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        Thank you so much for returning for part two of Jax & Tess’s story! If you have not read My Butterflies, please check out that novel first as this is a continuation of the first book and not a standalone.

        As a reminder, the characters in this series have experienced, and will experience, life-altering events that some readers may want to be aware of. This novel is darker than My Butterflies and some may want to skip chapter 26. If you’d like to know more details, please check out my website:

        https://authorbevans.com/butterflies/
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chapter one


          

          JAXON

        

      

    

    
      Staring blankly through the elevator buttons in front of me, I was only vaguely aware of the arm that stuck itself between the closing doors, triggering them to reopen. Glancing over, I groaned internally at the sight of one of my least favorite people.

      Just perfect.

      Skipping fake pleasantries, Eli laid into me. “You know, I never liked you much. First, I didn’t think you were good enough for Brooke. Proving me right, you cheated on her with my girlfriend. But now? I think I hate you.”

      My jaw flexed as my teeth ground together, but I kept them clenched so a biting retort wouldn’t escape.

      He didn’t seem to care whether I had anything to say or not, because he kept going. “Do you have any idea what you did to that girl?”

      Yeah, I knocked her up, cheated on her, then left her. I’m an asshole. Got it, prick.

      “I dropped her off at the airport this morning. She’s a wreck.”

      My head snapped over. Airport? He wasn’t talking about Brooke?

      Eli stared straight ahead. “She cried the entire way. Pretty hard at times. We were able to talk a little. Eventually, I asked if she regretted her relationship with you.”

      He shook his head, laughing sardonically, then turned to me with eyes filled with so much hate they might’ve rivaled my own. Through his teeth, he seethed, “You know what her answer was? No, it was still worth it, because it was the happiest month and a half of her life.

      “I hate you because she still loves you, even after everything you’ve put her through. I wish I could be so lucky to find someone who loved me like that. I treated her like a princess, yet she couldn’t love me. You treated her like your own personal plaything then threw her away, yet somehow she still loves you.

      “You’re a fucking idiot. You don’t deserve her, and I hope for her sake, she gets over you quickly.”

      When the elevator doors opened, he stepped out onto the twelfth floor and headed in the direction of his apartment.

      Fuck… It was hard to breathe.

      Along with giving me back my key to her apartment, Brooke had given me permission to enter without knocking whenever she knew I was coming over, so I walked in and headed to the spare bathroom, calling out, “Hey, I’m here. Gonna use the bathroom.”

      It took several minutes to calm down. Once my eyes dried, I splashed cold water on my face until the redness cooled.

      Examining the asshole in the mirror, I thought, You couldn’t possibly hate me more than I hate myself, Eli.

      When I entered the living room, Brooke started, “Hey, so—Oh my God! You look like shit. Are you sick?”

      I sighed. “No. Haven’t been sleeping well.”

      “You need me to drive?”

      I shook my head. “Ready?”
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        * * *

      

      About forty-five minutes later, my pregnant ex sat on an examination table as I paced the small room. Had I ever been this nervous before? I feared I might lose the little food I’d eaten earlier.

      Brooke eyed me. “You okay?”

      Avoiding her eyes, I stopped moving. “Weren’t you nervous the first time you came to the doctor about the baby?”

      “Nope. My heart was too broken to notice. Since when do you get nervous?”

      Ignoring the shot she took, I blew out a breath. “Since now, I guess.”

      Absently, I wondered if Tess had picked up on the fact that I rarely got nervous. Whether she knew it or not, she’d seen it twice. First on the Ferris wheel, then when I confessed I was in love with her.

      Thinking about her felt like a vice clamping down on my ribs, so I sat down in case I actually passed out due to a lack of air. As I did, the OB-GYN entered. Introductions were made. Then Brooke and her doctor went over what sounded like routine questions. Thankfully, the conversation kept me distracted from my inner turmoil.

      After a few minutes, it was time to hear the baby’s heartbeat. Listening to it, my eyes stung, and I could’ve sworn the beat of my own heart sped up to match the rapid pace of his…my son’s.

      Swallowing the lump in my throat, I met Brooke’s glistening eyes. I gave her a small smile. In return, she gave me her full megawatt, movie star grin.

      How could a person love someone before they met them? Yet I was living proof that it was possible, because the love for my little boy was so immense that it might’ve been able to fill the four empty holes in my heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
chapter two


          

          JAXON

        

      

    

    
      “You coming to Smythie’s tonight?” I asked Brooke as I drove her back to her apartment building.

      When she didn’t answer, I glanced over. She was gnawing on her bottom lip, staring at the road ahead. “I don’t know. I’m having trouble hiding this little bump.”

      “You don’t have to hide it. Not for my sake. Everyone’s going to find out soon enough.”

      Cautiously, she asked, “Won’t it be awkward?”

      “Why would it be? We were together for years.”

      “What about Tess?” she whispered.

      Remembering what Eli had said on the elevator, my throat tightened, so my response came out strained. “She won’t be there.”

      “Why not?”

      I nearly choked, saying, “We broke up.” That and the fact she’d flown somewhere. Probably home to New York.

      “That bitch dumped you over this? God, I hate her! She stole you then dumped you? She really is a conniving, home-wrecking whore! What? She’s too good for a single dad? She’s so full of herself.”

      “Stop. You’re pissing me off, and I didn’t say she broke up with me.”

      “Oh? You broke up with her?” Was there a tinge of hope in her voice?

      Dammit!

      I huffed, “I didn’t say that either.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “None of your business.”

      She scoffed but stayed silent until we turned onto her street. “Have you told anyone?”

      “Chuck and Ashton.” Still bitter about her insulting Tess, I told her something I hadn’t planned to. “Chuck thinks I should get a paternity test.”

      Muttering half to herself, she said, “He’s such a jerk. I’ve never understood why you’re friends with him.”

      Not having to justify myself or my friends to her, I stayed tight-lipped.

      “So?” she asked haughtily.

      “So what?” I sighed.

      In her annoying baby voice, she mocked, “Are you going to ask for a paternity test?”

      We stopped at a perfectly timed red light. Turning to her, I looked her square in the eye. “Did you cheat on me?”

      Incensed, she hissed, “No!”

      “Did you sleep with anyone after we broke up and before you found out you were pregnant?”

      She rolled her eyes. “No.”

      Facing forward again, I said, “Then I’m not going to ask for a paternity test. Besides, since you’re still mad at me, if you weren’t sure, you probably would’ve rubbed it in my face that he might not be mine or not even tell me about the pregnancy at all.”

      “Oh, please. Get over yourself. You’re the cheater here.”

      Working my jaw, I tried to relax it so I wouldn’t break my teeth as a song about never, ever getting back together popped into my head. Maybe we could figure out a rock cover of it in time for tonight’s show.

      Brooke interrupted my musings. “So was it worth it?”

      I threw her a glance.

      Sneering, she clarified, “Breaking up what would have been our little family for a bitch who wouldn’t stick around just because you knocked up your ex? For throwing me away for a relationship that only lasted a few weeks? For a tramp who clearly didn’t give two fucks about you?”

      White-knuckled, I gripped the wheel as I glared at the car in front of me. I tried taking a couple of calming breaths, but I still snapped, “That’s not what happened, and if you want to try to have an amicable relationship with me for our son’s sake, you’ll stop insulting her. She’s the least bitchy person I know.”

      I wanted to add, “The exact opposite of you!” But since I’d told her to stop throwing insults, it’d be hypocritical to insult her. However, as I pulled up in front of her building, I admitted, “But since you asked, yes.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Yes, my time with her was worth it. All of it.” Impersonating her mocking tone back at her, I added, “Even when I cheated on you.”

      Immediately, I felt like the biggest douche and wished I could take it back.

      She growled as she shoved open the car door. After jumping out, she slammed it shut before storming off.

      Exhausted, I let out a breath. How the hell were we supposed to co-parent when all we did was argue and take jabs at each other?
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        * * *

      

      A plate with a slice of pizza appeared in front of me.

      When I only stared at it, Ashton asked, “You need me to take the cheese off for you or something?”

      In response, I took the plate.

      “You gonna eat it or admire it?”

      Having no appetite, I put the plate on the counter.

      After he swallowed a bite of his own piece, he tried for not the first time to get me to tell him what was going on. “You and Tess get into a fight or something?”

      “I broke up with her.” My voice was hoarse. Should I cancel the show? Who knows if I would even be able to sing? I sure as hell didn’t want to.

      His eyes widened. “You’re getting back together with Brooke?”

      I grimaced. “Definitely not.”

      “Then why⁠—”

      “Because she didn’t sign up for this!” I nearly shouted.

      “Huh? What does that mean? Is she mad about the pregnancy?”

      “No…I don’t know.”

      “I’m confused.”

      Looking away to hide my burning eyes, I shook my head. “I can’t talk about this right now.”

      Thankfully, he let it go.

      Since I wasn’t talking, I watched as he played a video game until Chuck would be back from his student-teaching gig.

      When we arrived at his house, my other best friend was standing on his front steps, staring down at a brown box.

      Seeing us walking toward him, he called out, “You expecting a package, Jax?”

      “No,” I said.

      Chuck looked down at it again. “Huh.”

      “What? Wrong address?” Ashton asked.

      As we got to the bottom of the steps, Chuck said, “There’s no shipping label, but it’s for Jax.”

      I stepped up to examine it.

      In her distinctive handwriting, Tess had printed my name on top of the sealed box.

      After picking it up, I headed inside, the guys following behind me. I sat on the couch, putting the box on the floor at my feet, then used my keys to slice the tape. Reaching in, I pulled out the hoodie Tess had borrowed from me so many months ago on the Ferris wheel, followed by the t-shirt I was wearing on Halloween that Tina had put on her to cover her after she’d been assaulted. All these months later, she returned them.

      Disappointed, I shook my head. But at what? Myself? The fact that Tess no longer wanted them after hanging onto them for so long? It wasn’t like we were together when she’d worn them.

      Judging by the size of the box, everything from my drawer in her dresser was inside. I sat back on the couch as the air left my lungs like I’d been sucker punched.

      “What’s that?” Chuck asked.

      “My clothes and shit that I had at Tessa’s,” I answered flatly.

      “I figured, but what about that shiny chain?” Chuck pointed inside the box.

      Shiny… My heart fell to the pit of my stomach.

      I followed his finger. Seeing my suspicion confirmed was like the girl I loved hit me in the chest with a sledge hammer. Next to my toothbrush and other toiletries was the charm bracelet I’d given her. Pulling it out, I stared in disbelief at the five charms. A microphone, Ferris wheel, X, butterfly, and heart. Why had she returned it?

      I heard a strange noise and realized it was me, gasping for air. Hot streaks ran down my face as the pain I’d inflicted on myself came on full force.

      When I calmed a bit, Ashton, who’d sat beside me, asked, “Did you give that to her?”

      “Yeah,” I choked out.

      “What is it?” Chuck asked for the third time.

      Doubting my ability to speak, I stuck out my hand for him to take it.

      After examining it, he guessed, “Do each of these mean something?”

      Nodding, I wiped my eyes, but the tears kept falling.

      Chuck handed the jewelry off to my other best friend.

      With raised brows, Ashton asked, “A Ferris wheel?”

      Pulling out my phone, I brought up the first picture Tess and I had taken together then handed it to him.

      His eyes bulged. “You went on a Ferris wheel with her?”

      I nodded again as Chuck looked back and forth between us. “Is that significant or something?”

      “Jax is afraid of heights.”

      “Oh…” Based on his expression, he immediately grasped the significance.

      Standing, I held out my hand. Ashton handed the bracelet back.

      Ignoring the calls behind me, I stalked over to the house next door then banged on the door.

      Tina answered, “Jax? What are you… Tess isn’t here.”

      “I heard.” I held out my hand. “Can you give this to her when she comes back and tell her I’m not taking it back?”

      Tina took the bracelet. Looking at it, she said, “I guess… I’ll tell her, but she can be stubborn. I’m not sure⁠—”

      An idea popped into my head. “Wait, she flew to New York, right?”

      Tina crossed her arms. “That’s no longer any of your business.”

      “Eli told me he brought her to the airport this morning. New York, right?”

      She muttered, “Yes.”

      “Do you know how long she’s going to be there?”

      “Again, none of your business.”

      Rubbing my forehead, I pleaded, “Can you at least tell me if she’s at her house for the next day or two?”

      Tina looked away then finally relented. “She’ll be there until next Friday. Then, as you may remember, she’ll be on an interview marathon all over the state during spring break.”

      Tess wanted to get into law enforcement and had applied all over California. Before we’d broken up, I had asked if she wanted to go somewhere for break, but she said she couldn’t because of all the interviews she had lined up. I planned on tagging along and amusing myself while she was busy. Thanks to me, she’d be on her road trip alone and have to pay for everything herself, including hotels and a rental car. Great…another thing to feel guilty about.

      I held out my hand, and Tina returned the bracelet. “Thanks, I’ll take care of it.”

      Her voice halted my steps across the lawn. “You should leave her alone. You haven’t left her alone since the day you two met, and look what you’ve done to her. If she becomes a closed-off shell again because of you—” She pressed her lips together and looked away, shaking her head as angry tears formed in her eyes.

      Not bothering to respond, knowing nothing I said could make a difference, I headed to my car.

      Chuck and Ashton caught up. “Where are you going?”

      “I need to do something and probably won’t be back until it’s time for the first set, so I’ll meet you at the bar.”
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        * * *

      

      That night, Brooke and I learned how quickly word could travel around Smythie’s.

      Waiting for my usual two bottles of water before heading on stage, Brooke came over and asked Cory if there was any sparkling water. The bar didn’t stock it, so she settled for a ginger ale.

      Between sips, she said, “At least this’ll settle my stomach.”

      “Since when do you drink sparkling water?” I asked. “Or anything carbonated?”

      Brooke, who was wearing a loose-fitting shirt, snorted. “Strange, right? It’s these pregnancy cravings. I crave carbonation, and since I should drink lots of water, I switched to sparkling.”

      I glanced at Cory to see if she’d heard. It appeared she had.

      Turning my attention back to Brooke, I asked, “Any other cravings?”

      Her eyes lit up with excitement, which surprised me, especially after learning what her other craving was. “Oh my God, yes! You won’t believe this! I eat vanilla ice cream all the time. I try to limit myself to one bowl or milkshake a day, but I’d only eat that if I could. And it doesn’t upset my stomach. You know I’m still having, like, all-day sickness, so yeah. Can you believe that?”

      I chuckled, “Hardly.” She hated vanilla ice cream and rarely ate ice cream at all.

      While we laughed, Tanya, the bitch who I unfortunately hooked up with pre-Brooke—the one who I’d kicked out of the bar for bad-mouthing Tess after she and I started dating—shouted loudly enough to be heard by everyone in the immediate area. “You’re pregnant?”

      I raised a brow at Brooke.

      She shrugged.

      Turning to the loud mouth, I said, “Yeah, so what? It happens when you have sex.”

      The expressions on the faces surrounding us varied from shock, to smirking, to mocking, to not caring, to way too interested. I even got a few “poor guy” looks. Regardless, they all looked ready to spread the word, some already pulling out their phones.

      One of Tanya’s underlings said, “Wow, so you cheated on that girl you cheated on Brooke with, with Brooke?”

      Tanya added, “Ewe. You’re such a scumbag. I’m so glad I was never interested in more than one night with you.”

      Keep telling yourself that, Tanya. Whatever helps you sleep at night.

      Some other person yelled out, “Guess that’s why blondie isn’t here tonight.”

      Was it me, or was the music in the bar not as loud as it should be? How could I hear all of them so well, and how could so many people hear this conversation?

      Under her breath, Brooke muttered, “Looks like I don’t need this anymore.”

      Grabbing the hem of her loose-fitting shirt, she pulled it over her head, revealing a tight black tank top that fit her snugly, showing off her little baby bump. There was an audible gasp from the crowd, which had increased in size.

      Pointing at her belly, Brooke announced for everyone around to hear, “This happened when Jax and I were still together. Not that he would, but I wouldn’t cheat with him.”

      My eyes widened. There was no malice or taunting in her voice. She also didn’t mention that Tess and I had broken up. I thought she’d take any chance she got to scream it from the rooftops.

      Thankfully, the crowd dispersed, getting one last drink or dance in before the band's set.

      Leaning into me, Brooke commented, “Still can’t believe you fucked that ho.” Again, there was no bitterness or mocking in her tone.

      “Tell me about it. If it’s any consolation, she was a terrible lay, and I wouldn’t have done it again even if she was the only female around,” I muttered.

      Brooke laughed so hard she snorted, which made me laugh. Several people turned to look at us.

      Noting the time and taking a step toward the stage, I said, “See you later.”

      Grabbing my arm, she said, “Wait! I keep forgetting. My dad wants to talk to you.”

      I groaned.

      “Can you come tomorrow or Sunday?”

      I shook my head. “I’m busy. Maybe next weekend.”

      Nodding, she released my arm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
chapter three


          

          TESSA

        

      

    

    
      Standing in the kitchen, I glared at the offending package that had arrived a few minutes before. Apparently, I had overnighted myself something. The return address listed “T.M.G.” as the sender with my California address.

      There was only one thing that would be in a box that size. But to confirm, I opened it anyway in case I had actually forgotten something and Tina sent it.

      After moving the flaps out of the way, I pulled out a folded note. Although tempted not to read it, I was never able to resist him.

      
        
        No matter how many times you try to give this back, I won’t ever take it, even if that means we’re sending it back and forth for the next 50 years.

      

      
        Jax

      

      

      I closed the flaps and shoved the box away. Tapping my fingers on the counter, I debated what I should do with the bracelet. Throw it away? Pawn or sell it? There was no way I was keeping the thing. I wanted nothing to remember him by, especially symbols of a bunch of fake special moments we’d shared.

      How did he even know I was home? Had he seen Eli pick me up?

      Not about to take the chance of running into him, I asked Tina to put the box with all his stuff on Chuck’s step when she noticed Jax’s car wasn’t there. She’d completed her task quickly.

      As soon as I had the chance, I deleted the photos of him from my social media and phone, although admittedly not before backing them up on my computer.

      When Mom met me at the airport, she’d taken one look at my face and figured out what had happened. I hadn’t explained why I was coming home when I texted my flight information to my parents.

      Thursday morning, after Jax walked away from us and the first round of sobbing had stopped, I spoke to or emailed all of my professors, telling them I had a family emergency. Out of the three midterm exams scheduled for the following week, two professors let me take them that afternoon while the third took one look at my face and gave me a two-question oral exam on the spot.
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        * * *

      

      Saturday afternoon, I ran an errand then sat down with my mom, giving her more details while my dad was at work. She listened quietly until I was done, patiently waiting during the times I broke down and couldn’t speak.

      When I finished, she asked, “Are you sure he broke up with you to get back together with his ex? Didn’t you say they had a bad relationship? A baby isn’t going to fix that. In fact, babies can strain even the healthiest of relationships.”

      Sniffling, I countered, “Why else would he leave me? Let’s face it, he and Brooke were going through a hard time. I’m bad at hiding my feelings, so he had some fun with me, and now that things got real, he realized playtime was over and needed to fix his relationship with her.”

      She looked unconvinced. “Would she even want him back? He moved on quickly, and I’m sure that must have hurt her.”

      Sniffling, I said, “Oh, she’ll take him back alright. I can only hope he hurries up and moves back in with her, because I don’t want to see his car parked in front of Chuck’s anymore and I definitely don’t want to run into him.”

      “Is that why you came back? You’re hoping he moves out while you’re away?” Mom asked, intuitive as ever.

      Although I nodded, there was more to it than that. It might’ve been childish, but I needed my mom to comfort me as I trudged my way through the first few days of my life with Jax no longer in it.

      Rubbing my back, she asked, “Do you think he actually loved you?”

      I sighed. “I don’t know. When we were together, it felt like he did, but then why leave me? He didn’t even talk to me about it! And the way he left… It was so unlike him.”

      When I told her what happened, I left out the part about him ignoring me for a few days, sleeping with me, then breaking me with a coldness I’d never seen in him before.

      Replaying our last interaction in my head, I broke down again. Unable to recover enough to continue our conversation, I went to bed even though sleep was impossible.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
chapter four


          

          JAXON

        

      

    

    
      Sunday morning, I arrived at my pseudo uncle’s house.

      Simon had been my dad’s best friend growing up. Although we weren’t actually related, he and his wife were the closest thing I had to family. After that asshole drunk driver killed my parents and brother, Uncle Simon helped me wade through all the complications that came with family deaths. We’d grown close over the last three years.

      When I entered his home office, my cat, Mr. Toasty Toes, jumped up on a shelf and meowed at me. Scratching the patch of white under his chin, I greeted him, “Hey, Toasty. Missed you, buddy.”

      Simon had offered for us to meet at his law office, but needing the comfort of the fur ball, I asked to come to his house. While at school, his wife, Aunt Deborah to me, took care of Toasty. He’d been my mom’s cat, but after she was gone, I couldn’t bring myself to get rid of him.

      Since Brooke was allergic to cats, he couldn’t stay in her apartment. Although that wasn’t an issue anymore, I still couldn’t have him while at school because Chuck’s parents didn’t allow pets in their rental houses.

      Having picked up the feline, I carried him with me to an armchair in the corner. After I sat, Toasty curled up into my lap, purring as I stroked him.

      Turning my attention to the piles of folders and paperwork on Simon’s desk, I became more exhausted than my sleep deprived, broken-hearted body and mind already were. “Please say that’s not all for me.”

      Without looking up from the document he was scanning, he retorted, “Fine, I won’t tell you. But if you didn’t keep me so busy, we wouldn’t have so much to do.” Muttering, he added, “Especially during tax season.”

      Reaching for one of the folders, he peered at me over his reading glasses. “You sure you want to change it again? You changed it two months ago.”

      Looking away, I took in a deep, shaky breath, hoping I wouldn’t start crying again. “Brooke’s pregnant. Tess and I broke up.”

      “That explains the child. I was wondering what you meant by that. But are you sure you want to⁠—”

      “Yes, I’m sure! You drafted it based on my email, right?”

      “Of course… But Jaxon⁠—”

      “It’s how I want things,” I snapped, ending the discussion of my will.

      Did I think I needed one any time soon? No, but after dealing with my mom’s, dad’s and brother’s estates, I realized how important they were.

      Uncle Simon was not only like family to me. He was also my lawyer and took care of all my legal affairs. Being a certified accountant, he also did my taxes, which had become pretty complex over the last couple of years. I had planned this visit prior to finding out about the baby for my tax stuff but figured while I was there I might as well update my will, again, since I had a kid on the way.

      Several moments of silence passed before Simon asked, “Do you want to talk about what happened with your girlfriend? Did you break up because of the baby?”

      “Sort of.”

      “Are you and Brooke back together?” It was clear from his tone that he wasn’t pleased by that possibility.

      “No.”

      When I didn't elaborate, he took the hint and moved on. “Brooke must be pretty far along…unless⁠—”

      Muttering, I said, “We didn’t have sex after we broke up, if that's what you’re thinking.” I took a calming breath. “She’s around four months but only told me last Sunday.”

      After a pause, I added, “She’s having a boy.”

      “Congratulations.”

      I didn’t know how to respond. In this particular situation, “congratulations” didn’t seem to be the right sentiment. Thankfully, a knock on the office’s door interrupted us.

      Calling out, Simon told my aunt she could enter.

      Aunt Deborah walked in with a small package. “Here, sweetheart,” she said as she handed it to me.

      My stomach sank when I recognized the box.

      During the school year, packages delivered to my house were forwarded to Simon and Deborah’s. Tess must’ve sent it there, thinking I wouldn’t get it right away. The overnight Sunday delivery must’ve cost a small fortune.

      Reading the shipping label, I noted the return address was Chuck’s school address and had my name as the sender. Although knowing what was inside, I opened it anyway in hopes I was wrong. The same two things I’d put in the box on Friday were still there, except the note had been crumpled into a ball.

      I rubbed my forehead. This was what I deserved, right? But it was a gift. One that I’d given her before we were a couple, or most of it, anyway. If she thought I was going to take it back, she’d be seeing a new side of me.
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        * * *

      

      The week passed in a blur of midterms, sporadic eating, lack of sleep, and pain that was not dulling. Before I knew it, I was standing in a place I thought I’d never see again.

      “My dad’s probably in his office,” Brooke told me as she walked off to find her mother.

      Arriving at Rich’s closed office door, I knocked.

      “Come in,” he called from the other side.

      Knowing he’d want me to, I closed the door behind me after entering the hazy office.

      “Ah, Jaxon,” he said as he stood from the chair behind his oversized hardwood desk. “Thanks for coming.”

      Like I had a choice. “No problem,” I said unenthusiastically. “Brooke said you wanted to speak to me.”

      Coming around his monstrosity of a desk then sitting on the front edge, he lit up a cigarette. After a deep inhale, he spoke through a cloud of secondhand smoke. “Yes, that’s right. I need to know if you are going to take care of your responsibility.”

      Trying not to sound annoyed, I said, “Yes, I’ll be involved in my son’s life and help Brooke any way I can.”

      “So you’ll be marrying her?”

      What?

      Incredulous, I said, “I didn’t say that. Brooke and I broke up. You know that, right?”

      “Yes, but she’s pregnant with your child.”

      What the fuck? This isn’t the sixteenth century, nor is it the nineteen-fifties!

      “Brooke and I will co-parent,” I stated while trying really hard not to lose my cool. “We broke up for a reason. Several actually.”

      “Ah, yes. I know you cheated and left her for someone else, but you and that girl are no longer together. It’s only natural for you and Brooke to reconcile and marry as soon as possible, preferably before the baby arrives. This doesn’t give us much time to plan the wedding, you know.”

      She told them? It’s not like I had sex with Tess before we broke up!

      “We can’t live together. All we did was fight. And to be clear, I didn’t leave her for someone else. I left because we weren’t good together.”

      “I’ll pay for your law school,” he said matter-of-factly. “And the wedding, of course, along with providing you two a nice house close to the law school you decide on.”

      My eyes nearly popped out of their sockets. Was he trying to buy me? What the actual fuck?

      “I don’t need you to. My parents knew I wanted to go to law school and saved for it.” That was sort of true. They hadn’t been able to save nearly enough, but they were going to take out loans for the rest. “And as for the other stuff, it’s not needed since Brooke and I won’t be getting married.”

      “Come now, son, if you didn’t intend to take responsibility for your actions, why were you so irresponsible impregnating my daughter?”

      Was this guy serious? Did he think I did it on purpose? Has he asked his daughter about her part? Sure, I came when I fucked her, but she stopped her birth control without telling me then sat on my dick without putting a condom on it! It takes two to make a baby, asshole!

      My anger was bubbling to the surface, but I couldn’t take my calming breaths thanks to all the secondhand smoke. So it was with great effort I continued in an even tone. “It was an accident. As I said, I’ll be there for the baby and assist her in whatever way I can, but I will not be in a loveless and forced marriage.”

      Red from balding head to the base of his neck with a vein about to pop across his forehead, he jumped off the desk. “Are you saying you don’t love Brooke?”

      Looking him dead in the eyes, I said, “Not in the way needed for a marriage to work.”

      Walking back around his desk, he said, “Then you leave me no choice.”

      Despite not wanting to know, I bit anyway. “What do you mean?”

      He sat down behind his desk, going back to whatever he was doing before I got there, essentially dismissing me. Without looking up, he said, “Since Brooke has been so irresponsible, no thanks to you, I have no choice but to cut her off. If she’s going to be reckless, then I certainly can’t trust her to manage her trust.”

      My bulging eyes burned in the smoky haze. “You’re cutting her off because I won’t marry her?”

      Still not looking at me, he droned, “She’s made several unwise decisions. First, she was careless and got pregnant before she was married. Then she kept it knowing that the father wasn’t going to man up.”

      Man up? And did he call his own grandson “it?” I wanted to deck him. No, I wanted to beat the living daylights out of him.

      Not wanting to get arrested, I went for the door instead of his face. Opening it, I turned back, speaking through my teeth, “Did you ever consider part of the reason I don’t want to marry Brooke is because I don’t want to be related to a bunch of assholes?”

      If he said anything, it was drowned out by the slamming of the door.
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        * * *

      

      Grinding my teeth, I pulled onto the highway.

      Concerned, Brooke asked, “What happened? Why are you so mad?”

      After I’d left Rich’s office, I called out for Brooke, telling her that if she wanted me to drive her back home, we were leaving immediately.

      She said a quick goodbye to her mom before following me out the door.

      Not sure how much I should reveal, I seethed, “Your father is insane.”

      “He told you if you don’t marry me that he’s going to cut me off, right?” She sounded hopeless.

      Although feeling guilty, I wasn’t going to change my mind. “Look, Brooke, I can’t⁠—”

      “Stop it, Jax! I can’t hear it again. You may have moved on, but that doesn’t mean I have, and the last thing I need to hear from you right now is how much you don’t want to be with me, okay? So don’t. I get it. I’m not asking you for anything. I didn’t even ask you to be there for our son. I only asked if you wanted to be. I’m not going to force you.”

      No matter how much her cries made my chest ache, I couldn’t be with her. The mere thought of trying again with her made my head spin.

      I sighed. “I’ll help you. I’m sure your dad will change his mind once he meets his grandson.”

      “Help me? Seriously?” she scoffed. “With what? Your pay from working once a week at a bar? You probably can’t even do that next year.”

      Knowing I was a big reason that Brooke was in her current situation, I held back my anger. “When we lived together, did I ever not pay my half of the bills?”

      “Are you planning to work next year?”

      “If I have to.” It wasn’t a lie.

      Several minutes passed. Then she said something I really hoped she wouldn’t, because I didn’t want to make her feel worse than she already did. “You know, we could get married on paper. What difference would it make? It’s not like I’d expect you to honor your marriage vows.”

      Trying to soften the blow of an absolute refusal, I asked, “Would that make you happy, being in that kind of situation?”

      “You’re kidding, right? Of course not. You think I want to marry someone who doesn’t love me anymore? No, thanks. But it would solve a lot of our problems. We wouldn’t have to worry about money for the next few years.”

      It’d never occurred to me before, but had Brooke also thought I had been with her for her money? My stomach churned. Did she think I was that much of a scumbag?

      I didn’t respond because I didn’t want to remind her that I did love her, though not in that way. I loved her for everything she did for me in the past, and now I loved her as the mother of my child. But I wouldn’t give her false hope.

      After another several minutes of silence, I glanced over. She’d fallen asleep.

      Relieved, my muscles loosened knowing I wouldn't have to argue anymore, at least for a little while.
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        * * *

      

      Spring break was miserable but quiet. I spent the week at my house with Toasty and eating—sort of—a couple of meals with Simon and Deborah. All my friends had plans, and although they invited me, I wasn’t in the mood to join them. Instead, I spent a good portion of my time doing something that was long overdue.

      Rummaging through my parent’s bedroom, I threw items into one of three piles: keep, trash, or donate.

      Making my way to my mom’s dresser, I tossed all the lotions, makeup, and various other items with expiration dates on them. I was tempted to keep one of her bottles of her favorite perfume, but the smell hurt too much, so I threw it into the trash pile.

      Opening her antique wooden jewelry box, I found her engagement rings. She had two. A small cheap one from when my parents were young and broke and an upgraded one my dad had given her for their anniversary a few years before they died. I’d forgotten about them but now vaguely remembered getting their possessions from the hospital.

      The upgraded ring was platinum with a big diamond that sparkled in the light, set in five prongs.

      Tears stung my eyes as I smiled at it. The setting made the diamond look like a star, a sparkling star that reminded me of a beautiful pair of eyes I missed so damned much.
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        * * *

      

      Sunday night, I was back at Chuck’s. The last half of our last semester started in the morning. Ashton came over to join us for pizza.

      By the time I was done rehashing my conversation with Brooke’s dad, Ashton’s dark brown eyes were like saucers and Chuck’s jaw was on the floor.

      After a brief pause, Chuck surmised, “So I guess you gotta tell her now, right?”

      “No,” I said then took a bite of my cheese-less piece of pizza, the first thing I’d eaten all day.

      “But—”

      “She doesn’t need to know!” I snapped.

      Changing the subject, Ashton said, “You never told us what happened with Tess.”

      I took a drink of water then ate another bite. Then another. Then took another sip of water, delaying the inevitable.

      Eventually, I said, “I broke up with her.”

      “Right, you told us that,” Chuck said, “But you didn’t explain why. Weren’t you crazy about her?”

      Even though I swallowed the lump in my throat, my voice still cracked. “I still am, but she didn’t sign up for this.”

      Ashton asked, “What does that mean? Did she say something?”

      I shook my head. “No, we didn’t talk about it. But it’s not fair to her to⁠—”

      “Are you shitting me, dude? You didn’t talk about it? At all? Why not?” Chuck demanded.

      “Because I knew she⁠—”

      “If you didn’t talk, how could you know shit?” he bellowed. “You’re being an idiot! You can’t have a relationship when you don’t talk about stuff. Oh, wait, you didn’t talk, and now you don’t have a relationship.”

      My mouth was practically on the floor. He’d never spoken like that to me before.

      Ashton added, “I agree. You’re miserable and may not need to be.”

      Chuck jumped in again. “Do you even know her? Tess is a nice person. Did you think she’d dump you because you were having a kid with your ex? It’s the twenty-first century. Tons of people have kids from prior relationships. Jesus Christ, man. If she did actually have a problem with it, then you should forget her, but I doubt she’s like that. But you don’t know because you dumped her without talking to her! It’s fucking moronic!”

      Stunned, I glanced at Ashton, who said, “If you want to be with her, talk to her. If she loves you as much as you love her, I think Chuck’s right. You getting Brooke pregnant while the two of you were together probably doesn’t change how she feels about you.”
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        * * *

      

      Nothing like seeing your ex in the arms of her ex first thing on a Monday morning.

      Eli and Tess were across the campus courtyard…hugging. My stomach turned, and I wanted to throw up, not only because some other guy was touching her but because she’d lost weight. Several pounds, and it’d only been two weeks. Her face was pale and, like me, she had dark circles under her eyes.

      She didn’t see me, but he did. After Tess walked away, Eli flipped me the bird before following after her.

      I ran to catch up to him. “Are you and Tess back together?”

      Eli smirked. “Wouldn’t you like to know.”

      Although I had not right to know, I glared at him.

      He rolled his eyes. “No, but that’s not to say I wouldn’t consider it.” He took a step closer and whispered, “Or maybe I’ll fuck her until you’re out of her system.”

      My fists clench at the thought of anyone else touching Tess intimately. It was so painful that I got dizzy.

      “Eli?” Tess’s familiar voice erased all the rage boiling inside of me.

      I spun around. She was glaring at Eli.

      Damn, she looks pissed.

      The thought of her being mad at him cheered me up a bit. However, my mood dimmed when she turned away, without so much as a glance my way.

      Having no other choice, I swallowed the pain and sadness and headed to class.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
chapter five


          

          TESSA

        

      

    

    
      “Do I even want to know what you said to him?” I asked Eli once we were far enough away from him. “He looked like he was about to murder you.”

      Eli laughed, “The thought definitely crossed his mind. And probably not, but I’ll tell you. Basically, I said I might help you get over him.”

      “What does that mean?”

      With a devious grin, he wiggled his eyebrows at me.

      Realization dawned. “Oh, Eli…that’s⁠—”

      “Perhaps the jealousy will help him come to his senses.”

      “Huh? You’re not actually rooting for us to get back together, are you?”

      He stopped, turning to face me and putting his hands on my shoulders. “I’m rooting for your happiness. I have no illusions about us getting back together and am fine with being friends. I want you to be happy, even if it is with…that guy. I hate to admit it, but you were radiating happiness when you two were dating. Nobody seeing the two of you could deny the love there.”

      Turning away, I started walking again. “You’re too good for your own good.”

      He chuckled, “Maybe, but it’s better than being a prick.”

      I glanced over at him. Was he implying Jax was the prick? “I appreciate the thought, but it’s not gonna happen.”

      “I don’t know about that.”

      Needing the conversation to end before I started crying, I said, “I’m gonna be late for class. See you later.”

      “See ya.”
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        * * *

      

      That first sighting was the start of my own personal hell. Not once had I come across him last school year, but this semester he was everywhere! I couldn’t get away from him. In the halls, the campus courtyard, the off-campus coffee shop, and worst of all, home. Why hadn’t he moved back in with Brooke yet? Why bother living separately?

      We ran into each other so often that I considered the possibility he was following me. It didn’t help that I still felt weird while I was on my daily runs, like someone was watching me. I’d gotten the feeling occasionally last semester, but it’d been happening a lot more lately. I tried shaking it off as being too stressed, because what else could it be?

      Besides, Jax wasn’t like that. He was terrible at hiding his emotions, and except for seeing him around home, the surprise and awkwardness on his face when we came across each other was genuine. He hated seeing me as much as I hated seeing him.

      Crossing paths happened so often that, if he hadn’t broken my heart, I would’ve bet money it was fate. Why else would we be constantly bumping into each other? If nothing happened last semester between us, and he and Brooke had broken up like he told me they would have eventually, you’d think the universe was shouting at us, “Now’s your time!”

      But I no longer believed in fate. However, I did believe in karma. The hurt and torture Brooke and Eli must’ve experienced was landing on me hard. I should apologize to Eli again. And if I ever saw Brooke, I’d apologize to her too. She might spit in my face, but it’s not like I wouldn’t deserve it.

      One of the worst encounters was when I was almost home from a jog, about twenty yards or so from my house, when I literally almost ran into him. I’d been looking over my shoulder, and when I faced forward again, he was right there with a deer-in-headlights expression. I was so startled that I jumped away, shrieking.

      Reacting that way wasn’t like me. I was usually aware of my surroundings, but I’d been so skittish lately. Again, I blamed stress and lack of sleep. Not only was I dealing with heartbreak that wasn’t getting any better with time, but applying for jobs didn’t seem to be going as well as I expected. I’d traveled all over the state for tests and interviews, but I wasn’t hearing back much past the initial application steps. Plus, there was the normal stress of school.

      When it came to the bracelet, Jax was as determined to give it back to me as I was to return it to him. He had apparently gone home a lot sooner than I anticipated because almost as soon as I had returned to campus, he returned it via a girl I didn’t know coming up to me, saying I dropped something and handing me the bracelet before quickly walking away.

      When I’d scanned the area, I caught a glimpse of Jax’s back disappearing around a corner. Why was he tormenting me? Why wouldn’t he stay away and let me forget about him once and for all?

      I carried the thing around in my pocket knowing that I’d encounter him again soon. A day later, I threw it at him as I passed. Keeping my face forward, I wasn’t sure if he caught it or not. A day or two after—I couldn’t keep track as every day was a blur—Jax walked into one of my classes, made a beeline for me, grabbed my hand, put the bracelet into it, closed my fingers around it, then walked out.

      Stunned and exhausted, I was too slow to react. Thankfully, the professor hadn’t started class yet. However, given that the man had a thing for dramatics, I doubted an ongoing lecture would’ve dissuaded him.

      Later that day—or maybe it was the next—when I got back from a run, I noticed his car’s windows were down. Although exhausted, I sprinted into my house, grabbed the bracelet, ran back out, and threw it into his car. I couldn’t bear to look at it, and apparently neither could he. But he did this, not me. If it was painful for him that I didn’t want it, good!

      After throwing the jewelry into his car, I’d barely made it back into my room before body-shaking sobs took over. I tried so hard not to have regrets, but I regretted my thoughts from so many months ago. At the beginning of the school year, I had wished for love again, with the good and the bad that came with it, because it would mean I’d feel again. But I couldn’t stand this. It hurt too much, and I finally understood why love and hate were so closely related. Only a person you truly loved could make you hate them so much.

      Since I didn’t know any other way to cope, I pushed myself to the brink, running five miles every day. While doing so, I blasted pop music in my ears since I could no longer stand rock or dance music that reminded me of Smythie’s. I’d hardly been able to eat, and the little sleep I did get was filled with dreams that left me drained and unrested. When it came to my classes, I was on autopilot, hardly absorbing anything.
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        * * *

      

      When I sat down at my seat in the computer lab classroom the Tuesday after spring break, Dave immediately turned to me. “Hi. You okay?”

      Barely sparing him a glance, I responded, “Yeah, why?”

      “You were gone the week before spring break.”

      “I had a family emergency back home. I’m fine,” I lied…twice.

      “Okay…” He didn’t sound convinced. “Well, we got another project. This one is pretty big, so we’ll have to meet outside of class a couple of times to work on it.”

      “Sure.”

      “We can meet at the library.”

      The library? Hell no!

      I turned to him. “I’m not sure we should meet there. We’ll be talking, so I don’t want to disturb anyone. How about my house?”

      He eyed me. “Your boyfriend won’t mind me coming over?”

      I looked away. “I don’t have a boyfriend.”

      “Oh? Sorry, I thought⁠—”

      “We broke up.”

      Was there a tiny grin pulling at the corners of his mouth?

      “Sorry to hear that.” He neither looked nor sounded sorry, causing a pit in my stomach.

      The first time he came over didn’t help. After Dave stepped inside, Jax came into view. He was staring open-mouthed. I didn’t give a shit. Apparently the anger stage of grief had kicked in, because I gave him the finger then slammed the door.

      When I sat down, Dave asked, “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” I said.

      He reached out, his finger brushing my cheek. What the heck?

      I swallowed and, as casually as possible, moved a bit farther away from him.

      He showed me his wet finger and asked, “If you’re okay, why’re you crying?”

      Although extremely uncomfortable, I decided to be honest. “I’m going through a breakup, and it sucks. I’ll be fine.”

      He nodded and thankfully dropped it.

      

      By the time Dave left, my mood had taken a serious nosedive. Having cramps and my period didn’t help. Needing something sweet, I donned some leggings, a sports tank, and my running shoes then headed to the best homemade ice cream place around.

      Giving in, I allowed myself to listen to angry rock music for the jog over.

      Pushing open the door and stepping inside, the first thing I saw was an orange-red messy bun on top of a petite pregnant girl’s head, standing next to the most attractive man I’d ever laid eyes on.

      Ugh, why?

      Before I could make a hasty exit, I heard, “What about Jaxon Junior? Or James after your brother?”

      Were they discussing baby names? I wanted to throw up, not because of the baby but because I had to see this attractive couple happily discussing their baby’s name. The man being the person who ripped my heart out and stomped on it.

      I started backing away but knocked into something, causing a loud clatter behind me. Everyone turned to look, including Jax. After a moment of holding eye contact, I turned and bolted as hot, miserable tears poured out of my eyes.

      As I frantically looked around, trying to see through my blurred vision and remember which way to go, a hand grabbed my arm and dragged me into a nearby alley.

      Jax’s hands cupped my face, brushing away my tears with his thumbs like he had so many times before. A whimper escaped at his touch. He might as well have been choking me considering how hard it was to breathe through the tightness gripping my throat. Grabbing his hands, my intention was to pull them away, but I couldn’t.

      The truth was I loved the warmth of his skin against mine. So we stood there in a side alley, my face in his palms and my hands over his while I sobbed. Eventually, he pulled me in and wrapped his arms around me. Although knowing I would regret it later, I didn’t pull away. He let me cry into his chest, soaking his shirt, while he held me tightly, resting his head against mine.

      Unsurprisingly, the world around us faded. The only thing that existed was him. Having lost all sense of time, I had no idea how long we stayed wrapped up in each other.

      When my sobs ceased, I forced myself to pull away.

      Jax cupped my face again. “Are you okay?”

      “Does it look like I’m okay?” I snapped in a tear-strained voice.

      His eyes grew misty. “No.”

      “It’s so unfair. Last year, we never crossed paths, but this year I can’t get away from you! Why can’t I get away from you?” I cried.

      Jax took a shaky breath and looked away, blinking rapidly. He wasn’t okay either, was he? That hadn’t occurred to me. He’d been the one to leave, and he’d done it so coldly. Why would he be struggling?

      Breaking into my thoughts, Jax said, “I’ve been thinking… We should talk.”

      Glaring at the blurry image in front of me, I hissed, “Go back to Brooke, Jaxon. How could you abandon the mother of your child like that? Besides, I have nothing to say to you, and you’ve already said enough.”

      It may have been hypocritical given what I’d said to him when Brooke was trying to talk to him after their breakup, but I refused to get in the middle of their relationship again.

      Reacting like I’d slapped him, he immediately released my face, took a step back, then walked away, again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
chapter six


          

          JAXON

        

      

    

    
      I slid into the fifties-style booth across from Brooke, who was devouring a large ice cream sundae, and stared at the formica tabletop.

      “Didn’t go well, huh?” she concluded.

      I didn’t respond.

      After swallowing a bite of ice scream and hot fudge, Brooke continued, “She was a bit dramatic, wasn’t she? You two weren’t even together that long.”

      Glaring, I said, “Maybe not, but the feelings we had for each other were real.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I still don’t get it. I’m biased, but why bother running after her? Me? I don’t have a choice. I’m stuck with you for the next eighteen years whether I like it or not. Do you think it’s easy for me to watch you run after the girl you cheated on me with?”

      At my wit’s end, I glowered at her. “I’ve told you, if you hadn’t treated me like shit, I wouldn’t have fallen out of love with you and in love with her!”

      “Love? You think you love her after what? A month? Please. People don’t fall in love that quickly.”

      Simmering, I stood. “Maybe you’re right, but I fell in love with her when you and I were still together, so it’s not like it was only a month.”

      Having a hard time controlling myself, I walked outside before I could say anything else that’d hurt her.

      As I waited in my car for her to finish, I watched the sunlight reflect off the tiny diamonds in the X of the charm bracelet. Earlier, when I’d picked Brooke up, she found it on my front passenger seat. Dangling it in the air, she asked what it was. I had no idea how long it’d been there. It could’ve been days or a few hours. How I missed it was beyond me.

      How should I return it to her this time?

      More concerned about Tess’s state—the condition I’d put her in—I’d forgotten about it when we were in the alley. Although, even if I had remembered, that wouldn’t have been the time to give it back to her.

      Lost in thought, I jumped when Brooke opened the passenger side door. After climbing in, she said, “Sorry, I’m not trying to provoke you. I am trying to move on, but it’s hard. There’s a fluttering in my belly that’s constantly reminding me of you.”

      My mouth popped open as I groaned internally. She wasn’t about to start talking about butterflies too, was she? Her hand rubbing her small bump caught my attention.

      Wait a second, is she being literal?

      “Can you feel him?” I whispered.

      She turned to me with a watery smile. “Yes. It’s like fluttering, not kicking that you hear about on TV, not yet anyway. But it's really cool.”

      I stared at her belly. “I’m sorry too. I shouldn’t have said what I said in there. You may not believe me, but I never wanted to hurt you, but I won’t lie to you either.”

      Turning her body away, she looked out her window. “Lies of omission are still lies.”

      I sighed. Having no idea what she was talking about and not in the right frame of mind to figure it out, I let it go for the time being and turned over the engine.

      The ride to her apartment building was mercifully quiet.
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        * * *

      

      Early Friday night, way before the usual crowd started arriving at Smythie’s, I was leaning against the bar counter and looking at my phone, commiserating over the fact that Tess had stopped reading the texts I’d sent her, when Brooke approached.

      “Hey,” she tentatively greeted me.

      Looking up, I said, “Hi. You’re early.”

      She lifted her shoulders, but it wasn’t exactly a shrug, more like nervousness. “I was hoping we could talk. Don’t worry, nothing bad. I won’t upset you before you have to be on stage.”

      Hoping I wasn’t going to regret it, I said, “Okay, we can go upstairs, but hold on a sec.”

      I waved to get Cory’s attention. When she looked over, I pointed at Brooke. She nodded, walked over to one of the small fridges behind the bar, pulled out a to-go cup and bottle, then headed our way.

      Placing the items on the bar in front of Brooke, she said, “The bar now stocks sparkling water.”

      Turning to me with a surprised smile, she asked, “Did you arrange this?”

      “I told you I’d help you however I could.” Reaching over, I grabbed the to-go cup and handed her my peace offering. “This is for you too. A vanilla milkshake.”

      Brooke’s mouth popped open, and her eyes softened.

      Wiping a tear away—man, she was emotional lately—she said, “Thank you.”

      “Sure. Let’s head upstairs. There’s something I wanted to say too.”

      After closing the office door, I walked over to the couch and sat next to her.

      Between slurping away at her milkshake, she said, “You go first.”

      I nodded and took a deep breath. “I’m sorry for all the hurtful things I’ve said over the last few months. I’m sorry I kissed Tess when we were still together. I’m sorry I hurt you. I’ve told you before, and I’ll continue to tell you because it’s true, I never wanted to hurt you. Believe it or not, I’m also sorry things didn’t work out with us, but they didn’t. We weren’t good together. We were toxic. Both of us. I didn’t like who I was at the end of our relationship.

      “What I said when we broke up is true. I will always love you, but it’s not the kind of love that can make us work. I will never forget how you helped me—how you saved me. For that, I’ll always love you. And now I’ll love you as the mother of my son, but that’s the only love I can give you.

      “If your dad cuts you off, I’ll do whatever I need to do to take care of you and the baby, but I can’t be with you and can’t fake it either.”

      What I didn’t say was, not only did I think pretending to be together would send us down a dangerous path, but also if I did that, then any chance of making things work with Tess would be permanently severed. I’d finally accepted that I made a very bad decision. Now I needed a chance to talk to Tess about it.

      Continuing, I said, “I don’t want to fight anymore. I’m sick of it. For all our sakes—yours, mine, and the baby’s—we need to get along. I know it’s been hard for you. It took me a long time to get over our relationship too. I guess I’m a bit farther along than you, since I started grieving the end before it actually ended.” I looked away and admitted quietly, “I think I only recently fully got over it.”

      Looking back at her, I said, “Whatever you need from me, if it’s within my power, I’ll do it. If that means you need me to stay away while you continue to heal, I will. But it’s not in my power to get back together or marry you or fake it. That would only hurt all three of us. You understand that, right?”

      She nodded. I expected her to be upset, but her expression was almost peaceful. “I’m sorry too. I know I messed up a lot and said and did a bunch of not-so-great things. I’m not trying to make excuses, but I was hurting. And instead of trying to fix things and talk to you, I made it worse. I get that now.”

      She cleared her throat. “What I wanted to say was that I’ve let it go. I’m done being spiteful. I’ve thought about it a lot and know you’re right. It wasn’t going to work out for us. If we made each other happy, we wouldn’t have been so miserable. And I don’t think you would have been unfaithful if I had behaved better.”

      “No, that’s on me.”

      Brooke patted my leg. “Don’t worry about it anymore. I don’t want you to stay away. I’m ready to try to be friends. I agree we need to do our best for our little boy,” she said while rubbing her bump.

      I gave her a smile then a one-armed hug. It was the first hug I’d given her in months. Thinking back, I was pretty sure it was the first hug I gave her since she found me at Chuck’s the morning after I kissed Tess, when she pretty much forced me to hug her.

      Pulling back, Brooke wiped tears from her eyes. “Sorry. These stupid hormones really bring out the waterworks. I even cried at a dog food commercial.”

      I laughed, the stress melting away, leaving me more relieved than I’d felt in ages.
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        * * *

      

      A few days later, Brooke texted me, asking if I could come over.

      When I entered her apartment, she was wearing a tiny nightgown…and nothing else.

      I wanted to cry. Come on, Brooke! I thought we agreed to be friends the other night?

      Calmly, I played dumb, “Brooke, can you put some more clothes on before we talk?”

      Giving me her flirty smile that used to drive me crazy but did nothing for me now, she cooed, “Did I say I wanted you to come over and talk?”

      Confused, I looked around her living room before back at her. “Yeah.”

      “Are you sure about that? Do you need to check the message I sent?” she playfully teased.

      Feeling like I might be losing my mind, I pulled out my phone and checked our text conversation.

      A wave of exhaustion hit me when I re-read her message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Brooke

      

      
        Hey! Can you come over?

      

      

      

      

      

      I had assumed she wanted to talk. What else would we do? Apparently, she wanted to have sex.

      Putting my hands on my hips, I hung my head. “What are you doing?”

      “What do you think I’m doing?” she purred.

      Frustrated, I sighed, “Brooke⁠—”

      Cutting me off, she dropped the flirting. “Okay, look, I’m pregnant, hormonal, and horny as hell. Who else is going to fuck me when I’m pregnant with your kid? I’m not asking for us to get back together. I really, really need to get laid. No strings attached, I swear.”

      My mouth fell open. With her, there’d definitely be strings attached, not that I was considering sleeping with her.

      Not taking my stupefied silence as an objection, she strode over, pulled on my shirt, forced me to lean down, and kissed me. Immediately, I clamped my mouth shut and pulled back.

      Frustrated, she stomped her foot and groaned. “Can’t you throw me a bone? After all, it’s fifty percent your fault I’m single and pregnant.”

      Trying to find words that wouldn’t start another argument, I said, “Having sex would complicate things.”

      “But we’re both single adults who never had any issues in the bedroom. In fact, we got along best in bed, right? So why not?”

      “Because I’m still in love with Tess. Even if I wasn’t, it would be a bad idea.” Although, not that I’d admit it aloud, but if it wasn’t for Tess, I probably would’ve fucked her, then regretted it later.

      Holding up my hands in front of me, I started backing toward the door. “I can’t… We can’t… If you’re that frustrated, I’ll buy you a toy or something, but we can’t do this. I’m gonna pretend this never happened.”

      She huffed but didn’t try to stop me from leaving.

      On my way back to Chuck’s, I came to a stop at a stop sign and waited until the beautiful blonde jogger I was still so in love with crossed the road safely in front of my car. Our eyes met briefly. It was enough to change her expression, morphing from neutral to sad. The anger in her eyes was gone. Would she talk to me now?

      Rolling down my window, I called out, “Tessa!”

      Her flinch gave her away, but she continued like she hadn’t heard.

      Deciding to catch up with her outside her house, I drove on. But then she made a mad dash for her house. She’d disappeared inside before I could park my car.

      Would she ever be willing or able to forgive me?
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