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Sig

 

 

Track 1: “Rhinoceros” by The Smashing Pumpkins

 

I might as well have had a rhinoceros in my bed. That snoring had to be what a rhino would sound like.

I never let women stay over at my London flat—ever. But Monica had fallen asleep when I’d gone to the toilet after our encounter last night. I hadn’t had the heart to wake her. And considering her snoring had kept me up most of the night, I’d paid heftily for that decision.

As with the other handful of women I’d slept with in the nearly five years since my wife died, there had been no real spark between Monica and me. In fact, that was exactly how I preferred it. I had no interest in building anything with anyone after Britney. I’d lost my one true love, and no one else was going to compare. I didn’t need to get emotionally involved, nor did I have it in me anymore. So, I intentionally sought out women I knew had no expectations and with whom the chemistry was merely physical.

When Monica’s snoring had first reared its ugly head, I’d tried rolling her over, but to no avail. I’d ended up moving to the guest bedroom. How could someone’s incessant snoring disrupt everyone’s sleep but their own?

I pondered that while staring blankly at the coffee machine, until a knock at my door interrupted my thoughts.

Who the hell is knocking this early?

If I’d known who would be standing on the other side of that door, I would never have opened it—especially since I wasn’t wearing a shirt, and there was a half-naked, snoring woman in my bed.

“What are you doing here?” I asked them as I opened.

“Nice to see you, too,” Phil chided.

My in-laws, Phil and Kate Alexander, stood in the hallway. While they lived in the US, they came to England from time to time to visit Britney’s grave and see me. We’d stayed quite close over the years. Phil had purchased an apartment here that he rented out as an Airbnb, but he kept it open for the weeks he and his wife would visit the UK.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?” I asked.

“We emailed you about our trip,” Kate answered. “You never responded.”

I hadn’t checked my personal email account in over a week. “You should’ve texted.”

Phil looked me up and down. “Aren’t you going to invite us in?”

I supposed I had to do that, didn’t I? What choice do I have? “Sure.” I stepped aside. “Of course. Come in.”

After they entered, Phil looked toward my bedroom. “What is that sound?”

“It’s a woman,” I reluctantly admitted.

“Ah. You devil. I should’ve known.” He smacked my arm and turned to his wife. “I told you we should’ve called first.”

“I’m sorry.” I cleared my throat. “This is terribly uncomfortable for me.”

“Nonsense.” Kate waved her hand. “You shouldn’t be uncomfortable. It’s been almost five years. You think we don’t realize you have women over from time to time?”

“I’ve never had someone spend the night, actually. But I’d also never had anyone fall asleep before I could call them a ride.”

“You must’ve entertained her quite well.” Phil smirked.

I cleared my throat again. “She’s been snoring all night, but I haven’t had the heart to wake her.”

“Shall I do the honors, then?” Phil wriggled his brows.

I shrugged. “Go for it.”

He proceeded to yodel for several seconds. Kate and I just looked at each other. Phil was always a bit of an oddball character, so neither of us was surprised. When he stopped, I peeked into the room to find that while Monica was stirring, she hadn’t woken up.

“She’s still asleep,” I announced. “Care for tea?”

“I would love some,” Kate said.

Phil and Kate took seats at my kitchen table.

After boiling some water, I poured their tea and brought two cups over.

A minute later, Monica sauntered in. “Oh.” She scratched her head. “Hello.”

“Monica, these are my in-laws.”

“Your in-laws?” Her eyes widened. “You’re married?”

Phil pretended to be surprised as he looked over at me. “You bastard!”

Monica looked ready to blow.

“He’s only joking. He’s a ballbuster,” I assured her.

“I apologize for my husband’s behavior.” Kate whacked Phil on the arm. “Our daughter was married to Sig, but she passed away several years ago. We’re just visiting. We didn’t know he had anyone over.”

“Oh.” Monica’s expression softened as she looked over at me. “You didn’t say anything about...”

I sipped some tea. “We didn’t say much to each other at all, though, did we?”

“Right.” She looked down at her feet. “Uh…I’d better get going.”

“Alright, then.” I stared into my teacup without making eye contact.

“You have my number,” she said.

“I do.” I nodded once.

Monica left the kitchen. The three of us were quiet as we listened to the sound of her exiting my apartment.

After the door slammed closed, Phil turned to me. “She’ll never hear from you again, will she?”

“Not unless I have the sudden urge to be kept awake all night.”

Kate sighed. “You can’t live like this forever, bringing home women you barely even talk to.”

“I have no interest in anything more.”

“That’s because you’re intentionally not letting the right people in,” she scolded.

“I appreciate your opinion, but I know what I need, and it’s not a relationship.”

“Britney would want you to find happiness. You know that, right?”

Britney would want to be alive. That’s what she would want. I cleared my throat. “Anyway, what brings you to town? You couldn’t possibly have come over this early to chastise me about my personal life.”

They looked at each other.

Suspicious, I lifted a brow. “What’s going on?”

Kate set her cup down. “There is something we want to talk to you about.”

“Alright…” I took a sip.

“We came to London for the hospital fundraiser, but we figured we’d kill two birds with one stone while we were here.” She paused. “Phil and I have been talking, and…” She took a deep breath. “We’d like to use one of the eggs. We think it’s time.”

I nearly spit out my tea, and the room swayed as the meaning of eggs registered. I knew my wife had frozen her eggs before she’d started cancer treatments. That was before we’d even met. She’d mentioned it to me, and it had always been at the back of my mind, but I tried not to think about it. The eggs on ice were something she and I had only talked about in the context of us having a child together once she got through treatments—alive. I couldn’t fathom any other use for those eggs.

I sat in silence as Kate continued.

“We’ve debated it for a long while. Britney was our only child. We’re in our late fifties, so obviously I can’t have another biological child, but we’d like to raise our grandchild.”

“You think this is what she would want? For her child to come into the world without its mother? Britney had intended to be around for that child when she harvested her eggs.”

“Yes, I know.” Kate nodded. “But when it became clearer to us that she might not make it, I asked what she wanted me to do with them. She said she wasn’t opposed to the thought of living on through a child. She signed the eggs over to us, but she made me promise I would clear it with you first. She didn’t want us to do anything to upset you. That seemed to be a dealbreaker.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Why didn’t she mention any of this to me?”

“I don’t think she ever wanted to believe she wouldn’t be around, Sig. I had to bring up the subject. Because it had to be discussed, knowing she was likely going to…”

Die.

My stomach knotted. How could I, in good conscience, keep this from happening if it was what Britney wanted? There was nothing I wouldn’t do for her. This would be a chance for my wife to live again, indirectly—or at least a part of her. If her parents were willing to care for the child, who was I to stop them? It didn’t feel like my decision to make, even if Britney had been adamant about my approval.

I rubbed my thumb along the mug. “So, you’re looking for my permission…”

“Well, not just your permission.” She paused. “We want you to be the father, of course.”

Oh.

Fuck.

Why the hell hadn’t that occurred to me? If I’d thought the room was swaying before, it was spinning now.

“No,” I said, starting to perspire.

“No?” Phil arched a brow. “You’d rather we use a random man’s sperm?”

Uh…

No.

My stomach turned. When he put it that way, I couldn’t imagine any other man fathering the child. “No way would I allow that.”

“Then using your sperm is the only option,” Kate said. “But if you don’t want to, we won’t. We won’t move ahead with anything.”

“Just to clarify again, you wouldn’t have to raise this baby, Sig,” Phil added. “It would be ours. But at the same time, if you ever decided you wanted to raise it, we wouldn’t stand in the way. We’d fully help raise him or her and give them the best life we possibly can.”

My chair skidded as I got up. “Excuse me. I need a moment.”

I went to my room and sat on the edge of the bed. With my head in my hands, I took a moment to ground myself. I would’ve given anything to go back just an hour, when I was listening to rhinoceros sounds and not dealing with the bomb they’d dropped.

The thought of having a child without Britney here was excruciatingly painful. To know she’d never have a chance to experience being a mother. But I had to trust that Kate was telling the truth about Britney’s last wishes.

After a few minutes, I’d calmed down enough to rejoin them in the kitchen. “I need time to process this,” I said.

Kate nodded. “Of course. Take as much time as you need. The eggs aren’t going anywhere. We’re the only ones getting older.” She chuckled. “Phil and I need to do this while we’re still young enough to responsibly care for our grandchild.”

I swallowed. “I understand.”

Kate took a sip of her tea. “There’s one more thing we need to discuss.”

“What?”

“The surrogate.”

My brain must have been operating at a slower speed today. Maybe it was the lack of sleep, because not only had I not initially realized they would want me to father the baby, but the fact that someone would need to carry it had also skipped my mind.

Before I could respond, she added, “We think we’ve found someone.”

My eyes went wide. “Without discussing this with me, you found someone?”

“You would have the final say. We wouldn’t do anything without your approval.”

“Who is this person?” I asked, my guard up as far as it could go.

“One of Phil’s oldest and dearest friends has a daughter. She’d never met Britney because they grew up in different states, and she’s a bit younger. But Phil and I were visiting Roland and his daughter recently in Rhode Island. We confided in them about our situation, never expecting her to offer to help. I know we should’ve discussed it with you first, but I got really emotional one night and well, the floodgate opened. Like I said, I never expected that she would—”

“Who in their right mind would offer something like that after one conversation?”

“She’s a wonderful girl with a big heart,” Kate explained.

“I don’t buy it.” I crossed my arms. “What does she want?”

Kate’s forehead wrinkled. “What do you mean?”

“Money. How much is she asking?”

“That wasn’t even discussed,” Phil answered.

“Well, that’s insane. Who agrees to do something like this without discussing money?”

“Because it’s not only about money for her,” Kate said. “Of course she knows it will come with compensation, but she genuinely wants to help us.”

“How old is this person?”

“Twenty-five,” Phil answered.

“Twenty-five, and she wants to give up a year of her life? She doesn’t sound right in the head.”

My mother-in-law crossed her arms. “I doubt there’s anyone you would deem fit for this task, Sig. Because you’re not open to it yet. Once you’ve had time to think, you can meet her. I already told you we won’t do anything against your wishes. If you don’t like her, we can find someone else. What you want is what matters most.”

What I wanted was for this entire situation to disappear.

What I wanted was to have Britney back.

And that would never happen.
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Sig

 

 

Track 2: “How Can You Mend a Broken Heart” by The Bee Gees

 

A couple of days later, feeling anxious, I left work before noon, which I almost never did. I drove to the countryside to my cousin Leo’s home. I wanted to discuss this latest development with him and his wife, Felicity.

Leo Covington was the Duke of Westfordshire, a title passed on to him when his father died. While Leo was my first cousin, I was not an aristocrat myself. Leo’s father was married to my mother’s sister; we were the non-aristocratic side of the family. I’d spent most of my younger years reaping the benefits of my association with Leo, however. And in addition to being my cousin, Leo had always been my best mate, confidante, and travel partner.

Leo and Felicity lived on a property known as Brighton House, which had been passed down in the Covington family. They had an obscene number of animals inhabiting the surrounding acreage, including a Shetland pony Leo had purchased for Felicity when he was wooing her in America nearly a decade ago. They’d named him Ludicrous, which pretty much summed up that entire transaction.

Ninety minutes after bolting from my office, Leo, Felicity, and I sat around the center island of their massive kitchen, which featured French doors overlooking acres of farmland. I’d just finished recalling my conversation with Kate and Phil.

Felicity slid a tray of crackers, cheese, and fruit over in front of me. “I think it’s really precious that they want to do this, Sig.”

“Precious or insane, depending on how you look at it,” I said, popping a cube of cheese in my mouth.

Her eyes glistened. “Imagine getting to hold Britney’s child. How incredible would that be?”

My chest tightened. “Excruciatingly painful would be more like it.”

She nodded. “I guess I can see that perspective, too.”

I stuck a toothpick into an olive. “The past couple of days, I’ve felt like the star of a miserable made-for-television movie I would never willingly subject myself to.”

Leo clapped my shoulder. “I give you credit for even considering it, cousin. I think I’d have the same reaction you do, honestly.”

“I could say no to the whole thing, but…Phil and Kate lost their entire world when Britney died. They’ve been nothing but good to me. I won’t stop this, even if it tears me up inside.”

Leo nodded. “So you’ve already made your decision, then. You’re going to say yes.”

“Well, I suppose ‘yes’ is only one decision. There are other things that need to be worked out.”

“Like whether you’ll father it?” he asked.

“No, that’s a given. I can’t stomach it any other way.”

“Wow.” Leo nodded. “Alright.”

Felicity rubbed her pregnant belly. “So I suppose the final decision would have to do with choosing a surrogate.”

“Well…they think they’ve already found someone.”

Felicity tilted her head. “Why do you say it like that? You don’t trust their judgment?”

I flicked some crumbs away. “I don’t trust anyone who’d agree to something so fast. Apparently, they had one conversation with a friend’s twenty-five-year-old daughter, and the next thing you know, she’s offering up her womb.”

Leo poured some Prosecco. “Who is this person?”

“I don’t know much except that her father and Phil are old mates. This girl must be crazy to offer to do this.”

“I don’t think it’s a crazy thing to offer,” Felicity said. “I mean, there are kindhearted people out there. Britney’s story is tragic. I could see myself getting wrapped up in the emotions of it all and offering to help, if my life situation were different.”

“Well, you’re insane, too, then, Ginger.”

“It’s been nearly ten years, Sig. Are you ever gonna stop calling me Ginger?”

I winked. “Never.”

Ginger was a nickname I’d given Felicity back when she’d first met Leo because of her red hair. I’d called her a lot of names in jest over the years, ballbuster that I was. My cousin and I had been on a three-month jaunt around the US a decade ago when he’d met Felicity on the last leg of our trip in Narragansett, Rhode Island. (I was completely unhinged that summer, by the way. It was before I’d met Britney, and let’s just say I had a lot of fun on that trip.)

Leo and Felicity had taken quite a long road to get to where they were now. Felicity was currently pregnant with their second child, a daughter they planned to name Britney. Needless to say, I’d pretty much lost it the day they told me that. Their other daughter, Eloise, was three and a little whippersnapper. She was at nursery school at the moment, otherwise she would’ve been circling my legs, trying to get me to play with her.

Leo sipped his Prosecco. “Okay, so what’s the next step, then?”

“I have no idea.” I sighed.

“I do,” Felicity said.

I turned to her. “Do tell, Ginger.”

“You need to invite the potential surrogate here. Meet this woman and make your decision based on actually getting to know her, rather than assumptions.”

“She’s hardly a woman. Who the hell knows what they want to do with their life when they’re twenty-five?”

“Wasn’t Britney twenty-six when you met her? You thought she was pretty mature, didn’t you?”

“That was different. She knew she could be dying. That matures you real fucking fast.”

Felicity nodded. “But let’s face it, Sig. You’re never gonna feel like anyone is good enough to carry this baby. If this is going to happen, you need to be a bit more open-minded.”

“What I’d like is for this entire situation to go away so I don’t have to deal with it at all.”

I’d had no desire to have kids until I met Britney. And after she died, I vowed I would never have children with anyone else, which was fine because I’d never planned to have kids anyway, never wanted them with anyone but her. But I hadn’t accounted for a situation where she and I would conceive a child without her being here. The one thing I knew? I wouldn’t be able to handle raising that child myself.

“I’ve already decided Phil and Kate should be the ones to take care of it. I’m not suited.”

“Okay.” Felicity nodded. “Good that you can admit that, if that’s how you feel. But you’ll always be its father. You won’t be able to change that.”

Father.

Me?

I couldn’t fathom it.
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On the way back from Leo’s, instead of returning to my place in London, I decided to spend the night at my other residence, a bed and breakfast known as The Bainbridge on the other side of Westfordshire.

I’d met the innkeeper, Lavinia, several years ago when Felicity had stayed there during a trip to the UK to visit Leo. At the time, Leo had asked me to look after Felicity since she’d been a stranger in a new country; his obligations had meant he couldn’t be with her at all times. That had been shortly after Britney died, and I was a walking zombie in those days. With nothing better to do, I’d stayed at the bed and breakfast with Felicity, never expecting that I’d remain good friends with the old woman who owned it. Lavinia had become like a second mother to me, which was convenient since my actual mother wasn’t the easiest to get along with.

Lavinia’s bills had become a struggle over the years, so I’d bought the inn from her and taken over the expenses in exchange for her continuing to run it. She still lived there and hosted occasional guests, which lately had been few and far between. She was growing frail, so the guests were pretty much on their own when it came to carrying their bags or changing the sheets, though a housekeeper I’d hired deep cleaned once a week. I kept a room at the inn and stayed there whenever I was in the countryside. I was in London most of the week, since that’s where I worked.

Lavinia had also become a confidante over the years. Although there were forty-five years between us—eighty-two versus thirty-seven—we got on quite well. I appreciated that the inn was a no-judgment zone, unlike my parents’ house, where I was frequently criticized for my life choices. While Lavinia, too, offered her opinion on things I didn’t want to hear about, she never shoved anything down my throat.

Lavinia sat alone in the dark in the kitchen when I arrived from Leo’s early that evening. A single candle was lit in front of her.

I went straight for the cabinet where she stored the liquor. “Turn on some lights, woman.”

“I’m meditating.”

“Looks like a horror show in here.”

She laughed. I liked making her laugh—and busting her balls. Two of my favorite things.

“What’s got you down tonight?” she asked.

“How could you tell?”

“Well, you usually say hello before you grab the gin.”

“Yeah,” I muttered. “Sorry.” I lifted the bottle. “Care for one?”

She nodded.

“Gin by candlelight. How special,” I said as I poured us each a drink. I took them over to the table and filled her in on the visit from Phil and Kate a couple of days ago.

Lavinia sat with her eyes wide, soaking in every word, as if this was the most exciting thing to happen to her in years.

“What is this woman’s name who offered to carry the baby?” she asked.

I looked away. “Would you believe I don’t know? I never asked.”

“Well, I think it’s high time you found out. And she can stay here if you invite her to Westfordshire.”

“You want a front-row seat to this shitshow, eh?” I narrowed my eyes. “Anyway, why would I invite her here?”

“Well, you’d have to meet her first, wouldn’t you?”

“Felicity said the same thing. I haven’t thought it through. I definitely wouldn’t want her staying with me in London. That would be awkward.” I rubbed my temples. “I don’t need the added stress of this. Work’s been busy.”

A couple of years back, I earned my MBA and took over the management of several of Leo’s properties. Yes, continuing to ride those coattails. My cousin couldn’t handle all of his businesses himself and needed someone trustworthy to count on, but I refused to accept handouts, and I didn’t take the job until I’d finished my schooling and gotten the experience I’d need for the position. Since then, I’d taken over several more of the responsibilities at Covington Properties. Not to toot my own horn, but profits had skyrocketed since I’d come on board. Leo certainly couldn’t complain about that.

Lavinia frowned. “There’s more to life than work, you know.”

“I’ve been slowly getting my life back over the past five years. Work has been a major part of that.”

“Taking strange women to your apartment in London and then kicking them out is hardly getting your life back,” she cracked.

“I’ll have you know, I kindly ask them to leave, not kick them out.”

“Same thing.”

“Anyway, I don’t always kick them out.” I tossed back half of my gin before slamming the glass down. “There was that one rhinoceros…”

“What?”

“Never mind.” I chuckled.

“What’s the real issue here, Sigmund? Why are you so troubled by this, if Britney’s parents offered to take care of the child?”

I had to ponder that. “The real issue is Britney.” I looked into my glass. “I wonder if it’s what she truly would’ve wanted, despite what she told her mother in her final days. She might not have been of sound mind when she was on multiple medications.” I swallowed. “I can’t ask her, and that kills me.”

Lavinia touched my arm. “Do you think you’ll ever be able to let her go?”

“I’m not trying to let her go.” I shook my head. “I don’t want to let her go.”

“That was probably the wrong terminology,” she corrected. “I meant, do you think you’ll ever be able to let someone else in?”

“That’s not something I want, either.”

“I suppose you can’t mend a broken heart.” Lavinia sighed. “Maybe there’s only meant to be one—one great love.”

I stared into the distance. “It’s hard to imagine that I hadn’t even known her a year. It felt like a lot longer.”

“I didn’t realize that.” She tilted her head. “Remind me how you two met?”

My eyes widened. “How is it possible that you don’t know? I thought I told you everything.”

“You might’ve, dear, but I’m going a bit senile, so tell me again.”

I took a deep breath to gear up for the emotion of the story. I’d keep it short so as not to go off the rails tonight. “Britney was traveling to the UK for medical treatments. But I didn’t know that at first—she certainly didn’t look sick. She and I met at an airport in the US. I was heading back home from a trip to the States. We bickered about something, and I think I fell in love with her smart mouth almost instantly. I teased her about being short, and she called me an obnoxious giraffe. We had immediate chemistry like I’d never felt in my life. We ended up sitting next to each other on the plane, but she insisted that we needed to separate once we landed. I couldn’t accept that, never seeing her again. She wasn’t ever able to get rid of me, much to her dismay.”

“What happened after the flight?”

“I followed her to her hotel room—where her parents were waiting. That’s when I found out the truth. Phil and Kate were already in town to accompany her to her treatments. They were in the UK because that’s where the doctor conducting the clinical trial was located.”

“And you stayed…”

“Spent every single day of the next six months with her—lots of hard days, but lots of beautiful ones in between. Fell in love, got married…” I paused, feeling an ache in my chest. “And then she died.” I downed the last of the gin, which burned the back of my throat. “Six months. That’s all we had.” I sucked in a shaky breath. “Changed my life forever.”

Lavinia reached for my arm. “It’s so tragic, but so beautiful, Sigmund.”

“Those months were the greatest gift of my life. I don’t need to fall in love again, Lavinia.”

“Perhaps you don’t. But you do need to have this child. A piece of you and her. That will be your greatest gift.”
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Abby

 

 

Track 3: “Crash” by The Primitives

 

I called my father from the road on the way to the inn.

“This place looks like something out of a movie, Dad. Rolling hills, stone architecture. I can’t believe I never thought to visit the English countryside before.”

“Well, I’m happy you arrived in one piece and that it’s off to a good start. Please keep me posted on everything. If something doesn’t feel right, you come right back home, you hear me?”

I swerved to avoid oncoming traffic. “Thus far, the only thing that doesn’t feel right is driving on the left side of the road.”

“Oh, don’t tell me that. I’m worried enough as it is.”

“It’s a pretty narrow country road, too. But it’s fine. I’m getting used to it.”

“Okay, well, don’t talk while driving. Concentrate. And call me when you get there safely.”

“I will, Dad. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

It didn’t matter how old I was, my father would always worry about me, especially when I was far from home. I’d only been out of the US once before, to Mexico with a group of people during my high school years. My mother had been alive then, so Dad had a distraction. Now, with her gone and my sister across the country, his focus was mainly me.

Two weeks ago, Phil and Kate had called to say Britney’s husband wanted me to come to the UK to meet him before he agreed to the surrogacy. He’d offered to send a ride to get me from the airport, but I preferred to have a car while I was here so I could explore the sights. He’d ordered me a rental instead, which I’d picked up before driving to the countryside. He’d messaged me the name of the inn where I’d be staying, The Bainbridge in Westfordshire. Apparently, it was run by a friend of his. I had no idea when I’d be meeting the man himself. I didn’t even know what he looked like—not that it mattered, but it would’ve been nice to have some idea going into this. I hadn’t wanted to be rude and ask Phil and Kate for a photo. A Google search had turned up nothing, aside from a fuzzy photo of him and his aristocrat cousin in a gossip rag from years ago. There’d been some kind of scandal involving the cousin... Anyway, the idea of meeting this guy for the first time was nerve-wracking, despite my excitement to be visiting a new place.

I rolled down the car window, breathing in the scent of grass and something that smelled like chamomile. Or maybe that was the daffodils that had popped up everywhere along this road. My hair blew in the wind as I soaked in the fresh air. A week would not be enough to enjoy this magical place.

I had about a mile left to go when I came upon an open field of what appeared to be hundreds of sheep. It was like all the sheep I’d counted in my head to get to sleep as a child suddenly came to life. A living dream. Wow. Simply breathtaking. My car slowed…

Boom!

Oh no.

No.

No. No.

I’d been so distracted by the sheep that I’d slammed right into the car in front of me. Thankfully, I hadn’t been going fast, but I could already see a small dent.

Shit. Shit. Shit!

The car pulled over to the side of the road, and so did I.

A tall, dark-haired man got out. He was strikingly handsome, which made this whole thing so much more embarrassing.

I got out, too, noticing barely a scratch on the front of my rental car.

“What the hell?” he demanded.

“I’m sorry. I took my eyes off the road for just a split second and—”

“Clearly. What in God’s name were you looking at, your phone?”

“No.” I pointed to across the road. “The sheep. They’re so beautiful. And there were so many. I got distracted.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Sheep.”

I swallowed. “Yes.”

“Well, there are sheep everywhere here. So if you get distracted that easily, you’re going to get yourself killed.”

“I’ve never hit another car in my life. I’m so sorry.”

“How lucky am I to have been the target of your first sheep-watching calamity.”

God, the accent. So gosh-darn sexy. The wind blew a waft of his masculine scent toward me. We were in a rural area, yet this guy looked plucked straight from the city. Very London, if you asked me, wearing a fitted, ribbed black turtleneck that complemented his shiny, black hair and a chunky, expensive watch. And he was so wonderfully tall.

I caught myself staring and cleared my throat. “I have insurance. But I’m from the US. I don’t know how this works if I’m driving a rental in another country. I—”

“Don’t worry about it.” He held his palm out.

Baaaa… I heard in the distance. “Are you sure?” I rummaged through my purse. “I have to give you something.”

“What are you going to give me? Nail polish to touch up the damage?” he cracked. “Just keep your eyes off the sheep and on the bloody road before you kill someone.”

Before I could say anything further, the man returned to his car and got in. If this was how the rest of the trip was going to go, I was in trouble. At least he’d let me go, and I wouldn’t have to tell anyone I’d be meeting about this.

I pulled onto the road again, noticing that the guy had waited for me to take off first. As I drove away, I could see his car behind me through the rearview mirror. He’d probably let me go first because he was paranoid to drive in front of me again. Couldn’t say I blamed him.

When the GPS alerted me that I’d arrived at my destination, The Bainbridge Inn, I was surprised to see the man I’d hit also pull into the driveway.

We both exited our cars, and a sense of dread filled me. “Did you follow me here?” I asked.

He didn’t immediately answer, and his expression was hard to read. He looked a little disoriented. “I did not follow you here, no.”

“Then why did you pull in after me? You changed your mind about taking down my information?”

“This is my destination,” he said, stone-faced.

“You’re staying here?” I shook my head. “Oh.” I laughed nervously. “I’m sorry. What are the chances? That’s…unfortunate.”

“Unfortunate why?”

“That I hit you while you’re on holiday.”

“I’m not on holiday. I live here.”

Just then the front door opened, and a sweet little old lady emerged. “You must be Abby.”

I straightened. “I am, yes.”

“I see you’ve already met Sigmund.”

My jaw dropped.

Sigmund?

Ugh!

This is Britney’s husband.

Crap.

Great.

Just great.

His full name was Sigmund Benedictus, but Phil and Kate called him Sig.

I turned to him. “Well, this is embarrassing. Did you know it was me this whole time?”

“When you pulled into the inn, I figured it out. But I had my suspicions after you rammed into me and I heard your accent. I feared it was you.”

My cheeks burned. “Why didn’t you say anything, if you suspected?”

“I wanted to observe you in your natural element, I suppose.”

That kind of pissed me off. He was testing me? “Learn anything interesting?” I cocked my head.

“You’re a bad driver.”

There was an awkward silence as we stood across from each other. A brisk breeze blew my long, brown hair around. His stunning looks were unnerving. I hadn’t been prepared for this. Not that his appearance mattered—I wasn’t coming here to date him. But I might’ve been less tense if he wasn’t so intimidatingly good-looking.

The old woman stepped between us and held out her hand to me. “I’m Lavinia.”

I took it. “It’s nice to meet you. Thank you for having me.” I turned to Sig. “I didn’t realize you lived here.”

“Only part time.”

“He’s being humble,” Lavinia interrupted. “Sigmund actually owns The Bainbridge. He bought it from me when I couldn’t afford to keep it any longer. He saved this place from being shut down.”

I looked over at him. “That’s commendable.”

“Not really. I needed a place to crash when I’m in Westfordshire. And Lavinia is a good drinking chum.” He looked out toward the road a moment. “I won’t be staying here this week, however.”

“You live in London normally, right?”

“Yes.”

This guy was not going out of his way to make me feel welcome. He did not seem comfortable with me being here, and I had to wonder if Phil and Kate had steered me wrong.

“Well, let’s not all stand here in the middle of the driveway.” Lavinia waved toward the stone structure, covered in vines. “Come on in. Make yourself at home.”

As I followed her into the house, I could hear Sig’s footsteps behind me.

The walls in the living room were painted dark green. There was a fireplace in the center and gnome statues scattered about the room. The coffee table looked handmade, as if someone had chopped down a tree outside and carved it.

We passed a small piano that looked like it had been collecting dust on the way into the kitchen. When I breathed in the spicy aroma of something cooking on the stove, my stomach grumbled.

“I’ve put on a pot of stew for dinner,” Lavinia announced. “Do you eat meat?”

“I do. It smells delicious. Thank you so much for doing that.”

The kitchen cabinets were painted light green, and there was a small center island in the same color with a wooden butcher-block countertop. Porcelain figurines were arranged on fixed-bracket wall shelves.

“We’ll eat about six, if that works for you,” she said.

“That sounds perfect.” I nodded, having no idea what time it was.

Sig finally spoke. “Lavinia has to limit her trips upstairs. I can show you to your room.”

“Don’t give away my weaknesses so soon, Sigmund,” Lavinia said from behind me.

I smiled at her and turned to him. “That’d be great.”

He picked up my suitcase and ascended the stairs. I followed, unable to escape the view. Through his dark jeans, I could see Mr. Benedictus had quite a nice ass. Totally inappropriate observation to make about Britney’s husband? Maybe. But Sig was a beautiful man—on the outside, at least. And he was definitely older than me, maybe somewhere in his thirties.

He opened one of the rooms and set my suitcase in the corner. The bedroom had floral wallpaper and a four-post bed. The large window offered a view of the narrow road at the front of the house and farmland in the distance.

“This room has the nicest view and its own loo.” He walked to the other side of the space. “There’s a small wardrobe if you wish to hang up your things.”

He made it seem like his job was to give me a quick tour of this place, rather than get to know me. It was as if he’d forgotten why I was actually here. The man hadn’t made eye contact with me since we arrived, and I had to wonder if he was still upset about me hitting his car.

“I feel like we got off on the wrong foot, Sig,” I blurted.

“Why ever would you think that?” He raised a brow as he finally looked at me. Not even a hint of a smile, though.

“Okay. Well, hopefully you’ll lighten up as the week progresses.”

“Is your being here contingent on that? Because I’m not known for my bright and cheery demeanor. I’m more of a miserable fuck, in general.”

“I can see that. You’re not exactly giving a welcoming vibe. But I can’t figure out if it’s because I hit your car or something more.” When he continued to remain silent, I got straight to the point. “Are you not okay with the surrogacy thing?”

“If I weren’t okay with it, you wouldn’t be here,” he said, looking out the window.

“Then it’s me you’re not happy with?”

“I don’t even know you.”

“Okay.” I rolled my eyes. “Good talk.” I looked down at my shoes.

“I’ll let you unwind.” He took a few steps back. “See you at dinner.”

“Yeah,” I murmured. “See you then.”
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Abby

 

 

Track 4: “Mean” by Taylor Swift

 

Feeling jittery, I sat down on the bed and bounced my legs. I found my phone and texted my dad to let him know I’d arrived safely. I didn’t have the energy to fill him in on anything more than that, so I opted not to call. I had very little nice to say so far, and I didn’t want to worry him. I could only hope this cold reception would change as the night progressed.

After a few minutes, I walked over to the window and looked out toward the beautiful green hills across the road. Then I spotted him. Sig was outside, right near the weathered sign with gold lettering that spelled The Bainbridge. He paced a few times before planting himself on a stone ledge at the point where the driveway met the road. He dropped his head into his hands for a moment before looking up at the sky. His legs bounced, and he seemed anxious and upset.

Suddenly all I wanted to do was flee this place—get the hell out of here as fast as possible. This was not what I’d signed up for. It wasn’t that I’d expected a red carpet, but this felt like the rug had been pulled from under me.

Why did you ask me to come here?

Moving away from the window, I tried to forget what I’d just seen, instead forcing myself to take a much-needed hot shower in the adjacent bathroom before dinner.

After I emerged, I dressed in comfy clothes: leggings and a Rhode Island-themed T-shirt that said Feed Me Hot Wieners and Tell Me I’m Pretty. I might’ve dressed nicer if I’d felt it would be appreciated, but screw it. If I had to endure his attitude, I at least wanted to be comfortable.

It was a few minutes before six, and I didn’t want to keep the sweet, old lady and her stew waiting. So, I put one foot in front of the other and willed myself to go downstairs, even if I would have preferred to bury myself under the covers.

The wooden stairs creaked as I descended before making my way into the kitchen. My stomach dipped when I found him there, pouring an amber-colored liquid into a glass.

When he turned to me, he lifted the bottle. “Care for something to drink?”

I wondered if this was some sort of trick, like maybe he wanted to see if I drank a lot, so he could use it against me in his “assessment.” No way was I falling for that.

“I’m trying to limit alcohol right now.” I held my head up high. “I’ll just help myself to some water.”

“The glasses are in that cupboard, dear.” Lavinia pointed to a cabinet as she stood at the stove, stirring the stew. “And there’s a jug of filtered water on the table.”

“Thank you, Lavinia.”

“I don’t cook so much anymore, but this is a special occasion.” She smiled at me.

At least one person was attempting to make me feel welcome. “What do you normally eat, if you don’t cook?” I asked.

“Sigmund cooks when he’s here, or I make a large batch of something and freeze it. I also frequent the pub down the road more than I probably should.”

“Ah. You’ll have to take me there. I’d love to treat you to dinner before I leave to thank you for your hospitality.”

“That would be lovely.”

The three of us eventually sat down at the table, quietly eating the stew, the occasional clanking of our spoons the only sound.

“What is your surname, Abby?” Lavinia finally asked.

“Knickerbocker.”

Sig’s eyes shot up from his plate. “Knicker…like knickers?”

I knew knickers was the term Brits used for underpants. “Yes.” I gritted my teeth. “Spelled exactly that way, actually.”

He chuckled.

“You’ve been quiet this whole dinner, and that’s the first thing you think to say to me? Benedictus is a bit of an odd name, too, you know.” My blood boiled. “So is Sigmund, for that matter. You don’t look like a Sigmund Benedictus.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It was actually a compliment.”

Lavinia snorted.

Sig shot daggers at her. “What is it that you do, Abby?” he asked.

I sat straighter in my seat. “I graduated with a degree in English from the University of Rhode Island. At the moment, I’m between jobs, but I’m in the process of trying to reopen my mother’s store. After she passed away, I kept it afloat for a while, but the economy tanked, and we had to shut down.”

He swirled his drink around in his glass. “What type of store?”

“Rhode Island-themed trinkets and souvenirs.”

“That’s where that hideous T-shirt you’re wearing came from, I assume.”

I ignored his comment. “We live in a sea town and get an influx of people in the summer months. But even with that, we weren’t able to keep things running for too long after my mother died.”

His tone softened. “What happened to your mother?”

I swallowed. “She died of cancer three years ago.”
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