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Chapter 1
Charlie
“Fuck my life.”

| broke into afit of giggles as | watched my wife lay on the floor and stare blankly at
the ceiling. The scene was humorous, but definitely not as funny as | was making it
out to be. Lack of sleep would do that to you. | bounced the one baby that was still
awake on my knee. Reagan had just spent the past hour getting the other two down,
hence her current mood.

When | didn’t answer her, Reagan continued her curse filled rant. “Serioudly, fuck
this. We're not having any more fucking kids.”

| covered Carter's ears as if our three-month-old was somehow going to absorb
Reagan's words and shout the wordfucksuddenly. If that actually happened, |
wouldn’'t be mad because it would be ridiculously impressive. | laughed out loud at
my own thoughts, then finally responded to Reagan. “I’ ve never heard you swear this
much. Also, don’'t we need one more? What about Disney?’

“Fuck Disney. Someone can sit alone. Hell, I'll do it. | don’t care.”

| laughed once again. | was pretty sure the lack of sleep these past few months was
getting to both of us. “Deal. Three sounds good to me.”

Reagan waved afinger in my direction. “How’ s that going?”’



| watched as Carter slowly blinked her eyes, the eyes staying closed longer with each
blink. “I think she’'s finally falling asleep,” | whispered just loud enough for Reagan
to hear. The last thing | needed was for my voice to snap her awake.

“Thank the fucking Lord.” Reagan let out an exaggerated yawn and rubbed her eyes.
“With the way Carter was thrashing around in her crib, | didn’t think she would ever
fall asleep.”

| blinked my eyes afew times as | stared down at the baby in my arms, wondering if |
was losing my mind. When those soft hazel eyes looked up at me, | knew | wasn't.
Our daughters, Carter and Olivia, might be identical, but as their mom, | could still
tell them apart. Apparently, the same couldn’t be said for their other mom. “You do
realize it was Olivia that you just spent the past two hours getting to sleep, right?’ |
asked with alaugh.

Reagan shot up into a seated position and furrowed her eyebrows at me. “Bullshit. |
know my own daughters.”

“Clearly you don’t,” | said with a giggle while pointing down at the baby who was
now sound asleep in my arms. “Because thisis most definitely Carter.”

“How can you tell?” Reagan stood up and walked over to me, looking down at our
daughter in wonder.

| smiled up at her and whispered, “It’s all in the eyes.”
Reagan softly scoffed. “They literally have the exact same eyes.”
She wasn’'t wrong about that. They had the exact same everything. Before getting

pregnant | had no idea it was possible to have an identical pair of children and a third
who is fraternal, but apparently it is. The odds are about one in a million, but of



course, if something like that could happen, it would totally happen to me and
Reagan. “ They have the samecoloreyes. Carter’s are softer, while Olivia's have afire
behind them.”

“Of course they do. We should have known when we named a child after Nana that
they had no chance of being chill.”

“Y ou should have realized as soon as she was thrashing around in the crib that it was
Oliviaand not Carter.”

Our daughters might look exactly alike, but their personalities were aready
completely opposite. Carter was content as long as she was snuggled up in someone’s
ams (which made it hard to ever lay her down in the crib), and Olivia
wasnevercontent. She would go wild until she had no energy left and no choice but to
pass out. | aready had no question that she was going to be our troublemaker.

Reagan nodded slowly as if she was considering what | just said. “That’s true. It did
seem out of character, but I’'m so fucking exhausted, the fact that | might not have the
child I thought I did never crossed my mind. Oliviais laying in Carter’s crib by the
way. There'sno way |I'm moving her now.”

| waved my hand. “I’m too tired to deal with this one waking up as soon as | lay her
down, so | think I'll just let her sleep in my arms for a while anyway.”

Reagan yawned once again as she sat down next to me on the couch. “Seriously
though. I'm so exhausted. How thefuckam | going to make myself look human for
Jami€e' s wedding in three weeks?’

| looked at my wife who clearly had the exhaustion written all over her face with the
deep bags under her eyes and the wrinkles on her forehead that seemed to have
become a permanent fixture, but she was still the most gorgeous woman in the world



to me. Hell, she was even more gorgeous now. She was exhausted from
raisingourchildren. This was our little family, and although the last three months had
been completely insane, | couldn’t help but smile about that fact.

| patted Reagan's arm. “You're going to look absolutely breathtaking, my dear. |
have no doubt about that.”

A smirk spread across Reagan’s face as she carefully leaned closer to me so our lips
were just inches apart. “ So, what you're saying is you still think I'm hot, huh?’

| licked my lips as| stared at hers, heat rising in my belly at the thought of things we
hadn’t done in much too long. “I think you're very hot.”

Reagan leaned a little bit closer, but instead of kissing me, her eyes moved to the
baby | had almost forgotten was sleeping in my arms. “Think we can get her into

Olivia s crib so we can have some special mommy time?”’

There' s nothing | want more.“1’m certainly willing to try.”
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“Perfect.” Reagan hopped from the couch as if it was on fire, while | stood much
more slowly to be careful not to wake Carter.

We made it to the bedroom that was currently shared by the triplets without any
issues, and | smiled when | put Carter down and she didn’'t make one peep. Reagan
and | both tiptoed out of the room and she carefully shut the door behind us.
Not even a second after the door was latched, awail erupted from the room.

Reagan cringed. “Y ou don’'t even have to tell me thistime. Iknowthat’s Olivia.”

A dlightly deeper cry started as well, followed by a soft whimper. “And that would be
Ronan and Carter,” | added.Shit.” Raincheck?’

Reagan groaned and hit her head against the door, then turned to smile over at me.
“Who knows. Maybe we can find someone to pawn them off on for afew hours at the

wedding.”

“We can only hope.”

* k%

“S0o, how are you feeling about all of this?” Reagan asked as she reached across the
center console of the car to take my hand.

She didn’'t have to say more, because | knew exactly what she was asking. Even
though she wasn’'t shouting about it from the rooftops (or even mentioning it to her



friends), my mom was going to Jamie’'s wedding. | was glad for my brother’s sake
that she had somewhat learned from her past mistakes and wasn’t going to skip his
wedding like she skipped mine, but it was still hard. Our wedding day had been
perfect, and | honestly don’t know if it would have been with my mom there, but that
didn’t stop it from hurting.

| looked into the back to make sure all three kids were actually asleep since there was
no point in having a serious conversation if it was destined to be interrupted at any
moment. | smiled when | saw all three of them fast asleep as if they were perfect little
angels.| wish.

| let out a long sigh when | remembered Reagan’s question. It was such a loaded
question, | didn’t even know where to start. “Honestly, I’m just trying to focus on the
fact that my brother gets to marry the love of hislife, because in the end, that’s what
realy matters.”

Reagan looked between me and the road a few times before gently squeezing my
hand. “I completely understand if you don’t want to talk about it, but | also hope you
know that you don’'t have to bullshit me. We're obviously both over the moon for
Jamie and Ethan, but that doesn’t mean the day comes without any hard feelings for

you.

“Yes, it hurts that my mom didn’t come to our wedding, and in some ways, even
though | know it’'s not the case it makes me feel likelwasn't good enough. But the
thing is—I loved absolutely everything about our wedding. Sure, Jamie's suit kept
coming unbuttoned and our allergy-ridden DJ sneezed through the whole reception
because she chose our wedding day to try to impress the florist, but it was still
perfect. Honestly, I'm not sure if I’'m envious of Jamie for having our mom at the
weddingor extremely concerned for him. She ruined the beginning of our
relationshipandour engagement. I’d hate to see what kind of scene she would have
made at our wedding.”



“That's true.” Reagan chuckled softly. “Although, | wouldn’'t say sheruinedthe
beginning of our relationshiporour engagement. Those are still two of my favorite
memories.”

| laughed along with Reagan. This was why | loved this woman so much. She could
find the good in literally everything and everyone. “Even though my whole family
found out | had my hands down your pantsandmy mom basically unknowingly
proposed for you?”’

Reagan laughed even harder now. “Exactly. | wouldn’t have it any other way. It's
very us, and | love us.”

| brought Reagan’s hand to my lips and kissed her knuckles. “I love us, too. |
honestly think I’m more nervous to spend a prolonged amount of time with my mom
than | am salty over the fact that she’'s going to Jamie' s wedding when she skipped
mine.”

“That's true. We have done a pretty good job of avoiding her these past few years,
haven't we?’

“l guess.”

Although, | wouldn’t exactly call it avoidance. After my mom skipped my wedding
then showed up the next day to tell me she made a mistake, | decided the ball was in
her court.Sheneeded to be the one to put in the effort,notme. And while she had
gotten better, she was still far from perfect, which meant our relationship was rocky
at best. She came to visit for the weekend two weeks after the triplets were born, and
she did a good job of acknowledging them as her grandchildren and a decent job of
acknowledging both me and Reagan as their moms. She didn't use the
wordmomwhen referring to Reagan, but she also didn’t deny the fact that she was,
indeed, the mother of my children.Baby steps,| reminded myself. Although, most



daysit felt likeour actual babies were growing much more quickly than she was.

“Has Jamie said anything else to you about how things are going with my dad?’ |
asked, desperate to change the subject to anything thatwasn’ tme and my mom.

“He hasn’'t said much, which I’'m guessing means it isn’t going too well.”

“That sucks.” My wedding helped to strengthen my relationship with my dad and it
really seemed like he had turned over a new leaf. Apparently, his gay daughter
marrying a woman was much easier for my dad to swallow than his gay son marrying
aman.

Ever since Jamie and Ethan had announced their official wedding date, my dad had
shut down around him. He acted like my brother was no longer the guy that liked to
toss around a football with him and watch sports, even though nothing had actually
changed. Jamie tried to act cool about it whenever he talked to me, but | could tell it
was really hurting him that their relationship had changed so much.

“He'll be okay, don't worry.” Reagan squeezed my hand once again. “He gets to
marry the guy that he thought he let get away in high school. The dude is on cloud
nine. I’ve honestly never seen him happier than when he' s with Ethan. Even when he
was being a huge player in college and acting like he loved it, he wasn't nearly as
happy as he is now that he's settling down.”

“I’m glad Jamie had you.” | stared out the window and thought about all of the time |
missed with my brother, because both of us were too stubborn to admit our struggles
to each other. It was one of my biggest regrets. Thank god for Reagan helping us to
rekindle that relationship. “Y ou know, when | wasn't there for him.”

“Jamie regrets that time too, you know,” Reagan said, her voice soft and
understanding.



“1 know he does. | just wish we both hadn’t been so dumb back then.”

“You two went through a lot of shit growing up, most of which you didn’t fully
comprehend until the past few years, so it makes sense that you were a bit messed

up.”
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“1 think 1I"'m still abit messed up,” | said honestly. Reagan knew me inside and out, so
there was no need to lie about it.

“Aren't we all?’ Reagan asked with a laugh. She pointed her thumb toward the back
of the car. “How much do you think we' re going to mess these three up?’

| cringed at the thought. So many of my friends had one thing or another from their
childhood that still had an effect on them as an adult, but no one who has kids expects
to give them lifelong trauma that can only be worked out with years of therapy. At
least, | hope not. “Hopefully just enough to give them character.”

Reagan smiled over a me before moving her eyes back to the road. “I’'m sure we'll
do a great job. One step at a time. Let's start by trying to survive this wedding
weekend with themandyour mother.”

* k%

On the morning of the wedding, | was barely awake when there was a soft knock at
our hotel room door. | breathed a sigh of relief when | opened the door to find
Reagan’s mom and dad standing there.

“We're here to take care of your little angels so you two can get ready with the rest of
the group,” Reagan’s mom said as she brought me into atight hug.

| was so thankful Jamie had invited Reagan’s parents to the wedding. | wasn't sure
whether he had done it because he knew they would help us or because they were the
parents of hisbest friend, but either way, | was very appreciative to have them there.



Reagan and | gave each of the kids a tight squeeze and grabbed our clothes for the
wedding before sprinting out of the room.

Reagan looked at me and wiggled her eyebrows as we walked down the hallway
toward the elevators. “Wanna sneak off and have sex somewhere?”’

My body heated up at the thought. It had been way too long since Reagan and | had
sex and just imagining her touch had me turned on. Except, unfortunately, that wasn’t
what today was about, and | clearly needed to be the mature one. “Y ou know there's
nothing | want more, but my brother would kill usif we did that, especially you, Miss
Best Woman.”

Reagan smirked at me in a way that made me want to say screw it and push her into
the nearest dark corner. “That’ sMrs. Best Woman. Don’t forget that I'm married to a
super hot groom’ s woman.”

Since Jamie and Ethan decided to only have three grooms-people each, Reagan and |
were two-thirds of Jamie's party, so we couldn’t skimp out on our responsibilities,
especialy since | doubted my parents would be much help. They came just in time
for the rehearsal last night and disappeared as soon as they finished their last bite at
the dinner that followed.

“You're thinking about your parents, aren't you?' Reagan asked, her voice more
Serious now.

| sighed. “How can you tell?’
Reagan ran her finger between my eyebrows. “Y ou always get the cutest little worry

line right here whenever you're thinking about them. | hate that they stress you out,
but | have to admit, | also find that little line adorable.”



“Lucky for you, it doesn't look like they’ll stop stressing me out anytime soon, so
that line is probably there to stay.”

Reagan leaned in and gave me a quick kiss on the lips that had my body buzzing. “I
think everything about you is adorable, so I’ d rather you be happy.”

| didn’t have any time to reply, because the elevator door opened at that moment, and
much to my surprise, my brother was pacing in front of it.

“Oh, thank God,” he said as we got off. “I was just coming up to find you two. | love
Benson, but he is very heterosexual and no help at al. His solution for everything is
that we should take shots.”

| couldn’t help but laugh, because | told my brother that would be the case when he
said he was going to ask his oldest friend, a guy he played football with since middle
school, to be in his wedding party. Benson was nice, but he was probably going to be
a bachelor forever because he didn’t have aromantic bone in his body.

As if reading my mind, Jamie pointed a finger at me. “I don’'t want to hear it. Just
help me out please. I'm kind of freaking out.”

Now that he mentioned it, his face was extremely pale, which was in stark contrast to
his neck that had red blotches all over it

Reagan put a hand on Jamie’'s shoulder and squeezed it. “First of all, just breathe.
Thisisyour wedding day. Y ou're walking down the aisle, not walking the plank.”

“I know. I'm just...” Jamie closed his eyes and blew out a breath. “l just want
everything to be perfect.”

Reagan laughed as she pulled her hand away. “Then you might be talking to the



wrong girls. Nothing we do ever goes perfectly,butwe are here to help in any way we
can.”

Reagan’s words seemed to calm some of Jami€'s nerves and we were able to keep
him fairly calm throughout the day as he got ready for the wedding, did his first ook
with Ethan,and took pictures. My parents were absent for ailmost everything except
for the pictures, but after seeing Ethan in his tuxedo, | could tell nothing was going to
ruin Jamie' s mood.

By the time the wedding started, his smile was bigger than | had ever seen it before.
The same was true for Ethan, except he also had tears running down his cheeks.

| couldn’t blame him. As soon as they started reading their vows to each other, my
tears started to fall as well. |1 smiled through my tears as my brother used a shaky
hand to grab a piece of paper from Reagan.

He took a deep breath and blew it out before he started to read. “Ethan, for years, |
thought you were the one that got away. | don't know what crazy fate brought us
back together or why you accepted me with open arms, but I'm so thankful you gave
me another chance to do things right this time. You were too good for me in high
school and you're still too good for me now. I’'m also thankful that you don’t seem to
realize that.” Everyone laughed as my brother chuckled and wiped his eyes. “Not
only are you the greatest person I’ ve ever met, but you also make me a better person.
Y ou give me a confidence | never thought | would have. The fact that someone like
you loves me helps me to love myself. | mean, | must have done something right if |
get to spend my whole life loving you. Thank you for choosing me. Thank you for
accepting me. Thank you for believing in me. Most of all, thank you for loving me. |
can’'t walit to start the rest of our lives together today. | love you.”
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Ethan took off his glasses and dabbed at his eyes with atissue, but it was no use. His
tears were flowing even more now. “Wow. | probably should have gone first. I’ m not
sure how I'm supposed to read my own words when I'm crying like a fool.” He
wiped his glasses and put them back on then stared down at the paper in his hands.
“All right. Here we go. Jamie, you always say that | was the one who got away, but
the truth is, Inever went anywhere. Even when | didn’t know it, my heart was always
waiting for you. Y ou’re not just the love of my life. Y ou're aso my soulmate. My life
became a million times more beautiful from the moment you walked back into it. |
can't wait to start the next part of our journey together. | can’t wait to watch you
become a father to our future children. Life with you gets better every single day, so |
can't even begin to imagine how amazing the years to come are going to be. | could
go on forever, but we promised your nana we would keep this ceremony short.”

“Hell yeah!” Nana screamed from where she was sitting in the front row, causing
everyone to burst into laughter, including Ethan and Jamie.

“Exactly,” Ethan said as he smiled and shook his head. He put the note back into his
pocket and took both of Jamie' s handsin his. “I love you, Jamie. | loved you before |
could define what those feelings in my heart were. | love you now, and I'll love you
forever. | promise.”

There wasn't a dry eye in the house (aside from maybe my mother and father, who
looked annoyingly stoic) as Jamie and Ethan walked back down the aisle together.
Before we walked down the aisle as well, Reagan scooped two of our children into
her arms and | grabbed the other one, then we walked down as afamily.

After afew more pictures, it was time for the cocktail hour and reception. | had afew



drinks for liquid courage before | decided to finally go talk to my dad, who was
standing off to the side and watching everyone else enjoy themselves, which was a
little better than my mom who hadn’t left her seat at their table.

| walked over and put my hand on his shoulder, causing him to jump. “It was a
beautiful wedding, wasn't it?’

My father nodded, his jaw set in place as if he was holding in the words he actually
wanted to say. Words that I’ m sure he shouldn’t say. “It was.”

| pointed over at my brother who was laughing with his new husband. “Jamie looks
so happy. Ethan really is perfect for him. | have no doubt that they’ |l have a great life
together.” | stared at my dad for a long time until | finally broke him and his
demeanor softened.

He sighed and slouched his shoulders dightly. “I’m trying Charlie, okay? | really am.
| want to be happy for your brother. I am happy. I'm just...” He trailed off instead of
finishing his sentence.

“1 really thought we turned a corner at my wedding, Dad.” | let out a frustrated sigh,
mostly because | really was frustrated we were still stuck in this spot when | thought
we had moved on, but aso to prove my point that | was sick of his shit lately.

“It’ sdifferent with Jamie. HE's my son, my boy. It’ s different.”

| shook my head. “It shouldn’t be.”

My dad’' s shoulders dropped even more. “I know. I’m sorry.”

“I’m not the one you should be apologizing to.” | nodded across the room.



“I know.”

“1 know apologies are hard for you and Mom, but maybe at least start by telling him
you' re happy for him.”

“lamhappy for him,” my dad said, his voice firm in a way that actually made me
believe him.

| elbowed him in the side as playfully as | could even though | really wanted to knock
some sense into him. “Then show it.”

“You'reright.” He looked at me and smiled and it was the most sincere smile | had
seen from him in awhile. “Y ou’'re very smart.”

“l know.” | tossed my hair over my shoulder. “Now, | need to get back to my wife
before the triplets kill her.”

| smiled over at Reagan who was bouncing Carter and Ronan on her lap while Olivia,
who was being held by Reagan’s mom, screamed and tried to reach for her.

| reached my arms toward Oliviawhen | got to the table. “Here. Let me take her from
you. | know she's a handful.”

“Oh, she's just fine,” Mrs. Cooper said as she smiled down at Olivia rather than
handing her to me. “I’'m all partied out. Why don’t you let me and my husband take

them for the night?’

| shook my head. “We can’t make you do that. Plus the cribs are already set up in our
room. It's no big deal. | appreciate the offer though.”

“WEell, guess what? There are cribs set up in our room as well. | called the front desk



to have three brought up this morning before I came to your room to get them. It
looks like you have no choice but to give them to me.”

“Are you sure? Because | don’t want—"

“For God's sake, Charlie. Just let them take the kids,” Reagan said with a laugh, not
hesitating before handing the two she was holding over to her dad.

After giving the babies a bunch of hugs and kisses, Reagan and | finally let ourselves
relax, which obviously meant having as many drinks as we could as quickly as
possible.

“1I"m going to miss you when you go back to work,” Reagan said, her words slurring
as she danced close to me. “When is that happening? Did you hear anything back
from the |last daycare we emailed?”’

| cringed at her questions. This was the last thing | wanted to be thinking about right
now, especialy since | had nothing but bad news for her. “Honestly, | need to get
back as soon as possible. I’ve been lucky that I’ ve been able to findassociate doctors
to fill in amost all of the days I’ ve been out, but paying them is causing a big hit to
the money we'retaking in.”
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“And daycare isn’'t cheap, especially with three.”
“Yeah, about that...” | let my voicetrail off.
Reagan furrowed her eyebrows at me. “What’s up?’

“That daycaredidemail me back and they also have a waitlist. They said it will be at
least ayear if we want to get all threein.”

“Shit.” Reagan laughed even though Charlie was sure she didn't actually find this
funny. “1 guess we should’ ve listened when people told us to get on a waitlist before
they were born, huh?”’

“Yeah. It seemed crazy at the time, but | guess they knew what they were talking
about. | honestly don’'t know what we're going to do. | need to go back to work, but |
can't realy do that without having childcare in place.” | shook my head and pulled
Reagan tight up against me. “We shouldn’t be talking about this right now though.
Let’sjust enjoy this kid-free moment.”

“l candoit.”
| pulled away from Reagan slightly so | could look at her. “Do what?’
“I’ll stay with the triplets while you work. | need to get work done too obviously, but

since | work remotely, | can get my stuff done while they nap and once you’' re home.
My bosswon’'t care what time I’'m doing my work aslong as| get it done.”



“You want to stay with the triplets...alone?’

“Want to? Hell no. Will | doit for the good of our family? Of course.”

| raised an eyebrow at Reagan. “I feel like you're only suggesting this right now
because you're drunk.”

Reagan shrugged. “Probably. But do we really have any other option?’

| sighed because | knew she was right. “Are you sure you can handle it?’

“Of course. I'm Reagan Cooper. | can handle anything.”

Chapter 2

Reagan

“l can't handle this,” | said to myself as | looked around our small apartment that was
a complete and utter mess.

This was only the first week of being at home with the kids by myself and | already
felt like | was losing my mind. It felt like as soon as | got one kid to calm down, one
or both of the others would freak out. At least Carter was content as long as she was
close to me. | had learned just one day in, that things would go a lot more smoothly if
| just kept her in ababy wrap all day, so | had my hands free to handle the other two.

As if she somehow knew | was on the verge of a mental breakdown, my mom called
at that very moment. | fumbled with my phone as | tried to grab it off the coffee table
then used my nose to accept the call and turn on the speaker. “Hey, Mom,” | said,
trying to keep my voice as steady as possible.



“Hey, swestie, how’sit going?’ The tone of her voice told me she knewexactlyhow it
was going.

“It's...” | looked around our apartment which was a mess of toys, swings and
bouncers, piles of dirty and clean laundry | was attempting to do, but hadn’t gotten
far on, and my open laptop, which most likely wouldn’'t get attention until Charlie
was home. “It'sgoing. Great. It’s... um... redlly great.”

“Since when do you lie to me?”’

| didn’t know whether to groan or smile. Of course she knew. Shealwaysknew. “I'm
really trying to hold it together. | need to. | really don’t have a choice.”

“Why don’t you let me come up and help for aweek? I’ d stay longer since retirement
has me bored, but | don’t trust your father alone in the house for longer than that.”

“That would be amazing. Are you sure you don’t mind?’

“Of course | don't. You're my little girl. I want to help you. Also, I'd use any excuse
to get snuggles from my grandbabies.”

The week leading up to my mom’s arrival seemed to drag on forever while the week
she was at our house ended in the blink of an eye. | couldn’t believe as we sat on the
couch together, each rocking a baby while the other was asleep in his crib, that | only
had a few hours left with her. | had to blink back tears at the thought of doing this
alone again. “Are you sure you have to go?’ | asked with alaugh, hoping | could play
it off as ajoke even though it definitely wasn’t funny.

My mom sighed as she stared down at Olivia. “I wish | could stay. | love spending
time with all of you.” My mom looked around the room before bringing her focus
back to me. “You know | hate to be one of those meddling moms, but have you



thought about hiring a babysitter?’

“For triplets?’ | scoffed as if | hadn't had the same idea the week prior. “The
babysitters want double what | make, and those are thecheapones. |I'd be better off
quitting my job.”
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“lI wish | lived closer so | could babysit for you.” My mom held Olivia tight up
against her chest and smiled. “I take my payment in snuggles.”

“1 wish you did too, Mom.”

| always loved living in New York, but since the triplets were born, | realized how
hard it was to not have any family around. This really would be so much easier if we
lived closer to my mom and dad. | couldn’t shake this thought from my head over the
next month. | tried to forget about it and be happy where we were, but the pull to
move only became stronger. With my job, | could live anywhere. The problem was
Charlie. She had her own practice here—a practice she had always dreamed about
owning. There’sno way | could ask her to give that up.

It turned out, | didn’'t have to. One night as we lay in bed together, Charlie stared at
me while she absentmindedly ran afinger aong my arm, that light touch still sending
chills throughout my body. “I’ve been thinking. | know this is going to sound
completely crazy, so you can obviously say no. But how would you feel about
moving? Asin, out of New Y ork.”

“Moving?’ | asked asif the word was foreign and the thought didn’t cross my mind
approximately five million times aday.

“Yeah.” Charlie sat up in bed and chewed on her nail. “I realize it won't happen
anytime soon. We would need to sell the business and find a house and figure out a
million other things I'm sure, but I’ ve been thinking about this a lot since your mom
left and was wondering how you felt about moving back to your hometown? Or at
least somewhere nearby.”



“Wait. Are you serious?’ | had to make sure Charlie hadn’t somehow read my mind
and was only offering this because she knew | wanted it. “But you love your practice.
Y ou worked so hard to set it up.”

Charlie shrugged. “I did it once, which means | can do it again. Plus, | could use a
break from running a business. I'll work at a corporate optometry office when we
first move. That way, | can take a break from being in charge and also make a shit ton
of money, since those places pay their doctors crazy amounts.”

“You'’ ve thought about this...”

Charlie nodded. “Every single day since your mom left.”

“Can | be honest?’ | laughed and pointed a finger at my own chest. “So havel.”
Charlie's eyes went wide at my confession. “Y ou have?’

“Yes. | didn't say anything because it felt selfish to even suggest it. There was no
way | was going to ask you to leaveeverything behind just because | wanted extra
hands to help around the house.”

Charlie took my hands in hers and squeezed. “I wouldn’'t be leaving everything
behind. You and our children are my everything. A job is just a job. | want to do
what’s best for our family.”

“And you're sure thisis what’s best?’

“Do you disagree?’

“No. Not at al. Thisiswhat | want. | just wanted to make sure it’s actually what you

want.



“Itis, so please stop overthinking it.”

“1 guess we're moving, huh?’ | asked with agiggle, unable to hold in my giddiness.

“We're moving,” Charlie repeated as she wiggled around beside me, clearly just as
excited.

***

It took almost a year for us to sort everything out and finally move, but it was more
than worth it. At least, | assumed it would be. With help from my parents and
Charlie’s nana, we were able to afford the down payment on a two-story, four-
bedroom house that was only a five-minute drive from my parents house. My mom
was helping to watch the kids five days a week, but since | decided to quit my job
when we moved, we were going to be there together in the beginning. Since my job
was remote, | didn’'t have to leave, but | figured this was the chance for a completely
fresh start. | liked the company | worked for, but knew | didn't want to stay there
forever.

The only problem was that now | didn’'t knowwhat! wanted to do next. Since Charlie
got an amazing offer from a corporate optometry chain, we had some time to figure it
out, but after a few weeks with no prospects, | could tell Charlie’'s patience was
beginning to wear a little thin. It didn't help thather new job paid so well because
they expected her to do more than was humanly possible.

After another month, | found a company | could do advertising for remotely, but
quickly realized | wasn’t passionate about it. | stuck with it for afew weeks, but even
with my mom’s help, trying to work ajob | didn’'t like while also having three kids
who were now mobile was exhausting. To make matters worse, the longer Charlie
worked this new job, the worse her mood seemed to get.



The honeymoon phase of our new house quickly wore off, and | started to wish we
had stayed in New York. Sure, it was harder to take care of the kids while we were
there, and it was nice getting so much more time with my parents, but it felt like
Charlie was dlipping away from me.

“Dinner isready,” | told Charlie after she came home late from along day at work.

Charlie threw herself onto the couch and squeezed her eyes shut. “And how isthe job
hunt going?’

| cringed, because | could already feel a lecture coming. “Still just doing a few per
diem things while | figure out what | want to do next.”

“The'figuring it out’ part seems to be taking you quite awhile.”

My cringe turned into a grimace. It was starting to feel like Charlie didn’t appreciate
everything | was doing for our family. | had tried to keep my cool since | knew work
was stressful for her, but | was at the end of my rope. “Yeah, well, it's a little hard
when I'm home withthree kidsevery day.”
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Charlie scoffed. “Y eah, three kids and your mother. That must be so hard on you.”

“Serioudly?’ | walked over to the couch with Carter on my hip and put a hand on the
other one once | stopped. “Do you think it’s easy being home every day? Even with
my mom, it'sstill a lot of fucking work. Not to mention, most days, | have a few
hours with them by myself. | keep them not only alive but also occupiedandclean the
houseandcook dinner. And what do | get in return? Not even a thank you. You
honestly don’t know how lucky you are. | wish | could leave the house every day.”

“You say that like I’'m leaving the house to do something fun.” Charlie squeezed her
eyes shut even tighter, and it looked like she might start to cry. “No. I’'m leaving to do
a job that makes me fucking miserable. | spend hours a day getting shit on by my
patients just to have my boss tell me I’ m not doing enough. | feel like I’m missing our
kids growing up. I’'m not with them at all throughout the day and then by the time |
get home, I’'m so tired, | feel like I’'m just trying to survive until we get them to Sleep.
| don’t even get to enjoy them. Some nights... if I'm being honest, most nights... |
can’'t wait for them to go to bed. Do you know how shitty that feels? It makes me feel
like aterrible mom. Who knows. Maybe | am. Y ou sure seem to think that.”

As soon as | saw the first tear fall, | sat down on the couch next to Charlie and took
her hand in mine, al of my anger suddenly forgotten. “You're not a terrible mom,
and I'm redlly sorry if | ever made you feel that way. I'm just really tired. | thought
this move was going to be a fresh start, but instead, | just feel like I’'m drowning.” |
squeezed Charlie’s hand and ducked my head to force her eyes to meet mine. “Let’s
go on a date this weekend. Y ou don’'t work on Saturday, right? I’ll have my parents
watch the kids overnight. We can get a hotel, either in town or even in the city.”



“What is this? Prom? Y ou’'re buying us a hotel for the night so you can finaly have
sex with me?’ The way Charlie laughed told me her tension was starting to ease as
well.

| smiled at Charlie and wiggled my eyebrows. “That’s exactly what I'm doing. Well,
except I'm not buying the hotel.I’m using our credit card points. Gotta put all that
money spent on formula and diapers to good use.”

A small smilefinally parted Charlie’ s lips. “Okay,” she said softly.

“Okay? Really?’ Her answer took me by surprise since | had been sure she was going
to turn me down.

“Yes. Let'sdoit. Aslong asit’s okay with your parents, of course.”

“It will be, don’t worry.”l will beg, grovel, and plead if | need to.

***

Luckily, my parents were happy to watch the triplets so no begging was necessary.
Less than a week later, we were heading across town to our hotel. We decided that
would be easier than going into the city, and since the point was relaxing, why do
anything that could potentially cause stress?

“Any preference where we eat dinner?’ | asked Charlieas| drove.

“Does the hotel have room service? Because eating in bed and watching a movie
without any interruptions sounds marvelous right now.”

“They do. | checked before | booked it, because | had a feeling you might want to do
that.”



Charlie lifted my hand that she was holding and kissed my knuckles. “Y ou know me
so well.”

“See. I'm not that terrible, am |7

Out of the corner of my eye, | could see Charlie furrow her eyebrows as her smile
dropped. “I never said you were terrible. You don’t actually think | feel that way, do
you?’

“l don’'t know. Maybe sometimes.” | shrugged. What was supposed to have been a
joke had definitely fallen flat and brought us into a territory | didn’t want to be in
tonight. “Let’ snot talk about that right now though, okay? Tonight is supposed to be
all about fun and relaxation.”

“Okay, but just for the record | don’t think you're terrible. Not at all. And I’'m really
sorry if | made you feel that way, because it's not the case at all. | think you're the
most wonderful person in the entire world. Seriously. You mean everything to me. |
have no doubt this night is going to be perfect.”

“Please don’t say that word.” | clutched the steering wheel tighter.

“What word?’

“Perfect.” | loosened my grip and laughed. “You know nothing ever goes perfectly
for us. Just saying it out loud is a sure way to jinx it. Next thing you know we'll get a
call that the hotel is on fire or something.”

“Oh god, don’'t even say that.”

“Am | wrong though?’



“No, you're completely right. With our luck, that would definitely happen. |
apologize for using the P word.”

It became harder and harder for me not to use theP Wordas the night went on,
because it certainly felt that way. As soon aswe arrived at the hotel, we ordered room
service and snuggled while we watched a cheesy Hallmark movie (Charlie's choice,
of course) and waited for the food to arrive. After we ate, we snuggled back together
and finished the movie.

“So, what now?’ | asked after placing akiss on Charlie’ s forehead.

Charlie pulled away from me and gave me a dly grin. “1 saw that the shower has one
of those rain shower heads. Want to try it out?’

My body buzzed as | pulled Charlie’ s back up against mine. “Feeling dirty?’
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Charlie bit her bottom lip and ran her eyes over my body. “I’'m feelingvery dirty.”

My heart thudded in my chest, and the sensation spread all the way down to my core.
| couldn’t remember the last time Charlie and | had sex. | could probably count the
amount of times we had since the babies were born on one hand, which was
absolutely insane. “| guess we better go get you clean then, huh?’

Charlie stood from the bed, turned away from me, and put on a show that had my
mouth watering as she slowly removed every layer of clothes she was wearing. When
she turned back around, she lifted one eyebrow at me, causing my stomach to flip
flop even more. “1 wouldn’t call what I’m about to do to youclean, my dear.”

| jumped out of the bed and didn’t waste any time tearing my clothes off. | wanted to
put on a show like Charlie had done for me, but it was no use. Her words had me way
too excited. All I could think about was finally having her hands on me after way too
long.

Charlie apparently had other ideas though. As soon as we were in the shower with the
water pouring down on us, she dropped to her kneesin front of me. | expected at least
a little bit of foreplay, so my legs amost gave out when her tongue darted out and
licked a path up my center. | put my hand on Charlie’s head to bring her mouth even
closer, but also to help to balance myself since the feeling of her tongue circling my
clit made it hard to stand.

As if that wasn't enough to drive me insane, she soon added her fingers into the mix.
| threw my head back and let the water wash over my face as electricity pulsed
throughout my body. | moved my hips to push my center against Charlie's mouth,



which was sucking hard on my clit while two of her fingers pushed deep inside of
me. Her hands and mouth pulled away from me for a split second, but before | could
groanfrom the loss of contact, they had switched spots. Her fingers massaged my clit
while she fucked me with her tongue. When her tongue went deep inside of me, | saw
stars as an orgasm shot through my body.

“Shit,” | said as | struggled to catch my breath. “I realy didn't mean to come that
fast, but holy shit, | also wasn’'t expecting that. Where the hell did that come from?” |
asked with a strained laugh.

Charlie stood and licked her lips. “1 feel like I’ ve been building up to this moment for
so long. God, | can’'t even remember the last time | tasted you. | couldn’t resist diving
rightin.”

“Well, fedl free to diveright in whenever you please,” | said with another laugh.

“Is that a dare?” Charlie brought her fingers back to my wet center and lifted an
eyebrow at me, while she smirked like she knew she had complete control over me.

Shealmostdid and | amost let her keep going and take me once again, but as much as
| wanted that, what | wanted even more was to touchher.I moved her hand from my
center and pushed her hands to rest against her sides, then shook my head. “It's my
turn.”

| started by giving attention to her breasts and relished in the way she threw her head
back from just one touch. | took one nipple into my mouth while | squeezed the other
between my thumb and forefinger, causing Charlie to let out a low moan that made
me even more turned on. After afew minutes, | moved one of my hands between her
legs and ran my fingers through her folds. When Charlie purred in my ear, | shoved
one finger, quickly followed by another, deep inside of her.



“More,” she begged between large gasps for air, so | added athird finger.

Her center moved against my hand as | used my fingers to fuck her. “Yes. Right
there. Yes. Fuck, Reagan. Keep going. Don't stop.”

“I love when you talk dirty to me.” | smirked at Charlie, but continued to move my
fingers in and out of her until a warm liquid hit my hand and she screamed out my
name.

Charlie giggled as she rested her head on my shoulder. “Oh my god, that was so
good. How did we wait so long to do that? What' s keeping us from doing that every
single night?’

| tapped my chin asif | actually had to think about the answer. “Hm. | don’t know.
Definitely couldn’'t have anything to do with those three crazy little humans that live
in our house.”

Charlie picked her head up off my shoulder and smiled a smile that was much bigger
than anything 1'd seen from her in a long time. “I love those three crazy humans.

Sometimes | still have to pinch myself to remind myself thisisn't adream.”

“So, it till feelslike adream to you?’ | asked, alittle worried my question might ruin
the moment, but | needed to know. Charlie seemed so miserable lately.

When Charlie shook her head, my heart squeezed in pain.That’s what | was afraid of.

But then her smile became even bigger and she grabbed my hand and squeezed it.
“It’ s better than a dream.”

“Areyou sure? | feel like you' ve been so unhappy lately.”



“l know.” Charlie's smile dropped as she looked toward the floor. “It's not you, |
promise. It'swork. It has mereally stressed. I’'m sorry.”

“It's okay.” | put my hand under Charlie's chin to force her to look back up at me
then | placed a gentle kiss on her lips. “Aslong as we're okay, that’s all that matters
tome.”

“We're great.”

***

My night away with Charlie was exactly what | needed, and the following week, | felt
completely rguvenated. | still didn’t know what job | wanted to look for next, but |
could tell 1 was getting closer to figuring it out. | even took out my iPad and started
playing around with some designs. During high school and college, | used to spend a
lot of my free time sketching and making graphics. At one point, | had thought about
majoring in graphic design, but decided on business with aminor in marketing since |
felt like it would open more opportunities for me. As | worked on a fake mockup for
the company Charlie worked for, | questioned if | had made the right decision. This
felt like the type of job | should be doing, not just social media and email campaigns,
which was exactly what my last job had become.

That Friday, | couldn’t sit still as| waited for Charlie to get home from work, because
| was so excited to show her what | had been working on. My mom and dad had
taken the three kids to dinner (bless them), so we had the house to ourselves. At least
for alittle while.

“You're home!” | shouted as | practically sprinted through the hallway as soon as
Charlie came in the door.

Charlie threw her work bag on the ground and let out a long sigh. “Yep. And I'm



exhausted.” She squinted as she stared down the hall. “Where are the kids?’
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“My parents took them to dinner, so we have the place to ourselves.”

“1 really hope that doesn’t mean you’ re expecting to have sex, because I'm way too
wiped out for that.”

“1 kind of figured that would be the case.” Even though less than aweek ago you were
saying how you wanted to do it every day.l tried to shake these thoughts from my
head. Charlie and | had gotten ourselves back to such a good place last weekend, and
even though | could slowly feedl it fading away asthe days passed and real life took
over again, | didn't want to start another fight. Especially not over something as
trivial as sex.

| took Charlie's hand and led her up the stairs. “How ’bout we just cuddle instead?’

A small smile parted Charlie's lips. “ Snuggling sounds great. Just let me get changed
first.”

“Perfect. | also want to show you something.”

“Can’t wait.”

| lay down in our bed and took out my iPad, bringing up the design | had worked so
hard on. As soon as Charlie crawled into bed, she wrapped her body tightly around

mine. “ So, what did you want to show me?”’

“This.” | could feel a proud smile spread across my face as | turned my iPad so she
could seeit.



“That’s cool, babe.” Charlie laughed as if she wasn’t staring at something | spent all
week working on. “Why’ d you make that?’

| shrugged, suddenly feeling extremely deflated. “ Just messing around | guess.”

“Awesome.” The tone of Charli€’'s voice and the hint of a huff she let out after saying
it led me to believe she thought my hard work was anythingbutawesome.

“Just say it.”

“Say what?’ Charlie asked, sounding sincerely confused.

“Whatever it isyou' re thinking.”

“It’s nothing. At least, nothing important. Let’s just take a nap and relax while we

can.
| sat up, because | wasn't willing to just blow this off. | thought Charlie would at |east
be somewhat impressed with what | made, but if anything, it seemed to have just
annoyed her. “No. I'm not going to act like everything is okay when it’s clearly not.”

“And | don’t want to say anything that I’ll regret because I’ m exhausted.”

The bite to Charlie's words made my skin itch. | couldn’'t just lay here
andwonderwhat she was thinking when all she had to do was say it.

“It'sfine. Just tell me.”

“Fine. | guess| just wish you would spend your time actually looking for a job, rather
than just messing around and doodling.”



“Doodling?’ The itch turned to a burn as my body heated up with anger over the fact
that Charlie could dismiss my hard work like that. “I actually worked really fucking
hard on thisso called doodle,Charlie. Redlly hard.”

“I"'m sureyou did. It looks great. All I’'m saying isthat | wish you put that much work
into finding ajob.”

“Maybe I’'m trying to find my passion instead of just finding ajob.”

“Well, yourpassiondoesn't buy our kids diapers and formula. Y ourpassiondoesn’t
put food on the table. Y ou know what does? The fact that I'm working my ass off for

us.

Her words were like gas on a flame and | was about to blow up. | took a deep breath,
but it was no use. Her words hurt, and | was livid. “Jesus Christ, Charlie, whereisthis
coming from? Y ou literally sound like your mom right now.” | cringed as soon as the
words left my mouth. It might feel like the truth at the moment, but given the rocky
relationship Charlie had with her mom, it was alow blow. “Charlie, [—"

Charlie threw her hands in the air and jumped from the bed. “This is why | didn’t
want to talk about it. I’'m going for awalk.”

Before | could even consider trying to stop her, she walked out of the room. Just a
few seconds later, | heard the door open and slam shut.Shit.

Chapter 3

Charlie
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| jumped at the sound of the door slamming behind me. | didn’t mean to close it so
hard, but | was pissed. The thing was, | didn't know who | was more pissed
at—Reagan or myself. | shouldn’'t have called the graphic she showed me a doodle.
The truth was, it was absolutely amazing. | always knew Reagan was talented, but not
that talented. In all of the time we've been together, she had never shared this side of
her. A supportive wife would have told her al of that. Not me, though. | had to turn it
into a fight about money and how hard I’'m working. It's almost impossible not to at
this point though. I'm barely a functioning human these days, because of this stupid
job. | don’t want to resent Reagan, but there' s a part of me that can’'t help it.

Then there was that comment she made. | could tell she regretted it as soon as it left
her lips, but it was too late to take it back. She said it, and if that’s how she truly felt,
| didn’t know how we could come back from that. My mom and | were working on
our relationship, and the birth of the triplets certainly seemed to help, but so many of
my deep-seated issues started with her. If | was like her...l shook my head.Reagan is
wrong. I’ m nothing like my mother.

A part of me wanted to turn around and walk right back inside so Reagan and | could
work this out, but | had a bad feeling that if | did that, it would only be a temporary
fix. Things had been so up and down between us since the move and | didn’t want to
make up and have it be a temporary high, just like last weekend. | wanted to figure
out how toactuallywork this out—not just this fight, but all of the issues we've been
having.

How was | supposed to figure that out though? It's not like there were magic words
that would suddenly fix everything. | felt like | was grasping for straws.



| needed to talk to someone, but who? My family was out. My parents would
obviously automatically take my side—even though they’ve come a long way, |
could tell they still held resentment toward Reagan as if she was the only reason why
I’m gay. Jamie and Nana were the opposite. | was sure they wouldn’t hesitate to take
Reagan’s side, and | didn’t need someone to make me feel worse than | already did.

That’s when it hit me. | took out my phone and tapped on the contact whom | had no
doubt could help me in this situation.

“Charlie! To what do | owe the pleasure?” Kennedy asked when she answered her
phone.

Kennedy and her wife Skylar had been two of our best friends since we met them at
the beach afew years ago. Since they had technically been separated and on the verge
of a divorce when we met them (but now are still very happily married), they
understood the toll that a relationship can take on you. They knew what it felt like to
constantly fight to the point that you weren't sure what else to do. | didn’t think my
issues with Reagan were at that level, but | also didn’t want them to get there.

“Reagan and | have been fighting alot.”

“You're not thinking about...”

Kennedy’s voice trailed off, but it didn't matter, because | knew what she was
thinking. On my wedding day, shetold meif it ever got to the point that Reagan and |
were fighting alot, | needed to call and talk to her, rather than doing something rash
like threatening a divorce (a mistake she had made in the past).

“No, no. It's not that bad, but | wanted to talk to you before it became that bad.”

“That's very smart of you. | wish | had done the same. It definitely would have saved



months of heartache.” We were both silent for a moment before Kennedy spoke
again. “ So, what’ s up? What’ s been going on?’

“1 think I’ m starting to resent my wife, and that’ s the last thing | want.”

“Okay. And why do you feel that way?’ The soft knowing tone of Kennedy’s voice
caused my body to relax for the first timein what felt like months.

“You know how | switched to that corporate optometry job when we moved?’

“Of course. You joked how that company was known to steal your soul and rip out
your heart, but also paid their doctors alot of money, so it was worth it.”

| cringed as | thought about how | once actually believed any amount of money was
worth the complete crumbling of my mental health. “Well, it turns out it’s not a joke.
It also turns out that it’ s not worth the money.”

“Areyou going to get anew job?" Kennedy asked, asif it were actually that ssimple.

“That’s the problem. | can’'t, because I’m the one who is making al the money right
now. | wake up every day with a lead plate in the pit of my stomach, because I'm
dreading work so much. Even on days | don't work, | still feel sick just thinking
about going back. Meanwhile, Reagan is at home, not an ounce of stress surrounding
her as she pursues every passion imaginable to try to figure out what she wants to do
next.”

“Just playing devil’ s advocate here, but are you sure Reagan isn't stressed?”’
“How could she be?’ | asked with a scoff. “She gets to spend hours every day

enjoying our children while her mom helps her with everything, and even with her
mom'’s help, she still can’t take the time to find ajob.”



“Okay.” Kennedy was quiet as if she was considering everything | had just said. “I
can definitely see how that would be frustrating from your end and | am in no way
taking sides, but since | figure you caled me to help you see theother sidein this
situation, I’m going to do that. When it’s you and Reagan at home, working together
to take care of thetriplets, isit easy?’

| scoffed again. How could she even ask that? “Not at all. No matter what | do,
whether I'm at work or at home, | feel like I’'m in a constant state of drowning. I'm
not even living anymore. I’m just trying to survive.”

“So, even with two adults, you'd say it's pretty tough to take care of three young
kids, right?’

“Of course. It's—" | snapped my mouth shut when | realized what Kennedy was
getting at. “Okay. Touche.”

Kennedy laughed lightly, but there wasn’'t a hint of judgment in it. “Have you asked
Reagan how she's feeling? Like not just a simple'hey, how are you? but how
she’ sactuallydoing. You obviously know your wife better than me, but | can't see
Reagan being completely laid back about letting you do all the work.”

“I'm not doing al the work,” | said quickly, finding myself becoming overly
defensive over the woman | had essentially been saying that exact thing about ever
since we moved.

“l know.” There was a hint of cockiness to Kennedy’s voice, but it wasn't of the ‘I
told you so’ variety. It was confidence in knowing she was getting her point across.

“Okay. You'reright. Maybe | haven't been completely fair to Reagan. But | feel like
| try so hard to hold in what I’ m actually going through so | don’t make her feel bad,
but it always ends up backfiring because | get to the end of my rope and snap at her.”
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“1’m going to tell you something my best friend told me years ago that has stuck with
me all this time. She said thatyou can do everything in the world to get your point
across, but nothing works as well as just flat out telling the person how you're
feeling.”

“But | have told Reagan how |I’'m feeling—jprobablytoomuch. My mood swings and
my lashing out on her are a big part of the reason we're having so many issues.” Even
though | had known deep down that this was the case, this was the first time | was
admitting it to myself rather than automatically putting all of the blame on Reagan.

“But have you told her how you were feeling after you actually took a breath and
gathered your thoughts?’

| sighed as | looked toward the ground where | was running my foot along the dirt.
“No. | guess| haven't.”

“Start there. Tell Reagan how you'rereallyfeeling. Let her know exactly what this job
is doing to your mental health. Until you do that and listen to what she's feeling in
return, you won't actually get anywhere.”

“You'reright. Thank you, Kennedy.”

“No need to thank me. Just figure this out with your wife so you can put your focus
on more important things, like when we're all getting together again.”

For the first time in a week, | laughed and actually meant it. “ Sounds good. Thank
you. And thanks for understanding. Thanks for not automatically taking my side or



making me feel like I’m aterrible person.”

“There' s no side to take in this. Y ou and Reagan are two wonderful women who are
trying to figure out how to navigate this new world. You're both doing everything
you can. | don’t doubt that one bit. | also don’t doubt that thisis just a minor blip in
your long love story.”

| spent the next few minutes talking to Kennedy about what was new in her life then
hung up so | could make things right with Reagan.

When | got home, | didn’t find her downstairs in the kitchen or family room, so |
walked up the steps to find our bedroom door shut. | softly knocked and laid my head
against the cool wood. “Reagan? Isit okay if | comein?’

11 leﬂ

There was a crack to her voice as if she had been crying, and as soon as | opened the
door and saw her red eyes and pink cheeks, | knew that was the case. | ran over to the
bed and immediately wrapped her up in my arms, placing a kiss on her forehead as |
held her. “Oh, baby, I’'m so sorry. Please don’t cry.Please. I'll do anything.”

“How can’'t 7" Reagan asked through a new set of tears. “I hate myself for what |
said to you. It was heartless. It was one of the worst things | could have said, and I'm
not sure why | did.”

“You're right. It hurt hearing that you saw me that way, but it wasn't without
prompting on my end. I’ ve been so hard on you since the move. In the midst of all my
complaints and lectures, | haven't actually taken the time to ask how you're doing.
But | am now. How are youreallydoing, Reagan?’

Reagan sat up slightly and took my hand in hers. She looked down at me, and | could



see the love shining from her eyes. It was the same look she had given me when we
made love last weekend—a look | had taken for granted recently, but refused to ever
again. “Before | answer that—I| need you to know that | didn't mean what | said
about you sounding like your mom. | shouldn't compare you to her. Not after
everything she's put you through. The way you were hounding me like nothing | did
was good enough felt like something she would do to you, but | know it doesn't
actually compare. I’'m sorry for making it seem likeit did.”

| squeezed Reagan’s hand. “Y ou don’t have to apologize. | get it. I’ve been pushing
you so much lately. It makes sense thatyou would snap and say things you don't
mean after all of that. | don’t blame you. Serioudly, though. How are you?’

Reagan took a deep breath and blew it out. “That’'s aloaded question.”

| motioned with my hand for her to continue. “Try me.”

Reagan wiggled around on the bed, then sat up straighter. “1 love the life we' ve made
together. Don’'t get me wrong, | really do. | adore our kids, and I'm really happy we
moved back here. But, | don't know. | guess | thought when we moved here,
everything would just click into place, and instead, it seems to have done the
opposite. I'm completely lost over what | want to do, and | feel like | keep letting you
down over and over again.”

“You're not letting me down. | promise.”

“Are you sure? It definitely seems that way. No matter what | do, it’s like nothing is
good enough. And | know it's because | haven’'t done the one thing you've been
hounding me to do. | get it. | really do. | just... | don’t know. | guess I'm just really

lost right now.”

| understood that feeling all too well. “ That definitely makes two of us. I'm sorry I've



been so hard on you.”

Reagan shrugged. “It makes sense. We need the money. | haven't been doing what |
should be for our family.”

“That's the thing though. You realy have been. You're home with the kids every
single day. Even with your mom here, | know that’s not an easy taskat all.Y ou have
dinner waiting for me most nights when | walk in the door, and even after being with
the kids all day, you still take on the bulk of the responsibility for them so | can relax.
| didn’t notice any of that because I’ ve been so caught up in my own misery. | know
I’ve told you this multiple times, but | don't think I’ ve expressed it the way | should
have. |hatemy job. Every day when | wake up, | feel physicaly ill, because | dread
going in so much. They loadmy schedule up with so many patients that | can barely
breathe throughout the day. Half the time, I miss my lunch because I’ m running so far
behind, since the idiots who make my schedule don’'t have any idea how long it
actually takes to do an eye exam. | don’t fedl like I'm making a difference the way |
did when | owned the practice. Hell, a lot of the time, it feels like I’'m doing the
opposite. When | get home, I'm so exhausted, | can't even enjoy our beautiful
children. | know it’s all temporary, but right now, it doesn’'t feel that way. I’'m scared
I’'m going to be stuck in this never-ending cycle forever, and that will be my
life—going through every single day just trying to survive. Not actualy living.” |
laughed and shook my head at my verbal diarrhea. “1 know it sounds ridiculous. I'm
sorry.”

Reagan stared at me for what felt like forever, her eyes burning straight through mine
and into my soul, and for the first time in so long, it felt like she was actually seeing
me. “It doesn’t sound ridiculous at all. | should be the one who's apologizing. You're
working so hard to make sure our family has everything they need. Meanwhile, I've
been so caught up in my own head about what to do next that | didn't see just how
much you were struggling. | knew you hated your job, but | don't think | realized
how much it was affecting you, and I’m sincerely sorry about that.”



“It’s okay. | haven’t exactly been an open book.”

Reagan shook her head. “It's not okay, and you shouldn’t be working a job that’s
taking such a huge toll on your mental health. | don’t care if it's only temporary. Life
IS way too short to spendanyof your time here completely miserable. | think you
should give your notice.”

Even though | knew she would be supportive, that was the last thing | expected
Reagan to say. “l can't do that. What about money? What about healthcare
insurance?’

Reagan shrugged. “We'll figure all of that out when the time comes. I’'m the girl who
kissed my fake boyfriend’ s twin sister when she still thought | was dating her brother.
| like to jump, then think about the consequences later.” Reagan pushed her shoulder
against mine playfully and gave me her trademark smile that made me fall in love
with her the first time and continue to fall in love day after day. “In case you were
wondering, it’s worked out pretty well for me in the past.”
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“Are you sure? Because | heard the girl you fell for has been a pretty sucky wife
lately.”

“I'm positive. | love you more than anything in the entire world, Charlie, and |
absolutely adore the life we' ve made together even if it has been alittle messy lately.
So, you'll give your two week—"

“Sixty-day,” | interrupted. “ According to my contract | have to give them a sixty-day
notice, or I’ [l owe them money for the days | don’t work during that time.”

“Fucking assholes.”

| chuckled at Reagan’s bluntness. “You're telling me. | think I'll actually do three
months though. It gives us dlightly more time to figure things out.”

“Are you sure? Three months is along time to torture yourself.”

| nodded. Lately, every day felt like a year, but knowing it wasn't going to last
forever made it not seem so bad anymore. “I think having an end date will make
things easier for me.”

*k*

It turned out, | was right. As soon as | gave my notice, | felt amillion pounds lighter.
Getting up for work didn’t feel like complete torture. | was so much happier that |
almost convinced myself maybe this job wasn't as bad as | had made it out to be in
my mind.Almost. The job fucking sucked, and the way | ran outand didn’t even look



back on my last day, only proved how true that was.

“Congratulations!” Reagan shouted when | walked into the house after work that day.
“You're officially no longer employed by the devil.”

| followed her voice and the sounds of “Yay, Mommy!” through the house and into
the kitchen, where | found balloons decorating the room and a chocolate cake with
peanut butter icing (my favorite) sitting on the counter. “Congrats,” was written
sloppily aong the top of the cake.

One at atime, each of our kids ran over to me and wrapped their arms around my legs
in a hug. | felt my eyes burning as tears threatened to fall, and at the moment, |
wasn’'t sure if they were happy tears or sad tears. When had these three gotten so big?
| felt like I missed them growing up over the past year, but | aso knew that wasn't
going to happen anymore, and relief flooded through me.

“Did you have agood last day?’ Reagan asked as she wrapped me in a hug.

| laughed at the question, feeling lighter than | had in avery long time. “1t was awful,
which in away, was wonderful. Averygood reminder of why | |eft that place.”

“1’m so happy to hear that. | have some good news of my own.”

“Oh yeah? What isit?’

“Remember how | was messing around and drew a scene from the one book | was
reading?’

How could | forget? had to remind myself to breathe when Reagan reluctantly
showed me what she had been working on, because it was so beautiful. “Of course |
remember. And if that’s you messing around, I’d love to see what you can do when



you actually try.” | poked her in the side to show her | was onlykidding. | never again
wanted to make her doubt how proud she makes me.

“Well, | put it up on my Instagram last week and tagged the author, and she shared it
in her story. After seeing it, a few people reached out asking if | do commissions, so
I’ ve been thinking about doing it. But you'll never guess who messaged me today.”

“Who?’

“Laurel Lake!” The way Reagan’s face lit up as she said the name told me | should
know who that was. It sounded so familiar, but since | didn't really read, | wasn't
sure why.

“That’s amazing! Now, remind me again who Laurel Lakeis.”

“Really, babe?’ Reagan rolled her eyes at me. “We literally met her at Ethan’s charity
event afew years ago. The Christmas one.”

“Oh! You mean Kingley, right? The one who is married to Grace—the girl who went
to my school. | would have known if you said her real name.”

“Okay, okay. Whatever.Anyway, she asked me if | wanted to design the cover of her
next book.”

“No way! Areyou kidding me?’ | asked as | pulled Reagan into another hug. “That’s
amazing. You told her you'd do it, right?’

“1 told her | would let her know. | wanted to talk to you first. Since it’s the first one
I’m doing, | don’t want to charge aton, so it’s not like we're going to make a bunch
of money from it, but | think this could open the door to more opportunities like this
for me. | thinkthismight have been what | was waiting for, even though | didn’'t



realize it before.”

“You need to message her back immediately. This is a huge opportunity, Reagan.
Don't let it pass you by!”

Reagan’s eyes lit up even more, and it was so cute, it made me want to kiss her from
head to toe. “Are you sure?’

“Of course I’'m sure! Get your phone out and tell her you're doing it.”
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Reagan pulled her phone out of her pocket and quickly typed out a message. When
she dlipped it back into her pocket, there was a huge shit-eating grin on her face.
“What aday. Thiscalls for an even bigger celebration.”

“l hope you're not going to suggest going out to eat,” | said, gritting my teeth just
thinking about it. “Y ou know what a disaster it was last time.”

“Nope. Not what | was thinking.” Reagan took both of my hands in hers and her
smile became even wider to the point that | was scared what was about to come out of
her mouth. “Let’s go to Disney World. Not tonight obviously, but in a few months.
This summer. Onceit's warm out again.”

“Are you serious right now?”’

“Of course | am. It's perfect. We always said that Disney would be our first trip as a
family. The kids will be two by the time we go. What better timing than that?’

After everything we' d been through over the past year, | didn’t want to be the one to
burst her bubble, but one of us had to be redlistic. “Honey, neither of us have a job
right now.”

Reagan shrugged. “I know, but I'll do a ton of commissions, and whenever you're
ready, you can start doing fill-in work until you figure out what’s next for you. You

said doing stuff like that pays ridiculously well, right?’

“Y eah, but—"



“Then we'll befine,” Reagan said before | could finish my thought.

| shook my head. “Okay, but money aside, you want us to go to Disney World with
three two-year-olds? Have you met our children? They aren’'t exactly getting any
calmer.

“We'll ask my parentsto go. Y ou know, if that’ s okay with you.”

| was always happy with more sets of hands, and | loved Reagan’s parents. “Of
course that’s okay.”

“S0o, that’ s ayes? We're doing this?’

| nodded, unable to stop the excitement that began to course through my body. |
couldn’t help it. The energy emanating from Reagan’s body was contagious. “Let’s
doit.”

“Guess what kids?' Reagan asked as she looked down at our three children who were
being uncharacteristically quiet and well-behaved. “Mommy said yes! We're going to
Disney World.”

All three kids shouted and jumped up and down as if they could actually comprehend
exactly what was happening. It was such a happy moment, | amost missed the
obvious. “Wait a second. You knew you were going to suggest Disneyandyou told
the kids?’

Reagan shrugged, the grin on her face suddenly asly one. “What can | say? Leverage.
| had to make sure you said yes.”

“lI can't believe you.” | playfully pushed her away from me. “What are we waiting
for? We have atrip to plan.”



* k%

| skipped around as | cleaned the house while the kids napped and Reagan and her
mom prepared dinner. It was crazy how much could change in a week. | was so
relieved to be free from that job that | wasn't even stressed about money at the
moment. Sure, it helped that once Reagan posted she was opening up commissions
(and a few authors who were apparently big names in the sapphic fiction community,
including Laurel Lake, reposted it), she received a surprisingly large amount of
requests. Plus, | was already getting calls about places | could fill in. | hadn’t said yes
to any of them yet because Ineeded a moment to breathe, but it made me feel better to
know | had options.

| was in such a good mood that | didn’t even think twice about picking up my phone
when | saw my mother was caling. “Hey, Mom! What's up?’ | asked as | put the
phone on speaker and walked into the kitchen to see how dinner was coming along.
“1’m shocked you picked up. Sometimes, | swear you' re screening your calls.”

| am.“Nope. Just super busy.”

“How are my babies doing?’

“They’re great. Not so much babies anymore, though. They’ re getting huge.”

My mother sighed as though the thought of my children growing stressed her out.
“That’swhy I’'m calling. | missthem and want to see them. Y ou never come to visit.”

That's because visiting Maryland isn’'t relaxing for anyone.“ Roads work both ways,
Mom. It's much easier for you and Dad to hop in a car than for me and Reagan to
pack everything we need to travel with three kids, thenactuallytravel with them.”



“Speaking of traveling, your nana told me you're going to Disney World this
summer.”

“1 didn’t tell her.” My nana’'s voice was faint through the phone, but | could tell she
was yelling. “ She heard me talking to your brother about it.”

“James says you invited him to go with you.” The tone to my mother’s voice told me
| wasn't going to like whatever she had to say next. “That’s nice of you to include
your brother, but he doesn’t have children. He won't be able to help you take care of
them the way someone with experience would.”
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|s she trying to get me to invite her? Hell no. Not happening.“Don’t worry. We asked
Reagan’ s parents to come along, so they’ll be able to help.”

My mom sighed once again. “What did | do to deserve this?’

Serioudly?l rolled my eyes at Reagan and her mom who both gave me a knowing
smile, then turned off the speaker and left the room so they didn’t have to listen to the
fight that was most likely about to break out. “What are you talking about, Mom?’
“You never invite us to do anything. It's always your in-laws.”

| rubbed my forehead as | contemplated how to answer. The last thing | wanted was
to fight with my mom, especially when things had been fairly good between us since

the kids were born. At least, as good as they could be with my mom.

“I'm really trying, Charlotte,” my mom said before | could think of how to put my
thoughts into words.

“l know. | just... | don’t know. That’s alot of people, Mom.”

“Just think about it, okay? More hands means more help with the kids.”

More help did sound great, but | still wasn't convinced | wanted that help to come
from my parents, especialy not my mom. “Okay. I’ll think about it. The triplets are

napping though, so | have to go. | don’t want to wake them up.”

“Of course. Love you, sweetie.”



“Love you too, Mom.”

| hung up the phone and walked into the kitchen where | dramatically threw myself
into one of the chairs. “ Guess who wants to go to Disney with us?’

“1f you say your mom, I’m going to pour this pot of boiling water over my head.”

“Reagan,” her mom said before she swatted her in the arm. Her tone was scolding,
but the small smile on her facetold a different story. “Be nice.”

“l am nice.” Reagan walked up behind me and began to massage my shoulders,
causing my tension to instantly melt away. “In fact, I’m so nice, | think we should say
yes. Let them come.”

| swung my head around to look at Reagan. She had to be kidding. Just afew seconds
ago, she was threatening to burn herself at the thought of my mom coming. There's

no way she actually wanted her to come. “Please tell me that’s ajoke.”

Reagan simply smiled and shrugged. “Why not? More people means more help. God
knows we could use it.”

“1 can think of about a million reasons why we shouldn’t have my parents come, the
main one being that my mom has found away to ruin every big moment in our lives.”

“You sayruin.l say she gave us memoriesto look back on and laugh at.”

“It is nice that she wants to be involved,” Mama Cooper added. “Plus, we'll be there
to act asabuffer. You know I’ d never let her ruin your first family vacation.”

“See?’ Reagan leaned down to place a quick kiss on my lips. “What could possibly
go wrong?”



“So many things.” So, so many.

Chapter 4

Reagan

“1’m going to miss you so much. Yes, | am. Mamalovesyou. Yes, | do. | love you so
much.”

“Oh, cam down,” Nana said as she grabbed Patch out of my arms. “He'll be just fine
here with me.”

“And you’re sureyou’ [Ibe okay?’ Charlie asked as she wrapped an arm around her
nana.

Much to our chagrin, Charlie’'s parents had decided to stay at our house the night
before vacation and fly out of Philadelphia with us. The only positive was that Nana
offered to ride with them to our house and watch Patch while we were gone.Thank
god.With his anxiety, | didn’t even want to imagine what he would do if we left him
with someone he didn’'t know. Luckily, Patch loved Nana, but then again, who
didn’'t?

Nana waved her hand at Charlie. “I'll be just fine. I'm a grown woman. | can take
care of myself. Now, tell me, where do you keep thegood stuff?’

“The good stuff? Like alcohol ?’
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Nana rolled her eyes at me as if she thought | was purposely avoiding her question.
“I’m not stupid. | know you girls have weed.”

| chuckled while Charlie coughed beside me. “Oh! Thatgood stuff.We don’t have that
much, so | packed most of what we have, but there are a few gummies in the
nightstand by our bed.”

“Which you willnotbe taking.” Charlie glared at me. “Why would you pack that?
What if they search our luggage and find it?’

Nana waved afinger at Charlie, but kept her eyes on me. “I remember when this one
used to be fun. Old ball and chain now, huh?’

My body shook dlightly as | tried my best to hold in my laughter. | winked at Nana
then focused my attention on Charlie. “No one is going to find it. Plus, we're going
on vacation withyour mother.Did you really think | was going to make it through the
whole week completely sober?”’

“Touché. Come to think of it, maybe we should take some now.”

“I’m not at the point of wanting to claw your mom'’s eyes out yet, so | think I'll hold
off for now.”

“You'renot? Charlie asked with alaugh. “ That makes one of us.”

“Hey,” | wrapped my arms around Charlie and pulled her close to me. “Don’t let her
get to you. Thisis going to be an amazing trip. We' ve been dreaming about this ever



since ourfirst date. Nothing or no oneis going to ruin it for us.”

“You'reright.” Charlie rested her head against my chest. “I still can’t believe thisis
real. We're going to Disney with the family we made together. It seemed like such a
pipe dream just afew years ago. Now it’s actually happening. Sometimes, | still have

to pinch myself.”

Happy tears burned at the corners of my eyes. | opened my mouth to tell Charlie that
| couldn’t agree more, but | was cut off by the sound of Nana scoffing.

“You're lucky | love you two, because al this lovey dovey shit is going to make me
throw up my breakfast.”

“Sorry, Nana.” | let go of Charlie and put my arm around Nana instead. “I just can’t
help it that | love your great granddaughter so much.”

“Yeah, yeah. | know. I'm really happy for both of you.” Even though her tone was
sarcastic, | knew she meant it. Nana had been our biggest supporter since day one.

| pulled her even tighter up against me. “Don’t worry. No matter what, you' Il always
be my favorite Miller.”

“| better be. It’s not like there’s much competition.”

“Nanal” Charlie's mouth fell open, but it quickly turned up into a smile. “That’'s not
very nice. We're notallbad, you know.”

“That’strue. I’'m sorry. You're right. Jamie has grown into a wonderful man.”

Both Charlie and | burst into laughter. Even though | was really excited for this trip,
there was a part of me that longed to stay back with Nana. Her fragile frame



reminded me that she wasn't getting any younger, and | wanted to soak up all the
time we had left with her.

“Are you sure you don't want to come with us on the trip?” We had asked her
multiple times and her answer was always a resounding no, but | figured | might as
well give it one moretry.

“And leave Patch here by himself to destroy your whole house? | don’t think so. Plus,
if I missaweek of my soaps, I'll never catch up. Do you know how many people will
die, cheat, or turn gay in that time? | might as well stop watching if | missaweek.”

“You'reright. | could never ask you to miss out on all of that excitement. We're just
going to missyou.”

“Pft.” Nana furrowed her eyebrows and waved a hand at me. “Enough with the sappy
shit.”

| laughed as | pulled her into my arms for one more hug. “Sorry, Nana. Take care of
Patch. Don’t let him boss you around.”

Nana pulled away from me and lifted both eyebrows as she stared at me, face stone
cold serious. “I’'malwaysthe boss. You should know that by now. I'll have this pup
whipped into shape by the time you get home. No more biting or chewing once I'm
done with him.”

| appreciated her enthusiasm, but | knew there was no chance of that happening.
Patch’s anxiety had anxiety. There was no way that was going to be cured in aweek.

“Girls! All three children are in the car. We're just waiting on you.” When Mrs,
Miller came into the room, she was out of breath and her hair was completely
disheveled as if she had just run a marathon. “If we don’'t leave now, we could miss



our flight.”

Charlie looked down at the watch on her wrist then rolled her eyes at her mom. “Our
flight doesn’'t leave for four hours and the airport is around an hour away. We'll be
fine.”

Mrs. Miller shook her head and threw her hands in the air. “Fine. If we get stuck in
traffic and then there is aline for security, you can explain to your children why they
aren’'t going to Disney World.”

| squeezed my lips together to hold in my laughter at how ridiculous that statement
was, but Nana apparently didn't have the same reservations. She looked at Mrs.
Miller directly and literally laughed in her face. “That is the most asinine thing I've
ever heard, which is saying a lot when I’'ve been living with you for the last ten
years.”
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Instead of addressing Nana, Mrs. Miller looked at us. “Just get outside, please.” She
stomped away, huffing with every step she took.

Nana continued to laugh, barely pushing her words out between chuckles. “Y ou girls
have fun with that. | know I’ll be enjoyingmyvacation right here away from her.”

“Have fun,” Charlie said before giving her nana one more hug. “Call us if you need
anything,please.”

Nana stopped laughing and glared at Charlie. “ Stop your worrying. I'm fine. It's you
two I’'m worried about.” She waved her hand in the direction of the door. “Having to
deal with that thing all week.”

“Don’'t worry about us either,” | said with a laugh. “We're going to have a great
time.” At least, | hope so.

*k*

The house we rented was huge and only a few minutes from the parks. Still, after
enduring a whole plane ride with Charlie's mom, it didn’t seem big enough.

| walked up the stairs and down the hall to the bedroom that was the farthest away
from all the others and frowned when | found that Jamie and Ethan’s bags were
already sitting on the bed.Damn them for getting here before us.

“Jamie, could you please come here?’ | yelled through the house, trying my best to
do my sweet voice.



“What's up?’ Jamie asked when he found me in the hallway outside of his claimed
bedroom.

“We have aproblem.” | pointed toward the open doorway. “| want this room.”

Jamie smirked. “ Sounds like a personal problem. It's already taken. Y ou know what
they say—the early bird—"

“What they say is that | had to deal with your mother the whole way down here, so |
deserve the room that is farthest away from hers.”

Jamie crossed his arms in front of his chest, but the smirk remained on his face. “Is
that so? Have you forgotten that | live fifteen minutes away from her? I’d say | deal
with her much more than you do.”

Two can play this game.l crossed my arms in front of my chest as well and took a
step closer to him. “Have you forgotten that youchoseto live there?’

“Thisistrue.” Jamie nodded as if he was actually considering my point. “Y ou know
what else is true, though? The fact that you have three children so you should
probably be in a room that is close to theirs and this room isn’'t close to any of the
others.”

“Dude. That's evenmorereason for me and Charlie to get this room. We dea with
those crazy little people every day. This is vacation. Someone else can deal with

them.”

Jamie tapped his chin. “You make a good point, but there’s gotta be something in it
for me. What will you give me for the room?”’

“The guarantee that I'll be far enough away that you won't have to listen to me



having sex with your sister.”
Jamie wrinkled his face in disgust the way | was hoping he would. “First of all, ew.
Second of all, it doesn’'t matter if you're all the way down here. Y oudoremember

Christmas afew years ago, don't you?’

| smiled thinking back on that night. “How could | forget? One of the best orgasms of
my life.”

“You're missing my point. My point is that's not good enough. | need something

else.

“Fine. | brought edibles along to help us deal with your mom. | even baked
somespecialbrownies. If you give us this room, you can have some.”

“| feel like you were already planning on sharing those with me.”

“lwas, but now they come at a price.”

Jamie gritted his teeth. “You don't fight fair.”

| couldn’t help but smile even wider at him. “I know.”

Jamie groaned and threw his armsin the air in defeat. “Fine. Y ou can have this room
as long as we don’'t get stuck in the one closest to the triplets. | love my nieces and
nephew, but | don’t want to get woken up by them super early. This is my vacation

too.”

| held my hand out toward him. “Deal. I'll put them right in the middle of your
parents and my parents. That will make everyone happy.”



Jamie grabbed my hand and shook it. “Pleasure doing business with you.”
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“Why do | feel like we just missed something shady going down?’ Charlie’'s voice
said from behind me.

| turned around to find both her and Ethan standing there. “Nothing to worry about
here. Just scoring the best room in the house for my favorite woman.”

Charlie lifted an eyebrow and smirked at me as she snaked an arm around my waste.
“1 love the sound of that. Why don’t we go in and you can show me around?’

“1"d be happy toshow you around, dear.”

“Ew.” | looked at Jamie whose face had turned to one of disgust once again. “Still
standing here. Also, don’'t you two have children to take care of 7’

Charlie shook her head. “Nope. Their grandparents are busy fighting over them, so
we're free.”

Jamie moved over to Ethan and put an arm around him just like Charlie had done to
me. “Well, we're going to put our suits on and get in the pool. Whenever you two get
done doing whatever it is you' re doing, you should comejoin us.”

“Oh, I think you know exactly what we're doing,” | said with awink.

“Shut up!” Charlie and Jamie shouted at the exact same time, causing me and Ethan
to break into afit of laughter.

“Wow. You two really are twins.”



After Jamie and Ethan grabbed their bags out of the room, | brought ours in and
locked the door behind us.Because that’ s a mistake you only make once.

| nudged Charlie back onto the bed and crawled on top of her. “How quiet can you
be?’

“1 can be very quiet,” Charlie whispered, her voice sultry and soft and already making
me Wet.

“Are you sure about that?’ | asked as | wasted no time unbuttoning her shorts and
moving my hand inside.

Charlie bit her bottom lip and nodded. “Mmhmm. So sure.”

| ran my fingers through her folds and was happy to find how wet she aready was.
“You're ready for me, hun?’ | leaned down and kissed Charlie long and hard as |
continued to touch her.

After afew seconds, she gently pushed me away and looked at me with eyes so laser
focused that it made me forget how to breathe. “Reagan, I’'m ready for you every
minute of every day. | hope you don’t ever doubt that. | love you so much.”

Her words were so sweet, | had to squeeze my eyes shut to keep myself from crying.
“1 love you too, Charlie. | wish | could make love to you al day.”

Charlie stared at me for a few seconds before moving her eyes around the room and
letting out a long sigh. “I wish you could too, but, unfortunately, if this takes more
than a few minutes, everyone is going to know what’s going on up here, and | don’t
think | can handle that again.”

“You make a good point.” | sat up, still straddling Charlie’s lap, and tore off my T-



shirt and bra. “We better make this quick.” | ran my eyes over her body and licked
my lips. “Now would be a good time for you to get naked.”

Charlie giggled and put her hands on my hips. “Unfortunately, that is going to require
you getting off of me.”

“Fine.” | rolled off of Charlie and pulled off my shorts and underwear, while she
removed her clothes aswell.

Charlie scooted up the bed and once she was situated with her head on the pillows, |
brought my body back on top of hers. We kissed for a few minutes while our hands
explored each others' bodies, and when | was sure we were both more than ready, |
maneuvered my body so my center met hers. We both moaned quietly at the contact
and | brought my mouth back to hers to keep us from making too much noise.

| had to kiss her harder as | found myself coming closer and closer to the edge,
because all | wanted to do was scream out her name and let her know how good she
made me feel. When her hips pushed up against mine bringing our bodies even closer
together, | couldn't take it anymore. | removed my mouth from hers and bit her
shoulder as the orgasm shot through my body. The way Charlie’ s body writhed below
mine told me that she had climaxed as well.

“l love you so much,” | said once again as | stared down at my beautiful wife, her
skin glistening with sweat from what we had just done and making her look more
beautiful than ever.

“1 love you too, Reagan. Y ou're my best friend in the whole world.” Charlie laughed
as she rubbed her shoulder. “I just hope you didn’'t leave a mark when you bit me.

That one will be fun to explain to our parents.”

| moved her hand and studied the small red spot on her shoulder.Oops.“If anyone



notices, we can tell them it was Patch. Problem solved.”

“Y ou’ ve thought of everything. Haven't you, sweetheart?’

“Stick with me. We'll be just fine.”

Charlie and | giggled together like giddy teenagers, before she pulled me down to
give me another kiss. “I plan on it.”
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* k%

We decided to start out our vacation with Magic Kingdom, since we couldn’t wait to
see our kids faces when they saw Cinderellas Castle for the first time. Their
reactions certainly didn’t disappoint us.

As soon as the castle came into view, Carter, who was holding my hand, stopped
dead in her tracks and stared up at it in awe. She squeezed my hand tightly as her
mouth fell open.

The other two weren't as cam with their responses of course. Ronan shouted,
“Castle! Castle!” as he jumped up and down, practically tearing Charlie’s arm off in
the process.

Olivia dropped my mom’s hand and took off in a sprint in the direction of the castle.
Luckily, Jamie had quick reflexes and ran after her, scooping her up into his arms
before we could lose her in the crowd. She giggled uncontrollably as he tickled her
and held her upside down as his form of reprimanding her.

After taking turns getting pictures in front of the castle (Jamie and Ethan taking the
most since it was the spot they had gotten engaged), we started to make our way

around the park.

Three hours (and only two rides) later, the kids began to complain that they were
hungry, tired, and their feet hurt.

“1 told you we should have brought the strollers,” Charlie whispered to me through



gritted teeth.

“So they could complain about that too? No thanks.” | smiled at the rest of our
family. “I think we're going to head back to the house for the afternoon, then come
back when these three are feeling refreshed, but you should all stay and have fun.”

Mrs. Miller waved ahand at us. “Nonsense. I’ [l come with you.”

| gave Charlie a look before trying my best to fake a smile for her mom.
“Y oureallydon’t have to do that.” Seriously. Please don't.

“I don’'t mind one bit. | could also use the break.”

My mom must have noticed the panic in my eyes because she gave me a knowing
smile. “You know what? | could use a break too. Why don’'t us girls head back to the
house and the boys can stay here? The more hands the better, right?’ Aka she knows |
don’t want to be stuck with just my mother-in-law. Thank you, Mom.

“That sounds like a great idea. Thank you so much, Mama Cooper,” Charlie said
before | had the chance to respond. As what appeared to be a last minute thought, she
smiled at her mom aswell. “And Mom. Thank you.”

Charlie, my mom, and | each picked up a child and headed toward the exit. We had
amost made it when Olivia spotted a gift shop. “Ears! Ears!” she shouted as she
pointed toward the store and tried to wiggle out of Charlie’s arms.

Charlie fought to keep Olivia in her arms as she picked up her pace. “Not now,
swestie.”

Mrs. Miller put a hand on Charlie's arm, bringing her to an abrupt stop. Instead of
addressing Charlie, she looked at Olivia. “Do you want Mickey ears, sweetie?’



Olivia bounced up and down even more as she nodded her head up and down. “Ears!”
“Then let’s go get you some ears!”

If looks could kill, Mrs. Miller probably would have been hit by a rogue set of
Mickey ears at that exact moment with the way Charlie was glaring at her. “Mom, the
kids are exhausted. They can get the ears |later. We need to get them back to the house
so they can nap.”

“They can nap anytime. We're in Disney. They need Mickey ears.”

Charlie looked at me for back up, but | was too tired to fight, so | simply shrugged.
Charlie glared at me the same wayshe had at her mom just a few seconds ago. “Fine.
They can get ears, but since you suggested it,you’ rebuying them, Mom.”

“Fine with me.” Mrs. Miller smiled widely as she reached out her arms toward
Charlie to take Olivia from her. “You know how much | love to spoil my favorite
little grandbabies.”

When Mrs. Miller walked away, | bumped my hip against Charlie’s. “I'm sorry. We
have a whole week here, so I'm trying to choose my battles wisely with your

mother.”

Charlie sighed and her body softened. “No, I'm sorry. I’'m just tired, and she has this
way ofalwaysgetting under my skin.”

“1 can’'t imagine why,” | joked.

“Benice,” my mom whispered in my ear from behind me.

“I’'m aways nice.” | turned toward my mom then looked between Ronan and Carter.



“Do you two want to pick out some Mickey ears?’

Ronan shoutedyesat the same time Carter saidpleasemuch more quietly. Luckily, it
didn’t take long for them each to pick out which set of ears they wanted.

As Mrs. Cooper walked to the check out with all three sets of ears, she stopped in
front of theDisney Pridedisplay which was adorned with an assortment of rainbow
Disney merchandise. | held my breath as | waited for her to make a rude comment or
at least huff and walk away.
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“Well, isn't this cute?’ she said as she looked over the display. “Disney Pride. | love
it. Why do you think they chose rainbows?’

| opened and closed my mouth a few times because | wasn't sure if that was a trick
guestion.Does she even know what this display isfor?

She picked up a pair of rainbow Disney ears and put them on, smiling at herself in the
mirror as she spun to look at them from all angles. “I love these. I'm going to get
them.”

“For... yourself?” Charlie asked. “Mom, you do know this is thePridecollection,
right? Don't get me wrong. I'm redly happy you want to get them. I'm just
surprised.”

“Why would you be surprised, honey? I’ m excited to show my Disney pride.”

Charlie wrinkled her nose and furrowed her eyebrows. “Disney pride? Asin pridein
Disney?’

“Of course.” Her mother waved her hand in front of the display. “That’s what all of
thisisfor, right? Pride in Disney. Must be some sort of anniversary celebration.”

Charlie opened her mouth to respond, but | nudged her in the side to stop her. “That’s
exactly what they are for. Y ou should totally buy them.” | had to work to hold back

my laughter as | lied through my teeth.

| didn't feel bad at all when Charlie’'s mom added them to the pile of other ears she



was buying.If you don’t support your gay children enough to know that rainbows and
pride are all about us gays, then you deserve to be lied to.

When | focused my attention on Charlie, | was sad to see that she didn’t seem to find
it asfunny as | did.Of course.l could have slapped myself. She was disappointed. For
a moment, she probably let herself believe that her mom actually wanted to support
her.

“1’m sorry she didn’t want the ears for the reason sheshouldwant them.”
Charlie shrugged, aforced smile parting her lips. “It’s okay. | should have known she

didn’t realize what they were for. She's getting better, but she’'s far from being a
PFLAG mom.”

“She might not actually be one, but she sure does look the part.” | pointed over to
where Charlie’s mom was now proudly wearing her rainbow Mickey ears.

Just as | hoped, a real smile replaced Charlie’'s fake one. “Have | mentioned how
much | love you?’

“Just afew times, but | like to hear it.”

***

When we went back to Magic Kingdom that night with three well-rested kids,
Charlie’s mom was still wearing the ears.

Both Jamie and Ethan’s eyes went comically wide when they saw her. “Is Mom
wearinggayMickey ears?’ Jamie whispered to Charlie at a volume loud enough for
me to hear as well.



| put my finger up to my mouth. “ Shh. She doesn’t know what they’re for.”

“James, what do you think of my ears?” Mrs. Miller asked in a sing-song voice.

Jamie put both thumbs in the air. “Very nice, Mom. They are very fitting for you. |
love them. Y ou should probably wear them all the time.”

“1 think 1 might. I’ ve gotten so many compliments.”

For the rest of the week, Charlie’'s mom wore those ears proudly (with absolutely no
clue what she was proud of). | was pretty sure Mr. Miller was smart enough to figure
out what the ears represented, but even he didn’t say anything.

| was starting to believe the ears might be magical since we made it through a whole
vacation with my in-laws without any major issues. | was having so much fun.
Charlie, Jamie, Ethan, and | had only dipped into the brownies once and it was after
our parents and the kids went to sleep one night.

As we got ready for our last night, which we were spending just as we started the
week—at Magic Kingdom—I took a deep breath and mentally patted myself on the
back for such a successful vacation.Big mistake.l should have known there was no
way this trip could go by without a hitch. Honestly, | should have beenwaitingfor
something to go wrong, because inevitably, something always did.

| went downstairs to find Charlie struggling to get Olivia s shoes on her. “ Seriously?’
she groaned when Olivia pulled her foot away just as she was trying to fasten the
Velcro buckle.

| heard what sounded like a rip and then the shoe flew across the room. | rubbed
Charlie'sarm as | walked past her. “I’ll fight Olivia and you can start working on the
other two.”



When | picked up the shoe, | realized what the ripping sound was. The buckle had
ripped off the shoe enough that it would be impossible to get them to stay on her
anymore. | held the shoe in the air. “We had a casualty. I’ll have to get another pair.”

“I'll doit,” Mrs. Miller said, hopping from the couch asif it was on fire.

“Are you sure you don’'t mind? They’re on the floor of the closet in our bedroom.”
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“Of course | don’t mind.” Mrs. Miller held her hand out toward Olivia. “Do you want
to come with me?’

Of course, Olivia agreed, and she pretty much dragged her grandma up the stairs. |
looked at my watch after what felt like forever and noticed that it had been over five
minutes since they went up.

“How long does it take to grab a pair of shoes?’ | asked as the seconds ticked by on
my watch.

“Not thislong. We shouldn’t have trusted my mother to go up there.”

“l1 mean, what’s she going to do? It’s not like she's going to go through our stuff.” |
laughed, but when | saw the look on Charli€'s face, the laughter immediately faded.
“ Shit.”

“Shit is right.” Charlie looked toward the stairs and cleared her throat, her voice
going up in both volume and tone the next time she spoke. “Mom? Everything okay
up there?

“Coming, Charlotte.” Her mom'’s voice didn’t sound guilty, as if she had been caught
doing something she shouldn’t. Instead, she sounded almost annoyed.

When she came down the stairs, she shook her head. “| have a bone to pick with you
two.” She waved a finger at both me and Charlie, but the smallest smirk parted her
lips. “Why would you hide brownies in your closet so no one else in the family could
have them? Especially your kids. That’s just mean.”



“You didn’t give Oliviaone, did you?' Charlie asked, the panic in her voice matching
the intense thudding of my heart. We would never risk our children getting into our
special treats, hence why they were hidden in the closet, high enough for them never
to be able to reach, and under a pile of clothes. You would have to search to find
them, which Charlie's mom clearly did.

“Of course not, sweetie,” Mrs. Miller said with a laugh. “I would never do that
without your permission.”

Thank god.My heart rate slowed down, and | felt like | could breathe again.

“Of course, | did take one for myself, and let metell you. It was amazing.”

Holy shit.

Chapter 5

Charlie

Without saying aword, | grabbed Reagan’'s hand and pulled her up the stairs. | didn’t
stop until we were in our bedroom with the door shut safely behind us.

| dropped her hand and ran my own through my hair as | paced back and forth across
our room. My mom had just eaten a pot brownie. My mom... super conservative...
permanent stick up her ass... in less than an hour she would most likely be as high as
a kite. And now | had to explain to herwhyshe was high. | had to tell her that her
daughter, who she was too conservative to even fully accept for being gay, had
brought weed along on their family vacation. Sure, | understood that weed wasn't
some hard drug, but | was pretty positive my mother wouldn’t understand that.

| didn’'t even know if Reagan’s parents would understand that.Oh god. What if they



hate me? What if we lost the one set of parents that actually supported us?l knew |
was spiraling and my thoughts were going out of control, but | couldn’t stop them.

| stopped pacing and turned to face Reagan. “What the hell are we supposed to do?’

“S0, I’ ve been considering that. And | think we need to tell everyone what happened
right now. Well, everyoneexceptyour mom.”

“You want to tell everyone here except the person who is actually getting high?’

“| also don’t want to tell our children.”

| didn't try to hide my eye roll from Reagan. This was no time to be joking around.
“Obvioudly. | just don’t understand why we would tell everyonebutmy mom.”

“I figure there’s no sense in hiding it from anyone else since I’'m sure it will become
pretty obvious once it hits. My parents are pretty liberal about things, so | highly
doubt they’ll care that much. I’'m sure your dad is a different story, but whatever. He
needs to know.”

My patience was wearing thin because Reagan wasn't addressing the most important
point. | waved my hand at her as | wiggled around in anticipation. “Okay. Fine. But
what about my mom?”’

“If we tell your mom now, she is going to get all up in her head about it and as soon
as that high hits, | guarantee she will be super paranoid. Remember that time you
took more than you meant to and you spent the whole time you were high convinced
you were going to die?’

“Of course.” Lord, that was a terrible three hours. Thank god Reagan had finally
convinced me to go to sleep. When | woke up the next morning, | was, to no one's



surprise, still alive.

“| fedl like the same thing will happen to your mom. Honestly, it could happen either
way, but | think if we wait until it hits, we'll have a better chance of a giddy high than
an impending doom high.”

“Okay, that makes sense.” Surprisingly, it really did. Plus, at least that gave me more
time until | had to feel my mother’ s wrath.

We spent the next few minutes taking family members aside to explain what had
happened. Jamie and Ethan had obviously already figured it out. Reagan’s parents
scolded us about being more careful, and expressed concern for my mom, but | was
also fairly certain they were trying to hold back smiles. My dad of course freaked out
to the point that he almost gave away what was happening, but, luckily, we were able
to calm him down enough to keep him quiet.
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My mom’s high hit as soon as we walked into Magic Kingdom. | could tell by the
face she made that closely resembled Raven Simone when she had a vision in
episodes of the old Disney show,That’s So Raven.

“Whoa, | feel funny,” she said as she grabbed my arm, most likely since | was the
person standing closest to her. “I’'m kind of dizzy, but,” she brought her hand up to
her mouth and giggled. An honest to god giggle. Definitely a sound | never expected
to hear from my mom. “It also feels kind of nice. It'slike I’'m fl—" Her words cut off
as her eyes squinted at something in the distance. “Are the lights different tonight?
They look so pretty.”

My dad glared at me as Reagan and | pulled my mom off to the side to finally tell her
the truth. “So, here’ sthething.” | cleared my throat as | thought about what to say. “It
turns out those brownies had a certain ingredient in them. Hence, why we weren't
sharing them with anyone else.”

“Ingredient? What kind of ingredient?” My mother giggled once again. “Paprika?
What a funny word. Puh-pree-kuh.”

“No, Mom, it wasn't paprika.”

“Well, then what was it?” my mom asked, her face crinkled in total confusion, as if
paprika was the only option of what could have been in those brownies,

“It was, um...” | trailed off as my breathing picked up. How was | going to tell my
mom that | had accidentally gotten her high?



“Pot,” Reagan finished for me. When my mom just stared at her dumbfounded,
Reagan cleared her throat like | had done just a moment before. “You know. Um.
Weed. Marijuana. It was baked into the brownies.”

My mom stared at both of us, unblinking, for a very long time. With every second
that passed, my heart beat faster andmore sweat accumulated all over my body. Then,
much to my surprise, my mom started to laugh. This wasn't the same as the giggles
from before. This was a full belly laugh, as if being told she was high was the
funniest thing in the world.

“Wow. I’'m surprised | didn’t recognize this feeling. | guess after all of these years,
who could blame me?’

“Wait, Mom. You've...” | tried to wrap my head around what was happening. There
was no way she was saying what | thought she was. “Are you saying...? Have you
had pot before?’

My mom laughed even harder now. She bent over and put her hands on her knees as
if she couldn’t handle how funny this was. “I lived through the seventies, Charlotte.
Of course I’ ve had marijuana.”

| looked at Reagan in disbelief, and she broke into laughter as well. When | leaned in
closer to her to ask what we should do now, she thrusted a fisted hand at me. When
she opened it, she was holding one of our gummy edibles. She nodded toward it.
“Takeit. | guarantee thisisthe only time you'll be able to say you got high with your

mom.

“Is that something Iwantto be able to say?’ | asked with alaugh.

Reagan shrugged. “It’' Il make for a great story some day.”



“What about the kids?’

“They’ll have six fully functioning adults to take care of them. That's still two per
child. We'll be fine.”

She wiggled the gummy in front of me. “After everything you've put up with
throughout your life, you deserve this one night.”

“You know what? You'reright.” | popped the gummy into my mouth without giving
it another thought. Tomorrow was most likely going to suck and | had no
guestionbothof my parents were going to lecture me asif | was back in high school.l
might as well enjoy myself now.

Of course my high hit forty-five minutes later when we were right in the middle of
the haunted mansion. “Did my high just hit or is that piano playing itself?’ | asked as
| blinked my eyes to try to focus on it. My eyes quickly shifted when | saw candles
floating in the air.Oh yeah. I’ m definitely high.”Holy shit.”

Before Reagan could respond my mom yelled to us from the car ahead of ours. “How
cool isthis?

“The coolest!” | yelled back.

Reagan laughed beside me as my mouth dropped in awe of the ghosts. When the ride
ended, my mom waited for me to walk up to her and gave me a high five that was so
big, it made my hand tingle.

My mom kept a hold of my hand after the high five and pulled me behind her. “It's a
small world next!” she yelled while pointing in the direction of the ride (or what |
assumed must be the direction).



We somehow found our way to the ride, even with my mom leading the pack. When |
was assured that the three grandparents thatweren’ thigh were taking care of my kids,
| jumped in the small world boat right after my mom.

My mom and | were both silent as the familiar music started. After afew minutes, my
mom |leaned closer to me. “Do you think they have souls?’

“The animatronics?’ | asked as | watched their stilted movements. | could see my
mom nodding out of the corner of my eye. “Probably.” The more | thought about it,
the more it freaked me out. “What if they steal our souls?’

“They could,” my mom answered nonchaantly as if it was the most normal
conversation in the world.

Clearly, neither of us were overly concerned about it, because by the end of the ride,
we were singing along with the song and trying to mimic the characters' stilted dance
MOVES.

When the ride came to a stop, Reagan held her hand out to me and helped me off the
boat. “How are you doing?’
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“| feel like my soul has been sucked from my body.”

Reagan laughed as she continued to hold my hand tightly. “I'm not sure if that's a
good thing or a bad thing.”

“Honestly, me either.”

“It's fireworks time,” my mom practically shouted into my ear as my dad guided her
in the same way Reagan was guiding me.

| pointed my thumb between Reagan and my dad. “We' ve got some good ones here,
don't we?’

“We sure do,” my mom said with awink.

| smiled in satisfaction until it hit me what she had just said, then my jaw fell to the
ground. “Wait. Do you really mean it?’

“Of course | do.” My mom pulled away from my dad to put her arm around Reagan.
“Reaganismy girl.”

Reagan put her arm around my mom as well. “Y eah, Charlie. We're girls.”

| watched as my mom and wife walked together with their arms still draped over each
other’s shoulders. Reagan leaned in and whispered something to my mom that she
threw her head back in laughter in response to. It was like watching what my life
could be like if my mom actually acted like a norma human, and | loved it. There



was a pull in my chest as | longed for this to be my reality.Who knows? Maybe I'll
wake up tomorrow and it will be.l immediately laughed at myself. Even high, |
wasn’'t naive enough to believe that would be the case.

Reagan looked over her shoulder and smiled at me. “ Everything okay back there?’

“Everything is great.”

“Get up here.” My mom waved her hand at me. “I want to watch the fireworks with
my two daughters.”

| did as| wastold, a smile forming that was so big, it made my face hurt, as | skipped
to catch up to Reagan and my mom. While | would never encourage anyone to
purposely drug their mom, | couldn’t help but be thankful for this night. It was, by
far, one of the best nights of my life.

* k%

“Charlotte, please come out here.”

At first | had no idea why my mom was lightly tapping on my door and insisting on
seeing me before the sun even came up. | was certain | would have heard if my kids
were awake, which meant it was even too early for them.What the hell?

All at once, it hit me. The memories from the night before flooded my mind and
played out in front of me asif | was watching a movie. It honestly would have been a
pretty funny movieif | didn’t have the impending conversation with my mom.

“Coming,” | said as camly as possible, even though, in reality, my heart was beating
out of my chest.



| am a thirty-four-year-old woman with a doctorate, a wife, and three children. Why
am | still terrified of my mother?

When | opened the bedroom door, my mom was standing outside of it tapping her
foot on the ground. Gone was the carefree woman from the night before. Back was
the uptight mom | was all too familiar with.

“About last night...” | started.Might as well get this over with.

“Yes. That's why I'm here. To tell you that we will not be speaking of last night.”
She paused for amoment then cleared her throat. “Ever.”

| could feel my body relax. This really was the best case scenario. | was expecting
much worse from her. “ That works for me.”

“Good.” My mother nodded toward the doorway, her body rigid and mouth in a
straight line. “Y ou may go back to sleep now.”

As | began to walk back into the bedroom, | could feel my relief mixing with
something else—disappointment. Even though | knew it was for the best that we
didn’t talk about it since | was sure it wouldn't be a positive conversation, there was
part of me that didn’t want to forget last night. | wanted to grab onto that side of my
mother and never let her go. | wanted to know if she really meant everything she said
last night. Maybe underneath al of her deep-seated homophobia, she was actually a
human who wanted areal relationship with me and my wife, not just the surface-level
bullshit from the past few years.

| guess | would never find out. Still, | couldn’t stop myself from turning around to
look at my mom once more. Even though | knew all of our problems couldn’t be
solved by one night of debauchery together, the woman standing in front of me still
appeared different somehow. | didn’t know if | would ever see my mom the same



again, and in this case, that was a good thing.

“1 know you'll probably get mad at me for saying this, but for what it's worth, | had a
really great time with you last night.”

My mom’ s face remained serious as she pointed a finger at me.Great. Here comes the
lecture.

“1 will deny ever saying this, but,” her face softened and a smile parted her lips, “I
had a really good time, too.” She winked at me then turned around without another
word, leaving me to wonder if the past fourteen hours had been one prolonged dream.
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When | crawled back into bed, Reagan was sitting up with her iPad resting on her
knees. Her eyes were laser-focused and her eyebrows furrowed, but there was the
slightest smile on her face.

| rested my head on her shoulder and looked down at the drawing of two women
walking hand in hand through the woods. “That’ s beautiful .”

Reagan’s smile grew as she moved her eyesto meet mine. “Y ou really think so?’

“Of course.” How could she even question that? The sky was filled with hues of
orange and yellow. One of the women was looking out in front of her while the other
was looking over at her. | could actually see the love in the character’s eyes. | didn’'t
know that was possible, but Reagan had somehow done it. “Is this for another one of
Kinsley’ s books?’

“No. This is for a different author.” Reagan’'s face lit up and her eyes practically
bulged out of her head. “Speaking of Kinsley, though, apparently my copy of her
book got delivered yesterday. I’m so excited to see it. My artwork on a real book. A
real book by my favorite author. It’s like a dream come true.”

| loved seeing the passion in her eyes as she spoke. | didn’'t realize how much that
was missing until she got it back. “That’s so exciting, babe. We definitely need to
celebrate when we get home.” | grabbed her hand and placed kisses across her
knuckles. “I love seeing you so happy.”

“1 fed like | finaly found my passion. Thisis what | was looking for all thistime. |
truly can’'t thank you enough for being patient with me as | figured it out, and



honestly, for continuing to be patient. | know the money I’'m making isn't significant
right now, but it’s definitely picking up. | have no doubt I'll be able to make aliving
from this and provide for our family the way | need to.”

“l just want you to be happy. | wasn’t actually as patient as | should have been with
you, and I'm happy my mood didn’t discourage you from pursuing this. You deserve
the world.”

“So do you, Charlie.” Reagan’s face became more serious as her eyes looked deep
into mine. “Which is why we need tostart seriously talking about buying a new
practice for you. | know we' ve been doing more than okay with your fill-in work, but
| also know that’s not what you’ re passionate about. We need to get you back into
working with kids again. The times you filled in at that pediatric clinic over the past
few months, | could see the difference when you came home. You pretty much
floated through the house. | want that for you al the time.”

Her words reminded me of something | hadn’t discussed with her yet, because it
didn’'t seem like a possibility, but now that she had brought it up, there was no use
keeping it in. “ Speaking of which, the doctor who owns that practice is retiring soon
and looking for someone to buy it. He said if | want it, he’ll stop looking and we'll
figure out a price together.” | shook my head and looked down at the comforter. “He
wants to retire sooner than later though, so it’s probably not meant to be. | don’t think
we're at a place where | should be doing this. It’stoo much.”

“Bullshit.”
My head shot up at the sound of Reagan’ s voice.
“If you wait for everything to be perfect, it's never going to happen. Jump now.

Think later. Do | have to remind youonce againhow well that has worked out for usin
the past? What if we had decided with all of the other shit going on that it wasn’t the



right time for us to be together?’

“l believe youtriedto decide that for us,” | reminded Reagan, laughing as | thought
back on the memories of the two of us getting together.

“Andyoutold me | was being an idiot, thank god, so I’m going to do the same for you
now. You're going to buy that practice. We still have money in savings from selling
the other one, plus we can take out a business loan. We'll figure it out. Even if | have
to sell my soul to Nanato get the money, we're going to make this happen.”

“Wow. I'mjust...” Honestly, | was speechless. “Wow.”

Reagan playfully nudged mein the side. “Isthat ayes?’

“Yeah. Yed! Let'sdoit.”

Before we could celebrate more, my phone rang. “Who would be calling us this
early?’ | asked as | fumbled around in the bed trying to follow the sound to find my
phone. | held it up to Reagan when | saw the name.Mary Beth.“Do you think thisis
it?” | asked, my body instinctively bouncing up and down from the giddiness | was
feeling.

“It has to be, right?’

Ever since Mary Beth told us that Jackie had planned atrip to London for the two of
them, Reagan and | figured that meant she wasfinallyproposing. | couldn’t think of

any other reason she would call us so early, so | quickly picked up the phone.

“Hey! What'sup?’ | tried to keep my voice level in case this was somehow bad news
instead of the good news we were expecting.



“We're engaged!” Mary Beth and Jackie yelled in unison.

Caled it.

“That'samazing!” | said at the same time Reagan said, “ Congrats, you two.”

They apologized for calling us so early then told us about how Jackie woke Mary
Beth up with a huge breakfast and proposed while they ate it out on the balcony of

their hotdl.

The story was so swest, | thought | might actually start to cry. “Aw. | love it so
much.”

“Yeah, we're super happy for you two,” Reagan added.

“The wedding probably won’t be for afew years since our priority right now is taking
over my family’s farm and building a new house on the property, but obviously when
we set a date you two will be the first to know.”

Obviously.The word made me giggle. Mary Beth and | had come a long way since
the time she confessed she was in love with me in front of my whole family right
after 1 was caught with my hand down Reagan’ s pants.Good times.



Page 24

Source Creation Date: July 12, 2025, 12:32 pm

We talked for a few more minutes before saying our goodbyes so they could call the
rest of their friends and family.

“What an exciting day already,” Reagan said as soon as | hung up the phone.

“Yeah, really.” | laid my head against her shoulder and let out a long sigh. | was so
content. This, right here, was my happy place. “Does life get any better than this?’

“1 don’'t know. | guess we'll have to wait and see.”

| smiled even wider now. | couldn’t wait to see what was to come.
Chapter 6

Reagan

2 years later

“Who would' ve thought all those years ago when you came to visit with
yourboyfriendJamie that you would one day be going to his ex-girlfriend's wedding?”’

| laughed as | struggled with my tie. “What I’m more surprised by is that I'm at the
wedding ofyourfirst love.”

Charlie put her arms around me from behind and rested her chin on my shoulder as
we both looked into the mirror. “Mary Beth wasnotmy first love. She was just the
person who took my virginity.”



“Still a pretty big deal.” | lifted an eyebrow so Charlie could see it in the mirror.
“Should | be jealous?’

“Hm. Maybe.” Charlie tapped her finger against her chin. “I do enjoy awoman in a
nice dress.”

“What about awoman in a suit?’

Charlie ran her hands up and down the front of my body, making me wish | wasn’t
wearing said suit. “I enjoy that even more.” She reached up and squeezed my boobs
andgod, why does there have to be so much fabric between those hands and my
skin?'But in this situation, | actualy enjoy it much more when you’'re not wearing

any clothes.”

| groaned and turned around to face her. “You can't say things like that or we're
going to miss the wedding.”

“Wouldn't be the first time we were late for a celebration,” Charlie joked, her hands
continuing to explore my body as my willpower dwindled.

| laughed at the memory. “I really thought your brother was going to kill us when he
realizedwhywe were late for the reception.”

“Eh. Whatever. Wasn't the first time he wanted to kill us.”

“And I’'m sure it won't be the last either.”

“30, isthat ayes?’ Charlie asked as she moved her hand over the front of my pants.

Stay strong, Reagan. You can do it.| looked at my watch to see if there was any
chance we could get the deed done quick enough to not miss the beginning of the



wedding.Shit. Not possible. | groaned once again. “| hate to be the mature one, but
we redly shouldn’t.”

Charlie stuck her bottom lip out at me. “Boo. | don’t like when you'’ re the mature one
either.” She reached up and fixed my tie for me. “But I'll forgive you since you look
SO good today.”

“Just today?’ | joked.
Charlie rolled her eyes at me. “Fishing for compliments, | see. Obviously, you look

amazing every day, but this suit is really doing it for me.” She licked her lips as she
ran her eyes up and down my body.

“1 can tell.” | grabbed her hand and pulled her out of the hotel room to keep myself
from doing what | desperately wanted to do.

The wedding ceremony and reception were taking place on the farm that Mary Beth
and Jackie now owned together, and they had it decorated beautifully. The ceremony

was quick, but sweet, and | could feel the love radiating from the two of them.

“What awedding, huh?’ Jamie asked as we walked beside him and Ethan over to the
area where they were having the reception.

| nodded. “ Super beautiful.”

“Mom’s going to be pissed that it was nice.”
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Charlie laughed. “Is she still salty over not being invited?’

“Oh god, yeah. That's al I’ve heard about recently. You're so lucky you don’t live
nearby. She's been even more insufferable than usual.”

“1 don’t know. | think she might be getting better.”

Jamierolled his eyes at his sister. “You're only saying that because you guys had that
high moment two years ago and have had some weird bond ever since.”

“1 think the word bond is a bit strong, but it definitely didn’thurtour relationship.”
Charlie shrugged. “She was annoying about the fact that we decided to get a hotel
rather than staying at their house, but I'm just thankful they’ re watching all three kids
until tomorrow morning.”

“Whyareyou staying at a hotel?” Jamie asked as he |looked between me and his sister.
“1 get not wanting to stay with Mom and Dad, but you'’ re obviously aways welcome
to stay at our place.”

| felt a smirk cross my face as | thought about all of the ways | could answer that,
most of which would make Jamie physically ill. “Do you want the real answer or
what we told your parents? Because the real answer is that your sister just keeps
getting better looking with age, so we need some alone time. Trust me when | tell you
that you don’t want to hear the sounds | plan to pull from her tonight.”

As expected, Jamie cringed at my words. “Ew. I'msosorry | asked.”



He turned toward Ethan, clearly looking for backup, but Ethan put his hands up as if
he was surrendering. “I could have told you not to ask that. How long have you two
been friends? Close to twenty years? | don’t understand how you haven't learned by

now.

“In my defense, it didn't bother me before she started saying these things about
mysister.”

“Consider this a prolonged payback for waiting so long to tell me you had asister.”

Jamie pointed between me and Charlie. “Can you blame me? It took you like a week
to swoop in on her.”

“What can | say?’ | smiled at Charlie and pulled her tight up against me. “1 see what |
likeand | goforit. Andin caseit wasn't obvious by now, | like heralot.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Jamie said sarcastically. “We all know. After al this time you're still
madly in love. Y adayada.”

| kicked my foot against Jamie’'s. “You loveit. Don't act like you don’t.”

“Fine. You're right. | do.” He pointed a finger at me as if he was a parent about to
lecture their child. “But no more oversharing.”

“No promises,” | said with a wink before dipping Charlie and giving her a long kiss
that was so disgustingly romantic it made me weak in the knees.

When we reached the reception area, there was a large sign that had the table
assignments written on it. As we searched for our names, a middle-aged woman
walked up beside us. One look at her told me she had to be related to Jackie, because
they looked eerily similar.



“Hello,” she said sweetly as she smiled at us. “I'm Jackie's Aunt Dawn. | don’t
believe we met. How do you all know the brides?’

“That’'s actually avery funny story,” | said, unableto resist.

Charlie threw a hand over my mouth as she focused her attention on Dawn. “It's
really not that funny.” She used her free hand to point between her, Jamie, and Ethan.
“The three of us graduated with Mary Beth.”

Dawn clapped her hands together as if this was the best news she ever heard. “A
friendship that has stood the test of time. So sweet.”

Oh lady, you don’t know the half of it.Instead of risking my life by saying something
else, | simply smiled and nodded.

We made small talk with Dawn for a few minutes before heading in the direction of
our table.

“You weren't really going to tell her the truth of how weknowMary Beth, were you?’
Charlie whispered as we walked.

“Just the bullet points—Jamie did the dating. You did the banging.” | said it loud
enough that Jamie and Ethan would hear, too.

Jamie shook his head at me, but he chuckled after only a few seconds of trying to
keep a straight face. “It’s amazing how you have three kids, andstillhave the maturity
of a high school boy.”

“Speaking of kids...” | raised both of my eyebrows at Jamie so he knew | meant
business. “When areyou twogoing to have some?’



“I’m not sure.” Jamie shook his head again, but thistime let out adramatic sigh. “I’ve
been trying to knock Ethan up for months, and it just doesn’t seem to be working for
some reason.”

“Maybe you' re using the wrong door.”
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Charlie spit out the water she had just taken asip of. “Ew.”

| couldn’t hide my pride at grossing out both of the Miller twins. “1 know, right? Why
are you drinking water when there’ s a bar over there?’

Ethan handed Charlie a napkin off of our table to clean up the water she had gotten
on her dress then turned toward me. “To answer your question, we only want one,
and our plan isto adopt within the next few years. We just want to get afew thingsin
order first.”

| nodded in understanding. Good for people who actually thought through their life
plans. “That’s a much smarter idea than diving right into trying for kids and ending
up with three before you' ve even been married for two years.”

“But they’'re so cute,” Ethan said as he pushed out his bottom lip. Clearly his baby
fever was much worse than Jami€e’s.

“They redly are.” | took out my phone and started showing them the millions of
pictures | had taken since the last time we saw them.

We continued to do this until the DJ announced it was time for the couple to be
introduced. When he said, “I present to you for the first time as wives, Mrs. and Mrs,
Royerford,” we all leapt to our feet and hoots and hollers filled the barn.

We watched as Mary Beth and Jackie weaved their way through the tables out to the
makeshift dance floor, where they immediately went into their first dance. |
instinctively brought my arm around Charlie’s waist and held her tight up against me



as we watched them sway to the music.

“Do you remember our first dance?’ | asked, leaning in to kiss her temple.

Charlie sighed and pushed her body even closer to mine. “Of course. How could |
ever forget?’

The music continued, but | wasn't watching the happy couple anymore. My eyes
were stuck on the woman next to me; the one who had made all of my dreams come
true. This was one of those moments | had to pinch myself to remind myself that this
was actually real. Life gets crazy and sometimes it feels like I’'m just going through
the motions, but it’'s times like these that bring me back to earth and remind me how
lucky | am.

| gave Charlie another kiss. “Do you know how much | love you?’

“1 think 1 do, but maybe later, you could show me.” She gently bumped her hip
against mine.

| instinctively licked my lips at the thought. “ There’ s nothing | want to do more.”

“Nothing you want to do more than what?’ Charlie asked in a teasing whisper,
clearly aware of what my answer was going to be.

“You,” | whispered, making sure to keep my voice extra breathy.

Charlie shivered beside me and it sent a chill through my body as well. | loved that
we both still had this effect on each other. | was so caught up in my own thoughts, |
didn’t even realize that the first dance had ended and now Mary Beth and Jackie were
dancing with their dads.



Hafway through the song, they switched partners, and it amazed me how
comfortable they all looked together. | wondered what it was like to have normal in-
laws.

Charlie's parents had grown a lot from the first time | met them (her dad more than
her mom), but they would never be my favorite people. That didn’t matter though. |
was happy to sacrifice good in-laws to get to spend my life with Charlie.

And, hey, at least my brother-in-law was okay. | chuckled to myself as | thought
about how full circle my life had come. Who knew the guy | met freshman year of
college who thought he was much cooler than he actually was would someday be
family? | chuckled softly at the thought.Thislife.

“What are you thinking about?’ Charlie whispered just a moment later.

“Your brother,” | answered honestly.

Charlie pulled away from me dlightly and scrunched up her nose at me. “Not the
answer | was expecting.”

| took this new angle as an opportunity to lean in and capture her lips with mine.
“Don’t worry, babe. You're still my number two Miller. After Nana, of course.”

Charlie leaned into me once again. “Of course. Nanais everyone' s number one.”

After the first dances were done, the DJ told us to sit and they began to bring out our
food while the toasts were made. Jackie's man of honor was her brother and his
speech contained a lot of jokes about all of the signs of his sister being gay. Near the
end, he became more serious as he talked about how lucky Jackie was to have found
Mary Beth, how perfect they were for each other, and how lucky he felt to now have
her as part of their family. Mary Beth’s maid of honor was a cousin of herswho | had



obviously never met named Nicole. Honestly, | had never evenheardabout her which
made me wonder how close they could redlly be.

“Who is this long lost cousin?’ | asked Charlie as | listened to the speech that was
actually ridiculously funny.

“It's Nicole Dawson. Well, | guess going by her introduction, it's now Nicole
Dawson-Fields. | actually forgot they were cousins. Nicole went to a high school
about thirty minutes from us and was a super athlete. She was aso super cocky.
When we were in high school, Mary Beth couldn’t stand her, but | think they’'ve
bonded over the fact that they’re both gay.” Charlie’'s eyes went wide as if she had
just made a maor discovery. “Oh my gosh. | just realized who her wife is. It's
Courtney Fields.” She said it so bluntly asif that was someone that everyone knew.

“Should that name mean something to me?’
Charlie shook her head. “No, sorry. It was an internal realization. Courtney Fields

wasalsosuper athletic. Although, I'm pretty positive they didn’'t go to the same
school. | wonder how they met.”
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“l guess we'll just have to ask.” | was always down for meeting more gay people. |
just never expected them to be at thiswedding. | really thought we were the only gay
people Mary Beth knew. “I can’'t believe | didn’t know Mary Beth had agay cousin.”

“Like | said, they were never super close. I'm actually surprised she would make her
the maid of honor.”

“Maybe it’s because two of the people she's closest to are the guy she dated in high
school and the girl she banged. Knowing Mary Beth, she would probably want to
avoid having to explain either of those relationships to anyone.”

Charlie snorted quietly beside me. “Probably.”

“We should introduce ourselves to Nicole and her wife, so we have more gay people
to hang out with when we come to visit Maryland. | could always use a little extra
gayness when we're stuck here.”

“Don’'t you get enough of that at Ethan’s cafe?’

“No. | realize it’s the hang out place for al five gay people within a hundred mile
radius, but it’s also overflowing with heteros.”

“Ew,” Charlie responded, sarcasm dripping from her voice.
“1 know, right? Disgusting.”

After the speeches were over and everyone was busy eating, Charlie and | made our



way to the table Mary Beth’'s cousin was sitting at. We decided to act like we just
wanted to tell her how good her speech was so we didn’'t look like the weirdo gays
who sought out other gays wherever they went (which wasexactlywhat we were).

Charlie lightly tapped on Nicole's back when we made it to the table. When she
turned around, Charlie smiled at her. “We just wanted to come over and tell you how
much we enjoyed your speech. I’'m Charlie and thisis my wife, Reagan.”

A large smile that appeared amost devilish spread across Nicole's face. “The
infamous Charlie. I’ ve heardsomuch about you.”

Charlie giggled, but there was definitely a strain to it. “I’m not sure whether | should
be flattered or worried.”

“Honestly, probably alittle of both.” Nicole winked at Charlie and if she hadn’t been
sitting by her wife, | probably would have assumed she was flirting with her.

Charlie put her hands over her face and shook her head. “I'd like to say it's al lies,
but I'm sureit’strue.”

“Nothing to be embarrassed about. I’'ve loved all of the stories I've heard. | was
actually hoping | would get to meet you here. | was pissed when Mary Beth didn’t
have a bachelorette party or bridal shower for that reason. Damn her for wanting to
make things easier on us parents.”

“You have kids?' Charlie asked.

| couldn’t help but smile. This was even better than | expected. Not only would we
have more gay people to hang out with in Maryland, but gay peoplewithkids.

“My cousin really doesn’t talk about me, huh?’ Nicole teased. She pointed across the



room where two girls who appeared to be around five or six years old were sitting at
atable with other children from Mary Beth’s family. “Those are ourkind oftwin girls,
Alice and Shaun.”

“Kind of 7’ | asked. | knew she had more so been addressing Charlie since we hadn’t
been formally introduced, but | was intrigued since | didn’t know there was such a
thing as kind of being twins.

Nicole laughed at my question. “My wife and | accidentally got pregnant at the same
time and our daughters happened to be born on the exact same day. Speaking of
which,” Nicole held her hand out toward me and pointed the thumb of her other hand
at the woman sitting next to her. “1I’m being super rude right now. I’'m Nicole and this
ismy wife, Courtney.”

“No worries at al. It's nice to meet both of you. | need to ask though. How do you
accidentally get pregnant at the same time? How did you get accidentally pregnant at
al?

Nicole laughed again. “Okay, so it wasn't completely an accident. We were both
technically trying to get pregnant in hopes that it would take in one of us. Never in a
million years did we actualy think it would work in both of us and we' d be pregnant
at the sametime. We live apretty crazy life.”

| pointed at Charlie. “We know all about that. When we attempted to get pregnant
with our first child, we got much more than we bargained for as well—two more than
we bargained for to be exact.”

Courtney’s eyes went wide beside Nicole. “You two have triplets?” When | nodded,
she blew out a long breath. “I can barely handle two that are the same age. | don’t
even want to imagine what it would be like with three. No offense.”



| threw my hands in the air. “None taken. It's a complete shit show.”

Both women laughed as they shared a knowing look. “I'm sure it is,” Nicole said
between her laughter.

| pointed to the platesin front of them that were still filled with food. “We'll let you
two get back to eating, but I’'m sure we' |l see you out on the dance floor later.”

And that’s exactly what happened. After all of our dinner and many drinks later, |
literally bumped into Courtney as Charlie and | attempted to do something that
somewhat resembled dancing. “I’m sorry,” | said politely before | turned around and
saw who it was | had just run into. With no filter left thanks to the alcohol running
through my veins, | put my hand up for a high five. “Hey, it's our new gay friends.”

Luckily, Courtney seemed to be just as drunk and hit me with asloppy high five. “It's
me!” She pointed behind me. “Hey,| know you. You own that cafe that Mary Beth
took usto last week.”
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| turned around to find that it was Ethan she was addressing. | stepped next to him
and proudly put a hand on his shoulder. “This is my brother-in-law, Ethan. He's
married to my other brother-in-law, Jamie. Jamie is Charlie’s brother, but has also
been my bestie since college.”

Nicole stepped up beside Courtney and raised an eyebrow. “Oh yes, I've heard all
about that story.” She looked at Courtney and winked. “I'll tell you about it later,
babe.”

“I"'m surprised with living in this area that last week was the first time you’'ve ever
been to Ethan’s cafe,” Charlie said, clearly attempting to change the subject.

Nicole laughed as if she had just told a joke. “Oh god, we don’t live in Maryland
anymore. | love my family and appreciate the place | grew up, but hell no. | had to
get out of here. We live in Pennsylvaniain atown called King of Prussia. It's like an
hour from Philadelphia. I’m not sure if you've heard of it. One of the biggest mallsin
the country isthere.”

“Heard of it?" | laughed hysterically because | couldn’'t believe what a small world
thiswas. “We live like thirty-five minutes from there.”

“No way,” Nicole said as she and Courtney laughed along with me.

Courtney put an arm around Charlie and swayed into her. “Now that we are litera
besties, | need to tell you something crazy that | just heard from Mary Beth. I’'m not
sure if you two read, but apparently, sapphic romance goddess Laurel Lake is married
to agirl who went toyourhigh school.”



“Oh, we know.” Charlie smirked over at me. “I don’'t read, but Reagan does.
Speaking of which, do you want to hear something even crazier?” When both Nicole
and Courtney nodded, their eyes wide in anticipation, Charlie reached overand
squeezed my hand. “We actually met Laurel Lake at an event Ethan hosted a few
years agoandthis one right here has actually designed the cover of three of her books,
one being her newest.”

Both Nicole and Courtney’s eyes went even wider and their mouths dropped open as
they stared at me asif | was a celebrity.

“No way,” Nicole said.

“Serioudly?’ Courtney asked, completely awestruck. “You made the cover for the
one coming out next month?’

“Guilty.” No matter how hard | tried, | wasn’t able to hide the proud smile that came
to my face.

Nicole and Courtney shared alook before Courtney focused her attention back on me.
“That’s literally the most gorgeous book cover |I've ever seen. We've been gushing
over it ever since sherevealed it. | can’'t believeyou’ rethe one who did it. Wow. | feel
like I’'m in the presence of royalty or something. That’s awesome.”

“What is Laurel like?’ Nicole asked. “Is she as funny as she seemsto be online?’

| nodded enthusiastically. “Even funnier. She’'s such a sarcastic asshole. | loveit.”

“Sounds like we' d get along great,” Nicole said.

Courtney laughed and patted her arm. “Oh, for sure. Assholes unite.”



Nicole nudged her wife playfully. “Hey, at leastinever broke someone’ s nose.”

Courtney looked at us and shook her head. “| promise it’s not what it sounds like. We
have quite an interesting backstory.”

“And we definitely want to hear it later,” which wasn’'t alie. | couldn’t believe we
found new queer friends who lived near usandwere fans of Laurel Lake. | pointed
toward the brides that were now walking toward us. “But we need to congratul ate the
lovebirdsfirst.”

Charlie and | walked hand in hand as we closed the gap between us and the brides.
When we were close, | dropped Charlies hand and held out my arms.
“Congratul ations!”

| gave Jackie a hug while Charlie hugged Mary Beth and then we switched. “So,
what’ s the plan now?’ Charlie asked once the hugs were over.

“Well, now that thisis all over, we're going to focus on starting our family,” Jackie
explained. “Neither of us want to carry, plus with our age, it would be considered
higher risk, so we're going to adopt.”

“We want abig family,” Mary Beth added excitedly. “At least four or five kids.”
WEe'll seeif you're still saying that after you adopt the first one.l bit my tongue and
nodded. There was no need to rain on their parade. And, hey, who knew? Maybe
someone who didn’t acquire three at one time would be open to more.

“What about you two?” Jackie asked. “How’ s the new business?’

“Not so new anymore,” Charlie said with a shake of her head. “We've owned it for
amost ayear now.”



“No way. Timereally doesfly, hun?’ Jackie looked over at me. “Are you still helping
out there?’

When Charlie first took over at the practice, | helped with a lot of redecorating then
did pretty much any random job she needed me to. Now that she had it up and
running more, she didn't need me quite as much. “I just fill in when someone calls
out or goes on vacation.”

Charlie leaned into me and kissed my cheek. “She's been a huge help. One of the
many benefits of having a kick ass wife who works from home.”
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“Speaking of which, how is the graphic designing going? Still getting a bunch of
commissions?’

| nodded excitedly. “More and more every day. It's actually getting hard to keep up.”
| didn’'t say anything else because | knew if | got started, | wouldn't be able to stop. |
was still so happy with what | was doing for a living. | couldn’t believe there was
ever atime ldidn’tdo it.

After a few minutes, Mary Beth and Jackie moved on to talk to more guests and we
spent the rest of the night dancing with Jamie, Ethan, Courtney, and Nicole. When the
reception ended, | was so drunk on alcohol and love that | could barely walk straight.

| blinked down at my phone as | tried to open the Uber app to find a ride back to our
hotel. Charlie put her hand over the screen so | couldn’t see it. “I have a better idea.
Let’swalk to my parents' house.”

“You want to stay at your parents house?’ There was no way | heard that right.
Charlie had been even more adamant than me about getting a hotel. “What was the
point of getting a hotel ?’

“We're still going to stay at the hotel. We're just going to stop there on the way.”
Charlie loosened my tie, then took it off of me and put it around her neck instead. The
act was super hot and if she hadn’t just told me she wanted to stop at her parents’, |
would have thought she was trying to seduce me.

“No one is even going to be awake at their house.” | needed to think of any
excusenotto go there. Charlie looked way too sexy wearing my tie with her dress to



go anywhere with other people.

“That’ s kind of the point.” Charlie ran her eyes up and down my body the same way |
had caught her doing multiple times throughout the night, and even though it wasn’t
the first time, her gaze still set my body on fire. “We're not even going to go inside. |
thought maybe we could reminisce on that first summer we got together.”

“What do you—" My mouth went dry when | realized what Charlie was getting at.
“You want to have sex in the lake behind your house.” | swallowed hard, barely able
to breathe just at the thought of the first (and only, unfortunately) time we did that.

Charlie had looked so incredibly sexy as she led me to the water that night. Except,
the thing was, ten years and three kids later, she was even sexier to me. | wouldn't
have been able to say no if | wanted to, and Idefinitelydidn’t want to. “Let’sdo it.”

Charlie and | giggled the whole time we walked to her parents' house. We tried, and
failed, to hold our laughter in as we made our way through the yard. It was as if we
were two teenagers who had just snuck out of the house for the first time ever.

We fumbled around as we sloppily removed our clothes. Since Charlie had less to
take off, she jumped in before me. Seeing her naked body pop out of the water was
enough motivation to get the rest of my clothes off and hop in after her.

Charlie swam over to me and wrapped her arms around my neck. “It might not have
been our smartest idea to do this after we' ve been drinking all night.”

“l have a solution for that.” | dlid my hand between her legs and ran my fingers
through her folds. “Why don’t | get you drunk on somethingotherthan alcohol ?”

Charlie moaned and laid her head on my shoulder. “Y ou don’'t need to touch me for
me to be drunk on you. I’malwaysdrunk on you.”



“Even after all thistime?’ | asked softly, my voice cracking since this moment mixed
with the alcohol had me on the verge of tears.

Instead of answering right away, Charlie picked her head up and brought her mouth
to mine. She kissed me long and hard until | forgot all about where we were. Hell,
this kiss was so goodit had me forgetting my own name. When she pulled away from
the kiss, Charlie stayed still and stared at me silently for what felt like forever. When
she finally spoke, her words cracked me open. “Especiallyafter all thistime.”

| spent the next hour making love to my wife in the lake behind the house she grew
up in. The house where | first met her. The place where we fell in love. This place
might have held a lot of bad memories for Charlie, but | hoped she was able to hold
dear all of the amazing memories we had made here.

As | held onto her as we both floated in the water (completely spent from what we
had just done) and kissed her slowly, | thanked god for bringing me to that awful
family reunion all those years ago.

Chapter 7

Charlie

When | woke up the next morning, it took me a minute to remember where | was. |
looked around the hotel room as the memories from the night before came flooding
back into my mind.The wedding. The lake. The way Reagan looked at me after we
made love asif it wasthefirst time all over again.And it really had felt like it was.

| rolled over in bed, expecting her to be beside me, but was surprised when | found
nothing but empty space. Asif she somehow knew | was looking for her, she walked
out of the bathroom at the very moment, already showered and dressed.



“Shit. What time isit?’ | moved my hand around the bed as | tried to find my phone.
“Do we need to check out soon?’

Reagan laughed as she walked over to the bed and sat down beside me. “No. Not
even close. It's barely past eight. | couldn’t sleep anymore because | miss the kids.”
Before | could say anything, Reagan bumped her shoulder against mine and smirked
at me. “I know | couldn't stop talking about how excited | was to have this night
away, but now | can't stop thinking about how much | miss those cute little faces.”

“Let'sseeif you still feel that way when it’stime to put them down for a nap.”

“You mean when we attempt to put them down for an hour then give up and read to
Carter while Olivia watches TV and Ronan tries to do flips off of the couch?’ Even
though | was complaining | still felt a pull of longing as | thought about them. They
really were adorable, and | loved their different personalities.

Reagan sighed. “Precisely. Maybe we should give up on the whole napping thing
now that they are four. Most things I’ veread say kids stop napping between three and
four. We might need to let go of the hope that we can still get them to.”

| pushed my bottom lip out into an exaggerated frown. “But that hope is the only
thing that gets me through the morning sometimes.”

Reagan ran her thumb along my lip and smiled. “It also leads to disappointment every
time it doesn’t happen.”
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“Very true.” All of thistalk of the kids had me itching to see them, so | hopped out of
bed. “Do you mind packing while | get ready really quickly? | want to see our little
monsters as soon as possible.”

Reagan’s face lit up as she jumped from the bed as well. “There's nothing | want
more.”

Less than an hour later, we pulled into my parents’ driveway, both of us jumping out
of the car as soon as it was parked.

“Race you to the front door!” Reagan shouted as she broke into a sprint.

| ran after her, but it was no use since she had gotten a head start. By the time |
reached the door, she had already opened it and walked inside. Patch circled around
our feet as we shouted for the kids. Just when | had scooped Patch into my arms, all
three kids came running around the corner.

“Mommy! Mama!” all three of them shouted in unison.

Ronan almost knocked me over when he ran straight into my legs and wrapped his
arms tightly around them. “Mamal Come watch me throw football. Grandpa says I’'m
good like Uncle Jamie.”

| turned to hand Patch off to Reagan, but Olivia was aready in her arms talking at a
mile a minute. | looked in front of me at my literal angel, Carter, who was waiting
patiently while her siblings fought for our attention. | set Patch back down onthe
ground, then picked up Carter while Ronan continued to cling onto my leg.



| gave her atight hug, then kissed her nose, which she wrinkled before letting out the
sweetest little giggleMy favorite noise in the world.” Should we go watch your
brother throw this football?’ | asked her.

Carter ssimply shrugged. “ Sure.”

“Is he as good as he says he is?’ | whispered as | struggled to walk with the extra
appendage stuck to my leg.

Carter shrugged again. “Sure.”

This sweet little girl was way too nice. | pressed my nose against hers. “Are you sure
about that?’

“No, he's actually not,” she whispered before breaking into another fit of giggles.

As we made our way through the hallway, | knew Reagan was following behind us
because Olivia didn’'t even stop to take a breath as she gave us the play-by-play on
everything they had done the day before. When we reached the kitchen, Nana was
sitting at the table with her hand on her forehead as if she was sick.

“Nana, are you okay?’

“I'm fine.” She pointed between the kids. “ Those three rascals of yours are just going
to be the death of me.”

“Please don’'t joke about dying,” | said as | wiggled my leg to detach Ronan from it
and sat Carter down on the chair next to my Nana s so | could give Nana akiss on the

cheek.

“Why? Because I’m knocking on death’s door? Don’t worry, dear. Y ou have at |east



two years left with me. I’'m going to make it to one hundred so | can say | lived
longer than Betty White. After that, all bets are off though.”

“You're going to be one hundred in two years?’ | asked in disbelief. My family never
talked about ages. Even my parents refused to tell us how old they were. With Nana
being my dad’ sgrandma, | knew she had to be old, but instead of doing the math to
figure out how old she might be, | kind of preferred to think of her as being immortal.
My grandma and grandpa, her son and daughter-in-law, had already passed, but |
didn’t have the type of relationship with them that | had with Nana. Nowhere close.

Nana nodded. “Y ep, and if those bitches don’t put me on the cover of Peoplemagazine
or some other shit, I’m going to be pissed.”

Olivia, who was still in Reagan’s arms, put her hand over her mouth and giggled.
“Nana said bitches.”

Both Ronan and Carter giggled along with her, but it was Ronan who jumped up and
down and raised his hand as if he was answering a question in school. “She also said
shit.”

“Thisiswhat | mean,” Nana said with a shake of her head. “They’ re always snitching
on me. | got lectured by your mom multiple times yesterday because she doesn’t
think | should speak thisway in front of them.”

“You know we don't care,” Reagan said as she finally dropped Oliviafrom her arms.
“They can say whatever they want as long as theydon’tsay those words at school.”
Reagan took on a lecturing tone, most likely to get the kids' attention and remind
them of our number one rule when it comes to swearing.

“We can’'t say mean words like stupid, dumb, and hate, though,” Carter reminded her,
her voice sounding so similar to Reagan’s lecture voice that it made me laugh.



Reagan put her hand up to give Carter a high five. “That’s exactly right. Good job,
babe.”

Carter scrunched up her nose at Reagan. “1I’m not your babe. Mamais.”

“That's right.” Reagan smacked her hand against her forehead as if she had actually
made a mistake. “ Thanks for the reminder.”

Ronan clawed at my legs asif he was an animal. “Now we throw footbal|?’
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“Yeah, sure.” | looked around the room for any signs of my parents. “Where are
grandma and grandpa?”’

“Grandma is cleaning our dirty clothes and grandpa is pooping,” Olivia said matter-
of-factly.

Nanathrew her handsin the air. “No secrets in this house anymore.”

When my dad walked into the kitchen a few seconds later, we all started to laugh.
“Get everything out okay?’ | asked when he gave us all a questioning look.

“All right. Who told?’ My dad pointed at Ronan. “Wasit you? | bet it was you!”
Ronan quickly pointed his own finger at Olivia. “No, it was Livvy.”
My dad nodded. “ That would have been my next guess.”

Ronan clawed at my dad’'s legs the same way he had done to mine. “Let’s show
Mommy and Mama how | throw football.”

“You got it.” My dad scooped Ronan into his arms and carried him through the
kitchen and out the back door.

Reagan and | followed, holding Olivia and Carter respectively. We watched as my
dad stood close to Ronan and threw him the football, which he awkwardly caught
with both hands. When he “threw” it back to my dad it only went about a foot, so my
dad had to lean forward to grab it, amost losing his balance in the process.



“So much better than Uncle Jamie,” Reagan said as she held her phone out in front of
her, clearly taking a video to send to him.

We watched them throw the ball back and forth a few more times before Olivia
huffed. “I’m bored.”

“Hi, bored. I’'m Mom.” | cringed as soon as the words were out of my mouth.Holy
shit. When did | get so old that | started to say things my mother said to me?

| couldn’t even blame Olivia for the way she wrinkled her eyebrows at me in obvious
judgment. “Not funny.” She pointed out toward the lake. “| want to swim.”

“In the lake?’ | asked with a cough, remembering the activities that had taken place
there last night.

Olivia nodded. “Grandma said we could if you said it's okay. She saidyouswam in
it.”

“1 did. Not that long ago, actually.” | shared a secret smile with Reagan who winked
back at me.

“Can we please?’ Carter brought her hands together in a praying motion and hit me
with the widest, most adorable, puppy dog eyes. There was no way | could say no.

“Fine. But you have to wear your bathing suits and your swimmies.”

All three of the kids high-fived then ran inside. | pointed in the direction they had just
runin. “I guess we should go help them, huh?’

“1 suppose they need us.”



After spending the next fifteen minutes wrestling with our kids to get their bathing
suits on and putting our own on as well, we headed back out to the lake, this time to
do some much different activities than the night prior.

Reagan took turns throwing the kids into the water while | entertained whichever two
weren't being thrown at the moment. When they got bored of that, we tried to teach
them Marco Polo, but that only lasted about five minutes since Olivia and Ronan got
in afight after she accused him of cheating. Once we were able to break up the fight,
they finally seemed content to just swim around, so Reagan and | got out and sat by
the edge watching them.

“Would you rather spend every night like last night or every day like today?’ Reagan
asked as we watched them splash each other. “You can only have one or the other.

Not both.”

“Is that supposed to be hard? Obviously today. You know | love our alone time, but
nothing comparesto this.”

“1 know.” Reagan leaned over and kissed my cheek. “| aready knew what you were
going to say. | just wanted to hear you say it.”

“You wanted to hear me say that | would choose watching our children try to kill
each other over ever having sex with you again?’

“Yes. That's exactly what | wanted.” She put her arm around my shoulder and pulled
me close to her. “Lucky for us, we get both.”

“Yes. Lucky us.”

| knew my luck had run out as soon as | heard my mother’s voice behind us.
“Charlotte, why are you letting your children play in that dirty lake?’
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| turned in her direction and shielded my eyes with my hand so | could actualy see
her. “They said you told them they could as long as we gave the okay.”

My mother scoffed. “Well, | didn’t think you actually would.”

“Why not? Jamie and | played in there all the time. Y ou and dad would beg us to go
in sometimes.”

“Yes. Well, that was you, and these are my grandkids.”
“Wow. Thanks, Mom. Glad to hear where | rank.”

My mom laid a blanket out on the ground beside me and sat down on it. “Did you
happen to ask Mary Beth why she didn’t invite us to her wedding? We' ve been like
family to that girl since you were kids. It's very hurtful that we wouldn’t be
included.”

Really? The woman who skipped my wedding wanted to know why she wasn’t
invited to a different gay wedding?‘Ididn’ taskher, but that’s because | didn’'t need to.
She told me when they first got engaged that she wasn’t planning on inviting you.”

My mother scoffed and shook her head, looking absolutely disgusted that Mary Beth
wouldn’t want someone at her wedding who was till fairly homophobic, in spite of
“trying” not to be. “Did she tell youwhyshe decided not to include your father and |
after everything we' ve done for her?’

After everything youdidfor her,I thought to myself. Ever since the great Miller



Reunion Blow Up, my mom hadn’t gone out of her way to include Mary Beth like
she did in the past (even when we had asked her not to). “Yes, she did. She didn’t
want me to be upset if you decided to come after skipping my wedding. | told her |
thought that made perfect sense, because it definitely would have upset me, even if |
tried to not let it get to me.”

“Really, Charlotte? You've been married for years. | thought we moved past this.
We' ve come so far.”

“You're right. We have.” The last thing | wanted was to fight with my mom when
things had been decent between us, but | had made a promise with myself along time
ago that | would always be honest with her about how | was feeling. | held my
feelingsin for way too long, and | wasn’'t going to do that any more. “But that doesn’t
make it hurt any less that you chose to miss one of the biggest days of my life.”

“I thought | was making the right choice. It turns out | made a mistake. | didn’t know
you were going to hold it over my head for the rest of my life.”

Hold it over her head? Seriously?l haven't held it over your head. I’ ve never even
brought it up before.Y ouasked why Mary Beth didn’t invite you, so | told you the
truth. Now, let’sjust drop it.”

“1 didn’t realize Nana was going to be one hundred in two years,” Reagan said asiif it
somehow fit into our conversation, even though | knew she was just trying to help me
out by changing the subject. “I know that seems far away right now, but if we're
going to throw her the huge party that she deserves, | think we need to start planning
as soon as possible.”

“You want to throw my nana a birthday party?’ | asked, all of my anger from a
moment before being melted away by just afew words from my perfect wife.



“Of course | do! Nana s the best, and she deserves the best.”

“Y ou do know she's never going to agree to that, right?’

“Of course | do. That's why it's going to be a surprise.” Reagan smiled over at me,
and at that moment, | was pretty sure | had never loved her more.

Chapter 8

Reagan

Two years later

| never considered how hard it would be to plan a surprise birthday for a one-
hundred-year-old woman until | was the one responsible for planning it. It was
especialy hard since the party was obviously going to be in Maryland which was
definitelynotwhere | spent most of my time. Luckily, | was able to get everything
worked out with the venue, an old rec hall where Nana used to go for poker nights,
over the phone.

Ethan used his connections in town to help find us a caterer and my parents had taken
on the task of providing the alcohol—complete with plenty of red wine for Nana.

It was the little details that were killing me—who to invite,howto invite them, when
to send said invites, what decorations to hang, and so many more that seemed to keep

popping up.

As | drove to Jamie's house the week before the party, | finadly felt like I could
breathe. Well, as much as one can breathe when driving afair distance with three six-
year-olds fighting in the back of the car. Charlie wasn't coming until the end of the
week because she didn’t want to close her practice for too long, so until Friday night,



it was me, Jamie, Ethan, their newly adopted ten-year-old son, Finn, and my three
wild children. Luckily, since it was summer, Jamie wasn’t working, so he would be
freeto help me.

| considered staying home until we could al ride down together, but since | was the
one who had been dubbed as the party planner, | didn’'t think it was right for me to
wait to show until the night before.

Assoon as| pulled into his driveway, Jamie opened the front door and waved wildly
at us. The car had barely come to a stop before Ronan was freeing himself from his
harness and trying to open the door.Thank god for child locks.

“Patience,” | said as | turned off the car and undid my own seatbelt.

“But | want to see Uncle Jamie,” Ronan whined.

“You canseehim by looking out the window. Remember, we see with our eyes, not
our hands or our feet.”
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| turned around just in time to see Ronan roll his eyes at me. “Y eah, whatever.”

“Did you just roll your eyes at me?’ | pointed a finger at him and tried to keep a
straight face, but it was no use. He was way too cute with his messy dirty blonde hair
and smug grin.

“l sure did.” Ronan crossed his arms in front of his chest, which only added to the
cuteness.Damn him.“*What'’ s it to you, poopy butt?’ He broke out in afit of giggles as
if he had just said the funniest thing in the whole world, and given that his sisters
were laughing along with him, apparently it was.

| rolled my eyes at him this time. “Aren’'t you a little old to be making poop jokes?
Y ouaregoing to be starting first grade next year.”

“Youstill make poop jokes and you're the oldest person | know,” Olivia said in her
brother’ s defense.

| put my hand on my chest as if | was offended, and | honestly kind of was. “lIdo
notmake poop jokes.” At least not in front of you. Not intentionally, anyway.“And |

am definitely not the oldest person you know.”

Olivia scrunched up her eyes as if she was actually considering what | had just said.
“Okay, sure. Nanais older. But she'slike amillion, so that doesn’t count.”

“She’s one hundred but good try.”

“l can count to one hundred. Want to hear?’ She tilted her head to the side and



flashed me her trademark grin.

“No, thank you, but do you know who does want to hear that?’ | pointed out the
window. “Uncle Jamie. Make sure you count to one hundred for him over and over.
Also, definitely sing that song you insisted on singing one million times on the way

here.

Now that they knew what was expected of them, | got them out of the car.

When Jamie reached me, he held open hisarms to me. “Look who it is!” He wrapped
me up in atight hug and kissed my temple. “When | first asked you to go to my
family reunion with me did you ever think that one day you would be throwing a
surprise birthday party for my nana?’

“Absolutely not, but | also didn’t know that your nana was cool as shit and your sister
was sexy as hell.”

“Yeah, yeah. Whatever.” He playfully pushed me away. “Now |leave me alone. | have
more important people to greet.”

He squatted down to give hugs to al three kids and when he stood up, Ronan and
Olivia each grabbed onto one of his legs. As he jokingly tried to shake them off,

Carter held her arms up toward him. “Uncle Jamie, will you please carry me?’

“Of course, sweetie.” Jamie took Carter in his arms and carried her in while dragging
the other two on his|legs.

| grabbed the two large suitcases and followed behind. “Hey, Jamie, think you could
grab these bags too?’ | yelled at him. “Thatisaman’sjob, right?’

Jamie looked back to glare at me, but the smile on his face gave away that he wasn’t



actually angry about my comment. Which was a good thing, since | took any
opportunity | could to make fun of the way he acted the first time | went home with
him.

When we made it inside of the house, Jamie |looked behind me and sighed. “It'sweird
not seeing Patch following behind you.”

The sound of my dog’'s name was like a stab to the heart. It had been a few months
since he passed away, after living a long happy life, and the wound was still fresh.
Every time it seemed to be scabbing over, | was reminded of him in one way or
another and it was asiif it had been picked back open.

| stared down at the floor to try to hide my sadness from the kids. “I still look for him
every time | come into the house.”

“1 still have my shoe that he chewed up the last time he was here. | couldn’t bring
myself to throw it away.” Jamie chuckled softly.

“Why are you both so sad?’ Carter asked.

Of course, Carter would notice, because Carter noticedeverything.Her siblings might
have too if they slowed down long enough to pay attention to what was happening
around them.

| grabbed Carter from Jamie and held her tightly up against me. “We're okay,
sweetie. We just miss Patch.”

Carter’ s eyes turned down, and for a moment, | thought she was going to cry, but just
a second later a wide grin spread across her face. “But Patch is in Heaven now with
al the treats, blankets, and toys in the world. He' s happy so we should be, too. That’s
what you told me, remember?’



| hugged Carter even tighter and kissed the top of her head. “You're exactly right,
sweetie. Thank you for reminding me.”

| looked around the hallway and realized that Ronan and Olivia were no longer there.
“Shit. Where' d they go?”’

“1 think they went upstairs,” Carter said with a shrug.

How did she do it? Did she have eyes in the back of her head or what? Wasn't that
supposed to bemysuperpower?



Page 34

Source Creation Date: July 12, 2025, 12:32 pm

| gave Jamie a wide-eyed look to try to convey to him that if we didn’t find them
immediately, he would probably end up with some household item being broken. He
must have understood because he subtly nodded his head before hopping up the stairs
two at atime. | hoisted Carter higher up on my waist and tried my best to follow after
him as quickly as | could, but it was nearly impossible while holding an extra forty-
five pounds.

When | lost track of Jamie, | followed the faint sound of giggles, which only got
louder when Jami€’ s voice shouted, “What are you doing with my shoe?’

After a few seconds, | found all three of them in Jamie and Ethan's room, with the
closet door open, and a pair of shoes sitting on the floor. “What happened?’ | asked
as| tried to catch my breath.

Jamie shook his head, but | could tell by the way he was curling his lips into his
mouth, that he was trying not to laugh. “ These two decided to chew on my shoes as if
they were animals.”

What the hell?

Olivia smiled at me innocently and shrugged her shoulders. “Uncle Jamie said he
missed Patch chewing on his shoes. We figured this would make him feel better.”

Now | had to work to hold in my laughter as well, becausewhat the actual fuck? Did |
literally raise a bunch of animals? Sweet, well-intentioned animals, but for fuck’s
sake.l knelt down and let Carter out of my arms to stand next to me, holding her hand
while | addressed her brother and sister. “Y our uncle Jamie missesPatch. He doesn’t



actually miss Patch’ s bad behavior.”

Ronan crossed his arms in front of his chest and scrunched up his nose. “Nuh-uh. If
that was true, why would he save the shoe?’

| looked at Jamie for backup, but he ssmply shrugged, clearly just as lost for words as
| was. “It’s sentimental.”

Ronan kept his arms crossed and shook his head. “1 don’t know what that means.”

“It means that it's special because it reminds you of something. In this case, that
chewed up shoe reminds Uncle Jamie of Patch.”

Ronan uncrossed his armsto throw themin the air. “1 don’t get it.”

“Me either.” Olivia pointed into the hallway. “Let’s find something else to do. Thisis
boring.”

Olivia and Ronan ran out of the room while Carter followed slowly behind them. |
stood up and let out along sigh that mixed with the laughter | had been trying to hold
in a moment before. “My children. Literal animals. Good god.” | looked around the
room and into the hallway that was now eerily quiet. “ Speaking of children, where's
your little dude?’

“You mean my ten-year-old who is somehow up to my chin? He's at the cafe with
Ethan. They should be getting home any minute now.”

Like clockwork, | heard the front door open at that very moment. A split second later,
there was the sound of little footsteps running through the downstairs and sgqueals of
delight, which | assumed meant my children were now with their uncle and cousin. |
watched as Jamie threw his sneakers that my disgusting children had just been



chewing on into his closet and then followed him out of the bedroom and down the
stairs.

“There’s my girl,” Ethan said as soon as he noticed me. “Or shall | sayParty Planner
Extraordinaire?’

When | made my way to the front door, | pushed past my children to give Ethan a
hug. “Ugh. Don’t remind me. This is the first time in weeks |’ ve gone a few minutes
without thinking about it.”

Ethan stepped away from me and pretended he was locking his lips. “Sorry. I'm
done. No more reminders about the huge 100th birthday bash you're throwing this
upcoming weekend.”

“Gee, thanks.” | moved my attention from Ethan to the boy standing next to him.
“Hey, Finn! How are you, buddy?’

Finn looked down toward the floor, his shaggy brown hair falling in front of his eyes
in the process. “I’m good, ma am. Thank you.”

Thiswas how Finn had acted every time | was around him over the past year while he
lived with Ethan and Jamie as they waited for everything to come together to
officially adopt him. He was shy and reserved, but at least now, he didn’t seem scared
anymore like he did at first.

“Remember what | told you last time?’ | asked him. “Call me Aunt Reagan or just
Reagan. Honestly, you can even call meassholeif you want. Just notma am.It makes
me feel like my mother-in-law.” | shuddered to try to make my point that
thatdefinitelywasn’'t a good thing.

This finally made Finn smile and he moved his eyes from the floor to look up at me.



“Sorry, Aunt Reagan.”

| waved ahand at him. “No need to apologize. We're family.”

“You make me say sorry and I’'m family,” Olivia said as she crossed her arms over
her chest and scowled at me.

| laughed and ruffled her hair. “That’s becauseyoudo things you need to apologize
for, like trying to eat Uncle Jami€’'s shoes.” When Ethan’s eyes shot toward me to
give me a questioning look, | waved my hand at him. “Don’t ask.”

He put both hands in the air. “Wouldn’'t dream of it.”

* k%

The week flew by as | worked through al of the last minute party plans. | couldn’t
believe it when Charlie sent me atext to say she was on her way. After what only felt
like a few minutes (because | was busy finalizing the details of how to get Nana to
the rec hall), the front door of Jamie and Ethan’s house opened and Charlie walked
in.
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“Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes?’ | asked as | pulled her into my arms, breathing in
her familiar scent that | had missed so much over the past week.How was there ever a
time | lived without thiswoman? Was | really even alive before | met her?

“lI missed you,” Charlie whispered, echoing my thoughts. She held me tightly for a
moment before pulling away. Even when she was no longer holding me, she still kept
atight grip on my arms as if she thought | might drift away if she let go. “How did it
go this week? How were the kids? Did they behave?’

“1t depends who we' re talking about.”

“Well, since | have no doubt that our little angel behaved, | obviously mean the other

two.
“In that case, no,butthey at least weren’t any worse than usual.”
“Speaking of which, where are they? | expected them to run to the door to greet me.”

“They are down in the basement. Finn is showing them how to play his video games,
SO it’svery serious business.”

“And where are Jamie and Ethan?’

“They are at the cafe. | told them I’ d stay with the kids so Jamie could help him with
afew thingsthere.”

Charlie moved her hands onto my hips. “ That was nice of you.”



| closed my eyes and basked in the feelings of her hands on me.God, | missed this. It
was less than a week apart and | could hardly stand it.”It’s no big deal. After dealing
withourchildren, adding Finn to the mix is nothing.”

“Isthis your way of telling me you decided that you want afourth?’ Charlie joked.

“ Abso-fucking-lutely not.”

Charlie threw her head back in laughter, and it was one of the most beautiful sightsin
the whole world. My heart tugged to remind me how much | loved this woman (not
that | needed a reminder).

Once she stopped laughing, Charlie pointed down the hallway. “ Can we go see them?
I’ ve missed those little assholes so much.”

“Of course.” | opened my armsto direct her to go in front of me since | knew she was
itching to get to them.

“Where are my babies?’ she shouted as she walked down the basement stairs.

Almost immediately, all three kids were at the bottom of the stairs, bouncing up and
down and holding their arms out for hugs. Charlie greeted each of them with hugs
and kisses before crossing the room to squeeze Finn's arm and tell him that she had
missed him, too.

“Mommy, guess what?’ Olivia said as she sprinted back across the room to where
Charlie was now standing. “Me, Ronan, and Carter get to help with Nana' s surprise.”

When Charlie looked up at me with questioning eyes, | nodded. “We told Nana that
we are coming to visit for the weekend and want to take her out to lunch. You four
can go pick her up, then make up some excuse about why you need to go to the rec



hall to pick me up. | was thinking we could tell her Ethan is hosting an event there.
Once you get there, you can tell her he realy wants to see her, or something like
that.”

Charlie poked herself in the chest with her pointer finger. “Me? | thought you would
want to be the one to get her over there.”

The truth was, | really did, but since she was Charlie’'s blood relative, | figured |
should let her do it. “Nah. Y ou should. She's your nana. Plus, I'll have to make sure
al the last minute details come together.”

Charlie shook her head. “I can tell by the sound of your voice that you want to do that
part. You've worked so hard. Y ou deserve to be the one standing beside her when we
all shoutsurprise.Serioudly. | can take care of the last minute details. Don’'t worry
about that. | got this.”

| had no question that she did, so | readily agreed. By eleven a.m. the next day, Nana
had already called three times to ask why we hadn’t picked her up yet, even though |
told her multiple times that we weren’t coming until 11:30. When we arrived at the
Millers house alittle bitafterthat time, she was aready waiting on the front porch.

“1t’ s about time,” she grumbled as | got out of the car and took her by the arm to help
her walk.

She was moving even slower this time than the last time | had seen her, which made
my heart hurt since it reminded me of just how old she was now. She had the mind of
a twenty-year-old, but her body was definitely starting to shut down.

| quickly shook these thoughts from my head. Today wasn’'t about what was to come.
It was to celebrate all of the amazing years she had lived so far. “Sorry, Nana. | was
struggling to get three kids into the car by myself. Charlie, Jamie, and Finn are al at



the rec hall in town with Ethan, helping him prepare for an event he’s doing today.
Speaking of which, we need to stop by there and grab Charlie so she can come to
lunch with us. | was worried if | picked her up first and got here even later that you
might murder me.”

Nana laughed and patted my hand. “You know me so well. The thought definitely
crossed my mind.” Nana opened her door and struggled to step into the car, but when
| tried to help,she pushed me away. “I’'m not dead yet. I'm still ninety-nine. Maybe
tomorrow once I’'m one hundred I’ll let you help me, but probably not, so don’'t get
any ideas.”

| got in the car and started to drive while the kids all talked over each other at Nana.
Instead of responding, Nana shut her eyes and let them continue to shout with no
response. After a few migraine-inducing minutes, we arrived at the rec hall. | got out
my phone and texted Charlie that we had arrived while | prepared myself for the fight
| was inevitably going to have with Nanawhen | tried to get her to go inside.

“Charlie just texted and told me that Ethan really wants to see you. Do you mind
going inside really fast?’
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Just as | suspected, Nana huffed. “I’'m starving. I’ [l see him later.”

Think fast.It felt like a lightbulb went off above my head when the perfect idea
suddenly materialized in my mind. “We can wait | guess, but he told me he got some
wine for the event that he thinks you'll really like. If we wait to see him, it will
probably be gone by the time we do. That's okay though. If food is more important
than w—"

“Never mind. Let’'s go.” Nana had her seatbelt unbuckled and her car door open
before | had even processed the fact that my plan had actually worked.

When | turned off my car, all three kids started to giggle. | turned around and put my
finger up to my lips. “Sh. Don't give it away now.”

| helped the three of them out of the car then watched as they sprinted right past
Nana, only coming to a stop when they got to the front of the building. | took Nana's
arm, ignoring her huff of disapproval. When we reached the door, Carter held it open
while | walked through with Nana. | almost tripped when Ronan and Olivia pushed
past me to go in first. As expected, the lights were out and the room was dark when
we walked in.

“Areyou sure they’re here? The lights aren’t even on.”

| tried (and failed) not to smile as | opened the second set of doors and hit the lights.
As soon as the lights went on all of the guests screamed, “ Surprise,” in unison.

“Isthis... what... for me?’ Nanaturned to me and there were aready tears pooling at



the corners of her eyes, which was big since | could probably count the amount of
times | saw her cry on one hand.

My heart felt more full than it ever had as this woman who had become so important
to me stared at me with all the wonder in the world. “Happy Birthday, Nana.”

We were joined at the door by the rest of her immediate family, who all wished her
happy birthday with tight hugs. The majority of the party was family, but other
people who spent time with Nana throughout the years were also there, including her
hair dresser, a few of her doctors, the cashier whose line she always went in at the
grocery store, and even her favorite waitress from Applebee’s.

Nana was so excited about the surprise that she was even more wild than usual
throughout the day. She roasted pretty much every person in attendance and drank
more wine than an aimost hundred-year-old probably should. | wasn't too worried
since the doctors in attendance didn't seem concerned, but then again, they were
drinking just as much as her.

By the end of the party, it was just the Miller clan remaining, which felt strange since
| hadn’t been around the whole family since Charlie’'s mom made a scene with my
engagement ring. Luckily, Nana wasn’'t the only one who had been drinking so it
wasn't as awkward as | would have expected it to be.

If | was being honest, | was actually having fun. | laughed when | looked at Jamie
and saw him counting on his fingers. “What are you up to over there, Mr.

Mathematician?”

“I'm just trying to figure out how we have a great great grandma who is only one
hundred.”

“Only?’ | asked with alaugh. Surely Jamie wasn't so drunk that he thought that was



young.

“Considering that we're thirty-eight, yes” He looked over at his parents,
determination etched on his face. “Mom and Dad, how old are you?’

“That really doesn't matter,” his dad said, his face turning slightly red as if he was
embarrassed to say his age for some reason.

“Oh, for god's sake.” Nana spilled wine on her shirt when she threw her hands in the
arr. “Your father is sixty-one.”

Jamie looked toward the ceiling and counted on his fingers again. “That’s only a
thirty-nine year difference between you and him and he's not even your oldest
grandchild.” | still didn’t know what he was getting at until his eyes went wide and he
pointed an accusatory finger at his nana. “Nana, did you get knocked up?’

Nana laughed and spilled even more of her wine on her shirt. “Why would you
assume it was me who got knocked up? That would have given my mother a heart
attack. Luckily, 1 was a cool mom. Didn’t throw a big fit when your grandfather
knocked someone up as a teenager. Your great-grandfather on the other hand... he
thought it was a disgrace. And he instilled that same shame on your grandfather and
his children, which is why no one in this family ever talks about it. One of the only
things me and my husband ever fought over.”

“Wait, are you saying—" | cut myself off because | couldn’t wrap my head around
this. The" perfect” Miller family got less and less perfect al the time.

“Yep.” Nana pointed across the room at Charlie and Jamie’s Uncle Shane. “My
grandson is a bastard, and I’ m not just talking about his personality.”

| spit out my drink from laughing so hard. | loved Nana for saying exactly how she



felt, especially about people | wasn't so fond of.

Unfortunately, he was too far away to hear, but he did notice her pointing and pointed
his own finger at himself. “Me?’ He shouted across the room. “What are you saying
about me?’

| smiled because | knew Nana wouldn’t let this opportunity pass, and | was right. “I
said you're abastard,” she shouted back. “In more ways than one.”

Uncle Shane's face turned such a bright shade of red that | could see it from across
the room. He grimaced and opened his mouth (most likely about to be an asshole),
but quickly shut it again.

That’ s right, bitch. Don’t even think about being mean to my girl.

Carter, who had been sitting on Charlie’s lap, crawled into mine and tapped Nana's
shoulder. When Nanalooked over, Carter tilted her head at her. “What' s a bastard?’

Mrs. Miller scoffed. “It's aword wedon’tsay.”

Nana scoffed right back at her. “She can say whatever she wants to say as long as
she’s not an asshole likesome people.” The smile returned to Nana's face as she
focused her attention on Carter. “A bastard is someone who is born to two parents
who aren’t married. It can also be a name for someone who is mean.”
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Carter shook her head. “It’s not nice to call people names.”

Nana leaned in close and rubbed her nose against Carter’s. “Y ou’ reright, swestie. It's
normally not. But certain peoplein thisfamily deserveit.”

“1 think 1’1l just be nice to everyone,” Carter said with a shrug.

| hugged her tight up against me and kissed the top of her head. This little girl was
way too good for this world. | lookedacross the room to where her brother and sister
were taking turns jumping off of a chair to see who could go further and laughing
hysterically each time one of them landed on anything other than their feet.Well, one
out of three ain’t bad.

An hour (and a lot of water chugging later), Nana asked if | could give her aride
home. It made more sense for Charlie’s parents to take her since they were going to
the same place, but | could tell she wanted the extra time with me, so there was no
way | was going to say no. After cleaning up, Charlie took the kids in her car and |
took Nanain mine.

Assoon as | started driving, Nana put her hand on top of my hand that was resting on
the middle console. “I wanted to thank you personally for doing that for me today.”

My heart swelled at the sincerity in her voice. It wasn't often that Nana was serious,
so the fact that she was being so open had my heart on the edge of bursting. “It was a

joint effort.”

“That’s not what | heard. Everyone else, even the assholes in this family who don'’t



particularly like you, told methat it was all you.”

“It's what you deserved. Ever since that first summer, you always made me feel like
family. That’s more than can be said for most of the Millers.”

“As the oldest living member of the family, | feel like | need to take the blame for
that.”

My eyes darted to her face to see if she was smirking, because she couldn’'t be
serious. Much to my surprise, there wasn't even the dlightest hint of a smile.
“Bullshit. You're like the most amazing person ever. You don’'t even deserve to be
associated with the mgjority of the assholes in your family, let alone take the blame
for their decisions.”

“Hate breeds hate. That’ s what they say.”
| shook my head. There was no way she could ever convince me she was to blame for
her terrible relatives. “Andyou’ re the most loving person | know, so clearly it wasn't

you. Y ou'retoo good for this family, honestly.”

“So are you, you know. Charlie and Jamie are too, so I’'m glad you busted into our
lives and stuck around through al the craziness. They need you.”

Thinking about my two best friends—my favorite people in the entire world—had me
fighting to hold back my tears. “| need them, too.”

“Promise me something?’ Nana squeezed my hand once again. “When I’'m gone,
please take care of them for me.”

“Y ou mean you're not going to live forever?’ | forced out alaugh because | knew if |
didn’t laugh, | woulddefinitelycry. The last thing | wanted to think about was aworld



without Nana. She was everything good in this world packaged in a small but fierce
old woman.

“Sweetie, when you get to be my age, you redlize that immortality ain't al it's
cracked up to be. The more | see of thisworld, the more | want to leave it.” We were
both silent for a minute, and | figured the conversation was over until she spoke
again. “Aslong as you can promise you' |l take care of my babies.”

| swallowed hard, a heavy lump forming in my throat over the turn this conversation
had taken. “1 promise.”

Nana might not like the idea of immortality, but selfishly, that's exactly what |
wanted for her.

Chapter 9

Charlie

Y ou should skip this chapter...

It had only been two weeks since my Nana's birthday and | was itching to get back to
my hometown again. Since | normally avoided Maryland like the plague, | had no
idea why | was feeling such a strong pull to go back. My thoughts kept circling back
to my nana and how | needed to spend more time with her. Her big hundredth
birthday celebration was the worst reminder of how little time | had left with her, and

| didn’t want to have any regrets once | (heaven forbid) did lose her.

“Would you hate me if | went back to Maryland this weekend?’ | asked Reagan as
we sat together and watched TV after all of the kids were asleep.

“1 don’t hate you, and I’'m coming too,” Reagan said without hesitation. “We all are.”



Luckily, Jamie and Ethan were more than okay with a few last minute house guests,
so afew dayslater, we went to stay with them.

| called Nana as soon as we arrived and felt a strange sense of relief when | heard her
voice on the other end of the phone. “Hey, Nana. | was just wondering if you wanted
to get dinner with just Reagan and | tonight. Jamie and Ethan volunteered to watch
our kids for some reason.”

“They must have a death wish.” Nana laughed her trademark laugh and it breathed
life back into me. “But | do want to see those three rascals, so I’'ll have your dad drop
me off at Jamie’'s house before we go. It's a double positive for me because | can
make sure | don't starve to death waiting on you two.”

| told Nanato be at Jami€’'s house at four-thirty, so she arrived right on time (for her)
at four o’ clock.
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“Nanal” All three kids shouted as they ran to greet her at the door.

Nana let out anoofsound as al three of them ran into her at once. She laughed as she
wrapped her arms around them. “There’s my three crazy monkeys.”

They all giggled then grabbed her hands and dragged her into Jamie’'s family room to
show her the virtual reality game they were playing with Finn.

Finn handed the headset to Nana. “Y ou should try it,” he said shyly.

Nana looked at the object in her hands as if it had come from outer space. Honestly,
to her, it might as well have. Finn explained how it worked and helped her put it on,
then put a game on for her. After afew minutes of struggling with what to do, Nana
became entranced by the game and was swearing while she swatted at something on
her screen. It was an image I'd never forget. At least | hoped not. | wanted to etch it
in my brain forever.

Why am | being so sentimental this weekend? What is happening to me?

When she was done playing, she threw herself onto the couch and blew out a long
breath. “Y ou all wore Nana out, but that was fun.”

Carter crawled onto the couch, book in hand as usual, and snuggled up next to Nana.
“Nana, can | read this book to you before you go?’

“There’ s nothing | want more, sweetie.”



Carter moved to sit on Nana's lap and opened her book. Both of them appeared
completely content and happy as they sat close and shared this moment together. |
pried my eyes awayfrom them to see if Reagan noticed the sweetness happening in
front of us.

What Reagandidn’ tnotice was me looking over at her because all of her attention was
on Nana and Carter. She was beaming—wide, unblinking eyes, an infectious smile
filling her face. | looked back and forth between Reagan and Nana and Carter and
could have cried from al the love filling my heart. Thiswas my world, and | loved it.

The moment was broken when Ronan shouted. “Watch me do aflip!”

| moved my eyes to where he was now standing on the far end of the couch. Before |
could say or do anything to stop him he jumped off and flailed his body in away that
could somewhat resemble a flip if you really used your imagination. Of course, he
didn’t land on his feet. Instead, he flopped onto his side and hit his head on the
floor.Thank god Jamie has carpets.| held my breath as | waited for his response,
which came in the form of him laughing hysterically and saying, “That was
awesome.”

| let out my breath and shook my head at him.Thiswas my actual world, and it was
crazy, but that didn't matter. | really did love it, and | wouldn’'t change a thing.
Fifteen minutes (and many hugs) later, we were finally able to get out of the house to
take Nanato dinner.

“Where to?’ | asked once we were in the car, expecting Nana to immediately answer
with one of the usual chain restaurants she went to like Applebee’ s or Red Robin.

“There's actually an Italian Restaurant about ten minutes from here that opened a
year ago. I’ ve been meaning to try it, but | haven’'t had the chance. Do you mind if we
go there?’



“Of course.” | hoped it wasn't an overly fancy restaurant since | was only wearing
jeans and a long sleeve shirt, but either way, it didn’t matter. If this was what Nana
wanted, it was what we were doing.

The dinner was spectacular and it wasn't even because the food was out of this world
(which it was). She told stories of when | was young. We laughed about that first
summer when Reagan came to visit with Jamie. We discussed our relationship and
the ups and downs Reagan and | have had throughout the years, and Nana offered
advice for along, healthy relationship. We even talked about the future and what was
to come for us and the kids. Nana listened intently and gave her opinion where it was
warranted. | had so many amazing memories with my nana, but this night might have
been the best ever.

When we dropped her off, | gave her along hug. Even though we had plans to see her
again in the morning, there was a part of me that felt like this goodbye was
permanent. | tried to shake these thoughts from my head, because | didn’t want to
think like that. Nana was healthy. At least as healthy as one would expect from
someone her age. She didn't have any terminal illnesses. There was no reason to
believe | wouldn’t see her again. Still, as | held her tight, | took in everything about
the moment—the scent of her perfume, the way her arms felt wrapped around me,
how safe she made me feel. When | pulled away from her, | kissed her forehead and
told her how much | loved her. As we got into the car, | took one last ook at where
she was standing by the door. Most people don't know the last time they’'ll see
someone, but deep down, buried inside of me, | knew | wasn't going to see Nana
alive again.

When my phone rang early the next day with a call from my mom, | thought about
not answering it. My stomach was in knots over what | knew she was about to tell

me. | had no ideahow! knew, but | did.

“Mom?’ | asked, my voice shaky. “Is Nana okay?’



The silence on the other end of the phone seemed to stretch on forever until my mom
said abarely audible, “No.”

It took forever for me to actually comprehend everything that followed, even if my
premonition told me it was coming. Nana wasn't breathing when they went into her
room that morning. She had gone into cardiac arrest while she was sleeping and never
woke up. She had gone peacefully and hadn’t experienced any pain.

A fog settled around me when | told her | would catch up with her soon and hung up
the phone. | woke up Reagan and we cried together. After afew minutes, there was a
light knock on our door and Jamie and Ethan walked in. There was no doubt from the
look on their faces that they had gotten the call as well. Instead of saying anything, |
moved closer to Reagan and patted the empty spot next to us on the guest bed. Jamie
and Ethan joined us and the four of us hugged and cried some more.

“Mommy? Mama?’

The sound of a sweet young voice coming from the hall made another horrible reality
crash into me. “We need to tell the kids.” | looked over at Reagan whose face was
streaked with tears. “God, how do we do this? | need to be strong for them, but right
now, | feel anything but strong. How do we tell them?’

Reagan reached out and squeezed my hand. “Together. We tell them together. It’ll be
okay.”

“We'll be right out, sweetie,” Reagan called out. “ Just give us a minute.”
By the time we pulled ourselves together enough to get out of bed and open the door,

all four kids were waiting outside of it. Oliviatilted her head at Jamie. “Why are you
in my mom and mama’ s room?”’



Jamie gave me avery brief questioning look before smiling back at Olivia. “We were
just talking.”
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“Speaking of which.” Reagan cleared her throat. “Olivia, Carter, and Ronan, could
we talk to you inside the room?’

Jamie put his hand on Finn's shoulder as he and Ethan walked out of the room. “We
need to talk to you, too.”

“Arewein trouble?’ Oliviaasked as we all sat down on the bed.

Ronan shared a look with Olivia and put his hands in the air. “1 swear that lamp fell
on itsown last night.”

“Thisisn't about a lamp, | promise.” | put my arms around Olivia and Ronan &t the
same time Reagan pulled Carter onto her lap. “It’s about Nana.”

| could feel my heart rate increasing as | tried to think of what to say. Luckily,
Reagan touched my arm and gave me alook that saidl’ve got this.

“Last night, Nana went to be with Patch.”

“In heaven?' Carter asked softly. When Reagan nodded, her eyes turned down
toward the comforter. “Is she coming back?’

“No. When people and pets go to heaven, they don’t come back. At least not in the
physical sense. We might not be able to see Nana anymore, but she'll always be with

us.

For a long time the kids were eerily quiet, and | wondered if they fully understood



what was happening. Then Ronan looked at me with tears in his eyes and my heart
broke all over again.

“Is it okay to be sad?’ He wiped his eyes with his arm. “Because | feel really sad
right now.”

His question finally helped me to find my voice. “It'salwaysokay to be sad,
sweetheart. I'm sad, too.”

“Soam|,” Reagan said.

Olivia and Carter both nodded in agreement as well. For the next few minutes, we all
sat in silence. If my heart wasn't so heavy with grief, | would have loved this detour
from our usual craziness. Even with the sadness, | still took a moment to appreciate
this time with my family. | may have lost a veryimportant person, but knowing | had
these four helped me to carry on.

The next week flew by, yet also seemed to stretch on forever. | canceled my
appointments for the week and Reagan told her clients that their commissions might
end up a bit delayed. We helped my parents prepare for the funeral and stood by her
casket at the viewing as person after person came by to tell us about how much she
meant to them. The funeral was small and the get-together that followed was even
smaller. We all felt the real celebration of Nana's life had taken place at her birthday
party. Nana deserved to be remembered the way she was that night—alive and
thriving. Not just a body in a casket that was lowered into the ground.

As Reagan and | lay in bed together the first night back at our house, | thought about
how thankful | was that we had so much time with my nana leading up to her death.
“1 know I’ve said it multiple times, but | mean it even more now. Thank you so much
for planning that birthday party for Nana. This obviously isn't easy, but | think
having that final hoorah with her made it atiny bit less hard on everyone.”



“You don't have to thank me. It was clearly meant to be. | just put it in motion. |
should be thanking you for having us go there last weekend. As soon as you
mentioned it, | knew we needed to go. | couldn’t explain it, but something in me
clicked and told me this needed to happen.”

“That’s why | suggested it. | felt this strange pull, like | had to see her. Thank god.
That last night with her was perfect.”

Reagan leaned over and kissed my temple. “It really was, wasn't it? | aimost felt like
Nana knew her time was coming really soon. Like she wanted to leave us with
something.”

“Wait.” Her words suddenly reminded me of something. | hopped from the bed and
went through our bag we had yet to unpack until 1 found the two envelopes my dad
had given to mea few days prior. “Nana apparently gave these to my dad a few
months ago. It looks like they’re letters or something. I'm not sure why mine isin
such a big envelope though.”

| handed Reagan the smaller envelope and opened up my large Manila envelope that
contained two smaller envelopes inside. One said my name and the other said my
mom'’ s but had a note that it shouldn’t be read until ayear after Nana's passing.

| waved my mom’s envelope in the air. “1’'m not sure why | got this one.”

Reagan shrugged. “Maybe there’' s an explanation inside yours.”

| opened the envelope to find a handwritten note from my nana. As soon as| saw her
handwriting on the page, my heart clenched and the tears started to fall, so | wasn’t

even sure how | would possibly get through it. But | owed it to her to try.

My dearest Charlie,



If you're reading this, it means my time has come to an end (finally, right?). Please
don’t be sad for me. | lived along, happy life. The best part of that life was definitely
the past 38 years because | got to watch you and Jamie grow up. | watched you grow
from a wild little girl to an outgoing teenager and into your own person throughout
college and optometry school. But my favorite version of you was definitely the
version |'ve seen these past ten years or so, because you were being your true,
authentic self. | can’t even begin to tell you how proud | am of the woman you’ve
become. Y ou are a wonderful doctor, aloving wife/sister/friend/daughter/etc, and the
best mom in the entire world (so much better than the one that raised you).

Never give up on your dreams. Never stop being true to yourself. And
remember—you are never too old for sex!

| know none of this is groundbreaking, but it turns out | don’t have all the answers
(just most of them). | just wanted to make sure you had one last piece of me to always
keep with you. Take care of those crazy kids and that trouble-making wife of yours.
Most important—never stop making your mother feel uncomfortable,

| love you, sweetie. You are everything right about this world, and | want you to
know that you changed mine.

All my love,
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Nana

PS—I’m trusting you to hold onto the letter to your mom for a year before you give it
to her. | couldn’t resist making her think she' s the only one who didn’t get one. HA!

As | laughed through my tears, | looked over at Reagan and noticed that she was
doing the same as she stared down at her own letter. | held mine out toward her.
“Wanna swap?”’

She answered by grabbing the paper from my hand and holding out hers. | wiped my
eyes then began to read the words my nana had written to Reagan.

Reagan,

| know neither of us wants this to be overly sentimental, so I'm going to try my best
not to make it too mushy (no promises though). | know | didn’t have as much time
with you as | did with other people in my life but the years that you were a part of
were aways an adventure. From catching my great-granddaughter with her hand
down your pants when | thought you were engaged to my great-grandson, to
watching you awkwardly letting my granddaughter-in-law know that the ring she
found was from you for her daughter, to neverrealizing just how thin walls are, you
always keep things interesting.

| loved getting to know you and letting you get to know me too. Bet you never
thought awoman born in my time would have so many wild stories, huh?

What I'll never be able to thank you enough for is everything you' ve done for Charlie



and Jamie. They were wonderful children, but it felt like they lost themselves
somewhere along the way. | truly believe you are a big reason they were able to stick
up to their asshole parents and become the people they were meant to be.

Please take care of them for me, but also, take care of yourself. | know | like to tease
you, but | can’t even begin to tell you how much respect | have for you. | love you,
and even though | know they don't like to admit it, your in-laws do too. Honestly, |
think it kills them how much they like you since they wish they could hate you.
Thanks for everything you have done for my family. | know I'm leaving them in
good hands with you (especialy Charlie since you can’'t seem to ever keep your
hands off of her).

All my love,

Nana

“l can't believe Nanais withholding your mom’ s note just so she thinks she didn’t get
one,” Reagan said with alaugh. “ That woman is savage even from the grave.”

“I realy wonder what she wrote in my mom’s letter.”

“1 guesswe'll find out next year.”

| rolled my eyes. “I doubt it. There’'s no way my mom is going to tell us what it says,
especially because it’s probablymean. Or at the very least, contains some harsh truths.
I’m half tempted to sneak a peek now.”

Reagan shook her head. “ Absolutely not. | feel like Nana' s ghost would haunt us.”

“That’ sinsane, but also, probably true. So, | guess we'll just have to wait and see.”



Chapter 10

Charlie

1 year later

It felt like | had been waiting for this day forever, but really, it had only been three
hundred sixty-five days. Even though there was a heaviness because of it being the
anniversary of my nana s death, | was also excited to finally (maybe) find out what
Nana had written in my mom'’s note.

When we pulled into my parents’ driveway, | grabbed the envelope and shoved it into
my back pocket. We had already dropped the kids with Jamie and Ethan, so it was
just me and Reagan with nothing to soften the blow if this didn’t go well.Oh well.
Totally worth the risk.

| knocked on the front door, but instead of waiting for someone to answer, | walked
right in. “Anyone home?’ | shouted while looking around for any signs of my
parents.

When my mom came around the corner, her eyebrows were furrowed. “ Charlotte? Is
everything okay? | thought we weren’t getting together until tonight.”

“That’s still the plan. We are going to go get the kidsin alittle bit and come back, but
| need to give you something first.” | grabbed the envelope from my back pocket and

held it out to my mom.

My mom stared at the envelope for a long time then looked back at me. “What is
this?’

“It's a note from Nana. She included it with my stuff and was very insistent in the



letter that she wrote me that | wait ayear to giveit to you.”

My mom grabbed the envelope from me, but instead of opening it, she stared down at
it. “Why would she want to wait awhole year to give it to me?’

Because she loves fucking with you.Instead of telling the truth, | shrugged. “I’'m not
sure. All | know is that she told me | absolutely couldn’t say anything and | had to
hold onto this until today.”
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My mom still didn’t open the envelope. She simply shoved it inside the apron she
was wearing. “I guess I'll read this at some point over the next year.”

“Wait. What?’No. No. No. I’ ve been waiting too long for this.

“Oh, come on, Charlotte, it's clearly not that important if she waited a whole year to
get it to me. What difference does it make if | read it now or wait until some other
time?’

The difference isl’vebeen waiting, and I’'m desperate to find out what that letter
says.“It'sNana. Thisisapart of her. You need to read it.”

“And | will, Charlotte. Just not right now.” My mom pointed her thumb down the
hallway.. “1 have some fresh cookies in the kitchen if you want any. Why don’t you
come sit down rather than standing by the door all day?”’

| shook my head.What a disappointment.“We'll be back later. We need to get back to
Jamie€' s house to make sure the kids get ready in time.”

Before my mother could say anything else, | turned on my heels and opened the door.
Once | wasin the car, | lapped the steering wheel. “All that waiting and wondering

for nothing. Now we'll never know what the letter says.”

“Who knows. Maybe she's just saying that and she’'s going to read it as soon as we
leave.”

“Maybe, but if that’ s the case, | highly doubt she’s going to let me seeit.””



By the time we got back to my parent’s house, | had given up all hope of ever seeing
that letter, but as soon as we walked inside, my mother asked if she could speak to me
privately.l agreed and followed her upstairs where she led me to her bedroom and
closed the door behind us.

“1 want you to read the note your nana wrote to me and tell me what you think.”

| didn’t know what was crazier—the fact that my mom was willing to show me the
note or the fact that she wantedmyopinion on it. But | definitely wasn’'t going to give
up this opportunity. “Oh? Really? | didn't even think you were going to read it
today.”

My mom let out along sigh. “Your father talked me into it. Or, | guess | should say
he guilted meinto it.” Without another word, she shoved the letter into my hands.

| immediately started to read it because | worried she would suddenly change her
mind and take it back from me.

Sharon,

| know I’ ve aways been hard on you (I’ m not apologizing, it was well deserved), but
now that I’'m gone, I’d like to offer you some grandmotherly advice. Get your head
out of your ass. You have a sister out there that you refuse to talk to even though you
know damn well that she did nothing wrong. Since I’m not a cunt, | had the pleasure
of speaking to Patricia at Charlie and Jamie's weddings. | know you’'ll probably say
youalsotalked to her at Jamie’'s wedding, but one stiff hug and a promise to call (that
you didn’t keep) doesn’'t count. Anyway, she is avery nice woman, and as much as it
pains me to say this, you deserve to have a relationship with someone in your
immediate family. From the limited amount of information I’ ve gathered, it's come to
my attention that your parents were really shitty people, so | guess it makes sense that
you turned out the way you did. But there's still hope for you, because | know deep



down you' re not actually the person you pretend to be. | can’'t believe I’ m writing this
after everything I’ ve seen you do, but you're a good person(deegp down... like very
deeply buried where no one could ever find it, but | know it's there). Y ou’ ve made
some really awful decisions (Okay. Many redly awful decisions), but there's till
time for you to make this right.

Take it from someone who doesn’t have much time left (and by the time you're
reading this, it means that time has already run out)—you don’'t want to end your life
with any regrets. | know that’s going to be nearly impossible since you skipped your
own daughter’s wedding and missed out on years and years of having a relationship
with your sister, but you can’'t go backward, only forward. And it's time for you to
finaly become the woman | know that you wish you could be. You put on a good
front, but it’s killing you to be the person that you are. You might not think | ever
noticed that since | never really liked you very much, but | did. | see everything, even
the good in you.

I’ve watched you grow a lot over the past few years, but you still have a lot more
growing to do. I'm only going to write this once, but | hope you take it serioudly,
because believe it or not, | actualy mean it (at least, | think so. I'm practically dead.
Maybe I've become senile). I’'m proud of you. You're working on getting rid of the
prejudices that were ingrained in you by your parents (who were emotionally abusive
assholes by the way. Just in case no one has ever told you). It's taking a while, but |
know you'll get there. | know you’'ll eventually become the person | can be proud to
call family.

Please think about what | said. If you're considering not taking my advice
andfinallymending your relationship with your sister, remember that this was my
dying wish. Are you really going to ignore a woman who has been dead for a year?
Y ou better not because | swear to god I'll haunt your ass.

| love you (yes, believe it or not, it's true) and | really do want what’s best for you.



Don’t waste anymore time. There will come a day when you don’t have any.

Grandma Olivia

(or “Nana’ as the most important people in my life call me)

The note was so very Nanathat it actually felt like she was standing in that room with
me. | didn’t know whether to smile or cry, but my body decided to do both.

My mom rubbed my arm. “I’m sorry, swestie. | didn’t mean to make you emotional. |
just...” My mom looked toward the ground and for the first timein areally long time,
| swore | saw a human there. “1 want to know what you think | should do.”

Why is she asking me this? “I think Nana was very clear in this letter about what you
need to do.”

Honestly, | had no ideawhy my mom hadn’t reached out to my Aunt Patty yet. It had
been years since | first developed a relationship with her, and | had seen her multiple
times since then. The only time my mom saw her was at Jamie's wedding, and as
Nana s note pointed out, she barely even talked to her.

“Do you redly think she’ll haunt me?” my mom asked as if that was actually the
important part of the letter.

“Honestly, probably. But even if she doesn’t, she's still right. Aunt Patty is awesome,
Mom. She's awesomeandstill willing to give you a chance after al thistime. You've
refused to have a relationship with her for over forty years and she still hasn’t given
up on you. That’s pretty amazing if you ask me.”

“l don't know, Charlotte.” My mom rubbed her hand over her forehead. “I don't
harbor any hard feelings toward my sister anymore, but it’'s just been so long. | don’t



even know if we'd have anything in common.”

“You're sisters. I'm sure you'll find something.” | took my mom’'s hand and
squeezed it tightly until she finally looked at me. “You'll never know unless you try.
Y ou should just call her.”
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“1t’ s not that easy, Charlotte.”
“Maybeitis.”
“Fine. I'll doit... sometime.”

| knew my mom too well to actually believe that, so | pulled my phone out of my
pocket. “No. You'll do it now.”

My mom shook her head. “No. No way. | haven’t even prepared. What would | say?’

“Start with hello and go from there.”

“No. I can't.”

| scrolled through my phone and clicked on my Aunt Patty’s name, then hit the call
button. If this was what Nana wanted, | was going to respect her wishes, especially
because | knew she was right. This needed to happen. “Too late.”

My mom looked at me with wide eyes as if she was a deer in headlights. After three
rings, my Aunt Patty picked up the phone. “Hi, Charlie! It’'s been a bit. How are you?

|s everything okay?’

| waited for my mom to say something, but after aimost a minute of silence passed, |
knew that wasn't happening. “| have someone here who wantsto talk to you.”

“Oh! Isit Carter? Olivia? | doubt it's Ronan since you never get him to stay still long



enough to talk to me.” My aunt laughed, completely unaware of what a big moment
thiswas.

| held my breath while | waited to see if my mom would actually say something this
time. After afew seconds, she finally spoke. “It.. it'sme.”

“Sharon?”

My mom nodded. “Yes.”

11 Hi .H

1 Hi .H

Wow. Thisis going well. | resisted the urge to roll my eyes because at least my mom
had said something. That was a start.

“My mom is ready to talk, but | think it’s better if we do it in person.” | looked right
at my mom as | said the next part. “And aslong asit’sokay, | think I’ [l come aong.”

My mom gave me an appreciative smile, so | knew volunteering to come along was
the right decision.

“That would be wonderful,” my aunt said after a moment. “Isit really what you want,
Sharon?’

| nodded at my mom and she nodded back at me before she finally spoke again. “Yes,
itis”

We spent the next few minutes comparing schedules and finding a date that worked
for al of usthat was a month away. After | hung up, my mother sat down on her bed



and put her head in her hands. “I’ m scared, Charlotte.”

| was pretty sure my mom had never admitted that to me before so | knew this
moment was important. | sat down beside her on the bed and took her hand in mine.
“What are you scared of ?’

My mom shrugged. “I don’t know. Talking to her about the past. Disappointing her.
Losing her again. It was easy to get by when | was able to blame her for everything,
but this talk could change al of that. | know we haven't had a relationship in years,
but she's still my big sister. After al thistime, when | throw out al my prejudice and
blame, | still love her so much and want her to love me, too. Even if | don't deserve
it.”

“1 didn’t know you felt that way,” | told her honestly. | truly thought my mom still
blamed my Aunt Patty for everything that happened. | was sure she still lived in the
fantasy world where she believed she didn't do anything wrong. “When did it
change?’

“It’s been changing slowly over time. Y ou and Jamie have never hesitated to tell me
how great she is and of course your nana made a few snide remarks. But the biggest
change came after Jamie’'s wedding. It was so nice to see her again and I’ ve thought
about reaching out multiple times, but my fear has always held me back.”

“Well, not anymore.” My mother and | might not have the greatest relationship, but |
still knew how important family was, whether it was blood family or chosen family,
so | wanted to help her with this.

And who knew? Maybe this could strengthen our relationship even more than the pot
brownies did all those years ago.

* k%



Since Aunt Patty and my mom lived over seven hours apart, we chose a halfway
point in Connecticut to meet up. Since it still wasn't a short drive, we decided to stay
in a hotel for one night. Luckily, no one complained when | suggested all getting
separate rooms. | knew | would need that space after what was sure to be a mentally
taxing day.
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My mom and | left early in the morning, so we could meet my Aunt Paity for a late
lunch. The restaurant we met at was a small seafood restaurant that had excellent
reviews. As soon as we walked inside, | could tell the reviews hadn’t lied. It smelled
excellent, so | had to assume the food tasted just as good.

“Charlie?

| turned around to the sound of my aunt’s voice and found her by the entrance
looking completely shell-shocked. When my mom’s eyes met hers, she wore the
exact same expression. With both of them standing motionless as if they didn’t know
this reunion was taking place, there was no questionthat they were sisters. Their
blonde hair was styled differently and my mom was a bit more stout than my Aunt
Patty, but everything else about them was exactly the same.

“Sharon.” Aunt Patty laughed and shook her head. “I can’'t believe you're standing in
front of me. | never thought this would actually happen.

My mom held her arms around her body as if she was trying to protect herself from
my aunt. “We saw each other at James s wedding afew years ago.”

My aunt took a tentative step closer to us. “I know, and that was great, but when |
never heard from you again after it, | assumed you still wanted nothing to do with

me.

My mom opened her mouth, but before she could say anything, the host interrupted.
“Areyou ladies ready to be seated?’



“Of course,” | said right away since | was pretty sure the other two women with me
weren’t going to answer him.

“Great.” The host gave me an awkward smile as if he could sense the tension between
them.

But then again, who couldn’'t? If tension was fire, this whole town would be up in
flames.

The host grabbed three menus then waved his hand at us. “Follow me.”

Once we were dgitting, it seemed like the very small baby steps we had made by the
door had completely vanished and we were back to square one. | cleared my throat
and looked at my mom. “Mom, | think you have alot you want to say, so why don’t
you start?’

“Okay.” My mom brought her hands onto the table and kept her eyes on them as her
fingers fidgeted with each other. “1’m not sure where to start or how to put everything
I’m feeling into words, so please bear with me.”

Aunt Patty reached across the table and put a hand on top of Mom'’s. “Of course.
Take your time.”

My mom took a deep breath and blew it out. “First of all, | want you to know I’'ve
missed you. And even though | spent years convincing myself that | hated you, |
never really did. You're my sister and I’ [| always love you no matter what.”

“I"ll always love you no matter what too. | always have.”

“When everything happened... back when | was ateenager... | didn’t understand. All
| knew was that my big sister—my best friend—had left without looking back



because she had decided that she liked other girls.”

My Aunt Patty shook her head. “It wasn’t like that at all. | didn’t want to leave. With
the way Mom and Dad were treating me, | didn’'t feel like | had any other choice.”

“Also, Mom, she didn’t decide to like girls. Please try your best to stay away from
those deeply ingrained homophobic beliefs.”

“Oh... I... | didn't mean it that way, | guess. When you spoke about your
preference.” My mom looked at me. “Is that better?”’

“Yes”Minimally, but I'll giveit to you since you're clearly trying.

“I"'m dtill trying to make sense of how a woman could fall for another woman, but |
feel like I’ ve made progress. Charlotte might disagree, but | am trying.”

“1 can tell you are.” Aunt Patty nodded at me. “You raised an amazing daughter by
the way.”

“l don't know how much | had to do with that, but thank you. She really is
wonderful.”

As pathetic as it was, | had to blink back my tears. | think that was the first time my
mom complimented me just for being myself. The compliments | received from her
growing up camewhen | was doing the things she wanted me to do, not when | was
being true to myself.

“Anyway,” my mom’s hands were still pinned down by Aunt Patty’s so she began
wiggling in her seat instead. “1 guess | don’t know the whole story of what happened
around the time you moved away. Do you think you could share it with me?’



Aunt Patty nodded, her face becoming solemn. It was clear how hard it was for her to
relive that time. Still, she did it. She told my mom about the year of conversion
therapy her parents put her through. She explained how they made her fedl like a
stranger in her own house. She let my mom know how badly she wanted to confide in
her, but their parents had sworn her to secrecy. With no one to turn to, it got to be too
much, and the only choice was to leave.

“My intention was never to leave you,” my aunt explained. “It just so happened that
they explained everything to you before | could, and by the time | talked to you, they
had already convinced you that | was a monster.”

My aunt removed her hand from my mother’s, then rooted through her purse and
grabbed a tissue that she dabbed on her eyes. “Losing you was the hardest thing I’ ve

ever been through.”

“I... | didn't know any of that. They painted a completely different picture.”
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My aunt chuckled through her tears. “Oh, | know. That's what they did. It was like
that our whole lives. They were always just very good at covering it up.”

“1 can't hate them.” My mom shook her head. “I’m not happy that they did that, but
after being without them all this time and only having the memories, it's not possible
for me to see them as monsters—whether that’s what they were or not. So, if that's
what you want, | can’'t giveit to you.”

My aunt took my mom’s hand once again. “| would never ask you to hate them. Even
after all this time and with all of the hard feelings | harbor toward them, | wouldn’t
say | hate them. Just like | never hated you. I’ ve just missed you.”

“I’ve missed you, too.” My mom smiled for the first time since arriving at the
restaurant. “Tell me about your family.”

The rest of lunch was spent swapping stories and making up for way too much
missed time. The food was just as amazing as | expected it to be, but it was far
overshadowed by watching two sisters mend their broken relationship one story at a
time.

After lunch, we stopped by a few shops in town, then went back to the hotel to relax
and freshen up before going for dinner at the hotel restaurant.

After showering, | threw myself down on my bed, happy to have some time to myself
to breathe. | grabbed my phone and facetimed Reagan, unsure if she would be able to
talk when she had all three kids. | was pleasantly surprised when the phone only rang
twice before she picked up.



She was ditting on the guest bed at Jamie and Ethan’s house looking completely
relaxed, and much to my surprise, there were no sounds of children around her. |
lifted an eyebrow at her. “Did you finally do it? Did you murder our children?’

Reagan threw her head back in laughter and it was the most beautiful sight in the
whole world. It made my heart sting though because al | wanted was to be sitting
there beside her.

“Believeit or not, your dad and Ethan volunteered to take them somewhere special so
Jamieand | could relax.”

“My dad and Ethan? Doing something special? Just the two of them?’

“Well, the two of them and four kids, but yes.”

This was crazy. My dad didn’t have a bad relationship with Ethan per se, but they
also never shared a tight father andson-in-law bond. “Huh. Is the world coming to an
end? Because neither of my parents are acting like themselves.”

“Speaking of which, how was lunch?’

| perked up at the mention of the meal. “It was great, actually. Mom and Aunt Patty
really cleared the air. | think they might actually have a relationship moving
forward.”

Reagan’s face lit up. “ That’s amazing, babe! There’'s hope for your parents yet. Wait
a second.” Reagan smirked and raised an eyebrow. “Are you naked right now? How

did | missthat at first?’

“l am. | just got out of the shower.”



Reagan licked her lips as she stared wide-eyed at the phone screen. “Move the phone
down. | want to see more.”

My body immediately heated up as if her request had set me on fire. There was only
one problem. “Where is my brother?’

“He literally just got in the shower. You know how long he takes when he gets one.
We have plenty of time.”

Now | was the one who raised my eyebrow. “Plenty of time for what?’

“1 think you know exactly what.”

| slowly moved the phone down my body and back up again while Reagan made
sounds of appreciation.

“How are you so hot?’ she asked when | brought the phone back to my face.
“Serioudly, you' ve only gotten sexier with time.”

| blushed at her compliments. It was nice to have someone who saw me like that,
because | definitely didn’t see myself that way. All | saw were stretch marks and the
scar from my c-section, but when Reagan looked at me the way she was looking at
me now, | truly felt beautiful.

| nodded my head at her. “I think one of usisalittle overdressed.”
“One sec.” Reagan must have laid her phone down on the bed because the screen
turned completely black. It stayed like that for a minute or two before she picked the

phone back up.

She moved the phone up and down her body in the same way | had and just one look



at her had me so turned on | wanted to scream. My pulse was pounding in my center
and | had no doubt that | was already wet. | was in desperate need of release, but |
didn’t want to touch myself until Reagan told me to. This was her idea after all. |
owed it to her to let her take control. She only stayed on her face for a second before
sweeping the phone across her body again.

| groaned as | stared at the spots on her that | wish | could touch. “I’'m sexy? God,
Reagan, have you looked in the mirror lately? How are you amost forty? You're a

literal goddess.”

“Do me afavor?’ Reagan asked, her voice heavy with lust.
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| licked my lips.Thisiswhen it gets good.” Anything.”

“Move the phone down between your legs to a spot where | can watch you touch
yourself but you can still see the phone to watch me touch myself at the same time.”

Good lord. For as sexy as that sounded, | didn't feel quite as sexy as | fumbled
around trying to figure out the perfect position to put the phone in so everyone could
see what they needed to, and 1'd still be able to get the job done. Luckily, after a
minute or so of trying different positions, | finally found one that worked. It
apparently didn’'t take Reagan as long so she aready had the phone directed right at
her center, which was already glistening.

Without another word, we both began touching ourselves. | watched Reagan run her
fingers through her folds as | did the same thing. | imagined the fingers | was
watching onthe screen were the fingers touching me right now. | let myself believe
that | was touching the beautiful woman | was watching.

| moved my fingers up to massage my clit and picked up the pace when | noticed
Reagan doing the same thing. | was already finding it hard to catch my breath and my
clit was throbbing underneath my fingers, so | knew | wasn't going to last much
longer.

| was somehow able to push out words between my deep heaving breaths to let
Reagan know what | needed. “Inside. Go inside.”

| almost forgot what | was doing as | watched Reagan shove two fingers deep inside
of hersalf. | lost the ability to think as she moved those fingers in and out, first slowly



and then much faster. After a moment, my pounding center reminded me that | had
stopped touching myself.

| used two fingers to mimic exactly what Reagan was doing. | had to fight to keep my
eyes open because it felt so damn good | could hardly take it. There was no way | was
going to miss the moment she hit just the right spot and sent herself over the edge
though. Luckily, it only took a few more thrusts for that to happen. Reagan’s body
shook as her fingers stilled. Watching her come was enough to push me over the edge
and soon | was screaming out in pleasure.

| dropped my phone and let my body fall flat against the bed. “Holy shit,” | said when
| finally caught my breath.

“Holy shit isright,” Reagan said with alaugh. “I can’t remember the last time | came
that hard.”

“Apparently | need to work a little harder the next time we're together, if you're
givingyourselfthe best orgasm.”

“Trust me, babe. That was all you. My fingers were at your body’ s will.”

“Well, thank you, because that’s exactly what | needed. Lunch went even better than
| expected, but that doesn’t meanthere weren't some awkward moments. I'm feeling
refreshed and ready for part two now.”

“Part two of what?" Reagan asked, the sexual innuendo dripping from her voice.
“Unfortunately, not the part two | wish | could have. That will have to wait until | get

home. Right now, | have to get ready. I’'m sure my mom is going to want to talk to
me before we meet my aunt for dinner.”



“Definitely holding you to part two, but have fun tonight.”

“Thanks! Have fun with my brother.”

Reagan pushed her bottom lip out in an exaggerated frown. “I'll try, but he’'s not
nearly as hot as you.”

“Goodbye, Reagan.”

Reagan blew me a kiss before ending the call. As predicted, my mom came to my
room an hour before dinner so we could discuss lunch and make a plan (her words,
not mine) for dinner. In the end, | reminded her she just needed to be herself and not
overthink anything, which is exactly what she seemed to do.

With most of the awkwardness out of the way, dinner went even better than lunch
had. My mom and Aunt Patty even started to make plans for future get-togethers.

“Charlotte, didn’'t you say the kids wanted to have their birthday party at the skating
rink close to your house this year?” my mom asked as we ate dessert. “You must
invite your aunt.”

Funny since you are the same woman who told me not to invite her in the
past.“ That's what they had agreed on after the last time we took them there, but it's
still afew months away, so that could definitely change.” | smiled across the table at
my aunt. “But my mom is right. Whatever we end up doing, you should definitely
come.”

The smile that spread across my aunt’s face could have lit up the darkest night. “I’ll
be there.”

Chapter 11



Reagan

It was a rare occasion when the triplets al agreed on something, so | was shocked
when they not only came to an agreement on where to have their eighth birthday
party, but also that none of them changed their minds after deciding. Roll "N’ Rock
Skating Rink was still the exact same as it had been when | was a kid, down to the
multicolored flooring, graffiti-covered walls, and the smell of feet mixed with nachos.

| took a deep breath when we walked inside and let al of the sensations overtake me.
“Every time we're here it’ s like coming home again.” | nudged Charlie and pointed to
a dark booth in the corner. “Did | ever tell you that that was the spot where | first
made out with agirl?’

Charlierolled her eyes at me. “Only every single time we come here. If | didn’t know
any better I'd say you wish you had married... What was her name? Oh
yeah—Constantine Clarke.”

“Ah yes. Sadly, that was never going to happen since | found out after we made out
that Constantine was only using me to get some guy’ s attention.”
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“Ouch. What a bitch.”

| waved my hand. “Nah. Worked out for everyone. | married you and she got
knocked up by the guy she was trying to impress.”

“Good times. No wonder this place means so much to you,” Charlie joked.
“1 know, right? Only the best times at Roll "N’ Rock.”

After checking in, someone led us to the party room. We decided that this year’'s
party would be mostly family again since the triplets were at the age that if you
invited a few kids from the class you needed to invite the whole class, and
unfortunatelysince they each had a different teacher, that was way too many kids. We
did allow each of them to invite one friend, and while they weren’t happy about it,
they at least hadn’t put up too much of a fight (except Olivia who thought she
deserved to invite two friends since she couldn’t choose).

Before long, everyone started to arrive. Ronan and his friend went right to the arcade
with Finn, while Olivia and her friend didn’'t waste any time before putting on their
skates and hitting the rink. Of course, the friend Carter invited had bought her a book
and the two of them insisted on skimming through the pages together before they put
their skates on.

Once | was finally able to convince them that they should actually skate at this
skating party, | went out onto the rink with them.

“Hey, pretty lady,” | said when | skated past Charlie. “Can | have this skate?”’



“Excuse me?’ Charlie asked with alaugh.

“You've never done a couple’'s skate before? One person skates forward, the other
backward. That way we can make googly eyes at each other while we go around.”

Charlie laughed once again. “I really hope this is you volunteering to be the one to
skate backward, because thereisno way in hell | am.”

“Of course | am.” | held my hand out toward her. “Please? It’ll be super romantic.”

“Well, in that case...” Charlie reached for my hand and | spun around so | was now
skating backward.

When | smiled at her, she smiled back and my stomach flipped as if it was the first
time | was seeing her. | held her hands tighter and picked up my pace slightly.

Charlie raised an eyebrow at me. “Why do | feel like you' re just showing off now?’

“Maybe | am.” | winked at Charlie. “Isit working?’

Charlie dropped one of my hands to bring her thumb and forefinger closer together.
“Maybe alittle bit.”

| felt like | was a teenager again while | led her around that skating rink. Everything
else melted away, and for that moment, it was just the two of us. | took in Charlie’s
long blonde hair that | had run my fingers through countless times and those blue
eyesthat | still got lost in. | stared at the mouth that constantly brought me pleasure in
more ways than one. | was about to lean in and kiss that mouth, when | realized it was
moving.

Charlie was saying something. | shook my head to pop the bubble | wasin so | could



actually comprehend what she was saying.

“Kid.”

Huh? Oh!My smile grew even bigger. “I know. This makes me feel like a kid again

too.

Charlie removed her hand from mine and pointed at something behind me. “No. Kid.
Right behind you. Y ou're going to hit them.”

| looked back just in time to see alittle girl sitting right in my path about two feet in
front of me. | quickly swerved to miss her, but that caused me to lose my own footing
and soon enough | found myself faling to the ground. In that last moment of
desperation, | tried to reach for anything that would keep me from ending up on my
butt. Unfortunately, the closest thing to grab was my wife, so instead of staying up, |
took both of us down.

Charlie landed on top of me with a thud and it took me a second to catch my breath
after having the wind knocked out of me. When | focused on Charlie, she was
laughing hysterically. “ So romantic, babe.”

“Mommy. Mama. Are you okay?’ Carter asked as she skated up beside us.

Before either of us could answer, Olivia was standing over us as well with her arms
crossed in front of her chest. “Y ou two are so embarrassing,” she said before rolling
her eyes and skating away.

Once we assured Carter we were fine, she skated away as well. | stared up at Charlie
and pushed a piece of her hair behind her ear.Absolutely breathtaking. “1 knew I’ d get
you on top of mein one way or another today.”



Charlie laughed even harder now. “I hate you.” She leaned down and gave me a
quick kisson thelips. “But | aso love you so much.”

As much as | loved the current position we werein, | knew we couldn’t stay like this
forever, so | gently pushed her off of me. “Sorry. | think parents might start
complaining if we stay here too long. Especially because if you stay on top of me
much longer, | won'’t be able to control myself. | don’t think anyone would appreciate
that show.”

Charlie grabbed onto the wall and pulled herself up, then held her hand down to help
me up. | was so wobbly that | ailmost pulled her back down, but luckily, she had a
firm hold on the wall so she was able to keep me upright.
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We only did one more lap before there was an announcement over the loudspeaker
that it wastime for the triplet’ s birthday celebration in their party room.

“1 saw that spill you took out there,” Jamie said with a laugh when | skated into the
room.

| pushed him playfully, amost falling in the process, but catching my balance at the
last second. “Yeah. Whatever. If you had a hot wife like me, you' d also be doing
anything in your power to get underneath her.”

Jamie scrunched up his nose and glared at me. “ That’s wrong on so many levels.”
“What’'swrong?’

| jumped at the sound of Mrs. Miller’s voice behind me. When | turned to look at her,
| gave her my sweetest, kiss ass smile. “How dlick the floors are out on the rink. |

can’t stay on my feet out there.”

Mrs. Miller laughed. “That’s exactly why you won't find me out there today. I’m too
old for that.”

Jamie snorted after his mom walked away. “Smooth.”
| smirked, because he wasright. “1 know.”

| helped the kids get into their seats at the long table that took up most of the room,
then turned to find our party host bringing in the pizza with Charlie’'s Aunt Petty



following closely behind him and juggling three large presentsin her arms.

“Let me help you with that.” | slipped behind the host and grabbed the two presents
on top.

Aunt Patty smiled at me over the one remaining present in her arms. “Thank you so
much. | was sure there was going to be a crash any moment.”

“Of course.” | carried the two presents over to the small gift table in the corner and
directed Aunt Patty to lay the remaining one there as well. “Thank you so much for
coming. It'sredly great to have you.” Now that Charlie's mom finally didn’t threaten
our livesif weinvited you.

“1’m so happy to be here. It's going to be a great weekend.”

Weekend. Huh. | guess that made sense since Charlie’s Aunt Patty didn’t live close,
but if I had known she was staying, | would have offered her our guest room. “Are
you staying nearby? We don’t have any plans the rest of the weekend, so we would
love to spend time with you.”

“That’'s very nice of you to offer,” Aunt Patty smiled across the room and gave a
dight wave to Mrs. Miller. “Sharon actually invited me to stay in Maryland with
them for afew days.”

“Oh, wow! That's amazing!” | knew things had turned around since Charlie
chaperoned the reunion with her mom and aunt, but | didn't know they were this
good.

“Yes.” Sheleaned closer to me asif she had a secret to share. “Don’t tell anyone this,
but I'm actually a little bit nervous. My sister and | have spoken quite a few times
over these past few months, but | don’t know too much about her husband.



“1 have a little secret for you as well,” | said, leaning close in the same way she had
just done. “If you can handle your sister, you can definitely handle her husband.”

Aunt Patty brought her hand to her mouth to mask her laughter. That’s when it hit me
that she was the only one present from her family. “I take it she didn’t invite the rest
of your crew.”

“She did.” Aunt Patty sighed. “I could tell she was hesitant to offer though and |
didn’t want to do anything to make them uncomfortable. My family has gotten
through life free from most homophobia. I'm not going to subject them to it now,
even if it's subtle or unintentional.”

“That definitely makes sense. The Millers have come along way since the time | first
met them and they yelled at Jamie for not carrying my bags, which is apparently a
man’s job, but they still have along way to go.”

“At least they’re here. That’s more than can be said for some people.”

“1 know, and as long as they don’'t do anything to potentially mess up my kids the
way they tried to mess up my wife and best friend, they can continue to be here.”

Aunt Patty smiled sweetly and squeezed my hand. “You're a great mother, Reagan.
I’m really glad Charlie and the kids have you.”

| pointed toward the table because | needed to end this conversation before | became
choked up. | was extra emotionaltoday because of my kids being so old aready. | had
no idea where the time had gone.Stop. Don’t cry at their birthday party. Don’t be that
mother.“Why don’'t you take a seat? Lunch is being served. I’'m sure you’'re hungry
after your long drive.”

“Definitely. I’ ve been sitting for hours though, so | think I' [l grab a slice and stand to



eat it if you don’t mind.”

“Of course. Help yourself. Have anice time. I'll catch up with you more later.”

Once the party had officially started, things went by way too quickly to actually catch
up with anyone. Right after pizza, the cake was brought out. After singing happy
birthday and eating cake, the kids begged to go back out onto the skating rink. They
groaned when | told them they had to take a picture with all of their party guests first,
but luckily, | was still able to get it.

The kids then pulled me and Charlie onto the skating rink with them and we skated in
circles for the next hour until | physically couldn’t do it anymore and begged the kids
to let me go. They did, which was good since this was around the time the guests
started to leave. After fighting with the kids once again to get them off of the rink, we
said goodbye and hugged all of our family members. The kids immediately went back
out and stayed there until their friends' parents came to pick them up.
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The only way we were able to get them off the rink was by offering to stop for ice
cream on our way home. We stopped at our favorite ice cream shop and sat together
inside while we ate. With the kids doing sports and starting to hang out with friends
without us, it felt like moments when just the five of us were together were fleeting.

“What was everyone's favorite part of today?’ | asked before taking a big lick of ice
cream.

Oliviarolled her eyes at me. “Obviously skating.”

Ronan smacked her arm. “Not obviously. That wasn’'t my favorite part. My favorite
part was getting the new record on the basketball game in the arcade.”

“Yougot it? | stuck my hand in the air for ahigh five. “Good job, dude!”

Charlie gently poked Carter’s side as she smiled at her lovingly. “What was your
favorite part, sweetie?’

“Getting a new book from Evelyn.”

“A book?’ Ronan laughed. “That’ s not fun.”

| gave Ronan my best mom look to tell him | wasn’t happy about him making fun of
his sister. “We al enjoy different things, and that’s great. Personally, | love reading.

She definitely gets that from me.”

Carter's face lit up as if | had just told her she had something in common with her



favorite celebrity. “Exactly. I'm just like Mommy.”

“You sure are, kiddo.” | put my arm around her and pulled her tight up against me,
then looked back across the table at Ronan. “Now, | think your brother has something
he wants to say to you.”

Ronan sighed, but then turned his attention to his sister. “I’'m sorry | laughed at you.
It's cool that you like to read. Maybe someday you'll write a book and Mommy can
draw the picturesfor it.”

“1 would love that,” Carter said, her smile even bigger now. “Mommy, can we do that
sometime?’

“There’'s nothing | want more.” It was true. Even though they made me want to pull
my hair out at times, | would take any special time | could with my kids.

Once we finaly got home, we were all tired so we took it easy the rest of the night.
Carter read her new book, Ronan played video games, and Oliviatalked on the phone
with the friend she had just seen afew hours ago. Charlie and | snuggledon the couch
and watched mindlesstelevision until it was time to help them get ready for bed.

Once the bedtime routine was over and the house was quiet again, | went into the
kitchen and opened a bottle of wine. | poured two glasses and carried them into the
family room for me and Charlie.

Charlie' s fingers tickled mine as she took the glass from my hand. “It’s like you read
my mind.”

| sat down next to her and slowly took that first sip of wine, enjoying the feeling as
the warmth traveled down my throat. Today was perfect. Crazy, but perfect. Just like
therest of our life. “Can you believe we have three eight-year-olds?’ | asked Charlie.



Charlie laughed. “1 still haven't fully grasped the fact that we have three that are the
same age.”

“1 know, right? It's so crazy. Three kids to get ready for middle school dances. Three
kids to teach to drive. Three kids to buy prom outfits for. Three kids to send to
college. Three weddings.”

Charlie laughed and put her hand on my chest. “I think you might be getting a little
ahead of yourself. They’re eight, not eighteen.”

| sighed. | couldn’t shake the feeling that life was racing by. “I know, but think of
how fast these past eight years went. Before we know it another eight will pass and
then another eight. And then they’ll be gone.”

“Gone where?’ Charlie asked with another laugh. “We don’'t lose them just because
they go to college or move out of town or get married. They’ll aways be in our lives

in one way or another. And again, let me remind you one more time, they are eight.”

“You'reright. Sorry. I’'m just being extra sentimental right now. Maybe I’'m getting
my period.”

“Probably. It's normally me who acts like this.”

“Just promise me one thing?’ | set down my glass of wine and lay my head on
Charlie’ s shoulder.

Charlie rested her head against mine. “ Anything.”

“Let’s not take any moment for granted. Let’s enjoy all the time we have with them
and with each other. Forever.”



“Wewill. | promise.”

Chapter 12
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The Middle School Y ears (11-13)
“All right. Get together, everyone. Say middle school,” Reagan said as she held her
phone out in front of her and made an exaggerated smile as if the kids didn’t know
how to do it.
Then again, maybe she was right since the only one currently doing what she said
was Carter. Ronan had his arms crossed in front of his chest and Olivia was, to no
one’ s surprise, rolling her eyes.
“Thisisso lame,” Ronan whined.

“Yeah, really. We'retoo old for first day of school pictures,” Oliviasaid.

“Well, you better get used to it.” | pointed to Reagan. “I’m pretty sure your mom is
going to make you take one up until your first day of college.”

“And on the first day of your first adult job,” Reagan joked.

Except, knowing her, | wasn't so sure it was a joke. The older she got, the more
sentimental she became, especially when it came to the kids.

“If you smile, we'll do something fun after picking you up.”

“Can we go to the batting cages?’ Ronan asked, a smile finally coming to his face.



“Seriously?’ Olivia asked. “The batting cages aren’t nearly as fun as mini golf. What
do you think, Carter?’

For a second, Carter looked like a deer caught in the headlights, most likely due to the
fact that she unfortunately wasn’'t used to her opinionated siblings asking for her
input. Then she looked at me and shrugged. “Why can’'t we do both?They are at the
same place. Plus, it's right next to the bookstore. That way, we al get to do
something we enjoy.”

Reagan pointed at Carter. “ See. That's why she’ s the smart one!”

Oliviascowled at Reagan. “We're all smart.”

“She’s obvioudly joking,” | said. “Now please smile so we can take this picture and
get to school.”

The kids smiled as if they were perfect little angels and Reagan snapped the picture.
If | was like too many other parents my age, | would’ ve posted the picture on social
media and pretended that the minutes leading up to it weren't filled with fighting and
bribes. Instead, | took Reagan’s phone and sent it to the chat we had with her family
and added, “Only had to bribe them with batting cages, mini golf, and the bookstore
to get this picture.”

Within seconds, Reagan’s brother replied with, “1 love how it's so easy to figure out
who each of those bribes are for.”

* k%

When we picked them up from school, the kids were buzzing with excitement. It was
hard to figure out what any of them were saying when they were al talking at the
exact same time.



“And they aready told us when the first dance is going to be,” Olivia said, loud
enough to be heard over the other two voices. “It’s only two weeks away. Marty and
CJ both asked me to dance with them as soon as they found out. After the dance, I'm
going to decide which of them gets to be my boyfriend.”

“Boyfriend?’ Reagan asked, aghast. “We're in the boyfriend years aready?’ She
pointed between Ronan and Carter. “ Are you two getting boyfriends too?’

Ronan shook his head. “1 only like girls.”

“Dope. Me too.” Reagan held her hand out for a fist bump, which Ronan reluctantly
returned. “How ’bout you?’ she asked Carter. “Any boyfriends or girlfriends?’

Carter’s face became serious as if she was considering the question. “I only really
care about school and friends right now.”

“But,” Olivia wrapped her arm around Carter. “We're going to try out for the soccer
team together.”

Olivia s soccer playing days didn’t even last up until the time of the first dance, when
she decided she would rather cheer for sports than play them. Carter had made the
team and decided to stick with it, but | had a feeling that was only because she was
determined not to quit and probably wouldn’t do it again the next year.

The one thing all three kids could agree on was that they were very excited for the
dance. All for different reasons of course. Carter wanted to hang out with some of the
new friends she had made, Olivia wanted to decide which suitor would get the
pleasure of being her first boyfriend, and Ronan wanted to play basketball in the gym.

Once they were ready, Reagan took their picture and we drove them to the school
together. “Thelr first dance,” Reagan said with a sigh after they were out of the car.



“1 know, right? | feel so old.”
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Reagan lifted an eyebrow at me. “Want me to help you feel young again?’

“That depends. What did you have in mind?’ If | was being honest, the smirk on her
face made me feel equal parts excited and scared.

“Let’s park the car in the overflow parking lot between the schools and reenact that
night you jumped me after you figured out | wasn’t actually dating your brother.”

“You realy want to reenact the night the cops showed up while we were trying to
have sex in my car?’

“It was your ex-boyfriend. He was hardly a cop.”

She did have a point and that parking lot was dark and empty. Not to mention the fact
that it had been forever since we had sex and just the mention of it had me very
turned on. “Fine. But if we get caught and need to be bailed out of jail, we're calling
one of your high school friends. | don’t care how long it’s been since you'’ ve talked to
them.”

Reagan shrugged. “Fine with me.”

| drove to the parking lot and parked in the farthest and darkest spot. | turned off the
car to decrease the risk of someone seeing us, then turned toward Reagan and ran my
hands over my legs. “Do these sweatpants turn you on as much as my shorts did that

night?’

“Isit weird if | say they turn me on more?”’



| laughed a long hearty laugh. Just when | thought | couldn’t love this woman more
she says something that makes me realize | can. “1’d expect nothing less from you,
baby.”

“Do | still turn you on as much as | did when | was the straight girlfriend of your
brother?’

| laughed again. “ That’s a definite yes.”

Reagan motioned toward her lap. “So, | guess if we are re-enacting that night, you
belong right here.”

| looked around the parking lot as if someone would have suddenly snuck in and was
watching us. When | found that it was still completely empty, | did as directed. It
took a bit more maneuvering than | remembered, but finally | was able to find a not-
so-terrible position facing Reagan with my hands clasped together behind her neck. |
leaned in and kissed her slowly at first, but picked up the pace when she wrapped her
arms around me.

Asthe kiss heated up, | moved my hips against Reagan’s |ap to get some release from
the currents pulsing through mybody aready. As | pushed into her harder, | felt
something in her pants.What the hell?

| moved my hand into Reagan’s pants and gasped. “You're packing right now?
You've never done that before.” That’'s when it hit me. “Wait. Y ou were planning on
this.”

“Planning would mean | assumed you'd say yes. | was hoping.”

“You're quite the romantic, Mrs. Miller-Cooper.” | pulled the object out of her pants
and stroked it. “But | don’t recall this happening that first night in my car.”



“Who knows what would' ve happened if Jarrett hadn’t shown up.”

“Maybe you should show me now.”

Reagan licked her lips and nodded at me. “ Take your pants off and I’ [I show you.”
After struggling to find a position where | could maneuver my pants off | was finaly
able to pull them down. I let them rest around my ankles and repositioned myself on

Reagan. | leaned forward to whisper in her ear. “Where do you want me?’

“It’s not about whereyou' regoing to be.lwant to be inside of you. | guess | should
probably get you wet first though, huh?’

“That shouldn’'t be hard.” In fact, | felt myself becoming wet the moment | realized
Reagan had something extra between her legs.

When Reagan brought her hand to my center, | purred with delight. Asif that wasn't
enough, Reagan ran two fingers through my wetness, then brought those fingers to
her lips and licked them clean.

| swore | could’'ve come just from watching that. | wanted to see her do it over and
over again. But Reagan was on a mission and moved her fingers against me harder
and harder. | pushedher hand away when everything around me started to disappear
and my muscles began to spasm.

“I need you inside of me now.”

Reagan smirked. “Y our wish is my command, my queen.”

She held the dildo in place while | lowered myself on top of it. It felt so good going
into me that | thought | might orgasm before the first thrust. Luckily, | was able to



hold myself together enough to start moving on top of it.

| lifted my body up and down so | could fuck myself on Reagan’s dildo. The pressure
built within me as | moved faster and pushed it in further. When the pain came, | only
fucked myself harder. Pain mixed with pleasure and the most intense orgasm | ever
experienced shot through me.
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| laad my head on Reagan’s shoulder as | struggled to catch my breath. “Wow. That
was... wWow.”

Reagan let out a breathless laugh. “ That good, huh?’

“Just give me a second and I'll return the favor.” Although | had no idea how | would
ever top that.

“There’ s nothing to return. Watching you move against me. Feeling you move against
me. Y eah, don’t worry. I'm good.”

Slowly, the recollection of where we were returned to me and | suddenly became
very aware of the position of my half naked body. “I guess | should pull my pants up,
huh?’

“1 mean |I’'m not making you, but | guessif you must.”

| moved back to my seat and pulled up my pants and underwear. | had just pulled
them over my butt when red and blue lights blinded me.

“Shit. Shit, shit, shit.” | wiggled around in my seat while | tried to figure out what to
do.

“Just act normal,” she said out of the side of her mouth. “And et me do the talking.”

When the light from a flashlight shined on my window, | rolled it down and sat back
so Reagan could take control.”



“Hey, officer, we just decided to pull back here to ook at the stars while we wait for
our kids to be done at their first middle school dance.” She pointed across the parking
lot. “We can leaveif you'd like.”

The police officer waved his hand and chuckled. “No. You're fine. | was just making
sure you weren't two teenagers. Do you know they try to come here to have sex?’ He
scoffed. “Kids.”

Reagan brought her hand to her chest, looking like she had just been scandalized.
“No. Please tell me that’s not true.”

He took his hat off and rubbed his balding head. “Unfortunately, it is. I’'m just glad
tonight | stumbled upon responsible mature adults instead.”

“That’sus.” Reagan smiled widely. “The picture of maturity.”

The officer talked to Reagan for another minute then told us to have a good night and
left us alone in the parking lot again.

| let out my breath and realized | had been holding it that whole time. Then | looked
out in front of me and saw the stars scattered around the sky. “ The starsreally do ook
beautiful tonight.”

“We have permission to ook at them. Want to sit on the hood and do just that?’
“Stargaze until our kids are done at their first dance? What could be more perfect?’
We were silent as we sat on the hood of our car, hands resting on top of each other.
There was so much | could have said at the moment. | could have told Reagan how

much | loved the life we created together and that | was so happy we still had that
spark after so many years together, but | didn't need to. Becauseshe already knew.



She always had from that very first moment that we met out in my parents' driveway.

The night flew by and soon it was time to pick the kids up from the dance. “ So, which
boy did you choose?’ | asked Olivia as the kids got into the car.

“Peter SImcox.”

Peter? Was | losing my memory already? That name didn’t sound familiar at al. |
furrowed my eyebrows at Reagan and was happy when | saw that she seemed just as
confused. “Peter? | thought it was two other boys you were choosing between.”

Olivia shrugged. “Me too, but then Peter asked me to dance, and he's alot cuter than
the other two.” She looked at her siblings. “Isn’'t Peter the best looking boy in our

class?’

“1 don't redlly pay attention to that,” Carter said, already picking up the book she had
left in the car.

“Maybe second cutest after me,” Ronan said smugly.

At least my son doesn’t lack confidence.

Olivia scrunched up her nose. “Ew. You're not cute. You're my brother.” Her
expression suddenly changed to one of excitement. “Oh my god. | was talking to
Ellen Geller tonight. She's in eighth grade, and she told me the eighth graders get to
have a dance with just them at the end of the school year. They even get to slegpover.
How cool isthat? | can’t wait.”

Ronan chortled. “Eighth grade is forever away.”

“It'll be here before you know it. These years are going to go by quickly.” They



aready are.
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| wish | hadn’t been right, but | was. Middle school flew by, and before | knew it, the
kids were getting ready for their eighth grade dance. Luckily, we got to be part of it
since Reagan and | had volunteered to chaperone. Ronan and Carter wereokay with
our decision, but of course Oliviatold us we needed to act like we didn’t know them.
It was useless since we aready knew most of their friends and classmates, but we still
respected her wishes to let them go in before us.

We stood outside of the car at the school while Carter waited for her siblings to give
themselves one last ook in the car’ s side mirrors.

| turned to Carter. “Do you think you’ll dance with anyone tonight?’ Her brother and
sister had both been very vocal about who they would be dancing with, but she hadn’t
said anything.

Carter shrugged. “1 doubt it. The person | like doesn’t like me.”

As her mother, that was hard for me to believe. | didn't understand how anyone
couldn’t like my perfect daughter. “How do you know?’

“She has aboyfriend. | don’t think she likes girls at all.”

Before | could say anything else, Olivia grabbed her hand and started pulling her
away. “Come on. Carmen and I sabella are waiting for usinside.”

Once our children were out of earshot, Reagan leaned close to me. “Did our daughter



just come out to us?’

| smiled with pride as | watched them walk away. “No. Because she didn’t have to.”

There were many times | questioned if | was doing the right thing as a parent, but this
definitely wasn’t one of them. Sure, it was easier for a girl with two moms to admit
she liked girls, but the fact that she didn’t feel the need to turn it into a big deal made
me happy. Her “coming out” experience was so much different than mine and | was
proud | could give that to her.

Reagan must have been feeling the same way | was, because she put her arm around
me and sighed contentedly. “We re doing an okay job, aren't we?’

“We definitely are.” | nodded my head toward the school. “Now what do you say we
really embarrass our children and go bust a move on the dance floor?”’

Reagan held her hand out toward me and when | took it, she surprised me by spinning
me around and dipping me then placing a soft, yet mind-numbing kiss on my lips.

“Let’'sdoit.”

The night flew by as we danced together and pretended to look for inappropriate
dancing. The only child we ended up embarrassing was Olivia. The other two had fun
dancing with us. Once their classmates all said how cool Charlie and | were, even
Oliviawasn’'t embarrassed anymore.

When it was time for the students to get into their sleeping bags and go to sleep,
Reagan and | were assigned hallway duty, which meant we were responsible for
making sure no one snuck away to... well, do whatever it is eighth graders do when
they sneak away. | refused to think about what | would have been doing at that age
now that | had children who could be doing the same thing.



After afew hours of talking and watching shows on our phones, | could hardly keep
my eyes open.

“Do you want to take shifts monitoring?’ Reagan asked. “| could take the first one so
you can shut your eyes.”

“No, I'm fine.” The big, unintentional yawn that followed my words completely blew
my cover.

Reagan laughed. “ Just shut your eyes. I'm fine. | promise.”

| laid my head against her shoulder and finally let my eyes close. “Can you believe
our kids are going to be in high school soon?’ | asked sleepily.

“Not one bit. It's insane. | feel likelwas just in high school. How the hell do | have
three kids who are?’

“Do you think we'll survive?’ | asked, only half kidding.

“1 honestly don’t know, but | guess we'll find out soon.”

| sighed.Much too soon.

Chapter 13

Reagan

The High School Y ears (14-18)

“Photo time!” As| lined the kids up on our front porch, | took a good look at them.
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All three of them had my hazel eyes, but aside from that, they really had become their
own people. Ronan was tall with shaggy dirty blonde hair that was always falling in
front of his eyes (yet, he still refused to cut it). He was wearing athletic shorts and his
football jersey and wore the sy grin on hisface that | was getting very used to.

Oliviawas dressed in jeans and a cheerleading sweatshirt. | knew it killed her to wear
a sweatshirt on the first day, but that was apparently what the cheerleading squad had
agreed on. Her brown hair was cut to her shoulders and now had purple tips which
she had done over the summer to make herself stand out (aka to get people to stop
confusing her with her sister).

Carter was aso wearing jeans and a sweatshirt, but the sweatshirt was by choice in
her case and much baggier than the one Olivia had on. She had kept her brown hair as
it was, with its original color and hanging afew inches below her shoulders.

After getting the pictures, we drove them to school. Not one of them looked back
when they walked in together, and it took everything inside of me not to cry. When
did they get so old?

“You'retrying not to cry, aren’t you?’ Charlie asked.

| scoffed. “Of course not. It’ s just high school. Why would | cry about that?’

“Oh, | don’'t know. Maybe because our babies are growing up in the blink of an eye.”

There was a crack to her voice and when | looked over | realized that she wasn’t
trying to hold back her tears. They were running freely down her cheeks.



“You were right. | was trying to hold them back, but really, when did they get so
damn old?’

“1 don't know, but I'm really glad | decided to take today off or else | might start
crying in front of a patient. Especially since most of my patients are the same age |
feel like our kids still should be.”

| took her hand and sgueezed it. No matter how much changed, one thing always
stayed the same and it was the amount of love | felt for this woman. Actually, that
wasn't true. | still continued to love her more and more every day, even when it felt
like that shouldn’t be possible.

“You feeling up to a breakfast date?’

Charlie smiled at me and it set my heart on fire. “With you? Always.”

“When are your parents getting into town?’ | asked Charlie while we ate our
breakfast.

Charlie rolled her eyes. “It sounds like they’re coming on Thursday. | don’'t know
why they can’t wait until Friday. Ronan’s gameisn’t until seven.”

Everyone was very excited that Ronan had made the varsity football team as a
freshman, but Mr. and Mrs. Miller were especially excited. It was as if watching
Ronan play football and Olivia cheerlead was the perfect way to relive the glory days
of when Charlie and Jamie were in high school. | was just hoping they didn’t make it
into such a big deal that they hurt Carter’s feelings for not participating in any sports.
It's not like they didn’'t have a lot to be proud of with her. She was aready talking
about all of the clubs she wanted to join, including future business leaders of America
and mock UN.



“They need time to walk around town and brag about how they have a football
playing grandson and cheerleading granddaughter.”

Charlie fake gagged. “1 don’t understand why that’s still so important to them.”

“Haven't you heard? The only way to succeed in life is to be a cheerleader or a
football player,” | said sarcastically.

“Does that go for male cheerleaders and female football players, too?’

| brought my hand to my chest asif | was offended that she would even suggest that.
“How could you say such athing? Those do not exist.”

Charlie laughed, but after a few seconds, her face became serious again. “I need to
tell my parents Carter likes girls. | don’t want to make a big deal out of it, becauseit’s
not, but if she ends up getting a girlfriend at some point, | want to make sure they
don’t do or say something ridiculous.”

| nodded. “That makes sense, because if they ever do something to hurt those kids,
they can forget ever seeing them again.” | could feel my face getting red just at the

thought.

“1 love how protective you are of our family.” Charlie reached across the table and
put her hand on top of mine and | felt some of my anger melting away.

“1 just know how much they hurt you and Jamie, and obviously | can’'t go back and
stop that from happening, but | won't let it happen to my kids.”

“Me either. That's why we need to have thistalk.”



Halftime of Ronan’s football game, when Carter went to sit with some of her friends
and my parents went to the concession stand, brought the perfect opportunity to talk
to Charlie' s parents.

Charlie was running her mouth about the most random topics and | could tell it was
because she was putting off the conversation we actually needed to be having.

| cleared my throat to get everyone's attention and took Charlie’s hand. “We have
something important we need to talk to you about.” | stopped there so Charlie could
take over if she wanted to since they were her parents.
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“Um, yeah.” Charlie squeezed my hand tightly. It broke my heart that even after all
this time her parents still caused her to return to that scared little girl. “It's about
Carter. We really don’'t want to make a big deal about it since it isn’'t one, but Carter
likes girls.”

Mrs. Miller furrowed her eyebrows. “Did she tell you to talk to us?’

Charlie shook her head. “No, because she doesn’'t see it as anything that needs to be
discussed, which makes sense, and we're glad she feels that way. But we wanted you
to know so that you don’'t hurt her, intentionally or unintentionally, if she tells you
about a girlfriend in the future.”

“Redly, Charlotte? Are we still stuck in the past? | have a son, daughter, and sister
who like the same gender. | think | know how to talk to gay people at this point.”

Charlie huffed. “The fact that you just said you know how to talk to gay people tells
me you really don’t since you should talk to gay people the exact same way you talk
to straight people, because there’ s no difference.”

“Charlotte, don't tell me—"

Charlie put up her hand to stop her mom. Thank god. “I’m not trying to fight with
you. | just want you to know that if Carter ever introduces you to a girlfriend, you
need to react the exact same way you would if Ronan introduced you to a girlfriend.
Don’t get me wrong, I’ m appreciative of the placewe're at now, but if you ever cause
her even an ounce of the pain that you caused me, our kids will be out of your lives
forever.”



Charlie’s mom opened her mouth as if she was going to say something, but instead,
her body stiffened and she stared straight ahead. Charlie’s dad leaned over her to
squeeze Charlie’s hand. “If or when Carter gets a girlfriend, we will welcome her
with open arms. Y ou don’t have to worry about that.”

With Carter being so focused on school and her extracurriculars, | wasn't sure if that
was going to be a worry anytime soon anyway, but | was wrong.

*Charlie

In the middle of their sophomore year, Carter and Olivia walked through the front
door chattering back and forth excitedly. “You have to tell them. They’ll be so
excited,” Oliviasaid.

“I don't know. What if it doesn’'t last?’ Carter asked. “I don’t want to make it into a
big thing and have her end up dumping me next week.”

My ears perked up at that. My little girl had a girlfriend. Sure, both Olivia and Ronan
had dated but their relationships were never long-lasting. Since Carter never jumped
into anything without giving it careful consideration, | figured a relationship for her
would be more serious from the beginning.

“Doesn’t last?’” Olivia laughed. “Marcie Bishop has been making googly eyes at you
all year. | can't believe it took you thislong to finally ask her out.”

“1 had to make sure she was someone | could see myself with long-term. | don’'t see
the point in starting a relationship that is destined to fail.”

“Because relationships are fun. Kissing is fantastic. If you ask me, it’s so much better
when you know you’'ll be kissing another guy in a few weeks. Or in your case,
another girl.”



There was a moment of silence before Carter responded again and even though |
couldn’t see her, | pictured her shaking her head while she considered Olivia s words.
“That’ s just not my thing. | really like Marcie. | don’t want to kiss anyone else.”

“But you do want to kiss her, huh?’ Oliviateased.

“Oh, shut up,” Carter responded.

“What? My baby sister is going on her first official date and about to get her first
kiss. How could | not be excited?’

“Baby sister? Really? It was four minutes.”

“Still counts.”

A minute later, the two girls walked into the kitchen where | was sitting a the
counter. Both of their eyes went wide when they saw me.

“Mom?’ Carter asked. “What are you doing home already?’

“My last three patients were siblings and they ended up canceling, so | decided to
come home so | could be here to greet you.”

“That’s cool.” Olivia sat down at the table, but she kept making faces at Carter and
looking between the two of us.

| pretended | didn’'t notice because | didn’t want her to feel like she had to tell me
anything she didn’t want to. | wanted it to be her decision in her time.

Carter took a seat next to Olivia and fidgeted with her hands on top of the table. “I
want to tell you something, Mama.”



| watched her hands and face closely, which both showed signs of hesitance. “Are
you sure? Because if this is something you're not ready to share with me, |

completely understand.”

Carter’s face turned red from my words, but they also caused her to stop fidgeting
and a large grin to spread across her face. “No, | do want to tell you. | really do. Just
don’'t make it into a big deal, okay?’
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| put both handsin the air. “Of course. No big deals will be made. | promise.”
Carter took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “| have adate on Friday.”
“That’sredly cool. Who is it with?’

“Her nameis Marcie Bishop. We'rein FBLA and Mock UN together.”

“She's dso a starter on the JV basketball team and super hot,” Olivia added. “You
know, if you are into women.”

“Who' s super hot?’ Reagan asked as she walked into the room.

Carter’s face turned even more red, but if Olivia noticed, she didn't seem to care. She
pointed her thumb at her sister. “Carter’ s girlfriend.”

Carter shook her head. “ She’ s not my girlfriend. It'sjust adate.”

“But she will be your girlfriend.” Olivia looked from Carter to me and Reagan.
“Serioudly, Marcieis obsessed, in a super cute way, of course.”

“Oh my god, will you stop?’ Carter asked, but the smile on her face told me she
actually didn’t mind her sister’ steasing in this case.

“What? I’'m serious. Thisisthe rea dedl, sis. | have a good feeling that it's going to
last. By senior year, you two will be a complete power couple. | would even go as far
as to say that you would be named joint homecoming queens, but that title belongs to



yourstruly.”

It turned out Olivia was right about both of those things. Carter sat on the bleachers
holding hands with Marcie while the two of them and the rest of our family watched
Olivia get crowned homecoming queen. 1'd be lying if | said it didn’t fill mewith
pride to see my daughter crowned as homecoming queen the same way | had been
many many years ago. WWhat made me even more proud was the reason she was voted
as queen. Sure, she was loud (and a little bit full of herself), but she also had a heart
of gold. She ran fundraisers so people who couldn’'t afford the athletics fee at the
school would get it covered. She had tons of friends, but still made sure everyone felt
included. She wasn't just the school’ s cheerleading captain, but also her brother and
sister’s biggest cheerleader. Missing Ronan’ s football games was never an option due
to cheerleading, but she also never missed anything Carter was involved in. She
cycled through boyfriends as if they were fashion trends, but the guys she broke up
with all still had excellent things to say about her.

“I’m so happy for her,” Carter said, her voice cracking slightly. When | looked over
at her, her eyes were tearing up just as | suspected.

“Aww, babe.” Marcie leaned in close to Carter. “It’s so sweet how happy you are for

her.

“1 just know how much she wanted this. | might not understand the hype. No offense,
Mama. But she's been dreaming about this for years. It clearly meant alot to her, so
I’m glad she got it.”

“Is it really a surprise though?” Marcie asked with a laugh. “I haven't heard one
person say they voted for any of the other girls.”



Carter laughed along with her. “That’s very true.”

| stood from my seat when | saw it was time to get pictures. The rest of the family
followed me, including both sets of grandparents who came even though it was
getting harder for them to climb the bleachers. After getting pictures of Oliviaand her
escort who also happened to be her current boyfriend, we took family pictures. First
Reagan and | stood with her, then each set of grandparents, followed by Carter and
Marcie. After that, we took a picture of all of us. The only one missing was Ronan
since the homecoming queen was announced during halftime of his football game.
That was fine since we would be able to get plenty of pictures of the three of them
together before the dance the next night.

As Olivia talked to the rest of the family at a mile a minute, | felt a hand dlip into
mine. | smiled over at Reagan, and she squeezed my hand. “Life has kind of come
full circle. Hasn't it, homecoming queen?’

“Nah.” | leaned into Reagan as | watched our two daughters laugh together, one with
an arm around her boyfriend and the other holding the hand of her girlfriend, while
we waited for our son to come out and play the second half of his football game.
“This moment is so much better than anything | experienced when | was in high
school.”

“This moment is perfect.” Reagan sighed contentedly. “Now we just have to hope
they don’t decide to go too far away from us for college. | don’t know if my heart can
handle that.”

| laughed at my wife who had become such a softie over the years. “It’s okay if they
do, because at least we know in their case they are running toward something instead

of away from us.”

“That’strue. They’ll always come back.”



“Especially when they need money.”

“And we should be good for that for at least the next four years.”

Now | sighed. Time really had gone by so fast. But every new adventure made me
happy, because | knew our kids were becoming the people that they wanted to be.
Not who they thought we wanted them to be. Just like Reagan though, | selfishly
wished their dreams never took them too far away from us, but with this big decision
coming up, | would never tell them that.

* k%

“Hey, you two, get over here.” Ronan waved his hand at Carter and Olivia from
where he sat at abig table with a pen in his hand and a paper sitting in front of him.

He was wearing a Bellman University Football sweatshirt since that was the school
he had decided on. Since it was Division |1, he couldn’'t get afull athletic scholarship,
but he received the biggest one they could offer, plus an academic scholarship on top
of it. Even though today was about him since he was signing his letter of intent to
play football, he wanted to include his sisters, so he had asked them to come aong
and wear sweatshirts from their chosen schools.
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| smiled as | watched Carter join him wearing her Wharton School of the University
of Pennsylvania sweatshirt and Olivia join in her New York University Sweatshirt
(following in her mom and Uncle Jami€’s footsteps). | was beaming with pride over
the excellent schools they had gotten into, but also very happy that none of them were
going to be more than atwo-hour drive from us.

“This picture is definitely going on the wall,” Reagan said as she moved to stand
beside me.

Ronan waved his hand at the two of us next. “Not without you two in it. If thisis
going on the wall, it needs to include the two women who got us to where we are

now.
Don’t cry, Charlie. Don’'t you dare cry.

“1f you want to make sure our makeup isn’t running in these pictures, you better stop
saying things like that,” Reagan joked.

Ronan shrugged. “I only speak the truth.”

Oliviaplayfully elbowed him. “Y ou’re al'so a huge suck up.”

Ronan shook his head and pointed to Carter. “I’m not as big of a suck up as her.”
“Carter isn't asuck up. That'sjust her personality.”

“For once, Oliviaisright,” Carter said with alaugh.



Ronan and Olivia laughed along with her, and | quickly snapped a picture of this
beautiful sibling moment. | didn’t care how well the picture came out that had me and
Reagan in it. This one was definitely going on the wall.

Chapter 14

Reagan

The College Years

(18-22)

Ronan was the first of the college drop-offs since he had to be there early for football
pre-season. Both Carter and Olivia came along to see off their brother even though
we let them know they didn’t have to since their last summer at home was dwindling.

Bellman was the perfect small town atmosphere. It was filled with tiny shops and
restaurants, a church on ailmost every corner, and multiple bars. | knew | would have
a nice time exploring every time we came to visit, which would be often since we
would be back alot for Ronan’s football games.

As soon as we arrived on campus, we began moving Ronan into the dorm room that
would be his home for at least the next year. Apparently, most students moved off
campus after the first year so | was sure Ronan would too, but I’'m not sure why he
would want to when his dorm was at the prime spot—next to the dining hall and feet
from the football field.

“Thisisanice place you got here,” Olivia said as she sat down on his bed. “It’s going
to be a culture shock when | ride the train in from New Y ork and come to your games
with Mom and Mama.”



Ronan sat down beside Olivia and looked between her and Carter. “You know you
guys don’t have to feel obligated to come to my games. | know it’s going to be hard
with your own college plans.”

Carter sat on the other side of Ronan. “I already have all of your home games marked
on my calendar and I’ m going to try my best to come to all of them aslong as nothing
comes up.Marcie wrote them down as well and is planning to come with me.”

Ronan smirked and elbowed Carter in the side. “| bet you're super excited to finally
get away and be at the same school as your girlfriend. Don't waste al of your
Saturdays on me.”

Carter’s face turned red, but a small smile still played on her lips. “It's a few
Saturdays throughout the fall. We'll be fine.”

After getting his room set up, we walked into town to go to a cute little restaurant
called Emma' s Cafe that had apparently been in this town for well over fifty years.
The food was fantastic and the portions were huge, so the walk back through town
after the meal was very much so needed.

We stuck around for another hour, because even though he didn’t say it, it was
obvious Ronan wasn't ready for us to leave. We finally said our goodbyes when it
was closing in on the time of his first team meeting. | honestly thought Ronan might
start to cry when he pulled me into a bear hug and didn’t let go for a long time. Of
course, his tears never came, but mine did. It was no surprise that Charlie cried as
well, but it was surprising when both of the girls shed afew tears.

We were al quiet on the drive home. If the rest of the family was like me, they were
thinking about what our new normal would be like now that the triplets would all be
in different places.



Two weeks later, we went on our next college drop-off trip with one less sibling.
Even though it had been years since living in the city, driving into New York still
kind of felt like coming home. | was sure it would especially feel like that over the
next four years since anytime | went there, it would be to see a big part of my
home—my crazy daughter who spent the last eighteen years keeping me on my toes.
Thinking about saying goodbye to Oliviain afew hours caused a physical pain in my
heart. | was going to miss her attitude and al of the eye rolls, butl was especially
going to miss the times she let her guard down. The way she still snuggled up to me
as we watched a movie or a TV show. How she shared all of the details of her life
with me (even the ones | would rather not know).

“1 still can't believe your campus is just spread out through Manhattan,” Carter said,
saving me from my spiral. “I could never handle this.”

Out of the corner of my eye, | saw Olivia playfully poke Carter. “It's not like your
school’s not in acity.”

“Yeah, but Philly is nothing like New York.” Carter smiled sweetly at Olivia. “New
York is perfect for you though. Definitely the right fit.”
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Olivia smiled back at Carter and squeezed her arm. | was glad | was able to catch the
moment in my rearview mirror. Even though they had a great relationship, sincerely
sweet moments weren't their usual love language. With al three kids, they tended to
show their love more through teasing each other.

After finding parking, we lugged al of Olivia's crap from the car to her dorm room,
where her roommate was aready in the process of unpacking. “You must be Jax,”
Olivia said, not giving the poor girl a chance to answer before running across the
room and wrapping her in atight hug.

The girl didn’t seem to mind and immediately embraced Oliviain return. “Olivial It's
so great to finally meet you.” She stepped back and studied Olivia as if she was
stunned to see her standing there. “I feel like | already know you so well that it's
crazy to think thisisthefirst time we re meeting in person.”

“And you must be Mom.” Jax turned to me with an outstretched hand. She was tall
and skinny with long blonde wavy hair that went into ared ombre near the tips. There
was a small rainbow tattoo on the ring finger of the hand she was holding out to me
and a rainbow of dots tattooed across her wrist. She had a few other tattoos, but |
couldn’t make out whatthey were. Jax shook her head. “Or is it Mama? | can't
remember which of you Olivia said was blonde and which was brunette.”

| took her hand and shook it. “I am Mom.” | pointed over my shoulder at Charlie.
“That's Mama.”

After shaking Charlie's hand as well, she looked between the two of us, literally
beaming. “I still can’'t believe Olivia has two moms. | tell her every time we talk



about how lucky sheis. | love my dad, but still.” Jax looked away from us to focus
her attention on Carter. “And you must be Carter. Olivia has told me alot about you.”
She bit her bottom lip and didn’t try to hide the fact that she was totally checking out
my daughter as she ran her eyes up and down her body. “Y ou didn’t happen to break
up with that girlfriend of yours, did you?’

Carter’s face turned more red than | had ever seen it, which was saying a lot for her.
“Um, no. We're still together. Hopefully for the long run.”

Jax ran her eyes over Carter once again. “ That’ s too bad,” she said flirtatioudly.

Olivia playfully smacked Jax’s arm. “If you keep hitting on my sister like this, I'm
going to start to think you want to sleep withme.”

Jax scrunched up her nose and waved her hand. “Y ou’ re not my type.”

Olivia scoffed and put her hands on her hips. “We're identical.”

“Yeah, but you have a completely different style.” Jax pointed at Carter. “I like my
women more straight edge.”

“Well, don’t hold your breath for Carter. She'slike madly in love or whatever.”

“I’ll be okay. | aready have some options lined up.” Jax winked at Carter making her
face somehow become even more red.

“But we're sticking to our deal, right?’ Olivia asked. “No serious relationships while
we're here?’

“Obvioudly. | am way too young to settle down. No one istaming me.”



“Well, Olivia, it sure looks like you got the perfect roommate match,” Charlie said
with alaugh. “ That makes me fedl better about leaving you in this big city.”

Jax threw an arm around Olivia' s shoulder. “Don’t worry, Mrs. Miller-Cooper, I'll
take good care of your little girl. I’ [l make sure she only gets herself into the fun kind
of trouble.”

Watching Olivia and Jax interact the rest of the day brought back memories of
meeting Jamie and how quickly we clicked just like these two were. | was happy she
had Jax and even though it was only the beginning, | had no question they would be
there for each other throughout college and beyond. Charlie was right. That definitely
made me feel better as we got back into the car at the end of the day and drove away
from the city.

“Two down. Oneto go,” | said as | sighed and watched the city grow smaller through
the rearview window.

Another week passed before it was time to take Carter to school. Since she was going
to school in Philadelphia, she was the closest of the three. It would be simple to go
back and forth to see her whenever we wanted, which only made this drop-off the
dlightest bit easier. | would no longer walk downstairs in the morning to find Carter
already awake, ditting at the kitchen counter with her nose in a book. We would have
to drive to exchange our favorite books with each other rather than walking down the
hallway. Even though | was sure she would call me much more often than the other
two, over the phone | wouldn't be able to see her face light up over something that
really excited her.

“I"'m sorry you only get us for your drop-off,” | said as we carried the last of her
items into her dorm. Unlike Olivia, Carter’s roommate wasn't there yet because she
had insisted on arriving early.



Carter shrugged. “It's no big deal. I'm glad | could be there for the other two. Plus,
it'salot easier for me than it is for them. | can see you two whenever | want. Plus,
I’ll have Marcie here with me.”

“When is Marcie arriving?’ Charlie asked.

Carter picked up her phone then set it back down. “They should be arriving any time
now, but she’'s going to spend the next few hours with her family. We aready have a
reservation made for adinner date later tonight.”

“So, what I'm hearing isyou're all oursfor now, huh?’ | asked.

“Yep.” Carter ran a hand over the sheet she had just put on her bed. “1 was hoping we
could walk around campus and figure out where my classes are so | don’'t have
trouble finding them on Monday.”

Ah. My responsible child. One out of three ain't bad, | guess.“That sounds
wonderful.”

After finding her classrooms, then doing another lap around campus so Carter could
figure out the best way to navigate from one place to another, we spent the next few
hours walking around the city.

When it was time to say our goodbyes and | started to cry, Carter reminded me that
she would be seeing me in a week for Ronan’s first football game. | gave her one
more hug and took a few steps away before | remembered the present | had in my bag
for her. | pulled out the book and held it in the air. “ Carter. Wait. | have something
for you.”
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Carter turned around and stared at the tattered book in my hands. “What isit?’

| closed the space between us and handed it to her. “It's the first book | ever
illustrated the cover of. This was actually the first official copy ever printed. Kinsley
gave it to me because she knew how much it would mean to me. But | want you to
haveit, because | know it will mean just as much to you.”

Carter stared down at the book as she skimmed through the pages, running her hands
over it asif it were the most precious gold. When she closed the book and looked up
at me, there were tears in her eyes. “Mom... thisis...” She wiped her eyes. “It's
everything. Thank you so much.”

When we said goodbye this time, Carter hugged me as if she wouldn’t be seeing me
soon. And at that moment, aweek really did feel like forever.

“1 missthem all so much already,” | said as| got in the car.

Charlie took my hand and smiled at me knowingly. “Me, too. But at least we have
each other.”

| looked down at the hand | had been holding for over twenty years, and | knew |
could get through this. No matter what life threw at us (and it had certainly thrown a
lot), Charlie and | had gotten through it together. This was just another adventure that
we were taking together and there was no one else | would rather have by my side for
it.

“Do you think the next four years are going to fly by just as fast as the first eighteen



did?’ | asked.

“Probably even faster.” Charlie sighed. “Isthere away to slow down time?’

“Unfortunately, not yet. But I'll tell you what we can do. We can make the most of
every single moment these next four years.”

Charlie smiled through her tears and squeezed my hand. “Let’sdo it.”

***

There were a few moments throughout those four college years that stuck with me
more than the others. The first one happened when we went to Ronan’s last home
football game of his junior year. After the game ended, he grabbed my hand and
pulled me across the stadium as if he was alittle kid again. As he dragged me along,
he yelled for Charlie and the girlsto follow as well.

When we made it to the far end of the bleachers, there was a small, yet muscular girl
with brown hair that was pulled up into a ponytail and blue eyes that were so bright
they rivaled Charlie’s. She had a wide smile on her face, but the way she was
fidgeting with her sweatshirt told me she was nervous.

Ronan pointed to the girl as if he was showing off a piece of art. “Family Unit, I'd
like you to meet Mallory, my girlfriend.” He ran his hand in front of us. “Mallory,
thisis my family.”

He was so excited, he was bouncing up and down and his voice sounded like one of a
giddy little boy who was just told he could get a happy meal.

“It's so nice to meet all of you.” Mallory did a small wave then pushed a piece of
stray hair behind her ear. “I’ ve heard so much about each of you.”



“All lies of course” Ronan honest to god giggled, which was especially funny
coming from avery large guy in afootball uniform. “I made you all sound excellent.”

Mallory giggled with him and slapped his stomach. She left her hand resting there
and smiled at the rest of us. “I have no doubt that all of the excellent things he said
were very true.”

After talking to Mallory for a few minutes, we found out that she was on the school’s
soccer team and she and Ronan had a few classes together the past few years since
they were bothexercise science majors, but they didn’t start talking regularly until this
year.

Charlie invited Mallory to go to dinner with us and she graciously accepted. Ronan
said he needed to get himself cleaned up before he could go and headed toward the
locker room. | used the excuse that | had to use the restroom (not a complete lie) to
walk with him.

“You realy like Malory, don’t you?' | asked as we walked together.

“Mom, | don't just like her.” He stopped walking and turned toward me. “Mark my
words—I’ m going to marry that girl someday.”

At that moment, | had no doubt that he would.

***

Another memory I'll never forget was the time Charlie and | decided to spend a long
weekend in New York when we went on one of our many trips to visit Olivia. We
drove in late on Thursday afternoon and checked into a hotel in Times Square. Since
Olivia had classes for most of the day on Friday, we spent Thursday night and Friday
morning walking hand in hand as we searched for new things to discover in the city



we both knew so well at this point.

When we started to run out of ideas, | showed Charlie the first apartment Jamie and |
shared together. “So, thisiswhere it all began, huh?’ she asked as she stared up at the
old building.

“Yep. Just think, if Jamie and | had never decided to move in here together, we would
have never met.”

Charlie shook her head. “I don't believe that. We were aways meant to find each
other.”

| leaned my head against hers, basking in this moment of pure bliss. “That’s true.”
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“Since we're reminiscing, you know what we should do next?’ Charlie asked.
Honestly, | had no idea. “What?’

“You'll see.” Charlie smirked as she led me down the street and back to our hotel.
She gave the valet our car information, but wouldn’t tell me why we needed the car.

It was only a few minutes into our drive when it finally hit me. “Are we going to see
our first apartment?’

Charlie’ s smile grew even bigger. “We sure are.”

She parked in the parking lot of her old practice, which was now apparently owned
by someone different than the person she sold it to (at least, that’s how it appeared
given the name change and makeover it had undergone).

| pointed to the building. “They’re open. We should go in.”

Charlie scrunched up her nose. “Really? Isn’t that a little strange? Hey you don’t

know me, but | actually used to own this place.
| shrugged. “I don’t think it’s strange at all. In fact, I’'m going to go in either way.”
Charlie turned off the car and followed me to the entrance. As soon as we walked

inside, we were greeted by the receptionist. “Hi! How can | help you? Do you have
an appointment?’



Much to my surprise, Charlie stepped up to the front desk. “No. | actually used to
own this practice many, many years ago. Is Dr. Griffith still here?’

The receptionist shook her head. “I’'m afraid not. He sold the practice a year ago.”
The receptionist’s face lit up. “Wait! You're the doctor that was here before Dr.
Griffith? When | got a job here, your manager was still working here, and she had
nothing but good things to say about you. | fedl like I’m meeting a celebrity with how
much she talked about you.” She walked outfrom behind the desk and waved us on as
she led us down the hallway that held so many memories for us. “Doctor Manning is
about to go on her lunch break. Y ou need to meet her.”

She practically ran right into the young woman as she walked into the hallway from
her exam room. “Oh, Dr. Manning. You’'ll never believe who is here. Thisis...” She
turned toward us and put her hand on her head. “I'm sorry. | never asked your

names.”

Charlie held out her hand. “I’'m Charlie and thisis my wife, Reagan. | actually owned
the practice before Dr. Griffith.”

“No way! You have to let me show you around.”

| thought it was strange when there was a storage area where | could have sworn the
break room had been, but | figured | must have been remembering it wrong.

“Where is the break room now?’ Charlie asked asif she had read my mind.

Dr. Manning pointed up toward the ceiling. “Y ou know that small little apartment up
there? That’ s the break room now.”

| couldn’t help but laugh out loud. “That small little apartment housed us and our
three kids at one point.”



Dr. Manning's eyes went wide. “No way! I’m shocked there was enough space for all
of you.”

“Therereally wasn't,” Charlie said. “Hence the move.”

Dr. Manning nodded. “That makes sense! We should definitely go up there. I'm sure
it looks much different now, but are you guys interested in seeing it?’

“Hell yeah,” | said before Charlie could answer.

Dr. Manning led us out of the building and up the stairs | had taken more times than |
could count. As soon as she opened the door, the memories came flooding back.
Walking in for the first time. Patch eating al of our wedding invitations. Bringingour
kids home from the hospital. Watching our kids take their first steps.

Just as the tears started to sting my eyes, | felt a hand slip into mine. “So many great
memories here, huh?’ Charlie whispered.

| nodded as | continued to take in the apartment. “This is where our family began.
Some of my favorite memories are here.”

“All of my best memories have something in common.” Charlie turned toward me
and booped my nose. “You're part of every single one.”

***

With all the good memories there’' s bound to be afew that you wish you could forget.
After the three graduations fell on different days, we were pretty sure we were the
luckiest people on the planet. In fact, | was thinking | was so lucky that | was highly
considering playing the lottery. | mean, what are the chances that none of the
graduations would fall on the same day?



Plus, our kids were doing great. Olivia had decided to stay in the city after
graduation. She wasn’t exactly sure what she wanted to do with her marketing degree
yet, but she knew New Y ork was where she was meant to do it. She and Jax were still
best friends after al these years so they were staying in the apartment they aready
lived in together.
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Ronan and Mallory were moving toward Pittsburgh where Ronan was going to play
semi-pro football while she went to school for Occupational Therapy. | didn't see
them having much money over the next few years, but they were both happy, so that
was all that mattered to me.

Carter was staying at the University of Pennsylvaniato pursue a master’sin Business
Analytics. Marcie was movinghome with her parents to save money, but the two of
them were still very happy together. At least, that’ s what we thought.

Just three weeks after graduation, | saw Carter's car unexpectedly pull into the
driveway. | walked outside and waved to her from the front porch. “Hey, sweetie,
what’ s up? Were you visiting Marcie?’

As Carter walked toward me, she kept her eyes toward the ground and nodded her
head.

Very strange. “Is everything okay?’

This time, Carter shook her head, and when she lifted it to look at me, what | saw
broke my heart. Her eyes were puffy and her face red and tear-stained. When she
reached me, her body began to shake and tears poured from her eyes. “She... she...
dumped me. | wanted to start our future together and she... she doesn’t want me
anymore.”

| wrapped my arms around her and held her tightly right out there on the front porch.
A few minutes later, Charlie pulled into the driveway and ran from her car when she
saw the scene on the porch.



“What happened?’ she asked between gasps of breath.

| mouthed the words “Marcie dumped her,” so Carter didn't have to hear them
spoken out loud like a dagger to her already broken heart.

Charlie immediately began to rub her back. “Oh, honey, I'm so sorry.”

“Mama,” Carter said as she pulled away from me and fell into Charlie’'s arms.

| had never seen her like this—so very broken and lost. | wanted to make it better, but
| knew there were two people who could do a much better job than me. | walked
upstairs and made a three-way call with Olivia and Ronan, praying they would both
actually pick up. Ronan was the first to answer, but it wasn't long before Olivia
answered as well.

“What are you two up to thisweekend?’ | asked without even saying hello.

“Mallory and | have aton of unpacking to do,” Ronan answered quickly.

“l don’'t have anything that important, but if you're trying to get me to come home,
it's not happening,” Olivia said. “Jax and | are planning to go out this weekend now

that we can finally enjoy the city without worrying about classes.”

Shit. “You know | normally wouldn’t ask you to come home, especially at the last
minute, but your sister needs you.”

| had barely gotten the words out when Olivia responded. “I’ll take the first train in
the morning.”

“Yeah, fuck unpacking. I'm driving home tonight.”



Chapter 15

Charlie

By the next morning, the whole family was back together. Normally, | would be
ecstatic about this, but the reason had me less than thrilled. If going through a
heartbreak is hard, watching your child get their heart broken is a million times
worse.

“S0, what happened?’ Ronan asked as we al ate breakfast together.

Carter shook her head as she stared down at her uneaten cereal. “1 honestly don’t
know. | missed her so | decided to surprise her. She was acting weird from the
moment | got there, but things weren’t too bad until | started talking about the future.
| was curious when she wanted to move in together. | wasn't pushing it. | just wanted
to let her know that I'd be happy to take that next step whenever she was. | mean,
we' ve been together so long. It seemed natural that that would come next. But instead
of talking about that, she told me she didn’t think we had a future. She said that...”
Carter took a long, shaky breath. “That she had been thinking about it and she felt
like she wasted so many years. That... that she needs some excitement in her life and
| can’'t give her that.”

“What abitch,” Olivia said through gritted teeth.

Carter shook her head. “She’s not. She told me that if we were older, I'd be the
perfect life partner, but she needed to have fun right now. And she’s right—I’m not
fun. I’'m boring, but I’'m fine being boring. And | thought she was okay with that,

too.

Olivia scoffed. “You're not boring, trust me. I’m literally one of the most fun people
ever, and you always keep me entertained. That has to say something.”



Ronan put his hand on Carter’s shoulder. “Seriously. If she can’t see how amazing
you are after all these years, that’s her 10ss.”

Carter shrugged. “If she can’'t see how amazing | am then maybe I’ m not actually that
amazing.”

| couldn’t take this. | could literally feel my heart breaking in response to her broken
heart. | stood up and hugged her from behind. “Well, I’ve known you much longer
than Marcie has, and | happen to think you' re super amazing.”

“You have to say that. Y ou’'re my mom.”
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“Well, as your big sister, | definitely don't have to say it, and | aso think you're
amazing.”

Thisfinally made Carter crack asmile. “It was four minutes.”

Olivia smiled triumphantly and | knew it was because she was proud of herself for
cracking Carter’s shell, even if it wasjust alittle bit. “ Still counts.”

“So, what should we do today?’ Ronan asked as he stood from the table to take his
dishes to the sink.

“I’'m not in the mood to do anything.” Carter moved her spoon around in her bowl,
but still didn’t eat anything.

“l have an idea” Reagan put her dishes in the sink as well, then sat down. “How
"bout Mama and | finaly tell you the real story of how we met? It's a pretty good

one.

Olivia rolled her eyes. “I thought you two met because Mom and Jamie went to
college together. It's really not that exciting and probably the last thing Carter wants
to hear about.”

“There's alot more to it. Trust me,” Reagan said with a laugh, her eyes getting that
far away look they always did when she was reminiscing.

| did my best to catch her eye and give her a look that conveyed exactly how | felt
about sharing this story with ourchildren. Sure, they were older now, but there were



still certain partsthey didn’t need to know.

Reagan subtly nodded at me. She then smiled at the kids. “The SparkNotes version,
of course.”

Olivia put her hand on her hip and looked between her brother and sister. “That just
means they’ re going to cut out the parts where they had sex.”

Ronan brought his finger to his mouth and fake gagged. “ Thank god.”

Carter chuckled. “Yeah, really.”

“Anyway,” Reagan sat her hands on the table and lifted her eyebrows as her eyes
darted between the rest of us. “I met your mama when Uncle Jamie convinced me to
go home with him for afamily reunion.”

Olivia yawned dramatically. “You told us that. And it was love at first sight, yada

yada.

Reagan put her hand up. “Okay, fine, but what we didn’t tell you was that | went with
Jamie to pretend to be his girlfriend.”

Ronan sat up straight, a sudden sparkle coming to his eyes. “Wait. What?’

Reagan nodded. “Yep. He wasn't out yet, and it was a different time, so he worried
about how his parents would react. | figured out once he asked me to come with him
that he had been telling his family that we were dating for years.”

Olivia now sat up straighter as well and she lifted one eyebrow. “And Grandma and
Grandpa actually believed what you were saying? Did you look more straight back
then? Because | could pick out you and uncle Jamie as being gayer than gay from



over a hundred feet away.”

| laughed, because it was true. | still couldn’'t believe that | actually thought Reagan
was straight at one point. “People willsee what they want to, even if it's glaringly
obvious that they should be seeing something else.”

“ S0, Grandma and Grandpa wanted you to be straight?’

| sucked my lips into my mouth as | tried to figure out how to answer this. | never
wanted to lie to my kids, but | also didn’t want them, especially Carter, to ever think
their grandparents didn’t accept every part of them. Especially with what she was
going through now. “Like Reagan said, it was adifferent time.”

“Well, I'm glad they came around,” Carter said with asmile.

| faked a smile back because had they really come around? Sure, they hadn’'t said
anything about Carter dating Marcie, but | still didn’t believe that meant they weren’t
homophobic anymore. Not after everything else they had done.

Ronan waved his hand. “Okay. Keep going. Did you know that Jamie had a gay
sister?’

Reagan shook her head. “I didn’'t even know he had a sister at first. Neither Charlie
nor Jamie were out to each other, which made the whole thing even more crazy.”

“So, what happened when you got there?’ Olivia leaned onto the table as if she was
trying to get as close as she could to Reagan so she didn’t miss anything.

“Well, as I’ve told you guys, | was smitten with your mama from the moment | laid
eyes on her. Since Grandma and Grandpa thought Jamie and | were dating, they
didn’t want us in the same room, so | ended up sharing a room with your mama. One



night, we were gitting out on the roof, and without even thinking, | kissed her.”
Reagan stared into my eyes as if it was the first time she was ever seeing me. “That
was it. | was completely done after that.”

“Oh, come on.” Olivia crossed her arms in front of her chest. “You have to give us
more than that. How long did it takeyou to finally tell everyone? How did they take
it?” She giggled. “Was Uncle Jamie pissed? | bet he was, right?’

“That is actually the best part of this story.” When | stared daggers at Reagan, she
nodded at me once again. “Nana caught Charlie giving me a kiss. It became this
whole big thing because she thought | was cheating on Jamie with his sister. The
whole family became involved and we had to clear up what had actually happened. It
wasn’'t funny at the time, but it’s hilarious now.”
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Carter furrowed her eyebrows. “You know what’s weird? That sounds a lot like a
scene in one of Laurel Lake' s books.” She pointed to me and moved her lips asif she
was calculating something. “You know Laurel pretty well, right? You guys used to
hang out when you first started doing her book covers?’

Reagan looked at me for backup, but when all | could do was shrug, she nodded in
response to Carter’s question.

“So, did she get the idea from you guys? It's amost the same except that in her
story...” Carter cringed and smacked her hand against her forehead. “Ew. I'm never
going to get this picture out of my mind.”

“Wait. | want to know.” Olivia smacked Carter's arm a bunch of times, but Carter
didn’t look over at her. “What happened in the book? What is Mom not telling us?’

“Serioudly. Y ou don’t want to know.”

Much to my surprise, Carter burst into laughter. Even though the reasoning might
have had my face turning red, it was still great to hear her laugh like this. Much too
soon, though, her laughter warped into sobs. “What if | never find what you two
have? This was supposed to be it for me and now it's over. Just like that. With no
warning.”

Reagan shot up from the table and ran over to wrap her arms around Carter. “I’'m so
sorry, sweetie. | didn’t tell you that story to make you feel bad. | thought it would
make you laugh.” Reagan motioned for Ronan to stand, then took his seat next to
Carter, leaning in close to talk to her. “If there’s anything you should take from that



story, it's that finding love isn't easy. All of the best love stories are allittle bit crazy.
Thisisjust abump in the road. It’s not the end for you. You'll find love. | know you
will. Y ou know how | know?’

When Carter shook her head, Reagan pushed a piece of hair behind her ear and
smiled sweetly at her. “Because you, my dear, have so much love to give. It would be
ashame for that to go to waste, so | have no doubt that it won't.”

“Isit okay if we don't talk about Marcie or the breakup for now?’ Carter asked. “It
makes me sick to think about it. | just want to enjoy the time | have with all of you.”

“Of course.” Reagan stood from the table and patted Carter on the back. “Y ou just let
us know what you want to do. We're dl yours.”

Carter chewed on her bottom lip as if she was nervous. “There is one thing | would
really like, but | feel bad asking since Ronan and Olivia already had to travel to come
here.”

“Whatever you want to do, I’'min,” Ronan answered quickly.

Olivianodded. “Me, too.”

“S0, you' d be okay with going to Maryland? It’'s been a while since I’ ve seen any of
our family down there, and | really miss them.”

“Y ou want to see Grandma and Grandpa?’ | asked. “ Today?’
If | was being honest, | was worried about what my mom would say when she found

out Carter and Marcie broke up. Would she say it was for the best? Would she
suggest that Carter could try men now? Just the thought of it made me sick.



“And Uncle Jamie, Uncle Ethan, and Finn if they’re around. But only if it's okay,”
Carter said, now sounding more hesitant. “1 know it’salot to ask of everyone.”

Olivia hopped up from the table. “ That sounds perfect to me. Let'sdo it.”

Ronan smiled and nodded. “I agree.”

Within an hour, we were all packed into the car driving down to Maryland together. |
couldn’t remember the last time we traveled anywhere with all three kids, and even
though these weren’'t the best circumstances, it still made my heart warm with
happiness to have us all together again.

As soon as we pulled into my parents driveway, my mom came out the front door as
if she had been watching for us (even though | hadn’t even told her we were coming).
“My eyes aren’'t deceiving me, are they?’ she asked when we started to get out of the
car. She put on her glasses and blinked at us dramatically.

Ronan held his arms out wide as he walked toward the front porch. “It’s not a dream.
I’m really here.”

While my mom was occupied with Ronan and then Olivia, | fell into step with Carter.
“Do you want to tell Grandma and Grandpa about Marcie? It's completely up to you.

| understand either way.”

Carter shrugged. “I don't know. | guess I'll just wait and see if she comes up in
conversation at all.”

She didn’'t have to wait long, because as soon as my mom hugged her, she told her
she was surprised Marcie hadn’t come with us.

My heart felt heavy once again as | braced myself for more tears. For a moment,



Carter blinked her eyes afew times as if they were about to start falling, but then she
held her head high instead. “We actually aren’t together anymore.”

My mom pulled her into another hug, this time kissing her cheek as well. “Oh,
swestie. I’'m so sorry. Are you okay?’

Carter nodded slowly. “I will be. It was her choice, and it was a huge shock, but
having family around definitely helps.”

“Well, I'm glad you came.” My mom gave Carter one more squeeze before letting
her go. “This is definitely her loss. Soon enough you' |l find someone new and you'll
understand why this happened.”

Someone new.Did my mom think this new someone would be a guy? It wouldn’t
surprise me if she did.
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Carter nodded again. “I’'m trying my best to believe that, but it’s hard.”
“1 know that, dear.” My mom ran her hand up and down Carter’s arm. “But trust me,

there are plenty of other girls out there who would feel so very lucky to be with you. |
have no doubt about that.”

A fog came over me as soon as | heard my mom say the word girls. Even after all this
time, she barely acknowledged the fact that | loved women and | had been happily
married to one for aimost twenty-six years. | just barely made out my mom greeting
Reagan, then telling everyone to head inside to see my dad.

“Are you okay, Charlotte?” my mom asked when | stayed rooted in place.

The fog slowly drifted away and after a few seconds, | finally felt like | could speak
again. “Thank you for saying that.”

“For saying what?” My mom tilted her head as she studied my face asif it held all the
answers.

“That there were plenty of girls that would feel lucky to be with Carter.”

“Oh. Psh.” My mom waved her hand nonchalantly as if this wasn't a huge moment.
“It' strue. Wouldn’'t you agree?”’

“Of course | agree. It's just, you said girls. You never said anything inappropriate
about Carter being with Marcie, but | don’t know. | kind of thought...”



| let my voicetrail off because | wasn't sure how to put my thoughts into words.

Luckily, my mom understood. “That | would hope this break-up meant she wasn’'t
gay anymore?’ My mom chuckled and shook her head. “I’m sure afew years ago that
would’ ve been the case, but losing your aunt last year really changed things for me.
My prejudices kept me from her for so many years, and now that she's gone, |
realized | can never get that time back. Just like | can’t take back everything | put you
and James through.” Her lip quivered, and | worried she might start to cry. “For what
it'sworth, | am sorry. I’'m so very sorry, Charlotte.”

| couldn’t take it anymore. Between Carter’s broken heart and the apology from my
mom, my emotions were being pulled in every direction. | had no idea how to express
how | was feeling, so instead, | broke into tears.

My mom wrapped me in a hug. “Oh, swestie, please don’'t be sad. | don’t think my
heart can handle both Carter and you being upset.”

| shook my head, then tried to wipe my tears away, but it was impossible when they
kept coming. “I’'m not sad. Well, | mean, I’'m sad that Carter is going through this,
but that’s not what my tears are about. At least, not completely. | just honestly never
thought I'd hear you say those words, and it means more to me than you'll ever
know.”

My mom put her arm around me. “1 know it’s too little too late, but | promise to do
better with whatever time | have left.”

As my heart practically beat out of my chest, | thought it might explode. My mom
was saying all of the things | wished she had said for years, and while | wished it
hadn’t taken so long, that didn’t matter right now. All that mattered was that for the
first time in my life, | actualy felt like my mom fully accepted mefor the person |
was. | knew | wasn’'t the only person who needed to hear this though. “You need to



say al of thisto Jamie, too.”

My mom'’s eyes fell to the ground as she nodded. “You're right. | will. | promise.”
She lifted her chin up and smiled at me. “Now, what do you say we make that little
girl of ours smile?’

| couldn’t stop my own smile from spreading across my face. “ That sounds perfect.”

* k%

The day really was perfect. Reagan called Jamie and he and Ethan came over to our
parents house. Unfortunately, Finn was on a trip so he couldn’t make it, but the rest
of us, including Carter, had a great time. Later that night, while my dad and Ethan
grilled and my mom baked, the triplets, Reagan, and Jamie went for a swim in the
lake.

| smiled as | watched all five of them splash around as if they were kids again. For
the first time in maybe forever this place actually felt like home to me.

When my dad walked up to me and put an arm around my shoulder, | leaned into
him. “Y our mom told me that you two had a bit of a moment earlier,” he said as he
stared out at the lake with me.

“Wedid. It was nice.”

“1 know things have been much better between us than they were with your mom, but
| hope you know that I’m sorry, too. Not only for how | acted, but for how | allowed
her to act. It should’'ve never happened. I've learned a lot about being a parent by
watching you and Jamie and your significant others. You're everything | wish |
would have been.”



| squeezed my eyes shut to try to keep myself from crying. This weekend had been
way too emotional already. “ Thanks, Daddy. That means so much coming from you.”

My dad cleared his throat and removed his arm from around my shoulder. “Now, if
you don’t mind, I’m going to go back to the grill and act like I’'m not on the verge of
tears.”

“Roger that.”

As soon as my dad walked away, Ronan jumped out of the lake and ran over to me,
not hesitating before wrapping me in abig, wet hug. “Y ou looked alittle too dry,” he
said with alaugh.

| shivered as alight breeze hit me. *Y eah. Thanks for that.”

Ronan bounced from foot to foot then leaned close to me as if he was going to tell me
a secret. “So, | didn't want to say anything in front of Carter because of what she's
going through, but | can’'t hold it in anymore. I'm going to start shopping for rings. |
probably won't propose for at least another year, and | don't see the wedding
happening anytime soon, but | am going to ask Mallory to marry me.”
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The hole in my heart from Carter’s news closed slightly from Ronan’s admission.
Being a parent was funny that way. | took Ronan’s hand and kissed the top of it. “I'm
so happy for you. Do you remember what you told your mama the first time we met
Mallory?’

Ronan nodded enthusiastically. “Of course. | told her | was going to marry that girl
someday.”

“You sure are.” | smiled contentedly as | let Ronan’s words settle and watched Carter
laugh along with her sister and uncle. She was going to be okay. We all would.

Chapter 16

Reagan

A little less than a year after Ronan told Charlie he was going to propose, he did it
while on vacation with Mallory. Two and a half years after that, it was finally his big
day. In that time, he had also hung up his football cleats and taken teaching classes,
so he could become a physical education teacher. A few months after the wedding, he
would be starting as a teacher and coach at the middle school in their hometown.

That wasn't what we were celebrating today though. Today we were celebrating the
love he and his soon-to-be wife shared. | couldn’t help but beam with pride as Charlie
and | walked our amazing son down the aisle. We each gave him a hug then sat in the
front row. | turned to watch Carter and Oliviawalk down the aisle, both wearing light
blue bridesmaid’'s dresses. Carter’s long hair was pulled up in a ssimple updo and
Olivia s hair was falling by her shoulders, styled in away that showed off the blonde



pieces underneath.

When the music changed, we al stood. Mallory looked absolutely breathtaking. She
was wearing a princess style ivory gown with very intricate beading. Her hair was
half up and her smile was wider than | had ever seen it before. | quickly turned my
attention from Mallory to Ronan so | could catch his reaction to seeing his bride for
the first time. He chuckled through his tears as he stared at Mallory, his eyes wide as
if he was worried he would miss a pivotal moment if he blinked.

The officiant was someone they had gone to college with who became ordained just
so she could do their wedding. Having the ceremony performed by someone who
knew them both so well made it extra personal. It was perfect, and therewasn't a dry
eyein the room. At least, | had to assume there wasn't. | couldn’t exactly see through
my own tears.

After the ceremony, it was time for pictures. | held Charlie’s hand as we waited
patiently for the new couple to finish their pictures with Mallory’s family. Once it
was our turn, | stood by Ronan with Carter on my other side and Charlie stood
between Mallory and Olivia.

After taking a few pictures, the photographer excitedly showed us her favorite one.
As | stared at the picture, all of our memories from the past twenty-five years came
flooding back. It honestly felt like just yesterday that we brought our three kids home
from the hospital with no clue what we were doing. Somehow we had helped to shape
them into upstanding individuals. Sure, Olivia had yet to stick with a job for more
than six months, but in the little bit of time she was with each company she put all of
her heart into her work. She al'so knew how to still have fun on top of working hard,
which was something | was hopeful Carter would figure out. Carter had a great job
and was ridiculously successful, but as far as | knew, she hadn’'t dated anyone since
Marcie broke up with her after college. According to Olivia, she hadn’t even done
anything casual.



“That one is definitely getting blown up and hung above the fireplace,” Charlie said
from over my shoulder, bringing me back to the present moment.

“No doubt. We all look so happy.”

Charlie gave me a quick kiss on the cheek and rested her chin on my shoulder.
“That’s because we are.”

“We sure are.”
The reception was a blur of toasts, dancing, and drinks. Charlie and | laughed
together as we stumbled back to our hotel room at the end of the night. “I’m way too

old to be drinking like this,” Charlie said as she struggled to unlock the door.

| took the key from her and somehow was able to get the door opened even though |
was just as drunk as her. “Nonsense. Are you even old enough to drink?’

“Ha. Good one,” Charlie said as she pushed me backward.
When the backs of my knees hit the bed, she pushed me onto it and crawled on top of
me. | lifted my eyebrows at her. “If | knew this was where the night was heading, |

would have left the reception earlier.”

“No you wouldn’'t have.” Charlie loosened my bow tie then leaned down to pepper
kisses along my neck that already had my body buzzing.

“1 would’ ve thought about it at least.”
“Do you think about this often?’ Charlie dlid her hand down my body, then

unbuttoned my pants and dlipped her hand inside, immediately running her fingers
over my already-wet center. | bit my lip as the spot she was touching pulsed against



her fingers.

“Only every singleday,” | said once | remembered Charlie’ s question.

She continued to move her fingers over me as she leaned in and took my ear between
her teeth. The whispered words that followed caused goosebumps to pop up all over
my body. “What do you think about?’

“1 think about how sexy you look all the time, even when you’'re not trying. | think
about how your body just keeps getting better with time. | think about the way your
touch still drives me wild and how | hope there never comes a day when you stop
touching me.”

Charlie massaged my clit with her thumb, causing my body to feel asif it was on fire.
“Don’'t worry. | don’'t plan on ever stopping. | love touching you.” As if her words
were alie, she removed her thumb from my clit at that very moment.“ Although, there
is one thing you didn’t mention thinking about.”

“Oh yeah? What's that?’ | asked as | tried to maneuver my body in a way to get her
fingers back on me.

Charlie sat up and pulled off her underwear, then hiked up her dress. She grabbed my
hand and brought it to her own center. “Touching me,” she whispered seductively.

Once | began to run my fingers over her, she finally touched me again as well. |
mimicked her motions, running my fingers through her folds as she did the same to
me then giving attention to her clit as she massaged mine.

| moaned as Charlie pushed afinger inside of me, then once again when she pulled it
out. “More,” | gasped while | struggled to catch my breath.
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Charlie lifted an eyebrow at me. “If you want more you're going to have to earn it.”
She looked down at where my fingers were resting on her clit.

| moved one finger inside of her then quickly added a second which prompted Charlie
to do the same thing. | was about to add a third when Charlie's soaking wet fingers
touched my lips. “ Taste yourself,” she commanded.

| moaned once again when the taste of my own pleasure hit my tongue. | licked her
fingers clean, but that only made my hunger worse. | brought my own fingers to my
mouth and tasted Charlie now. The mix of tastes from the two of us made my
stomach growl. | waslike an addict. | wanted more.

“Why are you the only one who gets ataste?’ Charlie pushed out her bottom lip and |
took it between my teeth, then kissed her hard so she could taste what | was.

Charlie moved her fingers back inside of me as we continued to kiss, so | did the
same. This time, when she took them out, she brought them to her mouth. After
licking themclean, she gave me a sly smile. “The kiss was great, but it doesn’t
compareto tasting it directly.”

“Inthat case...” | moved two fingersin and out of Charlie, then brought those fingers
to her mouth so she could taste herself.

After removing my fingers from her mouth, Charlie brought her own fingers to her
mouth and tasted me. Then Charlie leaned in and kissed me once again. | groaned
from the taste of our mixed pleasures passing from her tongue to mine.



We continued this pattern of fingering and tasting each other until we were both
gasping for breath. | knew | wasn't going to make it much longer, so | wanted to
make sure Charlie came just as hard as | was about to. | fucked her hard with three
fingers, moving them farther inside of her with each push. After a particularly deep
thrust, | curled my fingers and brought my thumb over her hard clit at the same time.

Charlie must have liked this idea, because she did the same thing, and soon | was
seeing stars. My body went rigid at the same time Charlie crashed down into me. For
afew minutes, the only noise in the room was the sound of our heavy breathing.

When | opened my eyes, Charlie’'s beautiful blue eyes were already looking back at
me. | pushed a piece of hair behind her ear as | stared up at her. Even after al this
time, it still didn’'t feel real that this woman was mine. Mine. My heart fluttered at the
thought. | was the luckiest woman in the whole world.

“You're so gorgeous,” | said softly.

A small smile parted Charlie' s lips, and | could feel that smile as she kissed mine. A
warmth spread throughout my body as we continued to kiss slowly.

When Charlie pulled back from the kiss, she looked down at me with so much love
that it was asif | was the person who put the sparklein her eyes. “I love you.”

My toes curled at the sound of those words rolling from her lips. How does she still
do thisto me?

“Marry me.” The words were out of my mouth before | even had the chance to think
about what | was saying.

Charlie giggled and kissed me once again. “I think we aready did that about twenty-
seven years ago. Did you forget?’



| shook my head and put my hands on her hips. The idea might have come out of
nowhere, but now that it was out there, |1 couldn’t shake it from my mind. “I want to
marry you again. We should renew our vows.”

Charlie laughed once again. “Do | need to remind you that we just spent the last year
and a half helping to plan our son’s wedding? Y ou really want to jump right into our
own wedding?’

| shrugged. “It doesn’'t have to be anything big. We can mostly have family and
maybe a few close friends if they fedl like coming.” | felt my face light up when
another idea popped into my head. “Let’sdo it for our thirtieth anniversary. That way
we still have three years, and it’s also not completely random.”

Charlie nodded. “That’ [l work as long as we don’t have another wedding to plan at
that time.”

“It's fine. If Carter or Olivia are engaged, we can make it a double wedding.” |
laughed at the thought of that.

Charlie laughed aong with me. “Can you imagine the adult tantrum Olivia would
throw if we told her we were going to share her wedding day with her?’

“l don’'t want to imagine it.” | shuddered. “1 would seriously fear for my life. That
girl isfierce.”

Charlie poked me in the chest. “ She' syourdaughter. It’s no question who she gets that
attitude from.”

| grabbed her finger and lightly bit it. “I’m not so sure about that. | think she got it
from her namesake. We should' ve known she' d be a handful as soon as we gave her
that name.”



Charlie laughed again, but it quickly died off. “I still really miss Nana. Even after all
these years, | think about her all the time. It’ll be weird to get remarried without her
there.”

| took the hand | was still holding and intertwined my fingers with hers. “She’ll be
there. | don't think we have to worry about that.” | chuckled to try to clear the
heaviness of the moment. “I also really don’'t think we have to worry about there
being another wedding in three years. Olivia doesn’t seem interested in settling down
any time soon, and unfortunately, I’'m worried Carter might not ever date again.”

“1 don’t know. Olivia was hitting on the bartender tonight. Maybe wedding bells are
in their future.” Charlie squeezed my hand. “When the time is right Carter will find
someone.” She lifted an eyebrow and smirked. “Jax is still single.”

| let out a boisterous laugh, because even though Charlie and | had never discussed it
before this, | was also holding out hope for that pairing ever since things ended
between Carter and Marcie. “Okay! So I’'m not the only one who is Team Jax. Good
to know.”

Charlie laughed and gave me another kiss. “The answer is yes by the way. There's
nothing | want more than to marry you over and over again.”
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Chapter 17
Charlie

“Everyone good to go?’ Reagan asked as we pulled out of her parents driveway to
head to Maryland for aweek of pre-wedding festivities.

Reagan’s Mom and Dad both gave her a thumbs up. Both of Reagan’s parents were
now over ninety and neither one was in great health. Her mom was in a wheelchair
and her dad used a walker most of the time. Still, they insisted on being part of the
renewing of our vows.

What was even more surprising was where the wedding was taking place—outside at
my parents house in Maryland. With the lake as a backdrop, it really was a gorgeous
setting, but if someone had told me after the shit hit the fan at that family reunion all
those years ago that Reagan and | would one day renew our vows at that very same
spot, | would have thought they were crazy.

Honestly, | till didn't quite believe it. A part of me was waiting for a call from my
mom where she told me she had changed her mind and didn’'t feel comfortable
hosting this event. | had no reason to believe that with how much stronger our
relationship had become over the past few years, but sometimes it was hard to escape
the traumafrom my past.

All of those fears flew away when we pulled into the driveway and found a sign
hanging outside of the house that said, “ Congratulations, Charlie and Reagan. Thirty
years down. Forever to go.”



“That's...” | couldn’t even get the words out because | was so choked up. “Shit.
That’s really sweet.”

“It redly is.” Reagan grabbed my hand and squeezed it but quickly dropped it. “ Since
this week is all about reminiscingand celebrating the past, | need you to do me a
small, but strange favor.”

“Why am | suddenly scared?’

Reagan shook her head and laughed. “It's nothing crazy. | just want you to get out
and take your hair out of your ponytail in front of the car.”

“Excuse me?’'Is my wife completely losing it?

“Please.” Reagan ran a hand through my hair. “I want to relive the first moment | saw

you.
“Y ou remember what | was doing the first time you saw me?’

“Of course | do.” Reagan shrugged as if this was no big deal, even though to me it
was a huge deal and made me love her even more. “That was the moment | gave my
heart away.”

My own heart clenched from her sweet confession. | was so glad that in a few days |
would get to make this woman my wife all over again. “When you say things like
that, how could | possibly tell you no?’

“That’swhat | was hoping for,” Reagan said with awink.

| looked back to check what response Reagan’s parents had to all of this, but they
were fast asleep with their heads resting against one another.The perfect picture of



where | want our relationship to be in another thirty years.

| got out of the car then looked around to make sure there wasn’t anyone watching
aside from Reagan. When my eyes met hers, she licked her lips and gave me a
thumbs-up. It took me much too long to get my hair out of the ponytail and | was
pretty sure even though | was attempting to look sexy when | shook it out that |
actually looked like awet dog shaking off after getting out of the pool.

If Reagan found my display to fall short on the sexiness scale, she didn’t show it. She
quickly undid her seatbelt and hopped out of the car, closing the distance between us
in no timeat all. She put an arm around my back and leaned so close to me that our
noses were touching. “Now let me show you what | really wanted to do when | met
you that day.”

| squealed when she surprised me by dipping me back. Her strong arms held me tight
as she placed a quick kiss on my lips. My head was still spinning when she lifted me
back up and gave me another kiss on the cheek.

“Okay, that was adorable.” | put my hand on her chest so | could feel her rapidly
beating heart. “It's probably for the best that you didn't do that though. | think |
would' ve found it a bit strange if my brother’s girlfriend kissed me before even
introducing herself.”

“But it would have been okay if | introduced myself first?’ Reagan teased.

“1 mean that’s essentially what you did and we have been married for thirty years, so
I’d say it worked.”

“Aw, come on. That’snot true. | at least let you come out to mefirst.”

“Yep. And kissed meassoon as | did,” | said with alaugh.



Reagan laughed along with me. “What can | say? When | see something | like, | go
forit.”

We woke Reagan’s parents up, then helped them get inside and got them settled in
the downstairs room my parents had built into the house for my Nana when it became
harder for her to climb the stairs. Next, we grabbed our own bags from the car and
took them up to my childhood bedroom, which my parents hadn’t changed even after
al these years. There were a few times they tried to convince me to take my old
cheerleading trophies and other memorabilia back to my house, but when | never did,
they gave up.Thank god. | had no idea what we would do with all of this, but | also
knew | wouldn’t want to let it go. Thank god my parents kept my room as a shrine to
me.

Even though we almost never stayed at my parents’ house when we came to visit, we
figured we needed to this time. It was only fitting since this was the room where we
first fell in love. Reagan set our bags on the floor then walked over to the window and
opened it up. She crawled through it onto the roof and motioned for me to follow.

When Reagan sat down and patted the spot beside her, | lowly lowered myself onto
the roof.
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Reagan put an arm around my waist and leaned into me. “The first time | put aring
on your finger out here, it was a complete disaster. I’'m hoping this time goes a little
better.”

“This time?’What the hell is she up to right now?

Reagan pulled what appeared to be a ring out of her pocket, but before I got the
chance to get a good look at it, it slipped from her hands and rolled down the roof
then completely disappeared over the edge.

“Fuck!” Reagan shouted as she stared in disbelief at the edge of the roof. “Shit.
Fuck.”

My heart rate picked up as | leaned forward as if 1 would actually be able to see
where the small object went.Shit. Before | could lean far enough to dlip, Reagan
grabbed my arm and pulled me back. Much to my surprise, when | looked over at her,
she was laughing. What could possibly be funny about this?

Reagan shook her head and whistled. *Y ou should see your face right now.”

“What the hell are you talking about? Why aren’t you freaking out?’

Reagan pointed to the edge of the roof. “Because that was a fake. Sorry. | couldn’t
resist.” Reagan pulled a small bag out of her other pocket. She dumped it into her

hand and the most gorgeous diamond ring fell out. It was somehow even more
beautiful than the one on my finger.



“But... | thought we agreed we were only doing new wedding bands. Thisis awhole
new engagement ring.”

Reagan shrugged nonchalantly but the wide smile on her face told me she knew what
abig deal thiswas. “It's not just from me. It's from the whole family. The different
stones are everyone's birthstones.” She pointed to each colored stone going around
the big diamond. “There’s yours. That’s mine. The triplets right there. This one is
Mallory’s and then of course Duncan.”

“Can't forget Duncan.” | smiled at the thought of our first grandson, only three
months old but already my entire world. | couldn’t wait for him to get here in a few

days.

Reagan dlid the ring onto my finger, then ran her own finger along the stones. “The
best part is that the jeweler said it would be easy to get these small diamonds replaced
with more birthstones as our family grows.”

“Which birthstone do you think will be added next?’ | asked as | stared at the ring.
“Quinton? Another baby for Ronan? Jax?’ | winked when | said the last name since it
was an ongoing joke between me and Reagan that Carter and Jax would someday end
up together.

“lI would love to say Jax, but | think at this point, we can forget about that ever
happening. They’ve known each other so long and still don’'t have any sort of
relationship. Who knows when Quinton and Olivia will settle down. They still don't
even livein the same city.”

Quinton was the bartender Olivia had chatted up at Ronan’s wedding. It took them
another year after the wedding to finally make things official, and even now, Olivia
was still in New Y ork while Quinton lived outside of Philadelphia (which was at |east
closer than when he lived in Pittsburgh). | was secretly hoping Oliviawould decide to



move to him so she could live closer to us.

“S0o, what you're saying is that | should probably get used to how this looks now
because it’s not changing any time soon?’ | moved my hand around to bask in the
way the sunlight reflected off the stones. “Luckily, | think it's perfect. Thank you so
much.”

“ Anything to show you how much our time together has meant to me.”

“1 thought that’ s what this whole week was about.”

“Of course it is.” Reagan brought my hand to her lips and placed a light kiss on it.
“ Starting with the reenactment of our first date tomorrow.”

My stomach fluttered at the thought. “I know. I’'m so glad Jamie decided to buy a
boat now that my parents don’t have theirs anymore.”

The next day, Reagan and | walked hand in hand to the spot where Jamie and Ethan’s
boat was docked. | smiled when | saw the open water. “I’'m glad it's early enough in
the season that aton of people aren’t out yet.”

Reagan turned toward me and put her hands on my waist, a devilish smirk on her
face. “What I'm hearing is that you were hoping to get me all alone.”

| leaned in and rubbed our noses together. “I mean, | don’t hateit.”
Once we climbed onto the boat, Reagan laid the blanket down and | set out our

picnic. After eating our sandwiches and chips, we laid side by side and held hands as
we both stared up at the beautiful blue sky.



Reagan sighed contentedly. “Even after al this time, | can still remember our first
date asif it was yesterday.”

“And that’s saying something coming from the woman who forgets what | asked her
to look up on her phone the moment she picksit up,” | teased.

“Right?” Reagan laughed. “Just goes to show how much that day meant to me. |
remember thinking | must be crazy to have such strong feelings for someone | barely
knew, but there was something about you.” Reagan rolled onto her side and looked at
me asif | had hung the sun in the sky. “There' s still something about you.”

| leaned in to kiss her, and | didn’'t stop. We spent our whole date laying on that
blanket and making out as if we were teenagers. It didn’t go any further than that, but
| didn’t need it to. It was perfect.

By the time we were walking back to the car, | could barely feel my lips from al the
kissing. “ Today was amazing. I’'m so glad we did it.”
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“I’'m sure you are,” Reagan said with awink. “Are you going to be just as glad when
werelive high teain afew days?’

| thought Reagan was crazy when she said we should go to “high tea” for old time's
sake, but the way my mom'’s face lit up when | told her we wanted to made it all
worthwhile. “I have a good feeling about it. My mom is a completely different
woman than the last time we went and it’s just family this time, so we don’t have to
worry about trying to impress anyone.”

“Carter and Oliviaare going to hateit.”

Reagan and | both laughed together. “I know they are,” | said. “That’s part of the
reason | want to do it.”

“Exactly. Everyone deserves to be subjected to high tea at some point.”

“Remind me again why we have to do this,” Olivia said, her voice whiny as if she
was a child.

“Because it’simportant to your grandma.”

Olivia pushed out her bottom lip. “I still don’t understand what the hell high teais if
it doesn’'t involve marijuana.”

| tried to keep a straight face as | leaned in to whisper to Reagan. “Totally your



daughter.”

Olivialifted an eyebrow and smirked. “What was that?’

Reagan playfully slapped Olivia s arm. “ She said don’'t do drugs.”

Olivia snorted. “Y eah. Sure she did.”

Carter shrugged. “If it makes grandma happy, how bad can it be?’

“Kissass”

Oliviarolled her eyes at Carter and Carter stuck her tongue out at her in response.

All 1 could do was shake my head. “How is it that you two are nearing thirty and
whenever you get together you still act like children? It's the same with your

brother.”

Olivia put her hand on her hip and raised both eyebrows at us. “That’s what you get
for having three of us at once.”

“Nobody asked for that. Trust me,” Reagan said with alaugh.

“Whatever.” Oliviatossed her hair over her shoulder. “Let’ sjust get this over with.”

“Get what over with?” my mom said as she walked into the hallway where we were
waiting by the door to leave.

“Mama sdriving,” Oliviaanswered quickly. “ She always makes me sick.”

My mom waved her hand and headed out the front door. “Don’t worry. High teaisn’t



far from here.”

“Perfect,” Oliviasaid with a sarcasm everyone but my mom caught onto.

As soon as we walked into the building, | noticed both Olivia and Carter eyeing up
the bar. “Just say you're going to the bathroom,” | whispered to them. “Your
grandmawill never know the difference.”

The girls took my advice to heart and three different times announced they were
going to the restroom together, each time coming back a little more giggly than the
time before.

“Like mothers like daughters, hun?’ Reagan whispered after their third bathroom trip.

“Not going to lie, I'm kind of jealous,” | whispered back.

My mom looked between all of us with a big grin on her face. “I'm glad to see
everyone is having such anicetime.”

If my mom was completely unaware of what was happening at high teawhen she was
in her fifties, she was even more unaware now that she was in her eighties. So much
so that it almost made me feel guilty.Almost.
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“How could we not be? Thisis great,” Olivia said with another giggle.

“I"'m just sorry Mallory had to stay home with the baby while the men are out golfing
and we' re having so much fun here.”

“Yeah, it's just too bad,” | said, trying to make my voice sound as convincing as
possible. The truth was, the rest of us wished we had an excuse like Mallory. She was
the lucky one. | would ve offered to stay home with her to save myself, but | knew
Reagan would kill me.

“You know what?" Carter quickly stood from the table. “You're right. We shouldn’t
be here having fun while she's taking care of Duncan by herself. | think we should
head back.” Carter smiled mischievously.

| practically fell out of my seat because this was so unlike her. Must be the alcohal. |
stood up beside her. “Carter isright.” | looked at my mom. “What do you say?’

My mom nodded. “You're right. | need to get home to cuddle my great-grandson.”
She pointed at me and Reagan. “And you two need to get some rest for your big day
tomorrow.”

*k*

The next day, | stood at the edge of my parents backyard, staring at the small
makeshift ceremony space we had made. It was nothing fancy. Just a few rows of
chairsfor our limited guests with a space down the middle for the aisle.



“Ready to marry me again?’ Reagan said from behind me as she put her hands on my
hips.

| leaned back into her. “I’'m always ready.”

| turned around so | could get a good look at her. She was wearing black pants and a
white button up with a black bow tie. It went well with my simple white sundress. |
looked behind her toward the house. “Where are the kids? They are supposed to be
here to walk us down the aide.”

Reagan put her hands in her pockets and rocked back and forth on the balls of her
feet. “It turns out there has been a change of plans.”

“A change of plans?” We had decided months ago that Ronan would walk me down
the aisle and Olivia and Carter would walk with Reagan. Why the sudden change?

Reagan nodded. “Olivia and Quinton are going to walk down together and Ronan and
Mallory are going to pull Duncan in awagon. Carter is still going to walk me down.”

What the hell”Did Reagan not realize that she forgot to account for a pretty pivotal
person? “Who' s escorting me?’

“Someone who should’ ve been there for you a long time ago.” | turned to find my
mom standing next to me with her arm outstretched for me to grab onto. “I’'m sorry
I’'m so late, Charlie.”

Tears immediately sprung to my eyes. All of the years | spent wishing and hoping for
this suddenly felt like a distantmemory. My mom was here now, and even as a sixty-
year-old woman, that still meant the world to me. “You're not. You'reright on time.”

My mom patted my hand but didn't say a word, most likely because she was just as
choked up as | was. We stood together by the house while everyone else walked



down the aise.

When it was almost our turn to go, my mom finally spoke. “If | could give advice to
al new parents, do you know what it would be? When | shook my head, she
continued. “I would tell every parent out there that they need to accept their children
unconditionally, no ifs ands or buts. Because when you’'re nearing the end of your
time on earth, it doesn't matter what the gender of their spouse is. What matters is
that they have someone to take care of them and you and Jamie do. Y ou both found
the perfect life partners, no thanksto me.”

Speaking of perfect life partners... When | looked down the aisle, mine was staring at
me with tears running down her cheeks. Standing next to her were our three kids that
we had somehow raised to be (somewhat) fully functioning adults. This was my
whole world, and if the tears hadn’t already started, they definitely would have from
the sight of all of them waiting for me.

My mom gave me a hug when | made it to the end of the aisle and Carter held my
hand as Reagan and | re-promised our lives to each other. The officiant, AKA my
father, spoke once more after we said our vows.

“1’ve watched you two love each other for over thirty years, and I'll admit there was a
time that | didn’t want to see it, but there was never any denying it—a love like yours
doesn’t come along often. Y ou two define what love should be, and after thirty years
of marriage, there is just as much love between you two as there was that first time
you said | do. | know the next thirty plus years will be even better for you. It is my
absol utepleasure to pronounce you wives for the second time. Y ou may now kiss the
bride.”

When Reagan dipped me and kissed me the same way she had in the driveway a few
days earlier, it was asif | wasfloating. | couldn’t even feel the ground below me. The
small crowd of friends and family cheered as Reagan lifted me back up and we
walked down the aisle hand in hand.



After greeting each of our guests and thanking them for being part of this special day,
Reagan and | snuck away to stand by the lake together.

Reagan shut her eyes and took a big breath through her nose. “A lot of memories
here, huh?”’

| nodded my head, but she didn’'t understand the extent of just how many memories
this lake held for me. It was where | sat and prayed to God to take these feelings from
me. It was the lake | jumped in after | kissed Mary Beth for the first time in hopes
that it would wash me clean. This was the spot where | made love to the most
important person in my life before | was willing to admit that that’s what it was. It
was where | finally saw the smile return to my daughter’s face after she had her heart
broken. It held my highest highs and my lowest lows.

But nothing it gave to me even came close to what the woman standing beside me
had given to me. “You know how much | love you, right?’ | asked Reagan as |
leaned into her.

Reagan kissed the top of my head. “Not as much as | love you.”

Before | could argue with her that | clearly loved her more, we were both wrapped in
a big bear hug from behind. “I hope you both realize that none of this would ve been
possible without yourstruly,” Jamie said with a chuckle.

“Oh yes, al great one.” Reagan motioned for Jamie to come on the other side of her
and wrapped an arm around both of us. “Thank you for lying for years about your
huge lesbianroommate being your girlfriend,” she said sarcastically. “1 owe you my
life.”

Jamie leaned against Reagan in the same way | was. “1 mean you kind of really do.”

“You'reright.” Reagan looked over at me and | knew exactly what she was thinking,



her whole life was standing right beside her. | knew, because | felt the same way.



