

CHAPTER ONE

Craig and I grew up together. He and my older brother, Michael, were best friends, even though Mike was two years older. Back then, Craig felt more like an extra, annoying brother than anything else. He was always around—loud, immature, and constantly getting into trouble with Mike. If someone had told me back then that I'd one day fall for him, I would’ve laughed in their face.

The boy wouldn’t leave me alone. Craig was always hovering, always finding excuses to be around me. It was no secret he had a crush on me—even as kids, everyone could see it. But we were little, and the idea of a boy liking me, let alone Craig, made me cringe. He was loud, obnoxious, and constantly underfoot. I couldn’t understand how someone so annoying could think we were meant to be anything more than childhood enemies.

Puberty has a way of changing things. Craig went from being my other annoying brother to hot. By the time we entered high school, I had a full-blown crush on him—a secret I kept from everyone, even my best friend, Lauren. I wasn’t sure when it happened exactly, but somewhere between middle school and freshman year, the way I looked at Craig changed. And I hated it.

Truthfully, I was in denial about it. I didn’t want to admit that I was hot for Craig—but I was. All I could think about was him playing basketball in our driveway, shirtless, sweat glistening on his skin. His rippling muscles, those abs… it was like some cruel cosmic joke. How had the annoying boy I used to call a pest turned into someone I couldn’t stop staring at?

It drove me insane that most of the girls at school were hot for Craig—and that he seemed to enjoy every second of it. He soaked up the attention like he was born for it. But nothing made me sicker than the day my brother casually mentioned that Craig had been hanging out with Stephanie Miller. I played it cool, of course—hid how I felt like it was second nature—but the nausea twisting in my stomach was impossible to ignore. That was the moment I stopped denying it. I liked Craig. And not in a harmless, childhood-crush kind of way.

When he and Stephanie officially became a thing, I played it cool—on the outside. But every time I saw them together, something dark and furious twisted inside me. I wanted to rip her head off. The way she clung to him, smiled up at him like he hung the damn moon—it made my blood boil.

It was only a matter of time before I slipped up. Lauren and I were walking home after school—right after I’d seen Craig kiss Stephanie—and I couldn’t hold it in anymore.

“I don’t know what Craig sees in Stephanie!” I snapped. “It’s not even close. I’m way hotter than she is!”

Lauren came to a sudden stop on the sidewalk and stared at me. “If I didn’t know better,” she said slowly, “I’d say you sound jealous.”

Her words hit me like a slap, and before I could respond, her mouth dropped open. “Oh. My. God. Nessa! You are jealous! You’re hot for Craig Monroe!”

I froze. My mouth opened, but no sound came out. I wanted to deny it, laugh it off, say something sarcastic—but nothing came. Because she was right.

“Shh! Keep your voice down!” I hissed, glancing around even though the street was empty. My cheeks were on fire.

Lauren stared at me like I’d grown a second head. “Vanessa Andrews, in love with Craig Monroe. I can’t believe it.”

“I’m not in love with him,” I responded, resuming our walk as if that could change the subject.

“Oh, please,” she said, hurrying to catch up. “You froth at the mouth every time you see him shirtless.”

“I am not—” I started, but the look she gave me shut me up.

We walked in silence for a minute before Lauren bumped my shoulder. “Does Mike know?”

“God, no. And he’s never going to.”

She laughed. “You’ve got it bad.”

I groaned. “Don’t remind me.”

Lauren shook her head, still grinning. “Honestly, I can’t even blame you. Craig’s gotten hot. Like, really hot. Those arms? That jawline? Come on.”

I shot her a look. “Can you not talk about him like that?”

She blinked, then burst out laughing—hard. So hard, in fact, she had to stop walking and bend over, clutching her stomach. “Oh my God,” she gasped between laughs. “You’re actually mad! You’re possessive!”

“I’m not possessive,” I replied, arms crossed.

“You totally are!” she squealed, wiping a tear from her eye. “In love with your brother’s best friend. This is rom-com territory.”

It was funny to her—but not to me.

Lauren kept laughing, but I couldn’t even fake a smile. I felt exposed, vulnerable, like she’d just peeled back a layer I wasn’t ready to show anyone, not even her.

“This isn’t funny, Laur,” I said quietly.

She straightened, her laughter fading when she saw the look on my face.

I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I wish I didn’t like him. Believe me.”

Her expression softened. “Hey… I didn’t mean to make fun. I just—God, I’ve never seen you like this.”

“I’ve never felt like this,” I admitted. “It’s so stupid.”

“It’s not stupid,” she said. “It’s just complicated.”

I sighed. “Try miserable.”

Lauren nudged me with her elbow. “If you want Craig, you could have him. Easily.”

I gave her a look, but she just shrugged like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

“You’re one of the hottest girls in school, Nessa. Don’t act like you don’t know that.”

I rolled my eyes, but the corner of my mouth twitched. She wasn’t wrong—I got attention, plenty of it—but none of it mattered when the only person I wanted was with someone else.

“And let’s not forget,” she added, lowering her voice for dramatic effect, “Craig has had a thing for you since we were, like, five.”

That much was true. Everyone knew it back then. But I wasn’t five anymore—and neither was Craig. He wasn’t the boy chasing me around the backyard with a water gun. He was the guy who kissed Stephanie Miller like she was the only girl in the world.

I needed to know if Craig still liked me the way he once did. If there was even a trace of those old feelings buried beneath all the time, the changes, and—ugh—Stephanie.

The only thing I could think to do was simple in theory: date a boy and see if it made Craig jealous. If it did, then maybe—just maybe—there was still a chance.

But I had two big problems with that plan: my dad and my brother.

My dad had always been overprotective. If a boy so much as looked at me, my dad would give the boy a death stare until the boy looked away. And Mike? Forget it. He’d make sure any boy who had an interest in me feared for his life—unless, of course, that guy’s name was Craig Monroe.

The irony wasn’t lost on me.

When summer came, Craig was still with Stephanie. That fact alone was enough to sour even the sunniest days.

One afternoon, I watched from a lounge chair as Craig and my brother played basketball in the driveway. Craig was shirtless, glistening with sweat, his muscles flexing with every movement. I did my best not to stare. Not to drool. I failed miserably.

After their game, the two of them jumped into the pool to cool off. I went inside, peeled off my clothes, and slipped into my bikini—one I knew looked good on me—and joined them outside. I told myself I just wanted to cool off, but I knew what I was really doing.

When Craig looked at me, I knew he might not feel the way I did… but he definitely liked what he saw.

After a while, Mike said he was going to shower and then head over to Brianna’s house, leaving me and Craig alone in the pool.

The second the sliding door closed behind him, I turned to Craig, pretending like the question had just casually crossed my mind. “So… things with you and Stephanie seem pretty serious.”

He floated on his back for a moment, eyes squinting up at the sun. “Yeah. She’s cool.”

“Cool?” I echoed, raising an eyebrow. “What makes her cool?”

Craig looked over at me, his lips twitching into a crooked half-smile. “I don’t know. She’s chill. Easy to talk to. Fun to be around.”

I nodded slowly, doing my best to hide how bitter the words tasted. Fun. Easy to talk to. I could be all those things. I was all those things—with him.

Craig turned toward me in the water, his eyes locking onto mine. “Why are you asking?”

The question hit harder than I expected. He wasn’t teasing. He wasn’t smirking. He was really looking at me—curious, maybe even suspicious.

I forced a shrug, trying to play it off. “Just making conversation.”

He didn’t look convinced. “Since when do you care who I date?”

I opened my mouth, then closed it again. I hadn’t thought this part through. My heart was pounding, and the way he was watching me made it feel like he could hear it.

“I don’t,” I said too quickly. “I mean… I do. You’re basically family. That’s all.”

Craig’s gaze lingered on me for a second longer than it should have, like he was trying to read something in my expression.

“Right,” he said finally, though his tone made it sound like he didn’t quite buy it.

Craig’s gaze didn’t waver. If anything, it deepened, his voice dropping just enough to make my skin prickle.

“I’m basically family, Nessa,” he said quietly, “but I’m not family.”

The air between us shifted—just slightly, but enough for me to feel it. I swallowed hard, unsure of what to say. He wasn’t looking at me like my brother’s best friend. Not in that moment.

The water felt warmer somehow. My heart beat faster, and I could feel the heat rising to my cheeks despite the coolness of the pool.

Before I could respond—before I even knew how to respond—Craig splashed water in my direction and grinned. “Race you to the deep end.”

And just like that, the moment was gone. Or at least… he pretended it was.

It was toward the end of that very summer when Shannon Hastings threw a party at her place. Most of the guest list consisted of soon-to-be seniors, but Lauren and I were, of course, invited. Not just because we were cool—though we absolutely were—but mostly because my brother Mike was going to be a senior, and wherever Mike went, Craig wasn’t far behind.

Unfortunately, neither was Stephanie. She’d be there, too, clinging to Craig like her life depended on it, and I was already mentally preparing myself for the emotional whiplash.

Lauren couldn’t stop laughing as I stood in her room, swapping outfits like I was prepping for a runway show. The outfit I arrived in? Cute. The outfit I had stashed at her house days earlier? Dangerous.

“Are you seriously changing into that?” Lauren asked, biting back a grin as I zipped up the skirt that hugged my hips a little too well.

“Yes,” I said, smoothing the fabric down. “This is war.”

She collapsed onto her bed in laughter. “You’re ridiculous.”

“Maybe,” I said, checking myself out in her mirror. “But I’m also hot. And if Craig wants to keep pretending like he doesn’t see me, he’s going to have a hard time doing it tonight.”

Lauren whistled low. “Stephanie doesn’t stand a chance.”

I didn’t say it out loud, but I hoped she was right.

Lauren and I arrived at the party fashionably late, just as the sun was dipping low and the music was getting loud. The backyard was packed—red solo cups in every hand, bodies clustered around the pool, laughter mixing with the beat pumping through Shannon’s speakers.

We walked in like we owned the place, and maybe in that moment, we kind of did.

Lauren made a beeline for the keg, poured two beers, and handed one to me just as Mike appeared out of nowhere.

He eyed the cup in my hand, then gave me that big-brother look. “Take it easy tonight.”

I rolled my eyes and laughed. “You’re one to talk.”

He smirked. “Yeah, well, if Dad finds out his little girl got drunk at Shannon Hastings’ party, I’m the one who’s screwed.”

“Relax,” I said, taking a sip. “I can handle myself.”

His eyes flicked past me for a second, and I didn’t have to turn around to know what—or who—he was looking at. My stomach tightened.

But then Mike said, almost too casually, “Craig just got here.”

I blinked. “Just Craig?”

Mike nodded. “Yeah.”

The words hit me harder than they should have. A rush of something—hope, nerves, adrenaline—surged through me. I casually glanced over my shoulder, heart pounding like I was in some kind of movie.

Craig stood by the pool, laughing with a couple of guys from the basketball team. No Stephanie. No hand-holding. No clingy girlfriend draped on his arm.

Just Craig. Alone.

Lauren caught my eye and arched a brow. “Well, well, well.”

I tried to act unfazed, taking another sip of my beer like it was nothing. Like it didn’t matter, but it did. God, it did.

I stuck close to Lauren and Mike’s girlfriend, Brianna, sipping my beer and pretending not to glance in Craig’s direction every five seconds. I laughed when I was supposed to, nodded at the right times, and even managed to look mildly interested in whatever story Brianna was telling me.

The truth? I wasn’t listening. My ears were tuned to the sound of his voice. My eyes kept drifting back to where he stood, talking to a different group, nursing a drink, and scanning the party.

I didn’t know why Stephanie wasn’t with Craig—and asking would’ve made it obvious that I wanted to know. Which I did. Desperately. But needing to know and letting him see that need were two very different things.

So, I played it cool.

I stuck close to Lauren and Mike’s girlfriend, Brianna, sipping my beer and pretending not to glance in Craig’s direction every five seconds. I laughed when I was supposed to, nodded at the right times, and even managed to look mildly interested in whatever story Brianna was telling about her summer internship.

The truth? I wasn’t listening. My focus kept drifting back to Craig, who had switched from casually drinking to really drinking. Cup after cup. He was drunk. And getting drunker by the minute.

I was at the keg, pouring beers for Lauren and me, when Mike walked up and handed me his cup with a grin.

As I filled it, I glanced over at Craig—now deep in a loud, slurred conversation with someone I didn’t recognize—and then back at my brother.

“Why is Craig drinking so much tonight?” I asked, keeping my voice casual.

Mike didn’t even blink. Of all people, he wouldn’t think twice about me asking.

He took a sip from his cup, then shrugged. “Stephanie dumped him.”

I froze, my hand still resting on the keg tap. “Wait—what?”

“A few days ago,” he said, like it was nothing. Like the world hadn’t just tilted on its axis.

I handed him his drink and tried to act like the news didn’t shake me. But inside, everything was spinning. Craig was single.

I waited until the moment felt natural—casual. Craig was back at the keg, refilling his cup with a slightly unsteady hand when I walked up beside him.

“Mike told me Stephanie dumped you,” I said, keeping my tone light, like I was just making conversation.

He looked up, right into my eyes.

“Yup,” he said simply, no emotion, no explanation. Just that one word.

I nodded slowly, my fingers brushing the rim of my own cup. “That sucks.”

He gave a lazy shrug, but his eyes lingered on me for a second longer than they needed to. “It is what it is.”

There was something in the way he said it—like he was tired of pretending it didn’t bother him. Or maybe he just didn’t care anymore.

Or maybe… he was waiting to see what I’d say next.

I leaned against the keg, watching him take another sip. “Do you want to talk about it?”

Craig shook his head. “No. That’d be weird.”

“Weird?” I asked, frowning. “Why?”

He looked at me, his jaw tight, his eyes darker than before. “Because you’re the reason she dumped me.”

My stomach flipped. “What? What do I have to do with it?”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he drained the rest of his drink, then calmly refilled his cup—and mine.

“Fuck it,” he said, then grabbed my hand and pulled me away from the keg, away from the crowd, away from the party.

We slipped through the back door and into the house, the noise of the party fading behind us. The kitchen was dimly lit, quiet—just the low hum of the fridge and the pounding of my heart filling the silence.

Craig leaned against the counter, and I stood across from him, clutching my cup like it might ground me. He took a long drink from his, eyes fixed on mine, the whole time.

“I told Stephanie,” he said, voice low, “that when we were little, I had a huge crush on you. She said nothing had changed,” he went on. “Said she’d seen the way I still look at you.”

He gave a short, bitter laugh. “We got into a huge fight. About you and she dumped me.”

I opened my mouth to speak, but no words came out. Then he looked at me—intense, unwavering—and said, “She was right.”

“You have a crush on me?” I asked, my voice quieter than I meant it to be.

Craig took another sip from his cup, then let out a soft laugh—one that didn’t sound drunk so much as relieved. “It’s never stopped,” he said. “And it’s more than a crush, Nessa. You’re my dream girl.”

My breath caught. I didn’t know what to say, so I took a large drink from my cup—bigger than I should have—and swallowed hard.

“I am?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

He nodded, slowly, his eyes locked on mine. “Yeah.”

Craig set his cup down on the counter, eyes never leaving mine. “You want to know why?”

I nodded, unable to find my voice.

He stepped a little closer, his tone quieter, more serious. “It’s not just because you’re beautiful—though, let’s be honest, you are. It’s everything. You’re smart, stubborn, funny as hell even when you’re trying not to be.”

I felt heat rise to my cheeks, but I didn’t look away.

“Do you want to know something crazy?” he said, a crooked smile tugging at his lips. “The reason I work out as much as I do? It’s because of you.”

I blinked. “What?”

He gave a soft chuckle. “You used to tease me when we were kids—said I had chicken arms. You probably don’t even remember it, but I do. I wanted you to look at me and see me. Not Mike’s best friend. Not the kid who was always around. Me.”

I stared at him, stunned. I remembered the teasing—vaguely—but I never imagined it meant anything. And now here he was, standing in front of me, telling me he’d been chasing my attention all these years.

Craig looked down for a second, then back up at me with an intensity that made it hard to breathe.

“I need to know something, Nessa,” he said quietly. “Is it in my head or not?”

I blinked. “Is what in your head?”

He closed his eyes, took a slow, deep breath, then exhaled like he was letting go of something he’d held onto for way too long.

“I sometimes think… that you look at me the way I want you to look at me.”

My heart skipped.

He opened his eyes, and when he looked at me this time, he looked hopeful—but also scared. Like, my answer could break him. I didn’t know how long I stood there, my pulse pounding in my ears.

I swallowed hard, my grip tightening around my cup. I could’ve lied. Could’ve laughed it off, played it cool, pretended like he hadn’t just peeled me open with one sentence, but I didn’t.

I set my cup down on the counter, right next to his. My voice was quiet, but steady. “It’s not in your head, Craig.”

His eyes searched mine, like he wasn’t sure he heard me right.

“I do look at you like that,” I said. “Like you’re more than Mike’s best friend. More than just the guy who had always been around.”

Craig’s face softened, the tension in his shoulders easing just a little. I took a breath and kept going, needing to say it all before I lost my nerve.

Craig stepped toward me slowly, his voice low and careful. “Why didn’t you ever say anything?”

“Because,” I whispered, “I didn’t think you liked me that way.”

Craig smiled—soft, disbelieving, like he couldn’t believe this was actually happening. “You like me, and I like you,” he said, stepping even closer. “So… now what?”

I felt my pulse pounding in my ears, my heart in my throat. I didn’t hesitate.

“Kiss me?” I whispered.

His smile deepened. “Yeah,” he said, just before closing the space between us, and then he kissed me.

His lips met mine in a way that made everything else fall away—the party, the silence, the tension. His hand cupped my jaw, the other settling lightly on my waist as he pulled me closer, like he’d been waiting a lifetime for it.

The kiss deepened, his mouth moving against mine with a hunger that made my knees weak. My hands slid up his chest, and I felt his grip on my waist tighten like he never wanted to let go.

Then we heard it—the sound of the back door opening.

We broke apart instantly, breathing hard, our eyes still locked like neither of us could quite believe what had just happened.

It was a good thing we did because it was Mike. He stepped into the kitchen, glancing between us with his usual easy grin, completely oblivious to the fact that he almost walked in on his best friend making out with his sister.

“What are you two doing in here?” Mike asked, looking between us.

“Talking,” I said immediately, maybe a little too quickly.

Mike shrugged. “Whatever. Dude, shots are lined up. Let’s fucking go!” he said, clapping Craig on the shoulder.

Craig shot me a glance—one that said this conversation wasn’t over—before grabbing his cup and following my brother out of the kitchen.

I stayed behind for a moment, my pulse still racing, lips still tingling from the kiss we’d almost gotten caught sharing.

CHAPTER TWO

Craig and I had no time alone for the rest of the summer. It was like that night in Shannon’s kitchen had been swallowed whole, erased before it even had the chance to breathe.

When school started, he acted as if it had never happened. Worse than that—he ignored me. Not in the casual, “busy with friends” kind of way, but in the deliberate way. Like I wasn’t even there. Like I’d been cut out of his world entirely.

I told myself to let it go. To be patient. But patience only lasts so long when someone who kissed you like that walks past you in the hall without so much as a glance. Two weeks into the school year, I finally caught him alone.

“I know what you’re going to say,” Craig started, hands up like he was already on defense, “but please—just let me explain.”

“Explain what?!” I snapped. “That you went from calling me your dream girl to fucking ghosting me?”

His jaw tightened, and for a second, I thought he might deny it. But he didn’t. He just looked at me—guilt flickering in his eyes—like he knew I had every right to be furious.

“Mike,” Craig said finally, like that single word was supposed to explain everything.

I stared at him, my anger colliding with confusion. “Mike? What about Mike?”

“He’s your brother, Nessa,” Craig said, running a hand through his hair. “He’s my best friend. Do you think he’d just… be cool with this? With us?”

I folded my arms, my pulse still pounding. “So you kissed me, told me I was your dream girl, and then decided what—Mike wouldn’t approve—so you pretend I don’t exist?”

Craig’s gaze dropped to the floor. “I’m trying to do the right thing here.”

“The right thing?!” I shot back, crossing my arms so tight it felt like they were holding me together.

Craig’s eyes met mine, steady but conflicted. “Nessa… Mike has always known how I’ve felt about you. And he’s made it clear—you’re off limits.”

I let out a sharp, humorless laugh. “Off limits? I’m not a car or a video game you can’t borrow, Craig. I’m a person.”

“I know,” he said quietly. “That’s why I’m trying not to screw this up.”

My chest tightened, torn between wanting to shake him and wanting to kiss him. “You already are screwing it up.”

“We don’t even know if things would work out between us,” Craig said, his voice low but firm. “And it’s more than Mike. What about our parents?”

I blinked at him, caught between disbelief and frustration. “Our parents? Seriously?”

He shrugged helplessly. “They’ve known each other forever. Holidays, family cookouts… it could get weird.”

I took a step closer, my voice tightening. “You’re telling me you’re willing to throw away what could be everything because you’re afraid of things getting weird?”

It took me a moment—long enough for my pulse to slow and my head to clear—to realize that Craig was right. Mike would lose his shit if he knew Craig and me were involved. Our parents probably would act weird about it, and truth be told, we didn’t know if things would even work out, but none of that mattered to me at that moment.

I let out a slow breath, my tone softening. “No one needs to know,” I said. “Only you and me.”

Craig searched my face like he was trying to figure out if I meant it.

“I mean it,” I added. “We keep it between us.”

That afternoon became our second kiss. It wasn’t as tentative as the first—it was hungrier, more certain, like we’d both decided there was no going back.

After that, Craig and I started seeing each other in secret. Well… kind of in secret. I’d told him no one needed to know, that it would be just between us, but I couldn’t keep it from Lauren.

She’d known me too long, could read me too easily. And besides, I needed someone to talk to—someone who wouldn’t judge me, even if she thought I was playing with fire. Lauren became my one confidante. Everyone else, including Mike, stayed completely in the dark.

It was exciting—texting Craig late at night, knowing Mike was just down the hall from him. Slipping my phone under the covers so no one would see the glow of the screen.

It was exciting to sneak out and meet him, to find hidden corners at parties or quiet spots where no one thought to look. We were young and in love, so we did what most people in that kind of love eventually do—we gave each other our virginity.

It wasn’t perfect—how could it be? Every kiss, every touch felt electric, and at the same time, it felt right. Safe. Like it was exactly where I was supposed to be.

Lying there afterward, my heart was still racing—not just from what we’d done, but from what it meant. I’d trusted him with a part of me I could never give anyone else. And I didn’t regret it for a second.

That night, as we lay tangled together, Craig looked at me with this softness I’d never seen before. “I love you,” he said, his voice quiet but certain.

My chest tightened in the best way, and I smiled. “I love you too.”

I was tired of hiding, and so was Craig. We talked about it all the time, usually in whispered conversations late at night or in stolen moments when no one else was around.

Our parents used to joke that Craig and I would wind up together someday, but it had never really felt like a joke. It was more like hope. Like they’d seen something in us before we’d even seen it ourselves.

I knew they wouldn’t have an issue with Craig and me being together. If anything, they’d probably be happy about it.

But Mike? Mike was a different situation entirely.

Craig was positive that Mike would lose his shit because I was “off limits,” but I needed to find out for myself. He was right.

One afternoon, I jokingly mentioned the idea of hooking up with Craig, fully expecting Mike to roll his eyes or tell me to shut up. Instead, he went off—full-on rant mode—about how Craig was his best friend, how it would be weird, and to never mention it again. I laughed it off at that moment, but inside, I knew exactly what it meant. Craig and I were going to have to stay a secret for a lot longer than either of us wanted.

I wish my brother hadn’t found out about us the way he did.

He was supposed to be out all night with Brianna. I should have known better than to assume that Mike and Brianna weren’t thinking the same thing Craig and I were.

Our parents were away for the weekend, and the house felt like it belonged entirely to us. No footsteps in the hall, no voices from the other room—just quiet, wide-open space that seemed to invite trouble.

Craig and I had been curled up on the couch for hours, the TV playing some movie neither of us was watching. His arm was around my shoulders, my head resting against his chest, and every so often, he’d press a soft kiss into my hair.

It started innocent enough. A kiss here, a laugh there. Then his hand found mine, fingers lacing together, and before long, his lips were on mine—slow at first, then deeper, hungrier.

I slid my hands up his chest, feeling the warmth of his skin through his shirt, and he pulled me closer until I was practically in his lap. My heart was pounding so loud it drowned out everything else—the TV, the hum of the fridge, the faint ticking of the clock in the kitchen.

That’s why I didn’t hear it at first. The faint sound of a key in the lock. The soft creak of the front door opening. It wasn’t until the rush of cool air from outside drifted into the room that I froze.

Craig pulled back slightly, his breathing ragged. “What’s wrong?” he whispered.

And then we both heard it.

Mike’s voice.

Craig pulled back slightly, his breathing ragged. “What’s wrong?” he whispered.

And then we both heard it.

Mike’s voice.

A second later, he appeared in the doorway, Brianna right behind him, both of them stopping dead in their tracks.

Mike’s eyes locked on me—on us—and in that instant, the blood drained from his face. Brianna’s gaze flicked between us, her mouth falling open.

Craig’s arm was still around me. My legs were draped over his. There was no way to make it look innocent, no quick excuse that could erase what they’d just seen.

The room felt like it shrank to half its size. My heart pounded in my ears, and for a moment, none of us said a word.

Then Mike’s expression shifted from shock to something much worse.

Then Mike’s expression shifted from shock to something much worse. His face went red, his jaw tightening as his voice erupted, louder than I’d ever heard it.

“What the hell is this?!” he shouted, pointing at us like we were criminals caught in the act. “Are you kidding me right now?!”

I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

“Get your hands off my sister!” he barked at Craig, his voice cracking with rage. “Have you lost your damn mind?”

Craig stood, his palms raised slightly, like he was trying to calm him down. “Mike, just listen—”

“Listen?!” Mike cut him off. “To what? To you telling me you’ve been sneaking around with her behind my back?” His eyes snapped to me, full of betrayal. “And you—what the hell are you thinking?”

Brianna shifted uncomfortably in the doorway, clearly wishing she were anywhere else, but she didn’t say a word.

Craig stepped toward Mike, his hands still raised. “Yeah, we’ve been seeing each other—but it’s not what you think. It’s not some fling. I care about her. I’ve always cared about her.”

“That’s supposed to make me feel better?” Mike shot back, his voice sharp.

“I’m not asking you to feel better,” Craig said firmly. “I’m asking you to understand. I love her, Mike. I’m not messing around here. I’m not using her, I’m not trying to hurt her—”

Craig’s jaw tightened, but he kept his voice steady. “I get that. I should’ve told you. But I didn’t because I knew you’d react like this—and because I didn’t want to risk losing my best friend and her.”

Mike shook his head, pacing now, his hands on his hips like he was trying to keep from swinging. “Unbelievable.”

Craig glanced at me then, just for a second, like he was silently asking me to back him up.

I stood, my voice cutting through the tension before Craig could say anything else. “Mike, stop. Just… stop.”

He turned on me, his eyes blazing. “You don’t get it, Nessa—”

“No, you don’t get it,” I shot back. “Craig hasn’t done anything wrong. We didn’t plan for this to happen, but it did. And I’m not some kid who doesn’t know what she’s doing. I care about him. I trust him. And I love him.”

Mike’s mouth tightened, but I pressed on before he could interrupt. “You’ve known Craig forever. You know he’s not the kind of guy who would hurt me. So if you’re this pissed because you think he’s playing me, you’re wrong. And if you’re pissed just because it’s me—your sister—then that’s not fair.”

Mike’s face darkened, his voice exploding so loud it made me flinch. “Craig. Get the fuck out of my house before I kick the fucking shit out of you!”

Brianna’s eyes went wide, her hand instinctively reaching for Mike’s arm, but he shook her off, his glare locked on Craig like he was ready to swing.

Craig didn’t move right away. His jaw was tight, his hands clenched at his sides, but his voice stayed calm. “I’m not leaving you like this, man—”

“Now!” Mike roared, taking a step forward.

Craig’s eyes flicked to me for the briefest second, something unspoken passing between us. Then, without a word, he stepped around Mike and walked toward the door.

The sound of it slamming shut behind him echoed through the house, leaving a silence so heavy it pressed down on my chest.

The slam of the door was still ringing in my ears when Mike turned back to me. His glare was sharp enough to cut right through me.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” he demanded. “Out of every guy in the world, you pick him? My best friend?”

I crossed my arms, more to steady myself than to challenge him. “I didn’t pick him like I was choosing a shirt, Mike. It just happened.”

He let out a harsh laugh. “Bullshit. You knew exactly what you were doing. You’ve been sneaking around behind my back for how long? Weeks? Months?”

“Does it matter?” I shot back. “Would you have been any less pissed if I told you on day one?”

“Yes!” he barked. “Because at least then you wouldn’t have lied to me every damn day since.”

I shook my head. “I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d react like this.”

“Well, congratulations,” he snapped, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “You were right.”

“Mike, enough,” Brianna said sharply, stepping between us. “Yelling at her isn’t going to change anything.”

He looked at her like she’d just betrayed him, too. “You’re taking her side?”

“I’m not taking sides,” she said, her tone firm but calm. “I’m saying screaming and swearing isn’t helping. You’re pissed—I get it. But she’s your sister, and Craig’s your best friend. If you keep going like this, you’re going to burn both bridges at once.”

Mike’s chest rose and fell like he was trying to get his breathing under control, but his hands were still clenched into fists.

Brianna turned to him fully, her voice softer now. “You’ve known Craig since you were kids. Do you really think he’d hurt her?”

Mike hesitated, glancing at me, then away. “That’s not the point.”

“Then what is?” Brianna pressed. “Because all I see is you trying to control something you can’t.”

Mike let out a sharp breath, muttered something under his breath, and finally stormed out of the kitchen. The sound of his footsteps pounded up the stairs, followed by the slam of his bedroom door.

Brianna stayed where she was for a moment, then turned to face me fully. Her expression was calmer now, but her eyes were sharp with curiosity.

“So,” she said, folding her arms, “you and Craig.”

I let out a small, nervous laugh. “Yeah…me and Craig.”

She tilted her head. “How long?”

“A while,” I admitted. “We were keeping it quiet for… obvious reasons.”

Brianna nodded slowly. “Well, I can see why Mike’s pissed. But I also saw the way Craig looked at you just now. That’s not a guy messing around.”

“I’m not either.”

“I know,” she said firmly. “The problem is your brother getting over himself long enough to see that.”

I exhaled, leaning back against the counter. “So, what do I do until he does?”

Brianna gave me a half-smile. “You keep living your life.”

Mike and I had always been close, so I hated that he wasn’t talking to me. I hated just as much that he wasn’t speaking to Craig—but that’s how it stayed for weeks.

The silence hung over everything. Family dinners felt awkward, like there was a conversation playing out in everyone’s heads but no one was willing to speak it aloud. Our parents weren’t blind; they knew something was wrong between us.

But Mike wasn’t talking.

And neither was I.

The damage was done, so there was no reason for Craig and me to keep sneaking around. Mike already knew, and the fallout had already happened.

So we went public with our relationship at school.

It was strange at first—holding hands in the hallway, sitting together at lunch—things we’d never dared to do before. People noticed immediately. Some looked surprised, others looked like they’d seen it coming for years.

Craig didn’t seem to care about the whispers or the stares. If anything, he looked proud to have me by his side. And I… I loved finally being able to be with him out in the open.

Even if Mike still wouldn’t speak to either of us.

It had been two weeks since Craig and I went public, and Mike still wasn’t speaking to either of us.

It was after school on Friday. Lauren, Craig, and I were about to start walking home when I saw Mike sprinting toward us from across the lot.

He stopped in front of us, smiling—a smile that felt just a little too casual. “I’ve got something to say to Craig,” he announced.

Before any of us could react, Mike’s fist connected squarely with Craig’s jaw, sending him crashing to the ground.

“If you hurt my sister, you’re dead,” Mike said flatly, then extended his hand.

Craig stared at it for a second, then reached up. Mike pulled him to his feet, and after a beat, the two of them hugged it out like nothing had happened.

Craig rubbed his jaw and nodded. “Fair enough.”

And just like that, the ice between them finally broke.

I stood there, completely stunned. “That’s it?” I asked, looking between them. “You punch him in the face, threaten him, and now you’re fine?”

Mike shrugged like it was the most logical thing in the world. “Sometimes that’s how guys work.”

Craig winced as he rubbed his jaw, but managed a grin. “Yeah, we’re good now.”

I shook my head, half annoyed, half relieved. “You’re both insane.”

Mike gave me a crooked smile. “Maybe. But you’re my sister, and now he knows where I stand.”

Craig slid his hand into mine, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “Message received.”

Mike and I spoke at home that night. It was quieter than our last conversation—no yelling, no fists, just the two of us sitting at the kitchen table.

He sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. “I’m sorry for how I reacted. I just… it caught me off guard, and I didn’t handle it right.”

I nodded, my voice softer. “And I’m sorry for not telling you sooner. I should’ve trusted you, even if I thought you wouldn’t like it.”

He gave me a small smile. “You were right about that part. I didn’t like it. Still don’t love it, honestly. But… I get it now.”

When Craig and I finally broke the news to our parents, it went better than I’d expected—at least with some of them.

Our mothers were happy, smiling like they’d been waiting for this to happen all along. His dad seemed just as pleased, clapping Craig on the back and telling him to take care of me.

My father, on the other hand, looked stunned. He didn’t say much at first, just stared at the two of us like he was trying to make sense of it. He didn’t seem thrilled, but in the end, he had no choice but to accept it.

CHAPTER THREE

I’ll admit, it was a little odd going out on double dates with Mike and Brianna.

Sitting across from my brother while holding Craig’s hand under the table was… different. Sometimes Mike would shoot Craig a look that said, I’m watching you, and Craig would just smirk back like he wasn’t intimidated in the slightest.

Brianna, of course, found the whole thing hilarious. She’d nudge me when Mike wasn’t looking or give Craig a thumbs-up when Mike’s head was turned.

It wasn’t exactly the most traditional setup—but it was ours.

I had never spent so much time around Brianna before.

I’ll never forget that day. School had ended just a few days earlier, and a big group of us decided to hit a water park. It was hot, crowded, the air thick with the smell of sunscreen and the sound of kids screaming on the slides.

For some reason, I couldn’t take my eyes off Brianna.

She was laughing with Lauren and a couple of the others, water glistening on her skin, her hair slicked back from the last ride she’d been on. There was nothing unusual about what she was doing—nothing anyone else would’ve noticed—but something about her held my attention in a way I couldn’t explain.

Or maybe I just didn’t want to explain it.

I told myself it was nothing. That I was just noticing her because I’d never really paid attention before. But that wasn’t true, and I knew it.

Every time she moved, I noticed—the way her laugh carried over the noise of the park, the way the sunlight caught in her eyes when she smiled. It wasn’t the kind of attention you give your brother’s girlfriend, and that realization unsettled me.

I tried to focus on Craig, to remind myself that I was happy, that I loved him. But even when we were side by side in the lazy river, my gaze drifted to where Brianna floated a few feet away, her head tilted back, eyes closed, completely relaxed.

I didn’t understand it. I didn’t want to understand it.

So, I did what I always did when something scared me. I pushed it down and pretended it wasn’t there.

Accidentally seeing Brianna nude was… life-altering.

My parents were out for the night, attending a wedding out of town. I’d been out late myself and decided to come in through the back door. The kitchen light was on. Someone stood at the refrigerator, the door blocking my view. I couldn’t see who it was until the door swung shut.

And there she was. Brianna. Completely nude, drinking from a bottle of water like it was the most natural thing in the world. For a split second, I froze—long enough to take in every detail before she realized I was there.

She screamed, and I snapped out of it, squeezing my eyes shut so tight it almost hurt. “Oh my God—sorry!” I blurted, turning my head away like that could erase what I’d just seen, but it was too late. The image was burned into my mind.

My heart was pounding so hard I could feel it in my ears. I kept my eyes shut, but it didn’t matter—the image of her was seared into my brain.

I told myself it was just shock. That anyone would react that way after walking in on someone unexpectedly. But it wasn’t just shock.

I could still see the curve of her hips, the smooth line of her back, the way her skin glistened under the kitchen light. I hated myself for noticing.

I was dating Craig. She was with my brother. I shouldn’t have felt anything except embarrassment. And yet… there was something else tangled in with the embarrassment. Something warmer. Something I didn’t want to name.

I gave her another awkward apology and backed out of the kitchen, but my hands were shaking, and my chest felt tight. That one accidental moment had flipped a switch I didn’t even know was there.

Brianna and I never mentioned that night. Not once, but it was different for me after that.

Any time we hung out—whether it was just the two of us or in a group—I couldn’t stop my mind from drifting back to that moment in the kitchen. The shock of it. The way she looked.

I told myself to get over it. To stop thinking about it. But the harder I tried, the more impossible it became.

I was relieved when Mike and Brianna left for college at the end of that summer. I thought that putting distance between us—between me and her—would put an end to the thoughts.

But they didn’t.

If anything, it was like something had been unlocked in me. For the first time in my life, I started noticing certain girls at school in ways I never had before.

It was subtle at first—a glance that lingered too long, a rush of heat in my chest when one of them laughed or touched my arm. But once I became aware of it, I couldn’t unsee it.

I knew that I loved Craig. That was never in doubt.

But I was seriously questioning my sexuality. I didn’t know what to do with the thoughts I’d been having about girls, and I figured I’d have time to sort it out eventually.

Then my sexuality became the least important thing in my life.

Because I missed my period.

Lauren came with me to the pharmacy, neither of us saying much as we picked up the tests and paid in awkward silence. Back at her house, we sat in her bathroom, the two of us staring at the little white sticks like they might give a different answer if we waited long enough.

But they didn’t.

That was the day my life changed forever.

I was pregnant.

I was sixteen and pregnant.

The words didn’t even feel real in my head, like they belonged to someone else’s story. Sixteen-year-old girls were supposed to be worrying about grades, prom dresses, and college applications—not how to tell their boyfriend, their parents, and their overprotective older brother that their entire life had just been rewritten.

I stared at the positive test in my hand, my stomach churning, my pulse pounding in my ears.

Lauren put a hand on my shoulder. “Nessa… we’ll figure it out.”

I knew I had to tell Craig before anyone else.

I called him and asked him to meet me at the park near my house. It was late afternoon, the sun low and casting everything in that hazy golden light that made the whole world feel quieter. I sat on the swings, gripping the chains so tight my knuckles ached, waiting for him to show up.

When he did, he smiled like he always did when he saw me, but it faded fast when he noticed my expression. “Nessa… what’s wrong?”

I took a breath, but it caught halfway in my throat. “I need to tell you something, and I need you to just… listen before you say anything, okay?”

He nodded, his eyes fixed on mine.

“I’m pregnant,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

For a moment, he didn’t move. Didn’t blink. Then he sat down on the swing next to mine, his hands resting loosely in his lap. “You’re sure?”

I nodded. “I took three tests. All positive.”

He stared at the ground, and I could see the thoughts racing through his head. Finally, he looked back at me. “Okay… we’ll figure this out.”

Telling Craig was hard.

Telling my parents was worse.

I waited until after dinner the next night. My dad was in his chair reading the paper, and my mom was clearing the table. My heart was pounding so hard I thought they’d hear it before I even opened my mouth.

“Can you both sit down for a minute?” I asked, my voice shaky.

They exchanged a look but did as I asked. My mom folded her hands on the table, her expression already worried. “What is it, sweetheart?”

I took a deep breath, my palms damp. “I’m pregnant.”

For a few seconds, there was nothing—no words, no movement. Just shock.

My dad closed his eyes like he was trying to hold himself together. My mom reached for my hand across the table. “We’ll get through this, Nessa. But you need to understand—things are going to change.”

To their credit, they didn’t tell me I’d ruined my life or call me a disappointment.

They could have. I was sixteen, still in high school, and pregnant by my brother’s best friend—there was no shortage of ways for them to be angry or ashamed. But instead, they just… took a breath and tried to be calm.

It wasn’t easy, but it could have been so much worse.

Craig’s parents weren’t thrilled, to say the least.

But I think it helped that our families were so close. This wasn’t some scandal where I’d been knocked up by a boy I barely knew, or where Craig had gotten some girl he hardly knew pregnant.

It was me.

It was him.

We knew each other better than anyone, and even though it wasn’t how anyone had pictured our relationship beginning, there was at least some comfort in knowing we weren’t strangers trying to navigate something that big.

Mike freaked out—because that was what Mike did.

The second the words left my mouth, he started pacing, running his hands through his hair like he was trying to keep his head from exploding. “You’ve got to be kidding me, Nessa. You’re sixteen! And you—” He spun toward Craig. “You! What the hell were you thinking?”

Craig tried to speak, but Mike cut him off, his voice rising. “No, don’t even answer that. I don’t want to hear it right now.”

It was pure chaos—Mike shouting, me trying to get a word in, Craig trying to calm him down. But underneath all of it, I could tell his anger was more about fear than anything else.

As with our parents and Craig’s parents, Mike had no choice but to accept what was happening.

Nine months later, our lives changed forever.

After what felt like the longest night of my life, I held my son for the first time. He was tiny, warm, and perfect—dark hair, soft skin, and a pair of eyes that seemed to look right through me.

We named him Bryant, after Kobe Bryant. Craig’s choice, but I loved it instantly.

In that moment, everything else—the whispers at school, the tension with Mike, the stress of the last year—faded into the background. All I could think about was the little boy in my arms and the way Craig looked at him, like he’d just found his purpose.

We were young, scared, and completely unprepared in a hundred different ways. But Bryant was ours. And that made everything worth it.

Those first months with Bryant were a blur—half exhaustion, half awe.

Our nights were no longer our own. Sleep came in short, scattered bursts between feedings, diaper changes, and the constant soft cries that seemed to pull me out of the deepest sleep in seconds. I’d never realized how heavy my eyelids could feel until I was rocking him at three in the morning, whispering lullabies I barely knew.

Craig still lived at home with his parents, so most nights it was just me and Bryant. But Craig was there every day after school or work, walking through the door like he couldn’t get to us fast enough. He’d scoop Bryant into his arms as if holding him was the best part of his day. Sometimes I’d watch him lying on the couch with Bryant asleep on his chest, both of them breathing in sync, and I’d feel this strange mix of gratitude and disbelief that this was our life now.

It wasn’t easy. We were still in school, still teenagers trying to figure out who we were—except now we were also responsible for a whole other human being. Our friends were worrying about homework and prom; we were worrying about pediatrician appointments and whether Bryant was eating enough.

But even in the chaos, there were moments—quiet, perfect moments—that reminded me why we were doing this. When he’d curl his tiny fingers around mine, or when Craig and I would catch each other’s eye across the room while Bryant was giggling, and we’d both smile like we knew a secret no one else could understand.

Craig and I were kids with a kid, and thank God for our parents.

Without them, I don’t know how we would have managed. My mom was there every step of the way—helping with feedings, rocking Bryant so I could grab an hour of sleep, reminding me to eat when I was too exhausted to think about food. Craig’s parents were just as involved, picking him up so they and Craig could spend time with Bryant, buying diapers and formula.

They gave us the space to be parents while still protecting us from being completely overwhelmed. Even with all that support, though, the reality never changed—we were sixteen, still figuring out who we were, suddenly responsible for a tiny human who depended on us for everything.

As seniors the next year, there wasn’t much partying for Craig and me. We were parents now.

Sure, we went to parties here and there—usually when our parents offered to watch Bryant—but it was different for us. There was no drinking, no staying out until sunrise. We couldn’t afford hangovers or reckless nights when we had a baby depending on us.

While our friends were living the carefree senior year everyone talks about, Craig and I were balancing homework, part-time jobs, and late-night feedings.

Craig and I were ecstatic when our parents told us they’d watch Bryant so we could go to senior prom. Not only that, but they told us we could stay out as late as we wanted.

It felt like such a gift—a night to just be teenagers again.

I don’t know how many couples attending prom have a photograph of themselves with their child, but we did. Before we left, we dressed in our formalwear, posed in the living room, and held Bryant between us while our parents took pictures. Most couples had corsages and boutonnieres in their photos. We had a baby in ours.

It was an amazing night.

For the first time in what felt like forever, Craig and I partied without needing to rush home for feedings or diaper changes. We laughed, we danced, we took silly pictures with friends—just two teenagers soaking in a night we’d never get back.

At one point, I was dancing with Lauren when she leaned in close, grinning. “Careful,” she teased over the music. “The last thing Craig needs is another baby.”

I laughed my ass off, nearly spilling my cup of “punch” as we twirled around. “As if that would ever happen,” I said, still laughing.

After prom, Craig and I headed to the after-party at Scott Hastings’ parents’ beach house in Montauk. Scott and Craig were good friends, so he’d set aside a bedroom for us—a quiet spot away from the noise and chaos of the main party.

And we partied our asses off. Music, laughter, the sound of waves in the distance—it felt like the perfect ending to our senior year.

To make a long story short… that was the night I became pregnant again.

I didn’t realize it right away.

Life after prom was a blur of finals, graduation prep, and taking care of Bryant. But a few weeks later, I noticed the signs—the same ones I’d ignored the first time.

The missed period.
The waves of nausea in the morning.
The bone-deep tiredness that no amount of coffee could fix.

I didn’t want to believe it, but deep down, I already knew.

Lauren was the one who drove me to the pharmacy again. Neither of us said much on the way there. She didn’t have to ask why—we both knew.

Back at her house, I sat on the bathroom floor, staring at the test as the second line appeared. My stomach dropped, even though part of me had already been expecting it.

I knew I had to tell Craig right away.

I asked him to come over after work, and when he walked into my room, he immediately knew something was off. “What’s wrong?” he asked, shutting the door behind him.

I sat on the edge of my bed, the pregnancy test in my hand. My voice was barely above a whisper. “Craig… I’m pregnant.”

His eyes widened, and for a second, he didn’t say anything. “Again?”

I could see him processing it, the way he always did—quiet first, then slowly letting it sink in. Finally, he let out a deep breath, sat down next to me, and took my hand. “Okay. We’ll figure it out, just like last time.”

Our families were nowhere close to as understanding the second time around.

The first pregnancy had been a shock, sure—but they’d rallied, pulled together, and done everything they could to help us. This time was different. This time, there was no excuse. We knew better.

My dad’s disappointment was written all over his face before he even said a word. My mom didn’t cry like she had the first time—she just looked tired, like she was already calculating how much more work this would mean for everyone.

Craig’s parents weren’t much different. His mom shook her head, speaking under her breath about responsibility and choices, while his dad kept his arms crossed, saying nothing but looking like he wanted to. It was clear we’d used up whatever grace we’d been given the first time.

Craig came over that night after I told my parents. He didn’t waste time with small talk—he just sat down next to me on my bed, his hands clasped together like he was bracing himself.

“With another baby on the way,” he said quietly, “college isn’t an option for us anymore.”

I felt my chest tighten, but I stayed quiet.

“When we graduate from high school, I’m getting a job. A real one. I’ve got to support my family now.”

He said it like there was no question, no debate. It was decided. And in a way, that scared me even more than the pregnancy itself—because it made everything feel final, like the life we thought we might have was already gone.

I looked at him carefully. “Have you told your parents about… not going to college?”

He nodded. “Yeah. I told them.”

“And?” I asked.

“They weren’t happy about it,” he admitted, “But the decision’s mine. I’m not leaving you here to raise two kids by yourself while I’m off at school. That’s not who I am.”

His tone was firm, but I could tell it hadn’t been an easy conversation for him. Still, the way he said it left no room for doubt—Craig had made up his mind. Craig wasn’t running. He was planning. He was staying.

Nine months later, we were back in the delivery room.

This time felt different. We weren’t as terrified as we’d been with Bryant—still nervous, still exhausted, but more… ready. We knew what to expect. We’d been through it before.

When they placed her in my arms, my heart swelled in a way I didn’t think was possible. She was tiny, perfect, and already had a strong set of lungs.

We named her Kayla.

Bryant was a big brother now, though at barely over a year old, he didn’t really understand what that meant. He just stared at her with wide eyes, reaching out to touch her blanket, as if trying to figure out where she’d come from.

Craig stood beside me, looking between our two children with this quiet awe, like he couldn’t believe they were ours.

And just like that, our little family of three became a family of four.

Craig and I were eighteen years old with two kids, yet we were still living separately—me at home with my parents, him at home with his.

Neither of our parents had wanted more children, but having two grandchildren was a lot like having more kids they hadn’t planned for. The constant noise, the diapers, the late-night cries—it was wearing on them. And whether anyone said it out loud or not, I could feel the strain it was putting on their marriages.

Craig saw it too. One night, after Kayla had finally fallen asleep, he looked at me and said, “We can’t keep doing this. I think it’s time we get our own place.”

It was a terrifying thought—rent, bills, everything on our own—but the way things were going, it was starting to feel like the only option we had

Craig found a three-bedroom apartment in a not-so-nice part of Brooklyn that we could barely afford, but in our minds, it was still ours. A place where we could finally be together as a family.

We brought our dads to see it before signing the lease, thinking maybe—just maybe—they’d see it the way we did.

“Hell no!” my dad shouted the second we walked through the door.

Craig’s dad, Peter, took one look around, then nodded in agreement. “Absolutely not.”

They exchanged a glance like they were both reading the same thought.

“You’re not raising our grandkids here,” my dad said firmly.

Peter crossed his arms. “We’ll help you find something else. Something decent. On Long Island, close to home.”

Craig and I looked at each other. It wasn’t the freedom we’d imagined, but it was a roof over our heads—and, most importantly, a place where Bryant and Kayla could grow up safe.

It didn’t take long after that for our dads to make good on their word. Within two weeks, they’d found a three-bedroom apartment in a quiet part of Long Island.

It wasn’t fancy, but it was clean, safe, and close enough to both of our families that help was never more than a short drive away. When we got the keys, it felt surreal. Standing in the empty living room, I could almost hear the echoes of our future—Bryant’s laughter, Kayla’s first steps, the noise of everyday life that would make this place ours.

Meanwhile, we were stepping fully into adulthood. No dorm rooms, no campus parties—just rent, bills, and two kids who needed us every single day.

We smiled, we hugged, we thanked everyone for coming. But when the last guest left and the apartment went quiet, Craig and I just sat together on the couch, holding hands, both feeling the same thing:

We were happy. But we were also very aware that our lives were never going to look like theirs.

I cried my eyes out the day Lauren came to my apartment to say goodbye before heading off to college.

She was my best friend, the person I was closest to, the one who had been there for every high and low since we were kids. And now she was going to be hours away from me.

We sat on the couch with coffee mugs in our hands, both trying to keep it light, but every time we laughed, my throat tightened and my eyes filled again.

“You’re going to be fine,” she said, pulling me into a hug. “We’ll talk every day. And I’ll visit as much as I can.”

I nodded against her shoulder, but it didn’t make it any easier. Watching her walk out my door that day felt like the end of an era.

CHAPTER FOUR

Craig was working two jobs that barely paid the equivalent of one, and on weekends, he’d take whatever extra work he could find—painting houses, moving furniture, fixing things for neighbors—anything to bring in a little more money.

He was so smart, capable of so much more, yet here he was busting his ass doing hard, physical labor day in and day out.

And he never complained. Not once.

I could see the exhaustion in his eyes, the way his shoulders slumped when he thought I wasn’t looking, but he never said a word about it. He just kept going, because in his mind, providing for us was his responsibility, no matter the cost to himself.

It made me love him even more, but it also made me ache for him.

Our parents would babysit for us once a month so Craig and I could have a date night.

We were too broke to do much of anything, so instead of fancy dinners or nights out, we’d just drive. No crying babies in the backseat, no bottles to prepare—just the two of us and the hum of the engine.

We’d wind our way through the most expensive, exclusive areas of Long Island, past palatial homes with sprawling lawns, gated driveways, and views of the water.

As we drove, we’d point out our favorites, making up stories about living in them—what kind of cars would sit in our driveway, where we’d put the kids’ bedrooms, how we’d decorate for Christmas.

It was silly, maybe even a little bittersweet, but for those nights, it felt like we were dreaming together instead of just surviving.

Those drives lit something in Craig.

Every time we passed one of those houses, I could see the wheels turning in his head. He’d start talking about how one day we could have a place like that—not just dream about it, but actually make it happen.

He’d point out a mansion and say, “Give me time, Nessa. I’ll figure it out.” And I believed him, because when Craig set his mind to something, he didn’t let go.

He started asking questions whenever he met someone who seemed successful—what they did for a living, how they got started. He’d come home with ideas, scribbling notes on scraps of paper or the backs of receipts.

It wasn’t that he didn’t appreciate what we had. It was that he wanted more for us—for Bryant and Kayla. And sitting in that passenger seat, listening to him talk about our future, I wanted it too.

Craig had always wanted to go to college to become a computer programmer. He was self-taught, the kind of person who could spend hours teaching himself code just for the fun of it. When we were younger, he used to build websites for no reason other than to see if he could.

There was this little clothing store for babies and kids where we shopped for Bryant and Kayla. The owner was a sweet, kind older woman who always remembered our names and asked about the kids.

One afternoon, while we were checking out, Craig casually asked her if she had a website. She shook her head. “No, dear. I wouldn’t even know where to start with that.”

It was like I could see a light bulb go off inside Craig’s head. His whole expression shifted—focused, alive—like he’d just spotted an open door he didn’t know existed.

Craig explained the importance of having a website, telling her that it wasn’t just about getting her store out on the internet—it was about making it possible for people to shop from anywhere. “You could have customers who’ve never even been to Long Island,” he said. “People could order from you without ever setting foot in the store.”

She smiled warmly but shook her head. “I wouldn’t even know where to start with something like that. And I wouldn’t know who to trust to do it.”

Craig didn’t miss a beat. “You can trust me. I’ll build you a website for free, and I’ll only charge you ten dollars a month for maintenance. That way, you can focus on running your store, and I’ll take care of the technical stuff.”

Her eyes lit up. “Well… maybe you should stop by one day and show me what you can do.”

I could see it in his eyes—Craig wasn’t just offering to build a website. He was planting the seed for something much bigger.

It was like Craig was possessed.

The moment Ms. Johnson agreed, he threw himself into the project like it was the most important thing he’d ever done. He’d come home from work, kiss the kids goodnight, and then disappear into the corner of the living room with his laptop.

Hours would pass. Sometimes I’d go to bed and wake up in the middle of the night to find him still there, eyes fixed on the screen, typing like he was racing against a clock only he could see.

Sleep became an afterthought. Every spare moment he had went into building that website for Ms. Johnson. And the more he worked, the more I realized this wasn’t just a side project—it was a spark.

I always knew Craig was intelligent, but I was stunned when he laid out his plan. It was pure genius for the time. He was building Ms. Johnson's website for free and planned to do the same for four other businesses. That would give him a “client base” he could showcase to charge small businesses for creating their websites and building their online presence. But when it came to service-based industries—like gutter cleaning, landscaping, and home cleaning—his strategy shifted. Instead of building sites for them, he would create his own and charge those businesses per lead generated. The numbers he projected were staggering, almost too good to believe.

Within a month of launching the first sites, Craig started getting inquiries from business owners who had seen his work for Ms. Johnson and the others. Most of them had never even considered having a website before, but once they saw how professional and polished his work looked—and how much business it was already bringing in for his early clients—they wanted in.

His first paying job came from a small landscaping company. He charged them $500 for the site and set up a lead-generation system that would send potential customers directly to their email. Two weeks later, he signed a gutter cleaning business on the same model, and then a carpet cleaning company.

It was like watching a door open to an entirely different life. The extra money meant we could finally keep up with bills without dipping into savings, and for the first time since Bryant was born, it felt like we were moving forward instead of treading water.

Within three months, Craig decided to quit one of his manual labor jobs and focus more of his time on building websites. He still worked his other job to keep a steady paycheck, but now his evenings and weekends were dedicated to growing what was quickly becoming a real business.

I started helping him any way I could. While he was building sites, I followed up on inquiries, answered emails, and even cold-called small businesses to pitch our services. I hated cold calling at first—it felt awkward trying to convince strangers to spend money—but I quickly learned how to break the ice, ask the right questions, and get people interested.

It wasn’t glamorous, but something was exciting about working together like that. We weren’t just scraping by anymore—we were building something of our own, something that could change everything for us and the kids.

The business continued to grow, and the money began rolling in. Craig opened an LLC that he named Bryant & Kayla Enterprises, after our kids, with a DBA of Next Level Web Solutions. Craig was listed as President, and I was Vice President, which made it feel even more official—like we were partners not only in life but also in business. It was wild to think that what started with one free website had turned into something that could actually change our lives.

It wasn’t easy, but by the time Craig and I would have graduated from college—had we gone—and my brother graduated from the police academy, Next Level Web Solutions was doing half a million dollars in revenue. We’d gone from barely being able to afford rent to running a thriving business that supported not just us, but our kids and a future we were starting to believe could actually happen.

Craig and I got married when we were twenty-one, with Bryant at four years old and Kayla at two, standing with us at the altar. By then, we had moved out of our apartment and were renting a house, finally feeling like we had taken another step forward in building our life together.

Three years later, the life Craig and I had always imagined became a reality when we moved into our forever home—a stunning five-bedroom, three-and-a-half-bath house with a two-car garage, an in-ground swimming pool, and a beautiful outdoor kitchen. It felt like all those late-night drives dreaming about the future had finally brought us there.

It was a wealthy area, and although Craig and I were by far the youngest parents, we fit right in—because in that neighborhood, money trumped age.

The company was generating millions of dollars a year and had gone national. We had an office filled with employees ranging from programmers to inside and outside salespeople. With the money came a lifestyle that sometimes didn’t feel real—expensive vacations, luxury vehicles, designer clothes, and dinners at restaurants we could only dream about back when we were struggling.

One of the happiest days of our lives was when we wrote the checks to pay off the remainder of our parents’ mortgages. Seeing the look on their faces—the shock, the gratitude, the pride—was worth more than any car, vacation, or house we had ever bought. It felt like a full-circle moment, a way of giving back for all the sacrifices they had made for us when we were just two scared kids with a baby on the way.

As with any couple—especially considering how young Craig and I were when we first got together—we had our ups and downs, but life was great. Lauren was an amazing aunt, the kind who spoiled Bryant and Kayla every chance she got, and Mike was an amazing uncle, always showing up for school events, birthdays, and random afternoons in the pool. Our family was close, our business was thriving, and for a long time, it felt like nothing could shake the life we had built.

I truly didn’t understand how Mike felt about me becoming involved with Craig until he became involved with Lauren. Yeah, they would flirt, and I always thought it was harmless, the same playful banter they’d had for years. But it wasn’t. There was a shift—subtle at first—lingering looks, inside jokes that didn’t include the rest of us, and a certain protectiveness Mike had toward her that I recognized all too well. It was the same way Craig had been with me in the beginning, and it made me realize just how deep those feelings of his must have run back then.

Lauren and Mike didn’t hide it from me. They told me straight out that they were seeing each other and that it was serious. I couldn’t deny that they looked happy, but my mind immediately went to the what-ifs. What if it didn’t work out? What would it mean for our family dynamics, for holidays, for the easy closeness we’d always had? But just like Mike once had with Craig and me, I had no choice but to accept it.

It happened fast—almost dizzyingly so. One moment, they were just dating, the next, they were engaged, and before I could fully wrap my head around it, they were married. It felt like it all happened in the snap of a finger, and I was still catching my breath while they were already off, starting their life together.

Bryant and Kayla loved that Mike and Lauren got married. They had always called her Aunt Lauren, but now she was officially their aunt, and that made them beam with pride every time they said it.

Craig and I renewed our vows for our tenth wedding anniversary, and it was even more amazing than our wedding day. Standing there with him, surrounded by family and friends, felt like we were falling in love all over again.

What made me love Craig even more was that he was such an amazing father. He wasn’t just present—he was involved in every moment of Bryant and Kayla’s lives, from helping with homework to coaching their teams, from late-night talks to making them laugh until their sides hurt. Watching him with our kids made my heart swell in ways I could never put into words.

Bryant was 14 and Kayla was 12. Craig and I were 31, having a quiet night in our backyard, the soft glow from the string lights casting a warm haze over us. We sipped our drinks, the sound of crickets filling the silence between our easy conversation. Craig looked at me with that familiar, steady gaze and said how much he loved me and our family. Then, almost casually, he asked what I thought about expanding our family.

I nearly choked on my drink. Of all the things I thought he might say that night, that wasn’t one of them. We had our rhythm, our life was settled, and the idea of starting over with diapers and midnight feedings seemed… surreal. But the way Craig said it—with such warmth and hope—made it impossible to dismiss outright. I just stared at him, shocked that he wanted another child after all those years.

I thought long and hard about it over the next few days. Craig and I were still young, and the idea of actually planning to have a child—rather than being thrown into parenthood as teenagers—felt completely different. It wasn’t scary; it was exciting. We had stability, love, and a life we had built together from nothing. The thought of bringing a new baby into that, of watching Bryant and Kayla become older siblings in a whole new way, gave me a kind of joy I hadn’t expected to feel.

Craig couldn’t have been happier when I told him I was on board, and we got to work that very night. There was something electric about it—no pressure, no fear, just the two of us laughing, kissing, and enjoying the idea that we were making this choice together. It felt like the start of a new chapter, one we were both eager to write.

It was such a different feeling to have sex with the intent of getting pregnant—more intimate, more connected. Every touch and every kiss carried this unspoken promise of what we were trying to create together. It wasn’t just about passion; it was about building something even bigger than us.

It was such a wonderful and exciting time in our lives. Business was booming, and we were filled with hope as we tried to bring another member of our family into the world. I felt like everything was finally falling perfectly into place.

Little did I know that just weeks later, my life would be turned completely upside down in a way I never could have imagined—and nothing would ever be the same again.

Craig going into Manhattan to have dinner with clients was nothing out of the ordinary. It was part of the job, part of the life we had built together. We kissed goodbye at the office, told each other we loved one another, and even joked that we’d get back to “baby-making business” later that night.

Around eight o’clock, my phone rang. Craig’s name lit up the screen. His voice was casual as he told me he was going to be much later than he’d expected. Dinner was running long, drinks were flowing, and the clients were in no hurry to wrap up. I told him it was fine, to have fun, and we’d see each other when he got home.

It had been a long day, and somewhere between watching TV and scrolling through my phone, I drifted off on the living room sofa. When I woke up, the clock on the wall read nearly four in the morning, and Craig still wasn’t home.

A dull unease started to hum in my chest as I reached for my phone. I called his cell, pressing it to my ear, listening to each ring until it went to voicemail. My voice sounded tighter than I wanted when I left a message, telling him to call me as soon as he got this. Then I sent him a quick text—Where are you?—and stared at the screen, waiting for the three little dots to appear that didn’t appear.

It wasn’t like Craig to stay out all night, and it certainly wasn’t like him to ignore my calls or texts. The silence from him was deafening.

As the minutes crawled by, my worry deepened, twisting into a tight knot in my stomach. I kept checking my phone, sending another text, then another, calling again just in case the last one hadn’t gone through.

Nothing.

Each hour that passed felt heavier, the quiet of the house pressing in on me until it was almost suffocating. My mind kept cycling through possibilities—none of them good—and I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was very, very wrong.

It was a little past nine in the morning when my brother walked into my house in uniform. I joked that he being at my house while on duty was stealing. I had never seen that look on my brother's face before as he walked slowly toward me. He looked into my eyes, and I watched as tears began to fall. "I'm so sorry," he said with his voice cracking.

It was like the air was sucked out of the room. My smile vanished instantly, replaced by a cold, hollow ache in my chest.

I shook my head, almost laughing—not because it was funny, but because my brain refused to process whatever he was about to say. “Sorry for what?” My voice sounded small, almost foreign to my own ears.

Mike swallowed hard, his jaw tightening as more tears slipped down his face. I could see how badly he didn’t want to say the words, how much he wished he could take them back before they ever left his mouth.

The words didn’t make sense at first. They just hung there between us, heavy and impossible, like my brain couldn’t translate them into reality.

I froze in his arms, my hands limp at my sides. “No… no, he’s not,” I whispered, shaking my head as if I could erase the sentence from existence. “Don’t say that, Mike. Don’t you dare say that.”

But his arms only tightened around me, his body trembling against mine. I could hear his breath hitch, feel the weight of his grief pressing into me, confirming what I was desperately trying not to believe.

Somewhere in the distance, I heard a low, broken sound, and it took me a moment to realize it was coming from me.

"Uncle Mike...what are you saying?" Bryant asked.

Mike let go of me and walked to Bryant. "There was an accident. Someone got onto the expressway driving in the wrong direction. Your dad didn't make it, Bry."

Bryant’s face went pale, his eyes darting between Mike and me like he was searching for some sign that this was all a horrible misunderstanding.

Kayla, who had been sitting on the stairs clutching her phone, let out a small, strangled sob. “No… no, Daddy’s fine,” she said, shaking her head as if denial could turn back time.

Bryant’s lips trembled, his fists balling at his sides. “No! That’s not—he was just—he was supposed to come home!” His voice cracked, the last word shattering as he staggered back a step.

I wanted to be strong for them, to hold them and tell them it was going to be okay, but my knees felt like they might give out. My mind was still trapped between Mike’s words and the last time I had seen Craig—smiling, kissing me, telling me he loved me.

Lauren arrived minutes later and rushed to me, wrapping her arms around me so tightly it was as if she could hold me together while I was breaking apart. I could feel her body trembling against mine, her sobs hot against my neck.

“I’m so, so sorry,” she whispered over and over, as if the words could erase the reality of what had just happened.

Bryant stood frozen, staring at the floor, his jaw tight and his shoulders shaking. Kayla clung to Lauren’s side, her face buried in Lauren’s arm, her quiet cries muffled.

Mike lingered at the doorway, his expression torn between wanting to stay and knowing he had to leave. He hugged each of us once more, his voice low and steady despite the redness in his eyes. “I’ll be back after my shift,” he promised. “I need to get to Craig’s parents’ place… they need to hear it from me.”

It was as if the world had split in two overnight—one side where everything we had built, every dream, every plan still existed, and the other where none of it mattered because Craig wasn’t in it anymore.

Just days earlier, we’d been laughing in our backyard, talking about baby names and imagining what our future would look like. Now, that future had been ripped away in a single, senseless moment.

The man I had grown up with, loved through every stage of my life, raised children with—my partner in every sense—was gone.

The funeral home was overflowing—family, friends, employees, clients—people whose lives Craig had touched in some way. I sat in the front row with Bryant and Kayla on either side of me, both holding my hands so tightly it almost hurt.

When Mike stepped up to the podium at the front of the viewing room, he didn’t even glance at the paper he’d brought with him. His voice was steady at first, though I could hear the emotion pressing at the edges.

“Craig wasn’t just my best friend. He was my brother, long before he ever married my sister. We grew up together, fought together, and yes… even fought over her once,” he said, managing a small smile that drew a soft ripple of laughter through the crowd. “But from the moment they got together, I knew he was it for her. And over the years, I saw just how deeply he loved her and their kids.”

Mike’s voice cracked then, his eyes flicking toward Bryant and Kayla. “He worked harder than anyone I’ve ever known—not just to build a business, but to build a life. A good life. One filled with love, with laughter, with family. He was the guy you could call at three in the morning, and he’d show up—no questions asked. The guy who could make you laugh even when you swore you’d never laugh again.”

He paused, taking a shaky breath. “Craig… you were my brother, my friend, and one of the best men I’ve ever known. And I promise you—your family will always be my family. I’ll protect them the way you would have.”

Mike stepped back from the podium, his jaw tight, his eyes glassy. And in that moment, I knew his promise wasn’t just words—it was a vow he intended to keep.

I stood slowly, my legs trembling beneath me, feeling every pair of eyes in the room turn toward me. I didn’t have notes, no carefully written paragraphs—just the whirlwind of grief, love, and disbelief swirling inside me.

“I didn’t think I’d be able to speak today,” I began, my voice already shaking. “Because honestly, I still don’t believe this is real. Craig… he wasn’t just my husband. He was my best friend, my partner in everything, the father of my children, and the person who believed in me even when I didn’t believe in myself.”

I glanced at Bryant and Kayla, both staring up at me with tear-filled eyes. “From the moment Bryant was born, Craig became the kind of father every kid deserves—present, loving, patient. And when Kayla came along, he somehow made room in his heart to love even more. Our kids knew without a doubt that their dad adored them.”

A faint smile found its way through my tears. “Craig had this way of making even the hardest times feel survivable. We built a life together from nothing—two kids who had kids—and somehow, we made it work. We made it beautiful. And we had plans… so many plans. We were supposed to grow old together.”

My voice cracked, and I had to pause to steady my breath. “I don’t know how I’m supposed to move forward without him, but I do know this—he gave me the best years of my life. And he gave me the two greatest gifts I’ll ever have.”

I looked toward the casket, my heart splintering. “I love you, Craig. I always will.”

When I stepped down, I didn’t even remember walking back to my seat—only the feeling of Bryant and Kayla wrapping their arms around me at the same time, holding me together when I felt like I might fall apart.

I had lost my husband.
My children had lost their father.
My brother had lost his best friend.

But Peter and Rebecca… they had lost their only child.

I don’t think there’s anything worse in this world than losing a child. No parent should ever have to see that, to live through that kind of pain. Watching them in those days after Craig’s death was almost unbearable—the way Peter would just sit in silence, staring at nothing, and the way Rebecca clung to anyone who would let her, as if human contact was the only thing keeping her from collapsing completely.

Their grief felt bottomless, and I knew mine would never fully heal either—but theirs… theirs was a wound no one should ever have to carry.

CHAPTER FIVE

It was a happy time when Lauren and Mike announced that she was pregnant, and I did my best to share in that joy. But underneath my smile, there was a dull ache I couldn’t shake.

Had things been different—had Craig still been here—we might have been pregnant at the same time. Our babies could have grown up side by side, just like Lauren and I had. I pictured playdates in our backyards, birthday parties with balloons and frosting-smeared faces, our kids chasing each other through sprinklers in the summer.

Instead, those daydreams were just another reminder of everything I’d lost. I was happy for them, truly, but it was impossible not to think about the life Craig and I would never get to have.

I was capable of running the company without Craig—God knows he had prepared me for every aspect of it—but stepping into that office each day felt like walking into a mausoleum of our shared dreams. Every corner, every desk, every whiteboard still had his fingerprints on it. His laugh used to echo through those halls; then there was only the hum of computers and the quiet shuffle of employees who didn’t know what to say to me.

It wasn’t that I couldn’t handle the work. It was that I couldn’t handle the memories.

So, I called a meeting with our leadership team and told them my decision. I handed the reins to our longest-tenured employee, Charles Mantz—a man who had been with us since the early days when our “headquarters” was a corner of our apartment. I named him President of Operations, trusting him to carry on the vision Craig and I had built together.

It was the right move for the company. It was the only move for me.

That first year was brutal in ways I couldn’t have prepared for. I made sure Bryant and Kayla went to grief counseling—I told myself it was for their sake, but deep down I knew I was avoiding what I needed myself. I should have been sitting in that circle with them, saying the words I refused to say out loud.

Every inch of our home was a museum of Craig. His cologne still lingered faintly in the closet. His shoes sat by the front door like he’d just stepped out for a minute. Even the dents in the couch cushions had the shape of him.

When the missing him became unbearable, when the ache in my chest turned into something I thought might crush me, I’d slip into his man cave, shut the door, and lock it. In that room—surrounded by his sports memorabilia, his books, his half-finished projects—I’d let myself completely unravel. I’d bury my face in his hoodie, breathe him in, and cry until my body physically couldn’t anymore.

It was the only place I could fall apart without the kids seeing.

I don’t know what I would have done without my parents, Mike and Lauren, and my in-laws. They stepped in without me ever having to ask—picking up the kids from school, cooking dinners when I couldn’t even think about food, sitting with me in silence when words would have been useless.

My parents were my anchor, keeping me grounded when I felt like I might drift away completely. Mike and Lauren made sure the kids still laughed, still felt safe, even when the world no longer made sense. And Peter and Rebecca… despite their own grief, they loved me like their own daughter, reminding me in the quietest ways that I wasn’t alone in this.

Their support didn’t take away the pain, but it gave me the strength to keep moving, one impossible day at a time.

Year two without Craig wasn’t much better than the first, and neither was the third.
The grief wasn’t as raw as it had been in those early months, but it never really loosened its grip.
It just settled in, like a shadow that followed me everywhere—quiet, constant, and impossible to shake.

Life went on because it had to.
The kids grew older, their lives filling with new milestones and challenges, but every victory felt bittersweet without Craig there to see it.
Holidays came and went, marked by the same empty chair at the table, the same unspoken ache.

People said time heals all wounds, but I learned that time doesn’t heal—it just teaches you how to carry the pain without letting it crush you, and some days, that lesson felt harder than others.

It was around the beginning of the third year after Craig’s passing when Kayla had a heart-to-heart with me. She was fifteen then—old enough to see the things I thought I’d been hiding.

She sat across from me at the kitchen table, her eyes steady and serious in a way that reminded me so much of Craig that it almost hurt to look at her.
“Mom,” she said softly, “I’m worried about you.”

I tried to laugh it off, telling her I was fine, just tired, but she didn’t buy it for a second.
“It’s not healthy,” she continued, “for you to be home all the time and only go out when Aunt Lauren forces you to. You think you’re hiding it, but… you’re not.”

Her words landed heavily. I’d been so sure I was protecting them from my grief, putting on a brave face when they were around, but Kayla had seen right through me, and I realized at that moment that maybe she’d been seeing through me for a long time.

It wasn’t long after that talk with Kayla that she came home from school looking as angry as I’d ever seen her. She dropped her backpack by the front door without a word, shot me a glare, muttered Bryant’s name like it was a curse, and stomped up the stairs.

A second later, her bedroom door slammed so hard the picture frames on the hallway wall rattled.

I gave her a minute to cool off, then followed her upstairs. I knocked gently before pushing the door open. She was sitting cross-legged on her bed, arms folded, cheeks flushed with frustration.

When I asked her what happened, she blurted it out in one breath.
“Bryant threatened to kick the shit out of Brent—” she paused to emphasize his name “—because we like each other.”

I bit my lip, trying not to laugh, but it slipped out anyway. The whole thing reminded me so much of my own teenage years—Bryant and Kayla were two years apart, just like Mike and me. And back then, Mike was exactly like Bryant, and I was exactly like Kayla—mortified by the overprotective big brother act.

“I’ll talk to your brother,” I promised, still smiling.

I talked to Bryant about it later that evening.

He didn’t even try to deny it—just shrugged and said, “Brent’s an idiot. Kayla deserves better.”

I told him I understood wanting to protect his sister, but threatening to “kick the shit out of” someone wasn’t exactly the best way to handle it. He rolled his eyes, muttered something about “guys like Brent” not having good intentions, and insisted he was just looking out for her.

It was like talking to a younger version of Mike—same stubborn streak, same protective instinct, same inability to admit when he might be overstepping.

In the end, I told him, “Look, Bry, you can be protective without acting like her bodyguard. She’s growing up. Let her figure some of this out for herself.”
He didn’t answer, but the corner of his mouth twitched like he was fighting a smirk. I knew he’d heard me, even if he’d never admit it.

I had enjoyed watching Bryant have the senior year of high school that Craig and I never truly experienced—football games, dances, late nights out with friends, all the milestones Craig and I had traded for diapers and midnight feedings.

When that summer came, I tried to savor every moment, even the little things like him raiding the fridge at midnight or teasing Kayla from across the dinner table. But in the back of my mind, I knew the countdown was on.

By the end of August, he’d be packing up his room, loading the car, and heading off to start his own life. As proud as I was, the thought of walking past his empty bedroom each day made my chest ache.

I promised myself I wouldn’t cry when it was time for him to leave—told myself I’d smile, hug him tight, and let him go without making it harder for him.

But the moment we pulled up to his dorm, saw the other families carrying boxes and bedding inside, and realized this was really happening, the lump in my throat became impossible to swallow.

I helped him unpack, tucked his sweatshirt into the top drawer like I was still folding laundry at home, and told him a hundred times how proud I was.

And when it was time to say goodbye, I wrapped my arms around him and felt that little boy who used to reach for my hand in the grocery store, even though now he towered over me.

I smiled through it, but as soon as I turned away, I cried my eyes out. The kind of crying that shakes your whole body—half heartbreak, half pride.

On the drive home, something finally hit me.

Time was going to keep moving, whether I was ready or not. I could either keep existing in this fog of grief, replaying the same memories over and over, or I could start finding ways to live again—not just for me, but for Bryant, for Kayla, and for Craig’s memory.

So I did something I never thought I would.

I joined the country club.

It felt almost rebellious in its own quiet way—signing the papers, writing the check. Not because I suddenly cared about tennis matches, Sunday brunches, or networking events, but because it meant I was choosing to step back into the world instead of watching it from my window.

I began building real friendships with women from the neighborhood—women I’d been friendly with for years but had never truly let into my life. We’d meet for coffee after tennis, linger over wine at the bar, or laugh too loudly at trivia night.

Craig and I used to joke about joining the club, imagining ourselves as “those” people, the ones who seemed to spend more time socializing than working. But sitting there on the patio with the sun on my face and laughter in my ears, I realized how wrong we’d been.

For the first time since Craig died, I began to feel like me again—not Craig’s widow, not just Bryant and Kayla’s mom, but Vanessa.

I became extremely close friends with Henrietta.

She was in her early fifties, glamorous in a way that made you forget her age, and she slipped into my life like the older sister I never had. Henrietta was the undisputed Queen of Gossip—a title she wore proudly. The irony wasn’t lost on me that she was on her fourth marriage, yet somehow, she always had the sharpest insights into other people’s relationships.

She seemed to know everything about everyone—who was cheating, who was secretly broke, who was quietly buying up investment properties—and she had a way of sharing it that made it impossible not to listen. Time with Henrietta was never dull, and little by little, she pulled me further out of the shell I’d been living in.

The following summer, I did something I hadn’t done since Craig died—I threw a party at the house.

It felt strange at first, planning it without him. I kept catching myself thinking, Craig would’ve loved this, or He would’ve insisted on ordering way too much food. But once the day arrived, something inside me shifted. The backyard was buzzing with laughter, music drifted through the warm summer air, and people splashed in the pool while others gathered around the outdoor kitchen.

For the first time in years, I wasn’t just smiling for show—I was genuinely having fun. I laughed until my cheeks hurt, danced barefoot on the patio, and stayed up late with friends under the string lights. It was the most alive I’d felt since Craig was gone, and I realized how much I’d missed moments like that.

I began hosting parties and get-togethers at my house after that.

Some were big—full-blown backyard bashes with catered food, a stocked bar, and music loud enough to make the neighbors peek over the fence. Others were small and intimate—just a few close friends gathered around the firepit with wine and endless conversation.

It became my way of bringing life back into the house. Instead of feeling like a shrine to what I’d lost, it started to feel warm and alive again, filled with laughter and stories. For the first time in years, my home felt like my home again, not just a place where memories lived.

It was during one of those get-togethers that Henrietta brought up the subject of my love life.

“So,” she said, topping off her wine and fixing me with that mischievous grin of hers, “is there anyone special we should know about? A secret romance? A handsome mystery man?”

Laura didn’t even let me answer. She shook her head, laughed, and said, “There’s nothing to talk about. Vanessa’s love life consists of toys with batteries.”

The entire table erupted in laughter while I rolled my eyes and took a sip of wine, pretending to be annoyed—but my cheeks were burning.

Henrietta leaned in with a sly smile. “Vanessa, you’re only thirty-four. There’s nothing wrong with a woman attending to her needs by picking up a hot guy.”

I sipped my wine, shaking my head. “I could never give myself to another man.”

Her eyebrows shot up, and without missing a beat, she grinned wider. “How about a hot woman?”

Laura nearly spit out her drink laughing, and the rest of the table burst into giggles while I sat there, caught between laughing it off and feeling my pulse quicken.

Lauren was the only person who knew about my curiosity toward women, and it wasn’t something I was about to discuss in front of a half-buzzed crowd in my backyard.

I laughed it off in the moment, changed the subject, and kept the conversation moving. But later, after the last guest had left and I was tidying up the kitchen, Lauren came in with the last of the empty wine glasses. We were alone. I leaned against the counter, looked at her, and finally said, “Okay… about what Henrietta said earlier…”

Lauren smiled and responded, “Oh.”

It wasn’t just a casual oh, either—it was the kind of knowing oh that came with a raised eyebrow and the faintest smirk tugging at the corner of her lips. She set the glasses down on the counter, folded her arms, and waited, like she already knew where I was going but wanted me to say it out loud.

I told her that I was truthful about knowing I could never give myself to another man. Then I asked what she thought about me maybe dating a woman.

Lauren didn’t even pause to think—her phone was already in her hand. By the time I finished my sentence, she was grinning like she’d been waiting years for me to say those words, tapping away with the enthusiasm of someone planning a surprise party.

“I’m just asking,” I said, watching her fingers fly across the screen.

“You’re asking,” she replied without looking up, “and I’m making it happen.”

I leaned closer. “What are you doing?”

“Creating your dating profile,” she said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “Don’t worry, I’ll make you sound irresistible.”

Part of me couldn’t believe I was actually doing this—opening myself up to something so completely different—while the other part of me buzzed with a strange, almost guilty excitement.

It felt reckless, like I was standing on the edge of a cliff about to leap, but there was also a pull… a curiosity I had pushed aside for years that was now wide awake. As Lauren kept typing, I caught myself smiling, and I wasn’t sure if it was because of what she was writing or because, deep down, I wanted to see where it could lead.

It led to my first-ever date with a woman, a little over a month later. Her name was Holly, and she was a bit younger than me—okay, seven years younger—but she was gorgeous. In fact, she looked even better in person than in her photographs, and for the first few minutes, I was fully caught up in how stunning she was. I felt that spark, that pull of pure physical attraction… right up until she opened her mouth.

She was as “woke” as they came—every sentence a politically charged declaration, every story somehow circling back to activism, hashtags, or the latest outrage on social media. By the time the appetizers arrived, I realized I was spending more energy nodding politely than actually enjoying myself. The chemistry that had started to build fizzled out fast, replaced by the quiet disappointment of knowing the date wasn’t going anywhere.

The date with Holly was bad, but so were the other three dates I went on after that—each one a different flavor of disappointment. One woman spent the entire night talking about her ex. Another showed up forty-five minutes late without so much as an apology. The third treated me like I was a job interview, firing off rapid-fire questions about my income, my house, and whether I planned on “breeding” again.

By the time that one ended, I was done. I threw my hands in the air, swore off dating altogether, and decided my love life—if it existed at all—would go back to being a strictly private, battery-operated matter.

Then again, I was wealthy, so instead of sulking about my failed attempts at dating, I decided to go all in. I splurged on a top-of-the-line thrusting sex machine—the kind I never would’ve imagined owning back when Craig and I were scraping by. It arrived in a discreet, unmarked box, but the thing might as well have come with flashing neon letters that said midlife sexual awakening in progress.

It was expensive, yes, but worth every penny. After all, I’d given up on dating, and if anyone was going to meet my needs, it might as well be a machine that came with multiple speeds, attachments, and absolutely no drama.

I put that thing to good use—more than I’d like to admit, honestly. So what if my sex life was nonexistent in the traditional sense? Every other part of my life was good. My kids were doing well, the business was thriving, I had great friends, and for the first time in years, I actually felt happy again. If the only thing missing was someone to share my bed, well… I had found a very reliable substitute.

It was the start of year five without Craig when Henrietta mentioned that the eyesore at the end of my street—the old, falling-down house that had been foreclosed on for years—had finally been sold. She told me the new owner planned to knock it down completely and build a brand-new home in its place.

I remember sipping my coffee as she said it, trying to picture who would actually want to take on that property. It had been the neighborhood’s “haunted house” for as long as I could remember—boards on the windows, a yard that looked like a jungle, and a sagging porch that threatened to collapse if you so much as looked at it.

Henrietta, of course, had theories about who the buyer might be—someone rich from out of town, maybe even a celebrity. Knowing her, she probably had a running list in her head and would have the name before the week was out.

It took Henrietta two weeks to dig up the information, and when she finally did, she came to me like she was delivering breaking news. The buyer wasn’t a person at all—it was a company, with nothing more than a name and no face behind it.

I honestly didn’t care one way or another, but Henrietta was on a mission, determined to unmask the mystery owner as if their identity somehow directly impacted her life. She rattled off all the possible scenarios—investment group, shady developer, someone hiding money—and I just smiled and let her go on, knowing she wouldn’t stop until she had a name, a photo, and probably their blood type.

Henrietta wouldn’t drop it—she brought it up every chance she got. Finally, I told her flat-out that I didn’t care who bought the place.

That’s when she smirked, leaned in, and said, “Well, maybe you should… because that same company just bought the house next door to you.”

I blinked at her, trying to process. My next-door neighbors were a miserable older couple who’d been unpleasant since the day I moved in, and somehow managed to get nastier with age. We didn’t talk, didn’t wave, and I preferred it that way. If they were moving, I couldn’t imagine anyone being worse.

Not even a month later, the Gershowitz’s were gone. The house sat vacant, its blinds drawn and driveway empty, when I moved Kayla into her dorm room at the end of that summer.

It had been hard enough when Bryant left for college, but with both of them gone, the house felt cavernous and unnervingly quiet. The silence was different—it wasn’t peaceful, it was hollow, and I felt every inch of the emptiness.

I went back to the office for the first time since I’d handed the reins over. Walking through those glass doors felt surreal—like stepping back into a different lifetime. The space still had that familiar hum of productivity, the quiet rhythm of ringing phones, tapping keyboards, and muffled conversations in conference rooms.

It made me proud to step back into the office that Craig and I had built from nothing. Every wall, every desk, every employee, there was a testament to the dream we’d chased together.

I walked down the hallway, my heels clicking against the polished floor, until I reached Craig’s office. The gold nameplate still read Craig Monroe – President. My fingers trembled as I unlocked the door. The air inside felt untouched, as if he’d only just stepped out for a meeting.

I sank into his chair, the leather still molding around me in a way that was both comforting and gut-wrenching. My hands rested on the desk where his had rested countless times, and for a moment, it was like he was still here—like I was sitting across from him, waiting for him to look up from his laptop and flash me that smile.

Charles entered and froze in the doorway, his eyebrows lifting in surprise when he saw me sitting in Craig’s chair.

“I didn’t know you were coming to the office,” he said, his tone cautious, almost nervous.

I smiled faintly and leaned back. “The house next door to mine is under construction, and I couldn’t take the noise anymore. Figured I’d come here for some quiet.”

His shoulders visibly relaxed. “Oh, thank God. I thought you were here to sack me.”

I tilted my head, pretending to consider it. “That too,” I deadpanned—then broke into laughter before I could help myself.

He chuckled, but I could still see the faintest trace of relief in his eyes.

I told Charles he was doing an amazing job, that I was proud of him, and that Craig would have been proud of him as well. His expression softened, and I could tell the words meant something to him.

We left Craig’s office together, and Charles began introducing me to the employees I had never met. Some were new, fresh faces eager to shake my hand, while others were familiar, and their smiles made me feel instantly at home. It was good to see so many people I knew—people who had been part of our journey—happy to see me back in the office, even if just for a visit.

I had planned to tell Charles the plan at some point during our meetings, but it felt right to bring it up that day. We went back into Craig’s office—my office now, though it never felt like mine—and I sat down behind the desk while Charles took the chair across from me.

“I wanted to talk to you about the future,” I began. “When Bryant graduates from college, he’ll be joining the company. I want you to mentor him.”

Charles tilted his head, his brow furrowing. “You want me to mentor your son so he can replace me?”

“Eventually,” I said honestly. “When the time is right, he’ll become the new COO… and you’ll become CEO.”

His eyes widened, and for a moment, he just stared at me, clearly processing the weight of my words. Then a slow, stunned smile began to form on his face.

The smile never fully formed, and then he said quietly, “I need to tell you something, Vanessa.”

My stomach tightened.

He went on, his voice low, almost hesitant. “Craig had asked me to meet with the clients that night… the night of the accident. But Amanda and I were having a rough time in our marriage. I told him that if I sprung on her at the last minute, that I’d be out with clients, she might walk out the door. Craig told me to spend time with my wife—that he’d go instead.”

For a moment, the room felt too still, the air too heavy. I could see the weight of guilt in Charles’s eyes, and all I could do was stare at him, the truth hitting me like a wave I never saw coming.

I thought back to the wake, to how Charles had sobbed in Amanda’s arms, his shoulders shaking, while I assumed it was just grief for a friend and colleague. Now I knew it had been more than that—he had been carrying this crushing guilt for years, believing that somehow, he bore responsibility.

I leaned across the desk and extended my hands. Charles placed his inside mine, his palms cold and trembling.

“Thank you for telling me,” I said softly. “I can’t believe you’ve been holding onto that for so long.” I squeezed his hands, willing him to hear the truth. “You didn’t kill him, Chuck. A drunk driver who got onto the expressway in the wrong direction did. I’ve thought it countless times—had Craig left earlier, had he left later…” My voice trailed off, the what-ifs hanging between us like ghosts.

“I don’t hold you responsible,” I told him, my voice steady even though my chest felt tight, “but I will say what I think you need to hear—” I paused, locking eyes with him so he couldn’t look away. “I forgive you.”

His lips parted slightly, and I saw the weight lift from his face, the kind of relief that comes only when you’ve been holding your breath for years.

I remained in Craig’s office after Charles excused himself, saying he needed to get back to work. The door closed softly behind him, and the quiet felt heavy. My eyes drifted to the photographs on the shelves—Craig and me on our wedding day, Craig holding Bryant as a newborn, Craig tossing a giggling Kayla into the pool. Each one was a frozen piece of a life we had built together, and the memories came rushing in so hard I could barely breathe. My throat tightened, and for a moment, I almost broke.

For a brief moment, I imagined photographs of the child Craig and I had planned to have but never did—empty frames in my mind filled with what-ifs. Would it have been a boy or a girl? Would they have had Craig’s smile or my eyes? Would they have been healthy? The thoughts came fast, pulling me toward a place I knew I couldn’t go. I caught myself and forced the images away. There was no point in dwelling on something that never happened. It was just another way of living in the past, and I’d done enough of that.

With construction still thundering on next door, I started spending more time at the office on the days I didn’t head to the country club. It gave me a break from the constant noise and, in a way, reconnected me with the world Craig and I had built together.

Three months after construction started, it finally wrapped up—but the house stayed empty. Of course, Henrietta had a whole list of theories about why, each one more dramatic than the last.

CHAPTER SIX

The house next door remained vacant until the following summer, after Bryant’s third year of college and Kayla’s first. I didn’t know it was no longer vacant because my new neighbor moved in while I was away on a two-week family vacation with Kayla, Bryant, my brother, Lauren, my parents, my niece and nephew, and Craig’s parents.

Kayla, Bryant, and I arrived home late from the vacation, and the only reason I found out was because Henrietta told me at the country club the next afternoon.

"She moved in five days ago. Her name is Brooklyn and, I shit you not, Vanessa, the woman doesn’t look real."

I had no idea what Henrietta was talking about, so I asked her how a living, breathing person couldn’t look real. She responded that Brooklyn looked like she had walked straight off the page of a fashion magazine.

Henrietta told me that Brooklyn’s complexion was flawless, that she had long, straight black hair, blue eyes, and an absurd body. She said it made no sense for a woman with a figure like Brooklyn’s to have such large breasts and then added that they had to be fake.

"I'm keeping that woman as far away from Harold as I can. I've been married four times already and don't want a fifth," she said.

As I drove home from the country club, I couldn’t help but think that Henrietta had been exaggerating about Brooklyn’s looks. That was until I pulled into the driveway and saw Bryant sitting outside with his friends, deep in conversation. I clearly heard the word “neighbor” when they noticed me, and the talking came to an abrupt stop.

Kayla stood next to her friend Tabitha, both of them with their arms crossed and unimpressed expressions. Tabitha shook her head and said it was wrong of them to objectify any woman that way.

I asked Kayla and Tabitha what was going on. Kayla told me that they had met the new neighbor and that Bryant and his friends hadn’t stopped talking about her since, going on and on about how gorgeous she was and how they couldn’t believe someone like her had moved in next door. Kayla rolled her eyes and said it was pathetic, while Tabitha added that she had tried to tell them to stop acting like middle school boys, but they wouldn’t listen.

I asked Kayla and Tabitha what was going on. Kayla told me that they had met the new neighbor and that Bryant and his friends hadn’t stopped talking about her since, going on and on about how gorgeous she was and how they couldn’t believe someone like her had moved in next door. Kayla rolled her eyes and said it was pathetic, while Tabitha added that she had tried to tell them to stop acting like middle school boys, but they wouldn’t listen. Kayla then smirked and, in a mocking tone, added, “And she drives a Corvette,” clearly imitating her brother and his friends’ awe-struck voices.

"Mrs. Monroe, you’re hot, and I didn’t think it was possible for me to ever see a woman hotter than you, but I have," Johnny said, which wasn’t shocking considering the boy had no filter.

Bryant’s head snapped toward him. "Dude! What the fuck?! That’s my mom!"

Johnny shrugged and grinned. "No shit, bro, but she’s hot, and it’s not like it’s a secret."

The rest of Bryant’s friends laughed nervously, clearly amused but also aware they were treading on dangerous ground.

I had heard enough and walked into the house, followed closely by my daughter and Tabitha, both still shaking their heads at the conversation outside. Kayla said something under her breath about boys being idiots, while Tabitha gave me a sympathetic look, as if to say she couldn’t believe what she’d just witnessed either.

"Mom, it was disturbing. They all drooled at her like they had never seen an attractive woman before." Tabitha chimed in, saying she suddenly felt less attractive, and then announced she needed to go home before slipping out the door.

After she left, I told Kayla how Henrietta had described Brooklyn to me at the country club—though I spared her the more colorful details. Kayla nodded but said it still didn’t give her brother and his friends the right to say the things they did about Brooklyn, especially in front of her and Tabitha.

Hearing my daughter corroborate what Henrietta had said made me want to see Brooklyn with my own eyes. I hadn’t cared much about the new neighbor before, but curiosity itched at me.

The next day, I decided to make a friendly visit next door, but I didn’t want to show up empty-handed. I didn’t know what she drank—or if she drank at all—but I figured a gift basket from the liquor store would be a safe bet. If she didn’t drink, she could always serve the bottles to guests, and if she did, she’d have a nice variety to choose from.

Parked in the driveway was a pink Corvette, its glossy finish catching the sunlight like it had been polished just for show. My eyes dropped to the license plate, and I actually smirked—SHEZBAD. Bold, playful, and just the sort of thing that would make Henrietta’s gossip-loving heart skip a beat.

If her car was in the driveway, I figured she had to be home. I rang the Ring doorbell and stood there, waiting. After a long moment with no answer, I turned to walk away—only to hear the door click open behind me.

"May I help you?" she asked.

I turned around as I stepped toward her, and I couldn’t believe my eyes. Brooklyn was, without question, the hottest woman I had ever seen. She wasn’t just as Henrietta and my daughter had described—she was better. She stood barefoot in the doorway, her long black hair spilling over her shoulders, wearing nothing but a blue bikini. I tried not to stare at her breasts, but they were impossible to ignore—right there, front and center, even larger than I had imagined. I tried to speak, but nothing came out until I cleared my throat.

"Hi. My name is Vanessa. I live next door and wanted to welcome you to the neighborhood."

I handed her the gift basket. She accepted it with a polite smile, but there was a flicker of confusion in her eyes.

"Did you say next door?" she asked.

I nodded.

"You're Kara's mom?"

"Kayla," I corrected her with a small smile.

"And, uh… Brendan’s mom?"

"Bryant," I corrected her again, trying not to laugh.

She gave an embarrassed smile. "Sorry—I’m terrible with names."

"It's okay," I said with a small smile.

She thanked me again for the gift basket, then apologized for taking so long to come to the door.

"It’s not like you were expecting me," I replied.

Brooklyn grinned. "True. I was actually about to cool off in the pool. “You should join me. We could even put a dent in one of the bottles from this basket while we get to know each other."

I purposely let a few seconds of silence hang between us before answering, wanting to seem casual rather than eager.

"That sounds like fun," I finally said. "I’ll head back and change, then come over."

Her lips curved into a slow, confident smile. "Perfect. I’ll be waiting for you."

After changing into my bikini, I lingered in front of the mirror longer than I wanted to admit. My self-esteem had come a long way since my teenage years, but in that moment, I understood exactly how Tabitha had felt. Standing there, I couldn’t help comparing myself to the impossible standard of Brooklyn’s absurd beauty, and for the first time in a long while, I felt… less.

I sucked it up, left my house, and walked back over to Brooklyn’s. Just like she’d said, she had been waiting for me—the door swung open before I could even lift my hand to ring the bell.

She gave me a slow, deliberate once-over—head to toe, then back up again—her lips curling into a smile before she stepped aside and gestured for me to come in. I crossed the threshold and glanced around, telling her that I’d never actually been inside the house before. “The previous homeowners… let’s just say they weren’t exactly the friendliest,” I admitted.

She laughed, a soft but knowing sound, and said, “Yeah, I got that vibe from them at the closing.”

It felt surreal to be standing in her home with both of us in bikinis, the air thick with the scent of sunscreen and something sweet from the liquor she was pouring. My eyes kept drifting, against my better judgment, to the curve of her ass as she moved around the kitchen with an easy confidence.

I’d told myself for years that my curiosity about being with a woman had faded—those four disastrous dates had been enough to make me swear off trying again. Since before Craig died, the only intimacy I’d had was with a machine, and I’d accepted that as my reality, but standing there, watching Brooklyn mix cocktails, I felt something I hadn’t in years.

The pull was magnetic, intense, and unsettling. I didn’t know her at all, yet I was more sexually attracted to her than I’d ever been to any woman. It was thrilling… and terrifying.

It was as thrilling as it was terrifying to think that she might be sexually attracted to me, too, especially after the way she’d looked at me when I first arrived. That slow, deliberate once-over—like she was taking mental notes—had sent a flicker of heat through me that I hadn’t felt in years. The possibility that her interest matched mine made my pulse race, even though I had no idea what I’d do if it were true.

We stepped outside, cocktails in hand, and the heat from the patio seemed to pale in comparison to the heat radiating off her. Brooklyn set her drink on the ground beside the pool, then dove in with such effortless grace it could have been choreographed. I swear, when she broke the surface and slicked that waterfall of black hair back, it was like a slow-motion scene from a movie—water glistening on flawless skin, sunlight catching every perfect line of her body. My throat went dry, and I didn’t need to touch myself to know—I was already aroused.

I set my drink down beside hers, the glass sweating in the sun, and then dove in after her. The cool water rushed over my skin, a sharp contrast to the heat in my body. When I surfaced, she was watching me with that same slow, assessing gaze she’d given me at the door, and it sent a shiver down my spine that had nothing to do with the temperature of the pool.

We each grabbed our cocktails and drifted toward the shallow end, the water gliding over our skin as we moved. Brooklyn leaned back against the pool wall, her elbows resting casually on the edge, the sunlight glinting off droplets that clung to her hair and shoulders. I stood a few feet away, sipping my drink, trying to focus on the conversation we hadn’t started yet instead of the way her bikini clung to her curves in the water.

We sipped our drinks in silence for a while, the sound of water gently lapping against the pool walls filling the space between us. The sun was warm on my shoulders, and I could feel the condensation from my glass dripping down my fingers. Brooklyn leaned back against the pool wall, her elbows resting casually along the edge, eyes fixed on me in that unblinking way that made it impossible to look away for too long.

“You know,” she finally said, her voice low and almost teasing, “you look way too young to have two kids in college.”

I laughed softly, a little flustered at the compliment, and took a slow sip of my drink to buy myself a second. “Well… thank you. But it’s true. Both of them are in college.”

Her brows lifted like she didn’t quite believe me. “Seriously?”

“Seriously,” I said, smiling as I set my glass on the ledge beside me. “I started young. Craig and I began dating when I was fifteen. By the time I was eighteen, I’d given birth to Bryant and Kayla. We married when we were twenty-one. It feels like it all happened in fast-forward—one minute we’re chasing toddlers around the house, and the next… they’re packing up for their dorm rooms.”

Brooklyn’s expression softened, but her eyes stayed on mine, almost studying me. “You don’t look like you’ve been through twenty years of raising kids,” she said. “You look…” Her gaze slid over me again, slower this time, “…like you could be their older sister.”

I could feel the heat in my cheeks that had nothing to do with the sun. “Well, I’ll take that as a compliment,” I said lightly, though there was something in her tone that made my pulse pick up.

Brooklyn’s lips curved into a knowing smile. “I’ve met both your kids, so when do I get to meet the lucky man named Craig?”

The question caught me a little off guard, and for a moment, I just stared at her. Then I drew in a breath. “You won’t,” I said quietly. “I’m a widow. Craig died… six years ago.”

Her expression immediately softened. “I’m so sorry. How… if you don’t mind me asking?”

I swallowed and gave her the short version. “Car accident. A drunk driver got on the expressway going the wrong way.” My voice stayed even, but there was that familiar ache in my chest that never seemed to fully go away.

Brooklyn’s gaze stayed on me, her tone gentler now. “I can’t even imagine.”

By the time we finished our drinks, I had told Brooklyn my entire life story. Even though there was a part of me that wanted to rip her out of that bikini, our conversation flowed so naturally that it felt effortless.

We climbed out of the pool, the water glistening off our skin in the late afternoon sun, and she disappeared inside for a moment before returning with another round of cocktails. We settled at her patio table, the air warm but comfortable.

Brooklyn told me her life story, and I couldn’t tell if it was because I had just shared mine or if she genuinely felt that comfortable with me—but either way, I was drawn in. She said her mother had named her Brooklyn because that’s where she was born, and that her father had been murdered before she ever took her first breath. Her mother, broken by grief, developed a drug addiction that eventually claimed her life, leaving Brooklyn to be raised by her grandparents.

Her grandfather died when she was twelve, and after that, it was just her and her grandmother. She admitted she’d had what she called a “glow-up” at fifteen—suddenly tall, striking, and beautiful—and that it had cost her nearly all of her friends, who turned their backs on her out of jealousy.

When she was in college, a model recruiter had approached her, and an agency signed her almost instantly. She dropped out of school, threw herself into modeling, and by twenty-seven, she had traveled the world. Then her grandmother passed away, leaving Brooklyn with the only thing she owned: a Brooklyn brownstone. She sold it for millions and walked away from modeling. With the money from the sale, she became a real estate flipper.

Brooklyn kept making cocktails, and we kept drinking them, the sun dipping lower in the sky as our laughter came easier. At one point, I leaned back in my chair, feeling just warm enough from the alcohol to let my thoughts spill out unfiltered.

“I have to say,” I told her, smiling over the rim of my glass, “I like your personalized license plate—and your car. Pink Corvette? That’s… a statement.”

Her lips curved into a sly smile, the kind that made it impossible to tell if she was amused, flattered, or about to say something that would make me blush. She smirked, leaning forward just enough for me to notice the way the neckline of her bikini shifted.

“I’ll give you a ride whenever you want,” she said, her tone playful before she let the corner of her mouth curl a little higher. “Or better yet… you could give me a ride.”

The comment hung between us, laced with just enough suggestiveness that I wasn’t entirely sure if she was talking about the Corvette anymore.

It was getting late, so I thanked her for a great time and told her that I needed to get home. She smiled, her eyes lingering on mine longer than necessary, and said she’d had a great time too. Then, almost casually, but with that same teasing glint she’d carried all day, she added that she hoped we could hang out again sometime—soon.

As I stepped through the side gate and back toward my house, the warm evening air felt heavier than before, almost humming with the tension Brooklyn had left behind.

I glanced over my shoulder once, just in time to see her still seated at the patio table, one leg crossed over the other, swirling the last of her cocktail as she watched me go. She didn’t wave, but the curve of her mouth said everything.

Inside my own home, the quiet felt different—charged, unsettled. I slipped out of my bikini, tossing it into the hamper, and caught my reflection in the mirror. I didn’t know if it was the cocktails, the conversation, or the way Brooklyn looked at me, but I couldn’t stop replaying the afternoon.

I stepped into the shower, letting the hot water run over me as I closed my eyes. My thoughts drifted back to Brooklyn—her smile, the way she moved through the water, the curve of her body in that blue bikini.

I leaned into the tile, the steam wrapping around me, and let myself imagine her closer. Her voice still echoed in my ears, warm and teasing as I pleasured myself while thinking about her giving me a ride until I climaxed.

I stepped out of the shower, my pulse still racing, and I knew she’d be on my mind long after I dried off.

The next morning, sunlight slipped through the curtains and pulled me from sleep. My first conscious thought wasn’t about errands or plans for the day—it was Brooklyn.

Her laugh. Her eyes. The way she scanned me head to toe without an ounce of apology.

I walked into the kitchen for coffee, but every small, mundane motion—grinding beans, pouring water—was interrupted by flashes of the day before. The pool, the cocktails, the way her wet hair clung to her shoulders.

I caught myself smiling into my mug, an involuntary curve of my lips. I couldn’t remember the last time someone had gotten under my skin so quickly because no one had.

And yet… it wasn’t just her beauty. It was the ease with which she’d peeled back layers of her life for me, as if we weren’t strangers at all.

By the time I finished my coffee, I knew that it wouldn’t be the last time I saw her. The question wasn’t if—it was how soon.

Three days passed before I saw Brooklyn again—not that she hadn’t been on my mind constantly. I’d caught myself glancing out the window toward her driveway more times than I’d like to admit, half-hoping to spot that pink Corvette.

Late Thursday morning, a knock came at my door.

When I opened it, there she was—sunglasses perched on her head, long black hair flowing over a white tank top that left little to the imagination, denim shorts cut so high I was sure she was breaking some law.

“Hey, neighbor,” she said with that easy smile that made my pulse skip. “I was wondering if you’d like to take a ride with me.” She tilted her head toward the street, where the Corvette gleamed in the sunlight like it had just rolled off the showroom floor.

I arched a brow. “In that?”

“I promise not to scare you… unless you want me to.”

I laughed, but my heartbeat was already quickening. “Where are we going?”

“Nowhere in particular. Just… out. Top down, music up, wind in our hair. What do you say?”

I grabbed my sunglasses from the entryway table. “Alright, let’s go before I change my mind.”

Her grin widened as she stepped aside, motioning toward the car like a chauffeur opening the door to a limousine. I slid into the low leather seat, the smell of new car mixed with something warm and intoxicating that was all Brooklyn.

She climbed in on the driver’s side, slipped her sunglasses down over her eyes, and fired up the engine. The Corvette roared to life, the kind of sound that made heads turn even before we pulled away from the curb.

The moment we hit the main road, she dropped the top. Warm summer air rushed in, carrying the faint scent of her perfume toward me. She cranked up the stereo—something with a deep bass line and sultry vocals—and we flew down the road, the wind tugging at our hair.

I glanced at her, the sun catching the edges of her sunglasses, her mouth curved in a smile that looked effortless but hinted at mischief.

“So,” I said over the music, “is this your way of showing off?”

She smirked without looking at me. “Maybe. Or maybe it’s my way of seeing how you handle a little speed.”

I laughed, though my stomach did a small flip when she pressed the accelerator just enough to make the engine growl again.

I shook my head with a grin. “Well, you’ve officially ruined every other car ride I’ll ever take.”

“That’s the plan,” she said, guiding the Corvette smoothly through traffic. “Once you’ve been in this, everything else feels boring.”

I found myself relaxing, enjoying the easy flow of conversation and the way the sunlight caught in her dark hair when the wind blew it across her shoulder.

After a while, she slowed near a small seaside town. “You hungry?” she asked, glancing over at me. “Because there’s this little place I found, and I’m pretty sure their fish tacos could change your life.”

I laughed. “Life-changing tacos? That’s a big claim.”

“You’ll see,” she said with a smirk, pulling into the parking lot of a brightly painted café that overlooked the harbor.

We ended up sitting outside under a wide umbrella, the scent of the ocean mixing with the smell of fresh cilantro and lime. Lunch was easy—light conversation, plenty of laughter, and not a single awkward pause. She told me funny stories from her travels; I told her about the time Craig and I got hopelessly lost on a road trip and ended up in the wrong state.

When we finished, she leaned back in her chair. “See? Life-changing.”

I smiled, wiping my hands with a napkin. “Okay, I’ll admit… those tacos were worth the hype.”

“Good,” she said, standing and tossing a few bills on the table. “Now, let’s get you home before I decide I’m keeping you for the rest of the afternoon.”

“That would be okay,” I responded without thinking, the words slipping out before I could stop them.

Her eyes caught mine for just a second longer than necessary, a hint of a smile tugging at her lips, before she turned toward the car.

The ride back wasn’t a straight shot home. Instead, Brooklyn slowed as we neared the end of our street and pulled into the new driveway where the old eyesore of a house had once stood.

“You’ve probably seen it from the outside,” she said, shifting the Corvette into park. “But you haven’t seen the inside yet, have you?”

I shook my head.

“Well,” she said with a playful tilt of her head, “consider yourself invited.”

Inside, the place was unrecognizable compared to the rotting, boarded-up shell I remembered. The air smelled faintly of fresh paint and new wood. Sunlight poured in through massive windows, catching the gleam of polished floors. The open-concept kitchen gleamed with marble counters and stainless-steel appliances.

Brooklyn moved through the rooms with an easy confidence, pointing out the changes she’d made—knocking down walls, adding skylights, extending the back deck. In the living room, she gestured toward the floor-to-ceiling glass doors that opened to a landscaped backyard with a pool.

“Hard to believe this is the same property,” I said, taking it all in.

She leaned against the doorway, smiling. “Hard to believe anyone ever let it get that bad. But I like bringing things back to life.”

“What was your first project?” I asked, following her into a sunlit guest bedroom.

She smiled at the memory. “A condo in downtown Los Angeles. I had no idea what I was doing, but I jumped in anyway. Learned a lot the hard way and somehow—miraculously—broke even.”

I laughed. “That sounds terrifying.”

“It was,” she admitted, “but it taught me enough to know I wanted to keep going.” She glanced around the room we were standing in, a little pride in her expression. “This house, though… this is my first official New York flip.”

I was genuinely surprised. “Seriously?”

She nodded. “I’ve only been back in New York for a little under two years. Los Angeles was home from the time I quit modeling.”

“Why’d you decide to come back?” I asked as we stepped into the open-concept kitchen.

She set her hand on the marble counter, her fingers idly tracing the veining. “Two reasons,” she said. “First, I needed to prove to myself I could do it here—New York’s a whole different game. And second… my ex.”

Her tone softened at that last part, but she didn’t elaborate.

“Ex-boyfriend?” I asked, leaning casually against the counter.

She shook her head, a faint smirk touching her lips. “Ex-girlfriend.”

The way she said it—steady, unapologetic—caught me off guard for just a second. Brooklyn leaned back against the island, watching me. “I’m gay,” she said matter-of-factly, “and I hope that doesn’t make you uncomfortable.”

“It doesn’t,” I assured her quickly. “Actually… I’ve dated women before.”

Her brows rose with interest. “Yeah?”

“Yeah,” I said, rolling my eyes at the memory. “Four dates. Four disasters.”

I went on to tell her about each one.

“There was ‘woke’ Holly,” I began, rolling my eyes. “She spent the entire night lecturing me about how I needed to ‘unlearn’ everything about myself—my clothes, my makeup, even the wine I ordered. Then there was the woman who spent the entire night talking about her ex. I could’ve left after the first ten minutes, and she probably wouldn’t have noticed.

“Another one showed up forty-five minutes late without so much as an apology, sat down, and immediately ordered the most expensive thing on the menu. And then there was the one who treated me like I was at a job interview—rapid-fire questions about my income, my house, and whether I planned on ‘breeding’ again.”

Brooklyn’s eyes widened. “Please tell me you didn’t answer that last one.”

“Only long enough to get the check and never see her again,” I said, making her laugh.

She tilted her head, smiling in that way that made it hard to tell if she was serious or just playing. “Sounds like you’ve just had bad luck. Maybe you need someone to show you what a real date with a woman is like.”

I arched a brow. “Oh? And you think you’re up for that challenge?”

Her smile widened, slow and confident. “Vanessa… I know I am.”

“That’s a bold claim, Brooklyn.”

She shrugged, all effortless confidence. “I’ve been told I’m good at follow-through.”

I smirked, wrapping my fingers around my drink to keep from fidgeting. “Well, maybe someday I’ll let you prove it.”

Her gaze lingered on me for a beat too long to be casual. “Careful, Vanessa. I might just hold you to that.”

We moved through the rest of the house, my heels clicking softly on the hardwood as she pointed out details—the crown molding she had restored, the custom-built kitchen island, the perfectly staged guest rooms.

“This place will sell in a week,” I said, running my hand along the smooth marble countertop.

Her lips curved. “I don’t know… I kind of like showing it off to you.”

I laughed, pretending not to read into it, though my stomach did that strange, excited twist again. “Well, you’ve done an incredible job.”

We ended up back in the living room, sunlight pouring through the big front windows. She leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed, looking at me like she was trying to decide something.

“Thanks for letting me give you the tour,” she said finally, her voice warm but edged with something else I couldn’t quite name.

I smiled. “Thanks for inviting me.”

She opened the front door, and I stepped out into the afternoon light, still feeling the weight of her gaze on me.

She opened the front door, and I stepped out into the afternoon light, still feeling the weight of her gaze on me.

“Vanessa,” she said, leaning casually against the doorframe. I turned back, and that slow, knowing smile spread across her face. “One of these days, I’m going to show you what a real date with a woman is like.”

I laughed, but my pulse quickened. “Is that so?”

“Oh, it’s so,” she said. Then, after a beat, “In fact, why wait? Let me take you out—an actual date. Dinner. Drinks. Saturday night.”

Her tone was playful, but the way she held my gaze made my stomach flip.

“Saturday night,” I repeated, almost tasting the words. “Okay.”

She grinned. “Good. Wear something that makes you feel dangerous.”

I walked away trying to play it cool, but the truth was, I already wanted it to be Saturday.

The rest of the week dragged by like molasses. I tried to keep myself busy—meetings at the country club, errands, the usual—but every time my phone lit up, I secretly hoped it was Brooklyn. Sometimes it was just a short text or a meme that made me laugh harder than it should have, but it was enough to keep her in my head.

Thursday night, I stood in my closet far too long, thumbing through dresses and tops, telling myself I wasn’t planning my outfit yet. By Friday, I was Googling “best restaurants for a date” without admitting that’s what I was doing.

I caught myself daydreaming about how she might look when she picked me up—probably in something effortlessly sexy, the kind of thing only women like Brooklyn could wear without even trying. I also couldn’t stop wondering what exactly she meant by “dangerous.” Did she want bold? Seductive? Both?

By Saturday afternoon, my bedroom looked like a boutique after a hurricane. Dresses were draped over chairs, shoes were scattered across the rug, and three different handbags sat on my bed like they were in some kind of competition. I must have tried on a dozen outfits, each one ending with me sighing at my reflection and peeling it off.

Finally, I grabbed my phone and called Lauren.

“Please tell me you’re free,” I said as soon as she answered. “It’s a fashion emergency. I can’t decide on anything. Everything I own suddenly feels… wrong.”

“Stay put,” she said. “I’m coming over.”

Twenty minutes later, she was in my closet, pulling pieces with the efficiency of a personal stylist. “You’re overthinking this,” she said, holding up a sleek black dress and then a silky emerald top with fitted jeans. “You want to look sexy, but effortless. Like you didn’t spend three hours deciding—even though we both know you did.”

In the end, Lauren chose the emerald top, dark jeans, and nude heels, insisting it brought out my eyes. She even curled my hair in loose waves and handed me my smallest clutch.

When she was done, she stepped back and grinned. “Brooklyn won’t know what hit her.”

When Lauren finally left, I took one last glance in the mirror, smoothed my top, and told myself to breathe. The low rumble of a car outside caught my attention, and when I peeked through the front window, I saw the pink Corvette pulling into my driveway.

I stepped into the living room just as Kayla came down the stairs. She stopped halfway, her eyes going wide. “Wow, Mom—you look beautiful.”

“Thanks, sweetheart,” I said, smiling.

From the kitchen, I heard Johnny’s voice—loud as ever. “Mrs. Monroe, you look hot!”

“Dude, enough already!” Bryant barked at him.

I rolled my eyes, grabbing my clutch from the counter. “I’ll be home late. I’m having a girls’ night out with Brooklyn.”

The doorbell rang, and when I opened it, Brooklyn stood there in fitted black pants, a plunging silk top, and heels that made her legs look impossibly long. Her gaze swept over me in a way that made my pulse tick up.

“You ready?” she asked, her lips curving into that easy, confident smile.

CHAPTER SEVEN

I walked out with her, the summer air warm against my skin as she led the way to the driveway. The Corvette gleamed under the porch light, that playful SHEZBAD plate catching my eye again.

Brooklyn opened the passenger door for me with a little bow. “Your chariot awaits.”

Sliding into the buttery leather seat, I couldn’t help but smile. The car smelled faintly of her perfume—something warm and expensive—and the low growl of the engine when she started it sent a little thrill through me.

We pulled out of the driveway, the wind catching her hair as she shifted gears with practiced ease. “Hope you don’t mind, but I’m taking the scenic route,” she said, glancing at me with a mischievous look.

“I have no complaints,” I replied, watching the lights of our neighborhood slip by.

She tapped the steering wheel. “By the way… if you get the urge to drive, the offer still stands. I think you’d look good behind this wheel.”

I laughed. “Let’s see how the night goes first.”

Her grin widened, and she pressed a little harder on the accelerator, the engine purring as we sped toward whatever the night had in store.

The hum of the engine softened as Brooklyn pulled the Corvette into the valet line of a sleek, low-lit restaurant that looked like it belonged in a magazine spread. Soft jazz spilled out from the open doors, mingling with the scent of grilled steak and garlic butter.

A sharply dressed valet appeared at her window. She tossed him the keys without hesitation, her confidence as casual as the way she leaned back in her seat. “Take good care of her,” she said, and he nodded quickly, clearly aware he was in the presence of that kind of car—and that kind of woman.

Brooklyn came around to open my door again. “You ready?” she asked, her blue eyes glinting beneath the restaurant’s warm lights.

I stepped out, feeling the subtle turn of heads from people waiting for their tables. Maybe it was the Corvette, maybe it was her, maybe it was us together—but for a moment, I felt like we’d just stepped into our own spotlight.

Inside, the host greeted her by name and, without so much as checking a reservation list, led us to a private corner booth. Candles flickered on the table, the kind that made everything look just a little more romantic.

Brooklyn slid into the seat across from me, resting her elbows lightly on the table. “Alright, Vanessa,” she said, her tone playful but her eyes serious. “Tonight, I’m going to make sure you forget every bad date you’ve ever had with a woman.”

I smiled, already feeling that she might just be able to pull it off.

Brooklyn picked up the wine list, but instead of looking at it, she tilted it toward me. “You pick. I want to know what you like.”

I scanned the menu, pretending to be more focused on vintages than I really was. “I usually go for a nice cabernet,” I said.

She smirked. “Bold choice. Strong, confident… just like you.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You don’t know me well enough to say that.”

Her gaze didn’t waver. “Oh, I know enough.”

The waiter arrived, and she ordered the bottle without even glancing away from me. When he left, she leaned back, her fingers idly tracing the rim of her water glass. “You know,” she said, her voice low enough that it barely rose above the hum of the room, “most first dates are awkward. But I feel like I could talk to you all night and not run out of things to say.”

I laughed softly. “That’s probably because you’re used to talking your way into deals.”

“Maybe,” she said with a grin, “or maybe it’s because you intrigue me.”

The wine arrived, and as she poured, she looked up at me from beneath her lashes. “To new beginnings,” she said, holding her glass out.

“To better dates,” I replied, clinking mine against hers.

She held my gaze as she sipped, and there was no mistaking the slow, deliberate way her eyes dropped from mine to my lips before returning.

Brooklyn set her glass down, leaning just slightly across the table so the candlelight caught the blue of her eyes.

Her fingertips brushed the back of my hand—light at first, like she was testing whether I’d pull away. I didn’t. In fact, I felt the corner of my mouth tug upward, and her smile deepened in response.

“Soft,” she murmured, her thumb gliding lazily over my knuckles before she withdrew, slow enough to let the warmth linger.

I tried to focus on the menu, but my eyes refused to cooperate, drifting back to her. “You’re trouble,” I said.

She tilted her head. “Not trouble,” she corrected, “just… intentional.”

When the waiter returned to take our order, she didn’t break eye contact with me until the last possible second. As soon as he walked away, her knee brushed mine under the table. Not a bump, not an accident—just enough pressure to let me know it was deliberate.

“You’re making it hard to concentrate,” I said quietly.

“That’s the idea,” she replied, her voice velvet-smooth.

We slipped easily into conversation after that, but there was a hum under every word—an unspoken current I couldn’t ignore.

Brooklyn asked about my favorite vacations, and I told her about the trip Craig and I had taken to Italy years ago, then about the family vacation we’d just returned from. She listened closely, her chin resting in her hand, her eyes holding mine like she was memorizing the way I spoke.

When it was her turn, she told me about shooting a campaign in Bali—how the sunsets there made the sky bleed gold into purple. “Almost as gorgeous as the view I have right now,” she added, not even pretending she meant anything other than me.

I laughed and took a sip of wine to cover how warm my face felt. “You’re shameless.”

“Not shameless,” she countered, swirling her glass. “Just honest.”

Our food arrived, but she took her time with hers, occasionally pausing to ask if I wanted to try something off her plate. When I agreed, she fed me a bite with her fork, her eyes locked on mine the whole time. The way she slid it from my lips was slow enough to feel intentional, like she wanted me to know she was picturing something else.

By the second glass of wine, her foot had found mine again beneath the table, tracing along the arch like she was writing a secret message I wasn’t supposed to decode just yet. Every touch was casual enough to be deniable, but deliberate enough to make me want to lean in and demand more.

And when dessert came—a slice of chocolate torte she insisted we share—she slid her fork into the cake, then brought it toward me, stopping just short of my lips.

“Open,” she said softly.

I did.

Her gaze didn’t leave mine as the fork slid past my lips, and she smiled—slow, knowing, and dangerous.

Brooklyn didn’t take us straight home. Instead, she veered off the main road and headed east, the low hum of the Corvette filling the silence between us. I glanced at her, curious, but she just smirked and kept her eyes on the road.

Fifteen minutes later, the streetlights faded, replaced by the sound of waves breaking in the distance. She parked in a small, nearly empty lot, the ocean stretching dark and endless beyond it.

“Come on,” she said, already kicking off her heels and slinging them over her shoulder.

I followed her lead, slipping out of my shoes. The sand was cool against my feet, the fine grains sifting between my toes as we made our way toward the water. The moon hung low, spilling silver light across the surface, and the air smelled faintly of salt and summer.

We stopped just short of where the waves reached, sitting down so close that our shoulders brushed. The tide whispered in and out, the foam curling toward us before retreating again.

For a long moment, neither of us spoke. The rhythm of the ocean was enough. Then Brooklyn leaned back on her hands, tilting her head toward me.

“I used to come to the beach at night all the time when I lived in L.A.,” she said. “There’s something about it—how small it makes you feel, but in a good way.”

I nodded, hugging my knees. “I get that. Makes everything else seem… less heavy.”

“Exactly,” she said, her gaze flicking from the waves to me. “And sometimes, if you’re lucky, it makes you realize you’re exactly where you’re supposed to be.”

Her words hung there, soft but loaded, and I felt her hand brush against mine in the sand—just enough to test if I’d move it away. I didn’t.

I asked Brooklyn how she knew she was gay.

She gave a little shrug, eyes still on the water. “It’s like I’d always known,” she said. “But I knew for a fact when I had a hotel room encounter with an Italian model named Valentina.”

She smirked, pausing just long enough for me to arch a brow before adding, “She sat on my face, and, well… there was no going back after that.”

Her delivery was so casual, so unapologetically confident, that I had to laugh—though my cheeks felt hot.

Brooklyn’s smirk deepened as she glanced sideways at me. “So… would you like to have your own Valentina moment, Vanessa?”

I laughed nervously, shaking my head. “I haven’t even kissed a woman yet.”

Her gaze lingered on mine for a moment, the sound of the waves filling the space between us. Then, without another word, she leaned in and pressed her lips softly to mine.

It was warm and unexpected, and for a second, I forgot about the ocean, the sand, and everything else except the way her mouth moved against mine—gentle, but sure, like she’d already decided I was going to kiss her back.

At first, I froze—not because I didn’t want it, but because every nerve in my body lit up at once. Her lips were soft and tasted faintly of the wine we’d had earlier, the kiss unhurried yet intentional.

By the time my mind caught up to my body, I was already leaning into her, my hand brushing against the warm skin of her arm. My heartbeat thudded in my ears, drowning out the rush of the ocean.

When she finally pulled back, just enough to look at me, my breath was shallow. I could still feel the ghost of her lips on mine, and it sent a shiver down my spine.

“You didn’t seem like someone who hadn’t kissed a woman before,” she teased, her voice low and warm.

I swallowed, trying to will my composure back. “Well… maybe I just needed the right woman.”

Her smile widened. “Then I’m glad I could be the first.”

Brooklyn’s hand stayed lightly on my knee, her thumb brushing slow, lazy circles as if she’d been touching me for years.

The ocean breeze lifted strands of her dark hair, and I found myself tucking one behind her ear without thinking. She didn’t look away—if anything, her gaze deepened, the kind of look that made it hard to remember we were sitting in public.

“You know,” she said, voice dipping lower, “most people take months before they get to this part.”

I smirked, my pulse still racing. “Maybe I’m not most people.”

She grinned, leaning back on her hands, her bikini top hidden beneath a light linen shirt that was already slipping off one shoulder. “Careful, Vanessa. Keep talking like that, and I might forget we came here for the view.”

“I thought I was the view,” I teased, surprising myself with the boldness.

Her laugh was quiet, but it lit her whole face. “You are. And I’m going to make sure you know it.”

We sat there for a while, toes buried in the cool sand, our conversation a mix of playful teasing and comfortable silences, until the sky shifted from pale orange to deep violet.

Brooklyn leaned in again—not to kiss me this time, but to murmur, “Next time, I’m taking you somewhere we won’t have to stop.”

Brooklyn tossed me the keys as we walked back up the sand toward the parking lot, the sound of the waves still crashing behind us.

“You’re driving,” she said, like it was the most natural thing in the world.

I caught the keys midair, feeling the weight of them in my hand. “You’re trusting me with this?”

She smirked. “I’m trusting you with a lot more than that.”

Sliding into the driver’s seat, I inhaled the faint scent of leather mixed with something distinctly her—warm, feminine, impossible to ignore. The engine purred to life beneath my hands.

“God, you look good behind the wheel,” she said, watching me shift into gear.

By the time we turned off the main road and into our neighborhood, my pulse was still thrumming—not from the speed, but from the way Brooklyn kept watching me like I was the only thing worth looking at.

I slowed as we passed the country club entrance, the streetlamps casting soft pools of light over the quiet streets. Her hand had found its way to my thigh somewhere around the halfway point, resting there casually, but with just enough pressure to make me hyperaware of every movement of the car.

I pulled the Corvette into Brooklyn’s driveway, the low rumble of the engine fading as I shifted into park. Before I could even take my hands off the wheel, Brooklyn turned toward me, her eyes locked on mine. There was a charged pause—no sound but the quiet tick of the cooling engine.

She leaned in slowly, her perfume mixing with the faint scent of salt air from the beach. Her lips brushed mine at first—soft, testing—before deepening the kiss, her hand coming up to cup my jaw. When she finally pulled back, she was smiling like she knew exactly the effect she was having on me.

“Do you want to come inside?” she asked, her voice low, almost a dare.

My heart was pounding so hard it felt like she could hear it, and for a second I forgot how to breathe.

ChatGPT said:

"I do… but I don’t know," I said, my voice wavering. "Brooklyn, I like you—I really do—but I think we should go slow."

She didn’t argue. Instead, she leaned in again, kissing me softly at first, her lips lingering just enough to make my pulse race. When she pulled back, there was a hint of mischief in her smile.

"I can go as slow as you want me to," she said, her voice low and dripping with a sexual tone that made “slow” sound anything but innocent.

Vanessa," she said, her eyes locked on mine, "come inside and have one drink with me."

The sound of her voice sent a warm shiver down my spine.

I took Brooklyn up on her offer and stepped inside her house for that “one drink.” A few sips later, the glass was forgotten on the counter, and we were pressed together in her kitchen, our mouths hungry and urgent. Her hands roamed my body like she already knew every curve and hollow, and each touch sent heat pooling low in my stomach. My fingers curled into her hair as I kissed her back, the taste of liquor still lingering between us.

Things were getting hot and heavy fast. I felt her fingers work the button on my jeans, then the slow, deliberate tug of the zipper sliding down. My breath caught—half from anticipation, half from panic.

I liked kissing her—God, I liked it. The taste of her lips, the way her hands gripped my hips, the heat of her body against mine… it lit something inside me I hadn’t felt since Craig. I wanted her to touch me, to keep going, to make me forget everything except her.

As her hand slid lower, a sudden wave of guilt crashed over me. It felt like I was somehow cheating on Craig, even though he’d been gone for years. The thought hit so hard it made my chest ache. Before I could second-guess myself, I pulled away.

“I’m sorry,” I blurted, my voice shaky. “I… I can’t.”

Her eyes searched mine, surprise flickering, but I didn’t give her the chance to respond. I stepped back, turned, and quickly made my way to the door. Moments later, I was outside in the cool night air, my pulse still racing as I hurried across the lawn toward home.

Lauren called me in the morning to ask how my date with Brooklyn went. Lauren didn’t say anything at first, just listened as I spilled everything—how perfect the night had been, how easy it felt to talk to Brooklyn, the way she kissed me, the heat between us… and then how I froze, pulled away, and bolted.

When I told her why—that it felt like I was somehow cheating on Craig—she sighed softly on the other end of the line.

“I get it, Ness,” she said. “You loved him. You always will, but he’s gone, and you’re still here. You’re allowed to want someone again. You’re allowed to be happy again.”

“I just… I think I blew it,” I admitted, my voice small. “Brooklyn’s gorgeous, she could have anyone she wants, and I basically ran away from her.”

Lauren chuckled. “If she’s worth anything, she won’t see it as you blowing it. She’ll see it as you being honest and human. Besides…” her tone turned sly, “if she’s half as into you as you sound, she’s not done with you yet.”

I went next door to Brooklyn's house that afternoon. When she answered the door, I asked if we could talk. She invited me inside.

The moment I stepped into her house, I felt that same rush from the other night—like the air shifted just by being near her. Brooklyn leaned against the doorframe for a second, watching me, her expression unreadable, before she closed the door and gestured toward the living room.

We sat down on her sofa, and for a moment, neither of us spoke. I could feel my nerves buzzing under my skin.

“I owe you an apology,” I began, my voice quieter than I meant it to be. “The other night… I really liked being with you, but I panicked. It had nothing to do with you. It’s just—” I hesitated, searching for the right words. “It felt like I was… betraying Craig somehow.”

Her eyes softened instantly. She leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “Vanessa, you’re not betraying him. You’re living your life. If you’re not ready, that’s okay. I like you enough to take things at your pace.”

I felt the knot in my chest loosen, just a little. “I don’t want to lose whatever this is,” I admitted.

“You won’t,” she said, her voice low but certain. Then she smiled just slightly. “So… can we start over?”

I nodded, a small smile tugging at my lips. “Yeah. I’d like that.”

It happened so fast that my mind barely kept up with my body. One second, we were sitting on her sofa talking, and the next second, we were kissing while undressing. She kissed me like she already knew my body.

Her lips trailed down my neck, each touch warm and lingering, before dipping lower to my chest. I felt my breath hitch before she even reached my breasts.

When her mouth closed around my nipple, it was like a spark shot straight through me. She didn’t rush it. Her tongue circled slowly, deliberately, teasing until I felt my nails dig lightly into her shoulders. Then she sucked—firm and steady—and I couldn’t help the sound that slipped out of me.

Switching sides, she gave the same attention to the other, her lips tugging, tongue flicking in a way that made my back arch and my pulse race. Her kisses drifted lower, over the curve of my ribs, across my stomach. My muscles tightened in anticipation. I wanted to watch her, but my eyes fluttered shut at the first brush of her mouth just above where I ached for her.

Then she was there—tongue warm, slow at first, testing me. My fingers slipped into her hair, not to guide her but because I needed something to hold onto. Each stroke built on the last, her rhythm deepening until my hips began to move on their own.

The pleasure was nothing like I’d known—sharper, deeper. My breaths came in shaky gasps, my thoughts breaking apart into fragments. All I could feel was her, all I could hear was the sound of her mouth and the pounding of my own heartbeat.

When it hit me, it was sudden and all-consuming. My back arched, my grip in her hair tightened, and a cry tore from my throat before I could stop it. The rush went on and on until I was left trembling, chest rising and falling as I tried to catch my breath. I looked down at her, still between my thighs, and released my grip on her hair.

I was still catching my breath when she finally looked up at me, her lips glistening, her eyes daring me to do something about the way she’d just unraveled me. Something inside me shifted at that moment. I didn’t want to just lie there soaking in what she’d given me—I wanted to know what it felt like to give it back.

I pulled her up toward me, kissing her hard, tasting myself on her mouth. My hands roamed over her, relearning her body from a different angle now, mapping the curves and lines I’d only felt in passing before. Her skin was warm under my palms, her breathing quickening when I traced the line of her waist and slid lower.

When I pushed her gently onto her back, she smiled—almost smug, but with a flicker of anticipation in her eyes. I kissed my way down her body, lingering on her breasts, taking each nipple into my mouth the way she had done to me. Her breath caught, her hand finding my hair, and that little sound she made was enough to make me want more.

Lower still, I kissed the smooth plane of her stomach, inhaling the faint scent of her skin before settling between her thighs. She was already warm, already wet, and the first taste of her made my head spin.

I started slow, exploring her, learning her rhythm. Every gasp, every shift of her hips told me when I’d found the right spot. I wrapped my arms around her thighs, holding her steady as I deepened the pressure, my tongue moving with growing confidence.

Her breathing turned ragged, her fingers tightening in my hair. The sound of my name on her lips was enough to push me further, until her whole body tensed beneath me. When she came, it was with a trembling release, her hips lifting, her voice breaking into a sharp, breathless cry. I stayed with her until the tremors eased, then kissed my way back up to her lips.

Brooklyn took my hand without a word, her fingers warm and sure as she led me up the stairs.  My pulse was still thudding from what we’d just done in the living room, but it spiked again when we stepped into her bedroom.

She turned to me, eyes dark with something that made my stomach flip, and kissed me slow—deep—before tugging me toward the bed. I went willingly, sinking into the mattress as she climbed over me, her hair falling around my face like a curtain.

It happened so naturally, I almost didn’t realize what she was doing until I felt her shift, her knees bracketing my shoulders. My breath caught. I’d never been in this position before, and the sight of her above me, bare and close, was almost too much.

Then she lowered herself to me as she leaned down between my thighs, and the world narrowed to the wet heat of her mouth and the taste of her on my tongue. The first lick was tentative—testing—but when she moaned into me, the vibration sent a shiver through my whole body. I gripped her hips, pulling her closer, and she responded by sucking harder, her tongue working with a confidence that left me gasping.

The sensations tangled together—what I was giving her, what she was giving me—feeding into each other until I couldn’t tell where my pleasure ended and hers began. Her thighs trembled in my hands, her breath hitching against me, and every time she moaned, it made me want to take her further.

It was overwhelming—two currents of heat pulling me under at once. My moans spilled against her, my hips arching into her mouth even as I held her tighter to mine. We were caught in the same storm, pushing each other closer, faster, until the tension snapped.

I came hard, my back arching, my grip on her tightening, and almost at the same moment I felt her shudder above me, her cries muffled against my skin. We rode it out together, breathless and trembling, until she finally collapsed beside me, both of us grinning like we’d just done something reckless and perfect.

We got out of bed and went into her bathroom. Brooklyn turned on the shower, testing the water with her hand, then looked at me with a slow, knowing smile that made my stomach flip.

We stepped in together, the water cascading over my hair, my shoulders, my skin. At first, it was easy, almost playful—her hands gliding over my arms, lathering my shoulders, sliding down my back. But there was something in the way she touched me—steady, lingering—that made my chest tighten.

“Turn around,” she said.

I did, bracing my hands on the slick tile as the water pounded over me. My heart was beating fast, a mix of anticipation at what I thought I knew was coming. Her hands settled on my hips, holding me still, and I felt the first brush of her lips on my lower back. Warm. Soft. Teasing.

She kissed her way down, each one slower than the last, until she was kneeling behind me. Then her mouth was on me—hot, wet, and not where I expected. Craig had not once eaten my ass, and the sensation was overwhelming, sharper and deeper than anything I’d felt.

I could feel my knees threatening to give, my breathing turning ragged as her tongue moved in deliberate, unhurried strokes. Every flick sent a jolt straight through me, and I found myself pressing back toward her, chasing it without even meaning to.

The water roared in my ears, masking the sounds I made, but inside my head it was chaos—heartbeat, breath, pleasure all tangled together. I was lost in it, lost in her.

When it hit me, it was sudden and all-consuming. My body locked for a second, then shook with the release, my fingers splayed against the tile to keep me standing. She didn’t stop right away, and the aftershocks rolled through me in warm, dizzy waves until I was left trembling, barely able to catch my breath.

The steam was still curling around us when we stepped out of the shower, our skin flushed and dripping. Brooklyn handed me a towel, but the way her eyes lingered on me made me forget about drying off. She backed toward the bed, her smile turning into something wicked, and I followed without thinking.

She stretched out on her stomach, the faint glow from the bedside lamp catching the damp sheen on her skin. The towel she’d wrapped around herself had already slipped to her waist, and when she glanced back at me over her shoulder with that slow, dangerous smile, it felt less like an invitation and more like a challenge.

She stretched out on her stomach, the faint glow from the bedside lamp catching the damp sheen on her skin. The towel she’d wrapped around herself had already slipped to her waist, and when she glanced back at me over her shoulder with that slow, dangerous smile, it felt less like an invitation and more like a challenge.

I moved onto the bed, my palms sliding up the length of her back. Her skin was warm from the shower, smooth beneath my hands, and I leaned down to press a kiss between her shoulder blades. She hummed softly, settling deeper into the mattress.

I took my time, letting my lips and tongue trail lower, the taste of lingering heat and fresh water still clinging to her. My fingers traced along her sides, following the curve of her waist down to between her ass cheeks, my breath brushing her in a way that made her shift slightly, opening herself just enough.

I started slow, my tongue making a lazy path, exploring every contour, savoring the warmth of her skin and the smooth slide of water still on her from the shower. Her breath hitched. I did it again, slower this time, letting my mouth press in just enough to feel her tense and then melt. My hands slid to her hips, holding her steady as I built a rhythm—circling, teasing, pressing my tongue deeper into her ass.

Her moans were muffled into the pillow, but I could feel them in the way her body moved under me, in the small, involuntary roll of her hips. I alternated between soft, teasing flicks and long, firm strokes, the sound of her breathing growing heavier with each one.

When her thighs began to tremble beneath my hands, I pressed in harder, drawing her higher. She gripped the sheets tight, her knuckles whitening as she gasped out my name. I didn’t stop—not until I felt that shiver ripple through her, her whole body tightening before breaking into a deep, rolling release.

I kissed my way back up her spine, settling beside her as she turned her head to look at me—eyes dark, lips curved into a smile that told me she knew exactly how much I’d enjoyed it.

Brooklyn slid out of bed, the curve of her back disappearing into the shadows as she crossed the room. I propped myself up on my elbows, still catching my breath, my skin tingling from everything we’d just done. She opened the top drawer of her nightstand, her movements unhurried but purposeful, and when she turned back toward me, I saw the glint of something in her hands.

My pulse jumped. She fastened the straps with deliberate care, her gaze locked on me the entire time. There was a weight to the moment—a silent challenge, a promise.

“Come here,” she said softly.

I swallowed, my body moving before my mind could talk me out of it. She guided me back onto the bed, her hands firm but gentle, arranging me the way she wanted. The mattress dipped as she moved over me, her presence suddenly bigger, heavier, more commanding.

When she pressed her hips forward, I felt the solid pressure of her against me, my breath hitching. It was overwhelming—not just the physical sensation, but the power she carried in the way she held me there, her body dictating the pace.

I wrapped my arms around her shoulders, clinging to her as she moved, every shift of her hips drawing a sound from my throat I couldn’t control. The intensity built quickly, my thoughts scattering, my focus narrowing down to the heat of her skin, the rhythm of her body, the unrelenting connection between us.

She kept her eyes on me the whole time, and I realized she wasn’t just watching—she was reading every reaction, adjusting, pushing me higher. My body gave in first, arching into her, and she didn’t let up until I was shaking, breathless, and utterly undone beneath her.

When she finally slowed, she stayed close, her forehead resting against mine, both of us breathing hard in the quiet, the air thick with everything that had just passed between us.

When I went over there to talk to her about running out of the house the night before, I didn’t think I’d end up in her bed—certainly not do any of the things we’d done. Lying there in the quiet with her beside me, my skin still humming, I hadn’t gone there to fall into her arms, but that’s exactly where I’d ended up.

I turned my head toward her. She was grinning—not cocky, exactly, but with the kind of satisfaction that made me blush.

“What?” I asked, my voice still uneven.

She shrugged lightly, her gaze never leaving mine. “Just… glad you came back.”

That simple line hit harder than I expected. I stared at the ceiling for a beat, my pulse finally starting to slow. “I wasn’t planning to,” I admitted. “I thought I’d just explain why I left, get it over with… and go home.”

Her fingers brushed mine, slow and casual. “And now?”

I let out a soft laugh, shaking my head. “Now I’m wondering how I’m supposed to leave at all.”

She rolled onto her side, propping her head up with her hand. “Who says you have to?”

The words were light, but there was something underneath them—an unspoken understanding that this wasn’t just about sex, at least not for me. And judging by the way she looked at me, it wasn’t for her either.

I reached up, tucking a damp strand of hair behind her ear, my hand lingering on her cheek. “You’re trouble, you know that?”

Her smile deepened. “Yeah. But I think you like trouble.”

I kissed her softly, letting my lips linger before I pulled back just enough to meet her eyes. “What happened between you and your ex in L.A.?” I asked.

Her fingers traced along my jaw, a faint smile curving her lips. “That’s… a conversation for another day,” she responded.

I caught the flicker in her eyes—something heavier, something she didn’t want me to see. “Why not now?” I asked gently.

She pulled the blanket a little tighter around us, like she was shielding herself from the question as much as the cool air. Lowering her gaze, she pressed a kiss to my cheek as if to change the subject. “Because if I tell you now, it’ll change the way this moment feels. And I don’t want anything to take away from how good this feels… from us right now.” Her voice was soft but carried the weight of something she wasn’t ready to set down.

“I can ask you something else?” I asked.

She nodded, her eyes soft on mine.

“What does… us having sex mean?” I asked, my voice quieter than I expected.

Brooklyn’s lips curved in a faint smile, but she didn’t answer right away. Her gaze lingered on me, searching, like she was weighing how much truth to give. She pulled back just the slightest bit, enough for me to feel the shift, then brushed her thumb gently across my cheek.

“It doesn’t have to mean anything more than that we like each other,” she said, her voice warm but careful, the kind of careful that made me wonder what she wasn’t ready to say.

“I’m having a pool party and BBQ in two weeks,” I told her.

Her brows lifted slightly. “Who’s going to be there?”

I gave her a quick rundown—my family, a few close friends, some neighbors. She leaned back a little, her expression sharpening as if she were actually weighing the idea. “We’ve only known each other for a week, and you want me to meet your family?”

The way she said it—steady, almost cautious—made my stomach drop. My mouth opened, but nothing came out. I could already feel myself fumbling for an explanation that wouldn’t make me sound like I was rushing things.

Then, just as the silence started to stretch, she broke into laughter, her eyes lighting up. “I’m fucking with you,” she said, grinning widely. “I’d love to come.”

CHAPTER EIGHT

From the day Brooklyn and I first slept together until the BBQ pool party, we were inseparable. No matter where we were or what we were doing, being with her made everything feel lighter, easier—like the world was a little softer when she was around. And when I wasn’t with her, she was all I could think about.

We couldn’t have been hotter for each other. I couldn’t keep my hands, fingers, lips, or mouth off her—and she was the same with me. Every time we touched, it felt more urgent, more consuming, and the sex between us only grew more intense, more amazing with each encounter.

Kayla leaned against the kitchen counter, arms crossed, watching me slice vegetables for dinner. “So… you and Brooklyn have been spending a lot of time together,” she said, dragging out the words “a lot” like she was testing me.

I kept my eyes on the cutting board. “She’s new to the neighborhood. I’m just being friendly.”

Kayla smirked. “Friendly? Mom, you’re over there more than you’re here.”

I set the knife down and gave her a look. “Are you keeping tabs on me now?”

“You like her,” she said—not as a question, but as a fact.

“I do like her,” I admitted, feeling a little rush of warmth in my chest. “We have a lot in common, and we always have a good time when we hang out.”

Even saying it out loud made me think of the way she laughed, the way her eyes lingered on me just a little longer than they needed to. Kayla’s grin widened. “Uh-huh. And I’m guessing that ‘good time’ isn’t just board games and coffee?”

I gave her a look. “Kayla…”

“What?” she said, feigning innocence. “I’m just saying—you light up when you talk about her, is all.”

I shook my head, trying not to laugh. “You’re reading way too much into it.”

“Am I?” she asked, leaning against the counter again, her smirk saying she knew exactly what she was doing.

Her smirk returned, but it had an edge now. “Am I? Or are you just not ready to admit it yet?”

I turned back to the cutting board, suddenly very focused on the vegetables. “We’re friends. That’s all.”

Kayla let the silence hang for a moment before replying, “If you say so.”

Kayla grabbed a soda from the fridge and headed toward her room, but not before giving me one last knowing look. The kind that said she’d already decided on her version of the truth.

When I was sure she was gone, I set the knife down and braced my hands on the counter. My chest felt tight, my pulse a little too quick. I could still hear her words—Is it something else?—echoing in my head.

Of course it was. I’d known it from the moment Brooklyn smiled at me that first day. Friends didn’t make my heart race just by walking into the room. Friends didn’t make my skin buzz when their hands brushed mine. And friends certainly didn’t leave me replaying the sound of their voice, the taste of their kiss, the way their body felt against mine—warm, soft, and unyieldingly close.

I pressed my palms harder into the countertop, as if grounding myself could make the images fade, but they only came faster—Brooklyn’s laughter in my ear, her fingers tangled in my hair, the heat of her breath just before she kissed me.

I blew out a slow breath, shaking my head. I could lie to Kayla all I wanted, but I couldn’t lie to myself. How could I have such strong feelings for a woman I’d only known for three weeks? It didn’t make sense—at least not the kind of sense I could explain to anyone else.

I told myself it was just infatuation, that it would pass like a summer crush. But then I’d remember the way her hand would settle at the small of my back like it belonged there, or the way she’d hold my gaze a moment too long when we talked. I’d hear her laugh in my head, low and warm, and feel that same flutter in my stomach I’d been trying to ignore since the day we met.

I tried to be rational. To tell myself to slow down. But my mind kept skipping ahead—past the BBQ party, past the easy afternoons at her place—to the idea of what it would be like if she were really mine. And no matter how much I told myself to stop, I couldn’t.

The party was already in full swing when I heard the gate click open. I turned, and there she was.

Brooklyn stepped into the backyard like she owned the sunlight. The late afternoon glow wrapped around her, catching in her hair, making it shine like a halo that didn’t match the slow, confident smile she was giving me. My chest tightened. She wasn’t just beautiful—she was devastating.

She wore a simple sundress, but on her it looked like something stolen from my dreams. The soft fabric clung in all the right places, swaying with each step she took toward me. I swore I could feel the heat of her even from across the yard.

Our eyes locked, and everything else—the laughter, the music, the clink of ice in glasses—faded into the background. It was just her and me. I felt that same dizzy rush I’d been chasing since the day we met, the one that left me breathless and a little unsteady on my feet.

“Hey,” she said when she reached me, her voice low, intimate, like it was meant for only me to hear.

“Hey,” I managed, my voice softer than I intended. I wanted to touch her, to lean in, to pull her close, but all I could do was stand there, feeling the electricity crackle between us.

The corner of her mouth lifted into a grin, and she reached out, her fingers brushing mine—barely there, but enough to make my pulse stumble. “You look incredible,” she said, her gaze dipping briefly before finding mine again.

Heads turned—first casually, then lingering. I caught more than one person’s eyes following her as she moved beside me, their conversations pausing mid-sentence.

I couldn’t blame them. She had that kind of presence. But knowing that didn’t make it easier to ignore the flicker of possessiveness curling low in my stomach.

The only people here who knew about us were Mike and Lauren. I caught Lauren watching us from across the patio, her expression somewhere between a smirk and a knowing smile. Mike noticed too, giving me the kind of subtle nod only a sibling could pull off, like he was silently saying, You’re welcome for keeping the secret.

“Who’s that?” I heard my cousin whisper to someone near the grill.

“That’s Brooklyn,” I said before they could answer, my tone sharper than I meant it to be.

Brooklyn glanced at me, amused. She gave me a slow once-over, eyes glinting like she knew exactly what she was doing to me. Then she turned back to the party, greeting people with that warm, easy charm that made them lean in just a little too close.

Then I saw Bryant—my twenty-year-old son—making his way toward Brooklyn with that overconfident grin he’d inherited from his father. At first, I thought he was just coming over to say hello, but the way he leaned in, the way his eyes roamed over her… my stomach twisted.

I felt sick watching him try to put the moves on her, every instinct in me screaming to step in. Brooklyn smiled politely, clearly humoring him, but I recognized the look in his eyes—and I hated it. I stood frozen for a moment, my jaw tight, pulse pounding in my ears. It was irrational, I knew. He didn’t know. Nobody did—except Mike and Lauren. But that didn’t make it any easier to watch.

It wasn’t the only thing that was difficult to watch. A little while later, Brooklyn kicked off her shoes and, without a hint of self-consciousness, slipped her sundress over her head. The bright fabric fell away to reveal a bikini that left very little to the imagination.

It was like a ripple went through the backyard. Conversations faltered. Heads turned. And suddenly it felt like every man at the party was fixated on her—even my father and Peter.

I wanted to shout, Don’t look at her that way. My stomach tightened, the mix of pride and protectiveness twisting into something almost unbearable.

“What the fuck?” Lauren said as she sipped her cocktail, stepping up beside me. “You told me Brooklyn was insanely hot, but fuck.” She let out a low whistle. “It doesn’t seem fair that she has  a gorgeous face and a perfect body.”

I glanced at her, trying not to smirk. “Told you.”

With all eyes on Brooklyn, she walked over to us like she didn’t notice—or maybe she did and just didn’t care. She looked at Lauren first, then at me, so I made the introductions.

“Brooklyn, this Lauren. Lauren, this is Brooklyn.”

Brooklyn’s gaze drifted down, taking in Lauren’s figure before coming back up to meet her eyes. “The best friend and sister-in-law. Vanessa’s told me a lot about you,” she said with a smile, “but she never mentioned how beautiful you are.”

Lauren arched a brow, clearly enjoying herself. “Well, I’d say the same about you, but Vanessa’s been bragging about how gorgeous you are since the day you moved in.” She took another slow sip of her cocktail, her eyes glinting with mischief. “Still, I can see she undersold it.”

I forced a laugh, though my pulse was suddenly pounding in my ears. I told myself it was harmless—Lauren was always like this, playful, a little flirty without meaning anything by it. But watching Brooklyn smile back at her, watching that spark of recognition pass between them, sent a sharp pang of jealousy through me.

Brooklyn told me she was going to cool off and take a dip in the pool. I watched her walk away, and I wasn’t the only one—Lauren’s eyes were glued to Brooklyn’s ass until the moment she dove into the water.

“And she has a perfect ass,” Lauren said matter-of-factly, still watching the ripples she left behind. She took a slow sip of her cocktail before glancing at me with a smirk. “When you told me you ate it, I didn’t understand. But now I do.”

My cheeks burned, partly from the bluntness, partly from the fact that she said it loud enough that I was half-convinced the entire patio heard. “Lauren,” I hissed under my breath, shooting her a warning look.

She just grinned, unbothered. “What? I’m just saying—she’s a walking sin in a bikini.”

“Yup,” I replied, trying to keep my voice neutral even as heat crept up my neck.

Lauren turned to me, her grin widening. “You know I love your brother, and being with a woman is something I would never do…” She paused for effect, her eyes drifting back to Brooklyn in the pool. “…but if Brooklyn threw it out there, I might reconsider.”

“Lauren, please stop,” I said in a low tone, my eyes fixed on the pool.

Lauren smiled, then the smile slowly faded. She was about to say something to me when Kayla walked up to us, her gaze shifting between the two of us like she’d interrupted something.

“You okay, Mom?” Kayla asked, her eyes narrowing slightly like she could see right through me.

“Of course,” I said, forcing a small smile. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

Kayla’s gaze drifted toward the pool, where Brooklyn was climbing the ladder, water glistening on her skin. “No reason,” she said, though the curve of her mouth told me she didn’t quite believe it.

Lauren sipped her drink, hiding a smirk behind the rim of her glass.

“You okay, Mom?” Kayla asked, her eyes narrowing slightly like she could see right through me.

“Of course,” I said, forcing a small smile. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

Kayla’s gaze drifted toward the pool, where Brooklyn was climbing the ladder, water glistening on her skin. “No reason,” she said, though the curve of her mouth told me she didn’t quite believe it.

Then she glanced back at me, her tone turning sly. “You just seem a bit bothered by all the attention she’s getting. But, hey—what do you expect when you invite a supermodel to a BBQ pool party?”

“She’s not a supermodel,” I corrected quickly. “She’s a retired model.”

Kayla arched a brow. “Oh, right. Totally different thing,” she said, her smirk making it clear she was enjoying herself.

Lauren was still sipping her drink, and from the corner of my eye, I could see the silent exchange between her and Kayla.

“Mom, I’m going to steal Aunt Lauren for a bit,” Kayla said, already looping her arm through Lauren’s.

I nodded, more than ready for the break, and watched them walk off together. Then I made myself a strong drink—stronger than the last—and carried it over to the empty patio table tucked in the corner of the yard.

The laughter and music felt distant from there, the hum of the party blurring into the background while I sat down and took a long sip, letting the burn settle in my chest. For the first time all afternoon, I could finally breathe without feeling like someone was watching my every reaction.

Mike joined me with a cocktail in each hand—one for himself and one for me. I downed the last of the drink I already had, set the empty glass aside, and took the one he offered without hesitation.

Granted, I’d only known Brooklyn for three weeks, and I knew she had a naturally flirtatious personality. But watching her enjoy the attention and play along—smiling, laughing, leaning in just enough to keep every pair of eyes on her—bothered me more than I wanted to admit.

Mike grinned at me over the rim of his glass. “If Craig were here, he’d be doing the same thing everyone else is doing,” he said. “And looking isn’t the same as touching.”

I gave him a flat look, but he just chuckled, clearly amused at how tightly I was gripping my drink.

“I didn’t know you liked her this much.”

I shifted in my seat, staring into my drink instead of meeting his gaze.

Mike leaned back in his chair, swirling the ice in his glass. “Come on, Ness,” he said, his tone softer. “I’ve known you my whole life. I can tell when something—or someone—gets under your skin.”

I stayed quiet, hoping he’d drop it.

But he didn’t. “You’ve got that look,” he went on. “You like her… a lot.”

I felt the corner of my mouth twitch, but I kept my eyes on the drink in my hand. “Three weeks,” I said finally. “I’ve only known her for three weeks.”

Mike smiled knowingly. “Yeah, and in three weeks, she’s managed to turn you into a jealous mess. That says something, doesn’t it?”

I let out a slow breath, the fight to keep it in finally slipping. “I don’t know what’s happening to me, Mike,” I confessed. “She makes me so happy, scared, and jealous all at the same time.”

He tilted his head, watching me carefully. “Isn’t that how you felt about Craig before you two got together?”

I blinked at him, caught off guard by the comparison. “Yeah,” I admitted quietly, “but this is different.”

“Not so much, sis,” he said with a knowing grin. “The only difference is that she’s a hot woman instead of a hot guy.”

I rolled my eyes, but the heat in my cheeks gave me away.

I blinked at him, caught off guard by the comparison. “Yeah,” I admitted quietly, “but this is different.”

“Not so much, sis,” he said with a knowing grin. “The only difference is that she’s a hot woman instead of a hot guy.”

I rolled my eyes, but the heat in my cheeks gave me away.

Mike’s expression softened, his voice dropping. “I don’t give a shit about how long you’ve known her, Nessa. The only thing I give a fuck about is that you’re happy and smiling again.”

The truth in his words hit me harder than I expected, and I had to glance away, suddenly more focused on the condensation sliding down my glass than on his face before looking at him again.

Mike’s expression softened, his voice dropping. “I don’t give a shit about how long you’ve known her, Nessa. The only thing I give a fuck about is that you’re happy and smiling again.”

He took a sip of his drink, then met my eyes. “Craig would have wanted you to be happy. I know she makes you happy, so don’t fuck it up.”

The lump in my throat came fast, and I swallowed hard, gripping my glass just to keep my hands steady.

“I don’t know what it is between us, Mike, and I want to find out… but I’m also scared. How do you think Mom and Dad would react to me being in a relationship with a woman? How about my kids? Your kids?”

Mike leaned forward, resting his forearms on the table. “One thing at a time, Nessa. You don’t need all the answers today.”

He took a slow sip of his drink, then said, “Mom and Dad? Honestly, I think they’d need a minute to wrap their heads around it, but they love you. They’d come around fast.” He paused.

“Your kids… that might be trickier, but you’ve always been honest with them. They’ll respect that.”

I glanced at him. “And your kids?”

Mike smiled. “My kids adore you. They won’t care who you’re with as long as you’re happy. And they’ll probably think Brooklyn’s the coolest thing since TikTok.”

That actually made me laugh, and for a moment, the knot in my stomach loosened.

Before either of us could say anything else, a shadow fell across the table. I looked up to see Brooklyn standing there, still damp from the pool, beads of water sliding down her arms and catching the light. Her hair was wet and pushed back, the sun turning the droplets into tiny sparks.

“Hey,” she said, her smile soft but aimed right at me. “Mind if I join you two?”

Mike glanced between us with a grin—and then, not even trying to be subtle, his eyes locked onto her chest.

“They’re real,” Brooklyn said without missing a beat, her tone light, almost amused.

Mike raised his brows. “I wasn’t sure… but okay,” he replied with a chuckle before standing. “On that note, I’ll get out of your way.”

I shook my head at him, but Brooklyn was still smiling when she turned back to me.

Brooklyn leaned in slightly, her eyes still glinting with amusement. “So… your brother always that forward, or was that just for me?”

I smirked, taking a sip of my drink. “He’s usually worse.”

She laughed softly, leaning back in her chair. “I kind of like him. He’s got that ‘I’m going to say whatever I’m thinking and see what happens’ energy.”

“There’s a reason that he’s law enforcement.”

Brooklyn tilted her head, her smile softening as her eyes lingered on mine. “And what about you? Do you say what you’re thinking… or do you keep it all bottled up?”

I felt a small flutter in my chest. “Depends on the situation.”

She leaned forward, resting her forearms on the table, her damp skin catching the light. “And right now? What are you thinking?”

I hesitated, my fingers tightening around my glass. “That I’m glad you’re here.”

Her smile deepened, slow and deliberate. “I’m happy that I’m here, too, and you're about to be extremely happy,” she said quietly.

Her words lingered in the air for a heartbeat before her hand slipped beneath the waistband of my shorts, her fingertips brushing over me until she found the heat between my legs.

Her words curled around me like a promise, sending a shiver through my chest and down to my core. Before I could respond, her hand slid beneath the waistband of my shorts, her fingers tracing the delicate line of my underwear until she slipped beneath it. My breath caught, sharp and uneven, when her fingertips found the heat waiting for her.

She moved slowly at first, her palm warm against my skin. Every subtle shift of her fingers made my hips tense and my legs press together instinctively, trapping her hand there, holding her in place.

I didn’t realize how close the others were until a burst of laughter broke the spell. We were still at the table—my glass half full, but her hand never stopped. I could feel my pulse in every nerve, the forbidden thrill of knowing that one wrong move could give us away.

Brooklyn’s gaze stayed fixed on mine as she curved her fingers, the sensation stealing the air from my lungs. Underneath the table, she was relentless yet careful, her touch hidden while her expression above the table remained calm and composed.

Every brush of her fingers sent another wave through me, the tension coiling tighter, until I could barely sit still. My toes curled, my free hand gripping the edge of my chair to keep from making a sound. She knew exactly what she was doing—teasing me with the edge of release, making me balance between control and surrender.

I bit down on the inside of my cheek, my thighs clamping around her hand. My breath hitched—just enough for her to notice, not enough for anyone else to suspect. She never looked away, her lips curving in the faintest, most private smile.

The heat inside me tightened to the breaking point, and I let it happen—my body trembling in the smallest, most contained way possible as pleasure rolled through me in waves. My face stayed neutral, my glass steady in my other hand, but under the table she felt every quiver, every shudder.

She slowed her movements, easing me down from the high, and then withdrew her hand as though nothing had happened. The backyard was full of casual conversation and laughter, but my pulse was still racing, my body still humming.

Brooklyn leaned in just enough for her breath to graze my ear. “Told you,” she whispered and then licked her fingers.

Having Brooklyn get me off under the table had a strangely calming effect—it made me care a whole lot less about every guy who had been ogling her all evening, or the way she’d casually flirted back. By the time the night wound down, the edge of jealousy had been replaced by a quiet, satisfied buzz.

It was late when Lauren, Brooklyn, and I finished cleaning up. The house was quiet, the dishes stacked, and the scent of grilled food still lingering in the air. We stepped back outside into the warm night, settling in with one last cocktail before finally calling it a night.

I thought no one had noticed what Brooklyn had done under the table earlier, but of course, Lauren had. She brought it up casually while sitting beside Brooklyn, with me across from them.

Brooklyn didn’t deny it—she smirked and admitted it outright, even adding that she could do the same to Lauren if she wanted.

“Maybe when Nessa isn’t sitting across from us,” Lauren replied, grinning.

I knew they were joking, but the comment still struck a nerve. That familiar mix of jealousy and possessiveness rose before I could stop it. It was the same thing that had caused issues between Craig and me, and I wasn’t about to let it poison whatever was growing between Brooklyn and me. I shoved it down—deep—where I hoped it would stay.

Brooklyn’s eyes flicked to me as Lauren took a sip of her drink, the corner of her mouth curling just slightly. It wasn’t her usual teasing smirk—more like she’d caught something in my expression and was filing it away.

She leaned back in her chair, one arm draped over the back of Lauren’s, and started talking about something light, but I could feel it. Her attention wasn’t entirely on the conversation. Every so often, her gaze would cut back to me, holding for a second longer than necessary, as if she was quietly taking my temperature.

I forced myself to laugh at the right moments, to join in where I could, all while keeping my drink in hand like it was a shield. When Lauren excused herself to go to bed, Brooklyn finally turned fully toward me.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah. Why are you asking?”

Her eyes held mine for a beat too long, like she was searching for something beneath the surface. Then her hand came forward, fingertips brushing lightly over my wrist. Brooklyn’s touch lingered for a moment before she leaned back, her expression softening.

“Thank you for inviting me tonight,” she said, her voice warm. “I had an amazing time.”

I felt the truth of it in her eyes, and before I could respond, she stood and kissed me goodnight.

CHAPTER NINE

No matter how much time I spent with Brooklyn that summer, I still made plenty of time for Bryant and Kayla. But the summer slipped away faster than I wanted, and soon it was time for them to head back to college. I tried to keep it together, to smile and wish them well, but the second I hugged them goodbye, the lump in my throat gave way. I held on a little too long, kissing their cheeks and pretending my tears were just from the wind.

“We’ll miss you too,” Bryant said, pulling back from our hug, “but you won’t be lonely.”

Kayla’s lips twitched like she was trying not to smile, but the effort didn’t last long. That look between them told me more than either of them said out loud. Kayla had been suspicious that Brooklyn and I were more than friends, but it was the first time Bryant had said something that made me think he might feel the same way.

A flicker of heat rushed to my cheeks before I could stop it. I wasn’t sure if it was from embarrassment, surprise, or the way my pulse kicked up at the thought of them actually knowing.

I’d been so careful—or at least I thought I had. Sure, Brooklyn and I had spent a lot of time together, but I’d told myself it still looked casual from the outside. Friendly. Safe. With Bryant’s comment hanging in the air and Kayla’s smile confirming it, I wasn’t so sure.

As they loaded the last of their things into their cars, I tried to shake it off. But even as I waved them down the driveway, the question stayed lodged in my head—if they could see it, how long before everyone else would?

It took two months for my parents.

Two months of me thinking I was doing a decent job at keeping things low-key, of convincing myself that no one was paying that much attention. But mothers always know, and mine was no exception. The way she asked me to stop by for coffee one Saturday morning felt casual on the surface, but the minute I sat down at her kitchen table, I could see it in her eyes—she’d already put the pieces together.

She invited me over for coffee on a Saturday morning, her tone breezy, the kind she used when she wanted me to think it was just a casual catch-up. But the moment I sat at the kitchen table, I saw it in her eyes—calm, steady, knowing. She slid a mug toward me, then folded her hands and rested them on the table.

“So,” she began, her voice gentle but deliberate, “how long have you and Brooklyn been… seeing each other?”

The question landed softly but still managed to knock the air out of me. My fingers tightened around the warm mug. “What makes you think we are?” I asked, though we both knew it was pointless.

She gave a small smile, one that said she’d been waiting for me to catch up. “You’re happier. Lighter. And when you talk about her… well, you don’t talk about anyone else that way.”

I hesitated for a moment, then let out a breath. “You’re right. Brooklyn and I… we’re more than friends.” My voice wavered just enough to ask the question building in my chest.

“Are you… disappointed in me?”

“No, my baby,” she said softly, her thumb brushing over my knuckles. “I’m not disappointed in you, and neither is your father. You have no idea what it’s been like for us—watching you so unhappy since Craig died, knowing there was nothing we could do to take your pain away.”

I put myself in their shoes, imagining it with my own children. I couldn’t fathom what it would be like to see Kayla or Bryant the way I had been—and to be completely helpless to change it.

I swallowed hard, my throat tight. “I’m sorry you had to see me like that,” I said quietly. “I didn’t realize how much it must have hurt you and Dad.”

Her hand squeezed mine. “What matters is that we see you coming back to yourself. Brooklyn’s a part of that, isn’t she?”

I nodded, the lump in my throat making it impossible to say more. Finally, I managed to get the words out—barely above a whisper. “I love her.”

I nodded, the lump in my throat making it impossible to say more. Finally, I managed to get the words out—barely above a whisper. “I love her.”

My mother’s eyes softened. “Does she love you, too?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I’d like to think so, but… we haven’t said those words to each other.”

My mother’s fingers tightened gently around mine. “Then don’t rush it,” she said. “If it’s real, those words will come when they’re meant to—and when they do, they’ll mean something you’ll both feel in your bones.”

She held my gaze. “Love isn’t about racing to the words; it’s about showing up for each other every day. From what your father and I can see, she’s already doing that for you.”

I told my mom that I loved her, and she smiled, telling me she loved me too, just as my dad walked into the kitchen. He paused, glanced between us, and said, “You know I’m not great with these kinds of talks… but I love you, and I’m happy for you.”

A wave of relief swept through me, loosening something I hadn’t even realized I’d been holding onto. For months, I’d carried this quiet, nagging fear that telling them would change something between us, put some kind of distance where there had never been any before.

Instead, my mom’s warm smile and my dad’s awkward but sincere words wrapped around me like the safest embrace. I blinked against the sting in my eyes and managed a smile. “I love you too, Dad. Thank you… both of you.”

I was in love with Brooklyn, but our relationship was still undefined. I was committed to her, and I knew she wasn’t sleeping with anyone else—when would she even have the time, considering we were practically inseparable?

The problem was me. I was having trouble hiding the possessiveness and jealousy that kept bubbling to the surface. Brooklyn drew attention everywhere we went, the kind of attention she didn’t have to work for. A glance, a smile, and people—men and women alike—were instantly drawn to her.

One night when we went out to meet Henrietta and a few other friends at a rooftop bar. The place was packed, the kind of crowd where voices blended into a constant hum, and the air felt warm from too many bodies.

We’d barely gotten our drinks before a tall, good-looking guy I didn’t recognize made his way over. He greeted one of our friends, but his eyes went straight to Brooklyn, his smile widening like she was the only person in the room worth talking to.

Brooklyn didn’t encourage him—at least not in any obvious way—but she was polite, flashing that easy smile of hers and leaning in just enough to hear him over the noise. My stomach tightened. I sipped my drink and tried to keep my face neutral, but my grip on the glass was harder than it needed to be.

The conversation seemed to go on forever, each second stretching out until it felt like everyone else at the table had faded into the background. Finally, Brooklyn touched his arm in a friendly “goodbye” gesture and turned back toward me, her smile softening.

“Are you okay?” she asked, leaning in close enough for her voice to cut through the noise.

I nodded, forcing a small smile, but the knot in my chest didn’t ease. That was the problem—it wasn’t what she did, it was how easily the world seemed to want her, and how hard it was for me to pretend I didn’t notice.

Brooklyn seemed to notice, but she didn’t say anything. She was a lesbian, and yet I came dangerously close to losing it just because a guy was interested in her. The reaction was irrational, I knew that—but knowing didn’t make it easier to control.

I didn’t know how much longer I could keep hiding my true self from her, the side of me that felt protective to the point of being possessive. Sooner or later, she was going to see it all.

It was getting harder and harder to keep it in, and I knew it was only a matter of time before I exploded. That time came a little over a month later.

Brooklyn and I had spent the afternoon shopping, weaving in and out of stores until our arms were full of bags. When we got home, we changed her into a fitted dress that made my pulse quicken, me into something I hoped looked just as good beside her. We ordered an Uber, planning to grab dinner first and then head to a bar afterward.

Everything was great—until we arrived at the bar.

Brooklyn and I found two seats at the counter, settling in side by side. That’s when the bartender appeared—a beautiful young woman, maybe twenty-four at most, with long blonde hair streaked with pink highlights and tied into playful pigtails.

The moment her eyes landed on Brooklyn, her expression shifted. It wasn’t subtle. She looked at her the way someone does when they like what they see—and she definitely liked what she saw.

The bartender set two menus in front of us with a bright smile. “Hey, I’m Melody. What can I get you to start?”

Brooklyn leaned forward slightly, her smile effortless. “The sound of your voice is like music to my ears.”

Melody laughed, tucking a strand of pink-highlighted hair behind her ear. “That’s a new one.”

“I’m Brooklyn,” she said, then tilted her head toward me. “And this is my friend, Vanessa.”

Friend? The word hit harder than I expected, a quick squeeze in my chest. Even though our relationship was still undefined, hearing her say it out loud made my chest tighten.

I forced a polite smile at Melody and looked back down at the menu, pretending to focus on the drink list while the word kept echoing in my head.

Melody’s gaze lingered on Brooklyn, her smile just a little too warm to be purely professional. “Well, Brooklyn, what can I get for you? Something sweet? Something strong?”

Brooklyn chuckled. “Surprise me.”

“I think I can do that,” Melody said, biting her lip.

I kept my eyes on the menu, but every few seconds, I caught the way Melody moved around the bar, how her attention always drifted back to Brooklyn. Each glance felt like a small jab, and even though Brooklyn hadn’t done anything wrong, the familiar heat of jealousy began to coil low in my stomach.

Melody returned a few minutes later, setting my vodka cranberry on a coaster in front of me before placing Brooklyn’s drink down with a little flourish. “And for you—a Sex on the Beach.”

She leaned her elbows lightly on the bar, her eyes on Brooklyn. “Do you like Sex on the Beach?”

Brooklyn’s lips curved into a slow smile. “It’s been a while,” she said, “but yeah, I do.”

I glanced between them, my fingers tightening around my glass. Were they talking about the drink? Or… something else entirely?

I’d already finished two drinks before Brooklyn even made it halfway through her first. No matter how much I tried to focus on the conversation or the music, my eyes kept drifting back to Melody.

It didn’t matter how busy she was—shaking cocktails, taking orders, laughing with other customers—her gaze always seemed to find its way back to Brooklyn. And every time it did, that tight, hot knot of jealousy in my chest pulled a little tighter.

Brooklyn set her glass down and tilted her head toward me, a faint smile tugging at her lips. “You’ve been awfully quiet,” she said, her voice just loud enough to cut through the music.

“I’m fine,” I replied, maybe a little too quickly.

Her eyes narrowed slightly, the kind of look that said she’d already caught me. “You’ve been watching her all night,” she added, glancing toward Melody. “What’s going on in that head of yours, Nessa?”

I took another sip of my drink, letting the tart burn of vodka and cranberry stall my answer. “Nothing,” I said, though the way my voice tightened betrayed me.

Brooklyn’s gaze lingered, her expression unreadable, like she was trying to decide whether to press me or let it go.

I excused myself to use the restroom, even though I didn’t need to. I just needed a minute—space to breathe, to get my head straight before I said something I couldn’t take back.

When I stepped out a few minutes later, the first thing I saw was Melody leaning across the bar, her lips close to Brooklyn’s ear. Brooklyn was smiling at something she’d said, the kind of smile that made my stomach twist.

The knot of jealousy snapped. I strode straight toward her, my pulse pounding in my ears. “Enjoy the rest of your fucking night!” I snapped, not giving her a chance to respond before I turned and stormed out of the bar.

The cool night air hit me like a slap, but it did nothing to cool the heat still burning in my chest. I was halfway down the block, my heels clicking hard against the sidewalk, when I heard Brooklyn’s voice behind me.

“Nessa! Stop!”

I didn’t slow down.

Her footsteps quickened until she caught up, stepping in front of me and forcing me to halt. Her hair was a little mussed from the wind, her breathing quick. “What the hell was that?”

I crossed my arms, trying to hold on to my anger even as her eyes searched mine. “You tell me. Looked like you were having a pretty good time with Melody.”

She let out a sharp breath, half disbelief, half frustration. “Are you serious? We were talking about you.”

The words landed, but the image—the way Melody had leaned in, the way Brooklyn had smiled—was still sharp in my mind, refusing to fade.

“I seriously doubt that!” I shot back, my voice sharper than I intended.

Brooklyn’s eyes widened, frustration flashing there. “Oh my God, Nessa. We were talking about you.” She stepped closer, her tone firm but not raised. “She told me that my girlfriend seemed like the jealous type.”

The word girlfriend caught me off guard, cutting through my anger for just a second—but not enough to erase the heat still thrumming in my chest.

“I’m not your girlfriend,” I said, my voice low but tight. “I’m your friend who’s a girl… and your next-door neighbor.”

Brooklyn’s jaw flexed, her eyes locking on mine like she was trying to figure out if I actually believed what I’d just said.

“I can’t believe you,” Brooklyn said, shaking her head. “I didn’t want to see it, but it’s true. You’re acting just like Megan used to act.”

“Megan… your ex you refuse to talk to me about?” I shot back, my voice sharper than I meant, but I didn’t care.

Her eyes narrowed, her posture stiffening, like I’d just crossed an invisible line.

Brooklyn’s eyes narrowed, her posture tightening. “My relationship with Megan was almost as good as what we have,” she said, her voice steady but edged with something raw. “But then she changed. She became extremely jealous and possessive, and it got to the point where our relationship turned toxic—abusive, even.”

Her words hung between us, heavy and unflinching. I could still feel the anger in my chest, but now it was tangled with something else—guilt, maybe, or the sinking realization that she was drawing a line.

Brooklyn’s words hit like a slap, but instead of cooling my temper, they fanned the flames.

“So now I’m Megan?” I snapped, my voice rising. “That’s what you’re saying?”

“I’m saying you’re acting like her,” Brooklyn shot back, her eyes flashing. “And I’m not going through that again.”

My hands curled into fists at my sides. “You’re overreacting. All I did was walk out because you were letting some bartender flirt with you.”

“We were only talking, Nessa!” Brooklyn’s voice sharpened. “And you turned it into something it wasn’t. You stormed out without even giving me the chance to explain.”

I stepped closer, unable to stop myself. “Because I’m sick of feeling like I have to compete for your attention!”

Brooklyn’s jaw tightened, and for a moment, I thought she might walk away right then. “Compete?!” she repeated, her voice sharp with disbelief.

“You flirt with everyone!” I fired back, the words leaving my mouth before I could stop them.

Her eyes narrowed, the air between us going taut, the argument balanced on the edge of something neither of us might be able to take back.

“It’s my personality, and it’s innocent!” she shot back, her tone rising.

Brooklyn’s jaw tightened, and for a moment, I thought she might walk away right then. “Compete?!” she repeated, her voice sharp with disbelief.

“You flirt with everyone!” I fired back, the words leaving my mouth before I could stop them.

“It’s my personality, and it’s innocent!” she shot back, her tone rising. “I’m not out there trying to make you jealous, Nessa.”

“You told Lauren that you’d finger her in front of me!”

Her eyes widened. “We were joking!”

I let out a sharp, bitter laugh. “Yeah, well, it didn’t feel like a joke to me.”

Brooklyn’s eyes flashed. “Then maybe you should work on trusting me instead of looking for reasons not to.”

Her voice dropped, low and cutting. “No, Nessa—you make it impossible. You don’t see me for who I am, you see me for what you’re afraid I’ll do.”

The words hit like a punch, but I held her gaze.

“Thanks for ruining our night. I’m going back to the bar,” she said, turning slightly.

“Enjoy the rest of the night with Melody!” I fired back, my voice sharper than I intended as she walked away from me.

Brooklyn stopped, turning back just enough for me to see the cold focus in her eyes. “Listen to me carefully,” she said, her voice low but unyielding. “Do not call me, text me, or come to my house. When I’m ready to see you, I’ll reach out. Go home.”

She didn’t wait for my response—just turned and walked back toward the bar, leaving me standing on the sidewalk, my chest tight and my anger giving way to a hollow ache.

Brooklyn stopped, turning back just enough for me to see the cold focus in her eyes. “Listen to me carefully,” she said, her voice low but unyielding. “Do not call me, text me, or come to my house. When I’m ready to see you, I’ll reach out. Go home.”

As she walked away from me, I called after her, my voice breaking. “Brooklyn! Wait! I’m sorry!”

“Go home, Vanessa!” she shouted without looking back, striding toward the bar and away from me.

I stood frozen on the sidewalk, watching her disappear inside the bar. The night felt colder, though the air hadn’t changed.

I kept replaying it all in my head—her face when she told me not to call, the way her voice turned hard when she shouted my name. The hurt in her eyes had been there too, buried under the anger, and knowing I’d put it there twisted something deep inside me.

By the time I reached my front door, the adrenaline was gone, leaving only exhaustion. I leaned against the door for a moment, my hand still on the doorknob, wishing I could rewind the night to before I’d let my jealousy run wild. But the truth pressed in: she’d told me to wait for her to reach out. That meant the only thing I could do now was sit in the silence—and hope she eventually would.

It was the evening of the sixth day when my phone finally lit up with her name.

For a second, I just stared at it, my heart pounding so loud it drowned out the sound of the TV. My first instinct was to answer immediately, but my hands hesitated, almost afraid that hearing her voice would confirm the distance I’d been feeling.

I swiped to answer. “Brooklyn?”

Her voice was calm, almost too calm. “Hey. Can you come over?”

A rush of relief, anxiety, and something dangerously close to hope surged all at once. “Yeah. I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

“Okay,” she said, and before I could say anything else, she hung up.

I sat there for a beat, staring at the screen, before grabbing my keys. Whatever waited for me at her place, I knew it wasn’t going to be a casual conversation.

It was the evening of the sixth day when my phone finally lit up with her name.

For a second, I just stared at it, my heart pounding so loud it drowned out the sound of the TV. My first instinct was to answer immediately, but my hands hesitated, almost afraid that hearing her voice would confirm the distance I’d been feeling.

I swiped to answer. “Brooklyn?”

Her voice was calm, almost too calm. “Hey. Can you come over?”

A rush of relief, anxiety, and something dangerously close to hope surged all at once. “Yeah. I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

“Okay,” she said, and before I could say anything else, she hung up.

I sat there for a beat, staring at the screen, before grabbing my keys. Whatever waited for me at her place, I knew this wasn’t going to be a casual conversation.

Brooklyn rested her elbows on her knees, leaning forward slightly. “I’m sorry it took me so long to reach out,” she said, her voice softer than I’d expected. “I just… needed time to cool down. But I missed you.”

Some of the tension in my shoulders eased. “I missed you too,” I admitted, my voice low.

Her gaze held mine for a long moment, like she was searching for something in my face before she decided what to say next.

Brooklyn’s eyes didn’t waver. “I meant what I said that night. How you’d been behaving was how Megan began behaving when things started to go bad between us.”

I took a slow breath, forcing myself to let go of the sharp edge in my voice. Continuing to be defensive would only drag us back into another argument, and I couldn’t risk that.

“I think it would help me understand how you’re feeling,” I said carefully, “if you finally talked to me about her.”

Brooklyn leaned back slightly, her eyes flickering with hesitation. For a moment, I thought she might shut down the conversation entirely, but then she gave a small nod. “Okay,” she said quietly. “You deserve to know.”

Brooklyn sat back against the couch, her gaze drifting past me for a moment, like she had to find the right place to start. “When I met Megan, it was… easy. She made me laugh, made me feel like I could be completely myself. I thought she was it for me, so when she told me that she wanted us to move in together, I was overjoyed.”

Brooklyn sat back against the couch, her gaze drifting past me for a moment, like she had to find the right place to start. “When I met Megan, it was… easy. She made me laugh, made me feel like I could be completely myself. I thought she was it for me, so when she told me she wanted us to move in together, I was overjoyed. We’d only been together a couple of months, but it felt right.”

She let out a small, humorless laugh. “Looking back, maybe it was too fast—but at the time, I didn’t see it that way. I thought we were just… in love.” Her fingers traced the seam of a throw pillow, her expression tightening. “But almost as soon as we moved in, things shifted.”

Brooklyn’s voice dropped, her eyes fixed on some point in the distance. “It happened slowly, but she started having an issue with how I dressed—even though it was how I’d always dressed. At first, it was little comments… asking if I really needed to wear something that short, or why I had to show that much skin when we went out.”

She shook her head. “Then it turned into arguments. She’d ask me to change before we left the house, and if I didn’t, she’d sulk or pick a fight in public. It stopped being about what I wanted to wear and started being about avoiding her reaction.”

Brooklyn’s eyes came back to mine, her voice steady but tinged with something almost pleading. “You know how I am. I flirt—not because I’m interested, but because it’s fun for me. It’s who I’ve always been.”

She let out a slow breath. “With Megan, that became a problem. She’d glare at me if I so much as smiled at a waiter. She accused me of leading people on, of disrespecting her, even when I was just being myself. Eventually, I stopped talking to people when we went out… because it was easier than dealing with the fallout later.”

Brooklyn leaned forward slightly, her elbows resting on her knees. “So when you got upset at the bar the other night… it hit me in the same place. That same knot in my stomach I used to get with her. And I know you’re not Megan, Nessa, but in that moment, it felt too familiar.”

She shook her head, her expression softening. “I don’t want to start changing who I am to keep the peace. And I don’t want you to feel like you can’t trust me every time someone talks to me. That’s not the kind of relationship I want for either of us.”

Her gaze held mine, steady and unblinking. “If we’re going to make this work, you have to believe me when I say you’re enough for me—because you are.”

“I don’t know what this is,” I said quietly, the words hanging between us like they weighed a ton.

Brooklyn tilted her head slightly, her eyes locked on mine. “What do you want it to be?” she asked, her tone softer, but steady—like she needed to hear my answer.

The question sat heavy in my chest, my mind racing.

I knew exactly what I wanted, but the words stuck in my throat. Saying them out loud felt like stepping off a cliff without knowing if she’d catch me.

So instead, I deflected. “What do you want it to be?”

She shook her head, a faint, knowing smile tugging at her lips. “I asked first.”

The air between us felt heavier, charged with something that made my pulse pick up all over again.

“I want us to be committed to one another,” I admitted, my voice steadier than I expected. “For us to go out and meet new people and be able to say, ‘This is my girlfriend, Brooklyn’—and for you to introduce me as your girlfriend.”

Brooklyn’s eyes softened, the guardedness in her expression easing as the words settled between us. She leaned back slightly, almost like she’d been waiting for me to say it all along.

Brooklyn’s eyes held mine, searching. “Are you sure about that?” she asked, her voice low, almost cautious—as if she needed to hear the certainty in my answer before she let herself believe it.

I felt my chest tighten, but I nodded without hesitation. “Yeah. I’m sure.”

Brooklyn’s gaze stayed steady on mine. “Have you thought about how your friends and family would react to that?” she asked.

“My brother and Lauren already know about us,” I told her, “and so do my parents. Henrietta’s made comments, but she hasn’t outright asked me—and if she did, I’d have no issue being honest. Heck, it’s the same with my kids.”

Her expression softened just a fraction, like my answer was knocking down one of the walls she’d been holding up between us.

It felt like the right moment, so I got up from my seat and crossed the small space between us. Sitting beside her, I took her hand in mine. My pulse was racing, but I forced the words out anyway.

“After Craig died, I thought I’d never be able to love someone again,” I said, my voice low but steady. “And then you came into my life. I don’t want to scare the shit out of you, but… I love you, Brooklyn. I promise I’ll do whatever I can to change my behavior, because not having you in my life would be like losing Craig all over again.”

Her fingers tightened around mine, her eyes glistening in the warm light of the room.

I leaned in and kissed her, and she kissed me back without hesitation. The familiar heat sparked instantly, and before I knew it, we were tangled together, our hands roaming, pulling each other closer.

What happened between us that night was almost a play-by-play of the first time we’d had sex, but there were differences. I went down on her first, taking my time, savoring every sound and movement. I felt more connected to her than ever before—every touch, every kiss carrying more weight. It was slower, more deliberate, each moment drawn out as if we were memorizing each other all over again.

We didn’t fuck that day—we made love. By the time we lay tangled together afterward, it felt less like we’d just made up and more like we’d crossed into something deeper, something neither of us wanted to let go of.

What I remember most was the conversation that unfolded while we lay in bed. Her voice was soft, steady, as she told me everything about her relationship with Megan—things she’d only hinted at before, details she’d kept locked away. I listened, holding her closer with every word, feeling the weight of what she’d carried.

When she finished, it was my turn. I told her everything about my relationship with Craig—what we had and how truly fucked up I was when he died. Saying it out loud made my throat tighten, but she didn’t flinch. She just kept her arm around me, her hand tracing small, slow circles on my back, grounding me in the present while I let pieces of my past spill out.

"I'm sorry I've been talking to you so long about Craig," I said, my head resting against her shoulder.

"Don't be," she said softly.

"I just… I don’t want you to think that I would have chosen him over you.”

She smiled faintly, leaning in to kiss my lips before pulling back with a playful glint in her eyes. “Liar.”

I gave her a questioning look, and she continued, “If Craig’s life hadn’t been taken, you and I would have never happened.”

It took me a few seconds for her words to sink in, but she was right. Yeah, I’d been curious about being with a woman, but the truth was undeniable—had Craig’s life not ended so tragically, what was happening between Brooklyn and me would never have happened. And lying there with her, I couldn’t decide if that truth made my heart ache or swell.

When she asked me why I’d been so jealous and possessive over Craig, the words flew out of my mouth before I could stop them.

“He could have had most girls,” I blurted, “but he was with me because he knocked me up.”

The moment the words left my lips, I froze. I could hardly believe I’d said them out loud—let alone to Brooklyn. The silence that followed was thick, my own admission echoing in my head like something ugly I’d kept buried for years.

Brooklyn didn’t speak right away, her expression shifting from surprise to something softer, like she was seeing a part of me I’d never let anyone see before.

“He married you,” she said simply, her tone steady.

“After I spit out two kids that weren’t planned while we were teenagers,” I replied.

Brooklyn’s brows drew together, but she didn’t interrupt. Instead, she just looked at me like she was peeling back layers I’d been hiding behind for years. The vulnerability of it made my chest tight, but I couldn’t take the words back. They were out, raw and unpolished, hanging heavy between us.

“Baby,” she said gently, squeezing my hand, “he started a company with you—one you built together.”

“Out of necessity,” I replied quickly.

“How long have you been carrying this?” she asked, her voice soft but deliberate.

I let the question sit with me, feeling the weight of it settle in my chest. My gaze drifted to the ceiling, then back to her. “I think… I always have.”

Brooklyn’s thumb brushed over my hand, the silence stretching between us—not awkward, but heavy with everything that had just been said.

Brooklyn leaned in and kissed me, her lips soft but lingering just long enough to ground me in the moment. When she pulled back, her eyes held mine.

“Baby,” she said gently, “I can’t tell you how you should feel, but everything you’ve told me about your relationship with Craig makes me feel like you aren’t right about this.”

Her voice was steady, not arguing, just offering a truth she wanted me to hear—one she clearly believed even if I couldn’t.

My brother had been there for my entire life with Craig—maybe he’d seen things I hadn’t, or remembered moments I’d forgotten. He and Craig were more than best friends; they were like brothers. My brother and I were extremely close, and the more I thought about Brooklyn’s suggestion, the more I felt I should talk to Mike about how I felt.

CHAPTER TEN

The next afternoon, I called Mike and asked if I could stop by. I didn’t give him a reason, just told him I wanted to see him. He didn’t press—he never did—and told me to come over whenever.

When I arrived, he was in the backyard, tinkering with the grill like he always did when the weather was decent. “Hey, sis,” he said, smiling as he wiped his hands on a towel and pulled me into a hug.

We sat at the patio table with a couple of cold beers, the sound of birds overhead filling the silence while I figured out how to start.

“There’s something I need to ask you,” I finally said. My fingers traced the condensation on the bottle. “It’s about Craig.”

Mike’s expression softened, his eyes narrowing slightly in quiet concern. “Okay.”

I took a deep breath. “Do you… do you think Craig was with me because he loved me? Or because I got pregnant?”

Mike leaned back, letting the question hang for a moment before answering. “You two had surprises thrown at you early on, but he loved you. You were it for him. You have to know that.”

“That’s the thing, Mike. I don’t.” My voice was quieter now, almost ashamed. “It’s something I’ve carried with me long before Craig died. I think… I think it’s the reason why I was jealous and possessive with him.”

Mike studied me for a moment, his brow furrowed, like he was weighing how much to say and how to say it. “Nessa, I saw you two together. I saw the way he looked at you. Whatever you’ve been telling yourself all these years—it’s not the truth I saw.”

Mike leaned forward, resting his forearms on the table. “I remember this one time—right after you had Bryant. We were all over at Mom and Dad’s for dinner, and you’d gone upstairs to feed him. Craig was sitting in the living room with me, just the two of us, and out of nowhere, he said, ‘You know, I hit the jackpot with your sister. She has no idea, but I’d be lost without her.’”

He gave a faint smile at the memory. “He wasn’t saying it for show. There was no one around to impress. It was just me and him, and he meant every word.”

“Okay, but I got pregnant with Kayla so soon after Bryant,” I said, my voice wavering between defensiveness and doubt.

Mike shook his head. “And he married you when he didn’t need to. It wasn’t like you were hinting at it. You two were already living together and had Bryant and Kayla when you got married.”

He leaned back, looking at me with that steady big-brother stare. “If it were just about obligation, Nessa, he could have kept things exactly the way they were. But he didn’t—because he wanted to make it official. Because he loved you.”

“So, you don’t think he settled for me?” I asked, my voice small.

“No,” Mike said firmly, his brows knitting. “And I don’t understand why you would think that, sis. You and Craig had your ups and downs—the same as Mom and Dad, the same as me and Lauren—but I do not doubt that he loved you more than anything.”

I took a sip of my beer when Mike said, “Did you know he talked to me about having another child before you two started trying?”

I shook my head, surprised, and he smiled faintly. “He was nervous about bringing it up to you, but he wanted it so bad.”

“I did too,” I managed to say, my voice breaking as the waterworks came before I could stop them. I swiped at my cheeks, but more tears followed, each one pulling me deeper into the memory of that part of our life I’d almost forgotten.

Mike reached across the table, resting his hand over mine. “See? That’s not a man who settled, Nessa. That’s a man who built a life he wanted and was continuing to build the life that he wanted with you.”

"I miss him so much," I sobbed, the words tearing out of me before I could hold them back.

Mike’s grip on my hand tightened, his own eyes glistening. “I know, sis. I miss him too. Every damn day.”

“I need to talk about something else,” I said, swiping at my cheeks.

Mike gave me a small nod. “Great. Let’s talk about you and Brooklyn. How are things?”

The topic shift felt abrupt, but not unwelcome. My chest still ached, but the mention of her pulled my thoughts into a different kind of heaviness—the kind tied to hope, fear, and everything in between.

I took a deep breath, letting the corner of my mouth lift into a small smile. “Things are… back on track,” I said. “Better than I expected, honestly. I’m in love with her, Mike.”

His smile spread, warm and genuine. “I can tell. You’ve got that look.”

“I’m happy,” I admitted, my voice softening. “Really happy. But… part of me feels guilty about it.”

Mike tilted his head, his expression gentling. “Because of Craig?”

I nodded, staring down at the label on my beer bottle. “Yeah. Like being this happy with her means I’m somehow… replacing him. Or betraying what we had.”

Mike leaned back in his chair, studying me for a moment before speaking. “Nessa, you’re not replacing Craig. And you’re definitely not betraying him. Loving someone new doesn’t erase the love you had for him—it just means your heart’s big enough for both.”

He leaned forward, resting his forearms on the table. “Craig loved you. He wanted you to be happy, even if he couldn’t be here to see it. If he could, I think he’d be glad you found someone who makes you smile again. The guilt? That’s just you holding yourself to a standard he never would have asked for.”

I felt better after my conversation with Mike, but a part of me knew that, as my brother, he could have also been telling me what he thought I needed to hear. His words had eased something inside me, but they didn’t erase all the doubts.

As the months passed, my relationship with Brooklyn grew closer, stronger, and I fell more deeply in love with her. I was happy—truly happy—but the happier I became, the more guilt I felt. It was as if each moment of joy carved out a shadow beside it, a quiet reminder of what I’d lost. Loving her didn’t diminish what I had with Craig, but sometimes my heart couldn’t tell the difference, and the conflict gnawed at me in ways I didn’t always understand.

Brooklyn noticed it in the little things first—the way my smile sometimes faded too quickly, or how I’d get quiet in the middle of a perfectly good day. One evening, we were curled up on the couch, a movie playing but neither of us really watching, when she muted the TV and turned to face me.

“You’ve been somewhere else lately,” she said gently. “Not all the time, but enough for me to see it. What’s going on in that head of yours, Nessa?”

I tried to shrug it off, but her hand found mine, her thumb brushing slowly across my knuckles in that way that told me she wasn’t going to let me get away with pretending.

I stared down at our joined hands, watching her thumb trace over my skin, and took a slow breath. “It’s… guilt,” I admitted quietly.

Her brow furrowed. “Guilt?”

I nodded. “The happier I get with you, the more it feels like I’m betraying Craig somehow. Like… if I love you this much, it means I’m leaving him behind. And I know that’s not fair, but it’s how it feels sometimes.”

Brooklyn didn’t speak right away. She just kept holding my hand, her gaze steady, letting my words settle in the space between us before she answered.

Brooklyn shifted closer, her free hand coming up to cup my cheek. “Baby,” she said softly, “loving me doesn’t erase your love for Craig. It doesn’t make it less real, and it doesn’t mean you’re replacing him. It just means you’ve found a way to keep living… and loving… after losing him.”

Her thumb brushed away a tear I hadn’t realized had fallen. “If he could see you now, I think he’d be proud. I think he’d be happy that someone gets to see the parts of you he loved so much. And I promise you, I’m not here to take his place—I’m here because I want to be a part of your life, the life you still deserve to have.”

Her words sank into me, warm and steady, easing some of the tightness in my chest. For the first time in what felt like forever, I felt like I could take a full breath.

My throat tightened, but it wasn’t from guilt—it was from the overwhelming rush of love I felt for her in that moment. I looked at Brooklyn, really looked at her, taking in the tenderness in her eyes and the way her touch was steady even as she said things that had to be hard for her to say.

“I don’t know what I did to deserve you,” I whispered.

She gave a faint smile. “You love me back. That’s enough.”

Something inside me shifted then. The guilt was still there, but it didn’t feel as heavy. I leaned in and kissed her, slow and lingering, feeling the truth of her words settle deep in my bones. For the first time in a long time, I let myself believe that I could love her completely without it meaning I was letting go of Craig.

It was shortly thereafter that I did something I hadn’t done in years—I visited Craig’s grave.

The air was cool that afternoon, the kind of crisp that hinted at the season changing. I stood there for a long time before I even spoke, my fingers brushing over the smooth edge of the headstone, tracing his name the way I used to when the loss felt fresh.

“I miss you,” I said quietly, standing by Craig’s headstone.

I took a slow breath and let the words keep coming, as if he were standing right there with me. “Bryant will be graduating from college soon. When he does, he’s going to join our company. You’d be so proud of him.”

I smiled faintly through the lump in my throat. “And Kayla… God, Craig, she’s beautiful. Driven, stubborn—just like you. You’d love seeing the woman she’s become.”

I crouched down, resting my fingertips against the cool stone. “Our niece and nephew are doing great. Lauren’s good, Mike’s good… Mom and Dad are healthy, and so are your parents. Everyone’s hanging in there.”

For a moment, I just listened to the wind moving through the trees, then I swallowed hard. “And then there’s Brooklyn.”

A small laugh escaped me. “Craig. She’s… incredible. She makes me laugh again, makes me feel alive.”

I let out a shaky breath, my fingertips still resting against the stone. “I love her, Craig… but I’ll always love you.”

The words caught in my throat, heavy and certain all at once. “That’s never going to change. No matter how much time passes, no matter what my life looks like…you’ll always be a part of me.”

I stood there in the stillness, letting the truth of it hang in the air, hoping that somehow, somewhere, he could hear me. As I stood at his headstone with my eyes closed, tears streaming down my face, I felt a hand on my shoulder. The shock of it made my entire body jolt.

I spun around, heart pounding, only to see Rebecca—my mother-in-law—standing there. “Sorry, honey,” she said gently. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

I didn’t know how much of what I’d said she’d heard until Rebecca’s eyes softened and she spoke.

“He would be happy for you,” she said, her voice steady but warm. “I know I am.”

The words hit me harder than I expected. For months, I’d battled that quiet fear—that my happiness with Brooklyn would be seen as disrespect to Craig’s memory, especially by the people who had loved him the longest. Hearing her say that felt like someone had lifted a weight I’d been carrying alone.

I swallowed hard, blinking against fresh tears. “You mean that?”

Rebecca nodded. “Of course I do. I want you to live, Nessa. Craig would too.”

“Does it bother you that I’m in a relationship with a woman?” I asked, my voice tentative, almost bracing for the answer.

Rebecca’s lips curved into a soft smile. “Sweetheart, I watched you grow up. You were family before you married Craig, and you always will be. You’ve always been like a daughter to me, and I want for you what any parent wants for their children… to be happy.

“You’re an amazing mother to my grandchildren. You were an amazing wife and partner to Craig, and you loved him with all of you heart. So, no—it doesn’t bother me. And it won’t bother Peter either, because he loves you too.”

Her words wrapped around me like a warm blanket, the kind you didn’t know you’d been cold without until it was draped over your shoulders, but the hug was so much better. It was real and grounding, her arms pulling me in with the same familiarity and safety they always had. For a moment, it didn’t matter that we were standing in front of Craig’s grave, or that my cheeks were still damp with tears.

In her embrace, I felt something loosen deep inside me. A permission I hadn’t realized I’d been waiting for. It wasn’t just her acceptance of Brooklyn; it was her way of telling me I could let myself be happy without guilt, that loving someone new didn’t erase the love I’d had before.

When Rebecca finally let me go, I felt lighter—like I’d left some of the weight I’d been carrying right there at Craig’s grave. The heaviness in my chest wasn’t completely gone, but it had eased in a way I hadn’t thought possible.

As I walked back toward my car, the cool air felt different—cleaner somehow, like I could breathe more deeply. The guilt that had been shadowing my happiness with Brooklyn didn’t vanish, but it no longer felt like it was steering my life.

For the first time in years, I left the cemetery not drowning in grief, but carrying something closer to peace. And as I drove home, I realized that what Rebecca had given me wasn’t just her blessing—it was the permission I needed to fully embrace the life I was building with Brooklyn.

I couldn’t fully embrace the life I was building with Brooklyn until I told Bryant and Kayla. They’d made passing comments about me and Brooklyn being more than friends, but this wasn’t about hints or assumptions anymore—I needed them to know the truth from me, in my own words, and I needed to find out how they felt about it.

Even thinking about the conversation tied my stomach in knots. These were my kids—my whole world—and while I’d been preparing myself for every possible reaction, I knew nothing could completely shield me from the sting if they didn’t take it well. Still, I couldn’t move forward with Brooklyn completely until this was out in the open between us.

When they came home for winter break, the house instantly felt fuller, warmer, just from their presence. We’d been catching up over dinners and late-night talks, but the weight of what I needed to say sat at the back of my mind every time we laughed or shared a story.

One evening, after the dishes were done and we’d all settled in the living room, I decided it was time. The tree lights cast a soft glow over the room, and the quiet between us felt like the right moment.

“I need to talk to you both about something,” I began, my hands resting in my lap. They exchanged glances, the kind that told me they already suspected what was coming.

“You’ve made comments before,” I continued, “about me and Brooklyn being more than friends. And… you’re right. We are. We’re in a relationship, and we’re in love.”

Bryant leaned forward, elbows on his knees, a small smile tugging at his lips. Kayla crossed her legs and tilted her head, studying me.

There was a beat of silence before Kayla spoke. “I kind of figured. You’re happier than I’ve seen you since before Dad died.”

Bryant nodded. “Yeah… I didn’t know for sure, but I’m glad. She’s good for you.”

The relief that swept through me was almost dizzying. “So… you’re both okay with it?” I asked, my voice softer.

Kayla grinned. “Mom, if she makes you happy, that’s all that matters to me.”

Bryant smiled. “Same here. You’ve been here for us through everything. You deserve someone who’s there for you, too, and who makes you happy.”

I felt my throat tighten, but this time it was from joy, not fear. I reached for both their hands, giving them a squeeze. “Thank you. That means more to me than you know.”

After Bryant and Kayla headed upstairs for the night, I didn’t waste a minute. I slipped on my coat and walked next door, my chest still warm with the relief from our conversation.

Brooklyn opened the door almost as soon as I knocked. “Hey,” she said, her eyes flicking over my face. “You look… lighter.”

“I am,” I told her, stepping inside. “I just talked to Bryant and Kayla. I told them about us—about everything.”

Her brows lifted slightly. “And?”

I smiled, the emotion still fresh in my voice. “They’re happy for me. For us. Kayla said she hasn’t seen me this happy in years, and Bryant told me you’re good for me.”

Brooklyn’s lips curved into that slow, genuine smile I loved so much. She reached for my hand and squeezed it. “Told you they’d be okay with it.”

“I know,” I said softly, meeting her gaze. “But I needed to hear it from them. Now I feel like I can finally… just be with you, without anything holding me back.”

She pulled me into her arms, and in that quiet moment, standing in her living room, it felt like something in our relationship had shifted—settled into place.

Brooklyn didn’t let go of my hand as she led me to the couch. We sat close, our knees touching, and for a moment, we just looked at each other—really looked—like we were both taking in the reality of what I’d just said.

Her fingers brushed my cheek, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “You don’t know how much I’ve wanted this,” she whispered. “For you to be able to just… be mine without feeling like you had to hide it from anyone.”

I smiled, my chest tightening with emotion. “Well, I’m yours,” I murmured. “Completely.”

Brooklyn’s lips found mine in a slow, tender kiss—one that deepened with every heartbeat until I was melting into her. The weight that had been sitting on my shoulders for months felt like it had slipped away entirely, leaving nothing but warmth and the soft hum of her presence.

She pulled me onto her lap, my legs curling around her as her hands slid to the small of my back. The kiss became lazy, unhurried, full of all the comfort and certainty we’d been building together. My fingers threaded into her hair, and when we finally broke apart, our foreheads rested together, both of us smiling.

“I love you,” I said, my voice steady and sure.

Her eyes sparkled in the dim light. “I love you too.”

Henrietta’s reaction was exactly what I should have expected from her. She didn’t just hug me—she squeezed the breath out of me, bouncing a little on her toes like she’d been holding this excitement in for months.

“I knew it!” she practically shouted in my ear. When she finally pulled back, her grin was wide enough to make my cheeks ache just looking at her.

Of course, it wouldn’t be Henrietta if she didn’t lean in a little closer, drop her voice to a conspiratorial whisper, and ask, “So… how’s the sex?”

I groaned, rolling my eyes with a laugh. “Henrietta…”

“What?!” she said innocently, though the sparkle in her eyes told me she was anything but. “Come on, you can’t drop ‘we’re in love’ and expect me not to ask.”

I shook my head, still laughing, because only Henrietta could make my most private news feel like a celebration rather than an interrogation. Henrietta folded her arms, tilting her head in that mischievous way that meant she wasn’t about to let this go.

“Oh, come on,” she coaxed. “You’ve been glowing for months, and now you finally admit it. You can’t just leave me hanging!”

I laughed and shook my head. “You really think I’m going to give you details?”

“Yes,” she said without hesitation. “Because you know I’ll just keep asking until you do.”

I smirked. “Persistent as ever.”

She leaned in closer, lowering her voice as if we were conspiring. “Just give me a scale. One to ten.”

I bit my lip, trying not to give her the satisfaction. “Henrietta…”

“One to ten!” she insisted, bouncing slightly like an excited kid.

“Fine,” I said, holding up both hands and spreading my fingers wide.

Her eyes went wide, and then she whooped so loudly I was sure the neighbors heard. “I knew it! I knew it!”

I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t stop my own grin. That was Henrietta—blunt, relentless, and somehow making me feel even happier about what I already knew in my heart.

I was so happy that the most important people in my life not only accepted my relationship with Brooklyn but also liked her. It felt like a huge weight had finally lifted from my chest, and I could truly breathe for the first time since Craig passed.

I didn't think I could fall more in love with Brooklyn until she came over that night. I had been thinking about Craig a lot with Bryant getting ready to graduate from college, and I’d pulled on Craig’s favorite hoodie for comfort. When she walked in and saw me wearing it, I braced for… something. But instead, she smiled, her eyes soft, and said, “You look great in it.” No hesitation. No awkward pause. Just acceptance—of the hoodie, of the history behind it, and of me. That was the moment I knew my heart had found another place it could call home.

It was crazy to think about, but it was true. I felt more secure in my relationship with Brooklyn than I ever had with Craig. With her, there was no second-guessing, no wondering if I was enough, no subtle undercurrent of doubt I couldn’t quite name.

Her naturally flirtatious personality stopped fazing me. I didn’t even realize how much I’d changed until we went back to the same bar where we’d had the only major argument of our relationship. The same bartender, Melody, was there—looking even better than the first time I’d seen her. She flirted with Brooklyn, and Brooklyn flirted back, but it didn’t bother me. It was harmless, and deep down, I knew Brooklyn was mine.

Even when I overheard Melody telling her co-worker how badly she wanted to fuck Brooklyn, my heart didn’t skip a beat. My pulse stayed steady. There was no rush of jealousy, no knot in my stomach …only the quiet, unshakable certainty that nothing and no one could take Brooklyn away from me—

Or so I thought.

It’s strange how that kind of confidence can feel like solid ground beneath your feet, right up until the moment you realize it was only thin ice.

I truly believed I had changed—believed that the insecurities I once carried had been buried for good until Brooklyn told me her friend Marissa was coming to visit.

They’d worked as models together, and Marissa wasn’t just a friend. She was Brooklyn’s best friend. Brooklyn was upfront from the start: they’d been sexually involved for years, though never in a romantic way.

It didn’t bother me that they talked and texted constantly. I’d even spoken to Marissa on the phone a few times, laughing with her like we’d known each other for years. But something about her visit stirred up a part of me I thought I’d outgrown.

When Marissa finally walked through Brooklyn’s front door, it was like the air shifted. She was almost as stunning as Brooklyn, with the kind of beauty that turned heads without even trying. Watching them hug—tight, familiar, lingering sent a strange mix of pride and unease rippling through me. Pride, because Brooklyn was mine. Unease, because I could feel the weight of their history in that embrace.

It was no wonder Brooklyn and Marissa were best friends. Marissa had the same effortlessly magnetic energy—confident, playful, and just a little dangerous. She didn’t even wait to settle in before aiming that charm at me, right in front of Brooklyn.

“I have to say,” she began, giving me a slow, deliberate once-over, “you look even better in person than in your pictures.” Her gaze lingered, unapologetic. “And I cannot believe you’ve had two kids… you’ve got an amazing body and you also have great tits.”

Brooklyn just laughed, shaking her head like she’d seen this side of Marissa a hundred times before. But my pulse ticked up anyway, not because I thought Brooklyn would stray, but because Marissa clearly wasn’t afraid to push boundaries.

“I have to say,” she began, giving me a slow, deliberate once-over, “you look even better in person than in your pictures.” Her gaze lingered, unapologetic. “And I cannot believe you’ve had two kids… you’ve got an amazing body and great tits.”

Brooklyn let out an easy laugh, leaning back on the sofa. “She does, doesn’t she?” she said, like it was the most natural thing in the world. “But you’ll have to get in line—she’s taken.” Her tone was light, almost teasing, but there was a glint in her eyes that made it clear she wasn’t worried in the slightest.

I laughed along with them, but the sound felt a little hollow in my chest. That familiar, ugly twinge began to stir deep inside me—the same one I thought I’d buried for good. It was subtle at first, just a faint tightening in my stomach, but as I watched Marissa’s eyes flicker over Brooklyn and Brooklyn smile back, it started to grow. I told myself it was harmless, that Brooklyn was mine, that I had nothing to worry about… but the truth was, I hated the way Marissa looked at her. And I hated even more how easily Brooklyn let her.

Marissa was only in town for a few days, and they hadn’t seen each other face-to-face since Brooklyn had moved to New York. As much as my possessive side bristled, I knew the right thing to do was give them space. So, I did—forcing myself to step back, to let them have their time.

I smiled and told Brooklyn to enjoy catching up, even kissed her before they left, but the moment the door closed behind me, my mind filled in the blanks of their history—the long nights together, the inside jokes, the intimacy they’d shared before me. I hated that I was thinking about it, hated even more that I couldn’t stop.

As I lay in bed that night, my mind raced with thoughts and images I couldn’t control—Brooklyn and Marissa laughing together, leaning in close, sharing the kind of comfortable intimacy that came from years of history. I tried to tell myself it was harmless, that Brooklyn had been upfront with me, that she’d chosen to be with me.

I hated that I was doing it to myself. Brooklyn had been honest from the start. I trusted her… didn’t I? And yet, the longer I stared at the ceiling, the more that familiar, gnawing instinct began to stir in my chest—the one I thought I’d buried months ago. That ugly possessiveness was back, curling its way through my thoughts, and no amount of reason could quiet it.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

As soon as I woke up the next morning, I walked next door to Brooklyn’s house and let myself in with the key she’d given me.

The smell of fresh coffee drifted through the hallway, warm and familiar, but it was the sound of laughter that caught me—the easy, unguarded kind. It was coming from the kitchen, both voices light and teasing, weaving together like they hadn’t missed a beat since the last time they’d been face-to-face.

Each step I took toward that sound felt heavier than the last, my chest tight, my pulse quickening with that old possessive edge I thought I’d left behind.

I greeted Brooklyn with a kiss and Marissa with a polite smile. Before either of us could say much, Brooklyn’s phone rang. She glanced at the screen, then answered.

“Give me twenty minutes,” she said before hanging up.

Her eyes met mine. “I need to run out and check out a property. Keep Marissa company for me, okay?”

She said it casually, like she was asking me to water a plant while she stepped outside—but the moment the door closed behind her, the air felt different. I was suddenly aware that it was just Marissa and me.

I poured myself a cup of coffee and sat down across from her.

Marissa leaned back in her chair, her hands wrapped around her mug. “You know,” she began, a little smile tugging at her lips, “I’ve known Brooklyn a long time. We’ve been through a lot together—work, travel, relationships, drama—but I’ve never seen her like this.”

“Like what?” I asked, unable to hide the curiosity in my voice.

“So, in love,” she said simply, her eyes steady on mine.

Her words caught me off guard, and for a moment, I didn’t know how to respond. All I could do was hold her gaze, feeling both the warmth of her compliment and the faint stirrings of that old, protective instinct deep in my chest.

I asked her what they had done last night.

Marissa didn’t miss a beat. “The usual,” she said casually, swirling her coffee. “Had some drinks, talked, laughed… and then fucked before going to bed.”

She delivered it with such a straight face—no smirk, no hint of a joke—that I froze for a moment, unsure if she was serious or just trying to get a rise out of me. My pulse skipped, and I studied her expression, searching for even the smallest tell. There wasn’t one.

Marissa couldn’t hold it in any longer and burst out laughing, the sound filling the kitchen. She shook her head, still grinning, and said, “Relax. Brooklyn doesn’t like jealousy.”

“I know that,” I replied, my voice steady even though my chest still felt tight. “But I can’t help how I feel—especially with the history you two have.”

Her smile softened, but there was still a teasing glint in her eyes. “Our history was only sex, Vanessa. That’s it. It was never more than that, and neither of us ever wanted to be together. We were traveling all the time, and if either of us felt like we needed to get off, we’d… help each other out. That’s all it was—nothing more.”

Even though she said it so matter-of-factly, my mind still wrestled with the thought of them together.

Marissa told me I looked tense, then pushed her chair back and stood. Before I could react, she moved behind me and set her hands on my shoulders. Her fingers were warm and firm as they began working into the tight muscles at the base of my neck, kneading slowly, deliberately.

“You’re wound up,” she said softly, almost teasing, her thumbs pressing in just enough to make me let out an involuntary sigh. “You need to relax, Vanessa. I’m not here to steal your girl.”

As she continued to work her fingers into my shoulders, Marissa’s voice was calm, almost matter-of-fact. “You know Brooklyn’s had sex with most of her friends, right?” she said, like she was talking about the weather. “It’s just… who she is. Something you’re gonna have to deal with if you’re with her.”

Her words sank in slowly, heavier with each pass of her hands over my tense muscles. I already knew it was true—Brooklyn had never hidden that part of herself from me—but hearing it from Marissa, while she stood so close, felt different. It was a reminder that my girlfriend’s past wasn’t just a list of names and vague stories. Some of those faces were still in her life, smiling at her, touching her shoulder, laughing over drinks. And if I was being honest with myself, it was something I still wasn’t sure I knew how to deal with.

I took Marissa out for breakfast, and over coffee and pancakes, she told me how happy she was for Brooklyn—that she’d never seen her so steady, so sure about someone. Hearing her say it made something warm spread through me, easing a tension I hadn’t even realized I’d been carrying.

It mattered to me, maybe more than I wanted to admit, that Marissa liked me. She was Brooklyn’s best friend, someone who’d always be here in life. Her approval felt like a quiet stamp of acceptance.

During breakfast, Marissa admitted she didn’t want to cross a line, but her curiosity got the better of her. She asked what it was like continuing to live in the house I had once shared with my husband.

I set my fork down, thinking for a moment before answering. “It’s not always easy,” I said honestly. “Some days the memories feel warm, other days they feel heavy. But it’s my children’s home—it’s where they grew up. That’s more important than anything.”

She nodded thoughtfully before asking if I thought I’d stay there for good. Without hesitation, I told her, “I have no intention of ever moving.”

I found it to be an odd question, but I didn’t think much of it at the time. When we arrived back at Brooklyn's house, she was home and was happy that Marissa and I had gone to breakfast and spent time alone. She was also happy because she had cut a deal to purchase the house, which she had gone to see that morning. Marissa looked surprised for some reason when Brooklyn told us the news.

I hadn't slept well the night before, so I told Brooklyn that I was going to head home to take a nap. I kissed her goodbye and said goodbye to Marissa. I exited the house and realized that I had left my house keys on Brooklyn's coffee table in the living room. I went back into the house, and as I grabbed my keys off the table, I heard Brooklyn and Marissa speaking. I couldn't hear what they were saying, but it sounded serious.

As I reached for my keys, I froze. Voices carried in from the kitchen—low, urgent. I moved quietly toward the sound, each step deliberate until I was just out of sight.

“You’re not going to tell her, are you?” Marissa’s voice was sharp, almost accusatory.

Brooklyn sighed. “There’s no reason for me to tell her. Relationships are about compromise.”

“Brooklyn,” Marissa said, her tone firm, “you being unhappy to keep Vanessa happy isn’t a compromise.”

“I know,” Brooklyn replied softly, “but I love her.”

A heavy silence followed, and I stood there with my heart pounding in my ears, unsure whether to step in or walk away.

I stood there frozen as their conversation continued.

“I know that you love her, but come on, Brook,” Marissa said, exasperated. “You were supposed to come to New York to flip a couple of houses to prove to yourself that you could. You weren’t supposed to stay here.”

Brooklyn’s voice was steady, almost defensive. “You know things changed when I met Vanessa. I’m not as unhappy living in the suburbs of Long Island as I was before.”

A short, humorless laugh came from Marissa. “Please. I know when you’re bullshitting me.”

Brooklyn responded, calm but firm, “I’m not bullshitting you, Marissa.”

There was a short pause—just long enough for me to wonder if the conversation was over—before Brooklyn sighed. “Okay… I’m bullshitting you.”

Marissa laughed, the sound sharp and knowing. “No shit.”

I stepped closer, my hand tightening around my keys as their voices carried from the kitchen.

“You’re not going to tell her, are you?” Marissa asked.

Brooklyn sighed. “There’s no reason to. Relationships are about compromise.”

“Brook,” Marissa said, her tone firm, “you being unhappy just to keep Vanessa happy isn’t a compromise. That’s self-sacrifice.”

“I know,” Brooklyn replied, her voice softer now. “But I love her.”

“I know you do,” Marissa said. “But come on—you were supposed to come to New York to flip a couple of houses, prove to yourself you could, and then move on. You weren’t supposed to stay here.”

“Things changed when I met her,” Brooklyn said. “I’m not as unhappy living out here in the suburbs as I was at first.”

I could almost picture the skeptical look on Marissa’s face when she said, “You’re forgetting—I know when you’re bullshitting me.”

“I’m not bullshitting you.” There was a pause, then Brooklyn’s wry tone followed. “…Okay, I’m bullshitting you.”

Marissa laughed. “No shit.”

“There’s still time for me to adjust,” Brooklyn said. “Especially now that I’ll be flipping the house I just closed on.”

“Brook,” Marissa said gently but firmly, “you’ve been here long enough to know—you’re not going to adjust. And deep down, you already know it.”

I stepped in closer, my breath shallow, as the conversation continued.

“You’re right,” Brooklyn said quietly.

“Then you need to tell her,” Marissa replied without hesitation.

“There’s no point,” Brooklyn said. “I love her enough to sacrifice my happiness for hers.”

“That’s no way to live, Brook,” Marissa said, her voice steady but edged with concern. “Eventually, that unhappiness is going to bleed into your relationship. And when it does, it’ll hurt both of you.” She paused before adding, “Have you even thought about asking her to move to Los Angeles with you?”

Brooklyn’s voice was quiet but certain. “You know I have,” she told Marissa.

“Then why haven’t you?” Marissa asked, her tone sharp.

“Because she’ll say no,” Brooklyn replied without hesitation.

“How do you know if you haven’t asked her?”

“I just do,” Brooklyn said, her tone firm but tinged with something that sounded like fear. “She’s not leaving Long Island. Not for me, not for anyone.”

Marissa studied her for a moment, her expression soft but unyielding. “If that’s true, Brook… then maybe she’s not the right person for you.”

Brooklyn’s jaw tightened. “She is the right person for me, but her entire life is here. Her company, her family, her friends. Bryant is graduating from college and going to work at her company, and Kayla still has two more years of college. Her kids are the most important people in her life, Marissa. I can’t ask her to walk away from all of that just to make me happy.”

Marissa’s tone sharpened just enough to cut through the air. “But you don’t actually know what she’d say if you did ask her.”

Brooklyn’s answer came quickly and clipped. “I do, and I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

Marissa didn’t push—at least not on that point. “Okay, how about we talk about the jealousy thing?”

Brooklyn exhaled slowly, a sigh heavy with reluctance. “She’s much better than she used to be.”

Marissa arched a brow. “I’m not so sure about that.”

Marissa told Brooklyn about our conversation—specifically when I’d asked her what she and Brooklyn had done the night before. She repeated my exact words, mimicking my tone just enough to make it sting, and I could hear the smirk in her voice even without seeing her face.

Brooklyn let out a short laugh, the kind that wasn’t entirely amused. “Yeah, I figured you’d ask her something like that,” she said.

“She looked like she was trying to figure out if I was joking,” Marissa went on. “I told her the usual—drinks, talking, laughing… and then I said we fucked before bed.”

Brooklyn groaned. “Marissa…”

“What? It was funny,” Marissa said lightly. “But you know what I noticed? She didn’t find it that funny.”

“You told her we fucked. Why would she find that funny?”

Marissa laughed. “Good point, but I’m not so sure she’s as over the jealousy thing as you think.”

I had heard enough. Without waiting to hear another word, I slipped out of the house and headed home, my stomach in knots and my mind spinning. The conversation I’d had with Marissa over breakfast about whether I’d ever sell my house hadn’t made sense at the time, but after hearing what she and Brooklyn had discussed, it did. Her curious question about me “ever moving” felt a lot less random and a lot more like she’d been testing the waters for Brooklyn.

I didn’t think Brooklyn would actually ask me to leave the only life I’d ever known behind—but after hearing her conversation with Marissa, I realized I needed to be ready if she did.

The thought weighed on me for the rest of the day. I turned it over in my mind, imagining what it would mean to walk away from my home, my company, my friends, and the roots I had spent my whole life growing. I thought long and hard about it, but no matter how many scenarios I ran through, I couldn’t land on an answer. I just… didn’t know.

How could I make such a life-altering decision when I’d never even set foot in Los Angeles?
The thought alone felt reckless—like agreeing to marry someone without ever having met them in person. I could picture the sunshine, the palm trees, the ocean, but they were only images in my head, not lived moments. I didn’t know the streets, the air, the feeling of waking up there.

The life I’d built on Long Island wasn’t just a home—it was my foundation. My family, my work, my friends, my history… all of it was here. Leaving would mean tearing up roots I’d spent decades growing, and planting them somewhere I couldn’t yet imagine. That made the answer harder than I wanted to admit—because I couldn’t say yes, but I couldn’t say no either.

I didn't want Brooklyn to know I had eavesdropped on her conversation with Marissa, and suddenly suggesting a trip to Los Angeles without a reason would have been too suspicious. It could have tipped her off that I’d overheard every word.

Luckily, when it was time for Marissa to leave, she gave me the perfect opening. She hugged me, flashed that flirtatious smile, and told me that if I ever wanted to visit Los Angeles, I had an open invitation. I latched onto it immediately, thanking her and saying I might just take her up on it someday. It was casual enough to pass as friendly banter, but it planted the seed without revealing what I knew.

It was a few weeks after Marissa’s visit when Brooklyn and I were lying in my bed, bodies still tangled in the warmth after sex. The room was quiet except for the faint hum of the ceiling fan, and I found myself breaking the silence with a question that had been sitting in the back of my mind.

“Do you miss Los Angeles?” I asked.

She didn’t hesitate. “Yeah, I do,” she said softly, and for a moment, her voice carried a weight I couldn’t quite place.

“What do you miss?” I pressed.

The words spilled out of her like they’d been waiting for the chance to escape. “The weather, the clubs, the beaches… my friends.”

It wasn’t just what she said—it was the way she said it. Her eyes lit up, her whole face brightened in a way I hadn’t seen when she talked about anything here. That glow, that spark… it told me more than her words ever could.

I suggested that I take Marissa up on her offer and that we take a trip to Los Angeles together. The second the words left my mouth, I saw that spark in Brooklyn’s eyes flare brighter. It was instant—like I had just dangled her favorite memory right in front of her. She grinned, and for a moment, I couldn’t tell if she was more surprised that I’d brought it up… or if she was already mentally packing her bags.

A month later, Brooklyn told me that the tenant who had been renting the condominium she once shared with Megan had moved out. It was the perfect opening. With the place empty and waiting, it felt like the ideal time to make the trip to Los Angeles. We didn’t overthink it—we packed our bags, booked our flights, and planned to spend two full weeks there. Even though I tried to hide it, I was just as curious about her old life as I was about the city itself.

CHAPTER TWELVE

The moment we stepped off the plane, Los Angeles wrapped itself around me like a warm, fragrant blanket. The air was different—drier than New York’s, but somehow softer, carrying hints of ocean salt, sun-warmed concrete, and blooming flowers I couldn’t name. The light was brighter too, almost golden, like the city had its own filter that made everything look a little more cinematic.

From the freeway, palm trees stood tall and aloof, swaying lazily against an endless blue sky. I could see the mountains in the distance, hazy and sunlit, and it felt strange to be somewhere where snow and skyscrapers weren’t part of the backdrop. The streets seemed wider, the colors more vibrant—splashes of bougainvillea climbing over stucco walls, neon signs flashing over juice bars and taco stands.

Even through my fatigue from the flight, I felt that spark of energy the city seemed to hum with. There was an ease here, a casual glamour that made it feel like anything could happen. I couldn’t tell yet if it was my kind of place, but as I glanced over at Brooklyn—her smile wider, her posture lighter—it was obvious that it was hers. And that alone made me want to see it through her eyes.

Brooklyn made sure our first few days in Los Angeles were a whirlwind. We started with the classics—posing for pictures in front of the Hollywood sign, strolling down the Walk of Fame, and wandering through the glitzy chaos of Hollywood Boulevard. She insisted we stop by Grauman’s Chinese Theatre, where we compared our handprints to those of old movie stars.

From there, we drove through Beverly Hills, palm-lined streets giving way to gleaming mansions tucked behind ornate gates. Brooklyn pointed out homes she had visited for parties during her modeling days, her voice carrying that mix of nostalgia and pride that made me picture her exactly as she must have been back then—magnetic, fearless, and in her element.

We spent a morning at the Santa Monica Pier, the smell of funnel cakes and saltwater filling the air, and I let Brooklyn convince me to ride the Ferris wheel despite my protests. From the top, the coastline stretched endlessly, golden sand melting into deep blue water, and for a moment, I understood why people gave everything up to be here. We walked Venice Beach after, people-watching and laughing at the eccentric characters along the boardwalk.

At night, Brooklyn took me to rooftop bars where the skyline glittered like spilled diamonds, to clubs where the bass pulsed through the floor, and to late-night taco trucks where we ate standing on the sidewalk under flickering streetlights. She seemed to know exactly where to go, and everywhere we went, someone knew her.

By the time we collapsed into bed each night, my feet ached, but my head was spinning—in part from the pace, but mostly from seeing Brooklyn so alive in her city.

I thought I’d braced myself for it, but the reality hit different. Meeting Brooklyn’s friends was one thing—meeting three women she had actually slept with was another entirely.

It wasn’t as though Brooklyn had kept her past a secret. In fact, she’d been open about it, almost too casual when talking about her hookups, but there was a difference between hearing about them in passing and standing face-to-face with women who had been in her bed before me.

As we got ready that evening, I could feel the nervous energy building in my chest. My mind kept replaying questions I didn’t want to ask out loud—Would they compare me to themselves? Would they still look at her like they once did? Would she notice if they did? No amount of mental preparation could completely erase the thought that I’d be walking into a room where history lingered in the air… and not just any history, but Brooklyn’s.

When we arrived at Marissa’s house, two of the three women were already there, and my heart gave a little jolt the moment I saw them.

The first was tall and effortlessly chic, with sun-kissed skin that spoke of endless California afternoons. Her golden hair fell in loose waves down her back, and she had the kind of smile that instantly made you feel like you’d known her for years. The second was all dark allure—long, glossy black hair, striking hazel eyes, and a body that looked like it had been sculpted for the sole purpose of turning heads. Her red lipstick was the kind of bold that dared you not to look.

They greeted me warmly, each leaning in with that casual confidence that comes from being entirely comfortable in your own skin. I smiled, shook their hands, and did my best to mirror that same ease… but inside, my pulse was pounding. I could feel my brain running two conversations at once—the polite chatter on my lips, and the anxious whisper in the back of my mind reminding me that these were women Brooklyn had once been intimate with.

It wasn’t jealousy exactly, but there was a sharp awareness in my chest, like I had just stepped into a room where invisible lines of history and attraction ran just beneath the surface.

I was having a good time listening to their stories, the kind that made me feel like I’d stepped into the middle of a long-running sitcom where everyone already knew the punchlines, when the front door opened and in walked Ashlyn—the third and final woman Brooklyn had slept with that I’d be meeting.

She was… breathtaking. A stunning plus-size model with curves that demanded attention, the kind of presence that could silence a crowded room without even trying. If I had to guess, her measurements were somewhere around 42-33-44, and she carried them with the kind of confidence that made you instantly aware of your own posture. Her dark hair was glossy and pulled over one shoulder, framing a face that was equal parts warmth and allure.

The moment our eyes met, she smiled—a slow, knowing smile that made my stomach tighten. She hugged Brooklyn first, lingering just long enough for me to notice, and then turned her attention to me. “So, you’re Vanessa,” she said, her tone rich and friendly, but with an undertone I couldn’t quite place. I managed a smile in return, but as I shook her hand, I couldn’t ignore the flicker of something sharp and possessive curling up inside me again.

I thought Marissa and Brooklyn were bad with their flirtatious personalities, but Ashlyn was on an entirely different level. With Marissa and Brooklyn, the flirting was playful—more teasing than anything—and I’d gotten used to the way they could charm an entire room without even trying. But Ashlyn… she was something else entirely. Every glance, every word, every movement seemed designed to draw you in, like she knew exactly how to hold your attention and wasn’t afraid to keep it.

I’d been worried about the other women looking at Brooklyn with unmistakable fuck me eyes, but Ashlyn wasn’t looking at Brooklyn like that. No—she was looking at me.

As the night went on and the drinks kept flowing, Ashlyn’s focus on me only seemed to intensify. She didn’t even pretend to be subtle—every touch was deliberate, every lean closer calculated. Her hand would brush my arm when she laughed, her knee pressed against mine under the table a little too long to be accidental, and she’d lean in so close when speaking that her perfume lingered on my skin.

It wasn’t just me noticing it either. Brooklyn and Marissa would have had to be blind not to see it, and judging by their glances, they saw everything. Brooklyn, though, wasn’t the least bit angry or jealous. If anything, she looked amused, like she was enjoying watching me squirm under Ashlyn’s attention. Marissa, on the other hand, had a little smirk tugging at her lips—like she was silently daring me to see how far Ashlyn would push it.

I stopped paying attention to Ashlyn’s relentless flirting the second my eyes landed on Bianca.

She stood close to Brooklyn, her dark, glossy black hair catching the light every time she moved, those striking hazel eyes locked on Brooklyn with an intensity that made my stomach tighten as she leaned in when she spoke to Brooklyn, their proximity far too close for casual conversation.

I could tell they were in their own world for those moments, sharing some private exchange that I couldn’t hear over the noise of the party. My chest tightened in that familiar, unwelcome way, the possessive instinct that had been simmering all night sparking to life again.

How Marissa looked at me told me she knew exactly what was going through my head. It made me feel exposed, like she could see every flicker of possessiveness I was trying to hide, and the small smirk that followed told me she might just call me out on it.

Marissa caught my eye and tilted her head toward the hallway. I followed her, weaving past a few people until we were out of earshot in the quieter corner of the house.

“You’ve got that look,” she said, crossing her arms with a knowing smirk.

I tried to play dumb. “What look?”

“The one where you’re pretending to be cool, but your brain’s screaming, Why is she standing so close to my girlfriend?” Her voice was low, teasing but edged with truth.

I opened my mouth to deny it, but she raised a hand. “You need to stop letting every little thing get under your skin.”

Her tone was calm, but her eyes stayed locked on mine, like she was measuring how much I was actually hearing.

After the conversation with Marissa, we slipped back into the party’s energy, but Ashlyn clearly hadn’t forgotten where she’d left off.

She caught my eye almost immediately and sauntered over, her smile slow and deliberate, like she was savoring the moment. Leaning in close enough for her breath to tickle my ear, she said in a low, sultry tone, “I’d love nothing more than to have you sit on my face. I’d give you so many orgasms you’d lose count.”

My eyes widened before I could stop myself. It wasn’t just the bluntness of her words—it was the confidence dripping off every syllable, the way she made it sound less like a suggestion and more like a promise.

Shock rippled through me, but so did something else—something warmer, heavier. I could feel the heat rise in my cheeks and my pulse pick up. As much as I wanted to roll my eyes and brush it off, I couldn’t deny the little spark her brazenness ignited, and she knew it.

After making her first bold comment, she didn’t give me a chance to recover before leaning in again, her voice dropping even lower, almost a growl. “I’d stick my tongue so far up your ass,” she said, “you’d feel it in your stomach.”

I froze for a half-second, my breath catching. My mind scrambled between being stunned at how shamelessly filthy she was being and the sudden jolt of heat her words sent through me. It was crude, obscene—and yet, the confidence with which she said it made it impossible to ignore the pull in my body’s reaction.

Before Ashlyn left, she flashed me one last sultry smile, her eyes lingering just a little too long.
“I hope I see you again before you and Brooklyn head home,” she said, her tone dripping with suggestion.

The way she said it made it clear she wasn’t talking about a casual run-in. It was an invitation wrapped in temptation, and as much as I wanted to brush it off, my pulse betrayed me with a quickened beat. I forced a polite smile, but inside I was still buzzing from everything she’d said—and the way Brooklyn would probably react if she knew just how much it had gotten to me.

Ashlyn’s departure snapped my attention right back to where it had been before—on Bianca and Brooklyn. The easy smile Brooklyn had been wearing disappeared the second she caught me looking. Her expression hardened, her gaze locking on mine with a dead-serious intensity that made my chest tighten. It wasn’t angry exactly, but it carried weight.

For the rest of the get-together, I kept reminding myself to stay cool, to not let the jealousy bubbling under my skin spill over and ruin the night. I wanted Brooklyn to enjoy herself—to be surrounded by her friends without feeling like she had to manage me.

It wasn’t easy. Every time I caught her laughing with someone across the room or leaning in to hear a story, a little twinge of possessiveness stirred in my chest. But I forced myself to smile, to keep my posture relaxed, and to sip my drink like I wasn’t silently cataloging every interaction she had. The night was hers, and I didn’t want to be the reason it soured.

To her credit, she never once brought up the fact that I’d been watching her with Bianca that night. The entire rest of our trip, I half-expected her to say something—maybe tease me, maybe confront me—but she didn’t.

In the end, it turned out to be a good trip. I got to know Marissa better and met a lot of Brooklyn’s friends, most of whom, thankfully, she hadn’t slept with. What stayed with me the most wasn’t the sightseeing, the parties, or even the awkward moments. It was seeing Brooklyn happy in a way I hadn’t seen before. She’d been happy with me in New York, sure, but it was different. Brooklyn has been in her element, in her city with her people. For those two weeks, I saw her light up in a way that I hadn’t before.

I couldn’t shake the memory of that conversation I’d overheard between Brooklyn and Marissa—the one that had planted the idea for our trip in the first place. It stayed lodged in the back of my mind, coloring the way I saw everything during those two weeks.

Being in Los Angeles only made it clearer: this city wasn’t just somewhere Brooklyn used to live—it was part of her. The way she moved through it, how alive she seemed, how easily she fit back in with her friends… it was obvious that Long Island could never give her the same sense of belonging. No matter how much she loved me, I knew deep down she would never be truly happy living there. And that realization sat heavy with me, because it wasn’t just about where she belonged—it was about whether I could ever belong there with her.

About three weeks after we’d come back from Los Angeles, Brooklyn brought it up out of nowhere.

“Why didn’t you tell me what Ashlyn said to you at Marissa’s?” she asked, her tone curious but not accusatory.

I hesitated for a moment before answering. “Because I didn’t want to cause friction between you and Ashlyn.”

Brooklyn chuckled, shaking her head. “You’re the jealous one, not me.”

Her laugh was light, but it hit me in that way where I wasn’t entirely sure if she was teasing or pointing out a truth I didn’t want to admit.

“Wait… how do you even know what Ashlyn said to me?” I asked.

Brooklyn leaned back against the headboard, smirking. “Because she told me.”

I blinked at her. “She told you? Over the phone?”

“Yep,” she said casually, like it was the most unimportant thing in the world.

“You’re not mad? Not even a little bit?”

Brooklyn laughed, shaking her head. “Nope.”

I stared at her, still not understanding how she could brush it off so easily while I was still replaying the whole thing in my head.

I shook my head, still confused. “Why doesn’t it bother you?”

Brooklyn’s expression softened. “Because I know you love me,” she said simply. “It doesn’t matter if you think Ashlyn is attractive. I know you were sexually attracted to her. I’m not blind, but I also know you’re mine. I have your heart, and that’s all that matters to me.”

Her words hit me harder than I expected, making me feel both relieved and guilty at the same time.

I was relieved that Brooklyn wasn’t upset or angry with me for not telling her, but the relief was laced with guilt. She didn’t know the real reason I’d wanted to take that trip to Los Angeles. It wasn’t just about seeing her friends or experiencing her world. It was because of the conversation I’d overheard between her and Marissa.

Sometimes, when we were lying together in bed or laughing over coffee, the memory of their words would creep back in. Marissa’s bluntness, Brooklyn’s quiet confessions—it all made me wonder if her happiness was just a mask she wore for me. I wanted to believe her smile was real, but I’d seen the way she lit up in Los Angeles. I’d felt it.

Part of me thought about telling her I’d overheard them, just to be honest. But the other part knew that once I said it, there was no taking it back. It could change everything. I kept the secret, carrying the weight of it alone, and pretending the trip had been nothing more than a spontaneous idea.

As the months passed, the guilt gnawed at me, quiet but relentless. It didn’t help that I’d begun to believe Brooklyn wasn’t just unhappy—she was slipping into something darker, something that looked a lot like depression.

At first, I tried to convince myself it was in my head, a trick my conscience was playing on me because of the secret I was keeping. But then Bryant came home after graduating from college, and Kayla returned for summer break. They didn’t know Brooklyn the way I did, yet they saw it too.

It was in the way she moved more slowly, smiled less, and seemed lost in her thoughts even when surrounded by people. I caught them exchanging glances when they thought I wasn’t looking, silent confirmations that they were picking up on the same heaviness I felt every day.

One afternoon, I was in the kitchen rinsing off a cutting board when I heard footsteps behind me. Kayla leaned against the counter, arms folded, watching me with that sharp, perceptive gaze she’d had since she was little.

“Can I ask you something?” she said, her voice low.

“Of course,” I replied, drying my hands on a towel.

“It’s about Brooklyn.” She hesitated, chewing the inside of her cheek before continuing. “Is she okay?”

The question hit me harder than I expected. I tried to play it off, glancing at the fruit bowl instead of her eyes. “Why do you ask?”

“She’s different,” Kayla said softly. “She’s quieter. I mean, she still smiles, but it doesn’t… reach her eyes, you know?” She paused, searching my face. “I’ve seen that look before, Mom. She seems… sad.”

A lump formed in my throat. Kayla didn’t know about the conversation I’d overheard, but her words made me feel like she did. “She’s been adjusting,” I said carefully, avoiding a direct answer. “It’s a big change for her.”

Kayla studied me for a moment longer, like she could see past every layer I’d tried to hide behind. “I just think you should talk to her,” she said finally. “Before it gets worse.”

A few days later, Bryant dropped onto the chair opposite me and watched quietly for a moment before saying, “Mom… can I ask you something?”

I smiled faintly. “Go ahead.”

“It’s about Brooklyn,” he said, his voice steady but careful. “Is she… doing alright?”

I hesitated. “Why?”

“She doesn’t seem like herself,” he replied. “She’s polite, she’s friendly—but I don’t know. There’s this heaviness about her, like she’s here but part of her is somewhere else.” He looked at me directly. “It’s not good.”

“I’ll talk to her.”

“You should,” he said simply, then stood and headed upstairs.

Between Kayla’s blunt observation and Bryant’s measured concern, the guilt that had been gnawing at me for months was screaming. A few nights later, after dinner, I found Brooklyn on the couch, half-reclined, scrolling through her phone.

I sat across from her, heart pounding. “I need to tell you something,” I said.

Her eyes lifted to mine immediately. “Okay…”

“I overheard you talking to Marissa,” I confessed. “When she was visiting. I didn’t mean to at first, but I stayed and listened. I heard you say you’d never ask me to move to Los Angeles because you already knew I’d say no.”

Brooklyn froze, the faintest flicker of surprise in her expression.

“I didn’t bring it up because I didn’t want you to know I’d been eavesdropping. The truth is, I can’t stop thinking about it—about how happy you were there. I think you’ve been unhappy here for a while, even depressed.”

She slowly set her phone aside, sitting upright. “So that’s why you wanted to take that trip,” she said.

I nodded. “Yeah. And now my kids see it too, even though they don’t know you like I do. They can tell something’s off.”

Her gaze stayed locked on mine, unreadable. “And what do you want me to do with this, Vanessa?”

“I want you to tell me if moving back would make you happy,” I said. “Even if it’s the last thing I want to hear.”

The silence that followed was almost unbearable.

Brooklyn leaned back slowly, her eyes searching mine like she was deciding how much to let me see. Her voice, when it came, was quieter than I expected. “Of course I’ve thought about asking you,” she admitted. “I’ve thought about it a hundred times since I moved here. But every time, I picture you saying no… and I can’t stand the idea of making you feel like you’d have to choose between me and your whole life.”

Her words hit hard because that was exactly what I was afraid of, too.

She exhaled, running a hand through her hair. “You’re right. I’ve been… off. I’ve been trying to push it down, but L.A. is home for me. Always will be. Being there again, seeing my friends, my places. God, Vanessa, it woke something up in me that I’ve been pretending wasn’t there.”

My chest tightened. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying I miss it,” she said, her eyes holding mine like she was bracing for impact. “I miss it so much it hurts sometimes, but I love you more.”

I swallowed hard, my heart twisting. “That’s no way to live. Not for either of us.”

“No,” she whispered, shaking her head. “It’s not.”

I drew in a deep breath, my mind spinning. “Then maybe we need to stop pretending it’s not an option,” I said quietly.

Brooklyn’s head snapped up. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying…” My voice wavered. “I don’t know what it would mean yet, or how it would work, but maybe we should talk about what it would look like if we moved to L.A. together.”

Her brows knit like she didn’t dare believe me. “You’d actually consider it?”

“I’m not promising I’ll say yes tomorrow,” I admitted. “I love you, and if this is something you need to be happy, I want to at least explore it. I don’t want you sacrificing your joy for me. That’s not fair to either of us.”

Her eyes softened, and she reached across the bed to take my hand. “It’s a huge change, Vanessa. Your house, your family, your business… your kids. I would never want you to resent me.”

“That’s why we need to talk it through. Every detail,” I said. “Where we’d live. How often we’d come back, but I can’t decide without even picturing the life we’d have there.”

Brooklyn’s lips curved into the first real smile I’d seen in months. “You have no idea what it means to hear you say that.”

“Then let’s figure it out,” I said, my heart pounding. “Together.”

Brooklyn shifted so she was leaning back against the headboard, still holding my hand. “Okay… if we were to do this, we’d have to figure out where we’d live. I don’t think the condo I own would work long-term. It’s too small for us and the kids when they visit.”

I nodded. “So, house hunting. Maybe somewhere between your friends and the beach so you can have both.”

Her eyes lit up a little more. “That’s doable. And you’d still keep your house here?”

“Yes,” I said firmly. “This is my children’s home, and it would also give us a place to come back to whenever we wanted.”

She let out a breath, a small smile tugging at her lips. “God, I love you.”

“I love you too,” I told her, my voice low but certain.

Something shifted between us in that moment—like all the emotion, the guilt, the want, and the relief boiled over at once. The kiss that followed was hungry, almost desperate, and before I knew it, we were tangled together in the sheets. What followed was the most intense and rough sex Brooklyn and I had ever had—raw and unrestrained, like we were both trying to claim each other completely.

I woke the next morning to find Brooklyn between my legs. My body was still tender from the night before, but in the best possible way. I don’t know how you feel, but I can’t think of a better way to wake up. The way she looked up at me, eyes dark and focused, made it clear she wasn’t easing into the day—she was picking up right where we’d left off.

Her tongue moved with deliberate, unhurried strokes that made my toes curl under the sheets. My hands found her hair instinctively, threading through the silky strands, holding her there—not to control her, but to keep from floating away.

Every small sound I made seemed to spur her on, her grip tightening on my hips, pulling me closer. She broke away just long enough to look up at me with that wicked half-smile I’d come to crave, then she buried herself in me again, deeper, slower, like she was savoring every inch of me. My breathing turned ragged, my body tensing in waves that I knew she could feel.

When it finally hit, it wasn’t an explosion—it was a rolling, consuming flood that left me clutching her head, my voice breaking on her name. She didn’t stop until I was trembling against the sheets, until I could do nothing but collapse back into the pillows, dazed and utterly hers.

Brooklyn slid up beside me, her lips glistening, her eyes fierce and satisfied. “Good morning, baby.”

I brushed my fingers through her hair and said, “Brook, before I make a final decision, I need to talk to Bryant and Kayla.”

She nodded without hesitation, her eyes soft but understanding. “I get it. They’re your kids. We’ll wait until you’ve talked to them.”

That kind of patience from Brooklyn only made me love her more.

The next evening, I sat Bryant and Kayla down in the living room. My heart was pounding, but I knew I had to be honest.

“I need to talk to you both about something important,” I began. “Brooklyn and I have been talking about possibly moving to Los Angeles. Before I make any final decision, I want you both to know that home will always be home for us. Nothing changes that.”

They glanced at each other before looking back at me. Bryant was the first to speak. “Mom, if that’s what makes you happy, then I’m good with it.”

Kayla nodded. “Yeah, I just want you to be happy. I think it’d be amazing for you to have a fresh start. Besides, it’s not like we can’t visit and you won’t visit.”

“Of course,” I said, feeling the tension ease from my shoulders.

Bryant smiled. “You have my blessing, Mom.”

Kayla leaned over and hugged me. “Go for it.”

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

That night, I found Brooklyn in her kitchen, leaning against the counter with a glass of wine in her hand. She looked up at me with a curious smile.

“I talked to Bryant and Kayla,” I said, stepping closer.

Her eyes searched mine. “And?”

“They both gave me their blessing,” I told her, my voice soft but steady. “They just want me to be happy. That means we can really talk about making this happen.”

Brooklyn’s smile widened slowly, and for a moment, she didn’t say a word—she just set her wine down and wrapped her arms around me, holding me tight.

“That means we can really talk about making this happen,” I told her.

Brooklyn’s smile widened slowly, and for a moment, she didn’t say a word—she just set her wine down and wrapped her arms around me.

“What about the rest of your family?” she asked.

“They’ll understand,” I said without hesitation. “I’m not leaving New York behind. I’ll just be here less.”

Brooklyn pressed her forehead to mine, her voice low and certain. “Then we’re doing this?”

“Yeah,” I said, holding her gaze. “We are.”

She kissed me, her lips lingering like she was sealing something between us. “If we’re doing this,” she said softly, “then I need to do something.”

Before I could ask, she reached into the nightstand drawer and pulled out a small velvet box. My heart stopped.

She opened it to reveal a simple, elegant ring that caught the light like it had been waiting for that moment. “Vanessa,” she said, her voice trembling but steady enough to break me open, “will you marry me?”

I didn’t even think. “Yes.”

I felt my cheeks dampen as she slid the ring onto my finger, her hands shaking.

It felt like it all happened so fast after that day, even though it really didn’t. In reality, it took a full year for everything to fall into place.

There were endless conversations, late nights spent researching neighborhoods, video calls with realtors, and careful coordination between our lives in New York and the one we were building in Los Angeles. Every trip we made out there felt less like a visit and more like we were staking a claim, piece by piece, on our future.

From the moment we decided, New York started to feel different. Not less like home, but more like a chapter I was slowly, deliberately closing.

We had already purchased our home in Los Angeles—a beautiful place with a view that made Brooklyn’s eyes light up every time she looked at the photos. I decided to leave my New York house fully furnished. Bryant was working for the company and living there, making it feel less like I was abandoning it and more like I was passing the torch.

I started making a list of the things I wanted to do one last time before the move—Sunday dinners at my parents’ house, walks through the neighborhood I’d known all my life, late-night drives past the quiet streets where I grew up. I found myself lingering over simple things: my favorite coffee shop’s chatter and even the smell of rain on the hot asphalt in July.

Packing didn’t happen all at once—it was more like a slow dismantling of my life. A few boxes at a time, clearing out closets, deciding what would come with us and what would stay. Brooklyn and I would spend evenings on the couch, scrolling through ideas for how we’d decorate the new place.

Friends hosted little goodbye dinners, even though they knew I wasn’t gone forever. But there was still this undercurrent of finality in the air—because even when I came back to visit, I wouldn’t be there the way I used to be.

The last thing I needed to do before marrying Brooklyn and heading off to Los Angeles was say goodbye to Craig.

I’d thought about what I would say for weeks, rehearsing it in my head during quiet moments, but when I stood there—fingers tracing the cool edge of his headstone—every carefully chosen word scattered. The reality of leaving New York, of starting a new chapter without him in the world, felt heavier than I’d expected.

“I’m happy, Craig,” I told him softly, my voice catching. “She makes me happy.”

I let myself sit there for a while, knees pulled up, talking to him like I had countless times before. I told him about the move, about the house in Los Angeles, about Bryant continuing to live in our home. I told him that Kayla would be starting her final year of college soon and that she didn’t know if she would remain on Long Island or go to California to live with me when she graduated. I told him I’d be back to visit.

When I finally stood, brushing dirt from my jeans, I touched my fingers to my lips and pressed them against his name.

“Keep watch over me and the kids, okay? I miss you and I love you. Goodbye, Craig. Until next time.”

And with that, I turned toward the car, ready to marry Brooklyn and step into the life waiting for me on the other side of the country.

The morning of the wedding felt like a dream. The air buzzed with excitement, the kind that seeped into my bones and made everything feel both surreal and inevitable. Marissa stood proudly as Brooklyn’s maid of honor, her easy confidence a perfect balance to Brooklyn’s nervous energy. On my side, Lauren was my anchor—my maid of honor, my best friend, my sister-in-law, and the one who had stood by me through every turn that led there.

Craig’s parents were there, sitting in the front row, their faces soft with warmth as they watched me step into the new chapter. It meant more than I could ever say to have them here, a piece of Craig with me as I took this leap.

Many of Brooklyn’s friends had flown in from California, filling the space with laughter and the kind of energy only her circle could bring. Among them were the three women I had met in Los Angeles—the ones Brooklyn had a history with. If there was tension, it stayed unspoken, wrapped in polite smiles and quick hugs. When I caught sight of Brooklyn at the other end of the aisle, everything else fell away.

The music swelled, and for a moment I thought my knees might give out. I clutched the bouquet a little tighter, my fingers trembling, and took my first step down the aisle. Every face I passed blurred into soft shapes and colors, like an out-of-focus photograph. All I could see—clear, sharp, and steady—was Brooklyn.

She stood at the other end, her smile breaking me open in a way I hadn’t expected. My chest ached with love, my heart pounding so hard I felt it in my throat. The weight of the past—Craig, the guilt, the uncertainty—seemed to dissolve with every step. This was where I was meant to be.

I caught sight of Craig’s parents in the front row, their eyes glistening, and it nearly undid me. I felt his presence there, not in a haunting way, but in the quiet, steady warmth that had carried me through so many moments. I wanted to believe he was proud of me and happy.

My eyes never left Brooklyn’s. It was like she was holding me there with her gaze alone, each step toward her sealing the promise of what we’d chosen together. I wasn’t just walking toward her; I was walking into a life I couldn’t have imagined before her. A life that terrified me and thrilled me all at once.

By the time I reached her, my hands were shaking, not from fear, but from the sheer force of the love that had built between us. And when she reached out and took my hand, everything—every doubt, every ache—fell away. All that was left was her.

Brooklyn’s fingers tightened around mine, her thumb brushing over my knuckles like she was grounding me. The officiant began to speak, but my attention was locked on her—those deep, unwavering eyes, the faint curve of her lips, the way she looked at me like the rest of the world didn’t exist.

When it was her turn, she took a small breath, her voice steady but brimming with emotion.
“Vanessa, you are my anchor and my storm. You’ve seen every part of me, the light and the dark, and you’ve never looked away. I promise to keep building a life where you feel safe, wanted, and loved every day for the rest of my life. You are my home, no matter where we are.”

I swallowed hard, the weight of her words sitting warm and heavy in my chest. When it was my turn, I didn’t even glance at my notes—I didn’t need them.

“Brooklyn, you came into my life when I didn’t think there was room for joy. You’ve made me braver, softer, and more alive than I ever thought I could be. I promise to love you fiercely, to listen even when it’s hard, and to stand by you through every high and low. You’re my person. Always.”

Her eyes glistened, and she gave my hand a gentle squeeze that said more than words ever could.

The officiant’s voice felt almost distant when they asked, “Do you, Brooklyn, take Vanessa to be your lawfully wedded wife?”

Brooklyn’s answer was immediate. “I do.”

“And do you, Vanessa, take Brooklyn to be your lawfully wedded wife?”

I smiled through the lump in my throat. “I do.”

“You may kiss your bride.”

Brooklyn cupped my face and kissed me like there was no one else in the room—like the world had narrowed to just the two of us. The applause, the cheers, the camera flashes all blurred into white noise.

The reception hall glowed with warm light, the air alive with laughter and clinking glasses. Music played low in the background, the kind that makes you sway without realizing it.

Marissa made her way over to us first, pulling Brooklyn into a hug before wrapping her arms around me. “Mrs. and Mrs.,” she grinned, eyes sparkling. “About time.” Her teasing tone didn’t hide the genuine affection there, and I couldn’t help but smile.

Lauren came up right behind her, looping her arm around my waist and whispering, “You were stunning up there. I’m proud of you.” I hugged her back, my throat tightening just a little.

Brooklyn’s California friends drifted over in small groups—faces I’d met in Los Angeles, including Bianca, Marissa’s dark-haired beauty of a friend, and Ashlyn, the plus-sized model whose shameless flirting I would never forget. They each congratulated us in their own style—Bianca’s handshake melting into a warm two-cheek kiss, Ashlyn pulling me in with a wink.

Ashlyn leaned in close enough for only me—and maybe Brooklyn—to hear. “Brooklyn’s going to have a lot of fun getting you out of that wedding dress tonight,” she purred, her eyes glinting with mischief. “And if she needs any help… well, I’d be happy to volunteer.”

Brooklyn laughed softly beside me, and I could feel her amusement more than I could see it.

The two sides of our lives—my New York roots and her West Coast world—mingled around us like they’d always belonged in the same room. Watching everyone talk, dance, and toast felt surreal. All the miles, all the complications, all the doubts had led to this moment—Brooklyn’s hand in mine, the sound of our families and friends celebrating together.

Brooklyn leaned close, her lips brushing my ear over the noise of the crowd. “This is our beginning.”

The laughter and music from the reception still echoed faintly in my head as the door to our suite closed behind us. It was just us now—no cameras, no well-wishers, no playful interruptions from Marissa or Lauren. Brooklyn locked the door without looking away from me, the flicker of candlelight catching the faint sheen on her cheekbones.

I slipped off my heels, feeling the ache in my feet give way to the steady thrum of anticipation in my chest. Her gaze traveled down the length of me, lingering on the dress Ashlyn had so crudely commented about earlier. Only now, there was nothing crude about the way Brooklyn looked at me—it was reverent, possessive, and just a little hungry.

“You’re mine now,” she said softly, closing the space between us.

“I’ve always been yours,” I whispered back, my voice steady despite the heat curling through me.

Her hands found my waist, fingers brushing the beaded fabric as though committing every ridge and curve to memory before she even thought about undoing it. “I’ve been thinking about this all day,” she murmured, her lips at my ear.

“Getting me out of my dress?” I teased.

“Making you my wife in every way,” she corrected, her voice husky.

The rest of the world—the honeymoon flights, the champagne toasts, the guests we’d just left behind—faded until it was just us, the weight of the day settling into something softer, deeper, and far more intimate.

Her lips claimed mine before I could say another word, slow at first, as if she was savoring the fact that this was the first kiss we’d share as wives. Then her hands slid down my back, finding the hidden row of buttons that had been taunting her all day.

Each one came undone with a deliberate patience that made my pulse race. By the time the last clasp was freed, I was breathless, my dress slipping off my shoulders and pooling at my feet like it had been waiting for this moment.

She stepped back just far enough to take me in, her eyes warm but intense. “You’re beautiful, Nessa,” she said, the words thick with emotion.

I could feel my own tears threatening, the weight of the day and the reality of what we’d just promised each other colliding in my chest. “I love you, Brooklyn,” I said, my voice trembling—not from nerves, but from the sheer truth of it.

Her fingertips grazed my collarbone, then drifted lower, a silent promise in the way she touched me. “I’m going to make you feel how much I love you tonight,” she whispered.

Vanessa ate my pussy like she never had before, her tongue relentless, her hands anchoring me in place. And when she finally slid the dildo into me, she fucked me so good that my legs kept trembling long after my orgasm, the aftershocks rippling through me while she watched with that satisfied, wicked smile.

As I moved between her legs afterward, looking up at her flushed, blissed-out face, a deep warmth spread through me. I smiled inside, knowing I wasn’t pleasuring my hot new neighbor—the woman I’d slept with a week after meeting—but my wife, giving her every ounce of love, desire, and devotion I had in me.

Her back arched, a low, broken moan slipping past her lips, and her fingers tangled in my hair, holding me there like she never wanted me to stop. “God, Nessa…” she breathed, her voice trembling with that mix of surrender and need that undid me every time. Her thighs quivered against my shoulders, and I could feel her pulse in every movement, every soft gasp.

When she finally shuddered around me, her head fell back against the pillows, and for a moment, all I could hear was the sound of her breathing—ragged, uneven, and absolutely beautiful. She reached for me, pulling me up so our lips met, her taste still lingering on my tongue.

“I love you,” she whispered, her eyes glassy but so full of certainty it made my chest ache.

“I love you too,” I whispered back, knowing there was no better way to start our life together than right here, tangled in each other, still tasting our wedding night on our lips.

Vanessa and I were beside each other in bed when she turned her head toward me, her hair spilling over the pillow, and asked, “So… what did you think about what Ashlyn said to you during the reception?”

I let out a slow breath, unsure whether to laugh it off or admit the truth. “Honestly? I thought it was bold… even for her.”

Her lips curved into a knowing smile. “Bold and…?”

“And a little hot,” I confessed, my voice low. “But not in a way that made me want her. More like… it reminded me how much I already have with you.”

Brooklyn studied me for a moment, her expression softening. “It’s okay if you want her,” she said, her voice dropping into that low, deliberate tone that always made my pulse race. “I would love to watch her fuck you.”

A shiver shot through me, the thought both startling and intoxicating. My lips parted, but no sound came out—I was caught in the image she’d planted. Brooklyn leaned closer, her breath brushing my cheek.

“You’d look incredible with her,” she went on, each word deliberate. “That gorgeous mouth on you… her hands holding you open while I watch every second.” Her tone was a slow caress, designed to get under my skin, and it worked. My chest rose and fell faster, my skin prickling with heat.

"Ashlyn is amazing at eating pussy and even better at eating ass. I would look into your eyes as I watch her devour your ass while finger fucking your pussy."

Her words hit me like a spark to dry kindling. My breath caught, and I felt a shiver roll through me, deep and low. Brooklyn’s fingers traced lazy, knowing circles over me, the touch light but electric, matching the slow, deliberate way she painted the image in my mind.

Every syllable, every detail she fed me tightened the coil inside me. My pulse thudded in my ears, my body arching instinctively into her hand. I tried to keep my eyes open, to meet her gaze, but the way she was touching me made it impossible to think about anything except the heat building between us—and the way her voice wrapped around me like it was claiming me.

My resolve unraveled with every word, every glide of her fingers. Brooklyn’s voice was low and deliberate, her breath brushing my ear as she described in vivid detail what she’d watch Ashlyn do to me, how she’d savor every reaction I gave.

I closed my eyes, letting the picture take over—Ashlyn’s mouth on me, Brooklyn’s gaze locked with mine, her hands keeping me open, feeding the need that pulsed harder with every beat of my heart. My thighs trembled around her hand, and I clutched at her arm, torn between wanting to slow down and being desperate for more.

“Brooklyn…” I breathed, but it came out ragged, needy, like her name was the only thing keeping me grounded. And when her fingers pressed deeper, I didn’t fight it anymore. I let go, surrendering to the fantasy she’d spun, to the way she owned every part of me in that moment—body, mind, and every flicker of desire in between.

Brooklyn’s pace quickened, her words twisting deeper into me, pulling me toward the edge with no way back. My hips lifted into her touch, the tension building so fast it stole my breath. Every description of Ashlyn—her mouth, her tongue, the way Brooklyn would watch—had me spiraling, my mind and body locked in the fantasy she’d painted.

When I finally came, it ripped through me hard, my thighs trembling violently around her hand. My back arched, a cry tearing from my throat as she held me there, drawing every last pulse and shiver from my body.

Brooklyn and I had never talked like that while having sex until that night, but I loved it. It unlocked something in me—something raw, uninhibited, and addictive. It was a game we carried into our honeymoon, where she didn’t just paint the picture of watching me with Ashlyn, but with other women too. Each time, her words became more vivid, more wicked, and I found myself craving the way she could make my body react with nothing but her voice and her hands.

We barely made it through the door of our suite before Brooklyn was on me, kissing me like she’d been holding back all day. My back hit the wall, her hands gripping my hips, and that same spark from our wedding night came roaring back.

On the bed, she stripped me down slowly, like she was unwrapping something precious—but the look in her eyes was anything but gentle. She lowered her mouth to my ear, her voice low and thick with lust. “You know what I’d love? To see you spread out under Ashlyn, her tongue buried inside you, your hands pulling her hair while she makes you come.”

A shiver raced through me, my pulse spiking as her fingers slid between my legs. I couldn’t stop the moan that escaped me, and she smiled against my skin. “Or maybe someone else… someone new. A woman you’ve never met, but who knows exactly how to take you apart. And I’d be right there, watching, touching you, making sure you’re begging for more.”

Her words curled around me like heat, and I could feel myself unraveling faster than I ever had. Every stroke of her fingers matched the rhythm of her voice, painting filthy, perfect images in my mind until I was gasping her name.

By the time she finally pushed me over the edge, I was clinging to her, my body trembling, my mind reeling from how deep she’d gotten into me—not just physically, but in my fantasies, in my desires I didn’t even know I had.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

After our honeymoon, we arrived in Los Angeles and went straight to our home. Brooklyn disappeared inside, phone pressed to her ear, her laughter floating out through the open sliding doors as she caught up with Marissa.

I took my glass of wine and stepped out onto the back deck, sinking into one of the chairs that faced the ocean. The air was warm but carried a cool salt-kissed breeze, and the rhythmic crash of the waves against the shore seemed to slow my racing thoughts.

I stared out at the horizon, the sun dipping low, painting the water in streaks of gold and rose. My fingers curled around the stem of my glass as I thought about everything that had brought me here. I fell in love with my brother’s best friend in high school. Becoming a teenage mother and marrying Craig as the mother of two kids. I thought about the day Mike came to our house to tell me Craig had died in a car accident, and how, in that moment, I was certain my life was over.

I thought about the first time I saw Brooklyn, that spark of attraction that hit me the moment I saw her. Then my mind drifted to our first date—the laughter, the way her eyes held mine like no one else ever had, and how it all ended with us tangled together in her home the very next day.

That moment… it was the beginning of everything. The start of a path I didn’t even know I was stepping onto, one that would lead me through every high, every low, every tear and laugh, until it brought me here—Los Angeles, with Brooklyn as my wife.

It felt like standing at the seam between two worlds—the life I’d lived and the one waiting for me. Everything behind me had shaped me, tested me, broken me in ways I thought I’d never recover from. But everything ahead… it was unwritten. For the first time in years, it didn’t scare me. It felt like a beginning dressed up as an ending—closing one chapter, saying goodbye to the version of me who had survived, and stepping fully into the version who could live again. And I was doing it with Brooklyn at my side, my partner, my love, my wife.

If someone had told me that Craig would die, and that I would fall in love with a woman, marry her, and move to Los Angeles, I would’ve laughed in their face. But there I was. And despite the chaos, the scars, the hollow ache of Craig’s absence, and the small, stubborn pockets of uncertainty that still lingered in the corners of my mind, something had settled inside me. I felt something that I didn’t think I would ever feel again. I felt… at peace.

My future with Brooklyn was both exhilarating and terrifying. Los Angeles would be a new world—sun-soaked and unfamiliar. I’d have to find my footing in her city, surrounded by women who knew her in ways I couldn’t erase, women who had shared her bed before me. Would my possessiveness creep back in? Would jealousy sink its claws into me again? I didn’t know.

My future with Brooklyn was both exhilarating and terrifying. Los Angeles would be a new world—sun-soaked and unfamiliar. I’d have to find my footing in her city, surrounded by women who knew her in ways I couldn’t erase, women who had shared her bed before me. Would my possessiveness creep back in? Would jealousy sink its claws into me again? I didn’t know. And I didn’t know how long it would take before the ache for my family and friends back in New York became too much—before I needed to go back, even just to breathe in the familiar air.

I didn’t know many things at the time, but I would get my answers. I would learn more than I ever expected—about Brooklyn, about myself—and live a life with her I never could have imagined. I would do things and cross lines that I never thought I would. As it turned out, Brooklyn’s dirty talk that night after our reception, the words that spilled into our honeymoon and followed us into our marriage, would become more than just talk. But that… that’s another story.

A MESSAGE FROM AUTHOR ANTOINETTE SAX

I hope you enjoyed reading “Where Grief Led Me.” I would sincerely appreciate a rating as well as a review, as your feedback is important to me. If you would like to read more of my stories, including the sequel to this story titled “Unconventional Vows,” you can find them at http://www.AntoinetteSax.info, which will take you to my Amazon Author page.
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