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			One

			Felix

			It’s my first day on set, and I’m on my way to meet Axel Dane, the child star I’m being paid to teach cello. Or, really, to look like he can play cello for the camera. When I first got offered the job—through my band’s agent—I thought it would be a great way for me to pick up side work while my wife is recovering from childbirth and our band is on hiatus. It should be an easy way to bring in a little extra money and give Jenna some solo time with our new baby—something I know she’s been looking forward to.

			Within minutes of meeting Axel, however, I already know I’ve made a mistake.

			Axel sits slumped in a papasan chair in the dead center of his dressing room. He’s ten, the same age as my son, Ty, so I expected there to be toys or video game systems or at least a tablet in here, but the room is empty except for some sparse furniture, a water bottle sitting on the table, and a cello on a stand in the corner. 

			“I need my organic quinoa,” Axel says to me in a disgruntled tone. “I can feel my insulin dropping.”

			I blink at him. “Are you diabetic?”

			He sneers at me, like he’s trying to cover up for not knowing what that means. “No.”

			At this point, I’m sure of several things. The first is that this kid has mistaken me for someone who is paid to care about his probably-non-existent insulin problems and his need for pretentious organic grains. The second is that I’m pretty sure quinoa is a carb, and would therefore not be helpful if he did, in fact, have low insulin levels. 

			The third is that I ought to be at home with my wife and my son and my six-week-old daughter, not here trying to teach this kid how to look like a cello prodigy.

			“Also,” he says, “this dressing room is too small. Get me a new one.”

			“Sorry,” I tell him. “I can’t do either. I’m here to teach you to play the cello. Ready to get started?”

			“No,” Axel says, one lock of his perfectly styled, dark brown hair falling into his eyes. “I can’t work under these conditions.”

			I only mostly manage to smother a laugh. This kid is an actor, and I’m starting to get the feeling he’s punking me. A feeling that I might describe as hope, because if he’s serious—

			“There you are!” a woman’s voice cries from the hallway behind me. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you. Where in god’s name is my son’s organic quinoa?”

			I turn around to face a tall woman in a beige, designer pantsuit that reminds me of something my mom would have in her closet. Her short, curly hair is the same color as Axel’s. I’m surprised he kept his natural color for the role, but perhaps she’s dyed hers to match. 

			“Sorry for the confusion,” I say. “I’m not the . . . quinoa . . . person.” What would they even call that person? Does this staff position exist? “I’m the cello consultant. I’m here to teach Axel.”

			The woman looks crestfallen. “Well, he can’t learn anything under these conditions.”

			I immediately see where the kid gets his attitude. 

			My phone vibrates, and I pull it out and look at it. It’s my sister Dana, who’s been calling me non-stop the last couple of weeks, even though she’s been over to see the baby twice already. I remember Dana being a wreck after she had Ephraim, so I’d think she’d get that Jenna wants some time to get her feet under her before we let people invade our house at will, but this is Dana. She always thinks she has better ideas for how people should be living their lives than they do.

			I silence my phone. “There’s a vending machine down the hall,” I tell Axel’s mom. “How about I get the kid a snack and then make sure they got him the right size cello?”

			The woman narrows her eyes at me. “I’m Jean Dane,” she says, like that’s a valid response to what I just said. “And you are?”

			“Felix Mays.” I refuse to follow this with “cello instructor,” both because I told her that already, and because I’m now remembering why I always refused to teach cello to bratty kids when I was in high school. I mean, yeah, I never needed the money, but I don’t now, either. 

			Clearly, this whole thing was a mistake, but I’m not sure I can get out of it now. I could march back to the production assistant who pointed me in the direction of Axel’s dressing room and tell them I’m done, but I’ve already signed contracts, and I have a schedule, and—

			“Get my son a bigger dressing room, and we can think about looking at the cello.” Jean pulls her own phone out of her pocket. “I need to take this,” she says, and answers the phone before I can reiterate that I am not the purveyor of dressing rooms any more than I am of quinoa.

			I sigh and step back into the dressing room. Axel is still sitting in the exact same position, slumped in that papasan chair in the middle of the mostly bare room like he’s a tiny James Bond villain. I don’t think my son could sit so still for that amount of time without a handheld game system in front of him. And on a movie set, he’d be bouncing (literally) out of his chair and trying to look at anything and everything there was to see.

			But I suppose this is all old hat to Axel, which is kind of sad. 

			“Well, that is just unacceptable,” Jean says from the hallway. “My son’s contract is not being honored, and he needs someone to enforce it immediately. Who is going to do that if Marlin isn’t available?”

			I look at Axel, and he stares back at me. In addition to his unnatural stillness, the kid is wearing a blue button-up shirt and perfectly tailored, gray blazer, like he stepped out of the pages of the fall Abercrombie Kids catalog. There’s not a trace of rips or stains or dirt on them that would indicate he’s ever played in these clothes—or played at all.

			Though possibly I’m reading too much into that. After all, I have a kid with a weird fondness for sweater vests.

			Regardless, I’m pretty sure I’m not going to convince Axel to work with me until his mother stops flipping out about the various dietary and environmental crises facing her family, so I might as well see if I can hurry this along. “What’s going on?”

			Axel shrugs. “My agent is in jail.” He sounds no more excited about this than he is about learning to play cello.

			“Yikes.” 

			Jean hangs up the phone and steps into the dressing room, looking defeated. 

			“Typical,” she says. “Just typical.”

			I’m not sure if it’s typical of Marlin to not come through for his clients in general, or typical of him to find himself in jail, but I also don’t want to know.

			“So,” I say. “I’m sorry you’re having problems today, but if I could just get Axel to sit down with the cello for a minute so we’re sure we’ve got him the right size, that would be—”

			“Listen, Mr. Maid,” Jean begins.

			“Mays.” 

			“Whatever. I don’t know who you think you are, but my son is a star. So until I can get his agent in here to make these people do their jobs, I’m afraid I can’t help you.”

			I look at Axel, and he nods like this is the final word from both of them.

			These two make quite the team. 

			“So when is his agent getting out of jail?” I ask. “I guess I’ll come back then.”

			“I don’t know.” Jean waves a dismissive hand. “He’s been accused of being involved in some rather unsavory projects.” She picks up her phone and shows me the screen, on which is a news article. Hollywood Children’s Agent Arrested in Child Pornography Sting, the headline says. 

			“Oh my god,” I say. “That’s terrible.”

			“I know,” Jean says. “I suppose Axel is going to need a new agent. Marlin can’t very well do his job from prison, can he?”

			“Plus, you know. He might be endangering your child.”

			Jean looks at me sharply. “Oh, no. I’m not worried about that. No one would do that to my son. He’s a star.”

			I squint at her. I’m a twenty-four-year-old guy who has been a parent for only two years, and until last month had no experience with kids under eight years old. In general, I try not to judge other people’s parenting, because heaven knows I’m no expert.

			But my opinion of Jean’s motherly abilities is plummeting with each word that comes out of her mouth.

			I’m about to walk out of this dressing room, find the PA, and tell her that under no circumstances can I work under these conditions. I’m sure I won’t be the first consultant to quit on the kid, and if he survives in this industry long enough to work on another film, I won’t be the last. 

			Jean lets out a little relieved sigh. “Oh, good. Marlin’s assistant sent over a list of agents who might be a suitable replacement. I’m sure any of them would jump at the opportunity. I should have someone here within a few hours.” 

			My mouth drops open. This woman—who’s so thoroughly failed to vet the professionals that work with her kid that one of them has recently been arrested for child pornography—is about to sign with the first person who’ll take them, just because he happens to be recommended by, of all people, the aforementioned child pornographer.

			Axel bounces in the papasan chair. “Mom, where’s my quinoa? I can feel my insulin dropping! It’s almost gone!”

			I shake my head, waiting for the mom to tell her son that he doesn’t have magical insulin detecting powers, that people with real medical problems have real medical devices for measuring this issue, and that he’s just grumpy and needs to go to the vending machine and pick out a snack.

			“Oh dear,” Jean says, wringing her hands. “Of course. I’ll go find the AD and make sure someone gets that quinoa. This is unacceptable. Hold on, sweetheart.”

			Axel lets out a whine that is startlingly familiar. This is the first moment that this kid has done anything I’m remotely used to seeing from my own ten-year-old. Then he adds, “But Moooooooooom, I need my quiiiiiiiiiinoa,” and the familiar moment has passed.

			I’m pretty sure Ty doesn’t know what quinoa is, and if he did, he wouldn’t be whining that he wanted to eat it.

			Jean cringes. “I’m sorry, honey. Do you want me to sing your song?” And then without waiting for an answer, she begins to sing a clearly made-up number about butterflies swirling down from the skies and calming down poor, delicate Axel.

			I think I might be losing my mind. 

			“Mom!” Axel shouts. “Stop singing!”

			And while I agree with him, the fact that she lets her kid talk to her like that and then does exactly what he says is the final straw. 

			“I know an agent,” I say.

			Jean gives me a patronizing look. “I’m sure you do. But Axel is a star. He needs the very best.”

			I curse the stupid part of me that feels responsible for keeping this child—who, let’s face it, is largely not to blame for the brat he is—out of the hands of Hollywood’s child pornographers.

			“I think he’s good,” I say. “He represents Kim Watterson.”

			For the first time, Jean Dane looks at me like I might have something beneficial to offer her. And given that not that long ago I was playing sold-out stadiums full of screaming fans, I find this more than a little insulting.

			“Kim Watterson,” she says crisply. “Yes, that might do.”

			Oh, god. If I can even get Josh Rios to do this, he’s going to kill me. We don’t know each other all that well—his wife is best friends with my sister—but if what this kid needs is an agent, and won’t work until I supply him one—

			“Can you get him here?” she asks. “Within an hour, preferably.”

			“I don’t know,” I tell her. “Let me see what I can do.”

			And this is how I come to be standing outside a building on the vast studio lot, dialing Josh Rios’s number. I didn’t tell my sister why I wanted her best friend’s husband’s phone number, even though she asked. 

			If I’d told her, I’m pretty sure she wouldn’t have given it to me.

			“Josh Rios,” Josh says when he answers. I’m glad he picks up unfamiliar numbers. He probably gets a lot of work calls from people he hardly knows.

			“Josh,” I say. “This is Felix Mays. Gabby’s brother.” I didn’t need that preamble. Josh has met me, and obviously knows who I am. I played in the band at his wedding, for god’s sake, and—

			“Felix!” Josh says, sounding happy but slightly confused to be hearing from me. “What’s up?”

			“Um. I have a bit of a professional problem I’m hoping you can help me with.”

			“Okay.” Josh sounds even more confused, but he seems willing to hear me out. 

			“So I’m working this job as a music consultant for a project about a cello prodigy—”

			“Oh, god,” Josh says. “Please tell me you are not trying to teach cello to Axel Dane.”

			I close my eyes. “Yeah.”

			“So I’m too late to tell you not to take the job? Because other than that, I’m not sure how I can be of any help—”

			“This kid is a nightmare,” I tell him. “And his mother’s worse.”

			“Yeah, I’ve heard that about him. This is why I don’t represent kids. The actual children I could handle, but the show parents? They really are the worst.”

			I pause. “So about that.”

			Josh laughs, and then goes quiet. “Wait. Tell me you’re not calling to ask me to rep this kid.”

			“Yeah,” I say. “Here’s the thing. He’s losing his agent, and they say they won’t work until they have someone new, and the mom sounds like she’s going to sign with the first person who wants them, even though she’s simultaneously saying her kid is the best and anyone would be lucky to have him.”

			“Who is Axel with currently?” 

			“Marlin something,” I say. 

			“Oh.” Josh obviously already knows the full implications of this. “I heard that news was going to drop today.”

			“Yeah,” I say. “And apparently the mom is asking his office who they recommend as a replacement. Since he can’t very well do his job from jail, she says.”

			“Oh my god,” Josh says. “Yeah, I know the circles Marlin moves in. They’re all just as bad as he is. Everyone knows it, but no one can do anything about it.”

			This is what I was afraid of. “And it’s like she’s not even worried. She’s sure that no one would ever dare to do such a thing to her son.”

			“She’s probably right,” Josh says, “if only because he’d be too recognizable.”

			“Still.”

			“Yeah,” Josh says. “Still.”

			There’s a long silence.

			“So you want me to do something about this,” Josh says finally. There’s a resignation in his voice that tells me his conscience won’t let him abandon the kid to the heinous adults who are clearly not going to do their jobs and protect him.

			I’m glad I’m not the only one having an attack of that today. “Look, I know I should walk away. But I have a ten-year-old. If I can do something to help this kid out, and I don’t . . .”

			“Yeah, okay. I can ask around and find someone who reps kids who isn’t a creep. I’ll have them give Axel’s mom a call.”

			“She wants someone in the next hour.”

			Josh groans. “Seriously? Even I can’t be there in an hour.”

			“I figured,” I say. “But since you’re Kim Watterson’s agent, I think she might be willing to wait for you.”

			Josh gives a heavy sigh, but I already know he’s going to say yes. Gabby’s always going on and on about what a good guy Josh is, so I figured he wouldn’t abandon the kid to this. “Okay. Tell her I’ll come meet them tomorrow afternoon. I’ll charge him at an hourly rate until this project is over, and then after that I’ll pass him along to someone reputable who actually works with kids.”

			I smile. This gives me a decent chance of being able to do my  job in the future, and also not have to watch while vultures circle a spoiled-rotten kid like he’s yesterday’s road kill. “Thanks, Josh.”

			“Text me the details,” Josh says. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

		

	
		
			Two

			Josh

			When I meet my wife for dinner at the French restaurant she picked for the occasion, I’m more nervous than I’ve been in a long time. The possibility of representing Axel Dane—whose mom, I’ve heard, is a nightmare to work with—barely even registers on the scale of my concerns. 

			I had to work late, so Anna-Marie took an Uber to the restaurant—a habit of hers I’m not fond of, but I didn’t want to get in a fight by insisting I pick her up. The conversation we’re going to have tonight will be hard enough.

			It’s been two years since we last used birth control, and a year since we’ve been using Clomid and doing IUIs and trying all the less invasive options for getting pregnant—although to me, the monthly “sperm extraction” at the clinic feels pretty damn invasive. 

			It’s not working. We’ve both been increasingly on edge as the months go by, neither of us wanting to face this fact. Anna-Marie was the one who suggested that if we have to talk about what comes next, we might as well do it over a nice dinner, so we get something pleasant out of the deal.

			I agree in theory, but really, I wish we could be meeting to talk about anything else. 

			“Hey, beautiful,” I say when I meet her in the foyer. Her long auburn hair is pinned up on one side and falling in waves down the other, and she’s wearing a gauzy lavender dress with a keyhole neckline. We’ve been together three years, and she still takes my breath away. 

			“Hey,” she says, rocking up on the toes of her designer shoes and kissing me. 

			One thing I’ve got going for me—I love my wife more than I would have thought any human being was capable of loving another. “I have good news,” I tell her.

			She brightens. “Husband good news or agent good news?”

			I smile. “Agent good news.” I put my hand on her back as we glide into the restaurant and take our seats. Anna-Marie looks up at me, waiting, but I’m enjoying the suspense. This is going to be the only happy part of tonight, and I want to make it last. 

			“Do you do this with all your clients?” Anna-Marie asks. “Take them out to dinner, say you have news and then not tell them?”

			I grin at her. “No, I save that move especially for you.”

			She pretends to throw her cloth napkin at me, and I pretend to duck. If I don’t tell her soon, she’s going to resort to kicking me under the table, and her shoes look particularly pointy today. 

			“I got a call today from the casting director for that sitcom.”

			Anna-Marie’s smile drops, in the way it does when she’s thinking about things she really wants and is afraid she can’t have. I’ve seen this expression a lot lately. “Did they make a decision? Did I get the part?”

			I nod. “It’s one week of filming, middle of next month.”

			“Okay,” she says. “Okay, that is good news.”

			I reach across the table for her hand. She looks more nervous than happy about it, and I know why. The part is just a pilot, and she’s done a few of those over the last year. Nothing’s been picked up yet, but this one is different. It’s a comedy in which she’s been cast as the star, and she hasn’t done much of either of those things. 

			Which means that while this news is welcome, it’s also a lot of pressure and uncertainty. “We should order wine to celebrate.”

			Anna-Marie doesn’t drink very often anymore, even though our fertility doctor has said that an occasional glass of wine is fine, even on the Clomid. But she doesn’t seem inclined to object to a drink tonight.

			Her smile returns. “I got the part. And the script for this one was great. I think it stands a good chance. But I’ve thought that before, and—”

			“I know,” I say. “And if it doesn’t, you’ll keep auditioning.”

			Anna-Marie closes her eyes. “Is it bad that one of the reasons I want it to get picked up is so I can quit my job?”

			I squeeze her hand. “Bad day?”

			“No,” she says, shrugging. “I mean, it was just Ron and his stupid insistence on wearing that putrid cologne. I know you said I should tell them I’m allergic, and I did, but the health official says he’s not legally required to change it unless I can submit medical documentation. So I went to talk to Ron about it again, but he says that he couldn’t possibly stop his daily dousing in what can only be called Urine Analysis for Men. Apparently it’s an integral part of his character, and he has to engage all of his senses to properly channel—and I’m quoting here—‘Sylvio’s masculine mystique.’”

			We meet eyes across the table as I’m trying to smother a smile. 

			“Go ahead,” Anna-Marie says. “I’d laugh about it too, if my lungs weren’t painted on the insides with rancid perfume.”

			I do laugh, and she joins in. “I can probably find a doctor who will forge a medical note without seeing you. I have some clients who’ve made liberal use of them, and I generally think it’s unethical, but since your respiratory health is at risk . . .”

			Anna-Marie’s smile widens. “You’re the best. But no. It’s fine. I just—I’ve been on Southern Heat for a while, and it’s been a long year, and I’m tired.”

			We both look down at the tablecloth. It has been a long year. We’re both worn out.

			“Is it just temporary stress?” I ask. “Or do you want to quit? Because you can.”

			Anna-Marie shakes her head. “I can’t, can I? Because it’ll be easier for me to get roles if people see I can maintain a long-term job, and I look more desirable if—”

			“Honestly, I think you can quit any time you want. You’ve been on this show long enough that you’ve gotten what you’re going to get out of it in terms of longevity and experience. Being on a soap for five years isn’t significantly better than three, so unless this really is where you want to end up . . .” I shrug. “I say do what you want.”

			Anna-Marie looks skeptical. “But it’s not like I can’t audition while I’m working.”

			“And you have been.” Neither of us has opened a menu, and in a moment we’re going to be asked what we want to order. I keep talking. “But I could have you out to a lot more auditions if you weren’t working.”

			“True.” She doesn’t sound thrilled about the prospect, and I don’t blame her. Auditions are a necessary evil, but no actor actually enjoys the process.

			Anna-Marie smiles. “I feel like I should bring up the money, but you’ve got an answer for everything, don’t you?”

			She’s not wrong. I make a lot more than Anna-Marie does, and the gap widened quite a bit when I started repping Kim Watterson. “We really don’t need it. You work at your job because you love it. If you don’t love it anymore . . .”

			Anna-Marie looks up at the ceiling. “I don’t. I’m ready to be done. But twenty-year-old Anna-Marie is completely appalled that I could get sick of a job that she wanted so badly.”

			“Yeah,” I say. “Well, twenty-eight-year-old Anna-Marie wants different things. And that’s okay.”

			“Is it?” she asks. 

			We look at each other. That’s been the question of the year—how much stress and expense are we willing to go through to get what we want? We can afford the money, even without Anna-Marie’s job. 

			The stress, on the other hand . . .

			Anna-Marie opens her menu, and I do the same. Once we’ve ordered and the server has brought us our wine, Anna-Marie’s ankle rubs mine under the table. “I really am excited about the part,” she says. 

			I nod. “I know.” And I do. But there was a time when that kind of excitement would have been accompanied by bouncing and squeeing and vigorous sex. Not that I think she should jump me right here in the restaurant, but we both used to be better at setting aside the what-ifs and loving what we have now.

			I wonder if that’s really what this wanting to quit thing is about. If so, maybe this isn’t the best time to make that decision.

			“It’s just,” Anna-Marie says, “even the exciting things are all tempered now.”

			I nod. “Yeah, I know what you mean.”

			She shakes her head. “But that’s ridiculous, isn’t it? It’s selfish and spoiled of me. We have everything and here I am pitching fits about the one thing I can’t have.”

			“Maybe,” I say. “But really, what wouldn’t you give up to have a baby?” 

			She considers that for a moment. “You.”

			I smile. “Yeah, me too. Just you. So maybe we shouldn’t beat ourselves up for having a hard time when we’re doing so good, because our family is the most important thing, and nothing else can replace it.”

			“Yeah, okay,” Anna-Marie says. “Makes sense when you put it that way.”

			I’m quiet for a moment. We should have been doing more of this over the last year—talking about our feelings, instead of just setting them aside.

			“I think we’re supposed to be talking about something like that,” I say. 

			Anna-Marie closes her eyes briefly and lets out a short breath. “The medication isn’t working. And neither are the IUIs. Which makes me feel terrible for making you go through all that.”

			“You didn’t make me,” I say. But I know what she means. The first time we went to the clinic to “extract my sperm”—a term that still gives me the shivers—I had this emotional meltdown in the office. Anna-Marie was rightly frustrated that I couldn’t just let her grope me and then jack off like it was nothing, and really, it should have been. 

			But sitting there in the strange mix of disinfectant and pornography and the silicone glove dispenser and (weirdly) a forgotten copy of Casino Royale . . .

			It all just felt so squicky to me. Even though, as Anna-Marie pointed out, I’d definitely had sex in sketchier places, it felt awful to have these intimate things we do together reduced to an observable medical process. 

			I’ve now had enough coitus interruptus—as they call it—in doctors’ offices over the last year that I’m mostly over it. Mostly. “Besides,” I say, “whatever the next step is will probably involve a similar process, right?”

			“Right.” She nods. “We should talk about all the options.”

			“Okay,” I say, “option one, we could keep doing what we’ve been doing for a while longer.”

			She swirls the wine around in her glass a little, not taking a drink. “What do you think about that option?”

			“I feel like we’re spinning wheels.”

			“That’s how I feel,” she says. 

			“Option two. We could give up.”

			She grimaces. “I really hate that option.” 

			“Yeah. Me too.” There’s always the possibility we could get pregnant on our own, but Anna-Marie’s got a hormonal thing that makes it deeply unlikely without help. 

			Another reason she feels the need to apologize whenever some step in the process doesn’t work as we hoped. As if she should somehow be in control of what her body is doing, or not doing.

			“So that leaves adoption,” Anna-Marie says. She tugs her lower lip between her teeth. “And surrogacy. And IVF.”

			“Pretty much. And theoretically, all of those are good options.”

			Anna-Marie nods, straightening like she’s about to make a case for one of them. We haven’t sat down and properly discussed it, but we’ve both read everything under the sun about all three of these options over the last six months, and we’ve mentioned to each other in passing what we’ve learned. I have a pretty good idea which options we’re both favoring. 

			And also that they aren’t the same.

			“I think surrogacy could be a really good thing,” Anna-Marie says, her blue eyes studying me carefully. “We could have a baby that’s genetically ours, but I wouldn’t have to worry about missing work, or moving shooting schedules. And we could get the whole thing worked out contractually so there’s no fear of things falling through legally. Which, with adoption . . .” Her gaze drops to the table, and she takes a small sip of wine, like she wants something to keep her from finishing that sentence.

			We agree on this much, at least—adoption sounds like the same nightmare we’ve been going through, except with babies you can hold and snuggle and fall in love with, who might not legally end up being yours. I can only imagine how much worse that would be than the endless months without a positive pregnancy test. “I’d like to work through the other options before we consider adoption,” I say, and Anna-Marie nods.

			“Exactly. And this way, we can avoid the thing that’s been causing us problems, that thing being my uncooperative body, and . . .” Anna-Marie trails off and wrinkles her nose at me. “And you don’t seem to like this idea as much as I do.”

			I wonder if she’s picked this up these last months, or if it’s written all over my face right now. “I think that’s a good thing to look into.”

			“Do you?” Anna-Marie asks. 

			I take a deep breath. “No. But you’re the one who’s going to have to go through all the pain and discomfort, so if that’s what you want to do, I want to want it, too.”

			“But you don’t.” I can tell she’s trying not to be disappointed. 

			I don’t want to admit this. I’ve been avoiding it for almost two years, because, being us, the second we didn’t get pregnant—or, more accurately, the second we realized our pregnancy scare wasn’t all that scary and we were actually disappointed to find out the test was negative—we both started thinking about options. 

			At the time, we thought we were being ridiculous. We knew it was silly to be worried about not getting pregnant that first month. But the last two years have made our panic feel a lot less ridiculous. 

			“No,” I say finally. “I don’t want to use a surrogate.”

			The waiter chooses that moment to bring our meals—Pistou soup for her, and a cheesy chicken Tartiflette for me. The food smells incredible—and looks it, too—but I don’t think either of us are going to be able to enjoy it much, given the conversation. Anna-Marie arranges her napkin on her lap with too much care. She’s obviously trying to avoid looking at me. 

			I’ve tried, over the last three years, to always make her feel secure and safe. I’ve done my best to be there for her as she’s worked on her relationship with her father, and as she’s worked admirably through the trust issues caused by him. I’ve been at her side as she suffered the aftermath of being naked on the internet, and as her dirtbag ex-boyfriend, Shane, put out yet another rock album full of lies about their relationship. I haven’t been able to catapult her career into non-daytime TV or movie stardom yet, but she’s had a few good roles now, and we’re getting there.

			I want to be the person who always makes her life better. God knows she does that for me.

			This, though, the baby thing, is the one thing I haven’t been able to make easier on her. It’s one thing to have failed at that month after month, but it’s another to directly cause her more pain, just because of my own stupid issues.

			When the server has gone again, I poke at a thin slice of gruyère-covered potato on my plate. “I know it’s irrational,” I begin. “But it just feels so . . . icky to me.”

			Anna-Marie purses her lips. “The idea of a surrogate sounds . . . icky.”

			I can tell she’s trying not to sound judgmental, but it’s hard not to be when I’m using the reasoning of a four-year-old to make decisions about family planning. 

			God, it’s moments like this that I feel unworthy of even having a family.

			“I know it’s a totally medical procedure,” I say. “I know it’s morally above board. But I just really hate the idea of anyone being pregnant with my child who isn’t you. I can’t—” My voice is getting emotional, and I hate that, because I know what a big baby I’m being. “I can’t stand the idea of knocking up some other woman, even with our baby. It bothers me.”

			Anna-Marie nods. “So if we did that, it would be hard for you to be involved. Like, in interviewing surrogates, or going to doctor’s appointments.”

			“Yeah.” I hate that this is true, but I know it is, and I’m not going to lie about it. Not to Anna-Marie, who deserves better. “I guess, to me, part of this whole experience is getting to be there for you while you’re pregnant, but if some other woman is pregnant . . .” I shiver, and it’s not just for effect. “It’s too close to the cheating thing. I don’t want anyone else involved in stuff that’s supposed to be just you and me, you know?”

			“Yeah, okay,” she says slowly. “I get that.”

			I’m not sure how that can be possible, given how ridiculous I’m being. “Do you?”

			“I mean, that’s not how I see it,” she says. “But I get that you feel that way. And what am I going to do? Be mad at you for wanting to avoid anything that makes you feel even a little bit like you’re cheating on me?” She reaches for my hand and squeezes it gently, her expression soft.

			I smile. “Yeah, okay. When you put it that way.”

			Anna-Marie looks down at her soup, but I’m not sure she’s seeing it. “So that leaves us with IVF.”

			IVF is more or less like what we’ve been doing, except that they’ll do the conception part in a petri dish, so that each cycle we’re only leaving implantation up to chance. It pings at my annoyance with sex-related medical procedures, but we’re clearly not going to be able to have a baby without doing things that make us uncomfortable. “But you don’t like that idea. Which I get.” 

			She doesn’t say anything for a moment, just stirs her spoon slowly around the edge of the bowl. Neither of us has had a single bite of our food yet. Maybe a fancy dinner wasn’t the best idea for this—though I guess it’s not making it actively worse.

			“I don’t know that you totally do,” she finally says. “I haven’t been talking about it as much as I should have.” 

			That makes two of us. “Is it the injections?” As annoying as sperm extraction is to me, egg retrieval involves weeks’ worth of shots, and then minor surgery. Another reason I felt like an idiot for my freak-out moment. And another reason I feel like a bastard for not sparing her the pain of carrying a child by agreeing to surrogacy. 

			Though she’ll have to go through the egg retrieval either way.

			Anna-Marie shakes her head. “No. I mean, I’m not looking forward to that, but I can deal with it.” She’s quiet for a minute.  “It’s just that I’ve never been that girl who hates her body before, you know?” She tucks her chin and closes her eyes. “I’ve always been thin, and my body’s basically done whatever I want it to, within reason. But now—I feel like it’s betrayed me, and I can’t help but be angry at it all the time. I just think it would be nice to get the process out of my body, so that if it fails, at least it’s not my body failing. Over and over.”

			I squeeze her hand tight, wishing so desperately that I could fix this. That I could fix all of this.

			“I think it’s affecting our sex life,” she continues. “And I’m sorry about that, too.”

			I sigh. I know what she means, but . . . “I don’t think it’s just that. It’s all the planning and the timing and the inevitable disappointment.”

			“I know, right?” she says, waving a hand in the air. “All that pressure . . . It’s the worst.”

			It is. I stroke her knuckle with my thumb. “I miss the way we used to be. I miss you.”

			Tears creep into Anna-Marie’s eyes. “I miss you too.”

			“I can do the surrogacy thing,” I say. “I don’t like it, but I’ll do it.”

			The corners of her lips turn down. “Yeah, but if you’re stressed about it, that’ll just make me more stressed.”

			“Okay. But if you’re more stressed about IVF, that’ll make me more stressed.” I try to say this lightly, like it’s a joke, this stress Catch-22 we’re finding ourselves in. But it’s not a joke, and we both know it.

			She looks down at our hands. “Do you think not feeling like you can be involved in the pregnancy will affect how you feel about the baby?”

			“No,” I say. And it’s the truth. It’s hard for me to imagine what it’ll feel like having a little person who’s completely dependent on us, but I’m sure I couldn’t blame a little helpless being for the way it came into the world. “I think it’ll affect how I feel for those nine months, but I think I would get over it. Which is why I can do it, you know? I can be uncomfortable for a while if it’s what you need.”

			“I feel the same way,” Anna-Marie says. “And I think ultimately I hate the idea of IVF less than you hate the idea of surrogacy, so that’s what we should do.”

			I want to be the one making sacrifices for her, not the other way around. “Are you sure?”

			“Yes.” She sounds pretty convinced. “We’ll have a consultation, and see what happens next.”

			This sucks. But the truth is, the option that wouldn’t have sucked was for us to have had a baby a year ago and be about to celebrate his or her first birthday, having named him or her after something terrible like a brand of kitchen sink. What we’re dealing with is not what we want, but what’s left to us to try. 

			“You don’t look happy about this,” she says. 

			“I’m not,” I tell her honestly. “I’m tired. But it’ll be worth it.”

			“Okay,” Anna-Marie says. “And maybe . . . maybe if we’re going to try IVF next, we don’t have to keep doing the Clomid and the timed intercourse and the IUIs. Maybe we could take back our sex life, you know?”

			I like this idea, but it also scares me, and it takes me a beat to figure out why. “Do you think you’d want to do that?”

			“Yeah,” she says. “I’m as tired of all this as you are.”

			That’s not exactly what I meant, and I hesitate. I know this is irrational, but I need to ask. “You would still want to be with me like that, right? If you didn’t have to. If it wasn’t a chore.”

			Anna-Marie looks heartbroken, and I want to take it back. It’s not like sex isn’t still good. It’s just not as . . . carefree as it used to be. Not as purely about us. 

			“Of course I still want to. That hasn’t changed at all,” she says, and I’m embarrassed at how much relief I feel hearing that. God knows it hasn’t changed for me, how very much I want to be with her.

			 She bites her lip. “But I might need a little bit of a break. Not because I don’t want to be with you, but just . . . to reset. To get back what we used to have, you know?”

			She’s clearly nervous about how I’m going to take this, but I see that she’s right. If we stop doing all the fertility stuff and suddenly expect to have our old sex life back, we’ll just be giving it a different kind of pressure. 

			“That makes sense. I’m good with that.” I give her a reassuring smile.

			“I think our food is getting cold,” Anna-Marie says, and I squeeze her hand, and then let go.

			I love my wife, and our marriage, and our lives together, but I hate what the last year has done to us. As we begin to actually eat, I find myself wanting to talk about something else. Anything else. 

			“I got a phone call from Felix Mays today,” I say. 

			Anna-Marie looks surprised. “Really? Felix? Why?”

			“He’s the consulting cellist on that project where Axel Dane is playing a cello prodigy.”

			Anna-Marie raises her eyebrows. “I bet he’ll have fun with that.”

			“And apparently Axel’s agent just got arrested for child pornography—”

			“Ugh,” Anna-Marie says, setting down her spoon. 

			“You can’t be surprised.”

			“No. But I can be appalled.”

			“And Felix wants me to represent Axel so he can do his job.”

			Anna-Marie looks confused. “You don’t rep kids.”

			“I know,” I say. “But I said I’d talk to them tomorrow. Because I’m a sucker.”

			Anna-Marie looks skeptical. “You’re going to rep a monster kid because Felix Mays wants you to?”

			“Or because I feel bad leaving the kid at the mercy of the lions I know are circling to represent him.” 

			“Yeah, I can see that. But how miserable are you going to be doing this job?”

			“Probably very,” I say. “But if they’ll pay twice my hourly rate for the duration of the project, I think the pain will be worth it.”

			“You were just saying that we don’t need the money.”

			I was. And that’s true. “Doesn’t mean I’m not going to charge them through the nose for being pains in the ass. They also don’t need the money.”

			Anna-Marie picks up her spoon again and takes a bite of her soup. “You do have a point.”

			I nod. “Plus, it helps out a friend.”

			“Are you considering Felix Mays a friend?”

			Her skepticism is warranted. I’ve barely talked to Felix before today. But still.

			“You don’t like him,” I say. “You haven’t since you thought he might have stolen your shoes.”

			Anna-Marie looks insulted. “I didn’t like him when he was on heroin. But I don’t have a problem with Felix now.” She points her spoon at me. “After all, because of him, we got AJ to play at our wedding.” 

			“Because of him, AJ no longer exists,” I tease back.

			She laughs. “That’s true. But I’m over it.”

			“Well, that’s good,” I say. “Because he and I may be working together.”

			“Because you usually work with the music consultants on your clients’ projects?”

			“No,” I say, “But if I’m going to suffer through this project with Axel Dane, Felix is definitely going to suffer with me.”

			Anna-Marie laughs. “Good. I support this.”

			“You support Felix suffering.”

			“I support whatever gets you through this job without driving you nuts.” She pours me another glass of wine. “I think you may be needing this.” 

			She’s not wrong. We toast to Axel Dane, may he not drive away what last bits of sanity I have. 

			Though I’m pretty sure it’s this next part of our infertility adventure that is going to have that honor. 

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			Three

			Felix

			I leave the set later than I want to, not because I got to teach Axel anything about the cello, but because the assistant director insisted I sit around on the off-chance that the director had questions for me at the end of the screen tests. 

			Shocker: He didn’t. I vaguely remember Gabby telling me that working on a film set involves a lot of sitting around and getting paid for doing basically nothing. I thought this was because she was an extra, but no. It appears to be the case for many of us, though not, from what I could observe, the directorial staff. 

			I pull into the driveway, glad to be home, dying to tell Jenna about the craziness of the day. The first one to greet me when I walk in isn’t my wife, though, or even Ty. A twelve-pound flurry of fur dashes toward me, failing to stop soon enough and skidding the last foot or so on the hardwood floor until he crashes into my legs. He bounces back to his feet, tail wagging frantically.

			“Hi, Rocket,” I say, bending to scratch his head. The little terrier mutt dances around under my hand. We got him from a rescue the day we found out we were having a baby girl, thinking Ty might take the news of not getting his long-awaited baby brother better if it came with the other thing he’d been wanting forever—a dog.

			The dog did seem to appease him, and so Rocket Superpope Mays became the first four-legged member of our growing family. 

			 “You been keeping everybody safe here? Scaring away any threatening mailmen or joggers with that fearsome yip?”

			Rocket wags his tail, then takes off running toward the kitchen, where, from the apple-cinnamon smell in the air, I’m guessing Jenna has something baking, and I think I know what.

			Trust my wife to be making a pie, even though she just had a baby a few weeks ago. I’ve mentioned several times that she shouldn’t push herself so hard, but she says baking relaxes her. And after a day like today, I’m definitely not going to complain about pie. 

			I round the corner just as she’s walking down the hallway, baby monitor in hand. Her face breaks into a wide smile to see me, and damn if that smile isn’t the best thing in the world to see, even after nearly two years of marriage—maybe especially after two years of marriage. 

			“Hey, gorgeous,” I say, wrapping my arms around her when she gets close enough. I pull her in for a lingering kiss, which she returns with enough heat that I know she’s missed me today, too. 

			“I appreciate that you can still say that with a straight face,” she says when we pull apart, gesturing at herself. She’s got her hair up in a ponytail that has gone lopsided, and has on a loose-fitting Red Hot Chili Peppers t-shirt over yoga pants, because I know she’s self-conscious about the slight belly she hasn’t lost yet, even though our daughter was just barely born.

			I wish she knew how beautiful she still is, how sexy. That being the mother to another of our children only makes her more so to me, not less. But she always dismisses it when I tell her.

			I shake my head, determined to try again. “You’re always gorgeous. I told you that the first time I saw you in those yoga pants and glasses, and I still mean it.”

			Her lips curl up just enough that I know even if she doesn’t totally believe me, she likes hearing it. “Even given the amount of hours-old spit-up I’m currently covered in.”

			“Well, I didn’t say you smell amazing.”

			She laughs and pinches my side. “Yeah, well, joke’s on you, because I’ve taken to wearing your shirts.” She walks to the kitchen, giving me a coy look back over her shoulder.

			“Don’t think I haven’t noticed.” And I have. Baby spit-up or no, there’s something hot about seeing my wife wearing my shirt. Though I’m even more inclined to appreciate it when she’s got nothing else on.

			That thought—combined with the kiss—has gotten some reactions going, so I try to turn my thoughts elsewhere. The need for which, as usual, is both frustrating and embarrassing. Since I’ve been coming down off the Suboxone, hoping to one day be totally free of the meds for controlling my heroin addiction, the drug-aided stamina that both Jenna and I have enjoyed over the last two years has been entirely flipped on its head, so to speak. 

			I was warned that would happen, and I’m even taking anti-depressants off-label specifically to counteract that side effect. They help, in that I can endure the sight of my wife walking out of the shower in the morning without an instant explosion.

			But it doesn’t take a whole lot more than that before I turn into a teenage virgin on prom night, which hasn’t exactly done wonders for our sex life.

			Jenna says she doesn’t mind, that it doesn’t bother her the way it bothers me. But I can’t imagine how that could be completely true, given how incredible our sex life was before. And how . . . fast it is now, and how infrequent—or at least was before Rachel was born and we stopped completely so Jenna could recover. 

			I follow her to the kitchen where Ty is sitting at the kitchen table playing on his iPad. 

			“Hey, kid,” I say, ruffling his blond hair. 

			He barely turns around. “Hey, Dad.”

			“Isn’t there a house rule about no video games during dinner?” 

			Ty still doesn’t look at me. “I already ate. Mom and I both did.”

			Jenna gives me a little grimace, from where she’s putting pie ingredients back in the cabinets. “Yeah, sorry. We were starving. I’ve got a plate for you to heat up, though.”

			“Sounds great.” I look back at Ty, who’s frowning at the iPad. Is he upset I missed dinner? We try to eat as a family, but that’s not always feasible, like when we’re busy working on a new album, and it’s never bothered him before. “Sorry I was late,” I say, squeezing his shoulder.

			“It’s okay.” He sounds fine about it, but he’s still frowning as he pokes at the iPad, and I look over at Jenna, my eyebrow raised.

			“He’s worried about this science project idea he needs to have for tomorrow,” Jenna explains. “And he has found my suggestions unsuitable—”

			“Because everyone on TV always does a volcano,” Ty says miserably. “Or a potato conductor. I have to do something different.”

			“So I told him to look up some science project ideas online,” she finishes.

			“But I don’t like any of these ideas.”

			“Ah,” I say. “Well, let me get something to eat, and I’ll help you look.”

			I go to the fridge and take out a plate of what looks like chicken parmesan. We’ve long since eaten up all the casseroles and lasagnas Jenna had prepared and frozen before Rachel was born, as well as the ones her mom brought over. We didn’t even have to dig into all that for the first week or two, thanks to meals provided by the women at the church we’ve been going to for the last year and a half. 

			We’re leaving that phase, though, where everyone wants to help. Rachel isn’t any easier to take care of now than she was those first few weeks, but I think we’re expected to be getting our feet under us by now. 

			Jenna seems to think so, anyway, and so she’s been cooking a lot lately. Possibly more than she used to before we had a newborn. “This looks great,” I say. “Did you make this today? You know you don’t have to—hey, are you doing the dishes? Jenna, save those for me.”

			She waves a hand dismissively. “I’m almost done.”

			There is a pile of dishes still teetering precariously in the sink. She is nowhere near done. She is also, baking aside, not usually this determinedly domestic.

			“We also have a ten-year-old who is fully capable of loading the dishwasher,” I say.

			“I’ve got it.” There’s a tension in her voice that makes me decide not to push it. 

			I put the plate in the microwave. “How was everything today?” I ask. I still want to tell her all about Axel, but it can wait.

			She blows some wisps of hair out of her face so she doesn’t have to use her soapy hands. “Good,” she says, but her smile—unlike the one that greeted me when I came home—looks forced. “Rachel was fussy, but I walked her around the neighborhood a few times and then she slept. A little.”

			I groan. Rachel, while being the world’s most adorable baby—no bias here, I’m sure—also seems to have decided after the first couple weeks of life that sleep for more than thirty minutes in a row is for the weak. 

			Neither Jenna or I agree.

			“It’s fine,” she says. “It got me some sunshine and exercise. How was your day? How’s it going teaching Axel Dane, child superstar?” 

			“Axel Dane, spoiled monster, is a little more like it,” I say. “So get this, I—”

			Rocket starts barking his high-pitched yip at something outside the window.

			“Rocket!” Jenna hisses, but it’s too late. The monitor perched on the counter starts to wail. Jenna goes from slightly tense to looking like she’s about to collapse into tears.

			“I’ll get her,” I say quickly, and this time Jenna doesn’t seem inclined to stop me. She just wearily hands me the half-filled baby bottle on the counter, probably from twenty minutes ago when she finally got Rachel to sleep again. 

			I give Jenna a kiss on the forehead and take the bottle. Jenna was disappointed that Rachel didn’t take to breast-feeding very easily—or pretty much at all. But I was relieved that we could bottle-feed her, despite all the extremist warnings from the Anti-Formula Guilt Coalition. My sister Dana isn’t part of that particular mom-brigade, but she did send me many emails on every scientific study relating to formula ever, which I have stringently ignored and definitely not passed on to Jenna.

			The last thing my wife needs is Dana’s particular brand of heavy-handed “advice.”

			But formula-versus-breast debates aside, I like that I can be part of the feeding, too. 

			I walk into Rachel’s room, which used to be Ty’s room. We convinced Ty he was mature enough to move down to the guest bedroom that I was theoretically staying in—though barely ever actually stepped foot in—during the time when I first moved in and Alec was sleeping in a bedroom made out of Jenna’s closet. 

			I think of those days, sometimes, and especially the ones right before. When I came over and played games with Jenna and Ty and read to him before bed, and all I wanted in the world was to fit in to this family, to live in this house with and  be part of them.

			The reality of that is better than I could ever have imagined. Especially with Alec no longer in our closet.

			Rachel is fussing and kicking in her crib, free of the burritowrap blanket that neither Jenna or I can ever seem to get tight enough. 

			“Hey, little girl,” I say softly, picking her up. She wails loudly at first, but then settles a bit in my arms, staring up at me with those big eyes of hers. I give her the bottle and she does more pushing it around with her tongue than eating, with an expression of perplexity that makes me laugh.

			It hits me all over again how deeply I love her. I had been worried, on some level, that it would take more time for me to love her the way I do Ty, which was pretty instant. No matter the way we came to be a family, I was his dad and he was my son, and though he knew it first, I wasn’t far behind. It was hard to believe I could feel that kind of connection so quickly with a baby, even one with half my genes.

			But there in the hospital, holding my little girl—lightly touching her full head of fine dark hair, letting her tiny hand grip my finger—I knew it just as deeply as when I knew about Ty. This is my kid. Rachel Gabriella Mays, named after Jenna’s sister and mine. A part of me, forever. 

			“It doesn’t mean I don’t wish my kid would sleep a little more,” I say with a smile. “Take it easy on your mom, okay?”

			Rachel starts eating, and after a few minutes of walking her around the room, her eyes get droopy again, and I very, very carefully set her in her crib and pull my arms out from under her.

			I creep back out of the room and head to the kitchen, where Jenna scrubs at a soapy pan. “Your food probably needs to be nuked again,” she says. She’s not looking at me, and I can’t tell if her knuckles are white from gripping the pan so hard, or if the soap just makes them look that way.

			But I know what I saw on her face the moment Rachel started crying again—this kind of defeated exhaustion. Which has to be normal with a new baby in the house. Even Dana, who from what I’ve understood pretty much runs the chemical engineering company she works for and barely breaks a sweat, had a tough time with Ephraim in the months after he was born. It’s the only time I’ve ever seen Dana break down.

			The problem is, I don’t know how much Jenna gets it. It’s worried me ever since she started talking about how having a baby would finally give her the chance to have all those moments of being a mom to a newborn that she missed out on with Ty—and still somewhat blames herself for.

			I understand where she’s coming from. I’m eager to experience the parts of fatherhood I missed out on, too. Getting to be there from the very beginning, witnessing all the firsts—words, steps, all of it. But the way she talked about it, it was like she was going to be experiencing these moments in soft-focus, like in a Hallmark movie. My wife is far from naive, and has been an incredible parent to Ty for many years now, so I know she doesn’t really think there won’t be some difficulties. 

			But I still worry she’s putting too much pressure on herself. 

			“You know,” I say, as if I haven’t already suggested this about a dozen times before. “We could get someone in here to help with Rachel, even if just for a few hours. Especially now that I’m gone during the day. Your parents have offered, and I’m sure—”

			“Felix,” she says, and those gray eyes of hers lock onto mine. “I don’t need someone to help. I can do this.” She scrubs harder at a crusty plate. 

			“I’m not saying you can’t, I just—”

			“I can handle our baby, even if she’s not taking it easy on me.”

			I blink. She must have heard what I said to Rachel over the monitor. Did that hurt her somehow? 

			Her expression softens and she sets the dish down. “Sorry. I know you were just—” She pauses. “I’m tired, yeah. But so are you.” Her lips tug up at a smile. “That’s the way it goes, right? “Really, I’m doing fine. But if it gets too hard, I’ll call my mom over to help, okay?”

			I don’t think I can push it anymore, at least not tonight, without making it seem like I doubt her abilities. “Okay.”

			She beams back at me, and tips up on her toes to kiss me, which I’m never going to refuse, even if I’m still worried about her.

			“Dad?” Ty calls from the table. “Can you guys stop kissing and help me with my science experiment?”

			Jenna smiles against my lips. “This one’s all yours. Plus, I’ve got a pie to take out of the oven.”

			She does so, and I bring my plate over the table, not bothering to reheat it again, because chances are something will come up that will necessitate a third time, and I’m too hungry to care if it’s lukewarm. 

			Ty scrolls through a list of ideas on the iPad, describing in detail his reasons for rejecting each and every one.

			“None of these speak to me,” he says in that perfectly serious, way-too-mature-for-his-age way of his. 

			“Yeah, well, unless you build a talking robot, it’s not likely to,” I say wryly.

			Ty gives me a look that says he knows I’m not taking his dilemma seriously. 

			“Sorry, kid. You have musician parents, not scientists. I think you’re the lone great scientific mind of this family.” 

			That seems to mollify him. “So what did you do for your project?”

			I think back. I’ve probably done a half-dozen science projects from when I was his age, since entering the science fair every year possible was a requirement in my family.

			It didn’t mean I needed to actually do a great project, though.

			I smile. “Well, my favorite one was a bunch of experiments I did on Twinkies.”

			Ty’s eyes widen. “Twinkies? What kind of experiments?”

			“Some things I saw on a website—like dropping them from high heights, putting one in water, setting one on fire . . . Pretty much seeing what destroys them, and how. It was fun, and even my parents were impressed by my post-experiment write-up. Even if Dana tried to convince them it wasn’t rigorous enough.”

			Ty’s eyes have lit up, and I think he’s too busy coming up with his own Twinkie experiment ideas to have caught that last part about the lack of scientific rigor. “What do you think, Mom?” he asks, nearly bouncing out of his seat. 

			“Well, I’m never going to argue against dessert-related school assignments,” she says. “But if you’re blowing them up, you’re doing it outside, because I’m not cleaning Twinkie guts off our ceiling fans.”

			At least she draws the line somewhere.

			“I think we can agree to that,” I say. “What do you think, Ty?”

			Ty grins. “We need to go buy Twinkies. Lots of them.”

			And though the last thing I want to do is go back out tonight, this feels like a worthy goal. And I don’t want Jenna to feel like she has to do it tomorrow. “Twinkies it is, kid. After I eat.”

			I only realize after we get back and Jenna’s already asleep that I never got the chance to tell her about my day, and didn’t really get to hear much about hers. I curl up next to her in bed, and even in her sleep she cuddles up to me, which feels so good, and I doze off myself—halfway through a little prayer that we get to stay that way for longer than a couple of hours.

		

	
		
			Four

			Josh

			After I drop Anna-Marie off at work the next day for her early call time, I find a text from my best friend, Ben. Any chance you could meet me for breakfast?

			Sure, I text back. I was going to head to the gym before work—and I’ll still need to hit the gym for a shower—but it’s been a while since Ben and I got together, just the two of us, so it’s worth it. 

			When I walk into the Starbucks he wanted to meet at and order a coffee, Ben is already sitting at a table in the corner. He’s ordered a Danish and a coffee of his own, and he’s staring down at it like it’s offended him. 

			I’m guessing this morning’s breakfast is not just a social visit.

			“You okay?” I ask as I sit down. But he’s clearly not. Ben normally dresses pretty casually, even for work—I don’t think the guy even owns a suit—but today he’s wearing an old stained t-shirt and sweatpants, and he has dark circles under his eyes.

			Ben shakes his head. “Wyatt and I are separating.”

			“What?” I pause with my coffee still in my hand, staring at him. 

			“We’re separating,” he says again.

			I heard him the first time, but it doesn’t make any more sense the second. Ben and his husband Wyatt are one of those ridiculously happy couples, the ones who love each other unconditionally, who are still adorable even after years of marriage. I knew they’d had some fights lately, and I remember things being tense once or twice when I went over for game nights, but— “What?”

			“Wyatt asked me to move out,” Ben says. “I’ve got my stuff in my car.”

			He’s avoiding looking at me, and I don’t know if it’s because he’s in so much pain, or because he’s been hiding crap from me and he doesn’t want to face it. I’m guessing it’s both.

			“What happened?”

			Ben runs a hand through his already-mussed blond hair. “Look, I feel like an asshole for not telling you about it. But every time I thought about talking about it, I felt like an even bigger asshole because of everything you and Anna-Marie are going through.”

			Shit. I’ve been so wrapped up in my problems that I completely missed this. It’s no surprise to Ben what a diva I can be, but seriously?

			“I’m so sorry,” I say. “I never meant for you to feel like you couldn’t talk to me.”

			He shrugs. “It’s not you. It’s just the situation, I guess. Things have been bad between me and Wyatt for a while.”

			I take a sip of my coffee. “How long?”

			“Maybe six months?” Ben says. “And quit blaming yourself. It’s me who didn’t talk about it.”

			I barely hear this. I’m too busy thinking about Ben’s relationship struggling for six months and him not feeling like he could talk to me about it. 

			“Tell me about it now?” I ask. 

			“Yeah,” Ben says. “That’s why I asked you to meet me. Thing is, Wyatt is dead set on having a baby.”

			I nod. I knew this—Wyatt has always wanted kids, but he’s gotten more enthusiastic about it lately. I feel bad for them that their options are even more limited than mine and Anna-Marie’s. “And how do you feel about that?”

			Ben stares at his Danish again, sitting untouched on his plate. “I always thought I would want to, you know? I knew back when we were just dating that Wyatt wanted kids, and I thought, ‘Sure, someday.’”

			“And you don’t want to now?”

			“I don’t.” He looks up at me. “I’m sorry, I know this is a super insensitive thing for me to say after the way the last couple years have been for you.”

			“No, it’s fine. I mean, obviously Anna-Marie and I want kids, but it’s kind of awful to think about people having them who don’t want them. I don’t blame you for that.” I pause. “But I’m guessing Wyatt doesn’t feel the same?”

			“Kind of,” Ben says. “I think he gets it, on some level. But he also thinks I’m being selfish. Which I am, right? I like our lives the way they are, and I don’t want them to change. I love it being just us, and when I think about having a baby—I don’t know. I used to think I’d want it someday, but now I think maybe having kids of my own just isn’t something I want.”

			“And Wyatt still does.”

			“Yeah. Like, desperately. And I don’t think he can help that any more than I can help not wanting it, but it just sucks, you know?”

			I nod. That does sound like a bad situation, but— “You guys are going to work it out though, right?”

			Ben sighs and leans his elbows on the table. “I’m not sure we can. He can’t change how he feels, and I can’t either. We’ve had this argument so many times that neither of us have the energy for it anymore. And last night we went the rounds about it again and then Wyatt said he couldn’t believe I could be so selfish, and maybe we should split up.” His voice breaks the tiniest bit, and he clears his throat. “So I packed my stuff, and this morning I left.”

			Oh, god. They both must be in so much pain.

			“I know,” Ben says. “I’m not the good guy here. I don’t blame you if you side with Wyatt.”

			He says this, but I know he would be on mine, no matter what. “I’m always on your side. But Wyatt is my friend, too. It’s not like I’m going to start hating him.”

			“And you shouldn’t. This is my fault.”

			“I don’t see how it can be,” I say. “When you just said you can’t change how you feel.”

			“Yeah, well,” Ben says. “Wyatt doesn’t see it that way.”

			“And you think he’s right?”

			“You should see how Wyatt is about this. I’ve never seen him so desperate for anything.”

			I see why Ben didn’t talk to me about this. I might know a little too much about how Wyatt feels. 

			“Have you thought about going to talk to someone? Like, couples counseling?” Anna-Marie has done a lot of therapy to work through her issues with her dad, and she and I have gone a fair amount as well. We’ve never been to the brink like this, and I think that’s at least partly due to the skills we’ve both learned in therapy.

			Ben shrugs. “I don’t know that it would help. I’m standing between him and this thing he can’t live without. But god, I always thought I was that thing.”

			Oh. I can see how easy it would be to feel that way, if Anna-Marie and I weren’t equally hurt by the fact that we may never be able to have kids. “You feel like you’re not enough for him.”

			Ben holds up his hands. “Clearly I’m not. And I don’t really want to sit in some counselor’s office and talk about it.” He rolls his eyes. “I know that’s not fair. But I also think it’s kind of shitty for him to do this to me, you know? We always said we’d have kids someday, but I didn’t know it was a deal breaker.”

			I nod. “Probably neither did he.”

			Ben folds his arms and leans back in his chair. I can see why this hurts him. Ben’s parents lived down the street from mine, but he basically grew up at my house, because they were hardly ever home. He had nannies when he was little, but by the time he was school age he was coming home to an empty house—which meant he spent every afternoon with me. I remember his mom figuring out what was happening and offering to pay my mom to watch him, and my mom telling my dad that Ben was like her son. “I don’t get paid to feed the rest of them an after-school snack,” she said. “I don’t think I need to be paid for Benjamin, either.”

			Even as a kid, I remember Ben feeling abandoned by his parents. I always made an effort to make sure he knew that we wanted him around. It’s been so many years since I had to think about that, but I know it’s still a thing. If Ben doesn’t feel like a priority to the people he loves, he starts to withdraw. 

			I wonder if that’s part of why he hasn’t been talking to me.

			“Have you told him?” I ask. “That you feel like you’re not enough?”

			“No,” Ben says, his voice bleak. “But every conversation we have now devolves into him begging me not to be a selfish bastard, and me hurting him over and over again.”

			“Maybe you need to tell him how you really feel,” I say. 

			“I don’t see what it’s going to help.”

			“I know. But in my experience, holding back is the worst thing you can do for a relationship.”

			That eats at me. Even with our therapy skills, I’ve been holding back over the last year, and so has Anna-Marie. Truth is, I feel like we’ve had to, each of us, just to survive. And yeah, we’re being more open now, but that openness is painful, rather than pain-relieving. 

			I wish I knew how to fix our problems and how to fix Ben’s, but I know this much. “You have to talk to him. You still love him, right?”

			“Of course I do,” Ben says. “I just don’t know that I can live with knowing that he loves the idea of having a baby more than he loves me.”

			I stare at him. Ben and Wyatt have always been the paragon of a married couple, the image of the kind of marriage I wanted. “You can’t just give up.”

			“I don’t know,” Ben says. “I don’t have any idea how to fix it.”

			“But you have to try, right? It’s Wyatt.”

			I can tell this strikes a chord. “I just don’t think we’re going to be able to work this one out,” he says. “But yeah. We’ll have to talk. We haven’t worked out the details of anything besides me moving out of the house.”

			Wyatt must be going nuts. I wonder if he even wanted Ben to move out, or if he just wants Ben to change his mind. This would be a manipulative way to accomplish that, but I know what desperation feels like, and Wyatt has always been impulsive.

			But I also understand Ben’s need to prepare for the worst. 

			“Where are you going to stay?” I ask. 

			He glances up at me and back down again.

			That’s what I thought. “Let me give Anna-Marie a heads-up. But I’m sure you can stay with us.”

			“Yeah?” he asks. “I know you guys are going through stuff. I’m guessing the treatment still isn’t working?”

			“No,” I say. “We’ve decided we’re going to try IVF.”

			“I thought she was all pumped up about the surrogacy thing.”

			Even Ben knows this. We really should have talked about it a while ago.

			“She was, but I hate the idea. So I know something about not being able to change how you feel even when it hurts the person you love.”

			“Damn. That sucks.” 

			“Look,” I tell him, “if Anna-Marie isn’t okay with it, I’ll check with my parents. You know they’d be happy to have you stay with them.” My mom would be hurt if he didn’t think of asking them. “But really, I think she’ll be fine with it. We have a guest room. And hopefully you and Wyatt will work this out soon.”

			He toys with the cardboard sleeve on his coffee cup. “But if we don’t, I’ll get an apartment. I won’t overstay my welcome.”

			I hate the idea of him doing that, like having a more permanent place to stay might discourage him from feeling like he needs to fight to save his marriage.

			“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” I say. “You can stay with us a while if you need to. Our house is big. It won’t be a problem.”

			“Thanks, man. And I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about it sooner.”

			“I get it,” I say. “But I wish I’d been a better friend, so you felt like you could have.”

			“It’s not your fault,” Ben says, but I still feel like it is. If we’d been talking before, maybe I could have helped him figure it out, so it wouldn’t have gotten this bad. It’s Ben and Wyatt. They can’t break up. But hearing Ben sound so discouraged—

			I don’t want to believe that a marriage like theirs can’t be saved. I don’t want to think about what that might mean for my own.

		

	
		
			Five

			Josh

			I walk onto the set for my eleven o’clock meeting with Axel Dane feeling like I’m all wrung out. I keep thinking about the pain on Anna-Marie’s face last night when I said I didn’t want to use a surrogate, and the pain on Ben’s face today as he told me his marriage might be over. I’m having a hard time focusing, which isn’t great when meeting a new client. But given that this client is ten years old, I probably don’t need to be incredibly worried.

			Felix meets me toward the front of the set. “Hey. Thanks for coming.”

			“Don’t thank me yet,” I say. “I haven’t decided if I’m doing this.”

			“But you’re here. Which I already appreciate.”

			I sigh. The truth is, I know I’m going to sign this kid on a temporary basis. Knowing that his mom is willing to sign him on with another predator after what happened last time—I don’t think I could live with myself if I didn’t do something to protect him. 

			Felix shows me to a large and surprisingly empty dressing room. I wonder if this is part of what needs fixing—most kids have toys and a TV in their dressing room so that they can have some opportunity to be children, even when they’re working.

			“Axel,” Felix says. “Meet Josh.”

			Axel’s mom is standing right behind the kid, but it’s Axel who looks me up and down, appraising me. The kid has dark hair slicked back like he’s five years older, and it doesn’t appear to be because he’s been to makeup already today. 

			Axel eyes me. “I like your scarf. Give it to me.”

			“No,” I tell him.

			He stares at me. The suit I’m wearing has an ascot thing that tucks under the jacket. It’s a nine-hundred-dollar suit, and if he thinks I’m going to give it to a bratty child just because he demanded it, he’s wrong. “But I like it,” he says. “And I want it.”

			“And it’s mine. I’m not giving it to you.”

			Axel looks so aghast at this that I assume he doesn’t get told no very often. 

			As I suspected, Axel turns to his mom. “He likes your scarf,” she says expectantly.

			Oh, god. This is why I don’t work with show parents. I might not ever get to be a parent, but even I know you don’t give a kid everything they ask for. “Look, I’ll give you the brand of the scarf, and you can buy your own.” 

			“Oh, that’ll be perfect, won’t it Axel?” Mom says. She looks desperate for him to accept this, like her very being is wrapped up in keeping this little monster happy.

			Axel shrugs. “Okay.”

			Okay. He is okay with having to find his own scarf. I’m pretty sure this one only comes with the suit, so he’ll probably have to pay nine hundred dollars for it, but he’s Axel Dane. He probably will.

			I look over at Felix, hoping I’m telegraphing to him that I already regret considering this job.

			“So,” I say to Axel’s mom. “Is there anything you’d like to ask me?”

			“No,” says the mother of the child whose agent just got arrested for child porn. “No, I think what’s good enough for Kim Watterson is good enough for Axel. Don’t you think, Axel dear?”

			I try not to show my disapproval of her letting her kid make this decision after their last disastrous agenting experience. 

			“Sure,” Axel says. “You’re going to make sure I get a bigger dressing room?”

			“First I’m going to give your mom my hourly rate,” I say, writing a number down on a piece of paper. This number is two and a half times my usual hourly, which is not small. If I’m going to do this, then Axel and his mom are going to pay for our first round of IVF, at a minimum. “Since I didn’t negotiate your contract, I didn’t get a commission, so for the remainder of this film I will represent you at this rate per hour. Then, when the film is over, I’ll help you find an upstanding agent who regularly reps children, and will be an appropriate fit for Axel’s talents.”

			“All right,” Mom says. “Whatever your number is, I’m sure it’ll be fine.” She doesn’t seem at all surprised when she looks at the paper. This is probably not the first time she’s been charged an irritation markup, even if she doesn’t know it.

			“Great,” I say. 

			“Where is my bigger dressing room?” Axel asks. 

			“First I need to see your contract. And then I will make sure it’s enforced to the fullest extent. Right after you sign—” I open up a document with the usual terms and my increased hourly rate highlighted in yellow. “Here.”

			Axel’s mom signs without reading it, of course. It could say literally anything. If it was just her who could be hurt by it, I’d walk now—which the contract says I can do at any time—and let her get taken advantage of by the circling sharks. 

			“Thanks,” Felix says. I’m pretty sure he’s mostly thankful that he’s not in this alone, but really, he’s going to spend a lot more time with the kid than I am. I’m just going to read his contract and either make the studio fulfill it, or explain to Axel and his mom why his old agent didn’t actually negotiate for them the contract they thought they had. Obnoxious, yes, but easy as pie.

			“Yes, thank you,” Axel’s mom says. “Say thank you, Axel.”

			“Why?” Axel says. “He hasn’t done anything yet.”

			His mom, of course, doesn’t respond. “Here,” she says. “I’ll email you the contract so you can get started right away.”

			“Speaking of getting started,” Felix says. “Are you ready for your first cello lesson now?”

			“No,” Axel says. “I need my quinoa. My blood sugar is dropping.”

			Axel’s mom cringes. “Perhaps after lunch?” she says to Felix.

			Felix looks at me like he wants me to tell the kid that he has to take the cello lessons, but I shake my head. I may not like the kid or his mother, but I represent him now. Which means that I have to make other people do things for him, but it’s not my job to tell him he has to make nice. I’ll leave that to the director.

			And, unfortunately, Felix.

			“Yeah, okay,” Felix says, running a hand through his hair. 

			Axel and his mother make their exit to go bother craft services about quinoa, and I shake my head at Felix. “Quinoa?”

			“Apparently,” Felix says.

			“What have you gotten me into?”

			“Thank you,” Felix says again, in lieu of an explanation. “Hopefully once you get started, things will go smoother.”

			“I hope so too,” I say grimly. 

			Felix looks concerned. “Are you okay? I know Axel’s a pain—”

			“It’s not Axel. I’ve just had a long couple of days, that’s all.”

			“Anything I can help with?”

			He looks like he actually means it, which I appreciate, but, as Anna-Marie pointed out, Felix and I aren’t friends. Just acquaintances, really. 

			“That’s okay,” I say. “It’s kind of personal.”

			“Yeah? Do you need to talk about it?”

			Obviously I do. And I want to say that I’ll talk to someone else, but really, who am I going to talk to? I still haven’t called Anna-Marie to warn her about Ben, probably because I know this is going to bother her at least as much as it does me. Whenever someone else’s marriage is on the rocks, we both tend to get anxious about our own—and in the past, those marriages have always been celebrities’, not even people we personally know.

			And I definitely can’t talk to Ben about it.

			“Yeah, actually,” I say. “But if you’ve got other things to do—”

			“I think by definition I have nothing to do until after lunch,” Felix says. “And that’s if Axel actually wants to work after he eats his quinoa, instead of going scarf shopping or something.”

			“Okay. Lunch sounds good.” I haven’t had anything to eat today but coffee, which probably isn’t helping my mental state.

			Felix and I go to the deli on the studio lot. It’s got classic movie posters on the walls, as if people who work here need constant reminders of the industry they work in.

			At least this deli doesn’t go so far as to give its food clever movie names. I still haven’t recovered my dignity from the last time I was forced to order a bowl of “Forrest Gumbo.”

			I order a respectable turkey and avocado sandwich, and Felix gets something similar for himself. I’m oddly not hungry, but I figure I probably need to force down some protein if I don’t want to be an emotional basket case by the end of the day. A bigger one, anyway.

			“So,” Felix says when we sit at a table under the knowing gaze of Sean Connery as James Bond. “What’s going on?”

			He seems weirdly comfortable asking me personal questions. I’m used to being the one asking the questions, making sure my clients are okay, filling everyone else’s needs. I mean, yeah, I talk about my feelings with Ben and Anna-Marie, but even then, I don’t love feeling . . . needy. “Have you met my best friend, Ben?”

			“A couple of times, through Gabby.”

			Ah, right. I sometimes forget all the weird ways our group of friends is connected. Gabby and Will bonded with Ben and Wyatt when Anna-Marie and I were off in Wyoming figuring out our relationship years ago, and they’re still closer to each other than I’ve ever been to Gabby or Will. I vaguely remember Anna-Marie suggesting that she invite Felix and Jenna to a barbecue we all had like a year ago.

			And then I remember why I told her it was a bad idea. “Yeah, okay,” I say. “But aren’t you . . .”

			Felix waits for me to finish, but I don’t. I’m not looking to outright accuse him of being homophobic. Felix seems like a cool enough guy. But he also belongs to a church that I’m pretty sure has been lobbying against gay rights for decades.

			“Related to Gabby?” Felix supplies.

			I sigh. “A Mormon.”

			“Oh,” Felix says. “Yeah, I am.”

			I take a small bite of my sandwich. Talking to someone who doesn’t approve of gay marriage is the opposite of what I need right now, but I don’t know how to extract myself from the conversation gracefully.

			“But I don’t have any problem with Ben and Wyatt, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Felix says, finally putting it together. “There are a lot of homophobic people in the church, but not all of us are like that.”

			“Really?” I know a lot of people who think they aren’t homophobic who definitely are, and—

			“Yeah,” Felix says. “I support gay rights, and Ben seems like a cool guy. I don’t have any problem with him, and I don’t see that his sexuality is any of my business.”

			I’m always suspicious of people who say it’s none of their business. I mean, it isn’t, but often it’s covering up the attitude that if it was their business, they’d have a lot to say on the matter. “But you belong to a church that hates gays, don’t you?”

			“No,” Felix says. “I belong to a church that is struggling with prejudice. So is a lot of America. Just because I find a lot of good in it doesn’t mean I agree with everything that every member of my church believes.”

			“That makes sense.” I rub my eyes. “Ben told me this morning that he and Wyatt are separating.”

			“Oh, shit,” Felix says. “Are you serious?”

			He looks genuinely concerned about this, so I decide to give him a temporary pass on his dubious religious affiliation. I hope I don’t have to revoke it. “Yeah. Apparently Wyatt really wants a baby and Ben doesn’t, and they’ve been fighting about it for a while.”

			Felix whistles. “Wow. No wonder you look like your dog died. I was afraid it was something with Anna-Marie.”

			I slump back in my chair. I’m wrinkling my suit, but for once I don’t care. “Yeah, she’s going to be a mess when I tell her. She—we, I guess—tend to freak out whenever anyone breaks up. We just don’t ever want it to be us, you know?” This is an incredibly selfish way to be processing my best friend’s relationship crisis, but if I’m going to have this reaction, I might as well have it while talking to Felix. It’s not like any of this affects him.

			“I get that,” Felix says. “At my house we freak out about overdoses and car wrecks. Everyone has their things.” He shrugs and eats some of his sandwich.

			“You’d think overdoses would be one of my buttons, after what happened to my brother.”

			“I heard you weren’t that close.”

			It’s true. Adrian had always been kind of an asshole, even before he left his wife and kid for a life of clubbing and cocaine. He’d tried to get me to party with him, back in the day, and it became rapidly clear to me that he thought my “fast Hollywood lifestyle” was a hell of a lot faster than it actually was.

			It caught up with him six months after Anna-Marie and I were married. The last time I saw him was at the wedding.

			“Yeah,” I say. “That was actually what I was upset about, when he died. How much I should have been upset, but I wasn’t.”

			“Makes sense,” Felix says.

			I still feel like a shitty brother, but if it makes any difference, Adrian was a shitty brother first.

			“But this isn’t what you’re upset about today,” Felix says. “You’re worried about how Anna-Marie is going to react to the news about Ben.”

			I pause to take a sip of water. “Do you know what’s been going on with us the last few years?”

			“Yeah,” Felix says, almost apologetically. “When Gabby worries, she blabs. I know you guys have been trying to have a kid, and having a hard time.”

			“Yeah.” I remember again why I don’t hang out with Felix Mays. The guy with the six-week-old baby isn’t exactly the person I want to talk about this with, either. “Last night we had this whole conversation about surrogacy and adoption and IVF, and it sucked. I mean, neither of us wants to do any of those things. Adoption would be fine if it was easy, but the reality is you wait for years and might have many of them fall through before you actually get to adopt a kid. And IVF is a lot of medical stuff that also might not end in a baby. And I’m really not okay with surrogacy.”

			Felix wrinkles his nose. “Yeah, I get that.”

			“Do you?”

			“Sure. It would be weird to have someone else involved in your pregnancy, right?”

			I stare at him. “Yeah, exactly. It feels like cheating, even though it isn’t. And I just don’t want anyone else involved in our personal business like that.”

			Felix nods. “You and Anna-Marie are really private people.”

			I don’t usually think about it, but he’s right. We are. Which is why I can’t believe I’m sitting here spilling all this to Mormon New Father Felix Mays.

			Felix seems to sense how dubious I am. “It isn’t like Gabby tells all your secrets,” he says. “She’s just been worried about you guys. And I know that she’s worried more lately, because Anna-Marie hasn’t been talking to her as much as she used to.”

			“I think we’ve both been focusing on work and trying not to think. It’s so weird, trying to get pregnant. You feel like as soon as the test is positive, all the stress will be over, so you just knuckle down and try to get through, which is fine for a couple of months, but when it stretches into a year, and two years—”

			“You can’t sustain that forever,” Felix says, brandishing a potato chip. “I think Gabby doesn’t want to push her, but maybe she should. You’re obviously overdue to talk about this.”

			I raise an eyebrow. “Am I? Because this conversation is seriously weird.”

			Felix laughs. “Is it?”

			“Yes. I don’t talk like this with very many people. And definitely not new people.”

			“Yeah, well,” Felix says. “I don’t usually talk to new people outside of twelve-step meetings, either. But maybe I could use someone to talk to who isn’t my sister and doesn’t live in my house.”

			Maybe he’s not wrong about me. I am clearly overdue to talk about this. “You really don’t think I’m being weird about the surrogacy thing?”

			“Maybe you are,” he says. “But it’s understandable weird. I take it Anna-Marie doesn’t agree?”

			“She says she gets it,” I say. “And we decided to try IVF. But she’s so upset that her body won’t do what she wants it to, and it’s affecting us, and her work, and I know I’m making it worse by not letting her just move the problem into somebody else’s womb.”

			“When you put it that way,” Felix says, “it’s definitely weird.”

			I laugh. “Yeah, okay.” We both eat for a minute, and I try to breathe. I can’t really get out of this conversation politely without at least asking what’s going on that he needs to talk about. “What’s going on with you guys? How’s the new baby?”

			Felix smiles at me. “You don’t want to hear about that. But it’s good. Mostly.”

			“Yeah? Is Ty doing okay with it?” I don’t know the kid very well, just enough to know that he basically worships Felix for coming into his life and being the father he’d never had. 

			“Yeah, Ty’s great,” Felix says. “He’s so happy to finally have a sibling. I think he’s even adjusting to it being a little sister.” He takes a deep breath. “But Jenna’s having a hard time. She’s got all these ideas about this being her chance to make up for how she wasn’t there for Ty. I mean, she was fifteen, so it’s not like she’s to blame for that, but she always felt like she was missing out on being a mom for that part of his life, you know? So she wants everything to be perfect, and she wants to do everything herself, when clearly she’s exhausted. And she has me and her parents, and I keep telling her that not every mom is an island of nurturing unto herself . . .” He sighs. “I know. It’s a stupid thing to complain about to someone who desperately wants a kid, but—”

			“No, actually,” I say. “God, that’ll probably be us if we ever manage to get pregnant. We’re going to be so obsessed with being perfect parents and feel guilty for complaining about anything, because we wanted it so badly.” I shrug. “Maybe it’s nice to hear about someone appreciating the opportunity too much instead of not appreciating it enough.”

			“Yeah,” Felix says. “Exactly. Like, dude, childcare is hard. Not getting sleep is not great. It doesn’t matter how much you love the kid or how long you waited for the opportunity, everyone needs some help and everyone needs to complain a little.”

			“I think I need to have that stitched on a pillow. I’m definitely not going to remember it when we eventually get there.”

			“I’ll make myself a memo,” Felix says, “and remind you.”

			I laugh. This is still weird as hell, but I have to admit it does feel good to talk with someone who isn’t involved, and also isn’t going to tell me I’m an idiot.

			I love Ben, but this is his reaction to many, many things.

			Felix raises an eyebrow. “So when are you going to talk to Anna-Marie?” 

			“I don’t know. When are you going to talk to Jenna?”

			He grins. “You got me. I know I’m not supposed to let this stuff fester. We’ve been through that a hundred times. But having a newborn does not feel like a great time to piss off my wife by telling her she’s making herself crazy trying to be perfect, you know?”

			“Yeah, I do,” I say. “But one month slides into another month and another—”

			“Right.” He chews on his sandwich and then nods, like he’s decided something. “Okay. I’ll talk to Jenna tonight if you talk to Anna-Marie.”

			“Ha,” I say. “I have to, because Ben’s moving into my guest room. But yeah, if it’ll make you get off your ass and have the hard conversation, I’ll pretend this is what motivates me. Done.”

			Felix groans. “I walked into that one. But yeah, okay.” He’s quiet for a moment. “Thanks.”

			“For what?” 

			He shrugs. “Talking.”

			I’m not sure what he could possibly have gotten out of listening to me whine, but I shrug back. “Sure, no problem.”

			I finish my sandwich, go back to work, and try not to feel too weird about the strange anomaly of having told all those things to Anna-Marie’s best friend’s brother. 

			I hope Gabby is the only one in the family with a tendency to talk too much.

		

	
		
			Six

			Felix

			When I get home from set, having finally succeeded in getting Axel Dane to hold his damn cello, even if he didn’t do it particularly well, I find Ty absorbed in watching Pokémon on the couch. 

			“Where’s Mom and Rachel?” I ask. 

			“Upstairs,” he says. “Rachel was crying again.”

			Fantastic. I head upstairs and ease open the door to the nursery as quietly as I can. 

			Jenna is curled up on the big comfy chair that Ty picked out for the nursery. The back of the chair is the head of a giant plush bear, and the arms have plush bear claws at the end. It’s adorable, if impractical, and it was one of the things that convinced Ty to feel good about giving up his room, so in all, it was a net gain. She looks like she’s about to fall asleep, but she’s humming the song she wrote for us, “You are the Story,” which was one of our first hit singles. Normally I love when she sings that song—how can I not, when it’s all about how deeply in love we are?—but now she sounds desperate, as if this mantra alone will keep Rachel asleep in her arms. 

			“Hey,” I whisper softly, and Jenna looks up at me. 

			“Hey,” she responds. 

			“Let me take a turn? Or I can see if I can put her down, and you can grab a shower.” Jenna’s still wearing the clothes she woke up in this morning, so I gather that hasn’t happened today. 

			Jenna shakes her head. “No, I’ve got it.”

			She’s cradling Rachel, and while I don’t want to deprive her of baby snuggle time, the way her brow creases makes me think that she’s actually had plenty of baby snuggles, and she needs a break.

			“Come on,” I whisper. “I need a little Rachel time anyway. If she wakes up, I’ll walk her until she falls asleep again.”

			Jenna shakes her head. “I don’t want to put her down.”

			I press my lips together. It looks like it won’t be all that hard to bring this up. 

			“I need to talk to you,” I say. “Let me put her down, or you do it, and let’s go sit in our room.”

			Jenna shakes her head again. “I need to get dinner finished, and Ty needs help with his homework, and—”

			“And it can wait.” 

			Jenna looks up at me, and there’s a hard edge to her expression. I don’t want to upset her, and I definitely don’t want to make her life any harder than it is.

			But if we don’t talk about this, it’s only going to get worse. 

			“Fine,” she says, and she stands. Rachel lets out a long whine that angles up toward a piercing cry, and Jenna’s face crumples. 

			“I’ve got it,” I tell her, taking Rachel. “You go shower, and by the time you’re done, I’ll have her down. Okay?”

			Jenna looks at me like I’m patronizing her, and maybe I am. But people who’ve had no sleep and have been pacifying an infant all day apparently need someone to occasionally remind them to take care of basic things like having ten minutes alone in a shower. 

			Jenna leaves and shuts the door, and a minute later I hear the water running. I put Rachel on my shoulder and walk back and forth, singing her a slow, lullaby-style version of Johnny Cash’s “Dirty Old Egg-Suckin’ Dog.”

			By the time the water stops, I’ve got Rachel down in her crib, her arms stretched up over her head and her little fingers clenched into tiny fists. I stand there and stare at her for a minute, and I can see why Jenna was reluctant to leave her. There’s something soothing about being in the presence of a sleeping baby. 

			Still, nothing compares to Rachel smiles. 

			I turn around and open the door as silently as I can, and then ease it closed again. When I get to our room, Jenna has put on another pair of comfy pants and a t-shirt, her damp dark hair pulled back into a bun.

			“You got her down?” Jenna asks. 

			“Yeah. Though who knows how long it’ll last.” 

			“The baby monitor is downstairs.”

			I sit down on the bed and pat the bed beside me. We still have the same bedroom furniture she had before she met me—the black and white dresser, still covered with her sheet music and new recipes, the lamp with Ty’s old macaroni necklaces draped on the shade, her glasses on the nightstand. Even the same puffy white down comforter. There’s my stuff here, too—my record player and Johnny Cash LPs on the dresser, my clothes tangled with hers in the laundry basket.

			It’s this perfect mix of our lives together, something I could only have dreamed of that first night.

			“Rachel’s just in the next room. If she needs us, we’ll hear her.”

			Jenna sighs and sits next to me. I wonder if she already knows what I’m going to say, because she’s curling into herself and is a little too interested in examining her fingernails. 

			Might as well not beat around the bush. “I’m worried about you,” I tell her. “I feel like you’re trying to do too much. And I know I’ve been gone the last couple days, but even when I’m here, it’s like you feel like you have to do everything.”

			Jenna shrugs. “There’s a lot to do.”

			“I know,” I say. “But we could get your mom to come by more, or we could hire someone. You wouldn’t even have to leave Rachel—”

			“I’m fine.” She sounds like she’s begging me to believe her. 

			“Jenna,” I say gently. “You’re not. And I need you to tell me what’s going on.”

			Jenna is quiet for a long moment. “Yeah, okay. I need to talk about it. I know I do.”

			I reach for her hand and she lets me take it, but her shoulders are still hunched over. She’s silent, and I stay silent too, not wanting to pry more and annoy her. 

			Then she takes a deep breath. “I’ve been having flashbacks.” 

			Oh. That’s not what I expected at all. “Flashbacks,” I say. “To what?”

			“Grant.”

			Oh, shit. Grant was her ex-boyfriend, the one who tried to kidnap her at our concert two years ago and ended up stabbing me instead. He was a complete asshole even when she was dating him, and pretty hardcore abusive.

			“And some other guys, too,” she continues, “but mostly Grant, the things he used to do to me. And of him stabbing you, only sometimes now it’s Ty, and sometimes I picture him taking Rachel. I don’t know if it’s because I have a daughter, and I’m so scared about those things happening to her, like someone is going to come out of my past and hurt her.” Her voice trembles.

			I wrap my arm around her. “That isn’t going to happen.” 

			“But it did happen,” Jenna says. “And yeah, I know it’s not likely, but I don’t know if I can protect her.”

			“Okay. Do you want to increase security? We could hire someone, or—”

			“No. I’m handling it. It’s just . . .” She shrugs. “I’m not sleeping very well.”

			“Yeah, neither of us are.”

			“But even when Rachel lets me, I keep waking up, expecting Grant to be there, or Rachel to be gone.”

			I look down at her, but she doesn’t meet my eyes. “You could have told me,” I say. 

			Jenna shrugs again, and it stings. This is supposed to be a thing with us, a thing we’ve learned over and over again. “We have to keep talking to each other about this stuff.” 

			“Maybe,” Jenna says. “But I’m tired of talking about it.”

			I feel like I’m failing her, but I know better than to spiral down into those thoughts. They don’t do either of us any favors. “Maybe we should get you an appointment with someone. A therapist. You’ve talked about doing that forever, but you always say now isn’t a good time.”

			“I know,” she says, “but now is legitimately a really bad time. I have a six-week-old. I can barely stay on top of things as it is.”

			“The point of therapy is to help you feel more on top of things.” 

			“But you haven’t been going,” she points out.

			That’s true. I’d dropped down to seeing Cecily every other week about a year ago, and then bumped it back up to every week when I started tapering down the Suboxone. That’s gone so well, though, that I decided to take a month or two off when we had Rachel, and told Cecily I’d call her when I was ready to come back, or if I felt like my sobriety was sliding.

			It hasn’t, which has been a huge relief.

			“That’s true,” I say. “And it’s probably time for me to go back. I could find you someone and make you an appointment, too.”

			Jenna shakes her head. “I’m not ready for that right now. What if talking about it makes it worse?”

			“That’s not what’s happened in the past.”

			“I’m just not ready,” Jenna says. 

			I sigh. “Okay. I’m not going to insist that you go, but you do have to talk to me. That’s part of the deal, right?”

			She stares down at her hands, and her fingers fidget against her knees. “It’s just frustrating to talk about it when there’s no solution. It’s not like it’s anything new. Just the same old stuff.” She looks back up at me. “Is there something you do in therapy that might help?”

			“I don’t know.” I think about it for a minute. I want to have some tools I can hand her, or better yet, an easy solution. But I’m sure that second part doesn’t exist. “Honestly, most of what’s been useful to me is twelve step. You’re not an addict, so I don’t know if it would help, but it’s what I know.”

			She nods, sucking in her lips. “I know you’ve talked about this a thousand times, but I still don’t remember which step is which.”

			“Step one,” I say, “is admitting you have a problem, and that your life has become unmanageable.”

			“My life isn’t unmanageable.” There’s a defensive edge to her voice, and I’ve heard it before.

			“Yeah, well, step one is where you start admitting that you’re not in control, and that your best efforts to stay in control haven’t been enough.”

			Jenna frowns. “I don’t see how it’s going to fix my flashbacks to decide I’m not in control. Maybe things are hard, but I am managing.”

			“I’m not trying to say you aren’t,” I say quickly. “And yeah, maybe it won’t help you, because you’re not an addict. But all I know is that as long as I kept telling myself I was handling things, the tighter I held to the things that were killing me. But trauma and heroin are totally different things.”

			“Yeah, maybe,” she says. “Do you think that means the steps can’t fix me?”

			“The steps can’t fix anybody. It’s not about being fixed. It’s about admitting you’re broken, and starting to heal.”

			Jenna stares at me. “But you’ve come so far.”

			I both have, and I haven’t. “I achieved a level of healing where I can avoid indulging in my addiction, and where I’m treating the underlying psychology that would lead me back to the needle. But the truth is, I’m not fixed. I’ll never be fixed.”

			Jenna folds in on herself further, and I close my eyes. “Which doesn’t mean you can’t be,” I say. “It’s not the same.” 

			Really, though, I’m not sure that trauma can be fixed either. Not in the sense that the problem goes away entirely. In that way, it seems likely to be similar to sobriety. A condition to be managed, not something that can be cured.

			I have a feeling, though, that saying that at this moment isn’t going to help.

			“Okay,” Jenna says. “What’s the next step?”

			Step two doesn’t matter until you’ve mastered step one, and even if it could help Jenna, she’s not there yet. But she’s still talking to me, so I decide to answer her. “Step two is where you recognize that God has power to heal you, a power you don’t have by yourself. And step three is where you decide you’re going to let him.” 

			“That sounds helpful. It’s a lot like what the church teaches about Jesus Christ.”

			“Right. It’s just like that.” 

			I was an atheist before my last stint in rehab, when I was finally ready to admit that maybe I didn’t know everything about the universe, and when I became desperate for the solace that comes from believing in redemption and an afterlife. I wasn’t sure if I was just being hopeful until I met Jenna, and the way that the three of us became a family felt like proof positive that a force bigger than myself had nudged us all together and let us know, instinctively, that we belonged together.

			“And then what?”

			“Then step four,” I say. “Which after step one is probably the worst of them all. It’s where you make an inventory of all the things you’ve done, good and bad, so you have an honest accounting of who you are.”

			Jenna leans into me. “I can’t imagine how difficult that must have been.”

			“Yeah, it sucked. It’s hard to look at yourself honestly like that. And in step five, you share your inventory with someone, and it’s their job to help you figure out where you’re letting yourself off the hook too easily, and also where you’re being too hard on yourself. So you’re not taking more or less responsibility for your actions than is due. Just the right amount.”

			She swallows. “I don’t want to do that.”

			“That’s fine. You don’t have to. I was just telling you about the steps because you asked.”

			Jenna wraps her arms tight around herself. “But it’s important to you. It’s what helped you stay clean.”

			“Yeah,” I say. “But that doesn’t mean you have to—”

			“But you think I can’t handle being a mom. You think my life is out of control.” She closes her eyes, but not before I see them get shiny with tears.

			I hug her closer, stunned. “That’s not what I meant.”

			“But it’s true,” Jenna says. “I have a problem, and I can’t handle it.”

			That’s technically what step one is about, but there’s so much judgment in her voice. She’s not admitting a problem, only hating herself for it. “Jenna,” I say, “I’m not trying to change you. I think you’re a great mom. But you’re struggling, and I want you to get help. Sometimes, you see someone pulling on a door, and you just want to tell them, ‘Hey, the sign says push.’ It’s not like you want them to change. You just want them to not continue to be frustrated by the door.”

			“So I’m the idiot pulling on the door now.”

			I try to catch her eye, but she avoids me. “Jenna, at some point in life, every one of us is the idiot pulling on the door.”

			Jenna sighs. I can tell she doesn’t like this answer, but it’s the truth. “I’m just so tired of dealing with this,” she says. “I’ve felt peace about it before, you know? Like real, incredible peace, and long stretches of it, even. So why can’t I hang on to that? Why does it always slip away?”

			I take her hand and hold it tight. I know exactly what she means. Meeting Ty and Jenna was the most singularly miraculous thing I’ve ever felt, but afterward, as we settled into being a family, I still felt this ever-present assurance that we belonged together. 

			The things I felt when we started attending church together felt like a natural extension of that. This simple belief that we’re not alone in the world, that God loves us, and he wants good things for us, even as he lets us struggle so we can grow. 

			But damn if one bad day—when the cravings overtake me and all I want is a needle in my arm—can’t wipe those things away so cleanly that I struggle to remember what comfort and stability felt like.

			I don’t know what to tell Jenna. I don’t know what to tell myself when I slip into darkness. Logically I know that if I was in the right place before the darkness descended, that I must still be there after.

			But say that to me on a bad day and I’d probably tell you to go to hell.

			“It’s okay that you’re struggling,” I tell her. It’s the only thing I can think of to say that might help.

			“I don’t want to struggle, though,” Jenna says. “It’s in the past. And I know I’m supposed to pray about it and forgive and let it all go, you know? I don’t understand why I can’t.”

			I cringe inwardly. She is not going to like my answer to that, either. “I don’t think you’re ready to let go, yet,” I say. “I don’t think you’ve fully let yourself feel what happened to you. You haven’t processed it. Letting go happens after you deal with it. Everybody wants to get there, but you have to do the work first.”

			“I’m so tired of working!” Her frustration is almost this physical thing, radiating off her. “All I do is work on this. I’m so sick of it. And I’m sick of having to talk to you about it over and over, being a burden when we’ve been through this before.”

			“It’s okay. I don’t mind.”

			Jenna sniffs. “Well, I do.”

			“I love you,” I say, tilting my head so it presses against hers. 

			She nods. “I know.”

			It doesn’t bother me that she doesn’t say it back. I know Jenna loves me, loves our family, more than anything. 

			“I’m sorry.” She closes her eyes tightly again, and my heart breaks for her pain. 

			I kiss the top of her head, and let my lips linger there for a moment. “There’s nothing to be sorry for.”

			In the next room, Rachel starts to wail. Jenna moves to get up, but I hold up a hand. “I’ll get it,” I say. I walk into the other room to get my daughter, whose needs I have at least half a chance of being able to meet, even though she can’t express them except by screaming. 

			I scoop up Rachel, who is clearly hungry, and head downstairs to make her a bottle and get Ty started on his homework. Jenna stays upstairs in our room, and I’m glad she’s getting some rest, at least. Still, I can’t help but remember what Alec said years ago, that she has a habit of running away when she’s scared and doesn’t know what to do. 

			I don’t think for a minute she’s going to leave me, but shutting down like this is another way of running. I’m going to text Josh in the morning to ask if he has any advice. 

			Living with Anna-Marie, he’s got to know something about being with a woman you’re afraid might run.

		

	
		
			Seven

			Josh

			I head home early that day to meet Anna-Marie, who is due back in the late afternoon. She has a friend she met using Uber who is now her regular ride home from work, though they took it off the app months ago. I’m glad she’s found someone she’s familiar with, and the woman is a mom with kids who uses her minivan to make money on the side, so she’s not exactly dangerous.

			The minivan pulls up when I’ve been home about ten minutes. Anna-Marie opens the door, sees me waiting for her, and she smiles. “Hey! You’re home early.” Her smile slips when she sees my expression. Of the two of us, it’s a good thing she’s the actress. “What’s wrong?”

			“Come have a drink with me,” I say. “We need to talk.”

			Anna-Marie wilts slightly, and she kicks off her shoes, which are new and strappy and probably killing her feet. “Is this about IVF? Because I made an appointment for a consultation, but we could reschedule it further out if you—”

			“No. This isn’t about us.” I wish by saying that, I could make it not affect us at all, but I know that’s not going to be the case. 

			We walk in to the kitchen, and Anna-Marie perches on a stool at the marble-topped island while I pour us each a glass of our favorite white wine. It’s still light out, and our kitchen is bright and airy from the skylight and the huge picture windows in the attached open-concept dining room—a huge selling point for us when we picked the place.

			Anna-Marie frowns at the wine bottle. It’ll be her second glass of wine in as many days, but since we’re taking a break from actively trying to get pregnant, I doubt that’s what’s causing her uneasy expression.

			She plants her elbows on the surface of the island. “You’re worrying me, Rios.”

			I set her glass in front of her and let out a breath. “Ben and Wyatt are separating.”

			Anna-Marie stares at me. “Separating what?” She asks this carefully, like she’s sure it can’t be what it sounds like.

			“Ben moved out this morning.”

			“Shit,” she says, her blue eyes wide. “No way.”

			“It’s true. I had breakfast with him. Turns out they’ve been arguing a lot, because Wyatt wants a baby, and Ben doesn’t.”

			Anna-Marie presses her lips together. 

			“I know,” I say. “You sympathize with Wyatt, but I don’t think Ben is the bad guy here.”

			“No?” Anna-Marie says. “Because Wyatt has been talking about having a baby forever. It’s not like he sprang this on him.”

			“I know,” I say. “I guess Ben thought someday he wanted kids, and has figured out now that he doesn’t.”

			Anna-Marie cocks an eyebrow at me. “This is supposed to be convincing me this isn’t Ben’s fault.”

			“It’s not just that. Wyatt is basically saying he wants a baby more than he wants to be with Ben.”

			Anna-Marie’s jaw drops. “He said that?”

			“I think it’s more that his actions say that. And Ben feels abandoned, and I don’t really blame him. I mean, would you kick me out if I didn’t want to have kids?”

			Anna-Marie considers this for a moment, which seems like it should bother me, but I actually appreciate that she’s taking the question seriously. “No,” she says. “It would be really hard on our marriage, though.”

			“I agree. But I don’t think that would end it.”

			“But Ben could give Wyatt what he wants,” she says. “He’s choosing to put that in front of Wyatt. Is that so different?”

			I take a sip of wine while I consider this. “I don’t know. I feel like people who don’t want to have kids shouldn’t have them, you know? It’s not fair to the child. And seems like that could cause a lot more marital problems.”

			“Yeah, maybe.” Anna-Marie swirls her wine around in her glass, but doesn’t drink it. “But we wouldn’t leave each other over that.” And while she says it like a statement, I get that she wants assurances about us—even though our problems are practically the polar opposite of this.

			“No,” I say. “We wouldn’t. But you’d leave me if I cheated on you, so maybe everybody has their things.”

			Anna-Marie looks up at me. “What are your things?”

			That question catches me off guard. I guess I hadn’t really thought about the implication that I must have them. “Let me think about it.” 

			Anna-Marie takes a long sip of her wine, and looks out the dining room window, where leaves rustle on the enormous white birch tree. I want to tell her that I’d never leave her, not for any reason. But it felt true, what I said. Everyone has things that they can’t deal with, the worst thing their partner could ever do to them.

			“I think if you shut me out,” I say. “If you wouldn’t talk to me, work through things, that would be really hard for me. It wouldn’t poison our marriage overnight, but if it happened for years and years—decades, maybe—I think that would destroy me. Ultimately, I don’t think I could be in a marriage where we didn’t talk to each other.”

			Anna-Marie nods slowly, taking this in.

			“But it would be a lot of years,” I say. “And I’d talk to you about it, lots. And I’d beg you to go to therapy again.” 

			“I’d go,” she says. “I’m not always the best at talking about how I feel, but I try to be open with you, and if I wasn’t, you’d call me on it.”

			“Right. So that’s not going to happen. Just like I’m never going to cheat on you.”

			Anna-Marie nods, like this satisfies her. “It just seems like it’s important to know how I could mess this up.”

			I reach across the bar and take her hand. Her fingers are warm in mine. “I suppose that is a comfort, knowing what would destroy us, so we can avoid it.”

			“Ben and Wyatt didn’t see this coming, though.”

			“No, they didn’t.” I wince. “And I told Ben he could stay with us. If you’re okay with it.”

			“Ah,” Anna-Marie says. “That’s why you’re home so early. You needed to talk to me before Ben gets off work.”

			“Yep. I figured that was better than you finding out when he shows up on our doorstep with suitcases.”

			She acknowledges the truth of this with a tip of her wine glass.

			 “But,” I continue, “if you don’t want him here, he could stay with my parents.”

			Anna-Marie waves a dismissive hand, and her ring catches in the light. At a full two carats, it should. “It’s fine. But am I not supposed to call Wyatt to see how he’s doing?”

			“You can call,” I say. “But I don’t think we should meddle.”

			“But what if it’s for their own good?”

			“I think they need to figure this out themselves,” I say. “But you can talk to Wyatt. Just don’t try to be a go-between, okay?”

			Anna-Marie mock-pouts at me, and I shake my head at her, smiling, and let her hand go to take a drink of my wine. We seem to have gotten through that minefield all right, which is worth celebrating. 

			“I talked to Felix Mays today,” I say. 

			“Really? About signing Axel Dane?”

			“I signed the kid. But no. Weirdly, I went to lunch with Felix and we talked about Ben, and about Felix’s marriage. Did you know Jenna’s having a hard time?”

			“No.” Anna-Marie cringes. “I’ve kind of been avoiding Jenna for a while.”

			Ah. “Because of the baby thing.”

			She sighs. “I know it’s terrible of me—”

			“No, I get it. I wasn’t all that eager to talk to Felix for that reason, either. But it was fine.”

			Anna-Marie twists the stem of her wine glass between her fingers, and I can tell she feels guilty. 

			“I know stuff about Jenna now,” I say. “But I’m not sure if I should tell you.”

			Anna-Marie looks up at me sharply. “I’m your wife. You’re always allowed to tell me.”

			“Sure,” I say. “But do you want to know? Because then you might know something that you can’t talk to Jenna about, since she didn’t tell you, and I don’t want to make it weird.”

			“It’s not weird. If I want to talk to Jenna about it, I will. And she’d understand, because you’re my husband. You’re not supposed to keep secrets from me.”

			I don’t, usually, but I just told her not to meddle with issues between Ben and Wyatt, and I don’t want to turn around and meddle in her relationships. “It’s just, I know sometimes it’s better to hear things directly from the person. Like, Felix said some things about you and Gabby, but I don’t think you should hear that stuff from me.”

			Anna-Marie’s mouth falls open. “What?”

			Shit. That was not what I was supposed to say. “For just that reason,” I say. “Because I don’t want to get in the middle of your friendship, and I don’t want to put Felix in the middle, either.”

			She sets down her wine glass. “He put himself in the middle already if he told you things you can’t tell me.”

			“He didn’t tell me not to tell you. I just think it would be better if I didn’t, and you and Gabby worked things out on your own.”

			Anna-Marie straightens up on her stool. I’m clearly making this worse rather than better, but I don’t know how to stop.

			“Worked out what?” she asks. “How am I supposed to know what to work out when I don’t even know what the problem is?”

			“It’s nothing. Really, I shouldn’t have said anything.”

			“Of course you should have! If you know something that directly involves me, you have to tell me. That’s spousal privilege.”

			“That’s not true,” I say. “There are plenty of things that involve me that I don’t want to know if you know them.”

			“Name one.” 

			“Like that time you told me Wyatt thought I wore the blue suit too much.”

			Her brow furrows. “I told you so you could decide if you wanted to wear it less. If I didn’t give you the information, you couldn’t make an informed decision.”

			“But now every time I wear the blue suit, I worry I’m wearing it too much. It’s my favorite suit, and now I can’t wear it as often. I would rather not have known.”

			“That’s ridiculous,” Anna-Marie snaps. “If I’m wearing something you don’t like, I’d want you to tell me. I don’t want you to find me unattractive.”

			“Just because I don’t love a particular piece of clothing doesn’t mean I find you unattractive.” This conversation is getting away from me rapidly, but I still don’t know how to stop it. “Like those new cuff links I liked. Until you told me they looked like bowling balls.”

			“They do look like bowling balls.”

			“I know! And now that’s all I can see.”

			“That’s different,” Anna-Marie insists. “Those are cuff links. This is a problem with my best friend.” She’s getting increasingly agitated, and even if I don’t want to meddle, it’s clearly the lesser evil at this point. 

			“Okay, look. I’ll tell you, okay? Felix said that Gabby thinks you’re avoiding her. That you guys haven’t been talking, and aren’t as close as you used to be, and it bothers her.” I take a deep breath. 

			“That’s it?” Anna-Marie says flatly.

			“Yes.”

			“Why wouldn’t you be able to tell me that?”

			“Because,” I say, “I think you and Gabby should talk about it, not you and me.”

			“But how would I know that I need to talk to Gabby about it when you didn’t tell me there was a problem?”

			“Are you avoiding her?”

			Anna-Marie purses her lips, and the guilty look confirms it, even though I already knew. “Things have been weird since she had the miscarriage. I wanted to be there for her, but she didn’t seem to need me, and I didn’t want to keep bringing up my issues . . .” She shakes her head. “So yeah, I have been. And I hate myself for it.”

			“Which I understand,” I say. “I do. So I don’t want to pressure you to talk to her.”

			“I don’t feel pressured. I just hate that you didn’t think you could tell me. You’re my husband. You’re always supposed to tell me things you learn from other people if they involve me.”

			“Really,” I say. “Always.”

			“Yes, always.”

			I hold up my hands in surrender. “Fine. I’m just going to make sure I never talk to anyone who might tell me anything that involves you again.” My pissy tone isn’t going to help things, but I can’t help it.

			Anna-Marie glares at me. “You’re my agent. It’s your job to learn things about me and tell me about them.”

			“I mean personal things. Of course when it comes to your career, I’ll inform you. But I don’t have to talk to Felix and have him tell me things Gabby said. It’s so incestuous. Forget it. I’m not going to talk to him anymore.”

			Anna-Marie throws her hands in the air. “You should be able to be friends with whoever you want!”

			“And I don’t want to be friends with Felix Mays. It’s too weird, and it’s causing this fight, and I’m done.”

			“You can’t just stop being friends with people just because we had a fight about it!” Anna-Marie says. “Then I’m going to feel like I can’t tell you how I feel about things without you having to not be friends with people.”

			My stomach drops. “So, what? Now you’re not going to tell me things just to punish me for not wanting to be friends with someone I didn’t want to be friends with in the first place?” I’m really not sure how we’ve argued so far afield. It’s not like Anna-Marie and I can’t or don’t fight, but this is getting ridiculous even for us. 

			“I just think you should be allowed to have friends, and still tell me when people say things that directly involve me. What’s so hard about that?”

			“It puts me in a position I don’t want to be in,” I say. “If I hadn’t learned that thing about you and Gabby, then I wouldn’t have had to tell you.”

			Anna-Marie’s jaw sets. “You still think that telling me is the thing you did wrong, when that’s the only right thing you’ve done in this conversation.”

			The floor seems to sink out from under me. “What?”

			We stare at each other, and Anna-Marie ducks her head, her cheeks flushing. “I mean since we started fighting,” she says quietly.

			I can feel tears forming behind my eyes, and my chest is tight, like I’ve had the wind knocked out of me. I’m not sure why—there’s no reason that should have hit me so hard—

			Except that I thought we were talking things out. I thought we were expressing our feelings. But if the only right thing I’ve done in this conversation was to tell her something I still don’t think it was my place to tell her to begin with—

			“Okay,” I say. “Okay, fine. You win. I’ll try not to learn things, but if I do, I’ll tell you.”

			Anna-Marie shakes her head. “It should be okay if you learn things! And if you’re friends with people you want to be friends with. God knows you could probably use some more, especially with Ben going through what he is.”

			“I’m still going to be Ben’s friend. And you’re avoiding your friends, too.” I wring my hands. “Look, I don’t want to fight. Just tell me how to make it better.”

			“Maybe you should stop trying to make it better.”

			My heart sinks along with the rest of me. It’s like I’m caught in quicksand, because the harder I try to make this better, the worse it gets. I’m messing up this conversation, and I can’t fix it, and it’s spiraling out of my control, and all I want to do is make it all okay again.

			“Fine,” I say quietly. “You win.”

			“Are you saying that because you agree with me? Or just because you want the fight to be over?”

			Shit. I really, really want the fight to be over.

			“I don’t want to talk about it anymore,” I say. If everything I’m saying in this conversation is wrong, no good will come of it. 

			“That’s not fair. You always want me to talk to you when I’m upset. You get mad if I don’t tell you what’s going on in my head, and now you’re upset and you’re just going to shut me out?”

			“I can’t talk about it right now,” I say. “I’m just messing this all up.”

			“You’re not messing anything up!” Anna-Marie looks like she’s close to crying, and she’s not the only one. 

			“Seriously? You just said the only thing I’ve done right in this conversation is to tell you the thing that started the fight to begin with!”

			She looks somewhat sheepish about that, because I’m right. “I just want to know what’s going on in your head. And you keep telling me it’s fine, and I win, and let’s not talk about it, and you’ll give up friends so you never have to have this conversation again, and I’m not even sure what it’s really about.”

			I’m not, either. But my mouth finds words anyway. “I have to make things better,” I say. “If I don’t, then who am I?”

			Anna-Marie stares at me. “What?”

			“I make things better for you.” Tears are building behind my eyes, and any moment they’re going to slip free. “That’s my job.”

			“As my agent?” 

			“No. I mean, yes, but as your husband. It’s what you like about me.”

			“It’s what I like about you?” Anna-Marie doesn’t seem to have any idea what I’m talking about. 

			“I have to make things better, or what good am I to you? I can’t keep messing things up, or you might leave me.”

			My own words knock the wind out of me. We just had a conversation about how the thing that would make her leave me is if I cheated on her.

			So why do I feel like this is true?

			“Josh,” Anna-Marie says. “I’m not going to leave you. I’m not. And I don’t need you to fix everything for me.” She reaches her hand out for mine on the counter, but I pull it away to wipe at my eyes.

			“But who am I, then?” I ask. “What good am I to you?”

			She gapes. “What good are you? You’re my husband, and I love you.”

			I feel like I’m staring into an abyss that’s always been there, I just didn’t see. “But I’m the person who makes you happy. I like to fix things for you. I thought you loved that about me.” God, if I’m not even doing that right . . . “Sure, this conversation got away from me, but the last two years, I thought I was holding it together for you. I thought I was making everything okay.”

			Anna-Marie looks mystified, like she’s not even sure what I’m talking about. “Josh,” she says. “I love that you like to help people, and I’m so grateful for everything you do for me. But I don’t want you feeling like you need to do those things out of fear.”

			I feel like I’m unraveling. I’ve always thought of myself as a good person, but as tears slide down my cheeks, I see now that I’m not. I’m selfish. I make a living serving people, making sure they’re safe and protected contractually and legally and that their needs are met so they can do their jobs in comfort. I always thought I did that because I’m a good person, because I like to help people. 

			But no. I do that because I’m afraid if I don’t, no one will like me. I have to meet people’s needs, because it’s what makes me valuable. More than that, it’s what gives me worth. 

			“I can’t stop,” I say. “I don’t know how to not help out of fear. I can’t.”

			Anna-Marie stands and walks over to me, but I step away. The abyss I’m staring into now is too deep, too vast. I don’t know how to talk about it. I don’t know how to bridge it.

			I don’t know anything.

			“Talk to me,” she pleads. “Tell me what’s happening.”

			She’s not angry anymore, but is looking at me with genuine concern. But I don’t know what to say. I only know that I’ve cracked open, and now she can see everything, all my insecurities. All the things I don’t like about myself. The selfishness, and the way that I need other people to make me feel good about myself. 

			“I can’t talk about it right now,” I murmur.

			“Okay,” Anna-Marie says slowly. I know she’s upset about this, and she’s right about the double standard. I’d make her talk to me if the situation was reversed. I’d beg her to. Because I’d have to know what was wrong, so that I could fix it, so that I could be sure I mattered to her. So I could be sure she’d want to keep me.

			Shit.

			“We can talk later?” she asks. Her eyes are shiny, and there’s fear in them, and I hate myself for that, too.

			“Yeah,” I say. “Later.”

			I’m shaking, and I just want to take a hot shower and try to calm down and figure out what the hell just happened. I can’t remember feeling so shaken, not in a long while. Definitely not in the two years we’ve been married.

			I leave the kitchen and go to our bedroom, shutting the door behind me. 

			I lean against the door and try to breathe. I don’t know what I’m going to do now. I don’t know how to be okay, having opened up the mess of what’s going on in my head.

			But I know what I’m not doing. I’m not doing any more talking to Felix Mays. 

			Clearly, no good has come from that.

		

	
		
			Eight

			Josh

			I get about an hour into my morning at work, reading and annotating a new set of contracts before sending my clients the rundown of what I think needs to change and asking for their input, when I get a text from Felix Mays.

			Hey, it says. Could you do lunch today? I talked to Jenna last night and I need someone to talk to about it.

			I stare at this text. If he had asked me literally anything else, my quick answer would have been no.

			He needs someone to talk to. God, he’s got to have other people to call, right? I know he and Gabby are close. Can’t he talk to her?

			Wouldn’t you rather talk to Gabby? I respond.

			I’m just getting back to the contract at hand when he answers. Gabby’s great, but I don’t think she’ll understand this one.

			I sigh. I’m not sure I want to understand anything Felix has to say. But if he needs someone to talk to, I also don’t want to leave him high and dry. But that compulsion of mine—it’s a bad thing, isn’t it? I like helping people, but if I’m doing it out of fear, then my motives aren’t as pure as I’d like them to be.

			On the other hand, I don’t feel particularly afraid right now. I don’t give a damn if I’m important in the life of Felix Mays, except to kind of hope that I’m not. 

			And I could use someone to talk to, too. Heaven knows Anna-Marie and I aren’t talking about it, which is my fault, but I really don’t know what to say to fix it.

			She told me to stop trying to make it better, and I’m at a total loss of what that means, or what to do now.

			Okay, I say. What time?

			By the time I get to the sandwich place—the same movie-postered deli on the studio lot where we had lunch yesterday—Felix is already there. He’s ordered a sandwich and chips again, but it’s sitting on the table in front of him, still in its wrapper, and he’s got his head in his hands.

			“Hey,” I say, and he looks up at me. 

			“Hey.”

			“I’ll get a sandwich and be right with you.” I try not to wince at the wording. It’s the kind of thing I would say to a client or a business associate. Felix is that, thanks to him talking me into repping Axel Dane, but I suppose he’s also a friend. Which also leaves me at a total loss, both because I don’t want to be friends with someone who puts me in the position I was in last night with Anna-Marie, and because I’m realizing I don’t have any friends I talk about the intricacies of my life with who aren’t Ben or Wyatt or Anna-Marie. Everyone else is someone I might talk shop with, or text back and forth about miniatures with, but not someone who would ask to talk to me about their marital issues. 

			I have absolutely no idea how this new-friend thing is supposed to work, and I have a strong suspicion that, at least in this point in my life, it doesn’t.

			“Hey,” Felix says again when I join him with my own plate of food. “Thanks for meeting me. How was your talk with Anna-Marie?”

			I sigh. 

			“That good?” he asks. 

			“Pretty much a disaster.”

			Felix nods. “Yeah, mine stopped just short of that. Jenna was really defensive, and decided I was saying she was a bad mom, and then when she finally did talk . . .” He frowns. “How much do you know about her past?”

			I shrug. “I know what’s in the music. Anna-Marie plays your stuff a lot.”

			Felix smiles. “Really? I knew she was an AJ fan, but I didn’t know she came with us when we revamped the sound.”

			“Yeah, she did. So I’m very familiar with your music.”

			“But not a fan yourself.”

			“I wouldn’t say that.” This is more the level of conversation I’m comfortable with, and I let myself relax, and unwrap my sandwich. “I’m more into anything with a strong dance beat. But I don’t hate your stuff.”

			“You like EDM.”

			“Mostly. Before Anna-Marie, most of my exposure to music was at parties and clubs. In the car, I’ve always been more of an audio book person.”

			“Makes sense. So, you know that Jenna used to party a lot, and she’s got some trauma from the stuff guys did to her.”

			“Yeah,” I say. “And I remember when that ex-boyfriend of hers stabbed you. That was scary.” And in the entertainment news nonstop for weeks. I would have heard about that even if he wasn’t Gabby’s brother.

			Felix nods, rubbing his forehead. “Yeah, Grant. It wasn’t nearly as scary as it would have been if he’d gotten to Jenna instead of me. He had restraints and other weapons in his car.”

			I remember hearing that. “That’s terrifying.”

			“Yeah,” Felix says. “So, the real story is that Jenna started going to frat parties when she was fourteen. She would go and take pills and get drunk and then whatever guys happened to be there would do whatever they wanted to her. Besides it all being statutory rape, which is bad enough, she was also unconscious for a lot of it and unable to consent. And then when she was a little older—like eighteen and nineteen—she had some boyfriends who were abusive to her. Physically, sexually, verbally, you name it.”

			Felix says this all matter-of-factly, like he’s just filling me in. But I can see in his face how much this wears on him. And I can imagine why. Anna-Marie and I have struggled enough to get past her tendency to think of all guys as serial cheaters, and she doesn’t have this kind of trauma in her past. I can only imagine what experiences like that must do to a person, to a marriage.

			“Is that an issue for you guys?” I ask. 

			“Not for me,” Felix says quickly. “I’ve known about it since the very beginning. For a long time Jenna blamed herself, like her being at those parties was license for guys to do all those things to her. But she can admit now that she was raped. She’s come a long way.” He takes a deep breath. “But she’s having flashbacks again, since Rachel was born. Something about having a daughter is making her worry about being able to protect her from those things happening. Which I get, believe me, I’ve had some of those same thoughts. But I think mine center more around what it’ll be like when Rachel is fourteen, and Jenna’s worried about someone kidnapping her now. I think it’s really tearing her up.”

			I could see that. Given everything she’s been through, it’s a wonder Jenna is as functional as she is. “Has she been to a therapist?”

			He sighs. “That’s the thing. I’ve tried to get her to go, but she always has an excuse. The timing’s not right. She’s overwhelmed as it is.”

			“Therapy is a really good thing. I bet Anna-Marie would talk to her if she wants to discuss it with someone who’s been through it.”

			“Maybe,” Felix says. “But I’ve been in therapy for years for my recovery, and I’ve told her about it. She’s gone with me a couple of times, but that was always talking about me, not her stuff.”

			“Are you guys okay?” I don’t know if I’m feeling anxiety over the state of their marriage because I care, or because I’m paranoid. It’s probably the second one.

			“Yeah,” he says. “I mean, okay enough. But Jenna’s shutting down and won’t talk to me about it.”

			“That kills me. When Anna-Marie does that, I mean.” Not that I have any right to point fingers right now.

			“It sucks, right? All I want is to be there for her, but she won’t let me. And maybe it’s because of other stuff that hasn’t been going well lately . . .”

			“Other stuff?”

			He looks down at his still-unwrapped sandwich. “This may be TMI. You want to hear it?”

			I’m sitting here listening to Felix pour his heart out in a studio lot deli. I’m not sure TMI is really an issue at this point. “If you want to talk about it.”

			He slumps back in his chair. “So I’ve been tapering down off my Suboxone. You know what that is?”

			I squint, thinking. “Like Methadone?”

			“Like Methadone, but with Naloxone in it, which is the drug they use to reverse overdoses. You get the chemical benefit of the Methadone, but it doesn’t get you high.”

			“Okay, right. And you were on that for a while, but now you’re getting off?”

			Felix cracks a smile. “Yeah, getting off is a good way to put it. It has a side effect of giving me a hair trigger.”

			Oh. “So it’s killing your sex life.”

			“Correct.” Felix rolls his eyes. “I mean, Jenna just had a baby, so our sex life is kind of non-existent at the moment, but before that was not great. And it would be killing my sex life a lot less if it didn’t make me self-conscious. But it does. And since sex is one of the ways we really connect—”

			“Yeah, I get that,” I say. “The infertility stuff has been hell on our sex life, too. Not so much the side effects of the actual treatment, but because it’s saddled now with all of this baggage about not getting pregnant. And it makes Anna-Marie pissed at her body, which doesn’t help.”

			Felix looks almost relieved. “Yeah? That sucks, but I get it.”

			It actually seems like he does. I’ve spent the last long while feeling like such an idiot for letting this bother me. I mean, it’s not like we don’t have sex any more, and it’s not like it isn’t good.

			“I can see why that would be hurting the emotional side of your relationship,” I say. “That seems like really bad timing.”

			“Yeah,” Felix says. “The tapering is really slow, so I’m not sure there was a good time for it. And I was ready, and haven’t been having nearly as many cravings as I expected to have. But what it’s doing to us isn’t helping Jenna any, and it makes me feel like shit.”

			“You want to be able to fix the problem.” 

			He closes his eyes. “I want to not be the one causing the problem. I mean, I know her trauma isn’t my fault, but I’m just so damn sick of my addiction causing her pain.” He looks up at the ceiling. “Which is more or less what she said about her dealing with all this trauma last night. She doesn’t want to talk about it anymore because she feels like she’s burdened me enough—even though I keep telling her it’s not a burden. But I get why she feels that way, because I feel the same.” He shakes his head at some fixed point across the room, like he can spot the source of all his problems in the To Catch a Thief promo poster.

			“I’m sorry, man,” I say. “That sounds really tough.”

			He raises an eyebrow at me. “And you don’t think it’s stupid for me to be attaching all these emotions to my sex life?”

			Despite the weight of this conversation, I laugh. “Um, no. I am not one to judge you for that. I’m not much for toxic masculinity. My best friend is a gay dude, and of the two of us, I’m the sensitive one.”

			Felix laughs. “Yeah, okay.”

			“But even if I wasn’t, there would definitely be an emotional component to sex with my wife.”

			“I’ve always felt that way,” Felix says. “Before I met Jenna, I thought I was somehow this failure, because I didn’t think sex was as great as people said. But when the feelings were there?” Felix shakes his head. “Damn.”

			“I totally understand. I won’t say I didn’t enjoy casual sex, but there’s a difference when you’re in love.”

			“What about you guys?” Felix asks. “Talking didn’t help?”

			I sigh. Felix has just shared all this stuff with me, and not only do I feel obligated to share in return, I kind of want to. “We didn’t so much talk as have a huge fight about spousal privilege and what we’re obligated to tell each other and then I had an emotional breakdown and ran away.”

			“Seriously?” Felix says. “Josh Rios had a breakdown?”

			“Unfortunately. We got into this really deep shit about how I always have to make things better, and if I don’t, I’m afraid she’ll leave me.”

			Felix gives me a sympathetic grimace. “I’m afraid my wife is going to retreat into her misery and never let me back in, so I get it.”

			“That’s it, though,” I say. “I was the one retreating. And I don’t know why I did that.”

			“Because you were upset? I’m guessing Anna-Marie heard the news from Ben first and was pissed you didn’t tell her?”

			“No,” I say. “Actually, I did tell her, and that conversation went really well.”

			Felix looks justifiably confused. “It did?”

			“Yeah, it did. But then I said something about not knowing what I should tell her and what I shouldn’t, concerning the things I heard from you about Gabby and Jenna—”

			“You should tell her everything,” Felix says, like this isn’t a question. “I assumed you would. She’s your wife.”

			I groan. “But I think that stuff between her and her friends, she should hear from them! It would be better for her relationship with Gabby if Gabby told her this stuff.”

			“Probably,” Felix concedes. “But Gabby’s an avoider, so chances are she wouldn’t.”

			“So I’m the only one who thinks getting involved in that is a bad idea.” 

			“No, I understand not wanting to be involved,” Felix says. 

			I nod. “So the only solution is for me not to be friends with people who also have relationships with people who have relationships with my wife.”

			Felix cracks a smile, only I’m not sure what’s funny. “Okay, first, are you talking about me? And second, are you listening to yourself?”

			I throw my hands in the air. “You tell me what else I’m supposed to do.”

			“Um, tell your wife what you know? Or else don’t tell her, but don’t tell her you’re not telling her?”

			“I suggested that,” I say. “Then she told me I was saying everything wrong, and I realized that if I can’t make it right—”

			“You think she’ll leave you. Over that?”

			“Not over that,” I say. “Like, in general. Like my job is to make her life better, and that’s why I get to be with her, and if I can’t do my job—”

			Felix looks skeptical.

			“It’s not like I actually blame you,” I say. “I know these are my issues.”

			“Yeah, no, dude,” Felix say. “I’m not taking responsibility for this. But you know that’s messed up, right? Anna-Marie loves you. You don’t serve, like, some function to her. You’re not just there to make her life easier. You’re there so she can share it with you.”

			I shrug. “There’s more.”

			“Yeah?” Felix says. “Because not that I mind listening to this, but probably you need to go to a therapist yourself.”

			“Maybe I do,” I say, slumping back in my chair. “But I’m afraid of what they’ll say.”

			“Hearing the truth is a bitch. I’m with you there.”

			“I think—” I say, finally putting words to the thoughts that have been haunting me since that fight yesterday. “Anna-Marie pointed out that I always want her to talk to me about what’s going on in her head, which is true. And she rightly pointed out that I’m not willing to do the same. I think it’s because I don’t want her to know that I’m messed up. I’m supposed to be the healthy one. I’m supposed to be the strong one in our marriage, and I want to keep it that way.”

			“Because you’re afraid if she doesn’t need you to be strong for her, she won’t need you at all?”

			I wish that was all of it. What I’m going to say next makes me feel ill. “Because if Anna-Marie feels like the one with all the problems in the relationship, she’ll stay dependent on me. She’ll want to stay.”

			Felix considers this—surprisingly without any judgment in his expression, considering what I’ve just admitted, to him and myself. “Yeah, okay. I can see that.”

			“Can you? Because it sounds really douchey in my head.”

			“Oh, yeah. That’s complete douchery.” Felix nods.

			“So I’m an asshole.”

			He holds up a finger, and not the one I deserve. “No. You’re someone who has some messed-up thinking deep down that when examined, you realize is kind of dickish. In other words, you’re a person.”

			I stare at him. “A person.”

			“Sure. I mean, when you’re interacting with Anna-Marie, do you really think, ‘Gee, if I make her feel like she’s the one with all the problems, then I can manipulate her into staying with me. I think I’ll make that my priority today.’”

			“Of course I don’t.”

			“Right. You’re not being abusive. You’re just protecting yourself subconsciously.”

			“But it’s still a dick thing to do.”

			“Yeah,” Felix says. “So now that you know, you can tell her about it, and you can work on it, and you can stop.”

			He looks at me expectantly, like he thinks this solves all my problems. 

			And it probably would, if I wasn’t so damn scared.

			My throat feels too tight. “And if she doesn’t want me anymore?” 

			“Josh,” Felix says, like I’m totally dense. “She loves you.”

			“I know,” I say. “I know she does.”

			But I can’t help but feel like I’m about to upend our marriage in a way that will never be fixed.

		

	
		
			Nine

			Jenna

			I’m sitting on the exam table, waiting for my OB/GYN. I’ve got one of those exam gowns wrapped around me as much as possible to keep something between my now-bare ass and that crinkly paper on the table. I’m a little cold, and since my phone isn’t getting internet here, I’m stuck reading the posters surrounding me, some about the female reproductive system and others about the many inconvenient symptoms of STDs—burning urination being a common theme. 

			And yet despite all this, I’ve got this sense of profound calm, like part of me is happy the doctor is taking her time and leaving me this wonderful—if sterile and overly educational—oasis, and I hate myself for it. Because I know the reason I feel that way:

			Rachel’s not here with me. My mom’s watching her, and part of me wants to never leave.

			The guilt that accompanies that knowledge is near overwhelming. I have a beautiful, healthy baby girl. A baby girl I am desperate to protect, who I have nightmares about failing to keep safe. And yet more and more, I can’t bear to be around her. 

			Felix keeps wanting me to bring in my parents to help, or Gabby, or anyone, and even though I know it’s a mistake to keep things from him, I just can’t bring myself to tell him why I can’t. That if I let that happen, if I give over care of my daughter to someone else, I may never take it back. Like I did with Ty, back when he was born, when I was a mom in name only for four years. 

			It was supposed to be different this time. I was so happy throughout the pregnancy, thinking I’d finally get to be the mom I wish I could have been when Ty was a baby. When I first held Rachel in the hospital, when I stared at this perfect little person Felix and I made, I thought it would be different. I was different. A mother, a wife, with a good career, a solid life. A better person than the messed-up girl who couldn’t be what her son needed. 

			But what if I’m not? What if I can’t be what my daughter needs, either? 

			What does that make me?

			Worthless bitch.

			I wince, glad the office is empty. There’s no one to see me react to the voice. It’s Grant’s, back again in my head, even though it’s been nearly two years since he cropped back up in our lives and stabbed my husband. I’d thought I’d finally excised that voice, but it’s back now. Not always just him, though. Sometimes it’s someone else’s voice, some other guy I was with for a night, who didn’t know my name and didn’t care. Sometimes they call me other things, even worse things. Sometimes the voices aren’t there, but that old same emptiness is. That old shame, threaded by fear I tried so desperately to mask.

			All the old feelings, all the old memories. All of it, over and over, and I hate it so much. I pinch the bridge of my nose, as if that will make it all go away. 

			“Have you been experiencing headaches?” 

			I startle; I hadn’t heard Dr. Cass enter.

			“No.” I give her a weak smile. “Just tired.”

			“Well, that’s pretty common for parents of newborns, I hear.” She barely looks at me, her eyes flicking over the chart. Dr. Cass isn’t the most openly friendly of doctors, but she’s got a dry wit I appreciate. 

			“Sorry to have kept you waiting,” she says briskly. “I’m running behind today. I had an unexpected delivery earlier this morning.”

			“It’s fine. I really didn’t mind waiting.”

			Another stab of guilt. 

			“Good,” she says. She uses that antiseptic soap on her hands and then proceeds to do a routine physical—checking my eyes, my ears, my breathing—all while asking me questions like whether I’m nursing (no, not after my nipples became so cracked I thought they’d shear off completely), and whether I’m experiencing any bleeding or abnormal discomfort (not aside from the aforementioned and now-back-to-normal nipple situation). 

			“So you’re feeling okay, then?” She loops the stethoscope back around her neck and eyes me over her thin rectangular glasses.

			I feel like I don’t want to be anywhere near my baby. 

			I feel like I’m failing my family, all of them.

			I feel like even my husband knows I can’t handle being a mom to our child. 

			“I’m feeling great,” I lie, because the truth is too painful to say out loud. “Tired, like I said. But that’s normal.”

			“It sure is,” Dr. Cass says. “Have you felt up to your normal activities?”

			“Yes.” Another lie. I don’t feel up to anything but hiding in bed and never emerging, but I’ve been forcing myself through it anyway. I even managed to get back to church last week, at least for the first service, though I spent the entire time staring at all the other moms around me and wondering how they could look so happy. 

			I know I looked that way too, back when we started attending. I’d truly felt that way. I was newly married and Felix and I were checking out the church. And then later, when we decided to get baptized, I felt so good, so peaceful—back when I thought that being washed clean might make the darkness go away. 

			It had, for a long while. But not, apparently, for good.

			“Now to the main event,” Dr. Cass says. “Let’s check how you’re healing down there.”

			The main event. The six week check-up, of course, is the one where you get the doctor’s go-ahead to have sex again. Dr. Cass calls in a nurse to observe, and I put my feet into the stirrups and lie back, while she examines me and praises herself on her fine stitch work. I haven’t exactly been holding a mirror up there, so I can only hope she’s right. Not that I needed many stitches—I only tore a little. Doesn’t mean it didn’t hurt like a bitch once all the pain meds wore off.

			But it’s been fine for a while now, so I’m guessing she’s going to clear me to start getting it on again.

			I wish even that didn’t come with its own weight, its own fears. 

			I knew our sex life would change when Felix started scaling back on the Suboxone. We talked about it a lot, about all the likely side effects. About how he would probably feel self-conscious, and because of that, would want to do things more just for me and how I shouldn’t feel guilty with that imbalance.

			Talking and doing, it turns out, are two different things. Especially when the doing starts happening less and less, when I can tell how embarrassed he is, and when I know nothing I say about how much I still love being with him really helps. The truth is, I don’t care if he doesn’t have the stamina he used to. I mean, yeah, in the strictly physical sense that was pretty great. But what makes sex with Felix so incredible isn’t the number of times he can get me to come. 

			It’s him and me, together in the most literal of sense, sharing this powerful connection, and that’s something I don’t need super-human stamina for, or even the regular kind. I just need him. I just need us. I feel so loved, so safe and complete, when we’re together like that. It’s not like sex is the only way I feel loved by him, of course. But it’s the strongest, the most intense way—and I know he feels that too.

			But no matter how much we talked about the side effects, when it started to happen in reality, I couldn’t help but feel guilty, being the only one really enjoying myself. I can feel that reservation from him, that distance that I know rationally comes from his own self-consciousness. But being the one who almost always initiates it stings anyway. It feels selfish, to ask him over and over again for something that so clearly makes him uncomfortable. 

			And deep down, it feels like maybe he doesn’t really want or need me in that way anymore. And maybe he never will again, even when the side effects have long passed.

			I can feel the corners of my eyes burn, and I blink quickly to clear them.

			“Looks like you’re good to resume normal sexual activity,” Dr. Cass says, scooting the chair away and stripping off her latex gloves to put them in the trash. She glances at my chart again. “Do you need to discuss birth control options, or do you want to go back on the pill?”

			“The pill,” I say, sitting up.

			“I’ll enter your prescription.” She jots down some notes. “Is there anything else you want to discuss?”

			Sometimes I wish I could talk to someone about everything, all the old pain and the new fears, like Felix wants me to. But I’m so, so tired of it all. I can’t focus on that or I’ll fall apart, and I can’t do that. I have a new baby and a ten-year-old and a husband and a career and a million things I need to do and be. I can’t let the past mess me or my family up any more than it already has.

			Felix said it was like watching someone push on a door that was meant to be pulled. But maybe it’s just a door that’s really meant to be kept closed entirely.

			“No, thanks,” I say. 

			Dr. Cass nods and leaves the room to get to her other patients. Other moms and soon-to-be moms, who can just love their babies instinctively the way mothers should, and don’t need four years to get their shit together, only to lose it again with the next kid. 

			I don’t either. Not this time. This time, I’m going to do better. 

			I strip off the gown and pull on my clothes. I managed jeans today, and a shirt I’m fairly sure is clean. I go out to my car and grip the steering wheel. I remember Felix telling me he did this a couple times to keep from going to get high. He’d just sit in the car and hold on to the steering wheel until he knew he wouldn’t go get drugs.

			I don’t have to sit here until I know what I won’t do. But I do sit here, fingers wrapped around that wheel, continuing a prayer that doesn’t really begin or end, until I know what I will do. 

			I’m going to go to my mom’s and pick up Rachel. Then I’m going to go home and be there for Ty when he gets back from school and help him with his homework and get dinner started and a load of laundry in and I’m going to finally call our manager Phil back after the hundredth message he’s left about some royalties issue, all of it. I’m going to do this better.

			I’m going to be better, because my family deserves no less.

		

	
		
			Ten

			Anna-Marie

			It’s only nine-thirty PM, but I’m already in bed. Not sleeping, though—sitting up and leafing through an issue of Cosmopolitan I’m not really reading. Wishing Josh was here with me. Nervous about how it’s going to go between us when he is.

			I pull at a loose thread on my nightie, then decide to stop before I unravel the damn thing. It’s my favorite, though I haven’t worn it in a while—a short satin slip-dress with eight-bit pixelated video game hearts all over it. It’s comfortable to sleep in, and Josh thinks it’s crazy sexy, even though it’s not as revealing as some of my other sleepwear.

			Not that I’m going to hang out in anything too revealing with Ben in the house, even if he has been holed up in the guest room with the TV blaring since he got home from work this evening. I feel bad for not offering him company, but Josh and I clearly need some time to ourselves tonight.

			I’m not exactly intending to seduce Josh into forgiving me for being a bitch to him during our fight yesterday—the amount of baggage our sex life is already carrying might rival a small commuter plane, and the last thing I want is to add any more. But I don’t think reminding him of my ability to rock a geek-themed nightie will hurt my cause.

			I glance over at the clock again. 9:36. Josh had dinner with a client tonight, but he’ll probably be home soon, even if it ran late. I chew the inside of my lip, turn the page of the magazine to an article on “10 Ways to Make Your Man Moan in Delight.” A quick glance reveals none of these involve a Princess Leia gold bikini—clearly this magazine doesn’t know my man.

			I do, though. And I know that this fight was different somehow than fights we’ve had in the past. Josh and I are both passionate people, and we can both get exasperated, even furious. But that look on his face at the end . . . I’ve never seen him like that before. Like something inside him had broken, and I have a terrible feeling it’s all my fault—even if I’m not really sure why, or how.

			I have to make things better, or who am I?

			What good am I to you?

			That hopeless tone in his voice echoes in my head, and my heart aches. Josh is the best thing in my world, and I love him more than anything. I’m not even sure what that fight was actually about—he went from not wanting to have friends that know anything about me to thinking I’m going to leave him because he can’t fix things for me, all faster than I could keep up—but I’m pretty sure I screwed it up, big time.

			I wish I could call Gabby about this, get her opinion. I probably could, even if we haven’t been talking as much over the last year. If she’s not working some late shift at the hospital, I know she’d be happy to talk me down from my increasingly catastrophic fears. But I clearly need to make things up to her too, for being a crappy friend lately, and calling now because I need something doesn’t seem like the best way to do that. The same applies to Jenna, who is apparently struggling with something, though I never did hear what and I’m not about to push Josh on that now.

			I sigh. I should put my own shit aside and be there for my friends. It still feels pretty spoiled of me to be having such a hard time with the infertility thing, when I really have so much. And it’s not like we’ve been dealing with it as long as lots of other couples—though the increasing likelihood that we could go through years more of this is too crushing to think about. 

			But Josh was right. There’s nothing I wouldn’t give up for us to have a baby. Nothing, that is, except him. 

			The sound of the garage door filters back; Josh is home. I feel my pulse pick up, and I try to act casual. Because I should be. I reach in the nightstand for some of the cherry blossom lotion I put on my weirdly dry calves every night. 

			I get the lotion, but find myself fiddling with the bottle before I twist the top off. 

			What if we keep fighting? What if I make it—whatever the hell it is—worse? I’m not exactly known for my ability to not escalate dramatic situations.

			Of course, Josh knows this about me. And he loves me, all of me. Just like I do him. 

			Does he really think I only love him for what he does for me?

			What does that mean about the kind of wife I am?

			And on that lovely jolt of insecurity, I grip the lotion too hard and it spurts out all over my hand and the sheets—just as Josh enters the room.

			He arches an eyebrow, his lips twitching up at the sides. “Happy to see me, huh?”

			I let out a shaky laugh. “Always.” Then I wrinkle my nose at the sheets. I guess my ass is going to be smelling like cherry blossom tonight, too—though I suppose there are worse things. I try to get most of the lotion off and onto my legs where it belongs. “How was your dinner?”

			He doesn’t answer for a moment, and I look up to see him watching me with a strange expression. Like wistfulness, except that doesn’t make any sense. He blinks, and then shakes his head. “Sorry, I just . . . you’re beautiful, you know that?” He smiles, but there’s a sadness there still—clinging on from yesterday, I think. “Especially wearing that.”

			My heart thuds uncertainly. “I do know how you love old-school video games. And I love reminding you I can kick your ass at most of them.”

			His smile widens, just a bit. Then he starts to the closet, loosening his tie as he goes. He keeps his suits in good condition, neatly hung up in the closet, rarely ever leaving them lying around like I have a tendency to do with my clothes. “Dinner was good,” he says, his voice filtering out from the closet. “Macy was happy about the offer details, though I think we might be able to push for more. She says hi, by the way. And thanks for the code?” This last bit a question.

			“Last time we had her and Greg over, she went nuts over my shoes and I told her where she could buy some online. And then last week I came across a freaking amazing coupon code and texted it to her.”

			He laughs, a sound that relieves a little of the twisting in my chest. “I should have guessed that would be shoe-related.”

			“She appreciates a good deal too. We’ve discussed it. The better price we get on the mid-range shoes, the more of the really spectacular ones we can afford.” I finish getting most of the lotion off my sheets and put the bottle on the nightstand.

			I remember back when Josh and I were dating, back when I was driving out to Wyoming and was so sure he was sleeping with this very same Macy—who’s now a friend of mine with clearly excellent taste in footwear—and Asia Phillips and possibly every other hot single female client he had. I was so jealous and trying so hard not be. And though I believed him when he said he’d never slept with any of his clients—a rule I am beyond happy to be the lone exception to—I still worried how my fear of being cheated on would affect us, especially given that his career requires him to spend a good deal of time with gorgeous actresses. I never thought I could fully trust a man, ever. Not after growing up with my dad.

			So it’s kind of incredible to me sometimes the extent to which I don’t even blink at him having lunch or dinner meetings with Macy, or Asia, or even Kim Watterson. Not that I don’t still have some insecurities that flare up every so often. But Josh goes out of his way to ensure I never have any reason not to trust him, and I do. I trust him more than I ever thought I’d be capable of trusting anyone. 

			I hear him turn the water on in the bathroom to brush his teeth, and then a couple minutes later, he’s back in the bedroom, wearing nothing but his boxers and looking sexy as all hell, as per usual. But there’s still that sadness there, and he’s avoiding looking at me, which makes my lungs feel tight again.

			I open my mouth to blurt out the apology I’ve been mentally fine-tuning all day, when he says, “So did you get the revised script for that pilot? The PA said she had it sent by messenger today.”

			I smile, though I think I’m the one having to force it a little now. Which is ridiculous. I’m so excited about this pilot, so I shouldn’t have to force being eager to talk about it. “Yep, and read through it already. Pretty much the same, but they tightened the first scene with ex number three a lot.”

			He nods and pulls back the covers to crawl into bed. “Probably a good thing. It looked like it was going to run long. As long as they kept that scene with ex one intact. That’s funny stuff.” 

			It really is. I know I shouldn’t get my hopes too high. But this one feels special, and not just because I’m the star. I play a girl named Britt who is kind of a hilariously terrible person—shallow, vain, and a small-time con-artist to boot. When she goes under anesthetic for a boob job (which she financed by creating a fake charity GoFundMe for AWGAF—Americans With Giant Anal Fissures), she hallucinates a future in which she dies alone and unloved in her apartment, crushed by a mountain of knock-off designer wallets she was selling online. 

			After her terrible vision, she decides to enlist the help of three of her ex-boyfriends—all decent guys that she hardcore screwed over in various ways—to help her become a better person and right her wrongs, starting with trying to fix the ways she’s messed up their lives. 

			A little high concept for a sitcom, but the writing is wickedly sharp, and there’s heart there, too. For all Britt’s flaws, she’s still so likable, and the exes are all great characters. The whole thing has a My Name is Earl meets New Girl feel, and I think it could really kill, if it gets a chance. Besides, I could do way worse than being the next Zooey Deschanel.

			“It must be funny. It actually got Agent Josh to laugh out loud. More than once,” I say, with no small amount of pride. “Which, unlike Husband Josh, takes freaking comedy gold.” This is true, and we both know it. When Josh is evaluating a scene for professional reasons, he’s much harder to please. Which means I can trust his feedback a lot more, even when I don’t always love it.

			He raises an eyebrow, lying on his side now so he’s facing me. “Are you maligning Husband Josh’s excellent taste in comedy?”

			“Of course not. Husband Josh laughs at all my ‘That’s what she said’ jokes. And my Bane impressions.” I scoot down so I’m lying on my side too, not six inches away from him. I want to be pressed up against him with his arms around me, but that fight still hangs between us, and I hate it.

			I think Josh does too. He reaches his hand out, hesitant in a way we so rarely are with each other, and links his fingers through mine. “Yeah, well, Agent Josh and Husband Josh both think you’re incredible in this part.” His lips quirk up again. “They both think you’re incredible in general, actually.”

			I want to make a joke about how Agent Josh had better be careful or Husband Josh is going to kick his ass for comments like that, but that look in Josh’s warm brown eyes—full of love and yet still with this heavy sadness, like maybe after yesterday something is gone, in him or in us . . .

			“I’m sorry,” I blurt out instead. “I’m so sorry about yesterday.”

			His gaze drops to the mattress. “You don’t have to—”

			“Apologize? I do.” I find myself gripping his hand tightly, like I’m afraid he’s going to take it back. And maybe he is, because he’s not looking at me anymore, and maybe he doesn’t want to talk about this, but we have to, don’t we? To figure it out? 

			What if he doesn’t want to figure it out?

			“I was overreacting about the whole spousal privilege thing,” I say. “I shouldn’t have insisted you tell me everything Felix told you about me and Gabby. I don’t actually want to know if you hate my clothes, because I remember what you said that one time about how the only people who should be wearing gladiator sandals are those fighting lions in the Colosseum and now I feel like whenever I wear them I look like Russell Crowe and—”

			“Stop, you really don’t need to—” he pauses and his brow furrows, but at least he’s looking back up at me. “You think you look like Russell Crowe?”

			“With better legs, obviously. But that’s not the point. The point is, I handled that badly. And I know you wanted to fix it, and that’s why you decided you couldn’t be friends with Felix anymore” —here I notice his eyes narrow, but he’s glaring at the foot of our bed and not me, so maybe that’s better?— “but maybe I just need time sometimes to freak out before I know if there’s a problem that actually needs fixing, or if I just need to vent my feelings, you know? And in that case, I made a big deal out of nothing. I trust that you’ll tell me things if I need to hear them.”

			While I pause to actually breathe, he sits up, pulling his hand away from me. Pulling himself away from me. And maybe I can’t breathe, after all. “It’s not your fault, Anna-Marie,” he says.

			“It is,” I say, and I can feel tears burning in my eyes. “I hurt you. I know I did. And when I said that thing about how you shouldn’t want to help people just out of fear, I didn’t mean that you do that, I just meant—”

			“I know what you meant,” he says flatly.

			“I don’t know that you do.” I sit up, but he still won’t look at me. “You do make things better for me. Just by being my husband. By being you, by just . . .” I’m choking on the words now, fear cutting through because he’s huddling in on himself. I can’t give my husband a baby, and now I can’t even give him a proper apology. The tears spill over. “I have all these issues that you always have to deal with, and I don’t deserve you, I know it, and—”

			“Fuck,” he says quietly, his eyes squeezed shut. His face pained.

			My mouth snaps shut. Josh almost never says that word. I think because pretty much everyone else in the industry uses it like it’s required for breathing.

			“Sorry,” he says, shaking his head. “That wasn’t directed at you. That was for me.”

			I’m not sure that’s any better. If anything, I’m even more scared.

			“Josh, please talk to me,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper. “What’s going on?”

			He lets out a breath, lowers his hand from his face. “I realized something about myself today that I need to tell you.”

			“Okay,” I say. But my heart is still beating erratically. 

			“I was talking with Felix at lunch.” His eyes cut over to me, waiting for me to say something about the Felix of that statement—which I certainly could, given his whole rant yesterday about not ever hanging out with Felix Mays again.

			My eyes widen, but I’m not about to push it.

			“And it occurred to me,” he continues, “that, yeah, I always want you to talk about your issues with me. But I don’t want to do the same about mine, partly because I don’t want to have issues—I don’t know that I really let myself think I did, which seems pretty idiotic now—but really . . .” He grimaces, his eyes closing again. “I don’t want you to know how messed up I am. I want to be the one who fixes things, the strong one. So you need me. And it’s so shitty to do that to you.”

			I blink. “I do need you, Josh. And it’s probably normal to—”

			“No,” he says, and he’s gripping his dark hair now. “Please, don’t make excuses for this.” He looks over at me, and there are tears in his eyes, the pain right there at the surface. “I make you feel like you’re the one with all the problems, because that makes me feel like you’re dependent on me. Like you’ll want to stay with me. Like you’ll need to.”

			My gut drops, and I find my mouth working with nothing to say. He wants me to feel dependent? I mean, I need him, I do.  He’s my husband. But when he says it that way, it makes that need sound wrong and twisted.

			I know that’s not true, though. The way I need him is anything but wrong.

			His tears spill over, and he presses his palms against his eyes as if to stop them. “Please don’t tell me that isn’t a super shitty thing to do, because it is. It’s awful. I’m so sorry,” he says, his voice breaking. “I’m so sorry, Anna-Marie.”

			It takes me a moment to speak again, around the ache in my chest.

			“Yeah.” I swallow past the lump in my throat. “Yeah, that’s a pretty shitty thing to do.”

			He nods and the tears leak past his palms, and my heart is cracked apart, but mostly for the pain he’s huddled under. I reach for him, putting my hand on his arm. 

			“But you said you just realized this. So you didn’t even know you were doing it? Like, it hasn’t been this purposeful thing.”

			“No,” he says. “But that doesn’t make it not true.”

			“But you didn’t mean to. And it’s something you can work on, and stop.” 

			I can feel him lean into my touch, and even though it’s this small thing, it feels like a huge relief. “Felix said pretty much the same thing. And I want to. But I don’t—I don’t even know how, it’s all so . . . God, I just feel like an asshole.”

			There’s a pinch of hurt that he could say all this stuff to Felix, but not me. At least not without me prying it out of him with a heavy, guilt-propelled crowbar. “Do you . . . do you need me?” I can’t help but ask, my voice quavering. 

			His head jerks up, and his expression softens. “Oh my god, yes,” he says, and he grips my hand again, pulling me in closer so we’re sitting side by side, our shoulders touching. “I need you so much, it—” He looks up at the ceiling, then back again. “I need you more than anything. I think that’s part of it, like I’m so scared to lose you, I—” He shakes his head again.

			Relief washes over me at hearing the depth of that emotion in his voice. He does need me. Which I shouldn’t have doubted, just because he needed someone to sort this shit out with who wasn’t directly involved. 

			“I already told you,” I say, squeezing his arm. “I’m not going anywhere. You’re not losing me, Rios.”

			He looks over at me, his eyes red and shiny. “Yeah? Do you think . . . is it possible you can forgive me for doing that to you?”

			I want to say there’s nothing to forgive, that he didn’t mean to make me feel like the only broken one in our relationship—something I’m now realizing I’ve often felt, even if it’s not like I think he’s some perfect emotional paragon. But just because the intent wasn’t there doesn’t make it not a shitty thing to do. 

			And I feel like he needs me to acknowledge that, and not take it back by pretending it was nothing.

			“Yes,” I say after a moment. “I think I already do.” 

			More tears run down his cheeks and I scoot closer, burrowing under his arm, up against his side. He presses his lips to the top of my head, and it feels so incredibly good to be cuddled up with him like this again.

			“I’m still sorry about yesterday,” I say. “But I think the truth is, I do sometimes just need time to react. And I know you want me to tell what I’m feeling, and I can share that reaction with you, but I don’t want you to make big life choices just because I’m upset about something, you know?” I give his side a light, teasing tickle. “Like declaring how you’re going to abandon newfound friendships, for instance.”

			He sighs. “Yeah, I can get that. I’m sorry. I’m sorry about all of this.” 

			I pull back just enough so I can look him in the eyes. So I can make him understand, as much as possible. “You’re everything to me, you know that? I need you and I love you. So, so much.”

			I’m not sure if he really believes all that, if he’s in a place where he can, but I think he’s hearing me in a way he wasn’t yesterday. In a way he wasn’t even earlier in this conversation. 

			“I need and love you,” he says back, his gaze soft and tear-filled. “So, so much.”

			I run my hand along his cheek, and pull his face down to mine, brush his lips with a soft kiss. Tasting the salt of tears on his lips. Feeling the stroke of his fingers along my wet cheek, down my jaw. 

			That soft kiss quickly turns deeper, more urgent. My hands move up into his hair, and his skim the back of my satin nightie, and then along my thigh. I’d said just a couple days ago that probably it would be good to take a bit of a break from sex, just to reset. Not that our sex life has been bad—god, even at its most rote, sex with him is still pretty freaking incredible—but to take away the burdens put on it by ovulation schedules and “optimal positions” and fear of another negative test.

			But there’s none of that right now.

			There’s just us and this desperate need in our movements—in the way he presses me to him as his lips trail down my neck and along my collarbone, in the way I dig my fingers into his back when he reaches my breast, his tongue teasing against my nipple and sending this intense ripple of sensation through my whole body. This desperate need is in our kisses, and the stroking of our hands—his finding their way up my nightie, mine dipping down into his boxers—and our gasps in response. And there’s a sense of longing for something that maybe we’ve both been afraid we’d lost, or would lose.

			I know now that we haven’t. That we won’t. We’re here, together, and this is about just the two of us, and how much we love each other, even when we mess up in showing it sometimes. And it’s about how much we both need to feel that, after yesterday. 

			After the last year or so, even.

			He pulls my pixel-heart nightie over my head, to be tossed to the side of the bed, and soon his boxers join the pile. We’re lying side by side again, his fingers doing things between my legs that are making me see stars behind my eyes, making me whisper his name like a prayer. And then I’m kissing down his toned chest, savoring the heat of his skin against my lips, the feel of him hard in my hand as I run my fingers over him in the way I know he likes best. He moans, and I start to work my mouth down lower, to take over from my hands, but he guides my face back up to his, so his eyes are locked with mine.

			“So, so much,” he murmurs, and through all the heat coursing through me, all that need, my heart melts to see how he means that. To feel how he means it. I kiss him deeply, desperately, and wrap my leg around his waist, still lying on my side facing him, and guide him into me.

			We both shiver at the intensity, and then we’re moving together, slowly at first, but soon, like that first kiss: faster, deeper. And when the heat becomes unbearable, I roll onto my back so he’s on top of me, so I can wrap both legs around him, and it builds more and more, while I arch under him, my nerves sparking like live wires. 

			“So, so much,” I gasp back, the last solid words I can form before that brilliant, delicious blaze peaks, seizing me entirely, and I’m crying out, just as he does the same, his body shuddering against me.

			After, we lie there breathing hard, our skin hot and damp with sweat, and I can feel his heart slamming against his chest, like a twin to mine. We hold each other, and I wonder if maybe we’re holding each other together.

			We should have been doing a better job of that for a long time now.

		

	
		
			Eleven

			Felix

			Today when I walk into his dressing room, Axel is already holding the cello, practicing some of the finger positions I’ve taught him over the past couple days, his mom nowhere to be seen. Considering our previous sessions have all required at least twenty minutes of dealing with Axel complaining about the fact that the couch he’s sitting on isn’t real leather or Jean complaining about the overall decor (“They expect him to relax in here? This is supposed to be the dressing room of a star, not the breakroom at Costco!”), and then sometimes another twenty minutes of that damn butterfly song to calm them both down, I’m taking this as good sign.

			“You’re late,” Axel says, not looking up from the strings of the cello.

			“Yeah, well, not all of us get private shuttles from the studio parking lot.”

			“You should demand one,” he says, totally serious. “Tell them you’re working with me.”

			“Working with” may be a stretch, given how little we’ve accomplished. But I have managed to teach him the parts of the cello, the positions he’s working on now, and most importantly, how a real cellist doesn’t just toss his instrument when he’s done like it’s a pair of dirty socks.

			Good thing the studio provided him his own cello to work with, because this kid isn’t touching June.

			“Thanks, but I think I’ll pass. It’s good exercise.” I sit down on the couch a couple feet away and examine his fingers. “Not bad, but curve this one more—flatten out too much and you’d be pressing the D string too.”

			He obliges, without so much as a withering glare. “Should I practice the bowing with it?”

			“Sure, let’s try it.”

			He does, and it sounds predictably screechy, but I’m not concerned about that. Axel doesn’t have to learn how to play the cello—they’ve got a body double for any really tight shots of him playing, a kid who really can play. Axel just needs to get comfortable enough with it that he looks like he knows what he’s doing. 

			“Good, but sit up straighter. Shoulders back, remember?” As often as I’ve said this over the last couple days, I’m starting to sound like an old lady at finishing school. Next thing you know, I’ll start making him walk around with a stack of books on his head.

			Maybe that would help.

			He makes a face at this, but rolls his shoulders back and tries again. It helps that he’s sitting in an actual chair and not that ridiculous papasan one that finally got shoved into a corner. “Better?”

			“Better.”

			“I’ve got a music room scene today,” he says. “In an hour. So you’ll need to be on set to supervise.”

			Ah, that’s the reason for the sudden burst of productivity. This is the first scene he’s shot that involves him playing. From what the director has told me, they’ve tried as much as possible to arrange the cello scenes to be filmed in an increasing order of difficulty, so Axel has time to get the hang of it. 

			“Yeah, of course,” I say. I already knew that was part of my job, and probably have that on a schedule somewhere that I haven’t really bothered to check. As far as I’m concerned, I show up when I’m supposed to, and I do my best to get Axel to actually work on the cello, and when they need me to supervise a scene, they’ll let me know. But there’s something about the way he said that . . . “Are you nervous about the scene?”

			“No,” he says, too quickly and defensively. “I’m a star. I don’t get nervous about filming. That’s for noobs.”

			“Okay.” I refrain from rolling my eyes, trying to remember to be the grownup here. This kid has few enough of those in his life. “But you’re new to playing the cello, right?”

			“I’m not scared.” He narrows his bright blue eyes. “I’m a professional.”

			“Yeah, well. I’m a professional cellist, and I still get nervous before I perform.” I lean back on the not-real-leather couch. “The nerves can be a good thing, though. It makes me want to work harder in practice to be ready.” I give a pointed look at his fingers on the cello, poised in perfect position. “Like you are today.”

			His chin juts out defiantly, but I swear I catch a pleased expression on his face before he smothers it. I wonder how much genuine praise this kid gets, for things he has to work at, and not just ass-kissing from everyone around him for how much money he can make them.

			We work for another half hour or so—actually working, with Axel making more progress today than the rest of the week combined—before he complains that his fingers hurt. Which, yeah. Cello blisters are a bitch when you start out. 

			“I need a massage before my scene,” he says, clearly done for now. Though at least he gently sets the cello back in his case, like I taught him. “Have Mom get my masseuse.”

			Does the kid actually have a personal masseuse on staff? I shouldn’t be surprised. And another staff member to spoon-feed him his quinoa, no doubt. Get a couple others fanning him with palm fronds, and he might as well be a Roman emperor.

			“I don’t think a massage is going to do much for your blisters.” I fold my arms. “Also, I’d think you’d have figured out by now that I don’t take to being bossed around.”

			“You’re a jerk,” Axel says, glowering impressively.

			“I’m a dad. I don’t let my own kid boss me around, and I’m sure not going to let you. So yeah, maybe I am.” I shrug. “You’ve actually worked today, so I’m good with you taking a break before your scene. But if you want your entourage, you’ll have to get them yourself. Or figure out a nicer way to ask me to help.”

			He crosses his own arms like he’s mirroring me and slouches back in the couch. Okay, so the silent treatment it is. Ty’s not above that on occasion, so it’s not like I have no experience there. I pull out my phone to occupy myself while I wait him out.

			Another missed call from Dana. My sister can be relentless. I love her—often grudgingly—but talking with her takes a certain amount of emotional preparation, not to mention patience for being lectured on the finer points of the latest scientific study about crib bedding. 

			Between dealing with spoiled child stars at work and trying to navigate the tension at home, all on way too little sleep, I am low on both emotional preparation and patience. So I’m not going to deal with Dana today.

			I do take the time to return a text with the bishop at our church regarding what day we want to schedule Rachel’s baby blessing. We don’t baptize babies in our church—baptism is usually done when a kid’s eight, unless they join the church later, like we did—but a baby blessing is a nice opportunity to get your baby in a fancy white outfit that they will hopefully not crap all over, and show them off. Also, I get to give her the blessing—it’s like a special prayer given on her behalf in front of the congregation—and I’m looking forward to that.

			I wonder if I should invite my family. Gabby and Will are a given, of course. Gabby may have been surprised by us becoming members of the Mormon church, but because she’s Gabby, she was pretty supportive—after, of course, making sure I wasn’t planning on taking extra wives. (Um, no. Hasn’t been a thing in the church for over a hundred years, and even if it was, not interested.) 

			My parents were even more skeptical, but didn’t say much of anything about it at all. I guess they figure even joining some weird-ass church is preferable to being on heroin, and I’d already lost their tacit approval the minute I left Juilliard, so my newfound religion probably fell under the vast umbrella of “things we don’t talk about in our family.” 

			Dana, on the other hand, had no trouble talking about it—or in typical Dana fashion, sending me every anti-Mormon article she could find on the internet. She’s an even stauncher atheist than I was, and I think felt a little betrayed by my abandonment of our joint faith—which honestly, I don’t blame her for. Teenage Felix would have been horrified to see this in my future (assuming Teenage Felix wasn’t too distracted by the hotness of his future wife to notice).

			But the truth is, even though I don’t think this church we belong to is perfect, I love being part of it, and feeling like I have a connection to a God who loves me despite the things I’ve done. I don’t necessarily believe it’s the answer for everyone, and it’s not like it solves all our problems—obviously, we’ve still got stuff to figure out. But it works for us.

			I just wish sometimes my family could be happier for us.

			I decide that I should probably invite Dana. Anti-religion sentiment aside, she’d appreciate the invitation, and might even show up. I’ll return her dozen missed calls and invite her. 

			But not today.

			I look over at Axel, who is still glaring at the wall. Sitting in that too-still way of his, like all the usual fidgety kid energy is beneath him. Or has been trained out of him, more likely.

			He sees me looking and turns his glare to me. When I don’t react, he looks down at the floor. 

			There’s a beat. And then:

			“So you have a kid?” he asks.

			“Yep. He’s ten, like you.”

			“Really?” He eyes me carefully, like he’s trying to figure out the math of our ages. “What’s his name?”

			“Ty.” 

			“Is he a cellist too?”

			I shake my head. “No. His mom has taught him a little piano, but he’s not as much into music as we are.”

			“So what does he do then?”

			I pause. “He’s a kid. He goes to school. He plays video games. He plays with his friends.” 

			Axel swings his feet back and forth, the first movement I’ve seen from him since I failed to summon his masseuse. “So he wastes a lot of time.” There’s judgment in his voice, but also, a thread of wistfulness that breaks my heart a little.

			What have they done to this kid?

			“I don’t think of it that way,” I say. “I mean, yeah, he has a lot of free time that he uses for fun.” I pause. “What kind of stuff do you do for fun?”

			Axel’s gaze hardens. “Being a star is fun. I make lots of money, you know.”

			I sigh. “Yeah, I might have heard something about that a time or seven.”

			He gives me a look like he’s trying to see if I’m mocking him, which I’m really not. “People have to do what I say,” he says. “And Mom says I can buy a car with all the money I have. Maybe ten cars!”

			He could probably buy even more cars than that. “And are you just going to, what, look at them until you’re sixteen?”

			“Mom says I can rent out a track to drive on and not even have to be sixteen. I can drive all I want, all by myself.”

			All by himself. He says it like it’s a good thing, but it’s easy to see that this kid is lonely as hell. I haven’t seen him interact with any of the other kids on set—and there are a few, other actors that play his siblings and kids at school—and barely even with the adults, other than to issue demands at them. 

			I doubt the kid has even one real friend.

			“You want to see a picture of my son?” I ask.

			Axel blinks at me, taken aback. “Sure,” he says after a beat.

			I open the pictures on my phone, and pull up one I took just last night, while Ty and I were working on his science project. 

			Axel studies the picture. “What’s he doing? And what’s that black lumpy thing on a plate?” 

			“We set a Twinkie on fire for a science project. You know, to see what would happen. Turns out they don’t really burn, but they do toast up like a marshmallow.”

			Axel looks vaguely impressed. 

			“Tonight we’re going to drop Twinkies off our roof,” I continue. “And Ty will compare it to his control Twinkie—you know, one we didn’t do anything to.” I’m not sure Ty gets quite how hilarious I find it that he insists on a “control Twinkie” for each and every experiment we do. 

			“That doesn’t seem very sciency,” Axel says. But he definitely sounds envious.

			“Well, science can be fun sometimes. You probably have a tutor for school, right?”

			Axel nods.

			“Well, maybe you can ask them to do an experiment like this sometime.” I pause. “And remember I said ‘ask,’ not ‘demand.’”

			But Axel doesn’t seem to have heard that. He’s still staring at the picture of a grinning, happy kid his own age, like it’s something he’s never actually seen in real life and doesn’t quite know what to make of.

			An idea occurs to me.

			“Hey,” I say, before I can question how wise it is to get more involved with this kid than I need to be. “What would you think about meeting Ty sometime? Like if I brought him to set one day, and you guys could hang out a bit?”

			Axel’s eyes widen for the briefest second before he schools his expression back to his typical air of “I’m too important to care” nonchalance. “If you want,” he says.

			But I saw that glimmer of regular-kid excitement in his eyes, and I think maybe getting to hang out even for just an afternoon with someone his own age, someone who doesn’t give a crap that he’s Axel Dane the movie star and could just think of him as another ten-year-old kid—I think that could be really good for him.

			And maybe because I feel so helpless to make things better for Jenna, I just need to be able to help someone.

		

	
		
			

			Twelve

			Josh

			I leave work early a few days later to make sure our loft area is clean enough to entertain Ty Mays in for a few hours. After Anna-Marie and I made up, I figured maybe Felix and Jenna could use some time to themselves to do the same, so I offered to watch him so they could have a date night. I don’t think it’ll be difficult to keep a ten-year-old happy in my loft, which is the new home of my Harry Potter train table, my bookshelves, Anna-Marie’s gaming systems, the overhead replicas of spaceships from Firefly and Serenity, and the brand new table Anna-Marie and I are working on featuring various Sunnydale locations, including the school library with opening hellmouth. I’ve been working on getting parts for that multi-headed demon for weeks, and am just waiting on one more plastic toy before I cut them up and mash them back together. 

			The high-ceilinged loft, spacious enough for our growing geek empire, was another reason we had to have this house. It’s easily our favorite room—though it might tie in Anna-Marie’s heart with our giant walk-in bedroom closet—and even if I’m going to be cleaning it, just being in there has a calming effect on me. 

			But when I get home, Ben is sitting on the suede couch in our front room—the room that we don’t use except when we’re entertaining—and eating an enormous slice of pizza. Wearing a pair of boxers and nothing else. 

			“Hey,” I say. “We don’t eat in there.” I don’t bother calling out the boxers. This, at least, isn’t unusual for Ben in his off-work time, though usually he manages to wear a t-shirt, too.

			“I know,” Ben says, but he doesn’t get up.

			I refrain from rolling my eyes. Ben and I tried to live together for the first two years of college, which was an enormous mistake. Ben is kind of a slob, and while I’m all for having a space to make a mess, I can’t live in it full-time.

			It’s fruitless to pick a fight about it, though, and I’m especially not going to do so when he’s in so much pain.

			But I am going to get that couch professionally cleaned.

			I walk into the room and sit in the matching suede armchair. My large fountain babbles ceaselessly, and while it’s gorgeous, it often makes me need to pee.

			“I finally talked to Wyatt,” Ben says. He slurps down another bite of pizza, and a drop of sauce splats onto our couch. I wince.

			“Yeah? How’d it go?” I can only imagine how much Wyatt’s been dying the last several days, not hearing from him. Though I suppose Ben’s probably been hoping Wyatt would be the one to call.

			I might have asked him about that, but until today, Ben’s been holed up in the guest room, not willing to talk.

			Ben shakes his head, and stuffs the rest of the pizza slice in his mouth. I’m not sure if he’s actively trying to choke himself to death or if he’s just trying to tell me he doesn’t want to talk about it. I wait quietly to either inquire again—because he damn well needs to talk about it, whether he wants to or not—or to call 911 and report his attempted suicide by pizza.

			There’s a drizzle of grease running down his chin when he finally answers. “I did what you said. I laid it out there and told him that I feel like I’m not enough for him.”

			Oh, shit. That’s a big deal for Ben, who likes to talk about feelings about as much as he likes to talk about designer suits. But from the fact that he’s still in my house and now stuffing his face, I imagine this didn’t go well. “How’d he react?”

			Ben swallows and watches the fountain for a long moment. “He cried. And then he said ‘No, I guess you’re not.’”

			I stare at him, my stomach dropped out from under me. “He said that. Those exact words.”

			Ben nods. 

			Shit. Wyatt can’t have meant that. Not really. Ben and Wyatt have been each other’s whole world since they first met. I was jealous, at first, afraid I was going to lose my best friend, but it didn’t turn out like that. 

			“Do you think he meant it?” I ask. 

			“Yeah, I think he meant it,” Ben snaps. “Why else would he say it?”

			“But Wyatt loves you.” I’m fumbling through this, trying to think of the right thing to say, but I’m failing miserably. I don’t know what’s wrong with me in the last week, but this is a really bad time for me to be so far off my comfort game.

			“I know,” Ben says, more than a little bitterly. “Just not like I love him.”

			That hits me right in the gut. “I don’t think that’s true.”

			“Isn’t it?” Ben asks. “I’d do anything for him. There’s nothing I wouldn’t give up. Nothing. Hell, if it was a life or death situation and I had to choose, I’d save him over you.”

			“Yeah, thanks,” I say. I’m joking, but Ben looks at me sharply. 

			“I would. Come on, if it was me or Anna-Marie, you’d choose her in a heartbeat.”

			My throat closes. While what he’s saying is true, I’m not about to announce that to my grieving best friend, who just got told by his husband that he isn’t enough.

			I try to smile and play it off. “Lucky for us, there aren’t that many life or death situations where I’m likely to have to make that decision.”

			Ben narrows his eyes. “If you did, though, you’d choose Anna-Marie.”

			Shiiiiiiit. I do not know what I’m supposed to say now, but I’m worried that if I say anything that sounds even slightly like abandonment, Ben is going to lose it.

			He picks up a beer he had shoved in the couch cushions behind him. Open. He doesn’t drink it, just keeps staring at me, like this is a challenge. “Dude,” he says. “I know you would.”

			I hold up my hands. “Hey, how did this come to be about us all dying in some disaster? I’m sorry about what Wyatt says, but don’t you think if you talk some more—”

			“I did talk to him,” Ben says. “I told him what you told me to tell him, and it turns out I was right.” He takes a swig of his beer, and shakes his head. “Maybe I didn’t want to know, but mostly I just didn’t want it to be true.”

			“I know something about conversations that don’t go the way you want them to,” I say with a sigh, and Ben raises his eyebrows. 

			“Things okay with you and Anna-Marie?”

			“Yeah,” I say, and then realize that’s only half true. Things are better, after our talk about what a jerk I’ve been, but I still feel like we’ve both been walking on eggshells ever since. Like neither of us really knows what to do with my admission, or with this strange place we are in our marriage. 

			More things I can’t fix. And even worse, I know I’m not supposed to, but I can’t stop myself from feeling like I should.

			Being with her, though, making love to her, it did feel different than it has these past months. Like the time we were together under the stars in that circle of trees in Wyoming, the first time we said we loved each other. Desperate and passionate and full of need. 

			It went a long way toward making me feel like I haven’t irrevocably destroyed our marriage by being such an ass.

			“I mean,” I say, “we had a fight. And then we made up, kind of. But lately . . . it hasn’t been great.”

			Ben looks genuinely concerned. “Is this about me staying here?”

			“No, that was fine. But I did some stuff I’m not proud of that I had to admit to her. I think I’ve been a crappy husband and I’m not sure how to stop.”

			He pauses with the beer bottle at his lips. “Dude. You didn’t cheat on her.” 

			“No!” I say. “Of course I didn’t. God. But I guess I just . . . always feel like I have to fix everything.”

			He takes a drink and shrugs. “But Anna-Marie likes that. She’s kind of high maintenance, right? She likes you to keep her happy.”

			“I don’t know,” I say. “In some ways we’re both high maintenance, I guess.”

			“Ha. You’re just now figuring this out?”

			I shake my head at him. He’s been teasing me about what a diva I am—caring about clothes and wanting to talk about feelings—since we were kids. “But it’s not that. I like to keep her happy, but it’s because I’m scared she’s going to leave me if I don’t. And she says I shouldn’t be doing that stuff from a place of fear.”

			Ben picks at the label on the bottle. “I don’t know. Seems like a reasonable thing to be afraid of to me.”

			My heart sinks. Of course it does, when he just got told he isn’t enough by the person he loves most in the world. It still doesn’t seem like a thing that Wyatt would say, but I also don’t believe Ben would make that up—which makes me wonder what the hell must be going on in Wyatt’s head.

			“But I’m not supposed to do that,” I continue. “Help people out of fear, I mean. Not just her, but everyone. And I’m realizing that maybe I do that to keep people dependent on me, so that I have . . . a place in the world, I guess. And if that’s wrong, then I don’t know who I am, but it isn’t the person I thought I was.”

			Ben pauses again with his drink mid-tilt. “What? That’s stupid. You’re Josh.”

			“Yeah. But I guess I’m just not as good a person as I thought.”

			“That’s bullshit,” Ben says. “Dude, you’re being ridiculous.”

			I bristle at that. “Maybe. But I can’t help it.”

			“Are you having some kind of mid-life crisis? Aren’t you a little young for that?”

			“Sure. Maybe that’s what it is.” I sound bratty and I know it, but I really just want to get out of this conversation without yelling at Ben to stop eating pizza on my couch and telling me that my feelings aren’t valid. I know from experience that neither of those is going to get a positive reaction, even at the best of times.

			This is exactly why Ben and I decided we can’t live together all those years ago.

			“I’m going to go clean the loft,” I say. “We’re having Ty Mays over for the evening as a favor to Felix and Jenna.”

			“Seriously?” Ben says, which is reasonable. It’s not like Anna-Marie and I are in a habit of babysitting much. Even my sisters-in-law don’t ask us to. “Since when are you so close with Felix and Jenna?”

			Oh. That. There’s an edge of judgment in his voice, and I’m pretty sure that’s about the church thing, and I both don’t blame him and don’t want to get into it.

			“We’re not,” I say, before realizing that was a lie. I may not have been friends with Felix for long, but I’ve definitely told him things I wouldn’t tell anyone who wasn’t at least a good friend. Which is weirdly what we are now, I guess. “I offered to show the kid the train table, since they just had a baby. So try not to be a drunken mess when he’s here, okay?”

			“Fine,” Ben says. “Whatever.”

			That went well, I think. I take a deep breath, and then stalk off through the house toward the loft. 

		

	
		
			Thirteen

			Anna-Marie

			I’m more than ready to be home after a long day of work—especially after my co-star Nina started playing an Accidental Erotica album from her dressing room, just to be a bitch.

			I maintained the same level of outward calm that I always do when it comes to my ex-boyfriend creating song after song that mix details of our (long-past) relationship with bald-faced lies. The same calm I summoned last year when the press kicked up again with the second album, and Josh and I had to reiterate our statements (aka the truth) about how I never cheated on Shane, how I never cheated on Josh, etc.

			And I am more calm about it all, I suppose. A few years of therapy has let me get rid of a lot of the old grievances against Shane. Because the truth is, as much as I accused him of being a terrible boyfriend, I’ve come to realize that I was a pretty terrible girlfriend, too. There were definitely two of us involved in that shit-show. And I wish we were at a place where I could apologize for my part in that. That we could just talk again.

			But we sure as hell aren’t there now. Because I haven’t gotten over the grievance of him being an asshole who threw me under the bus for fame, and he doesn’t seem inclined to stop.

			Outward calm aside, my teeth are sore from clenching so tightly all the way home. When I finally walk in the door, I kick off my gorgeous-but-toe-destroying Valentino heels with a low moan of relief.

			“If that’s your mating call, I should warn you that Josh just left,” a male voice says from the front room. “And it’s not likely to work on me.”

			“Aww, that sucks,” I say back, hanging my purse on the hook by the front door. “I’d really hoped to seduce my husband’s gay best friend today. And you said Josh just left? Was he back from work alread—”

			I cut off when I see Ben in the front room, draped across our expensive suede armchair, wearing nothing but his boxers. Eating Doritos. The room smells like beer, and I’m not sure if it’s because he’s just drank enough it’s exuding from his pores, or if there’s a pool of it spilled somewhere. 

			I grit my teeth again, but hold back my instinct to yell at him. The poor guy is in pain, he’s separated from his husband, he’s—Wait, are those my special Spicy Nacho Doritos I save for cheat days?

			Patience, Anna-Marie, I tell myself. Empathy. He needs comfort carbs more than you do.

			“Why do you wear shoes like that, anyway?” Ben asks, around the crunch of Doritos. 

			I shrug and sit down on the couch. “Because foot pain is temporary, but the joy of wearing amazing shoes is forever.” 

			Ben stuffs his hand back in the Doritos bag with a loud rustling noise. “Sounds like something Wyatt would say.”

			The sadness in his voice squeezes at my heart. I feel horrible for him, and for Wyatt. I seriously love both of them, though the truth is, I’ve always been closer to Wyatt. He’s a fashion-loving soap opera fan who appreciates a good celebrity gossip-fest over cocktails, while Ben can’t tell the difference between Jennifer Aniston and Jennifer Garner, and prefers beer in front of a hockey game. The main things Ben and I have in common are our loves of Josh, Death Arsenal, and bitching good-naturedly (and sometimes less good-naturedly) at each other.

			Which, really, are the important things in life.

			He pulls a script out from behind him on the chair, like it was stuffed into the cushion. “Is this that new show you booked?”

			I snatch it out of his hands. “Yes, it is. And thanks for getting it all covered in cheesy fingerprints.” I brush off some of the offending chip dust.

			“I read it,” Ben says, as if I’d assumed he’d just pawed it with his Doritos hands to spite me. “Seems like it could be a pretty funny part. Though it says she was a phone sex operator—you know that in a future episode, they’re going to have to do some sort of flashback to that.”

			“Probably,” I say. “What, you think I can’t pull that off?”

			Ben shrugs. 

			“I assure you, I could be an amazing phone sex operator. I had a dream once that I was, actually. It was kind of hot.” 

			“Whatever works for you.” He scarfs down another handful of chips. 

			“Besides, it’s a comedy,” I say. “The real acting challenge will be in being a bad phone sex operator.”

			Ben gives a half-hearted chuckle, then his expression drops again. “I was thinking when I was reading it that Wyatt will probably love this show. It’s totally his kind of humor.”

			“Yeah,” I agree softly. It totally is. “How’re you holding up?” I ask. I would say I could tell by his state of dress and snack consumption, but I’ve seen him look pretty much the same at his own house in happier times, so that in itself is no big sign. 

			“How do you think I am?” His tone is bitter enough to answer that.

			“Feels like shit, I imagine.”

			“You imagine right. Ten points for Gryffindor.”

			I sigh. “Ben, I’m sorry this is happening, I—”

			“Whatever,” he says. “It sucks, and that’s it. I don’t need to go on and on about it.”

			He hasn’t, not with me at least. Probably he’s been talking more with Josh, and that’s good. 

			“Yeah, okay, I—is that pizza sauce?” I point at a red splotch a foot away from me on the couch cushion. 

			Ben groans. “Oh my god, you guys and your furniture. It’s just a couch. Lighten the hell up.”

			“It’s suede and it’s a bitch to get cleaned,” I say, my irritation beginning to rise above my capacity for empathy. “As is that chair you’re eating chips in, by the way.” 

			Ben glares at me and pulls a beer out from behind him—what the hell else does he have stuffed back there?—and drinks it. At me.

			So it’s going to be one of the less-good-natured bitchy days. Not that I blame him.

			And if he wipes his cheese-stained fingers on my suede, I won’t blame myself for killing him, either.

			He sticks the beer back behind him, looking a little disappointed to not get a bigger reaction from me with his passive-aggressive drinking. “Josh went to the store, in case you were wondering. You guys were out of food that he thought the kid might eat.”

			The kid. That’s right, Ty Mays is coming over for the evening so Felix and Jenna can have a date night. I’m happy to help out—and it’s always super fun to show kids the train tables—but I’m also selfishly glad they decided to keep Rachel home with them. 

			I try not to think about how much I wish I could be holding a baby of my own. A little me-and-Josh.

			“We’re out of kid-friendly snacks? Gee, I wonder how that happened,” I say. Josh and I don’t cook much, either eating out or getting our dinners from this great place that delivers pre-prepared, healthy meals. So our snack indulgences—we both have a thing for chips—have no doubt been what Ben’s been living off of. 

			Ben gives me a smirk, but a moment later his expression drops. “Hey, you and Josh are good, right? Like, you know he loves you?” It’s a weirdly genuine-sounding level of concern for Ben.

			“Of course I know he loves me,” I say. Even with our issues of late, I haven’t doubted that. I find myself looking down at my hands, though, as I continue. “I mean, things have been tense lately. But we’ll figure it out.”

			“You guys will, right?” He sounds desperate, and I look back up at him sharply. “I mean.” He stammers a bit. “Like I know Josh will want to. Because he loves you.”

			“You said that already, Ben. Are you drunk?”

			“Probably. You wanna join me?” He picks up the beer and swishes it at me, sending little droplets flying. I feel my blood pressure rising. Seriously, he could be doing this anywhere else in the house . . . .

			“Considering we have a child coming over soon, I’m going to pass. And for that same reason, it’d probably be better for you to get wasted in the guest room tonight.”

			“The guest room,” Ben groans, like I’m banishing him to solitary confinement in some foreign prison instead of our really nice guest room with a private bathroom, a Sleep Number bed, and a huge-ass TV. 

			“Yeah,” I say, my annoyance beginning to bubble out. “And could you put on some pants when you come out next time? Just because you’re in pain doesn’t mean any of us need to be treated to a view of your testicles.”

			Ben glares at me, though he does shift to cover the gaping leg hole in his boxers through which I can see way too much crotch skin. “Whatever. Don’t tell me Josh doesn’t walk around here in just his boxers sometimes.”

			“It’s our house, so yeah. But not when we have a kid over.”

			“Felix’s kid,” Ben mutters, and takes another drink.

			Oh. Is Ben jealous of Felix?

			It makes sense, actually. Josh doesn’t really have other guy friends, not that he talks to like he talks to Ben. I know there’s no replacing Ben as far as Josh is concerned—Ben’s like a brother to him. But Ben’s already all sorts of wounded right now, with what’s happening between him and Wyatt.

			“Hey,” I say. “Just because him and Felix are friends and are talking a lot lately, it doesn’t mean—”

			“They’re talking a lot?” His glare darkens.

			I’m not sure what else he thought they were doing. “Um, yeah. You know, because Josh is going through something right now, and—”

			“I know.” Ben sits up straighter. “Because he talks to me, too.”

			“I never said he didn’t! God.” Trying to reason with Ben when he’s in a bad mood is the worst. And today he’s a little wasted, to boot. “I’m not getting into this with you,” I say, deciding to leave him to his misery—or at least not stick around to witness the desecration of my suede furniture and favorite snacks. 

			“What do you think’s really going on with him anyway?” Ben says, just as I start to stand up.

			“Felix?”

			“Josh.” Ben gives me a significant look, like maybe he’s testing to see if Josh is talking to me.

			Which he may have the other night, but the continuing tension of the last few days makes me think there’s still things he’s holding back. Because he’s scared to lose me, he said. But knowing that he’s keeping his thoughts and fears and insecurities from me just so he won’t lose me doesn’t make it hurt any less.

			I realize I’ve paused long enough that Ben is back to looking concerned again. I swallow past a too-dry throat and sit back down.

			“I don’t know. I don’t really get it. I mean, the infertility stuff has been stressful. For both of us. But this last week, since we had this fight, I just—”

			“It must have been some fight.” Ben takes another drink, and then crams in some more chips. “Because now Josh is all ‘I’m a monster with no redeeming qualities.’ Like, what the hell is that about?”

			“Did he actually say that?”

			Ben rolls his eyes. “No. But, like, that was the gist.”

			I remember the look on his face when he told me about being such a shitty husband—when yeah, it sounds like he did something wrong and hurtful, but not intentionally. I told him I understood, that I forgave him. But apparently nothing I said helped all that much.

			Or, like I guessed, there’s even more he’s afraid to tell me. 

			“Yeah, well, you and I both know he’s not a monster,” I say. “He’s Josh.”

			And I wish I could help Josh feel what that means to me, the kind of person I know he is, even when he doubts himself. 

			“Yeah,” Ben agrees, raising his beer like a toast. “He’s Josh.” He looks over at me again, his brow furrowed. “And he really does love you—”

			“Oh my god, Ben, I know he—”

			“—even if he’s having doubts or whatever about that right now.”

			My heart stops. “What?”

			Ben blinks. “Shit. I mean, I don’t know.”

			I force myself to breathe evenly. Ben’s obviously drunk. 

			Is Josh having doubts about that? But the other night—

			“What did he say to you?” My voice has a sharp edge to it.

			Ben sits up straighter, fidgets a little. “I asked him if he would pick you over me in a life or death situation, and he didn’t know.”

			I gape for moment. “What? Why did you even ask that?”

			“I was just saying that I would pick Wyatt over him, if it came down to that—you know, because he’s my husband and I—” Ben squeezes his eyes shut, like the pain of that statement almost overwhelms him, and even in my own crazy cocktail of emotions I feel terrible for him, because god, will they really get divorced? Ben and Wyatt? 

			Ben shakes his head. “I don’t know. But I said it, and I think he was a little hurt, and like, I thought he’d get it, you know? Because I was sure he felt the same about you. But he didn’t know, and I think maybe he’s going through something, like you said and . . .” Ben cringes. “I don’t want you guys going through this, too.”

			“We’re not,” I say, firmly. Maybe too firmly. “I’m sorry you are, Ben. I really am. But we’re not.”

			“Okay, good,” he says. But he looks so doubtful, and that doubt—from the person who knows Josh better than anyone other than me, or so I would have said until this very moment—is like a punch in my gut.

			“Pants,” I say, pointing at his boxers. Then I grab the bag of Doritos from him. “And stop eating in this room.” I storm out before he can respond.

			I’ve changed out of my work clothes and into some comfortable-but-still-cute jeans and my favorite Firefly t-shirt—River in her post-Reaver-ass-kicking pose—when I hear the door to the guest room slam shut. Ben letting me know he’s pissed at me.

			Which, fine. As long as his ass, barely-covered balls, and cheese-powder-stained fingers are off my nice furniture.

			I head downstairs, trying to keep the image of the doubt on Ben’s face out of my mind. Ben is overreacting because he’s hurt. Josh may be going through something, but he wouldn’t doubt that. 

			I find myself gripping the decorative finial at the end of the banister so hard that if I had slayer strength—or maybe even River strength—the thing would snap right off. I kind of wish it would.

			 I figure I might as well channel this into something less destructive, and get some dishrags and soap and head back to our front room, which still smells like beer. I check the armchair cushion for any more cans—or scripts—stuffed back there, but Ben must have taken the rest of his stash with him, because all I find are about a million crumbs. Which I brush off as best as I can without further smearing food on the fabric. 

			Then I get down to tackling the pizza sauce stain.

			I shouldn’t be doing this. I don’t have the faintest clue how to remove marinara from suede, and I don’t have the patience to Google it. We have a housekeeper who comes twice a month, and we’re probably not going to be doing any entertaining before then, so I should let her handle this. 

			 But I find myself scrubbing it anyway. Because I need this stupid stain to go away, and I need to do it now.

			Unfortunately, my scrubbing seems to only make the red spread across the beige fabric. By the time I hear the garage door open and close, and the rustle of grocery bags being set on the counter, I have only succeeded in making a quarter-sized red stain into a slightly less red stain the size of my closed fist.

			I keep scrubbing, even as I hear footsteps down the hall.

			“Hey, what’s going on?” Josh sounds confused. Which makes sense, given how often he has come home to find me surrounded by cleaning products, scrubbing upholstery. Which is to say, never.

			“Our couch is stained.” I barely look over at him. Afraid that if I do, I’ll somehow read on his face that what Ben said is true.

			“Yeah, I know,” Josh says, a little too evenly. “I was going to call a service to clean it.”

			And now I can’t help but look over, if only to glare. “Maybe instead of paying someone to clean up his mess, Ben could just not eat pizza and chips and get wasted on our nice couch.”

			Josh rolls his eyes to the ceiling. “Yeah, try telling him that.”

			“I did. But maybe it would help if you did. And while you’re at it, tell him to wear pants when he’s out of his room. I really don’t need to see Ben in his underwear constantly.” The more the words tumble out of my mouth, the more the I can hear the pissy tone behind them. 

			And the less capable I am of holding it back.

			“That’s just Ben,” Josh says. “If you have a problem with him being here, I can have him stay with my parents.”

			“I don’t want to kick him out.” I stand up, the damp dishrag clenched tight in my fist, and dripping. “I just want you to tell him to respect our rules.”

			“Well, if you figure out how to get him to do that, I’d like to know,” Josh says.

			I groan and turn back to the stain. “Of course. God forbid you should stand up to Ben.”

			“What are you so pissed about?” Josh’s face is starting to look as red as the stain, and I’m sure mine’s not much better. “Not that I’m supposed to fix it, whatever it is.”

			This mess, I want to say. Everything. This stain I can’t clean, the baby my body won’t make, the problems between us that I don’t understand.

			Instead what comes out of my mouth, like an accusation, is “Ben says you don’t know if you would choose him or me in a life or death situation.”

			Josh’s mouth drops open, his expression incredulous. “Are you serious?”

			There’s a hurt look in his eyes that makes me want to take it back. To say I’m not. But really, selfishly, I just want him to say that he’d always choose me, over anyone. That maybe he’s doubting some things, but loving me isn’t one of them. 

			So we just stare at each other, the tension so thick between us it’s this physical thing.

			“Oh my god, I give up,” Josh mutters under his breath, and now he’s the one turning and leaving the room, and I’m left standing there, the damp rag drip-drip-dripping on the floor.

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			Fourteen

			Josh

			By the time Felix drops off Ty, I’m already pretty rattled. Between things going so badly with Ben, and then Ben somehow managing to sabotage my tenuous peace with Anna-Marie, I feel like having a hard drink and then pulling out all of my hair.

			I should have handled that conversation with Anna-Marie better. I feel like that could be said about every conversation we’ve had over the last year, but that one especially. But there’s a small but petty part of me that’s pissed at her for even thinking I love Ben more than I love her, for thinking for a minute that she isn’t my number one priority in virtually every situation, let alone life or death.

			Clearly we need to talk more about it, and at a lower decibel. But I’m not going to cancel on Felix. He and Jenna need to talk about what’s going on with them, and I hope for both their sakes that it goes better this time. I may not be able to talk to anyone I love in a way that helps, but hopefully he can. And at least watching his kid isn’t something I’m likely to royally screw up. Last I saw Ty, he was weirdly precocious. It’ll be fine.

			The doorbell rings, and I answer it to see Felix and Ty standing there in the porchlight. It’s already dusk, and the sky is rapidly darkening behind them.

			“Hey,” I say, forcing a smile.

			“You okay?” Felix asks. I’m more than a little unnerved that he can tell I’m not just by looking at me. 

			“We can talk later,” I say. “You need to get home.”

			He looks concerned, but he doesn’t argue with me. “Ty, you’re going to be good for them, right? And not climb into any tight spaces.”

			“Dad,” Ty says. “I haven’t done that in years.” He sounds like a responsible kid, but part of that may be that he seems to always be wearing a sweater vest and loafers and looking like he’s about to show me his investment portfolio.

			“Not much,” Felix says.

			“Besides,” I add, “you’re going to be too busy playing with my minis, right? You can set them up however you want, as long as you’re careful with them. And don’t put Harry in bed with Hermione.”

			I bite my lip, worried that last comment might have been too racy for a kid his age, but Felix looks amused and Ty wrinkles his nose at me. 

			“Ew,” he says. “Do your miniatures snog? Because my mom told me what that means and it’s gross.”

			Felix laughs. “You guys have fun,” he says. He catches my eye. “And thanks.”

			“Yeah, no problem,” I tell him. And even after the day I’ve had, I mean it.

			Ty and I head up to the loft where he immediately begins rearranging all the characters in Hogwarts. He’s deliberately careful with them, so I don’t mind when he goes combing over the diorama for every character I have and sets up a battle with Voldemort in the great hall. I take some satisfaction when he picks up Quirrell and his turban falls off. Ty looks up at me in horror, like he broke my mini, and then realizes that beneath it is a tiny replica of Voldemort that I had to sculpt myself. 

			“This is so cool,” Ty says. “Can you show me how you made it?”

			“Sure,” I tell him. “I’m working on this demon over here, so I can show you how it works.”

			I’m halfway through pulling out my putty and tools and gathering the pieces of the hellmouth creature when Anna-Marie screams from downstairs. It’s not a slightly startled scream, but a piercing, terrified shriek, like a sound effect of a woman being murdered.

			I’m down the loft stairs before I even know what I’m doing, and I find Anna-Marie standing on top of the couch in the den, where we hang out sometimes when we have people over who aren’t clients or people we feel the need to impress. 

			She gestures at the floor, her hands making a flapping motion. “Snake!”

			At first, I think she might be hallucinating, but then the motley brown pattern of our carpet seems to ripple. 

			I relax, let myself breathe again. “God, I thought you’d been eviscerated.” 

			“That means gutted,” Ty says from the loft stairs behind me.

			I turn around and look at him. “Yeah, it does.”

			Anna-Marie flaps her hands in my general direction. “Get the snake!” she shouts. “Get it out!”

			I hold up my hands, about to tell her I have no better idea how to catch a snake than she does, when Ty pipes up. “I’ll get it!” he says, and dodges around me. 

			“No!” Anna-Marie and I both say together. 

			Ty looks at us both like we’re crazy. “I pick up snakes all the time.”

			I’m not sure where he finds snakes “all the time” in Felix’s suburban neighborhood, but regardless, I don’t want him picking up this one in my house. There may not be very many ways to screw up babysitting a ten-year-old, but letting him get bit by a snake in my den is top on the list. 

			I step over to the snake, and Anna-Marie shrieks again. Ben must really be in a drunken stupor if he hasn’t heard any of this.

			“What?” I say to her. 

			“Don’t go near it!” she says. “I don’t want you to get bit.”

			“What do you expect me to do? I have to go near it to catch it.”

			“Not with your hands!” 

			If I weren’t so flustered by the rest of the day, the sight of my normally independent and feminist wife standing on a couch shrieking about snakes might have been humorous.

			“I could catch it in that pizza box,” Ty says, pointing. Sure enough, Ben has left his empty pizza box sitting by the back door instead of in the garbage can three feet outside. 

			That’s not a terrible idea.

			“I’ll do it,” I say, picking up the pizza box. I look back at the floor, but I don’t see anything. “Where’s the snake?”

			“There!” Ty says, walking over and stooping next to the coffee table. Sure enough, the carpet under the table leg is wriggling. 

			I crouch down, ignoring nervous whimpers from Anna-Marie. The snake is tiny, no more than six inches long, and as thin as a shoelace. Ty kneels beside me, and I shift so I can hold him back if necessary, but I’m not terribly concerned that the snake is going to launch itself at him. 

			Now that I get a better look at the thing, though, there’s something familiar to the pattern of the diamonds down its back. 

			Oh no. I hold up an arm and push Ty back. “Um, Anna-Marie,” I say. “Could you Google something for me?”

			“What?” she says. “How to catch a snake?”

			I look up at her. She’s got her phone, which is good, because after I say this, I’ll be surprised if she ever leaves the couch. “Baby rattlesnake.”

			“Seriously?”

			“Cool!” Ty shouts. “Is that really what it is?”

			“Stand back,” I say to him, and remarkably, he does. I put the corner of the pizza box in front of the snake, which coils as if it’s about to strike. “It doesn’t have a rattle,” I say. “So it’s probably something else.”

			“No, baby rattlesnakes don’t have rattles,” Ty says.

			He knows this. Of course he does. 

			“Okay, okay,” Anna-Marie says. “I have a video.” 

			“Stand back and watch the snake,” I say to Ty. He bends over, but keeps his feet far away from the snake, watching it intently.

			Good enough. I join Anna-Marie on the couch, where she shows me the video.

			I’m no snake expert, but this damn well looks like a baby rattlesnake.

			“Okay,” I say. “What do we do?”

			“What do you mean, what do we do?” Anna-Marie says. “You need to get rid of it.”

			“I need to get rid of it? I don’t know any more about catching snakes than you do. I grew up in Bel Air.”

			Anna-Marie gives me a death look. “So you expect me to kill it, because I was born in Wyoming? What, you’d not only save Ben before me, but you’d also rather save yourself?”

			I stare at her. That stings, but I don’t want to get into it right now. We have a snake to deal with.

			“Ty, come with me,” I say. I don’t know that Anna-Marie is going to be able to bring herself to climb down off the couch, and I don’t want to leave the kid behind where he might get ideas about getting up close and personal with a rattlesnake.

			I stalk out to the garage, where theoretically we have some gloves. Not that either of us ever garden, and it’s rarely glove-wearing weather in Los Angeles, but my mother gave me a pair of leather driving gloves that I think are still in my car, even though I’ve hardly worn them. They make me feel pretentious, but if they make me feel less bitten by a rattlesnake, they’ll have been worth the money. 

			Ty trots along after me, babbling happily. “—And people think they’re more poisonous than adult rattlesnakes,” he says, “because they don’t have any control over how much poison they put in you like adult rattlesnakes do. But it’s not true, because they also have less poison than the adult rattlesnakes, so it really works out to about the same amount of poison that you get, even though they give you all of it. But the babies don’t have rattles, so they can’t warn you, but—”

			This continues while I get my gloves out of my car, and grab the long-handled net that our pool guy uses to gather leaves. When we return to the den, Anna-Marie is no longer on the couch. 

			She’s across the room, poking at a very small rattlesnake with an open pizza box.

			“What are you doing?” I yell at her.

			“Trying to catch the snake!” she yells back. 

			I wave the gloves and net at her, nearly knocking over our lamp. “I was going to get supplies so I don’t get bit. Are you seriously going to catch it in a pizza box?”

			“I didn’t know where you went!” she shouts. “You just left me here with it.”

			I press my lips together. “Oh my god. First you think that I wouldn’t save you over Ben in a life or death situation and now you think I would abandon you with a rattlesnake?”

			“Where did it go?” Ty asks. He is now perched on the couch, looking with interest at the edge of the rug where the snake was only moments before. 

			“Oh, shit,” I say, scanning the floor for it. Anna-Marie shrieks, and then jumps up on the coffee table.

			“Where’d it go?” she asks. 

			We all look at each other, and at the floor. The snake is nowhere to be seen.

			“Okay,” I say. “Anna-Marie, call animal control. I’m going to try moving the furniture, and Ty, you keep an eye out for the snake.”

			We spend the next thirty minutes listening to Ty spout facts—he moves on to Amazonian snakes, having run out of tidbits about rattlesnakes—and Anna-Marie argues with animal control about whether it’s possible that there’s a very tiny rattlesnake in our house. They agree to send out a police officer, who I’m pretty sure will have no more idea what to do about the snake than we do, especially if we can’t find it. I shift the furniture around, mostly with Ty or Anna-Marie on top of it. 

			The snake has disappeared. 

			“Can snakes climb stairs?” Ty asks. 

			“I don’t know. You’re the snake expert.” I cringe. That was snottier than I needed to be, but I’m sweating from hefting furniture with other people riding on it, and I’m worried we’re never going to find this snake.

			“There!” Anna-Marie shouts. She points across the room at the baseboard, where a very tiny thread is poking up out of the brown carpet. I ease my way over, expecting to find a stray carpet fiber, but the tail moves slightly, and then disappears between the carpet and the baseboard.

			“All right,” I say. “Ty, grab the net.” With the kid safely six feet away at the end of the handle and me on the other end with rubber gloves and a rolled-up copy of Cosmo, we manage to frighten the thing out of the crack of the carpet, and I scoop it up with the magazine and dump it into the net. Ty gives a victory whoop, and almost clobbers me in the face with the snake-filled net, but Anna-Marie grabs the pole just in time to keep it from hitting me in the chin and probably sending the snake flying up into my hair. 

			“Okay,” I say. “Okay. We got it. What do we do now?”

			Anna-Marie dashes off through the house, and I realize what she must have felt like when I abandoned her with the snake. I take the net from Ty and watch the snake to make sure it can’t climb out, but it wriggles helplessly in the bottom.

			She returns with one of our seldom-used casserole dishes that we got for our wedding. 

			“Are you going to bake it?” I ask. 

			“No,” she responds, in a tone only slightly more snotty than my own. “But it has a lid.” She brandishes one of those oven-proof silicone lids at me. “So we can contain it, and then figure out what to do with it.”

			“We should set it free,” Ty says. “It’s not its fault it’s a rattlesnake.”

			Anna-Marie looks dubious, but I don’t particularly want to see the circus that would be the three of us trying to jointly murder a snake. “I’ll take it down to the drainage at the bottom of our neighborhood. It won’t be able to travel that far, and even if it did, I don’t think it knows our address.”

			Anna-Marie looks, if not amused, then slightly mollified. She sets the pan on the floor and stands on the other side of the room, holding on to Ty while I slip the snake out of the net and into the pan, and then fix the lid over it. 

			Anna-Marie and I look at each other. This night hasn’t gone the way anyone—except probably Ty—wanted it to, and the snake is the least of our problems.

			“Wow,” Ty says. “That is so cool.” And he comes over to pick up the pan and holds it over his head to watch the snake wriggle. 

			I take it away from him with my hands firmly on either side of the pan. “Why don’t we put this outside while I call the police and let them know the snake is under control. And then you and I will let it go together, okay?”

			“Okay,” Ty says. He doesn’t seem the least bit scarred by the experience, and I at least managed not to let him get bit by the thing.

			Though he’s going to have a hell of a tale to tell his parents when he gets home.

		

	
		
			Fifteen

			Felix

			When I get back from dropping off Ty with Josh, the house is quiet. I hope this means Rachel is asleep and Jenna isn’t stuck pacing back and forth with her upstairs. It’s seemed like she’s been sleeping better these last few days, but my limited experience with infants indicates that just when I think things are getting better, they get worse again.

			I’m headed up the stairs to find Jenna when she appears at the top, wearing a knee-length black skirt that flares out around her waist, and a tank top with a little red jacket over it that matches the red streaks in her long black hair. 

			“Hi,” she says, sounding almost embarrassed. “I know we’re staying here for dinner, but I got dressed up.”

			I smile up at her, taking her in. Jenna is the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met, and two years of marriage hasn’t changed that a bit. My body aches just looking at her, and though I can’t admit it out loud, I miss how we used to be, before my Suboxone withdrawal messed us up. 

			“You look beautiful,” I tell her.

			She smiles shyly. “Thanks.”

			“I picked up dinner from that Indian place you like,” I tell her. “Come on.”

			Even though the meal came in Styrofoam containers, we dish it out onto plates and eat curled up together on the couch. Jenna is midway through dipping a thick piece of naan into her curry when she looks up at me. 

			“I know we’re not supposed to talk about the kids,” she says. “Then we’ll become one of those couples who can only talk about the kids.”

			I smile at her. “I don’t think that’s going to happen. Of course we can talk about the kids.”

			Jenna is quiet for a moment. “I don’t really want to talk about the kids.”

			I snuggle her closer. “This is awkward, isn’t it?”

			Jenna nods. “It never used to be awkward.”

			That’s true. There’s this distance between us now, and I’m not sure if it’s Jenna’s issues or the new baby or my physical problems that are causing it. Maybe it’s all of them.  

			“You still love me, though,” I say. 

			Jenna looks up at me. “Of course I do.”

			I smile. “I think I just needed to hear you say it.”

			“I love you,” she says. “Always.”

			“Same here,” I tell her. “More than ever.”

			Jenna’s face crinkles for a moment, and I think she’s going to cry, but she takes a deep breath, and she doesn’t.

			“Hey,” I say. “I know things have been rough. That’s supposed to be normal with a new baby, right? And it’s kicked up a lot of stuff for you, and I’ve felt helpless a lot of the time. But we’re not fragile, right? Our marriage is tough, and we can take a lot more than this.”

			Jenna hesitates. “How long do you think it can go on like this?” 

			I blink at her. “What?”

			“I know I haven’t been a very good wife lately,” Jenna says, and I shake my head.

			“That’s not true.”

			“I think it is. And I know you want me to get help and I’m not ready yet. I want to get better, for you, but I don’t know how, and I just want to know how long I have before you can’t deal with it anymore.”

			I put down my plate and tighten my arms around her. “Jenna,” I say in her ear, “you have forever.”

			She shakes her head, but I hold on tighter. “I mean it,” I say. “I’m never going to leave you, not for any reason. I want you to get help for you, but if every week was like this week, I would still be here. You can take as long as you need to figure stuff out, and you still don’t lose me. Understand?”

			Jenna toys with the naan, but doesn’t eat it. “But I don’t want you to be unhappy.”

			“I’m not,” I tell her. “Things are stressful, but you make that better, not worse.” I can tell she doesn’t believe me, so I continue. “It’s like having a paper cut. It can hurt like a bitch, but do you amputate?”

			“No,” she says.

			“No. Because you still like your arm, even if it stings right then.”

			“But what if it stings every day?”

			I shake my head. That’s not even close to what’s going on in our marriage. “It doesn’t. And even if it did, I wouldn’t amputate. I really like my arm.”

			That makes her smile. “I am a bit partial to the things your fingers can do.”

			My pulse picks up. In the months before Rachel was born, our sex life was cobbled together with intercourse alternatives and brief encounters. While I miss the way it used to be when I had drug-induced stamina, these last six weeks—seven, now—of abstinence have been tougher on me than I would have thought, given that immediately after Rachel was born, the cessation of our sex life felt mostly like a relief.

			It’s more than the physical—I miss the way we used to connect. We had sex almost daily, both craving that closeness, that intimacy. I miss holding her in my arms after, whispering together in the dark. 

			That’s when we did our best talking, now that I think about it. No wonder things have grown distant since. 

			Jenna has been to her six-week checkup. Theoretically we could have sex again, but we haven’t even been messing around in the ways we could have been. I don’t know how to approach it any more now than I did then.

			Jenna seems to sense this, because she finishes her naan and cuddles closer. And while I want to follow up on her suggestive statement, want to try to reclaim some of what we’ve lost, I find myself taking a bite of my food and chewing slowly. 

			I’m scared, I realize. I haven’t been this nervous about sex with Jenna since our first time.

			“How have you been feeling?” I ask. “Are you still having flashbacks?”

			I’m worried she’ll pull away, but she doesn’t. “Yeah,” she says, almost as a whisper. “And it’s more than that, sometimes. I’ve been calling myself things when I’m frustrated. Things Grant used to call me.” She settles against my chest, like she doesn’t want to look me in the eye. “Out loud, sometimes.” 

			“What kind of things?” I already have a good idea, but I want to hear her tell me, to be sure. 

			“Useless bitch. That kind of thing.”

			I hate that his voice is still such a strong force in her life, and I wish I could erase it, but I know I can’t. 

			I suck on my lower lip. I don’t want to ask this next question, but I have to. “Has it happened in front of Ty?”

			Jenna tenses. “No. But it has in front of Rachel.”

			I’m not worried about that. Rachel can’t understand the words.

			“Are you mad?” Jenna asks. 

			“No. Rachel is too little to get it, and even if you had done it in front of Ty, I wouldn’t be mad. I just want you to tell me if that happens, because I want to talk to him about it. To contextualize it for him, so he understands what’s happening.”

			“I don’t even understand what’s happening,” Jenna says. “Besides that I’m being a terrible mom.”

			“I think you’re a great mom. The best. But even the best need help sometimes.”

			Jenna takes a couple deep breaths, and I wonder if she wants to snap at me again for suggesting she might not be capable of doing this on her own. The thing is, I don’t think she’s capable without help right now. I just don’t think that’s as bad a thing as she thinks it is. 

			“I’m afraid to get help around the house, and with the kids,” she says slowly. She twists the end of her hair around her finger. “Because I think if I disconnect, I won’t want to come back.”

			My heart slows. “Like, you’ll want to leave?”

			“No,” Jenna says quickly. “I mean, I don’t think I would.”

			My chest aches. She has that impulse, though. She wants to leave us.

			I hate how much that hurts, and I sure as hell don’t want to let her know. She feels bad enough about the situation as it is.

			“I’m just scared,” Jenna says, her voice breaking. “I know I’m already disconnecting, from you and from the kids. I’m just—I’m afraid of feeling too much. I feel like there’s this tidal wave bearing down on me, and I have a wall up to keep it back, but it’s going to break, and the wave is coming, and I’m scared of what will happen when it crashes.”

			So she doesn’t think the worst is behind us. It makes sense. She’s still fighting against the feelings from her past that are trying to come to the surface. It’s like I told her before, I don’t think she can move on until she’s fully felt those things, until she’s accepted them. 

			“You have to feel it sometime,” I tell her. “You can’t hold it back forever.”

			“I’ve held it back in the past,” she says. “And it went away.”

			“But the pain always comes back.”

			“But I can’t right now. This is my time with Rachel.”

			My heart aches for her. It isn’t fair that this is all dropping on her now. She desperately wanted to enjoy her newborn this time, to get to have all those tender memories that other people talk about. 

			I hate that her past is taking this from her. Like my addiction ruining our sex life, except worse, because the things that were done to her were never her fault. 

			“Okay,” I say. “But if you’re still feeling this way in a few months, you need to see a therapist, okay? Promise me.”

			Jenna nods. “Yeah, okay.”

			“And I’m going to be here when the wall comes down, when the wave comes crashing in. I’ll be here, no matter what.”

			Jenna sniffles and turns to wrap her arms around me. I hold her, and I can’t help but feel like we’re clinging to each other for dear life. 

			“I miss you,” she says. “I know it’s my fault, but I miss you so much.”

			“I miss you too. And it’s not your fault.”

			Jenna looks up at me. “The doctor said I can have sex now. But do you even want to?”

			“Yeah,” I say. “Of course I do.”

			Jenna looks doubtful. “Before Rachel was born, I felt like you weren’t getting anything out of it anymore. I didn’t know if it was because of the withdrawal symptoms, or because I was pregnant and huge, or—”

			“You thought that? You were the hottest pregnant woman on the face of the planet. So sexy. I never stopped wanting you.”

			“But sex started making you uncomfortable. I knew you didn’t want it, and I didn’t want to be always asking you for something you didn’t want to give.”

			“I felt like you didn’t want it anymore,” I say. “I knew it wasn’t as good for you as it used to be, and—”

			“I don’t think that’s true,” Jenna says. “I mean, yeah, the stamina was nice.”

			“It’s not even that. Even just an average amount of stamina would be fine. But I can barely be inside you without coming.” My face is getting hot. I know I should be able to talk about this stuff with my wife, but it’s humiliating. Emasculating. And frustrating as hell.

			Jenna puts a hand on my cheek. “It was still good for me. It helped me feel close to you. The way I want you hasn’t changed.”

			I hold her tight.“Yeah, it hasn’t changed for me, either.”

			Jenna climbs to her knees, running her hand down the side of my face. “Do you want to, then?”

			I do, desperately. I stand and lift her into my arms, praying that Rachel will stay asleep long enough not to interrupt us. We’re playing with fate there—but she’s been starting to sleep in longer and longer bursts. 

			Jenna looks into my eyes as I carry her up the stairs, and my heart is thumping with the anticipation. It’s not even just the sex that I want, as much as the intimacy of being with her, the trust and the closeness and the way we are with each other after. 

			But there’s something physical to it, too. A deep, primal longing to feel the woman I love come in my arms, to finish inside her, to give her the pleasure she reserves only for me, and to feel it in return. 

			I take her into our room and lay her on the bed, and then close and lock the door, mostly out of habit. Ty isn’t here to disturb us, and even he knows how to knock by now. 

			Jenna kneels on the bed in front of me and pulls my shirt over my head, and I take off her jacket and then her tank top, as well. I pull her down on top of me, unhooking her bra, enjoying the feeling of her soft skin against mine. She whispers my name against my jaw, and I reach down and run my hands up under her skirt and pull down her underwear. Her hands slide inside my jeans, working me up carefully, without too much stimulation, and I shrug out of them, and my boxers, and Jenna kisses my neck as our bodies press together. 

			It’s too much. I don’t want to finish so soon. I roll her over on her side, facing away from me, and slip my hand up her thigh, and then down the other. Jenna shivers against me, whispering my name again, and I run my teeth down her ear and then bring my fingers up her thigh again, teasing her gently. 

			Jenna gasps and moans as I play her with my left hand, the way she likes. As her gasps grow more desperate, I pull her tight against me, rubbing rhythmically against her until I come against the soft skin of her ass. I quicken my movements until she spasms and cries out, and then softens against me. 

			My breath catches in my throat. It’s not enough. I’m not ready for this to end. My voice is hoarse in her ear. “Let me go down on you.”

			She shakes her head. “You don’t have to. You already—”

			“Please,” I say. “I want to.”

			Jenna hesitates, and then nods. I can tell by the way her body writhes against the sheets as she shifts to her back that she wants this. She’s self-conscious about being the only one enjoying it, but she’s not, not by a long shot. I kiss the inside of her knee, and her legs fall open. As I work my way up her thigh, she gasps and moans with urgency, even though I’m hardly doing anything yet. I kiss the place where her leg meets her thigh and look up at her. 

			“Is this really okay?” I ask. 

			A smile tugs at her lips. “As long as you want to.”

			Do I. I lower my mouth and begin, my tongue lighting against the softness of her skin. Her hips shift, her legs falling to the sides and then moving rhythmically, and I time my movements to them. Touching her, listening to her, is more than enough to get me hard again, and when she comes again, I don’t waste any time. I crawl up over her, rubbing myself against her, and she reaches up and pulls me inside her. We’re together—really together—and I whisper in Jenna’s ear how much I love her, how much I need her, that she’s all I want in the world. It doesn’t last long, but this time we finish together, like we used to, crying out as one, and as we hold each other in the aftermath, I rest my head on her chest, feeling the glow of coming down with my wife. 

			That was so good, and if it’s not exactly like it used to be, it felt no less beautiful, no less satisfying to me. 

			“I love you,” I tell her, and she echoes it back. 

			And even if it solves nothing, I’m so, so grateful we still have that.

		

	
		
			

			Sixteen

			Josh

			There’s not an overwhelming amount of space in my Porsche, but I refuse to let Ty hold the pan with the rattlesnake on his lap, even when he tries to persuade me that he can keep the lid on tight. Instead, I wedge it between us on top of the parking brake. We’ll just take it to the bottom of the neighborhood. Just far enough away that I don’t feel like I’m infecting my neighbor’s yard with a very small rattlesnake that might leap out at one of their children when they tumble in the yard with their dog.

			Not that I’m chummy enough with my neighbors to actually know which ones have children. Or dogs, for that matter.

			“Isn’t there some kind of surgery you could do to remove the fangs?” Ty asks as he buckles into my car. I’m not sure if I’m supposed to have a ten-year-old in the front seat, but I don’t have a back seat and since Anna-Marie doesn’t drive, we don’t have a second car. I’ve always thought we’ll get one eventually, when we have kids.

			If we ever have kids. 

			“I don’t know,” I say. “I doubt there are a lot of veterinarians who want to operate on a rattlesnake.” Can snakes even be sedated? 

			There’s a question I never thought I’d have cause to ask. 

			“Maybe you should Google it,” Ty says. “Because a de-fanged rattlesnake would be a really cool pet.”

			“I’m not keeping the snake, and your parents aren’t going to let you keep it, either.” I drive down three streets to the road that winds out of our subdivision, and then drive across to a parking lot near a drainage canal. The lot is dark, and I see the giant white sign next to the entrance a half-second too late.

			Bump.

			Oh, shit.

			We hit the speed bump too fast, and the car jolts and bottoms out. I cringe at the sound of my very expensive car frame scraping against the concrete.

			The glass pan clanks down onto my parking brake, and I slam to a stop.

			“Oh, god,” I say, opening my door and moving away from the pan. “Tell me that didn’t break.”

			“It didn’t break. But it opened.”

			I stare at Ty. He’s sitting there, holding the blue silicone lid, looking into the pan.

			“Get out of the car!” I yell at him, and his eyes widen, and then he does. We both stand outside, staring at the pan.

			Which, though I know it contained a snake when we got in the car, now very much does not.

			I swear loudly and walk around the car to the glove box to get my driving gloves again. I use them to extract the pan and then poke around the gear shift.

			“Oh my god,” I say. “There’s a rattlesnake lost in my car.”

			“Oh!” Ty says. “I know what we should do. We should get a bunch of crickets and put them in a snake trap. That would get it.”

			I have neither a snake trap, nor a bunch of crickets, nor any desire to leave my car in this godforsaken parking lot while we wait for the snake to decide it’s ready to eat. I poke around the floor and the seat cushions with my gloves, but the snake must have found a crevice to hole up in, because it’s completely disappeared.

			I look at Ty, who has climbed up on my hood and is staring down through my windshield into the car. I want to tell him not to do that, but at least he’s not going to get bitten from up there.

			“We need to call your dad,” I say. 

			Ty shrugs. “Why?”

			“Because I need him to pick you up.” I feel terrible for interrupting Felix and Jenna, but I’m supposed to be bringing Ty home in twenty minutes, anyway.

			I gingerly use my gloves to extract my phone from the car and then take a deep breath before I dial Felix.

			I don’t know how I’m going to explain this.

			“Hey,” Felix says. “You guys heading over?”

			“Yeah, sorry. I’m having some . . . car trouble. I know I said I’d bring Ty home, but could you come pick him up?”

			“Sure. I’ll leave now. Are you still at home?”

			“No,” I tell him, and I give him the cross streets to the parking lot. “You’ll see us. We’re behind the enormous white sign warning of a bump.”

			“Yikes. I’ll be right there.”

			He hangs up, and I spend the next half hour unbolting the seats from my car and wrestling them out, all while listening to Ty’s extended explanation of why a rattlesnake might make a good pet, and the ranking order of pets in general. When Felix drives into the parking lot—slowing down appropriately—I am shaking my head at the bottom of my car angrily.

			“Yeesh,” Felix says, looking at my detached seats. “Looks like some car trouble.”

			I give him a disgruntled glare. “I know you need to get back to your family. But for the love of god, first will you help me find the baby rattlesnake that’s gotten loose in the bottom of my car?”

			Felix blinks at me. “You’re joking.”

			“He’s not, Dad!” Ty runs in a circle around the car. “Anna-Marie found the snake and then Josh was going to pick it up but then he realized it was a rattlesnake only it didn’t have a rattle and then I told them that babies don’t have rattles and then they Googled it and it was true. But then Anna-Marie tried to catch the snake in a pizza box because she thought Josh left her and then we lost the snake and I rode the furniture around while Josh looked for it and then Anna-Marie found it and then we caught it in a pool net and put it in a baking pan and we were going to let it go because Josh said you wouldn’t let me keep it even if I could get it defanged but then we drove over that bump and it got lost in Josh’s car.”

			Somehow, despite the running, he manages not to take a single breath during this entire utterance. Felix looks at me, and I rub my forehead. “Yeah. That’s pretty much what happened.”

			“Okay,” Felix says. “I appreciate that it’s bad there’s a snake in your car, but I don’t know what I can do for you. I’m from Brentwood, man. I’m not exactly an outdoorsman.”

			“I said I would climb in and find it,” Ty says. “But Josh won’t let me.”

			“Yeah, no,” Felix says. “Hey, why don’t you go sit in our car and Google good ways to catch rattlesnakes.” He hands his phone to Ty, and the kid skips over. Felix looks at me. “He’s not going to get porn from that, is he? I mean, there’s not some other definition of rattlesnake I’m not thinking of?”

			“We already Googled it extensively. I think you’re in the clear.”

			Felix and I both stare at the partially dismantled car, neither one of us inclined to go rummaging around in the many dark crevices a baby rattlesnake could have wedged itself in. “I don’t think I have any gloves,” he says. “Can I call you a tow truck?”

			I sigh. If I tell Anna-Marie I lost a snake in my car, she’s never going to ride in it again. “No. Just help me get the seats back in. I’ll do the reaching down below, and after we get it put back together, I’ll drive it back to my house. Probably the snake will crawl out overnight, if it hasn’t already. And tomorrow I’ll take it in to get detailed.”

			“Sure,” Felix says. We’ve got one of the seats lifted back in and I’m trying to tighten the bolts correctly without leaving my wrist open to a rattlesnake strike when Felix must find me to be a sufficiently captive audience. “Long night, huh?”

			“You could say that. How was your date with Jenna?”

			“Good,” he says. “Really good, actually. We got to really talk for the first time in a long time. I think things are going to be better.”

			“That’s good,” I say, and I mean it. 

			“Sorry your night hasn’t gone as planned. It doesn’t sound like Ty caused the problem, though?”

			“Not unless he snuck a rattlesnake into our house.”

			“I very much doubt it,” Felix says. “How are you and Anna-Marie doing?”

			I struggle with one of the bolts under the seat. “Not great. But I think I’m too upset to talk about it.”

			Felix hesitates, still steadying the seat. I finally get the bolt tightened, withdraw my thankfully-unbitten arms, and sigh. It’s true that I don’t want to talk about it, but if past conversations are any indication, I’m going to tell him anyway. Might as well get it over with. 

			“Ben talked to Wyatt and Wyatt agreed that Ben wasn’t enough for him. When Ben was telling me this, he somehow got fixated on whether or not I would choose Anna-Marie over him in an apocalypse scenario, which obviously I would, but I’m not going to say that to my friend who just got his heart stomped on. So then Ben goes and tells Anna-Marie that I’m doubting my love for her or something, and she believes him, and I think the rattlesnake loose in my house might have been less of a threat to my family than I am at this moment.”

			“Jeez,” Felix says. “Do you need to go get a drink or something?”

			We lift in the second seat, and this time I have a better idea what I’m doing getting it back in. It occurs to me now that the snake might be inside the seat, which would put Felix’s hands and most of my arms in danger, but at this point, I just need to get this done and the car back home. This snake doesn’t seem to be interested in showing its face. Or its fangs.

			“You don’t drink, do you?” I ask.

			“Not alcohol. But I drink soda. And water.”

			“Maybe coffee?” I suggest.

			“No,” Felix says. “Weirdly, I don’t drink coffee, either.”

			Huh. “I’m guessing that’s a religious thing, because everything I’ve heard about recovery meetings leads me to believe they serve coffee.”

			“Yeah,” Felix says. “Sometimes the ones I frequent add hot chocolate for me.”

			I get the seat back in and give one more cursory look over the car, giving the snake one last opportunity to make itself known. “Honestly, I need to go home and talk to my wife. Rain check?”

			“Want to grab breakfast tomorrow? I think my call time is nine o’clock.”

			“Yeah, okay,” I say. “I’ll text you the address of the place I’m dropping off my car. Maybe you could give me a ride to work?”

			“Done. And sorry about the snake.”

			“Not your fault.” And unlike the rest of my problems, I don’t think I can quite take full credit for that one.

		

	
		
			Seventeen

			Anna-Marie

			It takes me a while after Josh has left before I start to do anything useful. I instead spend nearly half an hour sitting on the couch in the den—which is now moved so it’s diagonal to the wall—with my head in my hands. I know I didn’t handle that well, any of it. I’ve never been particularly great at dealing with wildlife showing up in my house—something Shane could attest to, after the bat incident—but that extra jolt of terror definitely didn’t help me be less of a bitch at Josh. And yeah, I’m kind of pissed he won’t stand up to Ben and make him follow a couple of very simple rules, but really I shouldn’t doubt my husband’s love for me just because drunk Ben is tossing around doomsday questions.

			I’m still a little hurt Josh wouldn’t just say it, though. 

			I get up and start pushing the couch back. Damn, this thing is heavy. I consider waiting for Josh to get back to help me, and then the part of me that is embarrassed at my reaction to the snake decides to just buckle down and put more back into it. I am woman, hear me move a futon-couch.

			I feel some satisfaction at getting the couch back in place, though there’s a good chance I’m going to be hurting for it tomorrow. It’s nice to put something back together.

			And yes, I’m not so dense that I don’t realize that this, and my obsession with the couch stain, is all just some metaphorical need to fix whatever the hell is broken with Josh and me. A week ago, I would have said it was the infertility, and that alone. That’s enough, isn’t it? We both want this so bad, and to be honest, neither of us are great at dealing with not getting what we want—we’re the type that’ll just fight harder for it.

			But there’s only so much control we have over me getting pregnant, and fighting for it seemed bound to inevitably turn to fighting about it.

			That makes sense, if a crappy kind of sense. And even though any fighting Josh and I do sucks for both of us, I know that, ultimately, we’ll figure out a solution. That we’ll put us first, because that’s what we do. But in the meantime, it’s making me scared and crazy and kind of bitchy—and not even just to Josh and Ben. 

			I actually lost it at my co-star Ron today—he of the overpowering cologne that makes him smell like an eighth-grader at a dance in New Jersey. I full-on yelled at him, in a total June-Blair-level diva fit, that if he didn’t back off with the body spray right before our make-out scenes, I was going to take the can and shove it so far up his ass he’d be burping the smell of pre-teen desperation for weeks.

			I really think it’s time for me to quit.

			I sigh and start moving the coffee table. I’ve got that back in place just as Josh walks in. He sets the empty baking dish and lid on the end table.

			“You don’t have to move all the furniture back,” he says. “I can do it.” He still sounds pissy, and it instinctively triggers the same tone in me.

			“Yeah, well, clearly I can too,” I say, gesturing to the world’s heaviest futon couch as if I didn’t nearly throw my back out pushing it into place. “So it’s okay.”

			“I didn’t say you couldn’t,” he says, avoiding looking at me, and pushing the armchair back with such force he practically flips the thing first. “I just meant I’ve got it.”

			“No, it’s okay, I’ve got it.” I tug a little too suddenly on the end table, and the decorative candle and two copies of Vogue slide off, and nearly the glass dish, too. I swear under my breath. Josh bends down to reach for the candle and I grab it first. 

			Are we seriously competitive cleaning right now?

			“I’m sorry, Josh,” I say, setting the candle back on the table and rubbing my forehead, like that could ease away the tension between us. “I shouldn’t have picked a fight with you about Ben. And I shouldn’t have doubted you about that . . . life or death question thing. It was stupid of me to be upset about that.”

			Josh’s expression is still drawn tight, but at least he’s not trying to catapult furniture anymore. 

			“Yeah, kind of,” he says after a beat. He turns his glare from the armchair back to me. “By the way, the person I would pick is you.”

			I don’t love being the recipient of that glare, but hearing him actually say that does give me a little wash of relief. I don’t think I would’ve doubted that in the past, but the way things have been lately, maybe I just needed to hear it was still true. “I know,” I say. 

			He shakes his head. “You really thought I would abandon you to the snake. Make you take care of it by yourself.”

			The hurt in his expression is so much harder to take than the pissiness. I try to remember my head space from that moment. “I didn’t really think you’d abandon me, no,” I say. “But I didn’t know where you went, and I was scared and—” I look down at the floor. “I felt stupid for freaking out so much, and I wanted to show you I could get the snake.”

			He folds his arms. “Are you sure you weren’t doing it to get back at me? So if you got hurt, I would feel like shit?”

			There’s a spike of hurt that he would think I’d do something like that, but the way he asks it isn’t pissy or defensive. More like he really wants to know. 

			And, really, what if on some level I did?

			I consider the possibility. “If so, it wasn’t conscious. I have a healthy fear of snakes.” I pause, biting at my lip. “And moose.”

			His lips tug up in a smile. Remembering, like me, the time we nearly got trampled by an enormous moose in Wyoming when we were having sex in the woods. “Yeah, I’m afraid of moose too.”

			It was more awe I remember seeing in his face when he first caught sight of that monster than proper terror. “Not enough.” 

			“Well, I am now.” His eyes go mock wide, and I laugh.

			He doesn’t quite laugh, but he grins, and it’s real, and I wish the sight of that grin wasn’t so rare lately. 

			I take a step closer. “I really am sorry, you know.” 

			“I know. It’s okay. Me too.”

			I should leave it there. I know I should. But he’s still got his arms folded, and he’s back to looking away, like he’s shutting himself off, and god, have I really made such a mess of things? I know I hurt him in that fight somehow, and I keep hurting him, and I don’t know how to stop, but I feel like I need to keep trying.

			“I mean it, Josh. I know I can be kind of a brat sometimes, and high-maintenance, and I’m sorry. And then I get all insecure and I know I make things worse and—”

			Josh’s hands clench into fists, and his face flushes. “Not everything’s about you!”

			I take a step back, my mouth working soundlessly for a moment. 

			And then, because I’m me, not so soundlessly. “Well, maybe I have to make it about me! I don’t have anything else to go on!” I let out a shaking breath. “All I know is what you told me the other night,” I say, trying for a calm I don’t feel. “Which I appreciate you telling me, I do, and I know that wasn’t easy. But I know there’s more you’re not saying and I just—I don’t get it. I don’t get what’s happening, I don’t get where all this is coming from, I don’t get any of it.”

			Tears have sprung to my eyes, and I wipe them away. 

			Josh squeezes his eyes shut. “It’s not about you,” he says softly. But he doesn’t say anything else.

			I step closer to him again, touch him on the elbow. “Okay,” I say. “Do you think it might be worth going to see Dr. Bauer? Like, on your own, or maybe as a couple?”

			Dr. Bauer is our therapist. We started seeing her soon after we were engaged, because not only did I have lots of issues from my dad to work through, but we figured starting off working toward better communication would only be a huge plus in our marriage. The therapy seemed to help with that, but eventually we both stopped going, getting busy and feeling like we had things totally under control.

			But things don’t seem particularly under control at the moment.

			Josh scrubs his face with his hands. “I don’t—I don’t know.” There are tears shining in his eyes, and he looks for all the world like a lost little kid. Scared and alone.

			My heart feels cracked apart, and I wrap my arms around him. If nothing else, I want him to know he’s not alone, no matter what. 

			His rigid stance softens in my arms. He leans into me, but just barely. 

			“I don’t know who I am anymore.” His voice is barely above a whisper.

			The surprise of that alone draws me back—I want to see his expression, the look in his eyes. But the moment my arms leave him, he slumps down to the ground in front of the armchair, like there’s nothing else holding him up. He sits with his knees up, his elbows resting on them, his head buried in his hands.

			“Josh,” I say, but I’m not sure what else to say after that. I kneel down next to him, but so I can still face him enough to see what’s going on—to try my best to see, at least.

			He still doesn’t look up from his hands. “I think all the ways I help people—it’s fear, part of it, but it also makes me feel better about myself. And either way, it’s like it’s all ego then. But if I’m just helping people for selfish reasons, if that’s what I do, then what does that make me?”

			The cracks in my heart deepen, and I can feel the sharp points of the edges. I think of how Josh told Ben that he felt like a terrible person. Josh. Who is truly one of the best, most good-hearted people I know. Who fights for his clients for a living, yes, but also because he cares—I know he does, no matter what emotional crisis he’s having now. Who would give everything he has to give for the people he loves—and yes, me most of all. I know it, even if I doubt it sometimes.

			“There is so much good about you,” I say. “You talk like you think you’re this horrible person—”

			“No, I know I’m not that,” he says, and I’m relieved for that much, at least. “I work in an industry with some really horrible people. That’s not me. But I don’t think I’m as good as you think I am. I don’t think I’m as perfect as I present myself as being.”

			I frown. I’ve never thought Josh was perfect—it doesn’t take long to date anyone, let alone be married to them, before you see that perfection isn’t something anyone has, even the person you love most in the world. But I think I get what he’s saying, or at least starting to. “You think people put you on some pedestal—your clients, your family, maybe even me. And you don’t belong there.”

			He takes a moment, but then nods. “Kind of, yeah. I think maybe those who have a good opinion of me—maybe it’s not based in reality.” He looks up then, his dark eyes searching mine. “I don’t know what the reality is, Anna-Marie. What’s real about me, and what’s just me trying to hide. I want to be more open with you, more authentic. But I don’t know who to be.” His voice breaks. “I don’t know who that is.”

			God. I’ve never heard him like this. So lost, so unmoored from . . . everything, maybe. 

			It terrifies me. My husband needs me, and I don’t know how to help him, and I wish Dr. Bauer were here. But she’s not, and I am, and so I’m going to do my best. 

			I just wish the stakes didn’t feel so damn high.

			I take a deep breath and reach out and grip his hands. “Okay,” I say, with a voice as even as I can muster. “What about our marriage? Do you authentically want to be in it?”

			His expressions softens. “Yes. Absolutely.”

			The relief of that—and how sure he sounds—nearly makes me dizzy. “So us. The connection we have. That feels real.”

			He grips my hands back. “It always has. Even before we were being totally honest with each other.”

			“Before I knew you spoke Dothraki, and had Princess Leia fantasies,” I say with a smile.

			He smiles back. “And before I knew you wrote Death Arsenal fan fiction. And were so open to re-enacting my Princess Leia fantasies.” His thumb strokes along the outside of my hand. “We’ve always had this connection. And that’s real.”

			I scoot closer against his side and wrap my arms around him. “Yeah, it is for me too.”

			“Even when we’re having problems?” He sounds hesitant.

			But I’m not. Not about this. “Even then. Always.”

			There’s a moment where I think we both just let ourselves be comforted by that. But I know now that his issue isn’t really about us, or at least not mostly. And our relationship is far from the only part of who he is. 

			“What about Ben? He’s been like a brother to you forever. Does that still feel authentic?”

			Josh’s brows draw together; it takes him longer to answer. “Yes,” he says. “There’s baggage there. Like, the friendship is real and him being like a brother to me. I know that. But so much of my friendship with him has been me wanting to protect him—like when he first came out, and even later, when he was first into Wyatt, going to that damn pool hall with him practically every day for four months. Was I really being supportive? Or did I just need to feel like Ben needed me?”

			I nod. “Okay. But the friendship at its core feels real to you.”

			“Yes.” He sounds more sure about that now.

			“Good.” I’m starting to feel a little more sure as we go, as well. “I think it’s good right now to figure out what things feel real, even if there’s baggage there.”

			“Yeah, that makes sense.”

			Thank god for that. “So how about your family?”

			Another long pause. “I love my family,” he says. “Again, there’s some baggage with all of them. But, yeah.” He lets out a breath. “That’s real.”

			I squeeze his hands in mine. “Great. Okay. How about the geek thing? How much you love Harry Potter, and Game of Thrones, and painting minis and doing cosplay—all of that.”

			He gives a little laugh. “Yeah. Probably my family wishes that was less authentically me.”

			“Well, none of them are married to you, and I definitely don’t. Who else would role-play my Death Arsenal Curtis Huang and Jane Jennings fantasies?”

			He raises his eyebrows. “Are you kidding me? Having sex with a hot girl is incentive enough for most straight guys. No geek cred required.”

			I laugh. “Okay, good point. But how many of them would debate the time line paradoxes between games two and five afterward?”

			“Definitely fewer.” He smiles. “But I’m glad I’m the one who gets to.”

			“Me too.” I lift our joined hands up enough so that I can kiss his knuckles. “So, next. Your job?”

			He seems to expect this one to be next. “I love my job. But more baggage, because I’m not sure how much of why I love it is because it’s so tied into my self-esteem. Feeding that ego by helping people out, you know?”

			I nod again. I honestly don’t know that that’s as much of a bad thing as he seems to think it is, but I don’t think pointing that out will help. 

			“This helps actually,” he says, a kind of stark relief in his voice. “It means I exist. There’s an actual me that’s in there.”

			My stomach drops. Even after all he’s told me, even as lost as he was . . .

			“That was a question?”

			I don’t mean it to sound accusatory; I’m just so surprised. He looks away, abashed, and I put my hands on his face so that he’s looking at me again.

			“You exist, Josh. You are Josh Rios, and you may not be completely sure who that is right now, but I am. You are a man who is loyal, and who has a strong moral compass. You are a man who cares about people in general, but the people you let into your life—you love them. And I’m the luckiest woman in the world to be at the top of that list.”

			His eyes shine with tears again, and he swallows. Nods. 

			I’m about to tell him what an incredible father I know he’ll be—because, god, I know he will be—when the next question I should ask occurs to me. I take another steadying breath. “Do you authentically want kids?” If he doesn’t, after all that we’ve been through—

			If he doesn’t, then that will hurt. Bad. But he’s still more important to me. 

			He blinks, then nods. “I want that,” he says, I start to let out a breath of relief, just as he says the word that makes my heart skip a beat. “But—”

			“But?” 

			He cringes. “I don’t know if I can do this right now. Starting IVF, going through all that stress. I already feel like I’m about to break, you know?” He shakes his head. “I’m so sorry, Anna-Marie, I’m so—”

			“It’s okay,” I say, and surprise even myself by meaning it.

			“Really?” His brows draw together.

			“Yeah. I want a baby, and god knows I’m not the most patient person in the world, but I get it. The stress sucks, and right now I don’t think either of us need that.”

			He ducks his head. “I feel guilty denying that to you, because of all this shit. I hate disappointing you. I hate it. I think—” He blinks away tears. “I think that’s part of why I hide to begin with. Because I don’t want to let you down.”

			I can’t help but think that if I had handled some of my disappointment about the infertility better—god, if I better handled my disappointment about not getting that pair of limited edition Balenciaga strappy heels before they sold out, anything—then he wouldn’t be struggling like this.

			But he said it wasn’t about me, and I don’t want to keep making it so.

			“It’s not you that disappoints me,” I say. “This situation, us wanting a baby so badly and not being to have one as easily as we’d like—that disappoints me. But that isn’t your fault. And as much as I hate my body for it, I know it’s really not mine, either. It just sucks.” 

			“But this thing I’m going through—”

			“Isn’t your fault. It’s not. And if you need some time, that’s okay.” I press my forehead to his. “Even if it was your fault—which it’s not—that would be okay too. You can let me down sometimes, and I still love you just as much. Just like I know that I can let you down sometimes and you still love me. Right?”

			His eyes glisten. “Right. Just as much.”

			He leans in and kisses me, gently, and then pulls me into his arms. “Thank you. Talking through it like this, it helps.”

			“Yeah, well,” I say, placing a soft kiss on his neck before nuzzling in against him. “Maybe I picked up a few skills from a very smart and sexy person I know who is fantastic at listening to people and helping them sort through stuff.”

			His lips twist up. “Dr. Bauer?”

			I pinch his side and he laughs. “You, Rios,” I say.

			He kisses me on the top of my head, and then lets out a small sigh. We sit there for a few minutes longer, just holding each other, and then Josh says. “So . . . this room.”

			I look around at what was once our den but now somehow looks like post-tornado trailer park. Okay, a nice trailer park, but still. “This room,” I agree. “Any chance we can convince Ben tomorrow morning that he did this in a drunken rage and needs to clean it up?”

			“You mean that’s not what happened?” Josh asks, all innocence. He shakes his head. “Damn Ben and his drunken rages. He has to learn at some point.” He pauses. “You want to watch some Attack on Titan and work on assembling The Bronze for your Buffy table?”

			I smile up at him. “You keep making sexy propositions like that and we won’t make it through a single episode before I jump you.”

			He hugs me tighter. “All part of my plan, Halsey. All part of my plan.”

		

	
		
			Eighteen

			Josh

			Felix and I meet at a Starbucks in the morning after I drop my car off to get detailed. I warned the clerk at the car wash that they might want to use gloves, and she looked at me like I’m an entitled snob. 

			“Yes, sir,” she said.

			I hope I’m not about to be responsible for someone’s death by snake bite, but I don’t know what else to do, and I’m pretty sure no shop in town is going to touch my car if I tell them it may contain a rattlesnake. 

			I order my coffee while Felix grabs a hot chocolate. That’s right. No coffee for him. 

			“So,” he says, as he sits down across from me. “How are you doing?”

			“Better. I had a long talk with Anna-Marie last night.”

			Felix looks happy about this. “Yeah?”

			“Yeah, and she convinced me that I exist, so that’s good.”

			Felix cringes. “You were worried you didn’t exist? Is this some existential crisis?”

			“I think so, actually. I’ve just been feeling lately that maybe the person I think I am isn’t really who I am.” I shake my head. The words sound as stupid coming out of my mouth as they do in my head.

			“Yeah, well, you definitely exist.”

			“That’s what Anna-Marie said. And I think I believe her.” I shake my head. “Of all the stupid crises to be having. I’m probably making a big deal over nothing.”

			“I doubt it,” Felix says. “Calling your problems stupid won’t make them go away.”

			“Yeah, well, maybe it should.”

			Felix smiles. “Jenna and I both agree with you, believe me. But it’s never worked for us.”

			I nod. “How’s she doing?”

			“Better, I think,” Felix says. He takes a sip of his drink. “We really connected last night, and that was good. I don’t think it fixes anything, and she’s not ready to get help yet, but if she’s talking to me, at least I can keep tabs on it a little better.”

			“That’s good. I think I’ve been doing the same thing to Anna-Marie that Jenna’s been doing to you. Refusing to talk about stuff.” 

			“Why do you think that is?” Felix asks. 

			I shake my head. “I told her it was because I’m afraid of letting her down. I’m afraid that she’ll see I’m not perfect.” A thought crystallizes in my head, something else I probably need to say to Anna-Marie, next time we talk. “I’m afraid that she’ll think I’m not the person she fell in love with.”

			“I get that.”

			I have some of my coffee. It scalds my tongue, but I don’t care. “Do you?”

			“Wanting to be perfect?” Felix says. “Hell yeah. I hate making mistakes. Jenna and I have both spent a lot of time feeling like we’re not good enough for the other person, like we’re letting them down.”

			“It sucks, right? Like, you love this person so much, and all you want to do is make their life better.”

			“And then sometimes,” Felix says, “objectively, you make it worse.”

			“Exactly.” I think back to my admission last night, that I’m not ready to do IVF. It’s true. I feel it in my bones. I won’t survive the stress right now.

			I wish I could tell her when I’ll be able to, whether next week or next month, or next year. But all I know is I can’t right now.

			“Jenna can have a bad day, and that adds stress to my life,” Felix says. “But it doesn’t compare to what life was like before her, or what it would be like without her.” He shrugs, leaning back in his chair and taking the lid off his hot chocolate to let it cool. “The way I explained it to her is that it’s like a paper cut. It hurts, but I still like my hand, so I’m not going to cut it off.”

			“Yeah, okay,” I say. “Maybe that’s what I’m worried about. I know Anna-Marie isn’t going to leave me. Sometimes I have fears about that, but I know they’re irrational. But I’m afraid she’s going to stay and I’m going to paper cut her over and over, causing her all this pain.”

			“Yeah,” Felix says. “If you figure out a way to make that stop, let me know.”

			I groan. That’s not exactly what I wanted to hear, but I guess it’s unfair to expect Felix to be able to solve all my problems. Especially because Anna-Marie and I decided a long time ago that the way we’d handle problems is to work through them.

			I just felt a lot better about that when they were her problems.

			“I really do get it, though,” Felix says. “It doesn’t help that I’m kind of a perfectionist in general. I’m the guy who won’t perform a piece I haven’t practiced to death. I joined Jenna’s band a week before they had to perform, and I about killed myself trying to get ready. At the first practice, I remember sitting there hating on myself, because I’m probably a better musician than all of them, and I couldn’t play the songs perfectly. After a couple of days, having never played with a pop band in my life.” He smiles and shakes his head. “Sometimes I’m an idiot.”

			I consider this. “I guess this infertility thing is a little like that. I want to play the situation perfectly, but I don’t know the . . . what, notes?”

			“Notes works,” Felix says, grinning at me. “If you hadn’t started doubting yourself there, I might have thought you knew something about music.”

			“I should stick to business metaphors. That I know.”

			Felix shakes his head. “Now I’m feeling guilty for saying I’m a better musician than Jenna. That’s not true.”

			I raise an eyebrow at him. “No?”

			“No,” he says. “I’m a better technical musician, but Jenna is way better at the artistry of it, at taking things and making them her own. When we did our first tour, right after we got married, I picked this long, complicated classical piece for cello and piano, and we played it together. I played the notes perfectly, but Jenna only had a month or so to practice, so she was dropping notes and riffing off the piece like a rock musician with this crazy complicated piece of music.” He pauses to take a sip of his drink and then continues.

			“Classical is all about perfection,” he says, “but she’s all about making things beautiful, and she just goes with it and experiences it and makes the audience feel it with her. That’s why a crowd could sit through fourteen minutes of classical at a pop concert, because we worked together to make this beautiful thing and people were happy to see it. I’m trying to do that more—to let go and not make myself be perfect, but just enjoy the experience of playing with her. For our audience, anyway, that’s what matters.”

			Felix is all but glowing as he gushes about playing with his wife, like I probably do when I talk about building miniatures with Anna-Marie. But what I’m stuck on right now is this idea that it’s not perfection that makes something beautiful. It’s the collaborative experience of being imperfect together.

			“That was exactly what I needed to hear,” I say.

			Felix looks up in surprise. “That my wife is a brilliant musician?”

			“That I need to let go of the idea that I need to be perfect and let myself get carried away in this beautiful family I’m making with my wife, even if it doesn’t work out the way we planned.”

			Felix looks kind of impressed. “Nice. Glad I could help.”

			“I don’t know how to do that.”

			He laughs. “Yeah, me either. But I try. Every day.” 

			I can do that. I can try. Maybe I don’t know exactly how to go about changing the way I think about myself and our lives, but now I know what kind of change I’d like to make.

			And that means I have something to work toward.

		

	
		
			
			

		

		
			

			Nineteen

			Felix

			I pull Ty out of school later that day to take him to set with me, and all the way there, he’s still talking about that snake. Josh said his detail people didn’t say anything about having found any strange snakes in the car, and there can’t be much to eat in the upholstery of Josh’s Porsche, so I think it’s fair to assume that the thing slithered out, either while we were dealing with the seats or later that night. 

			“I’m not saying you can’t get a snake,” I tell Ty. “I’m saying you can’t get a rattlesnake.”

			Ty perks up at this. “So I can get a snake?”

			“No. You can talk to your mom about a snake. But you just got a dog, so I’m thinking one pet per calendar year might be a good family rule.”

			“Aw, that’s not fair,” Ty says. “We’ve only had Rocket for a few months.”

			“And we also have a newborn,” I say. “So new pet adventures are not on the top of the list.”

			“But we got Rachel in the same calendar year.”

			I give him a look. “And your sister is not a pet.”

			He frowns at this, but clearly realizes arguing that point won’t get him far. “But I want a snake.”

			“And you can want a snake,” I say. “But even if we got one, I’m a little afraid that it would get out and Rocket would eat it.”

			Ty considers this. “He eats a lot of things.”

			“Exactly.”

			“I saw him eat an earwig yesterday.”

			Gross. “Right.”

			“And last week he ate one of your socks and Mom threw it away.”

			So that’s why I’m one short. “Good to know.”

			“And about a month ago he ate half an aluminum can.”

			I stop at a stop sign for longer than necessary, so I can stare at him. “Rocket ate half an aluminum can? And he’s still alive?”

			“Yeah. Pops left his empty Snapple can sitting on the floor.Nana said we might have to take him to the vet but then he was fine. So she said maybe he just chewed it, but half of the can was gone. Maybe he buried it.”

			Or maybe, instead of a dog, we have adopted a very small and furry goat. “Well, I’m glad he’s okay.” I pause. “Where was I when that happened?”

			“You were at the hospital with Rachel.”

			Ah. I’m kind of glad Jenna’s mom had the sense not to text us at the hospital about that. Though we probably would have told her to take the poor dog to the vet just to be sure he’d be okay. “We’ll have to remember to keep cans out of his reach in the future.”

			 I show my ID as we drive onto the studio lot, and Ty looks around like he might see movie stars and actually recognize who they are. I’d say the odds are slim.

			“So what am I doing here again?” Ty asks as we park. “Do I get to be in the movie?”

			“No, you’re just going to hang out with me.”

			“And meet the kid you work with. Do I get to be friends with him?”

			I very much doubt it. “Not necessarily.”

			“Then why am I here?”

			“Because I want you to show him how to be a kid.”

			“Oh,” Ty says. “I’m here to teach him.”

			I close my eyes before climbing out of the car. Now I’m having visions of Axel’s reaction to Ty announcing that he’s here to teach him anything. “Yes. But I need you to be a ninja teacher.”

			“So I have to hide?”

			“No. The rule is you can’t let him know you’re teaching him anything. It’s a secret. Like a ninja. Can you do that?”

			Ty’s brow furrows for a moment like he’s absorbing the magnitude of this Very Important Task, and then gives a serious nod. “Yeah, okay.”

			I smile. Jenna and I discovered about a year and a half ago that the secret to getting Ty to do anything quickly or quietly is to tell him it’s ninja business. I’m not sure how much longer this will last, but I’m going to enjoy it while it does.

			I stifle a laugh as security clears us to walk onto the set. I can imagine the look Axel would give me if I told him he needed to play the cello like a ninja, and it’s almost comical enough to try.

			But I’m not here to mock the poor kid. I’m here to teach him, and if I can, I’d like to leave him with a little more knowledge than just how to hold a bow and look like he can play a cello.

			As we near Axel’s dressing room, I hear him before I see him. “The straw is too small!” Axel is screaming. “And the smoothie is too chunky!”

			“Let me take it back,” says a very harried-looking staff member, all but running away from the dressing room with a smoothie in her hand.

			Axel steps into the doorway and yells after her. “And this time, no banana!”

			“That’s not very nice,” Ty says. 

			Axel turns his angry glare on us, and then looks up at me in surprise. “Oh. I didn’t know you were here.”

			I doubt very much it would have made a difference in his treatment of the smoothie deliverer, but I nod. “This is my son, Ty.”

			Axel looks at Ty skeptically, though he’s too young to throw me the usual comment about how I don’t look old enough for Ty to be my son. As far as this kid is concerned, I might as well be a hundred years old.

			“That smoothie looked good,” Ty says. “You should be nicer to people.”

			Axel stands up on his toes so that he can look down at Ty. “I’m a star. I don’t have to be nice.”

			“My mom is a star,” Ty says. “And she’s nice.”

			Axel looks taken aback at that, and I usher them both into the dressing room. “What do you mean, your mom is a star?” 

			“She’s a singer,” Ty says. He’s matter-of-fact about it, not bragging. I don’t think it occurs to Ty that the band is something he could use to make himself seem cool. 

			“Well, she must not be a very big star,” he says. “Because big stars don’t have to be nice.”

			“Mom says everyone needs to be nice, but that doesn’t mean that they are.”

			Axel narrows his eyes, like he suspects he’s losing an argument and he doesn’t know what to do about it. “I don’t think singing stars are as big as acting stars.”

			“Some of them are,” Ty says, as if he is an expert on levels of fame. “My mom also writes songs. She’s really good at it.”

			I smile. I’m glad he thinks that.

			“Do you like her songs?” Axel asks. 

			“Yes,” Ty says, flopping down on Axel’s faux-leather couch like he owns it and kicking his loafer-clad feet in the air. “But some of them I’m not allowed to listen to.”

			“Really?” Axel sounds genuinely intrigued. “Are they about blood and killing?”

			I raise my eyebrows, but Ty isn’t fazed. “I think they’re about sex.”

			I cringe. Yes, please, let my son educate Axel about this.

			“Eeeeeeeew,” Axel says. 

			So at least he knows what it is. 

			“I know,” Ty says. “Especially because they’re about sex with my dad.”

			They join together in a chorus of “eeeew” that I endeavor not to take personally.

			“Why do people want sex?” Axel asks. 

			I resist an eye roll. I’m not going to give him the complete rundown, but I also don’t want Ty trying to answer this question. “Because when you get older, your body will want it.”

			Axel nods like this makes sense to him. “And how do you get it? Do you just tell people to give it to you and they do?”

			We clearly need to change the subject, but not before I’ve disabused him of that idea. “No. Definitely not. You have to be likable enough that people want to have sex with you.”

			Axel doesn’t look like he appreciates this. Then he shrugs. “That’s okay. I don’t ever want to have sex anyway.” He sits down on the other end of the couch, but in a much more controlled way, perching on the edge like he doesn’t know quite what to do with himself now that there’s another kid his age around.

			“Me, either,” Ty says. “But you have to, because otherwise you can’t have kids.”

			Axel narrows his eyes. “What do you mean?”

			“All right,” I say. “Maybe it’s time that we—”

			“That’s how it usually works,” Ty says. “I mean, not with Felix, because he’s not my biological dad. But he had sex with my mom and that’s how they had my little sister.”

			“Well my mom went to a book full of fathers and then chose the very best one to be my dad,” Axel says.

			Oh.

			Ty looks understandably confused. “Like the telephone book?”

			“No. She went to a bank to find me a father.”

			“A bank?” Ty’s brow furrows. “I think you’re confused.”

			“All right!” I say. “Axel, grab your cello. Let’s see how your bowing is coming.”

			Axel looks somewhat relieved to get out of this perplexing situation. He grabs his bow, and I move over the cello, because I can’t stand to watch the kid try to move it himself. Last time he dragged the edgework right across the floor.

			Axel sits and I set him up with the instrument. He’s getting better at holding it. 

			“What are you going to play?” Ty asks.

			“I’m not,” Axel says. “I’m going to look like I’m playing.”

			“What good is that?” 

			“It’s called acting.” 

			“Oh,” Ty says. “Anyone can do that.”

			Burn. I expect Axel to start screaming, but instead he looks Ty up and down, like he’s looking for some way to insult him, but is mostly just confused. As the fall weather is getting the slightest bit colder, Ty has resumed his winter look, which almost always includes a sweater vest. Today’s has red and yellow ribbing—Gryffindor colors. 

			“Why are you dressed like that?” Axel asks. “Are you rich?”

			“Yes,” Ty says. 

			He doesn’t even sound unsure. I didn’t know he thought that about us. It’s true, by a lot of people’s standards. Not by my parents’, of course, and definitely not by Axel’s.

			“I bet you’re not as rich as me,” Axel says, though he’s starting to sound less sure. “I get to be in the movie.”

			“I wanted to be an extra,” Ty says. “Those are the people in the background.”

			“I know,” Axel says. He opens his mouth like he’s going to school Ty in the ways of the established actor, by Ty just rolls right over him.

			“My aunt Gabby was an extra, and she said it was cool. I wanted to walk my dog Rocket through the back of the scene, but Dad wouldn’t let me bring him.”

			This stops Axel in his tracks. “You have a dog?”

			“Yeah,” Ty says. “His name is Rocket Superpope Mays.”

			“That’s a long name.” He sounds a little awed.

			“Not as long as mine,” Ty says. “I’m Tysen Alexander Rollins Mays, which is the longest name in the world.”

			I try not to laugh. I haven’t had the heart to tell Ty that his name isn’t the longest in the world, not by a long shot. I was just so happy he wanted to take my name when I adopted him that I let him have that illusion.

			Axel is quiet for a minute, possibly calculating the comparative length of his name. “My mom won’t let me have a dog. She says they have dander.”

			“That’s too bad,” Ty says. “Dogs are awesome.”

			They’re both quiet for a minute, and Ty looks around at the dressing room. “Are you always here?” he asks.

			“No,” Axel says. “Just between scenes.” He gives me a guilty look. “And when I’m supposed to be practicing.”

			“We’ll get to that,” I say. I’m not ready to break this up. The truth is, I’m proud of my kid. He doesn’t let anyone make him feel bad about himself, including Axel. Axel may hate Ty by the end of this conversation, but he doesn’t seem to yet.

			“What do you do when you’re not acting?” Ty asks, swinging his feet again.

			“I’m always working,” Axel says self-importantly.

			“Oh,” Ty says. “That sucks.”

			Axel’s mouth falls open. I don’t know that anyone has ever had that reaction to his job before. I expect him to inform Ty of the many and varied ways that his job is actually awesome. 

			Instead he says, “What do you like to do?”

			“I like video games,” Ty says.

			“I’m not allowed to play video games,” Axel says, a little sulky. I’m surprised his mom has taken a firm stand against anything he might want, though of course it would be about things that might make him at all a normal kid. “Can I come to your house?”

			I’m not sure that Axel’s mom would allow him to come to our house, which is full of gluten and dander and various electronic entertainment, but I’m not going to butt in. 

			“Maybe,” Ty says. “But only if you’ll be nice to me and my dog and my mom and my baby sister.”

			“Thanks, kid,” I say. 

			“And my dad,” Ty adds.

			Axel considers this. He isn’t even trying to hold his bow right, but he’s also not talking about his dad being a sperm donor, so we’re up from where we were.

			“But why do I have to be nice to your dad?” Axel says. “I don’t have to be nice to him here.”

			“Yes you do,” I say. “If you want me to help you not look like an idiot on camera.”

			Axel pouts. “I never look like an idiot.”

			“You will if you don’t learn how to hold your bow right.” I’m glad Axel’s mother isn’t here. I’m sure she’d be horrified that I’m not treating her son like royalty, but really. 

			“And besides,” Axel says, “it doesn’t matter if I do look like an idiot. I’m the biggest star there is.”

			Ty wastes no time jumping on that. “Are you bigger than Blake Pless?” 

			“No. But I’ve met him. And I played with his kids. And they’re my friends.”

			I doubt that last part very much, but Ty seems to buy it. 

			“Really?” he says. “Cool! What are their names?”

			Axel smiles smugly. “His daughter’s name is Ivy and she’s my age.” 

			“Then she’s my age too,” Ty says. “And my dad is friends with Kim Watterson’s agent, so I might meet her someday.”

			I don’t think that me being friends with Josh is going to get Ty into Ivy Pless’s social circle, but I decide not to break that bubble, either.

			Axel looks down his nose at Ty, like he doesn’t like being in the same age bracket. “But you said your dad isn’t really your dad, right? Someone else was your biological dad. Did your mom find him in a book?”

			Ty wrinkles his nose. “I still think you’re confused,” he says. “They don’t even keep books at the bank. They’re at the library. Or the bookstore. Or—”

			“The bank is for the sperm,” Axel says.

			I close my eyes. Clearly I’ll be explaining this later. I never thought to include sperm banks in my son’s sexual education, which, to be fair, mostly comes from his many, many questions on the subject.

			“You can keep sperm at the bank?” 

			Ty looks to me for confirmation, and I nod. “Kinda.”

			“What I don’t understand,” Axel says, “is how they get it out of the penises.”

			“I think that’s something you should ask your agent,” I tell him, mostly because I feel Josh should share in the misery of this conversation. Though as soon as the words are out of my mouth, I remember what happened with the kid’s last agent, and I have deep regrets. “And I really need to see some bowing happening, or it’s going to be time for Ty and me to head home.”

			Axel lifts the bow so fast he almost hits me right in the crotch with it. I dodge, and he holds it up and pretends to play, producing some choked whining sounds. I silently apologize to the cello, which may not be as nice as June, but was clearly made for better things.

			“You should pay careful attention,” Axel says to Ty as he butchers the very concept of music. “And then maybe one day you can be a star.”

			Ty looks dubious. “I don’t want to be a star. I want to be a motivational speaker.”

			“Really?” I say. This is the first I’ve heard of this passion for public speaking, but he sounds pretty confident. 

			Then again, Ty tends to sound confident about everything.

			“What’s a motivational speaker?” Axel asks. 

			“It’s someone that people pay to come speak. And then they talk, and everybody listens while the speaker tells them what they need to know about life.”

			Axel squints at me. “Is that true?”

			“Yeah,” I say. “Pretty much. When did you decide that’s what you want to do?” Not that I think he can’t change his mind, but Ty once more or less declared that we should be a family and then it became so. I’m inclined to believe the kid when he makes pronouncements about the future.

			“Last week,” Ty says. “My teacher asked what I want to do, and I said that I want to do something where people have to listen to me when I talk, and she said I should be a motivational speaker.”

			Ha. Of course she did. “I think you’d be good at that,” I tell him.

			Axel looks less convinced. “Do motivational speakers make lots of money?”

			“I don’t know,” Ty says. “But my mom says it doesn’t matter if you make lots of money if you’re doing what you want to do.”

			Axel leans toward Ty, and the cello dips precariously forward. “Really?”

			“Yeah,” Ty says. 

			“So you get to do what you want,” Axel says, “even if you’re not a big star and don’t make lots of money?”

			Of all the strange places this conversation has gone, this one concerns me the most. 

			“Axel,” I say, “maybe we should—”

			“Yeah,” Ty says. “Don’t you?”

			Axel looks at Ty, and then down at his hand holding the cello. 

			“You don’t want to be an actor?” Ty asks. 

			“Hey,” I say. “Let’s see that form, okay?”

			“I can’t quit,” Axel says. “I’m a star.”

			My stomach drops. I open my mouth to stop what I already know Ty is going to say, but I can’t quite bring myself to do it.

			This is what I brought him for, wasn’t it? To teach Axel Dane what it’s like to be a kid?

			“That’s not true,” Ty says. “My mom was a big star, and she quit her band because if she stayed she couldn’t marry my dad.”

			“She quit?” I don’t know whether Axel is more amazed or appalled. “Wasn’t her mom mad? Wasn’t her agent mad?”

			“Lots of people were mad,” Ty says. “But she said it was worth it, because she was doing what she wanted, which was being with my dad.”

			Axel blinks. He lets go of the cello and I catch it by the scroll. “Really,” he says. 

			“Axel!” the kid’s mom calls, and throws open the door to the dressing room. “I have finally procured a smoothie that is not ninety percent carbohydrates.”

			The smoothie is suspiciously brown-colored, but Axel doesn’t seem fazed. “Mom!” he says. “I want to quit!”

			Oh, no. “Okay,” I say. “Good practice. Come on, Ty!” Ty is reluctant to go, but I all but haul him off the couch and out the door of the dressing room, past Axel’s stunned mother.

			“What?” she says.

			“Where are we going?” Ty asks. 

			“Out of here.” I lower my voice as I hustle Ty away from the imminent nuclear explosion. “Because I think you just convinced Axel Dane to quit his job.”

			“Of course I did,” Ty says. “You told me to teach him how to be a kid. Kids don’t have jobs.”

			This logic is irrefutable, so I don’t even try to argue. I just get us out to the car before anyone from security can hunt me down and make me answer to the director about why I let my kid both give Axel Dane a class in sex education and talk him out of wanting to perform in the film that is already underway.

			When we get out to the car, though, I pause to call Josh.

			Because he’s probably the one who’s going to have to clean up this mess.

		

	
		
			

			Twenty

			Jenna

			Rachel is finally sleeping again, and I’m making my classic apple pie, Felix’s favorite. I know he doesn’t want me working any harder than I need to, but our date the other night was so incredible—connecting with him like that, both physically and emotionally—and I really want to have something special for him when he and Ty get back from the set. 

			And, really, there’s something soothing about the familiar motions—cutting the apples, mixing, pressing out the crust. The scent of sugar and flour and home. I haven’t touched the piano in weeks, haven’t written a single melody, have barely been able to function as a wife or mother or human being, but I can bake a damn pie in my sleep.

			I finish the pie and put it in the oven, glancing at the baby monitor. Rachel’s still sleeping, and the relief I feel at not having to take care of her right now is intense.

			And once again, the guilt.

			I haven’t told Felix that part yet. What would he think of me then, if he knew how desperate I am to avoid our baby? Our sweet, beautiful baby girl I wanted so desperately. Our daughter. I see him with her, and his love for her is so natural, so deep, so instinctive. Like it was with Ty.

			It’s like Felix is made to be a father. And I thought that my problems connecting with Ty when he was so young were because of how young I was, and maybe the trauma of that whole situation. But none of those are the case with Rachel, and this still doesn’t come naturally to me. 

			Maybe I was never meant to be a mother.

			I try to push the dark thoughts away; I was so happy the other night with Felix, being held in his arms, feeling his love for me. Showing my love for him. Feeling like maybe everything would be all right, with us, with me, with our family. I want to keep that feeling of contentment, of peace, at least for the rest of the day, at least—

			There’s a rustling sound, and dread squeezes my heart. I glance at the monitor, but the lights aren’t flickering like they do when there’s sound from the baby’s room.

			And then I see Rocket walking into the kitchen . . . wearing a long cape?

			I bend down to look closer, and Rocket’s ears tuck back in that guilty expression he gets when he knows he’s done something wrong, and I very quickly have an idea of what that might be. Because he’s not wearing a cape. He’s got his head through a hole he’s torn in the Superpope robe Ty wore when Felix proposed to me years ago. And there are crumbs around his mouth.

			“Oh no, what have you done?” I tug the Superpope robe off so Rocket’s no longer trailing it like a bridal train in the world’s most elaborate terrier wedding. Then I run down the hallway to Ty’s room, hoping it’s not going to be as bad as I’m expecting—

			I swear. Ty’s costume trunk—which he must have left open—looks like it’s been caught in some kind of Hurt Locker-esque explosion. Or maybe a small dog with a major chewing problem explosion. Harry Potter robes lie scattered about with their sleeves ripped off, next to a shredded kids’ police uniform and bits of red and white fluff from a certain pair of tearaway Santa shorts Ty bought with my parents two years ago that he still doesn’t realize is part of a stripper suit.

			I groan, picking through the pieces of costumes. Finding granola bar wrappers from a hidden stash Ty must have had in the trunk—he’s been kind of obsessed with these peanut butter ones lately, but how many granola bars did he think he needed? Was he stocking up for the apocalypse? Rocket must have discovered these, along with a whole trunk full of delightfully rippable fabrics.

			Ty’s going to be so upset. He loves these costumes, and not just for Halloween. He loves playing dress-up, and coming up with new characters—Police Santa! Gryffindor Astronaut!—and even though he probably needs a good lesson in not hiding food in places the dog can reach, the thought of how devastated he’ll be when he sees this makes me want to cry.

			I take a deep breath and grab a few of his favorite costumes. I can fix this. I’m not great at sewing, not like my mom, but I know the basics. If I can repair at least a few of them before he gets home, then he’ll know I can fix the others.

			He’ll know his mom can still be there for him, can still make things better.

			I take the handful of costumes out to the living room, passing an abashed-looking Rocket along the way. “You’re lucky they have a policy against selling animals on eBay,” I mutter to him as I pass. Rocket’s tail thumps hopefully against the carpet. 

			I dig out my very-rarely-used sewing machine from the back of the closet in our bedroom, creeping as quietly as possible by Rachel’s room so as not to wake her, and start setting it up on the kitchen table. First I have to push aside a basket of laundry and last night’s Twinkie science experiment—one Twinkie which has been soaking in a bowl of water and is now a bloated, soggy sponge filling nearly the whole bowl. And the other, the “control” Twinkie, which has sat out for comparison after each experiment.

			This science project has been Felix and Ty’s domain, so I’m not actually sure if they use the same control Twinkie for each experiment or get a new one each time, but Ty’s obsessed with taking measurements of it every time—though I can’t imagine they change much. 

			The sight of those make me smile, thinking of how cute he and Felix are, doing these little experiments together. Laughing at each mutilated Twinkie. Ty growing serious, that little furrow in his brow as he takes his notes and debates whether the texture of the Twinkie dropped from the roof could still be described as “springy” if it didn’t actually bounce when it hit the concrete.

			Felix has tried to get me to join in, and part of me desperately wants to, but lately it’s just felt easier—safer, somehow—to watch it all from the outside, like I’m viewing my family through a window, pressing my fingers against the glass. Like that will protect me from that tidal wave I feel bearing down on me.

			You have to feel it sometime, Felix said. You can’t hold it back forever.

			But I’m afraid I’m going to drown, and afraid most of all I’ll take my family with me.

			No, I tell myself. I try to remember how much I was able to feel the other night, with my husband. How we were able to connect again like we used to, how safe and alive and good that felt. 

			And I’m still here, and so is he.

			I can do this. I can be what my family needs. And right now, that means I can fix a few damn costumes.

			It takes me longer than it should to get the machine threaded—the stupid needle only decides to pick up the bobbin thread after I threaten that Ty’s next science project will be to see what happens when he drops a sewing machine off our roof. But eventually it works, and I get to sewing. I patch up Ty’s Gryffindor tie, as well as a fringed suede vest that he found at Goodwill one day and thinks makes him look like a cowboy but is really only a persistent pot-scent away from making him a young Willie Nelson.

			 I’ve gotten partway through the Rocket-head-sized hole in the Superpope robe, when I hear a wailing sound from the monitor.

			No, no, no. I need to get so much more done, I need to—

			I squeeze my eyes shut. 

			I need to be a good mom, one who can take care of her baby, and love her wholly, like she deserves.

			I force my clenched fists to loosen and head upstairs, even as each wail from Rachel feels like a live wire to my nerves.

			“Hey, sweetie,” I say, walking into the darkened nursery. 

			Rachel’s wails only seem to get louder. The light switch has a dimmer, so I ease on enough light to see, not wanting to add to her unhappiness by blinding her. 

			Rachel has wriggled free of her blanket, her chubby little legs kicking out. “It’s okay, baby,” I say, reaching over the crib sides to pick her up. “Mommy’s here.”

			She seems as unconvinced by the helpfulness of Mommy being here as I am; her flushed face scrunches up for another scream. And as I hold her close, I notice her skin feels warm. I press my lips to her forehead, just under a swath of fine dark hair. 

			Definitely warm. And I feel an icy fear in my gut.

			Is she sick?

			I’ve certainly had lots of experience taking care of Ty when he’s been sick, but not as a baby. Not when he can’t tell me what hurts, and what kind of mom cure—chicken noodle soup and cuddles in front of cartoons, for instance—is going to make it better.

			Rachel cries and cries, and I sway with her in my arms, holding her close. Fighting panic.

			Take her temperature, you dumb bitch, Grant’s voice says in my head.

			I cringe, but the advice is solid.

			I set Rachel on the changing table and unsnap her onesie, holding her carefully so she won’t roll off while I dig around in the basket next to the changing table for the baby thermometer. “It’s going to be just fine, sweetie,” I say, my heart skipping with every strangled cry of Rachel’s. 

			Please let it be fine, I pray. Please let my baby be okay. 

			If she is sick, it’s probably just a cold, just a little nothing virus. But she’s so tiny . . .

			Where is the damn thermometer?

			Rachel’s wails have started to trail off into sad little hiccups by the time I finally find the thermometer. She looks up at me with those big dark eyes of hers, glistening with tears, and it pulls at my heart. 

			“I’ve got you,” I say. “I’m just going to take your temperature.” I sigh, pulling the diaper off. “Sorry, but this is going to feel pretty dang invasive.”

			Rachel lets out a pitiful little cry. 

			I hold her legs up and insert the thermometer, and she seems to find something interesting enough about one of her fists that it distracts her from the misery of possibly being sick, and definitely having a thermometer up her butthole.

			The thermometer beeps after a moment, and I let out a breath, my racing heart slowing.

			“99.6,” I say. “So a little bit high, but I don’t think—”

			And suddenly, after a little warning grunt from Rachel, a huge gush of liquidy poop shoots out of my daughter’s ass like a confetti cannon on New Year’s Eve. 

			“Ahhhggggghhh,” I say—or something possibly even less profound—looking in horror at the slick of goopy poop dripping down the front of my t-shirt and along my right arm. I have a terrible feeling I even have some in my right eyebrow. 

			I’ve never in my life had so much shit spewed at me, and I work in the music industry, so that’s saying something.

			Rachel coos at me. At least she feels better about herself.

			I let out a shaky breath. “Okay. Okay. Okay.” I’m like a record hitting a deep scratch. Then I get to work with the wipes, cleaning Rachel off first, at least enough to put on a new diaper and set her on the carpeted floor, where she can’t roll off and hurt herself. She gurgles at her fists while I strip off my t-shirt and finish off the nearly-full container of wipes cleaning off the changing table and my arm and yes, my eyebrow.

			I’ve just shoved the whole mess of wipes into the Diaper Genie and thrown in my shirt as well—it’s an old Ramones t-shirt, and I love it, but I don’t think there’s a laundry detergent in all of the world that can save it now—when I see Rocket come in the room. He’s drawn by the delightful smell, I’m sure, and starts sniffing at Rachel, who bats at him and tries to grab his nose. 

			She smiles at Rocket, which even after being covered in her poop makes me feel so much better to see. She’s got to be feeling okay. She’s just a little warm, and needed to poop out half her body weight, so of course she was cranky, and—

			Wait. What’s that around Rocket’s mouth? Little flecks of yellow crumbs and white cream. Is that—

			“Nooooo,” I say, scooping up Rachel and hurrying downstairs to see what I feared. I’d left the chair by the sewing machine scooted out from the table, and my sewing box on the floor next to it. Providing the perfect step stool for a ravenous dog to get from the floor to the chair to the top of the table.

			Ty’s beloved Control Twinkie is gone. 

			“Rocket! You damn—” I yell, and Rachel startles, crying again. 

			“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, sweetie,” I say, bouncing her in my arms. “Please stop crying. Please.”

			She is immune to my begging, and I don’t think the tears pricking at my eyes are going to make her less so. 

			How can I be so bad at this? How can I be failing both my kids so much in one afternoon?

			I can replace the Twinkie. Ty wouldn’t be able to tell, would he? It’s not like in those sitcoms where a parent buys a new goldfish after accidentally killing the old one, something I swore I’d never do. But this is a Twinkie, for heaven’s sake.

			I bounce Rachel in my arms over to the pantry, and pull out the Twinkie box.

			Which is empty.

			And this—this—is what makes me burst into tears right alongside my daughter. An empty Twinkies box.

			Stop it, I tell myself. Stop it. You can get more Twinkies before they get home. And who cares about Twinkies, anyway, when you’ve got a delicious apple pie in the—

			Shit.

			I never set the timer. How long ago did I put the pie in?

			I sniff the air very deliberately, and there it is—the scent of burning crust. Which probably would have been a lot more noticeable if I hadn’t lost my sense of smell in the recent shit-splosion.

			“No, no, no,” I say, and haul a crying Rachel to her little bouncy chair in the living room, strapping her in and running back to the kitchen. I fumble to grab some pot holders and open the oven. 

			Smoke spills out, stinging my eyes. I pull out the pie, which is blackened on top and smells like a pastry shop in hell.

			Tears leak down my cheeks, as I hurriedly open the kitchen windows, fanning the smoke out so it won’t set off the alarm. 

			I can’t even make a pie right, I can’t even . . .

			“Worthless, good-for-nothing bitch!” I find myself yelling. I’m shaking all over, and wrap my arms around myself, trying to hold myself together.

			Rachel’s still crying. I need to go get her. Even if I can’t do anything to help her, I need to try.

			But just as I manage to take a step out of the kitchen, the doorbell rings.

			Panic again. Did one of the neighbors hear me? Do they think I’m abusing my daughter by screaming like that?

			Am I?

			I wipe the tears from my face, swallow past the thick lump in my throat. I’ll just tell them I’m having a tough day. That what they heard was the TV, on too loud. 

			I open the door, but it’s not a judgmental neighbor. It’s a postal delivery guy, holding one of those electronic pads to sign. 

			He stares at me, his eyes wide, and I wonder if I still have poop in my eyebrows, until I see him smile kind of leeringly. 

			“Hey,” he says, like he’s trying to buy me a drink at a bar.

			I don’t have the energy to even glare at him. “Do you have a package for me?” I ask.

			His smile stretches wider. “As a matter of fact, I do,” he says, his gaze dropping openly to my chest.

			And that’s when I realize I’m not wearing a shirt. Just a pink cotton bra that I’m spilling out of, my boobs still bigger than usual from the few weeks I tried to nurse.

			“Oh my god,” I say, crossing my arms instinctively over my chest. Then I jump back in the house and slam the door closed, after catching just a glimpse of disappointment on his pervy face that he’s not about to star in some delivery-man/housewife porn fantasy. “Oh my god.”

			I wince. I’m not supposed to be taking the Lord’s name in vain anymore, but that feels like the least of my failures right now.

			I look at Rachel, still crying in her bouncy chair. A fresh bout of poop leaking out the sides of her diaper. 

			I look at the pile of shredded costumes bunched up on the table by the sewing machine, and the remaining crumbs of Ty’s Control Twinkie on the table next to the bowl of soggy Twinkie mush, which even the dog apparently thought was too gross to eat.

			I look at the charred pie still smoking on top of the oven.

			I look at Rocket, who is right now barfing up synthetic sponge cake and bits of a Santa stripper costume.

			This feels like one of those times when you can’t do anything but laugh at how ridiculous your life has become.

			But not me, not now. I slump down onto the couch and I cry.

		

	
		
			

			Twenty-one

			Josh

			Anna-Marie asks me to meet her at home that afternoon, before Ben gets back from work. I don’t know if she wants to stage an intervention over my current emotional state or if she’s just looking for an afternoon hookup, but either way, I’m fine with it (though clearly I’d prefer the latter). I tell her to give me an extra hour, because I end up on the phone with the director of Axel’s project, who is yelling at me because, as Felix warned me, Axel has decided he wants to quit acting and become a professional video game player. The director is on edge—I’ve heard some rumors that the film is having problems with a threatened lawsuit over rights that were supposed to have already been settled—but there’s very little I can do for him besides talk to Axel’s mom.

			Which I do next. According to Axel’s mom, all this is Felix’s fault because he and Ty told Axel he didn’t have to be a star.

			I refrain from pointing out that the kid doesn’t have to be a star. This is another reason I don’t take on kids. I’m not in the business of telling my clients they are required to keep acting, and I’m not interested in serving the interests of parents who are making their kids work against their will.

			And yet, here I am. I spend twenty minutes trying not to call Jean Dane’s parenting into question before she does what I consider the most questionable thing of all.

			She puts Axel himself on the phone.

			“Hey, Josh,” Axel says. “I don’t need you to be my agent anymore, because I quit.”

			“So I hear.” I take a deep breath, and decide to try to treat this little rebellion the way I would treat the same news from any of my clients. “Are you sure that’s what you want to do?”

			“Yes,” Axel says. “I don’t have to be a star. It’s more important to do what makes you happy.”

			“Okay,” I tell him. “And acting doesn’t make you happy?”

			He hesitates, like he hasn’t really thought about it that way. 

			“It’s not my job to tell you that you have to work,” I tell him. “But it is my job to make sure you aren’t making a decision you’re going to regret.”

			Actually, with a kid, none of this is my job, because it’s the parents who have ultimate say. But if Jean is going to put Axel on the phone, she gets what she gets. 

			“I won’t regret it,” Axel says. “I want to play video games.”

			“Okay. Why do you think video games would make you happier?”

			“Because they’re fun,” Axel says. 

			“A lot of people think acting is fun. Do you?”

			He pauses. “I don’t act because it’s fun. I act because it makes me money, and it makes me a star.”

			“And you don’t want to be a star anymore.”

			Axel hesitates again, and when he speaks, his voice sounds smaller than before. “I don’t have to be, do I?”

			Shit. Does the kid think that this is all he is? If so, it’s no wonder he treats people the way he does. “No, Axel,” I say. “You don’t have to be. But have you thought about what you’re going to do if you quit? Because being an actor is pretty cool. And you could try to be a professional video game player, but that might take time. It’s not going to happen overnight.”

			Another pause. “What would I be until that happens?” 

			A person, I want to tell him. You’ll still be a person, even if you stop being what other people expect you to be.

			I’m over-empathizing with him now, and I know it. “I don’t know,” I say. “I’m just your agent. What you do with your life outside of acting is between you and your mom.”

			“Okay.” His voice sounds shaky, now, like he isn’t at all sure what he wants. 

			And I feel for him. “Take some time to think about it. You don’t have to make this decision right now. But if you finish out this film, you’ll have a lot more options than if you don’t.”

			“You’re really not going to make me?”

			“Nope. That’s really not my job. But if you have any questions, or need anything, have your mom call me, okay?”

			“Okay,” Axel says. 

			I hang up feeling like that may be the first conversation Axel’s ever had in which an adult told him he has options in his life.

			I wonder if Jean Dane is going to fire me next.

			When I finally arrive home, I find Ben sitting on our stained suede couch in his boxers, eating bacon and eggs. He must have bought both of these things, because I don’t think there were any in the house. 

			Also, given that it’s three in the afternoon, I’m guessing either Ben got out of work incredibly early, or never went in at all. I don’t see Anna-Marie’s purse hanging on the hook by the door, or her latest pair of cute-but-uncomfortable shoes underneath, so I’m also guessing I beat her here.

			“Hey,” I say. “Could you take that into the kitchen? It really bothers Anna-Marie when you don’t, and it’s not cool for you to disrespect her like that.” 

			I keep my voice friendly and even, but Ben still rolls his eyes. “What, she’s got you on my case now, too?”

			I grit my teeth, resenting the implication that my wife is some kind of nag who has me do her dirty work. “It bothers me too, okay?”

			Ben doesn’t say anything to acknowledge this, but he sets the plate on the coffee table and scoots forward on the couch just enough that if something drops, it’ll hit our fancy imported rug instead. Which isn’t much better. “Where were you this morning, anyway?” he asks.

			I didn’t think Ben was even up when I left the house. “I took my car in to get detailed.” 

			“Really.”

			“Yeah. Did Anna-Marie show you the mess you made in your drunken rage?”

			He looks at me skeptically. “She did, but I’m not taking the blame for your weird sex play.”

			Speaking of. “Hey, Anna-Marie asked me to meet her here before you came home. I think she wants to talk to me alone. Do you think you could make yourself scarce for a couple of hours?”

			“Yeah, sure,” Ben says with a shrug. He spears some scrambled eggs with his fork. “Are you guys okay?”

			“We are,” I say. “No thanks to you. Did you seriously have to tell her that I didn’t know if I’d pick her or you in a life or death situation?”

			Ben throws up his hands—or at least the one hand not holding the forkful of breakfast food. “You seemed unsure!”

			“I didn’t want to make you feel abandoned when you just had that awful conversation with Wyatt,” I tell him. “I obviously know that my wife is my priority.” 

			 He frowns and takes a bite of the eggs. 

			“And seriously,” I say. “Please just keep your pants on and take the food in the kitchen. She’s not really asking that much.”

			“Since when are you friends with Felix?” Ben asks, this time completely ignoring my request.

			“What?”

			“Don’t play dumb,” Ben says. “Anna-Marie told me you guys are friends now.”

			I don’t want to have this fight, but I can tell by the defensive tone Ben’s taking that I’m not going to be able to avoid it. “Yeah. Is that a problem?”

			“Seriously?” Ben says. “You’re asking me if it’s a problem if you’re best friends with a homophobe?”

			“I don’t think he is,” I say. “I know his church says shitty things, but—”

			“Yeah, well, you don’t know for sure that he isn’t, do you? People are good at hiding things.” Ben stabs a piece of bacon. “I mean, your own wife apparently wants to be a phone sex operator, so . . .”

			I blink at him. There are so many things wrong with this conversation that I don’t know where to start. “She wants to be a phone sex operator?”

			I guess that’s where I want to start.

			“Yeah,” Ben says. He raises an eyebrow at me. “So can you blame me for being worried about your marriage?”

			“My marriage is fine!” I say. “And it would be even better if you would listen to either of us when we tell you to show some respect for the house rules.”

			“Well maybe you should show some respect for me by not being friends with people who are homophobic. Fuck, Josh, just because these people’s attitudes don’t affect you doesn’t mean they aren’t damaging.”

			I close my eyes. “I know that.”

			“Well, you sure don’t act like it.”

			I open my mouth and close it again. I know he has a point, but I think some of this is also coming from a place of fear, like if I have another friend, I can’t really care about him. Normally, Ben is more secure than that, but he’s just been told he’s not enough by his husband.

			I wonder if what’s going on with him is the same as what’s going on with me. We’re both fine, as long as our people are okay. If they aren’t . . .

			“I don’t want to fight about this,” I say as calmly as possible. “Could you please just take the food in the kitchen?”

			“Fuck you, Josh,” Ben says. And then he sets down his plate on the couch and storms out of the room. A minute later, he passes me again as he heads out the front door—wearing pants now, thankfully—and slams it behind him.

			Anna-Marie arrives soon after, and finds me collapsed on the couch. I’ve at least moved Ben’s food into the kitchen, but I haven’t properly checked the cushions for grease damage.

			She smiles when she sees me, but then her smile quickly falls. 

			“I got in another fight with Ben,” I say.

			“Oh,” she says. “I was going to come in and jump you, but—”

			I was hoping that’s what this was about. It’s been a long time since we’ve rearranged our work schedules to have sex for any reason that isn’t an ovulation predictor. “And now you’re not because of Ben?” I say. “Stupid Ben.”

			“Oh, no,” she says. “I still will. Is he here?”

			“No. I told him to give us a couple of hours.”

			“Excellent.” Anna-Marie’s smile turns coy. “Do you want to?”

			She doesn’t have to ask me twice. I stand up and then she’s in my arms, and I was thinking we were going to go upstairs, but our hands are working too quickly at each other’s clothes, and my whole body heats up, consumed with this desperate need for her. It’s almost like the other night, like we both need this reassurance, need to comfort each other in the way that only we can. We fall to the floor, and Anna-Marie climbs on top of me, and soon we’re locked together right there on that fancy imported rug, my hands running up her back as we move together. The stress and the mistakes of the last few years haven’t weakened the heat between us, which is still as powerful and life-changing as it was back when we met. 

			We cry out as one, and Anna-Marie collapses on top of me. I hold her tight, whispering in her ear that I love her, god, how much I love her. She kisses me, and then rolls to the side, and we lie there for a moment until she’s recovered enough to retrieve my shirt and button it over her body. 

			God, that still turns me on.

			“So,” Anna-Marie says, settling in beside me like she has no intentions of ever leaving the rug, “what was the fight about?”

			“Me telling him to eat in the kitchen.”

			Anna-Marie winces. “I’m sorry, I—”

			“No, you were right,” I say. “And it wasn’t just that. Also he’s pissed at me for being friends with Felix, for several reasons, I think. And something about you wanting to be a phone sex operator?”

			“Oh my god. I told him I once had a dream about being a phone sex operator. Not that it was my new life passion.”

			I laugh. “Yeah, that sounds more like it.”

			“So,” Anna-Marie says. She sucks her lips inward, and I can see she’s a little hesitant. “I know that I told you I wouldn’t interfere, but I talked to Wyatt.”

			Ah. I figured there was more to wanting to meet in the middle of the day than just the quickie. I’m glad she spoke to him. The longer this goes on, the more I’ve been feeling like we’re shunning him. “How did that go?”

			“Good, I think?” Anna-Marie says. “He has a different perspective on the whole thing.”

			This shouldn’t surprise me. God knows Anna-Marie and I seem to have completely different conversations with each other often enough. “What did he say?”

			Anna-Marie sighs. “He said that when Ben went to talk to him, he said—and I quote— ‘I miss you. Ugh.’”

			That sounds like Ben. “Is that all he said?”

			“Apparently.”

			“Did you ask him about saying Ben isn’t enough?”

			“Yeah,” Anna-Marie says slowly. “So, apparently he and Ben have never talked about the baby thing.”

			I sit up too fast and get a bit light-headed. “What?”

			“They fight about it,” Anna-Marie says. “But Wyatt says Ben has never been willing to sit down and calmly have a conversation about it, so Wyatt never feels like his feelings get heard. He says he feels like Ben came back expecting that Wyatt could never have another need in his life besides Ben, and that’s why Wyatt said he wasn’t enough.”

			I groan. “Yeah, okay. I don’t think one person can ever meet every need you might have in your life.”

			“Right,” she says. “Like, I still need Gabby.”

			I cock an eyebrow at her.

			“And I will talk to her!” Anna-Marie says. “One crisis at a time, please.”

			“Right. And at this moment, we’re talking about Ben’s.”

			“Exactly. And Wyatt says he can’t live like that, never able to discuss this thing that’s so important to him with the person he loves. He feels like Ben doesn’t care about his feelings at all.”

			I nod. The full picture is becoming all too clear. “And Ben’s been stonewalling him because he’s so afraid that Wyatt will leave him if he can’t give him exactly what he wants.”

			“I think so,” Anna-Marie says with a sigh. “You should see Wyatt. He’s a mess. He wants Ben back, but he says he’s afraid that if he tells Ben he can come home, Ben will never talk about it with him, and they can’t go back to being that way. He says he thinks all the time about begging him to come back, but he doesn’t know how to do that while still maintaining his self-respect and not being a doormat.”

			Unfortunately, while I’m sure Ben didn’t mean to do all that, I can see it. “Has he told Ben that?” 

			“I don’t know,” Anna-Marie says. “I suggested he tell Ben he can come home under the condition that they talk about it. He said he would think about it. Apparently he’s sleeping with one of Ben’s shirts. I said that made me want to come home and curl up with your shirt, and Wyatt was like, ‘Girl, you have a Josh. Go jump him.’”

			I smile. “So you did.”

			“Yes, I did.” She snuggles into my side. “Also, Wyatt was wearing this shirt that looked like it belonged to one of the Three Musketeers. When he arrived, he asked if it was Prince: The Good Years, or Evil Prince Charming, and I told him it definitely had a Once Upon a Time vibe to it.”

			“Yeah, well,” I say. “Getting Ben back isn’t going to help him with fashion advice.”

			“He was wearing it over some strategically-ripped leather crocodile pants, though. And I could see those working with a different shirt.”

			I shake my head. “And this is the guy who says I wear the blue suit too much.”

			“Yeah, well. I’ll take the blue suit over crocodile pants. You look hot in it.”

			I lie down beside her again and run a hand through her hair. “I will never get tired of hearing that.” 

			She smiles softly. “And I’ll never get tired of saying it.”

			We lie there for a bit, hearing each other’s breathing and the light babbling of the fountain in the background. The rug in our front room isn’t exactly the most comfortable spot in the house, but it feels so good just to be here with her. I know we still have a lot of things to work out, and I don’t want to ruin this moment by bringing the other stuff up again.

			But I know that I need to. “I made a goal for myself today.” 

			“Yeah?”

			“Felix was talking about the difference between his music and Jenna’s, that classical is all about being perfect, and that Jenna is more about being in the moment.” I shake my head. “He put it better than I am.”

			“Okay,” Anna-Marie says.

			“But hearing him talk about it made me think that I want to be more like that,” I say. “Worry less about being perfect, and be more present in this beautiful mess of our lives together. Like, let myself believe that I don’t have to get everything right all the time for us to be happy.”

			“Because you don’t.”

			“I know that, logically.”

			She smiles. “That sounds like a really good goal.”

			That should make me feel good, but instead, I feel exhausted. Like I’ve worked myself to the bone trying to hold everything together this last year. “It doesn’t fix anything,” I say. “I think I’ve worn myself out trying to be strong all the time. And maybe that’s not even what you need, but I’ve done it now, and I still feel like it’s inevitable that I’m going to fall apart.”

			Anna-Marie presses her lips together, probably chagrined by the idea that this isn’t me falling apart. That there can possibly be more. “I’m going to be here for you,” she says, and now her fingers run softly through my hair and down along my jaw. “Like you’ve always been here for me.”

			I shake my head. “I don’t feel like I’m doing a great job of that, now.”

			“Yeah, well,” she says, elbowing me. “You can let me take a turn on occasion.”

			 “I want to. I want to be okay with being a mess, with letting you down, with not being able to make everything better all the time. But right now I’m not.”

			Anna-Marie leans over and kisses my shoulder. “I’d say it would be nice if all demons were real live monsters that you could just slay and be done with it, but I can’t even handle a rattlesnake, so I don’t want to know what I would do if a demon showed up.”

			“Probably scream,” I say. “‘Josh! Get it out! Get it out!’” She swats at me and I pull her close. “Though the idea of you going all vampire slayer on some demon is incredibly hot.”

			Anna-Marie sits up. “How have I not done this?”

			“Gone out slaying demons? Or dressed up like a sexy slayer?”

			“The second one,” she says. “And you could be a broody vampire. Or a snarky vampire.”

			“Unfortunately, I think I’m more of a watcher, being a Ravenclaw and all.”

			“Mmmmmm,” she says. “A sexy watcher!”

			I laugh. “This does it for you? Like, I’m a stodgy librarian from England?”

			Anna-Marie grins at me. “A young, hot, tightly-wound stodgy librarian from England.” 

			From the hungry look in her eye, I know that this is happening. And I can’t say I’m unhappy about that. “But our love is forbidden,” I say, falling easily into the game. “Because of the oath that the watchers take, plus you’re a slayer, and going to die, and I’m afraid of getting too close—”

			“But we run into each other in a graveyard while I’m on patrol and can’t control ourselves any longer.”

			I laugh. “Are we doing this in an actual graveyard?”

			“I think so,” Anna-Marie says. “If you’re up for it.”

			“Oh, I’m up for it. Literally. But I need a name. I can’t be ‘Josh the Sexy English Librarian.’”

			Anna-Marie pauses to think. “You should be Marco, and I can be Scarlet, sexy rebel slayer out to seduce her hot watcher and turn him on to her wicked, wicked ways.”

			“Ah,” I say. “So more Faith than Buffy.”

			“Yeah, but underneath it all, Scarlet has a heart of gold.”

			I roll over on top of her, and she smiles up at me. “Okay, yeah,” I say. “We’re doing this. Let’s make a date of it.”

			“A date where we break into a graveyard in the middle of the night in costume?”

			“Yes,” I say. “As long as you’re up for it.”

			“I am,” Anna-Marie says, then frowns. “But we should find a graveyard with a low wall. No way am I climbing a chain link fence in my Tamara Mellon stiletto boots.”

			“Done. I’m going to Google this immediately.” I look down at my wife, who wraps her long legs seductively around me, and I feel like maybe embracing this—our marriage, messy and complicated and challenging as it is—isn’t going to be so hard, after all.

		

	
		
			Twenty-two

			Felix

			When Ty and I get home from the studio, the house smells like smoke. There’s a package waiting on the porch and a pie tin soaking in the sink, but no sign of Jenna and Rachel. 

			Ty bounds into the kitchen to grab himself a snack, and I survey the array of costumes spread out across the table, several of them with new seams sewn in unlikely places. 

			“Rocket!” Ty calls, and the dog scuttles down the stairs with his tail tucked between his legs. 

			I’m guessing Jenna had an interesting afternoon, but nothing seems to be on fire, so I leave Ty and his dog and head upstairs. 

			I find Jenna huddled in bed, wearing one of my t-shirts over a pair of her cotton pajama shorts, with Rachel sucking her own fist beside her. Jenna looks up at me, and her eyes are red-rimmed, but she half-smiles. “Hey,” she says.

			“Hey,” I answer. “You okay?”

			“Yes. But I burned a pie.”

			I smile. “Yeah, okay. There are worse things.”

			“And Rachel launched a volley of poop so far it covered my shirt and my arm and my eyebrow.” She looks at me dubiously as I wrap an arm around her, lying down beside her on the opposite side as Rachel, who coos softly when she sees me. “And I still haven’t showered.”

			I laugh. “Well, you’re the sexiest poop-covered woman alive.”

			“Just what I want. You to find me attractive covered in feces.”

			I kiss her on the cheek. “Sorry you had to deal with that alone. I introduced Ty to Axel and they compared notes on their sexual educations, so there’s that.”

			Jenna cringes. “Rocket got into Ty’s costume box and ripped up most of his favorites.”

			“I’ve got you beat. I’m pretty sure I got fired.”

			Jenna closes her eyes. “I flashed and then propositioned a UPS driver.”

			“I think I may have ended Axel Dane’s career—wait, what?”

			“And Rocket ate the control Twinkie.”

			“The control Twinkie? No.”

			Tears slide out of the corners of Jenna’s eyes, and I scoop her into my arms. “Hey,” I say. “We can repeat the experiment. It’ll be fine. What was that about a UPS driver?”

			Jenna looks up at the ceiling, and tears run down her face. “I took my shirt off when Rachel pooped all over it, and then the pie burned, and Rocket ate the Twinkie, and then the doorbell rang and I answered it—”

			I hold back a snicker. It isn’t funny. I mean, it is. But it isn’t. “And you forgot about the shirt.”

			“And I answered the door and my bra barely fits because my breasts haven’t gone back to normal, and then I asked him to see the package—”

			This time I do snicker, and thankfully, a tiny laugh escapes her, too.

			“I’m sorry,” I say. “It’s not funny. It’s awful.”

			“I slammed the door in his face,” she says, which explains the package on the porch. “Did you seriously get fired? And end Axel Dane’s career?”

			“I haven’t been officially fired yet. But after Ty informed Axel that our music is all about sex and Axel taught Ty what a sperm donor is—” 

			Jenna groans. “We are unfit parents.”

			“Not as unfit as Axel’s mom. But then Ty decided to tell Axel all about how he wants to be a motivational speaker when he grows up—”

			“He does? He knows what a motivational speaker is?”

			“Apparently. And I’d say he has a strong future in it because he then gave a motivational speech to Axel about how he doesn’t have to be a star if he doesn’t want to, because people should do what makes them happy and that matters more than money and oh yeah, his mom is a big star and she quit and made lots of people mad but it’s all worth it because now she’s doing what she loves—”

			“Oh, no.”

			“And then Axel called his mom in and announced the joyous news that he doesn’t want to be an actor anymore, and he wants to quit.”

			“And they fired you?”

			“No,” I say. “I grabbed Ty and booked it out of there. I’m only assuming they’ll fire me once Axel unspools the whole story of where he came up with this brilliant idea.”

			“Oh,” Jenna says. “I’m so sorry.”

			I shrug. “I’m not. It wasn’t exactly the most fulfilling job. And clearly I should be here more, instead of there.” I pull her closer.

			Jenna curls in on herself, but she doesn’t pull away. Rachel kicks her legs up in the air and rolls onto her side, a feat she’s just learned to accomplish, and mostly on soft, sloped surfaces. 

			“If that’s okay with you, of course,” I say.

			Jenna nods. “Of course. I’ve missed you.”

			And god, I’ve missed her, too. “I really am sorry about your day. I didn’t mean to laugh at it.”

			“No, it’s funny. It’ll just . . . be funnier when it’s farther away. And when Ty is old enough not to cry over his costumes anymore. Or his science experiment.”

			“We have plenty of time to soak another Twinkie.” I have no illusions I’m going to be able to convince him to let the control Twinkie go, just this once. On the plus side, I think he’s actually learned something about the scientific method, which is more than I ever did on a science fair project. “Do you know what possessed the dog to rip up the costumes? Have we been remiss in laundering them?”

			“No,” Jenna says. “I mean, probably yes, but Ty has apparently been hoarding granola bars in the bottom of the trunk.”

			Ah. “Yeah, okay. Can’t blame the dog for going after those. And it’s probably not the end of the world for Ty to experience some consequences for breaking the rules about taking food to his room.”

			Jenna doesn’t look convinced, and I’m debating whether it will make her more or less sad if I point out he’s been wearing the costumes less and less lately. For me, it’s definitely the former. Like the end of an era. 

			“Bah!” Rachel says, and I peer over Jenna to smile at her, and she smiles back. 

			“Why don’t I take the munchkin,” I say to Jenna, “and let you get that shower. Not that I can tell that you’ve been covered in human feces, but I can’t imagine it feels all that flattering.”

			Jenna looks up at me, but she doesn’t move. “I said some more of those things to myself. Things Grant used to say to me.”

			My heart aches. I reach up and stroke her hair. “I’m sorry. But thank you for telling me.”

			“Are you sure you want to hear about it? I feel like you should hate me for saying those kinds of things around your daughter.”

			“Never,” I tell her. “We’re going to figure this stuff out. And get you help as soon as you’re ready.”

			Jenna nods and wipes the tears away. “I think I’ll take that shower,” she says, and I release her and let her up, and then roll toward Rachel and blow on her belly. 

			Rachel makes a happy noise, and Jenna takes a look back at the two of us on the way to the bathroom.

			“You look so sexy in my shirt,” I tell her. “No amount of poop is ever going to change that.”

			She smiles at me and slips into the bathroom, and I hear the water starting. I wish I could join her, but I need to take care of the kids, so she can have some peace.

			I’m just glad she’s talking to me now. I can’t help but feel like we’re going to be okay. 

			As long as we’re together, there’s nothing we can’t survive.

		

	
		
			

			Twenty-three

			Jenna

			I sit on the edge of my bed, comforter bunched up in my fingers, showered and taking a turn with Rachel again while Felix attends his evening NA meeting. Rachel lies in the middle of the bed, kicking her legs up, one of her little fists partway in her mouth. Happy. 

			Happy.

			So why can’t I be?

			Why can’t I, who has everything in the world to be happy about, be fucking happy?

			I wince. I’m trying to swear less in general, but it’s been getting worse lately. In my head, out loud. Grant’s words, my words.

			It’s not the swearing that’s the real problem, though, or even saying out loud the things Grant or other guys would say to me. It’s so much more than that.

			Rachel makes a little cooing sound and my eyes burn with unshed tears. My fists bunch and unbunch the fabric of the comforter; at once it’s like there’s this weight pressing down on me and this nervous energy flooding through me. Nervous, restless, helpless.

			I want to go. I don’t know where, but anywhere. 

			And that’s the real problem. I’m a mother who wants to run away from her child. From her family. A mother who can’t hold her baby in her arms and feel the bliss of having created this perfect little person, but instead wants to run far, far away. I did that before, with Ty. Not run away, really, but just . . . failed to show up. Ditched him with my parents and went back to the parties, the booze, the boys. Anything to avoid being there for my child.

			Anything to avoid failing him.

			I can hear a burst of his laughter from downstairs—he’s watching Phineas and Ferb, his current favorite show. Or maybe that laugh of his is for Rocket, who he forgave for eating his control Twinkie, after a few tears and a stern lecture to the shame-faced dog on respect for the scientific process.

			I should go down there and sit with him. We could watch together, Ty and Rachel and me, and laugh and snuggle. Felix will be getting home from his meeting in an hour or so, and he’d see us there, and he’d smile that incredible smile of his and flop on the couch with us and we’d all be together, our perfect little family.

			I desperately want that. 

			Except.

			Except it would be a lie. Because really I’d be watching it through that window. Trying to smile and laugh while I’m drowning and drowning. 

			Fighting not to beat against the glass because I’m afraid to break it and drown them, too.

			God, you turned out to be so fucking melodramatic. This doesn’t sound like Grant; no, this is my own voice. Mine but not mine.

			Mine from a different life, one I’d put long behind me.

			I can almost see her now, the Jenna from years ago. She’d be standing in this deceptively casual way—maybe leaning with her hip against the dresser over there, glaring down at the stacks of sheet music scattered across the top of the dresser, with one of Rachel’s pacifiers sitting on top. Picking at her fingernail polish like she’s bored, but there’s anger coiled in every muscle. 

			She’d be dressed in black, heeled boots—better to make her short legs look longer—and a short skirt. A silver chain belt, maybe, and a black corset. A sexy look, actually, and one I more or less kept—though softened, and made a bit more age-appropriate—as I got older. Her hair, though. No red streaks, not yet. No, she’d have some insane look going on there, like that year in high school where her hair was always worn in these two big, spiky buns on top of her head—seeing what she could get away with and still have guys wanting to fuck her. 

			Lots of makeup. Dark-rimmed eyes, cherry red lips. A smile that was sad or sardonic or coy, but never really happy.

			“Yeah, like you’re so happy now,” she’d say, lifting a dark eyebrow.

			“But I have been,” I say. “I have been so happy.”

			I know it’s not a lie, rationally I know it’s not, but it seems like it, because I can’t really remember how that feels. To be so purely, unreservedly happy. To be joyful.

			Rachel babbles from the bed beside me. She’s feeling that happiness now. I know I have, so often. With Ty, playing games or reading to him before bed. With Felix, as we hold each other at night and talk and laugh and make love. On stage, pouring my heart into my music and letting the fans sing it back to me. 

			Why can’t I remember what that feels like?

			“Because you’re full of shit,” that Jenna says. I can almost see her picking up the pacifier, twirling it around on her finger. “You think you’re so much better than me, but you’re just pretending. You always have been.”

			“That’s not true.” 

			“God, look at yourself. This is so much better than my life?” She gestures at me, her cherry-stained lip curled.

			I flick a glance at myself in the mirror. No makeup, my hair pulled back in a ponytail. I haven’t gotten to the salon since before Rachel was born, so my roots are showing, a wedge of brown in between black and red. Dark circles under my eyes. A grubby t-shirt, a pair of jeans. 

			“Yes,” I say definitively. “This is a million times better.”

			She groans then. Rolls her eyes. “Full. Of. Shit. You know how to make yourself feel better.”

			“No.” I glare at where she would be, there by my dresser like she has any right to be in my room. Any right to be in my life at all. 

			She never cared much what people thought she had a right to do.

			“No,” I say again. “You thought you knew how to make yourself feel better, but all that shit you did—all the parties and the getting blackout drunk and the pills and the guys—all it did was make you feel nothing at all—”

			“Which is better, right?”

			“Until you felt it all, every little bit of it and it was so much worse. And what you did to your family, and how you could barely even look at your own son—”

			“Because you’re doing such a bang-up job of that now, aren’t you?” Her gray eyes settle on little Rachel, who is contentedly chewing on her fist. “At least I knew I would be a shitty mom.”

			Anger burns my lungs. “You didn’t even try. You were nothing but a selfish stupid little fuck-up who—”

			“Who is still you,” she says flatly, but her eyes flash with anger, too, her fists balled up tight like mine are around the comforter. “No matter what you tell yourself, deep down you know you’re still me, and I’m still you, and everyone’s going to figure that out, aren’t they? Ty, and Felix, and they won’t want anything to do with you—”

			“No!” I blurt out, jumping to my feet. “I’m not you, I’m not you, I hate you! You killed my sister and I hate you!”

			I’m shaking, standing there, staring at nothing. I already knew I was staring at nothing.

			There’s a beat, my heartbeat maybe, thick and heavy like a bass drum. 

			“Mom?” Ty’s voice calls up the stairs. “Did you say something?”

			I swallow, my throat so dry the words scrape together coming out of my mouth. “No, honey, it’s okay.”

			On the bed, Rachel makes a little noise like a whimper, and my heart constricts.

			Rachel, named after my sister. Who I killed. 

			It was an accident, of course. A car accident—the word “accident” is even in the name. But it was still my fault. I was driving. It was my life we were fighting about, the choices I was making to date a guy like Grant, to not be there for my four-year-old son, to make Mom and Dad afraid every day that something bad was going to happen to me. 

			Us yelling at each other, me reaching down to turn up the radio to drown her out, blowing past the stoplight.

			“You should have left them completely,” I murmur to myself in the mirror. The tired-looking Jenna with the dark circles under her eyes. “You should have run away back then, gone completely away, and Rachel would still be alive.”

			I look down at Rachel, my Rachel, and I feel something click together.

			I was supposed to be different now. I was supposed to be better. But I’m not. I’m still that same girl. And I thought that fighting to stay here for my family was the better choice, but maybe that was the selfish one all along. 

			I feel the water rising around me. With the people I love on the other side, and the glass will break. 

			It did once before.

			My pulse feels thready in my veins. I don’t want to hurt them anymore. I don’t want to hurt Ty or Rachel. I don’t want to hurt Felix.

			I twist my wedding band around on my finger, pull it off. Stare at the engraving on the inside.

			Two words, it says.

			Soul mates. 

			I close my eyes.

			We’re already married, of course, but in the Mormon church there’s a special ceremony in the temple where you get married—either for the first time, or again if, like us, you joined the church afterward. The belief is that the marriage in the temple binds you together for all eternity—no “til death do us part.” And not just for the two people getting married, but their kids too. 

			Together forever. With my soul mate. With my family. We both loved that concept, and we’ve been planning to do it after I’d had Rachel and things had settled down a little. We’ve both been looking forward to it.

			I stare down at my ring, and a dead weight settles on me. 

			Felix is my soul mate, and all I want is to be his, but he doesn’t deserve to be trapped with me forever. I love him so much, but he deserves better than I can ever give him. My kids do too. And I’ve been lying to him, lying to myself, letting us believe any different. 

			Maybe if I was gone . . .

			The tears spill over then, burning hot tracks down my cheeks. “What do I do?” I whisper. A prayer.

			But I don’t feel anything in response, like usual lately. Maybe because God knows I’m still the same selfish, hurtful girl. Maybe I was lying to myself ever thinking that God could feel I was worth answering.

			I look at the clock. Look down at Rachel. Then I pick up my phone from the dresser, where it sits next to the sheet music and Rachel’s pacifier.

			My fingers tremble as I text my mom, asking her if she can come over and watch the kids for me until Felix gets back. 

			It barely takes thirty seconds before I get a reply, saying she’s happy to, and she’ll be over soon.

			If she leaves in the next few minutes—which I think she will, she’s been dying for me to give her more Nana time with Rachel—she should be here long before Felix gets home. My parents only live about ten minutes away, in a house I helped them buy with the first big AJ windfall.

			I bought them a house, but only after I killed their daughter.

			I can’t let the glass break and drown anyone else I love. I can’t I can’t. 

			I grab a piece of sheet music and a pen, and I write a note on the back. Quickly, so I don’t lose my nerve. Then I set my ring on top of the note. More tears spill over. More and more, and I think they may never stop.

			But I need them to, before my mom gets here.

			Rachel whimpers again, and I pick her up—my baby, this perfect little person Felix and I made—and hold her in my arms. Tears drip from my face onto her soft, dark hair, and I don’t want to go, not at all. I want to hold my beautiful baby, who I love so much, I can feel it now, and I want to sit on that couch downstairs with my son and my husband.

			And now I’m not gripping the steering wheel making myself go home to be with my baby. I’m gripping my baby and begging to stay with them, wanting nothing more than to stay with them, even if it means drowning silently.

			But they need more than I am, more than I ever could be. They deserve more, and this is the only way I can think of to give it to them.

		

	
		
			Twenty-four

			Felix

			When I get home from my meeting, I find Jenna’s mom in the living room holding Rachel, while Ty races up and down the stairs, feverishly avoiding going to bed. 

			“Pajamas,” his grandmother says, for what I gather is not the first time.

			“Hey,” I say. “Thanks for coming over to help Jenna.”

			“She said she had to run a few errands. And that you would be home first.” She shrugs. “I was just happy she called me, finally. I’ve been dying to come over and cuddle my grandkids.”

			“You can stay longer, if you want.”

			She gives me a knowing look. “I think I’ll let Ty’s dad take care of bedtime,” she says, and she stands up and nuzzles Rachel’s plump cheek before handing her over to me. “But tell Jenna I’m happy to come over again tomorrow. I’m glad she’s getting out.”

			I am too, even if I’m surprised by it. I would have thought she’d tell me if she needed to run errands. I would have gone to the store for her. But maybe she knew I would offer, and didn’t want it. It’s good for her to get out of the house, and I’ve probably been too pushy about doing things for her lately.

			Ty comes catapulting down the stairs again, still not in pajamas. “Bye, Nana!” he shouts, clobbering her around the waist. 

			“Oof,” she says with a laugh. “Goodbye, Ty. I’ll see you soon.” And then she gives Rachel one last kiss in my arms and ducks out the door.

			“Seriously,” I say to Ty. “Pajamas.” I bounce Rachel up and down and follow him up the stairs. “Everything you wear looks like pajamas,” I tell her. “But let’s find some fresh ones so you don’t start smelling of spoiled milk, shall we?”

			The next hour is a melee of nagging Ty and listening to his crazy ideas of what to do with the next Twinkie and bouncing Rachel and changing a diaper while trying not to trip over Rocket, who likes to squeeze between the changing table and my feet at inopportune times. But I don’t flash a delivery man and no one has explosive diarrhea or quits their career, so I suppose I can’t complain too much. Still, by the time I get Ty into bed with his light out for the night and Rachel settled in her crib for however long that’s going to last this time, I’m ready to take a shower and check out for a bit.

			Jenna still isn’t back, but I suppose if she had multiple errands to run, she wouldn’t be. Part of me hopes she’s sitting in a Wendy’s parking lot somewhere enjoying a frosty that she doesn’t have to share with anyone and taking a moment to herself. She could use it.

			But I still miss her. I pull out my phone to text her. 

			Please tell me you went somewhere fun, I text.

			There’s no answer except a muffled chirp from our bedroom. I head over there. It’s not like Jenna to forget her phone, but remembering to meet Rachel’s many expanding needs hasn’t exactly left either of us with an abundance of brain. 

			Sure enough, there’s her phone on the nightstand, but Jenna’s nowhere in sight, and I’m sure I didn’t miss hearing her come home. I’m about to head back downstairs for the baby monitor before taking as long a shower as Rachel will let me, when my eyes catch on a piece of paper in the middle of the bed, and the silver band glinting on top of it. 

			Jenna’s ring. 

			My hands go cold, and I take a step toward the bed, staring down at the note, not quite daring to touch it. 

			I’m sorry, Felix, it says. I love you all, so much, but I can’t be here anymore. Don’t look for me. I’ll be fine.

			I reach down and pick up the ring, holding it in my hands. It’s a band with a woven pattern engraved around it. Jenna didn’t want a diamond, so we got matching bands instead. I slip it onto my finger with mine, though it only fits to my second knuckle. 

			I look down at the note. I can’t be here anymore.

			My logical brain is way ahead of the rest of me. She left me. I know that she left me, and I know I’m going to have a reaction to that. Any moment now, that’s going to feel real, and I’m going to start to panic about where she went and whether she’s safe and how things have possibly gotten so bad that she feels like she can’t—

			My phone rings in my hand, and I glance down at it. Jenna. I put the phone to my ear. “Hey. Are you okay?”

			“I’m fine,” Dana says in my ear. “Thanks for asking.”

			I pull the phone away from my head and double check the caller ID. Sure enough, it’s my sister Dana. I guess I only registered half of the letters. “Dana, this isn’t a good time—”

			“And when will it be a good time, Felix?” she asks. “Don’t pretend you’re not dodging my calls.”

			I groan. This is really not the moment I want to have this conversation with my sister. “Look,” I say, “I don’t mean to avoid you, but I’ve got a lot going on right now, and—”

			“That’s exactly why I’ve been calling. How is Jenna?”

			Something inside me cracks. Tears spring into my eyes, and my face crumples. “Not great,” I say. Dana is about the last person I want to talk to about this, but she’s here on the phone, and the idea right now of having to dial a phone, of even knowing who to call . . . “She left me,” I say. “She left a note and her ring, and she said she can’t do this anymore, and now I don’t know where she is, or if she’s safe—”

			“Oh, god,” Dana says. “Yes, she clearly shouldn’t be alone if she has postpartum depression.”

			Those words feel like they physically hit me. “What? She doesn’t. . .”

			“Felix,” Dana says. “Haven’t you read any of the articles I sent you?”

			“A few,” I say. That’s a lie. I only read the one.

			“After she had it with Ty, I was concerned. That’s why I’ve been calling to check on her. I talked to her last week, and she didn’t sound good. I was trying to tell you this.”

			I feel like I’m having this conversation from a mile behind Dana. “Jenna told you she had postpartum depression with Ty?”

			“No,” Dana says. “But she and I had a conversation about how she had a hard time bonding with him, and the emotional state she was in at the time, and I just assumed.”

			“And did you tell her this?” 

			Dana is quiet for a moment. “I wasn’t sure if I should. It’s against the rules for me to criticize your family, and I can never be sure what’s going to come off as a criticism to you.”

			Shit. I made that rule—and told Dana if she broke it that she’d never see us again—after Dana offhandedly suggested at Thanksgiving dinner that it clearly would have been more rationally responsible for Jenna to have aborted Ty when she was pregnant with him. “Yeah, okay,” I say. “I’m sorry I haven’t answered your calls. But Jenna’s been through this before. I don’t think it’s depression, just the trauma, you know? Maybe PTSD?”

			“I’m sure she has been like this before,” Dana says briskly. “She probably has regular depression as well. That raises her chances of having an episode after a baby significantly.”

			I shake my head. “Jenna struggles, but her problems are a lot like mine. I don’t think it’s—”

			My eyes catch on my pill bottle, sitting on my nightstand. The anti-depressants I’ve been on for the side-effect. 

			I’ve been doing so well coming down off the subs. Somehow feeling even better than I was when I was at a full dose. No one’s been able to explain to me why that might be. And Jenna and I, we usually both have these dips in mood, her because of her trauma, and me because of my addiction, but we get each other in this dark, primal way that sometimes leads us to spiral down together into a pit of despair, but also lets us find our way out together. And yet, she started partying and I started doing drugs, both of us because of this deep unhappiness that we couldn’t shake, that is inexplicable to both of us, even now—

			“Fuck,” I say. “We both have depression.”

			“That would certainly explain some things,” Dana muses.

			“Like why I dropped out of Juilliard.”

			“Or at least why you dropped out so spectacularly.”

			“Fuck.”

			“Felix, stop saying that. It’s so vulgar.”

			“How did you know about this?” I ask her. “How could you possibly—”

			“Because I had postpartum depression with Ephraim,” Dana says, like this is the most obvious thing in the world.

			I think back to that. So much of what I know about what’s normal after having a baby, I took from watching Dana. “I remember you crying a lot.”

			“Uh-huh. And am I a crier?”

			Definitely not. “Fuck.”

			“Felix,” Dana says. “What can I do?”

			“I have to find her,” I say. She said in her note not to look for her, but obviously that’s exactly what I should do. “I don’t have the first idea where to—”

			That’s not true. Obviously she didn’t tell her parents where she was going, but I can call Alec. He’s in New York, as far as I know, but she might have called him. And I could check with Gabby, and with Anna-Marie, though I doubt she’d go to either of them if she’s trying to avoid me.

			Maybe some of her friends from church?

			“I’m so sorry I didn’t call you back,” I say. More sorry than she’ll ever know.

			“Do you need me to come take the kids?” Dana asks. 

			“No. They’re already in bed, and I don’t want to have to alert Ty to this if I don’t have to. But maybe you could take them if she’s not back by morning?”

			“Of course,” Dana says. 

			I stare straight ahead, but I’m not seeing anything. My finger strokes Jenna’s ring, still halfway stuck on my finger. 

			Jenna was suffering—things got this bad, and she didn’t feel like she could tell me. Or maybe she tried, but I didn’t get it. When we go through things like this, I’m usually right there with her, but I’ve been so much better lately—

			I got medicated and felt better and I left her there, all alone in that pit, at the worst possible moment.

			“Thanks, Dana,” I say, my voice sounding hollow. 

			“I’ll call you in the morning. Text me if she comes home, so I don’t worry.”

			“I will.” I want to apologize again for ignoring her, but it’s not really Dana I want to apologize to. It’s Jenna. For missing this. For abandoning her. For not insisting she get the treatment she needs. I hang up the phone, and I check hers, as if that’s somehow going to tell me where she’s gone.

			She’s sick, and she’s lost, and she’s out there somewhere with no one. Can she even call Alec or Gabby without her phone?

			I twist her ring around and around. And then I do the only thing I can think of in the state that I’m in.

			I call Josh.

		

	
		
			Twenty-five

			Felix

			I’m not on the phone with Josh for long, just enough to tell him that my wife left me, and ask him to come over. He doesn’t ask any questions, and tells me he’ll be right there. 

			Then I pull out my phone and text Alec. If you hear from Jenna, would you let me know? I ask him. I know that’s a strange request, but I’ll explain later.

			Alec responds. Okay. Talked to her last week, but haven’t heard from her since. Because he’s Alec, he doesn’t ask any more questions. That’s why I started with him. I’m not ready to explain what’s going on to anyone else. 

			Though I do need to tell Gabby before she hears it from Dana.

			I pace back and forth in our bedroom, listening for Rachel and making a list of the other people I need to contact. Roxie and Leo, our bandmates, are visiting Leo’s family in Louisiana. They’ve been gone for the last few weeks, taking advantage of our time off by making a road trip out of it. I figure they’re more likely to worry and ask questions, and also less likely to have heard from Jenna if she left her phone behind. I’ll contact them in the morning.

			That leaves the more obvious people. I have to tell Jenna’s parents, but I know I’m not going to get away with just a text to them, and probably if she’d gone there she wouldn’t have lied to her mother when she asked her to babysit. And no way in hell did Jenna go to my parents.

			So instead I just pace and try to breathe. At the back of my mind, I can feel the pain lurking, waiting to pounce on me as soon as I stop moving. I know what comes with that pain—the cravings, and the despair. I’ve only been on the medication for a few months. I have no idea how much of the pain they’ll hold back, and how much is going to swamp me, render me incapable of taking care of Rachel and Ty.

			I have to hold it together for them. It’s more than staying clean. I have to remain functional and positive. I have to be their father, because at this moment, I’m the only parent they have. And while fatherhood hasn’t ever frightened me like it probably should have, being alone definitely does.

			There’s a soft knock at the door, and I go downstairs and let Josh in. He’s wearing a suit, like he came straight from work.

			“Are you okay?” he asks, though it’s obvious he knows I’m not.

			I shake my head and hand him the note. Jenna’s ring is still hooked on my finger, and I’m afraid to take it off, like by holding it for her, I can hold our marriage together.

			“What happened?” Josh asks. We walk into the living room and he sits on the couch, but I don’t. I keep pacing back and forth, my hands behind my head. 

			“I think she has postpartum depression,” I say. “My sister Dana called, and she was asking about Jenna, and I guess Dana had depression after she had my nephew, and she recognized it in Jenna and has been trying to tell me about it, but I haven’t been answering the phone, and—”

			“Okay,” Josh says. “So she hasn’t been diagnosed.”

			Pain lances through me, like I’ve been stabbed. “No. I told her I wanted her to get treatment, but she said not yet, and I didn’t insist. I should have insisted. I should have—”

			“You didn’t know,” Josh says. “We’ve talked about this, and you were doing the best you could for her. You didn’t know.”

			“I should have known,” I say. “We both have it, I think. And we both used to go to some really dark places, and we’d be there together, and we’d help each other out of it, but I’ve been on anti-depressants for the sexual side effects, and I’ve been doing so much better, and I didn’t even think that it might have been because of the meds. But she didn’t feel better, and I left her all alone, and—”

			“Felix,” Josh says. “I understand that you feel like you failed her, but I can’t imagine any situation where your family is better off if you’re depressed. Surely if you’re healthy, it should be better for Jenna, not worse.”

			That seems logical, so that means if I’m also right, what we’d been doing probably isn’t the healthiest thing. I need to sort it out with my therapist. I wonder if she’d return my call if I texted her now.

			“Where do you think Jenna went?” Josh asks. 

			“I don’t know,” I say bleakly.

			“I know you don’t know. Where are you afraid she went?”

			Thinking about that means examining the pain lurking at the back of my mind. I’m afraid if I examine it, it’ll consume me. I finally understand what Jenna meant about the wave that was going to crash down on her. 

			If I’m going to be ambushed by it, better now, while I’m not alone.

			“I’m afraid she’s going to hurt herself,” I say. 

			Josh nods. “Has she been suicidal before?”

			“No. Not that I know of.”

			“So the odds of that are pretty low, yeah?”

			Probably. “She’s never left me before, either.”

			“Okay,” Josh says. “So clearly this time is worse.”

			Much worse. And I know that Jenna and I haven’t been great about talking lately, but I thought we were doing better. I thought we’d both learned something about needing to talk about the dark stuff inside our heads, so it doesn’t gain power over us. 

			Then again, I know what that head space is like, so I know how hard it is to fight through it in practice, even when you know the answer in theory.

			“She’s probably not suicidal,” I say, taking at least some comfort in that—because I really think that’s true. “But there are other ways to hurt yourself.”

			“Like drugs?” Josh asks. 

			It’s a fair question. If it were me, that would be it. “Parties. Alcohol. I’m scared she’s gone to some club or a party to find some guy who will hurt her.”

			Josh pauses, looking hesitant. “Do you think you could get past that if she did?”

			I startle. “Yeah,” I say. “Yeah, for sure. It’s not like . . . cheating.”

			Josh’s brow furrows. “Then what is it like?”

			I fumble for the words. “Jenna used to party. You know that.”

			He nods. 

			“But it wasn’t, like, fun for her. She was miserable, but she just kept going back to it, again and again.”

			Josh nods again, slowly. “Anna-Marie’s dad has a sex addiction. He kept having affairs, even though it was ruining his life. Is it like that?”

			I’d never thought of it in those terms before. I guess it’s possible, but something about that doesn’t strike me quite right. “It’s not like Jenna struggles with the temptation to cheat, not like I fight the urge to use. Not even when we’re having problems, or when she hasn’t had sex in a long time. It’s more like . . . she wants to hurt herself. Like she used to find guys who would hurt her, because it’s what she feels like she deserves.”

			“Hurt her physically,” Josh says. 

			“Yeah,” I say. “Grant was really into asphyxiation. He’d choke her until she thought she was going to die. And he called her all sorts of names, during sex and after.”

			These aren’t usually things I would share about Jenna, except in vague terms. But I can’t sort out right now what’s important and what isn’t, and obviously I haven’t been a great judge of what I need to talk about.

			“Does she want you to do things like that to her?” Josh asks. There’s no judgment in his tone, just an interest in helping me sort it out.

			“No,” I say. “Never. She feels safe with me. If she’s looking to punish herself, she wouldn’t have come to me for that.”

			Josh nods like this is reasonable, which it isn’t. 

			“I know it’s messed up,” I say.

			“Yeah,” Josh says. “Issues like that always are. But you think you’d be okay, if she did go off and find someone to hurt her.”

			I close my eyes. The idea of someone hurting Jenna like that, that she might be in danger or in pain, it makes me want to go walk the streets blindly, looking for her. “I’d get over it,” I say. “Because I know it’s not really cheating, it’s not really what she wants. But I don’t know that she could ever get over it. I don’t know that she’d ever be able to forgive herself. She might never give me a chance to forgive her.”

			“God,” Josh says, rubbing his forehead. “Yeah, that sucks.”

			I nod. The truth is, I’d be willing to fight through it, no matter how painful or difficult. I’d fight through anything—I just want Jenna to be safe.

			“Have you called family?” Josh asks. “Did she go to her parents?”

			“She had her mom babysitting when she left, and she lied about where she was going. I can’t handle their worry right now, but I’ll call them in the morning.” I wish Jenna was there, even if she couldn’t be here, even if she didn’t want to see me.

			“Have you checked your credit card? Might give you an idea of where she went, if she used it.”

			“That’s a good idea,” I say, and sit down to look our accounts up on my phone.

			There’s a withdrawal from an ATM. Five hundred dollars, the maximum possible cash withdrawal, about an hour ago, at an ATM downtown. In the meantime, she could have gone anywhere. 

			“She’s using cash,” I say. 

			“What about her car? Can you report her missing?”

			“I have no idea,” I say. “Can you do that with adults? Are people going to think I’m crazy if I report her car missing? She had every right to take it.”

			“She might be sick.”

			That’s true. “But without a diagnosis, will they really do anything?” I honestly don’t know. 

			“Hang on,” Josh says. “Let me call and find out.” I sit with my head in my hands while he calls the police station and starts asking questions about missing adults. I can’t believe this is happening. Jenna is gone, not just because she left me, but because she ran off, and she could be hurt, could be suffering, could be anywhere.

			And if they find her, then what? Will we have any power to help her, if she doesn’t want it? Is she ever going to come home?

			The pressure is building behind my chest.

			“Hey,” Josh says to me. “Can you get me the license plate number and make of her car?”

			I find the information for him, and he gives it to the cops. “They took a report,” he says. “They say they’ll keep an eye out for her, but I don’t imagine they’re going to do much beyond alert you if she gets arrested for something, unless you’re worried about foul play.” Josh is quiet for a minute. “Are you?”

			I hadn’t even thought about that. She could have been forced to write that note. She’s been so scared of someone coming out of her past and hurting Rachel. Could she have been right?

			“No,” I finally say. “She told her mom she was leaving. She called her in to watch the kids, and her mom didn’t suspect anything. I don’t think anyone forced her.”

			A tear runs down my face, and I feel the darkness pressing in closer and closer. I know there are more tears, and more pain, and a hell of a lot more fear waiting to bombard me.

			“What can I do?” Josh asks. 

			He called the police for me, and thought to check the credit cards, so he’s already done a lot. “Could you call Gabby? She needs to know what’s going on, and I don’t want her to hear it from Dana. I’ll call Jenna’s parents myself in the morning, but if you could just tell her what’s going on. And tell her—tell her that I can’t talk about it any more tonight. We can talk tomorrow, but not tonight.”

			Josh nods. “Do you want me to stay here tonight?”

			“No,” I say. “I’ll be okay. Tell Gabby I’ll be okay, but if she wants to call in the morning, I want to talk to her.”

			“Will do.” He hesitates, and then he gets up and gives me a hug, like we’ve been friends for years. And I guess given all I’ve just told him, we’re well past the new friends stage. 

			“Thank you,” I say. 

			“Hey,” Josh says. “You’d have done the same for me.”

			He leaves, and I take a deep breath. The cravings are there, but right now they’re a dull ache. I know they’re going to pierce through. I may be on anti-depressants, but the addiction is still real, still waiting to jump on me when I least expect it. 

			But I have people I can count on—lots of them, now. I’ll text my therapist in the morning; I’ll talk to Gabby and call Jenna’s parents. I’ll hold Rachel, and figure out how the hell I’m going to explain all this to Ty. 

			I’ll do that because I have to. Because I’m Ty’s father, and Rachel’s father, because I have to be responsible for them, because I can’t solve this problem by putting a needle in my arm. 

			And hopefully, hopefully, I won’t actually have to do any of those things. Because by the time Ty wakes up in the morning, hopefully Jenna will be home.

		

	
		
			Twenty-six

			Anna-Marie

			It’s been about six months since Gabby and I had one of our trademark Wine and Doritos nights, so I had to make sure we were well-stocked in both of those for tonight—a feat which required a shopping trip after Ben cleaned us out of snacks. A Google search a couple years ago, when Gabby and I were well into the bottle of Riesling I normally love, informed us that the best wine to pair with Doritos was a Cotes Du Rhone, which we immediately had to try—sending Will out that very night for a wine run.

			The recommendation was spot on, further supporting my tendency to base way too many decisions on Buzzfeed articles, but it’s worked out all right for me so far.

			Tonight felt like a good night to re-start the tradition, especially as Josh was going to stay at work late to make up for coming home earlier in the day. And, I suppose, one advantage of taking a break on the fertility stuff is that I can go from the “occasional drink” to “whenever I damn well please.”

			So I have the Cotes Du Rhone sitting out, as well as a selection of Doritos, when Gabby arrives. She’s got her blond hair up in a messy bun and is wearing her fuzzy Garfield pajama pants—I don’t know how those things are still around after all these years, but I’m glad they are—and she greets me with a huge smile. We hug and squeal and settle in on the couch in the den, which has been put back together after The Attack of the Baby Rattlesnake.

			God, it’s good to see her. Even if I can’t help but be nervous, now knowing that she thinks I’ve been avoiding her. Especially since I actually kind of have been.

			“How’s Will? How’s work? How’s the wedding planning?” The questions tumble out of me with barely a breath in between. Geez, you’d think we hadn’t talked at all for those six months, which isn’t true. We’ve gotten together for a few lunches, and talked on the phone, and some texts, and . . . wow. Having to think about it all like that—just a handful of lunches and rushed phone calls and late-night texts about which Skarsgård brother is hotter, compared to how it used to be—

			I take a big, guilty swig of wine.

			Gabby grins, jamming her hand into the bag of Cool Ranch. “Will is fantastic. He’s still so happy with his new job. And they really value his writing, which, you know, they’d better. He’s amazing. In my unbiased opinion, of course.”

			“Of course,” I say, grinning back. She’s practically glowing as she talks about him, which makes me so happy to see. Gabby sucks at faking anything, so clearly she and Will are in a really good place.

			“And the wedding . . .” She trails off with a shrug. “My mom and Dana teamed up to drag me to look at venues, none of which we can afford or even particularly like.”

			I laugh. “I can see it. But it is going to happen, right? You didn’t just decide that now you have the ring, you can kick back and deprive the rest of us of witnessing the long and judgmental toast Dana will give at the reception?”

			Gabby groans good-naturedly. “Yes, it’s going to happen. You know Will and me, though. We’re not in a rush.” She smiles fondly down at the ring on her hand, the diamond catching the light. It’s not a huge rock, which Gabby probably wouldn’t have wanted even if they hadn’t been so financially pressed at the time. But it’s a gorgeous ring, and suits her perfectly. Will did good—mainly by getting together with her to begin with.

			“Excellent.” I tip my wine glass towards her. “Because I’m eager to one day actually get to do my maid of honor duties.”

			There’s a moment where I almost ask if she still wants me to be her maid of honor, with us not being as close lately. But I take a long drink instead. That’s a stupid thought, and probably partially coming from how weird things have been with Josh and me lately—I’m becoming insecure about everything, which is so not like me.

			But Gabby would tell me if she’d changed her mind about that. If she’d been so hurt that she’d rather have Jenna do it, or—god help us all—Dana.

			Wouldn’t she? Gabby can be pretty conflict avoidant and hates hurting people’s feelings, and—

			Gabby clears her throat. “So enough about me. How’s that new pilot? Did you start filming yet?”

			“Not yet. Early next month.” Another pause. Because as excited as I am about the pilot, I’ve barely been thinking about it lately with all the stuff going on with Josh. Stuff I’m both dying to talk to Gabby about, and also weirdly reluctant to. 

			So I talk about the pilot instead. I gush about the script and the characters and the fact that I’m getting to do legit comedy and I think I’m going to be pretty good at it—which Gabby, of course, completely agrees with.

			“And if it continues the way the first few episodes are going, I think there’s going to be some really sweet romance stuff—with ex number one, at least. He’s obviously the best for her.”

			Gabby nudges my foot with her own. “Sounds like it’s going to be amazing.” I can tell she means it, and I smile back warmly.

			“So,” I say, swirling the wine around in my glass. “Has Felix told you about him and Josh getting to be good friends?”

			Gabby looks confused. “Felix and Josh? Really?” She pauses. “I mean, not that I think they wouldn’t get along, it’s just . . . huh.”

			“Josh was kind of reluctant at first, I think,” I say, which was true even before the fight that led to Josh proclaiming that he wouldn’t ever make new friends, and then somehow doubting his very existence. “He called it incestuous, this weirdly entangled group of friends we’ve got forming.”

			Gabby rolls her eyes. “Yeah, I can see that. Ben is at my house right now, complaining that Josh told him not to eat on his couch and that he needs to wear pants. He seemed especially pissy about the pants.”

			“Oh my god, I just want to not have Ben’s balls be the first thing I see when I get home from work. I don’t feel like pants are an unreasonable request.” I can’t help, though, but feel a happy twinge at Josh sticking up for me with Ben, even if means that now Gabby and Will need to deal with Ben’s whining. “Josh and Felix are really talking a lot now, though. I think it’s been really good for Josh, especially with Ben having so much stuff of his own he’s going through. I think they both kind of needed someone to talk to about . . . stuff going on in their marriages.” 

			Gabby’s eyes widen, and her mouth opens and closes and opens again. “What’s going on in their marriages?”

			I find myself leading with Felix and Jenna. “Well, I guess Jenna’s been struggling with stuff since having their baby. Like, some of the trauma stuff coming up again, I think?” 

			“Really? Oh, that sucks.” Gabby’s brow furrows, and now she’s the one who looks vaguely guilty. “Ugh, I knew I should have pestered Felix more. But I figured they’ve been super busy with the baby and that job of his, and he says things have been fine. But I should have known—”

			“No, stop,” I chide. “I think they haven’t been telling anyone, you know? Except, I guess, Josh.” I twist my lips, and then drink the last little swig of my wine. “I think because Josh had stuff of his own he needed to commiserate about. Stuff we haven’t been super open about, either.”

			“Like what?” I can see the hesitancy, the wondering whether she should press it—something that was never a part of Gabby’s and my relationship before. We’ve always been super blatant about feeling like we were owed every detail of the other’s life. Especially if it involved boy drama.

			I miss that. I sigh, knowing I’m the one to blame.

			“I’ll tell you,” I say. “But first—Gabby, I’m so sorry. I know things have been weird between us for a while now. This whole infertility thing has been brutal. And I should have been talking with you about it more, but I just sort of stopped doing that, and that was so stupid of me.”

			Gabby gives me a gentle smile. “It’s okay. I thought maybe you wanted to think about the infertility thing as little as possible, so you didn’t want to talk about it.”

			That’s definitely part of it, but not all, and this next part makes me feel far worse.

			“I think—and this is super jerky, I know—but I think I still have some jealousy from last year, that you were able to get pregnant when I couldn’t.” I cringe, because god, that sounds awful, especially considering how that turned out. “And when you miscarried . . .” I trail off and shake my head. “I totally understood that you didn’t want kids, at least not yet, so I got it how on some level you could be relieved. And I’m glad it wasn’t a terrible thing for you. But it just—it feels like it made it extra hard to talk about it with you, and this reminder of this thing my body won’t do.”

			“Oh, Anna,” she says, her expression soft.

			“Super jerky. And I’m sorry. I should have been able to get over my shit and be there for you.”

			“But you were!” She grabs my hand. “You were totally there for me, even though I could tell that in some ways the whole thing was harder on you than on me.”

			“Okay, maybe I was there at the time, but I’ve been pulling away lately, and we both know it.” I don’t mention the Felix telling Josh telling me of it all—though I’m guessing we’ll get there eventually, now that we’re actually talking. 

			Gabby shrugs one shoulder. “Phones go two ways. I could have been better at bugging you. But I knew we’d be good. We always are.”

			There’s something so reassuring in that simple statement. A weight on my chest I didn’t even know was there—or at least separate from the weight from the whole Josh situation—lifts. 

			“I should have just been talking to you all along, but—”

			“Let’s start right now,” Gabby cuts in. “What is going on with you and Josh?”

			I almost laugh at her insistence, but the topic isn’t exactly hilarious. “It’s been . . . not great,” I say, then sigh. “I’d even downgrade it to outright bad at times.”

			“You guys aren’t splitting up, too?” Gabby looks horrified at the thought, but give n what’s going on with Wyatt and Ben, I can see how she doesn’t think it’s the most impossible thing in the world anymore.

			“No,” I say quickly. “No, not bad like that. Bad like . . . I don’t know. Shit, I just need to start from the beginning.”

			I consider refilling my glass first, but there’s still a bit left, and even though I know there’s no risk in having a second glass now, the force of habit is strong. I don’t bother refilling hers, either—she’s barely had half of her first glass, and probably won’t even finish that, since she’s going to be driving home later. 

			These girls’ nights in were a lot easier—and drunker—when we were roommates.

			Between bites of chips and the last sips of my Cotes Du Rhone, I tell her about how stressful the infertility thing has been on us both, and then about the fight that led to Josh’s meltdown, to his not even knowing who he is anymore on some fundamental level. About our fights over Ben’s stupid question and over the snake, and how I don’t know how to help him. And worse, that even when I think I’m finally able to do something right, he seems to know there’s more coming, that he’s going to fall apart in some way I can’t even imagine and am so scared I won’t be able to help him through.

			“And he wants me to tell him everything I’m feeling—like, that’s a thing with us that I’ve been working on from the beginning, you know? Being open, letting him know what I’m feeling. But I do that with this, and then I’m making it all about me, which is also bad, and I just don’t know if I’m going mess it all up. If I’m going to make it worse for him, you know?”

			I draw my knees up to my chest. It at once feels so good to be talking to Gabby about this, and also just reminds me of how helpless I feel to make things better for Josh, or for us.

			“Hey,” Gabby says, “Josh knows you love him. And he knows you’re there for him. And that counts way more in the long run. You guys will make it through this. Besides,” she says with a smile, “apparently now you have Felix to help with finding the right thing to say. It’s good for guys to have friends to talk to, too.”

			“Seriously,” I say. The wine is starting to settle in and make me feel warm and less worried about everything. Or maybe it’s just talking like this with Gabby again. Or hell, maybe it’s the excess of carbohydrates.

			Either way, I believe her. We will make it through this. 

			We will kick this’s ass with our awesome marital prowess. Speaking of which . . .

			“Our sex life, though,” I say with a grin. “Now that’s been pretty damn good.”

			“Yeah? Taking a break from the ovulation tracker and Josh’s super-romantic dates with the cup at the clinic been working for you guys?”

			I laugh, though there’s a tiny twinge of sadness even in that. “It has. We’ve got big plans now to role-play as a slayer and sexy watcher. And have sex in a graveyard.”

			Gabby’s look of horror comes back. “In a graveyard? For real? I mean, I can see the slayer—and Josh definitely could pull off the sexy watcher—”

			“Hells yeah, he can.”

			“—But in a graveyard? Like, on top of dead people?”

			I shrug. “I mean, not like we’re going to exhume them and go at it on their corpses, no. There’s grass and a shit-ton of dirt and a coffin in between us and the bodies.” I don’t actually know that we’re planning on banging away on top of someone’s grave specifically, but it’s hilarious to see Gabby’s reaction to the idea. 

			“Oh my god, Anna-Marie, that is wrong.”

			“Why? They’re dead. If I’m dead, I think I’d be cool with people having amazing vampire slayer sex on my grave.”

			Gabby makes a face. “You’re like those people who want to have sex in a morgue. You would be amazed at how many people in the hospital talk about having morgue fantasies.”

			“I don’t know about morgue fantasies, but I’d probably have morgue sex,” I say, and Gabby makes this mortified sound like I’m killing her with the details of my disgusting sexual appetites, and soon we’re both laughing our heads off—at morgue sex? At each other? Whatever, it’s awesome.

			“Hold on, my ass is buzzing,” Gabby says. She pulls her phone out of her back pocket and frowns at it. “It’s Josh. Why is Josh calling me?”

			“Probably not to make your ass buzz,” I say, and she laughs.

			The truth is, I have no idea why Josh is calling her. But I guess we’re both about to find out.

		

	
		
			Twenty-seven

			Josh

			Gabby answers the phone on the third ring. “Josh,” she says. “Anna-Marie and I were just having a discussion, and I have a question for you.”

			I wasn’t expecting that, so it takes me a second to answer. “Yeah?”

			“Would you or would you not have sex in a morgue?”

			I can’t say I’ve ever been asked that before. “Um. Not with a body.”

			“No!” Gabby says. “With Anna-Marie. Who is alive.”

			I know I need to be telling Gabby about what’s going on with Felix, but I kind of want to give her this little reprieve before she has to start worrying with the rest of us. “Are we talking, like, on a body? On a surface where a body has been? Has it been sterilized?”

			“Oh my god,” Gabby says. “Anywhere in a morgue. On a sterilized gurney, let’s say, which has at times had dead bodies on it, but does not at that moment.”

			“Oh,” I say. “Yeah, sure. Totally.”

			“That is so wrong,” Gabby says. “But Anna-Marie agrees with you. I can’t believe you are going to do it in a graveyard.”

			Ah. That’s what brought this on.

			“But I’m guessing that’s not what you’re calling about,” Gabby says. “Because that would be super weird.” She has a kind of giggly-happy quality to her voice, that makes me think she and Anna-Marie are a glass or two into their Wine and Doritos Night—or maybe she’s just feeling really good about the two of them hanging out again.

			I’m sure Anna-Marie is, too. I hate having to spoil this for them, but . . .

			“No,” I tell her. “I’m calling on behalf of Felix, actually.”

			“Is he okay?” Gabby asks. 

			“Not really. Jenna left him.”

			There’s silence on the other end. 

			“She’s been having a hard time, lately,” I say. “And he thinks she has postpartum depression, but he didn’t catch it, and she ran off and left her ring.”

			“Oh my god,” Gabby says, any trace of happiness in her voice gone, replaced by shock. “I didn’t know.”

			“We talked about it for a while,” I tell her, “and he asked me to call you because he wanted you to know, but he doesn’t want to talk about it anymore tonight.”

			“I’m a nurse. I should have known.”

			I understand her guilt, and I guess it’s good for her to get that out talking to me instead of Felix. “I don’t think they were talking to very many people about what was going on. Felix thought it was just the trauma from her past coming up, and he asked her to go to a therapist, but she wouldn’t.”

			“Yeah,” Gabby says in an almost angry tone, but I’m guessing that anger is directed more at herself for not catching this. “Of course she didn’t, because she was depressed, and depressed people do that. Where is she now?”

			“He doesn’t know. I think he’s going to try tracking their credit card in case she uses it.”

			“Can I go over there?” Gabby asks. “If I don’t make him talk about it? Just hug him and crash on his couch?”

			“I think that would be a really good thing. He could probably use someone to help with the kids in the morning.” God, he has a newborn. “Or with Rachel in the middle of the night.”

			“I’m on it,” Gabby says. 

			“Thank you. Tell Anna-Marie I’m on my way home.”	

			“Will do,” Gabby says, and we hang up. 

			I spend the rest of the drive home thinking about the kind of pain that Felix must be in. He seemed to be holding it together, but I can’t imagine that’s going to last. More like the calm before the storm, before it really hits him and starts to feel real. If it was my wife out there, sick and scared and confused and doing god knows what . . .

			I’d be tearing my hair out. I’d be out on the street driving around, which would be stupid, because LA is a really big place. I’d be trying to break in to her Uber account to find out where she got a ride to. I’d be calling everyone we know.

			Or maybe I’d be sitting in my house in shock, with no idea what to do. 

			Either way, all I want to do is go home and hug Anna-Marie and tell her that no matter what our problems are, we’re going to be okay.

			When I get home, Gabby is already gone. Anna-Marie opens the interior garage door before I’ve even turned off my car. She walks down the steps and out into the garage in her bare feet and throws her arms around me. I hold her, the car door still standing open, and lift her off her feet.

			“I love you,” she says, and I say it back, feeling like I’m clinging to her for dear life. 

			Anna-Marie lets go and lands on her feet again. “Come inside,” she says. “Tell me everything.”

			We go into the den and I collapse on the couch, and I tell her about seeing Felix, and about what he thinks happened with Jenna. Anna-Marie looks properly horrified at my description of Felix’s fears for her. 

			“She might not have done any of that,” Anna-Marie says. “Maybe she just went to a hotel or a friend’s house or something to crash.”

			“I hope so. But I think it was good for Felix to talk about all the things he’s afraid of.” I sigh. “I just wish there was more I could do.”

			Anna-Marie wraps her arms around me, and I cling to her. “Don’t ever leave me,” I say. “I can’t lose you.”

			“I won’t,” Anna-Marie says. “And you don’t leave me.”

			“Never. I know things get hard sometimes, but I never, ever want to be without you.”

			“Good,” Anna-Marie says, and for a minute, we just curl up there together. I breathe in the scent of her—her latest favorite citrusy perfume and a hint of wine—and press my face into her soft hair and just hold her against me.

			“Did Ben come back?” I finally manage to ask.

			She shakes her head. “He’s not here. Gabby says he was over at her house watching TV with Will.”

			And complaining about me, no doubt. Good thing I don’t care that much if Will thinks I’m a pants Nazi.

			“Are you still upset about the fight you guys had?” she asks, pulling away enough to look up at me. 

			“I’m pissed at him,” I say. “That he thinks I’m going to let someone into my life that would be awful to him. I just want to yell at him.”

			“Maybe you should. You know, letting people know what you’re feeling while you’re feeling it . . .”

			I think about that. “Maybe I should. Maybe I should sit up and wait for him like I’m his dad and then yell at him.”

			Anna-Marie cuddles closer. “I could wait up with you. Or you could come to bed and have sex first, and then wait up and yell at him later.”

			“Definitely the second one.”

			And I follow my wife back to our bedroom, and hold her like I’m never going to let go, because I won’t.

		

	
		
			Twenty-eight

			Josh

			After Anna-Marie falls asleep, I put on a t-shirt and pajama pants and sit down on the couch in the front room with the lights off to wait up for Ben. It occurs to me that maybe he’s going to crash on the couch at Will and Gabby’s, but their couch is really more of a futon and not nearly as comfortable as our guest bed. 

			Besides, I already know I’m not going to fall asleep. My mind is full of too many thoughts, too many fears. I want to say that I can’t imagine how Felix feels, but the truth is, I can imagine it, and it’s bleak and terrifying. Felix is handling it better than I think I would, especially in the emotional state I’ve been in lately. 

			I’m glad he called me, though. He has a lot of other support, so it means something that I was his first call. 

			I still wish I’d been able to do anything for him.

			Car lights flash across the driveway, and a moment later, the key scrapes in the lock, and my front door opens. A beam from a cell phone flashlight streams through the entryway, and the door clicks shut. Ben shuffles past the front room like he’s already half asleep.

			“Hey!” I say.

			Ben shouts and jumps out of his skin, and the light swivels wildly and then pivots around to blind me. 

			I hold up a hand. “Turn that off.”

			Ben lowers it to the ground, at least. “Dude! Do not sneak up on me like that. Will and I just got done watching The Haunting of Hill House.”

			Ah. That would do it. I point to the chair across from me. “Have a seat.”

			“You want me to join you sitting creepily in the dark?”

			“Turn on the light if you want,” I say. “Just keep that flashlight out of my face.”

			Ben flips on the light and turns off the flashlight. “What the hell are you doing in here? Not eating, I see.” That last part is said with no small amount of bitterness.

			“No,” I say. “I was waiting up for you. Creepily. Like I’m your dad.”

			Ben shifts uncomfortably. “Yeah, well. You’re not.”

			“I’m aware. But I’m basically your brother, and that means I get to yell at you when you’ve earned it.”

			Ben crosses his arms. He’s still not sitting down, and I really don’t want this to turn into another fight.

			Then again, maybe I do. Maybe fighting isn’t the worst thing in the world. Maybe it’s better than not saying things that need to be said.

			“I’m pissed at you for the things you said about me being friends with Felix,” I say. “If you don’t want to hang out with him because of his religion, that’s fine. You pick your own friends. But if you think I would let someone into my life that would be awful to you—that hurts. I don’t think I’ve done anything to make you think that, and I hate that you’ve decided that’s who I am.”

			Ben looks down at the floor. “I don’t think you would do that,” he says. “That’s why I was pissed about it.”

			“Yeah, well, if Felix ever says anything derogatory about you or Wyatt or your marriage, he’s done, okay? I would never put up with that in my life, and I’m not abandoning you, either way. You’re my best friend, and that’s always how it’s going to be.”

			“Yeah, okay. Thanks.” He actually sounds like he means it.

			Huh. If that’s all there was to it, I should have said that before. 

			But there’s more I want to say, I realize. More that needs to be said. “And I get that you’re annoyed about being told where to eat, but you need to respect my wife. You’re being a dick to her.”

			Ben rolls his eyes. “Yeah, but Anna-Marie is like family, you know? I don’t think of her as someone I need to, like, respect.”

			I smile. That probably says more about Ben’s family than anything. “I’m glad. But she feels disrespected, so could you just wear your damn pants when you’re in our house?”

			Ben sighs, but it sounds more resigned than annoyed. “Yeah. I can do that.”

			He’s still hugging himself, and he looks so sad and alone. I don’t want to leave it there.

			“How are you feeling about Wyatt?” I ask.

			“I miss him,” Ben says softly. “Like crazy.”

			“Maybe you should tell him that.”

			“I did.” He frowns at the floor, and I wonder if he’s trying to hold back tears. Or at least keep me from seeing them. 

			I take a deep breath. Ben may be angry at us for talking to Wyatt, but I’m willing to take that risk. “Anna-Marie had lunch with him.”

			Ben looks up sharply. “Really? What did he say?”

			“You’re not going to like this,” I say. 

			Ben’s shoulders sink, and he finally sits. He looks like he’s bracing for news of someone’s death.

			“Wyatt said that he loves you, and he misses you, and he wants you to come home. But that you’ve never been willing to calmly talk to him about the baby thing, and he feels like you don’t care how he feels.”

			“That’s not true,” Ben says, gripping his knees tightly. “Of course I care.”

			“I know that,” I say. “But he doesn’t.”

			“I tried to tell him.”

			“I believe you.” I’ve been through enough marital fights to know that what I mean and what she hears aren’t always similar. “But you’re so scared he’s going to decide he wants a baby more than he wants you that you can’t stand to have a calm conversation with him about it. And because of that, he feels hurt, and like you don’t care about him.”

			“He does want a baby more than he wants me.”

			“Does he?” I ask him. “Or does he just want a husband who’s respectful of his feelings and listens without panicking and starting a fight? If he had that, would the baby thing be a deal breaker? Maybe it would be something you can work out?”

			Ben shrugs helplessly. “I don’t think I can change. I don’t think I can give him what he needs. Even if I could calm down enough to have a conversation with him . . . I don’t know that I can ever want to have kids.”

			“Okay,” I say. “That may be true. But can you fight through the fear enough to have a conversation with him where you’re open to working on it, without freaking out and shutting down?”

			Ben thinks about that. He’s not being defensive, which is a huge step forward. “I want to. But I don’t know how.”

			“I think,” I tell him, “that you should try writing a letter.”

			Ben looks up at me like this idea is physically painful. “I know that’s a good idea. But I hate it.”

			“In a letter, you can take the time to make sure you’re saying things the way you mean them. You could have Anna-Marie or me look it over, to make sure it’s coming across the way you want. You can type it up so it’s easy to make changes.”

			Ben shakes his head. “No, Wyatt would like it better hand-written. He’ll want to picture me like Mr. Darcy, writing by candlelight with a quill.”

			I smile. “Yeah, that sounds about right.”

			“It’s a good idea,” Ben says again.

			“But you’re terrified.”

			He nods, his gaze dropping to the floor. 

			“Which is scarier? Being vulnerable or losing him?”

			“Being vulnerable and then losing him,” Ben says. “They aren’t mutually exclusive.”

			I feel him on that one. More than he knows. “It’s Wyatt, Ben.”

			“I know,” he says quietly. Then he nods. “I’ll write the letter. I don’t know if I can give him what he needs from me, but I’ll try.”

			“Good,” I say, and I get up and put a hand on his shoulder. 

			He gives me the ghost of a smile, and then he stumbles down the hall to our guest room, and I head back upstairs to join my wife.

		

	
		
			Twenty-nine

			Felix

			I wake up in the morning later than usual, feeling like I’m hung over. My eyes are puffy from crying last night, in the dark where no one could see, and for a moment I panic. Rachel should have woken me up by now.

			But Gabby came over last night. We didn’t talk; she just gave me a hug and told me she loved me and took the baby monitor. So possibly she hasn’t had any sleep, and possibly this has further cemented her own fear of ever having her own children—if that wasn’t already permanently cemented by the time she took Ty to that pumpkin patch and ended up in the Urgent Care getting corn from the corn pit extracted from her ear—but I appreciate her sacrifice. 

			I check my phone. I have a message from Dana telling me when she’s available to take the kids, but nothing from Jenna. Her phone is still sitting next to mine on the nightstand. It has only one message, from Alec, asking if she’s okay.

			I burrow down under the covers. Jenna’s not here. She didn’t come home. I know this without even leaving the bedroom, because Gabby would have told me instantly. The kids have to be up by now, so she must be entertaining them downstairs, and I have this terrible, selfish urge to curl up here and refuse to move. 

			Jenna is gone, and she could be anywhere, and it’s because she’s sick and I missed it, and it’s my fault. I know that last part isn’t true, or at least, I accept that my therapist would tell me it isn’t. But it sure as hell feels like I was supposed to be the one to save her from this. 

			I lie still, and after a moment, I recognize this as a tactic I use when the cravings get bad. If I don’t move, I can’t do drugs. But I have children downstairs, and while there is that ever-present murmur at the back of my mind that says all I’d need is one hit and all of this would seem better, that I’d be able to take the edge off and handle it—

			I know I don’t want to. The call is there, but louder still is the fear that I might answer it and lose everything.

			I’m not going to do that. Not today. My kids need me, Jenna needs me, I need me to stay present.

			My therapist lately has been talking a lot about assessing the threat. It’s okay to want to use, she says, but how likely am I to actually do it? Am I thinking of places I can go to get drugs? Am I carrying cash, just in case? Am I lying about where I’m going, or why?

			A pit settles in my chest. I’m not going anywhere today. I’m staying here with my kids, and if Dana takes them for a while, I’m still staying here, waiting for Jenna. Running blindly around LA when she could be anywhere won’t do anyone any good. And then what if I’m not here when she comes back?

			Because she will come back. I believe that, in my bones. I have her kids; she’s not just going to disappear.

			And when she does, I’m going to do everything in my power to work this out. But it doesn’t dull the ache of missing her, of worrying about her, of wondering what she’s going to do that she might torture herself over for years to come.

			There’s a soft knock on the door. “Yeah?” I say.

			Gabby cracks it open. “Felix? Ty and I made breakfast.”

			I roll over in bed. “Thanks, Gabs. For watching them, I mean.”

			Gabby slips into the room, hesitantly. “How are you doing?”

			“Still clean,” I say.

			Gabby nods. “Is it hard to stay that way?”

			I think about that, and then shake my head. “No. Not right now, anyway.”

			She comes over and sits down on the edge of the bed. “I’m so sorry, Felix. Are you ready to talk about it?”

			I shrug. “I don’t know what to say. Josh told you that I think she’s depressed?”

			“Yes,” Gabby says. “And she needs to be evaluated by a doctor to know for sure, but my hunch is that you’re right.”

			“I think I have it, too. Not postpartum, obviously. But depression. I think it got really bad when I was away at Juilliard, and that’s why . . .” 

			Gabby nods. “That makes sense,” she says. “But you’ve been doing so much better.”

			“Since I’ve been on the anti-depressants.”

			“That’s right. I forgot about that.”

			“Jenna and I, we were both swimming around in the same darkness. And then I left her there.” I close my eyes tightly against the pain of that last statement, fighting back the tears that threaten to start all over again.

			I left her there.

			Gabby reaches over and squeezes my hand. “If you hadn’t, you might not have figured it out. And now that you know, as soon as she comes back, she can get help.”

			She’s right. She has to be right. “What kind of help is there?” I ask. “Besides the medication?”

			“There’s lots of different kinds of medication, and different kinds of therapy.” She pauses. I know she was going to therapy for a while for her body image issues, and has told me it helped, so she clearly sees the benefit of it. “Don’t you think if you had depression your therapist would have noticed?”

			I sink down under the covers. “I think she did,” I say quietly.

			Gabby looks surprised. “What?”

			I sigh. “She’s mentioned several times that there might be more to my down days than just cravings, that I was obviously in a dark place to begin with. I think she even used the word depression a couple of times, but I always figured there were reasons why I felt that way. I was alone and lost and unhappy just when I got to the part of my life that was supposed to be the most incredible, you know? And the heroin withdrawal is enough to give anyone bad days without a diagnosable disorder.”

			Gabby nods. “I saw a girl a couple months ago who got diagnosed with severe asthma in her late thirties. She’d had it all her life, but she didn’t know, because she also had anxiety and the symptoms of an asthma attack are almost indistinguishable.”

			Huh. “Yeah,” I say. “I guess I should have listened. She didn’t push it.” Like I didn’t push it with Jenna. Shit.

			“I called some hospitals,” Gabby says. “No one had seen her.”

			I take a sharp breath. That’s good, right? It means she isn’t hurt. 

			Or that no one has found her if she is. I swallow hard around a lump in my throat.

			I think about how Jenna refused to see a therapist, how she shut down every time I brought it up. “Is it like addiction?” I ask. “Where they have to be ready, or the treatment doesn’t work, and they just relapse?”

			Gabby considers that for a minute. “From what I understand, as long as they physically take the medication and show up to the therapy, they can improve. But it’s not like you get treatment and it’s fixed. It’s up and down, good days and bad days.”

			I nod. “So it’s not like addiction. It’s more like recovery.”

			“Yeah. I guess I never thought of it that way.”

			“I didn’t know it had gotten this bad.” I tighten my fists around the comforter. “I feel like I should have known if it was bad enough that she felt like she had to run away.”

			Gabby closes her eyes and sighs. I think she feels the same way, though with far less reason. “Where do you think she would have gone?”

			“Josh asked me the same thing, and I don’t know. I need to call her parents, her friends, see if anyone’s heard anything.” 

			“Can I help with that?” Gabby asks. 

			I shake my head. “I need to do it myself. Especially her parents. If I don’t, that’ll just worry them more.” 

			They’re going to be terrified. Jenna ran off before, but not since she was a teenager, not since Rachel died.

			“It’ll be okay, though,” Gabby says. “It’s a good thing you caught it, and now you know, and you can get her help.” She smiles, but I can tell she’s forcing it. “It’ll be okay. I know it will.”

			I shake my head. “You don’t have to fix it, Gabs.” 

			Gabby makes a little whimpering sound. “But I wish I could.”

			“Sometimes,” I say, “sometimes you have to sit with the pain.”

			“Felix, I don’t think it’s a great idea for you to wallow in—”

			“Not wallowing,” I say. “Just . . . accepting it. I’m terrified, and I’m hurt, and I’m angry, and I’m sad. Saying it’ll be okay doesn’t make that go away. Putting a needle in my arm doesn’t make it all go away. It’s still there, still waiting. And the only way to deal with it is to feel it. To let it be.” 

			It’s not just me I need to worry about, though. I can’t sit in my pain forever. I sit up and run a hand through my hair, gripping it tightly.

			Please, I think. Please bring her back to me.

			Last night, when I went to sleep, I prayed desperately for Jenna to come home safe. She’s still not here, and it would be tempting to feel like that means God didn’t hear me, that he didn’t answer. I understand why people want to believe that God controls every little thing that happens. It would be comforting to think that because Jenna and I were meant to find each other—and I know we were, I feel that in every part of me—that means I can’t lose her now. 

			I’ve felt things before when I pray. Mostly peace, and sometimes thoughts that seem a lot like inspiration. All I feel now is this deep melancholy longing—for Jenna, yes. But also for my kids. “I’m guessing my son is probably downstairs wondering where his mother is.”

			Gabby nods. “I told him I was giving you guys a break this morning. But I can tell he’s getting suspicious.”

			“Can you give me a few more minutes? I need to call Jenna’s parents, and then I’ll come down and talk to him.”

			“Of course. Take all the time you need.”

			“Thanks,” I tell her, and I reach for my phone. 

			I can’t take all the time I need, though, because my children need me, and I’m going to have to explain to my son where his mother went in a way that doesn’t terrify him, but also isn’t a lie, or an oversimplification, because Ty can sniff those out like Rocket can sniff out a Twinkie.

			I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and then dial Jenna’s parents. 

			One thing at a time.

		

	
		
			Thirty

			Felix

			I get off the phone with Jenna’s mom—who, understandably, is about to join Gabby in calling all the hospitals in the world and inquiring about that police report Josh made last night and generally freaking out. I’m starting to sweat, my eyes burning again, thinking about all the places Jenna could have spent the night and all the places she might be waking up this morning and the terrible pain she must be in, no matter where she is—

			But Gabby’s right. I can feel the pain, but I can’t wallow. And while the difference was clear to me just a few minutes ago, it’s eluding me now, which means I need to keep moving until I can trust myself to stay out of those dark places again.

			I head downstairs to find Ty. He’s wearing his Harry Potter pajamas and sitting at the table with a big glass of orange juice and eating a pancake that looks like an octopus. Gabby’s always been a fan of the Mickey Mouse pancakes my dad used to make—the only thing he can cook well—so I’m guessing they started there, and then Ty got creative. 

			“Hey, Dad,” he says. “Where’s Mom?” He’s looking at me warily, so I assume that even if Gabby didn’t tell him anything, he’s picked up no small amount of her nervous energy. Nothing gets by this kid, and I know better than to feed him a lie. He’ll see right through it, and only ask a million questions I don’t know how to answer.

			He’s going to do that anyway, but at least this way, when I tell him I don’t know, I’ll be telling him the truth.

			“I need to talk to you about that,” I say, pulling up a chair next to him. Gabby shoves a plate of pancakes at me and then mumbles something about checking on Rachel, but I’m pretty sure she’s just trying to give us some space. 

			Ty looks at me with wide eyes. “Did something bad happen?”

			“Yeah,” I say, “but probably not as bad as you’re thinking.”

			“Okay.” 

			“You know how your mom has been having a hard time lately?”

			Ty nods. “She’s been really tired. And sad.”

			“Yeah. And I didn’t realize it, but I think it’s because she’s sick. It’s something that happens sometimes after a woman has a baby. Do you know what depression is?”

			Ty thinks about that. “My friend Cody’s dad has depression, and he won’t get out of bed.”

			“Right. Sometimes it’s like that. It’s a sickness in your brain, and it can make you sad all the time, even if you have lots of reasons to be happy.”

			“Like me and Rachel,” Ty says.

			I smile. I love that these are the first things he thinks of when he thinks of his mom being happy.

			“And you,” he adds quickly, like he thinks I’ll be offended.

			“Exactly,” I say. “But just like sometimes you get sick and you can’t help it, sometimes depressed people get sad and they can’t help it. And your mom needs a doctor, but we didn’t realize that’s what was wrong, so she hasn’t gone to one yet.”

			“Is she going to go today?” Ty asks.

			I take a deep breath. This is the hard part, the part I wish I didn’t have to say. “Your mom got so sad and overwhelmed that she went away for a while. But she’s going to come back, and when she does, we’ll take her to the doctor.”

			Ty looks at me like I’m crazy. “We should go get her so she can go to the doctor now.”

			“I’d like that. But I can’t reach her right now, because she went away to be alone.”

			“She shouldn’t be alone if she’s sad,” Ty says, his voice getting a little desperate. “She should be with us, so we can cheer her up.”

			“I agree.” I reach over and put my hand on his shoulder and give it a little squeeze. “I’m not sure we could cheer her up, because it’s probably a sickness and not just regular sadness. I think she should be with us, so that we can be there with her even though she’s sad. But your mom didn’t agree, and I can’t make her come back right now. But she will, and then we’ll get her help, okay?”

			Ty doesn’t like this. He pokes at the pancake with his fork. Then his eyes light up. “I know! We should have Rocket sniff her clothes and find her and then make her come back so we can make her chicken soup and pie.”

			I smile sadly. “I don’t think Rocket’s that kind of dog.”

			“Can I send her a letter?” Ty asks. “Or an email? Or an animal in Farmville?”

			“Yes,” I say. “I think it’s a great idea for you to write her a letter. And send her an animal. But I don’t know that she’ll answer until she’s ready.”

			Ty scowls down at his pancake and its many tentacles.

			“It’s okay if you’re mad about that,” I say. 

			“I’m a little mad,” Ty says. “But mostly scared and sad. Does that mean I’m sick too?”

			“No. It’s not contagious. And it’s normal to be regular sad. I am too.”

			He looks up at me, and I can tell he’s reading the pain on my face. I want to hide it from him, to be strong for him, but if Jenna were here, she’d tell him the truth. She’s always tried to be as honest with him as possible.

			“Your mom is going to be okay,” I tell him.

			“And you’re my real dad,” Ty says. “So I get to stay with you while she’s gone.”

			That punches me in the gut. I’ve explained to him that was part of why we were doing the adoption, so that he could stay with me if anything ever happened to his mom. But the fact that he’s worrying about that now— “Yeah, of course,” I tell him. “That’s not even a question. And I know this is hard, but sometimes things are hard and we still get through them.”

			Ty sets his fork down. “Maybe I should pray for her.” 

			“That’s a great idea.”

			“And you should too.”

			“Believe me,” I tell him. “I already am.”

			“I want her to come back now.” He’s not whining, just stating a fact. 

			“Me too,” I tell him. “But this isn’t her fault. It’s just something that is wrong in her brain, and when she comes back, we’ll get her to a doctor and she’ll start to get treatment to make it better. You know she loves you, right?”

			“Yes,” Ty says. “But what about Rachel? She’ll miss Mom.”

			That, fortunately, is not something I’m worried about. “Rachel is a baby,” I say. “She doesn’t even have object permanence yet. That means that when we leave the room, Rachel doesn’t even know that we’re still there.”

			Ty’s eyes widen. “Really? So she’ll think Mom’s never coming back.”

			I open my mouth to try to explain that this is the opposite of what I meant, but decide it’s too complicated, and possibly terrifying. “Rachel doesn’t understand time yet,” I say. “But I think it would be a really good idea for you to spend some time with her to help her be happy.”

			“I can do that.”

			“Why don’t you make a list?” I suggest. “Of all the things you want to do for your mom. You can make a get-well card, and pray for her, and maybe even make her some soup for when she gets home. Not everything you think of will be possible,” —I know my son too well for that— “but lots of them will be. And I’ll let you know as soon as I hear from her.”

			“Okay,” Ty says with determination, and I can’t help but be amazed at how brave he is. I know he’s scared, and he’s willing to admit that, but he’s also willing to set that aside and think of what his mom and sister might need.

			“I’m proud of you, kid,” I tell him. “It’s okay if you need to cry or yell about this, but I love that your first thought is that you want to help. And I love you and your mom loves you and we’re going to be just fine, all right?”

			“Okay,” he says again, and he throws his arms around my waist. I hold on to him and he holds on to me, and I close my eyes, and try to listen to my own words.

			They’re easier to believe when I say them to him.

		

	
		
			

			Thirty-one

			Anna-Marie

			I already had today off from work—my character ran off on a ski trip to the Alps with her sister’s boyfriend, and so today’s scenes are just the other characters’ reactions to Maeve’s latest scandal. But despite how much I’ve been dreading my day job lately, I kind of wish I was there now. At least having something productive to do would keep me from pacing around the house feeling super helpless about my friend’s disappearance almost two days ago.

			I distract myself with combing through my closet, looking for the perfect outfit for my slayer character, Scarlet. Black booty shorts? Check. Red leather vest that normally goes over a peasant blouse but looks fabulously sexy and just-trashy-enough on its own? Check. Knee-high, lace-up boots with stiletto heels perfect for kicking vampire ass and making my ass look its very best? Check and check.

			I’m starting to dig through Josh’s closet to see if he has anything that would work for Marco—who I do not imagine wearing either Josh’s usual Hugo Boss business suits or his t-shirt-and-basketball-shorts-style loungewear—when I finally get impatient enough to text Gabby. Again.

			Anything yet?

			There’s only a few seconds pause. Clearly Gabby is anxiously checking her own phone often.

			No, nothing. The kids are with Dana, and Josh just stopped by to see how Felix was doing, so I stepped out for a bit to give them some time alone. 

			I sit down on the cushy chair in our big walk-in closet. Josh had said he was going to move around his schedule so he could check in on Felix, which I thought was a really good idea. I know he feels as helpless to help his friend as I do to help mine.

			At least Josh hadn’t been avoiding his friend while said friend was going through a major crisis.

			Another text from Gabby buzzes through: Going to try calling around at the hospitals again. Check in with the police.

			My gut twists at the thought of Jenna being brought into a hospital, hurt. Or worse. Right, I text back. That’ll be good. Need me to do anything?

			A few seconds go by. No thanks. I don’t think even what I’m doing is helping much. But it feels better to be doing something, you know?

			I get that. And I wish there was something I could do, but it’s not like I knew Jenna so well that I have some sense of where she might have run off to, and it’s not like it’ll do any good to just drive up and down the streets calling out her name like she’s a lost dog.

			I do feel like I know her well enough for this, though: Jenna in her right mind wouldn’t ever leave her family, not without the postpartum depression seriously messing with her brain. And so it scares me to think what else it might get her to do.

			I’m about to go for another round of calming yoga, when I hear Ben’s voice. “Anna-Marie?”

			“In here,” I call, and Ben walks into the closet. He’s wearing jeans and a t-shirt that doesn’t look or smell like he’s been wearing it for days, so I take that as a hopeful sign.

			He raises an eyebrow. “Enjoying your cavern of shoes?”

			Ben has yet to step foot into our bedroom without making some comment about our vast closet—closet size having been one of the biggest reasons I fell in love with this house.

			“It is my zen place,” I say with a smile, pulling my legs up under me on the chair. Then I give him a look. “But don’t even think about eating in here, either.”

			He ignores the jab, and shifts his weight, looking sheepish. “So I wrote that letter. Did Josh tell you about—”

			“The letter to Wyatt?” I sit up straight. 

			“Yeah.” He chews on his lower lip, and holds up a piece of paper he’d been hiding behind his back. “Any chance you’d want to take a look at it? Tell me if it’s any good?”

			“Oh my god, yes!” I jump to my feet. “Give it to me!”

			“I feel like you’ve said these words in this room before, but probably not to a gay man.”

			I smack him on the arm as I take the piece of paper from him, but he’s not wrong. Josh and I have had our share of sex in this particular closet.

			I start reading, as Ben feigns interest in a pair of my gold Jimmy Choos. Honestly, the letter is so much more open and vulnerable than I could have even hoped for. As I read through Ben’s words telling Wyatt how he’s terrified of failing or disappointing him, expressing how horrifying the idea is that Wyatt needs something Ben can’t give him . . . It’s like I’m getting a glimpse into Ben’s soul that very few people—probably Wyatt and Josh only—really get to see. 

			And the love he talks about, how deeply he misses and loves Wyatt . . .

			Tears are swimming in my eyes when I finish reading. “Ben,” I say, blinking them back.

			He’s not looking at me, carefully examining a beaded clutch on one of my purse shelves like he has ever in his life paid the slightest bit of attention to anything that could be described as “beaded” or “a clutch.” “How terrible is it?”

			“Ben, this is incredible. Like, really sweet, and honest, and brave. I know how scary it can be to say some of this stuff.”

			He looks over at me cautiously, setting the clutch down. “Really? You don’t think it’s too much? Like, what about the end, where I talk about how excruciating it is being without him?”

			“Is it true?” I raise my eyebrow. I already know the answer.

			He stares down at the ground. “Yeah. Definitely.” 

			“Then it’s not too much. It’s exactly what Wyatt needs to hear.”

			He leans against the closest wall. “Do you think it will work?”

			I consider this. “If you mean it’ll get him to understand how sorry you are, and how scared you are about not being able to give him what he needs, and how much you love him and want to work things out with him, then yeah. I really think it’ll work. It’ll get you two actually talking again, which is what you both need.”

			“That would definitely be good,” he says, taking the paper back from me, his lips tugging up at the sides. “Though really I just want my husband to say he forgives me and for us to spend the next several days making up in bed.”

			“In that case, you might want to make sure you have this written on parchment in calligraphy and deliver it while wearing the Mr. Darcy shirt. Possibly all wet, like you just came out of that lake from the movie to write this letter. You know, for the full effect.” 

			“Oh, trust me,” he says. “I know Wyatt. I’m planning on it.”

			“Then I’d say you have a really good chance.” I hope he does. I hope this letter works. I hope they can talk through everything they need to, that they can figure out the baby thing and their relationship and how to put things between them back together.

			Like Josh and I will, I tell myself. Like we’re doing, slowly but surely.

			I try not to think about how Felix probably thought that about him and Jenna, too.

			Ben sighs. “I just hope I have any chance at all,” he says in a small voice. He fidgets with the paper in his hand. “Hey, I’m sorry about being a dick to you before. About the couch. And the pants.”

			I can practically feel my eyebrows hit my hairline. Ben doesn’t apologize for being a dick, as a general rule, or at least not in a way that’s so . . . direct. He’s far more likely to make some self-deprecating joke if he feels like he’s gone too far, and even that’s rare.

			“It’s okay.” I give him a smile, to let him know we’re cool. “Thanks.”

			He shifts uncomfortably, and I wonder if I should say more. Does he expect effusive praise for wearing pants in someone else’s house, because there’s no way that’s—

			“It’s just because you’re family, you know?” he blurts out. “And I didn’t think of it as disrespecting you, because, you know . . . you can just say stuff to family, and they’re still . . .” He shrugs, looking down at the carpet.

			“Family,” I say, gaping a bit. “You really think of me that way?”

			“Of course.” He seems surprised I’d even have to ask. “Honestly, my actual family kind of sucks, so Josh and you are like . . . real family.”

			My heart melts. I’d obviously known he felt that way about Josh, but to include me in that, too . . .

			“You’re like that to me too, you know. You and Wyatt. The married gay brothers I never had.” I wince, hoping mentioning Wyatt again doesn’t hurt him, given his fears about whether they’ll even be able to stay married, but he smiles over at me. 

			“It’s kind of nice to have family you can choose,” he says. “I figure with your family stuff, you’d probably get that more than most.”

			I laugh. “You’re not wrong there. With the exception of my mom, though, things haven’t been so bad lately. I don’t even dread the family reunions as much.”

			Ben chuckles. “That’s good, because I think Josh actively loves them. He keeps telling me how much he wants his Weiner back from Uncle Joe.”

			“You know, you’re always welcome to come with us one of these years,” I say. “Us being family and all.”

			Ben groans. “I have enough family issues without bringing the Wyoming Halseys on board. Besides, who would Josh call from Wyoming to tell all about Patrice’s well-meaning racism or Uncle Joe’s attempts to get Josh to start wearing cowboy boots?”

			“Good point.”

			He looks away again. “I know it sucks that you guys haven’t been able to get pregnant. You’ll figure it out, though. Not just stuff between you two, but . . . I know you’ll have a kid someday. And you’ll be really great parents, both of you.”

			My heart cracks open, warmth and sadness all at once. “Thanks, Ben. I appreciate that.”

			He gives me a small smile. “And god help the kid if he eats on that damn couch.”

			I laugh, and pick up a shoe like I’m going to throw it at him, and he ducks out of the room before I can.

			But I find myself still smiling after he leaves.

		

	
		
			Thirty-two

			Anna-Marie

			Afew hours later, I’m lacing myself into my sexy stiletto boots when I get a call from Josh.

			“Hey,” I say, and there’s this little jolt of hope that maybe they’ve heard something about Jenna. 

			“Hey, gorgeous,” he says. “I’m about twenty minutes away, but thought I’d check and see if I should pick anything up for dinner while I’m out.”

			So no news, then. “I actually have dinner covered. Scarlet may be planning to seduce Marco with a graveyard picnic—patrolling is hungry work, after all.”

			He chuckles. “Sounds amazing.” But I can hear a note of weariness in his voice.

			“Is this really something you want to do tonight?” I can’t help but ask. “With everything going on with Felix and Jenna, if you thought maybe we should put it off a bit—you know, if we need to help out watching their kids, or if it would be better if you hang out with him some more tonight, or—”

			“Felix says he wants some space.” His voice has grown even more strained, and my heart aches.

			“How is he doing today? I mean, not great, I’m sure, but . . .” I leave that dangling.

			Josh sighs. “Worse today. I think he was in so much shock that first night, and I think between yesterday and today, it’s really coming down on him.” There’s a quiet pause, threaded through with the muted sounds of LA traffic in the background. “But I’m totally up for this,” he says. “I think—it’ll just be really nice to spend the night with you. Or Scarlet, I suppose.” I can hear the smile in his words. 

			I smile into the phone myself. “Well, Scarlet is all ready to get Marco to break all sorts of watcher rules. And basic graveyard decorum.”

			“Marco can’t wait. Be back soon.” There’s another tiny pause, and then: “I love you, Anna-Marie.” Like he needs me hear it, to know it, even though I already do. 

			“I love you too, Josh,” I say back. We’ve been saying this a lot, especially over the last couple days. 

			We hang up, and I make my last-minute preparations—big curls in my hair, which is already dyed red for my role as Maeve, and dramatic, smoky eye makeup paired with dark red lipstick. I had Chinese food delivered, and have that packed in a picnic basket, along with a blanket, a couple mini-flashlights and some candles and a lighter, since it’s already dark out and will likely be even more so in the middle of a graveyard. 

			As I see the headlights of his car swing around into our driveway, I grab the picnic basket and step out the front door, before he has a chance to pull into the garage. He stops in the driveway and my pulse picks up in excitement—and nerves, too, because there’s more to this plan than even Josh knows about.

			And then Josh steps out of his car and into the warm pool of porch light, and my pulse is racing for a whole other reason.

			Instead of his usual designer suits, he’s wearing a tweed, professor-like suit jacket—complete with the leather patches over the elbows!—and thin-rimmed glasses. His dark hair, which he usually gels in place because if he doesn’t style it right out of the shower, it gets this adorably weird wave on one side, is still styled, but in a kind of mussed, shaggy way, with locks of it falling over the rims of his glasses. 

			I hadn’t found anything great in his closet for the Marco persona, but he took care of getting the geeky professor/watcher character right all by himself. And more than just how hot he looks—which, damn—I am all the turned on by the effort he went to for this.

			God, I love my husband.

			And the way he smiles me, the way he’s taking in my look the way I’m taking in his . . .

			Lately, I’ve kind of been hating on my body for what it can’t do, but this reminds me of how great my body can be, and not just aesthetically (though god knows I work hard to keep it up to TV standards). Because I know that even if I was bigger in some places or smaller in others, Josh would still look at me like that. My body’s great because it’s mine and Josh loves it, and me.

			And I sure know things to do with it that make us both very happy.

			“Scarlet,” he says in an admonishing tone, perfectly spoiled by the way the glasses slip down his nose and he has to push them back up. “We’re going out patrolling, hunting some of the most dangerous demons in the world. And you’re bringing a picnic basket?”

			I saunter down the steps slowly, walking right up to him until I’m the barest inch away from pressing myself against him.

			“You know me, Marco,” I say in Scarlet’s seductive voice. “I don’t ever work hard without playing a bit, too.” I look up at him from under my lashes, even as I take the car keys from his hand. To the credit of my sexy voice and probably the amount of cleavage he’s looking down into, I don’t think he even notices. 

			“I suppose a little bit of—” he starts gruffly, and then his eyes catch on the keys I’m holding up. “What are you doing, Scarlet?”

			“Well, I thought we’d get to the graveyard in style tonight,” I say, brushing past him towards his Porsche, running a finger along the smooth lines of the hood. It’s actually less dirty than I thought it’d be—not that Josh goes too long between car washes, but he must have gotten it cleaned and waxed recently. I turn back around to see him watching me with an eyebrow raised, curious as to where I’m going with this. 

			“In a Porsche, Scarlet?” he says. “A little flashy, don’t you think?”

			“Not for me,” I say with a smile. “I think I’m made for cars like this. And I’m sure the stuffy agent and his bitchy actress wife that I borrowed this from would agree.”

			“No doubt,” he says dryly. “And when they report your borrowing of this car to the police, I certainly hope the Watcher’s Council doesn’t find out.”

			“Don’t worry, Marco. I can keep a lot of things secret from the Watcher’s Council.”

			He smiles and reaches for the keys, but I hold them back and open the driver’s-side door and get in. Now both of Josh’s eyebrows are raised. 

			“What are you waiting for?” I ask, putting both hands on the steering wheel. “I think you automatically get shotgun.”

			I take no small amount of pleasure in the growing look of shock on Josh’s face, even as my nerves are now skittering around even more. I don’t drive in LA if I can ever help it—which usually I can. It’s not that I can’t drive, but when I was first out here in LA, having come here at twenty on a whim—or really, a desperate need to get away from anything related to my life in Wyoming—I got hit at an intersection by one of those huge-ass Tour of the Stars’ Homes buses. Shockingly, I was barely hurt, just a sprained wrist and a tweaked back, but the whole thing scared the ever-living crap out of me. 

			From then on, even though I know LA is just like any other city, and most traffic is stop-and-go on the crowded interstate, it seemed like everyone in LA drove like they were out to kill me personally. Barreling down on me in buses or zooming by me in their sports cars like they’re auditioning for the next Fast and Furious.

			It’s stupid, and I know Josh really wants me to be able to drive myself around rather than using Uber—he doesn’t love me subjecting my safety to strangers. He’s been trying to get me to drive his car for years. And though I actually enjoy using the Uber time to read through scripts or even just sit back and feel like I’m fancy enough to have a driver, I can see his point.

			And so I thought today would be a good day to start. After all, I’m an actress. I can get into character. And Scarlet sure as hell isn’t afraid of driving in LA.

			“Okay,” Josh says, and then walks around the front of the car and slides into the passenger seat. He looks less shocked and more just happy about it now. “Though I’m not sure how you’ll drive this thing without those vampire reflexes.”

			I laugh. It’s a reference to the Twilight books, not Buffy. Josh read them in college because his girlfriend at the time was into them and he was so excited that she was into something geeky they could share. He never became a huge fan, but he liked them well enough. I did too, back when I read them, though they’re certainly not Buffy. And could definitely use more sex.

			“I have fast slayer reflexes, so we’re good.” I remember something and reach into the picnic basket in the back, pulling out a long wooden stake, sharpened at one end. “I also have this.”

			Josh’s brow furrows over the glasses. “Hopefully not for driving.” I can tell he’s imagining this thing puncturing his leather interior. 

			“For slaying, obviously,” I say, “I have a feeling I’ll need a big piece of wood tonight.” 

			Probably too obvious an innuendo even for Scarlet, but I can’t resist. And Josh can’t either, slipping out of character to grin, taking the almost foot-long stake from me and holding it up. “Is Marco supposed to have starred in Boogie Nights? Because I don’t remember that expectation in our character creation.”

			I laugh. “I have a feeling Marco will more than measure up.”

			As I back out of the driveway and find myself grinding the gears of Josh’s car while we’re still in our neighborhood—he heroically holds back a grimace—I start to think that maybe it’s not Marco who should be worried. It’s Anna-Marie. Who, yes, does technically know how to drive stick, but hasn’t done so since high school. And never in a really expensive sports car.

			Maybe this wasn’t such a great idea, after all.

			“Easy,” Josh says gently, after yet another jerky stop at a stoplight that leaves us both in serious danger of whiplash. “Be careful when the light turns. You know, if you don’t want a premature release.” This last bit said with a mischievous smile.

			I try to channel Scarlet’s sauciness as I prep to not completely destroy the gears. “A real car should be able to handle some action without that.”

			The sexiness of this statement is reduced somewhat by the little squeal I inadvertently make when the light turns and I tap the gas—barely tap the stupid thing!—and the car shoots forward across the intersection.

			Josh is clearly trying not to laugh—or panic, interchangeably—at my reactions to his car’s crazy-sharp response times, or at when I swear at the way-too-calm-sounding GPS as she robotically tells me to turn right on a street I barely even saw because I was too busy getting my stiletto heel unstuck from the floor mat. 

			But even so, after a little bit, I’m starting to feel like I’m getting the hang of it. The starts and stops becoming smoother. The need for an entire new transmission (or whatever the hell I’m destroying every time I switch gears) starting to diminish. My own nerves starting to calm.

			That is, until I see it up ahead, across the intersection. Big and bright and gleaming, and with its turn signal indicating that it’s about to turn onto the same street I am. 

			A tour bus. 

			My heart rate skyrockets. 

			“It’s okay,” Josh says, the intersection bright enough with all the streetlights and flashing business signs that I can see his expression perfectly—and he can obviously see mine. One of these is far more panicked than the other. “It’s okay. I mean, really, Scarlet,” he says, slipping back into Marco’s voice. “It’s just a bus full of vampires. You can handle vampires any day. You’ve got your huge wooden stake, after all.”

			“Right,” I say, trying to breathe through the anxiety. Because it’s stupid. It’s just a bus, slowly starting to turn onto the street. I flick a glance over to him. “Though really, you’re the one holding the stake.” He’s been holding it ever since we left the house, making numerous jokes about the length and diameter of the shaft, all of which, I have to admit, were pretty damn hilarious. Because when it comes to sex jokes, both of us have the elevated sense of humor of a teenage boy.

			I make the left-hand turn, my heart thumping, forced to get into the same lane as the tour bus, which is now stopped due to traffic. Which is fine, I tell myself. It can’t hit me if I’m behind it, and we’re stopping now—

			“Anna-Marie, hold still,” Josh says suddenly, and his eyes are wide. Staring at the bus ahead of us. 

			“What is it?” I squeak, my eyes darting between him and that damn bus that I’m slowly oh so slowly approaching. Is it going to back up into me? Is it—

			“It’s okay,” he says, though the panic in his voice says the exact opposite. He lifts the stake like he’s going to use it, and that’s when I see what he’s really staring at. 

			A snake. A small, living, actual effing snake on the dashboard.

			I scream and hit the brakes just as he stabs forward with the stake, jabbing it into the dash. We jerk forward and back, and the snake—oh my god, the snake flies into my lap and there’s a sudden fiery pain on my inner thigh. I scream again and kick out my leg in panic, hitting the gas.

			And in the space of one horrible second, there’s the loud, sickening crunch of our car hitting the back of the bus, and then the sharp punch of the airbag in my face, snapping my head back against the seat, and everything, for the moment, is black.

		

	
		
			Thirty-three

			Josh

			Oh my god. Oh my god. Oh my god. There’s a smell like burning plastic, and my head spins from the punch of the now-deflating airbag. I reach for Anna-Marie. 

			“Are you okay?” I ask. She’s braced back against her seat, looking simultaneously dazed and scared out of her mind, and there’s a spattering of dust—from the airbag?—on both her and me. And on her lap is the snake, lying across her thigh. 

			I reach over and grab the snake with my bare hand.

			It’s limp. Dead. But on her thigh, visible just below the hem of her booty shorts, is an angry red mark.

			“It bit me,” she gasps, her eyes wide. “It bit me. Is that—”

			“The rattlesnake,” I say. Someone’s walking around the front of my now very crunched Porsche. It’s the driver of the bus, a middle-aged woman with a fierce scowl. Several thoughts run through my head. 

			Anna-Marie was bitten by a rattlesnake.

			We have to get her to the hospital. 

			And there’s no way we can get there in my car. 

			The bus doesn’t look too bad, just a little dinged, and the idea of waiting for an ambulance is terrifying. 

			“We need you to take us to the hospital,” I say, shoving open my door. “My wife just got bit by a rattlesnake.”

			“You hit my bus!” the bus driver says. “What the hell were you doing?”

			“We’ll sort it out later!” I shout at her. “My wife just got bit by a rattlesnake.” To punctuate this, I fling the dead baby rattlesnake at her, and the bus driver jumps. 

			“It’s dead,” I add, clearly too late, and I pick its limp body back up and shove it in my pocket in case they need to see it at the hospital to believe my crazy story. I want to flag someone else down and make them drive us just so I don’t have to argue, but I’m pretty sure it counts as a hit and run if I leave the scene, even if my car doesn’t. 

			Probably easier to explain if I leave the scene with the person I hit. 

			“Sir,” the bus driver begins, the scowl replaced with genuine concern, “I think you may be in shock.”

			Anna-Marie claws her way out of the car behind me, and I’m not sure if I should be encouraging her to hold still so the poison moves more slowly to her heart, or what. All this time I’ve had a baby rattlesnake in my car, and I didn’t bother to look up what to do if you’re bit by one. 

			“Are you going to take us to the hospital or not?” I demand, running over to the other side of the car and reaching to help Anna-Marie stand. 

			Anna-Marie lifts her foot onto the hood of the car, and the mark on her thigh is angry and red. “How the hell did it get in the car?” 

			Oh, god.

			“Yeah, okay,” the bus driver says finally, eyeing the bite with concern. “Get in.”

			I scoop Anna-Marie up in my arms and carry her into the bus. People are returning to their seats, having crowded at the back of the bus to gawk at us. No one here seems to have suffered any from being in an accident. 

			“There’s a hospital a mile or so from here,” the bus driver says. 

			“Good,” I say, setting Anna-Marie down on the first available bench, as the bus starts to move. Too slowly. God, there’s too much traffic, how long will it take to go even a mile in this—

			“Josh,” Anna-Marie says, her voice small. “Am I going to be okay?” I notice now that she’s got what looks like a burn the size of a silver dollar on the inside of her right arm, probably from the airbag.

			But she’s can’t die of an airbag burn. The mark on her thigh, though . . .

			“I don’t know,” I say, my heart and head pounding in tandem. “She was bit by a rattlesnake. Does anyone know what to do?”

			“Call 911!” someone shouts, and a dozen people pull out their phones.

			“Isn’t she on Southern Heat?” an older lady asks, with a gasp.

			“I think you have to suck out the poison!” someone else yells. “Suck it!”

			I think a few of those phones are recording us, and I’m pretty sure if I suck it, there are going to be photos all over the internet of Josh Rios supposedly going down on his wife, actress Anna-Marie Rios, in a Tour of the Stars’ Homes bus. Though if it’ll save her life . . .

			“I’ll suck it,” a dude in a black leather jacket says all too eagerly, staring at her legs. 

			Hell no. I glare at him. If anyone is going to suck it, it’s me.

			“Google says don’t suck it!” someone shouts. 

			“Ah!” I shout. My whole body has broken out in panic sweat. “Tell me what I am supposed to do, or my wife is going to die and it’s all my fault!”

			“That looked like a baby rattlesnake,” the driver calls back. We’re headed down the road in the Los Angeles traffic, and not going nearly as fast as the ambulance we probably should have called. “Aren’t they even more poisonous?”

			“No,” someone else says. “That’s a myth. But they’re still definitely poisonous.”

			I look down at Anna-Marie, who is pale and has sweat beading on her upper lip, which might be from the shock of the bite or the accident or the poison that is currently coursing through her system. 

			“I killed you,” I say, the horror of that thought paralyzing me. “Oh my god, I killed you, I’m so sorry, I—”

			“You killed me?” Anna-Marie says. “Am I dead?” She’s collapsed against the window, her bitten leg propped up on the seat.

			“I lost the snake in the car,” I say, almost like I’m pleading. “I had it detailed and I assumed it would have crawled out by now but—”

			“You lost a snake in your car and then you let me drive it?” she shouts. 

			“I forgot,” I say. “I’ve been driving it.”

			This only seems to make it worse. “You’ve been driving it and you could have got bit and killed!”

			“And then I let you drive it and get killed!” My eyes are starting to burn.

			“Dude,” leather jacket guy says. “Maybe you should use a tourniquet.”

			“Then she’ll lose her leg!” the driver shouts.

			“Will it save my life?” Anna-Marie yells back. “Because I could lose a leg to save my life.” She’s nodding, like she’s trying to convince herself. “Is this like a 127 Hours situation? Because if James Franco can do it, then I sure as hell can—”

			“Google says no tourniquet!” someone shouts.

			“Why are you dressed like that?” a teenage girl asks. 

			Oh, god. We look like actors. Someone already knows Anna-Marie from the soap. All around us, people are looking confused, like they think they may have had their bus commandeered by some kind of performance art troupe. 

			“SOMEONE TELL ME WHAT TO DO FOR A RATTLESNAKE BITE!” I shout, because my head’s about to explode from the terror and the guilt and oh my god, my wife is going to die, and I can’t stop it, and— 

			“I found the symptoms,” says a woman near the front of the bus. I think she’s the same one who told me not to suck it, but I’m not honestly sure. “Are you faint?”

			“Yes,” Anna-Marie says.

			“Light headed?” she asks.

			“Yes.”

			“Fast pulse?”

			Anna-Marie thrusts her wrist at me. 

			“Yeah,” I say. “Very fast.”

			“It’s probably a rattlesnake,” the woman says. 

			“Damn it, I know it was a rattlesnake!” I say. “What do I do?”

			“Keep it still and get to a doctor,” she says. 

			“We’re already doing those things.”

			“Then I’ll be fine, right?” Anna-Marie asks, her voice thin with desperation. “I’ll be fine?”

			“Coming up on the hospital,” the driver says.

			And instead of telling my wife that of course she’ll be fine, like any sane person would do, I burst into tears.

		

	
		
			Thirty-four

			Jenna

			It seems inevitable that I would end up here. Not here, specifically, not this particular seedy dive club in one of the many armpits of Los Angeles. Not this particular cracked-vinyl stool pulled up to this dingy bar, seated next to these particular people—that balding guy with the loose-fitting business suit and the lady in the tube top leaning towards him and running a hand up his thigh. 

			But someplace very much like this. Someplace for people looking to forget and be forgotten.

			Or maybe that’s just me.

			The bartender, a burly guy with a short beard and an even shorter mohawk—more like a landing strip across his otherwise bald head—comes over to take my order.

			I pause, uncertain. I haven’t ordered drinks in a long time. Even before I became a Mormon and alcohol was off-limits for religious reasons, I had pretty much already stopped drinking, mainly because Felix didn’t ever drink. And before Felix, drinking more than the occasional cocktail or glass of wine would remind me too much of my old self.

			Always trying to escape me, she would say to that. At least now you know why you never could.

			“Gin and tonic,” I say, swallowing hard. “Double, actually.”

			“Sure thing,” the bartender says, and pulls out the well drinks. 

			He hands my drink to me and I put some cash on the bar, and he nods, then heads off to help the next person. He’s not the kind of bartender you see in movies, who’ll ask what problems I’m drinking away, and then offer up some sage advice while wiping down a clean beer mug. I’ve been to plenty of bars and never once met one of these bartenders, so I’m pretty sure they’re a myth.

			And tonight especially, I’m glad for that. I’m not going to talk about how I’ve spent the last two days holed up in a shit-hole motel two streets over, where no one would ever think to find Jenna Mays. How I saw it and felt like this is even too good a place for a woman who would leave her family—even a woman who knows that’s what’s best for them. But how I was so tired I stopped there anyway, and wrapped myself up in the thin, scratchy blanket on the bed, shaking, trying not to think about Felix finding my note and my ring, trying not to think about my kids waking up in the morning and wondering where I am. 

			The last two days I barely moved. Only left the motel room at all to get snacks from the half-empty vending machine. I laid there in bed and sobbed so hard I thought my body was going to break apart, wracked with pain that seemed to come from nowhere and everywhere. I sobbed until I would fall asleep again, even in the middle of the day, and wake up and remember all that I’ve lost, all that I will never, ever be worthy of, all the hurt I’ve caused and would continue to cause, and it would start again.

			I want to go home. I want to be with my husband and my children. I feel like an addict, craving them. But instead of knowing they’re what will destroy me, it’s the other way around. I’m the one who’ll destroy them.

			So I dragged myself out of that motel room and walked here.

			The ice cubes clink against the glass in my hand. I stare at the drink, watch the liquid tremble on the surface. So much for the promises I made when I was baptized. So much for a lot of things. 

			I close my eyes and take a deep drink. And grimace at the taste. Either it’s a shitty gin and tonic, or I’ve lost my taste for this particular drink—probably a mix of both. Not that this was ever my favorite, but gin has a way of going straight to my head, which is what I’m here for. At least in part.

			I begin scanning the room, searching faces in the crowded, cramped bar, while the voices speak in my head.

			You’re here because you’re a worthless, stupid whore.

			You’re here because your family is better off without you.

			You’re here because you’re full of shit, and they were going to find out who you really are anyway, and then they’ll want you to leave.

			I can’t tell anymore if the voices are Past Jenna’s or Grant’s or a chorus of drunk frat boys whispering in my ear; it doesn’t matter, because all the voices are me, and I’m them, like I always was and always will be.

			Except one voice, and this one is distinct and safe and makes me feel even warmer than the gin flooding my veins.

			I’m going to be here when the wall comes down, when the wave comes crashing in. I’ll be here, no matter what.

			I’ll never leave you, not for any reason.

			Felix. My chest feels hollowed out. 

			I believe him. He wouldn’t.

			Am I a terrible person who would hurt them by being in their lives, or am I a coward who is hurting them by running away? Probably both. Definitely both.

			But one is worse than the other. Because the truth is, my sister Rachel wouldn’t have died if I had run away the first time. 

			And if Felix won’t ever leave me, then I had to be the one to leave, so when the wave came—this wave, pulling me under now? Or maybe the next or the next because it never stops—I wouldn’t drown us both. But more than that, I realized something today, as I huddled there in bed, so close to just getting back in my car and driving home and begging Felix and Ty to forgive me and still love me, begging baby Rachel even though she wouldn’t understand. 

			I need to make it so I can’t come back. So I can’t do that to them.

			My eyes skip over the guy at the end of the bar, looking at nothing but his beer. Over the guy and the girl getting hot and heavy in one of the red vinyl booths. Past the groups drinking together, the people grinding up on each other on the small open space in the middle of the bar that serves as a dance floor when people get drunk enough to dance to the mediocre EDM being pumped through the speakers—nothing so classy as a live band or even a DJ here. 

			My gaze catches on a guy, probably in his thirties, who is eyeing me. I take another drink, my gut twisting. 

			He tips his drink to me, and I see the wedding ring glint on his finger. I look away.

			As if you’re any better. You know why you’re here. You know what you’re going to do.

			The gin is making my brain feel thick, sooner than I even expected. Though it has been awhile, and I haven’t eaten much. I finish the glass and indicate to the bartender that I need another.

			Because I do, if I’m going to do this.

			I glance around, see the girl in the tube top—who I’m pretty sure is a prostitute—now in a booth with the business suit guy, laughing too hard at some joke he’s making. She notices me, and stops, blinks. Her eyes grow wide.

			Does she recognize me? I’m not exactly incognito, though I’m not so famous that it’s usually necessary. 

			Does it matter, anyway, if the public finds out? My family is going to know who I really am now. The rest of the world might as well.

			The bartender brings me a second double, and this time he does pause, giving me a concerned look, like maybe he wants to be that wise glass-wiping sage of the bar, after all. I take another drink and turn on my stool so my back is to him.

			And that’s when I see exactly what I’m looking for. There’s nothing in particular about the way the guy is dressed—distressed jeans and a black t-shirt—or even looks, with his dark hair and clean-cut features. But there’s something about the way he’s surveying the room himself, the predatory look in his eyes as he checks out this girl’s ass or that girl’s cleavage.

			The wolfish smile when he sees me watching him.

			Another drink. I’m starting to feel numb, all the way to my fingertips.

			I was right—old me, that is. Numb is better.

			I force myself to smile back; it’s not hard to remember how this goes. A coy smile, before slowly bringing the glass to my lips and turning away. I’m not exactly dressed the way I used to go to parties or bars. I only grabbed a few tank tops and pairs of underwear to stuff in my purse before I left, along with a toothbrush. So I’m still wearing my jeans from two days ago, and a plain white tank top over a nude bra. I don’t have much in the way of makeup on—I only had some lipstick in my purse—but it’s enough. 

			I know what draws guys like this to girls like me, and the full makeup and short skirts aren’t necessary. It’s like they know what I am, they sense it.

			They always have. 

			My head’s starting to swim, the alcohol making my limbs heavy. 

			So so numb. Better than pain. I take another drink.

			“You look like a girl who knows how to dance,” a voice says, and I turn to see the guy in the black t-shirt. 

			Of course. I brought him over here, didn’t I? 

			You know what to say to this. You remember how it goes. 

			I’m a girl who knows how to do a lot of things—that’s what I say back.

			The glass shakes in my hand, the ice cubes tinkling. “Maybe,” is all I say. 

			His eyes are traveling over my body. Lingering on my chest, and then again along my legs. “Can I get you something else to drink?” He smiles, and I see that hunger in his eyes. 

			I remember back at those parties, especially at the beginning, how I used to feel a thrill at that look. Knowing that some guy wanted me. It felt powerful. Until it didn’t anymore.

			I don’t feel powerful now. My stomach goes queasy. “Sure.” 

			He motions to the bartender, and orders a couple shots of tequila.

			“Seems like your style,” the guy says.

			I actually hate tequila. But I clink my shot glass against his. “You guessed it,” I say.

			There’s a moment where I pause with the shot glass almost to my lips, my eyes catching on a guy at the end of the bar, sliding a packet of something to another guy. A drug deal, probably. And suddenly I can’t help but think of Felix with a needle in his arm, and the pain lances back through the numbness. The scary questions that have threaded through my pain of the last couple days.

			Will he go back to the heroin because I left him? Will he be so hurt he shoots up and can’t take care of our kids or overdoses and—

			No, I tell myself again. Felix wouldn’t do that. He’s strong. So much stronger than I am. He went to rehab once just because he thought he might slip.

			No, if anything will make him do that, it’s me staying. Dealing with my problems over and over again—my shit, my pain, my wave pulling us all under.

			I’m not sure if any of that is making sense, but I can see it all, us drowning and him shooting up and my brain sloshing around in my skull. 

			I down the shot, and it burns my throat and my lungs. The guy laughs, and it makes my skin crawl. He orders another couple shots, and we both drink.

			Numb. Am I numb enough for this yet? 

			“Let’s dance, then,” I say, tugging the guy by his shirt to the pitiful dance floor, colors flashing under a cheap strobe light.

			I’m fifteen again, or sixteen or seventeen, at some frat party, and the drinks are making the world hazy, and the music is my pulse, and I’m dancing with this guy I don’t know and who doesn’t give a shit about me, and he has his hands on my hips and he wants to use me and I’m using him even though I don’t want to, I want to go home. I’m dancing and the world is spinning and I want to go home.

			Why can’t I go home?

			Another song starts, or maybe it’s the same song—has it been one long song this whole time?—and the guy tugs me against him and this is what I’m supposed to be doing, dancing up against him, except his sweaty hands feel wrong on my skin, they don’t belong there on my waist, they don’t belong anywhere on me.

			I step away. “I don’t . . . I’m not—”

			What am I trying to say? This is what I’m supposed to be doing.

			“A little too much dancing, huh?” The guy pulls me back toward him. “There’s other things we can do.”

			I close my eyes, and I see Felix, and all I want is Felix, he’ll make the room stop spinning and—

			And suddenly there’s lips on mine, there’s a tongue jammed in my mouth, but it’s not Felix, I know that. All of me knows that and cringes away, my whole body sick and bunched up and wrong and I’m saying “No, no, no,” and pushing him away from me, not numb anymore, not numb at all.

			“What’s your problem?” he asks, but doesn’t let go of my arm. “I bought you drinks. You wanted to dance. You some fucking tease?”

			My cheeks feel wet, and I think it’s tears, but maybe it’s sweat. “Let me go.”

			“Come on.” His eyes narrow, even as he smiles again. “Let’s just go sit down. We’ll get some more drinks, we’ll—”

			“Leave me the fuck alone!” I scream. “I don’t want this! Don’t kiss me, you’re not him, I don’t want this, I don’t—”

			“Step away from her, man,” a voice behind me says, and for a bare bright moment I think Felix, Felix is here, Felix came to get me and he still loves me and he’s going to wrap his arms around me and . . . No, it’s not Felix, it’s just some other guy, and the guy who kissed me says “fucking tease” again and walks away and people are watching, so many people are watching and not dancing anymore even though the music is still bleeding bleeding bleeding from the speakers.

			I can still feel the guy’s grip on my arm, his hands on my waist, even though he’s walked away, so that can’t be right, but my skin isn’t my own anymore, and my stomach is flipping and turning.

			“You okay?” Another guy asks, and I recognize the mohawk, or sort-of mohawk, it’s like a baby mohawk, and I giggle, but more tears come out. 

			“I really think that’s her,” a girl says. 

			“Why don’t you come with me,” the bartender says. “We’ll get you some water and some food and—”

			The words are too much, too many, and I don’t really understand them anyway. I don’t need water or food. I need all the lights to stop flashing and the room to stop getting smaller.

			I need my family.

			“I want my husband,” I say, and the world tips around me. “I want to go home. Please let me go home.”

			Or that’s what I think I say, at least, before I completely pass out.

		

	
		
			Thirty-five

			Josh

			We pull up in front of the hospital through the ambulance lane in front of the ER. “We need to exchange information,” the bus driver says, and I pull out my wallet and throw it at her. She flinches, probably expecting a snake again, and I yell that I’ll be back to talk to her as I scoop up Anna-Marie and carry her off the bus and through the self-opening doors of the emergency room. 

			I charge right up to the reception desk. “My wife needs a doctor,” I say. “She was bitten by a rattlesnake.” 

			“Calm down, sir,” the nurse behind the station says, gesturing in a placating way, her voice perfectly even. Which somehow makes me even more upset—can’t she see how serious this is?

			“Don’t tell me to calm down!” I say. “My wife is dying from a rattlesnake bite and it’s all my fault!” Someone—another nurse—pulls over a wheelchair and I set Anna-Marie down in it. She’s looking even more pale and sweaty and panicked, though it occurs to me that all those symptoms are probably also indicative of being in a car wreck and being panicked for one’s life—or panicked for one’s spouse’s life, since I’m feeling pretty pale and sweaty myself.

			“Okay, sir.” The nurse at the station seems not fazed a bit by my desperation. “I just need you to fill out this form—”

			“I’m not filling out a form! She was bitten by a snake!” I pull the snake out of my pocket and fling it across the desk at her, and that at least cracks that shell of bureaucratic calm—she jumps even higher than the bus driver did. 

			“It’s dead,” I add. Again. 

			The nurse stands up to her full height and stares me down. “You cannot throw snakes in here, sir,” she says, with enough authority that I half expect there to be a sign to that effect posted behind the desk.

			“Don’t lecture me about snakes,” I growl, retrieving it again from behind the desk. One of these times I’m going to throw it at someone who will help me. “My wife is dying.”

			“Am I dying?” Anna-Marie asks the nurse, her voice pitched too high, and her hands gripping the arms of the wheelchair. “He keeps saying I’m dying.”

			“Because you got bit by a rattlesnake in my car,” I yell. My hands are shaking, and I clench them into fists. “And it’s all my fault!”

			“Okay,” the nurse says, her eyes narrowed at me. “I’m going to take you back. But you need to calm down, sir, or I’ll have to call security.”

			I clamp my mouth shut, if only because this nurse doesn’t seem to be in any kind of a hurry to get us seen, and she’ll probably waste time with security while Anna-Marie is dying. She shows us back to a room, and another nurse or physician assistant or whatever comes in, and he has the nerve to smile at us. “Hi,” he says. “I heard someone got bit by a snake.”

			I toss the snake down on a medical tray this time, instead of throwing it at him, and congratulate myself on my restraint. “That one.”

			The nurse looks at it warily. “Are you just carrying that around? Can’t they bite after they’re dead?”

			“Can they?” Anna-Marie shrieks.

			I help her up on the medical bed. “Maybe,” I say. “But it didn’t bite me. It bit her. Right there.” Anna-Marie and I both point at the angry mark on her inner thigh. 

			“All right,” the nurse says—again, with way too much calm for the situation. “I just need you to fill out this paperwork while I draw some blood.” He hands me a clipboard, possibly to keep me from throwing snakes around while he pulls out a needle and syringe. He doesn’t seem to be moving with any particular haste.

			“Could you be pregnant?” the nurse asks. 

			Even under the circumstances, that question makes Anna-Marie wince. “No,” she says. “Definitely not pregnant.” She cringes again as the needle goes into her arm. I reach for my wallet in the interior pocket of my tweed jacket to find our medical card, but I think it must have fallen out in the car. Oh no, wait—I remember tossing my wallet at the bus driver before frantically running into the hospital.

			Regardless, I think they’re going to figure out how to bill us without it.

			“All right,” the nurse says. “We’ll run some tests and the doctor will be with you shortly.”

			When the door closes behind him, Anna-Marie and I stare at each other.

			“Am I really dying?” she asks, and my hammering heart quails at the fear in her voice. God, why can’t I pull it together? 

			“Um,” I say, and I reach out and grab her hand. “No one here seems to think that you are except me. And they’re the professionals, right?” 

			“I guess,” Anna-Marie says. “If I had my phone, I’d call Gabby. She’d know.”

			That’s a good idea, but I think I also left my phone in the car.

			After what seems like forever, the door opens and a doctor walks in, a guy who looks about my age, also smiling at us. He greets us, looks at Anna-Marie’s thigh, at his clipboard, and then at the snake. 

			“I have good news,” he says. “You’re going to be fine.”

			“Are you sure?” I ask. 

			“Yep,” the doctor says. He points at the snake on the medical tray. “That’s a gopher snake.”

			Anna-Marie and I both blink at him. “It’s a what?” she asks. 

			“A gopher snake. Looks like it got you good, but it’s not poisonous.”

			“It’s not a rattlesnake.” Anna-Marie’s blue eyes narrow. 

			“Nope,” the doctor says. “They look similar, but they aren’t deadly. I used to catch them all the time in my grandpa’s backyard.”

			Anna-Marie still looks more suspicious than relieved. “And this is based on medical knowledge and not on charming childhood anecdotes?”

			The doctor laughs. “It’s based on lots of experience, and your clean lab work.”

			Oh, god. Oh, god. She isn’t going to die. My knees feel weak, but I force myself to keep standing.

			“So the symptoms,” I say, still trying to wrap my brain around everything. “It was just the car accident, and the panic.”

			“You were in a car accident?” the doctor says. Now, for the first time, someone in this hospital looks alarmed for a reason other than having a snake thrown at them. 

			“Yeah,” I say, trying to breathe again. She’s not going to die. The car accident itself seems completely inconsequential. I swallow hard, and gesture at her arm. “She’s got a burn, I think, from the airbag.”

			Anna-Marie turns her arm to face out, with a little expression of surprise, like either she hadn’t noticed it yet herself or had forgotten again since.

			The doctor eyes it briefly and nods. “Well, we need to check you out,” he says. “Especially because you’re pregnant.”

			Anna-Marie and I both stare at him. I can see the same disbelief on her face as I feel. 

			“What?” we say together.

			“You’re pregnant,” the doctor says. “It’s probably too early to show up on a home test, but it’s there on the blood work, plain as day.”

			“I can’t be pregnant,” Anna-Marie says flatly. “There has to be a mistake. We’re infertile.”

			“Not today, apparently,” the doctor says. “Congratulations.”

			Anna-Marie and I exchange a look. I can tell she’s not believing this any more than I am. 

			“Test it again,” Anna-Marie says, sitting up straight on the bed. 

			The doctor looks taken aback. “The results are clear—”

			Anna-Marie thrusts her arm at him. “Put another needle in my arm and test it again. I won’t believe it until you do.”

			The doctor backs slowly out of the room and sends in the nurse to take another blood sample. 

			We don’t speak. I grip her hand and she grips mine back, and we wait, and I struggle to remember how to breathe. 

			A few minutes later, the test comes back positive.

			“I’m pregnant,” Anna-Marie says. She’s testing these words out like a creaky floor that she’s not sure will hold her weight. “I’m pregnant.”

			“You’re pregnant.” My voice sounds as numb as I feel. 

			Anna-Marie begins to smile, but my stomach goes queasy. 

			“They want to check you out,” I say, “and I need to go deal with the bus driver. And probably make a police report and see about getting my car towed to a mechanic. I’m sorry I handled that so badly.”

			Anna-Marie’s smile widens. “It doesn’t matter,” she says. “We’re pregnant.” She breathes it like it’s the most fragile hope in the world, and grips my hand even tighter. 

			I manage to squeeze back before I have to let go.

			“I love you,” I tell her. 

			“I love you too,” she says.

			We’re pregnant, I hear her say over and over again in my mind.

			And then I bolt out of the emergency room, ready to deal with anything but that.

		

	
		
			Thirty-six

			Felix

			I’m pacing back and forth in my living room, feeling like I’m going out of my mind. I haven’t left the house in two days, not since Jenna left. I’ve had a phone session with my therapist in which she told me that yes, she thinks I have depression, and that she can’t diagnose Jenna without meeting her, but that my assessment of her symptoms sounds correct. I’ve also spent hours and hours pouring over every diagnostic for depression on the internet, every list of symptoms, comparing them to the stories I’ve heard from Jenna, and the things I remember from my past, and the events of our marriage. 

			If either of us had known about this years ago, it would have changed our whole lives.

			Tonight the kids are with Dana—Ty didn’t go to school yesterday, but she took him today. I’ve been trying to get them out of the house as much as possible with Dana or with Jenna’s parents, so that Ty doesn’t sit around and worry.

			I am not being the best example of this. I’ve spent forty-eight hours now doing nothing else, and my nerves feel like they’re all frayed and exposed. 

			There was no scenario in which I thought she wouldn’t be back by now. If she went to a party, if she woke up in some guy’s apartment, if she was drunk or hurt, surely she would have come back or ended up at a hospital by now. Surely someone would have recognized her, or one of the calls placed by Gabby or my mother-in-law would have yielded something. 

			Where is she?

			I have this horrible image of her washing up on a beach somewhere days from now. But her car was found abandoned in downtown Los Angeles yesterday afternoon. Downtown is a hell of a long way from the beach, but it’s not very far from a lot of bars and hotels. I’ve been working my way down the long list of those, calling each one, but of course they won’t tell me anything, and the police don’t seem to be interested in making those calls themselves.

			The doorbell rings. It’s eight-thirty at night, and I can’t imagine who else would be showing up. Jenna wouldn’t ring the doorbell, but the police probably would, and if they’re showing up in person to tell me something, it can’t be good. 

			I stop pacing. My hands are shaking. 

			I can’t have lost her. I can’t have lost her. I don’t know what I’m going to do if—

			The doorbell rings again, twice this time, and I walk to the door like a man on death row and open it.

			There are no police. Instead I blink at the kid standing on my doorstep.

			Axel Dane.

			“I’m here to play with Ty,” he says. “You said I could.”

			I look past the doorstep, but I don’t see a car or a mother or anyone who might be responsible for him. 

			“How did you get here?” I ask. It’s not exactly the kind of hour that I expect friends to drop by to play with my kid, but I wonder if Axel even knows that. 

			“I took an Uber,” he says.

			I stare at him. Axel Dane took a freaking Uber. 

			“Okay,” I say. “Where’s your mom?”

			“She was busy.” He shifts from one foot to the other. 

			“She doesn’t know you’re here.”

			He doesn’t respond to that, but he narrows his eyes at me. “Have you been crying?” 

			Shit. “Come in,” I say. “But Ty’s not here, and it’s kind of late to play.”

			“Can I play video games?” Axel strides into the living room like he owns the place, and starts surveying our systems. 

			“No,” I say. “Ty’s not here, and this really isn’t a good time. I’m going to call your mom. What’s her number?”

			Axel folds his arms. “Why can’t I play? You said I could come over to play.”

			I take a deep breath. I don’t want to leave in case Jenna or the police show up, and I don’t know this kid’s mom’s phone number, but I’m pretty sure Josh does, since they’re his clients. I call him, but he doesn’t pick up. 

			Axel is at my house. I think he ran away, I text. Help. 

			Seconds tick by. Josh doesn’t respond. 

			Shiiiiit.

			Rocket comes bounding into the room from wherever he was sleeping and starts sniffing Axel’s pants. 

			“Oh!” Axel says. “Can I play with your dog?”

			“Tell me your mom’s number,” I say.

			“But I want to play with your dog.” He reaches down and starts petting Rocket, who runs in circles around Axel’s moving hand trying to sniff it.

			“Axel,” I say. “This is really not a good time, and I need to call your mom so she knows where you are.”

			“But I want to play video games,” Axel says. He’s got his hands on his hips and his voice is rising. 

			I have had it. I’m about to . . . I don’t know, actually. I have no idea what I’m going to do. Thankfully, I’m spared from having to figure this out when my phone rings. I dearly hope it’s Josh, but no. It’s Phil. I told him yesterday about Jenna’s disappearance, figuring he needs to be ready to handle any media storm if reporters find out where she is before we do. 

			“Hello?” I say.

			“Felix,” Phil says. “I just got a phone call from a bartender who found Jenna.”

			My heart climbs into my throat. 

			“Can I play video games?” Axel says. 

			“He found her?” I ask. “Is she okay?”

			“Yeah, but she’s wasted, and you need to go get her. Or I could send somebody.”

			“Hey!” Axel says, jumping up and waving a hand in front of my face. “You said I could come over and—”

			“Axel!” I shout at him. “Sit down and shut up!”

			Axel stares at me. I wonder if anyone in his life has ever told him to sit down and shut up. But miraculously, he does.

			“Sorry,” I say to Phil. 

			“Maybe I should send somebody.”

			“No, I’ll do it. But she’s okay? She’s not hurt?” The desperation in my voice is all too clear.

			“It didn’t sound like it,” Phil assures me. “He’s got her sleeping in the back room.”

			“Give me the address,” I say, grabbing a notepad. I tear off the first sheet and shove it at Axel. “And you write down yours. Now.”

			Axel gives me a sullen look, and then he does. I jot down the address Phil gives me to the bar, and ask him to call the bartender and tell him I’m on my way and will be there as soon as I can. 

			Right after I take a brief detour to drop off Axel, and tell his mother exactly what I think of her parenting.

			Driving up to Axel’s mansion takes longer than I want. All the way there, he tells me I can just drop him off, which I assume means he snuck out and wants to sneak back in and hope he doesn’t get caught.

			Instead I march him up to the massive oak front door and knock loudly, and then ring the doorbell repeatedly. A woman comes to the door who is not Axel’s mother, and I dearly hope wasn’t supposed to be his babysitter. 

			“I need to talk to Axel’s mom,” I say.

			“I believe she’s busy right now—”

			“I don’t care,” I tell her. “Now, before I call the police for child endangerment.”

			The woman looks startled and heads off, and moments later, Axel’s mom appears at the door. “Oh, Axel, dear,” she says. “What on earth are you doing with—”

			“He showed up at my house,” I say. “By Uber.”

			She blinks. “Axel, what do you think you’re doing—”

			“Yeah,” I say. “Let’s put the blame on him. He is definitely the problem in this relationship.”

			“Excuse me?” she says. Her hand goes to her throat like she wishes she had a pearl necklace to clutch.

			“Axel’s a good kid!” I blurt out, so tired and stressed I can’t tamp down my anger at this woman. “But you treat him like he’s both a prisoner and also the center of the universe. And I may not have been a parent as long as you, but I have a ten-year-old, and I know that neither is good for him. So stop being so selfish and be his mother for once!”

			Axel is staring at me wide-eyed, but his shoulders straightened a little when I said the part about him being a good kid.

			“I don’t see that it’s any of your business,” Axel’s mom says, her eyes narrowing. “After all, you’re the one who—”

			“Introduced him to a kid his own age!” I’m still shouting, loud enough she takes a step back, but I can’t seem to stop. “I remember! And we’d love to have him over to play sometime when my family isn’t having a crisis! Josh has my number! Text me and we’ll set something up. That’s what parents do.”

			I stare her down, and then I storm back to my car. I look back only once, to find both of them staring at me with open mouths.

			I don’t know if his mom heard anything I just said, but I’m pretty sure Axel did.

			The address for the bar leads me to a part of downtown several blocks from where Jenna’s car was found. I’m hoping she’s been at a hotel somewhere in the area and not bar-hopping for a full forty-eight hours. 

			I walk in and the bartender recognizes me immediately. I’m guessing if he called Phil first, he did some extensive Googling of us. There are several other patrons in the bar, and they all stare at me as he waves me over. 

			“Is she okay?” I ask, my heart pounding so hard I think I can hear it over the dance music. “Is she hurt?”

			“She had some pretty heavy drinks for someone her size,” he says, running his hand over the short mohawk on his head. “And then she started dancing with this guy and freaked out and screamed at him. She said she wanted her husband and she wanted to go home. One of the patrons recognized her, so we found your manager’s number.”

			I nod as the bartender leads me into the back room, where Jenna is curled up in a tight ball on a cot that I assume is here for this exact purpose. She doesn’t look hurt, just small and scared and tired.

			But then, that’s what she would look like, if she’s spent the last two days reliving her past. My heart aches from a combination of stark relief to be with her, and sorrow at seeing her like this.

			I kneel down beside her.

			“Jenna,” I say. “Jenna, it’s me.” I put a hand on her back and rub gently. She’s wearing a plain tank top, and her breath smells like gin. She stirs and looks at me blearily, her eyes puffy and bloodshot.

			“Felix?” she says, more like a whimper. “Felix, I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.”

			“It’s okay,” I tell her. “I’m going to take you home now.”

			“Usually, we’d call the cops,” the bartender says, from where he’s still standing in the doorway. “But since she’s a celebrity, I figured I wouldn’t make a scene if I didn’t have to.”

			“Thank you,” I tell him. “Thank you, I’ll take it from here.” I pick her up in my arms, and she lays her head on my shoulder and closes her eyes with a soft sigh. Tears well up in mine that I’ve got her again, that she’s here in my arms and she’s still alive, and anything else we can deal with. Anything else we can treat.

			But it may be awful to work through, depending on where she’s been. 

			Jenna mumbles more apologies, but I shake my head. “It’s okay, Jenna,” I say. “I’ve got you.” And I ignore the stares while I carry her out of the bar, and buckle her into the car, where she closes her eyes again and falls back asleep against the headrest. It’s possible she has things that we need to collect at a hotel room somewhere, but we can deal with that later.

			For right now, I just need to get her home.

		

	
		
			

			Thirty-seven

			Josh

			It takes me a couple of hours to take care of the police reports and information exchanges and tow truck arrangements. And on top of it all, I’m getting a ticket for abandoning my car in the middle of the road. I manage to get both me and the bus driver out of an additional ticket for leaving the scene of an accident by telling the long sob story about my wife getting bit by a snake and us needing to get to the hospital. The cop confirms this with the emergency room before he believes me. 

			Somewhere in the middle of this, I retrieve my phone and discover I’ve missed several calls from Felix and a text saying Axel is at his house.

			I don’t know what could be going on there, but it’s hours old at this point, and there’s nothing I can do for him. 

			Anna-Marie gets Gabby to give her a ride home while I’m still cleaning up the mess. I text Anna-Marie that I love her and I’ll see her at home when I can get there. I have to download Uber for a ride, having never used it myself, and will probably have to take another in the morning to go get us a rental car, since I think mine will be in the shop for a while. 

			All this time, I wait to begin to be excited about the pregnancy. I should be feeling happy about it. I should be feeling . . . anything. But it’s like my emotions are on lockdown, my entire being numb.

			I’m waiting for both my Uber and my emotional response when Ben calls. “Hey,” he says. “Wyatt and I are back together.”

			I reach for some ability to care about this, but I come up dry. “I’m happy for you,” I say, because I know that I must be, even if I can’t feel it right now. Ben needed this. “So the letter worked?”

			“Yeah,” Ben says, his voice happier than I’ve heard it in a long, long time. “And we had a long talk about everything. After we had sex. And before we had sex again.”

			“That’s great.” I sit on a bench outside of the hospital, the seat cold and hard. “Do you think you’re going to be able to work it out?”

			“Yeah,” Ben says. “I don’t know how yet, but I think we’re going to try the therapy thing.”

			“That’s great,” I say, and then realize I just said that. 

			“You okay?” Ben says. “Are you outside somewhere?”

			“I’m fine.” It’s a lie, and the words taste bitter in my mouth. 

			I should tell him about the snake, about the accident. About the pregnancy. I know I should.

			But I don’t want to dump that on him right now, and I don’t want to have to pretend that I’m happy. I don’t know what I am right now, but it isn’t that.

			“I’ll tell you all about it later,” I say. “I’m guessing you and Wyatt aren’t done attacking each other?”

			“Hell, no,” Ben says. “Just wanted to let you know why I won’t be there tonight. I’ll come pick up my stuff tomorrow.”

			“Thanks for telling me,” I say. “I’m really happy for you.”

			And before he can notice that the stress has apparently reduced me to a very few repetitive utterances, he hangs up.

			I didn’t tell him. I didn’t tell my best friend in the world that my wife is pregnant after two years of trying. He would have been happy for us. Overjoyed, even.

			So how come I’m not?

			I look down at my phone, at my log of missed calls. And while I know that Ben would hate me for this, I call Felix.

			He picks up immediately. “Hey,” he says. “Jenna’s home.”

			For the dozenth time tonight, I’m rendered speechless. “Really?”

			“Yeah,” he says. “Someone ID’d her at a bar, and the bartender called Phil, and I went to pick her up. She’s in bed asleep now, and she was pretty drunk, so we haven’t been able to talk yet.”

			“Shit. Are you okay?”

			“Yeah,” he says. “Mostly, anyway. I’m just glad she’s back.”

			I feel relief over this, anyway, if not as happy for them as I would be if I wasn’t running on empty. I watch the cars drive by on the street in front of me, blinking against the harsh headlights. 

			“And don’t worry about the Axel thing,” he says after a moment. “I forgot I texted you about it. I drove Axel home on the way to pick up Jenna, and yelled at his mom for sucking so bad.”

			“No problem.” I rub at my eyes. “That’s actually not why I’m calling.”

			“Oh,” Felix says. “What’s up?”

			And while I have even less right to dump this on Felix right now than I did with Ben, somehow I know that Felix isn’t going to tell me I ought to be happy. “Tonight has been kind of a mess. Anna-Marie decided to drive my car—I’ve been bugging her about it for a long time. And we were pulling up behind one of those buses that give tours of the stars’ homes—”

			“Oh, no.” Felix says. “Anna-Marie’s terrified of those things.”

			“Yeah, probably more so now. Because when she was stopping behind the bus, that snake jumped out and bit her on her leg.”

			“No way,” Felix says. “It was still in the car?”

			“Yeah, apparently.”

			“Is Anna-Marie okay?”

			“Yes.” I let out a long sigh. “It was a gopher snake.”

			Felix is quiet. “Seriously? After all that, it was a—”

			“Yeah,” I say. “Pretty much.”

			“Jeez. I’m sorry.”

			“There’s more,” I say, even though I don’t want to. But I’m pretty sure I need to. “They ran blood work, and Anna-Marie’s pregnant.”

			“Really? That’s good, right?”

			I’m silent for a minute.

			“Damn.” Felix’s voice is quiet. “You weren’t ready for this.”

			I close my eyes. “It’s not that I’m not ready for kids in general. I was. I am.”

			“So what is it, then?” 

			“I don’t know. I’m just, I’m not happy. And Anna-Marie is, and I don’t know what I’m going to—”

			“You’re going to talk to her about it,” Felix says. 

			The idea makes me want to start crying again. “I want to be happy. She needs to me to be happy. But I’m just so tired. And it’s not like having a baby is going to be the end of our stress.”

			“Yeah,” Felix says. “Tell me about it.”

			“Right?” I grip the hard edge of the bench. “And I’m such a mess. I handled tonight so badly. Anna-Marie needed me to keep calm and tell her everything was going to be okay, and I flipped out and yelled about how she was going to die and it was all my fault, and I threw snakes at people.”

			“Like, literally? You threw snakes at people?”

			“It was dead.” As if it will make it better this time.

			“Okay,” Felix says slowly. “But you’ve been under so much stress for so long. It was probably inevitable that you were going to snap.”

			“I’m a mess,” I say. “And I may be ready to be a father in a general sense, but I sure as hell am not ready right now.”

			“Yeah, okay,” Felix says. “But you’ve got a while before you have a baby that actually needs anything from you.”

			This brings me closer to tears. Closer to emotion, but the kind of emotion I’m afraid to feel. “But I have a wife right now who needs me to be happy with her, and I’m going to ruin this for her. She’s waited for this for years and I’m going to wreck it. She’s never going to forgive me for this.” My voice shakes at the end.

			“For what?” Felix says. “For being a human being without an infinite capacity to be strong? Do you really think that’s what she needs you to be? Because I think it would be obnoxious as hell to be married to that person.”

			I pause. “Yeah, maybe.”

			“It’s okay if you’re not happy. You will be. But if you don’t let yourself be what you are right now, it’s going to be a lot harder to get there.”

			I sniffle. “How do you know this stuff?” 

			“Ha,” Felix says. “Heroin recovery. Zero stars. Do not recommend. But at least I got something out of the deal.”

			I take a deep breath. My car shows up and I confirm and get in the back seat without hanging up the phone. “I’m really glad about Jenna,” I tell him. “Do you think she’s going to be okay?”

			“I don’t know,” Felix says, and I can hear the stress and worry he’s still obviously feeling. “I mean, I feel a lot better about it than I did when I didn’t know where she was. But I still don’t know exactly what happened, or where she’s been, or what she did that she’s going to be beating herself up about for the next who-knows-how-many years.”

			“But you’re going to get her treatment, right? And isn’t that what the treatment is for? So she can learn to forgive herself and handle things differently.”

			“Yeah,” he says, as if this is news to him. “It’s really hard to imagine that, but I guess that’s exactly what it’s for.”

			I’m glad even in my completely drained state, I can still be a little bit helpful. Even if all I have the capacity to do is state the obvious.

			“We both have less fun conversations ahead of us,” I say. 

			“Yeah,” Felix says. “But isn’t it great to have somebody to have those conversations with?”

			For the first time in hours, I smile. “Yeah. I guess it is.”

			And when I get off the phone, I try to remember how lucky I am to be going home to Anna-Marie, even though I know she’s not going to like what I have to say when I get there.

		

	
		
			Thirty-eight

			Josh

			When I get home, Anna-Marie is still in her slayer outfit, with bandages on her leg and her arm, sitting in the den with a small quilted blanket I don’t remember ever seeing before. It’s bright aqua with gold edging and little white shapes across it. She looks up at me as I walk in, and her smile is practically glowing. “So remember how forever ago Gabby dragged me to those community college classes?” She doesn’t wait for an answer, and plunges ahead excitedly. “I know it’s stupid, but when you and I first started trying to get pregnant, I may have gone back there and taken another class and made this baby blanket.”

			I can feel my eyebrows raise, even as my stomach plunges deeper. I didn’t know about this.

			She bites her lower lip, still smiling, looking down at the blanket. “I put it away, because I wanted to show it to you when we were actually pregnant, but then—” she pauses. “Anyway, look at the fabric! It’s tiny dragons!”

			She holds it closer, like she wants me to take it, but I can’t seem to move my arms. But I can see that the little white shapes are dragons, and it’s adorable, and I know I should love it. It’s exactly the kind of thing I would love. I should feel anything now.

			“I just couldn’t help but dig it out the minute I got home,” she says, and she looks a little guilty, probably because it’s really early to be getting her heart set on anything. 

			But she’s had her heart set on this for two years. We both have. There’s no use pretending otherwise.

			“I get it,” I say. “You basically had to.”

			Anna-Marie grins at me, and all I want is to take her in my arms and tell her how happy I am. More than anything, I want that feeling to come. 

			Anna-Marie’s smile fades as she looks at me. 

			“Can we talk?” I ask. 

			She nods, and moves the baby blanket out of the spot next to her on the couch.

			I sit down next to her and lean my head back. “I want to be happy,” I say softly. “But I can’t.”

			I can see the devastation on her face, and I want to snap the words back and pretend. 

			But I can’t. It won’t help. I have to feel what I’m feeling, or it’s going to last a lot longer.

			“Do you,” Anna-Marie says hesitantly, “do you not want to have a baby?”

			“I do,” I say. “Just not right now.”

			Tears slip into her eyes, and there’s a look of panic on her face.

			“I’m going to want our baby,” I say quickly, sitting forward again and taking her hand. “It’s just emotion, and I want to be honest about it.”

			“Oh.” She chews on her lower lip, recalibrating. “Okay.”

			“At this moment,” I say, “all I can see is how hard it’s going to be. It’s so early, and we don’t know if everything is going to be okay. And we’re going to have to wait nine months to find out for sure, and even then, how worried do you think we’re going to be about SIDS and choking and all the things that can go wrong with an infant?” I take a deep, shaky breath. “I just don’t feel like I can do it. It feels like the stress is never going to end.”

			Tears start leaking out of my eyes, and Anna-Marie puts her arms around me. “Yeah,” she says. “You’re right. We need to figure out how to handle the stress a lot better than we have been, because this isn’t the end of it.”

			Something inside me breaks. She’s right. We can’t change the stress; the only thing we can change is how we handle it. It seems so obvious, now that she says it. 

			“I’m so sorry,” I tell her. “I’m sorry that I can’t hold it together. I want to be happy right now. I want to celebrate this with you. I don’t want you to have to see me like this.”

			Anna-Marie takes my face in her hands. “Why not?”

			“Because,” I say through the tears. “Because it hurts you.”

			Anna-Marie presses her forehead to mine. “You’re hurting, Josh. I hurt with you. And yeah, sometimes I get hurt or scared myself, but so are you. We’re in this together.”

			The steady leak of stress and fear gives way to a flood, and I cry harder. Anna-Marie pulls me even closer, so my head is resting on her shoulder, and it feels so good to just be with her, to just let it all go. 

			“It’s okay, Josh,” she says, stroking my hair. “It’s going to be okay.”

			My words come out between choked sobs. “You have no idea how badly I needed to hear that.”

			“Of course it’s going to be okay.”

			“I think,” I say, pulling back enough to look her in the eyes. “I think I’ve been so focused on trying to keep you from being scared or hurt that I haven’t been able to tell you when I am.”

			“Yeah,” Anna-Marie says, and I see tears shining in her eyes, too. “But we can both be scared and hurt at the same time.”

			“Can we?” I ask. “Because I don’t want to hurt you worse. You need me to be strong for you when you’re falling apart.”

			“Okay. But when do you get a turn to fall apart?”

			That question makes me cry harder. “I don’t know. I guess sometimes I need a space where I can feel a thing, and that can just be okay. I feel like when I’m upset it’s always scary and painful for you, so I don’t ever get to just feel something without hurting you.”

			“Oh, Josh.” Anna-Marie’s mouth drops open. “Is that what you need? Because you get so upset when you feel like I’m not being honest about my emotions right on the spot. I try to always tell you how I’m feeling, because that’s what you say you want, but I could set that aside sometimes and just be there for you.”

			I sniffle. “Could you?”

			“Yes,” she says. “I’d like to, even. You just get so worried that I’m not telling you everything, so I try to be honest.”

			Oh, god. I did that to myself. “Yeah, okay,” I say. “I probably need to trust you that you’re not going to bury stuff just because you’re not saying it at the moment. I think I want you to be honest with me in general, and I want to be honest with you in general, but maybe neither of us should be saying everything we feel in the moment we feel it.”

			Anna-Marie laughs, and swipes at a tear that has started to run down her cheek. “Seems obvious now that you say it.”

			I nod. “Sometimes I think I just need to be able to feel something and have it not mean anything. For you or for me.”

			“I love you so much,” Anna-Marie says, “and you’re absolutely allowed to fall apart. I think I need you to. It’s not fun to always have to be the one with all the problems.”

			I grimace. “Sorry about that.”

			“It’s okay,” Anna-Marie says. “I wanted to be what you needed, but I didn’t know how.”

			“You are. God, you are what I need. But like you said, we need to handle stress better. And I need to be more open with you.” I wipe my face and sit back, and Anna-Marie settles in at my side. 

			“Okay,” she says. She squeezes my knee. “Let’s start by naming the emotions.”

			I laugh. “Wonder where you got that idea.”

			Anna-Marie grins up at me. “I learned from a guy who took Psych 101.”

			“Yeah, okay.” I swallow. “I’m scared. I’m scared we won’t ever have children and our hearts will be broken. That makes me feel like I’m failing you, because obviously as your husband I should be able to meet every need you could possibly have, even those that are out of my control.”

			“Obviously,” Anna-Marie says. 

			Damn, it feels good to say that out loud, hearing how little sense that last part makes. “And I’m scared of having kids,” I say. “Because it means we’ll always be afraid of losing them. We haven’t been handling fear well, and it’s never going to end, and I don’t know how to do this for the rest of our lives.”

			“Do you feel like you’re ready to go back to therapy? Because I think if we go and ask for help handling stress and fear, that could be really helpful.”

			I nod. “Yeah, definitely. I wasn’t ready to face it before, I think, but I can now.”

			“What else?”

			I think about it. My well of emotion feels full, now, and it’s the well of secrets that’s empty. “I think that’s mostly it.”

			“Okay,” Anna-Marie says. She pauses for a moment before speaking again. “Objectively, other people have children without becoming balls of stress and fear for the rest of their lives, right?”

			“Objectively,” I say, “most of the parents I have known are functioning adults.”

			“Right. So there has to be a way to do it. We can get help and figure it out. Both of us. And probably we need to leave some of the problems to future us. Let them carry the burden of the problems that we don’t even know about yet.”

			“Yeah,” I say, “future us are probably superheroes, having been through all this.”

			She laughs. “Totally. Although current us is pretty badass.”

			I look down at her sexy slayer outfit. “Scarlet and Marco are, anyway.” I’m actually smiling, and not forcing it.

			“Seriously, though,” Anna-Marie says. “I have as hard a time believing this as you do. But if the worst imaginable thing happens, and we have this child and then lose them, you and I are going to find a way to be okay again.”

			I close my eyes. “I needed to hear that. I know you worry that I’m talking to Ben or Felix instead of you, but it doesn’t matter what I tell my friends. No one can make me feel better like you do. It has to be you.”

			Anna-Marie smiles. “You have no idea how good that is to hear.”

			I kiss the top of her head, and snuggle her next to me. It’s hard for me to believe that I spent so long avoiding this, when the solution feels so good. 

			“It was a gopher snake,” I say.

			Anna-Marie groans. 

			“Our problems, I mean,” I say. “We were acting like it was a rattlesnake, and it was a gopher snake all along.”

			“Huh,” Anna-Marie says. “Yeah, I guess we were.”

			“And it’s okay that I handled all that really badly,” I say. “Even if I threw snakes at people.”

			Anna-Marie laughs and mocks the voice of the nurse. “You cannot throw snakes in here, sir!”

			We laugh, and I remember what Felix said, about it being wonderful to have someone to have these conversations with. Our marriage is frequently messy, but I love it, and I don’t want it to start being perfect. I just want to be part of this experience.

			“How’s your leg?” I ask. “And your arm?”

			“Both a little tender. But okay.”

			“I was thinking,” I say, “that Marco probably needs to evaluate Scarlet’s injury. It might have been a demon snake, after all.”

			Anna-Marie gives me one of her sexy, mischievous grins. “I hear the only way to reverse the cursed bite of the demon snake is by sucking it.”

			“It’s a sacrifice, but one that Marco will make on behalf of his slayer.” I lay Anna-Marie back on the couch, and kiss the inside of her knee as she giggles. 

			I’d take my marriage over a perfect one any day.

		

	
		
			

			Thirty-nine

			Felix

			I ask Dana to take the kids to my mother-in-law’s overnight, and then call everyone I’ve terrified over the last two days to tell them that Jenna is home and safe and going to be all right. I feel bad that she’s going to have to answer questions and deal with the concern of so many people, but maybe it’s a good thing. Maybe it’s better if we don’t try to deal with all of this totally alone.

			We haven’t been doing a great job of that so far. 

			I get done with all the phone calls, including talking to Josh about Anna-Marie and the snake incident. I can imagine how terrifying that must have been, and I feel bad for him having to deal with the news of a pregnancy after all of that, especially because I’ve just given him a shining example of how these things don’t always go according to plan.

			But it’s Josh and Anna-Marie. I’m sure they’re going to be okay. And weird as this whole situation has been, I’m glad that I get to be there for him, and him for me. 

			We’ve got support, Jenna and me. Whatever happens, we’re going to work through it and be okay.

			I expect that Jenna is going to sleep through the night, but when I return, she’s awake, and sipping the Gatorade I left her to help with the dehydration. She looks up at me warily, like somehow I’ve given her reason to be afraid of me, and I want to confess everything—the ways that I’ve failed her, the things I wish I could go back and understand.

			“Hey,” I say instead.

			She puts down her glass and avoids my eyes. “Hey.”

			I move closer and sit down on the edge of the bed, and she curls up in a ball, hugging her knees. Before I put her in bed, I changed her into a soft t-shirt and pajama shorts, so she could sleep more comfortably—though maybe that didn’t help so much, as she’s awake already and it’s still the middle of the night. 

			We’re both quiet for a moment. 

			“I’m so glad you’re home,” I say finally.

			Tears sneak into Jenna’s eyes. “Are you? I left you.”

			“It’s okay. You’re back now. The bartender said you were asking for me.”

			Jenna’s face crumples. “You should hate me for what I did.”

			I want to say that I don’t actually know what all she did—a prospect that scares me—but ultimately it doesn’t matter, not to me. “I could never hate you,” I say. “I’m scared and I’m worried but—listen, okay? I need to tell you something I figured out while you were gone.”

			She looks up at me, terrified, as if she thinks I’m going to tell her I don’t want her anymore. 

			I’m still messing this up. “I think,” I say, “that you have depression.”

			Jenna looks confused, like this was the last place she thought this was going. I hold up my hands. “Hear me out, okay? Dana called after you left and I kind of broke down and told her everything. And she said that obviously you had postpartum depression, that she had it with Ephraim and it made it hard for her to connect. She said she thought you knew you had it, because of what you told her about not being able to bond with Ty.” I take a breath, and Jenna is quiet, but she’s listening, so I keep going.

			“I wonder, though . . . I think maybe it’s not just a postpartum thing. You know how we both have these off days, and we just feel horrible about ourselves? And I want to use, and you cry, and neither of us feel like we deserve the other, and some days are awful but then sometimes it’s fine, and there’s no reason why?”

			“Yeah,” Jenna says softly, but I can see her taking this all in.

			“And I’ve been so much better since I’ve been tapering down the subs . . . like, better than I was on the full dose. While I’ve, you know, been taking anti-depressants.”

			Jenna looks up at me, stunned. “You think . . . you think that’s what’s wrong with me?”

			 Relief rushes through me. She hears me. She sees it. 

			“I do,” I say. “It explains everything, right? The way it gets worse after you have a kid. Both times, right? And the bad days, and . . . even the reason that you got involved with the partying in the first place. Because you felt worthless. Because you were trying to feel better. And I did the same thing with the drugs.”

			Jenna tucks her hair behind her ear and drops her gaze. “But it doesn’t change what I did.”

			“It’s okay,” I say, and Jenna just cries and shakes her head, pulling her knees up tighter against her.

			I take a deep breath. I know it’s going to hurt, hearing the details. And we can deal with that later. Right now, I need to make sure she knows that we’re going to be okay, no matter what, at least on my end. “It’s okay if you were with someone else,” I say.

			Jenna stares up at me. “What? How could it be okay?”

			“Because you’re sick,” I say. “Because you fell into a pit and I couldn’t catch you. And if your brain sent you back into the old patterns of trying to feel better—I don’t love it, but we’ll be okay. Just like if I slipped and went back to the drugs one time and then got clean again, you’d let me come back. Wouldn’t you?”

			She’s said before that she would. She’s promised me over and over that she won’t ever let me live with our family if I’m using. I’ve even written her a letter that she can open and read that says if she ever has to do that, she’s doing the right thing. But she’s always said that I’d need to get clean, and then I could come home. That one slip can’t ruin everything. Not forever.

			“Of course I would,” she says. “And I wasn’t with anyone else.”

			I smile. I’m embarrassed by how relieved I am, and not just because I’m glad she won’t have to carry that. It would have hurt, probably more than I thought.

			And the fact that neither of us need to heal from that makes me unspeakably happy.

			“But this is different,” she says, her face crumpling again. “I messed everything up.”

			“You haven’t,” I say, and I scoot closer on the bed, put my hand gently on her leg.

			Tears well up in her eyes and slide down her cheeks. “How can you say that? I just ran off. I ran off and got drunk, and I was dancing with this guy, and he was, like, all over me.” She takes a trembling breath and my heart squeezes. She said she wasn’t with anyone, but still, I find that I want to know exactly what happened, so that I can tell her that none of it matters. That even if it hurts, it doesn’t change anything.

			“And then—” she sobs. “And then he kissed me, and I freaked out, and I shoved him, and the bartender took me into the back room and let me lie down, and I think I fell asleep and the next thing I remember you were there.”

			I wait for a moment, afraid I missed the dark things. “That’s it?” I ask finally.

			Jenna looks up at me, startled. “What do you mean, that’s it? We made promises about this stuff. I left you and then I went out and I asked for this guy to hit on me. I was drinking, and now I don’t know if we’ll be able to be sealed in the temple, and—”

			“Jenna,” I say, pulling her into me, burying my face in her hair. Which yeah, still smells like dive bar, but I don’t care, because she’s here with me now, and she’s safe. “I was so scared that someone might have hurt you. If that’s all that happened, that’s such a relief.”

			She blinks up at me, and I wipe a tear from her cheek. “How can you say that? I ran away, and I hurt you.” She closes her eyes tightly. “All I do is hurt you.”

			“That’s not true. It couldn’t be further from true.” 

			“Do you really think I could get better?” she asks, her voice trembling. 

			“Yes.” 

			“What’s it like? Being on the medication.”

			I think about it for a minute. “It’s like having more good days and fewer bad ones. And even the bad ones aren’t as bad as they used to be.”

			“You said when you were on heroin, it was like a fake happiness,” she says. “Is it like that?”

			“No, it’s all real. It’s not like it changes what I feel. I’m still happy and sad and angry and hurt at times, but it’s like I’m connected to the happy part more often. I used to have these extreme highs and lows, and now the lows are only half as low. I’m not falling in the pit of despair anymore. I can see the pit, but I know how to stay out of it.” 

			She stretches her legs out and then lies back on her pillow. I crawl under the covers with her, put my arm around her waist. 

			“It does feel like falling in a pit,” Jenna says after a moment. “And I felt like I was hurting you, so I left. When I went to that bar, I was intending to cheat on you so that you would never, ever take me back. And then you could be happy.” Her lip quivers.

			I lay my head next to hers and kiss her cheek, right in front of her ear. She turns toward me, and I push her hair back, looking at her. “It would never happen,” I say. “Nothing you can do when you’re depressed could end this. I’ll always take you back.”

			She grips my hand. “No part of me wanted to do that, but I wanted you to be free.”

			“I am free. But I choose you, and I’m happy about it.”

			Jenna gives me a slight smile, and I consider that a win. 

			“I’m sorry,” I say, stroking her knuckles with my thumb. “I’m sorry you fell in that pit and I wasn’t there. I think we usually fall in it together, and then help each other climb out.”

			“Do you think you’ll still need me?” she asks quietly. “I mean, if you’re not depressed, maybe—”

			“Jenna,” I say. “First, I don’t think I’m cured forever, just like I’m still an addict, even on the good days. And also, yes, I will need you. Every version of me needs every version of you.”

			She sniffles. “But what if I never get better?”

			My chest aches. “Then my heart will break for you that you’re in so much pain, but nothing changes for me.”

			“But you’d be better off without me.”

			“Better off without my soul mate? Really?”

			Tears start flowing down her face again. “Do you still believe that about me?”

			“Of course I do,” I tell her. “I know it. I would always have been looking for you.”

			Jenna nods. “I would have always been looking for you too, even if I didn’t know it.” She lets out a small laugh. “What if we’d met in high school? Preppy, pretentious, cocky Felix and punk-rock rebel Jenna with the spiky buns in her hair.”

			Oh man. High school Felix—even cocky and pretentious as he truly was—would definitely have been into that, spiky buns and all. “You would have broken my heart,” I tell her. “You would have slept with me and left me.”

			“I would have thought that’s what you wanted. What all men wanted. But secretly, with you, I would have wanted more.”

			“Ha. I never had a problem asking for what I wanted. Not back then. I would have been like, ‘Hey, go to prom with me.’”

			“I always wanted to go to prom!” Jenna says with another laugh. Which, god, it’s so good to hear that sound. “But I had to act like I was too cool for it.”

			“You know what we should do,” I tell her. “When you’re feeling better and we’re up to it, we should stage a prom. And invite all our friends, and crown a prom king and queen and wear ridiculous clothes and take those awful prom pictures.”

			“Yes,” Jenna says, her gray eyes lighting up. “And we should bring the kids, because they would love it.” Then her face falls again. “Does Ty hate me?”

			“No,” I assure her. “I’m not going to lie to you, he’s a little mad you were sick and didn’t let us take care of you, and he was scared and sad and he made you a get-well card and he’s going to feed you all the chicken soup in the world. Like, I cannot overstate how much chicken soup you’re going to have to eat.”

			“Is he making this soup?” Jenna asks.

			“He and his nana already did. There’s like a gallon of it in the fridge. They also made you a pie. And he sent you a bunch of emails and some Farmville animals, I think. He had a whole list.”

			Jenna shakes her head, her eyes closed tight again. “I abandoned him.”

			“And really,” I say, squeezing her hand, “given that you weren’t ready to be his mom when he was a baby, he should have some abandonment issues to trigger. But he handled it really maturely. I was so proud of him. You’re a great mom, Jenna. You can tell by how secure the kid is, even though he probably shouldn’t be. Besides, I abandoned you both once. I did exactly the same thing.”

			“You went to rehab,” Jenna says.

			I shrug. “And if you’d had a diagnosis, maybe you would have gone to the hospital.”

			“I went to that bar intending to cheat on you.”

			“And I left the house intending to do drugs. I just couldn’t admit it to myself. But I didn’t, and neither did you. So it’s exactly the same, and the way I feel about you having done that is the same way you felt about what I did.”

			Jenna looks like she sees my logic, but doesn’t want to accept it. “Do you think I’m still that girl I used to be? Party Jenna?”

			“I don’t think you ever were. I think she was always a mask.”

			Jena sighs. “A mask I worked really hard to keep up.”

			“I think it’s not your only mask,” I say. “You’re also not this Pinterest mom who has to do all the things herself and can never have any help.”

			“I’m not even on Pinterest.”

			“But you had to cook all the nice meals all the time, even though you had a newborn. And make pie when you were trying to . . . sew costumes, weirdly? And never ever have a babysitter to help you.”

			“Okay,” Jenna says. “I did that.”

			“And that’s not you, either,” I say. “And that’s fine! There are three perfectly capable people living in this house. And I don’t mean Rachel. She’s a baby. But Ty and I are fully capable of taking care of ourselves.”

			“I just love you all so much,” Jenna says, and I’m glad she seems to be including Rachel in that. I know she loves her, even if she doesn’t feel it when she’s deeply depressed. “I feel like I should write all the songs about it, but I can’t seem to . . . I don’t know. I can’t.”

			“Not lately. Turns out disinterest in things you usually enjoy is a symptom of depression.”

			Jenna cringes. “So if I got better, I might want to again. I know you want to get back to music soon.”

			“When you’re ready,” I tell her. “It’s okay if it takes a while. I’ll make you a doctor’s appointment and you can talk about medicine.” She doesn’t argue, which is a huge relief. “And I’ll get a therapist recommendation from Cecily, and we’ll go as soon as we can get you in. If it takes a while, I bet Cecily would be happy for you to take one of my sessions. I can go with you, or you can go by yourself.”

			She pauses a moment. “I want you to come with me. I think I can be braver if you’re there. And maybe if I can get meds and therapy, if I can get better, maybe I could be the kind of wife you deserve. And maybe I could actually be a good mom, do you think? And actually love my kids, and be—”

			“Stop,” I say, and the tears start spilling down her cheeks again.

			My heart breaks all over again. I suck at this, but I’m what she’s got, so I fight through. I’ve tried to tell her that’s not what we need, but not well enough.

			Or maybe it just hasn’t quite broken through the haze of depression yet.

			“You are a good mom,” I say. “An amazing one, and an incredible wife. I don’t know what I would do without you. I spent the last two days imagining it and it’s too terrible for words. I need you.”

			Jenna turns and buries her face in her pillow, but still lets me hold her. And then she says one muffled word. “Why?”

			“I know how it feels,” I say, “to believe that all you do is hurt people. My mind tells me those lies, too, all the time. And I thought it was guilt, and messed-up chemicals in my brain because of the heroin, but it started before that. It’s always been with me, and I spent all of high school covering it up with bravado and burying it in music, but when I left home, even that didn’t work anymore.”

			Jenna pulls closer to me, and I feel like I’m finally getting some of this right. I hold her tight, and I speak softly in her ear. “But then I met you. I was lost and alone and trying so hard not to fall back into the darkness. I only knew that I couldn’t go back to the drugs, but I had no idea what to do with my life and I was scared shitless, you know?”

			Jenna nods against my chest, and I take a deep breath. “And then I met you. And you offered me a job that I love, and then you made me a husband, and a father. You gave me a place not just to live, but to belong. You and Ty—you needed me, and I needed you right back, and then we had Rachel—” My breath catches. “And as far as I’m concerned, the three of you are the best things that could ever have happened to me. And yeah, sometimes it’s hard, and we struggle, and I think both of us living through undiagnosed depression has been no small part of that. But there is nothing in the world I want more than to keep pushing through it with you, because I love you more than I ever thought was possible. More than when I married you. More and more every day.”

			Jenna sniffles, but she holds on tight. “Really? Still?”

			“Always,” I say. “I need you to be exactly who you are. Not some fixed, happy version of you. We’re soul mates, Jenna. And everything we’ve been through has shaped us into the exact right people at the exact right time, scars and all. And struggling through it with you, even when it’s hard, it’s making me stronger and wiser and happier. And not in spite of the hard stuff. Because of it.”

			Jenna lifts her head and looks me in the eyes. Her hand runs down the side of my face and I turn and kiss her wrist. 

			“That’s what I mean when I say I love you, when I say you give me everything. I mean it all just as you are.”

			“I love you like that, too,” she says. And I hold her tight, and I hope that she’s feeling how much I mean it, because I’ve never been so earnest in all of my life.

			“We’re going to get through this,” I say. “Just stick with me. You’re going to get to be the person you want to be. But first we need to get you some help.”

			“Okay,” Jenna says. “Okay.”

			As we hold each other, all I can think is that everything about me and her feels like a miracle, and I know it always will.

		

	
		
			

			Forty

			Jenna
Six Months Later

			The hotel ballroom looks exactly like the amazing, cheesy prom I always imagined—and secretly wished I could have gone to. There are strings of twinkling lights and bunches of metallic-colored balloons bobbing on the ceiling above people in suits and tuxes and prom dresses both puffy and slinky. There’s a table with punch bowls and slices of cake, a photographer set up taking pictures of smiling couples, and a DJ playing music from the stage set up near the back.

			The main difference, I suppose, is that pretty much none of the attendees of this prom are in high school. It’s my friends and family. We went to the temple last week, Felix and Ty and Rachel and I, and were sealed together as a family, forever. And even though most of the people here aren’t members of our church—though we have a good number of church friends here as well—they still came to celebrate with us, because they love us. 

			And knowing that makes this more perfect than any real prom could ever be.

			Of course, I think, looking at my gorgeous, tux-clad husband, who is next to me bouncing Rachel in his arms to the beat of the music and grinning, I also have the best prom date ever.

			Ty bounces beside us, doing this arm-flailing dance that never fails to make Rachel laugh, which she does, her giggle audible even above the music.

			Make that the best three dates.

			“Mind if I cut in?” I ask, and Felix grins at me, then gives me a mock wounded look when I take Rachel from his arms and start bouncing with her. She squeals happily.

			“Of course you meant her,” he says, shaking her head. “I’m always being upstaged.”

			But he looks really happy about it, and so am I.

			Because I am—happy, that is. Happy to hold my little girl in my arms, happy to be here with her and my husband and my son, happy so much more often lately than not.

			It’s been almost six months since I ran away from my family—or “had a major depressive episode” as my therapist would rather I call it, because it’s still hard for me to talk about it without judgment. And I still think some judgment is warranted, but I’m working towards forgiving myself for it. Felix and Ty completely forgive me, and I know someday I will too. I’m getting closer. 

			But between the meds and the therapy, I’m in a totally different place than I was back then. A happier, brighter place. A place that allows me to be imperfect without making me feel like I’m worthless. A place without the destructive voices of my past, or at the very least, a place where I’m figuring out how not to believe them when they do start whispering again.

			I’ve got a long way to go, I know. But I’ve already come such a long way in these six months, and besides—I’ve got the best support in the world.

			“What’s that look for?” Felix asks, smiling at me. Because I think he knows.

			“Just thinking how lucky I am.” 

			“Yeah, well, that makes two of us.” He leans in and kisses me. Which still makes me all fluttery, even with Rachel in my arms, tugging on my hair. 

			“Ugh, stop, or I’m going to call the PDA police!” Ty announces. It’s his new favorite thing to say every time he’s forced to witness Felix and me kiss. Which we often do just to annoy him. “I mean it, I’m calling them right—oh hey, Axel’s finally here!” He starts jumping up and down and waving his arms. “Axel! Over here!”

			“Oh great, and his mom’s here too,” Felix says in a low voice, giving them a wave and a fake smile.

			“Well, probably better than him taking Uber, right?” I ask, and Felix laughs.

			Axel spots us and grins, bounding over toward us—or really, toward Ty, who he has designated as his best friend, even though Ty has no problem telling him when he’s being rude or too demanding. Axel’s mom also spots us, and looks considerably less enthused. She doesn’t wave back, staying by the doorway. Apparently Felix yelled at her the night he found me at the bar, and she’s not seeming inclined to forgive him. But since Axel wants to play with Ty and she’s not about to deny Axel anything he wants, she’s stuck with seeing us on occasion and being reminded of that well-deserved rant about her crappy parenting. 

			Not that I should judge anyone’s parenting, given where I was that night, I still can’t help but immediately think. A reflex.

			But it’s easier to fight that thought. Or rather, to acknowledge and then dismiss it. Because I am a good mom. A good mom who made a mistake. A good mom who wasn’t in her right mind.

			A good mom who, like good moms everywhere, isn’t perfect. But who loves her kids and gets back up and keeps trying to do the best she can.

			“Ty said there would be cake,” Axel says without preamble. “Is there any organic quinoa? I want quinoa too. And cake.”

			Felix and I both open our mouths, but as usual, Ty beats us to it. “There’s no quinoa,” he says. “Just cake. And you need to ask nicely. But not for quinoa, because there’s just cake.”

			Felix and I fight to hold back our laughter at Ty’s serious, instructive tone.

			Axel considers this. “Can I have some cake?” he asks, mostly to Felix. “My nutritionist says I can have refined sugars tonight, even though I’m filming again next month.”

			Fortunately for Axel’s career—though whether that career’s ultimately a good thing for Axel, I’m not sure—his short-lived exodus from acting ended up not being the biggest problem with the cello prodigy film, which collapsed due to some production issue. And fortunately for Josh, now that the film is over and Axel is on to other things, Axel has a new agent—one who Josh trusts, but who has more tolerance for working with child stars and their even more difficult parents. 

			“Sure thing, kid,” Felix says. “And you can too,” he adds when he sees Ty’s pleading expression.

			The boys dart off to the refreshment table, leaving us on the dance floor with Rachel, who babbles happily at me as she tugs some more on a fistful of my hair. We’re definitely not alone on the dance floor, though—the DJ’s a good one, and most of the people here are up dancing now. Leo and Roxie, Leo wearing what I’m fairly certain is an entire suit made of alligator skin and Roxie in a bright pink pleather mini-dress that matches her hair. Ben and Wyatt, all lovey-looking in matching suits, though Ben is wearing his usual bright green shirt under his. Gabby and Will, laughing their heads off while apparently trying to perform some sort of swing dance move that is likely to get someone hurt. Even Dana and Paul are . . . well, mostly standing on the dance floor, looking vaguely uncomfortable, while their son Ephraim does The Robot—surprisingly well, actually. Is Ephraim in some kind of dance class? 

			Also, where did Josh and Anna-Marie go?

			I’m about to ask Felix both of these questions when I feel a hand on my arm, and turn to see Alec’s wife Jillian, looking gorgeously chic in a glittery black dress, even with this awesomely huge and tacky corsage around her wrist. Next to her is Alec, also pretty gorgeously chic, I must say, in a black suit with a red satin shirt underneath. 

			“You guys, this is so much fun,” Jillian says with a wide smile. “I never thought I’d want to go back to prom again, but this is prom done right.”

			I laugh and hug her, and then she gushes some about how beautiful Rachel is. I adore Jillian, and not just because she’s so good for Alec—though I do love how happy she makes him. “I’m so glad you guys came all the way out here for this,” I say. “I know how busy you are.”

			“Yeah, well, we figured if we missed it, we’d end up finding some more big FU marquee letters in our apartment,” Alec says, clapping Felix on the back. “And we still have the first set you guys gifted me.”

			We laugh. “Nah,” Felix says, “Those were a one-time only gift. The FU for missing this would have been much smaller. Maybe Christmas ornament size?”

			“Oh my god, that’s what I’m getting for Christmas next year, isn’t it?” Alec groans, but he’s still grinning. 

			“How are your parents doing?” I ask Jillian. “I know you don’t like to leave your mom for long, so I hope this isn’t a problem—”

			“Oh no, it’s totally fine,” Jillian says. “My dad loves the assisted care facility we got them into—which, good, because it took forever to convince him, even though he knew he needed the help.” Here, Alec nods firmly. “They take such good care of her, and it lets my dad have a break, even though he’s still able to live with her. But since it’s in New York near us, we still get to see her all the time.” There’s a note of sadness in her voice. I know how hard it’s been for Jillian, seeing her mom decline to this point, where she doesn’t recognize either Jillian or her own husband anymore, and needs near-constant care. I can’t even imagine how heartbreaking that would be.

			But I see the way Alec squeezes her hand, and she looks back up at him, and I know he’s being a great support for her.

			“And it’s nice for us to get away from it all and do something fun like this, too,” she says, smiling.

			Rachel whines, straining to get out of my arms. I don’t take it personally—at her age, she has a limit on how long she wants to be held by anyone, even me or Felix. “I think this little girl wants to be crawling somewhere,” I say. 

			“And I think this one needs a refill on her drink,” Alec says, indicating Jillian’s empty champagne flute, to which Jillian nods. In addition to the prom-standard punch bowls, the hotel also has an open bar in the corner for those of our friends and family who want to drink something less suitable for a high school prom. He waves his own near-empty glass. “As do I.”

			Alec and Jillian head over to the bar, and Rachel’s whining gets louder. Felix shakes his head. “I think she wants to chase after her brother,” he says. “I’ll go take her over to him and see if the boys can keep an eye on her for a bit.”

			He takes Rachel from me, and heads over to the table where Axel and Ty are eating cake. I’m about to follow when I spot Anna-Marie and Josh, who are walking toward the dance floor, laughing at something. I wave over to them.

			“Where did you guys run off to?” I ask.

			“We needed new photos,” Anna-Marie says. “We got the ‘before’ one, now we needed the ‘after.’” She indicates her gorgeous, slinky silver dress and prom queen crown—Felix and I knew as soon as we decided we were actually going to hold a prom that Josh and Anna-Marie were definitely going to be prom king and queen—which are now covered in red-dyed corn syrup. Along with her hair, shoulders, corsage, hands, and a good amount of Josh, too.

			Felix and I also knew that Anna-Marie would love the chance to get to be Carrie at the prom, complete with a bucket of fake pigs’ blood and some pre-rigged “telekinetic explosions” that one of Josh’s industry friends helped set up. And, ever the actress, Anna-Marie was all about putting on a show—which the crowd loved.

			“And here I thought maybe you guys had ignored the warning about getting a hotel room at prom,” Felix says, returning from the Rachel hand-off. He’s referring to a sign he had made and posted in front of the room that says, Parents will be notified for anyone caught renting a hotel room. I’d laughed pretty hard at that one. 

			Josh grins. “Better get ready to call our parents, because we’re planning on it. Got to take advantage of our last few months of alone time.” His smile brightens even more as he looks at Anna-Marie—who still manages to be gorgeous even covered in fake pig blood, and who has a very noticeable bump under that slinky silver dress.

			“Good call,” Felix says with a laugh.

			“Hey, did she tell you guys yet about the name we decided on?” Josh asks. The excitement in his voice warms my heart. I know that while I was going through the worst of my stuff, Josh was going through the worst of his, as well—not depression, but the culmination of too many years of thinking he needed to be the strong one, of not letting himself need someone to lean on. 

			But it’s been pretty obvious for a while now that he is really happy and excited to get to be a dad. If the big smile on his face whenever he talks about it isn’t enough to tell, the texts he randomly sends Felix—Okay, I know you guys aren’t geeks like us, but check out this Game of Thrones onesie and It’s a girl! I’m going to have a daughter! Too early for planning matching family Halloween costumes?—are a pretty good indication. I’m sure the stress and fear aren’t totally gone, but they seem to be able to handle it much better, and together.

			Anna-Marie gapes a little. “I haven’t!” She grabs my hand, which will undoubtedly turn my skin bright red, but I don’t care. “So we were talking about Harry Potter the other day, and what Ron and Hermione’s best couple name is, that sort of thing”—here I exchange a knowing look with Felix, because of course these two are talking about that— “and Josh suggested Rione, and we were both like oh my god, that’s it! But spelled R-I-O-N-Y, because that’s cuter.” She beams, stroking her belly. 

			“I love it,” I say, and am surprised to actually mean it. I tend to like more traditional names.

			“Yeah, that’s perfect,” Felix agrees. “And we’re really glad Ben and Wyatt showed up. We weren’t sure if they would.”

			“They love you guys,” Josh says. Which might be stretching it a bit, given how mad Ben originally was about Josh and Felix’s friendship, but he did seem to get over that as soon as he knew Felix wasn’t replacing him—and as soon as he and Wyatt got to know us. “And yeah, I think they worried about all the church people here, but everyone’s been cool, it seems.”

			“Good. We’re so happy for them, too,” I say. We all look over at them, dancing in each other’s arms, their foreheads pressed together. They’re still working through things, I think, but last I heard, they were looking into foster parenting, because Ben has an easier time picturing himself as a dad of an older kid. And I think that could be a great fit for them both.

			“Anyway,” Josh continues, “I think it’s time to get another dance myself with my beautiful, blood-soaked queen,” He adjusts his own bloodied crown. “Shall we?”

			And then they’re dancing, holding each other close, and Felix pulls me into his arms, and he and I are dancing too, at the prom I never had. The perfect prom I could only have had with him, anyway.

			“You know,” he says, “The kids are pretty well occupied.” He tilts his head over to the side of the room where Axel and Ty have stacked up plastic cups into towers and are laughing hysterically as Rachel crawls around knocking them all down like a puffy-dress-clad baby Godzilla. “We could ask Gabby to keep an eye on them and sneak away for a bit ourselves. And I don’t mean to the photobooth. Though if you’re into that . . .”

			I laugh, and kiss him. “We definitely are going to sneak out of prom. But there’s something else I want to do with you first.” 

			“Yeah?” He looks at his watch. “Is it time yet?”

			“It’s our prom, Felix,” I say. “It’s time when we say it is.”

			“Can’t argue with that.” He winks at me, and grinning at each other like idiots, we head over to the DJ. While the song on now keeps playing, the DJ helps us carry a keyboard and a couple chairs onto the stage from where they were hidden behind his station, along with Felix’s cello case.

			People in the crowd see us setting up and start cheering. We hadn’t told anyone we were going to perform tonight, and I think most people assumed we’d appreciate just being in the audience tonight. But it’s been way too long since Felix and I have performed together—outside of working on the new album, which has been fantastic, but doesn’t exactly count as putting on a show—and I miss it.

			Felix takes June out of her case as the DJ’s song ends, and the crowd makes more noise. It’s not exactly a packed stadium, but between our families and all our church friends and our industry friends, the ballroom is nice and full. The mics are already set up from the prom king and queen announcement, and cleaned off from the post-crowning bloodbath. 

			“Thank you all for joining us at our prom, and for celebrating this great time in our lives with us,” I say, and everyone cheers. I pause, pressing my lips together for a moment. “There have been some rough times in this last six months or so, but things have been so great lately, and no small part of that is because of the love and support of people right here in this room, so thank you.”

			More cheers, as I smile widely and look over at Felix. “And thank you most of all to my family. To my kids, and to Felix.” I can feel my eyes getting watery. “You make everything better.”

			There’s clapping, and people saying awwww.

			Felix’s eyes shine back, and he blinks. “Really, people,” he says into his own mic, still looking at me. “She’s the one that makes everything better for us. I love you, Jenna.” I can see how much he means it, how much he’s always meant it, and I feel so, so incredibly lucky. 

			He turns back to the audience, who are still making awww sounds. “Now before we get carried away and our son has to threaten to call the PDA police on us, maybe we should play the new song we wrote—it’s called ‘All the Versions of You.’” The cheering starts again, and then we start playing. 

			The first verse is just me and the piano, and in the second verse he comes in with the cello, and by the chorus we’re singing and playing together. A duet about all the different versions of each other—the beautiful and the difficult, the scarred and the healed—and how much we love all of them. 

			I look out at the crowd while we play, and I see the couples, the people we love, dancing, swaying together. Gabby and Will, smiling at each other. Josh and Anna-Marie, sharing a soft kiss, with his hand stroking her belly. Leo and Roxie, Alec and Jillian, Ben and Wyatt, and so many more.

			And for a moment, I imagine I can see my past self out there. Young Jenna, with her spiky hair buns and equally spiky attitude. She would have loved all this, even though she would have pretended not to. 

			She pretended a lot of things, and I see that more clearly now. She pretended not to care, when really she cared too much. She pretended not to feel, when really she was drowning in those feelings. 

			I don’t hate her anymore; I wish I could hug her and tell it’s going to be okay. 

			And right now, as I’m singing on the stage with the man I love more than all the world, I do the best thing I can for her—I imagine her out there, in prom finery, dancing with a young Felix, and so, so happy.

			Happy like I am now, with a future bright and messy and imperfect and incredible in front of me. And Felix at my side through it all.

		

	
		
			Acknowledgments

			There are so many people we’d like to thank for helping make this book a reality. First, our families, especially our incredibly supportive husbands Glen and Drew, and our amazing kids. Thanks also to our writing group, Accidental Erotica, for all the feedback.

			Thanks to Michelle of Melissa Williams Design for the fabulous cover, and to our agent extraordinaire, Hannah Ekren, for her love and enthusiasm for these books. Thanks to Amy Carlin and Dantzel Cherry for being proofreading goddesses, and thanks to everyone who read and gave us notes throughout the many drafts of this project—your feedback was so greatly appreciated.

			And a very special thanks to you, our readers. We hope you love these characters as much as we do.

		

	
		
			Janci Patterson got her start writing contemporary and science fiction young adult novels, and couldn’t be happier to now be writing adult romance. She has an MA in creative writing, and lives in Utah with her husband and two adorable kids. When she’s not writing she can be found surrounded by dolls, games, and her border collie. She has written collaborative novels with several partners, and is honored to be working on this series with Megan.

		

		
			Megan Walker lives in Utah with her husband, two kids, and two dogs–all of whom are incredibly supportive of the time she spends writing about romance and crazy Hollywood hijinks. She loves making Barbie dioramas and reading trashy gossip magazines (and, okay, lots of other books and magazines, as well.) She’s so excited to be collaborating on this series with Janci. Megan has also written several published fantasy and science-fiction stories under the name Megan Grey.

			Find Megan and Janci at www.extraseriesbooks.com

		

	
		
			Other Books in the Extra Series

			The Extra

			The Girlfriend Stage

			Everything We Are 

			The Jenna Rollins Real Love Tour

			Starving with the Stars

			My Faire Lady

			You are the Story

			How Not to Date a Rock Star

			Beauty and the Bassist

			Su-Lin’s Super-Awesome Casual Dating Plan

			Ex on the Beach

			Chasing Prince Charming

			After the Final Slipper

			The Real Not-Wives of Red Rock Canyon

			Su-Lin and Brendan Present: Your Wedding

			All-Night Dungeon

		

	
		
		

		
			
				
					
						[image: ]
					

				
			

			Get your free book today!

			

			Sign up for our readers’ group and get a free copy of Everything We Might Have Been, a full-length, stand-alone romance.

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Turn the page to read the beginning of 	How Not to Date a Rockstar, 
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			One

			Kevin

			We’re playing a sold-out show in Denver, which is my favorite city to play. The three original members of my band are all from Wyoming, and Denver was our closest big city with a music scene, so this is where we got our start. Some of the fans here have been with us for years, and others only heard of us when we got big a couple years ago when “I’ll Take You Back” climbed to the top of the charts, but the energy is live and the audience is excited. No matter how many times we play shows like this, I can never get enough of it. 

			JT, our singer, looks over his shoulder at Shane, our bassist, and grins. He just got flashed by a couple girls in the front row, and I know what they’re thinking. They’re trying to decide if they’re going to invite those girls to the after-party. It’ll be invaded by groupies regardless, but sometimes Shane and JT like to handpick the girls they’ll hook up with out of the crowd. It’s not really my thing—something Shane still razzes me about, even though he ought to be used to it by now. 

			Shane shrugs. Either he hasn’t seen anything he likes, or he’s holding out in case he sees something better. 

			I shake my head at the both of them. Lando, our drummer, starts up the next song, “Still Falling.” The crowd doesn’t know this one as well yet, because we just launched our second album, but when we hit the first verse and JT belts it into the microphone, I see a few people singing along. This song has a crazy-fast guitar riff, and I’m killing it. It’s one of my favorites, weirdly sad even though it’s one of our fastest and hardest songs, about continually falling for someone who’s long ago moved on.

			Not that any of us would know. Neither JT or I have ever had a real relationship—JT because he’s way too into whatever girl has most recently flashed her tits at him, and me because while I’m in my element up here on the stage with all eyes on us, I’m far less comfortable if I’m expected to actually carry on a conversation. Both this album and our last were supposedly written about Shane’s high school girlfriend, Anna-Marie, but that’s a pile of crap. Shane staged the whole thing to get back at her for running off to LA and forgetting about him. Anna-Marie was my friend, too, and I’m ready for Shane to drop it already, but he writes all our lyrics, so it’s not like I really have a say in what our albums are about. 

			I’m not about to confront him on it, either.

			We hit the bridge, which is where I really get to show off. Shane backs me up on the bass, and we both rock out. If our sorry high school asses could see us now, they’d be shitting bricks. We always said we were going to be rock stars, and here we are. It’s not without its problems, but it’s pretty awesome, all the same.

			We finish the set. I’m sweating under the lights, and I step behind the drums and take a long drink from my water bottle while JT works the crowd. I swear he sounds like he’s going to lose his voice by the end of the night, but he never does. He’ll hit the after-party still shouting too much and too loud until Shane tells him to shut his mouth and JT yells back at Shane to shut his.

			That’s the thing about playing with the same guys for more than a decade. Lando’s only been with us for six months, but from Shane and JT, there are never any surprises. 

			I think they’d probably say the same thing about me. 

			I return to my microphone and tune up for the next song. The girls in the front row have their shirts back on, though I don’t expect that to last, especially since word has gotten around about how exactly women get backstage invites at Accidental Erotica concerts. I saw a whole thread on a fan forum a while ago, which labeled me as the hardest to impress, and postulated that maybe I’m not into white girls, a theory I’ve heard before. 

			I may be the least social member of the band, but that doesn’t have as much to do with me being black as with me being shy. A surprising number of stage musicians are, I’ve learned. There’s a big difference between performing and interacting. Not that I haven’t been with my share of groupies, even if my bedpost has significantly fewer notches on it than either Shane’s or JT’s.

			And it’s not, as Shane frequently reminds me, like groupies actually require us to talk. 

			JT asks the crowd to give it up for my solo during that last song, and the audience goes nuts. I like to underplay my reaction to the crowd—a reviewer once wrote that I’m the perfect understated foil to JT’s manic energy, and I like that better than a lot of things I’ve been called over the years.

			Lando starts the next song, and one of the girls in the front row strips her shirt completely off and throws it toward the stage. It’s caught before it reaches us by the girl sitting next to her—a black girl who’s dressed more straight-laced than most of our fans, and a hell of a lot less skankily than her friends. She throws her friend’s shirt back to her and sits down, shaking her head like she disapproves. 

			Her friend shrugs and then throws the shirt right back up on the stage, where it lands at Shane’s feet. Shane laughs. 

			This girl, though—the shirt catcher—crosses her arms and shakes her head and glares up at the stage like she can’t believe these shenanigans. I rarely see this much disapproval except from the protesters who sometimes picket our concerts, claiming that we promote “riotous living” and “free love,” which I’m pretty sure isn’t a term anyone cool has used in the last fifty years. This girl doesn’t appear to be one of those people, though. First, because she’s sitting in the front row instead of outside the venue, and second because she’s actually dancing a little to the beat of the song, though not as much as her friends. She looks over at her now-shirtless friend and says something, and they both laugh.

			And then she glances up at me. 

			Damn, she’s gorgeous. She’s got more going on than anyone else in the audience, and that’s with her shirt buttoned all the way up. She’s got deep, dark eyes and a heart-shaped face, russet-brown skin and the kind of smile that’s effortless, even if it has to be earned. 

			 She catches me staring at her—not difficult, since I’m up on stage under spotlights—and raises her eyebrow at me, like she’s not sure what I’m looking at. 

			I want to meet that girl, I realize. I want to talk to her and see if she really is that difficult to impress, and if we’re managing it anyway. She’s still staring at me when I look back over at her, and this time I wink. There’s the glimmer of a smile on her face, like she likes what she sees but isn’t willing to admit it yet. 

			And that’s when I decide. During the next break between songs, I wave over one of the stage assistants, describe her—not hard, since she’s the black girl sitting next to the girl who’s lost her shirt—and scribble a note for them to take to her, inviting her backstage.

			When I turn back to the band, Shane is smirking at me. “Nice,” he says.

			He probably thinks I’ve invited the shirtless girl, who will no doubt come backstage too, since I sent enough passes for her friends. 

			Let him think that. It’ll keep him off my back for not indulging in all the perks of our rapidly growing success. 

			I just want to talk to this girl and see if she’s anything like I’m imagining. It’s possible her personality is intolerable, but if so, it’s not like I can’t slip out of the after party and leave her to have fun with the rest of the band. 

			Wouldn’t be the first time—or the fiftieth.

		

	
		
			Keep reading!

			Grab your copy of How Not to Date a Rockstar from Amazon.
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			Reviews help books reach new readers. 

			Thank you for reading our book.  Please leave a review on Amazon so that more readers can find it.  
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