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			For Misty Kelm,

			who wanted a Will point of view

		

	
		
			One

			Gabby

			The first day of a new job has always been super stressful to me. I suppose this is probably one of those eternal truths that applies to everyone, but I think I’ve broken the bell curve with how many first days of a new job I’ve had to endure—and how many of those turned out to coincide with the last day of a new job. 

			I may have a bit of a complex about it.

			But the past three years have been different. I have a career I love. I have a boyfriend I love even more. I have a punch card at the closest sub sandwich place that is only one punch away from a free sandwich. (Okay, that last one doesn’t apply as much, but I’m happy about it.)

			So a new job—a side gig to bring in a little extra income for rising rent and twice-a-week Fong’s delivery—shouldn’t be a problem. I can handle this.

			If I can just find which person running around dressed like they came from the set of Game of Thrones is my boss.

			“Excuse me,” I say to a heavyset woman in a bright red corset and full black skirt, who is carrying an armful of what looks like leather . . . harnesses? For horses? For the Renaissance faire nightclub after-party? Who knows. 

			She blinks at me, looking harried. Everyone hustling around looks a bit harried, which I guess makes sense. It’s opening day of the Glendale Renaissance Faire, and only an hour before the gates officially open to ticketed customers. 

			“Do you know where I can find Maggie Hanson? I’m supposed to check in with her, but I never heard where, and—”

			“I’m sorry, love,” the woman says, shaking her head. “I’m a first-year vendor. I don’t know where she’d be.”

			I sigh. “Okay, thanks for—”

			But the woman has already bustled off, the buckles in the stack of harness things—that she’s selling, apparently?—clinking as she scurries.

			I look around. I’m in an open area just inside the entrance, which is made to look like a castle wall with turrets on either side. There’s a building to my right with festival t-shirts and oversized beer tankards for sale. In front of that is a small booth marked “Information,” which seems the logical place to start, but no one is there. To my left is a big building that connects to the entrance wall, and also looks like it’s supposed to be part of a castle. I see the top of what looks like another turret jutting up in the distance on the other side of the faire. Is there more than one castle here? This place is huge and sprawling, and it’s hard to tell.

			For all that I grew up not terribly far from here, and this faire has been in existence quite likely my whole life, I’ve never actually been to a Renaissance faire. My parents were not Faire People. Or Disneyland People, for that matter. They were (and are, even in depleted financial circumstances) Brunch at the Country Club People.

			It meant my siblings and I grew up in a huge house and had no lack of private tutors—or my siblings didn’t, since they were the ones my parents felt most inclined to encourage in their pursuits—but clearly we missed out on a few things.

			A louder clinking noise, more like a metallic thunk, catches my attention. I turn to see a knight in shining armor—literally, because the sunlight is gleaming from his breastplate—striding confidently (if not quickly) by.

			“Excuse me,” I say. Maybe the metal helmet isn’t great for hearing, because he keeps walking. “Hey! Knight guy!”

			If I didn’t already guess the moment it left my mouth that this is not the proper way to address a knight, the expression on his face would be confirmation enough. 

			“Yes, my lady?” His tone is polite, but in a long-suffering kind of way. 

			I’m a bit charmed by being called “my lady.” And yeah, maybe by being called “my lady” by a handsome knight who looks like Channing Tatum playing Sir Lancelot. 

			I may have a gorgeous boyfriend I’m crazy in love with, but I’m still a woman, for god’s sake. 

			“I’m looking for Maggie Hanson,” I say. “I’m starting today as the faire nurse, and I need to—”

			“I’m afraid I can’t help you,” he says, his blue eyes cold. “I haven’t seen her. Good day.”

			And then he bows, like this ridiculous courtly bow, and thunks off again without another word. So much for chivalry. I can’t help but think the real Channing Tatum would have been a lot more helpful.

			“I know where she is,” a woman’s voice says from behind me, and I turn to see a girl about my age, with orange-red hair pinned up on her head in elaborate winding braids. She has a spray of freckles across her face and is wearing a black corset over a blousy white top and muted brown skirt. I know that once the faire opens to customers, I won’t be the only person wearing jeans and a t-shirt, but right now I definitely feel underdressed.

			“Really?” I say. “Thank you so much.”

			“Don’t mind Sir Stick-Up-His-Ass,” she says. “He’s like that with everyone, like we’re all back in high school and he’s the knights’ star quarterback. Bunch of meathead jocks, the lot of them.” But she looks a little fond as she watches him walk away.

			“Um, okay.”

			“I’m Delia.” She offers her hand and a warm smile, which I return. “So you’re the nurse this year? I thought Sheena was doing it again.”

			Sheena is a nurse who works with me at the hospital, and the reason I even knew about this job to begin with. “She was, but had to go back to Calgary for a couple weeks for a family emergency,” I say. What I don’t say is that judging by a website she left open on the office computer, I think the “family emergency” is about expanding her Etsy-based business of making felt hats for hamsters to a string of Canadian pet-product trade shows. “But she knew I could use a little extra cash, so she referred me to Maggie.”

			Delia’s eyes widen in mock surprise. “You mean you’re actually making real-life money here?”

			I laugh.  I am, which is part of what makes the job worth doing. “As opposed to what, Monopoly money?”

			“Not far off. The pay’s pretty pathetic for most jobs here, but if you want to work the Ren faire circuit, you’ve got to pay your dues.” She gestures at herself. “Second-year local Beer Wench today, possible full-fledged traveling troupe member ten years from now.”

			I’m not sure if she’s being sarcastic with that timeline or not, so I just smile and act like I get it. I follow Delia as she walks towards a large pavilion with two throne-looking chairs that a woman is draping with velvety fabric, while a man in a long tunic is messing with some floral garlands. Off to the side, a tall, thin woman in a regal-looking blue and gold gown is surveying the scene and frowning.

			“That’s Mama Mags,” Delia says, pointing at the frowning woman. 

			“Mama Mags?” 

			“She keeps things running, and keeps everyone in line.” Delia smiles. “As well as she can, I suppose. Anyway, she’s a bit of a hard-ass, but she’s actually pretty sweet once you get to know her. She’ll get you set up at the first aid station.”

			“Thank you,” I say with real feeling. I’m not sure how much longer I could have wandered around feeling like some invisible time traveler before I gave up and went home.

			Okay, maybe I’m even more stressed about this first day than I let myself believe.

			“No problem!” Delia says. “And when you need a break from skinned knees and archery wounds, come over to the Prancing Pig Pub and I’ll get you a well-deserved tankard.” She grins and walks off.

			Did she say archery wounds?

			I shake my head and then draw in a breath, readying myself to meet my employer. Reminding myself again that I am not the girl I was three years ago. I have skills now, and they need them here. And they sure as hell don’t have time to find someone else in the next half-hour.

			I take out my cell phone and look at the message Will sent. You got this, Gabby. Love you. Followed by a heart and a top hat emoji.

			I smile again. He’s right. I’ve got this.

			“Ms. Hansen?” I say, as I approach the woman Delia pointed out. I don’t call her “Mama Mags”—that feels like something one has to earn the right to call someone.

			The woman in the regal gown turns toward me, still frowning. She’s an older woman, maybe mid-fifties, with a stance equally as regal as her gown, her gray-streaked dark hair pulled back into a tight bun. The front of her full skirt is this gorgeous stitched-gold pattern that catches the sunlight. 

			Now I feel really underdressed. And maybe like I’m about to have my knuckles slapped with a ruler. 

			“Yes?” she says, a little imperiously. 

			“I’m Gabby Mays, the nurse. We talked on the phone the other day?” That last part becomes a question, because now I’m wondering if it’s against the rules to mention modern technology. Should I have said something about speaking via carrier pigeon?

			“Yes, of course,” she says, and shakes my hand briskly. It definitely sounds like the same woman—terse and efficient. “Follow me.” Then, like a true courtly lady, she practically glides across the patchy grass and dirt paths, and I follow behind, feeling far less graceful.

			We go back toward the entrance and I find a small shack tucked away next to the side of the “castle”—which I see now has a sign that says “King’s Feast Hall.” The small shack, though, has a much smaller sign that reads “Infirmary.” 

			She pushes open the door and flicks on a light switch (which, good, I was hoping I wouldn’t be required to treat patients by candlelight.) The room is small, probably about the size of one of our typical rooms at the hospital. There’s a wooden cabinet and small table against one wall, two stools in the corner, and a narrow cot with a thin mattress against the other. 

			And that’s pretty much it.

			Maggie strides over to the opposite wall and pushes back some curtains to let in light and breeze through an open window, which is nice, though the sunlight only serves to emphasize the dust motes in the air. I cough.

			Maggie narrows her dark eyes like she suspects I’m judging her infirmary. Which I am, but trying not to show it. 

			Then she reaches into the gorgeously embroidered pouch hanging from her belt and pulls out a disappointingly modern-looking key ring. It’s the kind used by every school janitor in the history of ever, including, apparently, those of the medieval variety. She finds a key and removes it, handing it to me. “This is for the medicine cabinet. As you can imagine, there’s not much in the way of actual medicine in there, for liability reasons. But you’ll find Neosporin, bandages, some Tylenol . . . basic things.”

			I nod. I figured as much. I’m pretty much the school nurse of the Ren faire. Which doesn’t sound like it’ll be much help if Delia was being serious about the archery wounds thing. But probably she wasn’t. Probably.

			“I’m guessing the bulk of what I’ll be doing is treating scrapes, giving water to people who’ve gotten dehydrated, that kind of thing?” I ask. I notice there’s a flat of water bottles under the cot.

			Maggie nods. “Correct. Occasionally people pass out from the heat, and if the workers can’t lift them—if they are some of our, say, larger patrons—we’ll come get you.”

			I blink. “And I’m supposed to lift them?”

			“You’re supposed to keep them alive until the ambulance comes,” she says dryly. 

			Of course. I suppress a cringe. 

			“You will not refer to yourself to the patrons as a nurse,” Maggie continues, straightening out the blanket on the cot, brushing it smooth like it’s one of those fancy department store bed displays and not a leftover army cot that probably came from the set of M.A.S.H. “Your title is Healer Wench.”

			I’m glad she’s facing away from me so she doesn’t see the way my nose instinctively wrinkles. Healer Wench? I mean, apparently wench is a term embraced by women here—Delia didn’t seem to mind being a “Beer Wench”—but I don’t love all the work I’ve put into nursing reduced to something that sounds like I brew up potions made with pigs’ feet and energy crystals.

			Though I suppose I’m at a Renaissance faire, so maybe that’s the point.

			“Do I need to speak in a snooty British accent or anything?” I ask. “You know, for when I tell them I’m going to apply leeches and check their humors?” I’m mostly joking about this—mostly—but Maggie does not seem amused.

			“Never tell them you’re applying leeches,” she says, sternly enough that I can only assume this has happened before to disastrous results. “For liability reasons, you must be absolutely accurate in reference to any treatment you’re providing.” She pauses. “And no need for an accent. Though you should call the patrons ‘my lord’ and ‘my lady,’ the children ‘young sir’ or ‘young miss,’ that sort of thing. Can you handle that?”

			My palms feel sweaty. I would absolutely think I could handle that, but the way she’s eyeing me is bringing back flashes of every former employer who fired me for something equally small and stupid. “Yes, of course. Definitely.” I swallow, knowing I should just leave it there, but I can’t help myself. “I mean, if I forget once and call someone, you know, ‘ma’am’ instead, is that a fireable offense?”

			Maggie stares at me for a long, long, deeply uncomfortable moment. “You will get fired if someone is hurt and you’re off having sex with a knight. You won’t be doing that, will you?”

			She says this with such accusation that I have the feeling this is something they’ve dealt with more often than malpractice suits for medieval leech treatments.

			“No!” I say quickly. “I have a boyfriend! A really cute boyfriend!”

			I’m not sure why I add this last part. I mean, it’s true, and I’m proud of it, but—

			She still just stares at me, her eyes narrowed.

			“He’s real,” I say, feeling myself flush. “Here, let me show you a picture.” I take out my phone, but Maggie shakes her head.

			“No need for pictorial evidence,” she says. “I believe you.” 

			I may be imagining it, but I think I detect a hint of a smile before her expression becomes flat and dour again. “Do you have any other questions?” she asks.

			I look around the infirmary and chew my lip. I have about a hundred, most of which are some version of “why am I doing this” or “should I just leave now and save myself more humiliation?”

			But that was Gabby of years ago. Gabby of now can totally handle the first day of a job—after all, she killed it at her first day at the hospital (okay, maybe “killed it” isn’t the best expression to use for one’s first official day as a nurse—everyone under my care did manage to survive.)

			Nurse Gabby can totally handle whatever minor issues a two-week gig at a Renaissance faire will throw at her.

			I clear my throat. “No, I think that covers it.”

			Maggie nods, clearly approving of not needing to deal with me further. “Wonderful. Now you just need to pick up your costume.”

			“My costume?” I have a moment of hope that maybe Healer Wenches get to wear something gorgeous and fancy like her gown. Although I wonder how hot that must get, all those layers in the southern California summer, with practically no ventilation in here, and—

			“Correct. You will wear a corset and skirt, which you can acquire at the costume rental shop. They have some set aside for employees in the back.”

			A corset? I suppose I should have guessed; I haven’t seen any woman here wearing anything that didn’t look like it was squeezing her ribcage shut in an attempt to smother her with her own boobs. No one except Mama Mags, that is.

			For two weeks?

			I try to hide my dismay. “Will do,” I say.

			Maggie doesn’t say anything else, just sweeps back out of the infirmary. I look around at the cheap cot and the cabinet full of things about as helpful to actual medical issues as Tic Tacs. A group of belly dancers walks by the door outside, their gold-chain apparel jingling, and a guy in peasant clothes follows after, leading a horse that drops a steaming load right outside my door.

			Two weeks, I tell myself with a sigh. A little extra cash, which we need. I can do this.

			Then I step over the pile of horse crap and go to pick up my corset.

		

	
		
			Two

			Gabby

			When I get home from the ren faire—still wearing my corset—I’m glad to have the night off. I’m still working shifts at the hospital on top of the ones at the faire, but at least I’m off from school for the summer. I’m almost finished with my RN, after which I will have to pick up even more shifts to pay back my monstrous student loans.      

			It’s still worth it. I may be working long hours, but I love my job, and I’m good at it. And I’ve yet to lose this job over a rogue microwave fire (which I now know is not the real reason Will fired me all those years ago at the bookstore. But still.) I’m also making enough that Will has plenty of time to work on his next novel, only picking up side work consulting on scripts when he absolutely has to.

			Uncomfortable medieval-wear aside, my life is pretty great. I mean, yeah, we’ve been having sex less often lately. Like, significantly less often. And maybe that’s starting to worry me a bit. But, really, that’s a thing that happens to couples, right? Life is busy and stressful and tiring, and wild bouts of passion take a backseat to spending the rare date night falling asleep at ten PM while watching House Hunters: International. 

			But I’m definitely excited to show my wonderful, sexy boyfriend how amazing my boobs look in this outfit. Maybe this ridiculous garb is just the kickstart we need to remember how much we can’t keep our hands off each other.

			When I open the door, he’s sitting in the living room in a t-shirt and flannel pajama pants, scowling at his laptop.      

			“What did it do to you?” I ask.      

			“Hmm?” Will says absently. The glazed-over look he gets when he works is pretty adorable. As is the way his blond hair curls in this mussed bed-head way. “Oh. I went to critique group today, and they complained that they can’t tell how my character is feeling in this scene. But it says right there. ‘He felt unsure.’”

			I’m about as comfortable making suggestions of how to fix Will’s book as I am wearing a corset. “Maybe you should add more words to get your point across.”

			Will raises an eyebrow at his laptop. “‘I am confused,’ he said unsurely.”

			“Maybe he’s hesitant,” I add.

			He finally cracks a smile, which forms that dimple in his left cheek that I love so much. “‘I hesitate to tell you how unsure I am,’ he said confusedly.”

			“There,” I tell him. “I’m sure that will fix it.”

			“I should actually make that change and resubmit it. I’m sure that would be the best use of my critique partners’ time.”

			“Could be good for a laugh.”

			Will finally looks up at me, and his raised eyebrow rises yet higher. “Hey. Nice . . . costume?”

			I put a hand to my chest in mock offense. Mostly, though, I’m just trying to draw his eye there, and it seems to work. “You mean you don’t like my new look?”

			“I’d like to get you out of it,” he says with a smile, and my heart flutters eagerly. I’m also hoping it’s easier to get out of this corset than into it—I have a feeling I’m going to need the girl at the costume shop to tie me in every morning before work, like she did today. 

			I tug at the ends of the laces invitingly, but he’s already looking back at his computer and not making any move to help me. Which is disappointing, though I try not to show it.      

			Corset still on (in case he decides at any moment he needs to free me from it and ravish me), I sit down on our other couch, the one that is missing all of its cushions. It’s not the most comfortable piece of furniture and wasn’t all that attractive even before it became reduced to a thinly-covered bed of metal springs, but it’s endearing in its own way.

			“They’re really making you work in that?” Will asks. “That seems a little demeaning.”

			“Oh, it gets better,” I tell him. “My official title is Healer Wench.”

			“Dear god. Are you sure you want to do this job?”

			I shrug. “It pays decently, and all I have to do is apply a few bandages and tell people to drink more water. Plus, we can use the money.”

			Will looks over at the counter, where the mail has piled up. “We got a notice from the landlord. It’s time to renew our lease, and the rent is going up again.”

			Great. We’ve been having a hard time making it as is. “Do you think we should look for a new place?” I ask. “It might be that or cut back on our Fong’s delivery, and you know which I prefer.”

			“I don’t disagree with you,” Will says. He loves Fong’s almost as much as I do, and I like to think it’s not just because that’s where we had our first real make-out session (much to the chagrin of our waiter.) “But I doubt there’s anything better available now than last time we looked.”

			“There was that one place a few blocks from here. It cost less and wasn’t terrible.”

			Will looks at me skeptically. “You mean the place that was definitely a meth palace?”

			“Yeah, that one,” I say. “The prostitute out front seemed very nice. Maybe I could be friends with her. Convince her to take night classes.”

			“I’m pretty sure she works nights,” Will says, but at least he’s smiling again now.

			“I don’t know. She seemed like she was working days when she quoted you her rates.”

			Will groans. “Yes. I remember. And that’s precisely why I don’t think we should move there.”

			I shrug. “We can stay. I can always pick up a few extra shifts.”

			“You’re working too much as it is. Especially since you’ve been sick.”

			“I was barely sick,” I say, even though that sinus infection I had a few weeks ago hurt like an army of ants had crawled up my nose and were working on colonizing my brain. “And the antibiotics worked great. I’m fine now.”

			Will looks unconvinced. “You should be able to get sick without worrying about being evicted. Really, I should get a job.”

			I press my lips together. This is the reason I hate it when we have this conversation. Will needs space to work on his writing. I don’t want him to get a job. “Do you think?” I say. “Because we’ll be okay. We can reduce our Fong’s delivery to one night a week.  And I’m sure there are other places we can cut back.”

			Will looks dubious. “You know I appreciate you giving me time to write. But with my novel not selling—”

			“Yet,” I say. “Your novel hasn’t sold yet. But you’re working on another one.”

			“Slowly.”

			“Yeah, well. It takes time.”

			I hate the defeat in his eyes. I know he’s discouraged. We were both so excited when he signed on with a good agent in New York, but it turns out that even good agents sometimes don’t sell the first book in the first year. Or the second.

			“It’ll be okay,” I say. “I don’t want you to give up on your dream.”

			Will frowns. “I know. But I hate making you work so much just so I can not sell books. And meanwhile, we have rent we can’t really afford and a couch with no cushions—”

			“Hey.” I throw my arm around the back of Cushionless Couch like she might be offended. That takes more coordination than I have, given that the back is so high without any cushions. So my arm ends up awkwardly sticking in the air like I’m giving some sort of cheer. “Cushionless Couch has character.”

			“Like Bertrude the coffee maker?”      

			“Don’t say bad things about Bertrude. She might hear you and start farting old coffee grounds again.” I pause. “I did mean to get new cushions for this couch. And never babysit our neighbor’s terrier again.” I left that demon dog alone for ten minutes while I took a shower, and when I came back, the room looked like the Stay-Puft Marshmallow Man had exploded.      

			“Where would you even get new cushions?” Will asks. “Buy a couch at Goodwill and leave the couch part behind?”

			“Maybe,” I say, stretching out and trying not to wince as one of the springs digs into my hip. “But there’s something comforting about lying beneath the high walls on three sides of a cushionless couch. Like a coffin, but one you could easily roll out of.”

			Will laughs. “I have so many questions about that statement I don’t even know where to begin.”

			At least he’s laughing about it. Though his laughter fades into another groan and he looks over at me wearily again. “I forgot to tell you Sean called. He wants to get together for a barbecue.”

			Yikes. Will and his brother Sean haven’t really talked to each other much over the last few years, and I know part of that is because Will doesn’t get along with Sean’s girlfriend, Audra. I’m pretty sure another large part is because Will is still embarrassed about the time he set me up with Sean, back when Will was still engaged to Sarah. Sean made a big show of kissing me in front of Will—without mentioning to either of us that he’d gotten back together with Audra a few days previous.      

			I don’t think Will has ever really gotten over it.

			“That could be . . . fun,” I say.

			Will gives me a look that screams oh really. He sighs and rubs at his forehead. “Last time I saw him and Audra, Audra called you a slut.”

			“What?”

			“She was talking to Sean in the kitchen, and I don’t think she realized anyone heard it, but I sure as hell did. And left before I said something a lot worse back.” He glares at the far wall.

			I cringe. The last time he saw them was about six months ago, but I don’t blame him for not mentioning this to me before now. He tries to avoid even talking about his family—and by extension, Audra—and it’s always been clear that she’s not my biggest fan. But. “She knows that I wasn’t aware they were back together when he kissed me, right?”

			“Well, apparently she’s told my mom about how obsessed you were with Sean and how you threw yourself at him, so I’m guessing that’s what Sean told her.” He sounds pretty pissed about this, and honestly, I’m not much happier. 

			For one thing, it’s been years since that date with Sean. I’m clearly not the one with the obsession problem here. And I threw myself at him? Seriously?

			I’m not all that close to Will’s parents, mainly because Will isn’t all that close to Will’s parents. They’re pretty self-centered and absorbed in their own lives, and my brand of awkwardness in uncomfortable social situations doesn’t mesh with their brand of long pauses and general lack of humor. But I don’t love that his parents have been thinking of me as some hussy who settled for Will because I couldn’t get Sean. When really, I only went out with Sean in the first place to try to convince myself I wasn’t in love with Will, who was engaged at the time.

			Though I’m not sure how great that version makes me sound, either.

			“Okay,” I say, toying with the frayed edges of a tear in Cushionless Couch’s upholstery. “That makes me less thrilled about hanging out with them.” Will nods, like this is the end of the conversation, but I know that it shouldn’t be. “But he’s still your brother. And you guys used to be close, right?”

			“Yeah, well,” Will says. “Things change.”

			 I hold in a sigh. I feel kind of bad for getting in the middle of things between Sean and Will, though objectively I know it’s Will’s fault I ended up there in the first place—my reasons for going out with Sean aside, it was Will who started the whole thing. I wouldn’t have even known he had a brother if Will hadn’t made such a big deal about how I needed to go on a blind date with Sean, how we’d be “perfect for each other.”

			I wasn’t the only one trying to hide my feelings.

			Things may have worked out for Will and me (and Sean and Audra, I suppose), but I still wish Will and Sean’s relationship hadn’t been collateral damage. “You can’t hate him forever just for kissing me,” I say. 

			“Not hate,” Will say, narrowing his eyes. “That’s too strong a word. I feel . . . dislike. Discomfort. Irritation, maybe. And definitely resentment.”

			“I don’t know what your critique group is talking about,” I tell him. “You’re clearly a master at describing emotion.”

			“‘I am annoyed at this uncomfortable awkwardness,’ he said irritably,” Will says. “Not at you, though. At me. And at Sean.”

			“We only kissed that one time,” I remind him. I pause. “Well, twice. And I spent the whole time trying not to imagine I was kissing you. If it helps, you’re a much better kisser than your brother.” There’s a sentence I never thought I would have cause to say. High School Gabby is actually kind of proud.

			“Thanks,” Will says dryly. He runs a hand through his hair, mussing the curls even more. “I’m really not upset with you. I’m mad at myself for being stupid and making it weird.  And not breaking up with Sarah when I should have and asking you out myself. And pissed at Sean for being such a jerk to you.”

			“I’m over it,” I tell him. And I am. I was pretty much over it by the time the big bruise on my face healed from when I ran away from Sean and right into a giant statue of Ganesh. And definitely by the time Will and I got together.

			“Yeah, but I’m not,” Will says.

			“You told your mom the truth, right?” We may not see them often, but I definitely don’t want Audra’s (or really, Sean’s) version of what happened to be at the forefront of their minds every time we do have one of our already socially painful interactions.

			“I may have told her that you had absolutely no interest in Sean, which was also a lie.”

			“I prefer that one.”

			“I also told him no barbecue.”

			“Really?” I say. Truth-stretching and slander aside . . . “I mean, it would have been free food.”

			“If we want a barbecue, we could ask Ben and Wyatt to throw us one. Or we can tell your brother we want to come over for dinner. You know he and Jenna wouldn’t mind.”

			He’s right, but that’s not the point. We sit in silence for a little bit, and probably he’s lost in his thoughts about his brother and family, or maybe his novel. And I can’t help but notice that despite his comment earlier about my corset, he hasn’t gotten up or even set aside his laptop to invite me onto his lap. I try not to take it personally; talking about his family or our rent problems isn’t particularly conducive to being in the mood for sexy times. But that doesn’t mean we can’t get in the mood. I flip over on Cushionless Couch and prop myself up on my elbows, squeezing my boobs in his direction.

			Will doesn’t seem to notice. “Are you hungry?” he asks. “I think I’m going to get started on dinner.” 

			I’m about to tell him we’ll order in Fong’s so that he can focus on getting me out of my corset, but then remember I’d said we’d cut back on ordering in.      

			Stupid money. Stupid Sean. Stupid life.      

			Stupid me, I add before I realize it.      

			Because it’s not like our lives have ever been incredibly smooth and easy. We’ve always lacked in the money and career-stability department—my nursing job somehow being the one exception. Because that’s not exactly new, it’s hard for me to believe that it’s really Sean or our rent or Will’s critique group that account for his recent lack of interest in our sex life. Maybe this isn’t just a normal couples thing. I don’t want to believe it’s because of the weight I’ve gained—only ten pounds in the three years we’ve been together, and Will says he can’t even tell, but I can’t help but think that’s a lie. A kind lie, but still.

			I’m not sure what else the problem could be besides me.

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			Three

			Gabby

			I’m still unsettled as I drive to work the next day. Which is crazy. Just because Will didn’t follow up on his comments about getting me out of my corset, and fell asleep early, and once again we didn’t have sex . . . It doesn’t mean anything about us. 

			Right?

			I ease my grip on the steering wheel, inch up further on the slow-moving freeway. My car makes a rattling noise, which it does pretty much all the time now. I’ve had this same car since I started college, and now I’m pretty sure it’s being held together with duct tape and pride. Not my pride, but its own indomitable will to prove my judgmental sister Dana wrong by not becoming “a dormant pile of metal only fit for housing raccoons.”

			 I should get it checked out, but that, too, requires money we don’t really have, and I don’t want to stress Will out more. 

			Because that’s what it is, I’m sure. He’s stressed about finances, and his book not selling—yet—and I’m stressed about finances and a job that requires a corset and basic knowledge of faux-medieval language. And all that makes us sort of out of sync right now. 

			The Hyundai makes a little whine. 

			Although it has been going on like this for a while now. The thing with Will, not the whine. We’ve been together for three years, and I hear all the time about peoples’ sex lives getting stuck in a rut. It doesn’t feel that way to me, but that doesn’t mean Will isn’t feeling . . . stuck.

			The idea that he might feel stuck with me is what makes my heart twist. 

			I sigh, switching lanes even though I know it’s futile. Sure enough, the lane I left is now moving—and I, sadly, am not. My phone rings.

			My brother’s pic pops up, and I answer on speaker.

			“Hey, Felix,” I say, though occasionally it’s Ty calling from my brother’s phone with a burning need to tell me about his latest Super Smash Brothers game—which I pretend to know anything at all about.

			“Hey,” Felix says, and while I love talking to my adorable nephew, I’m glad that I don’t need to feign interest in some character named King K. Rool while navigating LA freeway traffic. “How’s it going?”

			“Oh, you know. Choking on car exhaust. Listening to some K-Pop from the next car over.”

			This is, indeed, true. My car’s AC is on the fritz, and so, apparently, is the Miata’s next to me, which is blasting the music of some Korean boy band along with the driver’s pitchy accompaniment. 

			“Ah,” Felix says. “That explains the music. You on your way to the hospital, or back home?”

			It’s a testament to life as a nurse that at nine AM on a weekday morning, it could be either.

			“Neither,” I say, as my lane finally starts moving, allowing me to leave the K-Pop a few car lengths behind. “I’m actually on my way to my other job. At the Ren faire.”

			“Oh, yeah!” Felix sounds too excited about this. “That’s this week? Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“Because when I first mentioned it to you, you said—and I quote—‘Oh man, I can’t wait to come down there and mock you.’”

			“That does sound like me.”

			“I assumed that’s why you were calling—to find out when I’d be working, for mocking purposes.” The cars ahead move forward, and I feel a sudden freedom, gunning my old Hyundai.

			And then stopping again about four seconds later. 

			“Good guess, but no,” Felix says. “Ty has a school project coming up where he needs to interview someone whose job he admires, and he picked you. I wanted to give you the heads-up to prepare, because he’s going to want all the gory wound stories, and he also thinks you’ll teach him how to give people shots.”

			I totally will—on fruit, at least.

			“He admires my job?” I say, a happy little warmth squeezing at my chest. It’s so nice to have a job I love, let alone one that my nephew could admire and want to learn more about—even if I get that, as a nine-year-old, he’s primarily in this for the wound stories.

			Felix laughs. “Oh yeah. He’s way more impressed with your job than ours.”

			This feels like a pretty epic achievement, considering his parents are literal pop stars. His mom has been one for years, as part of the pop duo Alec and Jenna. And though now she and Felix aren’t quite as big of music sensations—playing a more indie sound, and even some classical—they still play sold-out shows on national tours and have legions of screaming fans.

			Alec, so I hear, is off filming some reality show in South America, so they’re doing a hell of a lot better than him.

			But I guess if that’s what a kid grows up with, it’s not as big a deal. Probably even Blake Pless and Kim Watterson’s kids are like, “Oh yeah, my parents are mega-famous movie stars, whatever. But you say you sort mail at the post office? That’s awesome!” 

			So maybe I shouldn’t be too proud of his job preference.

			“Well, tell him I’ll be happy to help,” I say, then sigh as the K-Pop car passes me.

			“Hey, are you okay? You sound kind of down.”

			“I should be happier about being stuck in traffic on my way to a Ren faire to remove splinters and tell people to drink more water?”

			“Is that what you’re actually unhappy about?” 

			Damn Felix. He didn’t used to be this insightful—I blame all that recovery therapy. 

			Still, it would be nice to have someone to talk over my worries with. I’d planned on calling my best friend, Anna-Marie, and still probably will, but maybe the male perspective could be useful.

			“Not entirely, no,” I admit. “I’m just . . .” I pause, not sure how to jump right into this. With my brother. Who has always been a lot more comfortable talking to me about his sex life than I have with him—probably because he’s had a sex life for a much longer time than I have. “I know you and Jenna haven’t been married that long, but . . . do you ever feel like you might need to spice up your sex life?”

			There’s a long pause, in which I begin to have regrets. 

			I’m about to make those fake static noises and tell him the call is cutting out and hang up, when he finally speaks.

			“What does that even mean?” Felix asks.

			“What? It means what I asked! I don’t think that question could have been clearer!” Then it occurs to me that I have no idea what kind of freaky stuff they do in the bedroom—or elsewhere. Jenna had a lot of previous experience before Felix—even more than he did before her, which was not insignificant—and though I know much of that time of her life was really awful and traumatic, it doesn’t mean she didn’t find some crazy sex stuff that her and Felix are taking full advantage of now. Maybe they’re already at maximum spice level. “Like, I don’t know, what kind of stuff do you guys do?”

			Another pause. “We have sex.”

			“Oh my god, Felix, forget it.”

			“Okay, okay,” Felix says. “Sorry, I’m just trying figure out what you’re really asking here. Are you worried about your sex life? Is Will?”

			He doesn’t seem to be, which is part of the problem. Granted, when I had that sinus infection I wasn’t exactly in the mood, and when the antibiotics finally kicked in, Will was perfectly happy to make up for lost time. But then the next night, when I joined him in bed and cuddled up with him to get something started, he mumbled something about needing sleep and rolled away from me. And that definitely wasn’t the first time that’s happened in the last several months.

			Not that I don’t appreciate a good night’s sleep myself, especially now that such things have gotten harder to come by, what with my work schedule. But a year ago, I wouldn’t have been able to imagine a night—no matter the hour—when Will wasn’t ready to go.

			I sigh. I’m in this now, might as well see if my brother has any sage advice. “I may be a little worried,” I say. “It’s not that it’s not great, you know . . . when it happens.”

			“Oh. So it’s more a frequency thing?”

			“Yeah, maybe. And that when we do, it seems like it’s always me instigating it. Which I don’t mind, but—I don’t know. He’s just distracted a lot, and . . . and yeah. It’s just not happening as much anymore.”

			“Okay, yeah,” Felix says. “But once you get past the infatuation phase, that happens, right? It turns into a more mature love.”

			He’s right, I know this, but it’s still trippy hearing my little brother tell me about “mature love.” My little brother, who is a husband and a father. Who somehow fits into both those roles—loves both those roles—like they were the ones he was born for. 

			It’s trippy, but it also makes me so happy to see. Especially after where he was a year ago—in his third stint of rehab after years of heroin addiction. Lost and scared and resigned to misery.

			He’s come a long, long way since then, and I couldn’t be prouder.

			“I mean,” he continues, “It’s not like Jenna and I have sex every day anymore, either.”

			“Really?” I ask, a little surprised. “How often, then?”

			There’s another pause. “Well, almost every day,” he admits, and my pride in my brother notwithstanding, I have the big-sisterly instinct to reach through the phone and punch him. “But it’s a little different for us,” he says quickly. “You know the love languages thing? I’m pretty sure both of our main love language is physical touch. Sex is this really important thing for both of us, like in helping us feel connected. It fills this emotional need that’s way deeper than just the physical.”

			I consider this. It makes sense that connecting that way would mean so much to them—especially Jenna, after all she’d been through. 

			“Not that I’m saying your sex life is just physical,” Felix says in a rush, like he’s worried he’s offended me. “It’s just—” 

			“No, I get it,” I say, and I’m pretty sure I do. I love having sex with Will—because, um, sex with my gorgeous, amazing boyfriend who I love is incredible—and there’s definitely emotional connection that happens there. But I’m not sure I would say that I feel so much more connected to him that way than, say, when we’re curled up together and joking around with each other, just content in each other’s arms.

			Now that I think about it, that hasn’t been happening a lot lately, either. 

			“So this mature love,” I say. “Do you feel like you guys are there already? I mean, it’s only been a year.”

			Felix laughs. “Crazy right? But yeah, I do, and it’s great. We’ve had a lot of excitement over the last year, and I think we’re ready for things to calm down.” I can hear the smile in his voice. “We’re really happy.”

			Considering the last year for my brother involved meeting Jenna, shoving her ex-boyfriend off a stage at the VMAs, getting married, adopting Ty, going on tour and then getting stabbed by Jenna’s other ex-boyfriend . . . Yeah. I can see why they’d all be ready for some calm.

			But I see them together all the time. And I don’t think they’re going through . . . whatever is happening with Will and me. I suppose that could be because we’ve been together for three years—three much calmer years—and they’ve only been together for one.

			“Okay,” I say, “But I see what you guys are like with each other. You always find ways to touch her, like when she’s walking by in the kitchen, or she’ll just come up and put her arms around you. The little things, you know? Intimate moments.”

			“And that’s not happening with you guys?” Felix asks. 

			I shrug, realizing belatedly that the only person who can see me do so is the guy in the Volvo next to me, who is creepily staring at me as his car inches past mine.

			God, how far until my exit?

			“It’s not that it’s not happening,” I say. “But I feel like lately I’m always the one instigating those moments, too.”

			“Have you asked him about it?”

			My silence is all the answer Felix needs, apparently.

			“You’re scared to ask,” Felix says, and he sounds more concerned now than in any of the rest of the conversation. “What is it you’re afraid he’ll say?”

			The pit in my gut swells larger. I don’t want to examine it. I don’t want to think about why Will might not be as into our sex life, or me. I want it to be something that can be fixed with a couple glasses of wine and a fun new sexual position.

			But I know my brother, and I know he won’t let me get away without answering the question.

			“I don’t know,” I say, squirming a little in my seat, and not because of the creepy Volvo dude winking at me—or at least, mostly not because of him. “At the beginning of our relationship, I was kind of insecure about . . . stuff. Because, you know, I was a virgin, and he—well, he’d been with several girls, but mainly Sarah.” Felix hasn’t met Sarah—lucky guy—but he’s definitely heard all about her. “I thought I was over all that insecurity, but now . . .” I suck my lips inward, not wanting to finish that thought.

			“So it’s like a comparison thing?” He sounds dubious. 

			“Sarah was like a supermodel, Felix. A blond, British supermodel.” She was actually an assistant director for a soap opera, but I’m pretty sure she could have done modeling, were she so inclined. “And I’m blond . . . ish. But definitely not a supermodel. Or British.” I pause. “I’m not all that insecure about the last part.”

			But the rest . . . God, I know it’s stupid. Will loves me. And he's definitely way over Sarah. I just can’t help but wonder if he wouldn’t be more interested in taking my corset off if I was Gabby in a Sarah-like body, slim and perfectly waxed—I’m guessing—and not possessing the little cellulite pockets that my Fong’s addiction only makes larger, or the weird mole under my armpit that’s shaped like a tiny Texas. (Actually, Will thinks this mole is hilarious, and says it clearly means I’m destined to be some Texan Messiah with the powers to summon an army of longhorn. So he wouldn’t change that.)

			“Gabby,” Felix says, “you’re beautiful. You are. And Will is lucky to have you.”

			I sigh. “You’re my brother. You have to say that. You can’t be objective.”

			“No, I can only be objective, because I’m your brother,” Felix says. “I don’t find you subjectively attractive.”

			I groan. “Fine, smart-ass.” But it does make me feel a little better. “Okay, back to spicing up my sex life.”

			“Is that what we landed on as the solution?”

			I ignore this jab. “You must do something besides the basic stuff. You guys have lots of experience.”

			“Sure,” Felix says. “But I think Jenna associates a lot of that previous experience with being degraded, you know? It wasn’t stuff she wanted to do. And she likes that she doesn’t feel like she has to do that kind of stuff with me. The basic stuff works for us. Really, really well.” I can practically hear the smug grin.

			Huh. Basic stuff is how I would describe my own sex life. “So you’re the wrong person to talk to about spicing things up.” I sound a little bitter, but I’m definitely happy about one thing—I’m finally at my exit. “You don’t have any suggestions.”

			I cruise off the freeway, away from the creepy stare of Volvo guy and the intermittent K-Pop.

			“Chocolate?” Felix says. “Whipped cream? We’ve done that a few times. Once there was a can of cherries, too. That was fun.”

			Now there’s an idea. “Ooh. I could make his body into a Breakup Tub!” It’s both my favorite dessert—a Fong’s staple—and has meaning for our relationship, since we officially got together at Fong’s, with a Breakup Tub there at the table, melting away while we made out.

			How many layers of sheets would I need so the mattress doesn’t become soaked through with ice cream and chocolate sauce?

			“It’s less messy if you apply as you go,” Felix says, since apparently he’s become a mind reader. Or maybe just knows me too well. “Really, though, you should talk to him. Actually ask him what’s going on.”

			I know I should, but I don’t want to, and I’m afraid to fully examine why. “I’m almost at the faire, so I probably need to get going. But thanks.”

			“For the advice you won’t follow? Anytime.” But it really doesn’t sound like he’s judging me, which I’m grateful for.

			We say goodbye, and I hang up and chew on my lip. I probably should talk to Will about it. But instead I find myself calling Anna-Marie and inviting her to meet me for lunch. Because if anyone knows how to spice up one’s sex life, it’s going to be her.

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			Four

			Gabby

			The morning passes slowly, as no one requires my medical services. I’m pretty much alone in the infirmary, with the exception of one harried mom who thinks I’m Lost & Found and hopes someone has turned in a stuffed dragon named Bitsy (sorry, nope) and Mama Mags, who checks in on me occasionally. Possibly to make sure I’m not offering to put leeches on anyone or screwing knights in my spare time, cute and real boyfriend notwithstanding.

			I spend most of the morning poking my head out of the open door and watching the throngs of people. Most are wearing street clothes, though some are in medieval garb like the workers here, and I even see a few Star Wars outfits. Harp music drifts over from a nearby pavilion, and at one point a procession of royalty passes by, though I’m blocked from seeing most of it by the camera-happy crowd.

			I’m pretty excited when my lunch break comes and I can get out of my lonely little shack. As Mama Mags instructed, I notify a girl named Lisa at the actual Lost & Found (no Bitsy there either), who has enough basic first aid training that she can cover my breaks at the infirmary. Then I stroll out into the faire and head to the Prancing Pig Pub, where I’m due to meet Anna-Marie, who was all too eager to come down and join me for lunch—and not, I think, to mock me. Anna-Marie and Josh are both total geeks, so Comic-Cons and Ren faires and places like that are pretty much their Mecca. 

			And I have to admit, the faire looks like it’s a pretty fun place when you aren’t stuck in the first aid closet. I pass a band playing lovely medieval-sounding music on a harp and another instrument like a cross between a guitar and ukulele. Little kids run by in bright face paint, wearing glittery fairy wings and laughing. There’s the thunk of axes being tossed at wood targets and the occasional cheer as someone actually hits the mark. 

			I can’t help but notice, though, that the Axe and Knife Toss booth is awfully close to my infirmary, which is probably a good thing. Especially because there’s another pub—not the Prancing Pig—just across the way, and even at noon, some of these axe-throwers look like they’ve put back a few.

			As I’m walking through the faire, checking out the booths and glass-blowing displays, I even find myself resenting my corset a little less. Sure, it may be tight and uncomfortable and is causing me no small amount of underboob sweat. But out here, it makes me feel like part of the faire, like maybe I am some fourteenth-century Healer Wench (was that really a thing?) out at the market. Possibly shopping for leeches.

			“Pickles!” a guy calls out, wearing peasant clothes and standing behind a barrel of, apparently, pickles. He’s no Channing Tatum as Lancelot, but he’s cute in his own right, with curly dark hair and a mischievous smile. “Come and taste my pickle!”

			There’s some laughter from the passersby at this last bit. 

			“My lady!” he calls out, and I’m surprised to see he’s talking to me. “Can I interest you in my pickle?”

			“No, thanks,” I say with a laugh of my own, and he shrugs.

			“Your loss, my lady,” he says, holding up a big dill on a stick. He moves on to his next target. “How about you, good sir? You look like you could use a juicy pickle. I’ll even drain it for you.”

			It’s a good bit, and he manages to make a sale, quipping the whole time.

			I consider making some pickle-related jokes at Will, but he knows I think pickles are gross, for one thing, and even if I were to eat one, I can’t imagine that taking a big bite out of a food representative of his dick would be a turn-on.

			I really need to talk to Anna-Marie. 

			I keep walking, passing a stage on my right that looks like it’s part of a pirate ship and is currently featuring a loud comedy act—the Bawdy Buccaneers, a group of female pirates. To my left, a crowd has gathered around a performer with a big purple dragon puppet that’s nearly twice his size.

			I thread my way through the crowd and finally see the Prancing Pig Pub, right near the entrance of the Tournament Arena, which is currently empty. A list of jousting tournament times is posted on a sign nearby. The big joust performances are on the weekends, but there’s a few smaller demonstrations daily—sadly, none of which are during my breaks.

			Oh, well. I suppose there’s a decent chance I’ll get to see a jouster up close and personal when they get dragged into my infirmary with a shard of lance in their face.

			The pub is nicely done to look like an old-style tavern, with long wooden tables and benches, and it’s busy now for lunchtime, both with faire patrons and, I think, performers. It’s hard to tell the patrons and performers apart sometimes, if the patrons are dressed the part, but one of the tables looks like it’s full of the knights taking a break from their tournaments. Sir Stick-Up-His-Ass is there, grinning at something another knight guy says. 

			Delia’s right, they do look like the high school football team of the medieval world.

			Speaking of which, I see Delia going from table to table with a tray full of tankards. She waves at me, and I wave back and get into line. Apparently, the Beer Wenches refill drinks, but food needs to be ordered at the counter.

			When I’ve got my beef skewer and Coke, I see Anna-Marie already sitting at one of the tables, eating some soup out of a bread bowl.

			I slide into the seat across from her.

			“Hey!” she says, beaming. “Oh my god, Gabby, you look amazing! I love that corset!”

			“Thanks,” I say. I look down at my boob shelf. “I suppose it’ll be helpful for catching any food I drop.”

			“What is that you’re eating, exactly?”

			I hold up my skewer. “Steak on a Stake.”

			She grins. “This is incredible. I can’t believe Josh and I haven’t been to this faire yet. I need to come back with him, and we need to dress up.” She looks around. “Man, I would love to work here for a day. I always wanted to work a Ren faire, but they weren’t exactly easy to come by in the ass end of Nowhere, Wyoming.”

			“Well, you are a professional actress. With a top-notch agent husband,” I point out. “Maybe he can get you a role for a day.”

			Her blue eyes widen. “That may be worth a try. I don’t think that’s how it works at these things, but Josh is pretty top notch. Speaking of which . . .” she trails off with a waggle of her eyebrows, and I think I may be about to hear an example of how to spice up my sex life before I’ve even asked for one. “You’ll never believe who he started repping. Never.”

			“Posh Spice? Sporty Spice? Any of the Spice Girls?” Anna-Marie always does this “you’ll never guess” thing, and I’ve taken to throwing out the most ridiculous options I can think of.

			She gives me the usual amused/long-suffering look and then leans forward. “Kim Watterson.”

			Now my eyes are the ones widening. Kim’s definitely on the A-list. The A-plus-list, if there is such a thing. “Really? Are you serious?”

			She nods. “She and Blake have had the same agent for a really long time, and she stayed with her even after the divorce. But I guess it just got too weird or something, so she contacted Josh.”

			“She contacted him?” I hope a little belatedly that Anna-Marie isn’t offended on Josh’s behalf by my surprise, but while Josh is repping some big actors, he hasn’t broken into the highest echelons yet. Until now, I guess.

			Anna-Marie doesn’t look offended, just pleased. And proud. “She did. She said she’d been hearing great things about him for a while now.”

			“That’s awesome,” I say. And it is. The kind of commissions Josh will make on Kim Watterson projects will keep Anna-Marie in designer shoes pretty much forever. 

			What I’m really impressed with is how unthreatened Anna-Marie is by the whole thing, given how afraid she’s always been of guys cheating on her—it was a huge reason why she wouldn’t even think about committing to a relationship before Josh. I mean, by now she’s used to Josh repping lots of gorgeous actresses—he was doing that before he met her—but Kim Watterson is one of the most beautiful women ever, and single now. 

			I know how incredibly much Josh adores Anna-Marie, and how good a guy he is, and how he goes out of his way to prove to her that he would never do something like that. So I’m not worried. But it definitely shows how far Anna-Marie’s come on the whole trust thing—and how good Josh is for her—that she isn’t, either.

			“I see your hair’s red again,” I say, gesturing to her with my skewer. “Back to Southern Heat?”

			She’s been on a bit of a hiatus from playing her character, Maeve, on the popular soap opera lately, due to this big role she’s had in an indie movie—”with Joseph-freaking-Gordon Leavitt!” I’ve heard about a hundred times in the last several months—that just wrapped.

			“As of yesterday,” she says. “I had a couple scenes then and a few more this morning. It’s mostly just lying around in a hospital bed while people talk about me, so it’s kind of boring. Being in a coma is the worst.”

			“I don’t know, the ones down at the hospital aren’t complaining.”

			Anna-Marie laughs. “At least I’m waking up tomorrow. I enjoy having, you know, dialogue.”

			“I was your roommate, remember? I know you like to talk. Especially during movies you find to have ‘criminally underused amounts of Tom Hiddleston.’”

			“True.” She scoops another spoonful of soup. “But you said you had something you wanted to talk about.”

			Ugh. I did. Which requires me to have to think about my problems—or possible problems, that may not even be problems . . . 

			I wrinkle my nose at my Steak on a Stake, no longer as hungry.

			“I think I might need some advice on spicing up my sex life,” I say.

			Anna-Marie looks interested, and I’m grateful not to get any sense of judgment from her. “Oooh. Are there some things you want to try out?”

			“Not me so much,” I say, twisting my lips. “but I think Will might not be as . . . satisfied with things lately.”

			Now I’m getting the judgment. Or, at least, Will is. “He said that?”

			“No,” I say quickly. “He didn’t. And I don’t even know for sure he feels that way. I just . . .” I trail off, and then, with a sigh, I explain it to her like I did with Felix—the seeming lack of interest, the lessening in frequency, how I miss all those little ways he used to have of touching me throughout the day or just wanting to cuddle close.

			Anna-Marie looks less ready to shiv Will with my Steak Stake by the end of this. She takes a sip from her tankard and then frowns. “Has he been stressed out about other stuff? How are things with his book?”

			I fiddle with the skewer. “I mean, not great. It’s been all over New York, and no one has made an offer. And, you know, finances . . .”

			I don’t bother elaborating. She knows our financial situation isn’t fantastic. I’m working an extra job at a Ren faire, for crying out loud—which may have been her dream once upon a time, but definitely has never been mine.

			“Right,” Anna-Marie says. “Honestly, Gabs, it’s probably not even about your sex life. Probably he’s stressed about writing and money problems and all that. That can be really hard on everyone, but especially guys, I think it’s that provider instinct or whatever.” She shrugs. 

			I find myself staring down at the wood grain of the table, my stomach knotting tighter and tighter. I’m not sure why her assessment is making me feel worse, but it is.

			“I mean, I’m not saying that adding some fun new stuff in the bedroom could ever be a bad thing,” she goes on, “but Will doesn’t seem like the type who needs that, you know? So I’m sure it’s something else.”

			I feel myself flushing, and then I get it—it’s back to the reason I didn’t want Felix to be right about talking to Will. 

			I don’t want it to be something else, because these other things mean there might be a bigger problem, a harder-to-fix issue with our relationship, or—despite what Anna-Marie thinks—with me.

			“Maybe,” I say, and take a sip of my Coke.

			Anna-Marie frowns and opens her mouth to say something, but then Delia sweeps by our table. 

			“Hey!” Delia says. “I see our faire nurse has come out of isolation for a drink. Need me to get you something stronger?”

			I smile, grateful for the distraction, but shake my head. “I shouldn’t. Since, you know, I’m working.”

			Delia snorts. “Doesn’t stop anyone else around here.” She jerks her head back towards the table of knights.

			“Yeah, looks like it. Though I thought I saw Sir Stick-Up-His-Ass smiling earlier, so maybe he’s got a sense of humor, after all?” I look over at the table, and said knight is looking over this way intently. Checking out Anna-Marie, I’m guessing. That look from guys is not an uncommon thing when I’m out with her.

			He sees us see him, and quickly looks down into his drink.

			“Yeah, well, with those guys, sure,” Delia says. “But he acts too good for us mere wenches.” She shrugs. “Whatever. I’ve got a date tonight with the guy next to him—see the cutie with the blond beard?”

			I do. “He’s a little more personable, then?”

			“In that he actually talks to people? Yes.” Delia laughs. “Anyway, you ladies let me know if I can bring you any drinks.”

			She bustles off, and I turn back to find Anna-Marie eyeing me. 

			“What?” I ask, taking another drink.

			“Are you upset that I don’t think the problem is with your sex life?” she asks, confused. And direct, as always.

			“No,” I say, though I feel a stab of guilt for lying. “I just don’t love there being a problem at all.”

			“Yeah, that sucks,” Anna-Marie says. “I get that.”

			But does she? I can’t help but feel that maybe there wouldn’t be a problem if it was Anna-Marie in this situation. She might have had all the issues in the world with getting into a relationship, but she’s always been better with guys, and she and Josh seem to have it all figured out. And with her perfect actress body and general gorgeousness, I also can’t help thinking that there’s no way any guy would get bored with her.

			I don’t like being jealous of my best friend, and I really don’t like how petty it makes me feel. I take another bite of steak.

			“So you don’t think I should even try spicing up my sex life?” I ask.

			“I definitely didn’t say that. I don’t think you need to, but if you want to, it can be fun to try new stuff. And hey, more sex is always a good thing.” She grins.

			I’m feeling more comfortable on this track. Even if it undoubtedly means I’m going to hear way more details about her and Josh’s sex life than I require. 

			“One time, Josh and I thought it might be fun to—” She stops, pulling out her phone, which apparently buzzed with a text. “Shit,” she says. 

			“I’m hoping that wasn’t really the end of that sentence. Because I may get my sex advice elsewhere.”

			“Ugh, they need me back for a reshoot, and they want it done now. Apparently, they decided to re-write Matt’s scene to add more ‘gravitas.’ Like that’s actually a thing on this show.” Her brow furrows. “But I need to run.”

			I try to hide my disappointment. I was really hoping for an actionable idea for tonight. “It’s okay. I need to get back to the infirmary soon, anyway.” 

			“Do you have any free time on Thursday? Maybe after work?” Anna-Marie asks, gathering up her purse as she stands. “There’s a sex shop not too far from here. I picked up some edible undies there once.”

			I wrinkle my nose again. “Did they actually taste good?” I’m imagining licorice up my butt crack, and that can’t be a positive thing. Though Will does like licorice.

			Anna-Marie smiles. “I doubt it, but Josh wasn’t complaining.”

			“I don’t have a shift at the hospital after work Thursday,” I say, considering. 

			This is what I want, right? Probably I could find something to get us out of our rut. To get him back to where he can’t keep his hands off me.

			“Okay,” I say. “That sounds great.”

			Anna-Marie grins. “Awesome. It’s a date.” As she walks off, heads—mostly male—turn to follow her as she goes. 

			She’s definitely the one to help with this. I try to adjust the corset cutting into my ribcage. If I end up in edible undies, well, it won’t be the most uncomfortable thing I’ve been wearing this week.

		

	
		
			Five

			Gabby

			That night goes about the same as so many nights lately, with me getting home crazy late from my shift at the hospital, and Will already asleep and not seeming inclined to wake up to ravage my body. I thought about Felix’s advice to just talk to Will, but really, between working here at the faire and at the hospital, it’s not like we’ve had all that much time together. And do I really want to spend that limited time having uncomfortable conversations about possibly non-existent problems in our relationship?

			I do not.

			And yet, as I lie there in bed with Will only inches from me but somehow feeling so very far away, I wonder if I really am making a mistake by not at least trying to talk to him about it. Even if I’m afraid of what he might say. I know he’s frustrated with his career, but that’s always been slow going. And I know our financial situation makes him stressed about having to give up on his dream—which is the last thing I want him to do.

			But lately, I can’t help but wonder if his dissatisfaction has less to do with our sex life and more to do with our relationship in general. Will was unhappy with Sarah for ages, but he never did anything about it. He just stayed with her anyway.

			I’m terrified to hear that now he’s doing the same thing with me. But if he is, don’t I need to know?

			I’m still debating this the next day as I sit in my stiflingly hot infirmary. I’ve just bandaged up a guy who cut his thumb on a dagger and not, so he claimed, “feeling up that hot mermaid statue by the kids’ rides.” 

			I wonder whether this is something I should report to security but decide that as long as he’s just feeling up statues, I’m going to stay out of it.

			I check the time on my phone. I’ve still got another hour until my lunch break. I smile as I see my background picture—Will and me in our usual booth at Fong’s, him kissing my cheek as he takes a selfie. My heart flutters, and despite my fear, I feel a sense of resolve.

			I need to talk to him. It’s Will. We’ve been together three years and we love each other. I can talk to him about anything and it’ll be okay.

			It has to be okay.

			I poke my head out the open door and check to make sure Mama Mags isn’t on her way over. She hasn’t said that phones are strictly forbidden, but I don’t imagine she’d be pleased if any patrons found the Healer Wench with an iPhone in hand.

			The coast appears to be clear. I call Will.

			“Hey,” he says, picking up after two rings.

			“Hey,” I say back. “How’re things going?” I make a face I’m glad he can’t see. I’m not the type to just casually call from work for no reason, of which that lame opening is clear evidence.

			There’s a pause. “Good.”

			“Great.” Shit. What was I thinking? Yeah, it’s Will, but do I really want to just blurt out questions about his satisfaction with our sex life on the phone? While I’m at work?

			“Is everything okay?” Will sounds concerned. Even though this is what I want to be asking him.

			“Yeah, definitely. I’m just . . . bored. And miss you.” These are both true statements, at least.

			“Aww. I miss you, too,” he says. “But are you supposed to be using your phone during Ye Olde Medieval age? You could break the timeline, introducing futuristic technology like that. Create some sort of Ye Olde Apocalypse.”

			I smile. “Yeah, well, you’re worth it.” My eyes flick to the door again, though. I really might get in trouble if Mama Mags catches me on the phone. But I had decided I was going to talk to him. “Hey, so, I have a question,” I say, trying to sound casual even though nothing is less casual than announcing you are going to ask a question instead of just asking the damn question. 

			“Okay.”

			“Are you . . . happy . . . with life?” I cringe.

			I can’t actually see Will’s brow furrowing in confusion, but I can definitely imagine it. “What? Am I happy?”

			“Yeah.”

			“With life.” 

			“Yep.” I can feel the sweat pooling under my corset. God, I need a breeze in here.

			He pauses. “I mean, I’m not happy with this revision, or that our rent went up. But am I happy to be alive? Is that what you’re asking?”

			The cot creaks loudly as I sit on it, pressing my hand to my forehead. This is not going like I’d hoped.

			Though I’m not exactly sure what I had hoped. Maybe that I could talk with my long-term boyfriend about important emotional issues and not sound like a total idiot.

			“Not exactly,” I admit. “More like, are you happy with our life. You and me.”

			I can hear his indrawn breath. “Us? Yeah, of course I’m happy with our life.” He says it with such feeling, and I’m dizzy with relief. But then he sounds concerned again as he asks, “Are you?”

			“Yes, definitely,” I say, feeling like I can breathe again. “Things between us are good.”

			And they are. I mean, yeah, we aren’t having as much sex as we used to, and I miss feeling like he can’t keep his hands off me, and maybe we need more time together, and probably could use a few more tricks in the bedroom . . .

			“But you are happy,” I say, mostly to reassure myself. I hadn’t realized how worried I was that there was something deeper going on. Something I can’t fix with a new thong or . . . I don’t know, fuzzy handcuffs?

			“I am,” Will insists. “Are you evaluating me for depression again? I took that quiz before, remember. I’m fine.”

			I do remember. About six months ago, I’d been clearing out my messenger bag from a bunch of new forms they’d given us at the staff meeting to familiarize ourselves with, and remembered that anyone could have depression, even if they aren’t showing strong signs of it. So on a whim, I had both of us fill it out.

			Apparently, these talks are easier for me when there’s a form involved. And also, maybe, when I’m not really worried that there’s a problem in our relationship.

			“No, I’m not—I mean, I’m just checking in, you know?” I say. “Making sure everything’s okay.”

			“Gabby,” he says, and there’s a hesitant note in his voice that gets my shoulders tense again. “You’d tell me if you wanted me to get a job, right?”

			Oh god, is that what he thinks this is about? “No!” I say quickly. “I mean, yes, I’d tell you. But no, I don’t. I don’t want you to give up on your dream.” That’s the last thing I want. If he’s already stressed or unhappy—which he’s not, he says he’s not—I can only imagine how much worse that would be if he had to give up on his writing.

			“Okay,” Will says, but he doesn’t sound particularly convinced. 

			I’m about to reassure him again, but there’s a knock on the doorframe, and I nearly drop the phone, jumping to my feet. A girl in a wench costume similar to Delia’s stands there.

			Shit. 

			“I’ve gotta go,” I say quickly, and barely hear Will’s “Okay, bye,” before I hang up the phone and quickly shove it behind a stack of bandage boxes I’d been playing a makeshift game of Jenga with earlier.

			“Hi,” I say, then belatedly add, “my lady.” I’m still never totally sure just by the clothing who’s a faire customer or worker.

			“You’re Gabby the nurse, right?”

			“Right. Though technically I’m supposed to say I’m a Healer Wench.”

			The girl gives me a small smile. She looks to be either nineteen or twenty, with dark hair so long—down to her ass—that I can’t help but wonder if it’s some sort of clip-on braid. She’s pretty, with a sharp face and big brown eyes. “Delia said you might be able to help me.”

			“Ah. So you’re a worker here?” 

			She nods. “Beer Wench at the Tudor Rose Pub.”

			So she doesn’t actually work at the Prancing Pig, but maybe all the Beer Wenches know each other. I wonder if they have their own Facebook group.

			A quick scan shows she also doesn’t seem to have cut herself not fondling any statues. “What can I help you with?” 

			Her brow furrows, and she shifts uncomfortably. “I, um. I itch.”

			“Okay,” I say, looking over her exposed arms and hands, none of which appear to be red. “Like a rash? An allergic reaction to something?”

			“Um. No. I mean, maybe a rash, but . . .” She looks behind her, like she’s making sure nobody has snuck up through the open door, and then looks back at me. “Down there.” She points unnecessarily at her skirts.

			“Oh,” I say. “Yeah, um . . .” I grimace, not really sure how to say this. “That’s not really what I do here, you know? Like I’m supposed to treat faire-related injuries, dehydration, that kind of thing. But if you’re having problems, um, down there, you probably want to go see your regular doctor or—”

			“I don’t have a regular doctor. I don’t have insurance at all, I mean.” She gives a nervous little laugh. “I work at a Ren faire.”

			Yeah, okay, I get that.

			“Right. But I’m not really equipped here to—”

			“Please?” She takes a step closer. “If you could just look at it and see what you think. I just—I work two jobs, and I don’t have a lot of time to run to a clinic if it’s just, like, a yeast infection. But if it’s something else . . .” She trails off, chewing on her lower lip.

			I sigh. I definitely get the whole lack of time and cash problem, and as much as I was hoping this nursing job, at least, would involve a good deal less looking at other people’s genitalia, it’s not like I couldn’t pretty quickly let her know whether it’s worth a clinic trip or not.

			“Okay, I’ll take a quick look,” I say.

			“Thanks so much,” she returns, and is about to go sit on the cot, but I tug at her arm and lead her over to the stool. I only have one set of bedding here, and I’m not about to let anyone complaining of vaginal itching sit on it.

			Then I go close the door. “There’s no lock from the inside, so hopefully no one will—”

			I turn back and she’s already got her skirt hiked up around her chest, her very non-medieval purple lacy underwear down around her ankles. 

			Okay, then.

			I grab my phone and use the flashlight feature, bending over to inspect.

			“I’m April, by the way,” the girl says.

			“Nice to meet you,” I say, studying her crotch. I wish I could say that this was the first time someone felt the need to introduce themselves to me while I’m checking—or even worse, shaving—their downtown bits.

			Nursing is weird.

			Also, I’m very glad I didn’t have her sit on the cot, because it’s pretty clear what the problem is, and she’s not going to love to hear this. They never do.

			“Well, April,” I say, straightening and turning my phone light off. “You have pubic lice.”

			“What? Eww!” She drops her skirts like the lice might be crawling up the fabric. Which, yeah, she really will need to wash that skirt.

			“Sorry,” I say. “I know that’s no fun to hear. But it’s treatable. You just—”

			“That lying son of a bitch knight,” she seethes, her hands balled up into fists. “I’m going to kill him.”

			I grimace. “Sorry,” I say again, helplessly. That’s the part that’s really brutal about telling someone they have an STD. 

			“I should have known. He’s all, ‘Of course it’s just you,’ but you know it never is when they say that.” She shakes her head. “Steer clear of them. Especially ‘Sir Reginald.’” She puts his name in air quotes, so I’m guessing that’s not his real name.

			I don’t have any plans to sleep with Reginald or any of the knights, but now having talked—briefly—to one of them, I can’t help but ask. “Is he the one that looks like Channing Tatum?”

			“Oh no, that’s Chris. Sorry, Sir Christian. He’s actually a really nice guy,” she says. And I’m surprised, though after my interaction with Sir Stick-Up-His-Ass and Delia’s opinion and, well, the pubic lice, I’m not sure I believe April’s judgment of men. “But Reggie only seems like a nice guy, but then when you . . .” She continues to rail against Sir Reginald for awhile, and I let her. She deserves a good anti-man rant.

			When she finishes, I’m finally able to give her treatment advice, telling her the product she can pick up at the drug store to treat this. I tell her about how to wash her laundry and bedding, and remind her not to have sex with anyone until it clears up.

			She snorts. “Yeah, I may be done with guys for a long time after this.” She gives me a grim smile. “But thanks. I really appreciate it.” Then she strides out, her fists still balled up, and I wonder if Sir Reginald is going to be brought into the infirmary soon with a broken nose. And also, probably, pubic lice.

			I quickly sterilize the stool—thankfully the medicine cabinet did have some Lysol wipes—and sanitize my hands, and then let out a breath, sitting back on the cot. I look at the picture of Will and me on the phone.

			We may have problems—maybe—but they don’t require a genital delousing. And that, at least, is something I can be grateful for.

		

	
		
			Six

			Gabby

			I leave the Ren faire on Thursday afternoon when Beth, the other nurse they hired, shows up for the evening shift. I find the “privy” on the way out and change into jeans and a t-shirt, because I’d really rather not show up at a sex shop looking like a time-traveling prostitute. 

			The shop Anna-Marie picked for us to meet at isn’t a far drive from here, and as soon as I park, I see her getting out of a dark sedan—an Uber, no doubt. Anna-Marie doesn’t drive in Los Angeles, ever since a car accident with a Tour of Stars Homes Bus. I used to drive her places when we were roommates, but she’s taken to Uber or Lyft since. This is a habit I know Josh doesn’t love, especially as she’s becoming more recognizable after years on Southern Heat and the indie movie roles.

			Apparently, though, he hasn’t yet managed to talk her out of getting into cars with strangers from the internet, and I don’t imagine he will anytime soon.

			Anna-Marie grins and waves when she sees me. “You ready for this?”

			I eye the front of the store, which, admittedly, doesn’t look as seedy as I imagined—just some mannequins in fairly tasteful lingerie in the window. It helps, I suppose, that it’s sandwiched between a Pinkberry and an H&R Block. “Definitely,” I say. “So this is a good place?”

			She shrugs. “I mean, one wall of fake penises is much like another. But yeah.”

			“I think I can skip the fake penises. Will’s is good.”

			“Glad to hear it,” Anna-Marie says with a smile. “I’m sure we can find you guys something fun, though. Come on.”

			She opens the door and we walk in. A blond girl with a huge nose ring—a gold hoop—greets us from the register by the door, though she doesn’t look up from the Us Weekly she’s flipping through. A quick scan of the store shows the aforementioned wall of dildos to our right, DVDs and magazines in the back, and racks of lingerie and other costumes in the middle. There’s a few other people in the store—a couple of guys back by the DVDs, and a woman in a crisp linen pantsuit closely examining a section that could be called Bondage R’ Us.

			Anna-Marie heads right to the costumes in the middle of the store. “Ooh, check this out!” She grabs a sexy nurse outfit from a nearby rack—one of those short white dresses that barely covers one’s ass, with a big gap in the front for cleavage and little red medical crosses where one’s nipples would be. “You guys have done sexy nurse, right?”

			I wrinkle my nose. “No. Nursing isn’t sexy. It’s my day job. And it involves a lot of blood and puke.”

			“Okay, but wearing something like this, it could be.” She pauses. “Without the blood and puke, obviously. You know, you playfully examine him . . .”

			“I don’t know how playful I could be. I’d get into work mode. Like ‘Ooh, let me examine those testicles. Are they enlarged? Oh, wait. Are they? That’s not good. That could be a hernia, or maybe a cyst—’”

			Anna-Marie laughs. “Okay, physical descriptions are good. Diagnoses are not. But I get it. Something not work-related might be better. How about sexy cop?” She grabs at a nearby cop uniform, which is about as practical for law enforcement as the plastic, heart-shaped stethoscope would have been for nursing.

			“And I, what, run background checks on his license plate number?”

			Anna-Marie gives me a long-suffering look. Which is fair. 

			“I don’t know if role-playing is my thing,” I admit. “Remember that improv class? Where I tried to call 911 during a bank robbery-turned-musical number?” I didn’t really call 911. But I still maintain that if I was actually in a bank robbery and not an insane improv class, that would be way smarter than any singing and dancing I could do.

			The teacher—Peter Dryden, star of Cuffs—did not agree.

			“All right,” Anna-Marie says. “Let’s check out some other stuff.” Though she looks with interest at a short furry brown dress behind the cop costume, and I wonder if that’s going to end up being a purchase she makes. I know she and Josh do a fair amount of role-playing in their sex life; I’ve seen the Harry Potter robes in their closet. Though if they’re into dressing up like furry animals and getting it on, that’s news to me.

			We make our way through the costumes to some display stands with the edible underwear Anna-Marie mentioned before. There’s licorice and gummy varieties, like I’d thought, but also one made totally out of those candy-necklace candies, called a Candy G-String. I look at the back of the box. 

			“Wow, this thing is equal to fifteen servings of candy,” I say. “He likes his Swedish Fish, but that seems like a lot.”

			“He’s not going to sit there and eat the whole thing,” Anna-Marie says. She grabs another box. “But look, matching candy nipple tassels.” She pretends to swing them around on her chest and I laugh.

			“I do that with a string of hard candies and Will loses an eye. I’m sure of it.”

			She sets the boxes back down. “It doesn’t have to be edible underwear. Maybe just food in general? Chocolate sauce, whipped cream. Do you guys do that?”

			I’m embarrassed to admit how very little we’ve done when it comes to sex that involves more than just, well . . . us. But Felix also suggested that, and he had a good point. “We haven’t, really. But food’s a good possibility.” I take out my phone and open the notes feature.

			“What are you doing?”

			“Just jotting down ideas. See? Sex with food.”

			“No,” Anna-Marie says. 

			I pause. “I’m not going to have literal sex with food. I’m not Lily.”

			This makes her laugh and groan simultaneously. Her cousin Lily rather infamously gave a blow job to a raw sausage in front of Josh a couple years ago, and I don’t think Josh has been able to walk past a meat counter without cringing since.

			“No, but you should write down specifics. I know you. If you don’t, you’ll end up walking in the bedroom with, I don’t know, a sweet potato.”

			“Will does like sweet potatoes,” I say like I’m considering it. I pretend to hold one up, stroking it. “You like my sexy yam?” I waggle my brows at her.

			“Oh my god, you’re going to walk in there and smear him with baked yam.”

			“Who said anything about baked?”

			Anna-Marie shakes her head at me, but she’s definitely fighting a laugh. And hey, I might not be able to talk about sex shops—or maybe even sex in general?—without making a joke out of it, but humor is sexy, right?

			Will always seemed to think so. But now I wonder if it’s the kind of sexy that stops being sexy after a while, when you want real sexy instead.

			“What kind of stuff do you think Will would be into?” she asks. “Like have you ever talked about what stuff you guys might want to try?”

			This reminds me of my failure to talk about this over the phone, and I flush. “No. I . . . just thought it would be fun to surprise him with an idea or two of my own.”

			She squeezes my arm and nods. “Yeah, okay. Well, I’m sure we can find something to surprise him here.”

			I imagine we can; I just hope it’ll be a surprise he actually enjoys.

			We move on through the displays of flavored lube, through cock rings and Kegel balls and vibrators of all shapes and sizes, with Anna-Marie giving me reviews on the various things she’s tried, but none of it really appeals to me. I mean, I had a vibrator back when I was single, and I guess it’s still somewhere in our apartment, probably crammed in the back of my nightstand with an old copy of Sultry Sins. But I really haven’t felt the desire for that kind of thing since, well, I really just want to be with Will. And I know we can use that kind of thing together, but . . .

			This. It’s this reluctance I have to doing anything different that’s keeping our sex life from being spicy. This is what I need to get past. I’m a grown-ass woman, for god’s sake. 

			I grab a copy of the Kama Sutra. That’s a good start, right? Lots of positions, but doesn’t require external toys (that quickly become internal toys, I suppose). 

			I jot down a few more things on my list, too. The edible underwear thing could definitely be worth a try, even if it’s got the sugar content of a full Fong’s Breakup Tub and probably doesn’t taste even a tiny bit as good. A set of fuzzy cuffs with a blindfold—that could be fun. I mean, I’m not sure what I’d do with Will while he’s cuffed and blindfolded that I wouldn’t normally do when he has the use of his hands and eyes, but it feels like a small step towards that role-playing thing Anna-Marie speaks so highly of.

			It’s all incredibly tame, I know, but I have to start somewhere.

			It just feels embarrassing to feel like I’m “starting” when I’ve actually been having sex with my boyfriend—really great sex with my boyfriend—for three years now. 

			I try to ignore the burning behind my eyes at the thought that what has been so incredible for me might not be so for Will anymore.

			“How about some new lingerie?” Anna-Marie asks, turning back to the clothes(ish) section in the middle. “Not costumes, necessarily, but just something cute and a little naughty.” She shakes a red lacy bustier at me.

			I make a face and Anna-Marie’s brows draw together. “Do you not wear lingerie ever?” she asks.

			“I do, but . . .” My cringe gets deeper. “Not a lot lately, I think. And I’m not a big fan of keeping the lights on, so lingerie hasn’t really been . . . necessary.”

			Anna-Marie expression looks distinctly sad, which I don’t love. “Really? You don’t let him look at you?”

			“I mean, I did in the beginning. You know I’ve had issues with my body, but Will was really good about reassuring me, and . . .” I shrug. “I guess time went on and I got a little insecure again.”

			The red lacy bustier drops down to her side. “Gabs, you’re gorgeous. You’ve always been gorgeous. And Will wants to see your body.”

			I’m not sure how true that is lately. I swallow past the lump in my throat. “I guess I could try that . . . harness?” I point at something that reminds me of what that vendor lady at the Ren faire was carrying that first day.

			Anna-Marie looks dubious. “I could be wrong, but I don’t think black leather is your style. It’s supposed to be something you feel comfortable in.” Though she takes it down off the rack and holds it up in front of the furry dress experimentally.

			I can’t help but feel like if I had a body like hers, black leather could be my style. Even though I know that’s not what she meant. “I have never heard of anyone talking about how comfortable their lingerie is.”

			“Not physically comfortable. God, no.” Anna-Marie snaps an elastic side of a hanging thong, as if to prove that point. “But, like, emotionally comfortable, I guess.” 

			I cannot even remotely imagine how I could feel emotionally comfortable in a g-string and garters, but I nod like I know what she’s talking about.

			Anna-Marie hangs the bustier back up. “So you say that sex hasn’t been happening as much, and he doesn’t initiate it a lot, but when you do have sex, is it still good for you?”

			“Yeah, it is,” I say. “I mean, I think I’ve been all up in my head with insecurities lately, and the self-consciousness can sometimes make it not as good, you know?”

			She nods, and I have a brief moment of hope that she actually does know.

			“Like, it’s fraught,” she says. “I get that.”

			“You do? You get insecure about your sex life?” Because if someone like Anna-Marie can be insecure about that . . .

			She bites her lip. “No, not . . . not really that.”

			“Oh.” My hope deflates, even as a little bit of guilt pricks at me. I shouldn’t be wanting my best friend to be having bedroom troubles. 

			But god, it would be nice to not feel alone in this.

			Anna-Marie studies the tag on a see-through nightie. “But other things can be fraught sometimes.”

			She and Josh can fight, I know that. Not, like, super often, but they both have a tendency to the dramatic. But every one of those I’ve heard about has always been about some minor thing—like, say, Anna-Marie still taking Uber—and quickly blows over after a little melodrama and some great makeup sex. The way she says this, though . . . There’s definitely something going on, and now I’m starting to worry.

			“Yeah? Like what?” 

			She is really staring at that tag, and I don’t think it’s because she’s blown away by how a company could charge forty-nine dollars for such a small scrap of fabric. “I don’t know. Every relationship gets tense about different things, right?” She blinks and drops the tag. “Why don’t we check out the stuff over there?”

			It stings a little, that something’s going on and she clearly doesn’t want to talk to me about it. Especially when I’ve been open with her about my worries. 

			This is Anna-Marie, though. She’s always had a hard time being vulnerable, even with me. If there’s something big going on with her and Josh, she’ll tell me eventually.

			I hope.

			We move pretty quickly past the bondage and S&M section, partially because I’m sure Anna-Marie doesn’t think nipple clamps will be my style if I’m at the level where adding whipped cream to our sex life is an exotic adventure. Partially also because I don’t think this stuff is her style, either, though I could see her owning a whip if it went with some kind of geek-related costume. 

			Past the bondage section, Anna-Marie picks up another box. “You could get him a dick pump.”

			That is indeed what is inside that box.

			“Um,” I say. 

			“I got one for Josh,” Anna-Marie says fondly.

			I pause. “Did he need one?” 

			“No, but it was hilarious, and he tried it out just to make me laugh. Which I did. A lot.” She grins. 

			“I think if I begin this whole thing by bringing home a dick pump, Will might take it personally.”

			“Yeah, the bringing home of the dick pump is probably something that needs to be worked up to.” She sets the box back down.

			I’m starting to wonder if the answer to my problems is actually in this shop, since all I’ve managed to do is take some notes about edible underwear and chocolate sauce and carry around a copy of the Kama Sutra that I’m still not sure I’m going to buy.

			Do I need to start even more tame?

			“Maybe Will and I could get one of those couples massages,” I suggest. “That could be romantic, and—”

			“Noooo,” Anna-Marie says, wheeling around. “No way. Those are terrible.”

			“That’s an emphatic stance.”

			“Remember when Josh and I went to Cozumel?”

			I nod. Is this going to tie into whatever is fraught between them? A couples massage from four months ago? 

			“So we’re at this nice resort, and we think, ‘oh, hey, a couples massage! That’ll be romantic!’ Because that’s what we’ve all been trained to believe,” she says, settling into Anna-Marie story-telling mode, which is always entertaining. “So Josh and I sign up and strip down and we’re on our tables, you know, side-by-side, with the relaxing music playing and the ocean right there—”

			“God, it sounds like a nightmare.”

			She gives me a look, and I motion for her to continue. “So my masseuse is a guy, and his is a girl, which, you know, we didn’t really think much about at the time, but let me tell you, it is super awkward to be pretty much naked with your husband while some other girl is massaging his ass—and man, did she spend some time on his ass—”

			I can’t help but snicker. “I imagine it was awkward for Josh as well.” 

			“Oh my god, so awkward. Like he’s having . . . reactions . . . and is all tense and uncomfortable, and meanwhile, I’ve got this dude massaging me, and he’s got this huge boner, which keeps brushing my arm, and Josh and I are holding hands while all this is going on and it was just so weird. We got back to the hotel after, and Josh was like ‘That was . . . nice,’ and I’m like ‘No, it wasn’t!’ and then he’s like ‘No, it wasn’t! It was awful!’”

			I’m all-out laughing now, imagining this. “Yeah, okay, point made. No couples massages.”

			“Ooh, but how about this?” She holds up an . . . art kit? “It’s one of those sex-painting things. You cover each other in paint and have sex on the canvas. It’s like . . .” She pauses, trying to think of the word. “Not a memorial, that makes it sound like your sex life is dead.” She snaps her fingers. “A memento! That’s what it is.”

			With the current state of my sex life, the memorial sounds more accurate.

			“It ends up looking like an abstract painting,” Anna-Marie goes on. “And then you can hang it up and it can be your secret, or you can make people who visit your house super uncomfortable when you tell them it’s your sex painting.” She sounds all too eager about this.

			“Have you guys made one?”

			“No, or you would have come to our house and I would have been like ‘Hey guys, check out our sex painting.’”

			“Good point,” I say. But I find myself studying it. This actually sounds kind of fun. And definitely something new. “Okay, I think this is the one.”

			Anna-Marie claps her hands together. “Fantastic!”

			We bring the art kit and the Kama Sutra to the register, and Anna-Marie runs back and grabs the furry brown dress and the black harness. “If I put these together, I can turn them into a dominatrix Wookiee!” she says with a wide grin.

			Of course she can. And will. I raise my eyebrow. “I knew Josh liked Star Wars, but I didn’t realize he had a thing for Chewbacca.” I don’t always get her geek references, but even I know the basics about Star Wars.

			“He doesn’t,” she says. “But this is too hilarious to pass up.”

			I think back to the dick pump and get the feeling that a not-insignificant percentage of their sex life starts with that sentence.

			We leave the store with our dark “discreet” shopping bags, and I consider getting some Pinkberry before heading back. And then remember I’m about to be naked and covered in paint—hopefully—and probably shouldn’t eat a ton before then.

			“So how should I bring it up?” I ask.

			Anna-Marie raises an eyebrow.

			“The art kit,” I clarify, then scuff the toe of my sneaker against the sidewalk. “Or . . . I don’t know, maybe you had a point about how I should maybe talk to him about our sex life. About what kind of things he’d like to introduce.”

			She considers for a moment. “The art kit I think you could just show as this thing you bought that you thought might be fun. As for the other stuff, I mean, doing something like this makes for a great opportunity to talk about what else he might want to do.”

			I nod, glad she’s not judging me for how little we have talked about it after three years. Even if I’m judging myself.

			But until the last few months, it didn’t feel like something that needed to be talked about all that much, or dissected, or improved upon. It was just great as it was.

			“You could ask what he’s liked in the past,” she suggests.

			I grimace. “I don’t really want to think about him with Sarah and past girlfriends. And knowing me, I’d get all awkward and start talking in a British accent.”

			“Yeah, don’t do that, then.” She gives me a small smile. “Probably you could just express that you’d like to try some new things and suggest some stuff from your list. And see if he seems interested in any of it.”

			“Okay, I can do that.”

			“You totally can,” she says. “And remember, Gabby, it’s you and Will. He’s crazy about you; he always has been. And for good reason, too—you’re awesome and sexy and he knows it.” She squeezes my arm, and I thank her and we hug. Then she takes off in the Uber that pulls up—she must have ordered it while we were ringing up our purchases—and I get into my Hyundai and set the black bag in the seat next to me.

			“I’m awesome and sexy and he knows it,” I tell myself. 

			I wish it was all a little easier to believe.

		

	
		
			Seven

			Gabby

			I know I shouldn’t be nervous to show the painting thing to Will. I mean, he’s my boyfriend and we have definitely had sex before, so that should make talking about it easier. 

			But I’m still not sure how to broach the topic of covering each other in paint and then rolling around on a canvas. I practice to myself in the car on the way home. 

			Will! Look what I found at the sex shop! Where I totally was for no particular reason because that’s something I normally do!

			Hey, Will. Ever fantasize about having sex in an art gallery?

			So, Will. Our walls are a little bare. Want to hang up things we’ve once had sex on?

			I still haven’t settled on an approach when I arrive home. I’m sure that Anna-Marie would have some way to make the whole thing sound sultry and seductive, but when I try to do a sexy voice I sound like one of those deep-voiced announcers they dub over movie previews. And while this art kit seemed like one of the less intimidating products back in the sex shop, I’m now starting to realize it’s going to require Will to pay a whole lot more attention to my body than I’m comfortable with, especially if it’s my body specifically that bores him. 

			No, I tell myself. Will loves me. He says I’m sexy. And while I can’t imagine how he can think that after having been engaged to Sarah with her perfectly slender build and flawless facial features, I try to believe him.

			But it was a lot easier to believe him when it seemed like he wanted me. 

			I open the door and walk in, finding Will sitting on our (cushioned) couch with his laptop again. He’s got jeans on instead of pajama pants, which generally means he left the house at some point today. I’m guessing by the faint smell of actual coffee (no offense to Bertrude) he probably went to the coffee shop to write. 

			“Hey,” I say, in what I hope sounds like a sexy voice and not like James Earl Jones. I keep the painting kit tucked behind my back.

			Will looks up at me. “Hey. What’s up?”

			I’m pretty sure he’s referring to the large bulky box that I’m clearly hiding from him. “Nothing.” 

			Will looks at me quizzically. “Okaaaaay.”

			I smile what I hope is a coy smile and take a step toward him. I remember that Anna-Marie suggested I ask him some questions about sex, but I can’t remember for the life of me what they are right now. 

			“We,” I finally say, “are going to have a very sexy conversation . . . about sex.”

			Will smiles, though he looks confused, which is more than fair. Apparently stuffing the word sex into a sentence doesn’t actually make that sentence sexy.

			Go figure.

			“All right,” Will says slowly. “So, like, am I supposed to talk dirty to you?”

			“Maybe. Do you want to? Is that something you’re into?” Something occurs to me. “That makes sense! Because you’re a man of words.”

			I try to make that sound like I’m describing a sexy cowboy or a sultry lumberjack, but I think I’m veering toward James Earl Jones again. 

			“Well, written words, mostly.”

			“Oh!” I say. “Written words could be sexy!”

			Will looks more confused than ever. “So . . . you want me to write you a sexy play?”

			I’m rapidly losing control of this conversation, but in typical me fashion, I can’t stop. “Do you want to?” I ask. “Would you be into that?”

			“Okay, Gabby.” Will moves his laptop to the coffee table. “What’s going on?”

			I cringe. “I may have gone to a sex shop with Anna-Marie.”

			Understanding dawns. “Oh,” Will says. “Okay, cool. Did you find anything good there?” He turns to try to get a look at the box behind my back, but I shuffle around to Cushionless Couch and sit down on top of it. 

			I have a terrible image of the paints breaking and spurting everywhere under my ass. But then again, we’re supposed to roll around in it, aren’t we?

			It’s probably fine.

			“Anna-Marie tried to convince me to buy a dick pump,” I tell him. “But I didn’t. Do you wish I had?” Probably I should have started with something other than the dick pump. 

			Will looks stunned. “No, I think I’m good. Did you want to buy one?” He pauses. “Do you think I need one?”

			“No!” I say. “But Anna-Marie got one for Josh.”

			“Does he need one?” Will thinks about that for a second, which is longer than I want to think about Anna-Marie’s husband using a dick pump. “Oh, no. It’s probably ironic.”

			“Yeah, I think so,” I say. This conversation is not getting us anywhere near our sex painting, and I don’t know any more about what Will is into than I did when I walked in. “How do you feel about erotic art?”

			Will is back to looking confused. “Um . . . what?”

			“What I did get,” I say slowly, in as normal a Gabby voice as I can muster at this moment, “is this sexy painting thing where you have sex on a tarp.” I shift off it and hold up the slightly crushed box. But no paint is spurting from the sides. So far, so good.

			“Okay,” Will says. “So it’s not a nude painting.”

			“No,” I say. “I think we paint each other and then have sex on the canvas. As, like, evidence.” 

			Smooth, Gabby. Now I sound like I feel I need to have evidence that we have, in fact, had sex. There are days lately where that reminder wouldn’t be unwelcome, I suppose.

			“That sounds cool.” Will’s no longer confused, but he doesn’t sound super excited, either.

			“Does it? Are you into it?”

			“Sure,” he says. “That sounds like fun.”

			Still not super excited. 

			“I thought it would be new and different,” I say. Then I have a terrible thought. “Unless you’ve done one of these before?”

			“No, I haven’t. So, yeah. New and different. That’s good.”

			“Okay, good,” I say. “Because otherwise it would be different for me, but not for you.” God, this is more awkward than I even imagined it might be. We have managed to talk about sex before, like two grown adults who have actually had sex—haven’t we? Yeah, we have. We talked about it a lot back in the beginning, when I was insecure about being a virgin. It wasn’t the most comfortable topic in the world for me, but I don’t think it was this awkward back then.

			It feels like further evidence of things being so off between us.

			Will narrows his eyes slightly, like he’s still confused about what’s going on. Which is fair. “But it is,” he says. “Different for me.” He looks at the box. “So, when it’s done, do we hang it on the wall?”

			“Yeah. So it can be a sexy secret, or you can tell people it’s your sex painting.”

			One corner of Will’s mouth quirks up. “So you’re definitely going to do the second one.”

			“Not on purpose,” I say. But he makes a good point. “But yeah, the minute anyone comments on the painting, I’m going to blurt out that it’s a sex painting. So not everyone will know about it! But not . . . no one.”

			Will laughs, showing off his adorable dimple. “That sounds about right. Maybe we should hang it in the bedroom so that you can still invite people over to our apartment without dying of mortification.”

			I smile back. “That would probably be wise.”

			This feels better. Joking, laughing. More like us again.

			“So . . .” Will looks at me with interest.

			I bounce in my seat, which is difficult, considering its lack of cushions.

			“. . . should we do that now?” he finishes.

			Oh, crap. “Um, I haven’t shaved,” I say. Why haven’t I shaved? Why did I not think to shave before we had this conversation? He opens his mouth, probably to tell me he doesn’t care, but I care. “We should do it later tonight! Like, as a date. A sex date. Not that we need a date to have sex.” Although maybe we do, lately. “But a painting seems like a date thing.”

			Will smiles, but it’s hesitant. “Okay,” he says. “Ben wants to borrow a movie tonight, and I told him I would drop it by. I can get takeout while you shave and so forth.” He looks at me like he’s asking if this is okay.

			“Yes,” I say. “That sounds perfect.”

			Will nods and goes to put on his shoes. 

			It’ll be okay, I tell myself. Better than okay. It’ll be great. Talking about sex is always more awkward than having it.

			If it’s not, this is going to be a very long night.

		

	
		
			

			Eight

			Will

			As I drive to Ben and Wyatt’s place with the movie Ben wants to borrow, I go over the conversation I just had with Gabby. I’m used to us being goofy and awkward. We’re always a little like that, which I kind of love. My social skills are hardly fit for public consumption at the best of times, but with Gabby I can be still be myself, offbeat as I often am, and yet it feels comfortable and right—something I wasn’t used to feeling at all before her. 

			But today—that was more than our usual slight awkwardness. Gabby seemed nervous about something, and I haven’t seen her be nervous about sex since we were first together, years ago.

			I knew things had been tense lately, mostly due to my inability to sell a novel and contribute in any way to our monetary needs. I know I’ve been kind of moody about it, prompting strange phone calls from Gabby where she inquires about my emotional well-being, apparently. But I didn’t think there was anything wrong with our sex life.

			Which makes me wonder what Anna-Marie said to her at the sex shop, and why she even talked Gabby into going there in the first place. I like Anna-Marie in general, but I don’t love the way Gabby often returns from their hang-outs feeling a little worse about her body and herself, like Anna-Marie is this perfect paragon to which she will never measure up.

			It pisses me off, to be honest. Gabby is beautiful and wonderful and the best person I’ve ever known. And Anna-Marie is a good person, sure, and gorgeous, there’s no question. But she can be a bit shallow and self-centered, which is something Gabby never is, and prone to flashes of anger where she throws shampoo bottles into people’s cereal bowls, something Gabby never does.

			I’ve tried pointing this out to Gabby, but she won’t tolerate anyone suggesting that Anna-Marie is less than perfect, so I gave that up long ago. I’m sure Anna-Marie doesn’t mean to make Gabby feel bad about herself. 

			But I still wish she would cut it out.

			I arrive at Ben’s and knock on his door, and he answers as he ususally does—in a t-shirt and a pair of boxers, with his hair looking like he just got out of bed, even though I know he got home from work not that long ago. Gabby once said Ben looks like “Neil Patrick Harris taking a sick day,” and now I can’t unsee it. The t-shirt is, of course, the signature bright green one he always wears. He bought it at a Goodwill before I met him. Apparently someone had donated leftover shirts from some carwash event and Goodwill was selling them for a dollar. Ben bought one and then wore it out to lunch with Josh, who mocked it so hard that Ben marched right back to Goodwill and bought the rest of the rack, just so he could wear them every day and convince Josh that he only has one and never takes it off. 

			To this day, I think Josh hasn’t been able to prove that Ben owns more than one of these shirts. Though it’s possible Josh does know and is playing along to see how long Ben will keep up wearing this seriously ugly shirt before Ben’s husband Wyatt sets his whole wardrobe on fire. It’s pretty funny and is emblematic of Josh and Ben’s friendship, which they both say is more like being brothers, given how long they’ve been friends and how close they are.

			But it sure as hell is nothing like the relationship between Sean and me.

			Ben grunts at me and leaves the door open, and then goes back to the couch. He’s not one for enthusiastic greetings. Or an abundance of enthusiasm in general. I’m still holding the DVD I brought for him—a documentary about Pride made by a friend of mine who used to write for Passion Medical. But clearly Ben expects that I’m going to hang out instead of heading back home. I do it often enough when Gabby is working late and I’ve been stuck in the house all day alone with my laptop and am dying for human interaction. 

			“You okay?” Ben asks as I wander after him. 

			“Yeah,” I say. 

			“Really?” Ben says. “Because you look like one of your characters died.”

			He says this because it’s happened. Not lately, because lately I’ve been making very little progress on my second book—certainly not enough to be killing off characters. “No,” I say. “I just had a really weird conversation with Gabby.”

			Ben collapses into his armchair and motions to the couch. It’s cleaner in here than normal—Wyatt doesn’t love Ben’s need to shed clothing and crumbs everywhere while he relaxes, so they’ve agreed that Ben will restrict his mess to the den where he watches TV, and make an effort to be reasonably tidy in the rest of the house. It looks like Ben and Wyatt have recently had one of their quarterly come-to-Jesus fights about the state of the den, because the room has been vacuumed since I was here last. 

			I sit down. I can stay for a few minutes before I head back. 

			“You guys all right?” Ben asks. 

			“Yeah, sure,” I say. “Gabby just got back from a sex shop with Anna-Marie.”

			“Ha!” Ben says. “That kind of weird conversation. Did she not bring back something good?”

			“She did, actually. It’s this painting project where you decorate each other and then roll around on a canvas.”

			“Nice.” He gives me a side-eye. “Why do you not seem excited about this?”

			“I am excited about it,” I say. Though I recognize that right now, I sound more defensive than excited. 

			“Really?” Ben says. “Because—”

			“It was just a weird conversation, is all,” I say. “It was awkward.”

			“It’s you and Gabby. Do you have other kinds of conversations?”

			“Yes,” I tell him, probably again more defensively than I need to, given that I was just thinking that our mutual hint of social awkwardness is something I love about us. “She’s my girlfriend. We’ve been together three years. I can tell when she’s nervous about something.”

			“Maybe it’s about bringing a sex painting to someone who wasn’t excited about it,” Ben says.

			I hold out my arms. “I am excited about it!” I say. Now I sound more exasperated than excited, and I’m feeling like I may have to start labeling my emotions with many synonyms in my actual life and not just in my writing. “What would you have done? Jumped up and down?”

			Ben shakes his head at me. “If Wyatt brought home something we were going to have sex on, you’d better believe I would have acted excited about it.”

			I sigh. I am excited about the painting thing—it sounds legitimately fun, and even with as moody as I’ve been lately, I love being with my gorgeous, hilarious girlfriend. The more naked, the better. 

			But knowing that she’s anxious and not knowing why or how to fix it, in addition to all the other things in our lives I can’t seem to fix . . . Yeah, that I’m less excited about. And, apparently, it’s showing.

			“She also possibly wants me to talk dirty to her,” I say. Maybe in a theatrical performance? Which sounds more like something I’m capable of, but less like something that anyone in their right mind would actually do.

			“That should be easy for you, right?” Ben says. “You’re a writer.”

			I hold out my arms again. “Why does everyone think this is the same skill set?”

			“I don’t know,” Ben says. “They both involve words.”

			There’s that. “I’m a writer. Not a speaker. I don’t have any idea what I would say to talk dirty to someone.” This isn’t really something I’ve ever done with any of my girlfriends, and the one time a girl tried that with me, I found myself mentally correcting her grammar. Which was most definitely not sexy.

			Ben looks at me like I’m sadly lacking in both culture and sophistication.

			“What would you say?” I ask. “Theoretically.”

			“When I’m talking dirty?” Ben says. “I usually start with, someone’s happy to see you.” He pairs this with a gesture at his crotch that resembles a double karate chop.

			Seems dubious at best. “And this works? For Wyatt?” Wyatt, I know from their extensive DVD collection, has a keen love for regency romance, particularly of the Jane Austen variety. And I don’t exactly see Mr. Darcy going with that move.

			“Sure,” Ben says with that unflaggable confidence of his. “Why wouldn’t it?”

			I rub my forehead. I suppose after the weirdness with Gabby and my potential forthcoming foray into erotic theater, I don’t have any room to judge. 

			“I’d better go,” I say. “I need to go home and be excited about the painting. And possibly try out your line. But probably only the former.”

			“Hey,” Ben says, saluting me as I get up to leave. “You do you.”

			I’m pretty sure I always do, and I’m starting to wonder if that’s the problem.

		

	
		
			Nine

			Gabby

			I’m actually glad Will has a couple errands to run, because it allows me some time to prepare. Not like I need time to prepare for sex with my boyfriend in general, but special adventurous and artistic sex that will hopefully re-ignite any fading passions—that does seem to require a little extra.

			And I really do need to shave. Regardless of whether Will cares, my body is going to be a work of art tonight and I don’t want the poking of my leg stubble through paint to be the central theme. 

			I take care of that, and then set about to romantify our living room—which is where this is going to be happening, given that it’s the only room in the apartment with enough floor space for this canvas. I move the wobbly coffee table out of the way and clean up the open bag of chips and the plate crusty with the remains of Will’s lunch. I bring the laundry basket piled high with unfolded clothes into our bedroom. Then I spread out the big canvas and set out the paintbrushes and tubes of paint on one side.

			The room is cleaner and ready for some artwork, but it doesn’t exactly scream romance. I scour the apartment for candles, but all I manage to find is one half-burned magnolia-peach scented candle I can’t remember acquiring and a set of numbered birthday candles we use each year when we make each other birthday cakes.

			I actually consider the birthday candles—can I make some sort of sexual innuendo with the numbers? “Sex with you is a 10,” maybe, or just go with the classic 69?

			I shake my head. I’m trying to go with sexy, not “I’m a high school boy on the internet.” I’ll stick with the magnolia. And some of that lingerie that I do, in fact, have, even if I haven’t worn it in way too long.

			And so it is that when Will comes back home, a carry-out bag in his hand and the delicious scent of Fong’s wafting in with him, I’m perched on the edge of Cushionless Couch (the lack of cushions forces me to sit straighter, which is better for showing off my boobs) in a slightly-wrinkled silk nightie, next to our lone romantic candle.

			I hope it’s a more enticing vision than I’m imagining. 

			And maybe it is, because Will’s eyes widen. He pauses, then blurts out, “Someone’s happy to see you.”

			I blink. “You?” 

			Will’s expression drops. “Um, yeah.”

			“I’m happy to see you, too,” I say, and I am, but mostly I’m confused. Did I get that wrong? Should I have gone with the 69 candles?

			And seriously, when did things start getting so weird between us?

			Will sets the Fong’s down on the counter and turns back around. “I’m so excited to do this painting thing!” he says, but it’s way too forceful and his brows are pinched together.

			“Really? Because you seem kind of . . . angry?” I hold back my other guess, which is “constipated.” Because that is definitely not sexy to talk about.

			“I’m not angry,” he says. “I’m so excited.” But there’s something about the way he says it, like someone trying to psyche themselves up for a ride at Six Flags that they’re terrified of and will undoubtedly make them puke.

			I definitely do not want to be that ride for Will. 

			What the hell is going on?

			And then something occurs to me, way too belatedly. “Wait. Was the someone who’s excited to see me supposed to be your penis?”

			Will groans and flops onto Cushionless Couch next to me. “Stupid Ben.”

			“What?” I’m more confused than ever, but the thought that maybe Ben somehow caused this extra weirdness is comforting. Because then there’s less chance that I already messed this up.

			Will sighs. “You wanted me to talk dirty to you, and I don’t think that’s something I’m particularly great at, you know? So I was asking what he would say.”

			I bite my lips to keep from laughing, even as my chest loosens in relief. “And that’s his line?”

			“Apparently it works for Wyatt. Or Ben thinks it does, anyway,” Will shakes his head. “He also said I didn’t seem excited enough about the painting idea, so I was trying to seem more excited, because I really am.” He looks at me with those deep green eyes, and now he sounds like Will, sincere and gentle, and I actually believe him. “You look beautiful, Gabby,” he says. “And I think it’s really great that you got this for us.”

			My heart flutters, especially when that dimple appears in his cheek as he smiles.

			“Now that’s the line that works for me,” I say, smiling back. I lean toward him and he leans toward me, and we kiss softly, and it still feels so good just to kiss him. Like sunshine, warming me all over. His hands run up the back of my nightie, his fingers working under the straps, and my pulse is picking up, our kiss growing deeper, more urgent. 

			I pull back a little. “Should we dim the lights?” I say in what I hope is a saucy voice. Then I remember Anna-Marie’s expression when I told her about how I’ve been turning the lights off during sex, and her telling me that Will wants to see my body, and really isn’t that what this art thing is about? Bravery? Or something? “No!” I say too suddenly, and Will flinches back like maybe he hurt me. “Let’s not dim them,” I clarify.

			Will blinks at me. “Okay.”

			I can feel how forced my smile is. “We should leave them on, so we can have all the bright, bright lights showing off our bodies.”

			Will’s brow furrows. “Are you worried about your body again?” He sounds sad. “It’s been a while.”

			I’m tempted to tell him I’m fine, that I know my body is a freakin’ wonderland, but he knows me too well for that. And really, I want to tell him what’s going on in my head. I want to talk to him about everything, even the difficult things. “Yeah,” I say, chewing on my lower lip. “Maybe. We haven’t talked about it in a while.”

			I don’t think not talking about my body has been the biggest issue, but Will’s eyes widen. 

			“Oh,” he says. “Is that what the talking dirty thing was about? You want me to talk more about how much I love your body.”

			And maybe that’s not actually what it was about, but suddenly talking about the difficult things doesn’t seem nearly as appealing as hearing him say those things. Preferably while we’re hardcore getting it on.

			“I definitely wouldn’t complain about that,” I say.

			Will smiles, and there’s a look of mischief in those green eyes. “Well, how about you sit on this canvas, and I’ll get a brush and illustrate for you all the many, many things I love about your body.”

			There’s a flicker of fear at the thought of so much focus on every naked inch, but that fear is overcome by the heat that rushes through me. “Yes, please.”

			Will leans in and we kiss again, and then he slowly peels my nightie off and runs his hands down along my bare skin, and I shiver against his fingers. Without words, we move towards the blank canvas on the floor, and I start peeling off his shirt, too, quickly followed by his jeans and underwear—because I’d rather not be the only one naked, in part, but mainly because Will’s body is something I always, always want to see more of.

			He uncaps the paint and squirts out big blobs of all the colors right there on the canvas, and then picks up a brush. The kit came with a few different sizes—I suppose some people want a tiny brush for actual artistic detail, but I doubt either of us is capable of that. The brush Will picks is a middle-sized one, and he dips it in the blob of yellow paint.

			“Well, you know I can’t get enough of your incredible face,” he starts. “Of the way you smile, and the color of your eyes, and that little button-nose.” He swipes my nose with the paint, and I laugh. “But let’s move downward, shall we?”

			Oh, yes. Let’s.

			“There’s this gorgeous neck,” he says, and he kisses me in the spot I especially love, just under my jaw. The heat burns brighter, and a little moan escapes me. He pulls back and swipes a line of paint down my neck. It’s cold, especially after the warmth of his lips, but I don’t mind, because his kisses are trailing along my collarbone now. “And these shoulders, with this little patch of freckles that drives me wild.” His lips graze my skin there before he adds another swipe of paint, and now I can’t keep my hands off of him, running my fingers up his bare chest as he works his way down mine. “And, of course, the Chosen One of Texas prophecy mole . . .”

			He works my body this way, piece by aching piece. His lips and tongue brushing each part before he paints it—my arms, my breasts, my stomach, my thighs—and there’s the heat of him and the cold of the paint, and oh my god, it all feels so good.

			Even in the bright living room lights. 

			He’s started focusing on the area between my thighs when I can’t take it anymore. “Okay,” I say, more than a little breathlessly. “I get how much you love my body. Now it’s time to love on yours.”

			He grins, and then I all but tackle him, and we’re kissing and kissing, our hands roaming over each other’s bodies. The blobs of paint smear underneath him as his back hits the canvas, and he swears at the sudden cold of the paint, and I laugh. Then he grabs a tube of blue and squeezes it straight on me, and I do the same to him with a tube of green, and we’re play-fighting with the paint, and giggling as the tubes make little farting noises—the opposite of sexy, maybe, but it’s somehow even better than sexy, because it’s us, funny and real and oh-so-happy together.

			And it’s not long before that play-fighting and dousing each other in paint turns into us spreading it over each other with our hands, and then pressing our bodies together, smearing colors together, kissing and gasping and rolling over the canvas, desperate for each other. 

			And I know it’s not just me feeling that desperate need, that delicious ache. As he enters me, we both groan with the wonderful, perfect sensation of joining together. I wrap my legs tight around him, one paint-soaked hand gripping the blond curls of his hair and the other grabbing his ass, feeling the muscles bunch as he moves against me, as the heat builds and builds.

			It’s sunlight, bright and happy and beautiful, when I’m with Will. It’s sunlight that takes me over as I come, as we come together, crying out and shuddering against each other.

			Always sunlight, and I want to bask in him forever.

		

	
		
			Ten

			Gabby

			Afterward, we lie on the canvas, still covered in paint, some of which I’m pretty sure has migrated onto the carpet and will need a thorough scrubbing later. But for now we’re kissing and giggling and generally hovering in a bubble of happiness.

			I guess this painting was a good idea, after all.

			“You’re amazing,” Will says as he kisses my neck. His hair has a big streak of green in it, and I wonder if that’s going to totally come out.

			“Mmm,” I say. “You’re the one with mad brush skills. If you were looking for a second job, you could find work as a body artist.”

			Will laughs. “I think I’ll reserve those skills especially for you.”

			“Probably for the best. I don’t think I could handle the jealousy.” Which, really, is true. I like having these hands and these skills all to myself. I guess it’s a good thing Will wants to be a writer and not an . . . artistic sex worker?

			“So,” Will says, rolling over on his side and running his hand over my hip. “You’ve really been feeling bad about your body again lately?”

			Oh, no. I know we should talk about that, but I don’t want the bubble to burst. “I feel pretty good about my body now.”

			“Okay,” Will says. “But you didn’t before?”

			Pop. There it goes. I feel a bit like finding something to cover myself with, but I’m currently covered in paint, so I try to shrug it off. “I don’t know. You know I get insecure sometimes.”

			“Right,” Will says. “But is there anything I did to make you feel that way?”

			I don’t want to admit to him the things I’ve been worried about, but it’s a lot harder not to when he asks directly like that. I let out a little breath. “Do you feel like things have been kind of . . . off with us lately?”

			Will’s brow furrows. He has blue paint smeared over his nose and down the side of his face in a pattern that resembles William Wallace. “Are you happy?” he asks. Then he winces. “I didn’t mean for that to come out as a loaded question. Let me try that again.” He clears his throat. “Are you happy?” 

			“Yes,” I say, though I’m not sure the asking again made the question less loaded. But I mean it. For the most part. “Ideally I’d like to be working less, I guess. I mean, I do love my job, but—”

			Will sighs. “I really should get a job and take some of the pressure off you.”

			“No!” I say. “That’s not what I meant. You just asked if I was happy and I wanted to be honest.”

			“In the interest of honesty,” Will says, “I’m not particularly thrilled with the direction of my career at this moment, either. I feel like I’m stuck in place, floundering and not making any progress.”

			“I know. This part is really hard. But we can’t deprive the world of your genius. It’ll happen. It just takes time.”

			He threads his fingers through mine. “But I don’t want you to have to bear the entire financial burden of our lives until that happens.”

			“And I appreciate that,” I tell him. “But I spent years of my life doing jobs I hated and sucked at, so I know how awful that is. You have this thing you love, and it’s really important that you get to do it.”

			“But I don’t want you picking up more shifts. We’ll never see each other. It’s bad enough with you working both at the hospital and the Ren faire. Maybe we should look into that meth palace, after all.” He says this last part with a smile, and I know he’s joking, but I really would be willing to move to a worse neighborhood if it means Will doesn’t have to give up on his dream. 

			I run my thumb over his knuckles. “You know, Felix has offered before to help us.”

			“Create a meth palace?” Will asks. 

			I laugh, though the idea of my brother and drugs isn’t really funny. “No. Financially.”

			Will groans. “I don’t like that idea. It would be one thing if one of us was sick or disabled, or otherwise unable to work. But just because I can’t sell a book . . .” He trails off, his eyes downcast.

			I know Felix wouldn’t mind. They’re doing really well—even if it’s no longer AJ money—and he knows what it’s like to have a passion you need to pursue. But I can’t make Will feel okay about it, and I don’t want to put him under any more stress than he already feels.

			“Yeah, okay,” I say. “Maybe I’ll ask Felix to pick up our slack at Fong’s so we can cut back without worrying about them going out of business.”

			Will smiles, though it still looks a little sad. “That I could handle.”

			“I have to finish out my commitment to the Ren faire,” I say. “Though maybe I shouldn’t, in case word gets out that I’m giving pelvic exams.”

			“Wait, what?” Will says. He pulls his body up close to mine, paint sticky between us. “Who are you giving pelvic exams to?”

			“Don’t worry. It was a wench.”

			“Okay,” Will says, though he didn’t sound that worried to begin with. “Was there some sort of pelvic first aid situation?”

			“No. But she was itching, and she didn’t have insurance. And it turned out she had crabs. All the crabs. It was basically crab-a-palooza.”

			“Ugh.” Will wrinkles his nose. “I’ve never had crabs, and I know other STDs are more dangerous, but that one is definitely the most disgusting.”

			“You might not say that if you’d sat in on enough pelvic exams,” I say. “But I’ve never had them either.”

			Will elbows me. “I would hope not.”

			“You can get them other ways besides having sex. So even though I was a virgin when we got together, it was still possible.” Not likely, granted, but . . .

			“Really?” he says. “Like how?”

			“Like wearing other people’s underwear.”

			Will pauses. “I have so many questions.”

			“What?” I say. “I’ve had female roommates. I couldn’t fit into any of their underwear, though.”

			 “Why were you trying to wear their underwear?”

			I laugh. “I wasn’t. I’m just saying I could have, and you wouldn’t know it.”

			“Okay,” Will says. “Noted.” He’s smiling, but then that smile slips. “Bringing this back to my question about you feeling bad about your body—”

			I had really hoped we had gotten off that subject. “I know it’s stupid. But being at the sex shop made me realize how not adventurous I am. And you’ve had so much more experience than me.”

			Will stiffens, and not in a sexy way. “And you wish you had more experience. Like, that’s something you want.”

			I can tell he’s carefully trying not to accuse me of wanting to sleep with other people, which is not at all what I meant. I roll into him, wrapping my arms around his neck. “No,” I say. “I mean, I don’t mind experiencing this.”

			He looks incredibly relieved, his smile back. Clearly, he didn’t mind experiencing this, either. “At some point we need to get up and look at our masterpiece.”

			“Do we have to?” I ask. “I feel super sexy right now, and I’m pretty sure as soon as I look at the thing, I will know how not-sexy it looks. Like watching your own sex tape. Or an amateur strip tease.”

			Will appears to consider this. 

			“What?” I say. “Is that what you’re into? A strip tease?”

			Will shakes his head, but it’s too late. I saw the intrigued look on his face. 

			“It is! You want a strip tease.”

			“No,” Will says, but his tone isn’t very convincing.

			I arch an eyebrow at him. 

			“I mean, it’s not like I would hate it,” he says slowly. “If that was something you actually wanted to do. While you’re wanting to be more adventurous.”

			I stand by my original statement. There’s no way a strip tease actually looks good unless you’re a professional dancer with a body like Anna-Marie’s. I remember that time she took a pole dancing class, so I’m sure Josh gets his share of strip teases, but I’d be more likely to hit my head on the pole and end up with a concussion. 

			But if that’s something Will wants, if that would make him excited about our sex life again . . .

			“I’ll think about it,” I tell him.

			“Really, Gabby, you don’t have to,” Will says. “I’m fine with our sex life as it is.”

			My stomach sinks. Maybe I should feel better about that, but it has the opposite effect. Is he really fine with the way it’s been? Has he not been bothered at all by the general lack of its existence? “Really?” I ask. 

			Will gives me a sharp look, like he can see right through me. “Yeah. Are you?”

			Damn these direct questions. “Yeah,” I say, but find my paint-covered fingers fidgeting with his. “I mean, I feel a little bit like we’ve been in a slump lately.”

			“You think so?” Will looks up at the ceiling like he’s trying to avoid looking at me. 

			Like he doesn’t want to tell me the truth, whatever that is.

			“Yeah,” I say. “I mean, I feel like we’re not making time for each other as much anymore. And not just for sex—” Though there’s that. “—But, like, in general. Just finding reasons to touch each other, you know?”

			Will rubs his forehead, and the paint smears even more. “God, Gabby. I’m so sorry.”

			I steel myself for what he’s sorry for. Is it that he’s lost interest in me? Isn’t attracted to me anymore? It seemed like he was when we were—

			“I think I’ve just been distracted, you know?” Will says. “But that’s not an excuse.”

			I wait a moment, but he doesn’t continue. “Distracted with what?” 

			“With how badly my career is going,” Will says. “I just—I feel like you have so much faith in me, and I’m failing you.”

			Oh, god. Is that really what he thinks? That I’m disappointed in him for not selling his book yet?

			I squeeze his hand. “You’re not. You’re not failing me at all.”

			Will smiles sadly. “If you feel like you need to buy a sex painting to get my attention, I think I am.” He sighs. “Do you really want to be more adventurous? Or is this all because of this slump?”

			I look down at the canvas, or the little green strip of it I can see between us. “It might be both,” I say quietly. “I just thought, I don’t know, that maybe you were getting bored. I mean, you were with Sarah for a long time, and she seems like the kind of person who would be open to trying new things.”

			Will stares at me. “Really? Sarah? When I was with her, I wanted to be with you, remember?”

			I do remember, and that thought makes me smile. Will looks slightly horrified, though, and I lean over and kiss his cheek. “I know. I do. It’s just . . . good to be reminded of, I guess.”

			His expression softens again. “Okay. And I’m always happy to remind you how much I want you—both then and now.” He presses his forehead to mine, and warmth floods through me again. “And as for the being more adventurous thing,” he continues, “that’s not something I feel like I desperately need, but if you want to branch out a little, I’m open to it.” He rubs some paint off my nose. Or maybe onto it, given the state of his finger. “This was fun.”

			I smile, but despite how good it feels to hear him say all that, I can’t stop thinking about how he didn’t even notice there was a problem, how he was okay with us not being physical as much. I’m not sure what that means, but I can’t imagine it’s good. 

			“Are you sure you’re not bored?” I ask. 

			“I’m definitely not bored. Just frustrated with my writing progress, or lack thereof. I’m sorry I let that bleed into the rest of our life.”

			“If there’s anything I can do to help, you know I will.” 

			“Thanks,” Will says. “But I think you’re doing more than enough. Though if you can figure out how to get me a publishing contract, that would be fantastic.”

			“I wish I could.” And I do. He’s so talented, and he’s worked so hard, and I want so much for him to have the success he deserves. I just have to do what I can to support him while he gets there—and that, I’m happy to do for him. For us. Even if it involves Ren faires or extra hours at the hospital or moving into an even smaller apartment.

			He leans in and kisses me softly, and it takes my breath away. “I love you so much,” he tells me. 

			“I love you, too,” I say, hoping he can feel how very much I mean it.

			“And we really need to get up and look at this painting,” he says, smiling. “Waiting isn’t going to change how it looks.”

			“All right, fine.” I get in one last snuggle before he stands and offers me his hands to pull me to my feet. We’re both covered in paint, and it’s starting to dry and crinkle uncomfortably as I move. Will stretches out the canvas and I turn around to look.

			And stare at the enormous blue ass print in the direct center.

			“Huh,” Will says. “I think we may have folded it wrong.”

			I gape. “It was supposed to be a big-ass print, not a big ass-print!”

			“It might be my ass,” Will says, looking regretfully at my obviously blue behind. 

			“No,” I say. “That is definitely mine.”

			“I think we may have smudged it when we were—”

			“Oh my god,” I say. “We are not hanging it on our wall.”

			Will smiles at me. “We could call it post-modern art and try to sell it to the Pompidou.”

			“Maybe we should,” I say. “That could pay for a lot of Fong’s.”

			Will wraps his arm around my waist. “Want to join me in the shower?” 

			“To clean off?” I ask. “Or to have sex again? Because last time we did that in the shower, I was afraid for my life. I really do not want to get dropped.”

			Will laughs. “Yeah, okay. But there are other things we could do in there that wouldn’t be as dangerous.”

			My body heats up again as I think of a few of those things. I lean up and kiss him. “That sounds amazing.” 

			And we leave the huge ass-print right there in the middle of the floor.
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			Gabby

			I’m in a better mood when I walk into the Renaissance faire the next day, though I’m kind of exhausted. I suppose a good artistic romp will do that to you. It still bothers me a little that our slump wasn’t something Will had even noticed, and I can feel the worries in the back of my mind about whether that means something deeper is going on. But I’m determined to ignore those worries and just enjoy the memories of last night—after all, the painting may have been my idea, but the sexy stuff we did in the shower (and the more we did later, out of that slippery potential death-trap) was all his.

			Before I even arrive at the infirmary, though, I’m called over to observe the extraction of a knight’s head from his helmet. Apparently, the knight fell off his horse during this morning’s joust practice and hit his head, which bent the metal helmet just enough that it has to be removed with care by the local blacksmith. Mama Mags asks me if this is okay, or if they ought to be sending him to the emergency room, though frankly, I’m not sure the doctors there will have more of a clue how to remove a bent metal knight helmet than the blacksmith does.

			When I’m done observing the extraction—and checking the knight for signs of a concussion—I’m hoping that was the big excitement for the day, and I have lots of time to sit around and daydream about my paint-covered boyfriend. The minute I arrive at my infirmary and see the small group of women in Renaissance garb gathered out front, all looking embarrassed or uncomfortable, I have a feeling that won’t be the case.

			One of the four women standing there is Delia. “Hey, Gabby,” she says. “We, um. We heard you checked out April—thanks for that, by the way, she’s really grateful—and, um. We might need you check us, too.”

			Two of the other women, both in corsets and puffy cotton blouses with drab-colored skirts, look at the ground, their cheeks pink. The fourth woman, whose embroidered, gold-threaded gown marks her as a higher medieval social status than the Beer Wenches, folds her arms and glares at me, as if daring me to judge her.

			I sigh. “That’s really not what I’m supposed to be doing here. Like I told April, it would be better if you got checked out at a clinic, where they have actual sanitary equipment, and . . .” I trail off, because I can see by Delia’s pleading eyes that my arguments aren’t having any more effect with her than they did with April.

			“It’s okay,” she says. “We just want to make sure, you know? Get your expert opinion.” 

			“I’m not a gynecologist.”

			The better-dressed woman rolls her eyes dramatically. “We don’t need a gynecologist. We need someone who has seen pubic lice before. And can tell us if we have it, too.”

			That I suppose I can do, and they know it.

			Delia clasps her hands over mine. “Please? We’ll be quick. We have to be at work in twenty minutes, anyway.”

			It’s more like ten before the faire opens, but maybe Beer Wenches get more leeway in start times than I do.

			“Okay,” I agree, wondering how much I’m going to regret this. But I’m actually curious now—do they all have crabs? Sir Reginald must get around. Is he the blond guy Delia said she had a date with the other night?

			They all file in, which I realize a little too late probably isn’t a great idea, given the space limitations in the infirmary and the size of their skirts. “Don’t sit on the cot,” I warn. “I don’t have spare bedding.”

			They lift their skirts and drop their underwear one-by-one, and much like I did with April, I inspect them by the light of my phone flashlight.

			And see crabs on every single crotch.

			Delia swears when I give them all the news, and one of the other wenches—a girl with blond hair so pale it’s almost white—makes a little squeaking, “Oh, no.” 

			The woman in the fancier gown scowls. “This is quite literally the last thing I needed.” 

			Normally, I think people who say that misuse the word literally, but in the case of pubic lice, she’s probably got it right.

			“There’s like . . . medicine or something for this, right?” Delia asks.

			“Do you have any?” the other wench, a bigger girl with bright blue eyes, asks eagerly.

			“There is, but I don’t have any,” I say. “I’m sorry. You can get some at a pharmacy, though, or at a clinic.”

			“Goddammit.” Delia looks like she might be about to either punch someone or cry, and is leaning into feeling the former. “Is it expensive? We make pretty much nothing doing this, and I’m already behind on rent . . .”

			The pale blond girl puts an arm around her. I have a feeling there’s several things going on in Delia’s life that make this a really bad time to be dealing with crabs.

			The girl with the blue eyes and the woman in the gown look like they feel about the same, and it occurs to me that just because the one woman has a more fancy outfit doesn’t necessarily mean she makes any more money than the others. It might just mean that the faire put her in a different position. I’m guessing that with my specialized nursing skills, I make more here than any of them—and it’s not like I’m raking in a fortune.

			I feel terrible. I know what’s it’s like to stare into the void of a near-empty bank account. If I wasn’t pretty much there myself, I’d be tempted to buy them all the medicine out of my own pocket.

			I chew on my lip. “Maybe I can ask Mama Mags if I can pick some up for you all and get reimbursed. Clearly there’s some sort of outbreak here at the faire.”

			“Would you?’ Delia grabs at my hands again. “That would be amazing. Incredible. The best ever.”

			This may be overstating the effort it’ll take to ask my boss a question, but I smile back at her. “I’ll give it try.” Then I pause. I’m not sure I want to stir this up, but if there is a faire-centered outbreak that I’m taking even limited responsibility in treating, then I probably need to know who else might be affected—and who might be patient zero.

			I’m struggling to figure out the best way to ask, when the blue-eyed girl starts the conversation for me.

			“Did you all have sex with Kevin, too?”

			The woman in the gown glares and nods, but the other two shake their heads. 

			Delia wrinkles her nose, like that’s a gross thought. “Kevin? The barbarian?” I’m hoping that’s a comment on his role at the faire and not on his demeanor in life in general.

			“Not me,” the pale blonde says in a little squeak. Maybe that wasn’t embarrassment before, maybe that’s just her voice. She frowns. “I did sleep with Sir Lawrence, though. And Sir Reginald. And Brett the Pickle Guy—”

			“Sir Reginald!” I blurt out, and the others all look at me. I flush. I’m not sure how much of what April told me about him is supposed to be in confidence. 

			Luckily, it doesn’t seem like it’s a big secret. “Yeah, April said she got it from him,” Delia says. “But I wasn’t sleeping with Reggie. And I doubt either Nick or Brett—the two guys I’ve been with recently—were, either. I don’t think either of them is bi.”

			“Brett the Pickle Guy?” I ask. It’s hard to keep up with all these names.

			Delia flushes a little. 

			“And then there was Craig at the smithy, and Trevor, who works with the goats,” the blond girl continues in her tiny voice, as if no one else has spoken since she started making her list. 

			Wow, has this just been in the last few days?

			“Goat guy?” the busty blue-eyed girl says in surprise. Delia and the woman in the gown both make faces.

			“What?” Blondie shrugs. “He’s not good-looking, but he does have skills.”

			“Hopefully not ones he practices on goats,” Delia mutters.

			They continue the cross-interrogation of each other for a few more minutes, but there doesn’t seem to be a clear link, someone that all four of them have slept with, and the faire hasn’t been running long enough for one of them to have passed it to a guy and for him to have become contagious enough to give it to the others. Outside, a trumpet sounds, indicating the opening of the faire for the day.

			“I’ll talk to Mama Mags and see if I can pick up some medicine for you guys,” I say. “But don’t have sex with anyone until you get treated, okay? Any kind of sex,” I add, because I’ve seen pubic lice on eyelashes, and I can guarantee that would make the situation even worse.

			They agree, Delia firmly and the blond girl reluctantly, and the other two somewhere in between. Delia thanks me effusively once more before she leaves.

			I don’t see Mama Mags for the first part of the morning, which passes in fairly usual fashion. I don’t get my dehydration cases until the afternoon, but there’s a twisted ankle from a kid climbing the Rapunzel’s Tower Climbing Wall, and someone else who thinks I’m Lost & Found. Apparently we need better signage.

			Now that I’m several days in, Mama Mags hasn’t taken to checking up on me as frequently as she used to, so I hover near the entrance and keep an eye out for her. About a half hour before my lunch break, I see her over by the King’s Bounty souvenir stand across the pavilion, talking animatedly with someone in security. From what I’ve seen, the security guys are all in what I have since been informed is called a “doublet”—a kind of overshirt thing that laces up in front—in the faire official colors of green and yellow, and have rather anachronistic walkie talkies strapped to their leather belts. 

			There’s no one in the infirmary, so I dart over to catch her before she scurries off. Mama Mags does a lot of scurrying, considering the probable weight of the huge fancy gown of hers.

			As I approach, I can hear staticky chatter from the walkie-talkie. Something about pink pants?

			“Pantaloons,” the security guy says back into the walkie-talkie. “Pink pantaloons. I repeat, be on the lookout for a shirtless man wearing pink pantaloons.” He looks at Mama Mags, as if for confirmation.

			Mama Mags nods and gives him a quick “You are dismissed” gesture—or maybe “Be gone with you, lackey”—and he strides off. Looking for this shirtless man in pantaloons?

			“Is it the shirtless part that this guy’s in trouble for?” I ask. “Or the pantaloons?” 

			Mama Mags’s narrow face pinches together even tighter, but she doesn’t look angry. Just exhausted. “He’s been harassing the belly dancers.” She sighs. “Every year,” she says, more to herself than anything, and I’m not sure if she means that every year there’s some pervert who harasses the belly dancers, or if every year this douche in particular does so.

			Sadly, I could see it going either way.

			“Oh. I hope they catch him, then.” I’m briefly entertained by the idea of pink pantaloon creeper being put in the stocks, but probably they’ll just kick him out of the faire. 

			“Can I help you?”

			It’s not me I’m hoping she can help. I explain the situation to her, trying to avoid saying any of the girls’ names—not that I know any of them except April and Delia. I remember her warning me against having sex with a knight on the job, and while I don’t know if any of these exploits happened while on the clock—or sundial, or whatever—I don’t want anyone losing their job in addition to dealing with crabs. But Mama Mags doesn’t seem to need specifics; she just wants to know what I recommend we do about it.

			“There’s stuff you can buy to treat it, over-the-counter,” I tell her. “It’s not that expensive—maybe fifteen to twenty dollars? But I know for some of the girls even that might be tough to swing right now. Without it, though . . .” I pause, letting the implication sink in. 

			“A widespread crotch-bug epidemic.” Mama Mags says with a heavy sigh. “And god knows we don’t need that again.”

			“Again?”

			Mama Mags doesn’t answer. “If I give you an extra hour on your lunch break, could you go purchase as many as needed? I’ll make sure you’re reimbursed.”

			Well, that was easier than expected. “Absolutely. Thanks, Mama—I mean, Maggie.”

			There’s a ghost of a smile across her thin, tightly pursed lips. Then she gives me the same imperious wave off. 

			Lisa from Lost and Found comes to relieve me for my now two-hour lunch break, and I leave the faire and head for the nearest drugstore. I find the right aisle and the lice-killing lotion with permethrin and start loading up my basket.

			A middle-aged woman checking out the probiotics across the aisle openly stops and stares at me. Which I can kind of understand. I am, after all, wearing medieval clothes and buying out the whole store’s worth of pubic lice treatment. 

			I can’t help myself, though. “I’ve got a big weekend planned,” I say.

			Her eyes widen further, and she all but darts out of the aisle. I grin, a little too pleased with myself—I can’t wait to tell Will about this.

			Until my gaze catches on something else on the shelves, and my grin slips.

			Pregnancy tests.

			I blink and my heart skips a beat, because suddenly my mind latches onto something it should have realized way sooner: I’m late. Like, nearly a week late, which is normally not a thing for me, especially on the pill. I would have noticed this sooner, but I’ve been so worried about Will and me, and starting a new job, working nonstop . . .

			No. It can’t be. I gingerly pick up one of the pregnancy tests.

			Except . . . I was on those antibiotics a couple weeks ago, which can reduce the efficacy of the pill. And we didn’t have much sex then—sickness being a deterrent of its own—but there was that night when I got home late and it had been a really stressful day at work and I climbed into bed with Will, and he happened to still be awake, and—

			And we definitely didn’t think to use a condom. Even though I was still at the tail end of the antibiotics.

			Even though I’m a freaking nurse and I know better.

			Oh no.

			Oh no no no.

			I’m gripping the pregnancy test box so tightly it’s crumpling, like I’ve suddenly become The Missed-Period Hulk. 

			It’s probably nothing, I tell myself. Stress can delay a period, even on the pill. And I haven’t really had any noticeable pregnancy symptoms.

			I’ll just take a test and then I’ll know, and feel much, much better.

			So I go to the counter and buy my stack of pubic lice treatment in one transaction and my pregnancy test in another—enduring another strange look from the cashier, though I’m way too freaked out to make a joke now.

			And then, because I need to know the answer immediately, I run to the bathroom in the drugstore, and I pee on the pregnancy test. With my heart pounding against my ribs, I settle in to wait for the two longest minutes of my life.

			Except it actually only takes about twenty seconds before the result appears. 

			“No,” I whisper to myself in the stall. But the test doesn’t change its mind based on my pleas—in fact, that pink plus on the indicator looks even brighter than before. Practically a neon-glowing sign announcing a huge, unexpected life change ahead.

			I’m pregnant. And though I haven’t had any nausea before this moment, now I definitely feel like I’m going to throw up.

		

	
		
			Twelve

			Will

			I’m sitting on our cushioned couch, staring at my laptop screen. I have this app up that starts flashing every time I stop typing. It’s supposed to motivate me to write, but in reality it’s going to give me a seizure. The screen has been flashing at me for five minutes straight, because all I’ve done is write and rewrite the same sentence over and over. Badly. In fact, I think it’s getting worse with each attempt. 

			I slam the laptop closed. I’ve been working on this sequel on and off for three years. I’ve gotten three quarters of the way through a completed draft before realizing I was telling the wrong story, scrapping most of it, and starting over. I’ve outlined with index cards, post-its, fancy programs and yellow legal pads. I’ve revised the beginning chapters so many times that my critique group has told me they can’t give me feedback on them anymore. They’ve read so many versions that they’ve lost all objectivity. 

			I’m supposed to be working on a new draft of the act break, working forward even though I know the beginning isn’t right yet. 

			Instead, all I’ve accomplished today is to do the dishes, Google how to fix our leaky sink faucet, fail to actually fix it, and scrub the last bits of paint out of the carpet from our sex tarp endeavor. Gabby tells me over and over again that my writing is the most important thing, that she doesn’t mind making sacrifices so I can focus on it. 

			But I mind all the sacrifices she makes so I can fail to focus on it. I know this kind of work takes time, and that while I wrote most of the second half of my first book in six weeks, I’d spent years thinking about it, outlining it, working out the kinks and the details. 

			All so that my first book could be sent to every respectable publisher known to man and then not sell. Even if I finish this one, there’s no guarantee it’s going to fare any better. 

			I lean back on the couch, rubbing my temples. 

			My life is going nowhere fast, and I don’t know what to do about it. I don’t even know how to talk to Gabby about it. She’s the most wonderful thing that’s ever happened to me, and she believes in me wholeheartedly, without reservation. 

			I don’t know how to tell her how badly I’ve failed her.

			The key turns in the lock, and I open my laptop again. I hate myself for wanting to pretend I’m accomplishing anything. What I need to do is figure out how to actually make the progress Gabby believes I’m making, so I don’t have to have that conversation at all. 

			Gabby walks in still wearing her corset and sinks her fingers into the back of Cushionless Couch like she needs it to stay upright. She looks at me, and then looks away. 

			“Long day at the Ren faire?” I ask. 

			“You could say that,” Gabby says. “I had to look at a bunch of vaginas today.”

			I wince. “More crabs?”

			“More crabs,” she says. “And that’s not even the worst part.”

			I wonder how her job could get any worse than having to wear a corset, introduce herself as a Healer Wench, and diagnose an outbreak of pubic lice. And she’s still not meeting my eyes. I start to feel a pit in my stomach. Did something go wrong? Is she still worried about our sex life? Though how that would be related to a bunch of other women’s crab infestations is beyond me.

			“Maybe you should sit down,” Gabby says. 

			“I am sitting down.”

			“I know,” Gabby says. “I’m talking to myself.”

			Now I’m starting to wonder if Gabby has some of that heat exhaustion or dehydration she’s been diagnosing so often. “Maybe I should get you some water. Have a seat, and—”

			“I’m pregnant,” Gabby says. 

			I stare at her, all thoughts vanishing from my mind. “What?”

			“I’m pregnant,” she says again, more firmly than before, like she’s just convinced herself of it. “My boss gave me permission to stock a bunch of lice shampoo, so I went to the drug store to buy them out, and I saw the pregnancy tests and I remembered that I was late, and there was that one time a couple weeks ago when I was on the antibiotics and I forgot that we were supposed to use backup birth control, and oh my god, Will, I’m pregnant.”

			Gabby is looking at me like her dog just died, and while we don’t even have a dog, I feel the same. Well, that and total shock. So maybe more like a dog that died suddenly, unexpectedly.

			Why am I still thinking about this nonexistent dog?

			“Maybe you should sit down,” I say, glad that I’m already doing so. My heart seems to have forgotten how to beat for a moment there and is now doing so unsteadily. 

			She nods and then walks over to sit next to me on the couch. My laptop screen is flashing again, and I shut it and shift it to the coffee table. 

			“You actually took one of those tests,” I say. “You’re sure.”

			“I took three of them,” Gabby says. She’s sitting too upright, clutching her knees tightly. “I’m very sure.”

			We’re staring at each other, and somewhere at the back of my mind, there’s a version of me who knows he’s supposed to be having some kind of reaction to this news. I should probably be telling Gabby that maybe I’m actually happy about this and that it’s going to be okay, but I don’t think I am, and really, is it?

			“So how do you feel about that?” I ask finally.

			“About the same way you feel about it.” 

			“Shit,” I say. 

			“Yeah,” Gabby says quietly. “That pretty much sums it up.”

			I’m definitely feeling something now, beyond numb shock. A deep sense of dread growing in my gut, like I’m all strapped in for a drop out of an airplane that I didn’t mean to sign up for. “What are we going to do?” I ask. “We can barely afford to keep ourselves alive, much less—”

			God. We have insurance, but there’s going to be medical bills, and babies need clothes and space, and probably couches that aren’t missing their cushions, and—

			“I know.” Gabby nods, and keeps nodding, like she’s suddenly developed a nervous tic in her neck. “But babies are cheap at first, right? I can breastfeed, and—”

			“And you’re going to have to take time off,” I say. The dread is settling into certainty now, about something I’ve said before but finally need to insist on. “I need to get a job.”

			The nervous nodding stops. “No!” Gabby says, somehow mustering the same kind of forceful enthusiasm for my fruitless unemployment that she always does. “We have a long time, long enough for you to finish your book, maybe. And that one might sell. You don’t know.”

			 “Gabby, you can’t work straight through having a baby, and we have no savings and no way of knowing if the next book would do better than the first.” If I can even get the thing written in the first place. God, how could have I gotten so little done in all this time? And now, when we really need it . . . 

			I shake my head and let out a breath. “We don’t really have any other options.”

			Gabby looks down at her hands. Her voice is small. “That’s not entirely true.”

			My stomach sinks. Of course. We do have other options. There’s always abortion, especially if it’s early. 

			That should make me feel better, but it doesn’t. 

			“Is that what you want?” I ask. 

			Gabby is quiet for a moment. “No. Not really.”

			I feel relieved about that, nonsensical though it is. I’m not opposed to abortion in general, and I think for a lot of people it’s a necessary thing. But Gabby and I are in a committed relationship, and I’ve always assumed we’ll have a family eventually. It’s not the child I’m scared about, but the timing, and that doesn’t seem like a great reason. Not for us, at least. “Me neither,” I say. 

			“Are you sure?” Gabby asks, those autumn-brown eyes of hers sad. “Because you’re right. We can’t afford it.”

			“We can’t now,” I say, and I reach over to take her hand, something I should have done way, way earlier in this conversation. “But if we were both working, we definitely could. And while I’m not particularly thrilled about the timing of all this, I think there’s zero chance we’d regret having this kid a few years from now. It’s something we always said we wanted eventually, right?”

			“Right,” Gabby says, though the truth is, I’m not sure either of us looked forward to that with any particular longing. More like an eventuality we figured we’d want someday. When we had our lives together. When we grew up and hit some magic age where the biological imperative comes calling.

			“I’m going to look for a job,” I say. It isn’t a question, either in my tone or in my mind. I have no idea what I’m going to do—I’ve done some script consulting over the last few years, but that’s very part time, and very unpredictable. 

			“I don’t want you to have to,” Gabby says, squeezing my hand gently. But she doesn’t insist that I shouldn’t, and I’m grateful for that. “We could move out of LA. Somewhere rent is cheaper.”

			I shake my head. “You have to finish school, and your job is here. I don’t think it’s a great idea to greet this life change with a whole bunch of other life changes that would take us away from what steady employment and supportive family and friends we have.” 

			Gabby bites her lip. “That’s a good point. You know my brother would help us out with the money. Anna-Marie and Josh would, too.”

			I don’t love the idea of taking money from her brother—or any of our family—but I’m even more resistant to the idea of taking it from friends, even ones she’s as close to as them. “And we may need the help,” I say after a beat. “But first I’m going to do everything in my power to make sure we can take care of ourselves.” The words sound sure coming out of my mouth, but I’ve failed so entirely over these last years that I’m not at all sure I can follow through with this.

			I can try, though. I can call all my old contacts in film, see if anyone has any openings. I can go back to retail, for god’s sake. It would be more income than I’m making now, at the very least.

			“We’re going to need a bigger apartment,” I say. “There’s no room here for a baby.”

			“Not right away, though,” Gabby says. “We can make it work for a little while.”

			I look around, seeing the cramped layout with new eyes, and not sure how exactly that would work. “I suppose we could replace the couch with a crib.” 

			Gabby looks horrified. “Are you talking about Cushionless Couch?”

			I can’t help but smile. Gabby is willing to work all hours of the day and night so I don’t have to get a job, but heaven forbid we part with the couch that has long ago lost its cushions. I elbow her. “Maybe your brother would buy it. That’s what we did with our last unwanted couch.”

			Despite herself, Gabby returns the smile. “He really does want to help us out. Do you think you would accept money in return for the couch?” It’s clear she desperately wants me to be willing to accept her brother’s offer. And, really, we could use it, the hit to my pride—such as it is—notwithstanding.

			“If he has to keep that monstrosity in his house, then I think I can live with it. That would be hilarious.” At least that thought makes my pride feel a little better. 

			Gabby grins, somehow ignoring that I called her beloved couch a monstrosity. “And then I could visit it. But we’re not getting rid of Bertrude.”

			The coffee maker? “Why would we get rid of Bertrude? She has personality.”

			Gabby leans over and throws her arms around me. “I love you,” she says, and I wrap my arms around her and hold her tight. 

			I close my eyes and press my lips to her temple. “I love you, too,” I say. “We’re going to figure this out.” 

			“Are you really going to look for a job?” she asks. There’s this mournful quality to her voice, like this is the greatest tragedy of all, when really, it’s well past time for me to do that anyway. 

			“Yes,” I say. “I’ll start with my old friends from Passion Medical.”

			She takes a breath to protest. I hated writing for the soap opera, but I’m not looking to go back there. “A lot of them have moved on,” I tell her. “They’re working on different projects now.”

			“But if you get a job writing, you might not be able to keep up with your novel on the side.”

			She’s right, but the truth is, it’s not like I’ve been keeping up with it as it is. “I don’t have a lot of other skills. I guess I could go back to bookstore management.”

			Gabby’s clearly not any more thrilled about that than the soap opera. “That just feels like a step backward. What about self-publishing the book?”

			“That would cost money,” I say. “For editing and cover design. And from what I understand, it’s unlikely I would make that money back. Especially with only one book to put out, and who knows how long the next one will take.”

			Gabby sighs. “I might still look into it more. Someone is making money at this.”

			Probably someone who doesn’t write literary science fiction noir epics. And a lot of someones who can produce books at a rate of more than one per five years. “Okay,” I tell her. “If you can come up with a plan that would work, I’m all ears.”

			We both look at each other. I want to tell Gabby that it’s all going to be okay, but really, I feel like we’re standing at the edge of a chasm together, looking down into the deep dark. 

			I’m not sure that it will be okay. 

			But I love her, and I’m going to do everything in my power to make it so.

		

	
		
			

			Thirteen

			Gabby

			The next day before work at the Ren faire, I stop at another pharmacy to buy more pubic lice cream, just in case my infirmary gets inundated with way more itchy faire workers than my previous stockpile can handle. I figure I can return these if I don’t end up needing them, but I’d rather be prepared. And maybe it feels good to be able to do something about Ye Olde Plague of Crabs, since I can’t do anything about my stressful situation besides stress about it.

			I see the pregnancy tests in the aisle and come very close to taking another one just in case yesterday’s three were faulty, but decide that I am a medical professional and know better, and should resist the crazy as long as possible.

			Unfortunately, the plastic bag rips when I get into my car, and so when I get to work, I end up having to carry the whole stack of pubic lice medicine in my arms into the faire. It’s a big stack, too—I can barely see over the top of the wobbly pile, though maybe it serves as a warning to all faire employees that they should stop hooking up behind the stables until the outbreak is under control.

			Even so, when a lady tugging a clothes rack of fancy gowns to her vendor booth runs her wheeled cart over my foot and I yelp and drop them all, I’m thinking I may have gone overboard.

			The lady continues on, either not having noticed or perhaps not particularly caring in her rush to get set up before the faire opens.

			I sigh and start to pick them up.

			“Hey, let me help you with that, my lady,” a genial male voice says.

			I look over to see Channing Tatum—er, Sir-Stick-Up-His-Ass; I forgot what April said his real name was—bending down even in full knight armor to help me gather the scattered boxes.

			“Um, thanks,” I say.

			“You’re the new nurse, yeah?” He straightens, holding about half of the boxes. 

			“Either that or I’m some weirdo carrying around a lot of pubic lice cream,” I say, and he laughs. 

			“Yeah, I’d heard there was a bit of a problem with that around here.” He smiles. “I’m Chris, by the way. It’s nice to meet you.”

			“Gabby,” I say back, wondering why he’s being so nice to me all of a sudden. April had said he was a nice guy, but I remember him being distinctly more curt that first time I met him, and after what Delia said . . . Maybe he’s about to ask for one of these boxes for himself?

			I hold out my small stack for him to set the boxes on top of, but he just looks amused.

			“I can help you carry these over,” he says. “My chivalrous deed for the morning.”

			“Thanks,” I say, and mean it. These may not be heavy, and the infirmary isn’t far, but this sure will make it easier. “And if you need to take one for yourself, go ahead. I don’t need to, like, confirm or anything.”

			His cheeks go pink. “Um, no. I’m good, thanks.”

			We walk across the big open entrance courtyard, past the King’s Pavilion, where a tall guy in a jester’s outfit is already juggling, even though he’s got no one to entertain but us workers until the faire opens for the day. I ask Chris how long he’s been a knight, and he tells me he’s been doing this for about four years now, and pretty much does this full-time, traveling from faire to faire across the country for about eight months out of the year. He’s a pretty open, chatty guy, and I’m starting to think that maybe April was right.

			Until we round the corner and reach the infirmary, and see Delia standing there. She smiles, but then her smile wavers and she looks confused at seeing Chris helping me carry pubic lice cream boxes.

			“Hey, Gabby,” she says, pointedly ignoring Chris.

			Who freezes. “I—uh. My ladies,” he says, his tone all cold and stiff like that first time I met him. He practically shoves the boxes he’s holding at me, and I scramble to stack them on top of mine without dropping them all again. “Good day.”

			And then he strides off without looking back.

			“Oh my god, what the hell was that?” Delia says, glaring at his shiny armored backside. She shakes her head. 

			I don’t know what that was, but I’m starting to think it’s not that he’s a jerk—to anyone except Delia, strangely. “I don’t know,” I say. “Are you sure he doesn’t have some kind of issue with you, specifically?”

			Delia looks surprised, but then she looks thoughtfully in the direction he went. “I don’t think so. I didn’t think he even remembered me.”

			I want to ask what she means—did they have some sort of torrid affair interrupted by the last Ren faire crabs outbreak?—but my arms are starting to ache from balancing the boxes of cream.

			“Can you—” I gesture with my chin to the infirmary door, which Delia opens for me. I drop the stack onto the cot and sigh. How does it already feel like it’s been way too long a day?

			“I just wanted to thank you again for doing this for us,” Delia says. 

			“You’re welcome. How’s it been working?”

			“Like a charm. Though after this pleasant experience, I’m starting to re-think my anti-Brazilian wax stance.”

			I smile. “I don’t blame you. Though I’m not sure how medieval that is.”

			“Having a colony of lice all up in my business is more medieval than I ever want to experience again. By the way, can I grab one of these for my friend Heather? She spent yesterday evening trying to discreetly scratch at her skirts, so I think she may be needing some.”

			“Absolutely. Spread the love.” I pause. “I mean, don’t be spreading the love until that’s all cleared up. But I got enough of this stuff for an army, so share that with anyone you think needs it.”

			Delia laughs and grabs a box, then heads off to work.

			And I spend the morning trying to focus on my job, and not on the fact that somehow my corset feels extra tight and the air in the infirmary extra stifling.

			My stomach having already swollen in the last twenty-four hours is clearly all in my head, but maybe the heat thing isn’t. Fortunately (for me, at least) I’m distracted for a while by treating the gash in the forehead of a man who had his toupee snatched by a raptor that escaped from its falconer. It’s not deep enough to require stitches, but he does a lot of muttering not-quite under his breath about how he’s going to sue the faire for “emotional damages.” By the time my lunch break rolls around, I’ve given out a couple bottles of water to people who came in complaining of feeling light-headed, though usually I don’t start seeing the dehydration patients until the afternoon.

			Regardless, I’m ready to escape the oven that is the infirmary when my break comes. I texted Anna-Marie last night to see if she could meet me again for lunch today, and she must still not have many scenes to film on Southern Heat (Maeve only barely getting out of her coma now), because she’d agreed immediately, along with this:

			Can’t wait—I’ve got some news!

			I’ve got news to share, too, and I’m guessing mine is bigger. 

			Anna-Marie wanted to meet at the faire again. She clearly loves these things, and she and Josh can afford for her to pay the entrance fees just to come eat some overpriced vaguely-medieval-themed faire food. 

			I find her looking over some swords and daggers at a booth. “Check it out. Sting,” she says, holding up a blade with a design etched on it.

			The singer? Does he like swords? I wrinkle my nose. “Is that a tantric sex thing?”

			Anna-Marie grins. “No. It’s a hobbit thing.”

			“Ah. You really do belong here. Way more than me.”

			She sets the small sword down, and the vendor looks disappointed. “Well, that news I was telling you about?” Anna-Marie says, blue eyes gleaming. “It turns out I’m going to get to. For a day, anyway.”

			I blink. I don’t know what news I was expecting, but it wasn’t that. “Really?”

			“Remember when you suggested seeing if I could get a role here? Well I mentioned it to Josh, and he placed a few calls, and it turns out that on the weekends they do these charity jousting tournaments with celebrities—”

			“You’re jousting?” My jaw drops. I can’t believe Josh would be okay with Anna-Marie being knocked off a charging horse by some armored dude with a lance, and there’s no way in hell I’m okay with it. 

			“Oh my god, noooo.” Anna-Marie laughs. “I’m going to be the princess. The one whose hand in marriage the knights are competing for. They’ve got a gown for me—I’ll just need to get fitted for it.” She beams and does a little spin, as if she’s already wearing it.

			 “Oh, good. That sounds awesome.” I’m both super relieved my best friend isn’t going to be killed in a joust and also weirdly envious. Of course Anna-Marie would get to the be the princess all the knights are vying for. And she’ll be perfect for the role, beautiful in some gorgeous, princessy gown made to fit her exactly, fawned over by handsome knights and the admiring public. While I’m the Healer Wench, sweating to death in a second-hand (or probably tenth-hand) corset, and checking out people’s pube-bugs.

			This disparity is not new, nor is it her fault. I’m just in a bad mood.

			Speaking of which . . .

			“I’ve got some news, too,” I say, as we walk away from the booth. I can feel that news like a boulder in my gut. Even if in reality it’s much, much smaller. “Let’s get some food first, though.”

			We decide to grab some turkey legs and walk around while we eat, which, despite the heat, I could definitely use after feeling extra trapped in my tiny infirmary. I bite into the turkey leg, and the grease immediately drips down my chin. But dang, these turkey legs are amazing.

			Or do I just think so because . . .

			“I’m pregnant,” I blurt out, my mouth still partially full of turkey.

			Anna-Marie freezes mid-bite, her eyes widening as she stares at me over the turkey leg in her mouth, which isn’t an attractive look even on Anna-Marie. She blinks and lowers the turkey. “What?”

			I swallow, and the turkey tastes like paste now. I’m half-tempted to just toss mine in the nearest trash can. “I’m pregnant.”

			“Wow, I—oh my god.” She looks like the breath’s been knocked out of her. I get that feeling. “Are you—Were you guys . . . I mean—”

			“It was a surprise,” I say, sparing her from fumbling around to figure out whether congratulations or condolences are in order. Because, really, I don’t even know. “Kids weren’t even on our radar, you know? Like in the future, maybe, but with how small our apartment is and our financial situation, and god, I don’t even know that I’d be ready to take care of one of Sheena’s hamsters right now, let alone a baby . . .”

			“Wow,” Anna-Marie says again, in a small voice. “How is Will handling it?”

			I tell her about last night as we walk, about how I realized my stupidity in having unprotected sex while still on antibiotics, and how Will is about as excited as I am—which is to say, not very—and how nervous we both are about this. I tell her about our financial discussion and Will’s job concerns and how he won’t accept charity unless it comes in the form of Felix buying Cushionless Couch. Anna-Marie listens, not saying very much, asking the occasional question. Which is exactly what I need right now, and it feels good to vent.

			But eventually I realize that she’s too quiet. This is Anna-Marie, after all. A great listener, yes, but rarely one to hear dramatic news without an equally dramatic reaction. Right now, though, she looks like she’s shrinking in on herself a little, and that stunned quality to her expression is lingering.

			It’s like my news is hitting her harder than it even hit me.

			I pause in my recounting of our debate about whether we need to move. “Are you okay?”

			Anna-Marie blinks at me. “Yeah. Of course. I just—Wow. All of this, you know? Wow.”

			I do know, but I don’t think that’s actually what’s on her mind. “What is it really?” I give her my best no-BS look, and Anna-Marie shifts awkwardly. She looks off at the nearby stage, where a couple of women dressed up as medieval nuns are performing their “Hey, Nunny Nunny” show. The crowd laughs.

			Anna-Marie looks back at me, and then sighs. “It’s—Josh and I just found out that we have fertility problems.” She sucks in her lips, and stares at the ground. “That I have fertility problems.”

			And now it’s me staring in shock, though at least I don’t have a turkey leg in my mouth. “What? You’ve been trying?”

			She nods, still staring glumly at the ground. “But we don’t need to talk about that right now, this is about you and—”

			“No way. We’re on you now,” I say firmly, still trying to process this. I knew Anna-Marie wanted to be a mom someday, but like my own vague parental inclinations, I always assumed that was off in the future. Maybe way off in the future. “But you and Josh have only been married a year. For you to already know you have fertility problems—”

			I cut off as she winces.

			“We’ve been trying since we got married,” she says. “Do you remember when my mom came out and visited us about a month before the wedding?”

			“And she sabotaged your birth control?” I wish I was exaggerating, but I am not. Anna-Marie’s mom was already a bit of a nut job, from what I’ve understood. And then . . . 

			Anna-Marie groans, as if just remembering this, even though she’s the one who brought it up. “Exactly. The day my mom became an actual soap opera villain.” She shakes her head. “I should have kicked her out the minute she suggested I get pregnant to keep my hooks in Josh and ‘guarantee future financial support.’”

			I grimace in disgust, much the way I did when Anna-Marie first told me her mom had actually said that to her. Despite spending most of Anna-Marie’s life trying to convince her that men can never be trusted, her mom was thrilled when Anna-Marie got engaged to Josh—apparently men can’t be trusted, but the wealthy, well-connected ones should be used and taken for everything they have before they inevitably screw you over. At least Will knows I didn’t get pregnant to secure my obligation to his incredible wealth.

			I think Anna-Marie and Josh had hoped that her mom seeing them together would convince her they were actually in love and happy and that these were both good things.

			Instead, she poked pin-holes in all their condoms. Something they discovered about a week later, after having used a good number of them.

			“So after we found the condoms, I told my mom that she’d gone way too far, and she was no longer welcome in our lives unless she gets help for her many issues,” Anna-Marie says, and I nod. I remember thinking this was probably healthier for everyone—especially Josh and Anna-Marie’s marriage. “And, of course, we took pregnancy tests later, and weren’t pregnant.”

			I remember that, too. I’d been so relieved for them. 

			But Anna-Marie only looks sad now. “I know we said it was a good thing,” she says, “but the truth is, Josh and I realized we were both disappointed when the test came back negative. Not that either of us really wanted to conceive because of my mom doing that to us,” she adds quickly and bitterly. “But just that we realized we were both more ready to be parents than we’d thought. That we actually wanted to, you know?”

			There’s an ache that pierces me like that Sting sword, but I don’t say anything. She must see the look on my face, though, because she cringes. “I’m sorry, I really shouldn’t be talking about this now, with—”

			“No. I told you we’re on you now.” I gesture with my turkey leg for her to continue.

			She shrugs. “So we haven’t been using birth control since. We just figured it would happen when it happened, and we’d be happy whenever that way, and . . .” She swallows. “And it’s been a year now, and it just never happened. We went in for testing last month. It turns out I have a hormonal problem. The odds aren’t, um. They’re not great. So I have a prescription to help with that, but . . .” 

			But there’s no guarantee. Now my ache is sharper, seeing the sadness on my best friend’s face. She’s been struggling with wanting to be pregnant, and now here I am, pregnant and not really wanting to be.

			And also, she’s been struggling with this for a year, and I never knew.

			“Is that the problems you were talking about at the sex shop?” I ask carefully. “Making things fraught?”

			Anna-Marie nods and slumps down on a nearby bench, at the way back of the crowd watching the bawdy nun show. Which is loud, especially with the crowd’s laughter, but not so much I’ll have to struggle to hear her. I sit next to her. 

			“We’re doing good overall,” she says, “but it’s just been getting stressful. Like, oh my god, the sperm clinic.”

			The way she says this tells me there’s definitely a story there. “Worse than the couples massage?”

			She laughs, but it’s a bleak sound. “Surprisingly, yes. I didn’t think it would be a big deal, right? We’ll just go in the clinic, jack him off into a cup, and done.”

			“That’s usually how it goes, yeah.”

			“Well, we get there and the nurse shows us the DVD selection—which amongst all the porn contained, weirdly enough, a copy of Casino Royale—”

			“Is that a James Bond movie?”

			“Yep. Which maybe works for some people. Sure. Whatever, we weren’t planning on using their stash o’ porn and Daniel Craig anyway. But then Josh starts to freak-out—he just doesn’t want to be there, doesn’t want to do this, even with me offering to help.” She bites her lower lip. “I might have gotten a little bitchy. Like, ‘I had to give blood, and I didn’t get to orgasm during that, so just get to it.’”

			I cringe. “Did you say that to him?”

			“Yes,” she says with a sigh. “I told you I got bitchy. But he wanted me to ask the nurse if they can extract the sperm with a needle! My husband would rather have a needle jammed in his testicle than jack off to me.”

			“Yikes. Yeah, I wouldn’t have felt super great about that either.”

			“It was awful. I was getting mad and he was in tears, and then I felt terrible and I was crying, and—ughhh,” she groans. “But he explained what was bothering him about it, and I get it. It’s Josh and me, and we’re trying to make a baby, and . . . Being in the clinic like that, it’s like suggesting that this connection we have is medically observable and can be replaced by porn.”

			“Or Casino Royale.”

			“Exactly.” Anna-Marie gives a sad little smile. “And really, can I be mad at my husband for feeling that way? Honestly, I really do get it. The whole thing felt so . . . just awful.”

			I can see Josh having those issues. For such a powerhouse agent, he’s also a deeply sensitive guy, especially when it comes to his feelings for Anna-Marie. 

			“If the clinic environment is too stressful to, um, perform, you know you can just take the cup home, right?” I can’t help but ask.

			“Yeah, but the clinic’s too far away from our house to get the sample back in time. So it’s like, where are we supposed to go? Behind the Taco Bell?”

			“Or a hotel?” I suggest.

			“We just felt so stupid that this was going so badly. We’ve both had sex in way skankier places than a clinic. God, we’ve had sex with each other in skankier places.” 

			I imagine so, if their first non-clinic sex location idea was “behind the Taco Bell.”

			“Did you guys figure it out?” I ask.

			“Yeah. We went back again, and this time went better. Still awful, but no freak-outs from either of us, and we got the sample.” Her shoulders slump. “Though after all that, it turns out we didn’t need it. The problem’s with me.”

			I don’t want to point out that with infertility problems, most of the solutions are going to involve Josh needing to do this anyway, even if his sperm aren’t the issue. Probably she knows this by now.

			“I’m sorry, Anna,” I say.

			She nods. “Me too. About what you’re going through, I mean.”

			We both just sit there, and the nuns burst into song and the crowd laughs. Across the way, there’s a woman dressed as a fairy, and her dark skin is dusted with glitter and she has these huge gossamer wings that sparkle in the sunlight and her delicately braided hair is threaded through with ribbons. She bends down to greet several little girls who are enchanted with her, one of whom is wearing her own set of wings, probably picked up at a vendor here.

			The little girls giggle, and Anna-Marie and I both watch them. I can tell by the wistful expression on her face and the scared little knot in my chest that we’re feeling vastly different things at seeing this, neither of which are pleasant.

			“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before,” Anna-Marie says quietly, after the little girls scamper away and the ethereal fairy-woman continues walking on. “I just felt like it shouldn’t be a big deal. Like you said, we’ve only been married a year, right? And we’re happy. We really are. We shouldn’t want this so much.”

			“But you do,” I say, and I reach over and grab her hand. “And that’s okay. And it’s okay if you couldn’t talk about it before.” I realize as I say it that it’s true. It stings that she’s been going through this and not telling me, but whereas I can’t keep from sharing my problems, no matter how embarrassing—as evidenced by my sex advice phone call with my little brother—Anna-Marie has always had a hard time being open. I didn’t even know much more than the basics about her family and past until after the trip to Wyoming brought all that baggage tumbling out of the emotional closet. 

			She always opens up to me eventually, though, and I’m one of the very few people in the world who can say that. I smile as she squeezes my hand back.

			And then my smile drops as the guilt sets back in. “I feel horrible complaining about being pregnant to you.”

			“No, you need to be able to complain about it. It’s not something you wanted right now, and that’s scary.”

			It is, that’s for sure. “But should I even be talking to you about it? Not that I don’t want to, but is that going to hurt you?”

			Anna-Marie considers this. I appreciate this about her—with questions like this, she doesn’t just toss off the answer she thinks people want to hear, something I’m inclined to do. Finally, she says, “I think it’s both. Yeah, it’s going to hurt a little, but I want you to be able to talk to me even more. This is huge, and I want to be there for you in any way I can.”

			I know she means it, but it’s going to be hard, knowing that my problems are hurting her. And I can’t help but wonder if it’s just going to make things awkward between us, and weird, if I can’t be happy about this, or even if I can be happy about this—god, I hope eventually I can be happy about this . . .

			“I know you said Will won’t take any money,” Anna-Marie says, cutting into my anxiety spike. “But if you could change his mind, I know Josh would be okay with us helping you guys out.”

			I lean my head on her shoulder. “You could buy Cushionless Couch,” I say. “But like we’re telling Felix, if you buy it, you need to keep it. And prominently display it.”

			Anna-Marie does one of her infamous snort-laughs, and rests her head on mine. “You know I love you, Gabby. But no way in hell.”

			“Tell Josh not to tell anyone, though, okay?” I say. “Specifically Ben. Because I know Will goes over there just to escape, and I’m not sure when he’s going to want to talk about all this with other people.”

			Anna-Marie nods. “And Ben can’t not talk about uncomfortable things. He doesn’t know about the infertility yet for the same reason.”

			That surprises me. Anna-Marie can be really private, but Josh and Ben talk about everything. I probably shouldn’t be glad that he isn’t talking about this, but it still makes me feel better that I’m not the only best friend being kept in the dark. Maybe things will get weird and difficult as this goes on, but I really believe that ultimately our friendship will be okay.

			I wish I felt as confident about other areas of my life.

		

	
		
			Fourteen

			Will

			I’m collapsed on Ben’s couch, watching old episodes of The Office, when Josh comes over. It’s a surprise to see him. Technically, he’s always invited to our movie nights, but Ben has a computer programming job he never brings home and I’m mostly desperate for human connection and have no responsibilities to speak of beyond trying and failing to produce words and, only recently, looking for a job. Meanwhile, Josh has a demanding career and a wife who doesn’t work nights, so he rarely makes it. Generally speaking, when Gabby works late and Wyatt has the evening shift at the pool hall, Ben and I are left with the television for company, and, more dubiously, each other.

			“Hey,” Josh says as he comes in. He takes the other end of the wraparound couch that I’m currently occupying, while Ben is sprawled out in his recliner. Josh must have gone home between work and here, because he’s wearing dark jeans and a Star Wars t-shirt, and I’m pretty positive he wasn’t out lunching with A-list actors in that.

			“Hey,” Ben says. “Where’s Anna-Marie tonight?”

			“She’s at home,” Josh says. “She wasn’t in the mood for The Office.”

			Ben gives Josh a look, while I keep my eyes glued to the screen. Josh pretty much never comes in casually to announce that Anna-Marie is at home, but he decided to hang out with us instead. The only time he does that is for his Sunday video-game nights with Ben, and usually I’m not invited to those. 

			Josh has either had a fight with Anna-Marie and doesn’t want to admit that he needed to get out, or he’s here for some other reason. And while it’s probably self-centered of me, I have a terrible feeling it might have to do with me and Gabby. I know Gabby told Anna-Marie about being pregnant, and apparently that went even less well than I would have expected, because Josh and Anna-Marie have been trying to have a baby for the last year. That’s pretty terrible timing, and I’m kind of irked at Anna-Marie for bringing it up now and making Gabby feel even worse about our situation, even though logically I’m not sure what else she was supposed to do. 

			“So,” Josh says to me, kicking his feet up onto the couch next to mine in a way I think is supposed to be casual. “I heard Gabby went with Anna-Marie to the sex shop the other day.”

			Oh my god. The last time I discussed this with Ben in the room, I got the worst pre-sex advice of my life. Someone’s happy to see you. I can’t believe I actually said that to Gabby. I can’t believe I was desperate enough to ask Ben for advice to begin with.

			“So I hear,” I say. 

			“Did Gabby get anything good?” Josh asks. 

			“Um,” I say. “Not that I’d tell you about.” I mean for that to come out as a joke. 

			But it doesn’t.

			“She got one of those painting kit things that you have sex on,” Ben announces. “And Will wasn’t excited about it.”

			“Oh my god,” I say, rolling my eyes. “Yes, I was.”

			“Yeah,” Ben says. “That’s about how excited he sounded.”

			“Maybe this is my excited voice!” I say. But it’s not. It’s my defensive voice, and from the way both of them stare at me, it’s obvious they know it.

			“Hey,” Josh says in a tone that is clearly supposed to put me at ease. “That’s pretty cool. Should Anna-Marie and I try one out?”

			Gabby is sensitive enough about the big ass-print that I’m not going to share it with anyone. “I don’t know,” I say. “If that’s what you’re into.”

			“That’s not exactly a glowing review,” Josh says. 

			“It’s okay,” Ben says. “Will is always like that. I once tried to tell him about this time I had sex with Wyatt in pool hall after hours and Will was like, ‘I don’t need the details.’”

			Now I sound homophobic. “Not because they’re men,” I say. “But because I don’t feel the need to share my sex life with other guys, and I don’t feel the need to hear about either of yours.” 

			Ben smirks. I know he thinks this is funny, and that he and Josh sit around and talk about sex with some regularity. But to me it just smacks of locker room talk. I’m not going to sit around with the two of them and be like, “Dudes, I got some last night. Score!”

			Especially not when it comes to what happens between me and Gabby. 

			“Who do you talk to about your sex life, then?” Josh asks me. 

			Oh my god. There is literally never a reason to ask that question to anyone. 

			“The women I’m sleeping with,” I say. Though, honestly, most of those conversations are about as comfortable as the one I had with Gabby, so maybe I just don’t like to talk about it at all. I don’t think Gabby does either, so that works for us. 

			And it’s none of Josh’s damn business.

			“Women,” Josh says, his eyes narrowing the slightest bit, even though his tone is still light. “Plural, huh?”

			Damn it. I thought that might be where this was going. Gabby talked to Anna-Marie about how she feels like I’m not into our sex life anymore. And of course Anna-Marie decided I’m cheating on Gabby, and now she’s sent Josh here to find out if it’s true. 

			Gabby and I have enough problems without Anna-Marie filling Gabby’s head with that.

			“No,” I say. “I have slept with more than one woman in my life. But I meant with the one woman I am sleeping with at the time.”

			“Okay, okay,” Josh says, like he wasn’t just implying that I’m cheating on Gabby. Like that isn’t a totally uncalled-for accusation.

			Like he thinks that because I had feelings for Gabby—and encouraged those feelings more than I should have—when I was still engaged to Sarah, that means that I’m not capable of being faithful. 

			I feel bad enough about all that as it is. I don’t need to be reminded.

			“Sorry,” Josh says, and he sounds like he actually is, but he also makes a living telling people what they want to hear. “I just heard you guys were having problems and wondered if you wanted to talk about it.”

			“I don’t,” I say. I barely know how to talk about it with Gabby, so I’m certainly not discussing it with Josh. Or anyone else, for that matter.

			Ben looks over at me, and as if I didn’t just say I didn’t want to talk about it, says, “Are you and Gabby having problems?”

			I ignore him. I like Ben. He’s a good friend. But if I tell him Gabby is pregnant, he’s likely to congratulate me and then ask why I don’t seem excited about it. Then he’d probably tell me what he would say if Wyatt somehow thought he was pregnant, which is a whole other conversation I’m really not ready to have right now. I can’t keep it from him forever, obviously, but one of the good things about Ben is he rarely pries unless he sees an obvious reason to. Once you give him that obvious reason, though . . .

			Josh is giving him about thirty obvious reasons, and to say I don’t appreciate it is an understatement. 

			“Let me guess,” I say. “You heard that from Anna-Marie.”

			Josh cocks an eyebrow at me. “Yeah,” he says. “Of course I did.”

			“Great,” I mutter, and Josh turns to face me. I desperately want out of this conversation, but I don’t think Josh is going to let me out of it anytime soon, and if I get up and storm out I’ll only convince them that I have something to hide besides, you know, my private business.

			“Is it a problem that she told me?” Josh asks. “She’s just worried about you guys.”

			“Yeah,” I say. “I bet she is.” I’m still speaking in my defensive voice, but I’m not professionally versed in manipulating people, so Josh has a leg up on me in that arena.

			He blinks at me, like I’m the one being unreasonable. “Do you have a problem with Anna-Marie?”

			At this moment, I have several. None of which I want to address with Josh. “I don’t appreciate her stirring up drama.”

			Josh sits up. His voice takes on a cold edge. “How exactly is she doing that?”

			I sink lower into the cushions of the couch. “Well, for starters, she took Gabby to a sex shop and now Gabby somehow magically thinks our sex life has problems.”

			Josh looks skeptical, his dark eyes hard. “I don’t think that had anything to do with Anna-Marie.”

			I can already tell where this is going. Everyone knows he gets defensive of his wife at the drop of a hat—he dumped Chad Montgomery as a client because he grabbed Anna-Marie’s ass at a party—and I really don’t want to be on the receiving end of his wrath. I should probably just get up and leave, but he’s the one who interrupted our perfectly fine Office marathon with all these personal questions. 

			Besides, I’m sick of having to deal with the shadow of perfect Anna-Marie and her perfect marriage looming over my relationship. “Gabby always seems to feel a lot worse about herself after she hangs out with Anna-Marie, that’s all I’m saying.”

			Josh snorts. “I don’t think Gabby needs any help feeling bad about herself.”

			It’s my turn to sit up. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			Ben is looking back and forth between me and Josh like he wants to pop some popcorn. He’s clearly not coming to my aid, even though Josh is the one out of line.

			“It means Gabby has low self-esteem,” Josh says slowly. “It’s not an insult. It’s a fact.”

			“Yeah, well,” I say. “I don’t think Anna-Marie helps that any.”

			“Is she supposed to?” Josh asks. 

			“Maybe,” I say, even though I know now I’m being petulant. “Maybe you should both just mind your own damn business.”

			Josh holds up his hands, like he’s the picture of innocence. “We were just concerned about you guys. But fine. Whatever. Sorry I asked.”

			I should let it drop, but I’m pissed at Josh for ambushing me with this, and I’m pissed at Ben for letting him, and I’m pissed at Anna-Marie for spreading our business around in the first place. “You didn’t, actually,” I say. “And if there’s something you want to ask, maybe you should just come out and say it.”

			“Okay,” Josh says. “Are you cheating on Gabby?”

			“No!” I yell. I’ve completely lost track of The Office episode at this point, and I think Ben and Josh have, too. “But of course Anna-Marie would think that.”

			“Excuse me?” Josh says.

			My stomach ties itself in a knot. That must be what Gabby thinks. I figured Anna-Marie had convinced Gabby we had problems in our sex life, just like being around Anna-Marie always seems to make Gabby feel worse about her body. And it didn’t surprise me that Anna-Marie would have run to Josh with suspicions that I’m cheating on Gabby—but has she been telling Gabby that’s what’s going on? 

			Suddenly that conversation we had the other night takes on a darker tone. That’s why Gabby is so obsessed with enhancing our sex life. That’s why she’s feeling bad about herself. She thinks I’m off cheating on her while she’s working so hard to support me and my stupid dreams. 

			I hate myself, and how my previous behavior might lead her to believe I’m capable of that, but at this moment, I hate Anna-Marie more. 

			“It means,” I say, “that Anna-Marie has always been psycho about that stuff.”

			Josh’s face hardens and his fists tighten, and Ben actually goes, “Ooooooooh,” like this is some kind of schoolyard fight about to happen. The truth is, Josh works out and I don’t and he could probably kick my ass any day. 

			“I mean she has issues around cheating,” I clarify. “It’s not an insult. It’s a fact.”

			Josh stares at me for a second, like he’s trying to decide if he’s going to hit me. “Anna-Marie didn’t cause Gabby to have whatever issues you guys have,” he says in a low voice. “Gabby was the one who came to Anna-Marie and asked for her help.”

			My body goes cold. Is that true? If Gabby had a problem, why would she go to Anna-Marie before talking to me? 

			Not that a lot of the conversations we have had lately have gone particularly well. “Of course that’s what Anna-Marie would tell you,” I say. 

			“I know a lot of other things she told me,” Josh says. 

			God. What else does he know? And why don’t I know about it?

			Josh looks meaningfully at Ben, and that’s when I realize what he means. He’s talking about the pregnancy. Which Anna-Marie has told Josh not to tell anyone about. 

			“What is it?” Ben asks. “What’s the big secret?”

			Oh, god. Now that Ben knows there is one, he’s not going to let it go.

			“Maybe you and Anna-Marie should both mind your own business,” I say to Josh.

			He stares at me, and his lips twitch. His body hasn’t relaxed, and I think maybe he still wants to punch me for the things I said about Anna-Marie, which I guess were out of line, but I’m not going to be the first one to apologize in this situation. Not to Josh, who came here just to—what? Make me feel worse about everything?

			Josh arches an eyebrow at me and then smiles like he’s decided something. “Gabby’s pregnant,” he says to Ben. And then he gets up and strides out, his damage here done.

			When the door closes behind him, I groan. I definitely could have handled that situation better. Better yet, Josh shouldn’t have caused there to be a situation to begin with.

			“Wow,” Ben says. “What the hell was that?”

			“I thought he was going to hit me.”

			“I thought he was going to hit you, too!” Ben says. “You really shouldn’t have called his wife a psycho.”

			“Yeah, probably not,” I say. “But I don’t think Gabby’s friendship with Anna-Marie is always healthy. She thinks Anna-Marie is perfect, and it makes her get down on herself. And you really think that cheating thing didn’t come from Anna-Marie?”

			Ben shrugs. “It probably did. But Anna-Marie’s not really the type to make something out of nothing.”

			I glare at him, and he holds up his hands like Josh did. “I mean, she’ll definitely make something that’s already there bigger,” he says. “But she usually starts with something to work with.”

			“Comforting. Thanks.”

			“But dude,” Ben says. “Gabby is pregnant?”

			“Yes,” I say. “And yeah, okay, we’ve been having some problems. And I haven’t been the best boyfriend in the world lately. I’m not cheating on her, but I haven’t been great.”

			“How so?” Ben asks. 

			And while I swore at the beginning of this conversation that I didn’t want to talk to anyone about it, I find now that I do. “Because I’m a whiny, miserable writer, and that can’t be great to live with.”

			“Yeah, okay,” Ben says. “I could see that. Everyone goes through rough times, though.”

			I want to ask what rough times he and Wyatt have been through, but I don’t want to hear that it’s just a platitude, and they haven’t actually been through any that don’t revolve around the cleanliness of the den. “Sorry for fighting with Josh at your house,” I say. 

			“Eh,” Ben says. “He clearly started it.”

			“Is he going to kill me in my sleep?”

			“No,” Ben says. “He’s actually not a super violent guy.”

			“Except when he’s about to punch me.”

			Ben laughs. “Yeah, well, you insulted his wife and he didn’t punch you, so. . .”

			I probably shouldn’t hang out with Josh anymore, but I don’t think Josh is going to be in a big hurry to hang out with me, so that shouldn’t be too much of a lifestyle change.

			“About the baby, though,” Ben says. “Congratulations? You don’t seem very happy about it.”

			I want to snipe back that maybe this is my happy voice, but Ben seems sincere this time. It’s more awareness of the situation than I honestly expected from Ben. “Thanks,” I say. “And no, we’re both more stressed and worried than anything.”

			“I get that,” Ben says. 

			And, miraculously, I think maybe he actually does.

		

	
		
			Fifteen

			Will

			I know I need to talk to Gabby about my fight with Josh. She’s likely to hear about it soon anyway, and I’d rather she heard my side first. The next day, Gabby has a rare afternoon off from work, and we’re both staring at our dripping faucet, as if doing so will somehow grant us the miraculous ability to fix the thing. 

			What I really need to be fixing is the mess I’ve made out of our relationship. But I’ve never been the best at bringing up problems, something that was proven by the way I let my relationship with Sarah fester and rot. 

			Which is the opposite of what I want to do with Gabby. I’m about to let that terrible thought finally motivate me to open my mouth when there’s a knock on the door. 

			Gabby looks at me. She has her hair pulled up in a bun that’s cascading out at the edges of the band, and she’s not wearing any makeup, which I don’t think she needs, but she cringes all the same. “You get it,” she says. “If one more salesman asks if my husband is home, he’s going to end up with his low-interest-payment-plan shoved where the sun doesn’t shine.”

			I nod and go to get the door. I’m much better at closing the door in the face of people peddling chocolate bars and renters’ insurance and religions we don’t need. Gabby has a tendency to listen to their entire presentation before telling them she’s not interested, though at least she has the sense not to let strange people into the apartment. Most of the time. 

			I open the door, ready to close it again almost immediately.

			But there on the doorstep stands my brother, Sean, who is a couple inches taller than me and much more built and broad-shouldered, and right behind him, holding a very large container and looking more than a little uncomfortable, is his girlfriend, Audra. She’s cut her dark hair short since I last saw her, but she’s wearing the same pound of makeup she always is, and a pair of denim shorts and a halter top that look more fit for beach wear than for showing up on my doorstep.

			Much as I might want to, though, I can’t just close the door on them. 

			“Sean!” I say. “What’s going—”

			“You’re ignoring me,” Sean says. “I kept trying to get you to do dinner with us, and you kept dodging my calls, so we brought dinner to you.” He motions to the end of the hall, where he’s set a mini grill up between the stairs and the rail that separates our walkway from the outside. From the look of the steam, he’s already grilling something on it. He probably started the thing up so I wouldn’t be able to easily tell him this isn’t a good time.

			I’m not sure there’s ever going to be a good time.

			“Thanks,” I say.

			“Sean!” Gabby says from behind me, in her too-excited voice she reserves for things she really doesn’t want but feels the need to pretend that she does. “It’s so good to see you!”

			I turn around and give her a look that says, is it? to which she returns a look that says it better be. I sigh and hold the door open wider. “Come on in,” I say. I show them into the kitchen where the faucet is still drip drip dripping, and Audra sets her container on the table and removes the lid. Inside is a single hot dog.

			“This is the representative hot dog,” she says. 

			Gabby hesitates. “What does it represent?”

			“The other hot dogs that are cooking on the mini grill outside and didn’t fall out of the package.”

			“Ah,” I say. “Well, thanks.”

			I’m not sure what I’m thanking them for. Feeding us, I guess, as if we’re literally starving and incapable of feeding ourselves. We all look at each other awkwardly, and I’d rather be starving right now than having my home invaded by my brother and his girlfriend. 

			“So, Will,” Audra says. “How are things with your writing?”

			I try not to cringe. Sean is a contractor and he owns his own construction company. He didn’t think much of my career path back when I was a bookstore manager, and his approval has only soured as I’ve progressed to soap opera writer and novelist. 

			“It’s . . . about the same,” I say. 

			“Can I buy your book yet?” Sean asks. 

			Now I do wince. “No. I said it was the same. Could you buy it before?”

			“And what about you, Gabby?” Audra asks, clearly trying to steer us away from that obvious land mine. “How’s nursing?”

			“Good,” Gabby says. “Today is my day off from my new gig at the Renaissance faire. I’m basically a first aid person in a corset.”

			“That sounds like fun,” Audra says. “Doesn’t it, Sean?”

			“Sure,” Sean says, but he sounds more like he has no idea what planet Gabby and I are from, which about sums up how I feel about him. Things were bad before I set him up with Gabby in a desperate attempt to get over her when I was engaged to Sarah. If I’d known he was going to lie to me about being single and cheat on Audra with Gabby just to show me up, I definitely would have made different life choices.

			At least, I hope I would have. It wasn’t like the other ones I was making at the time were so stellar.

			“And what about you, Audra?” Gabby asks. “How’s . . . work?”

			Audra smiles. “You have no idea what I do, do you?” she asks. 

			“Um, no,” Gabby says. “Sorry.”

			Audra doesn’t look offended, which is odd for her. Usually she’s ready to jump all over Sean for not talking about her enough to his family. 

			Then again, she’s probably aware that Sean and I aren’t exactly talking. And probably also aware that her digs about Gabby to my parents have contributed to that—though I’m not ready to give her the credit of thinking she feels bad about that.

			“I’m an optometrist’s assistant,” Audra says. 

			“Oh, cool!” Gabby says, as if Audra has just announced that she’s an astronaut. “So we’re both in the healthcare field.”

			“Not really, though,” Audra says. “All I do is show people to a room and tell them to wait.”

			Gabby nods. “You have no idea how much of my job consists of exactly that. Not at the Ren faire, because we only have one room, but still.”

			“Ah, okay,” Audra says. “I can get really good deals on sunglasses.”

			“Hey!” Gabby says, sounding increasingly manic, like she’s desperate to keep this conversation going, since Sean and I are being no help. “Weren’t we just talking about sunglasses?” she asks me.

			“No,” I say. 

			“Really?” Gabby’s eyes implore me to lie for her, but next I’ll have to explain what we were saying about sunglasses, and, if it’s possible, I’m an even worse liar than Gabby. 

			“Sorry,” I say. “I don’t remember that.”

			“Fine,” Gabby says. “Maybe it was someone else I was talking to about sunglasses.”

			I have strong doubts about this. We all stare at each other, and I have regrets that I wasn’t more supportive of Gabby’s efforts to keep the conversation going. 

			Sean clears his throat, obviously also regretting his choices. “So,” he says. “The reason we’re here is we have an announcement.”

			Audra smiles at him, and my stomach sinks as I realize what this announcement undoubtedly is. 

			“Audra and I are engaged,” Sean says, and Audra squeals and shows Gabby a ring that I realize only now she was hiding by twisting it around to the inside of her hand. 

			There’s this long pause, and I’m about to open my mouth to congratulate him, when Sean beats me to it. 

			“You’re supposed to say congratulations.”

			“I was about to,” I tell him. 

			“Congratulations!” Gabby says, and flings herself a bit too enthusiastically at Audra and hugs her, then does the same to Sean. 

			There was a time when seeing her hug Sean might have bothered me. I know Gabby was interested in Sean before we got together—even if just as a proxy for me, which I set her up for. But I also know she’s long since over it. I’m just still pissed at him that he humiliated her by taking a call from his girlfriend in the middle of their last date—and lying to all of us in the process.

			I still haven’t said congratulations, and Sean’s glare tells me he notices. If I do it now, it’ll seem empty. 

			Audra reaches into her large purse and pulls out a bottle of wine. “We brought wine!” she says. “We should have a toast.”

			I go to the cabinet and find some mismatched wine glasses, which Sean silently judges. Sean pours, and it’s not until I finally see Gabby giving me increasingly frantic looks that I realize the problem. 

			She’s pregnant, and she’s not supposed to be drinking. Shit. 

			I know this is bound to end in disaster, being that it’s me and Gabby, but I make a motion at her like she should pretend to drink the wine. Surely bringing the glass to her lips a couple of times won’t hurt anything, and it’s a lie that should be fairly easy to pass off.

			Gabby looks increasingly uncomfortable. Sean pours four glasses and the rest of us all pick one up.

			“I’m not thirsty!” Gabby announces.

			“Will seems to think you are,” Sean says. I guess my frantic gestures weren’t as surreptitious as I’d hoped.

			“Um,” Gabby says, squirming. “Will is just worried about my drinking problem.”

			That is too much. “You don’t have a drinking problem!” I say, and then rub at my forehead, where I feel a stress headache forming.

			There’s another long pause in which we all stare at each other. I sigh. Sean is my brother, and even if I’m not keen on discussing this with him at the moment, he’s going to learn about it eventually. “Gabby is pregnant,” I say. 

			The long pause continues.

			“You don’t have to say congratulations,” I add. 

			“Do you want us to?” Sean asks. 

			“No,” I tell him. I turn to Gabby. “I was trying to tell you to pretend to drink it.”

			Gabby makes an obvious drinking gesture with her hand. “I thought you were telling me to just drink it!”

			“I’m going to go get the meat,” Sean says, and he strides out like he can’t stand marinating in our dysfunction anymore. 

			Audra takes a drink of her wine, even though we still haven’t had that toast. I do the same, with an apologetic look at Gabby, who unfortunately has to stay sober through this. Gabby starts pulling plates and silverware out—all of which are also mismatched, since Sarah took all her dishware with her, and Gabby acquired all of hers from yard sales before we met. 

			Sean is going to judge that, too, no doubt. But the truth is, it doesn’t bother me that our dishware doesn’t match. It doesn’t bother me that our wine glasses are all different sizes and shapes, because we’ve broken the matches to nearly all of them. 

			This is my life, and I like it, and Sean can take his judgment and shove it up his ass. 

			Sean comes back with a plate covered in hot dogs and also steaks, which look mouth-wateringly good, and, knowing Sean, probably are. He also has a Tupperware container of salad and some rolls. We all sit down around the table and dish up, the three of us finishing our wine glasses and pouring seconds. Meanwhile, I’m stressing about how to actually congratulate them and have that toast without making it obvious I’m just trying to make up for how badly things went before. 

			But Sean speaks first. “So,” he says to me. “Are you planning on getting a job? My company has some openings.”

			I can feel Gabby bristling next to me before I even look at her. I don’t need her to turn this down for me. “You know I don’t know anything about construction.”

			“Yeah, sure,” Sean says, cutting into his steak. “But we’ve got entry-level stuff. Or office work.”

			Actually, that doesn’t sound like a half-bad place to start. Not that I want to learn construction, particularly, but if I was working in an office doing billing or answering phones, I might be able to fit in some writing time when things were slow. 

			Not that I can fit it in now, with my endless, empty days. 

			“Really?” I say. 

			“Yeah,” Sean says. “I could probably even manage to find you something where you don’t ever need to see me.”

			“Would that be necessary?”

			Sean shrugs. He won’t meet my eyes. “It doesn’t seem like you want to.”

			I can hear the hurt in his voice, and it cuts deep. I’m being a crappy brother, and I know it. And yeah, I should never have set him up with Gabby in the first place. But he was a seriously shitty brother when he cheated on Audra with Gabby. It would have been one thing if he’d only had dinner with her, but he kissed her pretty damn enthusiastically right in front of me, which was pretty douchey to all three of us. 

			“Will doesn’t need a job,” Gabby says in a low voice. “Because writing is his job.”

			I take a deep breath. I thought we’d agreed that I need to find something, but I can see why Gabby would take exception to Sean’s tone. 

			“Sure, sure,” Sean says, waving a hand at her. “I get that the writing thing is something you enjoy, but at some point you’re going to have to man up and get a real job, right? And with a baby coming—”

			“Excuse me?” Gabby says, and I close my eyes. Sean is right, but he’s being more than a little condescending, and I don’t appreciate that any more than Gabby does. “Did you just tell Will to man up?”

			“I just meant, like, to take care of his family,” Sean says. 

			Audra is sitting back in her chair and staring at all of us like we’re a bunch of crazy people, which we basically are. 

			“He takes care of us just fine,” Gabby says. “Thank you very much. He needs to have time to write. That’s just how it works for writers, and it’s important.”

			Oh, god. Let us not get into a conversation with Sean about what I do with my time. “But we have discussed that I do need to get a job,” I say. 

			Gabby shakes her head. “Right. But maybe something part-time.”

			“Seriously?” Sean says. “You’re living here and having a kid and you’re going to work part-time?”

			“I think we should talk about something else,” I say, mostly to get them to stop arguing with each other, because Sean is right and being a dick and Gabby is wrong and incredibly sweet and supportive and I don’t know how to tell either of them that without hurting everyone, especially Gabby. 

			There’s some blessed silence while we chew on our food. Okay, it’s incredibly awkward silence, punctuated by the occasional scrape of a fork against a plate. 

			“Have you told Mom and Dad yet?” Sean asks. 

			Good lord. “I haven’t even thought about it, actually.” 

			Sean sighs. “I just think we all need to try to do better. Like, as a family.”

			I put down my fork, though I’ve only taken a single bite of the food. Really? As a family? Neither Sean or I have ever had a close relationship with our parents, so it’s rich of him to lecture me about that now. “What, so now you and Mom and Dad are all buddies?”

			“I see them more than you do,” Sean says. 

			“Have you told them you’re engaged?” 

			Sean shakes his head. “That’s what I’m saying, though. I just think we could all try.”

			This is about to be the conversation with Josh all over again. I wish everyone who isn’t Gabby would just leave us alone and let us figure things out on our own. “You know what, Sean?” I say. “I don’t think you’re in any position to lecture me about trying.”

			“That’s not fair,” Audra cuts in. “Sean is trying.” She sounds alarmingly like Gabby standing up for me, and I realize it’s the first time I’ve really been sure that she cares about my brother. “He loves you, and he’s so loyal to the people he loves.”

			I laugh before I can think about the Pandora’s box I’m about to open. Sean has clearly never been honest with Audra about what happened between him and Gabby. Last I heard, Audra was spreading the news that Gabby had been obsessed with Sean and thrown herself at him, even though she knew he had a girlfriend. Which I suppose makes me the second choice. 

			“What?” Audra asks. 

			Both Gabby and Sean are staring at me, and Sean looks decidedly guilty. I’ve spent three years avoiding situations where this would come up, but at this point, I’m tired of it. Sean is right. We could all try. And I’m going to start right now by trying to tell Sean how I really feel.

			“Are you so loyal, Sean?” I ask. “Is that right?”

			Sean pushes his chair back from the table. “Forget it. We should go.”

			“Yeah,” I say. “Of course you want to go now that you think we’re going to talk about the truth.”

			“The truth?” Audra looks back and forth between me and Sean. “What are you talking about?”

			I know I should stop talking and let them leave. But I’m so damn tired of secrets, so tired of not saying things that are true. “I’m talking about Sean’s loyalty,” I say. “I’m talking about the fact that he made out with Gabby twice while he was dating you.”

			“I didn’t do that,” Sean snaps. 

			“Gabby?” I ask. “Did he do that?”

			Gabby looks like she’s been cornered by a man-eating tiger. “Ummmm,” she says. 

			Audra narrows her eyes at Sean. “You told me you didn’t kiss her.”

			“I did, once,” Sean says. “But we were broken up at the time.”

			“Really,” I say. “Only once?”

			“Fine, there was that one kiss on the second date,” Sean says. “But that was just to convince Will I was single.” I roll my eyes at his attempt to minimize his cheating and prove his honesty by admitting he was only doing it to lie to me. “And it was like a sisterly thing.”

			Oh, no it was not. “There was tongue,” I say. 

			“Only a little tongue!” Sean shouts. 

			“Oh my god,” Audra yells at him, standing up from the table. “You said it was basically a glorified friends thing. You said you only dated her to get Will off your back and you weren’t into her at all!”

			Sean sputters, and I can practically see him backing himself into a corner. I shouldn’t give him the final push, but I’m so sick of him pretending that I’m at fault for the way things are between us. “Is that right, Sean?” I ask. “You weren’t into her at all?”

			Sean seems to be incapable of forming a sentence. When he finally does, he says, “It was three years ago!”

			“Yeah,” I say. “But we’re all expected to lie for you forever, just because you can’t be honest with your fiancée.”

			Audra steps away from the table. “I’m leaving,” she says, and she stalks out.

			“Thanks,” Sean says, glaring at me. “Fine. Yes. On that first date, when Audra and I were broken up, I thought Gabby was awesome. I wanted to kiss her. But I was in love with Audra and then we got back together and the second date was just for show. I didn’t want to have to hear it from you about getting back together with Audra, so I played it up.”

			“You were using her,” I say. 

			“Yeah, I was,” Sean says. He turns to Gabby. “And I’m sorry, Gabby. I’m sorry I did that.”

			“It’s okay,” Gabby says. “I’m over it.”

			I think she legitimately is, and maybe I should be, too, but I’m not. Probably because the issues with Sean and me go way deeper than just that one date.

			“And I’m sorry, Will,” Sean says. “I’m sorry that our relationship had been so fucked up that I felt like I needed to lie to you. I’m not blaming you. I was a dick about Sarah, too, and I shouldn’t have been. We should have just let each other be with the people we wanted to be with.”

			I open my mouth, but I don’t know what to say. I don’t think I’ve ever heard Sean sincerely apologize like that. 

			“And for the record, I have never cheated on Audra. That kiss on that second date was the only thing I’ve done that could be considered cheating, and yeah, I should have told her about it, but I knew it would only hurt her. So I’m going to go try to convince her of that, and hope I can salvage my relationship with the woman I love.”

			He gets up from the table, and I’m stewing in a huge vat of guilt. I shouldn’t have started that fight. I definitely shouldn’t have said those things in front of Audra. I ruined Sean’s engagement announcement, and all because of my own stupid issues. Issues I am now realizing that I am not even a little ready to talk to Gabby about, since telling her about the fight with Josh will only demonstrate that I am the problem in all of my relationships. 

			Including—maybe especially—in my relationship with her.

			“Congratulations,” I say, far, far too late.

			“Thanks,” Sean says dryly. “Let me know if you still want that job.”

			“Really?” I say. It doesn’t sound like he’s being sarcastic

			Sean gives me a weary look. “Yeah. Because we’re family, right?”

			I think he’s actually asking, like he thinks maybe I don’t even consider him my brother anymore. 

			That cuts me to the core. “Yes,” I say. 

			And then Sean leaves, slamming the door behind him.

		

	
		
			Sixteen

			Gabby

			After Sean storms out, Will drops his head into his hands and my heart sinks even lower than it already had during that entire calamity. Which puts it somewhere around my ankles now, I think.

			“I can see why you didn’t want to get together with them,” I finally manage.

			“Yeah,” Will says, his hands still covering his face. “I knew that was going to happen.”

			I somehow doubt he knew all that was going to happen. That whole thing was an unmitigated disaster that had to have been even beyond Will’s creative imagination. But he did know it was going to go badly. He’s told me that pretty much every time the possibility of hanging out with Sean and Audra has come up, and I saw it on his face today when they showed up with plates of food.

			I reach over and touch his arm gently. “You know I’m totally over what happened with Sean.” And I am. The budding feelings I might have had for him—feelings that were really only me trying to not have feelings for the engaged-at-the-time Will—were long gone before Will and I even got together. Even the anger I had at Sean for using me like that is something I haven’t felt for years.

			But clearly it’s not something Will is over. Which makes sense—there’s a lot more history there, and a lot more hurt.

			“I shouldn’t care anymore,” he says. “But I’m still so pissed at him for lying to me back then.” Will sighs and drops his hands. “I used to be the most upset about him using you, and probably I should still be more mad about that on your behalf. You know, defending your honor and all that.”

			He sounds like he feels terrible that after three years he’s not ready to strangle his brother for going on a date with me under false pretenses. I squeeze his arm and smile. “I’m glad you’re not still as mad about that. Because my honor has been over it for a very long time.”

			Will takes my hand in his and leans back in his chair. “I should be over all of it. And able to talk to my brother without being an asshole.”

			“You were not the asshole in that conversation.” My anger flares at thinking of Sean telling Will to “man up.” Like he has any idea of how hard Will works and all that he’s going through—

			“Maybe not the only one,” Will says, cutting into round two of my internal rant. “But I could have handled that way better. I mean, the guy got engaged, and I couldn’t keep my mouth shut and just let them be happy.”

			I shrug. “We did keep our mouths shut for a long time, and I think you were right—it’s not fair that we need to keep this lie for him. Especially if he’s actually going to marry her.”

			Will gives me a skeptical but amused look. “Even you can’t be defending how I went about that. I saw the look on your face. You wanted to crawl under the table and disappear.”

			He knows me too well. “Okay, the method may have been less effective. But that doesn’t mean what you said was actually wrong.”

			He frowns and toys with his fork, those deep green eyes of his staring at his plate but not, I can tell, really seeing it. 

			“What was it like between you and Sean, before Audra and Sarah?” I ask. “Like I know you’ve both said things were better, that you were close, but . . .” I leave it hanging there. Because it occurs to me that this seems like a big thing to have never really talked about with my boyfriend in the three years we’ve been together. 

			I know he doesn’t like talking about his family, and about Sean in particular, and they haven’t exactly been a part of our lives, pretty much at all. For all that I avoid my parents and Dana, and my relationship with Felix has only gotten close again in the last year, it feels like my family is practically The Brady Bunch in comparison.

			But maybe I should have made him talk about it, in more than just generalities. Maybe he always needed to.

			Will sets his fork down, but his finger taps the end of it. “It was . . . I don’t know. Sean and I were always opposites in everything, you know that. I was always the sensitive, non-athletic kid who was happier to stay indoors, and Sean was always out climbing trees and building stuff and coming home with bruises and cuts from trying to be some extreme mountain biker. In Dayton, Ohio.”

			I smile, mostly because Will does. “I bet he was happy when your family moved out to where there were actual mountains.”

			“By then he’d moved on to his ill-fated parkour stage.” Will shrugs. “Anyway, I was still mostly just reading books and obsessively diagramming the plot structure of my favorite sitcoms. So we were very different, and it’s not like we did a lot together. But even still, I felt like we were close. We would stay up late talking, and he never looked down on me for my weirdness and I didn’t look down on him for his. Not that we never teased each other, but it was always joking stuff, and we knew it. And god forbid anyone else say anything bad about Sean to me, or me to Sean—Sean had no problem wielding his fists, and I could deliver a pretty scathing put-down.” His tone is dryly amused, and I chuckle.

			“Sounds fearsome.”

			“Oh yeah, the terrifying Bowen Brothers.” Will traces his finger back and forth slowly along the edge of the table. It’s a little tic of his; I’ve seen him do it along the edge of his laptop when he’s lost in thought. “Whether or not we were effective about it, we had each other’s backs. Especially when it came to our parents. Kind of like you and Felix, actually.”

			I nod. Will’s parents were their own brand of messed up—not obsessed with success or money like mine, but definitely obsessed with themselves and their own marital problems. They were (and still are) cold and distant, the type of parents who were around when they felt like it, and not when they didn’t. Will remembers coming home one day from school when he was thirteen to a note saying that his parents had left for a retreat for the week, and that he and Sean should “take care of the house and each other.” No warning for this vacation, and Will said stuff like that happened a lot. They prided themselves on their boys’ independence, and, well, stuff like that did make them independent. 

			I can see how it would also make them feel like they only had each other to rely on.

			“So was it really just the whole Audra and Sarah thing that got between you guys?” I ask. That’s the only reason I’d ever heard, but it’s hard to imagine me not talking to Felix for years just because I didn’t like who he was dating.

			When he avoids me because he’s on heroin, on the other hand . . .

			“We’d already started growing apart when we got older and moved out,” Will says. “Getting jobs and paying bills and basic life stuff. Neither of us are super great at thinking to call, and so when we weren’t in the same house anymore, we didn’t stay as close. But yeah, the Audra thing was . . . not great.”

			I notice he doesn’t mention the Sarah part of this, but decide not to bring it up. He’s talking about Sean, and that’s usually a topic he shuts down pretty quickly. Which didn’t seem as much of an issue when we never saw him. But if Sean’s going to be crashing our place with surprise barbecue meats and family drama on the regular, then Will letting himself talk about his brother is probably a good thing.

			I poke at the salad, but instead take another bite of the steak, which is incredible. The perfect amount of pink and juicy, and with just enough seasoning . . .

			I can’t tell if I’m lusting after this steak because I’m pregnant, or because it’s just an incredibly good steak and I’m Gabby. Either way, I try to focus back on Will, and on not making an orgasm noise at the taste of his brother’s steak.

			“Because you thought she was using him for his money, right?” I manage around the delicious bite.

			“Yeah. I mean, he was into her for a while, but she barely paid him any attention until his construction business started taking off. And then suddenly she was around all the time, and Sean kept buying her stuff and taking her on these crazy-expensive vacations, even if it meant taking on more projects than he should have.”

			“But he didn’t see it that way.”

			“God, no. They were in love, and he just likes to spoil her, that’s the way he saw it.” Will shakes his head. “But maybe it goes back to us always having each other’s back, you know? It was so obvious to me that Audra was using him, and I hated it. So I told him, and we got in this huge fight. And then a few months later, I met Sarah.”

			Ah, yes. The comedy-of-errors wedding in Mexico that led to the best man, Will, and the maid of honor, Sarah, bonding over freeing the newlyweds from foreign prison and then falling in love over cocktails on the beach. 

			It sounds like the kind of movie I’d watch with Anna-Marie and probably love, if it wasn’t about my boyfriend and his supermodel-gorgeous, bitchy ex-fiancée. 

			“And Sean hated Sarah,” I say. Which goes to show that Sean has some good judgment, at least.

			“Oh yeah. Like, instantly. I really thought he was just trying to get back at me for the stuff I’d said about Audra—you know, telling me Sarah was making me her doormat, that I wasn’t the same person around her. A lot of the same kind of stuff I’d said to him, minus the money aspect, since there’s no way Sarah was using me for my money.” There’s a tinge of bitterness there, and I wonder if it’s because of the comparison to Sean’s success that was just waved in his face. “But the guy was right about Sarah, I’ve got to give him that.”

			“I suppose so.” As much as I want to commend Sean for hating Sarah so quickly, I’m still pissed at him about the way he treated Will today. “But that doesn’t mean—” I start, and take another bite of steak without thinking. The tender flavor is even better on this bite because it was a surprise, and I finally let out a groan. “Oh my god, this is so good. I’m sorry. Sean might be a jerk, but the dude can grill.”

			Will laughs, and I’m happy it doesn’t seem forced. “Yeah, he’s always been able to do that. I think it comes with the toxic masculinity. Apparently you’ve got to be able to ‘man up’ to grill a steak like that.”

			“What? No way.”

			Will lifts his hands up, in a “don’t shoot the messenger” kind of way. “It’s true. That’s what you’re tasting. Sean’s manly drippings.”

			I wrinkle my nose. “Ewwww . . . But who am I kidding. This is delicious. If we’re cutting them out entirely, we should at least get the recipe first.”

			“It won’t help. I’ve tried. My steaks will come out dry because I’m not a douche. You can’t have it both ways.”

			I reach my hand over to hold his. “Yeah, well, great as this steak is, I think I’ll keep you instead. I can always order Fong’s, but I can’t order out for a super-hot, non-douche boyfriend.”

			Will smiles, and that dimple appears in his cheek. “Well, technically there are services—”

			“On my salary? No way.” I squeeze his hand. “I’m keeping the one I have, dry steaks and all.” Though I wonder what Sean did with the grill when he left. It still would have been pretty hot from cooking, so either it’s probably now burning the upholstery of his trunk, or we are now the proud owners of Will’s brother’s mini grill. 

			Maybe it has enough manly drippings left over for another couple of steaks.

			Will blinks and looks down at his plate again. “What do you think about his offer?”

			“The job offer? You working with Sean?” I can’t keep the surprise out of my voice. They can barely be in the same room together for a barbecue, and he’s actually considering working with him?

			“I need to be bringing in some money, Gabby. He wasn’t wrong about that. Especially now, with . . .” He looks vaguely down at my stomach.

			I’m suddenly not hungry anymore, even for the world’s best steak. I set my fork down.

			I hate the thought of costing him his dream, hate the thought of him going back to some soul-crushing job just because I stupidly forgot the very basic rule about using backup protection while on antibiotics. 

			But he’s right about our financial situation. We need more than I can bring in myself. 

			“Maybe if you just got something part-time,” I say. “Just enough to cover a few bills, but still give you time to write? That should be enough, don’t you think?”

			Will’s brow furrows. “Maybe. But do you think you’ll want to drop down to part-time when we have the baby? Will you want to keep working full-time? Because we can’t afford full-time child care unless I’m working full-time too. And I’d be happy to stay home with the baby, but—”

			He cuts off, and I’m pretty sure the look on my face is why.

			A baby. I know we’ve talked about this already, but every time it becomes more real. And now, thinking about cutting back on work, when I’m just finally going to have finished school, staying home and taking care of a baby . . .

			Our baby. Who I’ll love. I will. Right? Maybe I’ll even want to stay home with it.

			But what if I don’t?

			“Gabby?” Will leans closer, and now he’s the one giving my hand a comforting squeeze.

			I let out a shaky breath. “I don’t know. The idea of being a mom freaks me out; it’s hard to even think about it.”

			“I know. I know.” He scoots the chair over, and now he’s close enough to press his head to mine. His thumb strokes along my knuckles. “And we don’t need to make any decisions about your work right now, but I think we need to figure out mine. Because we need to be bringing in more money, and you’re already working way more than you should be to make that happen.”

			The panic about the impending baby settles a little, but only because other anxieties are now shoving their way into the spotlight like desperate understudies at the first sign of the star’s public meltdown.

			Anxieties about our relationship, about our sex life, about us. Things have already been . . . not quite right. How much worse will they get if I’m working all the time, and he’s working all the time, and he’s not getting to write anymore, and he has to abandon his dream? I know he wouldn’t blame me or our baby. But he’s been trapped in a miserable situation before—work-wise and romantic-life-wise—and I don’t want to be the cause of that misery for him, not ever.

			I grip his hand tightly. “I want you to be able to finish your book before we have the baby. And if you get a full-time job, that probably won’t be possible, right?”

			Will slumps a bit. “Yeah, but—”

			“And I know there’s been some setbacks with the first book, but maybe this one will sell right away.”

			“Maybe.” He sounds doubtful, like selling a novel is about as likely as him being able to cook delicious toxic-douche steaks. “But we can’t wait that long, not without me making some money in the meantime.” He rubs at the bridge of his nose. “Those friends from Passion Medical that have gone on to other writing jobs for TV—I’m still going to contact them, see if they know of any openings.”

			I frown. He’d be writing, sure, but not the stuff he wants to write. And Passion Medical itself should prove that it’s not just the writing that fulfills him. “I don’t think it’s worth it. If you have to get a job, maybe it should be something not writing-related. So you can save all that creative genius for the stuff that really matters. Your stuff.”

			There’s something in those forest-green eyes of his I can’t read. Sadness, maybe? For the book that hasn’t sold? For the huge life change coming that neither of us is ready for? 

			For a relationship that isn’t what he hoped it would be?

			I try to push that last one away. Try to remember all the love we felt and shared as we rolled around and made big ass-prints on a canvas.

			“Okay,” Will says. “So a part-time job, then. Something not writing, but that will bring in a little extra cash. And I’ll keep working on my novel.”

			It’s not perfect—I hate that we’re in this position at all—but it should work. And let him keep doing what he loves for a while longer yet.

			“Sounds like a plan,” I say. 

			He smiles, and I smile, but even as we have settled on a plan and then proceed to eat the world’s best steak—damn you, Sean, and your toxic man-juices—I don’t think either of us are actually happy.

		

	
		
			Seventeen

			Will

			The next morning, I’m sitting in my regular spot on the cushioned couch with my laptop open, trying to write. I’ve set my motivation app to delete my words if I don’t keep my fingers moving.

			The page is blank, because I’ve started typing a dozen times and each time let the app delete my uninspired sentences. 

			And the whole time, my mind just keeps spinning over Sean’s words. 

			Time to man up.

			I’m not making any progress on my writing, or on talking to Gabby about the problems I’m having, or on not being a complete asshole to everyone we know. I can’t quite bring myself to call Sean and tell him that yes, I’d like to take that job, partly because I’m not sure working for my brother at this moment in our lives is going to end well, and partly because I’m not quite ready to swallow my pride and admit that the problems between us at this point are ninety percent my fault. Yeah, Sean could have handled that better, but he was definitely trying, and I most certainly was not.

			I close my laptop. I’m failing Sean, and I’m failing Gabby, and all I want is to do something that proves that I can fix something. Anything.

			So I grab my phone and return to the kitchen sink, the constant drip of which is driving me slowly insane—it’s become the Telltale Heart of appliances. It occurs to me now that I could have asked Sean and he would gladly have fixed it for us. Technically it’s the apartment manager’s job to make sure it gets fixed, but I’ve made a dozen calls and the manager keeps saying he’s going to get someone out to fix it and has now stopped answering my calls altogether. 

			I set about Googling again, and this time resolve that I’m going to go to the hardware store and buy a couple of the parts listed and see if I can dismantle the sink and put it back together again in a working order.

			Man up. I may royally suck at it, but at least now I’m trying.

			I walk into Home Depot with the confidence of someone who knows absolutely nothing about home repair and should definitely be calling his much more capable brother and both begging him for a job and asking him to fix his damn sink. I manage to find the plumbing aisle because I can, in fact, read aisle signs, and walk past rows of small metal and plastic parts that have names, some of which I vaguely remember from the internet. I check the article I’m using for the exact parts I need and find corresponding parts in plastic packaging, though they don’t look much like the ones in the picture, and come in five different widths. I didn’t measure the sink at home. I stare at the parts for another ten minutes, as if time alone will grant me competence, and then flag down a worker in one of those bright orange aprons. 

			“Hey,” I say. “I’m trying to fix my sink. Is one of these some kind of universal standard?”

			The employee looks like he’s about twenty-one. “I don’t know,” he says. “Does one of them say that on the package?”

			I struggle not to roll my eyes. “Is there someone here who would know?”

			“Maybe.” The kid makes no further effort to direct me to this potential person. 

			“Don’t you need to know about hardware to work here? This being the hardware store?” I’m aware I’m coming dangerously close now to being an asshole to some random dude at Home Depot, but I can’t help it.

			“Oh, no,” the guy says, with no hint that he’s taken offense. “You’d think that, but they mostly just care if you can pass a drug test.”

			I sigh. “What’s your return policy?”

			“Within thirty days as long as you have a receipt,” the kid says. “Even if you open it.”

			Excellent. “All right. Thanks.” I grab one of each of the various widths. If I can return all the ones that don’t work, this won’t have a serious impact on our financial state. Probably.

			I’m standing in line to check out when I see it. A bright orange sign the color of one of their aprons, posted next to the exit door. 

			Now hiring! All experience levels. Ask an employee for details. 

			I stare at the sign, and all I can hear is Sean’s voice in my head. Man up. 

			I can pass a drug test; that much is sure. I still need to reach out to my contacts and try to find something more lucrative, maybe back in TV, maybe in retail management, maybe back on an idiotic soap opera. But as I look at that sign and remember the employee who didn’t know any more about fixing my sink than I did—

			I can do this. I need to do this. Here is where I draw the line in the sand. I’m going to man up and get a damn job. I can get a better one later, but this will take the conversation from theoretical to concrete. It will make it real, for me and for Gabby.

			And so, as I stand in line, I find myself pulling up the Home Depot website, and filling out an application online.

		

	
		
			Eighteen

			Gabby

			I’m exhausted the next day when I arrive at the Ren faire. Like bone-deep tired. And not because of anything Will and I have done recently that would allow me to make some sort of joke about the words “bone-deep,” sadly. Not since the night I brought the sex painting kit home. Which was fantastic, and only four days ago, so I shouldn’t be worried.

			Right?

			Except I’m starting to get worried again, and not just because I think we need to be all up on each other every day—Will and I just aren’t those people, and that’s okay. But because that distance between us, that awkward uncertainty, is back. Or maybe it never really went away and only took a brief power nap while Will and I were artistically sexing each other up.

			I don’t think the stuff with Sean has exactly helped the situation, but I think that’s the least of it. Will says he’s just been distracted, that he’s been unhappy with the work situation, and I get that. But I still can’t help but feel like there’s something more he’s not saying. If Will and I were having problems before getting pregnant—if he was already unhappy with us in some way that he can’t bring himself to tell me . . . what’s going to happen to us now? 

			I squeeze my eyes shut tight and try to banish the panic that threads through the exhaustion. I walk into my infirmary and set down the stack of pamphlets I’d picked up from the hospital the night before last. Beaming up from each cover is a lovely Asian woman in a business suit, who I’m guessing had no idea when she modeled for a stock photo company that she’d be on an STD pamphlet under the header “Pubic Lice and You.”  

			I wonder what this has done to her sex life. I prefer worrying about this poor girl (beautiful model though she may be) than worrying about myself. 

			Though the pamphlets make a nice little display on the wooden table, I doubt Mama Mags wants faire patrons who are coming in for bottles of water or axe-handle splinter removal to be aware of the crabs epidemic. So I put the pamphlets away for now in the medicine cabinet with the boxes of lice treatment, which I’ve been handing out the last few days with rather alarming frequency—hence the idea to start distributing pamphlets to the workers here.

			I don’t know if this is true of Renaissance faires in general or just this one, but these people are having a lot of sex. Fortunately, they’ve stopped asking for personal inspections, which I appreciate.

			The faire opens, but as usual, I don’t get much traffic in the infirmary in the morning, and as I sit on my stool and scroll through Instagram and Facebook for the twentieth time, I can feel myself starting to doze off. 

			My eyes drift over to the cot, which would be a much more comfortable place to fall asleep. I could set my alarm for ten minutes to make sure I don’t go full Rip Van Winkle here, and Mama Mags hasn’t stopped by unexpectedly to “see how things are going” for a few days now.

			I can’t resist the temptation; I’m too tired. I leave the door to the infirmary open just enough that a passerby can’t see me lying down, and then I stretch out on the cot. It creaks under me and smells like old socks, but it’s still way more comfortable than the stool. There’s a small pillow that I flip over and rest my head on. I’ll just close my eyes for a few minutes.

			I’m in the middle of a vivid dream in which I’m part of Taylor Swift’s entourage and am obnoxiously demanding free donuts at Krispy Kreme for her tour bus (“And none of those sad cake ones, either! Taylor does original glazed only, and they better be warm!”) when the door to the infirmary flies open and bangs against the end of the cot.

			I jolt awake, my heart hammering, to see a guy standing in the doorway. “You’re the nurse, right?” he demands.

			I blink and squint, my sluggish brain knowing I’ve seen him before. Good-looking, dark curly hair, peasant clothes . . . “Pickle guy?”

			He sighs. “My name is Brett.”

			Right. Brett the Pickle Guy. I wipe a bit of sleep-drool from the side of my mouth and try to get out of the cot, realizing as I do that my legs are tangled up in both my skirt and the blanket I must have pulled over me at some point while I slept.

			“Okay.” I manage to free myself from the blanket. 

			“I need you to clear my name.” And with this declaration and one swift motion of his hands, he drops his pants to the floor.

			Faced so unexpectedly with Pickle Guy’s pickle, mere feet away from my face, I let out a strangled yelp and then pitch off the side of the cot, still tangled in my skirts.

			“What the hell?” I yell from the place I landed on the floor. “That’s so inappropriate! You can’t just flash me because I’m a nurse!”

			Not that it hasn’t happened before, but it still doesn’t make it right. Besides which, I’m still dazed from the nap—god, how long did I sleep?—and have a powerful craving for Krispy Kremes and somehow that seems very very wrong with some random guy’s junk near my face.

			“What’s inappropriate is that I’m being falsely accused,” he says, not moving to pull up his pants. “A bunch of the wenches are saying I was the one that brought the crabs here, but I don’t have crabs. Look.” He points to his dangling dick, as if I might be confused and start checking him for a new brand of foot lice. 

			I scramble to my feet, just as I hear a little kid’s voice from outside say, “Look, Mommy, I can see that man’s butt!”

			Because the door is still open. 

			“Pull up your pants,” I hiss, and hurriedly push past him to close the door and protect the innocent eyes of America’s children (at least those who happen to be walking by my infirmary at the moment). 

			I’ve got the door almost closed when a hand stops it from the outside, and there’s Chris the hot knight, his face peeking in. “Gabby, right? Do you mind if I talk to you for a—”

			He stops, looking past me to where Brett is standing, undoubtedly still with his pants pooled around his ankles.

			Chris’s eyes widen. “Oh. Sorry, I can come back—”

			“No,” I say, suddenly sure that word is going to get out that Pickle Guy and I are getting it on during work hours, and Mama Mags will get wind of this and I’ll be fired. I decide to take a chance on this knight actually having some chivalry in him. “In fact, why don’t you come in? Brett here decided to expose himself to me without warning, and I’m trying to decide whether I should be nice and check him for lice like he wants or report him for sexual harassment.”

			Chris’s startled expression becomes a glower. “Dude. Pull up your pants,” he says, glaring at Brett. 

			Brett huffs but does so, possibly because Chris could probably beat the crap out of him and looks rather inclined to do so. “You’ve checked out everyone else!”

			“Because everyone else has asked if I would inspect them before dropping their pants,” I say, crossing my arms. “There is a crucial difference.”

			Brett looks slightly abashed. “I’m sorry,” he says. “I’m just worried if Mama Mags thinks I’m the one that brought the lice here, I’ll lose my job. Will you please inspect my dong for lice?” 

			Chris gives me a questioning look, clearly ready to toss Brett out if I ask him to. 

			But maybe I have a weakness for people worried about losing their job. I doubt she would fire him, even if it could be proven that he’s patient zero—she seems to understand how contagious this is, and how people are generally spreading it before they’re even aware they have it themselves. 

			But I understand the fear of something like that all too well.

			“Fine,” I say. “But all I can do is tell you whether I can detect any lice right now. I can’t guarantee you didn’t have them before and had them treated, and I can’t guarantee you won’t see them show up later.”

			He considers this. “And if Mama Mags asks, you’ll tell her I didn’t have lice when you saw me?” 

			“Yes. If she asks.”

			“Okay,” he says reluctantly, like he’s the one doing me a favor by giving me another glimpse. It’s almost enough to make me refuse entirely, but honestly, I just want this over with, and I don’t need this guy begging me to inspect his pubes until the end of time.

			I indicate for him to drop his pants, and, with Chris standing next to me looking extremely uncomfortable, I do a quick check with my phone light, ask Brett a few questions, and then give Pickle Guy the news he’s hoping to hear. “As far as I can tell, you don’t have lice.”

			He pulls up his pants with a grin. “Ha, I knew it!” He looks between Chris and me. “If anyone asks, you can both confirm. I’m clean. It wasn’t me.”

			I’m pretty sure I expressly said I couldn’t confirm he didn’t start this, but whatever. He lopes out of the infirmary, and I don’t have to deal with him or his pickle anymore.

			“Thank you,” I say to Chris. 

			Chris makes a dismissive gesture. “I’m not sure I did much, but no problem.” His gaze drops to the ground. “So, um, I was wondering . . .”

			I groan. “I told you before, I don’t actually need to inspect people at this point. If you’re itching, you can take some cream and a pamphlet—”

			“It’s not that,” he says, his brows drawn together, like maybe he’s concerned that I think every person who ever comes to talk to me is doing so about pubic lice.

			Not that I don’t have good reasons for feeling this way. “So what is it?”

			He shifts uncomfortably. He’s not wearing his armor now, but instead is in one of those long tunic things, white with a red lion on his chest. It looks kind of like the outfit King Arthur wears in Monty Python and the Holy Grail (one of Will’s favorites), minus the crown and chain mail hood.

			“I, um,” he starts. “You’re friends with Delia, right?”

			Definitely not what I was expecting, even with pubic lice off the table.

			“Kind of,” I say. “I mean, I know her and we’ve chatted a bit, but it’s not like we hang out outside of work.” 

			“Do you know if, um . . . if she’s seeing anyone seriously?”

			My eyes widen. “You like her! That’s why you’re a jerk to her and nice to everyone else!” Then I frown at him. “What, are you still in fifth grade or something?” I don’t mean it to come out as snappish as it does, but I’m not in the greatest mood lately.

			Chris flushes. “I’m not a jerk, I just—” Then he cringes and sits heavily on the cot. “Oh god, I have been a jerk. I didn’t mean to be. I just get so nervous around her, and that makes me get all stiff—”

			I raise an eyebrow, and his flush deepens.

			“Formal, I mean,” he says. “Like it’s easier to be Sir Christian than just be me.”

			“Okaaaaaay. But she seems really cool. If you don’t run off, and maybe tried to actually talk to her—”

			“I want to,” he says, tugging at his perfectly-coiffed blond hair. “But it’s just—Here’s the thing. I was, like, in love with her back when I was fourteen.”

			“What?” I pull over the stool and sit down. Clearly this is a story I need to hear; Delia said she didn’t think he remembered her, but she never mentioned a decade-long history with Sir-Stick-Up-His-Ass, and I never got around to asking. “So you guys knew each other before the faire?”

			“Yeah. I mean, a little. I grew up near here. I met Delia when we were both doing this summer theater production of Guys and Dolls. I was too shy at the time to want to be on stage, but I loved theater, so I was one of the tech kids, and she was a Hot Box dancer.”

			“Hot Box dancer” sounds like code for stripper, which doesn’t seem like a great part for a fourteen-year-old, but I’m pretty sure high schools across America perform this play, so clearly it’s not as bad as I imagine.

			“Anyway, I had this crush on her the whole time,” he continues. “And we talked a little, but like I said, I was really shy. Then after the last night of the show, she was waiting for her dad to pick her up, and I guess he forgot and she couldn’t get a hold of him. So I sat with her to wait for him, and we talked for, like, two hours.” He smiles at the memory, looking a bit like a shy little kid himself in that moment, and not some full-grown, well-muscled knight. “She was so funny and smart, and . . . And it was just fantastic. I remember thinking it was the best two hours of my life.”

			He pauses, and I lean forward. “And then?”

			“And then her dad finally showed up, all apologetic, and I never saw her again. At least, not until I saw her at the faire last year.” His smile drops, and he studies his hands. “I went up to her to say hi, and god, it was like I was that fourteen-year-old kid again, all nervous and goofy. But it was clear right away she didn’t remember me at all. Which I get. Ten years is a long time, and I don’t look the same—I was this really skinny kid, this total dork with glasses and acne—”

			“Really.” It’s hard for me to imagine Channing-Tatum Chris in this way, but I suppose it’s not unheard of for high school dorks to become total hotties. At least, I remember high school dork Gabby hoping that wasn’t just a myth. 

			I like to think I shed some of that unfortunateness—I lost the bacne, at least—but my transformation was definitely not as dramatic as Chris’s.

			“Yeah,” he says with a shrug. “And I don’t know why, but I just acted like I didn’t know her either, and became all Sir Christian around her.”

			“Why don’t you just stop and be a normal person? You don’t seem to be like this with anyone else.” Though, honestly, I’m hardly the one to judge on this. I can remember all too well my more spazzy moments around Will at the craft services table, years ago. 

			“I’m not. And it’s not even like I’m all that shy around women in general anymore. But her . . .” He sighs. “I don’t know, she just brings all that back. And she’s so gorgeous, and that smile . . .” 

			He trails off, and I blink at him a little incredulously. Because yeah, Delia’s pretty, but she’s no Jenna Dewan-Tatum (or maybe just Jenna Dewan now? I don’t follow these things as closely as Anna-Marie does.) 

			“You know you’re really attractive, right?” I can’t help but say. “And I say this objectively”—take that, Felix—“because I have a serious boyfriend and am not interested in hitting on you. But you know you look like—”

			He groans. “Please don’t say it.”

			“You don’t like being compared to a movie star?”

			“Sure. Except that everyone calls me Magic Mike and won’t stop making stripper jokes.”

			Yeah, okay, I can see the drawbacks. 

			He stands up. “I shouldn’t have dumped this on you. I just thought maybe you’d know if she might be interested, you know, if I ever grow a pair and manage to ask her out.”

			I consider this. (Whether she’s interested, not his pair.) She clearly remembers him more than he thinks she does, but I don’t know if that means she’s into him, and I don’t want to give him potentially false hope. “I don’t get the feeling she’s serious with anyone,” I say. “And I don’t know if she’d be interested or not. Maybe one of her wench friends—” I wince at referring to them like this. Ren faire culture is apparently rubbing off on me. 

			He shakes his head. “There’s no way it wouldn’t get back to her then,” he says. “Anyway, I’ve got to get ready for my noon show. But thanks for listening.” 

			“Sure,” I say. “Thanks for helping me with Pickle Guy.”

			He smiles and then leaves. 

			I sink back down onto the couch and hope for his sake he can get the courage to ask her out, and hope for her sake that she’s into that. Because that sounds like it could be super cute, and selfishly, I wouldn’t mind something like that to focus on over all the other stuff going on in my life.

			My stomach rumbles and feels a little queasy all at once, reminding me of the very biggest of the other stuff.

			I sigh. It’s almost lunch time, and I’m definitely going to treat myself to some Krispy Kreme.

		

	
		
			Nineteen

			Gabby

			After work, I just want to curl up and cry, so I call the only person I know will listen and not feel worse because of anything I’m going to say—My brother Felix. 

			“Can I come over?” I ask him.

			“Sure,” Felix says. “Is everything okay?”

			“No,” I tell him. “A guy dropped his pants in my infirmary today, and that’s not even close to the thing I’m most upset about.”

			“Wow, okay. Yeah, come on over. I’m home.”

			I figured he would be. Felix and Jenna are musicians, and while they technically have a studio in LA, they do most of their work from their home in Orange, only meeting at the studio when they’re going to practice with their bandmates, Leo and Roxie. 

			I drive out to Orange after work, and Felix opens the door. He’s barefoot and wearing a faded Nirvana t-shirt—Felix always did love bands from before he was even born—and a pair of basketball shorts. Felix isn’t sporty, and he doesn’t look like he’s just worked out, so I’m guessing this is just today’s lounging-around-the-house wear. 

			“Hey,” he says. “Someone really flashed you today?”

			I groan. “It’s a long story.”

			“Well, I have a couch, and it’ll be a while before Jenna and Ty come home,” Felix says. “Come on in.”

			I collapse on Felix’s couch, which is a comfortable sectional with actual cushions. I am careful, however, not to disturb the part of the couch against which rests June, his super-expensive cello. His bow is out on the couch as well, and there’s sheet music splayed out on the coffee table.

			No big surprise, a lounging-around-the-house day for my brother means catching up on cello practice.

			 “Oh my god, Felix,” I say, my melodramatic flopping onto the cushions ruined by needing to move a weird caped dinosaur action figure—is this the King K. Rool I’ve heard so much about?—to keep it from jabbing me in the back. “My life has fallen apart.”

			“Okay,” Felix says, looking appropriately concerned. “You want to talk about it? Can I get you something to drink?”

			“Sure.” 

			Felix hesitates. “Not alcohol, though. We don’t have any of that.”

			My brother doesn’t drink, not since his last stint in rehab, even though alcohol wasn’t the source of his addiction. Plus, he and Jenna have started going to the Mormon church lately (something my parents and Dana are not thrilled about, but it’s hardly their business) and I’m pretty sure Mormons don’t drink.

			“Coffee?” I ask. 

			Felix cringes. “Yeah, we got rid of all of that. It’s a church thing.”

			“Okay,” I say, though I’m surprised. Felix always enjoyed his gourmet coffee—they must be really into this church thing. “What do you have?”

			“Um, milk and water,” Felix says apologetically. “Possibly some hot cocoa mix.”

			He clearly hadn’t considered this when he asked if I wanted a drink. “I think I’ll pass,” I tell him.

			“And Capri Suns!” he adds, like he’s just remembered this.

			“That . . . actually sounds good.” 

			“Sweet,” he says. “I’ll get the whole box.”

			And so it is that I’m sprawled out on my little brother’s couch, sipping a Strawberry Kiwi Capri Sun and telling him all about the pregnancy and the crabs outbreak and Will’s fight with Sean.

			“Yikes,” Felix says. “That’s . . . are Sean and Will going to work it out?”

			I appreciate that he’s starting there and not with the pregnancy, because I don’t know what to say about that. “I don’t know,” I say. “Will is mad because Sean used me and lied to him.”

			Felix raises an eyebrow. “I’m trying to be sympathetic to Will here, but Jenna and I are friends with Alec.” 

			Felix makes a good point. Alec was a big enough jerk to them when Jenna’s original band was breaking up that Felix shoved him off the stage at the VMAs, and now Alec is practically family. Felix and Jenna still even keep those huge AJ marquee letters up on their bookshelf—decoration from the days when she and Alec lived together. And not only was Alec a total dick to them for a while back then, he and Jenna were pretending to be together when she started dating Felix to keep their couple-identity going for the good of the band, which wasn’t super fun for Felix to watch.

			“That’s true,” I say. “And Alec kissed Jenna a lot more than Sean kissed me.”

			“Sorry,” Felix says. “I don’t mean to compare. It sounds like Will is going through some stuff. Did you ever talk to him about your concerns about your sex life?”

			Ugh. I forgot that I told him about that. I wobble a hand at him. “We talked about it. And I bought a sex painting. But I’m not sure it changed anything.”

			“I don’t know what that means. And I’m not sure I want to.”

			“Now you sound like me.”

			He smiles. “Seriously, though, Gabs. That sounds like a lot to deal with. But you’ll get through it. You’re going to be okay.”

			“Am I?” I can feel my eyes starting to burn, and I blink away the tears. “I’m pregnant, Felix, and I don’t want to be. And there’s going to be a little person who needs me to care about them and right now, I’m not sure that I ever will.”

			“You’re going to love your kid,” Felix says. “It took Jenna four years to bond with Ty, and look at them now.” 

			I hadn’t thought about that, but it’s true. Jenna was a teen mom, and her parents raised their now-nine-year-old son for the first part of his life. 

			“There’s no way it’s going to take you that long,” he says. “Jenna had all kinds of other issues she needed to work out before she could feel like a mom. But it’s okay if you need a baby who you can hold and smile at and make eye contact with before you feel attached. You love your people, Gabby, and you’re going to love your kid.”

			I squint at him as I finish one Capri Sun and start on another. Damn, these things are even better than I remember. “You think so?”

			“Yes,” Felix says, then he hesitates. “We’re not telling everyone this, but Jenna and I just started trying to get pregnant ourselves.”

			I groan. “Please tell me you’re not going through infertility.” I want to be able to talk to Anna-Marie about this stuff, and I know she said I can. But it feels wrong to do so when all I want is to throw myself a pity party. Or maybe even a pity parade.

			His brow furrows. “What? No. I mean, I guess I don’t know for sure that we won’t, but Jenna just went off birth control.”

			“That’s good. Apparently Anna-Marie and Josh have been trying for a while.”

			Felix cringes. “Ouch. Yeah. I can see why that would cause problems. But no, we’re not having any issues at this point. We just felt like things had been calm for a while now, and we were ready.” He thinks about that. “By which I guess I mean that no one has left a band or gotten married or been stabbed in six months. So, yeah. That’s a long time of calm for us.” He smiles.

			“You guys haven’t even been married a full year yet.” 

			Felix shrugs, still smiling. “It feels like a lot longer. And I mean that in the best of ways.” 

			I get what he means. It’s hard to remember that a year ago Felix was newly sober, when now he’s got a family and a nine-year-old he’s now officially adopted and a successful music career. Jenna and Ty are such a natural, intrinsic part of his life—and mine, by extension—that it feels like somehow they’ve always been there.

			“Where are Jenna and Ty today, anyway?” I ask. I’d love to get her advice on all of this, though I definitely wouldn’t do so in front of my nephew. 

			Felix’s expression drops. “They were at her parents’ house for a bit, but they decided to stop by the hospital on the way home. Our wardrobe manager Allison has breast cancer, and she’s undergoing chemo right now.”

			“Oh, wow, I’m sorry,” I say. I’ve never met Allison, but I’ve heard about her, and I know Jenna’s worked with her for years. Then I cringe. “God, you let me go on and on about my crap, and your friend has cancer. I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t be, Gabs,” Felix says. “Just because someone else is going through something terrible doesn’t mean you don’t have the right to vent about your own stuff. I’ve vented at you plenty. It’s nice to be there for you for once.”

			I make a dismissive “pffft” sound, because he’s there for me a lot. But I know he still feels bad about all the stress he put me through when he was on drugs, even though he doesn’t need to. I just want him to stay clean and alive and my brother.

			I take another sip of my drink. “How is your sobriety?” I ask, because I know he’d rather talk about stuff like that than dance around it. 

			“Good,” Felix says. “My therapist is happy, because I’ve hit a lot of the benchmarks for stability. I have a job, financial security, a stable network of social support. In another six months I’m thinking of stepping down the maintenance drugs and seeing how it goes.”

			That’s surprising; a lot of recovered addicts stay on the meds for years before they start tapering off. “Are you sure you’re ready?” 

			“No,” he says. “That’s why I’m going to give it six months and see. And if I start stepping down and it goes badly, I can always bump the dose back up.”

			Sounds fair. And I trust him to make the best call for his well-being—something I definitely wouldn’t have thought a year ago. I settle back in the couch with a third Capri Sun. “I’m going to drink the whole box.” 

			“Feel free,” Felix says. “Take the box with you. We have more.”

			“I’m sorry to whine at you.”

			Felix shakes his head. “Don’t be. This is hard stuff.” He pauses. “Except the pubic lice. That’s hilarious.”

			I stick out my tongue at him. 

			“Seriously, though,” he says. “Am I allowed to help you out yet? Because you know we can afford it. We could pay your medical bills, at least.”

			“Well,” I say. “Will still doesn’t feel good about accepting charity when he’s not making an actual paycheck. But he did agree that you could buy our couch again. The one without the cushions.”

			“You’re going to part with Cushionless Couch?” Felix asks, as shocked as he should be by this statement. 

			“You’d have to pay me for it, of course,” I say. “And then you’d have to keep it, so I can visit it.”

			Felix laughs. “All right. I think I can handle that. But you’re going to have to take, like, five thousand dollars for it. Plus let me pay your medical bills.”

			I raise my eyebrows at him. “You’re going to pay that much? For Cushionless Couch?”

			He grins. “I’m going to require you to take that much if I’m going to have your ratty couch frame in my house forever. And Jenna will probably have some new cushions made for it, just so you’re warned.”

			“All right,” I say. “I’ll run that by Will, but I think he’ll agree.” It still makes me a little sad to part with Cushionless Couch, but Will is right. Sacrifices have to be made.

			Felix clears his throat. “Is Will going to be able to keep writing?”

			I appreciate that he puts it that way, instead of asking when Will is going to get a real job. Felix may be a successful musician, but he gets that there are plenty of people who can’t make a living off their art right away. “I hope so,” I say. “But he insists that he needs to get a job.”

			“That makes sense. I’m sorry things haven’t worked out with his writing yet.”

			I close my eyes. “I just hate that I’m taking that away from him, you know?”

			“Um,” Felix says. “I don’t think you’re taking it away from him. You didn’t choose to get pregnant. And you’re the one who’s made it possible for him to focus on his writing for the last several years.”

			I can see logically that he’s right, but I still hate it. “I just want to be able to support him in his dreams.”

			“Okay, sure,” Felix says. “But everyone goes through setbacks.” 

			“Sure,” I say. “But the last few years he’s already hit a lot of setbacks, with his first book not selling and the second one taking forever. I just—I want to be able to support Will’s dreams, because that’s something Sarah never did for him, you know? That’s something I can give him that he needs.”

			Felix is quiet for a moment, studying me. “So you feel like you have to support his writing, or he’s not going to love you anymore.”

			“That’s not what I said.” But something about that resonates deeply in my bones. “I want to support him because I love him.”

			“Of course you do,” Felix says. “But you also feel like you need to support him in that way, because you don’t recognize all the other things you bring to the relationship.”

			I make an indistinct grumbling sound, and shove the Capri Sun straw in my mouth. These things taste amazing, but even a whole box of delicious sugar drinks doesn’t make up for the fact that apparently I now also have issues with needing Will to keep writing for my own selfish reasons, on top of everything else.

			“Will loves you,” Felix says. “It’ll be okay, even if he has to give up writing for a while.”

			And maybe he’s right about that, but to me it still feels like the end of the world.

		

	
		
			

			Twenty

			Gabby

			I get home late and am surprised to find that Will isn’t there. His laptop is on the coffee table and there’s dishes being drip-drip-dripped on in the sink, so I figure he probably went over to Ben’s like he sometimes does in the evenings when I’m not home. I decide this is definitely a Fong’s night and order in. I’m sitting on the couch eating Moo Goo Gai Pancakes straight from the Styrofoam container, when Will walks in our front door, carrying a plastic bag.

			And wearing a bright orange Home Depot apron. 

			It takes me a moment to adjust to this sight. 

			I blink at him. “Hey. How was your day?”

			Will stands there looking like he wants to melt through the floor. “I went to Home Depot to get some parts for the sink.” He holds up the bag, which I can see now has the Home Depot logo on it, and sets it on the kitchen counter.

			“And you also picked up a stylish apron?” 

			“And I applied for a job,” Will says. “Because they were hiring. And apparently they were desperate, because they processed my information and said I could start today, if I wanted.”

			Oh my god. Will got a job. At Home Depot?

			“Don’t you have to like, know things to work at Home Depot?”

			Will gives me a look. “Have you ever been to Home Depot?”

			I remember the time Felix and I went there trying to figure out how to brace a cello case open so that Ty could use it as a bed without getting himself locked inside—again. “Good point,” I say. “Are you . . . happy about this?”

			Will rolls his eyes. “Yeah. I’m thrilled to work at Home Depot.”

			I give him a sympathetic look which only seems to frustrate him more. “Are you sure that was the best decision?” 

			“I needed a job. What do you want from me?”

			His sharp tone both makes my stomach twist and my hackles rise. “I want you not to be miserable!” I tell him, louder than I mean to. I take a breath, trying to calm myself. The last thing he needs after getting a job he doesn’t want at a hardware store—Will! At a hardware store!—is to be yelled at by his girlfriend. “I get that you feel you need a job, but maybe that’s not the best one.”

			“It’s a paycheck,” Will says, also straining for calm, and I’m guessing he feels bad about snapping at me, too. “I need to be able to take care of my family.”

			I purse my lips to hold in a sigh. “Is this about what Sean said? Because he was out of line.”

			“Maybe,” Will says. “But that doesn’t mean he wasn’t right.”

			I’ve lost my appetite, even for Moo Goo Gai Pancakes. Will is clearly miserable, and I can’t help but feel like I’m a huge part of that. Like this thing that has gone wrong between us is only made worse by the fact that I’m pregnant—and weirdly still able to eat whatever I want, though I don’t expect that will last forever—and maybe he’s regretting the decisions we’ve made.

			Maybe he’s regretting a lot of things.

			I set the Styrofoam container down on the coffee table and turn around on the couch so I’m facing him more fully. “I’m so sorry, Will.”

			Will shrugs. “It’s fine,” he says. But clearly it isn’t. 

			I try my best to smile. “I mean, yay, a paycheck, right? Yay, you got a job today.” My efforts to sound enthusiastic don’t go any better than his, and he sighs. 

			“Yay,” he says flatly.

			There’s got to be something I can say to make this better. “Well,” I try, “one advantage is, you look really cute in that apron.”

			Will sighs. “Yeah, I’m sure.”

			“I mean it!” I tell him. “I bet it would look really good with nothing on underneath.” I waggle my eyebrows, but he’s not looking at me. 

			“Yeah, well. You’re welcome to borrow it.”

			That stings, though I try not to let it show. “No, I mean you! It’s kind of sexy.” The apron itself is not, and neither is the idea of Will working an entry-level retail job instead of writing his novel. But the fact that he’s willing to do that for us, that he cares enough about our lives together that he’s willing to make the sacrifice . . . 

			That is sexy as hell.

			Will looks down at the apron and then shakes his head. “If you really think this color is sexy, I kind of judge you,” he says, still not looking at me. 

			I have to blink away a sudden burning at the back of my eyes. I turn back towards the coffee table and close up the container. I’m not finishing these pancakes, and I really just want to be far away from this conversation. “I think I’m going to bed,” I say. “I’m getting tired.”

			Will collapses on the couch like he has no intentions of joining me. “Yeah, okay,” he says. “Good call.”

			And I head off to bed, alone, unsure of what I could possibly say or do to make things better between us again.

		

	
		
			

			Twenty-one

			Gabby

			Mama Mags, it turns out, is a big fan of my pamphlets. I’m not sure if she likes the initiative I took in bringing them in, or if she’s just really desperate for anything to stem the tide of crabs making their way through the faire. But either way, she wants me to spend some time every day going around the faire making sure every worker has received one—“regardless of their age or your opinion of their sexual proclivities,” she’d told me firmly.

			At which point I handed her a pamphlet.

			There’d been a long, silent moment in which I thought maybe I’d crossed a line and was about to handed my walking papers (walking medieval scroll?). But then Mama Mags gave me a wry smile and approving nod, then left the infirmary.

			So, my job still safe for the time being, I’ve spent the last half hour handing out pamphlets—starting with the workers at the petting zoo and Storybook Castle—and am heading back to meet up with Josh and Anna-Marie for my lunch break, when I see Delia making her way out of the jousting arena and headed to the Prancing Pig Pub. 

			She sees me and smiles and says something, but her words are drowned out by the sudden roar of the crowd from the arena—cheers and people randomly yelling “huzzah!” for some reason. It’s louder than usual, and I remember why—there are jousting and combat shows every day, but Saturdays and Sundays at noon are when they do the big charity tournaments, with celebrities playing some of the royal roles. I don’t remember who is there today, but next week it’ll be Anna-Marie whose hand is being won.

			 From here, I can’t see the actual arena floor or the “royal box” where the king and queen watch the show. But I can see a section of the stands, which are packed with patrons eating big pretzels and popcorn (which I’m thinking aren’t exactly accurate to the time period) and waving cheap red and white flags.

			Red and white were Chris’s colors, I remember. I wonder if he’s winning, and if so, does he win every time? Or do the knights trade off who gets to win the princess?

			“Hey,” I say, when the eruption of cheers dies down. “Were you working the show?” I’ve only ever seen her working at the pub, but I think they do have some Beer Wenches selling drinks in the arena.

			“No,” she says. “Just spending my break watching a bunch of meathead knights fake-beat up on each other in the name of misogynistic love.” She smiles. “Which probably shouldn’t be hot, but I gotta admit, it kind of is.”

			“I think a lot of other people feel the same way, judging by the crowds.” I pause, thinking about Chris asking me if she’s seeing anyone. “Watching anyone in particular? That knight you went out with the other night?”

			She wrinkles her nose. “Nick? No, not him.” Her cheeks redden under her freckles. “I mean, not anyone in particular.”

			Convincing. 

			I know I probably shouldn’t get involved in this, especially given that the last time I tried to help out a hot guy in love, it was Ryan Lansing, and he was sleeping with Sarah at the time, and then Will found out his fiancée was cheating on him in front of the whole cast and crew of Passion Medical and a couple random EMTs. 

			Though I suppose that worked out for me, ultimately. But still. 

			My own curiosity gets the better of me. “Hey, what about Sir Stick-Up-His-Ass?”

			Her eyes cut back to me sharply. “Chris?” 

			“Yeah. If, you know, he didn’t have a stick up his ass.”

			“But he does. Pretty consistently, from what I can tell.” She folds her arms, and maybe I’m imagining it, but the blush is deepening the more we’re talking about him.

			“Okay. But he’s cute,” I point out. She gives me a look, and I hastily add. “I mean, objectively. I’m taken.”

			And pregnant. And with a guy I love who is very possibly losing interest in me and our relationship.

			She looks down at the dirt, which she scuffs with the toe of her boot. “Yeah, fine. He’s cute.” She sighs, and then looks back up at me. “If I tell you something, can you keep it between us?” 

			I nod. It’s not like I’m part of the Beer Wenches’ social club.

			She waits for another round of cheers from the arena to die down before saying, “I think I used to know him. Like back when I was thirteen or fourteen. We went to this summer theater camp thing together.”

			“Really?” I hope I sound convincingly surprised by this information.

			“Yeah,” she says. “He looks pretty different, so I didn’t make the connection at first. But later I heard his last name, and it was the same, and then I could definitely see it. Except the Chris I knew back then was this really sweet kid, but this Chris was kind of a dick to me from the beginning, all stuffy and weird.” She shrugs, with a little sad smile. “I guess people change, especially when they suddenly get hot or whatever, but it’s too bad. I really liked him back then.”

			I have to keep myself from gaping. And blurting out about how into her Chris is and how he actually seems like he really is a sweet guy still and she should tell him she knows who he is and they should talk about their past and get married and have really good-looking babies.

			But even though Chris didn’t swear me to secrecy, I don’t think it’s my place to be the one to let this particular cat out of the bag. 

			“Wow,” I say, pressing my lips together. “That is too bad.”

			Delia shrugs again. “Whatever. Best to avoid faire hookups now anyway, right?” She looks pointedly at the pamphlets in my hand.

			“Good point,” I say. Though if Chris is to be believed, he doesn’t actually have lice, and Delia has been treated . . .

			Why do I want this so badly for them? I can’t help but wonder. 

			But I think of Will rebuffing my flirtatious advances, of nights spent in the same bed, barely talking and barely touching, not even to cuddle, and I know that has something to do with it.

			“Anyway, back to the pub,” Delia says. “Need me to pass those around to the wenches?”

			“That would be great, actually.” I hand her a small stack, and she heads off. 

			I make my way back to the infirmary, trying to figure out how I can tell Chris he might have a chance without revealing too many details. I’m apparently running a little late, because I see Josh and Anna-Marie waiting for me out in front of my infirmary already, dressed up in medieval garb. Anna-Marie’s in a long white flowing gown that looks vaguely familiar—from a movie, maybe?—and Josh is in a brown tunic with a sketch of a tree on it. He’s got a sword belted to his waist, but like all the weapons worn into the fair, it has to be tied to the sheath, so he can’t draw it on anyone.

			“Hey guys,” I say. “Sorry I’m running a little late.”

			“It’s okay,” Anna-Marie says, a little too happily, and I can see that her cheeks are pinker than usual and her hair a bit disheveled. “We’re good.” Josh has got his arm slung around her, grinning as well, and I have a feeling they spent at least a few minutes making out in their car before they even got into the faire. 

			I can definitely see a Ren faire putting these two in the mood. Not that these two need much extra incentive to get in the mood.

			I try to ignore the little stab of jealousy.

			“I’m actually surprised you guys didn’t want to hit the tournament show first,” I say. “Get an idea of what’s in store for you next week.”

			“You mean when I have to stoically stand back and watch a bunch of knights fight over who gets to woo my wife?” Josh says with mock bitterness. But he belies his tone with a pinch to Anna-Marie’s side, and she laughs.

			“Well, you got her the part,” I say. “Maybe you should have been a worse agent on this one. Or gotten yourself a role.”

			“He did!” Anna-Marie jumps in. “While I am the princess whose virginity is being carefully guarded by her very traditional, oppressive father the king, Josh is my man-at-arms. Who I am secretly boning.” 

			I’m guessing this last bit wasn’t originally part of the role she was given.

			“Do they have a gallows here?” Josh asks. “Because I’m pretty sure that’s where I’m ending up.”

			Anna-Marie gives him a sly look. “Probably. But I’ll totally make it worth it.” 

			“Don’t I know it.” Josh squeezes her to his side.

			My jealousy flares some more. I normally love to see them being so, well, them, but right now it’s like a little knife in my gut. 

			I must show this on my face, because Anna-Marie’s smile drops. “You okay, Gabby? How’s everything been going?”

			I sigh. “Not great,” I admit. “I’ll tell you all about it, but I think I need some food first.”

			Anna-Marie throws her arm around my shoulders, and the three of us head to the King’s (Food) Court, leaving the infirmary behind with the sign I’d already had up, directing any needing medical assistance to see Lisa over at Lost and Found.

			I intend to wait to vent until I’m halfway through a greasy, emotionally-comforting turkey leg, but I end up blurting out my problems before we’re even at the food pavilion. 

			“So I’d thought maybe we were getting back on track, you know?” I start. “After the sex painting went so well, and—Josh, I’m guessing you heard about the sex painting?” Josh nods, looking slightly uncomfortable—which, weird, I thought he and Anna-Marie were way too open about things like that, but whatever—and I continue on. “But now it’s back to being kind of off between us, and Sean and Audra came over and Sean was an ass to Will, and that made Will get a job at Home Depot, of all places, and—”

			“Wait, Sean?” Anna-Marie cuts in, her brow furrowed. “Will’s brother? And Home Depot?”

			“Yeah. Sean dropped in for the world’s most awkward family barbecue,” I say, and I appreciate that neither Josh nor Anna-Marie contests this, even though they’ve been part of a family barbecue in which Josh got flashed by Anna-Marie’s cousin and Anna-Marie’s now-stepbrother revealed she was naked on the internet. “And then Will felt he needed to get part-time work, and I don’t know, Home Depot was hiring. . .” I trail off as a pre-teen boy in a velvet cape runs up to Anna-Marie and points right at her chest. I expect Josh to bristle at the kid gesturing so obviously to her breasts, but then the kid yells, “You fool! No man can kill me! Die now!” to which Anna-Marie responds, “I am no man!”

			The kid grins and runs off, and Josh and Anna-Marie smile at each other before noticing the confusion on my face. 

			“I’m Eowyn,” she says. “From Lord of the Rings? Who kills the Witch King?”

			Huh. I saw those movies a long time ago. This seems vaguely familiar.

			Anna-Marie gestures to Josh. “He’s Faramir. How do you work at a Ren faire and not know this stuff? How are you friends with us and not know this stuff?”

			I shrug. “Apparently you don’t need to know any more about fantasy to work at a Ren faire than you need to know about home repair to work at Home Depot.” We enter the food pavilion and are assaulted by the smells of cooking meat. “Anyway, I could tell he wasn’t super happy about this job, and I wanted to make him feel better—and me feel better, I suppose—and I tried to be cute and flirty, but he wasn’t into it.” I feel a lump in my throat, remembering his quick rebuff. “I think things are getting even worse. Maybe because of the pregnancy, but there were already problems, and . . .”

			I trail off when I see Anna-Marie and Josh exchange a look, and my stomach sinks. Anna-Marie said it would be okay to talk about the pregnancy, but clearly it hurts them. 

			“I’m so sorry, you guys,” I say. “I shouldn’t be bringing that up, should I? It just makes things awkward, and I didn’t mean to—”

			“Oh, the pregnancy?” Josh says. “No, that’s okay. And weirdly not the most awkward thing now, after that fight.” He cringes. “Which I’m sorry for. Well, the part that was my fault, anyway. Not all of it.”

			I blink, looking between the two of them. Josh looks both a little abashed and a little pissy, and Anna-Marie has her hand on his back but is looking at me with obvious concern. 

			I’m pretty sure I’m missing something here.

			“What fight?” I ask. “Are you guys fighting?” While wearing Lord of the Rings costumes and making sex-play backstories for the tournament? I guess that does sound plausible for them, but . . . 

			“Not us,” Anna-Marie says. “Him and Will, the other night at Ben’s.”

			I blink again, staring at them. “What? Will and Josh had a fight?” And he didn’t tell me?

			A singing minstrel strolls over to us, filling the brief silence with a little ditty about “two maidens fair with flowing hair” that’s clearly meant to entice us to swoon, or, at the very least, tip him. Anna-Marie glares at him like she’s about to shout “I am no man!” again and cut his head off—is that what Eowyn did to the Witch King? I can’t remember—and he closes his mouth with an audible click and scurries off.

			“Sorry,” Josh says to me, his eyes darting back to Anna-Marie. “We thought Will would have said something.”

			Very clearly, though, he didn’t. “What was the fight about?”

			Josh runs a hand through his dark hair, and Anna-Marie fiddles with the ends of her long sleeves before answering.

			“We were worried about you guys,” she says. “And we thought maybe Josh could get a sense of what was going on with Will . . .”

			Because he’s not telling me, is the implied end of that thought. And maybe I should be offended at this, but the thing is, it’s obviously true. Even more true, apparently, than I had thought. My body feels cold, even out here under the heat of the summer sun. 

			I look back at Josh. “And did you? Get a sense of what’s going on?”

			Josh shifts uncomfortably. “He didn’t want to talk about it at all. Not even to comment on you and Anna-Marie going to the sex shop, or the sex painting thing—”

			“Well, that’s just Will,” I say, folding my arms. “He’s not super talkative about his sex life.” Which wasn’t a problem until I became one of the people he’s not talking with.

			“Yeah, sure,” Josh says. “But he got really defensive, and finally I just asked outright if he was cheating on you. And then he said some stuff about Anna-Marie I didn’t appreciate, and—”

			My jaw drops. “You guys think he’s cheating on me?”

			Anna-Marie grimaces. “I honestly didn’t, when you first brought all this up,” she says. “But you know me and the cheating thing. It’s just where my mind goes.”

			“And mine,” Josh says. “Hell, I asked if she thought that’s what it was before she even brought it up.” He rolls his eyes. “Because we clearly both have issues. But he did not like the implication that he might have some issues of his own, so I couldn’t really get any information out of him.”

			“And we shouldn’t have tried,” Anna-Marie adds quickly. “But I didn’t want to worry you, especially when I knew that probably wasn’t it. Sorry, Gabs. We shouldn’t have interfered.”

			Josh looks a little more dubious as to how bad he feels about all this, but I’m guessing that’s due to whatever Will said about Anna-Marie. Because I’m sure Will really didn’t appreciate being accused of cheating. And honestly, I’m more than a little annoyed that they put him in that spot, even if it was because they were worried about us.

			But why wouldn’t Will tell me about this? I could see him not wanting to put me in the middle of a fight between him and them, but he had to know they would tell me eventually. Josh and Anna-Marie aren’t exactly the Fort Knox of gossip.

			“He may not be cheating, but there’s something going on with him,” Josh says. His expression softens. “Sorry, Gabby. I know this isn’t what you want to be hearing.”

			“He’s not cheating,” I say, and maybe now I’m the one who sounds defensive, but deep down I know it’s true. Will wouldn’t do that. He feels terrible enough about having had feelings for me while he was still with Sarah, even though she was actively sleeping with Ryan Lansing at the time. Despite how he views his own actions surrounding that, Will’s not a cheater.

			He is, however, a guy who stayed way too long in a relationship that was making him miserable.

			The chill in my blood has reached all the way to my fingertips. 

			“But yeah,” I say quietly. “Something is going on, and I don’t know what. I’ve tried talking with him about it, but it doesn’t seem to help.”

			Anna-Marie puts her arm around my shoulders. “You guys will figure it out. It’s you and Will,” she says, like that’s reason enough to believe, despite their concerns.

			I desperately want her to be right about this. 

			“It’s me and Will,” I say with a nod, clinging to those words. And even just saying them, trusting in them, does make my heart feel a little lighter. 

			She squeezes my shoulder and looks around at the various food booths. “For now, though, I think we need some food. Turkey legs again? King Arthur’s Artichokes? Merlin’s Mozzerella Sticks? Our treat.”

			I doubt my worries are going to be chased away so easily, but I appreciate the offer, and, well, I am starving. By the time we’re settled in at one of the tables in the middle of the clearing, and I’m halfway through my Dragon Chop (which is basically a pork chop on a stick), I am feeling, if not exactly better, at least more determined.

			Because I have an idea.

			“The sex painting thing did go pretty great,” I say. “And we’d talked about being more adventurous . . .”

			Anna-Marie raises an eyebrow and peels off a chunk of her baked artichoke. “Are we thinking we need another trip to the sex shop?”

			Josh doesn’t seem unhappy about that idea; I’m guessing the S&M Wookiee thing went over well.

			But I shake my head. “I’m thinking about learning a strip tease,” I say, remembering how intrigued Will had seemed by that idea. “You can teach me that, right?” I ask Anna-Marie. Because I know she’s done strip-teases for Josh before.

			Anna-Marie and Josh exchange a doubtful look I don’t appreciate. 

			“What?” I say. “I’m not the most uncoordinated person in the world. I can take off my clothes.” I’ve never done so to music, and my dancing ability is probably a mere step above Elaine from Seinfeld, but if I could learn a routine . . .

			“It’s not—” Anna-Marie starts, then shakes her head. “Is this something you actually want to do?”

			I shrug. “It could be fun.” I pause. “Would I need a pole? You guys don’t have a pole, do you?”

			“Sadly, no,” Anna-Marie says. She cocks an eyebrow at Josh. “Though I’d be open to getting one.”

			“I wouldn’t complain about that,” Josh says around a bite of his turkey leg. He looks thoughtful. “Though there are other options, too. Like, is a pole significantly more useful than, say, one of those suspended ring things at the circus? Or a swing? Or a horizontal bar?”

			“You want her doing a strip tease on a trapeze?” I ask. 

			“Oooh, or maybe some of those long silks,” Anna-Marie chimes in eagerly.

			“Oh my god,” I say, shaking my head at them in consternation. “Are guys planning a Cirque du Soleil?”

			Anna-Marie grins at Josh. “This is going to need its own room.”

			Josh laughs. “If we’re building a sex Cirque du Soleil, it’s definitely getting its own room.”

			I groan and take another bite of my Dragon Chop. “A room I’m staying out of.”

			“Fair enough,” Anna-Marie says with a smile. “But back to you. Yeah, I can teach you a routine, but really, a lot of the sexiness of doing a strip tease comes from you wanting to do that, you know?”

			“Right,” I say. “And I do. I really want to strip to music for my boyfriend.”

			And while I still don’t appreciate the doubtful looks on their faces, I can totally get why they have them. Because I sounded as convincing as if I’d announced I wanted to give up Fong’s and start running marathons in my free time. But the truth is, what I want is to help Will and I connect again. I love him more than anything, and I want him to want me like he used to. I want him to be happy in our relationship, to find some joy amidst all the sadness of late. And if this is the kind of thing that will help with that, then yes, I want to.

			It’s me and Will. I don’t want to lose that; I can’t.

			“Okay,” says Anna-Marie, clearly not convinced, but thankfully not challenging me on it. “I’d be happy to help. I could come over after work sometime this week.”

			I smile at her, relieved she’s agreeing to help, and then, out of the corner of my eye, I see a knight walking by with a meat pie. It’s not Chris, but it reminds me of the whole Chris and Delia situation, which a big part of me also wants to fix—or at least help along. Clearly these two former theater nerds, both of whom once liked each other and now both of whom are working at Renaissance faires, are made for each other. But he’s been snubbing her for a couple years now, and I don’t know if just explaining the situation will be enough. He needs a grand gesture.

			I might have an idea for that, too.

			“Hey, so there’s something else you guys might be able to help me with,” I say. I start telling them about Delia and Chris, and, as I guessed, Josh and Anna-Marie are soon jumping in with their own ideas, eager to help out. And by the time I’m back in my infirmary, I’m feeling better about something, at least—we have the beginnings of a plan I can present to Chris, see what he thinks. 

			That may not help any of my problems, but I’ve got a plan for that too. Even if that plan reeks a little of desperation.

			But desperate times call for desperate stripping.

		

	
		
			Twenty-two

			Gabby

			It’s not long into my strip tease lesson before I’m really beginning to regret this whole plan.

			“No, you swivel your hips, like, slowly. You’re not trying to hip-check the guy,” Anna-Marie says. “It’s supposed to be sensual.” She demonstrates, and damn it, it sure looks sensual when she does it. I, on the other hand, spend a decent amount of my life trying not to draw attention to my ass, let alone slowly swivel it in my boyfriend’s face.

			But I did ask to learn this, so I give it another shot. We have a long body pillow propped up in a chair, with a picture of Justin Timberlake taped on where Will’s face would be, and I go slower, trying to make it as sensual as possible.

			That’s right, Justin. Enjoy the view of my ass, drifting before your face like the orbit of a planet . . .

			“Better,” Anna-Marie says. “But definitely don’t make that face while you’re doing it.”

			“What face?”

			“The one that says ‘I’m miserable and I just want to get this over with so I can get back into sweatpants and watch TV.’” She gives me a knowing look.

			“Yeah, okay, but maybe sweatpants and TV are sounding really good right now.” I tug down the crazy-short black skirt Anna-Marie and I found when we went shopping today (at a discount store, given my money situation) for this very event. It’s black and elastic-waisted, so I can just slip it off when the time is right, but it’s also tight and not super comfortable. Same thing with the shimmery blue crop top we found that ties in front, with long loose ends of fabric that Anna-Marie said would be perfect for teasing Will with (though I’m not entirely sure what that means yet.)

			“I’m sure every stripper in the world thinks so, too, but they don’t show it.” Anna-Marie gives me a small smile. “Are you sure you still want to do this? Because—”

			“I’m sure,” I say, a little more snappish than I intended. But I need to learn this. I need to get this right, and I can’t do that with her asking whether I’m sure every ten minutes. 

			Anna-Marie blinks and looks away, and I feel bad. She’s taking her whole afternoon to try to help me with this, and I haven’t exactly been in a great mood about it. Possibly because the last couple days with Will haven’t gotten any better. We’ve barely seen each other, between his working at Home Depot and my two jobs, and the absence hasn’t seemed to make him lust more for me—he’s been crawling into bed with hardly a word, let alone a touch of any kind.

			Which means it doesn’t matter whether I want to do this. I need to.

			“I’m sorry,” I say. “I do want to do this. I do.” I give her a pleading look so she doesn’t decide to just abandon me to my discount stripper clothes and half-hour of hip-swivel practice.

			Anna-Marie sighs. “Okay,” she says, even though I can tell she doesn’t believe me. “Let’s start from the top.”

			We work through the steps she showed me. None of them are in and of themselves very difficult—she’s obviously simplified the routine she actually does when she performs this for Josh. The difficulty for me lies in making the moves sexy and not like I’m some spastic robot trying to understand humanity through the art of stripping. (Though when I mention this to Anna-Marie, we both agree that would be an amazing movie.) She assures me I’m way sexier than I think I am, and that I’ll get this with some practice.

			And so practice I do. I practice the sexy saunter. The hip-swivel. The coy little smack on my ass. The quick-drop into a crouch and undulating my way back up. I practice shimmying my way out of my tight skirt and running the long swath of fabric from my crop top seductively over picture-Justin’s face (the teasing she was talking about), before I give it one good tug and pop the top open (which just exposes my bra for now, because I’m too shy to go full nude in front of anyone but Will, even Anna-Marie). 

			“Nice!” Anna-Marie exclaims when I finally get the one-tug knot-untying right. “Look at you, hot stuff!”

			I smile, wiping some sweat from my brow. Who knew stripping was so aerobic? 

			Probably strippers.

			“I feel less hot stuff and more Jiggly Puff,” I say, remembering one of Ty’s favorite Pokémon, and a little sad he’s not here to hear me make this joke. Though I definitely don’t want to be stripping in front of my nephew.

			Anna-Marie shakes her head. “Let’s take a break for a few minutes and then we’ll start with the music,” she says, getting a glass from my cabinet and filling it up with water from my sink. I tie my top back up and wiggle my skirt back on over my underwear and grab a Capri Sun from the fridge.

			Anna-Marie eyes my drink of choice, and I take a big slurpy sip. “What? They’re good.”

			She grins and takes another drink of water. 

			“So I told Chris our big idea for how to ask out Delia,” I say, sitting down on one of our mismatched chairs and propping my feet up on the other one. “He was really excited about it. Well, and terrified, because for a hot guy who puts on a daily jousting show for hundreds of people, he’s super shy.”

			“But you think it’ll work?” She plops down in a chair across from me. 

			“I hope so. I think Delia does actually like him. Also, I’m pretty sure he doesn’t have pubic lice, so that’s good.”

			There’s a beat of silence, filled by the sound of me slurping my Capri Sun.

			Anna-Marie stares at me, her brow furrowed. “I have no idea how to respond to that.”

			And that’s when it hits me. “Oh my god, I never told you about crab-a-palooza!” Not that I didn’t have a lot else to talk about, given the Will situation and the pregnancy . . .

			But how could I have not mentioned the crabs?

			“Apparently, like half the workers at the faire have contracted pubic lice in some massive faire-wide plague,” I say, and Anna-Marie wrinkles her nose, which I feel is an appropriate response. But soon she’s cracking up at all my descriptions of checking out wench after wench, trying to keep them all from sitting on any surface that couldn’t be sanitized, then Pickle Guy’s desperate flashing to clear his name.

			She’s wiping tears from her eyes by the time I finish. “And here I thought nothing would top your hospital stories. But the great medieval pubic lice epidemic . . .” She giggles some more.

			I finish the last bit of Capri Sun, the bag crunching inward. “Yeah, well, I guess it’s a good thing for me, because if I hadn’t been at the store to buy all that treatment cream and seen the test, who knows how long it would have taken me to realize my period was super late. Not that I would have minded a few more weeks of blissful ignorance—”

			I cut off at seeing the small wince on her face, the way her blue eyes dart down to her water, and I cringe inwardly. I’m about to apologize when she asks, hesitantly, “So how have you been feeling? Any morning sickness or anything?”

			“Not yet, no.” I smile grimly, toying with the long fabric knot ends on my top. “Not everyone gets that, though. Maybe I’m one of the lucky ones.” That last bit comes out more bitter than I meant—well, than I meant to say to her—and I cringe again. Outwardly, this time.

			“Maybe,” she says quietly. She clears her throat and smiles. “I mean, that’s good. Hopefully it’ll stay that way.”

			“Yeah, hopefully.”

			There’s a long, awkward pause that I know both of us hate and neither of us quite know what to do about—at least not until Anna-Marie says, “So, should we try the routine with the music?” and I jump on that idea like shaking my ass in Justin Timberlake’s face to some club beat has been the dream of my lifetime.

			Ironically—or maybe very purposefully, given my overall body reservations—the song Anna-Marie has chosen for this strip tease is actually called “Confident,” and it’s this blast of Demi Levato girl-power pop. It should make me feel sexy, powerful, able to make men (or at least one man in particular) salivate at the sight of my uninhibited sexual confidence.

			What it actually does, through no fault of the song itself, is make me remember how very very bad I am at following any kind of rhythm. All those moves from earlier I’d been starting to feel at least okay about? Now that they had to fit into a song beat, they were back to being jerky—too fast, too slow or too likely to end with Will being concussed. 

			We try for nearly an hour, until I’m sure I’m going to be hearing that opening fanfare in my nightmares for the rest of my life, and it doesn’t get much better.

			“Maybe you should just do it with no music,” Anna-Marie suggests finally.

			I flop onto the couch. “No way. Silent stripping?” 

			She makes a face. “When you put it that way, it does sound sad. Like you’re some horny mime.”

			“Right? And god, I haven’t even practiced in heels yet.”

			Anna-Marie’s eyes widen. “Heels? Are you serious?”

			“Of course I am! Who does a striptease barefoot?”

			“People who never wear heels because they call them ‘not worth the inevitable broken leg,’” she points out, and I regret that she knows me so damn well.

			Except she doesn’t know everything about me. “Just wait until you see these,” I say, and dash (well, more like waddle, in this skirt) into my bedroom where I grab the pair of silver-studded black heels I bought at a thrift store and have yet to ever wear. Because she (or really, I suppose, past me) is right. I don’t do heels well. I’m normally not a person who cares about shoes at all—part of the appeal of nursing is the practically required comfortable footwear. 

			But these heels caught me at a weak moment, and I’d tried them on and my calves suddenly looked slimmer and my body felt leaner, and maybe it’s all optical illusion, but they made me feel a little more confident, even just having them in a bag as I left the store.

			If I ever needed confidence, this strip tease is it.

			Anna-Marie all but snatches them from my hands when I come out carrying them, eyeing them like a jeweler examining fine diamonds, minus that little jewelry magnifying thing—though if one of those existed in the world of shoe-appraisal, I’m sure she’d have it.

			“These are Tomasinis,” she says in awe, and I nod like I have any real idea what that means, other than that she’s impressed. Maybe some of her eye for designer shoes has worn off on me after all those years as roommates. “They’re gorgeous. But unless you’ve gotten a lot more comfortable wearing heels since we lived together, you definitely shouldn’t wear them for stripping.” She sets them down on the coffee table.

			I frown. “But they make my legs look so good!”

			“I’m sure they do. But how good are your legs going to look when one of them is broken?”

			“I can’t believe I’m getting resistance on wearing cute shoes from you, of all people,” I grumble, and sit down to start slipping them on. Crap, I don’t know if it’s because my feet have already swollen due to all the dancing, but these feel tighter than they did at the store.

			“I mean, if you were just going out to dinner in them—” she starts, and I can feel my frustration building. 

			“Look, Anna, I need to wear these. My legs need all the help they can get. They’re like really pale sausages, and these make them look like . . . Skinnier sausages.”

			Anna-Marie sighs. “Oh my god, Gabs. They are not sausages. Seriously, you don’t need to—”

			“That’s easy for you to say,” I blurt out, waving a hand in her general perfectly-toned direction. “You don’t have to worry about arm flab or stomach flab or butt flab when you do your strip tease. I do.” I know this isn’t fair, that I was the one who asked her to help me with this, but I can feel the heat building in my face the more I wish this could all come as easily for me as it does for her.

			Her face hardens, and she opens her mouth and then shuts it again, looking away.

			“I know,” I say. “I know. You work out, and you don’t eat at Fong’s all the time, or ever, and—”

			“That wasn’t what I was going to say,” she says tightly.

			“Well, what then?”

			“I know you don’t appreciate your body, Gabby, and you think I have no reason to complain about mine, but seriously, right now, I really wish I could switch with you.” She folds her arms and stares fixedly at the floor.

			I open my mouth to protest—how could she wish that, with her career—but then I get what she means, and my stomach drops.

			Guilt curdles in my chest, and I squeeze my eyes closed. What’s wrong with me?

			There’s another long silence, and then she says, “I’m sorry, Gabby, I shouldn’t have said—” at the same time that I say, “God, Anna, I didn’t think—”

			We both pause and give each other small smiles, hers looking almost as nervous as mine.

			“I’m sorry,” I say. 

			She comes over and sits next to me. “No, I’m sorry. I know you’ve got enough stress going on with the pregnancy thing. The last thing I want is to make you feel guilty about it, just because I’m having problems getting pregnant.”

			“Yeah, well, it’s not fair for me to get pissy at you just because I’m uncomfortable with all this,” I say, looking down at myself, at the overabundance of pale skin showing every which way.

			Her face squishes up, like she’s clearly trying to hold back, and this time I do know what she wants to say.

			“Go ahead,” I say. “Ask me if I’m sure I want to do this.”

			“You don’t need to, you know. I really think you could be great at this with some practice. But it’s hard to do a sexy striptease when you’re super nervous or worried about butt flab.”

			I nod. I know she’s right. “But I want to do this. I want to be able to, you know? I want to be confident and sexy and feel that way again for him.”

			Like I used to, I realize. Because while I’ve always had issues surrounding my body, it wasn’t this bad before. Not even when he and I first had sex and I was a virgin, while he was . . . Well, decidedly not. And the sex painting thing had made me feel so much better, had made us feel like us again, so it stands to reason that this, something he seemed legitimately excited about, would be even more effective.

			“I get it,” she says, and I think maybe she does, on some level, at least. She leans forward to grab her phone and check the time, then winces. “Yikes. I need to get going, or I’m going to be late for this dinner thing Josh and I have with some people from his agency. But how about we practice some more later this week, okay?”

			“Yeah?” I’m a little relieved she’s not giving up on me as some lost stripper cause. Then again, Anna-Marie has never been one to shirk a challenge. 

			“Yeah.” She smiles broadly. “We’re going to get you so good at this, you’ll consider going pro.” 

			I’m dubious of that, but I appreciate the optimism—and her willingness to help. So I thank her, and we hug and plan to practice more later this week, and she takes off.

			But as I find myself nervously pacing the apartment, I know that I can’t bring myself to wait days longer—and that’s even if one more practice is all I’d really need, which is doubtful. I’m too stressed out about it, too stressed out about Will and me, and I think if I don’t do this tonight, I’m going to lose my courage and not do it at all.

			So I start the music again and take it from the top.

		

	
		
			Twenty-three

			Will

			I’m sitting on our bed, reworking a section of terrible dialogue, when I notice Gabby skulking around the apartment. She’s casually set up her phone with some mobile speakers and has slipped into the bathroom and is shuffling around in there. The water keeps running, and I’m pretty sure I hear the clicking of shoes on the tile floor—not her usual tennis shoes, but something with a hard sole.

			“Gabby?” I call. “Everything okay?”

			“Fine!” she says in that overenthusiastic way she does when she’s nervous about something. “Be out in a minute!”

			Huh. I rewrite another line of dialogue before the door swings open—

			And Gabby is standing there in a very short black skirt and a loose flowing halter top that ties beneath her breasts, showing off her cleavage. The effect is sexy in a dramatic way that’s unusual for Gabby. 

			My body reacts beneath my laptop and I set it to the side. 

			“Hey,” I say.

			“Hey,” she says back.

			She’s also wearing tall black heels—an odd choice for a seduction. By Gabby, at least, who never wears high heels. 

			“What’s with the shoes?” I ask. 

			Gabby smiles nervously, and then presses something on her phone. 

			Music starts blaring from the speakers and we both jump. I don’t recognize the song, but it’s loud and has a lot of bass, and I sit up straighter on the bed. 

			“Gabby, what—”

			And then Gabby starts dancing.

			At least, I think that’s what she’s doing. She kind of rolls her hips around, and then gets this terrified look on her face and slaps her ass with a dramatic smack.

			I startle again. I mean—I get what she’s doing. It’s like a sexy dancing, possible strip-tease thing, which is really hot. Or it would be, if she didn’t immediately step off of one of her heels, nearly rolling her ankle.

			“Shit!” she yells. “No, I’m okay! I’m okay!”

			“Gabby—” I say, but then she starts dancing again. I’m trying to appreciate what I can tell she’s attempting to do here. She moves closer, and then smacks her ass again—which is kind of violent; I guess I’m not into spanking—and then does her hip roll thing a little closer and waves the ties to her halter top in my face. 

			My nose tickles, and I think I’m going to sneeze. And then probably throw up, because I’m starting to put together the pieces of what’s really going on here, and it makes me feel ill. Gabby freezes again, looking like she has no idea what she’s supposed to do next, and then she smacks her ass for a third time and starts working on the knot in her halter, which appears to be stuck.

			The music keeps blaring, so we have to shout over it.

			“Gabby,” I say. “What are you doing?”

			“It’s a strip tease!” she says. “Hang on a second. This isn’t supposed to be stuck like this.”

			“I see that. But why?”

			Gabby’s lip quivers, and my heart cracks. “I’m sorry,” she says. “I’m messing it up. I practiced, but I forgot the moves, and . . . hang on and I’ll restart the music.” She reaches over and turns off the music, and nearly falls over on her heels again before picking at the knot.

			“Stupid thing,” she says. “This was supposed to come undone.”

			I sit frozen for a moment. She’s still trying to get the knot undone like she’s going to fix it and then turn the music back on and do this strip tease thing that she doesn’t want to do and clearly isn’t enjoying.

			And this is all my fault. 

			“Gabby,” I say, desperate for her know this. “I’m not going to cheat on you.”

			Gabby looks up at me, finally dropping the knot. “What? I know that.” But her fingers are trembling, and she looks like she’s about to cry. There’s only one place this terrible idea could have come from, and if Gabby’s been talking to Anna-Marie—

			Damn it. “You heard about the fight with Josh,” I say. 

			Her face hardens, and she nods.

			Shit. Of course she has. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I was upset that she made you worried about me cheating on you, but I didn’t want to create problems between you and them.” Or me and her, really. “But you don’t need to be doing this—” I gesture at the music and the outfit and the heels and everything “—to keep me interested in you. I’m not going to cheat on you. I promise.”

			Gabby’s eyes are filling with tears now. I’m trying to make this better, but I’m not. “But you could have at least talked to me about it.”

			I close my eyes. I did this. I made her feel like she had to strip for me just to get my attention. I reach for her hand and pull her down next to me on the bed. “I’m sorry I made you feel like you had to do this when you obviously don’t want to.”

			The tears spill over, and I hold her hand tight. 

			“Anna-Marie never said she thought you were cheating on me,” she says. “Not to me, at least. And I wouldn’t have believed it if she had. She and Josh were worried, I guess, but those are their issues, not mine.” She’s quiet for a second. “What exactly happened with you and Josh?”

			I sigh. “He showed up at Ben’s with some preconceived ideas about what was going on with me and you, and tried to pry into it without acting like that’s what he was doing. And I may have lost it with him a little and said some things I shouldn’t have about Anna-Marie.” My stomach is sinking lower and lower. Because if Anna-Marie and Josh hadn’t told Gabby I was cheating on her, then maybe I wasn’t so justified in that fight. Maybe Anna-Marie has been causing far fewer of the problems than I’d thought.

			Maybe I was just looking for someone to push my guilt onto, because I’m the one who caused all this to begin with.

			“What did you say?” Gabby asks. 

			I cringe. “I said that Anna-Marie was psycho about the cheating thing.” 

			Gabby gives me a look, and I shake my head. “I know, I know. Not the best wording. And . . . I may have said that I resent the way you tend to come back from hanging out with Anna-Marie feeling bad about your body.”

			“That’s not Anna-Marie’s fault,” Gabby says. “We actually just had a talk about that. And I know I have issues about my body, but Anna-Marie didn’t cause those. It’s not really fair to her that I compare myself to her. It hurts her as much as it hurts me, I think.”

			“Yeah,” I say. “That’s what Josh said, in not so many words.” And he was probably right, I realize. It’s just easier for me to be angry with Anna-Marie than to direct my frustration at Gabby. “I’m not proud of the things I said to Josh, and I’m really not proud of the way I handled things with Sarah.”

			Gabby grips my hand tightly. “You didn’t cheat on Sarah.”

			She always defends me when we talk about this, even though I don’t deserve it. “Think about it, Gabby. How would you feel if I did to you what I did to her? If I met someone and started confiding in her about our lives, and going out of my way to spend time with her, and wishing I was with her instead?”

			Gabby’s face falls. “Yeah, okay,” she says. “That would not be great.”

			“And I’m not going to do that to you,” I say. “But I don’t blame you if you think I might, because I did it before, and that was an awful thing to do.”

			Gabby is quiet. “Is that what’s been bothering you? Because that was a long time ago. And I don’t think you would do that with me. There were circumstances with Sarah. You guys weren’t right for each other, and yeah, neither of you handled it perfectly, but—”

			“No,” I say. “That’s not what’s been bothering me.”

			Gabby nods and takes a deep breath, like she’s bracing for bad news. “What is it, then?”

			I owe her the truth. “I’m desperately unhappy. That’s what’s bothering me.”

			More tears slide down her cheeks. “Do you not want me anymore?” 

			Oh, no. It kills me that she thinks this. “God, no,” I say. “It’s got nothing to do with us.”

			“Are you sure?” she says. “Because you don’t seem to want me anymore, and I get that I’m not the perfect girlfriend, and I know that I’m not—”

			“Gabby.” I pull her other hand into mine. “Can there be something wrong without it being something wrong with you?”

			Gabby sniffles. “I guess logically there can be. I’m just not convinced that there actually is.”

			“Well there is,” I say. “I don’t know what I’m doing with my life. I’m an adult who isn’t making money, who hadn’t even been looking for a job and is now working part-time at Home Depot and is going to have a child I don’t know how I’m going to take care of. Nothing in my life makes sense to me anymore except you. You’re the only piece of all this that I’m sure of, and I’m failing even at that.”

			“No, you’re not,” Gabby says, her expression so sincere it breaks my heart. “You’re an incredible boyfriend.”

			“Right,” I say. “An incredible boyfriend who picks fights with everyone in our lives, who can’t figure out how to talk to you about it, who makes you think I don’t want you anymore, when really I’m just spinning wheels and feeling so stuck in the rest of my life. It’s not your fault, Gabby. It’s been three wonderful years together, but it’s also been three whole years that I haven’t accomplished anything.”

			“You finished your novel,” Gabby says. I love how quickly she comes to my defense, but in this case she’s wrong, and I need her to see it. 

			“I finished my novel before we got together.” She opens her mouth to argue, and I keep going, because I know what she’s going to say. “And yeah, there were revisions. Lots of them. And yeah, I’ve started book two. But I haven’t made progress in a long time, and I’m increasingly getting nothing done. The truth is, I may never be a great novelist.”

			Gabby nods, like she understands. “And that’s why you’re miserable.”

			I open my mouth to tell her that she’s not understanding. She thinks I’m unhappy because I’m scared I can’t have this dream, but really, I’m scared because I don’t think I even want it anymore. After everything she’s sacrificed for me, how can I do this to her? How can I tell her that I want to quit, that it’s all been for nothing?

			“But it’ll happen, Will,” Gabby says. “I know it’ll happen. You’re so talented, and you’ve done so much work. I just know you’re going to be successful. You can’t quit now. I know you’re frustrated, but all artists go through periods like this. You just need to keep going, and you’re going to make it.”

			I feel like my ribs are caving in. I love Gabby more than anything, and she loves this person that she thinks I am, this great novelist she imagined I was even back when we were working at the bookstore together. I want to tell her that’s not who I am.

			But what if she’s right? What if I just hang in there a little longer, and then I can be that person for her?

			She’s worth it to me. She’s worth all the misery and more.

			I wrap the tie to her halter top around my finger. “I do like the outfit,” I say. “It’s sexy.”

			Gabby rolls her eyes. “Yeah, me forgetting the moves and falling off my own high heels is super sexy.”

			“No,” I say. “But you in the short skirt is super hot. And I do like the shoes, even if they seem to be actively impeding you from walking.” I use the tie to pull her closer. It still doesn’t come undone. “And what was with the ass slapping? Is that what Anna-Marie does?”

			“Yes,” Gabby says. “Though it was only supposed to be in the routine once. But I kept forgetting the other moves, so I just kept doing that one.”

			I run my hands around her waist. Gabby’s not stick-thin like Anna-Marie, or like Sarah was. But I love the way her skin feels against my hands, love the shape of her waist and the curves of her hips and her thighs. I pull her closer, my body remembering how it felt when she first walked out of the bathroom, before everything fell apart. 

			“It hurts when you get down on your body,” I say. “I love the outfit, but you don’t have to do this for me to think you’re sexy.”

			“I know,” Gabby says. “I’m sorry. I think it was better for a while, but then when things started to get difficult, I couldn’t help but think that it might all be easier if I was more beautiful.”

			I slide my hand beneath her chin. “Gabby,” I say. “You are beautiful.” I can see in her eyes that she knows I mean it, but that knowledge doesn’t ever seem to stick. Not for long. “Maybe you should see someone about it? See a therapist, like Felix does?”

			I expect her to argue, or be crushed that I think she needs help, but she nods. “Probably I could use that. I’m a lot more confident than I used to be, but I still have some issues about my body. I kind of got in a fight with Anna-Marie about it, and she pointed out that she would love to have my body, because she can’t get pregnant. I know that being thin doesn’t make your problems go away—just look at my mom and my sister—but somehow, when things go wrong, that’s always the first place my mind goes, and I know that’s not fair to you.”

			“Hey,” I say. “It’s not me this is really hurting. I just hate to see you suffer when your body is fine. Better than fine.” I smile, pulling her against me. “Pretty damn perfect, if you ask me.”

			“Yeah?” Her voice is soft and breathy, and I’m breaking out in goosebumps all up and down my arms. 

			“Yeah,” I whisper back. “And I think we need to get you out of these clothes so I can see more of it.” I run my fingers along her thigh just below the hem of her skirt, and her eyes flutter closed. Our lips press together, and I pull her on top of me, and we dissolve into each other. All the while, though, this thought is buzzing at the back of my mind.

			I need to get it together, for her. Gabby doesn’t push me the way Sarah did. She isn’t going to shove me toward a job I don’t want and tell me that’s the responsible adult thing to do.

			But it’s not Gabby’s job to make hard decisions for me. It’s not her job to know what I need and what I want. I have to figure this out, because I’m hurting her, and I’m hurting us, and more than that, I’m repeating mistakes I made with Sarah. Not the near-cheating, obviously, but the waffling, the stagnation, the sitting in the problem and being miserable instead of doing what I know needs to be done.

			Sean was right that I need to man up—offensive as it is that he put it that way. But—surprise!—it’s not by getting a job at a hardware store.

			It’s time to decide, once and for all, who it is that I want to be.

		

	
		
			Twenty-four

			Gabby

			For as disastrous as my strip routine ended up being (I really shouldn’t have worn those heels. Or, probably, done that at all), I’m feeling better about this at least—it’s not that Will is unhappy in our relationship or that he’s not as attracted to me anymore. I believe him about that—for real, this time. And I believe he’s right that I could stand to work on some of my own issues, so I don’t jump to those kinds of conclusions so quickly and so thoroughly.

			It still breaks my heart to see him so unhappy, though, and even if it doesn’t have to do with me, I still wish there was something I could do to fix it. And I wish he didn’t have to deal with that on top of all the stress of our unexpected pregnancy.

			But cuddling with him, talking with him like that, making love afterward . . . It all felt so good, so right. I still feel like there’s something he’s holding back, but I don’t feel like we’re teetering on this brink of disaster anymore. 

			Which is a good thing. Because if my stripping ability was really the thing we needed to save us, we’d be toast.

			The rest of the week passes fairly uneventfully, though I can tell Will’s trying harder to connect with me, to cuddle with me or smile at me. Even though I know how miserable he still is when he comes home in that orange apron, or is staring forlornly at his laptop. And finding time to spend together is still a problem.

			By the time the weekend rolls around and the next charity tournament has arrived, I’m glad that I only have a couple more days of Ren faire work left. I’m extra tired today and starting to have some mild cramping—normal in early pregnancy, I know, but it doesn’t mean it’s enjoyable, or that I wouldn’t way rather spend the day curled up in bed. But I’m excited to see Anna-Marie in her princess role, and to enact the plan for Chris to ask Delia out.

			My big part of the plan, however—getting Delia to leave her work at the pub to join me at the charity tournament—is more difficult than I’d imagined it would be.

			“I can’t just leave,” she says, dropping off a few tankards at a table, along with a plate of mozzarella sticks. “I’m not scheduled for my break for another two hours, and—”

			“April’s covering you,” I say. I point over at April, who’s just stepping out from the kitchen with a tray of tankards. She grins over at us. I had to explain the plan to her, and she was more than happy to push back her lunch break for this. Apparently I’m not the only one who thinks they belong together.

			Delia frowns. “But I’ve already seen the tournament. Lots.”

			“I know, but this time my best friend is the princess. And we get to hang out with the royalty, which is way better than being amongst the peasant riff-raff.” I put on my best snooty tone for this last part.

			Delia eyes me suspiciously. Which is fair. I don’t have any better argument for why I so desperately need her to join me at this tournament than straight-up begging. Which argument I decide to employ.

			“Please? Don’t make me be the only wench among royals.”

			She stares at me for a long beat, then flicks a glance over to April and shrugs. “Okay, fine. Better than being at work, I suppose.” She sets her empty tray down at the end of a table, and we walk out of the pub into the bright sunlight. Already I can hear the cheers from the large crowd inside the jousting arena.

			“Are we late?” I ask. “Did it start already?”

			“Nah, that’s just them warming up the crowd beforehand,” she says. “Each knight has what basically amounts to a medieval hype guy. They get their section to try to outscream the other sections, that kind of thing.”

			“Like cheerleaders?”

			She grins. “I told you the whole thing is like being back in high school. And the knights are the jocks.” But she doesn’t sound quite as bitter about it all as she did on that first day. I’m hoping that’s a good sign.

			We don’t need tickets or anything to get into the arena, since the shows are open to anyone who bought a ticket to the faire (or was already in the faire because they work there). The charity part of this comes from a portion of the merch and food sales during the show. And boy, are they pushing those. Every section, in addition to the “hype guy” Delia mentioned—basically a guy wearing the colors of the knight that section is supposed to cheer for—has several workers walking up and down the aisles, selling everything from pretzels and soda to light-up crowns, wands, and colored flags to wave.

			On the far end from the entrance of the big oval arena I can see the stand where the royalty are perched, sitting on actual chairs rather than the wooden benches of the rest of the stadium. I can see Anna-Marie and Josh up in front, her in a purple gown and him in some kind of leather guard outfit. Delia and I make our way around the path just in front of the benches to get there.

			As we get closer, I can see that Anna-Marie’s gown is a gorgeous brocade. It matches the fabric worn by the bearded guy playing her father, the king, and the stately woman playing her mother, the queen, both seated on elevated thrones behind her. Her auburn hair is pulled back under a golden tiara and, as usual, she looks totally gorgeous—every inch the princess.

			And even though I wouldn’t mind getting a chance to wear a dress like that someday, I’m glad to not be feeling all jealous of her anymore—which I know was way more about me not feeling great about myself. And like I told Will, I get it now in a way I didn’t honestly put much thought into before, that just because Anna-Marie may have a movie star body and good looks doesn’t mean she doesn’t have her own problems, her own heartaches.

			As we start climbing the stairs to the royalty booth, though, I start to worry that maybe something problematic is happening between her and Josh right now. Instead of beaming at the crowd, enjoying her role as princess, she’s looking at Josh with obvious concern. She says something to him, but he shakes his head, looking really upset—his expression some strange cross between having seen a ghost and finding out his beloved childhood pet just got run over.

			“Gabby!” Anna-Marie says, noticing me and waving me over, though her brow is still creased with concern. She motions us to some seats on the other side of her from Josh. Normally, I don’t think there’s anyone sitting up here but the royal family, but the celebs get to make special requests, apparently—like extra seating for friends and having one’s agent/husband as one’s personal guard.

			I’ve just started introducing Delia to Anna-Marie and Josh when the tournament horns blare, and the knights come riding out, and the crowd goes wild, ending any chance at conversation (or me asking Josh if he’s going to puke, because he really looks like he might).

			The knights make a loop of the arena on horseback, each with a squire at their side carrying a flag with their colors, as an announcer in a jester-like outfit (minus the stereotypical bell-hat) calls out their names. He’s clearly mic’d, which is a good thing, because there’s no way we’d be able to hear him otherwise over the crowd. I wonder how anyone heard anything in actual medieval tournaments.

			Then all four knights come riding up in formation toward the royal box. The king steps down to stand by Anna-Marie (forcing me and Delia to shove over). 

			“Brave knights, we welcome you to our fair kingdom,” he intones, his voice booming across the arena, and I see that he has his own mic attached to his purple tunic. “We look forward to witnessing your acts of courage and skill as you compete for the fairest prize of all—the hand of my beloved daughter, the princess.”

			Anna-Marie places her hand on his outstretched palm, beaming as if she’s honestly thrilled about being given away to some brute who can knock another brute off a horse, and the crowd cheers. I hear a few voices scream her name, and see some people waving copies of a magazine—Soap Opera Digest or something like it, I presume, that they’ll want her to sign after. Southern Heat doesn’t have quite the ratings of Passion Medical, but Anna-Marie has amassed a devoted following.

			She taps something at her side that turns on her own mic and makes a little curtsy. “Thank you, father,” she says. “And to you, brave knights, may you be of noble spirit, stout heart, and steady hand.” 

			It’s a testament to her acting skill that she delivers this line with no trace of snickering—I know her sense of humor (and Josh’s), and there’s no way they haven’t made all sorts of jokes about ‘steady hands’ or ‘stout’ . . . other things. 

			“Let the tournament begin,” she announces, and the crowd cheers again, and the knights bring their horses into a final bow—kind of crazy, that they can make their horses genuflect like that—and then race off, flags snapping in the wind.

			The king and Anna-Marie sit back down. Their mics are clearly switched back off, because about a minute later I can hear the king grumbling to his queen behind me about how his sciatica is acting up, and she tells him that if he’d taken his medicine like she reminded him several times he’d be fine, and none of this is being blasted across the arena. Also, I wonder if these two are married in real life. It kind of sounds like it.

			Anna-Marie just looks worriedly at Josh, who is staring fixedly out at the arena, his face pale and drawn.

			I can’t take it anymore. I lean over to whisper. “Are you guys okay?”

			Anna-Marie looks at Josh, like he’s the one who needs to answer this. “Yeah, of course,” Josh says unconvincingly. “Hey, I got a text from Will this morning saying he was sorry. And I’m sorry, too. I shouldn’t have pushed him like that.”

			“It’s okay,” I tell him, but from the look of him, things are decidedly not. Is that about Will? There’s a twist of worry in my gut. Or maybe that’s just another cramp. I let out a slow breath, shift in my seat, and try to pay attention to the show—and to Delia, who does seem to be watching one knight in particular, her eyes following him across the arena.

			Chris, in the red and white. 

			That’s got to be a good sign.

			The knights—Chris against a knight in blue and silver—charge at each other down the jousting lanes. The lances break with a loud crack, and I wince as wood shards go flying, but they have helmets covering their faces. They circle back around and their squires hand them new lances, and they charge forward again. 

			This time only one of the lances breaks, and the knight in blue is knocked from his horse. I’m not sure about the rules of jousting, but apparently knocking a guy off a horse isn’t the end goal, because then Chris leaps off his horse—like, actually leaps in a surprisingly acrobatic maneuver, given his armor—and they start fighting with swords and shields, swiping and dodging and clanging. 

			The knight looks completely unharmed from being knocked from his horse, because he’s clearly practiced this and fell in a controlled manner, which is a good reminder to my medical care anxiety that this is all staged. The lances are built to break a certain way, and the fighting isn’t actually going to end up with someone impaled on the end of a sword (and then brought to my infirmary, where I will have nothing to treat it but antiseptic soap and pubic lice cream.)

			Delia’s got a smile playing at her lips, and her cheeks have  a blush of pink in them. When Chris triumphs but magnanimously spares the life of his opponent (was that seriously in question? God, medieval life was brutal), she claps excitedly, and then sees me notice her and drops her hands, embarrassed.

			I would be more excited about this if I weren’t still so worried about Josh and Anna-Marie—and potentially Will. Anna-Marie claps, too, and smiles, but when the next bout starts up and the crowd is clearly watching that, she’s back to looking at Josh nervously again.

			“Seriously, and don’t say you’re okay. I can tell you’re not okay,” I hear her say. “What happened?”

			Josh looks at her and then looks away again, like he can’t meet her eyes. “After this,” he says. “I’ll tell you after.” I see his hand reach over briefly and squeeze her fingers, just a quick touch, and then he’s back to staring out at the arena. 

			He couldn’t be reacting so strongly to something having to do with Will. Did he lose his job? Did something happen to someone in his family, or Ben?

			I can tell Anna-Marie is going through all these possibilities and probably others, and getting increasingly worried. I’m wishing I could send her comforting vibes, but my head’s hurting a bit from all the clanging of weapons and the screaming of the crowd. My cramps are getting a little worse, too, and I tug at the laces on my corset to loosen it.

			Possibly I should be more worried about the cramping, being pregnant and all. But the truth is, being a nurse, I know very well how many women in their early pregnancy get terrified about every little ache and pain, which is often just due to gas or uterine growth. I also know very well how many early pregnancies can end in miscarriage, but there’s not much that can be done in that case, regardless. So unless it gets worse, or I start bleeding . . .

			I try not to think about any of that, even as I suddenly want to text Will, just because, just to get a little smile emoji or heart from him, just to know he’s there. But I probably shouldn’t be sitting up here by the royals texting my boyfriend, so I try to focus again on the show.

			There’s another bout, and then another. Chris is clearly the noble knight the audience is supposed to love—the knight in green and black is the obvious villain. He dispatches his own defeated opponent with a slice across the throat and a spray of bright red fake blood, making the crowd erupt in cheers from the green knight’s section and boos from everyone else.

			We arrive at the final bout, which is Chris versus the green knight. They’re charging at each other and lances shatter, and Anna-Marie swivels her head back to Josh for the twentieth time.

			“What is wrong?” she asks again, in the break between the roar of the crowd. 

			“After,” he says, pinching the bridge of his nose. “I’ll tell you, I will, but—”

			“Please, Josh, just tell me, I’m freaking out over here and—”

			“I have crabs,” he blurts out, his face frozen in a deep cringe.

			Her eyes widen, as do mine. “Crabs,” she repeats. “Pubic lice.”

			Josh nods, looking more miserable than I’ve ever seen him. The crowd cheers as one of the knights is unhorsed, but I’m no longer paying any attention to the fight, because oh my god—

			“I don’t know how it happened, and I swear I would never—” he starts, but Anna-Marie bursts out laughing.

			Like a high-pitched giggle-fit, bent-over-at-her-stomach laughing.

			Josh looks at me, alarmed, and then back at his wife, and I’m pretty sure he’s worried she’s snapped. I’m a little worried about that myself, but mostly I’m gaping, my brain still churning over his words.

			Josh has pubic lice? 

			“How did you get pubic lice?” I demand. “You were at the faire one day! This is not an airborne pathogen!”

			Oh god, has it become some mutant strain of airborne lice? Do we need to call the CDC?

			Josh gives me the world’s most confused look, and then takes Anna-Marie’s hand. “Anna-Marie,” he says, “I get it if you can’t believe me, but I didn’t cheat on you. I promise—” 

			“The cot,” she chokes out through her giggling, her face bright red. “We had sex on the infirmary cot.”

			I remember suddenly how disheveled they looked when I met them that day at the faire, how giddy and cutesy, and I’d assumed they’d just made out in their car or something, but my infirmary was unlocked, like it always is, and I was out passing out pamphlets—

			Oh. My. God.

			“The cot,” I say, my jaw dropping. “It’s been the freaking cot all along.”

			“Ohhhh,” Delia says from next to me, as it hits her, too. She nods. “Yeah, everyone has sex on that cot.”

			Anna-Marie stops laughing long enough to wrinkle her nose at that, and Josh looks between us all like we’ve lost our minds, or maybe he’s wondering if he has.

			“What does the cot have to do with anything?” he all but yells. He even looks desperately at the king and queen, who are watching this way more intently than the arena show. The king shrugs.

			Anna-Marie opens her mouth to explain, but I beat her to it. “I’ve been treating workers at the faire for nearly two weeks for this massive outbreak of pubic lice,” I say. “And I couldn’t really find any connection of who was patient zero, you know? Like, who kept spreading it? But it’s the cot. Everyone keeps reinfecting my cot!”

			Josh drops into his seat like his knees just gave out. He looks up at Anna-Marie, stunned, but also like a guy who just escaped those gallows he’d mentioned before. “So . . . that’s how I got it. I had no idea how it happened. I called Ben and told him my life was over and he tried to convince me that I got them from a toilet seat or a towel at the gym—as if I’m in the habit of grabbing used towels, or people with crabs are in the habit of refolding them and putting them back on the stack—and god, I knew there’s no way you’d believe that since I couldn’t even believe it, but—”

			Anna-Marie drops in her seat next to him and throws her arms around him, hugging him tight.

			“Wait,” I can’t help but say. “You didn’t think that Anna-Marie might have cheated on you? I mean, I know she would never do that, but—”

			“No, I really didn’t,” Josh says, his expression soft as he looks at his wife. Then his lips quirk up in a smile. “And not just because she keeps it pretty bare down there.”

			Ah. Anna-Marie goes for the Brazilian wax; I should have known. And there’s another item added to the list of things I didn’t need to know about their sex life.

			Anna-Marie hugs him again, and then pulls back just enough to let out her own final, shaky laugh. “I’m so sorry for laughing, but oh my god, I thought you were going to tell me you were dying of cancer or something, and then I was so crazy relieved—”

			“So we’re okay? Our marriage is okay?” he asks, and there are tears in his eyes.

			“Definitely,” she says, and I think she has some in hers, too. “So much better than okay.” And then she kisses him, and he kisses her back, and the crowd erupts in this huge cheer, and for a weird moment I think they’re all cheering for Josh and Anna-Marie’s near-miss with major marital problems, but then the jester guy announces Sir Christian as the tournament champion.

			The king clears his throat, but neither Anna-Marie nor Josh seem to notice or care. They’re hardcore making out now, with their hands in each other’s hair, and her practically on his lap. 

			The cheering dies off, as more and more people notice the princess and her man-at-arms . . . well, not quite “boning” as Anna-Marie so romantically put it before, but certainly pushing the bounds of medieval virginal propriety. Now there’s a different kind of cheering, along with laughs, catcalls, and someone screaming “Go Maeve!”—to which Anna-Marie raises her hand and waves to the crowd without taking her lips off of Josh’s. 

			So they definitely notice; they just don’t care.

			I start to grin, but a sharp, stabbing pain in my gut steals my breath. I bring my hand to my stomach. Maybe I should—

			“Well, good Sir Christian,” the king says, his voice booming over the crowd, his mic back on. “It, uh, appears that my daughter has, well . . . chosen a different suitor.” He smiles genially. “Kids these days.”

			The crowd laughs. Chris, I notice, is back on his horse and has ridden up near us, and I remember the plan, which should still work, right? Chris was going to win, and Anna-Marie was going to congratulate him for his bravery and skill and stout whatever and he was going to say that as honored as he was by the offer of her fair hand in marriage, his heart was already—

			Owwww. Another sharp, deep gut pain. I can feel a line of sweat breaking out on my forehead, my pulse picking up.

			The show is almost over. If I just sit down and breathe deep, then when this is over, I can call Will, and I can have someone drive me over to the hospital, just get things checked out—

			“It is just as well, Your Majesty,” Chris says, his voice echoing across the arena. At some point, he must have been given a mic, too. He’s got his helmet off, and somehow the sheen of sweat on his face manages to make him look even more handsome. “For my heart has already been claimed by another.”

			“Is that so?” the king asks, and the way he’s smiling indicates that at some point before the tournament, Anna-Marie filled him in on the plan. 

			“Indeed.” Chris tugs on the reins and edges his horse over to be in front of Delia and me. Delia’s green eyes go round, and her hands grip the arms of her chair tightly. “The fairest maiden in all the land. Delia,” he says, and he loses the haughty accent. “I’m sorry I’ve been a stuck-up ass. And I definitely don’t think I deserve your favor just because I beat up on some other knights in a rigged tournament.”

			I can only imagine the scowl Mama Mags would be giving at him announcing that this is all staged. But my stomach pain is getting worse, and now I’m the one gripping my armrests until my knuckles are white.

			 “But,” he continues, riding up so close to the royal box that his face is peering just over the railing. “Is there any chance you’d be willing to go on a date with me and let me make it up to you?”

			Delia considers him for a moment, and then stands and walks to the railing. She leans over it, close enough for the mic to pick up her voice and says, a little saucily, “I’m not really a maiden, you know, in the strictest sense.”

			The crowd laughs, and there are some more whistles and cat-calls.

			Chris smiles and shrugs. “Yeah, well, I’m not actually a knight.” His smile slips a bit, and he looks nervous. “I’m just Chris, a guy who used to be a theater tech nerd who had a huge crush on this cute girl in a summer production of Guys and Dolls and maybe never stopped having a huge crush on her.”

			Delia bites her lower lip, clearly trying not to grin so wide her face splits. “Yeah, well, that girl kind of liked that theater tech nerd, too. So yes, as long as he’s still in there under all that armor and all those muscles . . . I’ll go out with you.”

			Chris grins, and the crowd cheers, and I want to be so happy for them—I am, I’m happy—but my head is ringing, and the pain is getting so intense, and Josh and Anna-Marie must have stopped making out because suddenly Anna-Marie is gripping my hand and saying “Gabby? What’s wrong?”

			The king’s voice is booming out again, dismissing everyone from the tournament and bidding them to enjoy the rest of the faire, and I squeeze my eyes shut, as the pain crests . . . And then stops. Completely. 

			I let out a breath. “It’s okay,” I say to Anna-Marie. “Just some cramps, but I think . . .”

			Suddenly, my vision starts swimming, contracting. The people leaving their seats, filing out of the arena, they’re all blurring as I’m getting lightheaded, and I’m hit with a desperate need to lie down and rest.

			And that’s when the real fear kicks in. Because I think I know what’s happening, and this could be very, very bad.

			“Anna,” I say, fighting to keep my eyes open. “I need to go to the hospital. Now.”

		

	
		
			Twenty-five

			Gabby

			Should we call an ambulance?” Anna-Marie asks, and I’m not sure if she’s asking me or Josh or even her father the king, but I shake my head. 

			“There’s a hospital only about ten minutes away,” I say, my voice growing weaker along with the rest of me, even as panic pulses through me. “It’ll probably be faster if we drive.” The main advantage of having an ambulance arrive is the kind of help the EMTs can provide on the way. 

			But there’s not going to be much they can do for me, if my guess is right. 

			Delia nods, and I start to take a step forward, but my legs buckle. Anna-Marie catches me, and then Josh props me up on the other side, and they help me down the stairs of the platform.

			“Are the cramps back?” Anna-Marie’s asking, her blue eyes wide and terrified. “Are you—” She looks down at my stomach and swallows.

			I know what she’s afraid to say, that I’m having a miscarriage. I am, almost certainly, but it’s even worse than that. “I think it’s ectopic,” I say, just as we reach the bottom step. “And I think it ruptured.”

			Her face pales. “Oh god,” she murmurs. 

			The world is spinning, and my brain feels like it’s wading through syrup, but I remember there was a plot line on Southern Heat sometime last year about an ectopic pregnancy—Maeve’s sister, I think, who almost died from it. Which is entirely possible, with all the internal bleeding that happens if the fallopian tube the egg implanted in ruptures, and . . . No, wait, she almost died from her post-surgery Jell-O being poisoned by the vengeful ex of her baby daddy, and I have a bizarre moment of wanting to giggle, thinking of Sarah injecting my hospital Jell-O with strychnine and—

			“Stay awake, Gabby,” Anna-Marie says, and my eyes snap open, because I was indeed drifting off. 

			“Does she need to?” Josh asks, looking about as terrified as Anna-Marie, though slightly more confused. “Is it like with a concussion?”

			“I don’t know!” Anna-Marie says, her voice loud in my ear, and I flinch back. I feel a tugging at my stomach, and through bleary eyes I can see Anna-Marie untying my corset as best as she can with one hand, loosening the strings.

			I want to tell her to not bother, that it won’t help, but maybe being able to breathe would help—

			“Here, let me take her,” Chris says, and suddenly I’m being scooped off my feet and carried across the arena by a handsome knight in shining armor, and I’m not going to say that teenage Gabby never had this fantasy.

			But the person I really want to be holding me right now isn’t here.

			“Will,” I say, craning my neck back at Anna-Marie. “Call—”

			“I’m on it,” she says, already pressing buttons on her phone.

			“Is she going to be okay?” I hear Delia ask, panicked, to Josh, and then I hear Anna-Marie talking to Will—oh, no, not talking to him, she’s leaving him a message. The wave of longing for him to be here, to even just be able to hear his voice on the phone, almost brings tears to my eyes.

			Chris is a strong guy, but by the time he’s gotten me all the way across the arena, his clanking steps are slowing and his breathing’s getting labored, and I’m too tired and lightheaded to care that I’m apparently too heavy for the winning tournament knight to carry off into the sunset with movie-level grace.

			“Can’t you go any faster?” Anna-Marie says to Chris. 

			“He just fought in a tournament and he’s wearing, like, fifty pounds of armor,” Delia snaps back at her. “Cut him some slack.”

			“Oh my god, why is he the one carrying her then?” Josh asks, like he’s berating himself as much as anyone else. “Give her to me.”

			And then I’m being handed off to Josh, and it feels like the world tilts, and for a second I think I’m falling, but no, he’s got me securely, and the world only seems wonky because I’m so dizzy and tired, probably because I’m internally bleeding and maybe going into shock and hey, maybe I’m not too heavy, after all, because Josh seems to be moving a lot faster than that big dumb jock knight . . .

			Wait, that knight is a nice guy, and I really hope he and Delia have a good date, and I’m about to tell him that when another voice intrudes.

			“What’s happened to her? Did she faint? Is she dehydrated?”

			It’s Mama Mags, running along beside us in her full gown as we dodge through a group of women dressed like various Disney Princesses. I can hear the clanking of Chris’s armor, so he must still be following us, too. And there’s Brett the Pickle Guy, shouting out “You, there, Snow White! I don’t have any apples, but I’ve got a nice juicy—hey, what’s wrong with the nurse?”

			“Just stay where you are and keep your pants on,” Chris growls at him.

			“Keep his—what’s happening?” Mama Mags demands.

			“We need to get her to the hospital,” Anna-Marie says, also doing her best to jog in a very full skirt. “Really bad pregnancy complications.”

			“Shouldn’t you call an ambulance?” Mama Mags sounds really concerned. That’s nice. I think maybe she came around to liking me, after all, probably because I didn’t sleep with a knight on the job and maybe because she’s just a really big fan of pamphlets. Which reminds me . . .

			“I’m sorry you got crabs from my gross cot,” I say to Josh, peering up at him through my half-closed eyes.

			“It’s okay, Gabby,” he says with the ghost of smile, though he still looks really scared, and I think for a minute that maybe he’s still afraid Anna-Marie will leave him, but then I remember that, no, I might be dying and Will’s not even here, and I don’t know where he is. The panic flares back again, though it’s dull around the edges with fatigue.

			I really, really wish Will was here. Everything would be okay then, I know it would. 

			“We’re going to drive her,” Anna-Marie says. She wheels back to look at Josh. “Where did you park?”

			Are we in the parking lot already? There are a lot of cars around.

			“Way in the back,” Josh says. “By the time I got here, the lot was super full.”

			“Shit. It’s okay, Gabby, hang in there,” Anna-Marie says.

			“Here, take my car,” Mama Mags says, and I hear the jangle of keys. “It’s right here.” She directs us to a black Lexus, which, wow, her job at the faire must pay way more than mine. Josh hesitates a second, but Anna-Marie grabs the keys with a “Thanks!” and she’s opening the door to the backseat. The world tilts crazily again, and I feel like I might throw up, and there’s a squeezing pain in my chest and, weirdly, my shoulder—is that a thing? I’m trying to recall symptoms from nursing textbooks but I’m so, so tired and all I can remember now is the song I learned in advanced biology to memorize the Periodic Table, set to the “Can-Can,” which I’m pretty sure is not helpful at all.

			And before I know it, they’ve got me buckled in the backseat, and Anna-Marie’s next to me with her arm around my shoulders, and I’m hoping that if I start bleeding outwardly—I’ve probably already started bleeding, is that why I feel so clammy?—that I don’t do so all over Mama Mags’s nice leather seats. Josh backs out of the parking spot, and I look out the window and can see Mama Mags, her hands clasped tight together and her brow furrowed, and Delia waving even as she looks really worried, and Chris frowning, with his arm around her shoulders.

			I try to wave back, to let them know I’ll be okay, but maybe I won’t be okay, and I definitely need Will here.

			“Will,” I say again, and Anna-Marie squeezes my shoulders. 

			“His phone keeps going to voicemail,” she says. “But I’m going to keep calling and texting, okay?” Her free hand presses buttons on the phone furiously. “Josh, the GPS says to take a right and go about three miles, and then a left, and the hospital is right there. Thank god it’s not far.”

			“How’re you doing, Gabby?” Josh calls back, and the answer that almost makes it out of my mouth is “There’s Hydrogen and Helium, then Lithium, Beryllium . . .” But I force myself to refocus, even as I’m slumped up against Anna-Marie.

			“Scared,” I mumble, mostly into the side of Anna-Marie’s purple-velvet-clad boob. I think I might be about to cry but am trying not to. “I want Will.”

			“I know, honey,” Anna-Marie says. “We’ll get a hold of him. I just texted Felix, too, okay? He’s on his way. But we’ll make sure we get Will, as soon as we can. You’re going to be okay, Gabs. I’m right here.”

			That makes the panic wane a bit. She’s not Will, but she is Anna-Marie, and she’s my best friend and I am so so happy she’s here, at least, even if some things have been a little awkward lately, things about stripping? No, babies. The baby she wants and the baby I was going to have, but not anymore, I don’t think.

			My eyelids feel like they have weights at the ends of them, but I keep trying to blink them open. “I’m glad you’re here,” I say, because I know she will always be here when I need her to be, even though sometimes I take my body issues out on her, and it isn’t fair.

			“Me too,” she says, pressing a kiss to the top of my head.

			She’s going to be a really good mom someday, I think, and I try to say it, but I’m too tired to say much of anything, and the world is going dark at the edges, and then I hear Josh say, “So do we know who that lady was whose car we just took?” and I want to giggle at that, but everything goes briefly dark.

			And then I open my eyes and Josh is carrying me again, and there’s some shouting—Anna-Marie maybe?—and I’m in a hospital, and then I’m being put on a gurney and there are nurses on either side of me who I don’t recognize, and everyone’s talking and I still don’t know where Will is and I’m so scared and still so tired.

			“We’re going to prep you for surgery,” a nurse with kind dark eyes says. “Your friend said you thought you had an ectopic rupture, yeah? We’re going to take care of you.”

			I nod, or think I do, though my eyes are looking around the room. No Will, no Anna-Marie, no Josh, no Felix. Just me and some nurses I don’t know, and a doctor bustling in, and then there’s a mask being put on my face, they’re going to put me under for surgery, and it’s so much scarier on this end than it is when I’m the one doing the prepping—

			“Gabby, right?” the nurse says, looking up from where she’s prepping me. I nod again. “Are you aware that you have pubic lice?”

			And after all that’s happened, that’s when I finally burst into tears.

			Fortunately, the gas knocks me out seconds later, and I drop into the uneasy dark.

		

	
		
			Twenty-six

			Will

			I leave my business lunch with my friend and his boss feeling more purpose in my life than I’ve felt in years. I knew Paulo back when I worked on Passion Medical, and I knew he’d since moved on and started doing some writing outside of soaps. 

			Turns out he just got hired as the head writer for a new History Channel series set in Ancient Rome. 

			And he and his boss both agree that they’d love to have me on board. 

			I get out to my car and sit there for a minute. I have a job offer. For a job to write. And not sleazy ridiculous soap opera crap, and not my own meandering, non-paying novels, but a promising series on a respectable network, with co-workers and deadlines and an actual paycheck at the end of the week. 

			If I’d realized that was going to feel so good, I would have done it a long time ago. 

			I’ve been doing a lot of thinking since the strip tease debacle with Gabby, and while I don’t have everything a hundred percent figured out, I’ve figured out this much. I want a regular job, with a nine-to-five that will keep me structured and productive. I’ve been wanting that for a long time; I just didn’t know how to say it. I want to be able to take care of my girlfriend and our family. Only I also don’t want her to be just my girlfriend anymore.

			I put my hand over my pocket, where the ring box sits. We don’t have a lot of money, so I couldn’t afford anything crazy expensive, but I wanted to get her something nice, a ring she can wear for a while, anyway, until we can afford something better. Doubling our incomes will go a long way toward that, but I don’t want to wait. 

			While I’m making decisions, I want to make sure I get all of them right, and more important than the job, even, I realize I want Gabby to marry me. I want to be with her forever, and I want to make that completely official. Not because she’s badgering me to grow up, like Sarah did, but because it’s what I want. I know that won’t stop Gabby from having insecurities, but I think it’ll give both of us some much-needed stability, especially with the baby coming.

			But before Gabby gets home from work and I surprise her with dinner, I have one more thing to do.

			I pull out my phone and power it on. I didn’t want anything distracting me from shopping this morning, and I didn’t want to be interrupted during my unofficial interview. 

			As soon as my phone boots up, I dial Sean. 

			He picks up almost immediately. “Will?” he says. “This is a surprise.”

			“Yeah, I know. I’m calling to say I’m sorry.”

			There’s silence on the other end. My phone beeps—an alert coming through that I have text messages, but I ignore it. It’s probably a response from Josh to the apology I texted him this morning, but I can deal with that later. I’ve been putting off my brother long enough.

			“Yeah?” Sean says finally.

			“Yeah,” I say. “I’ve been a crappy brother for the last few years. Even before I set you up with Gabby. And I’m not still upset about that. I just . . . I guess I was holding on to old resentments, and I shouldn’t have been. It doesn’t matter what happened with Audra or with Sarah. I’m really happy for you guys, and I’d like to try to get together more, if you still want to. If Audra doesn’t hate me too much.”

			“She’s pissed at you,” Sean says. “But no, I don’t think she’ll hate you forever.”

			“You were right,” I say, “about my writing.”

			“No, look,” Sean says. “I’m sorry about that. I shouldn’t have implied that writing books isn’t a real job. And I shouldn’t have been such a jerk about it. I really did just want to help, you know?”

			“I know. And I took your advice and got a job at Home Depot.”

			Sean chokes. “Home Depot? Dude, I promise I pay better than that.”

			“I’m quitting,” I say. “I kind of panicked and applied there, but I reached out to some of my old coworkers from Passion Medical, and I just got offered a job writing for the History Channel.”

			“Wow. That sounds . . . kind of perfect for you, actually.”

			“Yeah,” I say. “It really is. And I wanted to say congratulations to you and Audra. I’m sorry I was such a jerk about it before. You guys are okay?”

			“Yeah, we’re fine,” Sean says. “I had to apologize a lot, but I owed her that. It’s good that she knows the truth now. I’m sorry I put you and Gabby in a position to have to protect my lie.”

			“That’s okay. We obviously didn’t do a good job of it.”

			Sean laughs. 

			“Actually,” I say, putting my hand in my pocket and holding the ring box, “I’m going to ask Gabby to marry me. I just bought a ring.”

			“Really?” Sean asks. “Well, congratulations.”

			“She hasn’t said yes yet.”

			“Yeah, but she will. She loves you.”

			I close my eyes. I know she does, but I’m still not entirely convinced that she’ll be okay with my decision to stop working on my novel. Not that I’ll never dabble with it again, but I’m really not happy working by myself, with no one to bounce things off of and no one to be accountable to.

			And honestly, I think in part, I’ve just grown up and become someone who wants a steady paycheck more than total creative freedom. It’s not what Gabby wanted for me. 

			But it’s who I am, and I have to hope she’s going to be able to accept that. 

			“Thanks,” I tell Sean. “Wish me luck.”

			I’m going to need it.

			I hang up with Sean and look at the text messages—there’s a whole string of them.

			My whole body seems to sink as I scroll through them. 

			And then I start the car and drive toward the hospital as fast as I legally can.

		

	
		
			Twenty-seven

			Gabby

			When I come out of the anesthesia, someone is holding my hand.

			“Will?” I say, though my voice sounds froggy and my throat is dry. 

			“No, we haven’t been able to reach him,” Felix says. He squeezes my hand. “We’ll keep trying, though.”

			I shake my head, trying to clear it. I still have this odd floating feeling, probably what’s left of the sedation. I’m not in pain, which probably means they also have me on the good drugs. 

			But I’m in the hospital. And unless the afterlife looks like a sterile room with generic landscapes on the walls, I’m not dead. 

			I’m going to be very disappointed if I’m wrong about this. They should at least have good art in heaven. And comfortable beds that aren’t propped at a strange angle. 

			“Am I okay?” I ask Felix.

			“Yeah,” he says. “Surgery was successful.” He pauses. “You’re not pregnant anymore, though. I guess ectopic pregnancies are never viable.”

			“Yeah, I know,” I say. I’m not sure how I feel about that. Not happy, but not quite sad, either. Maybe that’s another effect of the sedation, or maybe it’s just a product of having been pretty ambivalent toward the pregnancy to begin with. 

			One thing I’m certain of, though. I want Will. 

			“I don’t know what Will was planning to do today,” I say. “Maybe he went to a movie or something.”

			“Maybe. Does he do that a lot during the day?”

			I shake my head. He doesn’t. Pretty much ever. I don’t think Will is the kind of guy who goes to the movies by himself.

			“Did you try calling Ben?” I ask. 

			“Josh did. And Ben went by your apartment, but Will wasn’t there.” Felix scoots his chair a little closer to the bed. “Anna-Marie and Josh left when I got here—something about needing to return some lady’s car? But they’ll be back soon.”

			I’m guessing since they knew surgery would take a while, they also went home to change, which is a good thing. I don’t think anyone—even total geeks like them—wants to hang around the hospital waiting room for hours dressed in medieval formal wear.

			I nod and let out a long breath. I’m starting to feel something now. A dull ache that throbs in the back of my mind. There’s a certain amount of pain associated with it, though I’m not sure how much of it’s about losing the baby, and how much of it’s just about shock.

			Felix stands up.

			And then I see Will leaning in the doorway, panting like he’s been running. “Gabby!” he says. “Oh my god, are you okay?”

			Relief floods through me, breaking down the walls of shock even more. Will’s here now. 

			Felix squeezes my hand one more time and vacates the room, leaving Will the chair. Will doesn’t take it immediately, though. He comes over and bends down to stroke my face, and I notice the stark fear on his.

			Oh. I haven’t answered him. “Yeah,” I say. “I’m going to be okay. There’s no permanent damage done. It turns out that the pregnancy was ectopic, which means that the baby was in my fallopian tube instead of my uterus, and it burst, and—”

			Will kisses my forehead. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t here.”

			“It’s okay. I’m okay, but . . . there’s no baby. Not anymore.”

			He nods. “Yeah,” he says quietly. “I kind of figured.”

			“I don’t know how I feel about that,” I say. 

			He sinks into the chair and takes my hand. “Me neither. It’s all kind of a shock.”

			I’m so happy he’s finally here that it takes me a minute to ask. “Where were you?”

			Will takes a deep breath. “I’ve got some stuff to talk to you about. But it can wait until you’re feeling better.”

			“No, it can’t,” I tell him. “I’m lying in a hospital bed and I just got out of emergency surgery and I could have died.”

			Will’s face crumples. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I wasn’t—”

			I realize that came out like a guilt trip. Apparently drugged Gabby is more grumpy than usual. “I’m not mad at you! My point is, I’m going to be lying around here for a while, and then doing the same at home. And I want to talk about it now, because I’m tired of not talking about things. I want to know what’s going on with you.” 

			Will nods and takes another breath, like he’s trying to steady himself. 

			For a terrible moment, I wonder if maybe he is cheating on me. 

			But no. Not Will. I know he wouldn’t. 

			“I need to ask you a question,” Will says. “And I need you to tell me the truth, even if you think I won’t like it.”

			“Yeah,” I say. “Of course I will.”

			He cocks an eyebrow at me. “Because you are so great at telling people things they don’t want to hear.”

			Okay, okay. He has a point. “I’ll tell you the truth. I promise.”

			“Okay. I need to know . . . I need to know if you’d still love me if I wasn’t going to be a great novelist.”

			I blink at him. That is so far outside of what I thought we were talking about that it takes me a minute to adjust. “Of course I would. Is this about your novel?”

			“No,” Will says. “It’s not about my novel, because I’ve been so miserable working on it for so long. I don’t want to do it anymore. I don’t like being my own boss, and I’m not particularly self-motivated, and I’m not very satisfied working for a payoff that may never come. And I know you’re going to say that it’ll happen eventually, but I don’t want to wait anymore. I don’t want to be a novelist. I’m done.”

			That floaty, disconnected feeling is fading, but I’m still not sure that I’m following. 

			“Because you think you’re a failure?” I ask. “Or because you don’t want to do it?”

			“Because I don’t want to,” Will says firmly. “I talked to some friends I used to work with on Passion Medical, and one of them offered me a job on a new History Channel show about Ancient Rome. And I took the job. It pays pretty well, much better than writing for soaps.”

			I am definitely not keeping up, but I understand at least this much. “That job sounds awesome. Is it what you want to do?”

			Will hesitates, and I wonder for a moment if he’s just doing this because he thinks it’s what I need. I don’t want to be the reason that he has to give up on his dream. “Yes,” he says. “It’s really what I want. But I know you loved the idea of me being a novelist. It’s one of the reasons you fell in love with me. And I wanted that, once, but I’m different now. And if you don’t feel the same anymore—”

			Oh, hell no. “Of course I do!” I say. “I love you, Will. And yeah, I loved that you had this dream, and that you knew what you wanted, and I loved the dedication you had to it, but if you don’t want it anymore—” I blink, realizing how it must have sounded all those times I told him not to give up. “Did you really think you had to be a novelist?”

			“Yeah,” Will says. “Maybe I did. It sounds stupid when you say it that way.”

			I try to sit up, and my head spins. Nope, not sitting up right now. I settle back into my pillow. “I’m sorry I made you feel that way,” I say. “This job sounds awesome. Are you excited about it?”

			“I am. I’ve always liked history, and it’s a fictional program, so there will be room to be creative. My friend is the head writer, and he wants all the staff writers to have some input in the overall arcs of the show, so he has some ideas, but nothing’s been set yet. Not absolutely, anyway. And I’d still be writing, but I’d also have co-workers and deadlines and an office and a paycheck.”

			“And you want all those things.” I’m not trying to seem skeptical, but I do want to make sure. “I mean, I know you want the paycheck. But the rest of them.”

			“I do. I think I was happier when I had them. Or at least, when I had them and was not simultaneously working with Sarah.”

			I smile. “Then, yeah. Of course I’m okay with it. I want you to be happy.”

			Will’s face falls, and I wonder if there’s more news. I’m not sure how much more change I can take in one afternoon, but if he has more to say, I’m going to listen to him. “But you’ve worked so hard,” he says. “You made so many sacrifices so that I could write. I’m sorry it took me so long to figure this out. I’m sorry you gave up so much, all for nothing. I’d like to make it up to you, but how can I?”

			“What?” I say. “I did that because I love you. You don’t have to make it up to me.”

			“Come on,” Will says. “You have to be disappointed. At least a little.”

			I think about that, about what Felix said about me thinking I needed to provide Will’s dream for him, so that he’d need me for something. “No,” I say. “I’d be disappointed if you had a dream, something you desperately wanted, and you gave up on it. But if you’ve decided you want something else—I feel like we both worked really hard, and we didn’t get what we wanted. And maybe we could still have that, but instead we’ve decided we want something else. You’re not obligated to keep working toward the same thing forever if your dream changes.”

			“What about you?” Will grips my hand tighter. “I think somewhere along the line I became an adult whose dream is to make money for my labor. But your dream for me didn’t change.”

			“Will,” I tell him. “My dream for you is that you’re happy. And if this is what will make you happy, I’m glad you’re doing it.”

			Will smiles, like he’s actually starting to believe me. “I do appreciate the way you inspired me to give the novels a shot. And then gave me time to do it. I think that was something I needed to do, to know that it isn’t what I ultimately want. I think I always would have regretted it if I hadn’t tried.”

			“And you can go back to it someday if you want,” I say. “But you don’t have to. I just don’t want you giving up on your dream.”

			Will smiles and stands up, leaning over me again. “I’m not,” he says. “Because you are my dream, Gabby. And I have another question I need to ask you.”

			I’m feeling floaty again, but I don’t think this feeling has anything to do with the anesthesia. 

			“Yeah?” I ask. 

			And then Will pulls out a small black velvet box and lifts the lid. 

			Inside is a silver band, thin and delicate, with a single, sparkling diamond in the center. “Gabby,” Will says. “Will you marry me?”

			I shriek so loud they probably hear me down the hall, but I don’t care. I launch myself upward at Will, ignoring the pain in my abdomen, which, okay, was maybe not the best plan because the drugs are definitely wearing off and holy cow, that hurts. But it doesn’t matter, because I’m holding on to Will and he’s holding on to me, and we’re both laughing, and god, I’m so, so happy. 

			Will kisses the top of my head, and then kisses it again. “Was that a yes?” 

			Did I forget to say yes? “Yes!” I say. “Yes, yes, yes.”

			“Um,” Will says. “I just realized that you had surgery. Don’t they tell you that you’re not allowed to make any big decisions for the rest of the day? Maybe I’d better ask you again later because—”

			“Will,” I say, “I am definitely not saying yes because of the anesthesia. If you need to ask me again tomorrow, go for it. But I want to wear the ring now, because I want everyone to know that I get to marry Will Bowen.”

			Will grins, and he pulls the ring out of the box and slips it on my finger. It’s a little big, but that’s okay. We’ll get it resized. “You might not even remember this happened tomorrow,” he says.

			“Then I suppose I’ll be really confused about this ring on my finger, and you’ll have to ask me again.” Then I do remember something that I maybe should have mentioned before now. “Um, also, you should know we have pubic lice.” This was the straw that broke the corseted camel’s back before the surgery, but it doesn’t seem so bad, now that he’s here. 

			“Of course we do,” Will says dryly. But he doesn’t seem all that worried about it, either. Probably because he knows me, and knows that if anyone is going to catch crabs in the least sexy way possible, it’s going to be me. 

			But I still feel the need to explain. “It turns out it was the cot all along,” I say. “I mean, I suppose they had to originate from an actual crotch. But it was my cot causing the epidemic, and we’ll need to get some of that cream, although probably they have some here we can—”

			“It’s okay, Gabby,” he says. “We’ll figure it out. Pubic lice, careers, a wedding . . . all of it.”

			“All the things young Gabby ever dreamed of,” I say in a tone as dry as his was, but I can’t stop smiling.

			Will laughs and lays me back on the bed and then leans down and kisses me, soft and slow and perfect. “I love you,” he whispers. 

			“I love you,” I whisper back.

			And I know I’m going to have some recovery time, and I’m still not sure exactly how I’m going to end up feeling about losing this pregnancy. But I know that Will and I, we’re going to be okay. 

			Because we have each other, and ultimately, that’s all we need.
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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 is worse.”

			“Yeah, I’ve heard that about him. This is why I don’t represent kids. The actual children I can 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.”

		

	
		
			Keep reading!

			Grab your copy of You Are the Story from Amazon.
[image: ]

		

	
		
			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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