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Chapter 1

 

ELISE

 

“You’re late again,” I say when he answers. 

It’s the third time I’ve called him today, but the first time he’s bothered to pick up. I stopped leaving messages on his voicemail years ago. He never listens to them anyway.

“Yeah, I’ll be right there,” he says, his voice groggy. I’m not even sure he’s talking to me as I hear something in the background. A female something.

Looking at my watch and knowing he’ll never make it here before I leave if he just woke up, I wonder how we ever thought we could work as a couple. That’s right. We didn’t think we could. I hoped and wished and tried, despite my better judgment.

“I need you to be here for her. She’s four, Tanner. You can’t keep breaking promises to her,” I say as quietly as I can into the telephone receiver. “Eventually she’ll understand that you always make promises you won’t keep.”

Such poor judgment.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” he says, throwing attitude my way.

Should I list all the promises he’s broken to me over the years, or just the ones he’s broken to Avery? I choose neither. This isn’t an argument I want to have. It never changes anything. I learned my lesson.

“Nothing. Forget it. Look, I have to get to work. Just pick her up from the restaurant, okay?”

He groans into the phone. It’s the noise he makes when he stretches after waking up and I hate that I know that. I don’t want to think about him, in bed or otherwise. If it weren’t for Avery, we wouldn’t even have a connection and I could have left him behind long ago.

“Yup. I’ll see you when I get there,” he says.

“Tanner?”

“What?” he snaps.

“Please don’t been too late. You promised her you’d come this week. It’s been more than a month,” I say, quietly. He’s always made me feel like I ask too much, and it’s taken its toll over the years. “You’re also behind on your child support. We could really use that money.”

“Yeah. I know. I’ll hit the ATM on my way,” he says.

I hope I can believe him, but I don’t hold my breath.

“Thanks. It’s just, she needs new shoes and some summer clothes. She’s going through a growth spurt and I—”

“Damn, Elise, I said I would bring the money. You don’t have to explain it to me,” Tanner says, more awake now.

“Okay. Just … I’ll see you in a while,” I say before pulling the phone from my ear to end the call.

Turning to my baby girl sitting at the small table in the corner of our equally small dining area, I paint a smile on my face. I try so hard to not let her see what our situation does to me, but some days are more difficult than others. The stress of limited funds is real, but I make it work the best I can.

“Mama, are we going to work today?” she asks, looking up from her piles of Play-Doh. She hasn’t missed a thing. Her eyes sparkle and she’s always so happy. My little ray of sunshine. My biggest fear is he’s someday going to break her spirit and dull her enthusiasm. He has a way of doing that to people.

It’s me. I’m people.

Schooling my features so she doesn’t see the sadness, I nod and tell her yes, she’s going to work with me.

“I be right back. I’m bringin’ my color book and snacks,” she says, getting down from her chair and running to her bedroom.

The problem with Tanner is he’s a good dad when he shows up. That’s part of why I keep letting him pull us along. He’s the fun dad. The guy who plays on the playground and chases her all over the yard. He’s just not consistent. He wasn’t consistent as a boyfriend, either, which is why he hasn’t had that role in my life since before Avery was born.

Other people have been consistent, though, and they’re the ones who keep me going most days, especially when Tanner lets us down.

Aside from my parents, my best friend, Angela, and her brother have been by my side since before Tanner. But when he came into my life, they stuck by me even harder. I was fresh out of school for early childhood education, but still practically a baby myself when we met. Tanner was fun and fascinating, but definitely not the guy I ever thought of settling down with. He certainly wasn’t the man I would have chosen to have a baby with, but things happen. Avery was the best thing to come out of our relationship.

“Mama, I’m ready!” Avery yells, running back into the living room dragging a My Little Pony backpack behind her.

Her exuberance is infectious, and her personality is fully reflected in her style. In the fifteen minutes she’s been out of the room, supposedly getting her things together to leave, she put a fluffy skirt on over her shorts and slipped a headband decorated with puff balls into her hair. Her hot pink rain boots complete the look. She reminds me of a bubblegum machine — she’s always super colorful and you never know what flavor you’re going to get; you just know it’s going to be one hundred percent Avery.

“You’re beautiful, my girl. Let me grab the keys and we’ll blow this popsicle stand,” I say, reaching for her hand.

“We have popsicles? Where they at? Can I have one?” she asks excitedly.

“Aves, it’s just a phrase. It means we’re leaving. I don’t actually have popsicles.”

“You should buy some. I think we need them.”

“I will add them to the grocery list,” I say as we step into the hallway.

I double check I have my purse and phone, Avery has her bag, and then lock the door to our apartment.

Taking her hand in mine again, we step toward the stairs and I say, “Popsicles sound like a really great idea.”

 

*****

 

Pulling into the parking lot at the restaurant, I see a familiar little sports car. 

The relief that washes over me when I see Damian’s car isn’t out of the norm. Every Friday, like clockwork, he’s here when I get to work, sometimes with Avery in tow if Angela is working the same shift as me and can’t stay with her. He just expects Tanner to not show up for his daughter, but he won’t say that. Instead, he brings his laptop and sits in a secluded corner drinking water and coffee while he works away on his laptop designing fancy buildings and home additions. He says it’s because the office at his house is boring and by Friday afternoon he needs a change of scenery.

When Aves isn’t with me, he always asks where she is and, if she’s at home with his sister he’ll go hang out when he’s done “working.”

I slip into the empty spot right beside his car, making sure I’m not too close. Turning the engine off, I sit for a minute to breathe before getting out and carrying on with our day.

Unlatching Avery from her car seat, I glance around the parking lot. Tanner’s car isn’t here. I let out a grumpy sigh and hold my hand out for my daughter to take as she climbs from her seat.

“He’s not here?” she asks, looking around at the other cars.

“Not yet. He will be,” I say. “Maybe he’s going to park out front.”

“Can I sit with D?” she asks, pointing at his car as we fall in step and begin walking toward the diner’s rear entrance.

I look down at her as we cross the parking lot. I shouldn’t say yes. My friendship with Damian always ruffled feathers with Tanner. It’s never been more than friendship. Even when I’ve been single, I’ve worked hard to not be flirty with him … though it’s been difficult as we’ve gotten older. The more we grow up, the more he’s the kind of man I do see myself with. The problem is, he sees me as an extension of his little sister, making me practically family by default.

“You’re going to have to ask if you can share his table. He might be working on something and need all the space,” I say, my smile not hiding the fact I know Damian would never tell her no. He always makes time for Avery. “Do you think you can ask nicely?”

She tilts her head as I drop her hand and open the door to the diner.

“I think I can,” she says.

Great. It’s settled then. I can start working and she’ll sit with Damian. I can’t afford to lose tips because I’m parenting more than I’m waitressing. Fridays and Saturdays are always our busiest nights and when the specials are just right, I always make a good amount extra from the people I wait on. With this being a second job for me to help make ends meet and be able to put some away in my savings, I don’t rely on the tips as much as others do. But, when Tanner waffles on paying his child support, that extra really helps us keep fresh fruit in the apartment.

Avery doesn’t even wait for me once I open the door for her. She walks into the restaurant and then takes off at a run toward the back where she knows Damian sits every week, sometimes actually working but usually pretending to be busy until I arrive. I take my time following her, stopping first at the counter to drop my purse and grab a pitcher of water. She’s in good hands, so I can take my time before checking on her.

“You’re here. Good,” Angela says, a bit harried as if we’re getting slammed and the kitchen can’t keep up. “I was a little worried.”

I glance around quickly and notice not a lot going on, but it’s not uncommon for her to be concerned if I’m not early. I grew up with the mentality that to be on time you should be ten minutes early and she’s well aware of that. When I walk in at my start time, she knows something is up.

“I am. I’m sorry I’m late. I would have texted you guys if I knew I’d be behind,” I say without looking up as I write down the evening’s specials. Without pretense, I say, “Tanner.”

She groans in response. It’s not really worth real words anyway. We’ve done this song and dance for years.

“Where’s Aves?” she asks, crossing her arms and leaning against the counter so we’re side-by-side but facing each other. I give her a look that tells her she should know where Avery is. “He’s a good guy. I’m glad my surrogate niece has Damian to rely on. He’s always been a constant for her.”

Part of me just hopes he doesn’t get tired of us, because I don’t see my situation changing any time soon. Not that I want or need any romantic prospects. I can barely handle myself let alone a new guy.

“I think she’s getting to the point where she doesn’t even care if her father shows up,” I say, unabashedly. “She’d rather hang at home with you or sit here with your brother for hours coloring and playing games with him than go with Tanner. He’s so unreliable.”

“Yeah, he is. But he’s been that way as long as you’ve known him,” Angela says, shrugging. “Has he paid up his back child support?”

“Ha! That would be a miracle,” I say, tying my apron around my waist. “I reminded him he’s behind again and told him she needs new clothes. He was moody about me telling him his daughter is in need of basic necessities. Annoyed, even. He’s supposed to stop for cash on his way to pick her up.”

Pushing off the counter, Angela grabs the water pitcher I set beside me and, walking away, says, “We’ll see.”

I know. It’s always a case of “we’ll see.” For the moment, though, I’m going to stop thinking about it and start working. I’m already ten minutes behind and a table of four just walked in. There’s no time to stress about my ex. My daughter is here, she’s with a safe person, and that’s all that matters right now. 

I’m going to survive this with a smile on my face, even if it’s fake.

I have to.

For her.

 

*****

 

“Have a great night, guys!” I say as a table of three local men get up and walk toward the door. They’re regulars and I know enough to not hover or stop by to ask how everything is too frequently. They appreciate it and always show that in their tips.

The oldest of the trio turns back and smiles at me. “Have a good night, young lady. The fish was delicious.”

I smile back at him, because the fish fry is always good. It’s his go-to meal every week. On the rare occasion he orders something else — and I don’t question his choice — he usually tells me whatever it was he ordered wasn’t as good as the fish.

I’m three hours into my shift, clearing their table, when my phone starts ringing. With an armful of dishes, I rush to the kitchen and drop everything in a bin for the dishwasher, seeking a semi-private location before pulling it from my apron. Standing outside the back door of the kitchen, I answer.

“Where are you?” I hiss into the receiver.

He’s got our conversation playing over the Bluetooth in his car. I can hear other people.

“You aren’t coming, are you?”

“Elise! Hey, yeah, something came up,” he says, as if something doesn’t always come up. “My buddy’s band is in town and they asked me to come out with them after the show. This could be huge for me.”

“You’re such an irresponsible asshole, Tanner.”

“That’s not necessary. I got the money you asked for,” he says.

“You mean the money you owe me for our daughter? I didn’t ask for it. I reminded you you’re behind on your child support payments for our daughter,” I say, hoping that by reiterating the money is for our child reminds his friends what kind of guy he is.

“You’re splitting hairs, but yes. I put it in an envelope and slipped it under the door of the apartment,” he says. “I’ll try to stop by tomorrow to see the baby.”

“The baby is four years old,” I say. Looking at my watch, I feel the frustration mounting. “Look, I need to get back to work. Text me tomorrow when you’re on your way over so I can be sure Avery and I are home.”

“’Kay, bye!” he says, and hangs up before I have a chance to respond.

Sliding my phone back into my apron, I swallow the anger and put a smile back on my face. Pretending is easier than actually being happy. I haven’t been happy about Tanner in a long time. This is nothing new.

Happiness is relative, after all.

 


Chapter 2

 

DAMIAN

 

I watch her walk back through the dining room from the kitchen. Her demeanor is different. I know when she’s faking, and that definitely is not a real Elise smile.

“D, it’s your turn,” Avery says.

It’s our third game of Go Fish while we wait for her useless father. I assume, judging by Elise’s change in body language, he’s not coming. Anytime Avery has been here to hang out with me and wait for him in the last few months, he hasn’t showed up. I really didn’t think tonight would be any different.

I pull a card from the pile between us and add it to my hand.

“Go Fish,” I say as her hand is already reaching.

Like a seasoned card player, she lays her final match down. Her mother quietly walks up behind her as Avery prepares to make her demands.

“I win. You owe me chocolate milk,” she says. “And gummy worms.”

My eyes connect to Elise’s and she shakes her head. I knew candy would be out of the question, but maybe she’ll make concessions and allow the chocolate milk.

“How about a small chocolate milk and we’ll save the candy for next weekend when we aren’t so close to bedtime?” I say it to Avery, but glance up at Elise who gives me a thumbs up and a real smile as she walks away, her hips swaying just enough that I need to force myself to look away. It’s just the way she walks, she’s not exaggerating for my benefit, but it’s still hypnotizing. She arrives back at our table within moments, carrying two short glasses of chocolate milk in either hand. “I didn’t order this.”

She smiles at me again, but it doesn’t quite reach her eyes.

“I know. But you earned it. She plays a pretty cutthroat game of Go Fish.”

I stand from the booth and come toe-to-toe with her. She’s my little sister’s best friend and I try to not offend her where her ex is concerned, particularly because he’s Avery’s father and I don’t want to upset her by making her think she’s not responsible enough to handle things. But …

“He’s not coming, is he?” I ask, just loudly enough for her to hear me. I don’t ever want to run the risk of Avery hearing me talk shit about her father. Elise quickly shakes her head, looking down. I’m a full head taller than her, and I hate when she makes herself smaller.  I tip her chin up so I can look in her eyes and when I see the hurt, I instinctively clench my jaw. Relaxing my muscles, I take a breath and ask, “Want me to take her home and get her to bed? You don’t need to be worrying about her being here with you until your shift is over. She needs to be in her own space, in her jammies, and sleeping in her bed, not tucked away in a booth at the local diner.”

“You wouldn’t mind?” she asks, timidly.

It always twists my heart when she thinks she’s inconveniencing me.

“Never. I wouldn’t offer if I didn’t mean it. You know Aves is my favorite short person,” I say, ignoring the fleeting thought of drawings on my desk at home that still need to be reviewed. “Well, second favorite short person. What do you say, kid? Want me to take you home and get you ready for bed while Mom finishes work?”

She must have been listening closely to our conversation. She’s already packed her game and coloring books into her backpack.

“Ready,” she says, slamming her empty chocolate milk glass on the table.

“You need her car seat,” Elise says. “It’s huge. I don’t know if it’s going to fit in your tiny car. I don’t even know how you fit in that thing.”

I try not to, but snicker when she says it’s huge. I might be a 32-year-old man, but my brain hasn’t fully progressed past eighth grade when it comes to certain words and phrases.

“I could just take your car and you drive mine home,” I offer, realizing I’m about to hand over the keys to my Corvette. Smirking, I add, “Then we don’t have to be concerned about what will and will not fit.”

“Deal,” she says, pulling her car keys from the pocket of her apron and holding her other hand out for mine. “Just put the seat back where you found it. Whenever you or your sister drive my car, I get in and feel like a toddler.”

I place a quick kiss to her temple and promise to put things back where I found them. Reaching for Avery’s hand to help her out of the booth, Elise squats down to talk quietly to her daughter.

“Please be good for Damian. This isn’t the way our night was supposed to go,” she says, pulling her into a hug. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay, Mama. D and me are going to have so much fun. He’s going to read me books and let me stay up late. Right, D?” she says, looking up at me with doe eyes that I really do have a difficult time saying no to.

Elise looks at me, too, but she’s not playing around and offers me a death glare.

“I think,” she begins, pausing for emphasis, “Damian should help you get your pajamas on and then read you three books, snuggle, and turn off the light so you can sleep. It’s already past your bedtime. Plus, Daddy might be over tomorrow, and I don’t want you to be grumpy from staying up late.”

“I never grumpy. You always tell me I’m your sunshine,” Avery says, her eyes wide.

“Yes, you are my sunshine. Now go home and go to bed,” Elise says, softly kissing Avery on the top of the head as she stands to her full height again. Turning to me, she lets out a sigh. “Let me know what you want from the kitchen before my shift is done and I’ll bring home snacks as my thank you. Hopefully she won’t give you too many issues about actually going to bed. She’s a strong negotiator, so you might want to prepare for a long evening.”

She doesn’t owe me anything, but I agree to text her my order before midnight and remind her that this isn’t my first bedtime routine with her daughter. There have been a few nights when she and Angela have needed to get out and have a night of being adults without responsibility along with the times I’ve kept Avery when both Elise and Angela are working.

“Ready to rock and roll, kiddo?”

“Ready.”

That’s all the direction I need to grab my laptop bag, Avery’s hand, and head out the door.

 

*****

 

Bath. Pajamas. An extra snack. Snuggles and four books instead of three.

By the time I turned her light off, I was having trouble keeping my eyes open. My brain didn’t turn off, though. Tonight simply solidified my decision to move forward with my plan to start a family.

Do I have a girlfriend or wife to do that with? No. Are there even any prospects? Again, no. Is that going to stop me? Also no. It might make things a little tricky and trying to explain it to my parents and sister could turn into a disaster. I’ll deal with that when I have to and probably not before then.

The biggest reason I’m alone in all this is because the one woman I would consider a prospect, I deemed untouchable. Off limits. It’s not that I wouldn’t want to create a future with Elise. It’s that I don’t think the interest is there on her part and I don’t want to take any chances of destroying the friendship we’ve always had by chasing after something that might hurt us in the long run. It’s a lot to digest, so I’ve just pined and hidden my feelings, forever being a great friend and pseudo-uncle for Aves.

Realizing she’s finally asleep, I force myself off Avery’s bed and shuffle to the door wiping the sleep from my eyes. The exhaustion is almost too much, but sleeping isn’t an option. I sit down on the couch in Elise’s small living room and pull my laptop out. Trying to get work done is better than watching TV and work is a guarantee to keep myself awake. I cross my arms, staring at the screen trying to figure out the best possible solution for what my client is asking me to do.

It takes less than a minute before I click to one of the other open tabs in my web browser. Surrogacy. Egg donors. There’s a lot to digest.

I’m midway through reading an article about choosing a surrogate when I hear Avery fall out of her bed. The unmistakable thud has me tossing my computer on the other end of the couch and hightailing it to her room without bothering to close the screen.

“Hey, Sunshine, why are you on the floor?” I ask when I see her sitting upright beside the bed.

“The blue people were ticklin’ me when I was gettin’ a milk,” she says, staring straight ahead but absolutely not awake. Lifting her arms up toward me I take the hint and pick her up off the plush carpet. Laying her head on my shoulder, she whispers, “I tired.”

“Let’s get you back to bed then,” I say, pulling her blankets back with my free hand. I cradle her in my arms and softly lay her as close to the middle of the mattress as possible in an attempt for her to not fall out of bed should the blue people try to tickle her again. Smiling to myself, I think about the stories my mom used to tell me about the crazy stuff I would say in my sleep.

“Nuggle me,” she says as I pull the blankets up around her shoulders.

How much longer is she going to want me to hang out with her or “nuggle” her? I stop that thought train and settle myself down on the edge of her bed. Crossing my feet at the ankles and my arms across my chest, I lay as still as possible. As her breathing regulates and she begins softly snoring, I feel my body relax until I can’t deny the need for rest any longer.

 

 


Chapter 3

 

ELISE

 

It doesn’t surprise me that I find Damian curled up on top of the covers beside my daughter when I get home shortly before one in the morning. He’s got his arm gently draped over Avery and she’s doing the same with him, facing one another as if they sleep this way all the time.

For posterity, I snap a picture and send it to his sister.

Thankfully when Avery was moved from a crib to a bed, I skipped the toddler size and went right for a full-size bed. It makes it easier when I’m sitting with her and reading at bedtime. The few times she’s been sick in her short life, I’ve been able to be right there with her, but not resort to sleeping in the rocking chair or on the floor.

My phone vibrates in my pocket as I reach the kitchen and attempt to begin putting food away.

Ang: They’re so cute. He needs to find a girl and make me an aunt.

Me: How is he still single?

Ang: *shrug* He’s too busy with work to date and anyone he’s dated in the past I would never want for a sister.

Me: Maybe he’ll find someone after you move. Maybe you’re holding him back because he knows how opinionated you are. Lol How’s the packing?

I still can’t believe my best friend is moving away. I know it isn’t technically far — it isn’t as if she’s moving across the country — but it’s not just across town, either. She cut back on her hours at the diner for her last week so she’d have time to get everything into boxes and totes. I’m getting used to the idea of closing on Fridays without her, but it hasn’t been easy.

Ang: It’s … going.

Interesting choice of words. She’s super organized, so I assume her version of “it’s going” is nothing like mine would be. Last time I moved, I attempted to pack each room one-by-one, or at least keep like things together and I still somehow ended up with kitchen utensils with my clothes. At least I could chalk it up to the massive amount of brain fog from being pregnant with Avery. Leaving her father in the middle of it all wasn’t helpful either. I just wanted to get my stuff and get out.

“I really need to start bringing home healthier food for after work,” I say to myself as I open the bag from the diner.

Damian never texted me his order, so I grabbed a couple slices of cheesecake and an order of fries on my way out the door. Winding down after work usually includes mind numbing TV and food, especially when I wait tables on the weekend. I turn on the TV, then set my water bottle and the takeaway container of fries on the coffee table before moving Damian’s open laptop from the couch so I don’t accidentally knock it off the cushion.

I have never made it a habit of looking through other people’s things, especially their computers. When I picked up the laptop, though, my thumb must have swiped against the mousepad. The screen comes back to life and lights up as I bend to set it on the coffee table. My mom brain can’t help but see certain words and those words — “Choosing the right surrogate for you” — are big, bold, and right at the top.

My phone buzzes in my pocket again. I put the computer down and close the screen as if I got caught with my hand in the cookie jar right before dinner. If Damian wanted to talk to me about something he would. I will not snoop. We have never had a relationship where I needed to hide things from him, and he hasn’t hid things from me either. Has he?

Ang: Most of the non-essential things are in boxes. I’m going to miss Cooperstown, but I’m not going that far, so at least I can leave things at D’s house or with my parents. At least I still have time and it isn’t like my lease is up tomorrow.

I glance at his computer, chewing on my lip as I contemplate. I will not tell his sister what I saw. That’s breaching a level of trust I’m not willing to break with Damian. If she knew he was looking into having a baby with a stranger, she would have told me. I’m not even sure that’s what he’s thinking about, so I can’t get ahead of myself with this. He could have been reading an article that piqued his interest. He’s one of those guys who absorbs knowledge like a sponge and knows a plethora of information that’s useless to a lot of people.

Me: That’s great. I’m glad you’re making headway. I’m also glad I still have time with you before you leave.

Ang: I’m only going to Buffalo. It’s not that far and it’s a nice, scenic drive on the good old New York State Thruway. Lol

At least she’s truthful.

Me: Aves and I are going to love coming to visit once you’re settled in your new place. K, it’s late and you need to sleep. Good night.

Ang: Night. Love you.

Me: Love you, too.

Sitting in the dim light of my living room with nothing else to do but eat my fries alone and watch Bluey, I turn the TV off again and opt for doom scrolling on my phone. It’s stupid and I shouldn’t … but I jump down a rabbit hole about surrogacy and why people would choose that as opposed to adopting or even actively seeking a partner to love and start a family with.

My eyes get heavy quickly. The day has been long and reading on a tiny screen always makes it hard for me to stay awake after teaching and following it up with a long diner shift. I’m thankful tomorrow is Saturday. Well, technically, today is Saturday. Either way, I’m thankful for the slow morning we’ll get to have.

The leftover fries go in the fridge next to the cheesecake. I plug my phone in on the counter, grab Damian’s phone from the table and plug it in beside mine, and then turn off the few lights as I follow the path to the hallway leading to my empty bedroom.

 

*****

 

“Shhh, don’t wake her up,” I hear in my half-awake state.

“But they gonna get cold.”

“It’s okay. We can make more.”

My eyes are closed still, but I’m definitely awake now. I can smell the faint scent of pancakes or waffles. Opening one eye just a little, I see Damian at my doorway. Avery stands next to the bed facing him and that has me scooting across the mattress to pull a squirmy preschooler under the covers with me.

Her squeals of laughter bring a smile to my face. Burying my nose in her hair, I breathe in the smell of her shampoo, and wrap my arms around her in a snug hug.

“Mornin’ Mama. D and I made breakfast,” she says.

Damian is a really nice guy and tall and handsome. He’s got a great career and amazing family. He’s won the genetic jackpot, but none of that showed up until after being a lanky, all legs, nerd our entire childhood. His single guy status baffles us all.

He’s still a nerd.

A hot nerd.

“You did? Then I suppose I should get out of this bed and come eat,” I say, placing a kiss to the back of her head. She wiggles free of my grasp and throws the covers off us.

He’s leaning against the door, watching the entire interaction with Avery, a crooked smile on his face.

“What?” I question, not masking my smile.

“Nothing,” he says, but it’s obviously something.

That’s when I’m reminded of my Internet sleuthing and all the questions I have that I will not, under any circumstances, ask him because then he’ll know I saw what was on his computer.

“Take your time. I’ll pour fresh pancakes,” he says, reaching up to grab the top of the doorframe. “You still prefer chocolate chip or do you want to try blueberry?”

His stomach is on display, just a sliver of it where his shirt has lifted up and his jeans have sunk low on his hips, and for a moment I forget how to use words.

“Elise? You okay?” he asks, and the look on his face is just more proof he is completely unaware of what he is capable of.

“Fine,” I respond, probably too quickly, as I pull my eyes away from his abdomen. “I’m fine. I’ll be out in a minute. I’ll try the blueberry. Thanks.”

We exchange a smile before he walks away and I remind myself, just like I used to when I was fifteen, that he is my best friend’s older brother. Covering my face with my extra pillow, I take several deep breaths before pulling myself out of the cocoon of blankets on my bed.

I’m dead wrong when I think the rest of the day will go smoothly after waking up to such beautiful scenery.

“You asked me to grab this when I got here. I wasn’t sure if you saw it on the counter when you got home,” he says, quietly, when I squint at him with my unspoken question.

Damian hands me the envelope Tanner stuck under the door last night along with a fresh cup of coffee and a small stack of pancakes.

“Nope. I was busy talking to your sister and eating French fries. I never even saw it,” I say, sliding my finger under the flap. “Well, that’s … disappointing. Sunshine, what do you want to do today before I have to go to work? The park, a picnic, you choose.” 

Damian eyes me from across the room. Lifting his coffee mug to his mouth, he raises an eyebrow.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I say to him. Turning back to Avery, I say, “We could even do a picnic in the park.”

“You look like you want to talk about it,” he says.

“Yes! Picnic in the park!” she interrupts without understanding she’s interrupting. “Can Damian come with us?”

“I don’t want to talk about it with her here,” I say, locking eyes with him again. “Damian can come with us if he isn’t busy. He’s always welcome.”

“I’m game. There isn’t anything on my schedule for today,” he says, sipping his coffee again. “If you’re done eating, go wash hands and get clothes out while I talk to Mama.”

Without hesitating, Avery climbs out of her chair and runs to the bathroom. He watches her every move until she’s out of sight, then turns those deep brown eyes on me and it makes my body temperature rise slightly.

“What happened?”

“Nothing.”

“Elise, you and I both know that,” he says pointing to the envelope on the table, “was supposed to have money for her. How much did he short you?”

I don’t want him to get upset. I don’t know why I don’t want him to get upset, though, aside from it not being his responsibility to make sure my kid has things she needs. That’s mine and her father’s job. But most of the time Damian does a better job acting like her parent than Tanner ever did.

“How much?” he persists.

“His back support is like a thousand,” I say, because when I get two-fifty a month from him and he repeatedly doesn’t pay I tend to stop keeping track in my head. It’s all written down in the file in my bedroom, though. Looking at Damian, I see the anger flare in his eyes. I might as well drop the bomb now before he asks again. “He gave me a hundred.”

“I’m sorry, what? I couldn’t have heard you right.”

“No. You did,” I say, getting up from my chair and carrying my plate to the sink.

Plugging the drain, I start the hot water and squirt some soap on the stack of breakfast dishes. I barely let the water get foamy before I dive in, scrubbing syrup and blueberry juice from the surfaces.

Damian leans against the counter, next to me but facing me just like Angela does when we talk at work, and crosses his arms.

“Okay, I agree to not murder him because there are too many projects on my plate right now and I can’t afford to go to jail, but,” he says, scrubbing his left hand down his face, “will you at least let me have a conversation with him?”

“You don’t have to be my protector, D. I’m not a little kid anymore,” I say defensively, but refuse to look at him. Someone has to do the dishes around here. Plus, it keeps me from showing him how close to tears I am.

Crossing his arms again, I can feel the heat of his gaze on me. I just keep scrubbing the plate in my hand.

“You’re right. I don’t have to, but I will be. I’ve known you since you were what, eight years old? You’re my little sister’s best friend. I’m not about to let him walk all over you and hurt Avery in the process,” he says. “We’ve had this conversation before.”

With the dishes all washed and in the other side of the sink, I still refuse to look at him as I begin rinsing the suds away and placing the plates and silverware in the drainboard.

“I was seven and you were ten, actually. Also, yes, we have had this talk, and just like every time before I’ll figure it out. I try to not plan for that money anyway. At least with the little he gave me last night I’ll be able to get her the new shoes she needs and maybe take her to the farmer’s market,” I say. Finally turning to look at him, I add quietly, “This is the way it always is, Damain. He gets to be the fun dad and then forgets about her for a while, eventually pays a little of what he owes and breaks more promises. It’s infuriating, but I’m used to it. Avery is used to it.”

“My point is, she shouldn’t have to be used to it. Your preschooler knows how to budget her finances better than most people in their thirties, okay?”

I laugh loudly at that, but it’s true. Avery has always had an interest in how much things cost and how much spending money she has when we go to the store. When you’re a single mom, at least for me as a single mom, it just comes naturally to start talking about getting things on sale and using coupons. Avery is a captive audience. I don’t complain about money in front of her. I don’t even talk about the child support. She just knows we have a certain amount we can spend and sometimes if we go over that, then the next shopping trip we might have to get less of something.

“At least she’s learning it now. We both know she won’t learn it when she’s in school. Do they even teach kids how to balance a physical checkbook these days?”

“No idea,” he says, smiling at me. “Love how you changed the subject, though. So, picnic lunch in the park? Is that the plan?”

I glance at my phone. No message from Tanner. No surprise. He’s going to be a no-show again.

“Yes. That sounds like the perfect plan,” I say.

 

*****

 

Avery and I set our sights on making lunch, me showering, and both of us getting dressed while Damian runs back across town to his house.

He’s worked hard all these years since high school and, unlike me, has the financial security to own his own home. He’s an architect by trade but also a wizard with money. When Angela and I were in junior high, Damian started and successfully ran a lawn mowing business. Since all the teachers at school loved him, he usually did their lawns and they always paid well. Smart kid that he was, he saved every penny that didn’t go back into maintenance and upkeep for his mower. By the time he graduated from high school, he’d started investing which turned into him being able to be his own boss within a few years of graduating from college. At 32, I don’t think the man has an ounce of debt except maybe a small amount left on the mortgage on his house. The house he designed and built, I might add.

Me on the other hand? Well, no point rehashing what we already know.

“Aves, are you almost ready to go?” I yell as I wander down the hall.

Her bedroom door is closed, which isn’t out of the norm when she’s playing. I quietly knock and turn the doorknob at the same time.

“Hey, Sunshine. Are you almost ready to go to the park?” I ask. I climb onto her bed and watch her play with the small kitchen set I was able to get her for her birthday last year. “If we leave now, we can get things set up at the park before Damian gets there.”

Working together we pick up and put away the toys she’s gotten out. I pull her hair up into pig tails, her blonde curls bouncing as she skips down the hall to put her sandals on.

I love springtime in our state. Everything comes to life and reminds me how beautiful it is to live in an area with all four seasons. Since the weather is nice, we choose to walk to the playground instead of driving. Armed with a cooler full of lunches and drinks, and a backpack filled with a spare set of clothes and a hoodie for Avery, my keys and wallet, baby wipes for our hands, and a First Aid kit, I point out the daffodils that are popping up in flower beds we pass. We’re busy chatting about the faeries that must live nearby, so I don’t notice the car creeping along beside us.
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