you. I fell in love with my best friend, and I couldn’t be happier.’ ” My voice rose to a high pitch as I impersonated Layla.

“Wow.” He leaned back, crossing his arms against his chest. The corners of his mouth twitched into a smile. “What now? Even though you look like you’ve been run over by a bus, I see that mischievous look in your eyes. What do you have planned?”

“When Layla walked out on me, I panicked. I’d not felt hurt like that since … Mum and Dad. I thought she would be gone for good—both her and my daughter. And then, when I got the text, it was even worse. I thought I was going to lose her … like Mum and Dad. All I knew was that she had gone into sudden labor, and I got scared. Really scared. You know the feeling.” I looked to my brother, who blinked, nodding in response.

“I also felt like maybe I’d caused it. Maybe the stress of Monica and Thomas was too much for her. Anyway,” I continued, “I felt like shit. It was like she’d walked away, taking my heart with her, all while unraveling me stitch by stitch the further off she went. I don’t want her to leave me anymore. I don’t want to leave her anymore. I want to wake up next to her every morning and fall asleep next to her every night. I want to be her good morning and her good night. I’m putting a ring on it. I’m giving her that damn fairy tale she’s always wanted. What do you say? Can you help me?” 

“I say, bring on the coffee. We have work to do.” He hopped out of his chair right as Monica and Thomas walked through the door. 

I sat back in my seat, rubbing my tired eyes and motioning them over to the table.

“Welcome to my restaurant, Scarlett Herb,” I said, rising and pulling their chairs out before plopping back into mine.

“Charming place.” Monica’s eyes drifted around the room, landing on Jay, who made his way toward us with a pot of steaming French press coffee.

“Ah, Monica, it’s good to see you,” he said. Jay was even more of a gentleman than me, but even I could hear the edge in his voice.

“Hello again, Jay.” She dipped her head before staring into her empty cup.

Jay’s eyes fell on Thomas. “And you must be my nephew, Thomas.”

“You’re my uncle?” Thomas asked. 

“Yep. At your service.” Jay saluted before filling our cups.

I picked mine up and breathed in the mouthwatering steam before getting down to business. “Hey, Jay. Can you show Thomas around the kitchen? Whip him up whatever he wants while I talk with Monica.” I raised my brows at my brother, hoping he would take the hint. “Then, after, maybe bring out a few American dishes for them to try.” 

“My pleasure. Come on, Thomas. Ever seen the kitchen of a five-star restaurant?” Jay held out his hand, helping Thomas up and to the back. 

Jay distracted my son long enough for Monica and me to have a serious conversation about how we were going to move forward with co-parenting. She planned only to stay for a day or two but promised to send him back during their summer break if I could take him for a few weeks. I happily obliged. I had no idea what I would do with one kid, let alone two, but I wasn’t going to leave my son hanging. I was Super Dad.

“How can I trust you on your word? I want to see my son. Maybe I can come there sometime. Show Layla my hometown, and we can see him then too. Twice a year at least. Can you keep your word, and I’ll keep mine?” I asked her.

“I’ll keep my word. That’s my son. My blood. You know how strong that parental bond is now. I’ll give anything to help him be the boy he used to be. It’s like a light has gone out in his eyes. But last night, I saw a glimmer there. It flickered. He had hopium, he said. I don’t know why you’re talking about drugs with our son, but I’m going to just believe you on this. I know you, Aiden. You’d not hurt a flea. You were always a good man. I’m sorry you just weren’t the one for me.”

“Nor you the one for me. You hurt me. Badly. But I’m over it. I have a new love now. I know by the look in your eyes that he was something special to you. It’s rare, finding that. I’m sorry for your loss.” 

“Thank you. Do you have that feeling with Layla? I don’t mean to pry. She seemed pretty upset when I saw her. Like you’d ripped her in half.” She twisted the napkin in her hand. 

“I do. We do. Well, it’s getting there. It wasn’t instant, like with soul mates or partners or whatever you want to call them. But I don’t feel like it has to be for that connection. Sometimes, it grows strong through a friendship, slowly edging along until, one day, it’s like you see the person in front of you and realize how dumb you were not to have noticed them there all along. That’s kind of what happened with us. But after seeing her birth my baby girl and meeting little Scarlett, I’m not letting her go. Which is why I’m going to have to cut this convo short. Let’s head up there to meet them. I have some work to do.”

“You’d better be putting a ring on it then,” she muttered, setting her napkin on the table. 

“On it.” I grinned, calling Thomas to me. 

We dined quickly as I briefed them both on Layla and Scarlett. 

“Jay,” I said before leaving, “is DTF helping? I’ll swoop in as soon as they meet Scarlett. I just need to get this done for both Layla’s and my sake.” 

“Don’t even worry about it, brother. DTF is on it. But just so you know, I told them to spare no expense and go all out, just like you’d told me. Good luck with that,” he said, grinning.

“She’s worth it. And more,” I said before running out the door.

Monica and Thomas followed behind me in their rental. I would have taken them myself, but I needed to bolt away as soon as we left the hospital. I also needed privacy in my car to make a few calls. In the fifteen-minute drive to the hospital, I used my car’s Bluetooth system to call Celeste and Deb to ask them to stall Nikki’s dismissal until the evening, and I called Layla’s parents to let them know my plans and get them involved too. Finally, I rang DTF to confirm that they had broken into Layla’s place to get those scrapbooks.

“Mission accomplished,” Betty answered the phone.

“You got the scrapbooks? How did you break in anyway? Never mind. I don’t want to know. Just tell me the next steps,” I said.

“The next steps are crazy.” She blew out a breath.

“Aiden, it’s me, Rox. Look, this will take a while. I’d say, we won’t be ready until maybe seven tonight. She has all kinds of stuff in here. We’re going to need to find a snow machine, some swans, lots of glitter, a harpist. I’m not sure we can pull this off. If anything, she can have the real deal at her wedding, and this can be just a taste of what’s to come. The tip of the iceberg. Just the tip.” Rox laughed.

“Okay. As long as we can get some of those things in there. Can you send me a picture of the rings she put in there? I’m heading to the jeweler as soon as I leave the hospital.”

“I’m texting you pics now. Go take care of your business. Let us know if you need anything else. Seven o’clock tonight. Swing by the new place. Just say you have to run in to check on something.”

“Ten-four. I’m out.” I pressed the button on my steering wheel and hung up.

I parked outside of the maternity ward of the hospital and waited while Monica and Thomas stepped out of their car. Thomas skipped along in front of us. 

“See?” Monica said, smiling at our son’s playful mood.

I nodded. 

Not all curveballs are bad. 

We made our way into the hospital and up the elevator. I brushed my sweaty palms down my pants. Two women I’d screwed and knocked up were going to meet for the first time—properly meet anyway. I wondered if Layla still had her pregnancy raging-bitch hormone or if she’d birthed that out with Scarlett. I touched my phone through my pocket, tempted to call Deb and ask.

“Names?” the nurse at the front desk asked before letting us back to see Layla. 

I showed her the wristband they’d given me to confirm my identity and had Monica sign in her and Thomas.

“So, American health care. I’ve heard horror stories of the prices. Is it really that bad?” Monica scribbled down her name before turning to me. 

“Abysmal. Maybe by the time Scarlett is president, she can ask her big brother, the prime minister of Australia, for some tips on changing that. Until then, it is what it is.” I led the way down the hall and knocked on Layla’s door.

“Come in,” Layla said in her normal voice. 

Thank God. 

When she’d screamed and cried and laughed and sung while giving birth, I’d heard all the pitches known to man. Her giggle had come out, sounding like a hairy man-giant making love to a peacock. It wasn’t a visual I wanted in my head either.

“Layla, I brought Thomas and Monica. Round two of awkward meetings,” I joked, opening the door to let them through.

Layla sat up in bed, still glowing. Scarlett grunted, wiggling in her arms. I walked over to her side, Monica trailing behind me. 

“Layla, I’m sorry about our first meeting. And this one is less than ideal too. But here I am. And here is Thomas, my son and Scarlett’s brother.” Monica wrung her hands, peering over into the swaddled bundle squirming in Layla’s arms.

“Nothing in my life is by the book, so no worries. Aiden and I’ve spoken. I’m sure we can talk more at another time. I just need to know one thing.” Layla looked up at her, smiling in a toothy grin I’d not seen before.

“Yes, of course. What is it?” 

Layla motioned for Monica to lean down before whispering, “You trying to take my man?” 

I gritted my teeth.

You can take the woman out of DTF, but you can’t take DTF out of the woman. 

“No!” Monica shouted, rising quickly. “Good heavens, no! No offense, Aiden. But just … no. You’ve nothing to worry about there. My word might not mean anything to you yet, but I’ll work on showing you until it does. I had the love of my life. I’m not looking to replace that.”

“Okay. That’s all I care about. Carry on.” Layla perked up. 

Her hormones definitely hadn’t straightened out yet. 

“Ahem.” I cleared my throat. “Thomas, come meet your sister, Scarlett.” 

He shuffled his feet to Layla’s side and peeked over her shoulder. 

“Would you like to hold her?” Layla held Scarlett out to him. 

“May I?” he asked, his eyes lighting up. 

“Oh my gosh. The Australian accent on a kid is the cutest thing ever! That’s the first time I’ve ever heard it. I hope you can teach her that!” Layla patted the side of the bed, showing him how to sit and hold his sister. 

He nodded, smiling. “I can teach her a lot about Australia.” He peered into the blanket. “I’ll show you the kangaroos someday, Scarlett. And we can hunt koalas. Not really hunt them. But go on an exploration to look for them. I don’t kill animals. That’s terrible. I’m a lover. Not a fighter.”

My jaw dropped. 

“Where did he get that from?” I turned toward Monica. 

“There’s no telling.” She shook her head, laughing. 

Thomas held his sister close. He didn’t give her back to Layla until it was time for him to leave. 
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“Be careful!” Layla shrieked as I pulled out of the hospital parking lot, barely tapping the gas pedal. 

“I am. I am. Precious cargo! I know. I’m keeping my girls safe. This car is rated one of the safest,” I said, patting my dashboard.

“I know, but she’s just so tiny back here. She’s fragile. Ugh. I don’t ever want her out of a car seat. Can you imagine? I’ll strap her into one until she’s forty!” Layla sat in the back, her arms wrapped around Scarlett’s car seat. 

It was hard to imagine that only nine months ago, our baby girl had been conceived right where she sat now.

“I couldn’t agree more. Hey, since we’re not too far off, I need to swing by the new restaurant and pick up something really quick. Do you mind? I know you’re tired, and I am too. It’ll just save me a lot of hassle later. Work stuff.” I scratched my head, avoiding her gaze in the rearview mirror.

“Sure. She’s out for the count. I think the car moving lulls her to sleep. Maybe I can catch a nap too.” She rested her head back on the headrest. Two minutes passed before she began to snore.

I tapped my thumbs against the steering wheel, driving as slow as I could toward my future. 

What if Layla doesn’t want to marry me? 

What if I don’t pull it off right?

What if I’m moving too fast?

The ring hung heavy in my jacket pocket, like an unspoken wish that I should have asked for a long time ago. But then again, with Layla and me, nothing had been conventional. We’d put the cart before the horse—or the baby before the carriage. I fidgeted in my seat, the closer we came to the restaurant. DTF had texted me to pull around the back because The Pink Taco Truck sat parked out front.

I slowly tapped the gas pedal, pulling my smooth ride up to the back entrance. There wasn’t another car in sight. I glanced behind me. Both of my girls were fast asleep.

Jay slowly peeked his head out of the back door and motioned for me to come quickly. I snuck out of my car as quietly as possible and fumbled toward him. I’d not felt this nervous in years. I couldn’t even walk straight because my legs had turned into noodles.

“Come in here and make sure this is what you want, mate. The girls and I have been working hard on it. Thomas and Monica also helped. That was a good call. He looks happy to be included. Come on,” he said, pulling me inside. 

Candles flickered from every countertop and table. Three geese waddled in front of me.

“What the hell is that?” I asked. 

“We couldn’t get swans. It’s the best we could do! Messy though.” Nikki threw her hands in the air.

“I know she wanted a proposal in the snow, so I got this ice machine. It’s supposed to make it look like it’s snowing, but the damn thing isn’t working right. It’s sputtering out hail. It hurts! Look!” Rox flipped a switch on the machine. A low rumble coursed through the hunk of metal before it spit out fifteen balls of ice, pelting me like a paintball gun.

“Crap!” I cringed. 

Thomas bent over in laughter. 

“I’m sorry, Mr. Aiden. That was funny! Is Scarlett here?” Thomas asked. 

“Aye. But she’s asleep in the car. I’ll bring her in shortly.” I smiled, patting his head. 

I glanced around the room, noting the rose petals scattered in a heart shape around the front entrance under a balloon arch. 

“That was all me. Surprised, aren’t ya?” Betty sidled up next to me. “We couldn’t find pink peonies. So, we went with red rose petals. She’s a basic bitch. She’ll love it. Also, we have lots of champagne. She’s going to need it. She hasn’t had a drink in nine months!”

I nodded, walked over to the front entrance, and touched the balloons. This felt surreal. 

I turned on my heels to address my friends and my new family. My eyes drifted from DTF to Layla’s parents to Monica and Thomas and to my brother.

“Thank you for this. I couldn’t have done it without all of you.” I cleared my throat, fighting back choking up. “I want you all to know how appreciative I am of your help with making this a dream come true for Layla. We know she has a heart of gold, and if anyone deserves to live out a fantasy, it’s her. I’m going to bring her in. Are you ready?” 

“Are you ready?” her dad called out.

“I’ve never been so ready for anything in my life,” I said without a hint of hesitation.

“Cue the music!” Monica said. “Sorry, Aiden. No harpist available at this hour. Instead, we have Bluetooth speakers.” She pushed a button on a nearby speaker, and the melodic sound of a harp echoed off the bare walls.

That’s what Layla’s laugh reminds me of. That’s it! She’s the melodic harp giggling through the soundtrack of our life. 

I scrubbed my hands over my face and opened the back door. Fluffy, massive snowflakes swirled through the air, shining like glitter in the moonlight. I paused, unsure if what I was seeing was real or not. It was early for snow by a few weeks at least. I scratched my head, overcome with a familiar presence. One I’d not felt since leaving Australia.

Thanks, Mum. Thanks, Dad. I nodded toward the sky. 

I had everyone I loved with me. I could do this. 

“Is that snow?” Layla whispered, rolling down the window. 

“I thought you were asleep!” I whispered back, making my way to her and opening the car door. I crouched, holding my hand out to her and steadying it as best as I could. “Will you dance with me?”

“In the snow?” she asked, glancing at Scarlett, who hadn’t woken yet.

“Yep.” I pursed my lips, knowing that I was asking a woman who’d just given birth to dance around in the chilled air. Not my best move, but I needed to take advantage of this divine intervention. 

“I’ll do my best.” She smiled, taking my hand. 

We slowly … very slowly, made our way two turns around the parking lot before she collapsed, leaning on the car in a fit of giggles. 

“That was something from a movie. So dreamy. Best idea ever, Aiden,” she said, grabbing my cheeks and pulling me in for a kiss. 

Her giggles fueled my desire. I was no longer scared. 

I sank to my knees in front of her, kissing her hips on my way down. “I have a better idea.” I pulled a glittery pink box from my jacket pocket and opened it. “Marry me.”

Her hands reached out behind her, gripping the hood of my car. Her lips parted, and at first, I thought she was about to let out one of those demonic wails I’d heard from her yesterday. But instead, she laughed, filling the parking lot with her sweet music. 

“I thought you’d never ask, fiancé.” 

She tugged my shoulders, pulling me into her. I pressed my lips to hers, hopium coursing through my veins. My hands fumbled as I shakily slipped the ring over her finger.

“What are you doing? You were supposed to wait. I didn’t work on all this for nothing!” Betty stuck her head out of the back door. 

“Right. Well, I couldn’t pass up real snow for that iced death gun you have in there.” I threw my hands in the air.

“What’s she doing here? And what’s an iced death gun?” Layla asked. She looked around the empty parking lot. 

“Come on. Let’s get Scarlett. I got a surprise for you.” I unbuckled our daughter from her car seat and wrapped her in a blanket before carrying her inside behind Layla.

“Surprise!” everyone screamed as soon as we made our way through the door. 

The geese flapped their wings and hissed. 

“What’s this?” Layla put her hand over her heart. 

“Proposal number two. Come on.” I dragged her toward the petals, the candles, the balloons, the fairy-tale moment she’d always wanted, and the beginning of our new life. 


EPILOGUE

Layla

A Year and a Half Later

I adjusted my artsy-fartsy beret in the mirror. The same one that DTF had given me the night Aiden proposed. They’d contacted my professors, and with Nikki’s magic—so she’d said—they’d convinced them to let me finish my degree remotely. It took longer than expected, but I’d earned that degree. I opened up my new art studio, Feast and Paint, or FAP, right next door to Aiden’s new restaurant, Bar Thomas. When the office space on the other side of Bar Thomas closed, Aiden had snatched it up and told me to consider it an investment in our future. Not that I planned my life as meticulously these days as I once had.

I’d quit planning out the details of my future and instead focused on the present. Sometimes, fairy tales didn’t exactly play out as planned, but that didn’t mean they weren’t meant to be. Curveballs came in all sorts of packages—glittery pink boxes, a stepson from Australia, a positive pee stick. I’d learned to embrace plot twists and accept that life wouldn’t always come at me, wrapped in bows and slinging confetti. 

I grabbed my old scrapbooks and stepped into Rox’s backyard. DTF was sitting at a table under the shaded patio, watching the children play outside.

“Here come those damn scrapbooks,” Betty muttered as I made my way toward them. 

Scarlett squirmed in Rox’s arms the moment she laid eyes on me.

“Trade ya,” Rox said, holding her out.

I set the scrapbooks down in front of Rox and took my daughter, dancing a quick spin around the patio before settling into my chair with a baby on my lap.

“What are the chances we all ended up with girls?” I asked, bouncing Scarlett on my knee. 

“It’s a little weird. I’m shocked Betty didn’t have a boy. I thought she would birth a little man. All that testosterone running through her blood should have surely given her a boy, but I guess we have another boss babe to add to the crew,” Rox said, reaching for my scrapbook.

Betty huffed a breath out of her nose. 

“It wasn’t just a fluke. It was divine intervention. It was supposed to be this way. The universe knew DTF needed to carry on the legacy of strong women and unleash them into the world. To teach girls to learn from our mistakes, to be true to themselves, and to know that they can do whatever the fuck they want to do and be whoever the hell they want to be.” Nikki nodded toward Jessica, the teenager she and Weston had recently adopted. 

Jessica lay on a picnic blanket next to Betty’s stepdaughter, Maisy, and Betty’s newborn, Marilyn, reading them both a book.

“I think you’re right, Nikki. There isn’t another explanation for things coming together so perfectly.” I smiled, watching our men gathered around the grill, laughing. 

Rox flipped through my latest scrapbook, hovering over the pictures of us all dressed in boujee pink ruffles at my wedding. The expression on Betty’s face in the photograph was priceless. When I’d asked her to wear my frilly bridesmaid dress, she hadn’t hesitated to answer yes. But that didn’t mean she wore a smile for the camera. Finally, halfway through the reception, I’d grown tired of her pouty attitude and sent her to change. She’d come back in a leather catsuit. I had to admit that she’d looked ten times better.

Rox kept flipping through the photos, pausing on a picture of Earl, our taco truck founder. “I wish he could have been here today. To see all of us on Mother’s Day. All of what he did and what he started.” She traced her fingertip down the photo, as if she could touch him one last time.

“We all do. He was our person. I mean, we’ve all found our persons, but he started it all.” Betty sipped her cocktail, watching her newborn like a hawk.

“He did. It only takes one,” Rox said. “Only one person to have your back. Only one person to believe in you. Only one person to lift you up and encourage you, reminding you of the strength you already had. I don’t know about you dirty, tough females, but I want to be that person. Everyone should have that person, and everyone should be that person to someone. At least once.”

“You are. We are—all of us. Look how far we’ve come. We used to work at that shitty diner, for crying out loud. Now, look at all we have. Rox, you’re my person. Betty, you’re my person. Nikki, you’re my person. And God bless Earl. He was my person too,” I said.

“To Earl, the man who took a chance on four broken women. In both pocketbook and spirit.” Betty held her drink in the air, sloshing rum over the rim.

“To Earl,” we repeated, toasting our glasses together.

“And to hopium,” Aiden said, sauntering toward me with a glass of wine. 

Weston, Terrance, and Jay followed closely behind.

Scarlett reached out to her daddy while I reached out to the wine. 

Hashtag momlife. 

“Yes. That too,” I said. “Speaking of hope, Nikki, how’s the doula certification going? I have hopium you’ll finish before Rox has her baby. So, she can be your first client, right?” I eyed Rox’s baby bump. 

Her belly sat on her lap as tiny as a summer melon. She had a perfectly round bump, not a pointy torpedo ready to fire.

“Definitely. I wouldn’t miss that for the world.” Nikki reached over, rubbing Rox’s stomach as if it were another one of her crystals.

“Can you do it in the truck? Like Layla did? I want to see it this time. Hell, I’d even let you give birth in my pussy wagon. Wouldn’t that be ironic? I’ve never seen a child born before, but I’ve always wanted to. I only saw cows on the farm. But you aren’t a heifer. That’s not what I meant at all.” Weston cringed, stepping back and closer to Nikki, who playfully slapped him with the back of her hand. “I always say the wrong thing,” Weston sighed. 

Rox shook her head, laughing. “I know you don’t think I’m a heifer. Because if you did, I’d take that pretty little beard of yours and shave it off while you slept.”

Weston recoiled, patting his best-friend beard he’d named Dan. 

“All you have to do when talking to a pregnant woman is feed her and tell her she’s pretty. It’s as simple as that, mate,” Aiden chimed in, wrapping his arms around our baby girl and nuzzling her head.

“It works. Did it for my wife. Betty didn’t cut me once while she was pregnant. I recommend you keep doing it though, pregnant or not.” Terrance stood behind Betty, rubbing her shoulders. 

Betty turned her head, kissing his hand. “That’s why I love this man. He gets me. Finally, somebody does.” 

“Us. They get us. And they’ve done a damn fine job of supporting DTF,” Rox said. “I think you men deserve a toast too. Even though it’s Mother’s Day, we couldn’t have done all of this without you. After all, someone has to donate the sperm.” She laughed, raising her glass in the air. “To the men who put up with us.”

“To the men who put up with us,” DTF repeated, clinking glasses.

“It’s not hard when you marry your best friend.” Aiden leaned down, kissing my forehead. 

Scarlett reached out for me again, grunting. I took her back, sitting her back down on my lap for the fiftieth time today.

Hashtag momlife.

A loud sizzle popped from the grill, interrupting our love huddle and sending the men off to investigate.

Betty stood up to get a better view of her daughters. I wouldn’t have pegged her as the helicopter parent, but she never let those kids out of her sight.

With a baby in one hand and my wine in the other, I cleared my throat, drawing my friends’ attention back to me.

“Last toast. To us. To the strong women. May we know them. May we be them. May we raise them.” I clinked my glass against the rims of my girl gang’s cocktails. “Happy Mother’s Day, bitches.”

“DTF!” Nikki cheered. 

“DTF!” we repeated.

“DTF!” the kids howled.

“DTF!” our husbands sighed.


PLAYLIST

Do you want to keep dancing with Layla and Aiden? Check out a sample of the official Just the Tip soundtrack below. For the complete playlist, visit Spotify!

“Layla” (Unplugged) | Eric Clapton

“Piece of My Heart” | Janis Joplin

“Here Comes the Sun” | The Beatles

“One Call Away” | Charlie Puth

“Lovers and Friends” | Lil John & the East Side Boyz

“Why Can’t We Be Friends?” | War

“Knocked Up” | Kings of Leon

“Lucky” | Jason Mraz

“Sweet Child O’ Mine” | Guns N’ Roses
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(Join the team if you’re interested in receiving Kat Addams’s latest books before release.)
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