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Saturday, June 20th

Twelve days.

Ainsley








I wake up and look at the clock. It’s nearly nine. I can’t believe I slept in so late. 


I touch my abdomen and think about my call with Damon last night. The decision I made not to tell him that I’m pregnant. 


My questions this morning are: Was it the right thing to do? And what are the consequences of my decision? 


It does mean I’m going to have to go through pregnancy alone. But I believe it will be worth it. I care for him. Love him. Want his first season of college football to be everything he’s ever dreamed of. For him to be able to focus on those goals and experiences. To have nothing to distract him. For the press to talk only of his accomplishments and not on the fact that a less-than-two-week summer fling resulted in an unplanned pregnancy. 


Which is the other big issue. 


We have been together for all of twelve days. 


Day one was just harmless flirting. 


Day three, the night of Chase and Dani’s wedding, I found out about my dad’s gambling addiction, drank too much, and tried to seduce Damon. 


Day four, I woke up mostly naked with him in my bed. And later that day, we shared our first kiss. 


Day six was our first date, when we spent a fun night in a tent he had set up for us. 


On day seven, after making sand angels, we were naked together in the shower, and the physical side of our relationship progressed past kissing. 


Day eight was our butterfly picnic, where we first said I love you. Where we spoke of how fast things were moving between us and how we believed we were soulmates.


On day nine, we watched fireworks together, and later, I fell asleep on his shoulder.


On day ten—the night of his birthday party—he wished for birthday sex, took me to his suite, and asked me to be his girlfriend. And when he blew out the candles just after midnight on his actual birthday, he said, I wish Ainsley would love me forever. 


On the eleventh day, we shared a long night filled with passion and love, ending my sexual drought.


And on the twelfth day, our last day together, we agreed I would visit him whenever I could. We discussed how we would label our relationship and ultimately decided he would call me what he’d called me since the first day he saw me—his future wife.


I look down at the charm-filled bracelet on my wrist. The charms he gave me to remind me of each of those days. Days spent falling in love with him.


I told him I truly believed he was my first real love. And that I wanted to support him in football, life, and beyond. 


And that’s what I’m doing—supporting him in football so that he can enjoy it in his life and beyond. 


I smile when I think about what else we said that day. How he asked me to move to Lincoln with him. Since I have to work this summer and then finish my degree at a different school this fall and get a job, we decided to do the long-distance thing until after I graduated and then reevaluate things at Christmastime.


Christmastime. 


That’s when I’ll tell him. 


I grab my phone and look up his season schedule. Their last game is Thanksgiving weekend. If they have a good enough record, they will go to the conference championship game the following weekend.


There’s another reason why this makes sense. 


Damon is the ultimate in big gestures. If I told him now, he’d want to get married. I know he would. 


And although we’re in love and we’re going to have a baby, there’s no need to rush that kind of commitment.


It would be too much, too soon. I mean, take my parents, for example. They got pregnant and married after only knowing each other for a few months. And even though they are now just getting a divorce, honestly, as soon as my mother found out Dad had lied to her about all the money he’d lost, she should have left him then. 


And I don’t want to go through that. 


I think Damon’s wonderful. But by not telling him, I can keep the focus on our relationship. We’ll have time to figure out if there’s more than just love there. If we could have not only a loving and healthy relationship, but one filled with mutual respect.


And I know Damon is nothing like my ex, Brad. I don’t believe he will cheat on me. But I don’t know that for sure. I don’t know how he will react if he doesn’t end up starting. Or how he will behave when he becomes the star I know he will be. And how he will handle the attention he’s bound to get from everyone—from journalists to girls. 


The only thing I don’t like about this plan is that I’m going to have to—well, not lie to him exactly, but I won’t really be telling him the truth. 


And somehow, I’m going to have to hide this pregnancy from him. 


From Sammy. 


From everyone.


To be honest, it might not be that hard. Other than being a little tired, I really don’t feel pregnant.


I pop out of bed and go into the bathroom. 


Look at the tests on the counter, double-checking that they’re still showing positive.


I close my eyes. 





“Remember in Haley’s wedding toast, how she talked about our first summer here? How we call it that summer? The summer we will never forget?” he said.


“Yeah.”


“Being here with you today is like that. I’ll never forget the way you look, what you say, how you kiss me, and how you make me feel. I know we’ve been flirting and kissing, but today feels like one of those moments. The start of something we’ll never forget.”


Tears filled my eyes as I clinked my glass against his. “To us.”


We sealed the toast with a kiss, and then he held my gaze and said, “I love you, Ainsley.”





I was shocked he had said it so soon and asked if he was serious. 





“I’ve always been serious about you.”


“I mean, I thought the whole future wifey was, like, just a flirty thing.”


He shook his head. “I wouldn’t joke about that.”





And I could barely believe it. 





“You really are in love with me? Like, it’s not just some crush?”


“Most definitely not,” he said, sliding his finger across my cheek. “I am in love with you.”





I press my eyes shut tighter as I’m overcome with emotion. I so clearly remember locking eyes with him the first time I saw him, feeling like I was starring in a romance movie and had just met my true love.





“I want you to know how I feel. How I’ve felt since I first saw you. Tell me what you’re thinking.” He pulled me onto his lap. “Actually, don’t tell me what you’re thinking. Tell me how you’re feeling.”


“That day, we, um … like, our eyes met …” I stuttered out.


“I knew then,” he said.


Tears filled my eyes as I cradled his handsome face in my hands. And then I said what was truly in my heart.


“I love you too, Damon.”





And I knew I meant it. 


Which is why I’m doing this.










Monday, June 22nd

A contented sigh.

Ainsley








“Wow,” Jadyn says, pointing to one of the two design boards I set in front of her. “This design is quite unique.”


And I’m trying to figure out if that’s like someone saying you look nice when you think your outfit should elicit a word like fantastic or gorgeous. 


I swallow and hope she doesn’t hate it because I am obsessed with the way it turned out. The other board is nice. It’s just that it’s way safer. Standard. Typical.


But I feel like Uncle Tripp has never played anything safe in his life. 


She looks at the other board, nods approvingly, then goes back to the first one. “Tell me about your inspiration for this.”


“Um, well,” I stutter out, because I know this is going to sound silly the second I say it, “I imagined the kind of home Uncle Tripp would have if he were a cowboy. Thought the lobby of the hotel should look like that.”


She starts laughing. 


Shit.


But then she says, “That’s exactly what this is. He’s going to love it. The massive copper-covered fireplace is truly an incredible idea. It’s very much a mix of the rustic vibe of Cowtown with a touch of Dallas bling.”


I heard Fort Worth was called Cowtown, but I sorta thought it had to do with cowboys—which I guess, in a way, it kind of does. It got the name because of the cattle drives that had started in the Midwest and ended at the Fort Worth Stockyards. 


“And these coffee tables—are they honed marble?”


“No, they’re concrete,” I tell her.


“And gives it sparkle? A glitter finish?”


I shake my head. “They’re actually made from Unimin white quartz sand, which glimmers. I like the juxtaposition of the rough stone with the smooth copper. Plus, you can put your boots up on it and never hurt it. Same goes for cocktails.”


“I really like the rich color of these chairs,” she says, studying the other board. “Do you think you could work them into this design?”


“Yeah, I think that would look—” I start to say, but then a coworker sets a steaming bowl of refried rice with some kind of fish in front of Jadyn, and I immediately feel sick. “Oh, um, can you give me a minute?” I say to her, quickly leaving the room and heading straight to the bathroom. 


I take a deep, cleansing breath. 


The smell made me feel like I could throw up, but now that I’m away from it, I’m completely fine. 


Oh my gosh. Do I have morning sickness? But then I laugh at myself because it’s not morning. It’s nearly one. 


I probably need to look up pregnancy symptoms. What’s normal and not. And see a doctor to get confirmation. 


Although I did take a pregnancy test again this morning, just to be doubly sure. Because other than being tired—which, considering the number of hours we’ve been working, isn’t a surprise—I feel good. 


And I’m glad. I need whatever symptoms I might have to wait until I’m done with this project. 


Because now, more than ever, I really need to do well. I need Jadyn to give me the most amazing referral letter ever so that I can get a good job when I graduate.





“Are you feeling okay?” Jadyn asks when I return.


“Yeah, sorry. Just a little tired. But I’m fine.”


“I feel ya. I’ve been exhausted too,” she says. “This is a big project to try to make perfect in a short amount of time. Are both designs within budget?”


“They are. The only variable is that copper prices change often, but right now, we’re good.”


She looks out into the main office space and yells, “Claire, can you come in here?”


Claire, who is just under Jadyn in the design pecking order for this project, gets up from her desk and joins us. 


Jadyn says, “How far along are you”—I start to panic. How could she possibly know I’m pregnant when I just found out myself? I’m sure I look guilty when I glance down at my belly—“on the bathroom plans?” 


And I realize she isn’t talking to me, but rather to Claire.


I let out a deep breath.


“We have some mood boards and a bunch of ideas,” Claire replies. “But we’re waiting for the exterior and lobby plans to get approved so that everything will be cohesive.”


“Excellent. Look at this concrete,” Jadyn says. “I would love to make bathtubs out of it, but I think they would weigh too much. Don’t you think that it would make amazing sinks though? Almost a trough-style with the counters and sink all in one piece.”


“That would be very cool,” Claire says. “Hang on.” She rushes back out, stands in front of the big bulletin board with all our random inspiration, and then comes back in and sets photos and tiles in front of us. “It’d be a splurge, but when I was in Scotland, I stayed at a beautiful inn that had this modern copper tub, lined with stainless steel. We could add polished chrome fixtures. Wood paneling on the wall behind it maybe? And look at these classic green-and-white marble floor tiles. I was thinking we’d do them in a diamond checkered pattern.”


“Yes to the tubs if we can get them in time,” Jadyn says with a grin. “I love them, and the stainless steel interior is great for hygiene. Start with the tubs and the sinks and see what else you come up with.” She grabs the tiles and swaps their positions around the photo of the tub. “What if, instead of wood on the wall, we use wood-looking tiles on the floor and do the marble tiles on the walls? Maybe mock it up both ways.”


Claire nods, looks excited, and quickly exits with the samples, eager to get started.


“You did a really nice job on this, Ainsley. Obviously, your uncle made sure you got this internship,” Jadyn says, tapping on my board, “but this design proves that’s not the only reason you were chosen.”


And I swear, I have a smile plastered on my face for the rest of the day. 





I’m just getting home from the office when my phone buzzes. I smile as I see Damon’s adorable face on my screen.


“Hey, gorgeous,” he says. 


“Hey, you,” I reply, dropping my tote on the coffee table, plopping down on the couch, and putting my feet up.


“How was your day?” he asks.


“It was awesome. Jadyn loved my lobby design. Hang on. I’ll text you a picture of it.”


I do, and when he gets it, I watch him break out in a wide grin.


 “This is amazing. The fireplace—is it copper? It’s so bold. How did you come up with something like that?”


I shrug. “I don’t know. I just was inspired. It’s a weird combination of this town, its heritage, and my uncle Tripp.”


“You’re very creative. I’m impressed,” he says, but then his mouth forms a naughty smirk. “Although, if you’re alone, I know a way you could impress me more.”


“You go first,” I say, knowing exactly what he’s thinking.


He quickly pulls his shirt up over his head, revealing tan muscles. 


Two can play at that game, I think, slowly unbuttoning my blouse. 


“I miss you,” he says with a sigh. 


“I miss you too. How was your night out with your teammates? We didn’t get a chance to talk yesterday.”


“It was pretty good. Last year, Treyvon and Chase were roommates. And it sounds like Treyvon partied a lot. Got a lot of girls. But apparently, Chase and I are a bad influence on him. He only had a couple of beers when we were out, is focused on eating healthy, and has started drinking hydrogen water for faster workout recovery.”


“And the girls?” I tease.


“Oh, he says that’s healthy for him,” Damon says with a laugh. 


“And what about you?” I ask.


“What about me?” he wonders, legitimately looking confused. But then he goes, “You know I’m pretty strict with my diet.”


“I was referring to the girls. I’m sure there were some at the party.”


“There were, but—are you questioning things with us already?” he asks.


I shrug and bite my lower lip. Because I don’t know. Am I? Yes, kind of. Maybe. Sorta.


“Well, if you are, you shouldn’t be. And anytime you think otherwise, take a look at that bracelet on your wrist and know that whether I’m with you or not, you’re always wrapped up in my love.”


“Do you think it’s a little crazy that we fell in love in, like, twelve days?”


“Actually, it was just eight days when I told you I loved you. And don’t forget, you said it back,” he says seriously, pointing his finger in my direction.


“Is that better or worse?” I ask with a laugh while I’m shaking my head.


“Better or worse? Sounds like wedding vows to me. What do you think? Christmas wedding? Then you move to Lincoln with me and get a job here?” 


My mouth drops open. Especially since I know what he’ll learn at Christmastime this year.


“Don’t worry,” he says with an adorable wink. “That wasn’t a proposal. You’ll know for sure when it is. And with that, I bid you adieu, Champ.”


“Good night, Damon.”


“Good night, my future wife.”


I hang up, then let out a contented sigh as I imagine a holiday wedding. I think back to the New Year’s Eve party my parents had one year when I was still young enough to play with dolls. Barbie and Ken got married under the sparkling gold decor, and Ken kissed the bride at midnight to the cheers of the partygoers. 


It’s been my dream wedding ever since.










Monday, June 29th

Continues to impress.

Ainsley








Today, we are presenting our final design plans, along with their corresponding budgets. I’m surprised when I see the exterior design has been updated to include copper drainpipes and eaves. The modern black metal window frames that have been part of the design from the beginning are still there, but the exterior is now the color of the deep green velvet chairs in the lobby I designed, and there are what look like cognac leather awnings over the first-floor windows and doors. A big Texas star, made from the green-and-white marble that will be featured in the bathrooms, is inlaid in the concrete in front of the main entrance, giving off a welcome-rug type vibe. 


I’m up next with my presentation of the lobby and reception spaces, and I manage to get through it with confidence I didn’t know I had. We continue to go through boards for everything—from the on-site restaurants, the rooftop bar, spa, offices, and hotel back end to the laid-back luxe of the guest rooms and suites. 


And it’s all really beautiful. 


Uncle Tripp is here, seeing everything for the first time. 


When all the boards have been presented, he stands up and claps. “Wow. This team continues to impress me. I don’t know how you did it, but it feels like a place I’d be happy to live in every day. Thank you. And thank you for upholding our budget. I feel like you were all very creative in splurging on big impacts while being conservative on other design choices. Congratulations on another job well done. To those of you who are working with us for the first time, we hope it’s not the last. And I promise, you all will be invited to our grand opening next year.”


The team has been looking a little frazzled during the last few days, but I think we all feel energized and happy right now. 





As we’re dispersing, Jadyn asks me to stop into her office. Uncle Tripp joins us, and we all take a seat.


“You may have noticed that many of the final details for the hotel were based off your lobby design,” Jadyn says.


“I wasn’t sure if it was just a coincidence,” I tell her. 


“It wasn’t. At all. Thank you for your hard work. And for leaving the family reunion with us.”


“I’m glad I did. I learned so much. I’m really grateful for my time here.”


“I think you taught us all a thing or two,” Tripp says. “Great job, Ainsley. And since we stole you away from the resort early, that means tomorrow will be the official end of your internship. I’m heading to the Archibald Lodge on Wednesday. If you’d like, you can fly with me there. I know you aren’t officially supposed to start for another week, but the 4th of July weekend is one of our busiest times of the year. You’re welcome to take a couple of days off down there and work the holiday, or you can fly back home, take a well-deserved break, and report as planned.”


“I’d love to fly down with you. Mostly because my car is still there. And I think I’d like to do just what you suggested. A few days off but work the holiday weekend.”


“Excellent,” he says.


“And speaking of excellent,” Jadyn says. “I’m sure you’ll start interviewing for jobs later this fall. Know you will get excellent references from us.”


“Thank you so much,” I tell her. 


“I’ll pick you up in front of your building around ten. Sound good?” Uncle Tripp says.


“Yeah, that’s great. I figured I’d have to rent a car and drive there. This will be so much nicer.”





I leave Jadyn’s office and immediately call Damon, wanting to tell him everything. 


But he doesn’t answer. 










Wednesday, July 1st

Keeps on giving.

Ainsley








Upon my arrival at the resort, I’m ecstatic when given the key to one of the guest cottages. The bellman takes my bags while I take a golf cart to visit the resort doctor.


Fortunately, he’s not busy, so I get in right away. 


“Hello, Ainsley. What brings you here today?” he asks me.


“Doctor, my seeing you is confidential, right?” 


“Oh dear,” he says, “is it itchy?”


“Is what itchy?” I wonder, but then I realize he’s talking about a common problem at the hotel. I don’t know why people don’t read the signs, stay on the paths, and out of the woods. “Oh, no. I didn’t come in contact with any poison ivy. This is something else.”


“The something else is what I meant,” he says. “It seems some of the crew have been having unprotected sex, and there have been some unexpected consequences.”


As in other people are getting pregnant too? “Um—” I start to say.


“To answer your question, it is confidential.”


“Even from my uncle?” Because I need to verify this.


“Of course,” he says, looking concerned.


“I’m pregnant,” I blurt out.


“Oh. That is not what’s going around,” he says, looking surprised. And then I realize he was referring to a sexually transmitted disease. 


He recovers quickly. 


“You did a test, and it turned positive, I take it?” he asks.


“Yes, sir.”


“How far along are you?”


“I think, like, seven weeks,” I reply.


“Well, congratulations. Why don’t you give me a urine sample?”


He hands me a cup, and I go use the restroom.


A few minutes later, he confirms what I already knew.


“When was the first day of your last period?” he asks.


After I tell him, he looks at a chart and says, “That will put your due date on February the twenty-second.”


My mind goes back to Damon telling me about his number eleven being an angel number. And I know that twenty-two is considered a double angel number. Which makes me feel like it was meant to be. 


Just like I’m meant to be with Damon. 


I think. 


“That means conception would have occurred around June the first,” he says.


“I know you’re not an obstetrician, but I’m hoping I can see you while I’m here for the summer.”


“I have a better idea. I’ll consult with one of my colleagues and have him come here for your appointments. And I can refer you to an OB-GYN for when you’re back at school.”


“Thank you. I really appreciate it.”


“A few more things. With you working outside, it’s going to be very important that you’re careful. Drink lots of water. Stay hydrated. Try to stay in the shade as much as possible. Have you had any morning sickness?”


“I felt nauseous based on a strong smell one time, but I haven’t gotten sick. I’ve been a little tired, but other than that, I’m doing well.”


“All right. Let me get in contact with my colleague, and I’ll let you know when he will be here.”


“Thank you,” I tell him, then head to my cottage. 





Since I’m going to be here for almost two months, I unpack fully and get settled. Then I go to the kitchen and open the refrigerator, hoping to find a bottle of water while thinking that I should run to the grocery store.


I’m pleasantly surprised to find it fully stocked with a bunch of my favorite foods. There are prepared meals, fruit and veggies, and a variety of drinks. 


I grab a bottle of water and an apple and decide to eat it on the screened porch and take in the view of the lake.


I’m shocked to discover that I’m in the cottage closest to where Damon and I had our picnic. Where we shared I love yous. 


Which means I have to call him.


“You’ll never guess where I am,” I say when he answers.


“Fort Worth still, I assume?” 


“No, my internship is over. I tried to call you the other day, but you didn’t answer, and you didn’t call or text me back. What’s up with that?”


“Yeah, sorry. I literally just left the store with a new phone. No calls or texts were coming through. You know though, if you’re ever worried, just text Chase.”


“And seem like a jealous girlfriend?”


“Girlfriend?” he says. “I thought you decided that was too juvenile, my future wife.”


“Fine. I didn’t want to seem like a jealous future wife.”


“So, where are you?” he asks.


I press the video button on my phone. “Why don’t I show you?”


“Look at you, all sunny and bright,” he says when he sees me. Then his voice softens. “You look gorgeous, Ainsley.”


“That’s because I’m having a moment. Look!” I flip the phone around so he can see the spot. “The butterflies are here!”


“I bet they showed up because of you,” he counters with a grin.


“Well, if they did, they’re going to be disappointed that you aren’t here with me.”


“I miss you,” he says.


“I miss you too. But guess what else. Usually, when I’m here all summer, I live in the staff accommodations. And I don’t know if it’s because my schedule was different coming mid-season or if Uncle Tripp set it up, but I’m staying in one of the guest cottages. By myself. And the fact that I’m in the one closest to our spot has me feeling all romantic and happy. I’m really sorry that I had to leave early, Damon.”


“I know you are. And it wasn’t the same without you. Do you start work today?”


“No, I’m going to take a few days off, then work on the Fourth since that’s a huge day here and the resort is always sold out. What are you doing for the holiday weekend? Are you staying at school or going home?”


“Chase and I are driving home this afternoon. The lake we live on always does a golf cart and bike parade, an ice cream social, and a fireworks show. And since Chase’s dad retired, he’s really gotten into smoking meat, so we’re looking forward to ribs and pork butts. I wish my phone had been working. I didn’t realize you were done with your internship so soon.”


“The end date got moved up because I started early. And the lake with your family and fireworks sounds fun. You’ll have to tell everyone hi for me.”


“I will. Dani’s flight from LA lands tomorrow afternoon, so the whole family will be there.”


“How did her internship go?”


“She absolutely loved it. She’ll spend the weekend in Kansas City, fly to Connecticut on Monday, then finish the internship at their corporate headquarters.”


“I bet Chase can’t wait to see her.”


“It’s all he’s been talking about. Speaking of that, I need to see you soon.”


“Any chance you have a break in your schedule and could come down here?”


He grins at me. “Yeah, maybe later this month.”


“I’m going to hold you to that,” I tease. 


After we say goodbye, I think about the first time we had sex. Being with Damon was amazing. I felt so loved. So cared for. And he made me feel really beautiful. I mean, it doesn’t hurt that he’s smoking hot, but I just love his tender side. And I will admit, watching the way he handled my dad, with both confidence in his ability and respect for my dad, was … well, kinda hot.


It’s also crazy that we probably conceived on his birthday.


Talk about the gift that keeps on giving.


I have a moment of doubt, wondering if I’m doing the right thing by not telling him.


But when a butterfly flits in front of me, I know it will all be okay.





My phone rings in my hand, and I answer quickly, assuming it’s Damon calling me back. 


But when a voice from the past says, “Ainsley,” I realize I shouldn’t have just deleted his number. I should have blocked it too.


“Hey, Brad,” I say, rolling my eyes.


“Can we talk?” he asks.


“About what?”


“My engagement.”


“What about it?”


“I’m just sort of freaking out, I guess. Seeing you again, um … it affected me. You looked so beautiful. And happy. Does that Damon guy make you happy?”


He’s made me more than happy, I think, then chuckle to myself. “Yeah, he does, Brad.”


“How long have you been dating?”


“A little over a month. Why?”


“I’ve been dating my girlfriend—”


“You mean your fiancée,” I correct. 


“Yeah, Bailey. I’m … we broke up. Sorta.”


“Sorta?” I wonder aloud.


“My mom told me that you told her why we broke up,” he says, changing the subject.


“I’m sorry about that. It just sort of slipped out. But I can’t fault you for it. I hadn’t told my mom why either. I was too embarrassed that I hadn’t known you were cheating.”


“Where are you at—like, right now?”


“At my uncle’s resort in the Ozarks. Why?”


“Can I come see you?” he asks.


“Why would you do that?”


“Because you were my best friend for so long,” he says. “I miss you.”


“Oh, Brad. I can tell,” I say with mock sincerity. “After all, it’s only been three years since we’ve spoken, but quite honestly, had we not run into each other, it hopefully would have been longer than that.”


“You’re mad,” he says. 


Which is something he always used to say. Anytime I questioned him, he would turn it around on me. 


“I’m not mad. I’m actually thankful that you did what you did. It forced me to make decisions about what I wanted out of life. And I couldn’t be happier. And you should be too. Bailey seemed like a lovely girl.”


“I can’t get you out of my head,” he says. “I think there’s a reason why we ran into each other. I think—no, I want us to get back together.”


To this, I let out a laugh. “And have you told Bailey that? Did you actually break up with her?”


“Not exactly. I wanted to see how you felt first.”


“Oh, okay. Well, here goes. How I felt was betrayed. Disgusted. Devastated. We’d dreamed of a life together. You said you’d always love me. I was angry. Hurt. And sad. Really, really sad. I also was incredibly embarrassed that I wasn’t smart enough to know that you weren’t faithful. And the crazy thing is, had you told me you wanted to see other people, I would have been open to that. We’d discussed it before we went to college. It wouldn’t have been a surprise. But you chose to go behind my back instead. That’s how I felt.”


He lets out a sigh. “I actually meant, how do you feel about us getting back together? Giving it another shot.”


“I think you should stick with the girl you bought the engagement ring for, the one that looked like the ring I always dreamed of.”


“So, if I were in the lobby of the resort right now, you wouldn’t come talk to me?”


“You’re here?” I’m shocked.


“Yeah, I am. My mom called your mom to find out where you were.”


“I feel really bad for your fiancée. If you don’t plan on being faithful to her, I hope you let her go. Goodbye, Brad. And please, don’t call me again.”


“Oh, so you’re all hot for the Diamond kid because he’s rich—is that it?”


“Money has nothing to do with why I love him. He’s honest, transparent, and a really good man.”


“Man? Please. He just graduated high school.”


“He’s more mature than you have ever been, Brad.”


“Yeah, right,” he says. “I remember what that was like. Sex is a lot different when you have experience.”


“You know though,” I say with a grin on my face, “you might be right about one thing.” 


“And what’s that?”


“I am all hot for the Diamond kid. Bye, Brad.” I hang up and immediately call my mother. 


“Mom! What were you thinking?!” I say the second she answers. “Why in the world did you tell Brad’s mom where I was?”


“Uh, I—did I?” she asks, sounding confused. “I guess when we went to lunch the other day, I did mention you were working at the resort again this summer.”


“So, she didn’t call you specifically to ask?”


“No. Just small talk at lunch. But I don’t think we’ll be having lunch again.”


“Why not?” I ask.


“She made excuses for why Brad cheated on you.”


“He showed up here. Thank goodness no one told him where I was staying. He wanted me to meet him in the lobby.”


“What for?”


“To talk about getting back together.”


“No!” she says, sounding a little like Sammy when I tell him the gossip. 


Speaking of Sammy, I should call and tell him. 


“Yes. He called me. I said no.”


“Good. I’m proud of you. Um, there’s something I should probably tell you.”


“Have you heard from Dad?”


“Oh, no, not yet, but I kinda maybe met someone,” she says.


“Someone—oh, wait. Like, a guy someone?”


“A man, but yes. He’s a colleague of Van’s. He lost his wife to cancer about ten years ago and has two grown children. I mean, we’ve only been on a couple of dates, but he’s nice. I’m seeing him this weekend, and we’re going together to Van and Lori’s housewarming next weekend.”


“The kid in me wonders if it’s too soon, but the adult in me wants you to be happy.”


“Thank you,” she says sincerely. 


“I’m still really worried about Dad. Isn’t there anything we can do?”


“There really isn’t,” Mom says. “Your uncles have had a private investigator looking for him, but he hasn’t used any of his credit cards or his phone. They think maybe he’s using an assumed name. Basically said we’ll have to wait till he contacts us.”


“That sucks,” I say. 


“I know it does, honey.”


When we end our call, I say a quick prayer for my dad. That he’s okay. That he’s not living on the streets. That he’s safe. And that he will call me. 


I also think about the fact that Mom is going on dates. I know she filed for a divorce, but still …


Then I call Sammy.


“You’re never going to believe what just happened,” I say when he picks up.


“You heard that Roman is going to ask me to marry him?” he asks.


“Wait. Is he?”


“I think so! I’m so in love with him.”


“Does that seem—I don’t know—like, too soon? Like, have you worked through your issues?”


“What issues?” he asks in a singsong voice. “He’s perfect. We’re perfect.”


“Since when?”


“Since he came back into my life. I’m deliriously happy. Be happy for me.”


“I am happy for you,” I say, trying not to sound tentative even though that’s how I’m feeling.


“I can hear it in your voice. You don’t approve.” 


And he’s right. I don’t know if I do.


“Well, I just had something similar happen, and I did not want to go back to the ex who cheated on me.”


“What do you mean, you had something similar happen? Spill.”


“I’m done with my internship. It went amazingly. I want you to come with me to the grand opening next year so you can see my design. I did the lobby. And they even changed the exterior and hotel rooms to go with it.”


“That’s really cool, and I’d love to. But are you saying you talked to Brad?”


“He just called me. Was in the hotel lobby. Said he wants me back.”


“Ohmigawd, girl! What did you say?”


“I said no. He asked how I felt. He was really asking if I still had feelings for him, but I went off and told him exactly how I’d felt when he cheated on me.”


“What did you say?!”


“Actually, you would have been proud of me. I told him I felt betrayed, hurt, lied to, embarrassed, and sad.”


“That’s how I felt with Roman,” he says softly. 


“I know you did. And I’ll be honest, you suggesting you want to marry him worries me a little.”


He sighs. “He said he wouldn’t ever again. And he was very sincere. People change sometimes, right? Although what your mom said that night when we chatted has stuck with me. And it does scare me a bit. So, tell me the rest.”


“Oh, get this. He said he had kinda, sorta broken up with his fiancée.”


“Which means he’s stringing her along,” Sammy says. 


“Exactly. And when I said no, he acted like the dick he is and said, Oh, so you’re all hot for the Diamond kid because he’s rich—is that it? And I told him money had nothing to do with it.”


“Then what did he say?” Sammy asks, seemingly enthralled.


“He suggested Damon wasn’t good in bed because he’s younger.”


“He didn’t?! What an ass.”


“Right,” I agree. “But guess what I said back. Well, first, I said he’s more mature at eighteen than Brad will ever be. That I love him because he’s honest and transparent. Then I told him he might be correct about one thing.”


“Ohhhh, what was Brad right about?”


“That I am hot for the Diamond kid.”


“Ahhh! Amazing comeback! I love it! And how are things with Damon? Like, how did you leave it? Are you in a relationship? A situationship? Friends with benefits?”


“Things are good. He’s sweet. We’re exclusive. He wants me to move to Lincoln after graduation. And he’s going to try to come see me this summer.”


“That’s great, but what if you can’t find the kind of job you want there?”


“Well, we actually said we would talk about it at Christmastime.”


“Not to be a pain, but our lease is up here a few days after graduation.”


“I forgot about that. Gosh, I feel like so much is up in the air,” I say with a sigh, feeling overwhelmed.


“Don’t freak out,” Sammy says. “My backup plan is that I move all my stuff to my parents’ house until I figure it out. You can do the same.”


“You’re right,” I agree.


“Now, back to Roman. Please be happy for me,” he says. 


“If Roman truly makes you happy, Sammy, I promise I will be.”


“I love you. Maybe Roman and I should come down one weekend to visit you. Wouldn’t that be fun? I do have a break between my summer classes. Maybe I will suggest it.”


“That would be great. I’d love it.”


“Hang on. Let me look up the dates. Um, okay, it’s the week of July twentieth.”


“Perfect. My cottage has three bedrooms, so you can just stay with me.”


“Sounds like a plan. Love you lots!” Sammy says, ending the call. 










Thursday, July 2nd

Couldn’t resist.

Ainsley








I’m lying on a blanket in the grass, reading while getting some sun, when I hear someone call my name. 


I turn around to see Damon standing next to my cottage. His hair is pushed back in the front, and his eyes are sparkling. 


A wide smile forms on my face. I can’t believe he’s here! 


I stand up and rush toward him, tears blurring my vision.

