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      Lox: [laks]

      1. Smoked or cured salmon, usually thinly sliced.

      2. First comes the toasted bagel and a nice schmear. Add a hefty amount of lox, top it off with sliced onion, tomato, and capers. Squeeze a lemon over the top to bring out the salmon flavor. Take a big bite.

      3. Congrats, you just became an old Long Island Jew.
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      “Okay, now let’s talk about the perineal massage,” Shana said, holding a plastic baby under her arm like a football.

      “Let’s not,” I voiced. “Some things should stay in the bedroom...”

      A couple of people in our birthing class sniggered.

      Shana glared in my direction, expecting it to silence me.

      I clamped my lips shut and Aidan put his hand on my thigh. I chanced a look at him. His eyes were trained on our class instructor, but I saw his ears turning red as he attempted to hold in his laughter.

      “Sibby,” Shana said with a lamenting sigh, “what did I say?”

      “That I was supposed to keep my thoughts to myself,” I repeated, like a kindergartener being chastised.

      “And have you done that?”

      “No.”

      She held up her index finger. “First, we watched a birthing video, and when the baby was coming out of its mother, you likened it to a scene in Aliens. Then, when you saw a baby in the video still in its amniotic sac, you made the cry of an orc from Lord of the Rings.”

      “Oh come on, it tore through the membrane like a Tolkien character!” I looked around, expecting someone to agree with me. But no one would meet my eyes.

      “Sibby,” Aidan whispered, “don’t argue.”

      Clearly Shana wasn’t done publicly listing my transgressions because she put her hand on her hip and went on. “When we broke up into groups, you were supposed to write down your biggest fears. And what did you do?”

      “I might’ve drawn a pornographic sketch…” I looked at my lap. “Yeah, probably not one of my finer moments.”

      “And now I want to discuss perineal massage—something that will legitimately help you all as you go through labor—and you won’t take it seriously. I’m sorry, Sibby, but I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

      My head whipped up and my jaw dropped. “I’m being kicked out?”

      “You’re clearly not taking this seriously and the rest of the class is. You’re disruptive and frankly, you’re acting like a frat guy.”

      “Awesome!”

      “It wasn’t a compliment!” she snapped. She pointed to the door. “Go.”

      “But—”

      “GO! You too, Aidan.”

      “Wha—what did I do?” he demanded, looking offended.

      “You didn’t keep your wife quiet.”

      “Keep his wife quiet?” I repeated.

      “Oh boy,” Aidan muttered.

      I rose slowly. Not for any dramatic reason, but because I was physically struggling to get out of the chair.

      “Fine. I’ll leave,” I said, tossing my hair over my shoulder. “I’ll find another class with a sense of humor.”

      I stomped through the open doorway, belatedly realizing that I’d forgotten to grab my winter coat and bag. There was no way I was going back in there. I’d rather freeze.

      The door opened and Aidan met me in the hallway. Thankfully, he’d gathered my belongings.

      “You were ready to rumble,” Aidan said, holding my coat out to me.

      I slid my arms into it and zipped the coat closed. “She started it, but I ended it.”

      “She didn’t start it. You started it. And you didn’t end it. She did because she kicked us out.”

      “We don’t need a birthing class.”

      “Do you know what’s going to happen during labor?”

      “Sure, I’m reading the baby books.”

      “Putting them on your face and joking that you’ll learn by osmosis isn’t reading,” he said in dry amusement.

      “Fine, I’ll actually read them,” I rolled my eyes and we headed for the elevator.

      “We need a tribe, Sibby,” he said. “These people were supposed to be our tribe.”

      “Those people are weird. They don’t know how to laugh and I need laughter to get through this.”

      He wrapped his arm around me. “I know you miss Annie, but even if she were here, she wouldn’t know what the hell to do with babies or birthing class or strange fluids that come out of⁠—”

      “Ack! Aidan! What did I say about mentioning fluids?”

      “My bad.”

      I felt a pang in my chest at the mention of my best friend. My life hadn’t been the same since she’d left the city for Montauk. We still talked all the time. Our text-message thread was a long list of memes and emojis. Still, it wasn’t the same as having her living in the same neighborhood. We couldn’t just grab dinner and chat about whatever.

      The elevator arrived and we rode it to the first floor. “That was all Sibzilla back there. Let’s blame her for my inability to keep my mouth shut.”

      “I don’t think you can blame your alter ego for this one.”

      “Are you mad at me?” I asked when we got out onto the street. Brooklyn was bathed in darkness, the sun having set some time around five. December in New York was no joke. At least all the holiday lights were up in the neighborhood, so we had some cheerful light early in the evenings.

      “I’m not mad,” he said with a sigh. “But you’ve just made it harder. And it’s already hard, you know?”

      “I’m sorry. I know I can be—and I don’t think—and my filter—” I sighed. “Can I buy you a drink?”

      “Absolutely. I need beer and you need chicken nuggets.”

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      “Another piece of pie?” Aidan asked in amusement.

      I shook my head and blotted my mouth with a napkin. “Nope, three’s my limit.”

      Aidan discreetly signaled for the check. A moment later, a cute waitress brought it over. She batted her eyelashes at my husband.

      It ruffled my craw and stuck in my feathers, or something like that.

      “Hi,” I said to her. “I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Sibby. This is my husband, Aidan. We’re expecting twins. We have a dog, and we’re happily married.”

      Aidan snorted into his beer.

      The waitress looked at me in disbelief. “Okay…”

      I tried to smile, but I was pretty sure it came across as a grimace because she backed up a few inches out of fear.

      Aidan put his credit card in the check presenter. The waitress swiped it up and dashed away.

      “I know I’m not supposed to encourage this kind of behavior, but I kind of like it.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You do not. You’re just saying that for self-preservation. You’re afraid I’m going to sit on you and crush your ribs.”

      He took my hand and smiled. “You’re beautiful. You’re even more beautiful now that you’re going to be the mother of my children.”

      I sighed. “I’d really like to have sex with you. Tonight.”

      “That can be arranged.”

      “We have to do it under the cover of darkness.”

      “Sibby…”

      “No, Aidan. I don’t want you to see my thighs rubbing together—it’s awful.”

      “Your thighs have always rubbed together.”

      I gasped. “Um, how are we supposed to have a happy marriage if you don’t learn to lie to me?”

      “I don’t care if your thighs rub together.” He grinned and then leaned over the table and whispered something into my ear that made me want to get home, fast.

      The waitress returned with his credit card. He quickly signed the slip and tipped her and then got up. He held his hand out to me and helped me slide out of the booth.

      We walked north up Manhattan Avenue, the main drag in Greenpoint, and every now and again Aidan urged me ahead of him so we could walk single file and let others pass. People were boisterous and happy as they ducked into bars and restaurants, filling the city with life.

      I shook my head. “Strange.”

      “What?”

      “They’re just getting their night started and we’re already going home to our dog and footie pajamas.”

      “I don’t have footie pajamas. You have footie pajamas.”

      “I can’t zip up my adult onesie anymore. It’s been retired.”

      “It’ll come out of retirement.”

      “Yeah, in eighteen months.”

      “Why such a specific time frame?”

      “I still have months before my due date. And then I need at least a year not to feel like an utter failure while I try to squidge my body back into my regular clothes. I’m allowing a few extra months for wiggle room. No pun intended.”

      “If you want to get your figure back you might have to⁠—”

      “Don’t say it.”

      “—join a gym.”

      “I hate your face.”

      “You love my face,” he countered.

      I nodded and sighed. “Yeah. Which is how I got knocked up with twins.”

      “My face had nothing to do with it. Do you need me to show you the pop-up book again?”

      “Now I really hate your face.”
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      After a slow climb to the second floor, we finally got to our apartment. “Whose idea was it to live in a walk-up? We should’ve moved to an elevator building,” I huffed.

      Prenatal yoga didn’t do much for endurance training.

      “I don’t remember.” He reached into his pocket for his keys. “It’s going to be a bitch getting a double stroller down those stairs.”

      “Oh man, you had to remind me of that. Not that I’ll be leaving the apartment for the first three months after the twins are born, anyway.”

      He pushed the front door open and let me step inside first. Jasper was in the middle of the couch. He lifted his head and started to wag his tail.

      A six-foot Christmas tree that Aidan had chopped down himself when he’d gone Upstate, rested in the corner of the living room. It was garnished with colored lights, candy canes, a little tinsel, and handmade ornaments from Aidan’s childhood. A menorah rested on the fireplace mantle nearby.

      “I think the tree covers the smell of charred turkey a little bit,” Aidan said, his nose sniffing the air.

      “Mostly, yeah a bit. I’ve got a super nose now though so I can still smell it.” I shook my head. “We’re never cooking Thanksgiving dinner again. From now on, it’s turkey sandwiches all the way.”

      Aidan grinned.

      The insurance claim had been a nightmare, but we got lucky and there was very little actual damage. Most of it had been cosmetic. With the insurance money that came through, we were able to repaint the kitchen slate gray to match all of our brushed-chrome appliances.

      I sat down on the edge of the couch and patted my leg. Jasper came to me and jumped into my lap. I smushed his face between my hands and made a bunch of nonsense noises.

      “Don’t fall asleep,” Aidan warned.

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m not going to fall asleep.”

      “It’s winter, it’s dark out, and you’re pregnant. The odds of me getting laid tonight shrink every minute you’re on the couch.”

      “Wow. You must burn a lot of calories being so snarky.”

      He grinned. “I learned from the best.”

      “Flattery will get you nowhere.”

      “Flattery will get me into your pants.”

      Jasper let out a whine, which was dog speak for, “Take my ass outside or I’m going to poop on your floor.”

      “Once around the block,” Aidan said. “And then I’ll be back. Please be awake.”

      I saluted him and when he grabbed the leash, Jasper supermanned off the couch toward Aidan.

      The door shut and I heard the patter of Jasper’s paws as he scrambled down the stairs and then Aidan’s hearty chuckle, laughing at something Jasper had done. I shucked out of my down coat and then moseyed to the bedroom. I turned on the lamps and then sat on the bed.

      Leaning over, I attempted to reach my feet. It was a regular struggle between the frumpback whale and her boots. Unfortunately, the boots won.

      I fell back against the pillows. My belly loomed before me. It was all I saw. Somehow in the last few weeks, I’d gone from sorta pregnant to when-are-you-due pregnant.

      I closed my eyes.

      I’d realized I first had the bump when I was getting dressed for my administrative hearing. I had to deal with the ticket I’d been given for peeing in a Folgers container on the subway. In public. I’d put on a black sweater dress that all of sudden had been a little too tight around my middle. I hadn’t had anything else to wear, so I showed up to the courthouse feeling like I looked less than stellar. But breaking down in front of the woman who was handling my fine—who happened to be a mother of three—had turned out to be a saving grace.

      Ticket and offense dismissed.

      Something buzzed underneath my butt. I awkwardly rolled to the side and managed to get my cell phone out of my back pocket.

      Grinning, I pressed answer. “Well, if I do declare…”

      “Why does your Southern accent sound Polish?” Annie asked with a laugh.

      “Yeah, about that…I think I’ve lived in Greenpoint too long. Mrs. Nowacki even left handmade pierogis in my refrigerator the other day. Tell me you want my life. Don’t lie.”

      “I want your life,” she said automatically.

      “How’s Montauk?”

      “Boring. And exactly what I need. I can’t get into any trouble up here. Because the only people below the age of fifty-five who live here are my cousins.”

      “So what do you do? I mean, when you’re not working in your uncle’s restaurant?”

      “You mean when I’m not mediating my aunt and uncle’s fights?”

      “Yeah. That.”

      “I walk on the beach and contemplate life.”

      “See, I don’t know if you’re kidding, so I don’t know whether or not to laugh.”

      “I’m serious, Sibby. I don’t drink anymore and I run on the beach in the mornings. Still off all social media. It’s been really good for me.”

      “When did you start doing that stuff?”

      “Not too long ago. The healthy habits seem to be sticking, so I felt like I could finally tell you.”

      I heard the front door open. “Gotta go. Husband’s home. I have to have sex with him before I fall asleep.”

      “Wow. You are really selling this marriage thing.”

      I hung up with her, tossed my phone aside, and struggled to sit up.

      “Sibby?”

      “Bedroom!”

      I heard Jasper run to his food bowl and a moment later he was chowing down. Aidan appeared in the doorway, his dark hair disheveled. “Whatcha doin’?”

      “Trying to sit up.”

      I held out my hands. With a chuckle, he came forward and gave me a boost. “Anything else I can help you with?”

      “Nope, I’m good.”

      “Really? Like maybe you want some help with your boots?” Before waiting for me to reply, he dropped to his knees. He unlaced my boots and pulled them off. He tweaked my big toe.

      “Cute socks.”

      They were red-and-black plaid, and fuzzy.

      I wiggled my toes. “My favorite pair.”

      “Who bought them for you?”

      “Someone who loves me.”

      “You mean someone who doesn’t want you sticking your ice-cold feet on his legs in the middle of the night.”

      “Yeah, he’s the best,” I said with a smile.

      “A real mensch.”

      “Way to go on the Yiddish.”

      “I’ve been listening to a podcast on Yiddish since your mom told me I needed to know some of the lingo.”

      “Who would have thought that listening to three old Jewish men complaining in Yiddish would be so popular? They have thousands of subscribers. Like, how, just how?”

      He grasped my right sock around the ankle and worked it off, flinging it into the corner of the room. Its mate followed suit.

      Jasper’s furry body appeared in the doorway, his tail wagging. He had that look like he was about to make himself at home on the bed.

      “Go,” I commanded, pointing in the direction of the living room.

      Jasper whined, but dutifully turned and trotted away.

      “There’s nothing weirder than our dog watching us do it,” I said.

      Aidan laughed. “Are you going to continue cracking jokes or do you want to get down to business?”

      I waggled my eyebrows. “Can’t I do both?”

      “No. And if you’re cracking jokes it means I’m not doing a good enough job. Now be quiet and let me work my magic.”
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      The next morning Aidan and I were both awakened by the buzzer. Aidan launched himself up, his hair askew, eyelids at half-mast. “Wha—what happened? Are you in labor?”

      I sat up more slowly than he had, but I was more alert. “You’re a few months too early, love. It’s the buzzer.”

      “It’s seven-thirty in the morning,” he muttered. “Who the hell is here?”

      I gently pushed him back down onto the bed. “UPS guy, most likely. Go back to bed; I’ll get it.”

      Sure enough, it was the UPS guy.

      “Package for you,” he said abruptly.

      Ha. Package.

      I fake-signed his electronic thingy and took the box. “Thanks.”

      “Happy holidays,” he said, and then left.

      I closed the door and immediately took the box to the kitchen table. I grabbed a knife from the knife block and was just about to slit the box’s tape when Aidan trekked into the kitchen. He was walking around without a shirt and his flannel pants rode low enough on his hips that I could see his appendix scar.

      That had been one terrifying experience. A call in the middle of the night… I’d thought the worst. Memories rushed to me.

      “You’re not allowed to die,” I blurted out.

      He raised dark eyebrows as best he could, still half-asleep. “You’re the one holding the knife. You might want to stop gesturing with it in my direction. Then I have a chance at living.”

      I lowered the knife.

      “Thank you.” He took a deep breath and ran a hand through his hair. His cowlick stood straight up, making him look like a cartoon character. “I hadn’t planned on dying.”

      “Good. In fact, we should do everything in our power to become vampires and then we can live forever.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” he said, not at all taking me seriously.

      And to think, he was putting up with my crazy all before a cup of coffee.

      I nodded. “Glad that’s settled.”

      He gestured with his chin to the box. “What did you order?”

      “A bread maker.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I want to learn how to make bread. Obviously.”

      “Obviously. Give me that,” he said, reaching for the knife. “I don’t trust you with that thing.”

      Couldn’t say I blamed him.

      While he cut open the box, I got the coffee going. While it brewed, we oohed and aahed over the bread maker.

      “This looks really high-tech,” he said. “We have to read the manual.”

      “Whoa. Call the press. A man just admitted to needing to read directions.”

      “Har-har.”

      “Annie suggested this specific bread maker. She thinks even I’ll be able to use it properly.”

      Aidan poured himself a cup of coffee while I flipped through the recipe book.

      “Hey, look! We can make Jewish Rye!”

      “Coffee?” he asked.

      “Yes, please.”

      He fixed it the way I liked it and then set it down in front of me. While I was engrossed in my new bread maker, the buzzer sounded again. A few moments later there was a knock at the front door and Aidan let Caleb in. He was dressed in running clothes and the hair at his temples was dark with sweat.

      “Did you jog here?” I asked.

      “Yep.”

      My face torqued into a picture of confusion. “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why do you jog, is what she wants to know,” Aidan said.

      “Because it’s good for you. It’s how I stay in shape.”

      I stared at him blankly. “I don’t get it.”

      “Dude,” Caleb said, conveniently ignoring me and looking at Aidan, “put on a shirt. You’re making me feel inadequate.”

      “Why would you want to cover up a work of art?” I asked.

      Aidan laughed as he started for the bedroom, and Caleb helped himself to a cup of coffee.

      This was our morning routine. Caleb had grown needy since his split with Annie, but I didn’t mind.

      “Will you let me take Jasper for a jog one morning? I’d like a running buddy.”

      Aidan came back into the kitchen with his chest covered. “You can try, but you will fail.”

      “Huh?” Caleb asked, taking a sip of his coffee.

      “I’ve tried running with Jasper. He’s not a running dog. Every time I get going, he comes to a crashing halt. Then I come to a crashing halt. I might have fallen over into some trash cans once…”

      “It’s true. He came home with a banana peel stuck to his shirt. I think Jasper likes to make asses of us on purpose,” I said. “The other day, I left the dog park with dog crap on my yoga pants.”

      Caleb chuckled. “Your dog is a menace.”

      “But we love him.”

      “So what did you get?” Caleb asked, touching the bread maker. “Looks like a time machine.”

      “Bread maker.”

      “Oh, yes! Can you make me a cinnamon loaf? Oh and banana bread?”

      “Sure.”

      “Sweet.”

      Aidan smiled. “You might want to wait until Sibby works out all the kinks.”

      I glared at Aidan for alluding to my supervillain powers of appliance destruction.

      “I’ll be a guinea pig, no problem,” Caleb said.

      “Poached eggs okay for everyone?” I asked. They nodded in approval.

      We spent the next hour devouring a dozen eggs and two packages of bacon. I could eat like a six-foot man. No shame. I’d started wearing Aidan’s sweats for big meals and I owned it.

      “Thanks for breakfast,” Caleb said as he loaded the last plate into the dishwasher. “Aidan, I’ll see you at the bar later.”

      Caleb gave me a hug, rubbed Jasper’s ears, and then left.

      When the front door shut, Aidan said, “You don’t have to feed him, you know.”

      I pressed the dishwasher start button. “I’m afraid if I don’t feed him, he’ll starve. Have you seen how much weight he’s lost?”

      “He’ll gain it back. Caleb was fine before Annie came along. He’ll be fine after. He just needs more time.”

      Hmm. I wasn’t sure I believed that. Annie was a one-woman emotional wrecking ball.

      “What do you have going on today?” Aidan asked, switching the direction of our conversation.

      “Book-release stuff and coffee with Stacy.”

      “Say hi to the millennial for me,” he said.

      “Uh, Aidan? You’re a millennial.”

      “Yeah, but she acts like a millennial. Who has pink hair nowadays unless you live in San Francisco?”

      “Congratulations, you just became a seventy-five-year-old man. Let me grab you some ointment⁠—”

      He shuddered and cut me off. “You know how I feel about that word.”

      I hugged him. “I have to pick up all the bread-making stuff at the store. While I’m there, I can grab you some Metamucil and Grape Nuts…”

      “You’re thoughtful, Sibby. Really. By the way, let’s ban the words Metamucil and ointment from our vocabularies.”

      “Hey, just thinking about the health of your plumbing.”

      “Let’s also vow not to mention my plumbing. That’s a conversation between me and my proctologist.”

      I blinked. “We’re too young for this sort of talk.”
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      Matzah: [mah-tzah]

      1. Thin, crisp, unleavened bread eaten during Passover.

      2. It’s like a bad cracker, except worse.
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      I lifted my first loaf of bread from the table and showed it to Stacy. “I don’t know what I’m doing wrong.”

      She swept a lock of blond hair behind her ear. The tips were no longer pink, but Cookie Monster blue. “Did you follow the directions?”

      “Yes.”

      “Exactly?”

      “Yes, exactly.”

      I dropped the loaf of bread onto the floor of our pre-war apartment.

      She leaned over and picked it up. “Man, that’s dense.”

      “I’ve found another appliance to make me feel inferior. Wonderful.”

      “You just have to experiment. You’ll get the hang of it.”

      I dumped the loaf in the trash and then gestured to the living room. She grabbed her mug of tea and followed me. She sat down on the couch and ran a hand across Jasper’s back. His new favorite spot was on top of one of the couch cushions. It was a brand new couch that he seemed determined to smush, but he was so cute I gave him whatever he wanted.

      “You’re going to love me,” she said.

      “I already love you.”

      “No, I mean really love me.”

      I grinned. Who’d have thought that the young woman who’d accidentally outed my pregnancy to the entire world on social media would not only become one of my dearest friends, but also my unofficial PR rep? If it weren’t for Stacy, I wasn’t sure if I would have the balls to go through with releasing a book on my own. A book with an unlikable heroine. A book that was a complete and utter risk, but with a story I believed in.

      “I’m waiting with bated breath,” I said with a grin.

      “Did you know that Letter has a romance-novel book club that meets once a month?”

      “No! I had no idea!”

      I’d been into the local bookstore in Greenpoint only a handful of times. It was cute and quaint, and had an eclectic selection which I loved.

      “Well, the book club wants to read your book.” She sat back, looking extremely satisfied.

      “Really?”

      “Yeah.”

      The nerves I’d already been feeling about releasing my book into the wild, intensified by a thousand. It felt like a ball of gas was swirling in my belly, ready to explode.

      No, wait. That was real gas. I was getting heartburn.

      “That’s not all,” Stacy said with a smug look.

      “There’s more?”

      “They want you to come for a Q & A after they finish it.”

      Heartburn—and now the hand sweats.

      Lovely.

      “But what if they don’t like it?” I asked.

      “They’ll like it.”

      “How do you know? What if I come to this thing and they’ve brought tomatoes and other rotten veggies to throw at me?”

      “Um, this isn’t the 1800s and it’s not Vaudeville. So I’m pretty sure you’re safe from vegetables flying at your face. I think this could be really good for your career. Especially since you’re breaking out on your own.”

      I bit my lip.

      “Besides, you’re all over the internet.”

      “You’re all over the internet,” I reminded her. “And what does that have to do with anything?”

      “Who we really are gets lost behind a screen. We have personas that aren’t necessarily who we are in real life. It’s good for us to set the phones and tablets down and get out there. Really connect in person. You’re an author and people actually like you. They should get to meet you face-to-face.”

      “But then how will I stay an introvert if you’re determined to drag me out of the house?”

      She squealed. “So you’ll do it?”

      I nodded. “It’s an amazing opportunity. Right now, my life is all about yes.”

      “Will you let me dye your hair purple?”

      “That’s a solid no.”

      Stacy laughed. “So not everything is a yes.”

      “Most things are.”

      “I noticed your office is still your office. Weren’t you going to convert it into a nursery?”

      “Yes. But we’re waiting on custom-designed furniture. Aidan’s uncle is making it. He’s an expert craftsman.”

      “That’s so cool! Custom furniture, a bread maker—what’s next in the nesting lineup?”

      “I don’t know, but I have the urge to go to the Brooklyn flea market this weekend.”

      “Yeah? Is Aidan gonna go with you?”

      “I don’t know.” I frowned. “He’s been spending a lot of time at the bar. The holidays make people want to drink, so Veritas is doing really well, but that also means we have less time together.”

      “Well, if you need a buddy, keep me in mind.”

      “I will.”

      “Promise me we’ll still be friends after you have the twins,” she said suddenly.

      “Of course we’ll still be friends. Why wouldn’t we be?”

      “Because you’re going to start doing parent-type stuff. Hanging out with other parents, you know? Your kids will play with their kids. Your whole life is gonna change.”

      I sighed. “Try not to remind me.”

      “Sorry.” She smiled in sympathy. “I watched it happen with my sister. The bar was set real low for what constituted as a successful day.”

      “Meaning?”

      “When she was able to leave the house without baby vomit or poop in her hair, she considered it a win.”

      “Yeah, maybe you don’t tell me stuff like that.” My hand went absently to my belly. I was still grappling with my new reality, but fighting it hadn’t been a good plan of action. Pregnancy wasn’t like a sweater that didn’t fit. You couldn’t return it to the department store where you’d bought it.

      “I wonder if I’m going to be any good at this, you know?” I said softly. “I think that’s what I struggle with the most. Aidan is so good at so many things. And I—well—if my underwear is on right side out, then I feel like I’m doing pretty well that day.”

      Stacy laughed. “Of course you’re going to be good at this.”

      “How do you know? I’m not very maternal. I love the city. The kitchen exists only to hold appliances that I can’t get to work correctly and sometimes destroy, and if it were up to me, I’d eat Thai takeout four nights a week.”

      “Well, at least the twins will learn to like ethnic cuisine. And, not maternal? Are you serious?” She pointed to Jasper. “You’re already a mom. Puppies are good practice for babies. They go through a lot of the same stuff.”

      “First of all, Jasper was already an adult when we got him.”

      “He still went through the peeing everywhere phase. Little boys do that. They take their willies out and spray the walls.”

      “Ugh. Let me guess? Your knowledge comes from your sister?”

      “Yep. Her kids are in between the peeing-on-stuff phase and the lets-talk-about-wrapping-it-up phase. She’s not looking forward to that discussion.”

      I blinked. “This just veered off into a moment in time I’m not even close to ready for.”

      “And on that note…” Stacy stood up. “I have to meet Joe.”

      “Great. Run off to your boyfriend. You wind me up like a toy, and then leave while I’m self-destructing.”

      “You’re capable. All you have to do right now is figure out how to use that bread maker properly.”

      I sighed. “I’m doomed.”
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      “Sibby!” Aidan cried from the direction of the kitchen.

      I shot up from a sound sleep, wondering where the fire was.

      Oops. Bad form. Considering we’d already had one fire in this apartment.

      “What is it?” I yelled back, somehow lifting my tired body out of the bed. I looked at the clock.

      Yikes. I’d been asleep for two hours. I hadn’t even heard Aidan come home.

      “Sibby!” he called again.

      Grumbling, I padded my way out of the bedroom and into the hallway. All I heard was Aidan cursing, so I sped up my steps and went into the kitchen.

      And then I saw the bread maker overflowing. The lid of the bread maker had popped off and dough had slithered down the sides of the appliance to form a glob on the floor.

      Jasper was currently licking it up and chewing as fast as he could.

      “Oy! Cut it out.” I waved the dog away from the mess. “What happened?”

      “You tell me,” Aidan said with a shake of his head. “I came home to find this thing bubbling like a volcano.”

      “I put all the ingredients in the bread maker and pressed start,” I said in confusion.

      “You followed the directions exactly as they said?”

      “Yes.”

      “Sibby…”

      “Yes, Aidan.” I tried not to lose my cool. “Why don’t you believe me? My first loaf this morning was total crap. So I decided to try again.”

      He picked up the recipe book. “Show me.”

      Rolling my eyes, I took the book and flipped it open to the recipe in question. My eyes travelled over the ingredients.

      “Whoops,” I said.

      “Whoops?”

      “Er—hi?”

      “I missed you today.” He leaned over and kissed me. “I should’ve led with that.”

      “That’s nice. I missed you too.” I looked back at the disaster of the bread maker. “This thing is determined to defeat me.”

      I started to clean up with Aidan’s help.

      “It can’t be that hard.”

      “Pshhh. I’d like to see you try it.”

      Aidan wiped a section of the floor and said, “After we clean up, I’ll put all the ingredients in this thing, hit the timer, and we’ll have perfect bread in the morning.”

      “You know, if you weren’t so cute, your arrogance would be really annoying.”

      He smiled like he knew better than to say anything, but really, he was already gloating. I wasn’t lying to Stacy when I said Aidan was good at a lot of things. He just had skills.

      And I was a master of spills.

      “Good day today?” I asked him.

      “Yeah, busy. So…I wanted to run an idea by you.”

      “Uh-oh. You’re not gonna like, take me winter camping, are you? ’Cause that’s not happening…”

      He laughed. “Absolutely not. I want to stay married.”

      I smiled. “What’s your idea?”

      “I was thinking we could have a holiday party this year.”

      “Do we have the time?”

      “You mean, do I have the time.”

      “Well, yeah. My book release isn’t until after New Year’s, thankfully. I’ve tackled what I can and that leaves my schedule wide open. Aside from all the sleeping I plan to do, I’m free.”

      “And nesting. Don’t forget all the nesting.”

      “I’m not doing that much nesting.”

      “Are you kidding? It’s a nesting-palooza in here. It started with the bread maker. What’s next?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You’re getting packages from Amazon every day. What are you ordering?”

      “Just some things. So we’ll be ready,” I said evasively. I prayed he would stop pushing for answers. I really didn’t want to tell him what I’d been buying.

      “Fine. You’ll tell me when you’re ready. Right?”

      “Right. Just think of the credit card points and the cashback.”

      He shook his head and laughed. “So how about that holiday party? I feel like Caleb could really use the cheering up.”

      “So we’re having a holiday party to make sure one of our best friends doesn’t sit at home alone, in the dark, listening to Christmas carols, and clutching a bottle of Jack Daniels?”

      “How very Charles Dickens.”

      I sighed. “It’s a lot of work.”

      “Not really. The tree is already done.”

      “I have to bake.”

      “Maybe just a few things, but I’ll help. And it will be a potluck so everyone is going to bring something. We can do a White Elephant, even.”

      “Hanukkah Harry.”

      “What?”

      “I grew up calling a White Elephant a Hanukkah Harry.”

      “Right, well, okay.”

      I nodded. “But if we do this, we’re doing it right.”

      “Meaning?”

      “We’re making ugly Christmas sweaters.”

      “Deal,” he said with a grin. “I was thinking we could have it a few days before Christmas?”

      I nodded. “Fine. Who will we invite aside from Caleb?” I asked.

      “Terry and Zeb.”

      “Sure.”

      “Jess will be out of town with her husband.”

      “Stacy and Joe,” I added. “Is that it?”

      “I think so.”

      “Hmmm. Caleb and three couples? This sounds like a bad idea. Maybe instead of a holiday party, you guys should go winter camping Upstate.”

      “What’s with the winter camping, Sibby?”

      “I just know you like the woods and every time you come back to civilization, you’re frisky. So if you want to leave for a few days, I’m okay with it.”

      “I’m not going to leave you alone during the holidays,” he stated, looking offended that I’d even suggest such a thing. “And for the record, I’m always frisky. You tell your friends that, right?”

      I patted his arm. “Yes, honey. I tell them you’re basically a nineteen-year-old boy and I’m very lucky.”

      He puffed out his chest, looking proud, and then he got back to the matter at hand. “We could invite a single girl to the party. He’s not seeing Gemma anymore.”

      A few weeks ago, Caleb had found a month-to-month sublet in Greenpoint and ended his sleeping arrangement with Gemma Peters—the woman who’d dated both Caleb and Aidan. Not at the same time, clearly. I’d never met her, but I still didn’t like the idea of her. For so many reasons.

      My eyes narrowed. “Definitely no setup.”

      “Sibby…”

      “No. He’s not ready to date.”

      “You mean you’re not ready for him to date.”

      “He just broke up with Annie. He’s still licking his wounds.”

      “So, let him sow some wild oats.”

      “No oat-sowing. If he wants to do it, fine. But he doesn’t need our help finding a woman. He’s a sexy bartender who owns half of a very successful bar in Brooklyn.”

      Aidan’s eyes narrowed. “You think he’s sexy?”

      “Figure of speech.”

      He paused a moment and then clearly decided to let it go as he asked, “What’s for dinner?”

      “Cornish game hens.”

      “That seems like a lofty aspiration.”

      “What, I cook.”

      “No, you burn. Soup. You burn soup.”

      “Do you want to sleep on the couch tonight?” I crossed my arms over my chest and glared at him.

      “I don’t like this. Can we be friends again?”

      “Yes. Hug me!”

      Aidan enveloped me in his arms and kissed the top of my head. “This is better.”

      The Cornish game hens were a bust, so we ordered pizza. I put away three quarters of a pie by myself and then fell into a blissful cheese coma.

      The next morning, I rolled over and smelled something delicious. I went into the kitchen to find Aidan removing a perfectly made bread loaf from the bread maker.

      He grinned. “You want some toast?”

      Jerk.

      Sighing, I went to the refrigerator. “I’ll get the jam.”
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      I scored big at the Brooklyn flea market and carried home what I could. The other stuff—the bigger stuff—would be delivered later that afternoon. Hopefully before Aidan got home from the bar, so I could have time to set up everything, and he couldn’t tell me to return it.

      “Where are you going to put all the loot?” Stacy asked.

      I dropped the shopping bags in exhaustion. “I have no idea.”

      “Why did you need to buy a 1950s potato masher again?”

      “I don’t know the answer to that question, either,” I said with a sigh. “It just looked cute. Like something I needed.” Along with the potato masher, I’d bought a knitting bag, three types of knitting needles, knitting patterns, and ten balls of yarn.

      My phone buzzed and I saw Annie’s name on the screen.

      “You mind?” I asked Stacy.

      She shook her head as she peered at all the bags I’d carted home. She hadn’t bought anything. Not even a pair of earrings.

      “Hello?”

      “You bought a sewing machine?” she inquired.

      Yeah, I’d done that, too. My credit card had gotten quite the work out. Can those things sweat? Like seriously, it might need a headband.

      “Yeah, I bought a sewing machine. What do you think of the picture I sent you?”

      “I think it looks like a sewing machine. Did you take a cab home with it?”

      “No, it’s being delivered later today.”

      “Delivered?”

      “Er—”

      “Sibby?”

      “When you spend a certain amount, they deliver the bigger items.”

      “Give the phone to Stacy.”

      “But—”

      “Do it.”

      I handed the phone off to Stacy. “She wants to talk to you.”

      “Okay.” Stacy put the cell to her ear. “Hey, Annie. What’s up?”

      I couldn’t hear what Annie said, but it had Stacy blanching. “I tried. Believe me, I tried. Fine. Here’s Sibby again.” She gave me the phone. “I need a beer. Do you have any beer?”

      “No, sorry.” I held up my finger to quiet her and put the phone to my ear. “What did you say to Stacy? You crushed her spirit and now she wants to drink.”

      “I said that if she was going to be the Ethel to your Lucy then she needed to figure out how to talk you down when you get your crazy ideas.”

      “Ethel always got roped into Lucy’s schemes,” I reminded her. “So your example is subpar. Hold on.” I put the phone on mute and went to hug Stacy.

      “Thanks for today. You can leave my presence and go have a beer.”

      “You sure?” she asked.

      “Yes. And for the record, no one has been able to talk me out of any idea I’ve ever had. Aidan couldn’t even talk me into a baby. We had to wait for a condom failure for that to happen. Don’t feel bad.”

      She smiled slowly. “All right. Don’t forget, this weekend we have to stop into Letter to drop off the paperback proofs for the book club.”

      “I won’t forget.”

      The door closed and I unmuted Annie.

      “I think you said something way harsher than what you told me. Why aren’t you nice to her?”

      “Because I’m jealous. She’s replacing me.”

      “No, she isn’t, but you’re not here. Do you want me not to have any social interaction?”

      She sighed. “No. I just—you won’t find a new best friend, will you?”

      “You’re a dingus.”

      Annie laughed in obvious relief. “Explain to me why you bought a sewing machine. You failed your theater-costume class. If I recall, you managed to sew fabric to your own shirt sleeve on a regular basis.”

      “The seam ripper did become my best friend that semester. I don’t know. I just thought it would be cute to make baby onesies and bibs out of Aidan’s old shirts. There will be two of them. These kids will need lots of bibs.”

      She paused. “I’m sorry, but can you please put my best friend on the phone?”

      “The Sibby you know has left the building. In her place has become this nesting, bread-destroying homebody monster.”

      “Well, I guess we’re all going through some changes,” she said quietly.

      “How are you? Are you okay?”

      “I’m...fine.” She paused again. “How is he?”

      I bit my lip, unsure if I was supposed to tell her he’d “broken up” with Gemma Peters. She was the villain, and all villains had to be referred to by their full names.

      “He’s hanging in there,” I said finally, deciding it wise not to mention Gemma to Annie. No one needed any reason to lose their shit, not when they were both already so close to doing it anyway.

      “He usually comes by for breakfast and coffee. So we’re taking care of him.”

      “Good. That’s good.” She sounded relieved. Like she wanted to know that he was being cared for, but didn’t have to be the one to do it.

      “How’s the anonymous pregnancy blogging going?” she asked. “Have you told Aidan about it yet?”

      “There’s nothing to tell. It’s just a place for me to share my thoughts and fears with strangers. Aidan doesn’t need to know.”

      “Uh huh. I thought the definition of true intimacy was being able to talk to your partner about anything.”

      “Okay, which self-help book are you reading?”

      “How to Love Yourself after Another Breakup.”

      “That’s the name of the book? Really?”

      “Did pregnancy turn off your sarcasm detector?”

      “It’s not turned off, but it’s definitely been rerouted.”

      She chuckled. “So the blog?”

      “Still finding its rhythm. But I have to say, there’s something oddly comforting about telling your fears to a bunch of strangers who don’t know who you are.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.”

      There was a knock on the door.

      “Annie, I’ve gotta go. Mrs. Nowacki is returning Jasper.”

      “You found a doggie babysitter right across the hall. You live a charmed life.”

      “I got pregnant even though I was using birth control. Not charmed.”

      “You should’ve kept your knees closed, you dirty camping hussy.”

      I laughed. “If you can’t be a hussy with your own husband who can you be a hussy with?”

      “Valid point. Okay. Talk to you later.”

      We hung up and I went to the door. Mrs. Nowacki stood in the hallway, holding Jasper’s leash. Her gray hair was pulled back into a bun, and she was wearing a Mr. Rogers red sweater and a black skirt with tights.

      I’d never seen the woman in pants. Not even when it was ten degrees outside.

      “How was he?” I asked, bending over to brush my fingers through his wiry hair.

      “He good boy. Though he like to sleep on his back to show everyone his⁠—”

      “Yes, he does. Thank you for watching him. Aiko didn’t have a problem?”

      She shook her head. “Cat and dog get along now. They cuddle. I took him for walk one hour ago.”

      I let Jasper off the leash and he bounded into the apartment, making a beeline right for his empty food bowl.

      As Mrs. Nowacki and I chatted, Aidan came up the staircase, carrying a box.

      “Oh, another delivery for you?” Mrs. Nowacki asked. “From the jungle?”

      “Jungle?” Aidan asked with a puzzled look.

      I grinned. “She means Amazon.”

      “Ah. No. This is from the Brooklyn flea market. I took it from the delivery guy.”

      “Crap,” I muttered.

      Mrs. Nowacki raised an eyebrow. “I better go.” She darted behind her apartment door and then shut it firmly. For an older woman, she was fairly quick on her feet.

      Aidan came inside and set the box down on the coffee table. When he stood back up, he looked around and saw all the flea-market bags I hadn’t yet been able to hide.

      “Sibby?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Want to tell me what’s in the box?”

      “Not really.”

      “Sibby…”

      “Why don’t you feed Jasper?” I suggested, trying to move him away from the box.

      Jasper let out a pathetic whine.

      “He’s in cahoots with you,” Aidan muttered, but he was momentarily distracted by our dog. He gestured to the bags. “Did you buy the entire flea market?”

      “Remember that you love me.”

      “Yeah, that’s true.”

      I got into the box and pulled out a sewing machine.

      He stared at me for a moment. “Why did you—you know what? Never mind. Come on, let’s make dinner.”
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