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      “You want to do what?” I asked, my mouth open in dumbfounded shock.

      Aidan sat on the couch next to me. “You heard me.”

      “But you—and me—and—no, really?”

      He nodded.

      I took a deep breath, wondering if I was hallucinating. “Let me get this straight.” I took another deep breath. “You want to take me on a camping trip upstate.”

      “Yes.”

      “For two weeks.”

      “Yes.”

      “With no internet.”

      “Yes.”

      “Dirt.”

      “Yes.”

      “And bugs.”

      Aidan sighed. “Yes.”

      “Many, many bugs.”

      “Yes Sibby, many, many bugs.” He smiled, his adorable lopsided smile, which I loved.

      Love had limits. And those limits took the form of not bathing for two weeks.

      “But Aidan, I don’t do nature,” I whined. “I need my comforts. I’m no granola girl! I need to be clean and warm and just, no. Go with Caleb!” I suggested. “You’re both from up there. You’re both manly, and now that you’re a full-on Brooklynite, you have more than enough flannel to get you through this. You don’t need me. You don’t want me. I promise.”

      Aidan reached over and grasped my hand in his. “I’m calling in the IOU.”

      I shook my head. “Not fair.”

      “Totally fair,” he shot back. “Did I, or did I not spend Passover with your family?”

      “You did.” I looked away.

      “Did I, or did I not try gefilte fish?”

      “You did.”

      “Did I, or did I not drink the so-called virility tonic your mother got from her Chinese herbalist?”

      I sighed. “So camping, huh?”

      He nodded emphatically. “Camping.”

      “But why?” I demanded, making one last-ditch effort to get out of having to go.

      “Because I need a break, Sibby. This city…” He shook his head. “I’ve been working like a maniac. So have you. I want some time away from all the obligations and technology.”

      Though unplugging from the world around me did have a certain level of appeal, the idea of having it inflicted upon me irked me. But Aidan wasn’t wrong—and the man had endured Passover. Quite graciously actually—and he’d managed to keep down the gefilte fish, too.

      I sighed in defeat. “When do we leave?”
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      “No,” Annie said, eyes wide.

      “Ya.”

      “You? Camping?”

      My best friend reached for her vodka cran and took a healthy sip. We were at one of our favorite bars. It was a shit-hole dive in the East Village. You could buy a shot, a beer, and a hot dog for five bucks. I’d never eaten the hot dog, purely for safety reasons.

      “I know,” I sighed. “It’s really important to Aidan.”

      “I told you not to get married,” Annie said with a roll of her eyes. “Now you’re compromising and shit.”

      “What does marriage have to do with anything?” I demanded. “You’re dating Caleb. Don’t you compromise?”

      “Um. I moved to Brooklyn, didn’t I? And look how well that’s turned out for me,” she grumbled. “I’m wearing a pair of skinny jeans from Brooklyn Industries. Who the fuck am I?”

      Annie had always reminded me of a modern Marilyn Monroe. Blond, curvy, total bombshell—a bombshell that cursed like a fish and drank like a sailor.

      Wait, scratch that.

      Reverse it.

      “Can we focus, please? I have a legitimate problem. Aidan is taking me to the woods. I don’t go to the woods. There are wild animals and bugs and stuff.”

      “And let’s not forget sleeping on the ground. And what are you going to do about bathing? And getting your eyebrows waxed? You know you have to do that weekly, right? Otherwise you look kinda sasquatchy.”

      It was true. I had to upkeep the grooming religiously. I blamed my Russian roots. “You’re not helping,” I moaned. I laid my head on the bar and then felt Annie pat my hair.

      “There, there,” she said.

      I peeked up at her.

      “Did that make you feel any better?” she asked.

      “No.”

      “Okay, I know how we can make this better.”

      I perked up. “Shots?”

      “Shots,” Annie agreed, searching for the bartender. “Doug! Shots!”

      “No, wait! No shots,” I called back.

      The burly, tatted bartender with a Danny Zuko haircut looked at us in exasperation. “Well, what is it? Shots or no shots?”

      “No shots,” I said, tone firm.

      Annie pouted. “Aww, shucks. You’re no fun.”

      “And you’re a bad influence. Aren’t we past the stage in our life where we drink to forget our problems?”

      Annie thought for a moment, her face screwed up into a picture of introspection before grinning. “Nope, I’m overruling you. Doug, bring us two shots of vodka!”

      I sighed, and threw one back with her. Setting aside the empty shot glass, I turned to her. “Now you. Go.”

      “My turn? Finally. My boss made her husband buy her a house in Kennebunkport.”

      “Because the Park Avenue penthouse, the house in Palm Beach, and the house in the Hamptons weren’t enough?”

      “Exactly. Which means⁠—”

      “You’ll be in New York even less.”

      She sighed. “I used to like it, you know? Traveling, working like a dog, drinking like a frat guy. But lately, I don’t know…”

      “Something’s missing?”

      “Maybe. I don’t know. I have Caleb, and that’s going really well. And he’s really busy with Veritas—as you know.”

      I did know.

      Caleb and Aidan were best friends as well as business partners. They worked all the time. Oh. It finally clicked—why Aidan needed the camping thing.

      “He never makes me feel bad that I work all the time because he’s doing the same, but I’m just bored. Like, I’ve worked for Heather for a few years and it’s getting old.”

      “So find a new job.”

      Annie looked pensive again. “Yeah.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “What does that mean?”

      “What does what mean?”

      “Your ‘yeah’ sounded—I don’t know…”

      She took a fortifying drink and then said, “I think I want something really different. Like, I’m done being a private chef.”

      “Your parents are going to kill you,” I said with a rueful laugh. Annie had gone through four years of undergrad and then moved to New York. It only took two-months of interning at Merrill Lynch to realize her actual dream of being a chef. Hello, Culinary Institute of America. Hello, hefty price tag—and hello, stress.

      “No, I still want to cook,” she assured me. “But I think I want to have my own restaurant. I want my own kitchen.”

      My eyes widened. “Doug! Another round of shots.” I looked back to her. “Let’s drink the crazy out of you.”
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      “Are you really going camping?” Annie asked, drunk as a skunk, and looping her arm through mine as we walked out of the bar.

      “Are you really going to open up your own restaurant?”

      “Yes,” she declared with drunken bravado. “I’m gonna do it. No more slaving away for a woman who yells and throws Perrier bottles at my head!”

      “She throws Perrier bottles at your head?” I asked in astonishment.

      “That’s the French one, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Then yeah, Perrier.” She held up her hand to flag down a cab.

      “Really? A cab?” I asked.

      “We live in the same neighborhood.”

      “No, I meant, let’s just call an Uber.”

      “What did New Yorkers do before Uber?” Annie asked, lowering her hand.

      I fiddled with my phone and swiped over to the Uber app. “Um, they hailed cabs, took the subway. Or walked.”

      “Walked,” she huffed. “What a rotten idea.”

      “Seriously.” I tapped the screen a few times. “A car should be here in three minutes.”

      “Good.”

      I looked up at the night sky—the stars were nonexistent due to the light pollution. I wondered how I’d feel seeing them.

      “Damn it, I know I have some gum in here.” She was riffling through her purse, head buried in the bag, which carried her entire life. A change of clothes, her comfortable Crocs, even a toothbrush. We used to call it her One-Night Stand bag. Amazing how things changed in a few years.

      I let out a laugh.

      “What?” Annie asked. She found the gum, popped out a piece, and handed it to me before getting one for herself.

      “Just thinking about how things change. Remember when we first moved here and everyone asked us if our lives were like Sex and the City?”

      She laughed. “Yeah. Like we were able to sit around talking about guys at the city’s best restaurants.”

      “I still don’t own a pair of Manolos.”

      She smiled. “You can afford them now.”

      “Please don’t compare me to Carrie,” I warned. “Just because we’re both writers.”

      “OMG.”

      “What?”

      “You married an Aidan.”

      I groaned. “Shut up.”

      She bent over and let out another laugh. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of that before.”

      Our car pulled up and we scrambled inside, collapsing against the seat. I kept my eyes open as wide as I could since I had the swirlies.

      “There has to be something you can do,” Annie murmured. “To get out of camping. Did you offer him something sexual?”

      “I was too in shock to even think clearly. He’s pretty adamant, Annie. And what’s two weeks? I can do two weeks. My book is with my agent. I’m free as a bird.”

      Annie grinned. “A camping bird.”

      “I love Aidan, and Aidan loves camping, ergo⁠—”

      “Ergo you love camping?”

      “Fuck no. I was gonna say, ergo, I can do this. I can rough it.”

      She snorted. “Yeah, you can rough it. At a four-star hotel. With a spa. You’re such a Jewish American Princess.”

      I buried my head in my hands. “Oh, God, you’re right. I’m totally screwed.” I looked at her. “I’m a total Sibby Slicker.”
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      “Aidan,” I whispered. “Aidan, wake up.”

      “Hmm,” he groaned into his pillow. “What?”

      Part of me felt sort of bad for waking him up. It was four in the morning and he hadn’t gotten home until two. But after I’d slept off my drinks, I’d awakened with tons of questions about camping.

      The word made me shiver.

      “It gets cold Upstate,” I said, poking his back. He tried to bury his head deeper into the pillow, but I pressed my face in the spot between his bare shoulder blades.

      “I’ll keep you warm,” he promised.

      “Was that meant to be suggestive?”

      He sighed and then wiggled his body. I removed myself from his back, and he rolled over. I snuggled into his side.

      “It wasn’t meant to be suggestive.” His fingers found their way to my wavy hair. “Do you trust me?”

      “You know I do,” I replied. “But how are we going to shower?”

      “I’ve got it covered.”

      My eyes narrowed. “I’m not going two weeks without washing my hair. I’m prone to dreadlocks.”

      “I promise to keep you safe, warm, and comfortable. September Upstate is gorgeous. It’s nice during the day, cool at night. There are hardly any bugs and the bears—well, we have to make sure to keep a clean camp.”

      “Bears? Did you say bears?”

      “No, I meant—” He sighed. “Yeah, bears. But they’re hibernating by now.” He paused. “Probably…”

      “You’re not reassuring me.”

      “We’ll be fine. I promise.”

      “I don’t have any camping clothes.”

      “Easily rectifiable.”

      “This really is important to you, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, Sibby, it is.”

      I sighed. “Then I’ll try to be a good sport.”

      He kissed my forehead. “Good. Can we please go back to sleep now?”

      “Sure,” I said. I waited until he fell back to sleep before I crept from the room. I went into my office and sat down at my desk. Before I knew it, I was on the L.L. Bean website. For safety, I opened up REI’s webpage, along with Eddie Bauer.

      If I was going to the woods, I wanted to be prepared. Better prepared, anyway. I considered why Aidan wanted to take me on what would’ve been a really fun boys-only trip and then realized this was what happened when your husband actually liked you and wanted to spend time with you.

      Dammit.

      I added a bunch of things to the L.L. Bean shopping cart and paid for express shipping. If I was trekking into the woods, I at least needed to look the part.
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      “What do you think?” I asked, turning so Annie could get a good look at me.

      “Is that a Halloween costume?” Annie’s eyes widened and her hand went to her mouth as she failed to stifle a chuckle. “I think you look like a hipster Elmer Fudd.”

      I took off the red hunting hat and threw it at her. She caught it and fell back onto the gray comforter, snorting and guffawing like a loon.

      “Oh my God!” She struggled to sit up. “Where did you go to get those clothes? And how much money did you spend?”

      I scowled and turned back to my reflection. “That army-navy store on Manhattan Avenue. And L.L. Bean.” I thought I looked pretty good. “Look at my hiking boots! They have pink stripes.”

      “And the Mom jeans? What’s up with those?”

      “They’re loose enough so that I can wear gatkes.”

      “Gat-what?”

      “Long johns,” I clarified.

      “Right.” She gestured to my shirt. “And the flannel? Is that a man’s shirt?”

      “It’s Aidan’s,” I growled.

      “I like the pigtails.” She handed back the red-and-black-plaid hunting hat and I stuck it on my head. “You could totally wear that as your Halloween costume.”

      “Screw you,” I said lightly. “I’m trying to get into this. For Aidan.”

      “For Aidan!” she cheered.

      I rolled my eyes. “There are things we do for those we love.”

      “Jeez, Sibby, you sound like you’re going to war.”

      “I am going to war. War against dirt, bugs, and frizzy hair.”

      “Your hair is always frizzy.”

      “Why are we best friends again?”

      “Um, history? Oh, and because it would take you too long to break in a new one.”

      I nodded. “Right. And the best-friend divorce papers are a bitch.”

      “You’re so weird.”

      Pointing to the hunting hat on my head, I nodded.

      “When are you guys going upstate?” she asked with an amused grin.

      “This weekend. Aidan is in full-on prep mode.”

      “What does that mean? Like doomsdayer stuff?”

      I shrugged. “I dunno. He’s buying all these meals in bags.”

      “Uh, what?”

      “Dehydrated meals. Apparently hikers eat them.” I looked at her in horror. “I didn’t think about hiking. Am I gonna have to hike?”

      “You mean actually move your body? Probably. You did buy the boots. Come to think of it, they are kinda cute.”

      “I need chocolate. Like pronto,” I said, running out of the bedroom. I hauled butt to the kitchen and pulled out a chair so I could reach the top shelf of the cabinet.

      “What’s in the stash?” Annie asked.

      I found a box and threw her a grin over my shoulder. “Entenmann’s chocolate donuts.”

      “Double chocolate?”

      “Nope. The yellow cake donut with chocolate frosting.”

      “Oooooh, I love it when you talk dirty. Gimme one of those.”

      I climbed down from my perch and opened the box. “If I give you one of these, you have to stop heckling me.”

      “Not a fair trade, but I’ll try.” She plucked a donut and stuck it in her mouth. I did the same and then made an inappropriate sound.

      “Just make sure you have these in your survival bag,” Annie warned. “When your blood sugar gets low, you get crabby.”

      “Yep. Cold, hungry or tired.”

      “Donuts for hunger. Pack a fifth of bourbon. That’ll take care of the warmth problem.”

      “What happens if I get tired?”

      Annie swallowed the rest of her donut. “Tell Aidan to pray.”
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      Annie had to go grocery shopping for her diabolical boss, so she left after she helped me polish off the donuts. Aidan was still at Veritas, no doubt making sure everything was in order for his two-week absence. Though the trendy wine bar was doing well, it was still young—only a little over a year old. Restaurants and bars came and went frequently in the city, but I knew Caleb and Aidan had real staying power. Still, I worried he might be taking off too much time, but if he felt good enough leaving the business for a couple of weeks, then that was his decision to make.

      After straightening up the living room and changing the sheets on the bed, I put on some water to boil and threw in the pasta just as Aidan walked through the door. “You’re cooking?” he asked by way of greeting.

      “I am.” I poured him a glass of red wine from the open bottle on the kitchen counter into one of the wine glasses from our wedding registry.

      “What did I do to deserve this?” he asked with an adorable smile as I handed him the glass.

      I picked up my wine glass and clinked his. “It’s an apology dinner.”

      He raised his eyebrows and took a sip of wine. “Nice.” He sniffed. “You opened one of the good bottles we got in Italy.”

      “The Chianti,” I said with a dreamy sigh. For our honeymoon, Aidan and I had gone on a two-week wine tour of Italy. We’d come home with a few cases of wine—I’d wanted to bring more, but we’d recently moved into a two-bedroom apartment and didn’t have a ton of storage.

      “So let’s get back to why this is an apology dinner,” Aidan said, shrugging out of his light black jacket and hanging it on the back of a kitchen chair.

      “I wasn’t very—supportive. Of the camping trip.” I leaned back against the counter, wine glass in hand.

      He crooked a grin. “I know.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Do you know why we’re such a good match?”

      “Why?”

      “Because we force each other out of our comfort zones.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You’re taking me camping, which is way out of my comfort zone. But what do I do for you?”

      “You make me think differently.”

      “I do?” I asked.

      He set his wine glass down and sauntered toward me. Plucking the wine glass from my hands, he glanced at the timer. “I’ve got about twenty seconds.”

      “For what?”

      He gently put my glass on the counter, wrapped his arms around me, and kissed me. It was a good kiss. A great kiss. Our kisses had only gotten better with time. Being married totally had something to do with it; I was sure of it.

      The oven timer beeped, and I sighed at our perfect moment being interrupted.

      “You sit down,” I told him. “I got this.”
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      I tore into my piece of garlic bread and set it aside to let it cool. “How do I make you think differently?”

      Aidan grated Parmesan over his bowtie pasta while he answered. “Because of you, I opened Veritas with Caleb.”

      “I can’t take credit for that,” I said. “That was your idea.”

      “True. But it came about sooner rather than later.” He held up the grater and cheese wedge, and I nodded. He got up from his seat and grated cheese onto my pasta.

      “Oooh, baby, you can grate my cheese anytime.”

      “I’m an expert grater,” he said with a grin. He sat back down and put his napkin in his lap.

      “As you were saying?”

      His fingers pinched the stem of the wine glass, but he made no move to drink. Blue eyes rested on me, his face thoughtful. “You deserved better,” he said.

      I frowned. “Better? Better than what? You? There is no better than you.”

      A ghost of a smile flitted across his mouth. His dimples popped, like happy little beacons. “When we met I was…I don’t know, content with being a restaurant manager. Content is not really the right word. It was enough—for me. But then I met you, and I knew you were the one. And I’m probably not explaining this right, but there comes a time in a man’s life when he meets the woman he’s supposed to be with and suddenly, he wants more—needs more—so he can provide for her. I needed to be able to provide for you. Owning the bar with Caleb makes me feel like I can look your father in the eye and stand proud. That I can provide for his daughter.” Aidan fell silent, his eyes still on mine.

      I blinked away the tears that were gathering in my eyes. He was just so damn perfect—and he got me in a way that no one else did.

      “I made you cry,” he said with smile.

      “No, you didn’t,” I lied. “I’m allergic to emotion.”

      Aidan laughed.

      I raised my wine glass. “Aidan Kincaid. Good at marriage.”

      “Sibby Goldstein-Kincaid. Good at compromise.”

      “Let’s eat, before it gets cold.”
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      The week passed in a blur. Whenever you dreaded something, time seemed to speed up. But when you were looking forward to something, time seemed to move backward.

      Suddenly it was the weekend, and we were upstate visiting Aidan’s parents for a night before we headed out to our camping destination. Every time I was around Aidan’s family, I was always amazed at the differences in how we’d grown up. Aidan’s family all loved the outdoors, had bonfires in the backyard, and understood boundaries. My parents had no filters, enjoyed Puerto Vallarta, and camping wasn’t even in their vocabulary.

      “Your parent’s garage is basically an REI store,” I marveled, standing in front of rows and stacks of outdoor gear.

      He laughed. “I love all this stuff.” He touched a massive blue hiking backpack, and I prayed to Moses that it was for him.

      “You’re not gonna make me”—I gulped—“hike. Are you?”

      Aidan chucked me under the chin. “There’s a really cool walk I want to take you on. It’s easy, there’s very little incline, and at the end there’s a waterfall.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “Don’t think you can easily substitute the word ‘walk’ for the word ‘hike.’ Call a spade a spade, okay?”

      He wrapped his arms around me. “I promise it will be worth your while.”

      “How are we gonna stay clean? Two weeks without showers⁠—”

      “Got it covered.”

      “And using the bathroom⁠—”

      “Got that covered too.” He kissed the end of my nose. “Trust me. I got this. I also got you a present.”

      “You did?”

      He nodded and released me. Grabbing my hand, he tugged me to the corner of the garage where a cardboard box rested on his father’s worktable.

      “Go ahead,” Aidan said, looking excited.

      I reached for the cardboard box and managed to get it open. Inside was a knife in a pink carrying case. Aidan picked it up and clipped it to my belt.

      “See? You’re all decked out, ready to go. You’re practically a wilderness girl.”

      I struggled to unsheathe the blade, but once Aidan showed me how it popped out and then locked back into place, I got the hang of it.

      “You really trust me with a knife?” I asked in wry humor.

      “Valid point. Please be very careful. It’s wicked sharp.”

      “I feel like Crocodile Dundee,” I said in excitement. “What other stuff do I get?”

      “For now, you’ll borrow everything you need. If⁠—”

      “If what?”

      He cocked his head. “If I can get you into this, then we’ll go full throttle and get you all the gear.”

      I must’ve blanched because Aidan laughed. “Right, baby steps.”

      “I know you have an agenda,” I said.

      “My not-so-secret agenda can wait.” He smiled. “Come on. Mom’s making dinner. We’ll leave first thing tomorrow.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        #intothewoods #offroad #help #someonesaveme

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      We were on the road a little after ten the next morning. I’d refused to leave at the crack of dawn. Showers, people. I had to have one last good shower before I turned into a dirty, filthy, granola-eating, backpack-toting, thermal-wearing mountaineer.

      There was a very good chance I was going off the deep end. But I would do this. I would do this for Aidan.

      What was two weeks?

      About an hour into our trip, Aidan pulled off onto a gravel road, leaving the asphalt behind. The Toyota Tacoma that belonged to Aidan’s mom rocked and bounced as we continued, the trailer hitched to the back jostling along with us.

      “Um. What’s happening?”

      He looked at me. “We’re going off road, baby.”

      I gripped the side of the door. “You mean this isn’t your way of getting rid of me?” I teased. “Ready for a younger model already?”

      “Nah, I think I’ll keep you for a while longer. At least until I’m gray at the temples, and I’m a true silver fox.” He reached over and quickly squeezed my thigh before putting both hands back on the wheel.

      Smiling, I looked out the window. “So really, what’s going on?”

      “It’s free to camp in any national forest in the United States. So that’s what we’re going to do.”

      My head whipped around to look at him. “You mean you’re not taking me to a campsite with other people?”

      “Nope.”

      “So it’ll be just the two of us.”

      “Yep.”

      “Sleeping in a tent. With no one else to talk to. Alone with my thoughts. And bugs. Many, many bugs.”

      “Sibby—”

      “Nope, I’m good, totally good. Not freaking out. Not freaking out at all.”

      He laughed. “You’re freaking out a little.”

      “You’re taking me off the grid! What if a snake bites me? Or I’m eaten by a coyote.”

      “You don’t have to worry about either of those things,” he assured me.

      I breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Bears on the other hand⁠—”

      “WHAT!? You said they were hibernating.”

      “It’s unseasonably warm, but relax, I’ve got bear spray.” He threw me a grin. “I’ll teach you how to use it.”

      I pressed my face to the glass as we continued the drive. I didn’t have a good feeling about the trip, but I held in all the feelings that wanted to come spewing out.

      “My mom used to hate camping,” he said.

      The switch in conversation totally worked, and I peeled my face away from the glass. “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah. She said she loved nature, but she hated being dirty and inconvenienced. You know how my dad got her over that?”

      “How?”

      “He bought this truck and the trailer attached to it. See the flat square thing on the back of the trailer?”

      I looked behind us and sure enough, there was a puffy canvas-topped square thing I had paid little attention to. “What is it?”

      “It’s a tent. So you unhook the trailer, the rooftop tent opens up and you climb into it using the ladder attached, and then if you have to drive off to get more supplies, you can leave everything else. And,” he added, “you don’t have to sleep on the ground.”

      “Nifty. So what’s in the trailer?”

      “All will be revealed in due time. But trust me, I’m about to change your idea of camping.”

      My idea of camping was roughing it at a Motel 6 with a questionable bedspread. This was something else all together.

      “Okay, big guy. Show me what you got.”
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      An hour later we were in a clearing.

      In a forest.

      I was in a forest.

      Aidan cut the engine and then climbed out of the truck. “Come on,” he said eagerly. “I’ll show you how all this works.”

      I tugged on one of my pigtails, nervous and completely out of my element. There was nothing worse than feeling like a fish out of water—or in my case, a Sibby out of the city.

      The tent took very little time to set up, and when I peered inside, all the bedding was in there. It was roomy, and the idea that I’d be able to see the stars before going to bed was appealing. Then he showed me the trailer. With the opening of a few doors, everything was at our fingertips. A small but efficient propane stove, a section for cooking utensils, and even a tiny refrigerator.

      “How does this work?” I asked in excitement, opening the well-stocked refrigerator.

      Aidan grinned. “Solar power—as well as a generator.”

      “Shut up.”

      “Told you I’d see to your comforts.”

      “Too early for a beer?”

      “Not at all.” He reached around me and pulled out two ice-cold beers. They were twist-offs, and soon I was sipping on a delicious microbrew, sitting in a camp chair, totally feeling like I could do this.

      “Okay, I know I’m only like an hour into this excursion,” I said as Aidan sat next to me in his own camp chair. “But this is already better than my three-week long stint at Girl Scout Camp when I was twelve.”

      “I need more.” Aidan took a drink of his beer, his blue eyes lit with humor.

      “Fourteen pre-teen girls sharing a cabin. I learned how to shave my legs that summer.”

      “Not very well,” he murmured.

      I nudged him with my foot. “It was fun—until I got my period for the first time.”

      “No.”

      “Yes. It was so embarrassing.”

      “That’s not that embarrassing.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Have you ever been a twelve-year-old girl?”

      “No,” he agreed. “But I have been a twelve-year-old boy. Every time the wind blew I got an erection. Top that.”

      “My Hungarian camp counselor had to talk me through how to use tampons—and then the director called my parents to let them know what had happened. When my parents came to pick me up, my dad said, ‘Mazel tov.’ Oh, and did I mention that I made friends with a really nice girl whose hot older brother came to get her? Well, he overheard all of it. I know he did.”

      “My high school English teacher was super hot, and I got a woody listening to her read The Scarlett Letter.”

      “You know, let’s not do this—trade war stories about our embarrassing youths. Just tell me I win, and we can move on.”

      He leaned over and kissed my lips. “You win.”
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      Aidan stood over me, looking like a sexy lumberjack fantasy come to life. His black and red flannel shirt was rolled up to his forearms, and his jeans were already dusty with dirt. His head blocked the sun, so I didn’t have to squint behind my sunglasses. “What do you think, champ? You ready to go for a walk?”

      “Walk?” I asked. “But I’m so comfortable.”

      Of course I was comfortable. I was sitting in a camp chair, nursing a beer, relaxing in the sun. The late September weather was holding on to an Indian summer, and fall was nowhere to be seen except for the slight changing of the leaves. I prayed it stayed that way for the next two weeks.

      “If you go on a walk with me, I’ll cook you dinner.”

      “Hmm…”

      “And clean up.”

      I grinned. “You’re pulling out all the stops, huh?”

      “I want to ensure we stay married.” He held out his hand, and I grasped it. He hauled me up and wrapped his arms around me. “Thanks for doing this,” he said into my hair.

      Squeezing him around the middle, I buried my face in his flannel shirt. He smelled like the woods, earthy and masculine. He smelled like Aidan.

      I nuzzled deeper.

      “What are you doing?” he asked with a chuckle.

      “Seducing you in the woods. Duh.”

      “You’re not trying to get out of the hike, are you?”

      I laughed. “Service me now, and I’ll hike with you tomorrow.”

      Aidan started backing me toward the tent ladder.
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      “You have really good ideas,” Aidan said. His breathing was returning to normal as we lay on the surprisingly comfortable foam mattress in the tent. The vents were open, and air filtered through. Late afternoon sunshine peered through the flaps. As far as an afternoon romp went, it was definitely top five.

      “I think I like camping.”

      He laughed and pulled me into his arms. I rested my head against his chest. “I needed this. So much.”

      “Sex?” I quipped.

      He pinched my side and made me squirm. “This.”

      I dragged my finger up and down his arm. “You’re not like, having a midlife crisis are you? Like you’re not gonna suddenly insist we leave the city, move upstate, and grow vegetables. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I love farm-to-table, sustainable, traceable, all that stuff, but I’m not ready to⁠—”

      “I don’t want to move.” Aidan looked unperturbed by my outburst. He continued to lie there, all sexy with those bedroom eyes.

      “But you do want something.” I sat up and reached for my black tank top. “Tell me what’s going on. Because I feel like there’s something going on with you—and it’s not just about the need to go camping.”

      “You’re reading into things,” he said.

      My eyes widened. “Now I know there’s something to read into.”

      He shifted his position, making the muscles of his chest dance.

      “Don’t try to nippulate me into distraction,” I stated, pointing to his sculpted body.

      “I love the city,” he began, ignoring my jest. “You know that.”

      I nodded. We both loved the city. Sure, it was congested and expensive, and sometimes we saw inappropriate things on the subway, but what city didn’t have its issues? At least ours had amazing food and culture. And our best friends.

      “You’re ready for a dog. That’s what this conversation is about,” I said. “Your puppy parent genes are kicking in. We can get a dog. A cute little rescue pup. I’m game. Let’s⁠—”

      “I want a kid,” he blurted out.

      I blinked. “I need you to repeat that.”

      He took a deep breath and sat up, placed his hands on my crossed legs, and looked into my eyes. “I want a kid.”

      “With me?”

      He rolled his eyes. “No, Sibby. With Mrs. Nowacki. Of course with you.”

      “I think if her parts were still working, she’d be totally game.”

      Our seventy-five-year-old Polish neighbor was hot for Aidan. I looked around for the rest of my clothes. It was suddenly too warm in the tent, and I felt like I needed to escape.

      “Sibby—”

      “Just one question. Have you been talking to my mom?”

      He shook his head. “No.”

      “Really? Because you both seem keen on this kid thing.”

      “This isn’t about your mother. This is about us, and what we want.”

      “I’m not ready,” I stated. “I’m not ready to quit drinking or to eat my meat well done. Or give up oysters and certain types of cheese. I’m not ready to be all healthy and generally put together and go to prenatal yoga and drink kale smoothies.”

      “You don’t have to go to prenatal yoga and drink kale smoothies,” Aidan said, blue eyes wide and searching.

      “Yes,” I nodded with emphasis. “I do. Because I won’t do it unless I do it right.”

      Aidan ran a hand across his mouth, trying to hide his smile and failing. “See, you’d make a great mom.”

      “I’m not ready, okay? My career… I just got my dream, Aidan. I get to tell dirty stories for a living. Please don’t ask me to put it on the back burner. Not yet.”

      “I’d never ask that of you. You know that, right?”

      “I do.” I looked away, hating that I was the one who had to tell him no—not forever, but just for right now. “But here’s the thing, my career will go on the back burner if we have a kid. It’s inevitable. I already work from home. You work sixty hours a week out of the house. So please, Aidan. Can we wait?”

      “For how long?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t want to put a time stamp on it.”

      Everyone always talked about a woman’s biological clock, but it had nothing on a guy who was ready.

      Aidan managed to slide into his jeans and then buckled his belt. He threw on his flannel, covering his delectable body from my sight.

      I sighed. “You’re not mad at me, are you?”

      “Come here,” he said, his voice soft. I collapsed against his chest and pressed my closed eyelids to soft, worn flannel. “I’m not mad. Not at all.”

      We fell silent as Aidan stroked my hair. Though he was understanding now, I wondered how much time I had before he got antsy and brought up the kid talk again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        #check4critters #glamptastic #noshowersnoservice

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      True to his word, Aidan cooked me dinner while I sat by the campfire he had also made.

      I could get used to this.

      But I couldn’t get our earlier conversation out of my head, and I desperately needed my friends. Part of me wondered if Aidan had dropped the kid bomb on me while we were in the middle of nowhere so I’d have no one to freak out to, forcing me to talk to him about it. But sometimes, you needed your gang of girls to talk to.

      Natalie had moved with her husband and toddler to Houston to be closer to her parents, and as someone who’d had motherhood accidentally thrust upon her, I thought she’d be a good person to talk to. I dug out my cell phone, silently rejoicing when I saw that I had one bar. I fired off a text, but the screen immediately read, Message Failed to Send.

      “Damn!” I lifted the phone higher, trying to find service.

      “Who are you trying to text?” Aidan called to me from the trailer. “Annie?”

      “Natalie,” I called back, not taking my eyes off the screen.

      There! One bar!

      I held my phone over my head until I heard the swoosh sound of the message sending.

      “Success!” I walked to the trailer and watched Aidan stir a pot with a wooden spoon. “What are we eating?”

      “Chili.”

      “From a can?”

      “From my mother.”

      “Oooh. This’ll be good.”

      Aidan held up the spoon to give me a taste. I blew on it and then sampled. “Yep. Knew it. Best chili ever.”

      He took a small bite. “Needs some salt.” After grinding some salt into the pot, he began to stir again. “So, you’re still freaking out, huh?”

      “Oh yeah,” I admitted blithely.

      “And since Natalie has a baby, you thought to text her instead of Annie.”

      “Annie would tell Caleb.”

      Aidan kept his eyes on his task. “Caleb already knows.”

      “Oh he does, does he? How many people knew what you wanted before I did?”

      “Just Caleb,” he assured me. Pause. “And my older sisters.”

      “Both of them?”

      “Yeah.” He sighed. “And my mom. But that’s it, I swear.”

      I inhaled and then exhaled deeply. “As long as you didn’t tell my mom. I’d never hear the end of it.”

      “I have to say, you’re taking my admission rather well.”

      “I’ve had two beers since you told me. I’m sedated.”

      “Ah.”

      I looked around the campsite. “Aidan?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I have to…you know…”

      He grinned. “There’s a shovel. You can dig a hole.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      He laughed, a booming sound that was loud in the otherwise quiet forest. “Of course I’m kidding. Remember the small blue tent I set up? That’s our bathroom. Don’t forget to check for critters!”

      “Just say no to bugs!” I called back, smiling. Halfway to the loo tent, I stopped and looked at him. “You kinda lied to me.”

      “Did I?”

      “This isn’t camping—this is glamping.”

      He grinned. “I know my audience.”

      “Now if only I had my computer.”

      “You can’t write by hand?” Aidan asked.

      I blinked. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Yeah. Totally kidding,” he backtracked.

      “Liar.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing I packed your computer.”

      “You didn’t.”

      He looked immensely pleased with himself. “I did. I know you. And I know that when you need to write, you need to write.”

      “But how will I be able to charge it?”

      “The trailer has a generator, Sib. Remember?”

      “I’m stupid in love with you. You know that right?”

      He laughed.

      “You don’t have a couch hiding out in that Mary Poppins trailer, do you?” I asked with a wide grin and a lot of hope.

      “Sorry. You’ll have to settle for the camp chairs. Now, go do your thing and then come back. Dinner is almost ready.”

      I got to the loo tent and my phone chimed. Apparently, we weren’t as off the grid as Aidan would’ve had me believe. I opened my screen.

      Natalie: Hi! The monster has been projectile vomiting all day. It’s in my hair, in the carpet, on the dog. He’s fine, but I’m a bit tied up. Talk soon?

      Projectile vomit. Eeshk. If that wasn’t a billboard for birth control, I didn’t know what was.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      The sun started to set, and the temperature began to drop, so I snuggled into Aidan’s side while we looked up at the stars, the fire blazing. I’d forgotten how clear and bright they were—there was too much light pollution from the city to ever be able to see the stars, even on a cloudless night.

      “This is nice,” I murmured, resting my head against his shoulder.

      “It is,” he agreed, cuddling me closer.

      “Know what’s missing?”

      “Hmm?”

      “A dog.”

      He chuckled. “You think a furry baby will distract me from wanting a human baby?”

      “Is that such a terrible idea? Think about it. The dog could hang out with you at the bar. It could be the Veritas mascot.”

      “I like that idea. But I also like the idea of a tiny human.”

      “Nat had to clean up projectile vomit today—because her own tiny human puked everywhere. And when I say everywhere, I mean everywhere.”

      He laughed. “Yep, sounds about right.”

      Aidan didn’t sound at all appalled, which meant I was failing at misdirection. I dangled the dog carrot and had only gotten a nibble.

      “Dogs are easier,” I said. “They potty train really fast.”

      “I get it, Sibby. You’re not ready. I’m okay with that.” He looked down at me and kissed my lips.

      It was going to be one of those things that kept popping up in conversations and fights. And if the idea of projectile vomit didn’t scare him off, then I knew he was totally serious.

      Aidan was ready for a kid.

      I was ready for bourbon.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I woke up to roving hands trying to work their way under my T-shirt. “Psst,” Aidan whispered. “You awake?”

      Cracking an eyelid, I licked my dry lips. “Someone’s frisky this morning,” I commented.

      His hands headed south, and though I was half-asleep, needed coffee, and a good tooth-brushing, I couldn’t say I was disappointed by Aidan’s attention.

      “I feel like a man out here.”

      His pants were already down, and I felt his hard length against me. “Guess you don’t need any caffeine.”

      “What do you say?” He grinned, blue eyes twinkling with good humor. “Up for an early morning romp?”

      I looped my arms around his neck. “Persuade me.”

      An hour later, we were finishing breakfast, happy smiles on both our faces. “You ready to go on that walk?”

      “No way to get out of it, huh?” I teased.

      “Come on, it’ll be fun.”

      I liked fun—in the form of sitting. The morning had been crisp, but it was warming up, and the idea of walking hand-in-hand so Aidan could show me one of his favorite spots was definitely appealing.

      “Okay, let’s do it.”

      It was amazing what you could hear when there weren’t any distractions. No garbage trucks, no construction workers, no dogs barking. All I heard was the wind in the trees, an occasional call of a bird as leaves crunched under our booted feet.

      “So,” I began as we walked shoulder-to-shoulder, “have you tried contacting Caleb?”

      Aidan threw me a sheepish grin. “I might have checked in with him.”

      I laughed. “I’m glad I’m not the only one.”

      “I’m impressed, Sibby. You’ve only reached for your phone a few times since we’ve been here.”

      “I made a ‘Sibby in the Wild’ video last night and posted it to Instagram.”

      “Last night? When did you do that?” he wondered.

      “You were already asleep.” I winked. “And now I know which tree to stand by to get cell service.”

      “You know what this reminds me of?” Aidan took my hand and brought my knuckles to his lips.

      “What?” I knew my cheeks were flushed. Not from the exercise, but from how Aidan was looking at me. Like he wanted to make very good use of the large boulders next to the trail. Apparently, nature made Aidan insatiable. Hmmm. Something to remember for future reference.

      “This reminds me of our honeymoon.”

      “This does not look like Italy.”

      “I know that, smart-ass,” he quipped. “But remember how we walked hand-in-hand down cobblestone streets, laughing, talking, just being with each other?”

      I sighed as beautiful memories filled my head. “Yeah. I do.”

      “Sometimes I feel like we’re fighting so many things for each other’s attention. You know?”

      “I guess,” I said, a bit uncomfortable. “You don’t think—are we in a rut?”

      “Not a rut, per se, but—it’s nice, Sib. Having you all to myself. No book deadlines. No bar. None of that. Just you and me.”

      I didn’t want to bring up the kid conversation again, but it seemed inevitable. “A baby complicates everything, Aidan. If what you’re saying is true, that we don’t spend enough time together, we’ll have even less time together if we have a baby.”

      We stopped walking and Aidan dropped my hand. He stared off into the trees, like he was searching for words that would make sense to me.





OEBPS/images/image-2019-03-07_paw-print_scene-break.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-2019-02-23-logo.gif





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/image-2025-01-29_sibby-slicker_ebook-master.jpg
SIBBY SERIES
BOOK 2

weke

USA TODAY & WSJ BESTSELLING AUTHOR
EMMA SLATE WRITING AS

E. SLATE





