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            Chapter One


         


         Please God, please God, please God, please God.


         When Elise Maxwell peed on a stick one gray Friday morning in December, she wasn’t sure what outcome she was praying for. They both seemed equally terrible.


         One of them might have a teeny-tiny bit of wonderful mixed in with all that terrible, though.


         Maybe. Possibly.


         Super teeny-tiny.


         But she refused to think about that. There was no way. It was impossible. If anything, she was in freakishly early menopause, her poor beleaguered reproductive system deciding to just hang it up early.


         And even if it was, by some bizarre miracle, possible, it was still impossible. Her entire life—her lovely, hard-earned, self-made life that she loved—was based on not having kids.


         Dang. She was going to throw up—and who even knew why? Morning sickness or the imminent and terrifying end of life as she knew it? Potato-potahto.


         She reached for the stupid test to put herself out of her misery.


         “Not yet!” Elise’s phone was propped up on the vanity in the bathroom so her best friend, Gia, could watch the proceedings from Milan. Gia was in a bathroom, too, a tiny, dingy one, but at least it was private. She was wearing a robe, her full face of makeup featured weird glued-on purple rhinestone eyebrows, and her hair was arranged in an elaborate updo. “It’s too soon! The directions said it would take a minimum of three minutes. There’s no point in doing this incorrectly. You want to be confident in the results, whatever they are. So don’t sabotage them.”


         “But—”


         “Elise! Do not get sloppy now! Leverage some of those perfectionist tendencies you’re so famous for, for God’s sake!”


         Right. Okay. But what was she going to do for the next—she toggled over from Gia on FaceTime to check the alarm she’d set—two minutes and seven seconds?


         “I just need a minute!” It was Gia, calling to someone outside her door in Milan.


         Gia was working, and Elise couldn’t expect to monopolize her indefinitely. “If you need to go—”


         “Are you fucking kidding me? I don’t need to go.” An insistent knock on her door suggested otherwise, but Gia just rolled her eyes and shouted, “Hold your damn horses!”


         Maybe Elise’s defenses were down, but Gia’s salty language, combined with her utter dedication to seeing Elise through this whole peeing on a stick trauma, gave her an attack of the BFF warm fuzzies. One thing she could absolutely count on in this world was Gia. And Wendy and Jane, too—she felt a little bad for leaving them out of this loop, actually. Usually they faced momentous life events as a foursome. They’d all been in attendance when Jay proposed to her. And, of course, they’d all been in her wedding.


         So they should probably all be here when she found out if Jay was going to divorce her.


         “What’s the job today?” she asked Gia, both to distract herself and to pretend for one second that the morning’s proceedings were not only about her.


         “Runway. Vionnet.”


         “Never heard of them.”


         “Which is probably the only reason I got a booking.”


         The way she said it, with a self-deprecating tone that was not usually in her repertoire, snagged Elise’s attention and actually managed to hold it. There had been a few hints lately that Gia was…not unhappy exactly, but maybe not as enthused about her job as she used to be. “Why do you say—”


         “Is there any snow there yet?”


         Gia’s attempt to change the subject was painfully obvious. But Elise would roll with it, because that discussion would take more than the few minutes they needed to fill. And the best friends shared a love of winter, so snow was a welcome topic. “No. It’s gray and cold here, but not cold enough to snow.


         “I hope we get some snow before Christmas. It can hold off until my flight lands and then really dump down.”


         “Don’t hold your breath. They’re saying it’s the warmest winter on record so far, and—”


         The alarm on Elise’s phone was only a gentle tinkling sound. She had picked it specifically because she and her husband, Jay, were proponents of morning sex, and being woken gently rather than jarringly was better for setting the mood. But right now it might as well have been an air raid siren. She jumped so violently, she knocked Gia into the sink.


         “Sorry!” She righted the phone.


         “The moment of truth!” Gia made an exaggerated funny face and performed a jazz hands gesture. She was trying to put Elise at ease.


         It wasn’t working. Nothing would work.


         Except a negative result.


         Gia’s jazz hands morphed into drumming hands, and she added a theatrical drum roll noise. Elise’s heart felt like a drum, a snare drum in a demented orchestra gone rogue.


         She closed her eyes, picked up the test, took a deep breath, and in a reverse squint of sorts, half opened one eye.


         And when she saw the thing that was simultaneously her worst fear and the thing she had grown to secretly want more than anything else in the world, her eyes flew open so fast and so violently she felt like she might have sprained her forehead.


         “Oh my God.”


         “What? What? What?” Gia’s voice got higher with every “What?” Adding to the cacophony, someone had started pounding on Gia’s door again. Or maybe that was just Elise’s heart, which had left snare drum territory in favor of booming, galumphing kettle drums.


         “It’s positive,” she whispered.


         Which was supposed to be have been impossible. Thanks to a lifetime of endometriosis, she was supposed to be incapable of getting pregnant. Which had made her Jay’s dream woman. They had joked about it, but Jay had spent his entire romantic life, up to and including her, with no kids as his main principle.


         “Are you sure? Those things can be confusing. Are you looking for one line or two lines? Is that a really faint line or are you hallucinating it, you know?”


         Elise did not know, never having had occasion to take a pregnancy test before.


         Because this was impossible.


         But she’d purchased the test that looked the most foolproof. It had a digital display, so there were no lines. Just a single word written in English. Tiny block letters that carried a message massively out of proportion to their size: PREGNANT. And underneath that: 3+.


         Which meant she was more than three weeks pregnant.


         Which was impossible.


         She picked up the phone, reversed the image, and showed Gia the results.


         “Well, fuck me.”


         Elise was frozen. She felt like it had snowed, and she’d been outside in it overnight. She was chilled to her core. Unable to transmit messages from her brain to her limbs.


         “Turn me around,” Gia commanded from the phone. Elise did as she was told, but it took her leaden finger three tries to hit the button. Gia was leaning way into her phone, clearly trying to get a read on Elise’s mood. Join the club. Elise would like to know how she felt, too, but that was impossible because she was frozen.


         Gia tried out a laugh. Elise could tell it was experimental because it sounded nothing like Gia’s normal, genuine laugh. “Well, who needs snow when unto us a child is born.”


         Unto us a child is born.


         Elise wasn’t religious, and neither was Gia despite her Italian-Catholic background. So she knew Gia was making a joke.


         But it wasn’t funny.


         It did, however, unfreeze her. She would have called it a thawing, but thaw brought to mind a gentle warming process. That was not what was happening to Elise. Her face felt like she had walked inside from that long night in the cold, and too much heat had hit her frostbitten flesh too soon. It hurt.


         She burst into tears. A few barking, mortifying sobs she couldn’t contain. Gia made soothing noises, and Elise calmed herself enough to voice the question that had whooshed into her unfrozen mind, expanding to take up all the available space and frightening her with its hugeness.


         “How I am going to tell him?”


         

            *  *  *


         


         “Don’t tell him if you don’t want to.”


         “Are you crazy? She has to tell him!”


         Wendy and Jane were facing off in Elise’s living room while Elise alternated between panicking and trying to figure out where she could cram a nursery into this house. She and Jay had bought it shortly after getting engaged a little over a year ago. It had been a fixer-upper, and Elise had renovated it to their precise specifications—their “we only need one bedroom, so let’s make the others into offices” specifications. They had created a home with one big bedroom and two small offices—one for each of them—on the second floor, and had converted what was meant to be a first-floor den into a studio space for her, where she could meet with clients and keep samples.


         But, of course, if Jay left, she could use his office as the nursery.


         She tried to smile. Dark humor was better than the river of tears she’d cried earlier. As an interior designer, her brain automatically went to the décor challenges associated with her predicament.


         “She doesn’t have to do anything.” Wendy paced back and forth in front of the Christmas tree like she was addressing a jury—an occupational hazard, Elise supposed, even though Wendy was on a six-month leave from her job and was currently flitting all over the world with her fiancé, Noah.


         Thank goodness she wasn’t flitting right at this moment, though—they’d come home to Toronto for the holidays—because Elise needed a quorum, and with Gia away, that meant she needed both Wendy and Jane. The girls had dropped everything when they’d gotten Gia’s emergency text and had appeared on Elise’s doorstep with lattes and pastries.


         After an initial round of hugs and expressions of disbelief, the two of them had settled in to argue. Which was, at least, distracting.


         “She’s his wife!” Jane exclaimed.


         “Right.” Wendy pointed a finger at the tree like it was a jury. “She’s his wife, but that doesn’t mean she’s his possession.”


         “I never said that!” Jane protested.


         Despite her anguish, Elise chuckled. If you didn’t know them, it would be almost impossible to believe that Jane and Wendy were best friends, the other pair to Elise and Gia in their tight circle of four.


         “But it’s his baby, too.” Jane was getting frustrated, which was the inevitable result of trying to out-argue Wendy. “He deserves to know what’s happening.”


         Wendy turned and folded her arms as if preparing to deliver a closing statement. “All I’m saying is whatever she wants to do, we’re here for that.” Then, seeming to realize how absurd it was that they were arguing about Elise as if she wasn’t sitting right there, Wendy softened. She turned to Elise and said, “We’ll help you.”


         Jane moved from her chair to sit next to Elise on the sofa. “Totally. We’ll, like, shout down protesters at a clinic if that’s what you decide. Or if you decide to keep it, we’ll babysit! Oh! We’ll learn baby sign language! We’ll help you outfit the nursery!”


         “But no baby crafts.” Wendy plucked something off the tree, then came over to sit on Elise’s other side. “I will drop-kick protesters if you need me to. I will hook you up with the world’s best family lawyers to help with any outcome you’re aiming for. I will even learn”—she leaned forward and glared at Jane—“baby sign language.” She slung an arm over Elise’s shoulder and squeezed. “But you, my beloved friend, have used up your lifetime supply of ‘Wendy does crafts.’” She held up the ornament she’d snagged from the tree. It was a Godzilla figurine with a tiny bridal veil pasted onto its head—a bridezilla.


         “I’ve been meaning to ask which one of you gave me that.” Because why not change the subject to something totally irrelevant in the middle of this crisis? Elise and her friends and their husbands were doing a Secret Santa gift exchange, and the bridezilla ornament had been the first in a series of gifts from hers. It was, she assumed, a reference to how she’d gotten a little…intense during the run-up to her wedding. It was possible that she’d allowed herself to become slightly brainwashed by Pinterest and had turned her bridesmaids into a crafting army. She rolled her eyes, but good-naturedly. It was something she could laugh about now with the girls, so she didn’t mind being teased about it.


         “Why do you think it came from one of us?” Wendy blinked her eyes with exaggerated innocence. “It could have been Cameron or Noah.”


         “Oh, come on. The men didn’t even notice my…extreme devotion to planning. And the second gift from my Secret Santa was a mason jar full of Christmas candy—that joke is way too subtle for the men. It was one of you—or Gia.” When neither of her friends answered, she said, “Well, I’ll find out Thursday, and the culprit will be sorry.” Thursday was Christmas Eve. Gia was arriving the day before, and the friends were spending Christmas Eve together. The final Secret Santa gift exchange—and the big reveal—was on the agenda.


         “I’m surprised you deigned to leave this on your otherwise perfect tree,” Wendy teased.


         Elise’s tree was pretty damn perfect, and she would make no apologies for it. She was an interior designer. She was supposed to care about stuff like that. This year she’d done a peacock theme with lots of deep blues, aquas, and golds and a giant array of peacock feathers on the top in place of a star. But it wasn’t just professional obligation. She loved Christmas. Always had. As a kid, it had been a time when family tensions were lessened. And as an adult, after she’d broken with her parents, it was a time to gather her chosen family of friends around her.


         And there was snow. Her beloved snow. Usually.


         Damn, she wished it would snow. It wouldn’t change anything about her situation, but she’d always thought a dusting of snow did more than beautify the world. It softened it somehow. Slowed it down. Made the day-to-day grind of life feel less urgent, less demanding. Obscured the details in favor of the outlines of things.


         “I didn’t hang that thing there,” she said to Wendy. “I left it in the kitchen after I opened it. Jay thought it was hilarious and stuck it on the tree. I keep taking it off, and he keeps putting it back. He’s messing with me.” Something she found amusing. She liked the way Jay challenged her need for control. He was the only one she would let mar her perfect tree.


         Wendy moved to set the ornament on the coffee table, but Jane intercepted it. She smiled as she examined it. “I hate to say it, but I kind of have to agree about the baby crafts.”


         Baby crafts. Elise had forgotten for a moment, had allowed herself to be distracted by this talk of Christmas tree ornaments.


         “But, hey,” Jane added, squeezing Elise’s shoulder. “Gia’s not here. She snoozes; she loses. So if you decide to keep this baby, Gia can be in charge of crafts. I’ll do baby sign language. Wendy can do lawyers.”


         “Lawyers,” Elise echoed.


         Wendy swatted Jane behind Elise’s back, and not very subtly.


         “You know, if you decide to go with adoption,” Jane said quickly. “Or, like, for wills and stuff.”


         They all knew what Jane had meant, though. They all knew how committed Jay was to never having kids.


         Which meant they all knew that when Jane referenced lawyers, she was talking about the divorce variety.


         Elise sighed. “It was easier when I was barren.”


         “Jesus Christ, Elise, barren?” Wendy snapped. “This isn’t the nineteenth century.”


         She’d been joking. More dark humor. But Wendy, usually easy with a laugh, had taken her seriously. Which somehow only made it funnier. She giggled. It must have been catching, because Jane joined in. Wendy just glared at both of them, which only made them laugh harder.


         Elise held her hands up in a gesture of surrender. “Okay. Not barren. Infertile. Do you like that better?”


         “Except you’re not. Clearly.” The pregnancy test was resting on a paper towel on the coffee table in front of them, its pronouncement a tiny but potent billboard. Wendy nodded meaningfully at it.


         Elise stopped laughing. Wendy was right. She wasn’t barren. She wasn’t infertile.


         She was three-plus weeks pregnant.


         And possibly in need of a divorce lawyer.


      


   




   

      

         

            Chapter Two


         


         As Jay moved some papers around in his office, getting ready to head out for the weekend, his eyes snagged on a picture of Elise on his desk. It was her with the girls at the firm’s Canada Day party last summer. Elise had attended with him and had been planning to meet up with her friends later. Which, when they’d gotten tired of waiting for her, had somehow morphed into said friends crashing Cohen & Smith’s Canada Day party wearing the world’s most ridiculous glittery red maple-leaf glasses.


         Which was pretty much par for the course with them.


         Which he pretty much loved.


         Damn, he was living a charmed life.


         And beyond that, a charmed day. It had been a freaking fantastic one.


         They had wrapped up a big project that had spanned more than a year. Jay had been the lead on it and had signed off on the last invoice today. It had gone well, and he suspected they’d get a lot of repeat business and referrals as a result.


         He had also been informed that he was on the short list for Accountant of the Year, which was an award given by a prestigious national professional association. He usually didn’t go in for that kind of stuff, but this was apparently an award where you were nominated by your peers. And even though Accountant of the Year was pretty much the dorkiest title he could imagine—and he loved accounting—it was gratifying to have made the list.


         His phone buzzed. It was his brother, who’d sent a selfie of himself next to the gates to the University of Toronto.


         

            Done with my last exam. I’m officially one-fourth of the way through.


         


         Cameron had gone back to school as an adult, and even though he was only going part-time, he had somehow managed to get a year’s worth of credits toward his engineering degree done in a year and a half. Jay was stupidly proud. Not that he was going to say it like that. He still had to play the big brother role.


         

            Assuming you *passed* those exams.


         


         Another photo arrived, this one of Cam’s middle finger raised.


         Jay cracked up.


         

            Seriously, great job.


            Jane and I are going out tonight to celebrate. You and Elise want to come?


         


         Cam was married to Jane, one of Elise’s crew. It was weird sometimes, being married to one of your brother’s wife’s best friends. Good-weird—he loved it, generally speaking—but sometimes he needed a break from all the togetherness.


         Which he was getting, starting right now. Merry Christmas to him.


         

            Thanks, but we can’t. We’re going up north.


            Ah, yes, the fancy-ass log cabin.


         


         Jay and Elise had gone away last December, for a week alone before the Christmas madness kicked in, and they had decided to make it an annual tradition. His brother was teasing him about the fancy cabin. It was a fancy cabin, but he had no shame about that. Roughing it wasn’t their thing. Getting away from it all, however, was.


         

            What are you going to do all weekend?


         


         Jay smiled. Cameron and Jane were thrill-seekers, and his brother probably could not imagine spending a weekend cooped up inside.


         There was going to be plenty to do. But Jay was a gentleman, so he didn’t elaborate. Nevertheless, Cam’s next text suggested he had interpreted Jay’s lack of an answer correctly.


         

            Actually, don’t answer that.


         


         Nope, he wouldn’t. But he smiled just thinking of how not short of things to do they would be this weekend.


         The cabin belonged to a friend of his partner, Kent—Kent being the Cohen to Jay’s Smith in Cohen & Smith. It was the perfect mixture of rustic and swanky—luxury linens, a huge bathtub. But it was in the middle of nowhere, and it was tiny.


         And it had no Wi-Fi, and spotty cell coverage.


         In other words, it was perfect.


         He laughed, thinking about how, in other contexts, Elise would have grumbled about the lack of Wi-Fi. Elise was dedicated to her job and hated being unavailable to her clients, even on weekends. Jay was a bit of a workaholic, too, so he got it. Between the two of them, they worked a lot, and they made no apologies for it. But they’d had so much fun last year that they were both ready to abandon their phones in favor of…other things. Note to self: Remember to pack the new Scrabble tiles.


         

            *  *  *


         


         The thing about Jay was that he was perfect. People said that about their significant others all the time, but as Elise watched Jay pack the car for their drive north, the trueness of it in his case sliced through her gut.


         Or maybe that was just morning sickness?


         Regardless, watching him still kind of made her swoon like she was in the flush of new love. He was handsome, of course, with his imposing height and his piercing aqua eyes—Benjamin Moore Bahaman Sea Blue, she’d awkwardly blurted out when she’d met him a year and a half ago. And there was something about the contradiction that was Jay Smith—the juxtaposition between his reserved accountant persona and the sexy beast that lay beneath.


         But it wasn’t even that. It was the care he took. The attention he paid.


         For example, he had, unbeknownst to her, taken it upon himself to order all the food they would need for the weekend from a local catering company she loved. Neither of them liked to cook, so he had just…taken care of it.


         He was always doing that—taking obstacles out of her path. Noticing those obstacles in the first place. It could be anything from moving the shared printer in their house—which had originally been his—from his office to hers to getting all up in her doctors’ faces when he felt they weren’t taking her endometriosis pain seriously enough.


         The endometriosis that had resulted in the removal of one ovary and enough scarring on the other one, and on her uterus, that she wasn’t supposed to have been capable of getting pregnant. “Highly unlikely bordering on impossible,” they’d said. And years of no birth control—both in the Jay era and earlier—seemed to support that prognosis.


         “This was really nice of you to do,” she said from the porch, where she was watching him load the last of the coolers into the car. “I was thinking we’d be spending the weekend eating Kraft Dinner and Oreos. Which would have been fine, but, you know, I’ll take carbonara and charcuterie any day.”


         “Eh, I wouldn’t call it nice.”


         “You wouldn’t? Thoughtful?”


         “Nope.” He slammed the trunk, straightened, and shot her a wink.


         “So what is it, then?”


         He started toward her, all traces of teasing gone. In fact, there was a distinctly predatory edge to his approach. She shivered, and it wasn’t from the cold. He stopped at the base of the small flight of stairs that led to the porch and looked up at her. “It’s more like selfishness.”


         She knew where he was going with this, but she played her role. Her very delicious role. She sent an eyebrow up. “Oh? How do you figure that?”


         “Because if we don’t have to cook, there’s more time for fucking.”


         Even though she’d known he was going to say something like that—even though she’d been actively trying to get him to say something like that—heat bloomed inside her. She didn’t respond, though, hoping he would go on.


         Her silence was rewarded. He ascended the steps and came to stand right beside her. He didn’t touch her, and they were both wrapped in puffy down parkas anyway, but he leaned over to speak in her ear, so closely she could feel the heat of his breath.


         “I want to maximize the time I spend with my dick inside you this weekend.” She felt more than heard him huff a laugh millimeters from her skin. “And my tongue. And so on.”


         See? He was perfect. The perfect gentleman and the perfect…not gentleman, as the situation required.


         He had called her perfect, too, back when they were having their big “are we really going to do this?” moment. Before her, he had only, as a rule, dated women older than him—that’s how committed he had been to a child-free life. He had purposefully sought out women older than forty-five. He’d blown that rule out of the water when he’d hooked up with her, though—and then when he found out she couldn’t have kids, they’d joked about her being his dream woman.


         But no. She wasn’t going to go there now. She’d decided with Jane and Wendy that she wouldn’t tell him this weekend. She’d made an appointment with her doctor for Monday. The test had said three-plus weeks, but “three-plus” was as high as it went. Her periods were a bit unpredictable to begin with, so she had no idea how pregnant she actually was. Once she had the relevant information, and once she’d had a chance to digest the news a little better herself, she would tell him.


         For now, she’d try to enjoy her fun, sexy weekend. With her perfect husband. She was going to ignore everything else—Jay’s office holiday party, which she was kind of fretting over because it had to be perfect, a big pitch she was making to a prospective client just after the holidays that also needed to be perfect and was a long way from it.


         And of course the fact that she was with child.


         Unto us a child is born.


         She shook her head to physically jolt herself out of her thoughts and forced herself back to the conversation at hand—which wasn’t actually that difficult, because it was a very…invigorating conversation. “Not too much fucking this weekend, though,” she teased, “because I also want to play in the snow.”


         She was, honestly, almost as excited about that aspect of things as she was about getting down and dirty. Almost.


         “I even packed some coal and carrots and buttons for snowpeople.” She had pre-sliced the carrots into the optimal shape for snowpeople noses, in fact.


         He shook his head, and she was pretty sure he was going for a stern effect, but the goofy grin he couldn’t quite suppress wasn’t doing him any favors on that front.


         “We also have to work on the favors for your party,” she said. She was baiting him. She did need to work on the favors for the party—it was part of why she was fretting about it—but she wasn’t planning on doing it this weekend.


         “No, we don’t. Patricia is planning the party.”


         While it was true, officially, that Jay’s assistant was planning Cohen & Smith’s holiday party, Elise had no qualms about “helping.” By which she meant taking over. And she made no apologies for it. Honestly, she was a designer. She was his wife. He knew she was incapable of resisting anything that would involve decorating and Christmas—her two favorite things. But again, she wasn’t planning on thinking about the party at all this weekend.


         That didn’t mean she was above baiting him. Trying to get Bossy Jay to come out and play. “You will die when you see these amazing cookies I commissioned,” she said breezily. “They won’t be ready until Tuesday—I want them to be fresh, of course—but they’re little calculators! I have gift bags and ribbons, and I thought we could make some up this weekend, without the cookies, of course, just to see what—”


         He held up a hand. “I will allow a limited amount of snow-related cavorting. But the rest of the weekend is going to be all fucking, all the time.”


         There. She sucked in a breath and scraped her teeth across her lower lip. He was just so…hot when he was bossy. He lunged toward her like they were playing tag and he was “it.” She twisted away from him, put on the mock-innocent face that drove him wild, and said, “Okay, okay. But what about games, though? If we fuck all weekend, we won’t have time for Monopoly.”


         He caught up with her and swatted her butt. “I didn’t pack Monopoly, actually. Should I go back inside and get it?”


         “What did you bring?” She had dropped the playful sexiness, as had he, because board games were serious business with them.


         “I’ve got checkers, Battleship, Boggle, Patchwork, and Scrabble. I was thinking that we just played Monopoly a couple nights ago, but I’ll go get it.”


         “No, you’re right. And FYI, I have travel Yahtzee in my purse.”


         He chuckled. “You carry travel Yahtzee around?”


         “I do indeed. And the only reason I don’t also have travel cribbage in there is I switched from my big bag to my smaller purse a few days ago when I went out with Wendy and Jane, and I just never switched back.”


         “But going out with Wendy and Jane required travel Yahtzee.”


         She shrugged. “Hey, you never know when you’re going to get stuck in line or something. I like to be ready. And actually, there was one point where Wendy and Jane both went to the bathroom and I pulled it out and played against myself for five minutes.”


         “God damn, I love you.” He pressed a swift, firm kiss on her lips. It wasn’t a sexy kiss per se, more like a possessive one, but it weakened her knees just the same. “But I’m going to go inside and get Monopoly, just in case.”


         Yep. He was perfect.


      


   




   

      

         

            Chapter Three


         


         By the time they’d pulled up to the cabin three hours later, Jay was a little worried about Elise. She’d been fine for the first couple of hours, but then she’d gotten kind of pale. Gone quiet. And about half an hour ago, she’d shouted at him to pull over and she’d bolted out of the car and thrown up on the side of the road.


         She’d claimed it was just a freak thing. Blamed it on some questionable tuna she had for lunch.


         But he worried about her. He couldn’t help it. Sometimes her endometriosis pain was so bad, she threw up from it. But that hadn’t happened for a while—not for a couple months at least, now that he thought about it.


         “You sure you’re okay?” He killed the engine and turned in his seat to really look at her. They’d tried to time their getaway around her menstrual cycle, the first few days of which she was usually out of commission, but it wasn’t always that predictable, so maybe she was about to be plunged into her monthly battle with pain. In which case they would check in to a Wi-Fi- and TV-equipped hotel and hole up for a weekend of mindless entertainment.


         “Yeah, yeah. I was just feeling a little under the weather, but I’m fine now.”


         She looked like her usual self—the paleness from before was gone. But it would be just like her to be downplaying a serious bout of pain so as not to derail their weekend. He wasn’t going to let that happen. “Are you sure? Because I’m not going to be disappointed if we need to change our plans.” Which was a lie, but her comfort was vastly more important than his dick.


         “Jay.” She unbuckled her seat belt and turned to face him. “I’m fine. I promise. It was just a little random nausea.”


         He grinned. Yes, he would have cheerfully embarked on Plan B if that had been necessary, but he was very glad it was not. Damn, they were going to have such a great time.


         She must have been reading his mind, because she flashed him one of her signature tiny smiles. He called it that, in his mind—the tiny smile. It was like she was trying not to smile, but not very hard. The result was a sort of coy-sexy thing that drove him bananas. He had also learned, in his time with Elise, that the tiny smile could be manipulated so that it morphed into something else that drove him bananas—the lip scrape.


         The tool of manipulation that achieved this aim was dirty talk. His dick stirred. He got off on being able to call forth specific physical reactions from her with only his words.


         “We’re going to play a game, okay, sweetheart?” She nodded, her eyes going a little bit wide. Her mouth fell open slightly like it did before she did the teeth scraping thing, but no actual teeth scraping occurred. “I’ll unload the car. You go inside, get in the bed, and get naked.”


         Her top teeth landed on her lower lip but remained stationary. She needed a little more.


         “While I’m getting stuff put away and organized, I want you to make yourself come—and I want to hear it happening.”


         And there it was—the lip scrape. She blushed, too, his Elise. His everything.


         

            *  *  *


         


         She did what he said. Because that was how they did things, generally, when it came to matters of the bedroom. It wasn’t a Fifty Shades thing—neither of them was into bondage or props or stuff like that. It was more about the way following instructions, surrendering, made her feel so good. Doing what Jay told her to would pay off in spades.


         And by spades she meant orgasms.


         “I’m not hearing much,” he called from the kitchen. The cabin was basically one room, though the bed, which was tucked into one corner, was shielded from his view by a privacy screen.


         “I’m getting undressed!” she called, laughing. “But it’s freezing in here!” It was much, much colder up north than it had been in Toronto. Elise was one of those people who was always cold, but she was pretty sure it wasn’t just her in this case.


         “I know.” She could hear him banging around in the kitchen. “I’ve turned up the heat, but I should make a fire as soon as I get the food unpacked.”


         He had slightly emphasized the word should in that sentence in a way that suggested he was not going to do what he should. That he was going to…tend to her first.


         She shed the remainder of her clothing and dived under the fluffy duvet, shivering almost violently—from the cold. Jay often said or did things that made her shiver, but this time it was a simple biological response to being naked in the frigid cabin.


         “Jesus Christ, it’s cold.” There was one more bang, then she could sense him moving toward the bed.


         She thought he might continue their game, perhaps by issuing instructions from the other side of the wall, but he just bounded around the corner, lifted the duvet, and slid under it, fully clothed.


         He reached for her, and she shrieked when his hands made contact with her waist. They were like blocks of ice.


         “I’ve been unloading the cooler, so my hands are as cold as yours usually are.” He moved them around to grab the globes of her ass.


         Laughing, she tried to twist away from him, but she was on the side next to the wall, so there wasn’t really any room for escape. “Ahh! Jay! Quit it!”


         “What?” He pulled the duvet up so high that only their eyes were peeking out, then rolled over on one side to face her. “You don’t find this”—he quickly pressed one freezing palm against her collarbones and then removed it—“sexy?” He made an exaggerated thinking face. “Hmm. I seem to remember one time with some ice cubes you enjoyed yourself immensely.”


         “That was in the summer! In a heat wave!”


         But he was right. That had been…an extremely enjoyable evening.


         “I know.” He smiled and pulled her close, using his arms only, taking care not to touch her with his cold hands. She burrowed into him, his strong body providing familiar comfort, if not of the warming variety. Being next to him like this always triggered a physical relaxation response. Even through the shivering, she could feel herself loosen.


         What if she lost this?


         And if she did, she couldn’t really even blame him, could she? She’d presented herself, when they were first getting to know each other, not only as someone who couldn’t have kids, but as someone who didn’t mind not having them. And she hadn’t. She’d been thirty, just starting her own business. To that point, she had thought of infertility as vaguely sad; but until Jay, she’d never met anyone she was serious enough about to want to marry, so it had always been a theoretical thing. And she’d been glad, in a way, that Jay actively hadn’t wanted them. It had made her condition a non-issue.


         But somewhere along the way, she’d…changed. Maybe it was as simple as her biological clock kicking in, but she suspected it had something to do with how happy she was. With how happy Jay made her. Lately, she’d found herself getting swoony over babies on the street. Weepy when she heard certain songs, like—


         But no. No. She wasn’t letting herself go there. Not this weekend. Not until Monday. All pregnancy-related angst was strictly on hold until then. So she let herself lie there. Let her breathing slow down to match Jay’s as she inhaled his clean, soapy smell. Let their bodies warm each other. Eventually, she stopped shivering, her core making its way back up to a neutral temperature.


         The amazing thing was she could feel him loosening, too. Jay worked hard. Long hours—which she didn’t mind, because so did she. His devotion to his company was one of his most attractive traits. But at work, and in the world at large, he carried himself with a certain formality. She knew how he appeared to other people. He seemed to fit the stereotype that most people had of the serious, borderline uptight accountant.


         She loved how much he wasn’t that with her. Loved the discrepancy between the face he turned outward and the man he showed her. Loved that he trusted her that much.


         They lay there, just holding each other and breathing. It wasn’t how they usually did things. Usually, they were more a “tear each other’s clothes off” kind of couple. Or they played coy power games that created a delicious sort of tension.


         But this, this profound relaxation, was nice.


         No. Not nice. It was everything. It felt like everything she needed right now. It felt like a drug. A narcotic bringing blessed relief to her racing mind. It should have been ironic that he was the one providing comfort, given that he was the cause of her anxiety, but it wasn’t. Not at all. Because that’s who he was—her rock. No matter the circumstances.


         Eventually, he started moving, working one hand down between them to unbutton his jeans. He shoved them down his hips, then worked his legs free. Next came his shirt. She assumed their little quiet interlude was over, that he would pounce on her now. Moisture gathered between her legs at the notion.


         But he only resumed his previous position, his arms wrapped tightly around her, his chin resting on the top of her head as she notched her face back into his neck. Of course, he was naked now, so she felt his skin. The smattering of hair on his chest, the lean muscles of his back. The stirring of his cock. But he didn’t do anything about the latter, just plastered her to him and nuzzled her hair.


         They stayed that way for a long time. His breath lulled her. His body heated hers. She’d already stopped shivering, but slowly some actual warmth returned. She closed her eyes and slowed her breathing even more, luxuriating in the deep…what? The word that was coming to mind was peace.


         Sleep in heavenly peace.


         The lyric just popped into her head. It felt right.


         But that was a mirage. She could tell herself she wasn’t going to think about the life growing inside her this weekend, but it was there. Its presence meant that any peace she felt right now was, if not a lie per se, a temporary reprieve. The calm before the storm.


         “Are you sure you’re okay?” he whispered. His hand, which had been on her back, slid up to stroke the back of her head. She realized she’d tensed slightly. He must have felt it. He was always attuned to nuances like that.


         “Yeah. I’m just…feeling oddly vulnerable right now.” Not a lie. Not the whole truth, but not a lie.


         Thankfully, he didn’t press her. He just brought that hand around to rest on her cheek as he gently pushed her head back enough so he could look at her.


         He smiled, and there was so much love in his eyes, it took her breath away.


         “I just love you so much,” she whispered, hating how small, how borderline pathetic, her voice sounded. She was about to try again, to say something with a little more volume and a little less wistfulness, but his mouth came down on hers, preventing any further speech.


         It was a slow, gentle kiss, but not a polite one. He pressed his thumbs into her cheekbones, slid his tongue in her mouth, and staked his claim, feasting on her for what felt like ages. The kiss went on and on, showing no sign of letting up and also no sign he meant to move things along. It was the same patience he deployed when he was delaying his own gratification in favor of hers, as he so often did in their usual sexual games. But in this case it was just a kiss. A kiss that was everything.


         She believed in that moment that he intended to kiss her forever.


         The thought was erotic enough that she moaned, and the sound seemed to galvanize him. The hand that had been pressing into her cheek slid down to find her breast. Her breasts had been tender in recent days, which she now knew was from the pregnancy. She would have thought his touch would be too much, and it kind of was too much, but in a good way. The kneading pressure from his palm was exquisite. Extremely intense but stopping short of being intolerable.


         The warmth that had been gathering inside her turned to heat, and she slung one leg over his hip and let loose what she thought was going to be a sigh but came out as another moan—a loud, almost obscene one.


         Usually, if she made a noise like that, he would start talking, exhorting her to do it again, but this time, he just breathed her name, “Elise.” And then again, but louder this time, almost like he was in pain. “Elise. Jesus.” Whatever this extra intensity between them was, he felt it, too.


         On a groan, he rolled her over on to her back and started to slide down her body. She knew what he was doing. There was a certain fierceness of purpose about the way he’d let go of her so suddenly. He was aiming to go down on her. Normally, she’d be shoving his head down there to help him along, but she wanted that considerably less than she wanted his hands back on her breasts. They felt…wrong now that he’d let go of them.


         “Come back,” she whispered, grabbing his upper arms and arresting his progress.


         “Why?” he countered, just before he pressed a kiss to her clit. “What if I’d rather be here?” His question had been teasing, issued in the mock-confrontational manner that frequently characterized their lovemaking, but to her surprise, she didn’t want to play that way right now.


         “I want you to keep touching my breasts,” she said.


         That was all it took.


         Usually he was the one issuing the orders in bed. It was just how they did things. How they liked things. But on the odd occasion she stated a genuine, not-teasing preference, he acted on it instantaneously.


         Like now. He cupped her breasts—one hand under each—and kneaded as he pressed in and up, ripping another of those involuntary moans from her as her eyes slipped shut. It was like magic. “Oh my God, that feels good.”


         She felt him shifting, so she opened her eyes and lifted her head. He was looking at her, so intently. Watching her like he was trying to memorize her.


         “What about this?” He lowered his head to one breast and took her nipple and as much of the surrounding flesh into his mouth as he could. Then he paused, tilting his head a little so he could make eye contact. He spoke with her nipple still half in his mouth. “Is this good?”


         She nodded urgently. “Yes. Yes, please.”


         He smiled as he shifted and settled on his stomach between her thighs so he could lick at her breasts while his hands continued to work their magic.


         She thrashed beneath him—as much as she could, given that she was mostly pinned by his body—unable to wrap her mind around the intensity of the sensation. His wet mouth, his prickly stubble, his strong, warm hands. Her writhing had the effect of working her body a little to one side of him. She hadn’t done it intentionally, but as he shifted his torso, her clit rubbed against…she wasn’t even sure what. The side of his torso generally, but maybe a rib? Whatever it was, it was the perfect amount of pressure, so she did it again on purpose. Soon she was grinding herself against him, not caring that she was getting him wet, as he kept up the measured assault on her breasts. He paused every once in a while—not with his hands but with his mouth—and lifted his head enough to make eye contact. He was checking in to make sure everything was okay. He did that.


         He apparently liked what he saw on his most recent check-in, because before he lowered his mouth again to her aching nipple, he did a sort of shimmy with his torso, rubbing it hard against her clit and said, “Yes, sweetheart. Take what you need.”


         And then she was coming. So hard. So astonishingly hard.


         He rode the waves with her, keeping his hands and mouth moving, until the pressure that had been just the right side of too much suddenly was too much. So she pulled him up and wrapped her legs around his waist, lifted her hips in clear invitation, and grabbed his ass to guide her to him. “Now you take what you need,” she said against his ear.


         He groaned and reached around to dislodge her legs. Once they were back on the bed, he spread them, leaving his hands on her inner thighs. He liked to do that, to pin her thighs or hips down with his hands while he pushed into her. She liked it, too. So when he had her arranged to his satisfaction and looked up at her with his eyebrows raised, seeking her go-ahead, she said, “Yes.”


         He slid into her. She was so wet from the nuclear orgasm she’d just had that it made an audible squishing sound. In another context, it might have embarrassed her, but he just closed his eyes, said, “Oh, fuck,” and started to move.


         It was funny. She had been singularly focused on her breasts—and then on the previously undiscovered ridge on his rib cage she’d been humping—that she hadn’t given any thought to his cock. Which meant that having it inside her now was a pleasant surprise—because she loved his cock. She loved everything about it—the way it looked, with the thick vein running up it. The way it stretched her and filled her up so completely when he was buried in her to the hilt.


         God. There was something so unbearably hot about this, about being, essentially, held down and fucked. And he was so deliciously ruthless, staring at her with his signature intensity as he moved in her, grinding down hard at the bottom of each stroke. Staying there for a while as he stared before pulling out again.


         “Oh my God, Jay.” Her breath hitched so she ended up swallowing his name more than saying it. Each time he filled her up and did that grinding thing, it was like he was shoving her another inch toward the edge of a cliff.


         “Does that feel good?” he rasped, buried so deep in her and pressing down on her hips so hard that she was about to come. She nodded rapidly. He switched to extremely shallow thrusts, barely letting up on the pressure before grinding down again. “Do you need a good deep fucking, Elise?”


         That was all it took. It worked like that sometimes with them. A certain type of pressure that was almost enough could be nudged into definitely enough with a few choice words.


         He wasn’t far behind her, the shallow thrusts reverting back to big ones—one, two, three, and he was pulsing inside her as he let loose a string of curses that were profoundly unlike Jay the Accountant of the Year.


         They didn’t speak as they came back to Earth. After a few minutes, as their panting abated, he rolled onto his side and pulled her into the same position in his arms she’d been in earlier. Notched his chin back over her head. Smoothed her hair.


         Once he had them arranged, he echoed back to her the same sentence she’d said earlier. “I just love you so much.”


      


   




   

      

         

            Chapter Four


         


         Something was up with Elise, Jay thought the next afternoon as they bundled up and headed outside. He suspected it had to do with her family. She’d met her brother for lunch midweek, and though her relationship with Andy was fine, seeing him sometimes brought up junk related to her asshole parents. She had broken with them when they’d disowned her for starting her own business. And after an attempt at a truce—her mom and dad had attended their wedding—went south, the chasm had widened.


         The way she’d stood up for herself against them was something he admired the hell out of—it had been part of what had attracted him to her in the first place, in fact—but their estrangement weighed heavily on her.


         He knew shitty fathers. It didn’t really matter how utterly gone from your life they were, they could still fuck with you.


         But both he and Elise had done what they had to. Removed themselves from the orbit of their toxic fathers. Though in his case, it hadn’t been that simple. He had been a kid. He’d had to wait for the grown-ups to take action—twice. First with his father leaving his mother, and then his mother kicking Cam’s father out. And with Angus MacKinnon, it had taken a physical assault for her to finally send the bastard packing. Not that he blamed his mother. She had done the best she could with the resources she had.


         But God, it make him so fucking angry sometimes. And not even at his dad or Cam’s. At whoever was handy. Which was often Elise’s dad. Not that he was actually handy. Elise never saw him. But Jay knew where he lived. Where he worked.


         He was handy in an emotional sense.


         And every once in a while, he was overcome with an anger so strong he wanted to march right up to Mr. Maxwell and clock him. Once, when Elise had come from seeing her brother, crying because her aunt had died a week previous and no one had told her about it, he’d come close to doing it. He’d gotten in his car and driven to the house Elise in which had grown up. Parked in front and stared at it for a good twenty minutes until his better judgment had kicked in and he’d gone home.


         Poor Elise. His wife was strong. She didn’t need his pity. But he ached for her. He wished he could wave a wand and give her parents that were worthy of her. He wanted to fix it all, but he knew he couldn’t.


         But he could spoil the hell out of her. Which he sought every opportunity to do.


         Which was the only way he could think to explain why he was dribbling water onto a pile of loose, dry snow in an attempt to make it sticky enough to form a ball.


         “I never thought I would say this, but I think Toronto snow is better than this.”


         His Christmas-crazy wife was standing with her hands on her hips, her brow knit as she watched him attempt to get the base of a snowman started. Or a snowperson, as she would say. Her cheeks were pink and her nose was running, and she was so goddamn adorable, it almost hurt to look at her.


         “For snowpeople anyway,” he agreed. “This is skiing snow.” It was like baby powder. It did not want to stick to itself.


         She huffed a frustrated sigh and sat down in the snow. “I wish it would snow. Like, actively. Snow like a verb, not a noun.”


         There was a lot of snow on the ground up here, but none had actually fallen that weekend—it was a bright, sunny day.


         “Have faith,” he said. “I will prevail over this powder.”


         And he did—kind of. After ten or so minutes of strategic dripping, he had a snowperson. Technically. “It’s a snow kid,” he said laughingly. “A snow toddler!”


         He had expected her to laugh, but she didn’t. Just stared at his pathetic handiwork.


         “We can try again tomorrow before we head home. Or…” He wracked his brain trying to think of a solution, of something that would make this powdery stuff cooperate.


         She shook her head like she was waking from a trance. “It’s great.” She scooted over and dumped the contents of a plastic shopping bag on the snow in front of the snow kid. She picked up a full-size carrot and jammed it into the spot where the nose should be. It took up almost the whole “face” of their snow kid. The effect was absurd, and it cracked him up. He picked up two lumps of coal from the pile—she’d clearly planned for an entire family of snowpeople—and stuck them into the snow above the carrot. Again, the “face” was small enough that the eyes ended up more on top of the poor kid’s head.


         She let loose a peal of laughter and settled a scarf around the neck. It was a long, wide scarf that trailed on the ground even though she wrapped it around several times.


         They got up and stood back, contemplating their handiwork.


         He cracked up. “That is…pathetic.”


         “It’s not pathetic! He looks like a little kid playing dress-up.”


         That was the thing about Elise. She would get an idea in her head and become single-minded in executing it. But then life would throw a curveball—uncooperative snow, a bridesmaid showing up in a cosplay outfit—and she’d roll with it good-naturedly, which was not something you’d expect unless you really knew her.


         He knew her.


         He slung an arm around her shoulders. “You must be cold.” It was, objectively, freezing, and they’d both gotten their hands wet trying to dampen the snow.


         She shivered, as if the observation had reminded her body to do so. “I am cold.”


         “Let’s go inside and get you warmed up.” He waggled his eyebrows at her, and something sparked in her eyes.


         “You haven’t had enough?”


         They had had a lot of sex today, and she was teasing, but he took the question seriously. Answered it honestly. “Nope. When it comes to you, I’ll never have enough.”


         

            *  *  *


         


         “I’m super hot!” Elise called from the bathroom thirty minutes later. “Can I come out now?”


         Jay strolled over to the open door. After they’d come inside, he’d run her a bath—a really hot one—and told her to get in and stay there until she was heated. Overheated. He needed her nice and toasty for the next portion of their evening.


         She was leaning back in the tub, and her skin was pink. “When you said you were going to heat me up, I didn’t think this was what you meant.” She wiped her brow with a forearm. “Look. I’m sweating and everything.”


         He chuckled. “Okay. Come on out.” He grabbed a thick, white, fluffy towel from a hook on the back of the door and held it open for her. His dick hardened a bit as she stood and water rained off her, but he told himself to bank it. He tried to dry her off, but she wrestled the towel away from him. She would let him take care of her only so much. One thing he loved about Elise—maybe the thing he loved most about her—was the juxtaposition between how pliant she was in bed and how not pliant she was everywhere else. His wife was an infamous perfectionist. She liked things the way she liked them, and woe to anyone who tried to intervene to the contrary. She probably had a preferred way of drying herself off that he wasn’t privy to.


         But he liked to try to intervene. By sticking random ornaments on her perfect Christmas tree. By messing up freshly applied makeup with a kiss, that sort of thing.


         He enjoyed baiting her, in other words. It was just something they did.


         He tapped her on the butt as she twisted away from him. “Get dressed and come out to eat.”


         She appeared a few minutes later, hair wet and skin still pink. She was wearing men’s–style pajamas—pants and a button-up shirt—but they were covered with tiny pink polka dots. They should not have been sexy, and yet…


         He led her to the sitting area, where he’d laid out some food on the coffee table in front of the roaring fire. He’d ordered a collection of her favorite things from the caterer—lobster rolls, a cheese plate, and spaghetti carbonara. It had made for an amusingly random dinner last night and tonight. Even more so as they were eating leftovers of all that and of the finger sandwiches they’d had for lunch.


         She clapped her hands as she surveyed the feast. “I’m starving.”


         He moved to pour her a glass of sparkling wine from the bottle they hadn’t opened last night because she hadn’t wanted to tempt fate, given her earlier stomach trouble, but she held up a hand. “I think I’m just going to have water again tonight, actually.”


         “Really?” Elise usually loved her bubbly.


         “Yeah, you know, I took a bunch of Advil earlier, I should probably just give my liver a break this evening.”


         She often took Advil preemptively, in the days before her period arrived. “You feel okay?”


         “Yeah, I’m fine.”


         “Okay.” He had a bottle of sparkling water, too, so he filled her glass with that. She moved to sit on the sofa but he shook his head. “Sit by the fire. I want you to stay warm.”


         She narrowed her eyes. “You have some kind of agenda here, don’t you?”


         “What makes you say that?”


         “You always have an agenda.”


         He bit back a smile. “Do you have a problem with that?”


         She answered him with one of her tiny smiles that was all the more potent for being unexpected. “Nope. I love your agendas.” She narrowed her eyes. “As long as they involve deflowering me and not messing with my stuff. I hid that stupid bridezilla ornament at home somewhere you’ll never find it.”


         He chuckled and dug into his meal. After they’d eaten, he cleared away the remains of their dinner, leaving some finger food behind for munching, and got out Scrabble.


         She didn’t say anything, just smiled—a big, beautiful, guileless smile that made his heart twist a little—as she started setting up the board.


         “Hang on now,” he said. “This isn’t regular Scrabble.”


         “It’s not?”


         He produced the extra tiles. “Nope. Welcome to the return of Dirty Scrabble. I ordered a bunch of extra tiles so it will be easier.”


         “Ha!” She clapped her hands in delight.


         When they had first been circling each other—but unable to act on it because she was working for him—they’d played a game of Scrabble that had spontaneously devolved into what they had come to call in retrospect Dirty Scrabble. The fates had been smiling on them in that game—it had been strangely easy to produce words like “clit” and “lick” from their regular tiles. But they had never been able to reproduce the feat—the tiles normally didn’t fall that way. And God knew, given their love of board games and bedroom games, they had tried.


         So he’d decided to make it happen. “Okay, this is what I’m thinking. We each get a ton of tiles, but the catch is you have to play a dirty word. Innocent words not allowed.”


         She burst out laughing. “You are a genius.”


         “That’s true.” He smirked as he counted out tiles. “What do you think? I got six extra sets, so should we just do the usual number times six? Forty-two tiles each to start with?”


         “Sure. But how do we determine what counts as a dirty word? Isn’t dirty in the eye of the beholder? It’s not like there’s a dirty dictionary we can use if someone wants to challenge.”


         “How about if challenged, you have to use the word in a sentence. Convince the other person it’s dirty?”


         She nodded her head affectionately. “Okay.”


         “There’s one more thing.” She looked up, eyebrows raised. “This is Strip Dirty Scrabble. Every fifty points you earn, your opponent has to take off an item of clothing.”


         “This is why you wanted me warmed up! So I could turn around and take my clothes off!”


         Guilty as charged. “Yes. I…preheated you.” He laughed along with her at the phrase.


         “But you’re fully dressed and I have, like, two pieces of clothing on—a top and a bottom. Four if you count my socks.”


         “Well, you’d better not lose, then.”


         

            *  *  *


         


         Elise did not lose. She kicked Jay’s ass, in fact—and took great delight in doing so.


         Twenty minutes into the game, Jay, who had started out dressed in several layers, was down to his boxer briefs and one sock. She was pantless and sockless, but she still had her pajama top and underwear on. And it was her turn.


         She took her time laying down a long word: TONGUING. Then, as if to punctuate her victory, she stuck her tongue out at him. “Ha ha ha!” Having so many tiles was making longer words possible. Longer dirty words. She raised her hands, triumphant.


         “Challenge.”


         She rolled her eyes.


         “What? Tonguing can be innocent!” He struggled to keep a straight face. “He tongued his ice cream before it melted.”


         He was challenging everything—and she had no doubt it was solely because he wanted to hear the dirty sentences she came up with.


         And she was giving them to him. “When you’re tonguing my clit, it makes me come really hard.”


         He shifted in his seat. “I’ll allow it.”


         She tried to smolder at him, but her attempt at a sexy look became a huge yawn. She was so sleepy. A day of sex and playing outside followed by a hot bath and a big meal would do that. And Jay had built a roaring fire while she was in the bath, so she was toasty and cozy and her eyelids were getting heavier by the minute.


         Although…she was pretty sure part of the uber exhaustion was the pregnancy. She’d read that women were usually extra tired in the first trimester.


         But she wasn’t thinking about that this weekend.


         “Tired?”


         “Nope.” She yawned again. Dammit.


         “You want to call it quits?”


         “Before I finish trouncing you? That would be no.” She turned her attention to the pad of paper they were using to keep score. “Tonguing puts me over five-fifty.” Playing with so many tiles meant they were racking up the points—or she was anyway.


         He started for his remaining sock, but she stopped him with an overly loud tsk. “I think you should take off your underwear instead of your sock.”


         “Oh, so you’re in charge now?”


         She shrugged. “Comes with winning. I can’t help it if I’m just better at Strip Dirty Scrabble than you are.”


         He moved for his sock, just to mess with her.


         She mock pouted. “I told you to take off your underwear.”


         “You like giving the orders, Elise?”


         He’d only meant it as a playful question, and he took off his underwear as he asked it, but it had the effect of changing the tenor of their game. Supercharging the air around them as the mood shifted in an instant from playful to dead serious.


         “No,” she whispered. “I like it better when you give the orders.” Her hands floated up to the top button of her pajama top and hovered there. Exhaustion and arousal were competing inside her, but she was trying to nudge arousal ahead. After all, what as the point of Dirty Scrabble if you fell asleep in the middle of it?


         “Take your shirt off, Elise.”


         She took her shirt off. But also yawned again. Dammit. “Sorry.”


         He just laughed and pushed himself up onto the sofa—they’d both been sitting on the floor at the coffee table. He laid himself out and opened his arms. “Nap time.”


         “No! I can rally!”


         “I’m sure you can. Don’t think I don’t have plans to thoroughly debauch you later. You just need a little rest.” He crooked his finger at her. God, she loved him so much. He always knew what she needed. As she moved toward him, he stuck his leg out. He was still wearing one sock. “Grab that for me on your way, will you?”


         She shot him a questioning look.


         “I look like an idiot naked except for one sock.”


         “It’s just me,” she said, but she took off his sock.


         “Exactly,” He held his arms up while she got herself situated against his chest. Then, once she’d settled, they encircled her, familiar, strong, and steady.


         

            *  *  *


         


         It’s just me.


         Just her.


         She’d meant it like “only” her, like she was not someone he needed to worry about impressing.


         She had no idea.


         Maybe it was dumb, but he still cared that a naked man wearing one sock was…not a good look. And yeah, maybe it was dumb, but he still wanted to impress her. Or at least not actively look like an idiot in front of her.


         It took her all of two minutes to fall asleep. He chuckled. This was not how he had imagined Dirty Scrabble ending.


         But he was not disappointed. Not at all. They’d had sex twice already today, and to be honest, he was enjoying this moment of…solitude? Not exactly, but of being awake while she slept. It let him really look at her in a way he couldn’t when they were both awake.


         She was breathing deeply, and her head lolled to one side, letting him admire the long line of her neck as the warm light of the fire illuminated her skin.


         God, he loved her. But it was more than that. He felt awe. Awe that she trusted him. That she gave herself over to him so easily and so completely, whether they were having sex or she was sleeping in his arms. His chest grew tight as he was flooded with a powerful sense of possessiveness. Not like ownership, exactly, more like the knowledge that they belonged together. That what they had was good. Elementally right. Unshakable.


         He held her until the fire had burned down to embers. He was tempted to just stay there, to let his eyes close and join her in slumber. But she would be more comfortable in the bed. So he carefully hoisted her into his arms. He’d tried not to wake her, but she stirred and sighed. As they rounded the screen that separated the sleeping area from the living area, they passed a window. Big, fat, fluffy snowflakes were falling.


         “It’s snowing!” she whispered.


         “Yes.” He laid her down gently on the bed. “It’s snowing.”


         There was a string of Christmas lights draped over the headboard, and he reached over to turn them on. They were just your garden-variety white, twinkly Christmas lights, but they seemed impossibly beautiful at that moment.


         Then he came around the other side, slid in, and pulled the covers up over both of them.


         “Merry Christmas,” he whispered, even though she was asleep again. “Merry Christmas, my love.”


      


   




   

      

         

            Chapter Five


         


         By Monday afternoon, Jay was almost asleep at his desk. It was a good kind of exhaustion, though. Like when you exercise so hard, your body just gives it up. He felt sore and languorous at the same time. Spent. Well-used.


         As a result, he hadn’t been very productive today. His mind had kept wandering back to the cabin, to his wife. He was like a lovesick teenager, for God’s sake. Except not, because no teenager had ever had that kind of sex.


         Actually, he had never had that kind of sex.


         He and Elise had a very healthy sex life, but this past weekend had been different somehow. They’d done their usual stuff—which continued to be as hot as all get-out. But they’d also…made love, for lack of a better way to describe it. Like that first time, when she’d asked him to pay attention to her breasts. And their last morning, waking up all cocooned in bed with the snow coming down around them.


         And he wanted to do it again. So fuck it, he was going to knock off early. Elise wouldn’t likely be home when he got there. She’d had client appointments off-site this afternoon. But he wasn’t going to get anything done sitting at his desk mooning. He could go home and take a shower to wake himself up and then rustle up some dinner.


         Or maybe he’d make a reservation somewhere. Yeah—he would take Elise out. He loved nothing more than cocooning, but there had been a lot of it lately, with the weekend away. His wife liked to get dressed up and go out and see and be seen. And he liked to wait for his wife to get ready and then, when she came downstairs, plant a kiss on her that messed up her perfectly applied lipstick.


         And if he beat her home, he could find the bridezilla ornament and put it back on the tree.


         When he pulled into the parking spot behind their house, he was surprised to see the door to the balcony off their bedroom open. Their bedroom was on the second story, and Elise liked to sleep with the door cracked to let in fresh air, even in the winter, even when her beloved snow was falling. Fresh air was one of her designer obsessions. “The best thing you can do for your home is open it to the outside,” she always told her clients. Her bedroom fresh air strategy worked for him, too, because combined with the fact that she got cold easily, it meant they got to cuddle up under a pile of duvets.


         But they always shut the door when they weren’t home. So they’d either forgotten this morning, or like him, Elise was home unexpectedly early. Her presence was confirmed when he got out of the car and heard music wafting from the house. Well, not really wafting—more like blasting.


         Was that…Guns N’ Roses?


         Maybe an intruder had gotten in? An intruder with a penchant for Axl Rose? He chuckled and jogged around front and let himself in.


         “Lise?” he called. “Sweetheart?”


         There was no answer. She probably couldn’t hear him over the not-dulcet strains of “Sweet Child O’ Mine.” He smiled and hit the stairs. He could almost see it. She would have decided to do something like clean out her closet, and she would have found something that reminded her of her youth and put on the song. Except she was too young for GNR. Maybe Wendy was up there with her—Wendy had a rock and roll streak.


         Either way, he was flooded again with that same feeling of almost savage tenderness. Elise was so very much…herself. He marveled again how he had ever managed to attract such a creature.


         He stuck his head into the room. He had expected her to be bopping around, either alone or with one or more of her friends. Or at least to be hard at work doing some manufactured perfectionist project.


         He had not expected her to be sitting cross-legged in the middle of the bed crying while she listened to heavy metal.


         Something lurched inside him. That horrible feeling he always got when something was wrong with Elise sent a jolt down his arms. They wanted to grab things, to shake something, to do something. He was forever fighting that impulse. He had to be rational here. There was no need to react until he knew what was wrong


         “Elise. Sweetheart. What’s the matter?” He started to go to her, but she held up a hand. That was…not like her. So instead he headed for her phone, which was resting on the dresser.


         She tracked his movements across the room. She’d been wearing eye makeup, and she had dark tracks down her face where tears had marred it.


         “What is it?” he pressed after he’d turned the music off. “Please tell me what’s wrong.” A million things went through his head. Something had happened to one of her friends. Or her father had done something unimaginably terrible. Or, God, she was sick. Something was wrong with her. Or—


         “I wish it would snow.”


         She wished it would snow? That was what was behind this? His wife loved winter, and Christmas, but that…made no sense.


         “Like, really snow.” Her voice was scratchy, but she stopped and cleared her throat before continuing. “Like it did up north. Not this fake Toronto stuff that turns to slush the moment it hits the pavement.”


         He gave half a thought to whether he could rent a snow-making machine. The kind they used to make snow on ski hills, maybe. But that was dumb, even for him—and he would freely admit he sometimes went a little overboard when it came to making Elise happy. “Well, I can see if the cabin is free this coming—”


         “I’m pregnant.”


         Huh? His brain was still stuck on Guns N’ Roses and snow machines. He laughed—it was the only response he could muster—though it wasn’t a very funny joke.


         But then she said it again. “I’m pregnant, Jay.” And the way she said it, sort of low and sure and sad, told him she wasn’t kidding.


         His vision started to get blurry. Black, floating blobs were closing in. He fought against them. Closed his eyes when it seemed like he wasn’t going to be able to beat them back. Forced his brain to work. Elise was pregnant?


         Yes. Elise was pregnant. The throwing up on the way to the cabin. The fact that she had turned down sparkling wine. That he couldn’t remember the last time she’d complained of the pain associated with her period. Probably even that uncharacteristically emotional sex they had had.


         All these revelations came simultaneously. Everything snapped into place with the sting of a single, sharp blow. It wasn’t like in a movie, where it took him a while to put the pieces together. He knew.


         Now. He knew now. But she had known sooner, hadn’t she? If she was turning down her favorite wine on what was supposed to have been a romantic getaway?


         “It was just a little random nausea,” she’d said when he’d pressed her about getting sick in the car.


         Which meant…she had looked him in the eye and lied to him?


         He opened his eyes. Forced himself not to betray his…what? Anger? Hurt? Dismay. Yes. All of that. But she didn’t need to see that. So he unclenched his jaw and asked, “How long have you known this?”


         Her eyes widened, which he found odd, because to his mind it was a perfectly logical question. “I went to the doctor this morning, and she got me in for an ultrasound this afternoon, and it turns out I’m eight weeks pregnant.”


         “Yes, but how long have you known?” An accusatory tone he normally would never have deployed against Elise crept into his voice, but he couldn’t make himself regret it. He was pretty sure the answer to his question was going to confirm his fear that she’d lied to him all weekend. Here he’d thought they were undergoing some kind of mystical deepening of their union, and she’d been holding back this enormous fucking secret.


         She wiped her eyes with her fingers, which had the effect of further smearing her makeup, even as it removed her tears. “I took a home pregnancy test on Friday morning, but I wanted the doctor to confirm it.”


         He sucked in a breath. Jesus Christ. She’d taken the test the morning of the day they left on their trip. So much for feeling like he and Elise were perfectly in sync on everything.


         “I can’t imagine the result of a home pregnancy test when you’re eight weeks gone is inconclusive.” Though how did he know? He had no idea how home pregnancy tests worked. He had spent his entire life actively avoiding situations in which home pregnancy tests would be required.


         “I know I should have told you. Jane told me I should tell you, but—”


         “Jane knows?” Of course Jane knew, what did he think? All the women knew. Hadn’t they all ganged up on him when he and Elise first got together and given him a big speech about how they were a sisterhood, and if he fucked with Elise, he fucked with all of them? He’d even asked their permission before he proposed to Elise—and he’d only been half kidding.


         Elise nodded. “I wanted to be totally sure before I told you.” When he didn’t say anything, she added, “I didn’t want to ruin our weekend.”


         “You didn’t want to ruin our weekend,” he echoed. The flatness of his tone didn’t sound right to him. It didn’t convey anything about what was going on inside him.


         The black blobs were back. They were closing in. He had to get the fuck out of there. He was going to die if he kept standing here.


         “You didn’t want to ruin our weekend,” he said again, and there, that had come out more proportional to the swirl of anger and hurt battling it out in his chest. He turned to leave but had to grab the door frame to steady himself. “But you don’t mind ruining our lives,” he added under his breath.


         But it must not have been as quiet as he’d intended, because she sucked in a sharp breath.


         Was he supposed to comfort her now? He couldn’t do that. He could barely see. The black blobs were winning. He had to get out of there while he still could.


         

            *  *  *


         


         For a moment there, before he turned to leave, Elise had thought Jay was going to fall over. She’d even started to get up, to go to him. To steady him. Hug him.


         But she’d been slowed down by her fear, made hesitant.


         Elevated risk of miscarriage.


         The phrase her doctor had used was rattling around in her head, a giant chain that kept her pinned to the bed.


         It had seemed impossible. If her body had managed to get pregnant against the odds, surely it could bring a pregnancy to term.


         If she wanted to.


         Which she did.


         As soon as those words had come out of her doctor’s mouth, she’d known. Her instinctive reaction, her terror over the prospect of losing the baby, had, paradoxically, confirmed that she wanted this baby.


         She’d left the appointment teary and frightened, a million questions racing through her mind.


         What if keeping the baby meant she lost Jay?
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