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                        Moses

                    

                    

                

            

        

        
            Someone grabbed my dick. I almost jumped out of my skin, but caught myself and kept singing. The show must go on—and this was a big fucking show.

Backup dancers swirled around me, and I eyed each of them, trying to figure out who had just taken liberties with my junk, but they were a blur of spandex costumes and neon face paint.

Pyrotechnics shot off in front of me, diverting my attention long enough for my dick to be fondled again. This wasn’t fucking funny—not when I was stumbling over lyrics on live television. I was performing with Nick Fletcher from Blue is the Color and Gabriel Sotero from Blossoms and Bones at a charity concert in Vegas. I’d been a fan of both their bands’ music since before I was a scrawny, squeaky-voiced tween. While my fame was a lot newer, this was where I belonged, sharing their spotlight.

Unless I kept making an ass of myself with the lyrics.

It was like Cirque De Soleil on stage. I was barely holding my shit together with all the action going on around me. When Gabriel took over the bridge, Nick Fletcher and I retreated a few feet back, dancers partially obscuring us from the audience.

“You okay, kid?” he asked.

“Yeah. Got my dick felt up a couple times.”

He frowned. “Who did it?”

“No clue.”

“That’s not cool.”

It wasn’t, but there was no stopping to investigate which of these punks flailing around was a damn pervert. My part of the song was coming up. I moved back to the front of the stage, between Gabriel and Nick, and sang my heart out. They joined me, matching their rich, deep voices with mine, Nick and me on guitar, Gabriel clutching a mic.

We did two more songs together while the dancers swung from silk attached to the ceiling. It was over the top and ridiculous, but at least when they were up there, my dick was safe from wandering hands.

Backstage, the three of us were shuffled down dark corridors, back to the green room where press was waiting. Nick and Gabriel grabbed me, keeping me between them, like I was their equal. Up until maybe the last year, I’d been stymied by imposter syndrome, feeling like a fake when I got awards or accolades. When we released our third album, something clicked, and I could now believe I belonged in the same hemisphere as men who’d been on top of the rock game for nearly two decades.

A cute reporter from Japan smiled at us. “Where will you go out tonight?”

We exchanged glances and laughed. Gabriel Sotero took the lead. “I’m right in the middle of a tour. Gotta get on the road in the morning. I’m gonna go back to my hotel room, kiss my sleeping kids, and turn in early with my wife. My Vegas partying days are in my rearview mirror.”

He was a good guy, but man, what a boring-ass answer. What a boring-ass life.

Then Nick Fletcher spoke. “I’m not touring, but my kid’s back east with her grandparents, so I’m taking my wife out for a private dinner. Gonna do the whole romance thing.”

Goddamn, remind me to never turn out like that. Why become a rock star to turn in early with your chick? Especially in Vegas? I mean, maybe that was what happened when you were looking forty dead in the eye. Luckily, I had a ways to go before I got there.

I winked at the reporter. “I’m gonna hit the town. Want to come?”

She giggled, but shook her head. That was just as well. I’d done the whole reporter thing and woke up a week later to an article detailing the way in which rock stars groom their junk. No names were used, but there had been enough clues to my identity, my own sister called me up, laughing at my expense.

We did a few more interviews, both separately and together, took pictures with fans, and talked with some of the other performers. As it all wound down and people started clearing out, Nick clapped me on the shoulder.

“Good to see you, man. I listened to the last album. You guys are making some brilliant sounds,” he said.

This guy was basically my idol. He and his band were the ones who were brilliant, constantly coming out with fresh sounds while keeping the integrity of their music. My band, Unrequited, had opened for them on multiple tours years ago, before we got big enough to headline our own. As happy as I was Unrequited was blowing up, I missed those early days, bumming all over Europe and Asia with Blue is the Color, learning from them, hanging out between shows.

“That means a lot. We got a new drummer last year, Maeve. She’s a badass and kind of got our blood pumping again.”

He rubbed the scruff on his jaw. “Yeah, I heard you got a new drummer. A woman, huh? That’s cool. I’ll have to come out to one of your shows.”

I nodded. “Let me know. I’ll have tickets for you. They’ll probably be obstructed view, but beggars can’t be choosers.”

He laughed and thumped me on the arm. “You little shit.”

Laughing too, I tipped my chin. “How’s Dalia?”

I may have had a thing for Nick’s wife before she was his. Maybe after too. The tragic thing was, they both knew it and thought it was funny. Kind of emasculated a guy, knowing he didn’t come across as a threat. But whatever. Nick and Dalia had been married a couple years, had a kid, I’d accepted that ship had sailed.

He gave me a knowing look. “She’s fuckin’ awesome. If someone had told me when I was your age—how old are you?”

“Just turned twenty-six.”

He winced. “Fuck. Twenty-six? Really?”

Gabriel came over, slinging his arms over both our shoulders. “Who’s twenty-six?”

Nick jabbed his thumb at me. “This fresh-faced dude here. Do you remember being twenty-six?”

Gabriel’s lip curled. “That was an embarrassingly long time ago. Damn. Twenty-six, huh? I guess I see why they call you Young Mo.”

“I’ve been trying to kick that nickname,” I said.

“Nothin’ wrong with being young.” Nick rocked back on his heels. “Like I was saying, when I was your age, if someone had told me in eleven years I’d be in Vegas, looking forward to a quiet night with my wife, I’d have done a runner. Turns out, the quiet life isn’t too bad. ’Course, life isn’t too fuckin’ quiet with Dalia.”

Gabriel laughed. “With Jen either. I used to look forward to being out on the road for months on end. My bandmates would force my ass to stay home. Now, I’m all about the home life. Got my girl, my kids, life is good.”

I groaned. “You’re not selling me. Don’t even try it.”

Gabriel shook his head. “Yeah…well, you’re twenty-six. You’ve got to get a few more years under your belt before you’re looking to settle down.”

I wasn’t convinced, but I wasn’t trying to yuck on their yums. If they were into the domestic life, more power to them. Some of us weren’t cut out for that, and it was all good.

“Hey, I’m going to head out. Want a ride back to your hotel?” Nick asked.

I shook my head. “Nope. I’m staying here. Think I’ll probably wander around for a while.”

Gabriel grimaced. “Wander? Are you trying to kill your security? You step out in that casino, you’re going to cause a damn riot, man.”

I waved him off. “I’m no Nick Fletcher or Gabriel Sotero. Think it’ll be fine.”

“Are you dumb? You just played a massive show in this very hotel.” The lines between Nick’s eyebrows were miles deep from how hard he was scowling at me.

“Guess I’m dumb.” I pulled the well-worn ball cap from my back pocket and shoved it on my head. “Plus, I have a disguise.”

Gabriel wiggled his fingers in front of me. “Oh yeah, it’s magic. You’re utterly unrecognizable.”

I nodded toward the inconspicuous guy in the corner, quietly watching the room. “I’ve got Mac over there. Stop worrying about me like a pair of hens and go get your wives.”

With reluctance, they left, their own security surrounding them. As I moved to the exit to get on with my night of wandering, a woman in a dancer’s costume made her way toward me. She didn’t have a backstage pass around her neck, but I figured she didn’t need one since she was a dancer. Still, something about the wild look in her eyes had the hairs on my arm standing at attention.

“Hey, sweetheart,” I said, eyeing Mac. He was on alert.

“Hi, Mo. What did you think of the show?” She had a soft accent, Russian maybe. She stood closer than I wanted her to with the intense vibes she was giving off.

“Ah…” I adjusted the bill of my cap, “it was a bit crazier than I’m used to, but it was cool as hell.”

She got even closer, brushing her shoulder against my arm. “I hope you didn’t mind the way I touched you. I’ve never done that before, but with you, I felt a connection.” Her small hand cupped my balls through my jeans. “Don’t you feel it?”

I jumped back a good foot or two. “Whoa. Not cool. Not cool at all.”

She came for me again, tears pooling in her eyes. “But...I just want to—”

Mac was on his feet and in front of her in seconds. “All right, time to leave, Miss.”

He removed her from the room, gently, but with determined force. Her sobs and protests echoed off the walls while I stood there, not even sure what had just happened.

Holy shit.

Some crazy incidents had gone down since I became famous, but never had I felt so fucking...I guess violated was the word for it. I mean, fans wanted a piece of me. They wanted to know every detail of my life. I got dick pics and tits flashed at me, my arms and hands grabbed, but I’d never felt unsafe.

That chick, though…she looked like she’d tie me to a bed Misery style and never let me go. Being tied to a bed I was down with, but not by crazy-eyed looney tunes.

After a minute, Mac reappeared. “The woman is with hotel security. They wanted to know if you’d like to press charges.”

“Press charges? What the fuck?” I took off my cap and shoved my hand through my hair. “No, I just want to have a drink and forget that shit ever happened.”

He cleared his throat. “I overheard you saying you want to wander, and I have to tell you, I agree with your friends. I do not feel comfortable with you drinking in this hotel.”

I threw my hands up, frustrated with this entire night. “You expect me to go sit in my room all night? I might as well fly home and sit in my own damn house if I’m going to be alone.”

“No, sir. I know a place off the strip. It’s safe, mostly a local crowd. It would be ideal for drinking anonymously.”

I looked Mac over. He was an ex-Navy SEAL or some shit. I liked him because he blended. He could be someone’s dad or the mailman. I had a couple security guards who were brick houses, and while they got the job done, it was impossible to go anywhere with them and not get noticed. I didn’t have that problem with Mac.

I’d wanted to wander, maybe run into a few fans, but after crazy-eyes, being anonymous sounded real good.

“All right. Let’s go to your bar.”




Mac’s bar was old-school Vegas. Dark, with tufted, red leather booths and a wooden bar covered with Sharpie signatures and carved initials.

I grabbed a table near the back, and Mac found a seat a couple booths away. He took his job too seriously to join me, even though I’d rather be talking to him than sitting by myself.

With my drink in hand, I took out my phone to text my sister.

Show’s over. Got my dick manhandled. What’s up with you?

Yael: Oh, gross. TMI. Saw the show. You looked good, kid.

Me: The dick grab was nonconsensual unfortunately. This crazy chick got into the dressing room, told me she felt some kind of connection, then proceeded to cup my balls. This was after she’d taken liberties on stage. You might want to rewatch the first song. There were two grabs by one of the dancers.

It took her a minute to reply. I sipped my drink, glancing around at the other patrons. There were a couple grizzled bikers holding court at one end of the bar. A woman alone toward the center, chatting with the bartender, and a few of the tables were occupied with couples and groups. Everyone looked to be in their thirties, minimum. No one seemed interested in me. Hell, I might as well have been drinking alone in my hotel room.

Yael: I just watched it back, and WTF?!? She was slick, but I saw it. I cannot believe that happened. You okay?

Me: Yeah. Kind of weirdly shaken up.

Yael: It’s not weird to be shaken up.

Me: Ah, I don’t know. I’m gonna try to forget it happened.

Yael: Where are you?

Me: Mac took me to some local dive. Think I’ll head out, make it an early night.

Yael: That’s probably for the best. You have an interview with Rock Fusion Magazine when you fly in tomorrow. They’re doing pictures, so don’t roll up with dark circles looking like a rock star cliché.

Me: I’ll try not to.

My little sister was my assistant and an ass-kicker. While I was serious about music, everything else was superfluous as far as I was concerned. Lucky for me, I had Yael, who kept me in line, got me where I needed to be, and generally ran my life.

The woman at the bar got up from her stool, catching my attention. I could only see her back from where I was sitting, but it was a mighty fine view. Small, with the kind of hips and ass meant for grabbing. She had me sitting up straight, watching her lithe movements. She stopped at the jukebox—who the fuck had a jukebox anymore?—and flipped through the music selections.

Lifting my drink to my lips, I took a long swallow. When the woman turned around and I got a good look at her face, I nearly choked on my whiskey.

I knew her.

A smile tugged at my lips. Maybe tonight was going to be fun after all.
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            I had one night. A few hours, really. Then I’d be back to the grind of dealing with demanding rock stars and catty, uncooperative stage crew during the day while cramming my tired body into a moving coffin at night.

I tapped the bar with my empty glass. “Why is this bar so damn quiet?”

Declan, the bartender I’d been flirting with for the last hour or so, gave me a crooked grin, then slid me a quarter. “This is a Choose-Your-Own kind of adventure. Go pick a song or two on the jukebox, liven up the place.”

Laughing, I glanced over my shoulder at the relic from the past sitting in a darker corner. “A jukebox? Does it work?”

“It does. And you get two songs for a quarter, so choose wisely.”

I lifted a brow. “T-Swift?”

He pulled a sour face. “Damn, Mickey, I thought we were having a mind-meld. You’re telling me you’re into girly pop music?”

“I am a girl, if you hadn’t noticed.”

His blue, blue eyes traveled over me…as much of me as he could see with the bar between us at least. “Oh, I noticed.”

I smirked, knowing I had him if I wanted him. I was about to go on the road for nearly three months, and I made it my policy not to sleep with anyone I worked with. And since I would be working pretty much nonstop, that left little opportunity to meet anyone else. Perhaps Declan the bartender would be a fun last hurrah.

Grabbing the quarter, I gave Declan a flirty little smile, and sauntered over to the jukebox, throwing an extra sway to my hips. Once I saw the list of songs to choose from, I got serious.

It only took me a minute to choose. The jukebox hadn’t been updated in a good twenty years or I might have chosen Taylor Swift just to fuck with Declan. Instead, I picked “Blackhole Sun” by Soundgarden and “November Rain” by Guns ‘N Roses, because who the hell doesn’t love Slash?

Smiling to myself, I turned, ready to go back to the bar, and stumbled over my own feet. Three tables separated me and Moses Aronson, lead singer of Unrequited, and he was looking directly at me, like I was prey and he had me in his sights.

I held my finger up. “No.”

He cocked his head, letting out a dry laugh. “No?”

“Don’t give me that look.” I wove around the chairs and tables between us to stand in front of him. Placing my hands on the back of a chair, I bent forward to meet his eyes. “It’s my night off from dealing with rock stars.”

He turned his palms up, all cool and calm. “What gives you the idea I want you to deal with me?”

Oh, this boy. With his ball cap on, he looked even younger than I knew he was. Younger, but hotter. As a thirty-four-year-old woman, I should not have had that kind of thought, but holy shit was he hot. The way he was sitting—a relaxed lean, one elbow slung over the back of his low chair, long legs spread wide—made him even sexier. There was nothing that appealed to me more than a confident, give-no-shits kind of man. And right now, Moses was giving off all kinds of confident, give-no-shits vibes.

“Because all of your kind needs dealt with. I think they teach you how to be as difficult as possible in rock star school,” I answered.

He laughed again, and his dimples contrasting with his chiseled jaw gave me heart palpitations.

“I must’ve been absent that day,” he drawled. “I like your song choice.”

“Blackhole Sun” played in the background, barely audible over the low din of conversation, clinking glasses, and whirring air conditioner. I twisted around, finding Declan watching me.

“Hey, mind turning it up?” I called.

He jerked his chin and threw a towel over his shoulder. “Sure thing, Mickey.” He didn’t sound quite as cheerful as his upbeat answer implied. In fact, he looked downright disgruntled I hadn’t yet returned to the bar.

Nobody liked a possessive potential one-night-stand.

The volume went up right as the chorus began, so of course I had to sing. And when I sang, my hips automatically swayed. Sometimes my arms even went above my head and my feet moved.

“Are you dancing?” Mo asked.

I looked up, and yes, my arms were indeed over my head. “I seem to be. Is that a problem?”

“Not at all. I’m enjoying the performance.”

I danced over to him, circling behind his back to his other side. “What are you doing in a place like this, all by yourself?”

He pointed to the guy who looked like my brother’s next-door neighbor, Craig. And Craig looked like pretty much every other Craig I’d ever met.

“Mac and I are having a wild night out. Just two single guys, grabbing a couple drinks, shooting the breeze.”

“Craig doesn’t look like he’s having too much fun,” I said.

“Who the hell’s Craig?” Mo asked with a bemused smile.

“Your buddy over there. I call him Craig. He likes it.” My eyes closed as I started singing again.

“I wasn’t aware you were close personal friends with my security.”

I blinked at him. “Haven’t you ever met someone and just knew what their name was? That man over there is Craig, whether he admits it or not.”

Mo slapped the table, then kicked the chair out from beneath it. “You’ve gotta come join me.” He leaned forward, motioning for me to come closer. I did, catching a whiff of his cologne. Something spicy, mixed with ginger and a touch of sweat. It was delicious. I shifted so close, I felt his body heat. “Don’t tell Craig I told you this, but he’s terrible company. I got attacked by a crazed fan tonight, and I’m feeling all kinds of vulnerable.”

“One condition.”

He tugged on the end of my ponytail, making my stomach tilt in a way it hadn’t since I was much, much younger. “Anything.”

I bit my lip, trying to suppress a smile. This was more fun than I’d expected, but if I was going to give up on Declan, I needed guarantees.

“You have to dance with me.”

Without a word, Mo unfolded his long body and stood. He reached a hand into the pocket of his slim, black jeans, then took my hand in his.

“Open,” he directed.

I uncurled my fist, and he placed his palm on top of mine. Only for a moment, but it was long enough to shoot a spark or two up my spine. When he withdrew, he left behind three quarters.

“Guess I just bought six dances,” he said.

I tucked the quarters in my pocket. “As long as you realize I will not be dancing in your lap.”

He huffed a little laugh. “We’ll see.”

I rolled my eyes at his cockiness. “You’re young enough to be my child. Don’t get sassy with me.”

That got him laughing even louder. “What, did you give birth to me when you were five?” ‘November Rain’ came on, and Mo held out his hand. “Come on, Michaela. Let’s do this thing.”

There was no dance floor, but he led me to the clear area by the jukebox, spinning me away before tugging me back against his chest. He tucked one of my hands in his, the other looping around my waist. The position was more intimate than I’d been prepared for, so it took me a few beats to rest my free hand on his shoulder.

He peered down at me with the deepest, darkest, most guileless eyes I’d ever had the pleasure of gazing back at. “What are you doing here, Michaela?”

“I’m dancing with you.”

His mouth curved up, and he shook his head. “No, in Vegas. Do you live here?”

“Mmmm...nope. I’m on tour with Blossoms and Bones. We’re heading out tomorrow. This is my last night of freedom.”

I was a tour manager, which meant I was constantly on the road. Some days, like today, all I wanted to do was go home and curl up under a blanket. But, to me, home was more of a concept than a reality. As much as I bitched and moaned about my job, I loved it. It was exciting, high energy, and I got to basically go to a concert every damn day.

I’d managed an Unrequited tour through Asia a couple years ago. Mo was even younger then, a baby rocker really, but that hadn’t stopped him from hitting on me. The kid was a flirt, so I never took him seriously—he used to wear sequined capes on stage for Christ’s sake. Well, that, and he was something like seven or eight years younger than me. I wasn’t about being anyone’s cougar, and I never slept with musicians, so Mo was firmly off-limits.

“I guess we better make it a good last night then.” Mo spun me again and again, before pulling me back, dizzy and laughing.

“Who says I want you to be a part of my night?” I asked when I caught my breath.

“If you’re not having a good time after you spend my quarters, I’ll take Mac and head out, and you can do whatever you were doing before I got here.”

“Craig.”

He gave a solemn nod. “My mistake. Craig.”

My hand slipped up his shoulder to the side of his neck, then back down again. “How about I go get us another round and you pick the next two songs. Something we can dance to.”

He let me go, and back at the bar, Declan gave me sad, puppy dog eyes. “I never should’ve given you that quarter.”

I glanced over my shoulder at Mo, hunched over the jukebox, and bit my lip. Even from behind, he was gorgeous. Broad shoulders that stretched the cotton of his grey T-shirt to its limits. Long, long arms and wide hands that I now knew felt really fucking good on my body. And his ass was bitable. He filled out his snug jeans in a really fascinating way. I’d been too busy working all the other times I’d encountered this man. Tonight, I had nothing going on, and it was impossible not to notice him.

“No, probably not,” I said.

“That’s too bad.” He sounded like he meant it, which was a little boost to the ego.

Declan served up our drinks, and I walked back toward Mo, carrying his whiskey and my cranberry vodka. He leaned against the jukebox, giving me a look that made my knees shaky. I knew who this man was. I had witnessed the flocks of women he’d welcomed with open arms, and most likely, an open zipper. I had no doubt he’d given this smoldering, intense look to any number of them. But this was the first time it was directed at me, and I was so damn susceptible.

I handed him his whiskey just as his hand took its place at my waist again. “Thank you, Michaela.”

“Most people call me Mickey,” I said.

“Why?”

“At work, I’m one of the boys. And since most of my life is spent at work, I’ve gotten used to it.”

“Well,” his hand splayed wide, covering my hip and side, “we’re not at work, and you sure don’t look like one of the boys to me.”

“No, I’m not. But it’s easier for me to let the men I work with think of me that way.”

He seemed to consider this while taking a pull of his drink, his thumb moving back and forth under my ribs. I took my own drink, keeping a healthy distance between our bodies, even though he was looking like a nice place to lean.

“Guess you are one of the few women who work backstage. I was going to say that must be why I always noticed you, but no. I’d have noticed you if it were all women back there.”

Shaking my head, I patted his chest. “That’s really sweet, but you don’t need to do that.”

“What?”

“Ply me with lines. I’m not sleeping with you.”

He pulled up to his full height, and instead of letting me go, his hand squeezed. “Wasn’t a line, Michaela. And I’d never assume something like that with you. You’re not that kind of girl.”

That had me cracking a smile as I drained half of my drink. “Oh, I’m not? And how would you possibly know that?”

The pull of his soft, full lips into a cocky grin sent a tingling sensation down my spine. I was such a sucker for swagger, and in the two years since I’d seen him, Moses had clearly spent a lot of time developing his own brand. His brand was still boy next door, but now there was a heavy, tempting dose of filthy, bad rocker in the mix.

“Because I think I made my interest pretty damn obvious when you worked on our tour and you wanted nothing to do with me.”

I drained more of my drink before responding. “When I’m at work, that’s all I think about. You might’ve flirted with me, and I might’ve noticed, but you flirt—it’s what you do.”

“And you’re a hard-ass,” he said.

“You don’t know me, and you certainly have no idea what it’s like to be the only woman in a boy’s club. I have to be a hard-ass, and I can’t go around screwing every cute rocker who flirts with me.”

My glass now empty, I turned to go back to the bar, but Mo caught my wrist, pulling me against him. His chest aligned with my back, and he kept hold of me as he bent to speak beside my ear. “I don’t screw every woman I flirt with. And I like you being a hard-ass. I really fucking like it, Michaela.”

I snorted a laugh, despite the way his deep voice had my core heating. “You can’t help yourself, can you?” Whipping around, I placed my hand on his chest and gave him a shove. “I tell you I’m not sleeping with you, and you take that as your cue to get in my space?”

He pressed his thumb into the indent in my bottom lip, taking my breath. “I guess so.” He took my empty glass from me. “Next round’s on me.”

When Moses came back, I was at the table waiting. I’d tried to speak to Craig, but the most he would give me was a nod. Such a Craig thing to do.

I didn’t know what I was doing here, with Moses, only that I was in no hurry to leave. We were having fun, and since my life revolved around work, pure, consuming fun was a rarity. Plus, I didn’t mind the way he flirted with me. If Declan being disappointed I’d decided against him was an ego boost, then having a younger, hot as hell rock star trying to get his swerve on with me was an ego rocket blast.

Mo stopped short when he saw me sitting. He set the drinks down on my table and put his hands on his hips. “I was promised dancing.”

I blinked up at him, biting my lip. “Dancing with you is dangerous.”

He squatted down in front of me, bringing us eye to eye. “Why, Michaela? Because you like it?” His hand slid up my arm, then back down. “You don’t want to admit you like when I touch you?”

His words gave me goosebumps, and I hated us both a little for that, because they sounded so practiced. I wondered how many women he’d already said that exact combination of words to. I wondered if he even felt anything as he said them, or if he was going through the motions—his fail-proof steps for seduction. He may not have even known he was doing it, it had become so ingrained in who he was.

But when I looked in his eyes again, saw how unguarded and open he was, I thought maybe there was more to this man. I had time. I was curious. I decided to find out.

“I do like it. I can admit that.” I brought my hand up to his face, letting my fingers skim his defined cheekbone and smooth, smooth skin. “But I wonder if you ever turn off. Can you ever just be? Because, honestly, I’m more interested in talking to you than hearing lines you’ve said a hundred times. I think you’re better than that, and I wouldn’t mind knowing that part of you.”

He let out a breath that sounded like he’d gotten the wind knocked out of him and nearly fell back on his butt. He caught himself on the table and the back of my chair, and I stroked his cheek again.

“I’m okay with sitting here, getting drunk, and being silly too.” I picked up my fresh drink and took a sip. This was my fourth of the night, so I was beginning to feel it, but in a floaty, loose-tongued type of way. This was my sweet spot.

Mo pulled up a chair in front of me, his knees on either side of mine. “Think I’d like to just be with you, Michaela.” He picked up his whiskey, swirling the ice around. “I might need another one of these to get me there.”

I shrugged. “I don’t have to be anywhere until ten in the morning. Why don’t we see how real we can be?”
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            Moses passed me another drink. “Why are you in this business?”

“I love music and I’m organized as hell, at least at work.”

He held his whiskey to his lips. “Are you saying you’re a mess at home?”

I held my thumb and forefinger an inch apart. “A little bit. But shhh, don’t tell. I need everyone to think I’m type A everywhere. If I give those boys an inch, they’ll take a mile.”

“What are you like at home?”

I puffed a curl off my forehead, but it flopped back down, so I tugged at it. “See this curl? This is me at home. Out of place, a loner, and messy as hell. What are you like when you’re not being Mr. Rock Star?”

It took him a beat to answer. “Honestly? I don’t even know. I haven’t stopped working in five years.”

“Are you recording another album soon?”

He lifted a shoulder. “I haven’t written jack shit in months. I’m uninspired. We’ll probably release a single or two, play a couple small shows, but we’re not anywhere near ready to release a full album.”

I arched a brow. “Release or perish.”

“Fuck, Mic, you know how to take the stress away.”

I laughed. “I’m just saying...you have to keep your name out there or people will forget about you. If you’re not putting out music, maybe you should create a big scandal. Run down the Strip naked or marry a random stranger.”

“Nah, despite appearances, I’m pretty private. Plus, marriage is a big deal to me. I’m only going to do it once, so I wouldn’t waste that on some chick who’s more interested in my famous dick than keeping vows.”

That answer surprised me. “Wow, you’ve put some thought into it.”

He took a slow sip of his drink and set the glass down. “I’ve spent a lot of time on buses and planes. It gives me almost too much opportunity to think.” He cocked his head. “You sure you don’t want to dance?”

“Will you be taking liberties?”

He held up his hands, and I was momentarily distracted by the length of his fingers. They were almost elegant, but the thick calluses on the pads made them just rugged enough.

“If my hands wander, it will only be in a friendly way.”

I laughed. “A friendly butt grab?”

“You say that like it’s unheard of.”

Snatching up the quarters still on the table, I stood, surprised the earth didn’t waver. I wasn’t as drunk as I expected to be at the point in the evening, which was fortunate, since I was having such a good time with Moses. He was young—too young—and famous—too famous—but I liked him. He was easy to talk to, and he struck me as more real than most people I encountered, musicians or not.

In front of the jukebox, Mo pressed close to my side, and I pressed back just a little. He grinned down at me, but kept his flirty lines to himself, which made me want to press even closer.

“I’ve got my song picked out,” he said.

“Me too.”

He punched his choice in first, then I did mine. When the opening chords to “Everlong” played through the tinny speakers, Mo held a hand out to me. I let him pull me against him, and we swayed together even though it wasn’t really a swaying song.

Mo’s hand splayed across my spine, a finger or two dipping below my waistband. I didn’t object, not when I liked the feel of him there. His other hand brushed my wild curl away from my forehead, but it flopped back, just as it always did.

He breathed a laugh. “That fucking curl.”

“You don’t like that curl, you wouldn’t like me,” I said.

His thumb brushed my cheek. “That curl drives me crazy, but I like it a lot. I probably won’t stop thinking about that curl, even when I’m back on the east coast and it’s out of sight.”

My arms were looped around his waist, my thumbs tucked in his belt loops. My hands drifted down to the top of his butt, taking my own liberties.

“I don’t do rockers,” I said.

Amusement lit his brown eyes. “You’re the one touching my butt.”

Embarrassed at being called out, I started to move my hands, but Mo reached behind his back and caught me by the wrist. “Stay. I like it.” He heaved out a shuddering sigh. “Tonight, a woman touched my dick on stage, then she snuck into my dressing room and dove at me. I was thrown off by how much it upset me. I’m touched by strangers all the time. Sometimes it feels like my body’s not even mine anymore.”

My heart swelled, crack, splintered. Too many women I knew had had their choice taken from them, their lack of consent ignored, but I hadn’t thought of it happening to men.

“God, Moses, I’m so sorry. Here I am feeling you up when you’ve been assaulted. I hope that bitch is going to jail.” I tried to move my hands, but he held them in place.

He gripped my chin. “What I’m saying is, I like you touching me. I consent to your roving hands, Michaela. I asked you to dance because I wanted your hands on me.”

Following his lead, I let my hands settle back on the top of his butt, and he grinned. “That’s better.” He leaned down, his face closer to mine. “Now, tell me why you don’t do rockers?”

“I wasted my one marriage on one who didn’t take his vows very seriously.”

He tensed in my arms. “You were married?”

“Yep. I’m thirty-four, Mo. I’ve lived a lot of life. I was married for two whole years what seems like a lifetime ago. I’ve been divorced for ten years now.”

“And in ten years, you’ve never had a relationship with a musician?” he asked.

“No, I haven’t. I loved and adored my ex, and I think he loved and adored me. That didn’t stop him from having sex with multiple groupies when he was on the road. I forgave him and forgave him because our vows had meant something to me.”

“What made you walk away?”

“This is so damn humiliating.”

He cupped my cheek in his warm palm. “I won’t laugh. I’m feeling pretty homicidal at the moment. You might want to avoid telling me this guy’s name.”

I let out a short laugh. “I’m sure you’ve met him before and will meet him again, so yeah, I won’t be telling you. But to answer your question, I left when he forgot I was on tour with him and brought a girl back to our hotel room. That wasn’t something I could come back from. My husband getting his dick wet on tour hurt like nothing else, but him actually forgetting me…it was clear we didn’t have a marriage worth trying to save.”

“Jesus, Michaela, that’s awful. I can’t fathom someone forgetting you, especially someone you say loved and adored you. I kinda think you get to scratch that marriage from the record.”

I bit my bottom lip to suppress a smile. His cheeks and the tips of his ears had gone red from how pissed he was on my behalf.

“I get a do-over?” I asked.

“Yeah, I think you do.” His hand on my back pulled me closer. “Your ex sounds like he was barely a man. Don’t lump me in the same category as that jackass.”

“I’ve seen a lot on the tours I’ve managed, including yours.” My palm slid up his back, soaking in his warmth. “It would take a lot to convince me I’m wrong.”

“Your Body is a Wonderland” started playing, and Mo froze, eyes wide. “This is the song you chose?”

I snorted and grinned. “It’s a classic.”

“Is it? It’s a song about fucking.”

“Is it?” I echoed.

Mo gripped my ass and jerked my hips against him. “You’re sending me all kinds of mixed messages.”

One of his legs slid between mine, and we rocked our hips in a steady rhythm. His hands were on my ass and in my hair, while I held onto his neck, letting him move me. The boy could dance, which made me wonder what else he could do.

“I know. You’re not like I thought you were, and you’re making my brain go haywire,” I said.

“Nah, I’m like you thought I was. I’ll admit to enjoying the fruits of my success, maybe too much. But I’m not only one thing, you know?”

“Of course you’re not. You don’t make music like you do without having some depth beneath the shallowness.”

He chuckled and slid his palm down to cup the back of my neck. “You’re a dick.”

I grinned. “Sometimes I am.”

He shook his head, a far off look in his eyes. “Why the hell do I like that side of you too?”

“Probably because you’ve gotten used to being given the royal treatment, so it’s refreshing. Will you even like me if you win me over?”

His hand was hot on my skin, almost as hot as I was between my legs. Maybe it was the vodka making me think crazy thoughts, but I was softening toward this man in a way I hadn’t toward any man in forever.

“You’re not a challenge to me. When you asked if I ever turned off, the answer is no. But you make me feel like I can say whatever, and yeah, you’ll give me shit for it, but you won’t detract points from my cool meter or run to the press. Am I right about that?” He had that same guileless look in his eyes. I’d call it a puppy dog look if he weren’t so damn sexy.

“You’re right, Moses.” My nails scratch a path along the back of his neck, making his eyelids lower halfway. “I don’t think you’re cool, so the meter is already empty.”

He tossed his head back and laughed so hard, it filtered from his chest to mine, then he curled around me, pulling me into a tight hug. And I...let him.

“You’re such a dick, Michaela.”

That made me grin wider than I had in a long ass time.

What a weird, weird night.
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            Another drink in, Michaela was plotting our escape. “We have to ditch Craig.” That was the extent of her plotting, but she had me convinced.

She came up with this brilliant plan, which again, wasn’t much of a plan. She distracted Mac while I got my ass out of the bar and into the Uber I’d ordered. Somehow, it worked, and a minute later, Michaela came running out the door and launched herself into the car.

“Go, go, go!” she cried, laughing and falling over in my lap.

The driver listened, and I turned around just in time to see Mac spilling out on the sidewalk, arms over his head.

The second part of Michaela’s brilliant plan was to watch the Bellagio fountains, which was where we were now, waiting for them to go off. We were next to each other, leaning against the stone railing surrounding the massive, man-made lake in front of the Bellagio hotel.

It was near midnight, but on the Vegas strip, it could’ve been the middle of the day. Ambient lighting cast a glow on Michaela’s rich, copper-brown skin.

Holy hell, was this woman pretty. Gorgeous. Fucking exquisite.

I’d had something of a minor crush on her when she worked our tour a couple years ago, but that wasn’t new. To paraphrase Big Pun, rap genius, I’m not a player, I just crush a lot. And yeah, maybe I was something of a player too. I’d leaned hard into the stereotypical rock star lifestyle. I knew I was a walking cliché, but I didn’t mind it…at least not until I had this gorgeous woman sitting in front of me, laughing at what a fucking cliché I was.

“Tell me one real thing.” She turned to face me, leaning her elbow against the stone.

I’d pressed my thumb against her lips earlier, emboldened by a completely unearned shot of bravery. But damn. Just damn. Her lips were full and dark, and the bottom one had the sexiest indent right in the middle.

“I like your lips.”

She sagged against the railing. “I believe you. I also believe you’d say that to just about anyone. Try again.”

She was right. I would. The thing was, I meant it with her. Her lips…hell, her whole mouth, kept distracting me. It was the first thing that came to my mind.

“Okay.” I sighed, pulling the brim of my hat down lower. “I’m worried I don’t know how to be anyone other than Mo, Lead Singer of Unrequited, you know?”

She nodded, her knee brushing against mine as she shifted again. “Your job has become your identity. Yeah, I know something about that.”

“Why? Why is your job your identity?” I asked.

She looked away, toward the sidewalk filled with tourists. Mac was probably having a heart attack, but I’d never felt more anonymous than I did in that moment. Surrounded by people who were too busy looking at the massive hotels to study my face under the low bill of my hat.

“Maybe I don’t know how to be anything other than Michaela Ashwood, Tour Manager.” She took out her phone, opening her Instagram app. “I’ve built an entire brand around that identity.”

Her Instagram page had over a hundred and fifty thousand followers. Holy shit.

“You’re insta-famous?” I scrolled through her pictures, which were all of her on tour. Backstage shots with musicians. Holding guitars. Riding buses. Pictures of Michaela in front of famous sites all over the world. Nothing personal—all work. The captions were short, simple, detailing where she was, who she was with, the music she’d heard lately.

“I made a page a few years ago so my family could follow my travels, and it blew up. It’s a monster I think about beheading every damn day.”

“Do you...want a picture with me?” I braced myself for her answer.

“No. This night is personal. I wouldn’t share it.”

Thank Christ. I had enough people wanting pictures with me, wanting to tell their friends they knew me/had screwed me/touched me one time. I was really fucking relieved Michaela wasn’t one of those people.

“Why don’t you stop it if you hate it?” I asked.

“It’s part of my identity now. And I don’t hate everything about it. The interaction with my followers is generally fantastic. And maybe the praise and compliments fill an empty little piece of me. That’s terrible, right? So shallow and vain.”

“Hey.” I looped one of her curls around my index finger, giving it a little tug. “You’re asking the guy who basks in the applause of thousands of people night after night. Everyone loves praise. Some of us just have bigger praise buckets that need a whole lot of filling to make us content.”

She sucked in a breath, her bottom lip between her teeth. “That was a lot of truth.”

Dropping her curl, I skimmed my knuckles along her cheek. “Being around you tonight is making me content.”

She tilted her head, leaning into my touch. “Me too, Moses.”

I took her face in my hands, really looking at her. The sharp arch of her eyebrows. Her delicate, upturned nose. Wide cheekbones and narrow chin, forming a heart. I had fucking butterflies launching themselves against the walls of my stomach.

“I really want to kiss you, Michaela.”

Her lips parted. “Is that a line, or something true?”

“I don’t think I’ve ever said anything more true.”

Her palms slid up my chest to the sides of my neck, tugging me closer, lower, until my mouth hovered over hers. “Can I?”

“Please, Moses. Kiss me true.”

When my mouth covered hers, the meaning of truth became clear in my mind. She was truth. The moment was the truest that had ever occurred. Our connection pulsed with how true it was.

She sighed, moaned, opened for me. My tongue swept over hers, tasting cranberries, vodka, and Michaela. The fountain show began, but I barely noticed. How could I? I was a stupid, twenty-six-year-old punk-ass kid who knew, without a shred of doubt, I was holding my future in my arms. That thought had hit me out of nowhere, and it should have scared me senseless, but I’d had four whiskeys, so my defenses were lowered enough to accept this woman as fact.

No one had ever felt better against me. Her tits pressed against my chest with urgency. Closer, closer, we weren’t anywhere near close enough. She opened her mouth wider, and I dipped my head lower, kissing her deep. Dragging my lips over hers. Sliding my tongue along the back of her teeth. Rubbing the corners of her mouth with my thumbs.

I broke away from her mouth only to taste her neck. She shook, almost vibrating, as I wrapped my arms around her back.

“What the hell is this?” she whimpered.

“I don’t know, baby. I don’t want to fight it, though.” My voice was thick with the desire surging through my veins and the emotion pouring out of my heart.

She turned to face the fountain show. “I need a minute. Okay?”

How could she need a minute when I was so completely sure? Shouldn’t I be the one running for the hills?

The panicked pounding of my heart slowed as she reached for my hands, inviting me to wrap them around her waist. I stood behind her, my head on top of hers, while she watched the show, and I closed my eyes, soaking everything about her in.

“What if we remember how to be ourselves with each other?” she asked, still watching the fountains.

“That would be a relief.” My hands moved over her stomach and ribs, pulling her against me. “Come back to my room with me,” I whispered.

She tipped her head back to see me, lights shining in her eyes. “Mo...I have to leave tomorrow.”

I shook my head, lips on the skin of her forehead. “I’m going to miss you when you’re gone no matter what. I want to spend as much time with you as I can get.”

Her breathing shuddered, and she arched against me. “I want that too.”




Another Uber took us back to the hotel. Michaela’s hand shook in mine, and I squeezed, trying to relieve her nerves, even though mine ran just as rampant. Through the lobby, on the elevator, and inside my room, our fingers stayed woven.

“I’m so nervous.” She croaked a dry laugh.

“God, me too.” My heart fucking swelled for this woman. I wrapped her up in my arms, hugging her, because we both needed it. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been hugged. Just hugged. Touched? Constantly. Embraced? Almost never. “Let’s have another drink.”

She nodded against my chest. “Brilliant idea.”

There was a bottle of champagne chilling in an ice bucket—a gift from the show promoters. I popped the cork, like I had any idea what I was doing. Michaela laughed when it launched across the room and bubbles shot out of the bottle.

Maybe I was doing something right—getting her to laugh, showing me that smile I’d have in my head long after she left tomorrow. Can’t believe I never noticed how perfect her teeth are and how damn extraordinary her smile is.

I handed her a glass of champagne, but before she could take a sip, I slipped my hand under her ponytail, squeezing the back of her neck.

“I don’t expect anything, Michaela. To be honest, I’m a little out of my depth right now.”

She drank her champagne, eyeing me over the rim of her glass. “You’re so smooth, I find it hard to believe you ever don’t know your next move.”

“I’m trying to shelve that smooth asshole I’ve been for the last few years. With you, I just want to be me. Trouble is, inside, below the layers of fame and music and slickness, I’m just a little twerp with no game.”

She let out a surprised laugh. “That takes balls to admit. And since I don’t enjoy games very much—I was the kind of kid who’d upturn a board game if I was losing—I’m happy you don’t want to play them with me.” After draining the rest of her champagne, she set it down on the table beside her. “Tell me the truest thing about you.”

I captured her hand in mine, drawing her against me like we’re slow dancing. There wasn’t any music, but I rocked us like there was. She moved with me, her hands against my chest.

“The only people I really love are my sister and my band.” I’d never said that out loud, but there it was.

“Should I think poorly of you now?” she asked. “Is that what you expect?”

“I don’t know. I guess I think it’s pretty shitty not to love my parents.”

“Were they shitty parents?”

I sighed, letting my forehead rest against hers. “Yeah. They were.”

Dipping my head, I took her mouth in a slow kiss, tasting her again, getting to know the give of her lips beneath mine.

I was nervous as hell too. There was something here, at least on my end, that felt bigger than tonight. This wasn’t anything I was looking for, and I had no idea what it meant, only that I wanted Michaela. Not just in my bed, although there was no doubt I wanted her bare skin on my sheets. No, I wanted what she offered—to remind each other who we really were.

She tugged at the bottom of my shirt, sliding her palm up my stomach, then around to my back. Up and down, she caressed, her touch firm, warm, searching but confident.

Panting, I let go of her lips to kiss along the razor-sharp edge of her jaw. “Jesus, Michaela.”

She let her head fall back. “I know.”

Cupping the back of her head, I captured her cloudy gaze. “Tell me the truest thing about you.”

Her hands slid to the waistband of my pants, fingers dipping just below. “Sometimes I think I don’t have a clue what home is. The place where I can take a breath and burrow in.”

I understood that feeling more than I could put into words. I had a wanderer’s heart, but a piece of me longed for that same burrow Michaela was looking for.

“How about this? No matter what happens after tonight, I’ll be your burrow. Call me, come to me, whatever, and I’ll be there. You can carry that with you, Michaela. Take a breath with me.”

She stilled, her dark eyes soft and wide. “That’s funny, because I was thinking this night is the first one in a while I haven’t been aware of every molecule of oxygen entering my lungs. I’m breathing with you.”

I was breathing with her too. And it had crossed my mind once or twice that the way I was feeling being around her might’ve been what Gabriel and Nick were talking about. Those could’ve been the deluded thoughts of a drunk man, but I’d been drunk before—hell, lately, I was drunk more often than I should’ve been—and never had I been with a girl I barely knew and felt an inkling of what I did with Michaela.

“I don’t have a clue about a lot of things, but this, right here…this is right,” I said.

We undressed each other with slow, drunk hands. She threw off my shirt, and I slid hers over her head. Her skin was smooth everywhere and smelled like candied almonds. My mouth dragged along her shoulders and neck while my fingers closed around the clasp of her plain, black bra. I unhooked it and eased the straps down her arms. She let it fall, allowing me to see her.

I palmed her small breasts, thumbing her tight, dark brown nipples. She shuddered, sucking in a shaky breath. Perfect. Her reaction, how her tits looked in my hands, the feel of her…all of it was perfect.

“I need you in my bed. Is that all right?” I asked.

“Yeah, Moses. It’s more than all right.”

I caught her by the backs of her legs and lifted. She wrapped her legs around my waist, and our lips fused together as I carried her blindly through the suite. I knocked over lamps and into walls. Tomorrow, we were bound to be bruised, but tonight, all I could feel was her.

Next to my bed, Michaela’s feet met the floor, followed by her knees. She kneeled in front of me, working my fly with fingers more deft than they had any right to be with all the drinks she’d had tonight. If I’d been more of a gentleman and less desperate to have her, and maybe slightly less drunk myself, I’d have put a stop to where her hands were going, laid her down on my bed, and held her all night.

But I was no fucking gentleman, and I wanted to consume this woman.

My jeans were shoved down to my knees, then kicked off somewhere in a dark corner. I lifted Michaela to her feet by her elbows, and she went to work on her own jeans, shimmying them down her hips until she fell back on the bed, laughing. I yanked them the rest of the way off, tossing them away with mine.

One second, then two, then more. She waited for me as I looked at her in a little black thong and nothing else. She was the tiniest hourglass, all delicate bones and plush hips. I could probably wrap both my hands around her waist, but I sure as hell knew I could get lost in the flare of her hips.

Rolling to her side, she arched her back and peered over her shoulder at me, a cocky little smile on her lips. I took a step, then another. Laying my hand on her shoulder, I eased her facedown, then ran my palms down the line of her spine and up the slope of her ass. My finger trailed between her ass cheeks, following her thong. She was wet, soaking the cotton covering her pussy.

“Michaela,” I breathed, then bent to follow the same path with my mouth. Her skin, god, it was buttery and supple, and she smelled like almonds every-damn-where. My dick was hard, pulsing, screaming to be inside her, to find out if she felt as good from the inside.

Flipping her over again, I rained kisses on her mouth, chin, and neck, working my way down her body. She lifted her hips so I could tug off her thong, and her legs fell open, showing me what looked like my entire world. I sunk down and fell into her, dragging my tongue between her folds. A sigh far sweeter than I’d ever expected from her fell from her lips. Her hands were sweet too, caressing my cheeks and ears as I ate her out. It was not my best performance, but I was overwhelmed and needy. I held her thighs apart, tasting her everywhere, licking, sucking, completely fucking blissed out by what I was doing and who I was with. Her hips rocked into my mouth, and her little sighs morphed into rapid pants, then loud moans. Her thighs quivered and tried to close around my head, but I held her open until the last of her moans faded and she slapped at my shoulders.

“Come here, Moses. Bury me into this bed with your body.” She sounded as delirious as I felt, but when we were face to face again, her eyes were clear and focused. Her legs wrapped around my waist, pulling my hips flush with hers. My cock nestled between her folds, and we both shuddered at how damn good it felt.

“Moses…Moses, baby.” I’d hated my name my entire life. If my parents had to go biblical, couldn’t they have gone for something like John or Jonah or Aaron or any-fucking-thing else? But when Michaela said it like that, like I was her discovery, she made me like it, made me want to hear her say it as often as I could.

She reached between us, sliding her warm hand down my cock, then back up again. Then she moved, positioning me at her entrance.

“You can pull out,” she whispered. “I trust you. I’d never do this with anyone else, but you’re my burrow.”

It was crazy. Fucking stupid. The best idea I’d ever heard. The most natural decision I’d ever made. I’d never do this with anyone else either, and maybe that was the craziest part.

Sinking into Michaela was everything I knew it would be and nothing I could have imagined. I went slow at first, needing to know everything all at once. Slow didn’t last. Not with her hands grasping my shoulders and her feet urging me forward.

Our hips rolled, rocked, moved together in a reckless, reckless dance. I cupped her face, kissed the corners of her upturned mouth. She smiled up at me before her lips parted, letting out breathy moans.

“You’re so damn beautiful.”

Her hand came up, trailing over my cheekbones. “You are too.”

I nipped at her lip, then her neck, and finally, her breast. Each time I plunged into her, her breasts moved, her nipple tickling my lips. And each time I didn’t take that sweet little nipple into my mouth, she whimpered.

“I hate you, Moses.”

I grinned and ground my pelvis against hers. “You love me, Michaela.” Then I sucked her nipple the way she wanted and swirled my tongue the way I needed.

“Maybe. I just might if you keep doing that.” Her hips lifted and rode me in confident, sensual circles. She knew what she wanted, knew how to get it, and wasn’t shy about going after it. This was a woman—not a girl—not a fucking groupie. She wasn’t in my bed because I was the lead singer of Unrequited. No, she was here despite that. She was here for me.

That was a raw, powerful feeling.

It sent me into a frenzy. Sucking her tight little nipples until her neck arched and her mouth fell open in a silent scream. Rutting into her, her knees over my arms, body open to mine. She stayed with me, frantic beneath me, fingers grasping at my shoulders and arms, eyes wild but focused squarely on mine.

We were there, together, in this crazy place I could guarantee neither of us had been before. It was surreal, intense, but I had no fight in me. Not tonight—not with her.

She tightened around me, and when I rolled her clit with my thumb, her silent scream turned into a cacophony of grunts and panting, desperate, unfiltered.

Watching her fall apart, letting herself fall apart with me in such a vulnerable, wanton way, had me following her. I started pulsing, coming inside her, until the angel on my shoulder said wise up, motherfucker, and get your dick out of this girl. I pulled out, spilling all over her pubic hair and stomach, turning her into a beautiful mess.

What should have been awkward, weird, strange, was only natural. We cleaned up in the shower and had sex against the slick tiles. Then we drank champagne in the living room and I ate her out while she touched my face and whispered words of encouragement.

It was late, so fucking late, but we were wide awake and nowhere near done devouring each other, both our bodies and our words.

“I have you until ten, right?” I asked, my chest already tight, picturing her walking out that door.

“Yes. And I don’t really want to think about it.” She climbed into my lap, and I stroked her tight curls while she fit her head in the crook of my neck.

“Then let’s not think. Let’s do what feels right and try to keep this night going for as long as we can.”

She tipped her head back, her eyes heavy-lidded and cloudy. “Can we keep it going forever?”

I held her chin between two fingers and tipped her head back even more. “Yeah. I think we could figure out how to do that.”

Her smile was lazy and content. “Okay. Let’s do that.”
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            Mo slept on his stomach, arms stuffed under his pillow. The sun shone through a wide crack in the hotel curtains, a beam of light spilling across his torso. Even though I was freaking out on the inside, I took my time leaving, because separating myself from this man felt a little like leaving a piece of myself behind.

Which was crazy. We had one night together. I shouldn’t feel this way.

But our one night was everything.

I’d never felt so connected to another person outside of my family.

And it scared the ever-loving shit out of me.

Mo groaned, and his left arm slid from beneath his pillow. The gold band around his fourth finger glinted in the sun. I held my hand up, checking if my matching band did the same.

I’d like to say I’d been wasted out of my mind when we chose to get dressed and find a chapel to get married in last night, but that would have been a lie. The details were fuzzy, and I couldn’t quite remember how we made the decision to become husband and wife, but I remembered little snapshots, like Mo slipping a gold band on my finger. And I’d never forget the depth of sincerity in Mo’s eyes when he promised to take care of me forever, right before he kissed me in front of God, Elvis, and the sweetest chapel owners in Las Vegas.

I snapped a picture of him sleeping. It was easier to look at him through the buffer of my phone screen. Without it, he was too real. A solid, living man…who was my husband. That was a crazy, terrifying, ridiculous concept.

Leaving while he slept was good. Cowardly, but good. If he cracked open his eyes and they were suffused with regret...well, I didn’t know how I’d deal with it. I didn’t much want him to see how unsure I was about this whole thing either.

I’d leave him a note. Something pithy but sweet. He could focus on my pithiness or my sweetness, whichever he wanted.

On the hotel stationary, I scrawled:

Dear Moses,

You looked too comfy to wake up. Thank you for last night and being my burrow. I won’t forget it. Well, some of it I’ve already forgotten, which I blame on you and your heavy champagne pouring hand. 

I have your number in my phone. I’ll be in touch as soon as I get a chance.

Yours,

Michaela

Leaving the note on the bedside table, I couldn’t stop from reaching out and pushing the fallen wave of brown hair away from Mo’s forehead. He had Superman hair, and it made my stomach fold in half, then in half again, like origami.

Before I turned away, I pressed a kiss to his bare shoulder and inhaled his scent like a dirty little addict getting one last fix before checking myself into rehab. He smelled like me, and sweat, and hotel soap, but underneath it all was Mo—spicy, like a gingersnap.

Enough, you loon.

The entire ride on the elevator was spent clinging to the railing, stopping myself from making a wild leap through the sliding doors and dashing back upstairs to tuck in beside Mo’s long body. I’d never been sillier over a man I’d only just gotten to know. The band around my finger was evidence of that.

There was no time for silliness or whimsy. I needed to get back to my hotel room, grab all my stuff, and hotfoot it to the waiting tour buses. But first, I stopped at a drugstore and made two very important purchases.

Emergency contraceptive pills. Because in the cold light of day, I could acknowledge how foolish and reckless we’d both been. Maybe this marriage could be real, but I wasn’t whimsical enough to truly believe that.

My second purchase was a package of gingersnap cookies, because I was whimsical enough to want something that would remind me of the husband I’d reluctantly left behind.




Touring was a hectic, chaotic, exhilarating ride. I became a different person at work. Hard, unsmiling, and unflinching. Each city we stopped in, I met new men who didn’t know how to take orders from a small, young-looking black woman. It just did not compute in their brains that I could possibly be their boss’s boss.

I had literally found workers napping behind speakers, and when caught, they’d smile at me like I wasn’t about to throw their asses out of the venue. They quickly learned their mistake.

“Holy shit, I’m turned on.”

My head whipped around, but I was already smiling. Gabriel Sotero’s wife, Jenna, stood behind me, her mouth agape. I’d just gotten done addressing my crew with my expectations of the day, and although these were the guys who traveled with us from city to city, I didn’t lighten up on them. I couldn’t. One slip-up and the years I’d spent gaining a reputation in this business would be wiped away.

“Too bad I left my whip at home,” I quipped.

She fanned her face. “Don’t say things like that to me. I can’t handle it.”

I flipped my ponytail behind my shoulder. “You know these boys. They need a strong hand or they start getting too big for their britches.”

She crossed her arms and nodded. “You’re preaching to the choir. I’ve been around this business my whole life. I know how it works.”

Jenna Carter-Sotero was music royalty. Her father owned Shine Records, and my father ran the R&B and rap division. Though she was several years younger than me, we’d known each other for years. When she married Gabriel, I’d been surprised, to say the least. Both of us had sworn off musicians from the time we were old enough to know better, but it seemed that hadn’t worked out too well for either of us.

“Come have lunch with me. We haven’t chatted in ages,” she said.

I checked the time on my phone. “I can spare thirty minutes.”

She winked. “I’ll take what I can get.”

She’d obviously pre-planned this invitation. She led me outside to the parking lot where a little table was set up in the shade of the building. A platter of sushi sat in the middle, a mini bouquet of flowers resting in a Ball jar beside it. There were cloth napkins and real chopsticks.

“Really, Jen?”

She shrugged. “I love a nice table, what can I say?”

“Mind if I take a picture for my insta? I’ve been woefully neglectful over the last couple weeks. My followers are getting restless.”

She fluffed her brunette bob. “As long as you take a picture with me too. I’ve been waiting for you to ask me, but since you haven’t, I’m taking matters into my own hands.”

I laughed. “You want to be on my Instagram?”

“Sure. Gabriel’s been on there, and he holds it over my head like I’m not insta-worthy.”

She wanted her dress in the shot, so one of her security guards snapped several pictures of us, both with the table and the buses as the background. When he handed back my phone, I took a few pictures of the pretty centerpiece.

We sat down to eat, and normally I’d Hoover down a half-dozen eel rolls without taking a breath, but my appetite had gone missing over the last few days. I knew the cause: guilt over not calling Mo—my husband. When I left that hotel room a little over two weeks ago, I’d intended on calling once the tour got going, but the more time that passed, the more unreal the entire night seemed, and the more I had no idea what I’d say to him if I did call.

So, I put it off.

And put it off.

I’d put it off so long, I wasn’t sure he’d even want to hear from me at this point.

“Penny for your thoughts,” Jenna said.

I sighed, using my chopsticks to toy with a grain of sticky rice. “I’m thinking about a guy I hooked up with before the tour.”

Her eyes brightened, and she leaned forward on her elbows. “Do tell.”

There was no way I’d be mentioning our marriage, but I could tell Jenna most of the dirty details and knew she’d keep it between us. Well, she’d probably tell Gabriel, but I considered that a given when I shared something with a married person.

“He’s a musician, which I hate. But I don’t hate him. I’d met him before and wrote him off, but the night before we left Vegas, we happened upon each other and connected like I’ve never connected with anyone. And the sex…” I shivered, remembering the weight of his big body pressing me into the bed. “I left while he was sleeping and left a note saying I’d call him, but I haven’t.”

She gasped. “I did not think your story was going in that direction. Why haven’t you called him?”

“Because I’m scared and stupid. And I’m so busy right now, I can barely think straight. Even sitting here with you feels frivolous, but my stomach was so empty, it had started consuming itself.” I leaned in just as she had. “Also, he’s eight years younger than me, so whatever we had that night was clearly doomed from the start.”

She waved me off. “Age ain’t nothin’ but a number, baby. Gabriel is ten years older than me and I don’t see you blinking.”

“It’s different when the woman is older, and you know it.”

“Pfft. It’s entirely a case-by-case basis. Now, if you told me your hesitation was due to him being a musician, I’d understand more. I always say Gabriel is the exception, not the rule. I don’t trust these rocker boys as far as I can throw them. But you may have met an exception.”

“There’s no doubt my hesitation is due to him being a musician. He’s a flirt and a player.”

Jenna paused, a California roll poised at her mouth. “But…?”

“But…that night in Vegas felt real. Like we both dropped the outer layer we coat ourselves with on a daily basis.” I shook my head. “I don’t trust my own judgment with men anymore.”

“Honey, what’s the harm in giving him a call? Maybe it’ll turn out that night was a fluke and neither of you are feeling it anymore. Or maybe it wasn’t a fluke and you do have something real. Either way, you’ll know, and you won’t have to torment yourself over it anymore. Plus…” —she laid her hand on mine— “it’s kind of a dick move not to call him.”

“You’re spouting facts.” I felt like the biggest dick alive for not calling. Truly.

She patted her lips with her napkin before folding her hands in her lap. Her impeccable posture and exquisite manners never failed to impress me. We’d been raised in the same area, had gone to the same school, yet she turned out like some upper-crust trust-fund baby with a wild, rebel edge, and I turned out tomboyish and scruffy.

She and Gabriel had twin two-year-olds who were already just as well-mannered and polite. One of them, Marisol, had come up to me with her empty sippy cup, and asked, “Excuse me, may I have more milk, please?” I knew next to nothing about babies, but I did know that wasn’t quite normal.

“So, you’re going to call him?” She arched her brow imperiously.

“Is texting okay?” Yes, I was a coward. That had been established.

Jenna shook her head and threw up her hands, exasperated by my lack of couth.




In my bunk, as we soared down a highway somewhere in the Midwest, I formulated the text I’d send Mo.

Hey, what’s up, buddy?

No. Buddy? Come on, Michaela.

I’ve missed you, and I think about that night so often, I’m probably going to be fired.

Too strong. Way too much.

I decided to go somewhere in between lighthearted and honest. And threw a smiley face emoji in for good measure.

Me: Missed me? :) I’ve missed you…

The text sat there unread for a minute, then two. I could almost hear the seconds ticking by in my head. Finally, the bubbles below my text started moving, indicating he was typing a response. My stomach fluttered so much, I grew nauseous.

He responded, and I wished like hell he hadn’t. Throwing my phone down, I darted for the bathroom, never even getting the sliding door closed before I retched into the miniature tour bus toilet. I threw up so much, and with such force, my knees gave out and I collapsed on the floor. Someone held my hair back, and someone else handed me a cup of water. Murmurs of comfort and worry filtered in.

He doesn’t want me.

I waited too long.

That night wasn’t real.

My husband doesn’t want me.




The next day, I asked Jenna for the name of a lawyer.
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            The last two weeks had been hell. Absolute hell.

I woke up that morning in Vegas, alone, but not disappointed. Of course I’d wished I could have said bye to Michaela, held her one last time, kissed my fucking wife, but she left me a note and my pillows still smelled like her, so I laid back down and ran the night through my head.

The sex. The way we’d peeled back each other’s layers and touched the tender pieces. Her skin. The feeling that had come over me when I’d asked her to marry me. Becoming her husband. Making love to my wife. Falling asleep with her body snug in my arms.

I didn’t make rash decisions. My head was as level as they came. Michaela and I had gotten married while drunk, but I didn’t regret it.

I regretted the timing.

I sure as hell regretted that she had my number, but I didn’t have hers.

But I didn’t regret the gold ring on my finger. Not that morning. That came later.

The first phone call came when I stepped out of the shower. I dove for that sucker, hoping like hell it was Michaela. I picked up, breathless, like an overeager puppy.

“Hello?”

“Mo?” The voice was softer than Michaela’s, and something about it sent a shiver down my spine.

“Yes?”

“Oh, baby. I’ve missed you. Have you missed me?”

“Who the hell is this?” I gritted out.

“We met yesterday, in your dressing room. I’m very sorry I was too forward—”

I hung up and blocked her number. How crazy dancer chick had gotten mine was a mystery. I never gave it out. My sister, who was my personal assistant, fielded all my calls on another phone. This one was strictly personal. Maybe twenty people in the world had the number.

Fuck.

A text vibrated my phone. Different number, but not one programmed into my phone.

Mo, I miss you. Don’t ignore me!

I blocked that one too and put my phone on mute. I didn’t want to turn it off, not when I was waiting for Michaela to reach out, but damn, this chick was crazy. She’d ruined my high, brought me right back down to earth.




Two and a half weeks of straight-up bombardment. I had no idea how she did it. Was she cloning phone numbers? The faster I blocked the numbers, the faster she got new ones. Some days, I’d get ten texts from her. Some days, it was closer to a hundred. My phone had become my enemy, and not just because of Crazy Dancer Chick.

Michaela hadn’t called. She was my wife, and I had no way of getting in touch with her.

That wasn’t entirely true. I had Gabriel’s number. I could have called him, asked him to put me in touch with her. But I had pride. It wasn’t a whole lot, but I had some. I knew when I was being blown off.

She’d posted three times on Instagram. The first was the day after she left, a picture of the sun setting over a highway. Her caption: “Leaving old dreams behind to hurtle into the wide awake. Life on the road is all I know.” The second was of her profile and a stage behind her, workers moving around, getting it all set up, with the caption: “Cogs in the machine, making the magic happen. What city am I in again?” The third nearly killed me. It was a full-length picture of Michaela and Jenna Carter-Sotero standing beside a little folding table loaded with sushi. Michaela looked to be in the middle of a laugh, her head tipped back slightly, smile wide and sunny. Her hair was up, skin smooth and bare. She wore a T-shirt and jeans, boots on her feet. Nothing special, but my heart plummeted into my stomach anyway. Her caption: “Nothing better than a mid-tour chat with this queen. She always has words to the wise.”

Michaela was living her life, and I was stuck.

The killer was, I couldn’t talk to anyone about it. My sister was my go-to confidant, but this was beyond anything I could explain. I had no idea where to even begin, and quite honestly, I was pretty sure she’d strangle me if I told her I’d gotten married after one night in Vegas.

So, I’d spent two weeks isolated, lonely, missing a wife I was figuring out I didn’t really know, being tormented by a crazy woman, unsure of what to do.

I came to my breaking point exactly seventeen days after Vegas. It had been a day of nonstop calls and texting—and it was the smiley face that had done it. That fucking smiley emoji made me lose my shit and respond.

Missed me? :) I’ve missed you…

Me: You must be insane if you think I want anything to do with you. That night I met you in Vegas was the beginning of the worst period of my life. Leave me alone. Lose this number. I. DO. NOT. WANT. YOU. We don’t have some special connection. We are nothing to each other. Please, make both our lives a little easier and forget I exist. This is fucking pathetic.

As soon as the message went through and I saw it had been read, I hurled my phone against the wall, jumping up and down like a madman as it crashed to the ground.

No more Crazy Dancer Chick. Good fucking riddance. I’d swallow my pride and call Gabriel, have him pass my new number to Michaela if she wanted it. But for now, I could finally breathe.




A knock on my door woke me up. After I smashed my phone, I’d slept for nearly two days straight, and I was groggy as I tripped over my feet to answer. I cracked it open, and a dour-looking man stood on the other side, a manilla envelope in his hand.

“Moses Aronson?” he asked.

I frowned, my eyebrows creasing. “Yeah?”

He held out the envelope and a clipboard with a paper for me to sign. “You’ve been served. Please sign here.”

“Nah, I’m not signing until I know what the hell I’ve been served with.” I snatched the envelope from him and ripped it open, pulling out stacks of crisp, white sheets of paper. At the top, printed in bold, black ink, were the words: “Petition for Divorce.”

My vision went hazy for a second, then it turned red. I scrawled my signature just to get the guy to leave, no idea what I’d written.

I closed the door, scanning the papers, narrowing in on “Desertion.” I deserted her? Tight fists squeezed my lungs.

Anger stacked like Tetris blocks inside me, fitting into each crevice. In my kitchen, I tossed the stack of papers on the counter and filled a tumbler with whiskey. As soon as I let the amber liquid burn a hole in my throat, I launched the glass across the room, pumping my fist in the air when it shattered. Then I took the gold band I’d been carrying around in my pocket and tossed it in the garbage where it belonged.

It was easy to give in to the anger, because peeking out from behind it was a whole host of feelings I wanted nothing to do with. Anger was simple. Sadness and disappointment required examination, and I would not be taking a closer look tonight.

No, I’d give in to anger tonight. Tomorrow, I’d figure out what the hell I was going to do next.
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            Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit.

I’m pregnant.
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            The fact that I hadn’t wanted those eel rolls should have been my first clue. After all, I’d taken my emergency contraceptive like a good little irresponsible girl. Granted, once I’d bought it, I’d forgotten about it for several days, but still, I’d taken it.

I’d been tired for two months, but that hadn’t been my first clue either. Life on the road took its toll on everyone, so feeling run ragged hadn’t been anything new. The bone-deep weariness hadn’t abated when I’d gotten back home, but I’d always needed a while to get reacclimated to the real world, so I hadn’t thought anything of it.

It was my boobs that did it. My brother, Ansel, gave me one of his famous bear hugs. He did this after I put in a special request for it. They were his specialty, and he gave them pretty freely when asked.

“Ouch!” I cried, wiggling from his gloriously warm grasp.

He pulled back, eyebrows drawn in confusion. “I hurt you, Smalls?”

My brother was a behemoth. Before he started his own electronic dance music imprint at Shine Records, he’d played pro-football as an offensive lineman. We shared a father but had different mothers. We both got a kick out of telling strangers we were siblings. They’d look at Ansel, giant and Scandinavian-looking, and then me, petite and Black, and try to figure out how we could share DNA. We weren’t any more complicated than any other blended family, but the ten shades between our respective skin color always threw people for a loop.

I pressed my palm to my breast and winced. “Yeah. For some reason, my boobs are extra sensitive today.”

He cringed. “I don’t want to know about your boobs.”

My hands went to my hips. “You asked.”

My sister-in-law, Rosa, looked me up and down. “The only time my boobs hurt is when I’m pregnant. You have something to tell us, Mic?”

I pulled a sour face. “Nope. I haven’t had sex in so very long.” But the last time I did, it was very much unprotected. Oh shit.

She crossed her arms over her chest. I touched my stomach. My brother looked like he wanted to climb out the nearest window, except his ass was too big and he’d take the entire frame with him if he tried.

“I have extra tests upstairs,” Rosa said.

Now Ansel truly looked panicked. “Why? Why do you have extra tests?”

They had four kids, each more maniacal than the last. My brother had gotten the big snip after Logan came along. Thank goodness. Just this morning, the eighteen-month-old angel-devil baby figured out how to escape the house and get the door of the guest house out back—my house—open. I’d been awakened by him dive-bombing me in bed.

“Don’t worry, big man. They’re leftovers.” Rosa went up on her tiptoes, Ansel bent down, and they met in a sweet little kiss.

I kicked my toe against their hardwood floor. “I don’t want to take a test. I finished school forever ago. Nope. No more tests for me.” I was being childish and firm in my denial. If I was actually pregnant by the man I’d been trying to divorce the past two months...

I squeezed my eyes shut.

Rosa and I went upstairs to her bathroom. Logan was napping, and the other three kids were at summer camp, so the house was eerily quiet. My sister-in-law put two tests in my shaking hands.

“Are you going to watch?” I asked.

She rolled her eyes. “I’m not interested in seeing your vulva, but I do want to know the results of the test. If I leave you in here, you’ll dawdle, and then Logan will wake up, and I won’t be able to cuddle with you or jump up and down with glee. So get on with it.”

Once I peed on both sticks, it didn’t take long for two pink lines to appear. I wasn’t even surprised, not at this point. I sat on the closed toilet, pressing my fingers to my mouth.

“Shit.”

Rosa wrapped her arms around my shoulders. “Oh, mamacita…it’ll be okay. Just because you’re pregnant doesn’t mean you have to have a baby.”

“I know, I know, I know.” I leaned my head against her soft-from-four-babies stomach.

There was a soft knock on the door, then Ansel peeked inside. “What’s the news?”

“Knocked up,” I said.

He came in and kneeled in front of me, joining his wife in hugging me, careful of my breasts this time. “Ah, Smalls, we’ve got you, no matter what you decide to do.” He cuffed my chin. “Who’s the father?”

A tear leaked from my eye. Just one. That was all I’d be allowed…at least until later, when I could wallow in the privacy of my own bed.

“He’s a rocker.”

Rosa gasped. Ansel frowned. They knew my disdain for musicians. They’d had front row seats when the first one trampled all over my life.

“Are you together?” Rosa asked gently.

“No. It was a one-night thing. But…” I scrubbed my face with my hand. “I married him.”

Ansel’s big hands fell to my knees like anvils. “Okay, now I’m going to need a name, Smalls. If you’re married, he’s a shitty husband. I haven’t seen some rocker punk sneaking through my yard to visit you and you’ve been back a week.”

Rosa pushed his big brute of a shoulder. “Shush. When she wants to tell us, she will.”

I cupped my stomach. “We got married before the tour. God, I’ve got to be, like, three months along now.” I stood, looking at my profile in the mirror. My stomach was pretty flat still, but if I squinted, there might have been a slight protrusion.

Rosa stood beside me, her arms wound around my middle. “You might not show for a while...if you keep it.”

I turned to her, my sister in all but blood. Mother of maniacs, wife of a giant—I wanted to be like her when I grew up, and she was only three years older than me.

“I think I’ll keep it,” I whispered.

I didn’t know where that had come from, only that I was thirty-four and had always wanted a child of my own. This wasn’t the way I’d wanted it to happen, but here I was. If I didn’t keep this baby, I might not have another chance. And apparently, I was all about snap decisions these days.

“I’ll call my doctor. I bet they can squeeze you in tomorrow,” Rosa said.

I gripped her hand. “You cannot abandon me. I’m going to be so needy.”

She assured me she wouldn’t, then took out her phone to call her doctor.

Ansel palmed the top of my head like a grapefruit. “Are you going to tell the guy?”

I lifted a hand. “I kind of have to. We didn’t leave on a good note, but he needs to know he’s going to have a child wandering around in the world, even if he doesn’t want to be part of its life.”

Mo had blocked me from contacting him as soon as he’d sent me the nastiest words that had ever been uttered in my direction. And his lawyer had been giving mine the runaround about signing our divorce papers. I’d have to find a way to get in touch with him, though.

That would come later.

Ansel made a noise that sounded like a bear growling. “Tell me his name.”

I removed his hand from my head and gave it a squeeze. “I will. First, let me wrap my head around all this. Then I’ll decide how to proceed.”

Rosa made a whooping sound and rubbed her hands together. “They’re fitting you in first thing. Since I’m a frequent customer, the receptionist pulled some strings.”

I laughed, but it sounded empty.

“Can we not tell anyone yet?” I asked.

Ansel mimed zipping his lips. “I’m a vault.”

Rosa patted her husband’s arm. “No he isn’t, but I’ll keep an eye on him and make sure nothing slips.”

On top of being extremely close to each other, we were also close to our parents. In fact, Ansel’s mom, Astrid, lived next door, my dad lived across the street, and my mom lived two houses down from him. I’d never intended on winding up living in the guest house in my big brother’s back yard, but since I was gone so often, it made sense. The upside was I got to see my family a lot. The downside was I got to see my family a lot. They would want answers, and I didn’t have any to give.

Not yet.




Ansel and Rosa crowded around me in the dark room while Dr. Gupta squirted gel on my belly. I was kindly informed I seemed to be far enough along to avoid the internal ultrasound—thank goodness. I got a look at the tool that would have gone up my...never mind. I’d rather not think about it.

Dr. Gupta pressed the scanner low on my belly, just above my pubic hair, and something appeared on the screen. From the squeals Rosa made, it was something exciting.

“Oh my word, I see your little gummy bear,” Rosa said.

“Where?” I squinted, trying to decipher the shadows and blobs on the screen.

Thankfully, Dr. Gupta explained what I was seeing as she took measurements. She pointed out my uterus and the fetus’s tiny head and little round body.

“These are the arms and legs,” she said.

I gasped. “It has arms?” Okay, I knew that sounded dumb, especially for an aunt four times over, but this was truly all new to me. I’d buried my head in the sand for all of Rosa’s pregnancies, only emerging when the squishy baby did.

Dr. Gupta gave me a kind smile. “It does, indeed.” She pointed to an area on the little round torso which seemed to be flickering. “This is the heart. Let’s listen.”

“Heart?” I rasped. The whooshing sound that filled the room instantly became the best thing I’d ever heard. Tears pricked at my eyes. “Holy shit. This is real.”

Ansel leaned down and kissed my forehead. “Best niece or nephew ever.”

The doctor took some final measurements and printed out several pictures before wiping off my tummy and turning the lights back on. I sat up, feeling sort of like an entirely new person.

Dr. Gupta sat down on her stool in front of me. “You’re measuring where you thought you were, twelve weeks and three days. Before I go over everything, do you have questions?”

I cleared my throat and laid my hand on my stomach. “Uh, yeah. I took emergency contraceptive. Why didn’t it work?”

“Well, there can be several reasons. Not taking it soon enough is a big one. Also, if you had unprotected intercourse while you were ovulating, then the pills would not stop your egg from releasing. Would you like to discuss your options as to how you would like to proceed?”

“No.” I shook my head. “I’ve made up my mind. I want this baby, as surprising as it is.” I wondered if it would have Superman hair like Moses or my tight curls…or maybe a combination of both. That thought was nearly my undoing, but I managed to hold it together to listen to Dr. Gupta tell me everything I should be expecting over the next six months.




As we walked back out to Ansel’s SUV, he held my hand in his massive paw. “Scared, Smalls?”

I let out a dry bubble of a laugh. “So fucking terrified.”

Rosa held my other hand. “Are you going to tell the guy now? I took a video of the ultrasound on my phone so you can show him when you’re ready.”

“Definitely telling him. I just...this is going to sound bad, but I need to figure out how to contact him. He blocked me from his phone, then when I called from another phone, the number was disconnected. So...yeah.”

Ansel did that bear growl again. “You’re going to have to tell me this guy’s name.”

Rosa rolled her eyes. “So you can…what? Kill the father of Mic’s baby? Let her work it out.” She turned to me. “But also tell me that asshole’s name so I can send him a bag of dicks.”

She started muttering curse words in Spanish as she climbed into the car.

Ansel gave me a gentle hug, careful of my tender chest. “You don’t have to protect him. I’m not going to murder him. Ruin him? Yes. But not murder.”

I squished my cheek into his hard chest and sighed. “Ansel, I know you think you’re doing your big brother job, but stand down. I’m a grown-ass woman. I can murder the father of my child on my own, thank you very much.”

His laugh rumbled through me. “Yeah, you’re going to be okay.”
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            Icy cold water pouring down on my head broke me out of a sound sleep. Shocked and disoriented, my half-awake body rolled off my mattress onto the floor, then a foot connected with my ribs. “Wake up, deadbeat.”

My sister.

“What the fuckity fuck, Yael? Why are you in my apartment, dumping water on my head?”

My movements were slow. It took me a lot longer than it should’ve to sit up. Yael smirked, hands on her hips, making no effort to help her poor, drenched brother.

“Why do you look like you just proved something?” I asked.

“Other than your ass is a pathetic drunkard?”

I cupped my throbbing forehead. “Yeah. Other than that.”

She squatted in front of me, cocking her head. “Look, I can appreciate a good hangover. I’ve been there, man. We all know I have no room to look down on anyone’s proclivities. But you’re taking this drunk, artistic hermit vibe a little too far. You smell, you need a haircut, and I haven’t seen you in days.”

“What makes you think I want to see you?”

She huffed and flicked my nose. “You always want to see me.”

That was true. Our parents hadn’t been the lovey-dovey kind, but they had done one thing right continuously shoving Yael and I together. We were the living, breathing version of two peas in a pod.

She held her hand out, and when I took it, she helped haul me to my feet. “Go take a shower. I’ll change your disgusting sheets and make you breakfast. We’ll have a chat.”

I had someone who would change my sheets for me, but Yael knew that. She knew everything about me.

Except one thing.

I still hadn’t told her about Michaela. I didn’t even know what to say at this point. It had been three months since Vegas, and based on her Instagram, I knew she was back home. She’d posted a picture of herself lying in grass, with the caption, “The grass is always greener at home.” I’d nearly cracked my phone thinking about who’d taken the picture of her.

I stepped into the shower, and when the water hit me, I realized Yael was right. I smelled. I was a damn mess. This thing with Michaela had thrown me for such a loop, I didn’t know what to do with myself. The band was taking a short break while our drummer, Maeve, and our bassist, Santiago, enjoyed their newly married life. And we deserved it. We’d been touring and making records nonstop for years. A couple months off would do us some good, except I didn’t know what to do with myself.

So I drank. Partied. Stared at Michaela’s Instagram. Imagined what she was doing, who she was with. Wondered if she remembered the things we said to each other at our wedding and before we fell asleep.

Finally clean, I wrapped a towel around my waist and looked at myself in the mirror. I needed a shave and a haircut. I could use a smoke too. Yael wouldn’t judge if I lit up a joint over breakfast. Hell, she’d probably join in. She was a good sister like that.

On the counter, my phone lit up. An incoming call from an unknown number. My gut clenched in the same way it always did when I got calls like that. But Crazy Dancer Chick had been served with a restraining order and had pretty much faded out of my life.

Taking a chance, I answered. “Hello?”

“Hey. Um…hi. This is Michaela. Michaela Ashwood…”

My head started swimming the second I heard her voice. My face looked murky and far away in the mirror. “You think I wouldn’t recognize your voice, Michaela?”

She breathed. “It’s been a while. And we’ve never spoken on the phone.”

This woman wanted to divorce me. Had been actively trying for the last six weeks. I was so fucking angry at her, so betrayed, I couldn’t get my jaw to unclench long enough to speak.

“Well…I’m wondering if it would be possible to get together? There are a few things we should talk about. I don’t know where you are, but I’m at my brother’s place in New York. I could come to you, whatever is easier.”

I swore to all things holy, I went blind for a second. “You’re in the city?”

“Oh.” She let out a breathy laugh. “No, his house is in the suburbs. He rides the train in to work.”

“I’m in New York right now. Manhattan.” I’d relocated to New York full time after splitting my time between here and Baltimore for several years. We were in the same state, breathing the same damn air, and I’d had no idea. “Tomorrow night? I have a thing. We can meet there.”

She paused, and I heard rustling and shifting. “Okay. I can do that, as long as we’ll be able to talk…you know, alone.”

“Now you want to talk?”

“I know you don’t want to talk to me, Mo, but let’s be grownups, okay? For a few minutes?”

“Yep, yep. Let’s do that. I’ll text you the address. And, Michaela?”

“Yeah?”

“You might want to wear something other than a T-shirt and jeans. Maybe dress like a woman for a change.”

I felt like shit the second the words made their way past my lips, but my ego had been knocked down with a battering ram, and the monster that lived inside me wanted to knock her down too.

She sucked in a breath, then another. “I’m sorry I don’t live up to your rock star standards. I’ll try not to embarrass you.”

It was on the tip of my tongue to apologize, soothe away any hurt I’d caused, but I was too caught up in being angry with her to see past it.

“I’ll text you the time and address. See you tomorrow, Mickey.”

“Goodbye, Moses.”

I stood there, clutching the counter, trying to catch my breath. I’d known she would pop back into my life someday, with the cat and mouse game we’d been playing with the divorce papers she’d shoved at me, but I hadn’t been prepared for the reality of it.

Eventually, I got dressed and walked out into my living room, an unlit joint hanging from my lips. My boy and bandmate, Murray, was spread out on my couch, his skateboard under his feet. He must’ve gotten here while I’d been in the shower.

“The monster has risen,” he said, eyeing me.

He had no idea.

Rolling my eyes, I picked up the lighter from my coffee table and held it up to the end of the joint. Taking a puff, then another, I held it out to Murray, but he shook his head.

“I’m going skating after this. Skating high makes me paranoid.”

Yael emerged from the kitchen holding a plate and mug. “Your breakfast, sir.” She set it on the coffee table, then plucked the joint from my lips and placed it between hers, inhaling deeply. “Out with it. What’s crawled up your britches?”

Murray cackled. “Britches?”

She flipped him off. “I’ve been spending too much time with Maeve. Her Georgia is wearing off on me.”

“It’s adorable,” Murray said.

Yael flipped him off again.

They bickered for a while, and I ate the omelet my dear, brash sister had made for me. I considered spilling my guts, but my guts were fiery and raw, so I kept holding it all in, just like I’d been doing since I woke up alone in that hotel room.

“Anyone heard from Santi?” I asked.

“He emailed and said he and Maeve were going on a road trip. They’re driving from Baltimore to the Grand Canyon, which is my own personal hell, but I’m certain they’ll be adorable,” Yael said.

“I thought I was your personal hell,” Murray said.

She gave him a withering look, and he laughed. “Hell has many layers. Ever read Dante? You’d be the eighth circle.”

He squinted at her. “What’s that one? Lust?”

She turned toward me, face stony. “Your friend is harshing my mellow.”

I palmed her face. “You have never been mellow once in your life.”

Yael and I met Murray when our parents uprooted us from our childhood home in Long Island and moved us down to Baltimore for our dad’s work. She’d been starting her junior year of high school, and I’d been a senior. She met Murray first, and she was pissed when I stole him, but that was the last time they’d gotten along. I wasn’t naive, didn’t think it was impossible there were some type of feelings between them that created this tension, but Murray knew better than to ever touch my sister. Not because I’d kill him for it—although I would—but because Yael would chew him up, spit him out, and convince him he’d loved it.

Yael and I passed the joint back and forth until there was no possible harshing of either of our mellows. Murray got out one of my guitars and played us some music.

“Have you been writing any new material?” he asked.

“Nah, not really. I’m waiting for Santi to get back. He takes my random words and makes them make sense.”

He tapped his fingers on the guitar. “We should jam anyway. It’s been too long. All I do is ride my board and fuck around. I need direction.”

I chuckled. “I’m right there with you.”

“You guys should write a song together about your epic bromance,” Yael said as she rubbed her hand down her face.

Murray shook his head. “You’re quite the pair.” He got up and tucked his board under his arm. “I’m gonna head out. Want to come?”

For a second, I was tempted, but I felt like I weighed a thousand pounds. There was no way I was dragging my body off this couch. “Next time. Have fun.”

He jerked his chin. “Cheer up, Moses. Bye, cool girl.”

Yael’s middle finger was lethargic, but she got it up. “Bye, Alex.” Everyone called Alex Murray by his last name—except Yael. She never had told me why she wouldn’t. And she never would. She did things her way and never felt the need to explain herself.

“Should we watch something stupid and eat Doritos?” she asked.

Closing my eyes, I let myself smile. “Yeah. Haven’t had a better offer in years.”
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            “Goddammit, I look pregnant!”

Rosa scrunched her nose. “Well...there's something I need to tell you.”

I pressed my fingers into my temples. “I don’t want him to see the bump before I tell him.”

“Men are dumb. If he notices a bump, he’ll probably assume you just had a big taco.”

I laughed and flopped down on my bed. “That was oddly specific.”

“I know how you feel about tacos.” She sat next to me, poking my mini-bump. “Just wear jeans and a T-shirt. It’s not like you’re trying to impress this guy.”

I wasn’t trying to impress Mo, and the spiteful voice in my head said I should show up wearing pajamas with my middle fingers pointing up as my accessories. But, as much as it pained me, I just couldn’t walk in there looking like a hag. He had texted me the address of a penthouse in Manhattan, saying some record exec had invited him to a small party there.

“All my jeans are getting too tight. I had to do the hairband trick for the button today.”

In the ten days since my ultrasound, my body had changed. It was as if once I’d acknowledged the presence of the being in my womb, it felt free to make itself known. I had a full-time bump now—albeit still pretty small—and my boobs had grown a cup size.

Rosa popped up from my bed. “I have an adorable dress you can wear. Be right back.” She darted out of my guest house, skating past the pool into the main house. My stomach fluttered with nerves and apprehension. I had no clue how Mo would take the news, and I really didn’t know how it would feel seeing him. He’d been done with me for a long time, but I…

No. I was done with him too, at least romantically. I’d have to be friendly with him as the father of my child, but that was all.

Rosa returned with a dress that looked like a sack attached to spaghetti straps, waving it around in front of me. “I know it doesn’t look like much on the hanger, but try it on anyway.”

I slipped the hot pink cotton over my head and looked in the full-length mirror hanging on the back of my door. The dress only hit mid-thigh, but hung loose on my frame. When I turned sideways, my bump was hidden under the fabric.

“It’s short,” I said.

“Your legs are hot. Show them off. Make him drool and regret ever letting you go.”

I turn from side to side in the mirror. “Are you sure this is okay?”

“You look amazing, Mic.” She smoothed her hands over my curls. “You’re so brave, girl. Gonna be the best mama ever.”

We hugged each other fiercely before she patted my bum, told me to put on some lipstick, and wished me luck.




I found the address easily and pulled into the attached parking garage.

Me: I’m here. I just parked. Coming up in a minute.

Mo: Cool.

Oh, so we were playing the unaffected game. Well, I knew that one…I just wasn’t great at it. My hand shook as I added another swipe of plum gloss to my lips. Someone knocked on my car window, and I nearly jumped out of my skin.

It was only Craig.

I opened the door into him and climbed out. “Fancy seeing you here, Craig.”

He cleared his throat, looking down on me. “It’s Mac, ma’am.”

I patted his suited chest, and he stiffened, which made me smile. Craig was so serious.

“Look, I know it’s an asshole thing to call you by something other than your name, so I won’t do it anymore if you don’t want me to. But I’m having kind of a weird, terrifying day, and calling you Craig, even in my head, is making me laugh.”

He exhaled through his nose, a tiny bit of tension leaking out of him. “You can call me Craig if it makes you happy, ma’am.”

His pinched expression told me it pained him to say that, but the offer was so sweet, I beamed at him. “Thanks, Mac.”

He escorted me to the top floor of a very tall building, and even before the elevator doors slid open to the penthouse, the booming bass of EDM filtered through. My brother would have been thrilled to hear his favorite music blasting, but it wasn’t my thing at all.

The elevator opened to a sprawling apartment. Or…I assumed it was sprawling. The place was packed wall-to-wall with very beautiful people. Mac laid his palm on the middle of my back, guiding me through the masses.

“Do you know where he is?” I called over the music.

“He was on the deck when he sent me to collect you,” he replied.

Moses was still on the deck, which was really part of the roof. Blue pool lights gave the entire area a glow, but Mo glowed the brightest. That could have been due to the lit joint between his lips or the shiny, nearly naked girls crawling all over him.

I had to stop walking and press my fingers to my mouth for fear of throwing up all over this very beautiful penthouse.

“Are you okay?” Mac asked.

“No. Not really.”

“I understand.” He moved ahead of me, clearing the path, alerting Mo to my presence. His eyes were on me as I made my way over, and I crossed my fingers my little bump was still indiscernible under my dress. The last thing I wanted was to make some public announcement—and we were pretty damn public right now.

Mac scraped a chair across the bumpy surface of the deck and placed it across from Moses. He guided me into it, and with my mind all over the place, it was easiest to let him put me where he thought I should go.

“Thank you, Mac.”

He patted my shoulder. “Let me know if you need anything.”

“He’s not Craig anymore?” Moses asked.

I shrugged. “He said I could call him that, so it kind of took the fun out of it.”

“I’ve been calling him Craig since Vegas. He never once gave me permission, and I’m the one who signs his paychecks.”

I licked my lips, unsure of how to proceed. The man across from me was a stranger, but he was also the father of my baby and someone I’d cared about enough during our one night together to marry.

So, I went for smartass, which was my default. “I doubt you’re the one signing his paychecks. Although, I can picture your checkbook now. I bet your checks have Minions or something equally adorable.”

Mo gazed back at me with heavy lids and an impassive expression. “Ah, she brought jokes tonight.”

One of the many women surrounding him—touching him, invading the space that was rightly mine—made a little giggle-snort, and Mo grazed a knuckle down her cheek before turning his attention back to me.

His eyes took a lazy path from the wedges on my feet all the way to my curls spilling down my shoulders. “You look good, Mickey.”

I cringed at his use of my nickname. “You look like crap, Moses,” I said, though it wasn’t completely true.

Even in the dim light, it was hard to miss his bloodshot eyes and overgrown scruff, but his hair looked freshly cut and styled, a wave falling down on his forehead. “You have Superman hair.”

The girl cuddled up beside him in his lounge chair giggled again. “Oh, you do!” she squealed, shoving her hand through his hair like she had done so a dozen times. Mo gave her a smile so indulgent and intimate, I had to swallow the bile rising from my throat.

It was one thing to receive a text telling me he wanted nothing to do with me, but to see the evidence in person…it was too much. My heart was a lump of coal in my chest. This aching feeling could not possibly be good for the baby.

“This was a mistake.” I hurried inside, through the crowd, and down a dark hallway. I entered through the first door I passed, finding a bright, shiny-clean bathroom.

Leaning over the counter, I pressed one hand to my belly, the other holding me upright. I had truly believed we could do this the mature way. I would tell him, he’d react one way or the other, and we’d work out what we needed to work out. But that was clearly impossible. The Moses I thought he was didn’t exist, which made me question whether I even wanted him in this baby’s life.

I couldn’t keep this a secret, but there was no way in hell I was telling him tonight—not while he was high and cruel. Perhaps a letter from my lawyer would be the best way. That would give him time to decide on his own what he wanted to do.

Resolute, I took a breath and opened the bathroom door. Before I could register what was happening, Mo pushed his way inside and covered my mouth with his. His hands cradled my face gently. His mouth was rough and savage. Teeth scraped my bottom lip, biting, tugging.

I was frozen. In shock. But he felt so good, when he urged my lips to part with his tongue, I opened for him and met him with a moan. He didn’t take it easy on me, and I didn’t want him to. This was pure, raw lust mixed with anger on both our parts.

I gripped the front of his shirt, balling it in my fists. His chest was hard, hot, unyielding.

Mo groaned, low and feral, tilting my head so he could kiss me from another angle. Deeper, harder, more intense. One hand grasped the back of my hair, holding me in place, while the other moved down my throat to my chest. As easy as breathing, he slipped his hand inside the bodice of my dress and squeezed my breast. He wasn’t gentle, and I was still so sensitive, I let out an involuntary yelp.

Undeterred, he pinched my nipple hard, and I cried out in both pain and pleasure. There was a heaviness between my legs I hadn’t felt in a long time. It made me feel reckless, like I might lift up my skirt and invite Moses to come inside.

He released my hair to skate his free hand down my side, coming dangerously close to the new bulge in my abdomen. Though I was swept up in the heat pulsing between us, I remained aware enough to redirect him to my ass. He easily went, digging his fingers into my flesh.

When his mouth dragged down my jaw and throat, warming my skin, I breathed deep, catching a nose full of fake flowers. I inhaled again. The scent was so strong, my stomach twisted in revulsion.

I shoved at him with all the force I could muster, sending him stumbling back into the door. He swiped his lips with the back of his hand and scowled at me. “What the fuck, Michaela?” He was breathless, eyes cloudy, chest heaving.

“You smell like cheap perfume. Don’t touch me.” My boob was halfway out of my dress, so I straightened it and wiped my own mouth.

He ran a hand over his face, looking so utterly confused and tormented, I almost faltered. But the scent of the women who’d been all over him was burned in my nose, and I left that bathroom with a tiny bit of pride intact.

Mo caught my wrist in the hallway. “You’re leaving? After all that, you’re just walking out?”

One look at his mussed Superman hair, which hadn’t been caused by me, and the answer was clear. “Isn’t that what you wanted?”

He sighed, still holding onto me. “I’m high and stupid, but I don’t want you to leave. Don’t we need to talk?”

“Not while you’re high and stupid and reeking of other women. You’re free to do what you want, but that doesn’t mean I want it rubbed in my face…quite literally.”

My hand dropped when he suddenly released it. For a second, a flash of pain and sadness crossed Mo’s otherwise stoic face. It happened so fast, I wondered if I’d imagined it.

“This was a mistake,” he murmured, echoing my own words.

He allowed me to push past him, and Mac met me at the elevator. I wondered if Mo had texted him to tell him to escort me down to my car, and the thought made my chest tighten.

“Are you all right, ma’am?”

“No, I’m not.” I inhaled a deep, shuddering breath and smiled at Mac. “I guess you’re used to this kind of behavior.”

His face betrayed nothing, and neither did his words. “I’m not at liberty to discuss Mr. Aronson’s personal life.”

“Even with his wife?”

Mac didn’t even blink. “No, not even then. In the same way anything you say to me is private.”

I pointed to my belly. “This?”

He nodded. “Yes, that would be private.”

“Is it that obvious? I thought this tent dress hid it well.”

Mac appeared vastly uncomfortable with this line of conversation, but he answered me anyway. “When my wife was pregnant, she often rested her hands on her stomach without even being aware she was doing so.”

That had me looking down. And yep, my hands were resting on my tiny bump. “I guess I gave myself away.”

“Only to me. I don’t think you have anything to worry about.”

The elevator doors slid open, and I let out a dry laugh. “Oh, Craig. You’re funny. I have so damn much to worry about.”





        

    



        
            
                
                    
                        Chapter Eleven

                    

                    

            

        

        







                        Moses

                    

                    

                

            

        

        
            It took some calls, but I finally found out through Jenna where Michaela lived. The only reason she gave me her address was because she admitted to giving Michaela my phone number the previous week. As I drove my car through the quiet suburb, each side of the road lined with million-dollar homes, I had trouble picturing her here. Guess her brother was rich.

I pulled up in front of the Spanish-style mansion that looked more like it belonged in California than New York, though it was nice. Huge, old trees partially blocked it from the street, providing shade from the blistering summer sun.

I got out of the car, grabbing the manilla envelope filled with papers my lawyer had sent to me this morning. Resigned over what was to come, I walked up the stone walkway and rang the doorbell. It took a few minutes, but the door was finally opened by a curly-haired kid in swim trunks.

“Hi.” Bright red ringed his mouth. It looked like a Popsicle.

“Hey, I’m Mo. Is Michaela here?” I tried to peer around him to see if any adults were in sight, but he grabbed the hem of my T-shirt.

“I’m Jason and I’m seven. My aunt Michaela is out back. Are you friends with her? Did you know she lives here, but only sometimes? She goes to concerts for her job. My dad makes music too. So does my grandpa. Not my abuelo, though. He’s retired and lives in the Dominican Republic. Did you know it’s an island? I’ve been there loads of times. My mama says I can stay there next summer. All summer. I have to practice swimming first. Aunt Michaela is teaching me, but mama says I have to be careful and not jump on her anymore. Can you believe we’re going to have another baby? We already have four, what’s one more? That’s what Papa says.”

Whoosh, this little dude talked a lot. I could barely keep up. How were his parents having a fifth kid? Were they all like this? Kids weren’t my thing, but this one seemed especially extra.

The kid tugged me through the house as he shared his life story. This place was massive, making me wonder what exactly his dad did in music.

Jason led me through the kitchen, still holding onto the front of my shirt. “Everyone’s out there.” He pushed open a French door and made a run for it, leaving me standing on a brick patio. The bright sun blinded me, and all I could hear was children screeching and splashing. Once my eyes adjusted, I took in my surroundings.

Green, green grass—must’ve been the grass Michaela had laid in for her Instagram picture—and an oval pool in the center, surrounded by a black fence. Beyond that was a small house, built in the same style as the one I’d just been dragged through.

A toddler streaked by in his birthday suit, and a short, tan woman in a bikini, a long ponytail flowing down her back, chased after him. Familiar laughter drew my attention to the pool. Just above the fence, there was Michaela, her head bobbing.

Following the stone path that cut through the immaculately manicured lawn, I pulled open the gate and stepped inside. My stomach churned with a mix of nerves and lingering anger.

Michaela was dancing in a bikini. Her back was to me, her hands over her head as she shimmied her hips. The sun glinted off her acres of smooth brown skin. I was certain she smelled like candied almonds and chlorine, just as I was certain she wouldn’t let me close enough to confirm.

A girl who looked a little older than Jason danced and laughed with her.

Like she was the moon and I was the ocean, she pulled me in, my feet moving toward her without any conscious direction from me.

“Michaela.”

She whipped around fast, eyes wide and wild. “What the hell, Moses! What are you doing here?”

“Jason brought me back here.”

Michaela turned her head to look at her nephew splashing around in the pool, and I looked at her. Alcohol and weed had clouded my memory of her last night. I knew she’d been beautiful, gorgeous, stunning. She’d dressed up, even though I was being an asshole when I told her not to wear jeans. The sight of her in that pink dress, legs for days, tits made for dreams, had led me to do shit I never should’ve done. Never should’ve touched her, kissed her, wanted her to stay.

And now, she was in front of me, barely dressed, and my tongue felt too big for my mouth. Her breasts looked so full in her yellow bikini top, they spilled out the top a little. My hands twitched, remembering how damn good they felt last night.

“Who’s this, Aunt Michaela?” The girl, who I assumed was her niece, wrapped her arms around Michaela’s middle from behind her, drawing my gaze down.

To her stomach. And the girl’s hand gently rubbing the little round bulge there.

Michaela patted her niece’s hand. “This is Mo, my old friend.”

The girl inspected me again, shrugged like I was the least interesting thing she’d seen lately, and took a flying leap into the pool.

Before I could formulate any kind of response, a dude who looked like he should be named Sven and carrying either an ax or a football came striding toward us, fire in his eyes. He stopped beside Michaela, wrapping a proprietary arm around her shoulders.

“We have a visitor,” he rumbled.

“This is Moses Aronson,” Michaela said.

He looked down at her, his brows pinched. “Is he…?”

She nodded. “Yes.” She jerked her thumb over her shoulder. “I’m going to take him home.”

“Are you sure? I can come with you.”

There was an easy intimacy between the two of them that made the edges of my vision tinge red. The way he touched her, the soft look in her eyes when she smiled at him…my fists clenched, crinkling the forgotten envelope I held.

“No. It’s fine. I’ll tell you if I need you.” She squeezed his hand, then stepped out of his embrace toward me. “Let’s go talk.”

If she hadn’t picked up my hand and given it a tug, I wasn’t sure I would have moved from the spot I’d become rooted. But I walked beside her, toward the cottage at the back of the property. I had a thousand questions, but I couldn’t stack them in any certain order. They all rushed to get out, to be asked, clogging in the funnel of my throat.

Her little cottage was cool inside, a reprieve from the summer heat. It was decorated just like the main house, with porcelain tiles on the floor and white, textured walls. There wasn’t a whole lot to it. The small kitchen and living area were one compact room, while the bedroom was only separated by a screen.

“Sit. I’m going to put some clothes on. I’ll be back in a second.” She rushed off down the short hall and disappeared behind the screen.

I threw down the envelope and exhaled. I had no fucking clue what was going on, but I was pretty damn sure Michaela was pregnant. Either that or she’d eaten a giant taco this morning.

She reappeared a minute later, curls piled on top of her head, a white tank top covering her bikini, and loose, black shorts on the bottom. She smoothed her hand over her stomach, confirming my suspicion.

“I guess I know why you wanted a divorce,” I said. “Fuck, Michaela, couldn’t you have just told me you’d met someone else? Even if it had to be through lawyers, a note telling me you were firmly with some Viking would have been real fucking nice.”

Her face went through five different emotions in under ten seconds. Her eyes widened, then her brows pinched into a tight line. Then her eyes widened again, and her mouth curved until she let out a throaty laugh. “You’re kidding, right? You think Ansel is my boyfriend?” She snorted like a damn pig, holding her little belly as she kept right on laughing.

“Come on, Mic...I realize I said something stupid, but you gotta enlighten me. I’ve been waiting for months to finally get to see you again, and now...don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re pregnant, right?”

That sobered her. Her nose scrunched, and despite the situation, I found it fucking adorable. Hell, even her little round belly was adorable, and it was stark evidence she’d never belonged to me.

“Yeah, Moses, I’m pregnant. It was a pretty big surprise.” She moved over to the couch, tucking herself against the armrest. She patted the cushion beside her. “Come sit down and let me tell you a story about genetics.”

My knees were feeling pretty damn weak, so I did as she asked, leaving a cushion between us. Twisting to the side, I faced her. “Guess I’m ready.”

“Okay. So, once upon a time, a man named Lars Ashwood married a woman named Astrid Karsten. Lars was tall, blond, and Viking-like. Astrid could have passed as one of those Swedish bikini models from the eighties. They reproduced once, thirty-seven years ago, before divorcing. Then Lars fell in love with Gabrielle Ellis, a stunning R&B singer from New York. Lars was still Viking-like, and Gabrielle was a curvy, gorgeous black woman. They reproduced once, thirty-four years ago. Lars’s first child looks a lot like him, but with his mother’s white-blonde hair. Lars’s second child—the superior one, if I do say so myself—looks a lot like him too, but with her mother’s coloring and fantastic ass.” She slapped her legs twice. “That concludes today’s lesson. Do you get it?”

I rubbed the line between my eyebrows. That line had not been there before all this bullshit began, but since I hadn’t stopped frowning in months, it was permanently etched into my skin. “The guy...Ansel…?”

She rolled her eyes. “He’s my brother. This is his house. Those kids out there are his. The woman chasing the naked baby is his wife, Rosa. I can say, with one-hundred percent certainty, he was not the one to knock me up.”

“How many months are you?”

Reaching out, she let her fingertips brush my hand. “I’m fourteen weeks. A little over three months. It’s yours, Mo.”

“What?” The air evaporated from my lungs. I need more. More words, more information, just more to make me understand. “What? Tell me, Mic.”

“I found out about two weeks ago, when I got back from the tour. I was in full-on denial, I think, because when I look back on it, all the symptoms were there. Also, I did take emergency contraceptive, but I guess I waited too long. Anyway, it took me a while to track down your new number, and then a few days to get the guts to use it. I had planned on telling you last night, but then everything happened.”

“When were you going to tell me then?”

“I hadn’t worked that out, but I wasn’t going to keep it from you. I thought maybe I’d send a letter through my lawyer.” She chewed on her bottom lip, and her eyes went shiny. “I know you’re probably in shock right now and that’s fair. I made the decision on my own to go forward with this pregnancy. You don’t have to be involved at all, if that’s your choice. Nothing has to be decided today.”

I pressed the heel of my hand into my eye. A tornado of emotions and feelings twisted inside me. Nothing was clear. How to proceed, what to say, how I could have made such a massive mistake with a woman I barely knew.

A woman who didn’t want me.

A woman I’d mistaken for my home.

“How long did it take you to decide?” I asked.

“To keep it? Not long. That doesn’t mean you can’t think about what you want your role to be, if any. It’s not a competition.”

I exhaled and steepled my hands beneath my chin. “I need a minute, okay? Not to decide. I have a kid coming. I’m going to be its dad. That’s not in question, so please don’t doubt me. I just need a minute for this to settle in.”

“Okay. I’m going to get a snack. Let me know when you’re ready.”

Michaela moved around her small kitchen, and my eyes followed. I couldn’t seem to take them off her. Watching her fill a glass with water and take out a bag of cookies was fascinating. Her body had barely changed, but now that I knew what to look for, it was so damn obvious. How had I not seen it last night?

High. Drunk. Stupid. Got it.

As she ate a cookie, her eyes landed on the envelope I’d dropped in the kitchen. She raised her head, eyebrows up. “Are these our divorce papers? Did you finally sign?”

The excitement lacing her questions had me shooting to my feet and snatching it up. “Nope. We’re not talking about that today. I gotta wrap my head around the baby. Can’t think about anything else.”

I took a cookie from the bag and shoved it in my mouth, surprised when the flavor hit my tongue. “Gingersnaps?”

“Yes.” She bit her own cookie. “They’re the one thing I’ve been craving.”

“Are you okay? I mean, feeling okay? I’m sure your head’s gotta be fucked up.”

“I’m fine. My boobs are crazy sensitive and I pass out by ten, but I still feel pretty normal.” She turned to the side, leaning her hip on the counter. “My head isn’t fucked up. There’s a lot to consider, and my life is going to change in a big way…which, yeah, is scary, but I’ve had a couple weeks to ease into this.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t hear much beyond your boobs being sensitive. Let’s discuss that.” I would’ve regretted saying it, but Michaela laughed and gave my arm a shove, so I figured she didn’t mind it too much.

“That’s how I ended up taking the pregnancy test. Ansel gave me a big hug, and I thought I was going to die from the pain. Thank god Rosa was there, forcing me to pee on a stick, or I might’ve ended up on one of those shows where the woman goes to the hospital thinking she has kidney stones and gives birth to a nine-pound baby.”

I glanced down at the roundness of her stomach, my hands now twitching to hold her there. “I don’t think you could have denied that for very long.”

“I don’t know. A brain’s defense mechanisms are pretty strong. When it’s easier to believe the opposite of the truth, we can convince ourselves of it.”

Michaela sounded so cool, collected, mature. Meanwhile, my brain was on fire. Jokes were my defense mechanism, but I was fresh out of funny. Inside, I was half heartbroken, disappointed, still fucking angry, and the other half elated, terrified, so fucking confused.

My fight or flight instinct had kicked in, but there was nothing to fight. It was only me and this beautiful woman with my kid in her belly. I couldn’t reconcile how I could be so angry with her for not wanting to be my wife after what we shared with the almost overwhelming need I had to gather her in my arms and keep all my promises to her.

I stole another cookie and bit into it. It tasted like cardboard. “Can I...will you hate me if I leave? I need to leave for a while.”

Michaela shut down in an instant, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “Sure. Leave.”

“I’m gonna come back. I just need some time.” I scratched the back of my neck. “Is it okay if I tell Yael?”

“Yes, of course. I’d rather you not, you know, put out a press release, but you can tell whoever you think should know. It’s your baby, if you want this.”

Whatever headway I’d made in her esteem had been destroyed. And I got that. But I needed to leave before I said more stupid shit.

“Okay.” I bowed my head, rightly pretty damn ashamed of myself. “I’ll text, but you can text or call if you need anything.”

She huffed. “Sure.” Something in her tone made me want to pause, but the panic in my bones propelled me out of her little house.

This time, I made my way around the pool, finding a path next to the main house. I was almost back to my car when a heavy hand came down on my shoulder.

“Wait up. Let’s talk.”

I turned to look up at the giant man I now knew was Michaela’s brother. The family resemblance had kicked in now that I knew who he was.

They both had the same angular jaws, although Ansel’s looked like it had been molded from dinosaur bones, while Michaela’s was delicate and feminine. They also shared eye shape, and if Ansel ever smiled in my vicinity, I suspected I’d see similarities there too.

Their frowns weren’t too unalike either. Although, Ansel’s had murder in it.

“Hey.” I stuck out my hand, and he shook it with brute force before crossing his tree-trunk arms over his boulder chest.

“Listen, I don’t know how you left things with my sister, but I’ve really got to do the big brother thing here. If you hurt her, I won’t be happy. But if you mess up this baby’s life—”

“I won’t,” I interjected.

He held up one broad hand. “Let me say my piece. Michaela and I are tight. If you’re not going to be around, our family will be here, helping her at every step. The kid won’t want for anything, attention, love, time. That’s how we do. But I’ve got four kids of my own, so I know what it means to be a dad. It’s a big deal, man. You cannot be halfway in, or you will screw up this kid.”

He stepped closer, and any lightness in his eyes evaporated.

“And if you screw up, hurt the kid, don’t stand up like you should, then I will be there. I don’t know if you’re aware of who I am, or who our dad is, but when I say I will ruin you, don’t take it lightly. You think long and hard about if you’re really ready to be a dad. Not a fun-time dad, but a stay-up-all-night-covered-in-shit dad. Don’t come back here unless you’re prepared to go all in. If you are, this family will welcome you, whether you and Michaela are together or not. That’s also how we do.”

I could’ve said a lot of things, but I didn’t. I took in what he said, threats and all, and held it inside to mull over when I was alone.

I was numb.

Feeling everything.

Terrified.

Inexplicably happy.

I couldn’t concentrate on one emotion long enough to really feel it. Instead, I nodded at Ansel, more like a robot than a real boy. “Thank you, Ansel. You have a beautiful home, and from what I saw, a kickass family.”

I gave him another nod, then got in my car and drove away.
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            Yael was already at my apartment when I got back. I hadn’t called her. She’d let herself in like she had a tendency to do. I’d texted Murray to meet me at my place, and he showed up a few minutes later.

Collapsing on what Yael had once called the ugliest armchair ever made, I exhaled for what felt like a few hours. Murray took a seat on the opposite end of the couch where Yael was lounging with her legs slung over the arm.

“I need to talk to you about something kind of big,” I said, addressing them both.

“Oh shit.” Yael popped up. “Do I need a beer for this?”

I sighed, shoving my hand through my hair. “Honestly, a beer might be required for all of us.”

Yael brought three bottles back from the kitchen and handed them out. She sat on the coffee table directly in front of me, looking at me with narrowed eyes while I took a long pull of my drink.

“You okay, man?” Murray crossed his ankle over his knee, holding his bottle loose between two fingers.

“I’m having a baby.” There, Band-Aid off.

Yael’s face transformed into a smile, and she swatted my stomach. “Awww, just because you’re getting soft doesn’t mean you look pregnant. A couple crunches and you’ll be back in fighting shape.”

“First, that’s harsh.” I rubbed a hand over my stomach, making sure it was still gym-hard. “Second, untrue.”

“Wait—shit, are you saying you got a girl pregnant?” Murray asked.

Yael let out a laugh. “What? No.” She looked at me. “Alex isn’t right, is he?”

“He just said he’s having a baby. I’m not sure how that can be misinterpreted,” Murray replied.

“The answer is yes, I got a girl pregnant. Michaela. Do you remember her? She managed our Asia tour a couple years ago.” I took out my phone to show them a picture of her from Instagram, but got distracted when I saw I had a text from her.

“Yeah, of course I remember her. Didn’t know you were together,” Murray said.

“It’s sorta complicated,” I said absently, opening the text.

“You’re not kidding, right? Why is my face so hot?” Yael rolled her bottle across her forehead.

Michaela: I thought you might like to see this. Turn the sound on. This was 12 weeks, so the baby’s bigger now. The size of a lemon, if you can believe it. Anyway, my sister-in-law took this video at my appointment. The flicker in the middle is the heart. Make sure to turn your sound on. The doctor laughed at me because I expressed shock that our fetus already had arms and legs. Okay, I’ll leave you alone now.

“She sent me a video of the ultrasound,” I said, more to myself.

“Can I see?” Murray crossed the room and knelt down beside my chair to look over my shoulder, while Yael moved to my other side, practically sticking her head in front of my face. I palmed her forehead, shoving her back, the same way I’d done since we were little kids. Fuck, I felt like a kid, and here I was, having one.

I pressed play, turning the volume all the way up.

Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh.

“Is that a heartbeat?” Yael’s voice sounded far away.

Something came over me, like a primal instinct leftover from when our ancestors’ knuckles dragged the ground. Whatever it was, an alarm started sounding in my skull, telling me this was my baby, and it was my duty to provide anything—everything. To protect this little life with my own.

Murray pointed at the screen. “Holy shit, are those legs?”

“Of course they are,” Yael admonished.

Two arms, two legs, a beating heart. This was my kid.

The video panned from the screen to Michaela lying on a doctor’s bed. It zoomed in on her face as she watched the screen, her lips parted in awe. Then, she looked directly at the camera, and the smile that spread across her face cracked my chest in two.

“Awww, there’s your baby mama,” Murray said. “Impending motherhood is doing Michaela good. She’s got the glowy thing happening.”

“Play it again, Mo. I liked it.” Yael leaned in and kissed the side of my head. “Did you like it?”

“Yeah. It’s fucking crazy, but I’m probably going to watch this a few dozen times tonight. Not sure I’ll be able to get enough.”

We watched the video two more times, analyzing the movements and rhythm of the heartbeat. Murray was convinced he could see a penis, but Yael googled and read aloud things like “genital tubercle” and “nub theory,” and we all agreed not to talk about it anymore.

My sister squeezed herself next to me in my chair and circled her arms around my shoulders. “Let’s get the easy part out of the way. You are going to be a kickass dad. This is earlier than any of us imagined this happening, but I have zero doubts you’ll pull through, like you’ve always pulled through for me.”

“Yep.” Murray ruffled my hair, noogie style, before returning to his spot on the couch. “You’re like the dad of the band. I get it’s nowhere near the same, but you’re the guy who thinks shit through, makes sure everyone is okay, would give someone your shirt even if it meant you’d freeze. I’m pretty confident you’re going to have this.”

“Alex is correct.” Yael patted my cheek and slid out of the chair, plopping down on the couch too. “Agreeing with Alex is making me feel icky. Let’s talk about Michaela. From what I remember, she’s maybe...a little bit older?”

“She is,” I confirmed. “She’s in her thirties. She’s got this big, big career, and a tight family. But she wants this baby, and she told me I don’t have to be involved if I don’t want to be.”

“And you...what?” Yael raised her eyebrows, waiting for me to tell her how heroically I’d acted. Too bad that wasn’t even close to reality.

“I told her I wanted to be in the kid’s life, then I told her I had to leave.” With my elbows on my knees, I cradled my face in my hands. I had no idea what the correct response to the situation was, but mine wasn’t it.

Murray groaned. “You ran out on her?”

“Basically.”

Yael calmly got up, walked over to me, flicked my nose, then returned to her seat. “Don’t make me ashamed of you, Moses.” She took out her phone. “Tell me her address. I’m going to send her flowers.”

“No. I’ll do something for her,” I said.

“They’re from me, jackass. I’m going to be an aunt! I want to tell Michaela how excited I am about that.”

I was pretty surprised Yael wasn’t berating me right now. I’d expected her to give me a hard time, to question whether Michaela had trapped me, or any sort of cynical remark. What I hadn’t expected was Yael to be excited. Not in a million years. My sister was my best friend, but she was dry and reluctant to express many emotions beyond random flares of anger toward Murray.

“That’d be nice.” I rattled off the address for her.

“Add my name to the card,” Murray said, laughing when Yael flipped him off.

“I have to tell you something else,” I said.

Yael’s fingers paused as she looked up from her phone. “What?”

“We’re married.”

Yael’s face crumpled in confusion. “Wait, what? Didn’t you just find out about the baby today? Did you carry her over your shoulder to the courthouse?”

“I’m pretty sure this is the complicated portion of the story,” Murray said.

“It is.” Leaning back in my chair again, I scrubbed the scruff on my jaw. “When I was out in Vegas doing that charity concert, I ran into Michaela at this little hole in the wall bar. She was flirting with the bartender, and I just needed to be drunk.”

“Was this after the dick grabber?” Yael asked.

“That’s right. Anyway, I recognized her, we danced, flirted, ran away from Mac, watched the Bellagio fountains, and the whole time, we were talking in this real way. Not the way you talk to people when you first meet them, nothing surface level. Hell, I didn’t even have a clue where she lived until a couple days ago. But I do know her fears, what makes her happy, how to make her feel safe. She knows those things about me too. Or I thought she did. I’m not even sure how much of that night she remembers.”

And it killed me. I walked away thinking I’d found a person I’d know forever. Joke was on me. Turned out, I would know Michaela forever…through the child we were going to share. And while that was both cool and scary as hell, it wasn’t at all what I’d been counting on.

“What you’re saying is you got drunk off your asses, imagined you were having some spiritual connection, then made the whack decision to get married. I see,” Yael said.

Murray groaned, shaking his head. “Jesus, cool girl. Show a little heart.”

She arched an eyebrow in his direction. “I suppose this sounds all romantic to you?”

He shrugged, lazy and unaffected. “I’m not making any judgments. It’s what Mo says it is.”

“She got pregnant that night, so we’re bound anyway. You might think the decision is whack, but at the time, it was the sanest thing I’ve ever done. But...yeah, she filed for divorce a month later—after completely shutting me out.”

There was a fissure in my chest, wider than it had any business being given the amount of time Michaela and I had spent together. But logic wasn’t touching this fucking heartbreak.

Yael brightened, sitting up straighter. “You’re divorced?”

“Nah.” I shook my head. “I won’t do it. Not until we have a real conversation.”

Murray scratched his chin in thought. “Did she know about the baby when she filed?”

I’d been so caught up in it all, I hadn’t even thought of that. “No. No, she didn’t know yet.”

“Maybe she’s changed her mind,” he offered.

For a second, I had hope. Then I remembered the light in Michaela’s eyes when she spotted the envelope with our fresh divorce papers sitting on her kitchen counter. I deflated—heart, lungs, hope, all sailed out of me.

“Don’t think so.”

Yael threw her head back and groaned, then she walked back over to my chair and fit herself beside me again. “You look like the saddest puppy, Moses. I do not approve of this drunken union, but that doesn’t mean I want your heart to be broken.” She hugged me tight, and I laid my head on top of hers. My sister was difficult, kind of irresponsible about everything except her job, and prone to not taking serious things seriously. Despite all that, she was a good fucking egg. Out of every human in the universe, this girl had my back until the end of time. That didn’t mean she didn’t give me shit when I made decisions she didn’t approve of. It meant she’d give me a hug when those exact decisions gutted me.

“I don’t know what I am. Overwhelmed, mostly. Feeling stupid, confused, fucked up.” I shoved a hand through my hair. “God, I can’t believe I’m going to have a kid. I’ll have to keep an actual tiny human alive.”

Yael patted my chest. “Nannies, bro. You have money, no need to change dirty diapers.”

“Nah, I’m gonna be in the trenches.” The thing Ansel had said about being an up-all-night-covered-in-shit dad echoed in my mind. “Think Dad ever changed a diaper?”

Yael sputtered. “I don’t think he acknowledged our existence until we were ten.”

“Fuck.” I looked at her. “Mom and Dad are going to be grandparents.”

She twisted her finger in the air like a party streamer. “I’m sure they’ll be overjoyed. They’ll pencil in grandparenting right between lunch at the club with Miffy and Biff and their couples detoxifying massage and enema.”

The sad thing was, she was only exaggerating slightly. I could not imagine our uptight, image-is-everything parents being doting, loving grandparents. But stranger things had happened. Guess we’d cross that bridge when we came to it.

We talked for a while about our parents, who lived in a gated community outside of Baltimore. They’d cut me off financially when I was twenty and refused to go back to college. I was okay with that since it kicked my ass in gear and got me serious about making music. For them, it seemed cutting off their monetary support also meant cutting off the whisper of emotional support they gave me. I became the dust they clapped off their hands. Yael still talked to them, especially our mom, but I hardly heard from them.

“Well…” Murray rose to his feet. “I’m gonna head out. Congrats, brother. This is crazy, but I’m happy for you.”

“Thanks, man.” I got up and gave him a hug. “I’m expecting you to give this kid its first skateboard lesson.”

He chuckled, pulling back. “You don’t even have to ask. I’m gonna go research if helmets come in newborn size.”

Yael left soon after, saying she had to go do some yoga and think about shit. My sister had a way with words.

Alone again, I watched the ultrasound video three more times, pausing on Michaela’s smile at the end.

I sent her a text.

Me: I’ve watched this video 15 times already. Thank you. This makes it seem more real, you know? I shared it with Murray and Yael. They were just as enthralled.

Michaela: It’s cool, right? I have a lemon-sized human IN MY BODY.

Me: To be honest, I can’t think of anything cooler. My mind’s kind of blown here, Mic.

Michaela: Yeah, I got that by how fast you ran out of my cottage. Since we’re being honest, I wasn’t sure I’d hear from you. I thought I’d send the video as an enticement. No one can resist a blurry, blobby ultrasound.

I had to laugh, but quickly sobered. I didn’t want to be the guy who left. That wasn’t me, but Michaela didn’t know that yet.

Me: I’m sorry for leaving like that. It was a coward move…so was being high off my ass at the party last night. Can we get together tomorrow? I’ll drive out to you.

Michaela: Yes, we should. I actually have to do something for work in the city, so I’ll come to you. I’ve finally gotten my appetite back. Could we meet for lunch?

I told her the name of a diner where we wouldn't be bothered by paparazzi or fans, and she said she’d be there after her meeting. The conversation was normal, light, and every word stabbed me in the chest.

This was my wife, who treated me like little more than a stranger. Now, it was my duty to prove to her we were much, much more than that.
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            The second I spotted Mo waiting outside the shabby little diner, his arms folded over his chest, head turned in the direction opposite from where I was approaching, my heart swooped low in my chest. Which was silly. Sure, he was attractive, but I’d spent an entire tour with him and had barely given him a second glance. My reaction to him now had to be some biological imperative, my instincts telling me to keep the man who’d impregnated me as close as possible.

If he hadn’t turned his head, catching sight of me, I would have taken out my phone to read the nasty, unforgivable message he sent me two months ago. But simply thinking about it helped me coat myself in a thin layer of armor.

The smile he gave me nearly dismantled it. I tucked my hands in the pockets of my shorts, going for casual, even though Mo’s seeming genuine pleasure at seeing me pumped air into my feet, making me floaty when I needed to stay grounded.

“Hello, Moses.”

He dipped his head to kiss my cheek, lingering there. His ginger scent invaded my chest, my lungs, my head. Before I could stop myself, I leaned into the press of his lips. It was a moment of weakness I absolutely regretted, and I righted myself almost instantly.

“How are you?” he asked, his gaze raking over me.

“Good. Starving, though.”

He placed his hand low on my back, guiding me inside. “Then, let’s get you fed.”

We sat down in a booth made for two near the back of the diner. Mo ordered a pastrami sandwich, while I ordered a cheeseburger...for the protein. And the baby, obviously. Not because being around this man threw me so far off my game, he had me stress eating.

We wouldn’t even touch my addiction to gingersnaps.

Once the waitress left to put in our order, silence descended over our little table. We had a lot to talk about, but I found I didn’t know where to start.

Mo turned the saltshaker around and around, his eyes darting all over the restaurant. He was vibrating, and even though I couldn’t see under the table, he had to be bouncing his leg.

I reached across the table, stilling his hand. “Why are you so nervous? I mean, beyond the obvious.”

He looked down at his hands like he hadn’t realized what he’d been doing, then his eyes darted to mine. He licked his lips and took a deep breath. “What do you remember from that night?”

Surprised by his question, I let my hand fall from his arm. “I remember a lot, but not so much the wedding part, or why we decided it would be a good idea. I know we didn’t use condoms, which god, I can’t really regret at this point, but damn, that was stupid. I’m too old to behave like that. I really do know better.”

“You think I’m too young to know better?”

“I didn’t say that. I didn’t even think it. But maybe. I know I saw a lot when I was on tour with Unrequited. You’ve had no shortage of willing women. And I don’t blame you in the least for partaking. It’s different for women, but I had my wild days in my twenties. Learning from your dumbass behavior is a rite of passage. Clearly I’m still going through that particular passage.”

Mo fell back against his seat, covering his mouth with his hand. “That’s all we were to you? A dumbass mistake?”

The edge of anger in his question took me aback. I’d seen the same anger in him the last two times we were together, and I didn’t quite get it. On the one hand, he seemed genuinely pleased about the baby. On the other, sometimes he looked at me like I’d taken a dagger to his heart.

“Don’t you? Your message to me was pretty clear.”

He cocked his head. “Which message would that be, Michaela?”

“Your cruel, disgusting text, Moses.”

Pure confusion registered on his features. His mouth opened and closed, like he wanted to say something, but couldn’t quite figure out what. So I went on talking.

“I know it was awful of me to wait so long to text you. I should have checked in right away, like I’d promised, and I regret that. But if me not texting for two weeks makes you so angry you can call me pathetic and tell me I’m the cause of the worst period of your life, then perhaps whatever connection we shared that night was entirely created by alcohol and desert air.”

Mo’s dark slash of eyebrows pulled into an angry slant and his cheeks reddened. “Excuse me, Michaela, but what the fuck are you talking about?”

I let out a bitter laugh. “Were you too high to even remember sending that to me? Because I spent a good hour on my knees in front of the tour bus toilet after I read it. I’ve heard of people feeling gutted before, but I didn’t know it could be literal.”

Our plates were set in front of us before either of us could say another word. My appetite should have disappeared, but it was still full-force. I crammed a couple french fries into my mouth as soon as the waitress took her hand away. The tension stabbing through the air had her rushing off without even asking if we needed anything else.

Mo pushed his plate aside and leveled me with a hard gaze. “I need you to explain this to me in simple words.”

“Are you serious?”

“Deadly. Unless I went into some kind of fugue state, I did not text you because I never had your phone number. You held all the power when you left that hotel room, and I sat on my ass waiting for you to show me mercy.”

Sliding my phone from my purse, I pulled up the text I had read more times than I’d ever admit. Reading it was like picking a scab off a wound—you couldn’t resist even though you knew it would scar.

“Here. Tell me you didn’t send this to me.” I passed him my phone, then took a massive bite of my burger, grinding it between my teeth.

Mo stared at the phone for a long, long time, motionless except for his thumb, scrolling up and down the screen. There was nothing else to see, though. Just my original text followed by his reply.

When he finally looked up at me, his eyes were wide, and he looked like he was shaking. “Michaela…” My phone clattered on the table. “I had a stalker.”

“Okay?”

He shoved his fingers through his hair, cursing under his breath. “I told you about the crazy dancer chick who snuck into my dressing room.”

“The one who assaulted you. Yes, you told me.”

“She got my number and spent two weeks harassing me. I blocked her, and she kept cloning new numbers, texting me again and again that she missed me. I would have changed my number, but—”

“You were waiting for me to contact you,” I filled in.

He tipped his chin at my phone. “I thought your text was from her. I hadn’t replied to any of her other messages, but that adorable fucking emoji sent me over the edge. I felt so damn helpless, waiting on you, not being able to get her to stop, entirely alone—I snapped. I didn’t for one second think you’d be getting the brunt of my anger. Not for one second. I would never. Never, Michaela.” His fist came down on the table, rattling the silverware. “Shit. I’m so fucking sorry I did that to you. Picturing you down on the tour bus floor makes me want to tear down the world if it would make it right.”

I should have felt relieved, but I wasn’t sure what to feel. More than anything, I was confused about who the man across from me was. He scared me. Not that he would hurt me physically—I knew without a doubt he’d hurt himself before he ever came close to touching me in anger. It was more the raging intensity that hid below his surface-level affable, party boy, rocker facade. Moses wasn’t who he appeared to be at first or second or even third glance.

My hand rested on my bump, and his eyes followed. “I forgive you, Mo. And I hope you’ll forgive me for waiting so long to get in touch. I feel awful you had to go through that because I dragged my feet.”

He shook his head. “You have nothing to be sorry for. If you don’t remember everything from that night, I get why you might be unsure.”

“But it’s all clear to you?”

He looked at me, unblinking. “Everything. I remember every word, every touch. The way you smell, the sounds you made. The promises we made to each other. I’m not sure I have another memory so incredibly stark in my mind.”

“I wish I remembered more.” Then maybe the way he was looking at me would have made sense.

He heaved a sigh. “Me too.”

“Let’s not hurt each other anymore, okay? Can we try to be friends?”

“Friends?” He spat the word like he couldn’t stand the taste. “You’re my wife.”

The way he said it, like I was the crazy one, startled me. “Mo…come on. I filed for divorce two months ago. I saw you at that party, smelled the other women all over you. I don’t blame you, but you haven’t been living like you’re somebody’s husband all this time. Let’s not pretend.”

“You have no idea, do you?”

I pushed a curl off my forehead. “I guess not.”

He stole a fry from my plate and popped it into his mouth. “You might not remember our wedding, but I sure as hell know you remember what happened in the bathroom at that party. That was the first time I’d kissed or touched anyone since you left my bed. I haven’t been with anyone else, despite appearances. I told you I was stupid and high that night, but I was also pissed at you and gave in to the childish need to make you jealous. But you are my wife, Michaela, and I take that seriously.”

“I find that really hard to believe.”

“Which part?”

I circled the air with my hand. “All of it. That you haven’t been fucking around and you take our quickie Vegas marriage seriously.”

His lip curled in a way that made me think I’d just insulted him. “Are you claiming there’s nothing between us?”

“There’s attraction,” I said.

His curl turned into a sneer, and he crossed his arms over his chest. “I came to your house yesterday, prepared to let you go, because I thought it was what you wanted. But I don’t think it is. What if none of this mix-up had happened? If we’d talked, kept in contact while you toured? Would you be saying this now?”

“I don’t know. Honestly, I don’t. But the more time and distance I’ve gotten from that night, the more I can look back on it as some crazy, sexy blip on my timeline.”

Mo flinched, like he’d been slapped. “Wow,” he breathed. “Shit, that hurt.”

“Moses, I don’t want to hurt you, especially now that I know everything. But I just can’t pretend to see you as my husband, when in reality, we barely know each other. That isn’t to say I don’t want to know you, because I do. We’re having a child together, and I’d love us to be friends. It would make life so much easier if we could be. But everything is so complicated right now, I can’t offer more than that.”

It hurt him to hear it, but it hurt me to say it. He was so beautiful, and when I looked into his big brown eyes, I was reminded of that night and the sincerity of his promises. I could almost feel him pressing me into the mattress, settling between my thighs like he was made to be there. The biggest part of me, the part that slept with random bartenders, danced to “November Rain” when it played on an old jukebox, and married rock stars on a whim, wanted to throw caution to the wind and try more with Mo. But the little life inside me had me looking to the smaller part of me, the hard-ass, ass-kicking part who thought things through and planned for every eventuality.

“I’m not divorcing you,” he said.

I sighed and reached my hand out to him, palm up. He stared at it for a long beat before covering it with his own.

“Let’s press pause on all that. I’m not holding you to any vows, okay? I get that you’re young, you have needs, and—”

His hand tightened around mine. “We’re not discussing that.”

“Fine. We don’t have to. Let’s be friends, however that looks for us, and put a pin in the rest. Our focus should be this baby.”

A deep rumbling sound rose from Mo’s chest. “I’ll gladly be your friend, Michaela, but I’m not going to pretend you’re not my wife. I won’t pressure you, and that baby growing inside you is absolutely my focus, but you are too, and I also won’t pretend about that.”

His powerful voice, saying the exact opposite of what I just told him I wanted, shouldn’t have caused goosebumps to sprout along my arms. But holy hell, it did. I’d convinced myself our eight-year age difference made Mo a boy, but he was all man.

I had to lighten the mood or I would dive across this table and have my way with him. Friends didn’t do that, and pregnant ladies certainly didn’t either.

“Please don’t think I’m an insensitive cow, but I’m going to eat this cheeseburger right now.”

That made him laugh. “Might be a good idea to take a pause. I feel like the rug has been pulled from under my feet and I’m still falling down.”

“Ooof. That’s not a good feeling.”

I took a big bite, and Mo gave me an indulgent smile. He probably thought I was eating like a monster due to pregnancy, but given my hectic schedule, I’d learned to cram food in my mouth whenever I had a spare second. Plus, growing up with a giant for a brother who had a bottomless pit for a stomach, if I didn’t eat fast, he’d set his sights on my plate. So yeah, this was just every day, sort-of-gross Michaela. Mo finally started eating too, and some of the previous tension in the air floated away.

Mo wiped his mouth with his paper napkin. “What was your meeting about?”

I sucked ketchup from my thumb before answering. “Oh, I had to finalize some details with a vendor, then I met with the band’s manager to go over timelines and double-check everything I have scheduled. All the normal, tedious tasks I have to do before leaving for a tour.”

He blinked at me. “You’re going on tour?”

“Yes. I leave in two weeks. It’s just a six-week tour, and I got pulled in at the last minute, but since they’re playing smaller venues, the logistics are more simple and—”

“But you’re pregnant.” He sounded bewildered, which bewildered me.

“That’s true. Does being pregnant preclude me from working? I wasn’t aware.”

“I didn’t think about you going on the road. Is that smart?” he asked.

Oh, that got my hackles up. “Are you kidding?”

“No. I’m asking if it’s smart to ride a tour bus and do a job where you’re on your feet sometimes eighteen hours a day, that’s hectic and sometimes stressful, while you’re pregnant.”

I wiped my mouth, took a long drink of water, then calmly gathered my purse. “I’m going now before I kick you in the teeth. I’ll text you with the date and time of my next appointment.”

He caught my wrist before I could even take a step, pulling me down to his side of the small booth. We were squished together, shoulder to shoulder, thigh to thigh. His ginger smell corrupted my synapses.

“Don’t get mad at me for asking questions, Mic,” he said in a low, calming voice.

I turned my head to look at him. We were entirely too close. “Do you really expect me not to work for the next six months?”

“You don’t have to.” He picked up my hand, rubbing his thumb over my fingernails. “I’ll take care of whatever you need.”

“I don’t need money, Mo. I need to work.”

He looked down at my stomach. “Can I feel it?”

The drastic change in topic sent my head spinning. A moment of gathering myself later, I consented, leaning back to give him access. Slowly, he brought his hand to my belly, first letting it rest there, then roaming over me, feeling my newly rounded shape.

“It’s going to get so big,” I whispered as I forced my eyes not to roll back at how good his hands felt. “My sister-in-law’s belly stuck so far out, she had to move her seat back in her minivan, then she had trouble reaching the steering wheel.”

He smirked. “Well, your brother is a giant, so I’m guessing their babies were massive.”

“They were all over nine pounds. My dad is a giant too, but my mom’s diminutive genes counteracted his. Our child has a chance of being average-sized, but my dad’s Scandinavian DNA could sneak in there, so you never know.”

His hand settled on the roundest part of my belly, and he smiled. “We’re having a fucking baby, Mic. It’s gonna look like you and me, together.”

I smiled back at him, my heart doing another low swoop. “It keeps hitting me. Now that you know, it feels more real.”

“I’m going to take care of you, however you need me. You got that? Call me, text me, I’ll give you Yael’s number too. I want you to know I’m in this with you.”

I nodded, emotion caught in my throat. We’d been all over the place during this lunch. I was leery about Mo as a husband or partner, but I believed he’d make a good dad. I felt that truth in my bones.

Mo walked with me to where I’d parked my car a few blocks away, catching my hand to stop me on the sidewalk. “Come here.”

“Moses,” I sighed.

He frowned down at me. “I just want to hug you, Mic.”

Not having any argument to give, I allowed him to pull me into his arms. I wrapped mine around his waist and let myself settle into his warmth. But he felt too good, reminded me way too much of that night, so I pushed away.

“I’ll call you,” I said.

He tucked his hands in his pockets. “Let me know you got home.”

“I will.”

I drove away from him, and the floaty feeling he gave me slowly fled as I put space between us. As it should be. The ground was where I belonged.

When I got home, I was greeted with a spray of sunflowers in a hand-painted vase sitting on my tiny stoop. I took them inside and set them on my kitchen counter. There was a card with my name on it tucked between the blooms.

Michaela!

Moses just spilled the news! I promise you to love that baby to the moon and back. And my brother will be such a great dad. The dad to end all dads. I hope we can be great, great friends. Good job on creating such a kickass baby.

Love, Yael

P.S. I didn’t know about the arms and legs thing either.

Just like that, the floaty feeling came back.

Me: I’m home, and your sister sent me a gorgeous bouquet of flowers with a super sweet note.

Moses: Glad to hear it, and yeah, she has her moments. I think she was showing me up.

Me: You did give me the baby, so I think you win forever.

Moses: *fist pump* Can’t wait to rub that in Yael’s face. When am I going to see you again, friend?

Me: I’m mostly working from home the next two weeks. Maybe I’ll invite you over for a swim.

Moses: Maybe I would like that very much.

Me: Okay. I’ll text you.

Moses: You do that, Michaela.

I tossed my phone away before I asked him to come over now.

I poked my belly. “I think this is all your doing. I had no intention of asking him over, but it hasn’t even been an hour, and look at me. You have to be sending me baby brain signals.”

Energy sapped, I laid down on my little couch, turned on Unrequited, and fell asleep listening to Mo’s voice. Strictly for the baby, of course.
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            Turned out, finding out my wife couldn’t remember our wedding did nothing to lessen the simmering anger that had been building inside me for months. The direction it was pointed in changed, but it was still there, along with a feeling of helplessness. I was swinging out here on this limb alone while Michaela offered me a thin rope of friendship.

That night had flipped a switch in me I hadn’t even known existed, and now a light shined on my loneliness and the emptiness of my life. That wasn’t Michaela’s doing at all, but I walked away from our wedding thinking I’d have her by my side, helping me fill those deep, echoey places.

It was selfish, but that was a habit I’d have to learn to break. Being told “yes” for years on end had gotten into my head. Michaela telling me “no” was hard to hear. No memory, no marriage, no kissing, no you.

Another week of near radio silence hadn’t helped matters. I’d checked in with her daily, asking how she was, if she needed anything. Her replies had been short and curt. Finally, I called her on it.

Me: How are we supposed to become friends if you won’t talk to me?

Michaela: That is a good question, and one I don’t have an answer to. I’ll try to do better.

Me: Will you?

Michaela: ...maybe?

Me: Dick.

Michaela: LOL...brb, you made me laugh so hard, I have to pee.

Me: You know you can just take your phone with you. You don’t even have to tell anyone you’re going to the bathroom.

Michaela: I didn’t really have to pee. It’s called hyperbole, Moses. Exaggeration for the point of comedy. Want to see a picture of my belly?

Me: What? Yes! Always yes. Don’t even ask.

*picture attached*

I opened the attachment and stared in awe. Michaela had taken a picture of her profile in her bathroom mirror. She wore shorts and a tank top lifted up to reveal the sexiest little stomach I’d ever seen.

Me: Jesus, baby. You’re hot.

Michaela: I was showing you my bump, not trying to sext you!

Me: Didn’t work. I’m going to do dirty shit with this picture.

Michaela: Don’t tell me that! I’ll never send you another one again.

Me: Let me come over and ogle you in person.

Michaela: When you put it that way, why wouldn’t I invite you over?

Me: Come on, buddy. Be a pal and invite me over.

Michaela: There’s a sweet spot in the afternoon when all the kids are at summer camp and Logan is taking a nap. It occurs between 12 and 3. I usually float in the pool during that time.

I checked the time. Eleven. I could haul my ass out of the city and be there right on time.

Me: Oh, that’s fascinating information. Okay. Bye, Michaela. Talk to you tomorrow.

Michaela: *wink* See you, Moses!




I made it to the ’burbs in slightly less than an hour. Bypassing the front door, I followed the path around the side of the house and out into the back yard. It was quiet out here, except for the subtle sound of splashing.

Michaela left the fence open, and I found her floating on a foam raft in the middle of the pool. She raised her sunglasses to her forehead and feigned surprise.

“What are you doing here?”

I placed my hands on my hips and looked her over. Red bikini this time, her brown skin shining in the sun like a Don Henley song. My dick jumped in my swim trunks.

“I was in the neighborhood. Thought I’d pop in.”

She flicked her wet hand in the air. “I suppose you can stay.”

After tossing my T-shirt on a chair and kicking off my flip-flops, I lowered myself into the pool, waded over to where Michaela floated, and splashed some water on her bare stomach.

She smiled and splashed me back. “Hey, Mo.”

“Hey, Mic. Quite the cushy life you have going here.”

“Right?” She picked up her drink from the cup holder in her float and took a sip. “I’m a lucky bitch.”

My hand hovered over her stomach. “Can I?”

“Yes. Of course.”

Her skin was warm under my palm. I smoothed my hand over her, rubbing back and forth, and then in circles. She sighed and raised her arms over her head. “I feel like a Buddha being worshipped.”

I laughed, keeping my hand on her. “It’s fascinating and adorable and sexy all at once.”

She propped her head up. “You really think this is sexy?”

“On you? Yeah. I’ve never looked at another pregnant chick and thought that. Pretty sure it’s just you and knowing it’s our baby cooking in there. Who, by the way, is the size of an apple this week.”

That made her smile. “You’ve been doing some reading, huh?”

“Yael downloaded an app on both our phones. She’s all over this whole thing.”

“I’m glad someone is. Contrary to appearances, I’ve been working nonstop. I am surprised I was able to detach myself from my laptop and phone. They’ve been practically fused to me over the last week.”

“Ah, so being busy is your excuse for blowing me off?”

“No, it’s not.” She held her hands out to me. “Help me off this thing. I can’t talk to you while I’m laying down.”

Instead of taking her hands, I scooped her off the raft and lowered her into the water. Her body dragged down the front of mine, her eyes going wide when she felt my erection under the water. When her feet hit the ground, she took a step back, leaving a foot of space between us.

I shrugged, unashamed of my reaction. She bit her plump lip, and my dick pulsed. I wondered what she’d do if I grabbed her and kissed the hell out of her.

I resisted. As badly as I wanted to get inside her, I needed more from her than a quick bang in her brother’s pool house.

“Moses.” She shook her head.

“You can’t be mad you make my dick hard. Not when you’re in front of me in a tiny bikini, all shiny and warm.”

She groaned and shoved some water in my direction. “Is that how you talk to your buddies?”

“If they looked like you, I probably would.”

She splashed me again. “This is why I didn’t get in touch. The lines between us are too blurred. We need a little space.”

“I had three months away from you and divorce papers shoved in my face, and I still want you. You think staying away from me for a week will change that? I agreed to be your friend because I assumed you were serious about the offer.”

“I was. I am.” She shoved her sunglasses on top of her head so she could meet my eyes. “I’m leaving in a week, but if you want to hang out a few times between now and then, I’m there for it. I just need you to keep your dick to yourself.”

Michaela had no idea how gutted I became each and every time I saw her, knowing she didn’t remember the things we said to each other, what we promised. Even worse, the parts she did remember seemed to mean jack shit to her.

But I wasn’t giving up. Not yet. Over the last week, I’d sobered up. Instead of spending my days wallowing and drinking, I left my apartment, got some sunshine on my face. I worked out for hours, jammed with Murray, cooked dinners with Yael. Little by little, I was getting back to myself, but didn’t know how to rid myself of the lingering anger and resentment that had built up in my chest. Being drunk had numbed it, but now I was aware of it, and seeing her was like wearing a pair of new shoes that rubbed the same tender spot until it blistered.

I’d play her game, be her friend, wait her out. She wasn’t giving me much choice.

“Deal. Can I tell you you’re sexy?”

“Yes. But only because I’m vulnerable and feel weird about my body.” Her hands covered her stomach beneath the water. “I did like when you pet me like a Buddha.”

“Anytime, Mic. I just hope I’m the only one doing the petting.”

“I can’t keep my niece, Vanessa, away from my belly. But she’s more guarding it with her life than admiring the roundness.”

I laughed. “She the one who was dancing with you last time I was out here?”

“That’s her. She’s nine, and intense in the same way Rosa is.”

Michaela and I stayed in the pool for a while, and she told me about each of her nieces and nephews. She probably thought it was a safe, friendly topic, but she couldn’t see herself when she talked about them. Her eyes got warm. Her cheeks turned rosy. I really couldn’t think of anything more beautiful.

Eventually, we got out of the pool and sat in lounge chairs under an umbrella. Michaela had brought snacks out with her—gingersnaps and Goldfish. She laid on her side, facing me while she ate cookies.

“What’s the deal with the gingersnaps?” I asked.

“I told you, they’re a craving.”

“And the Goldfish?”

She grinned. “Prepping for the kid life. I hear they’re all the rage in preschools.”

“So, you stole them from your brother’s house?”

“Busted!” She laughed. “My entire first apartment would fit inside their pantry. They won’t go starving from the food I occasionally pilfer, I promise.”

“Do they ever wonder why they’re so flush with Goldfish when you’re on tour?”

“Maybe. I think they know the truth, though, and buy extra when I come back to town.”

Reaching out, I grazed my knuckles over her stomach again. I wanted to touch her in other places, even her damn hand, but I didn’t know how she’d react.

“I like knowing you’re a snack thief. Makes me feel less inadequate,” I said.

“Mo” —she wrapped her index finger around mine— “you definitely shouldn’t feel inadequate around me. Working is the only thing I’m really good at. Life…I’m still figuring it out. If it weren’t for my brother’s pantry, I’d probably live on tap water and random pieces of candy that end up in the bottom of my purse.”

I linked another finger around hers. “I kinda like knowing you’re half hot-mess. You still intimidate the hell out of me.”

She blinked a few times. “That’s because most of our acquaintance has taken place while I was in work mode. Just wait, a few months of knowing me this way, you won’t be nearly as impressed. You’ll probably be begging me to sign those divorce papers.”

“Thought we weren’t talking about that,” I gritted out. I fucking hated the D-word coming out of her mouth. It sounded like nails on a chalkboard.

She lifted a shoulder. “I wasn’t being serious. If we can’t laugh at the absurdity of the situation we’ve gotten ourselves into, then we’re pretty damn lame.”

“Why is this absurd?” Maybe I was lame, but I wasn’t at the point of treating this like it was one big joke.

Michaela sighed. “We’re laying by my brother’s pool, eating Goldfish. Me and you. Michaela Ashwood and Moses Aronson.”

“I don’t get it.”

She shrugged again. “It’s just the idea of the two of us is so crazy, if you would have told me months ago we’d be here, I would’ve known you were trippin’ on something real good and asked you to share.”

“Michaela! Are you out here?” a feminine voice called from somewhere in the yard.

Her eyes went wide. “It’s my mom. If you don’t want to meet her, hide.”

I laughed. “Where? At the bottom of the pool?”

“That might be the wisest course,” she said just as the gate opened.

“Ah, there you are, darling.” Michaela’s mom sashayed across the stone surround of the pool, wearing high heels and some kind of flowy garment that had more fabric than any dress I’d ever seen. On her head, she wore a silky, white wrap, a diamond brooch fastening the fabric in the center.

“Oh my, you have a visitor,” she said when she spotted me.

Michaela popped up from her lounger chair, kissing her mother’s cheek. “Hi, Mom. Did you tell me you were stopping by?”

“No, darling. But I booked a last-minute show in Palm Springs, so I’ll be flying out in the morning. I just came by to say goodbye. Now, aren’t you going to introduce me to your very handsome, very young friend?”

By that time, I was standing behind Michaela, wishing like hell I was meeting her mom with more clothing on.

Michaela reached for me, weaving her fingers with mine. “Mom, this is Moses Aronson, father of The Bump and my friend. Mo, this is my mom, Gabrielle Ellis, who has absolutely no filter, so watch out.”

We shook hands, and Gabrielle’s grip was a lot more firm than I’d been expecting.

“Hello, Moses. So, you’re the cad who screwed my daughter without a rubber. I figured you had to be blindingly handsome to make Michaela lose her mind in such a way. It seems I figured right.” Gabrielle’s eyes traveled over me from head to toe.

Michaela gasped, but I laughed. I mean, fuck, yeah, I was the cad who screwed her daughter without a rubber. No denying that.

“I’m going to take that as a compliment, Ms. Ellis.”

She waved me off. “It’s Gabby. We’re not formal in this family.” She glanced back and forth between the two of us. “I’ve never had a problem with younger men, but I know your age difference makes my Mickey feel self-conscious.”

“Mom, must you?”

“Maybe you should have hidden at the bottom of the pool,” I murmured to her, making her giggle and squeeze my hand tighter.

“I must, Mickey. Moses will be part of this family forever, so I’m not going to pretend to be someone I’m not to impress some fly-by-night man.” She arched a perfect eyebrow at me. “You don’t mind, do you?”

“No, not at all.”

Gabby was gorgeous. Michaela wasn’t her spitting image—her mother’s skin was several shades darker, and her face was rounder, while Michaela’s was angular and sharp—but the resemblance was there.

“Can I ask what kind of show you’re doing out in Palm Springs?” I added.

Gabby huffed at Michaela, affronted. “I see you haven’t told your man very much about your mother.”

“Funny, the topic of you hasn’t come up.” Michaela turned to face me. “This is not a dig on your age, but you might be too young to remember the extremely popular song, 'Gold Moon.’” My mother won two Grammys that year, and she still rakes in cash from royalties. She never had another mainstream hit, but she’s had a four-decade career as an R&B singer, and now she does a cabaret show.”

“Did you have to mention my lack of mainstream success?” Gabby asked.

“I know 'Gold Moon.’ Who doesn’t?” I ran my hand over my face. “Wow. I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you. Mad respect to you. Mad respect. Maybe we can lay down a track together, if the timing works out.”

Gabby glowed under my praise, looking more like Michaela’s sister than her mom. But I wasn’t bullshitting. “Gold Moon” was one of those songs I knew by heart, even though I didn’t remember the name of the singer. Well, now I’d never forget.

“That’s certainly something to keep in mind,” she answered.

Michaela rolled her eyes. “You might not align with my mom’s vision for her career.”

Gabby huffed. “I didn’t turn him down, darling.” She softened, closing in on Michaela. “I won’t be back before you leave for tour, so give me a big hug and tell me you adore me.”

Michaela dropped my hand to hug her mom, and they both traded words of adoration. Gabby then gave me a tight hug, whispering for me to be a good boy and take care of her daughter. She smelled almost as good as her daughter. I had to hold back from sniffing her.

When she sashayed away again, I stared after her. Michaela touched my arm, bringing my gaze back to her.

“Uh oh, I recognize the Gabby Ellis daze when I see it,” she said.

“I’m sorry, but your mom smells like a field of roses and might be one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen. She had a fucking diamond brooch on her head, Mic. How is she real?”

She cocked her hip, a slow, smug smile spreading across her face. “Wow, you really are into older chicks, huh? I mean, my mom is pushing sixty—don’t tell her I told you that—but love knows no number.”

A laugh sputtered out of me. “You dick. You never did tell me if you’re ticklish.”

“Why would I tell you that?” She took a step back, toward the gate.

“Just something we should know about each other.”

My hands went up in warning, and she bolted, leaving laughter in her wake. I chased her through the gate and across the grass, letting her think she had the advantage, until I grabbed her from behind. My arms bracketed her shoulders, and my fingers dug into her sides. She shook with laughter, squirming to get away, but not really trying very hard.

“Are you going to stop being a dick?” I asked.

She tipped her head back, her eyes wet from laughing so hard. “Nope. Never. It’s an integral part of my personality.”

“Then I’m just going to have to torture it out of you.” I went back at it, tickling her until she was weak-kneed, then I lowered her to the ground, flopping down in the grass beside her. She slapped my chest, an exhausted smile on her face.

“That was evil,” she said, panting. “Is it even legal to tickle a pregnant lady?”

Grinning at her, my hand took its new favorite spot on her stomach. “Not sure. I’ll have Yael look into it.”

“Don’t you dare tell your sister you tickled me until I almost peed on you.”

“Did you? I wasn’t aware I was in such grave danger.”

“So close.”

“What was your mom’s reaction to the baby?” I asked, curious what that glamorous, iconic woman was like as a mother.

“She said while she is far too young to be a grandmother, she would like to be called Gab-Gab, and called dibs on babysitting when she’s not on tour. I’m sure our child will be returned home dripping in diamonds and singing Smokey Robinson songs, but she’ll be a cool grandma. She’s Auntie Gab to Ansel’s kids, but she treats them like they’re her blood.”

“What about your dad?” I asked.

“My dad is less thrilled, especially knowing your profession. He’s been in this business my whole life and has seen too much to be optimistic about the effects fame and stardom have on men’s characters.” She brushed her curl from her forehead. “He was a good dad, but busy. He’s a good granddad, but still too busy.”

“Did he say he’d ruin me if I screwed up?”

She rolled her eyes. “Ansel told me what he said. And while I do believe he could make life difficult for you if he tried, I would never allow him to do that.”

“I wasn’t offended, Mic. His heart was in the right place, so I got it.” I propped myself up on my elbow, looking down at her in the grass. “This reminds me of your Instagram picture.”

“Vanessa took it. She’d been laying with me, finding the shapes in the clouds, but she got bored so she played with my phone. She took about a thousand selfies and one picture of me.”

I shook my head. I needed to leave. If I couldn’t kiss her, touch her, tell her how I felt about her, then I had to get out of there. The heat in my chest was unbearable.

“You’re going to be a fucking incredible mom, Mic.” I hopped up and held my hand out to her, pulling her up from the grass. “I’m gonna head out.”

“Okay.” She brushed grass off her backside. “Maybe I’ll pop in on you this week, if you’re into that.”

Torture. It’d be absolute torture. “I’m incredibly into that. I’ll text you my address.”

I turned to walk away, but she called my name. “Come back here and hug me.”

Gathering her warm body into my arms was both the best and worst thing I’d ever done. How could she not feel this? Know this? Want this? Michaela’s head rested under my chin, and her arms wrapped around my middle. She held on tight for a minute, but when a soft moan spilled from her lips, I jumped back.

“I-I’m gonna go.”

Her mouth pulled into a frown, but no surprise, she let me walk away.
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            Showing up a few days later at Mo’s place without letting him know I was coming wasn’t a test. Not really. At least that was what I told myself. I only wanted to see what his life was like when he didn’t shine it all up to make it pretty for me.

Since his building was secure, I had to text when I was on the sidewalk outside of it.

I’m in the neighborhood, thought I’d pop in.

A minute later, he replied.

Moses: What? Are you here?

Me: Downstairs.

Moses: I’m coming. Don’t move.

I waited under the awning of his building, wondering if other celebrities lived here. I noticed a few guys with expensive-looking cameras camped out in the cafe directly across the street. I had a hard time believing they were here strictly for Mo, although I was sure they’d gladly take and sell his pictures if they could get them.

Which made me realize how stupid I was to show up here without planning it. Hopefully I could get inside without them seeing who came down to greet me. The last thing I wanted was for my picture to show up on gossip sites. I’d had enough of that with my ex and had no desire for a replay.

The grand door swung outward, a white-gloved doorman holding it open for me. “Mr. Aronson would like you to meet him inside, please.”

The lobby of his building was modern, with a few low-slung couches and chairs, bright walls, and subdued artwork. A massive, chrome and glass light fixture hung from the ceiling as the centerpiece of it all.

Mo leaned against the wall by the elevators, watching me take everything in. I walked up to him, and when I was close enough, his hands landed on my hips, pulling me even closer.

“Fancy seeing you here,” he said.

I braced myself on his chest. “What a coincidence. I saw this building and decided to pop in to check it out. And what do you know, here you are.”

He stood straight and dipped down to kiss my cheek. I smelled alcohol on his breath, but I leaned into his lips anyway.

“I have a few people over. I can kick them out if you want,” he said.

I looked up at him. “Why would I want that?”

He shrugged. “Maybe you want some alone time with your husband.”

“Moses,” I sighed. “I want to spend time with my friend. I’m okay spending time with my friend’s friends too.”

“All right.” He gave me a lazy once over, then pressed the up button on the elevator. His hand went around mine, twining our fingers together, and I didn’t protest. “You look good, Mic.”

“You look drunk, Mo.”

“Yeah, well, I had a couple drinks. If you would have told me you were coming by, I’d have refrained.”

Inside the elevator, Mo pulled me into a hug, burying his face in my hair. “You feel as good as you look.”

I melted into him, into the hug. We had become friends who hugged, and I liked that for us. Our kid should see its mom and dad being affectionate and friendly.

“You do too,” I murmured.

He looked down at me. “I think that’s the first time you admitted anything positive about me.”

“That can’t be true.” Was it?

The elevator doors slid open, and my stomach jumped with nerves. I had no idea what I was walking into. When my feet dragged, Mo took my hand again and pulled me along.

He let me into his apartment, and I was relieved to see there wasn’t a rager going on, but there were at least twenty people hanging out. Music played, glasses and bottles clinked, and a faint smell of weed hung in the air.

I’d hemmed and hawed over what to wear today, but I was glad I’d ended up in a loose, black V-neck top and regular jeans held together by one of my hairbands. It wasn’t the most comfortable outfit, but I looked cute, and most importantly, my bump wasn’t super obvious. I wasn’t sure how out Mo was about his impending fatherhood, nor was I sure how out I wanted him to be, especially now that I’d seen the photogs who hung out across the street.

“Come on. I’ll introduce you.” He kept my hand in his, leading me across shiny, dark wood floors toward the open living room. Distracted by the floor-to-ceiling windows looking out over Manhattan next to the dining area, I was surprised to be swept into a bouncy, enthusiastic hug.

“You’re here! I’m so happy you’re here.”

Mo intervened, freeing me from his sister’s grasp. “Enough, Yael.”

She made a zipping motion over her lips, then broke into a smile. “Hi, sorry. I’m a little tipsy and happy to see you.”

“I’m not tipsy, but I’m happy to see you too. It’s been a while. You look good, girl.”

She did look good. Like a pretty woman version of Mo, with long brown hair and a young, tight body I really envied at this moment. If this baby was a girl, I wondered if she’d look like Yael with a deep tan. The thought made me smile to myself.

“I’m not allowed to say anything about the you know what, but you look incredible too. I will refrain from feeling you up, but know I want to.”

I laughed. “Another time, when we’re alone, I’ll let you feel me up all you want.”

A guy I recognized came ambling over. “Hey, Mama.”

Yael slugged his arm. “Shut it, Alex.”

Alex Murray gave me a sheepish smile. “Sorry. We’re keeping this a secret?”

I turned to Mo. “Are we?”

“You tell me.”

“I wouldn’t mind people knowing, but I do worry about the press. Not that I’m interesting, but you are, so by extension, the you know what in my you know what is too.”

Murray bent in half, howling with laughter, which made me laugh too. Mo and Yael looked at us both like we were confusing, alien specimens, but I couldn’t help it. When someone laughed hard, I always ended up joining in.

He threw his arm over my shoulders when some of his laughter died down. “I think we’re gonna be friends. Why weren’t we friends before?”

“I kind of get single-minded at work. Sorry,” I said.

Yael snapped her fingers. “Oh my god, I remember watching you make that dude cry once. You became my hero that day.”

I winced. “Did I really make someone cry?”

She nodded. “Yeah, it was a beautiful thing. He was being disrespectful to the woman who was doing the catering. You gave him the dressing down of his life, and you did it in private too. I’m nosy as hell, so I eavesdropped. You invoked his mother, grandmother, ancestors, and by the time he walked away, he had tears in his eyes.”

That sounded familiar. I didn’t like to yell at people in general, but I really didn’t like to do it in front of their coworkers. Humiliation never worked, and it made everyone feel awkward.

Mo tugged me away from Murray. “I’m taking my girl back. You can talk to her later.”

He dragged me into the living room where music played and a few people sat around with guitars, while others had some kind of card game happening. Mo paused at the threshold.

“Everyone, this is Michaela,” he announced. “Michaela, this is everyone.”

I waved as I glanced around the room, seeing plenty of people I recognized, both from work and growing up in the business. I said hi to a few of them as I was tugged to the far side of the expansive room, toward the ugliest chair I’d ever seen. It was pumpkin orange and possibly made of leather. Whatever the material, it was fluffy and lumpy. I had no idea where a person would acquire such a monstrosity.

“What is that?”

“A chair.”

He took a seat and beckoned me to sit down with him. I shook my head, and he scowled.

“Sit with me, Mic.”

“I’m not sitting in your lap, Moses.”

He patted the sliver of space beside him. “Sit here. I want to talk to you.”

Relenting, mostly because I wouldn’t really mind being close to him, I squeezed in beside him. He promptly slung my legs over his and wrapped an arm around my shoulders. I should have protested, but I leaned into him and accepted the snuggle instead. I was leaving in a couple days, and there wouldn’t be anything like this on the road, so I soaked it up while I had it.

“Blurred lines,” I murmured.

“Yep.” He kissed my temple. “Where you been, Michaela?”

“This week? I’ve been packing, getting ready to head out. I’m tired already.”

His free hand rubbed slow circles on my belly. “So don’t go. We can hang out a lot more if you stay.”

“You want me to quit the tour I’ve been working my ass off to get ready for days before it’s slated to leave?”

He let his head fall back against the chair. “Guess it sounds crazy when you put it that way.”

“You think?” I shifted so I sat sideways in the chair. “Tell me about this chair. I hate it, but it’s so comfortable, it’s confusing.”

“Why does everyone always rag on this damn chair?” He lifted his chin and raised his voice. “Yael, Michaela hates my chair.”

From the open kitchen, Yael lifted her beer bottle in cheers. “I knew we were destined to be friends.”

Murray sputtered. “Everyone hates that chair. It’s a universal truth, like baby carrots are superior to carrot sticks.”

He sat near us on the large, perfectly normal sectional sofa, a guitar laying on his lap. He grinned at me, absently strumming the strings. He was no Mo, but when he smiled like that, I got the tiniest twinge in my belly. It was that damn rock star effect. They all had it. Pretty sure it came as a packaged deal with their first record contract.

“But... but…” I stammered.

Mo shook his head. “Don’t. You can’t use logic when Murray makes declarations like that. He has a theory about the edges of regular carrots sticks detracting from the enjoyment of the flavor or some insane shit like that.”

“Give me baby carrots or give me death,” Murray yelled, fists pumping in the air. A few people clapped, and I figured they’d been the ones responsible for the smell of weed. No sober person would get that excited about carrots. I refused to believe it.

“We’ve spent a lot of time on tour buses, staring at the walls,” Mo explained.

“So have I. It seems I’ve been missing out, because I’ve never once discussed the shape of carrots. Also, weren’t we talking about your chair?”

He smacked the puffy arm, and it bounced back up. “It’s the only thing in this place I picked out for myself. The rest was done by a decorator Yael hired. It’s nice, right? But it’s so perfect. I walked in here when it was done, then walked right back out, and ended up at this furniture store for mobsters.”

I laughed. “What? I don’t have any idea what that means.”

“It means the place looked like it furnished Tony Soprano’s house, along with all his friends. This chair was sitting under a spotlight, waiting for me. And I thought…well, perfect is good, but what about interesting? What about a ridiculous piece of furniture that makes me laugh, but also cradles my ass like it was made of angel clouds?”

This piece of my heart I’d been keeping well guarded since I forgave Mo swelled and pressed at the walls I’d hidden it behind. I loved this story—loved the way he thought.

“I’ve always thought flaws were what made people—and I guess fancy-schmancy apartments—interesting,” I said.

His hand returned to my stomach, touching me gently. “You must think I’m fucking fascinating then.”

“I keep coming back, so maybe I do.”

He opened his mouth to answer, but was interrupted by a brunette with long, long legs who’d been staring daggers at me since I walked in. I hadn’t paid her any mind, even though I recognized her from that night in the penthouse as one of the serpents who’d been slithering on Mo. She had no cause to dislike me, and women who were catty toward other women for no good reason were as boring as Mo’s perfect living room had been.

“Mo, I thought you told me last night you didn’t have a girlfriend.”

Oh, now I was paying attention.

Mo didn’t even hesitate to respond. “I don’t have a girlfriend. Michaela’s more than that.”

Yeah, bitch.

Wait—no, no. I wasn’t more than that. Back up, hold the phone.

The brunette’s perfect face soured. “Is she, like, your mom’s friend or something?”

Even though music still poured from hidden speakers, everything else fell silent, and all eyes were either on Catty Bitch or me. Murray stood from his seat, looming over her, and Mo tensed under me.

Obviously, I was aware of our age gap, but damn, I hadn’t realized it was so obvious. My cheeks burned with humiliation, but Catty Bitch would never get the kind of reaction out of me she was looking for. I arched an eyebrow at her, giving her the kind of stare down that had sent men running with their tails between their legs.

“Not cool,” Murray hissed. “Who even invited you, Shayla?”

“You don’t get to come into my house and insult the woman I just got done telling you is important to me. You need to leave,” Mo gritted out.

Yael marched over to her, and hand to fucking god, grabbed this bitch by the hair and yanked her to her feet. She pointed to a blonde chick who’d gone red from her forehead to her chest. “You’re done too, Darcy,” she said, cool and even.

Both women ran for the door so fast, I blinked and wondered what the hell had just happened. Yael brushed her hands off like she’d just taken out the trash. I guess she had. Damn, she was scrappy—and I liked it.

Murray gave me a sympathetic look. “Sorry, Mic.”

I shook my head. “Thank you for coming to my defense.”

Conversations started up again, but I was now vastly uncomfortable being in this room full of half-drunk twenty-somethings. It was time to go home, so I swung my legs off Moses and tried to pry myself out of the chair.

Mo’s arms wrapped around me, pulling me back against his chest. “No,” he murmured against my ear.

“I feel weird and I want to go,” I said.

“No, I’m not letting you walk out of here after that. You’ll go back to hiding from me, and that’s pretty much unacceptable.”

I relaxed against him, but I was dying on the inside. “That embarrassed me and makes me wonder how many times I’m going to be asked something like that in the future.”

He sighed against the nape of my neck. “You have nothing to be embarrassed about. That chick’s friends with Yael’s friend, Darcy. She shows up everywhere, trying to ride any famous dick she can find. She should be embarrassed, not you.”

I twisted my head and spoke low beside his ear. “Has she ridden your famous dick?”

The twitch of his muscles was enough of an answer for me. “Yeah, but not any time recently. Last night, I was out with Yael and Murray at some club. Boring as hell, but beats waiting around for you to text me. I have no interest in her or anyone besides my wife. That remains a fact.”

“That was so damn passive-aggressive. You’re better than that, Moses.” I tried wiggling away from him again, but he held me tight. “I’m not leaving, but I do have to use the bathroom and need five minutes to recover without all the pitying eyes on me.”

His arms loosened, but he didn’t let go. Instead, he stood with me and escorted me down a quiet, dark hallway to an equally quiet, dark bedroom. He sat down on the bed, jerking his chin toward a door across from it. “I’ll wait.”

Mo’s master bathroom was stark white and covered in marble. I snooped around, finding nothing more interesting than an unopened jumbo box of condoms. Then I stared at myself in the mirror for a long time. Counting wrinkles, searching for gray hairs, making faces. In the end, I surmised Shayla had been high and possibly in need of glasses. I was fine as hell, and I had my mom to thank for my smooth, barely-lined skin.

I left the bathroom, finding Mo still waiting for me. He sat on the corner of the bed, his hands clasped between his knees. “Come here, Michaela.”

“People are going to talk trash about our age difference,” I said as I approached him warily.

“I don’t give one solitary fuck what people say.” I stood between his knees, and he rested his hands on my hips. “I know you do, though. I can only promise to shield you and the baby as much as possible.”

His hands slid under the hem of my shirt, pushing it up. I braced myself on his shoulders, holding my breath as Mo rubbed his nose and lips back and forth on my abdomen.

“I don’t want you to go, Mic.” Warm lips pressed kisses around my belly button. “Stay for a while.”

I ran my hand over the top of his waves, murmuring something about blurred lines, but I couldn’t seem to find it in me to protest. I told myself Mo’s lips on my skin were for the baby, but I couldn’t convince myself his arms around me were for anyone else.
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            Michaela’s eyes were drooping and her body had gone limp. She was so tired, when I pulled her onto my lap, she barely registered a protest.

Murray strummed his guitar, playing one of the folksy songs he was so fond of. No wonder Michaela was falling asleep. There were only a few people left, singing along to Murray’s bullshit music.

“I should go,” Michaela mumbled.

“Nope. You can’t drive home tired. Not safe.”

“Okay.” Her head lolled on my chest, and she gave up the ghost, sighing contently as she fell asleep.

Yael smirked at me from her spot on the couch. “You look like you’re in heaven.”

“I can’t think of anything much better than this,” I said.

That night in Vegas was the exception. But having her like this, sober, willing, comfortable enough with me to nod off while I was still awake…this was pretty damn great too.

“I like seeing the two of you together.” She rested her head on her hand. “I almost killed that cunt earlier.”

I huffed a laugh, careful not to move too much and wake Michaela. “The hair pulling was a little much, but thank you.”

“I think the hair pulling was just right. I can’t believe you ever went there with Shayla.” She shuddered.

“My taste in women has gone through a drastic improvement recently. Too bad I’ve been friend-zoned by my own goddamn wife.”

Yael’s eyes darted from Michaela curled in my lap to mine. “Yep. Looks super friendly.”

“She’s unconscious.”

“She wasn’t when she chose to sit on your lap. I don’t think you’re completely out of the running. I’d keep staying steady.”

My hand curved over her abdomen, a surge of possession rushing through me. “Don’t have much choice.”

“Why marriage, though?” she asked.

Murray’s eyes flicked up from his guitar. “Come on, cool girl. Not now,” he murmured.

She flung dirt at him with her eyes. “I’m positive you’re wondering the same thing.”

“I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I always said I’d do it once. Didn’t think I’d find the person I’d want to marry so soon. But shit, this is it. I don’t see the point in letting her divorce me, then dating her for a while until she’s convinced I’m worthy. She may never get there, not sober and out of that Vegas haze.”

Yael crossed her legs and leaned closer. No one else was paying us any attention at this point. The few people who were still around had broken off into their own conversations.

“You want to stay married because you’re afraid if you don’t, she won’t choose to be with you?” she asked.

“That’s part of it, yeah. But I look at her and see my wife. It’s this crazy sureness that came over me and hasn’t gone away.”

My sister studied the woman sleeping in my lap for a long time. “Moses...you have to do the right thing for the baby, no matter what happens with Michaela, you know? Don’t be like our parents and put the kid in the middle. Promise me, okay?”

“That’s never gonna be me.”

She nodded once. “I know it won’t be. I’ll kick your ass if I see you slipping.”

I chuckled under my breath, thinking of Ansel’s threats. “You might have to wait in line.”




I woke up with a warm, squirming woman half on top of me, my arms circling around her automatically.

“I have to pee, but you’re so comfortable,” Michaela slurred, like she was drunk.

“Go pee. I have no plans of moving,” I murmured, kissing her forehead.

Groaning, she dragged herself out of my bed and disappeared into my bathroom. I cracked an eye open, checking the time. Jesus, I hadn’t seen six a.m. in years, not unless I was stumbling to bed to crash.

Michaela padded back to the bed a minute later, wearing one of my Unrequited T-shirts, which hung to her mid-thigh. She looked sexy, pretty, sleepy. My cock pulsed inside my briefs as she slid back under the sheets with me. Her little belly nudged against my side, along with her breasts. I loved that her need to be close to me wasn’t just something she’d accidentally given into while asleep. This was a conscious decision, and even though holding her wasn’t nearly sufficient, it felt fucking great.

“Sorry I passed out on you last night,” she said. “I blame the chair and the life-sucking being growing inside me.”

“No worries. Yael tried to draw a Sharpie mustache on you, but I tied her down to stop her.”

Michaela giggled. “After seeing her drag that girl last night, I believe it.”

“Nah.” I rolled to my side, my hand resting on her hip. “She likes you. She’d probably only give you a unibrow.”

She let out a long sigh. “I shouldn’t have slept in your bed. I keep trying to draw lines and then end up stepping over them, which isn’t fair to you.”

“Is it fair to you?”

“No…I don’t know. I have no frame of reference for how to deal with our situation. I feel close to you, because of the baby, and I can’t help that. But I have too much to sort through right now to—”

“Don’t. We don’t need to keep going over this. We’re doing the friend thing. Maybe we’re friends who cuddle. I’d really like us to be that kind of friend.”

She moved in closer. “Me too, Mo.” Her hand slid up my arm, squeezing gently. “I’m going to miss you when I’m gone.”

“We’ll talk. Unrequited’s doing a few shows while you’re away, so I’ll try not to obsess over you too much.” I held her little chin in my hand. “I want you to come to our New York show when you fly in for your appointment.”

Michaela would be back in four weeks for her anatomy scan, which happened to coincide with one of our shows. I didn’t do a lot of things right, but the one thing I nailed was making music. It was probably stupid to want her to see me on stage, to see me as more than the goofy kid who’d knocked her up.

“I’ve seen your show before,” she said.

“Right. Got it.” I rolled onto my back again, deflated and defeated.

“Hey.” Soft fingertips pressed into my cheek, turning my head. “I’ve seen your show before, but I’d love to come, if I have the energy. I’ll be four weeks into touring myself, so I might need to pass out for twelve hours. Can we play it by ear?”

“Yep. Just let me know.” I hated how stiff and hurt I sounded, but hey, I was. I was hurt by the entire situation, and each day, I grew more attached to this woman while she kept throwing up barriers between us.

“Moses.” Her hand remained on my face. “I’m sorry. I’ll come, okay?”

And now I felt like a fucking dick. “Your first answer was right. You have no idea what you’ll feel like in four weeks, and I shouldn’t be pouting like a kid about it.”

“Both things can be true.” Fingernails scratched through my scruff. “We’re figuring each other out. We dove headfirst into marriage and a baby without really knowing each other. Here’s something you should know about me: I’m a dick sometimes.”

I chuckled and pulled her closer, onto my chest. “Oh, I know that about you.”

“And the thing I’m learning about you, Moses, is you’re far more sensitive than I ever gave you credit for. I need to be careful not to be so dickish with you.”

A heavy groan rumbled from my chest. “Ah, god. That makes me sound so fucking masculine.”

“I think it’s pretty sexy, to be able to show your feelings and have a tender heart. I’m hoping this kid we made gets more of that than my cold, dead heart.”

“Your heart isn’t cold.”

“I’ve been pretty damn coldhearted to you.” When I shook my head, she went on. “Don’t try to deny it.”

“Nah, I don’t think it’s your heart that’s cold. I think you’ve got a lot of reasons to be protective of it and wary of giving it away.”

“Maybe we know a little more about each other than I thought.” She yawned wide and loud before settling her head on my shoulder. “Hey, Mo?”

“Yeah?”

“Will you ever tell me about our wedding?”

I stiffened until I shattered into leathery pieces. “Don’t know. Maybe not anytime soon.”

“Okay. I get it.” Her hand splayed across my chest. “Can we sleep a little more?”

“Yeah.” I kissed the top of her head, even with the lead pipe lodged in my chest. “Let’s go back to sleep.”




Michaela headed out on tour with The Devon Chambers Band three days later. I saw her one more time, at her sixteen-week OB appointment. Got to hold her hand while we listened to our rock star baby’s heartbeat. She laughed at the litany of questions I had for Dr. Gupta, but damn, the mother of my child was leaving for weeks, and I’d never felt so out of control.

Me: You get to L.A. okay?

Michaela: Yes, I’m here. It’s already a disaster. The venue was locked when our lighting crew showed up, so guess what they did. GUESS, Mo!

Me: Uh, they called you?

Michaela: One would think, but no. They LEFT! One guy lives all the way out in Orange County. He got halfway home before I caught wind of the situation. He had to drive his ass back here in L.A. traffic.

Me: Jesus, wtf?

Michaela: Stuff like this always happens, so I’m prepared. But I tell you, sometimes the stupidity of people stumps me. I wonder how they are able to get dressed in the morning, let alone set up complicated lighting systems.

Me: Are you stressed?

Michaela: No. I took a walk around the block a few times, and when I got back, Orange County guy was here and he had brought me a strawberry milkshake. He brought one for himself too, but I had him give it to my assistant.

Me: I am laughing so fucking hard right now. Remind me never to work for you.

Michaela: Do you think he deserved that milkshake, Moses? Tell me right now. This determines the future of our friendship.

Me: Nope. He should never have another milkshake for as long as he lives.

Michaela: Damn right. Glad we can still be friends. :)




Michaela: Hey! I have five minutes, so I thought I’d check in. I was surprised I didn’t hear from you last night.

Me: Miss me?

Michaela: Yeah, I do. I did last night. I’ve gotten used to your goodnight messages.

Me: Damn, now I feel bad. But also kinda good knowing you like me messaging you.

Michaela: Have I not made that clear? I like your messages. I like talking to you, even though it makes me homesick. Did you do something fun last night?

Me: Define fun. I went to a dinner thing with the band and some guys from our label. Got kinda drunk. Hung out with Murray, Santi, and Maeve at my place. I guess that part was fun.

Michaela: It’s cool you’re friends with your band. I’ve seen a lot of bands go their separate ways the second they leave the stage.

Me: Is Devon Chambers friends with his band?

Michaela: LOL. He named his band after himself. Do you think he actually cares if he’s friends with his band?

Me: Is he giving you a hard time?

Michaela: No, I know how to handle him.




Me: Uuuuuuuuugh.

Michaela: Rough day?

Me: Truth?

Michaela: Always.

Me: My mom called Yael crying, thinks my dad is cheating on her again. These people are in their fifties. WTF? When the hell will they be parents? Why would she throw that on her kid’s shoulders?

Michaela: Oh no. Poor Yael. How is she?

Me: She’s so fucking stoic. I never know with her. I barely speak to my parents, but for some reason, she wants to maintain the relationship.

Michaela: As shitty as they might be, it’s probably scarier for her to imagine herself out in the world with no one to fall back on.

Me: She’s got me and she knows it.

Michaela: I’m sure she knows, but a brother isn’t quite the same. Ansel and I were close, and when our parents were up to shenanigans, we leaned on each other, but I think we both felt like we were flailing somewhat.

Me: You never told me about your parents. I thought you had this ideal, modern family.

Michaela: I’ll tell you more about it in person. Basically, my dad cheated on Astrid with my mom, then cheated on my mom with Astrid. At some point, I think they were all sleeping together? I never got that confirmed. And now my dad sleeps with them both separately.

Me: Whoa. That’s...whoa.

Michaela: Right? Not a very stable life.

Me: No, it’s not. More grownups acting like kids.

Michaela: We’re not going to do that, right?

Me: Nope. We’re fucking not. No matter what, we’re never gonna burden our kids with our bullshit.

Michaela: *kid

Me: What?

Michaela: You said “kids.” I was correcting you. Only one kid between you and me. :)

Me: That fucking smiley face. 

Michaela: :)

Me: The way I figure it, this baby you’re cooking is gonna be so perfect, no way we’ll stop at just one.

Michaela: Don’t be crazy. You’re 26. No way you are going to want to be tied down with a gaggle of kids.

Me: Did you mention being tied down? Because I’m in…

Michaela: OMG. Goodnight, Moses.

Me: It’s not being tied down if I like it. Goodnight. Sweet dreams.




Me: What city are you in tonight?

Michaela: Somewhere between Dallas and San Antonio.

Me: Ah, you’re on the bus?

Michaela: Yes. I’m in my bunk, which isn’t as comfortable as it used to be.

Me: Shit, are you having trouble sleeping?

Michaela: No, I’m dead to the world the second I close my eyes, but I wake up stiff and achy every morning. My belly’s pretty large and in charge.

Me: It’s only been nine days. You were pretty small last I saw you.

Michaela: Oh, do I have something to show you.

*picture attached*

Michaela: That’s my view these days.

Me: You’re a fucking goddess, Michaela.

Michaela: I know, right? And I definitely popped.

Me: You did. Jesus, my hands are twitching to touch you.

Michaela: Patience, grasshopper.




Michaela: Moses.

Me: Yes, Michaela?

Michaela: You had flowers delivered to my job.

Me: Did I? That was sweet of me.

Michaela: It was, and I get the thought. I appreciate the thought. But don’t do it again, okay?

Me: Wait, what? You’re mad at me for sending you flowers?

Michaela: No, I’m absolutely not mad. At all. I just can’t go gaga over gorgeous flowers like I really want to in front of these guys. When I get back, send me all the flowers you want, okay?

Me: I’m not sure you should be giving me that kind of permission.

Michaela: I think I’ll take my chances. You have a show tonight, right?

Me: Can’t believe you’re keeping track of my schedule and yours. I’m in Boston for the night.

Michaela: Excited?

Me: Crawling out of my skin. I need to get out there—pump some adrenaline through my veins.

Michaela: I was going to ask for something, but then I thought maybe it’s blurry.

Me: I’m all about the blurry. Now you gotta ask.

Michaela: Can you send me some pics from tonight?

Me: What would you like pics of? I’m going to need you to be specific.

Michaela: You. On stage, off stage. Sweaty, with your guitar. Do you still wear those tight leather pants? If so, I’d like a pic of those too. 

Michaela: OMG, I sound lecherous. Ignore me.

Me: You know how happy it makes me that you want pictures of me? I’m your husband, Mic. I’m yours. Ask, and I’ll give it to you.

Michaela: See, this is why I shouldn’t have asked.

Me: But you did. I’m not letting you take it back.

Michaela: I need to get back to work. Please don’t feel obligated to send me pictures. I’m deeply humiliated. I’m going to have a long chat with my hands for typing that.

Me: You got me smiling like a loon. See you, Mic.

Michaela: Break a leg, Mo. 




Michaela: Moses.

Me: Yes, Michaela?

Michaela: Did you really just send me a crate of gingersnaps?

Me: You said no flowers…

Michaela: This might be the sweetest thing anyone’s ever done for me.

Me: Sweeter than flowers?

Michaela: God, yes. Thank you. I’ve torn through an entire bag already.

Me: For the baby, right?

Michaela: Nope. That one was for me. The next one’s for the baby.

Me: Let me know if you’re craving anything else. It’s yours.

Michaela: Ooooh, the power. *rubs hands evilly* I’ll let you know.

Me: You got me laughing again.

Michaela: Good. You have me smiling.
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            Holy mother of god, my phone had become a porno. Mo had sent me picture after picture, and I had to assume Yael was the one who took some of them. In one, he even held up a handwritten sign that said: “I miss you, Mic.” That was the most wholesome. The others were...not.

Mo with his shirt off.

Mo playing guitar with his shirt off.

A close up of Mo’s crotch in leather pants, with a definite dick impression.

Mo smiling.

Mo with heavy-lidded eyes, his bottom lip between his teeth,

“What’re you looking at, Mickey?”

Jumping, like I’d been caught committing a crime, I hugged my phone to my chest. “Porn.”

Devon Chambers, the namesake of The Devon Chambers Band, smirked. “Is it an article about me?”

I snorted. “Yep. That’s exactly what I was looking at. You know me, I’m completely obsessed with you.”

We were backstage, a couple hours before showtime, and he was wandering around, getting in everyone’s way—as usual. A lot of musicians liked to take it easy once sound check was done. Not Devon. He was a control freak and couldn’t relax without checking up on every single element that went into his concert. Including me.

Especially me. He seemed to get a massive kick out of being my boss. Meanwhile, I was about ready to give him a massive kick.

He rolled his eyes and shook his head with a sigh. “You ready to talk about what’s going on under your shirt?”

I covered my chest with my hands and phone. “They’re called tits, Dev. You’ve seen them.”

For a second, he got distracted, his eyes lowering to my chest. “True. But it’s been a while. I need a refresher.”

“Never on your life.”

My ex-husband threw his head back and laughed, reminding me of the guy I married. We’d been barely more than kids, carefree and in love. Then he got famous. Really famous, and it all shot to shit. He was still an asshole, after all these years, but enough time had gone by, I could occasionally manage his tours without wanting to either cry or strangle him. He’d called me personally this time, begging me to take on his club tour because he’d fired the previous manager. I hadn’t gotten the whole story, but knowing Devon, I was certain it involved him being obnoxious.

When his laughter died down, he laid a hand on my stomach. “I’m talking about this.”

I swatted him away. I wasn’t a Buddha; only Mo was allowed to treat me like one. Man, I missed him.

“Are you implying I’ve gotten fat?” I asked, ever the smartass.

“Nah, I know when you gain weight—it goes straight to your ass. Who’s the dad?”

I tucked my phone in my back pocket and tightened my ponytail. “None of your business.”

His brown eyes went cloudy for a second. Devon was as handsome as he’d always been. Hazel eyes, dark hair, and a smile that had tamed the wild right out of me. Back when we were married, he’d been fresh-eyed, and his style had been raw and emotional. After so much time in the business and living, it made sense he’d have honed himself into a sleeker, shinier version. Didn’t mean I had to like it.

“That should’ve been mine.”

My face scrunched up so much, it nearly folded in on itself. “Um, no? I haven’t even spoken to you in two years. Don’t get all nostalgic on me just because my life has moved on.”

“We always talked about all the babies we were going to have, what they were going to look like. Guess seeing you actually have that is throwing me off.” He nodded at my bump. “You happy about it?”

“It was a surprise, but yeah, I’m happy.”

He gave a sharp nod. “Good. Then I’m happy for you, Mickey. Can I be Uncle Dev?”

Now it was my turn to laugh my ass off. “You can be that singer on the radio Mommy once knew.”

He clutched his chest and staggered around. “Shot to the heart. I’m dying here.” He dramatically fell to his knees and raised his hands to the sky. “I’m too young to die. Too young.”

I sniffed. “You’re not that young.”

His body jerked like he’d been shot, and he fell sideways, tongue poking out. “I’m dead.”

I stood over him, putting my booted foot on his hip. “Victory is mine!”

“Michaela?”

I jerked around at the sound of my name. When I saw Moses Aronson standing there, a perplexed frown on his gorgeous face, my heart did that low swoop it seemed to do around him.

“Moses?”

Devon popped up. “Hey, man. You here for the show?” He held his hand out for Mo to shake. Of course it would not occur to him that Mo would be here for anything but his concert, even though he’d just said my name.

“Good to see you. I actually flew out to see Michaela.” Mo’s eyes were on mine as he talked to Devon.

Devon was an asshole, but he wasn’t dumb. I could almost hear the gears turning in his head. He looked from Mo to me, and back.

“Ah, so you’re the one.” Devon nodded like it all made sense to him. “Interesting.”

“Go away, Devon,” I said.

He held his hands up. “All I said was interesting. But I had thought you were finished with musicians, so…” He wandered off again, whistling, his hands tucked in the pockets of his jeans.

Mo came closer to me. “Hey,” he said softly.

“Hi. What are you doing here?”

“Missed you. Wanted to see the bump in person. I’m only here for the night.” He tugged on the hem of my loose T-shirt. “Is that okay?”

“I have to work.” Oh god, it was so okay. “I’m glad to see you, though. I was beginning to think you only existed in my text messages.”

We’d been texting quite a bit over the last two weeks. Some days, we just checked in on each other, which I had to admit was nice. Other days, we bantered, and yeah, flirted a little. And some days, we talked about things that were real and true.

“Can I hug you, or will that ruin your street cred?”

He joked, but I glanced around to see if anyone was watching. There was no one around, so I stepped into Mo and circled my arms around his waist. He hesitated a beat, then curled himself around me just like he always did.

“Hey, Moses. What’s shakin’?” I said against his chest.

He laughed. “Right now, I am. I’m like a fucking puppy, really excited to see you.”

He pulled back and pressed his hands on either side of my belly, his eyes meeting mine. “Damn, Michaela. Nice job.”

Laughing, I covered his hands with mine. “This baby is a genius. I don’t even have to do anything and it grows.”

He kneeled down in front of me, still cupping my bump. “Hey, in there. I’m really proud of you for getting your growth spurt on. Must be all those gingersnaps your mom feeds you. Keep up the good work, kiddo.”

I started to laugh and yank at his hair to get him off the floor, but there was a squirming feeling low in my abdomen. Sucking in a breath, I pressed my hand to the spot.

Mo looked up at me. “You okay?”

“Yes. Say something else to the baby.”

“Okay...hi, baby. Guess what? I’ve finally started writing new music. I think about you, and I get inspired. It’s probably gonna be super sappy and mushy, but I don’t care.”

The baby was moving. Squirming to get closer to the sound of Mo’s voice, or so it seemed. It was the strangest feeling. Pops and bubbles distinct enough for me to know this was my baby saying hello.

“I felt the baby,” I whispered. “When you started talking, I felt it.”

Mo’s head tilted back, a tentative smile curling his lips. “Yeah? Is that the first time?”

“I think so.” I rubbed the spot again. “It stopped now. That was crazy. There’s something alive in there.”

He got up and pulled me into another hug. “You think this means the baby likes me?”

“I’m going to guess yes. The baby likes you a lot.”

“How about the mother?”

I twisted my lips to suppress a smile. “The mother thinks you’re all right—for a rock star.”

“Guess I’ll take what I can get.”

I started to reply, but my headset crackled, and my assistant began rattling off something about a blown fuse and a missing caterer. “Okay, okay, okay. I’ll be right there.” I gave Mo an apologetic smile. “I have to work.”

“Got it. I’ll hang out, if that’s okay. Maybe go talk to Devon.”

I cringed. “Yes, of course I want you to hang out. But Devon? You can do better.”

He chuckled. “Go, be a hard-ass. I’ll find something to occupy my time.”




The next time I saw Mo, I was helping my assistant and a stagehand move a table full of catered food to a different area backstage. Yes, I wasn’t supposed to be lifting anything heavy, but there were three of us sharing the load. From the thunderous expression on Mo’s face, you’d think I was lifting an anvil on my shoulders.

I shook my head as he approached, but he kept on coming. “I’ve got this,” I said through gritted teeth.

“Nope.” He bumped me aside and took over, introducing himself to my assistant, George, and the other guy whose name I never caught. “If you see Michaela lifting heavy shit, please stop her.”

George had the decency to defer to me. “I’m not sure I’m comfortable doing that, sir.”

“You’re not, and you shouldn’t be, given I’m your boss and a grown woman. Thank you for your help, both of you.”

Mo laughed, and I saw red. “Don’t listen to her. She’s got too much pride to tell you she needs to be taking it easy.”

Holy fucking hell. This man had a death wish. George met my eyes, and we had a brief, succinct mental exchange.

He knows he’s a goner, right?

Sadly, I don’t think he does. Shame to have to kill my child’s father.

He deserves it.

Don’t I know it. He’ll be dead by sunrise.

George gave Mo a sympathetic look, then he and the other guy set the table down and scampered out of there.

“Don’t listen to me?” I hissed.

“Mic—” He tried to smile at me, but I was feeling like Carrie after she had blood dumped on her head at prom. If I could have murdered Mo with my mind, he’d be buried under a pile of rubble right about now.

“No thanks.” I held up my hand. “I’m too busy to deal with you right now.”

That was the truth. But I was also beyond pissed. An hour ago, I’d been excited for Mo’s unexpected visit. Now, I just wanted his ass out of here.

“Mic, you can’t be lifting shit like that. Your placenta could—”

“No thanks,” I said again with full force. “I’m at work, Moses. You just completely usurped my authority and made me look like a weakling in front of my employees. That is not okay.”

“You want me to just stand aside while you potentially hurt yourself?”

“No, I want you to trust that I can take care of myself. I also want you to respect that I’m at work and you can’t just barge into my job simply because you’re famous. Do you think Devon Chambers would let anyone else’s boyfriend or husband or baby daddy hang out backstage before his show? The answer is no. The only reason your ass didn’t get tossed out is because he’s flattered you’re here. But I’m more than willing to do the deed if you don’t stay out of my way.”

Mo’s eyes went wide, and he backed up a step. “Fuck, Mic, I’m sorry.”

I shook my head. “Don’t worry about it. I have to go.”

I stalked away to do a last check of the dressing rooms. On my way, I pushed a roll of spare cable wire against the wall. It was heavy, but probably not over twenty pounds. Still, the small act of defiance gave me back my control.

Devon was in his dressing room doing yoga. He was in upward moon, or downward ass, or whatever the position was called.

“Everything good in here?” I asked, walking the perimeter of his room. No surprise, Devon’s concert rider was extensive and demanding. The venue usually took care of making sure he had a glass bowl full of sour Skittles, his favorite Russian vodka, the temperature of the room set to precisely sixty-nine degrees—because he was a total perv like that—and everything else on his list.

“You’re ruining my Zen,” he said, staying folded over.

“Maybe I should do yoga. I could use some Zen.”

He stood up straight, pressing his hands together in prayer. “Trouble in paradise already?”

“Don’t sound so gleeful, Dev. It’s unbecoming.” I flopped down on the couch—something I’d never, ever do in a million years…if I weren’t pregnant and pissed.

Of course, he flopped down beside me. “You sound blue, Smalls.”

Yeah, he’d stolen Ansel’s nickname for me. I adored when Ansel called me that. Devon? Not so much.

“I’m fine. I just can’t believe I’m in this position.”

“I thought you were happy about all this.” He waved his hand in a circle over my stomach.

“I am. It was easier not to be afraid of all the changes I’m going to have to make while I was at home. But now—”

“Ah, ah. No, baby. I’m not your confidant. Those days are long over.” He said it gently, and he was right, but that didn’t mean it didn’t twist the special Devon screw I’d always have in my heart.

“Okay.”

“Moses Aronson, huh? I’ve listened to Unrequited. Some of their songs are tight.”

“They’re talented,” I agreed.

“Young.”

“That too. I’m sure you’ve gone much younger.”

He chuckled. “Damn double standards. You sure he’s ready to settle down, do the whole domestic scene?”

“I’m not really sure of anything. You know, you really screwed me up.”

He turned his head, looking at me for a long time. “I know, baby. I’m sorry for the way it ended, but not sorry we happened.”

I sighed, leaning my head back on the cushion. “I’m sorry for how we ended, but I’m glad we did.”

“Ooof.” He did the whole heart-clutching act again. “You got me all achy, Michaela, like always.”

“Do you think it’s possible to do your job, be on the road a lot, and remain faithful?”

He hummed, rubbing his hands over his jean-clad thighs. “Yeah, I’m sure it is. I haven’t tried it since you, not for anything long-term. I’m thinking I might like to settle down one of these days. If I met you now, without all our old baggage, I’d settle down with you, Mickey.”

“You always did talk a big game.”

He smirked. “Don’t believe me?”

“Not in the least. I think you’re a rolling stone. Maybe if you find a woman who’ll roll with you, but I can’t picture you settling.” I swatted his knee. “Thanks for the talk. You have to get ready, and I have to stop hiding.”

Before I could get up, he pulled me into his chest for a hug. “Love you, Mickey baby.”

I pushed out of his embrace and patted his cheek. “Break a leg, Dev.”
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            I didn’t know how to win with Michaela. I kept on trying to take care of her, protect her, and she rejected me at every turn. I left my band, flew to Nashville to see her, and then fucked up without meaning to.

All I saw was her carrying that table and remembered Dr. Gupta’s talk of being careful about heavy lifting and mentioning placental abruption. I’d panicked. I’d embarrassed her, undermined her. I got that. But I wasn’t sure her reaction was warranted. She left me standing there, feeling like a useless piece of flesh.

I called Yael from an empty dressing room while the concert went on. “Hey. Think you could book me a flight for tonight?”

“No. Why would I do that?” she asked.

“I’m not wanted here.”

She sighed. “You sound like a pouty baby. Tell me what happened so I can analyze the big picture.”

“It doesn’t make me look great.”

“Just tell me, Moses.”

“Michaela seemed happy to see me. I talked to her belly, and the baby moved.”

“Oh my god, that’s so cool. Did you feel it?”

“No, I think it’s too small to feel from the outside. But she felt it, said the baby was happy to have me here. Anyway, she had to work, so I kind of—”

“Lurked?” she supplied.

“Yeah, my ass lurked around backstage. Side note, you ever met Devon Chambers? I walked up to him on the ground and Michaela standing over him with her boot on his ass.”

“Uh…what?”

I chuckled. “Never mind. I should have snapped a picture.”

“I’m checking out his Wiki page. He’s thirty-four, from New York, previously married—um...wait…huh.”

I rubbed the pulsing spot between my eyebrows. “What, Yael?”

“Okay, Wikipedia can be wrong, but this says he was married to Michaela Ashwood, daughter of music producer Lars Ashwood. Did she tell you that?”

Stunned, I took a step or two back until I hit a wall. “No. Fuck. No, she didn’t tell me that.”

“It’s probably no big deal. This says they were married in the early two-thousands. That’s ancient history. Maybe she forgot.”

I huffed a dry laugh. “You think she forgot she was married to Devon fucking Chambers?”

“I think you probably just need to ask her about it. I’m not booking you an early flight.”

“Thanks. I should fire you.”

“You won’t because one day soon you’re going to thank me for doing you this favor. Your little feelers are hurt because Michaela didn’t fall at your feet when you arrived, but give her a break. She has a hard job. She’s probably tired and may be processing how she feels about you.”

“Yeah.” I shoved my fingers through my hair. “She’s pissed because I interfered with her work and told her assistant not to listen to her.”

Yael hissed. “Oh shit. Seriously, Moses?”

“Yep. I definitely said that.”

“You better buy her all the gingersnaps. I have no idea how you’re going to come back from that. Lucky she didn’t punch your pretty face.”

“See why I wanted you to book me a flight?”

“Except you can’t run from this. That woman is carrying your child. You can’t have a fight and then just walk away when it gets tough.”

“I’m not walking away,” I said. “I’m giving her the space she wants.”

“No, you’re being a coward. Mama don’t play that. Stick it out, face up to whatever’s coming.”

“You’re the worst sister I ever had.”

“True, but I’m also the best.” I could hear the smug smile in her voice.

“I’ll let you know what’s going on tomorrow. Thanks.”

“Good luck, bro.”

I tossed my phone down on the nearest surface, frustrated beyond belief, both with myself and Michaela. And I’d throw Yael in there too for good measure. She was too smug, acting like she had her shit together when I knew full well she was a damn mess.

The door cracked open, and Michaela stuck her head inside. “Hey.”

“Hey.”

“Can I come in?”

“Yeah. Of course.”

She stepped into the room, closing the door behind her. “I was worried you’d leave.”

And now I felt like a jackass for even contemplating going. “I’m here.”

She leaned her back against the door. “Here’s the thing: I’m sorry for reacting the way I did, but you have to know what you did wasn’t okay either.”

“Do you get I was trying to protect you?”

“I do get that, but you went about it in the wrong way. Can I tell you a story?”

“Sure.”

“Okay.” She slid her headpiece down to hang around her neck. “I started working backstage when I was in my early twenties. There was definitely some nepotism going on, but I knew my shit, even then. But I was young, small, and a woman. Men would literally laugh in my face when I asked them to do something. So you know what I did? I stopped asking. I stopped trying to make friends and became solely about the job. It took me years to build a reputation as more than Lars Ashwood’s daughter.”

I raised my eyebrows. “And Devon Chambers’ ex-wife?”

She didn’t even hesitate or seem surprised I knew. “Right. That too. So, for you to come in, the lead singer of Unrequited, and tell these guys not to listen to me? Man, Mo, that cuts deep. That can’t happen again.”

I tossed my hands out to my side. “What should I have done? ’Cause you sure as shit shouldn’t have been lifting that table.”

“It wasn’t even heavy, and George and the other guy took the brunt of the weight. Do you think I’d do anything to harm this baby?”

“I think you’re stubborn as hell.”

Her face turned to stone. “Was that a yes? You think I’m so stubborn, I’d hurt our child? You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“No.” Two long strides, and I was in front of her, tipping her chin up so she’d have to look at me. “No, I don’t think that. I’m sorry I implied it.”

She shoved me away, but I only backed up a step. “Nothing changes for you, Mo. You keep your body, your job stays the same, your brain isn’t whacked-out on hormones. I’m happy about this baby, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t days where I’m resentful my body is not fully my own anymore.” Without warning, she wrapped her arms around my waist and pressed her face into my chest. “I probably shouldn't have been lifting the table.”

My heart flipped and twisted in my chest two or three times before I banded my arms around her and kissed the top of her head. “I get it. I get you. This is huge and scary. Our lives are going to change. I don’t think I’ve even fully grasped it yet. Your life is already changing, and to be honest, I’ve been caught up in how cool it is you’re carrying our baby, I hadn’t stopped to think how huge this responsibility is for you.”

“Oh hell, now I’m going to cry. I never cry, and look at me. Such a damn mess.”

I laughed when she used my T-shirt to wipe her tears away. “No, no, feel free to use me as your personal tissue.”

She let out a little giggle mixed with a sob. “I really am glad you’re here. I needed one of your full-body hugs more than I realized.”

“You don’t get hugs from Devon Chambers?”

You know, most of the time, I was a moderately smart man, but there were times, like this one, I questioned if I even had a brain in my head. Michaela pulled away immediately, wrapping her arms around herself protectively.

“Do you have something to ask me, Moses?”

“Guess I do.” I shoved my hands in my pockets, rocking back on my heels. “Why didn’t you tell me you were touring with your ex-husband?”

“I feel like you’re trying to imply something, and I’d rather you just say it.”

I might as well go all in. I would wonder if I didn’t ask, and she would know I was wondering. “You still have feelings for him? Something going on between you? Is that why you didn’t tell me?”

Michaela turned away from me, her hand braced on the door. “Actually, I’m not sure I want to answer your ridiculous and insulting questions.” She looked at me over her shoulder. “I might not remember everything about our night in Vegas, but I do remember telling you what he did to me.”

She opened the door, and I slammed my hand on the thin wood, sealing it shut. “I flew all the way out here to be with you. Stop walking away from me.”

She dropped her forehead against the door. “I didn’t ask you to come here. I wouldn’t. This is my job.”

Pushing her ponytail aside, I dipped my head down so my mouth was beside her ear. “And you’re my wife. And that’s my baby.”

“Stop saying that,” she whispered.

“I’m not going to stop. Not when it’s true. We’re working shit out, Michaela, but that doesn’t make you any less mine.” I smoothed my hands up her sides and around to her stomach, pulling her back against my front. “You feel so fucking good.”

A soft whimper escaped her, and she let herself lean against me. “I’m angry with you.”

“Funny, because I’m angry with you too. Doesn’t mean I don’t want to touch you.”

Her hand reached up to hold on to the side of my neck, giving me access to her. I raised her shirt to get my hands on her bare skin, and we both released long sighs. I thought about this, about her, every damn night. The way she smelled, how her skin felt under my hands, her voice, all of her. My cock was rock hard, pressing against the zipper of my jeans, but I tried like hell not to rock into her. As much as she turned me on, made me want her, we weren’t there.

We were in this dressing room at her ex-husband’s show, trying to figure each other out.

“Tell me something true, Michaela.”

“The truth is, I hadn’t spoken to Devon in two years before he asked me to do this tour. The last time I saw him, he asked me to come to his room to talk, and when I showed up, he was doing blow off some girl’s butt. He was a bad husband, and not a great human, but we grew up together, so our shared history will always bind us…at least a little. I’m okay if I don’t see him for another few years after this, though.”

Bending down, I kissed her cheek. She turned her head enough for me to capture the side of her mouth. She let out a shaky breath, and I held her tight, stroking her silky skin.

“I’m jealous he gets your time. Jealous he got to have a real marriage with you. Jealous he’s watching our baby grow in your belly while I’m on the other side of the country. I feel like a complete ass, but there it is.”

She spun in my arms and laid her head on my chest. “You’re not an ass. I mean, yeah, you were an ass today, but not about this.”

Gripping her ponytail, I gave it a tug so I could see her face. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“This was me protecting you. I naively hoped you wouldn’t have to know his identity, so if you ever came into contact with him, it wouldn’t be weird for you. This industry is such a small world with big mouths. I should have known better.”

“You didn’t think it would be weird for me to run into that guy at some awards show and have him tell me he used to be married to my girl?”

“Honestly, I didn’t think very far ahead. Devon and I got married twelve years ago. God, you were still in middle school then, weren’t you?”

Her attempt at picking at my age produced a noise of contempt from my throat. Her eyes went soft, while mine went hard. I fucking hated this. We were two blunt objects, crashing into each other again and again, neither of us giving. Wanting her was the most frustrating experience of my life.

She pressed her index finger to my lips. “Don’t be mad at me. My very bumbling point was Dev and I were a lifetime ago. I’m not even close to the same person I was then. Although, a lot of my feelings on relationships with musicians were formed then, and I still drag them around like tin cans on the back of newlywed’s cars—clanking around and obnoxious when I’m trying to move on.” A warm palm curled around the side of my neck. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I’m not used to answering to anyone or explaining myself. I’ll be better.”

I released a slow exhale. “I’m sorry too, Mic. I wish we could have a do-over on this day.”

Her lids lowered, and she looked up at me through thick, dark lashes. “Before I came in here, I checked your tour dates with mine. For science. And I noticed you have two days off that coincide with our hotel stay in Miami next week.”

My eyebrows shot up. “Is that so?”

“I know it’s a big ask, especially since this visit hasn’t gone so well, but maybe you’d want to fly down to Miami and hang out with—?”

“Yep.”

She laughed. “Well, if you’re not sure…” She pulled away from me and reached for the door, but I caught her before she could get too far and spun her back around.

“I’m coming. Thank you for asking me.” I dipped my head to level my eyes with hers. “I’m glad to know you actually want to see me instead of feeling like I’m forcing my presence on you.”

Her lips parted, her breathy pants warming my mouth. “I do want to see you. We’re friends, right?”

“Right. Friends,” I whispered as I leaned in, mindless, needing to feel her lips again.

“Mo, not tonight.” Fingers pressed against my lips. “I’m not...I don’t...”

“Yeah.” Straightening, I tried not to show the hurt on my face. “Not tonight.”

“That’s not never, just not when it’s been such a shitty night and everything is so raw, you know?”

“Yep.” I shoved my hand through my hair. “Makes sense.”

“Mo.” She hooked her finger with mine. “Are we good now?”

“We’re good.” I kissed her cheek. “Perfect.”

My insides had been clawed to shreds from frustration, but yeah, we were good.
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            M>oses: Penthouse, Hotel Blanco.

Me: Uh, what?

Moses: That’s where we’re staying in Miami.

Me: I have a room at the Hilton. It’s perfectly adequate, even for your fancy, rock star ass.

Moses: Nah, Hotel Blanco’s better. You’ll see.

Me: Maybe I’ll just stay at my perfectly adequate hotel and you can visit me. Besides, did we ever discuss sharing a room?

Moses: You’re my wife. Sharing a room is a given. I’ll keep my sad dick to myself if you insist, but you’re sleeping in my bed.

Me: Your sad dick?

Moses: Yep. You done arguing with me, or do I have to send you pictures of the private infinity pool?

Me: No, you’re enough to entice me. Can we talk more about why your dick is sad?

Moses: You wanna know about my dick, ask me in person tomorrow.

Me: Is it weird I got goosebumps when you said “tomorrow”?

Moses: Not weird. Yael keeps yelling at me to sit still ’cause I keep trying to move time forward. I am disappointed you didn’t confirm you’ll be asking about my dick in person.

Me: We’ll see what kind of mood I’m in. I might just pass out the second I enter your fancy, rock star hotel room. I’m kind of a party animal these days.

Moses: LOL. I’ll take you in any form. See you, Mic.

Me: Goodnight, Mo.




As it turned out, I showed up at Mo’s fancy rock star hotel hungry as hell, but with enough energy left in my stores to last a couple more hours. A private elevator took me to the top floor, where there was only one room: ours. My skin prickled with nerves as I waited for him to answer the door. We’d been talking, flirting, bantering over the last week, even more than we had over the previous two, and I was surprised at how nervous I was to finally see him again.

When he pulled the door open, my eyes landed on his feet first. What was it about seeing a fully dressed man with bare feet that always made me think of sex and intimacy? My nipples tightened and pressed against the lacy fabric of my bra.

“Hey, Mic.”

I took my time moving my gaze up the length of his body, from his worn jeans, to his casual lean against the open door, to the way his plain, black T-shirt stretched across his chest, to his warm, amused eyes.

I smiled. “Hey, Mo.”

He reached out, I thought for my hand, but instead, he grabbed my bag. “Come on in. It’s pretty adequate up in here.”

Dropping my bag in the marble foyer, his hands went to his hips. “What do you think?”

I walked past him, taking a visual sweep of the suite.

The room was more like an apartment. Before me was a spacious living room, modern and sleek, with a very subtle beach theme. The walls facing the ocean were entirely made of glass, and just beyond them, the pool Mo had enticed me with glowed blue in the dark night. The floors were white marble and looked like they extended throughout the place. Just off the living room was a bedroom, but I suspected another, more opulent room existed on the other side of the suite.

Pursing my lips, I nodded. “I suppose it’s adequate. There are an awful lot of windows. Who needs so many windows?”

He laughed, approaching me slowly. “Yeah, I didn’t think of it that way, but it’s pretty selfish to have all these windows. I bet there are people somewhere who don’t even have windows.”

Finally in front of me, he brushed a knuckle down my cheek. “Hi.”

“Give me one of your really good hugs, then feed me, preferably pizza, before I eat your face.”

“I think I can do that.” He tugged my hand until we were flush with each other, then our arms moved into their favorite positions: mine around his waist, his circling my shoulders. Warm lips pressed against my cheek, then my temple. “You look pretty, Mic.”

I’d made an effort. The lines were so blurred between us, I didn’t know up from down. Should I have been making an effort for Mo, my friend? Maybe not. But there was no denying he was more than that. I wasn’t ready to shove on a wedding ring and live the married life, but…I’d made the effort anyway.

Freshly showered after tonight’s concert, I left my hair down in wild curls. Makeup was pretty beyond me, but I wore a yellow tank top that hugged my tits and belly, and a pair of newly acquired maternity skinny jeans.

“Thank you.” I breathed in his ginger scent. “You smell good.”

A laugh rumbled out of him. “But I look like shit?”

“Fishing for compliments is unbecoming, Moses.” Patting his chest, I backed up a step or two, biting my bottom lip so I wouldn’t smile. “You look ridiculously good, and your bare feet make me think of sex.”

He dropped to his knees in front of me, sliding my shirt up to bare my stomach. “Your mom likes to torture me. Can you try to be a good influence on her?”

“Get off the floor and stop talking smack about me to the baby.”

“So mean,” he whispered to my bump before hopping up. “I heard something about pizza.”

Half an hour later, I’d traded my jeans for pajama pants, ditched my cute tank top for a baggy Unrequited T-shirt, and thrown my hair into a messy bun on top of my head. On the bed in front of me was the massive pizza Mo had ordered. He sat cross-legged on one side of the box, while I sat on the other, shoving a too-hot piece of pizza into my watering mouth.

“Tell me something true,” I said after I swallowed.

“Hmmm…” He wiped his mouth with a crinkled up paper napkin. “I keep wondering when I get to be on your Instagram.”

“Is this because Devon’s on there?”

“Maybe.” He practically unhinged his jaw as he took a huge bite out of his slice.

“There were five people between us.”

“Mmhmm.”

“So, the true thing you’re telling me is you’re jealous of Devon’s public presence in my life?”

“Mmm.”

“I’m not sure that’s an answer. But my answer to you is that account doesn’t represent my real life. That’s work and my travels. You’re part of my real life.”

“Okay.” He nodded, eyes down on the bed. “Then my thing that’s true is I’m relieved not to be on your Instagram and I’m gloating a little that Devon fucking Chambers is.”

“As you should be. He’s been super annoying since you stopped by the tour last week, asking every prying question he can. I’m not sure he even cares to hear my answers, he just wants to bug me.”

I grabbed another piece of pizza, and Mo watched me shove it into my mouth like a goddamn lady.

“Baby making you hungry?” he asked.

“Mmm-mmm,” I answered around a full mouth. “I like to eat all the food all the time.”

He chuckled, picking up another slice of his own. “Same. Which is why my ass is in the gym two hours a day.”

“Two hours? Huh, I wonder how that works when you have a tiny baby.”

He paused mid-chew, and for the first time since I told him the news, something like panic passed over his features. “Um…okay, I hadn’t thought about that.”

“To be fair, neither had I. I’m not in denial, but while I’m working and on the road, it’s easy not to think about what’s coming.” And far less scary, because fuck, I was about to have a tiny human in my life forever.

He tossed his crust back in the box. “Guess I don’t even have the foggiest idea of what’s coming. Never really been around kids or babies.”

“That’s a relief to me. Then you won’t know when I inevitably screw up.”

“I doubt you’ll screw anything up.”

“Oh really?” I wiped my mouth with my napkin and leaned back on my hands. “I think the surprise baby growing in my belly is a testament to the contrary.”

He shrugged. “We had a lot of unprotected sex. Neither of us had ever done something like that before. So…I don’t know. The baby is a surprise, but a screw up? Nah. There was a reason we were both willing to take that chance multiple times.”

I wanted to make a joke about the reason being alcohol, but I didn’t. He was right. We’d been close that night, drawn to each other, finding something in each other we’d both been seeking. And though a baby had been the farthest thing from my mind, I couldn’t say there hadn’t been some teeny tiny miniscule part of me that accepted and was okay with the possibility.

“What was the reason?” I asked.

He took a long time to answer. Blinking his beautiful, guileless eyes, rubbing his full, dusky pink lips together, he studied me.

“Us, together—we were the reason.”

Inhaling a long, shuddering breath, I looked away.

This was too real. Mo was too near. I needed to get out of there. “Should we go swimming? Let’s go swimming.” I hopped up and started rummaging through my bag before he could answer.

“Michaela…” Mo was behind me in a flash, winding his arms below my breasts. “I don’t like you walking away from me.”

“I invited you to come. Swim with me.”

His mouth tickled the back of my neck, it was so close. “No bathing suit.”

Those three words made heat gather between my thighs.

“It’s a private pool...” My voice came out huskier than I’d intended.

I finally found my bikini in my haphazardly packed overnight bag and broke away from Mo’s hold to walk toward the bathroom. “I’ll be right out.” I waved my bathing suit over my head like a white flag. Though, from the bullish huff Mo emitted, his eyes saw it as red. My steps quickened before he charged.

Once I shed my clothes and slid on my yellow bikini, I waited a minute, then two, before exiting the bathroom. I’d come here tonight knowing in the back of my mind something might—no, probably—would happen. Something physical. We were in a hotel room in Miami, the whole night in front of us. It was a recipe for sexy times. It was the more that had me hiding.

Staying in this bathroom until morning wasn’t a viable option, though, and being afraid of catching feelings was pointless, since I’d already caught them.

Sucking up my pride and courage, I stepped into the bedroom, finding it empty. The living room was too. Through the windows, I saw Mo gliding on his back across the water.

The air outside was humid and warm, even though it was nearing midnight. The pool was the perfect temperature, and I let myself sink into it, weightless and cool.

Mo floated over beside where I leaned against the wall. “Hey.”

“Hey, yourself. I’m glad you didn’t let your lack of proper attire hold you back.”

He planted his feet on the ground in front of me and dipped his head to give me a smile. “I figured you’ve seen it before, you wouldn’t be offended. I’m sure you’ll be able to resist my bare dick.”

“Why are you so sure?”

His head cocked to the side, a line etching between his brows. “Because I’m so fucking attracted to you, wanting you, going crazy looking at you, and you’re casually eating pizza and running away from me. I get it, Mic. I get it.”

“I need to tell you something. Bend down a little.”

He frowned at me, but did as I asked, lowering his head closer to mine. He gave me his ear, so I brushed my lips against it, but I didn’t whisper any secrets. What I had to tell him couldn’t be said with words. My fingers tangled in the back of his thick, wavy hair, and my lips met his. Soft and slow, I kissed him. And when he didn’t move, didn’t respond, my teeth sunk into his bottom lip and tugged until his hands gripped my face.

Our eyes opened at the same time. His unsure. Mine blazing.

“I am affected, Moses. You made me so wet last week, I made myself come in silence while everyone was sleeping on the tour bus. I tried to wait, but I couldn’t fall asleep. My panties were soaked, and your face, your scent, your voice, the feel of your hands, all had me worked up and a little desperate. Every damn night for the past week, I’ve gotten myself off while thinking about you. Every night.”

While I spoke, Mo’s entire demeanor changed. He became the cocky, swaggering rocker I’d let bend me over his knee or a couch or...well, do anything with me.

Reaching behind my neck, I pulled the ties of my top and let it fall away from my breasts, floating on the surface of the pool. Mo growled when I reached below the surface and worked my bottoms off too, tossing them somewhere in the shadows surrounding the pool.

No other words were exchanged. We didn’t need them. Not when we could touch, crash, pillage. His arms banded beneath my ass, lifting me up so we were even, face to face. He paused once, inhaled, looked me over. Then his mouth was on my neck, burning a path across my sensitive skin, and my hands were everywhere—his thick hair, angular jaw and cheeks, shoulders and arms that were strong enough to lift me and our child. This was the first time I was touching him this way, completely sober and present, and I couldn’t get enough of his skin under mine.

His length pulsed between my folds, hard and thick. As he kissed me, touched me, breathed me in, he became impossibly harder, longer, and irresistible. When his lips latched around my pebbled nipple, lightning bolts shot from the sky, down my spine, scorching me between my legs. My pelvis tilted, hips rolled, and Mo’s cock slid against my clit. Again and again, I repeated the movement. One shockwave built on top of the next, and each time, my panting and gasping became louder, more desperate, and completely out of control.

He had barely touched me, but that didn’t seem to matter. Logic had never been part of us. We responded to each other in a way that seemed predestined. Not that he was made for me, but like we were two opposites, and instead of clashing or being repelled by one another, our different pieces fit until we were latched together.

I could have cried from how badly I needed him to fill me. Only him. Every other man in the world had ceased to exist for me. They were blank walls, even the most attractive of the lot. He was the one I saw in bright, glowing colors.

We were moving through the water, and I clung to Mo, kissing his jaw and neck with each step he took. His hands on my ass flexed, and one slid between my ass cheeks to my pussy. As he carried me out of the pool, two fingers slipped inside me, plunging deep. My head fell back, and I saw stars as I came around his fingers immediately. He held me through it, as I bucked, cried, writhed, went wild. Every nerve-ending in my body was alight, each small touch making me want to scream my throat raw.

Mo sat down on one of the padded lounge chairs with me straddling his lap. There was no hesitation between us. He positioned his cock just as I lifted to take him. My thigh muscles quivered as I lowered myself again, full of Moses this time. I slid down his length slowly, bracing myself on his shoulders, which were capable of moving mountains.

Mo’s fingers dug into my ass, his jaw tense, as he maintained eye contact my entire journey down his cock. And when I was full of him, so full I could barely breathe, my head fell back, and his mouth latched onto my throat, sucking, biting, kissing me until I was breathing him.

“Jesus Christ, I need you to move,” he ground out through a clenched jaw.

I rolled my hips experimentally. My body was changed, and even though I hadn’t gained much weight, I felt heavier and unbalanced. I needed to get used to this new body, to how it moved, how much it could take. And Mo let me, staying patient and still as I started to ride him, finding my rhythm.

“You’re so sexy, Michaela.” One hand cupped my breast, his thumb brushing the tight peak over and over. “Tell me how gentle I need to be. Tell me what you need.”

I shook my head. “No, the last thing I need is gentle. I want you to fuck me, Moses. I need it so bad.”

He pulsed inside me and groaned for so long, I was afraid he was about to come. But no, that was the sound of the beast inside him being unleashed. Once I gave him permission, he held me not like I was breakable, but like a woman he’d been dying to fuck. His hands were all over me, kneading my tits, fisting my hair to ravage my throat, finally landing on my hips.

He drove into me again and again, pressing me down on his cock until I screamed. He kept going, taking, taking, taking—and I met him, taking what I needed too. My nails scored those shoulders I admired so much, and my teeth nipped at his lips until I nearly tasted copper.

The tension, anger, resentment we both held exploded and morphed into desire. Together, we were rolling hills and booming dynamite, changing the terrain of us into something different. Unrecognizable, but hopefully better.

Gripping the back of my neck and base of my spine, he tipped me back, driving into me with more force. All I could do was let him have me. He grunted, and our skin slapped. I panted, and my pussy clenched. I said his name, and he answered back with mine. My nails clawed. His fingers pressed. Over and over, Mo pushed our bodies together and apart until I was shaking, crying, yelling. My belly tightened, my limbs loosened, and I let go, joining the stars in the Miami sky.

Mo pulled me against his chest, slowing, but staying so deep. My channel was tender and hypersensitive, each pass of his length against my dancing nerves made me shiver and cling. Face buried in my neck, panting, kissing, blooming goosebumps on my skin.

“Keep...keep doing that. I’m going to come again,” I managed to say.

I didn’t even know what he was doing, but the angle he held me was perfect. I’d never come so much with a man in my life, and here I was, readying for another orgasm.

“Baby,” he grunted. “I can’t hold out much longer.”

“I know, I know, I know.” His muscles quivered under my fingers. He was working so hard for me, giving me all I needed, and I wanted to give him what he needed too. “Let go, baby. I want you to.”

Fingers tangling in my hair, he yanked my head back to meet my eyes. There were galaxies in his irises, and they were aflame. I rocked, pushed, squeezed, telling him he could let go, telling him how amazing he was, how amazing he made me feel. Pleasure that looked like pain crossed his face, and he stilled, letting out a deep bellow and painting my inner walls warm. It was enough to send me over one more time, coming with him.

When my body finally stopped clenching and clawing, I slumped onto Mo’s chest and breathed a long, satisfied sigh. He held me close, skimming his fingertips over the ridges of my spine and along my ribs and hips. We were quiet, trying to catch our breath. The ocean roared in the distance, lapping at the shore until it stopped resisting and let itself be pulled away.

Eventually, Mo slid out and carried me inside. We took a quick shower, kissing each other and washing ourselves, then we got into our pajamas and flopped on the big bed.

“Pizza!” I broke off a piece that had gone cold, but was no less appetizing, and stuffed it in my mouth.

Mo laid on his side, chuckling as he watched me. “You kill me.”

“All the food,” I said around a mouthful. “I’m hungry again.”

His expression sobered after a minute. “Did I hurt you?”

I shook my head. “No, I promise. I’d tell you if it was too much.”

He seemed dubious. “This isn’t like the heavy table?”

“No. Dr. Gupta assured me sex was healthy and safe.”

He frowned. “You asked about sex?”

“I asked every question ever at my first appointment.” I stretched out on my side in front of him, touching his jaw and neck. “I didn’t want sex then. And now, I want it all the time, but the thing is, I can’t imagine having it with anyone but you. I don’t want to have it with anyone but you.”

He exhaled and twirled one of my curls around his finger. “I’m happy to be of service, Mic.”

Smiling, I melted into him, and like always, he wrapped around me. “My burrow,” I murmured.

“Always,” he murmured back.

We laid there on our sides, quietly talking, stroking, touching, until the ocean breeze and the crazy sex and the warmth of each other became too much and sleep won the battle against heavy eyelids.
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            Mo slept on his side, warm palm cupping my belly. The baby swirling across my bladder had woken me, but I crossed my legs, delaying getting out of this bed and leaving this man.

The sex had been insane. Hard, deep, punishing. It could hardly be called making love, and yet I felt closer to Mo. I kissed his cheek and rolled myself out of bed, padding to the bathroom.

Business done, teeth brushed, and face washed, I grabbed my phone and climbed back into bed. The shit thing about being pregnant was I passed out in two seconds flat at night, but once I woke up, no matter what time it was, I was awake for the day. My plan was to let Mo sleep, but the second I pulled the sheets up, he rolled over and curved around me.

“Good morning,” I whispered.

“Is the sun even up?” he grumbled.

“Barely. Go back to sleep.”

“Can’t. You’re leaving soon, aren’t you?”

I pushed his hair away from his face. “I have a couple hours.”

His eyes cracked open, cracking open my chest in the process. “I don’t want to miss them.” His palm slid over my belly, to the elastic of my panties, and then beneath them. He found me wet, pressing against my swollen clit. “Are you sore?”

I shook my head. “I feel great.” My legs fell open to him, breath hitching in my throat as he swirled his fingers.

His eyes captured mine, holding my gaze steady while he worked me. In a minute, maybe two, I came apart on his hand, dark eyes intense and smoldering into mine.

Then he rolled me onto my side, his long body aligning with my back. My panties were shoved down, and I kicked them off. His cock pressed against me, and hot breath tickled my neck.

“This okay?” he asked, his head nudging my entrance.

“Yeah.” I arched my back. “More than okay.”

This time, we had the best kind of slow, sleepy, morning sex. He kissed my shoulders and the back of my neck. I held his hand on my breasts, and when I started coming, I bit down on the thick calluses on his thumb. It wasn’t wild and crazy or hard and powerful. This sex was the kind that made the sun want to keep on rising each day. The kind that felt like a little sunray I could tuck in my pocket to keep me warm the rest of the day.

When Mo emptied inside me, I came again, shaking and smiling. He growled and grunted my name in my ear, the sound keeping my orgasm rising and crashing until we were both finally still.

I rolled onto my back, and Mo propped himself on his elbow, his eyes traveling over me. My tank top had been shoved up over my belly and down beneath my breasts, so it only covered a small strip of skin.

“You’re so beautiful, Mic. You wear mornings well.” His voice was soft and low, thick with awe as he took me in again and again.

I smoothed my hand over his hair. “Your Superman hair is kind of crazy this morning.”

He frowned at me, and I tugged him down to kiss it away. Frowning wasn’t allowed after sex like that.

“I like mornings with you,” I said.

“Me too.”

He moved down my body to lay his head on my belly. “Is this okay?” he asked.

“Yeah, it’s more than okay.” My heart did that crazy move, swooping low, then soaring high.

He was careful not to put much pressure on me with his head, laying gently just above my pubic bone, hands cupping my bump. I wanted to remember this moment forever, so I quietly took a picture from above with my phone. My big, solid rocker, so gentle and sweet with our little baby growing inside me. When I looked at the screen, I saw bliss etched into Mo’s features. I imagined my expression was much the same.

“We gonna find out the sex of the baby?” he asked.

“Do you want to?” Our anatomy scan was next week, but like most things with this pregnancy, I hadn’t put much thought into it.

“I think I do.” He kissed my bare skin. “Do you?”

“I don’t mind either way.” I stroked through his hair, combing it with my fingers. “What do you think we’re having?”

“Hmmm…” he hummed against me. “I think girl. You?”

I laughed under my breath. “No idea. No mother’s intuition at all. It could be an otter or bear for all I know.”

“But do you think it’s a girl bear or boy bear?”

I laughed louder this time. “I really don’t know. A girl would be fun, but a boy would be equally fun.”

“Yeah, don’t think I’d mind a boy either.” His palm was so warm on my belly button. “What if they want to be a rocker?”

“Then I hope it’s a girl. There aren’t enough female rock stars.”

“I don’t know, Mic. This kid’s got music in its blood. You might not be able to stop the inevitable.”

I swatted his shoulder. “Stop trying to scare me with your evil, evil talk.”

He rose up on his elbow again, a smile lighting his face. “Am I so fucking terrible, you’d hate for our kid to turn out like me?”

“No, you’re not so terrible.” My voice came out soft, affection clogging my throat. “You’re sort of, kind of, a little bit great.”

“Just a little bit?” He was clearly amused by my assessment.

“A smidge.”

“You like me, huh?”

“Let’s not take this too far.” The alarm on my phone beeped, making me groan. “Back to reality.”

We showered and dressed, and Mo watched me shove all my stuff back in my overnight bag from the corner of our bed, his fingers steepled. I tried not to notice the kicked puppy expression on his face, but it was impossible to ignore. If he’d been trying to guilt me for leaving, I would have flipped him off on my way out the door. But he wasn’t. He was just the kind of guy who wore his feelings on his face and made no effort to hide them.

Which made me like him more. And made me want to trust him.

Bag zipped, I went over to Mo and brought one knee, then the other, up on the bed so I straddled him. He gripped my hips and brought me close, his head tilted back.

I held his face and pressed a long, slow kiss to his lips. “Thank you for flying to Miami for me, Moses.”

“Tell me where you want me, I’ll show up.”

“I sort of believe that.”

“Guess I’ve got some work to do to get you to all the way believe it.” He started to pull me down for another kiss, but my phone blared to life. Me singing “Devon is an asshole” filled the room, and pretty much killed any moment we may or may not have been about to have.

“I have to go,” I said.

“Yep.” He pushed my shirt up and dipped his head low. “Can’t wait to see you again next week, you little mango. Tell your mom she likes me more than she thinks, okay?” One more kiss to my bump, then he helped me off his lap, standing with me.

“The baby’s a mango this week?” I asked.

“Yep. Next week’s a banana. Not sure how a banana’s bigger than a mango, though.”

I grinned. “One of the world’s mysteries. We’ll probably never know the answer.”

Grinning back at me, Mo closed in on my space, reaching around to squeeze my ass. “I’m gonna miss the hell out of you. My dick is going to get worn out while I picture fucking you by the pool.”

Circling my arms around his waist, I laid my head on his chest. “No more sad dick?”

He rumbled a laugh. “Not at the moment.”

And that was that. We kissed a few more times, Mo rubbed my little Buddha belly, then I wheeled my bag to the door and we said goodbye. Not even twenty-four hours, and something had shifted between us. I still had no idea what that would mean when I got back. I couldn’t really picture us as husband and wife, even if we technically were.

Devon’s ringtone started again, pulling me back to the present. No time for overthinking when I had to deal with Devon fucking Chambers and his giant ego.

“Speak, Devon,” I answered as I wheeled through the lobby.

“Where are you?”

“I’m headed to the buses.”

“That didn’t answer my question.”

“Mmmhmm.” His sudden interest in me couldn’t have been more annoying. Ever since he found out about the baby and Mo, he’d made sure to track me down each day and...dote on me, I guess the word was. It was very strange, and I hardly knew how to handle it.

He sighed. “Did you have a good night?”

“I did. Can I help you with something?”

“Yeah. My laptop is fucked up and I can’t get the movie I want to watch to play. Think you could take a look at it before the buses head out?”

I counted to ten inside my head before I answered. “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes, but I’m not IT. I can’t make any promises I’ll be able to fix it.”

He chuckled. “You can do anything, Mickey.”

I basically hung up on him and climbed into a taxi. My head leaning against the window, I was suddenly tired, even though I’d gotten really good sleep last night. I’d been doing this for so long—always moving, traveling, walking away from things I didn’t really want to leave—I was road-weary, and maybe a little world-weary. Thinking about building a new life at home made me even more tired, though. I closed my eyes, letting the Miami morning sun warm my face while I sped away from Mo back to Devon.
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            “Here you go, sugar. You look like you need this more than me.”

Maeve, Unrequited’s drummer as of a year ago, held out a frothy pink drink in a clear glass. I shook my head. “Nah, I’m good.”

She snorted a little laugh. “Are you? You’re wearin’ a hole in that strip of carpet, remindin’ me of my first show with y’all. Take the drink, Mo.”

Relenting, I took the glass from her and sipped the strong, sweet, pink drink. It went down easy, leaving a trail of flames in its wake. I shook my limbs loose and growled.

“Holy shit, what’s in this?”

With her hands on her curvy hips, she popped a shoulder. “Trade secret. It’s sure to grow hair on your chest—if you didn’t have any before—and soothe janglin’ nerves.”

Sue me, my eyes flicked to her full breasts, barely covered by a Pretty in Pink T-shirt she’d cut and ripped to shreds. Santi, our bassist, happened to glance up from his conversation with Murray on the other side of our dressing room at that exact moment.

“Stop checking out my wife’s cleavage,” he grumbled.

My hands flew up. “She mentioned her chest, I’m gonna look.”

Maeve laughed, giving my shoulder a playful shove. “I said your chest. Anyway, at least this interlude distracted you from all the pacing. You nervous about Michaela watchin’ you?”

“Yep.” I shoved my hand through my hair. “Hell, I don’t even know if she’ll show up.”

“Why? Didn’t she say she’ll be here?”

I had no idea where Mic and I stood. Even in Miami, I was aware falling into bed together didn’t change a single thing for her. She wasn’t in the same place I was. My mind got twisted and dark, wondering how long it’d take her to get where I was, wondering if she’d get there. Each time I saw her, talked to her, touched her…hell, even read one of her funny, silly, stupid texts, I went deeper into my feelings and affection for her. At this rate, she’d never catch up.

“She did, but she’s been really tired over the last week. I don’t know.” I jumped up and down, shaking out my arms and wrists. “I’m being stupid and adrenaline’s making me all hyped up. I just need to get out there on that stage and let it all out.”

“Hell yeah, you do.” She gave me a one-armed hug. “We all do.”

I nodded, lifting up the drink she’d made from gasoline and Sour Patch Kids. “Hell yeah.”

Right before it was time to leave the dressing room and take the stage, I checked my phone one more time, my heart surging at the text notification.

Yael: Baby Mama has landed. I repeat, Baby Mama has landed. 

*picture attachment*

Mic and Yael’s smiling faces were pressed together, the crowded venue in the background. Relief warred with the frustrating fact I’d had to worry whether she’d show up or not. I was nowhere with this woman, and I had no fucking clue how to get where she needed me to be.

Maeve looked at my phone over my shoulder and gave me a nudge.

“Gorgeous,” she said.

“I know.”

Tell her I’m on my way out. I’ll be looking for her.

Yael: This is Mic. I can’t wait to see you. Wish I could have come backstage, but I took a long nap so I can stay up later tonight. :) 

Always, always pulling me back in with that fucking smiley face and just enough affection to keep me begging for more.

“All right, people, it’s showtime!” Our manager, Clark, who was pretty much universally despised, clapped at us like schoolchildren. Not one to fall in line easily, I took my sweet time stashing my phone and sauntering to the door. It wasn’t like they could start without me.

In the dark, by the stage, the four of us huddled—me, Maeve, Santi, and Murray—like we always did. Quiet, soaking in the hum of the waiting crowd. One by one, they took the stage, leaving me for last.

The only place I’d ever been wholly confident was on stage. A switch flipped inside me, sending my doubts, insecurities, and fears ducking for cover. Tonight was no different. The second I stepped onto that stage, the crowd’s roar buoyed me, lifting me from ordinary into the next plane. Extraordinary, on fire. I basked in it, let myself believe it.

This was what I deserved. To be loved and adored. Wanted by everyone in this room, in one way or another.

Microphone in hand, I scanned the audience. They were thick tonight, packed into the club, pushing toward the stage.

“Yo, NYC, you’re looking real good tonight.” I found Michaela to the right of the stage, pressed close to Yael. Raising a brow, I said, “Real, real good.”

She threw her arms over her head and screamed with the rest of the audience.

That was the last time I focused on Michaela, although I stayed aware of her—always aware of her. Her presence and the appreciative fans lit a spark inside me, and I rocked it out. Unrequited went hard, some songs veering into heavy metal territory. The four of us sharing a stage was what dreams were made of. Maeve kept us in line with her slick, expressive beats. Santi strummed a powerful rhythm with his bass. And Murray…the kid killed every guitarist there ever was. We were a well-oiled machine, but not packaged together from some record label. No, we were friends who started in a garage, making music together. Now, we got to travel the world in first class or private jets and shred in stadiums and clubs.

Prowling the stage, mic stand clutched in my hand like Freddie Mercury, I licked up the praise my audience gave me while I sang their favorite songs. I got high off it, needing, wanting, desperate for more.

We did three encores, and the crowd begged for more as we left the stage—as Murray dragged me off, like he always did.

“Yes. Shit yes. We killed that,” I said, dancing around on my toes in the dark hallway.

My hands were shaky, my jaw clenching and unclenching as adrenaline coursed through my system. I was always this way post-show. Needing a drink and an outlet to release the built-up steam inside me.

Clark intercepted us as we returned to our dressing room. “We’ve got Sarah from Rolling Stone waiting to talk to you, plus a couple local affiliates. I need you to give them each a few minutes of your time. They’ll snap pictures, but I told them only candids. We’ll attempt to get through with this in an hour or so.”

“I have twenty minutes,” I said.

He reared back, steps faltering. “That won’t cut it, Mo. There are several people you need to speak with.”

“Tell them to talk fast. I’ve got places to be tonight.”

He snickered. “Da clubs will wait. Last call isn’t until four a.m.”

I flipped him off at the threshold of the dressing room. “Twenty minutes, that’s all you’re getting.” He sputtered a protest, but fuck him. Twenty minutes was generous.

Privacy wasn’t a thing for us after shows. We were swarmed by fans with VIP passes and reporters waiting to pounce. The second I stepped foot in the room, I felt like a slab of meat thrown into a cage with hungry lions. Mac was immediately at my side, keeping the predators at bay, at least until I got a drink.

“Will Ms. Ashwood be joining you this evening?” he asked.

“Yep. She’s with Yael. Keep an eye out for them, okay? I’m gonna be busy for a while, but I don’t want to miss them.”

I was served a drink—beer this time. Anymore of Maeve’s concoction, and I’d be sprawled out on the nearest soft surface singing show tunes. Murray and I sat down with the reporter from Rolling Stone. He did a handstand for her, because he was Murray and that’s what he did. He entertained, taking some of the weight off me in the process.

“Can you tell me anything about the new album?” she asked.

I chuckled, pushing back the nerves churning in my gut. “It’s gonna be lit. That’s all I can say.”

She raised a brow. “Does that mean you’ve got songs ready? Are you heading into the studio soon?”

“We’ve got time booked. Music and lyrics are being worked on.” My lyrics were jumbled and disorganized. I was praying Santi would work his Santi magic and make sense of them, like he always did. Hell, if he could get inside my brain and do the same, that’d be swell too.

Murray slung his arm around my shoulders. “What this kid is trying to say is we’re not some manufactured boy band. Sometimes we know exactly what we’re doing, but other times, we have to get into the studio and let the magic happen. We’ve found a couple producers who know our sound. They take our ideas and melodies and make that shit amazing.”

I nodded with vigor. “Yep, yep, that’s exactly what I was trying to say.”

Murray pressed a finger to his forehead, then mine. “Mind meld, bro.”

We talked for a few more minutes, and I finished my first beer and started in on a new one. When Mac suddenly became alert beside me, I did too, turning my head in the direction he was staring.

There she was. Shiny with sweat, curls wild and tangled around her face, I’d say she’d never looked prettier, except a frown was pulling down her lips. Yael was right beside her, red-faced, smoke practically billowing out of her nostrils.

“Oh shit,” Murray mumbled.

Yael stormed toward us, already yelling. “What the fuck, Moses?”

Alarmed, I jumped to my feet, intercepting them. “What? What happened?” I checked Michaela over, then my sister. “Are you hurt?”

Yael poked my chest. “Your fans are fucking insane. Your security fucking sucks. How do the people who work for you not know I’m your sister? Even if some lunatics who wanted you to eat their panties for dinner made themselves counterfeit passes, the people who work for you should know who I am—they should know our passes are the real deal. I’m so angry right now. You best believe heads are going to roll, brother.” Her eyes narrowed on Mac. “You get your minions in front of me. I’m going to tell you which ones are both garbage humans and garbage at their jobs.”

“Wha—?” I reached for Michaela’s hand, pulling her closer. “What happened? Are you okay?”

Her eyes flicked to mine, the rims red and shiny. “Your sister basically acted as my human shield. There are some scary-ass bitches out there.”

“Jesus.” Fear thumped with its very own pulse in my chest. “Are you hurt?”

She shook her head. “No. I’m not, I promise.”

Yael’s hands went to her hips. “These huge ass dudes at the door put their hands on us. Thank god Clark walked by and saw what was happening. I probably would have ended up in jail tonight if he hadn’t.”

I clutched Michaela’s arms. “Someone touched you?”

“It was just security. I’m fine.”

“Fuck, baby.” I gathered her against me, battling the instinct to scream my head off. She didn’t need that. The baby didn’t need it either. I had to be her calm and steady. Yael would head into battle right now. “I’m sorry. This won’t happen again.”

Mac got on his radio to talk to his team, and Clark flew into the room to do damage control, but I was done. No more reporters or fans tonight. No way I could be polite.

Michaela was stiff as I finished my beer and ordered another, so I pulled her into a quiet corner and found her a chair. Kneeling in front of her, I rubbed my palms up and down her legs.

“You okay?” I asked.

“I’m really fine. I would have just left if Yael hadn’t insisted on getting back here. The whole thing was crazy and exactly why I—” She shook her head, gazing over my shoulder at the crowded room.

“Why what? Finish your sentence.”

Her eyes flicked back to mine. “It’s why I don’t do the musician thing. There’s always some crazy scene, and I’m too damn old for that.”

I felt her words like a bullet passing straight through my chest.

She cupped my jaw. “You were amazing up there. I loved watching you. You turned me on and made me want to climb on the stage and up your body. You’re insanely talented and put on one hell of a show. It’s the other stuff that comes with it I want nothing to do with. It’s not you.”

Mac handed me a cold beer before moving a few feet away, giving us the illusion of privacy.

“I mean, it is me. You want me to quit my job?”

“No, Mo. Never. You love it. I just...I don’t want to be a part of it.”

“Mic.” My brow furrowed in frustration. “You’re killing me. All I wanted tonight was to see you and be with you again. And you’re telling me you don’t want to be a part of my life? There are a hundred women who’d give up everything to be in your shoes, but I don’t want those women.”

She tensed, her hand flying protectively to her belly. “Maybe you should.”

“Shit, I’m sorry I said that.” I kissed her hand, then her bump. “Let’s forget this. Let’s go dance and be stupid and wipe the bad stuff away.”

“I’m tired, Mo. I’m going home.”

“No, Mic, no. I need to see you. We can just go back to my place, have a few people over. It’ll be low-key.”

Her eyes roamed my face, and something inside her shifted. With the slump of her shoulders and a long exhale, she seemed resigned. “No. I’ll see you tomorrow at my appointment. I’m too exhausted to do anything but fall into bed.”

“But I want you with me. Jesus, can’t you see that?”

She looked me over again. “I see a lot, Moses. But I really need to listen to my body and go to bed.”

All out of arguments, I let her go. Mac escorted her out to the car driving her home—to her brother’s house—completely outside my reach.

Defeated, angry, helpless, I drained my beer as the room started clearing out. “Mac,” I called.

Across the room, he turned away from where he was holding Yael back from clawing the eyes out of one of the security guards. “Sir?”

“We’re going out,” I said. Not a chance I was going to sit in my silent apartment, twiddling my thumbs, wondering why the fuck I was alone again. There were plenty of people who’d be more than happy to enjoy my company—people I didn’t have to force my presence on again and again.

“I’m going home,” announced Yael. “This night can suck it. Plus, we have to be up early for Mic’s appointment.”

“You’re going?”

“She asked me tonight.”

I jerked my chin. “Go home. No big deal. I’ll be there tomorrow.”

I’d be there too. I’d get my shit together and be back to myself tomorrow. But tonight, I’d let it all go, at least for a while.
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            The waiting room was filled with happy couples, which was strange since there had only been a few women at my previous appointments. Or maybe I just hadn’t noticed. But now, with my ever-growing belly, I had never felt more alone.

I wished I’d stayed with Mo last night. But being manhandled by his security and shoved by his fans had made me want to sleep for a hundred years and protect my belly from the world. On the ride back to Ansel’s house, I realized I should have told him that instead of shutting down his suggestions. I didn’t want to hang out with other people, no matter how “low-key.” Mo promised to be my burrow, and I should have taken him up on that.

Instead, I sat here waiting, alone. Yael had texted she was running late, but I hadn’t heard anything from Mo. Luckily, the sonographer was also running late.

Fifteen minutes past my appointment time, a nurse called me back. At the same time, Yael came running through the door, frantic.

“I’m so sorry! Am I too late?” Her head swiveled back and forth, scanning the waiting area. “Where’s my brother?”

“You’re not too late. They just called me.” Yael kissed my cheek, and we followed the nurse back to the ultrasound room. “I have no idea where Mo is. I texted, but I haven’t heard anything.”

Her eyes flared. “Are you shitting me? I assumed he was in the bathroom or something. He’s not here?”

“I assumed he was with you.”

Her phone was in her hand as I lay down on the table. “Nope. I ended up spending the night on the other side of the city, so I drove here separately. I’m sure he’s on his way, probably stuck in traffic.”

“Are you really sure? He was mad at me last night.”

She glanced up from her phone. “Mic...he’s coming. He has to be.”

But he didn’t come. No matter how long Yael paced the small, dark room, she couldn’t make her brother appear. When Megan, the sonographer, finally entered the room, it was a half hour after the appointment had been scheduled to start. There would be no more delaying.

Mo was missing this.

Yael settled into the chair beside my bed and held my hand. She whispered she was sorry, and I whispered back I was glad she was here. Which was true. I liked her and her fierceness. She was a warrior, and she’d make a great aunt to this baby. If it turned out Moses would be a failure as a dad, at least Yael would be there.

Megan ran through everything she’d be checking on the ultrasound, then asked if I’d like to find out the baby’s sex. I’d been set to say yes, but paused.

“Weren’t you planning on finding out?” Yael asked.

“Only because Mo wanted to. Now…”

She stroked my hair, giving me a soft smile. “Do you, girl. If you don’t want to know, then don’t find out.”

“It’s not that I don’t want to know.”

She nodded. “You wanted to find out with him?”

“Yeah. It sounds dumb, but yeah.”

“It doesn’t sound dumb at all. You should be in this together. I’d murder him if I didn’t want him to be alive to take care of the baby.”

That made me laugh. “Thanks for being considerate.”

Megan started the ultrasound, measuring thigh bones and pointing out various parts. We listened to the heartbeat for a long while, and she took what seemed like a hundred pictures of the four chambers. Then she moved onto the head, taking what seemed like a thousand pictures.

Below my belly button, I felt little flutters that corresponded with movement on the screen. “I felt that.” My throat was tight with awe, and my eyes were wide with wonder.

“Baby likes to dance, just like you,” Yael said.

Megan told us before she started she wouldn’t be able to tell us if everything was as it should be, but Dr. Gupta would come in and go over the results. When she finished the scan, she gave me a gentle smile, printed out a few pictures for me to take home, then left to get the doctor.

“Well, that was scary,” I said, letting out a long breath.

“Cool as shit, though.” Yael wiped tears from her eyes. “Can’t believe he missed this.”

“Can we not talk about him? I want to focus on the baby.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry.” She kissed my cheek, then patted my belly. “You’re doing awesome, mama.”

We waited and waited, and finally, Dr. Gupta came in with Megan in tow. She greeted me and said she wanted to check something Megan had seen.

“Is everything okay?” I asked.

Her smile was kinder than any she’d ever given me, which raised my internal alarm to ear-splitting decibels. “Let’s take a look, then we can talk about it.”

The screen blinked back on, and my dancing, wiggling baby appeared again. Dr. Gupta moved the wand to focus on the baby’s head, humming as she moved it around, taking still images as she went.

“Okay, I see what Megan found as an issue.”

My heart stopped beating. “Oh my god,” I whispered. Yael’s hold on my hand tightened.

The doctor turned the machine off and wheeled her stool next to my bed. “The baby is small right now, so the image is not entirely clear, but the area of concern is the skull. When a fetus is in utero, and post-birth, the sutures of the skull aren’t fused like an adult’s. Megan and I both see an area where it appears the sutures of the skull are overlapping when there should still be space between them. I’m going to send you to a specialist to have another scan in two weeks. This will allow time for the baby to grow, and their machines will deliver a clearer image. I know this sounds scary, but I want to assure you everything else is just as it should be. The heart looks great, and growth is textbook.”

My lip trembled in my attempt to hold back tears. “What does it mean if they are overlapping?”

Dr. Gupta laid her hand on my arm. “It can mean any number of things. I think, at this point, it’s better not to make conjectures. I know this is difficult, believe me. But I want you to try to relax and not worry. The baby is growing right on track, and that healthy heartbeat is very reassuring. Focus on that until your appointment with the specialist. Please call me if you have any questions, and please stay off Google.”

“Do you think this is because I’m old?”

She looked taken aback. “You’re not old, Michaela. Among my patients, you’re in the median age. And as I said, it’s unwise to make guesses.”

Her voice was soothing, and I tried to let myself be convinced, but I couldn’t. All I could think was my eggs must have been bottom of the barrel at this point. Then I laid my hand on my belly, guilty for even thinking that. This baby was top-shelf.

As soon as Dr. Gupta and Megan quietly shut the door behind them, Yael had me in her arms, holding me with the same fierceness she’d used to protect me last night.

“How can I not worry?” I quivered.

“It might be nothing. She said the image isn’t clear. In two weeks, the specialist could see something entirely different,” Yael said.

“But what if they don’t?”

“Then they don’t. We will face that if we need to. I promise I will be there with you. You won’t be alone.”

Yael was easy to believe. I didn’t doubt I wouldn’t be alone, but the person who should have been here wasn’t. It wasn’t fair, and it wasn’t right, but I’d made the decision from the beginning to have this baby on my own, and it looked like I’d have to live with that.

We left the office together, Yael holding my hand tight. There was a Dunkin’ Donuts across the street, and she insisted on buying me the biggest, most chocolatey, sprinkled donut they had.

As I stuffed it in my mouth, I smiled. “This helps,” I mumbled around my mouthful of donut.

She sipped her black coffee and gave me a wink. “Chocolate always helps.”

“Says the woman drinking coffee.”

“Well...I need caffeine more than sweets right now.” She picked up one of the ultrasound pictures and smiled. “Holy shit, is this baby cute.”

My chest filled with emotion. “Right? So cute. Who knew twenty-week-old babies could be so kicky? This kid’s gotta be a mega-genius or something.”

“I’m sure that’s true. I have nothing to compare my niece or nephew with, but I’m certain it’s the most advanced baby around. Dr. Gupta and Megan are probably back at the office discussing it right now.” She reached across the table and squeezed my wrist. “I know you’re sad and scared, and I am too. But I also know this baby is loved already, no matter what.”

A tear finally escaped, then another. Yael smiled and wiped my cheeks with her thumbs.

“Thank you. Thank you for being here.”

She waved me off. “That was never a question. And I know you don’t want to talk about Moses, but just know I will be leaving here to go kick his ass.”

My lips twisted in an attempt to stave off a fresh wave of tears. I wasn’t capable of confronting how deeply I was hurt by his absence. Not right now.

“Will you tell him for me? I can’t...I don’t think I can talk to him about this.”

“Of course I will. Post-ass-kicking, I will tell him everything.” She held up one of the pictures. “And then can I give him this? Just to rub in what he missed.”

I laughed. “Make sure to mention how advanced the baby is.”

“Oh, you know it.”

I checked the time on my phone. “Shit, I have to go grab my bag, then get to the tour bus before they leave me.”

“Are you sure you want to go back to work?”

“Definitely. I need to be busy so I don’t go insane. It’ll be good.”

We hugged, then hugged again, before she left for the city and I climbed into my car. My fingers itched to Google, but I resisted. Everything could be fine…or this could be a crisis. Either way, googling would only stress me out without supplying answers.

I poked my belly. “Hey, you. I’m sorry I cried over you. It’s not because you could be imperfect, though. It’s because I worry I won’t be enough to give you everything you need. I’m going to be your mom, can you believe it? I guess I am your mom already, which, whoa, is kind of crazy. The thing is, I love you already. I don’t know what our future is going to look like, but I know for a fact I’m going to love you until the end of time.”

Little flutters and kicks told me tiny ears were hearing my words. “I have a secret. Your dad is going to love you too. His love might be different than mine, and he might not be around as often, but he’ll love you just as much. You’re so fucking—freaking lucky.”

I started the car, and like fate, an Unrequited song was playing on the radio. “See, baby? That’s Daddy. He’s about to get his butt kicked by Aunt Yael, but hopefully he’ll shape up after that. He’s a wild card, that one. He’s going to keep us guessing until the end.”

As I drove, all alone, my baby fluttering away in my belly, the sun broke through the clouds, warming my face. I was scared shitless, but at the same time, I’d never been more sure about being this baby’s mother.

“It’s you and me, kid. You and me ’til the end of time.”
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            My head was splitting in half, and someone had to be doing construction nearby, hammering relentlessly. In the distance, Murray’s voice broke through the pain in my skull.

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” he mumbled.

“Get out of my way, Alex. Where the hell is my asshole brother?” What the hell was Yael doing here, and why was she screaming?

“Calm down, cool girl. He got shitfaced and passed out on my couch.”

I cracked an eye open in time to see her shove Murray back a step. “Don’t you dare, Alex Murray. Don’t you dare.”

He held up both hands. “Whoa. What the hell? What did I do?”

“You exist,” she hissed, “and I’m sure you had something to do with him getting loaded out of his mind.”

“I just woke up. I have no idea what you’re talking about. I’m begging you to lower your voice, though. Please.”

As an experiment, I raised my head to see if I was capable, but nope. Not happening. A railroad spike drove through my temple. I covered my head with a pillow, but it was quickly yanked off and thrown across the room.

“You little shit,” Yael gritted. “I am so fucking ashamed of you, Moses.”

That had me opening my eyes again, confused. First, I became aware I was in Murray’s apartment, in his living room. Next, I saw my black phone on the floor, out of juice.

Yael’s palm came down hard on the middle of my back, the slap ringing out in the quiet apartment. “Get up, get up, get up!” She raised her hand again, but Murray caught her wrist for long enough for me to sit up and scoot away.

“Yael, stop. You gotta stop.” Murray struggled to hold her back. She writhed in his arms, murder in her eyes. “Just tell us what’s got you so upset. We can’t make it better until you do.”

“What day is it, Moses?”

Rubbing my face, I racked my sore brain. “Monday?”

“Ding, ding, ding—you got it right on the first try.” She pushed Murray’s hands off her and stalked toward me. “Do you know what time it is?”

“No, phone died. It’s gotta be early, though. I feel like I just fell asleep.”

She blinked at me, her cheeks flushed with more fury than I’d ever seen on her.

“It’s eleven a.m. Does Monday at eight a.m. mean anything to you? Does that ring any bells in your hollow head?”

It took a second before horror fell over me like a curtain after a show. And it might as well have been, because my show was fucking over.

“No,” I groaned.

She nodded, her nostrils flaring. “Oh, yes. I would slap you in the face if I didn’t think your buddy Murray would put his hands all over me again.”

“Jesus, Yael.” Murray shoved his hands through his hair. “Anyone gonna clue me in?”

Yael lifted a brow. “Moses, want to tell Alex what a monumental fuckup you are? Then maybe he won’t hold me back.”

“I missed the ultrasound.” My throat was so tight, I barely squeezed the words out. “She’s never gonna talk to me again.”

“What? You didn’t tell me…” Murray groaned and walked a few steps away before turning back and shaking his head at me. “I would’ve had you tucked in bed early last night. You should’ve told me, man.”

I leaped off the couch, phone in hand. The room tilted, and my stomach protested, but I willed it away. “Where’s your charger?” I asked Murray.

He jerked his thumb toward the kitchen. “On the counter.”

Yael followed me, watching me plug in my dead phone. “Don’t call her.”

Eyes narrowed, I turned to her. “Of course I’m calling her.”

“Not today. She doesn’t want to talk to you today. Give her some space.”

“I fucked up. I have to make it right.” My phone came to life, alerting me to something like a thousand missed calls and texts.

“I don’t think you can,” she said softly, patting my cheek. “This is beyond your puppy dog eyes and dimpled smiles. Far beyond.”

“What do you expect me to do? Nothing?”

“Send her a text, tell her you’re alive and deeply sorry, grab a drink of water, then come sit down and let me tell you about the ultrasound.” She let her forehead drop on my shoulder. “I love you, Moses, but I hate you a little right now.”

Exhaling through the pain in my head and ache in my chest, I leaned against the counter. Last night had been so fucking stupid. I don’t think I even had fun. We went from club to club, faceless people in our entourage. All of it had left me so empty, the only thing I could do was fill myself with alcohol. I couldn’t even remember coming back to Murray’s place, but I knew I had set an alarm to wake me up for the appointment. Too bad my phone died before it went off.

Fuck. Michaela had to be livid, especially after my stellar behavior last night. Besides that, I was bitterly disappointed at missing the chance to see the ultrasound.

I tapped out a message to Michaela.

I’m so fucking sorry, Mic. My phone went dead and I didn’t wake up. I’ve got no excuse, though. I messed up monumentally. Yael told me not to call, so I won’t right now, but I will later. I hope you’re feeling well. I miss you, Mic. Please let me know you got on the bus okay. I’ll talk to you soon.

Yael and Murray were in the living room, sitting on opposite sides of his couch. With a bottle of water in hand, I sat my stiff body down in one of Murray’s uncomfortable armchairs. I took a few sips of water, making sure it’d stay down, then took two or three long swallows.

“Did she find out what we’re having?” I asked.

Yael shook her head. “No, she said you were the one who’d really wanted to, and since she wanted to share that with you, she decided against it.”

I nodded, my gut clenching. “Did everything go okay?”

Yael’s lips pinched for a moment before she schooled her features. What the hell was that about?

“The baby was moving everywhere. Michaela could feel the kicks we saw on the screen, which was so damn cool. The tech measured everything. I guess it went on for about an hour. The heart was gorgeous, beating like a champ. The baby’s got a cute little profile, definitely Michaela’s adorable nose.”

She leaned forward and handed me a picture. I studied it, finding the profile, tiny body, and bent legs. Knowing this was my kid made my chest swell.

“God, it’s gotten so much bigger than the last ultrasound.” I passed the picture to Murray, who scanned it carefully. Yael pointed out the parts to him, for once being civil.

Hungry for more, for everything, I asked, “What else?”

Yael’s eyes flicked up from the picture in Murray’s hand. Her lips pinched again. “The tech took a lot of still shots, especially of the baby’s head. She wouldn’t tell us anything, but the doctor came back and double-checked the baby’s skull. She said there might be an issue—”

Yael continued to explain, using words like “plates” and “sutures,” while blood roared in my ears, making it hard to hear exactly what was coming out of her mouth. I knew it wasn’t good.

“But is the baby okay?” My fingers dug into my thighs, barely containing my panic.

She blinked slowly, rubbing her lips together. “Yes. Like I said, the heartbeat is great, but Michaela is going to a specialist in two weeks. That doctor will be able to see the skull more clearly, and she’ll be able to get a firm diagnosis. It might be nothing, or it might be something. At this point, all we can do is wait.”

Clutching my head in my hands, I folded in half, rocking. “I can’t believe this.”

“Moses.” Yael dropped to her knees in front of me. “It’s okay. We don’t know anything.”

I was terrified. More terrified than I’d ever been. Michaela had to be going out of her mind with worry, and I wasn’t there—hadn’t been there. I’d let my ego get the better of me, once again, and now, here I was, farther away from my wife and baby than ever. She’d needed me, and I’d been drunk, passed out, fulfilling her every expectation of me.

“What does it mean?” Murray asked.

Yael twisted around to face him. “What?”

“If the sutures are overlapping. What does that mean?”

“No.” She held up her hand. “We’re not playing doctor with Google. We’re not looking this up when we don’t know anything. No matter what, that baby is ours, and we will love it.”

“Of course we will,” Murray answered.

“Is it...is it gonna die?” I could barely get the words out, but I had to ask.

“No, Moses.” Yael held my face with firm hands. “No. That’s not going to happen.”

“Okay.” Thick breath fell out of me. “Okay. I can deal with anything else. It’ll be okay.”

“I know that. I’m glad you do too,” Yael said. “Hey, did I tell you how advanced that kid is?”




Later, when I was back home, I did a little reading. The scary kind, the my-baby’s-potential-diagnosis kind. It did nothing to set my mind at ease, but I also couldn’t wait two weeks while making up scenarios in my head. I tried to only read facts, not look at pictures or message boards.

But I hated myself enough not to be able to resist the scary stuff. I spent hours traveling down rabbit holes, reading about surgeries and recoveries. In the end, I had to run to the bathroom and vomit my lungs out.

My phone vibrated with a text around ten p.m.

Michaela: Hey, I’m on the bus. Did Yael tell you about the ultrasound?

Me: Yeah, she did. I’m so fucking sick I wasn’t there. Are you okay?

Michaela: No, I’m not. I’m terrified.

Me: I wish I could hold you. Tell me your next stop. I’ll fly out there.

Michaela: No, that’s the last thing I want. I need to work and not think about this. I’m probably going to go radio silent, because when I see your name on my phone, I get really angry, and that’s not good for anyone. I texted Yael the time and date for the specialist appointment. She’s going to accompany me. Obviously you can too if you feel up for it.

Me: Of course I’ll be there. Mic, I fucked up today, but that was an anomaly. I know it was a massive mistake, but I won’t do it again.

Michaela: I’m tired. I don’t want to fight with you.

Me: I love our baby, Mic. You know that, right?

Michaela: Goodnight. I’ll let you know if there are any updates with the bump. Otherwise, I’d rather not talk to you until I get back from the tour in two weeks.

Me: I’ll give you the space you need, but I’m here.

Michaela: Okay.




Worry about both Michaela and the baby consumed me. When I wasn’t working out, I was writing with Santi. Every damn song was about the two of them. My mind would not steer to a different topic.

“You need sleep, man,” Santi said.

“Can’t sleep. I need to get this album finished so when the baby comes...if it needs surgery, or whatever, I can be there.” This was the first time I’d said that out loud, and the words had barely made it out of my mouth. A rock had been lodged in my chest for a week now.

Santi was sitting on the other side of my dining room table, scribbling in a notebook, but he pushed it aside and let out a heavy sigh.

“We don’t have to put another album out right now. It’s been less than a year since our last one released. All we do is tour and record, tour and record. Maybe this isn’t where your focus should be.”

Santiago was this huge guy who grew up rough, and he looked it, all scars and pen-scratched tattoos. His outside didn’t reflect his inside, though. Not by half. He was gruff, but a really fucking decent guy. If I told him I needed to borrow a dollar, he’d empty his wallet and tell me not to worry about paying him back. He was five years older than me, but decades wiser. Maybe I should’ve been listening to him.

I tossed my pencil onto the table and shoved a hand through my hair. “I don’t know what else to do. If I’m not writing lyrics, I’m going to start obsessing over what could be wrong with the baby. And if not that, then I’ll be driving myself crazy over Michaela.”

He chewed on the end of his pen, contemplating. “How about you obsess over the baby in a different way. You’ve done jack to prepare for your kid’s arrival.”

“True.” I nodded. “First, I have to clear out one of the bedrooms.”

Santi pushed back from the table. “Let’s do it.”

Maeve and Yael showed up soon after, mostly directing us. Yael had organized a truck to come by and take away the furniture I wouldn’t need anymore. They also decided on a paint color—creamy yellow—and discussed things like drapes and art.

Once the furniture was gone, we took a trip to the hardware store. Mac went slightly ballistic at our choice to venture out as a group but no one gave us any trouble. Maeve and Yael allowed me to make the final decision on paint, but I had a feeling if I reached for green, they would have vetoed me hard.

Murray was waiting for us when we got back, and the five of us got to work. Maeve and Murray did edges, while the rest of us rolled. I couldn’t say I’d ever painted before, but it wasn’t too difficult.

“Smile.”

Yael took my picture when I twisted around to look at her.

“You didn’t smile,” she said.

“Does this really need to be documented?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Might be nice to show the bambino one day.”

I exhaled, stowing away my temper. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I doubt our dad had anything to do with decorating our nurseries.”

She snorted. “Can you imagine Dad picking out cribs and paint colors? If he’d had a hand in it, our bedrooms would have been plastered with the finance section of the newspaper and applications to Harvard.”

I rubbed my forehead, most likely swiping paint across my skin. “I was kind of thinking of having a mobile made with guitars hanging from it. Is that too much like Dad? Pushing my career onto the kid?”

“The fact that you’re even worried about that shows you’re nothing like Dad. And I think that’s adorable.”

Yael had followed the path laid out for her…to a degree. She’d gone to college, majored in business, and had a “real job,” even if it was working for me. I’d started down that path, the one my dad had blazed, and while college hadn’t been terrible, it wasn’t me. I’d been a profound disappointment to my old man, and he never failed to tell me that. If I did nothing else right, I’d make sure this kid knew their life was their own, and whatever beat they marched to, I’d cheer them on. Maybe that was easy to say since the kid wasn’t in the world yet, but…I don’t know, I was pretty confident I’d come through.

“Too bad I have no idea how I’d go about finding someone to make a mobile.”

“I’m sure I know someone who can do it,” Maeve offered. “Will you let me take care of it?”

“Yeah.” That rock in my chest grew. “That’d be so rad.”
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            Everyone stayed for dinner, but we skipped the beer. I’d been doing enough drinking to actually contemplate whether I had a problem, so backing off seemed to be the right thing to do.

It’d been a good day. Best day I’d had in a while. And it was because I’d stopped thinking about myself. I’d put my kid first, working toward something for the life we’d have together. A week of wallowing was enough. More than enough.

A week of silence from Michaela was more than enough too.

I grabbed my phone, went into the nursery—holy shit, I officially had a nursery in my apartment—snapped a couple pictures, and sent them to her.

Think the baby will like this color?

To my surprise, she replied back pretty quickly.

Michaela: You painted?!

Me: Hey. Yeah, everyone helped. I figure the fumes will be gone by the time he or she is ready to stay here. How are you?

Michaela: Tired and ready to be home. But I’m okay. Baby’s kicking and moving any time I’m still. 

Needing more of a connection, I called her. She surprised me again by answering.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey. Sorry, I know you didn’t want to talk until you got back, but—”

“It’s fine. I’ve cooled off since then. I wouldn’t have answered if I didn’t want to hear your voice.”

I sighed, unsure of what to say now that I had her on the phone. “I messed up in a way I’m not sure I can ever make up for.”

“You did. You really did. What happened?”

“I’m surprised Yael didn’t tell you.”

Michaela made a sound that resembled a giggle. “She said she slapped the shit out of you.”

“True. Murray had to hold her back.”

“That made me feel somewhat better.”

I chuckled. “Think it made Yael feel better too. I’m pretty sure I still have her handprint between my shoulder blades.”

“I don’t condone violence, but in this case…”

“It was deserved.” I sat down in the middle of the empty, yellow nursery. “Are you scared?”

“Terrified. But I’ve been doing pretty well focusing on work. It’s these quiet nights that are killer, which is probably why I answered when you called. I’m getting tired of my own thoughts.” She cleared her throat. “Are you scared?”

“Terrified.”

“Good.”

A surprised laugh burst out of me. “Good?”

“I don’t want to be the only one out here in limbo.”

That sobered me again. “Nope. I’m right there with you, Mic.”

“At least there’s that.”

“Can I tell you something about our wedding night?”

She took a long time to answer. Fabric rustled, and I imagined her shifting around in bed. I fucking longed to be there with her. “Yes. I’d like to hear about that night.”

“You said you don’t really remember why we decided to get married. It started as a joke—what if you could have a do-over? But then…I don’t know, it got more serious. A do-over for you. Getting it right this time. And for me, I’d have someone steady by my side—a woman who’d be a dick to me when I deserved it, who’d challenge me to keep being real. I was drunk, but I took it seriously, Mic. I still do.”

“I haven’t been by your side,” she said.

“And I haven’t been by yours. Not when I should have been. You know what we promised each other?”

“What?”

“To be each other’s most important person.”

She sucked in a breath. “Well, that’s...kind of huge.”

“Yeah, I agree. And I haven’t been living up to it. Do you remember when I told you I’ve gotten so engrossed in all the bullshit, I don’t know my way out?”

“I remember that. It’s understandable, but I already had a husband who bought into his own hype, and I don’t want to repeat it.”

Fear lodged in my throat. How long would she play this game before she threw divorce papers at me again? I didn’t know if I had it in me to force her to stay if she really wanted to go. Not now, with the baby...no. I wouldn’t cause Michaela any more stress. This was all on me.

“I’ve gotten so used to the worship, Mic. You don’t do that, which has thrown me a few times. But I also realized I haven’t been keeping good on my promise. I expected you to stop your world for me, but I didn’t give you the same. I expected you to show up at my concert and be one of them, but that’s not what I want from you.”

“What do you want from me, Moses?” Her voice was a whisper, and she sounded farther away than ever. We were running in opposite directions, and I couldn’t figure out how to turn this thing around.

“I want you. I want to be your most important person, and I want to show you you’re mine. I’m asking for a chance when you get back.”

“After we find out the ultrasound results?”

“No.” I shook my head even though she couldn’t see me. “No matter what. I want a chance to be your husband, baby or not. I know it doesn’t make sense, and it seems crazy, but I’m sure.”

She let out a shuddering breath. “I just don’t get how you can be so sure. The night in Vegas was everything, but we’ve had nothing but bumps since then.”

“I don’t see it that way. I see us kissing in that bathroom even when we were both pissed as hell. I see you falling asleep in my ugly chair. Floating in your brother’s pool. Hugging in that empty dressing room. Being your burrow in Miami. Blowing up each other’s phones with texts and calls. You’ve got me, Mic. I’m yours, if you’ll have me. I know I’m not the greatest bet, but I’m hoping you’ll take it anyway.”

There was another long pause, and I listened to her breathe. “I guess there’s something to be said for the optimism of youth.”

I groaned in frustration. “Come on.”

“I didn’t mean it as an insult. If anything, I’m too pessimistic. I envy how sure you’re able to be. I’m not that way, Mo. My doubts are so big, they need their own room.”

“Good thing I’ve got a few extras.”

She laughed softly. “I don’t know. Can we just talk for a while? About anything other than us?”

I knew I wouldn’t be getting any answers tonight, but the fact that she was willing to stay on the phone and potentially have a normal conversation was finally a step in the right direction.

“So…uh, there’s an imprint of Murray on the nursery wall.”

She snorted. “What the hell? I’m going to need a lot more information.”

“You see, it all started when Yael told him he couldn’t do a backflip.”

“Ah, that’s the way most good stories begin.”

“Pretty much every story involving Murray does.” Getting comfortable, I laid back on the thick carpeting, looking up at the white ceiling. “The whole band was over, paint everywhere—not really the best time to be flipping in any direction.”

“Awww, everyone helped paint?”

“Yeah. I’m not promising perfection. I mean, you already know about the Murray imprint.”

“Perfection is overrated. All the nicks and smudges and Murray imprints tell a story.”

“Then there are lots of stories to tell on these walls. None of us knew what the hell we were doing, but it felt really good to do something concrete.”

“I get that.” Her voice had gone softer.

“Anyway, Murray was telling us about a new trick he’d mastered on his skateboard. He’s been skating since he could walk, by the way. His dad was a pro in the nineties.”

“That’s cool. Murray is Tony Hawk Junior. He seems like a good kid.”

I huffed a dry laugh. “Considering he’s only six months younger than me, maybe let’s not refer to him as a kid.”

A moan vibrated the phone. “I’m sorry. I don’t know when I turned into such an old lady, calling people kids. I should cut that out, as a general practice.”

“Probably.”

“Can we get back to the Murray imprint?”

“I mean, I think you can guess what happened. Yael implied she didn’t believe he did a...actually, I don’t know what the name of the trick was, but it was something that involved a flip. She gives him shit for the sake of it, and he either lets it slide off his back or eggs her on.”

“He egged her on today?”

“Yep. And it ended in him backflipping across the room so many times, he went splat into the wet wall.”

“You didn’t want to paint over it?”

I grinned, thinking of his stunned face and his paint-covered ass. “We were laughing too hard to even attempt it. And like you said, it gives the room character.”

Her giggle was clear this time. “I notice you didn’t send me a picture where that was visible.”

“No, but I will. I’m kinda hoping you’ll see it in person pretty soon.”

“Well, are you traveling soon?” she asked.

“Nope. I’m going to be in New York for the foreseeable future.”

“Me too. After this, I’m done traveling for a while.”

“So, there’s a chance we might be spending some time together?” My hopeless ass was hopeful.

“I do think there’s a chance.” Her yawn was audible. “I’m tired, but this...this was nice.”

“Yeah,” I breathed. “It was.”

“I’m going to be on the bus tomorrow night, but maybe I’ll call when we hit the road.”

“Anytime, Mic. I’ll be here.”

After we hung up, I laid in the middle of the nursery for a long time, thinking about my wife and our baby. The kind of life I wanted for us. Wondering how I’d gotten to this place at twenty-six, but also not minding being here. Not even a little. I would’ve given up a lot to have Michaela in front of me, but as I studied each of the four walls of my kid’s room, the Murray imprint, and the smudge Maeve had made on the baseboard when Santi kissed her, and the lines Yael and I had left when we were racing each other, I didn’t feel alone in all this. Nah, I wasn’t alone at all.
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            Rosa dumped the contents of my suitcase into a mesh laundry bag, muttering to herself in Spanish.

“I hear you, you know,” I said.

“Good.” She made a circle in the air above my luggage. “Then you know how dumb you are for thinking I would let you carry your laundry to the house on your own.”

I scrunched my nose at her. “That’s unkind.”

She wagged her finger back at me. “Hey, girl, I don’t coddle anyone but pregnant women. Accept it while you can.”

She’d caught me unpacking and had forced me to sit down on my little couch with my feet propped up while she took over.

I held my hands up. “I accept, I accept. I wasn’t going to lift anything anyway. The plan had involved a lot of dragging and roping Jason and Vanessa in as my servants.”

“Now, that, I admire. Half the reason I had children was to make them do my bidding.”

There was a light tap on my door, which was strange since my family had no trouble barging in. “Come in, you weirdos,” I called.

I flew to my feet—well…flew might have been an exaggeration, given my newly rounded proportions—when Moses Aronson stepped inside. The sight of him filled me with both apprehension and nervous jitters. Over the last week, we’d spoken every day, sometimes for minutes, a couple times for an hour or more. He’d made me laugh, and I’d returned the favor, telling him about the men I’d had to yell at that day. He’d really gotten a kick out of that.

“Hey.” He tipped his head at my sister-in-law. “Nice to see you, Rosa.”

“Well, hello, Mo. So nice to see you. I was just about to leave.” She gathered up my laundry bag and turned away from Mo to waggle her eyebrows at me, then made her way to the door. “See you later.” She shut the door firmly behind her.

Through Rosa’s bustling exit, Mo’s eyes never left mine. My chest rose and fell in rapid bursts.

“Hi,” I said.

His lips tugged up. “Hey.”

His fingers twitched by his sides. My lungs inflated with a greedy inhale, hungry to breathe in his scent.

Mo took a step, and so did I. His fingers twitched. My lungs inflated. His smile grew.

I launched myself at him, and he caught me easily. My belly knocked the wind out of him, but he didn’t complain. He let me bury my face in his neck, soaking up his distinct ginger smell. Warm, solid arms closed around me, holding me close. A kiss was pressed to my temple.

“What are you doing here?” I mumbled against his skin.

“Seeing you.”

With reluctance, I pulled my face away from the crook of his neck. “Hi.”

Eyes swept over my face, pausing at my lips before meeting my gaze. “You’re a sight for sore eyes, Michaela.”

“You too, Moses. I’m glad you’re here, but why are you here?”

It was late, and I had big plans of eating a few cookies and falling asleep covered in crumbs while watching Netflix in my cushy bed. As happy as I was to see him, his appearance confused me.

“I thought you might be worried whether I’d show up for the appointment tomorrow.”

I bit my bottom lip. The thought had crossed my mind one or two or a hundred times. “Maybe.”

“I was thinking I could stay here. Sleep on your couch, if that makes you comfortable. Then we can head to the appointment together. I already let Yael know I was here, but she can still come if you want her to.”

My eyes instantly welled with tears. “That’s really fucking considerate.” Dropping my forehead to his chest, I squeezed my eyes shut. “I mean freaking. And I’m good with it just being us tomorrow.”

“Are we not cussing anymore?”

“We’re attempting to be better influences.”

He rumbled a laugh. “I’m gonna have to work on that too.”

I raised my head again. “I’m not...I don’t want to have sex.”

He blinked, nostrils flaring. “Okay.”

“I mean, I do want to have sex, but not tonight. My head isn’t in the right place, and I’m about a half hour from passing out. But I do want you to stay, and not on the couch.”

“Fuck, did I miss you.” He scooped me up in his arms and started for the bedroom.

“Freak, you mean,” I corrected.

His shoulder shook with laughter. “No. I definitely didn’t mean that.”

Nuzzling into his neck again, I closed my eyes and inhaled. “I missed you too.”

And I had. A lot. As angry as I’d been with him after the ultrasound, I still missed him. Once I found out he hadn’t missed the appointment out of spite for me not going out with him post-concert, I’d found it a little easier to forgive him. Not that getting smashed and letting his phone die was any kind of excuse, especially since it certainly brought his age and lifestyle back to the forefront of my concerns about being anything other than co-parents with him.

But he was Mo. Sweet, sexy, sensitive Mo, who’d charmed me once despite my misgivings, and would probably charm me a thousand times over.

He started to lower me to the bed, but I wiggled free from his hold. “I need to change into my pajamas before I get in bed, otherwise I’ll pass out in my clothes. Did you bring something to change into?”

“I didn’t want to presume anything, so I left my bag in the car. I’ll get it later.”

The fact that he’d packed a bag, and asking to stay hadn’t just been a whim, felt like someone had poured warm oil along my skin. Cozy, yet enticing.

Mo sat on the edge of my bed while I pulled out a T-shirt and soft cotton shorts from my dresser. When I tugged my shirt over my head, his intake of breath was sharp.

“Come here,” he whispered.

Two steps and I was directly in front of him. He tipped his head back to meet my eyes, asking silent permission to touch me. I nodded, and he dropped his forehead to my belly, palms cupping the sides. I stroked his hair through my fingers, each moment that passed melting me more and more, until my knees became liquid and I leaned into him for support.

His arms circled my waist, and he pulled me down into his lap. “You’re so pretty.” His thumb traced along the edge of my jaw and beneath my bottom lip. My eyelids fluttered, threatening to close, but I willed them open.

“You’re putting me to sleep, Moses.”

He gripped the back of my neck, his other hand traveling down to my abdomen. “I don’t want you to sleep yet. You’re just so fucking hot, and taking your shirt off in front of me, looking all ripe and sexy...I had to touch you.”

“You think I look sexy?”

He smirked, raking his eyes over me. “Hell yes. I’d have to be blind not to. Don’t you?”

“I do. My tits and ass have gotten bigger, which I’m very much here for. And the belly...I feel good about the belly.”

“Glad we’re on the same page about one thing.” His smirk turned into a crooked grin.

“That I’m sexy?”

“Yep.”

I brushed a kiss over his lips, then climbed off his lap. “Should I take off my bra in the bathroom?”

He palmed the bulge in his jeans, adjusting himself. “Might be a good plan, unless you want to torture me.”

Narrowing my eyes, I hummed. “Not today.”

While I did my business in the bathroom, Mo ran out to his car to get his bag. By the time I’d scrubbed my face and brushed my teeth, along with slipping on my pajamas, he’d stripped down to sweatpants and nothing else. He hopped up from the bed with his toothbrush in hand, brushing by me to take his place in the bathroom.

When he came out, I was already snuggled up in bed with Netflix turned on. He bounced next to me on the mattress, folding his arms under his head. “What are we watching? Subtitles?”

“It’s this Spanish show called Elite. Basically, a bunch of privileged kids do whatever they want, including murder people, and get away with it.”

He watched for a minute and chuckled. “Looks like the schools I went to growing up.”

“Ugh, you went to private schools?” He nodded. “I did too. Can we promise not to send this kid to some fancy prep school?”

He rolled to his side and pulled me closer. “Did we turn out so bad?”

“We didn’t, but I know plenty of people who did.”

He drew a checkmark on my arm. “Got it. No fancy prep schools. Wouldn’t want our kid to turn into a murderer.”

I snorted. “Right? That’d be the worst.”

It took a while for Mo to get into the show—he claimed his brain couldn’t handle subtitles—but once he did, he was all in.

“So, that guy just bashed his sister on the head and he’s walking around like he’s his best friend?” Mo blinked at me, then the TV.

I shoved his chest. “I didn’t write the show. And yes, he murdered Guzman’s sister at the end of last season.”

“Okay, we’re gonna have to watch season one together.” He frowned down at me. “Would you mind pausing season two to do a rewatch?”

That swirly, squirmy feeling I normally felt in my stomach had migrated to my chest.

“I think I can manage that. And after we watch both seasons, we’re going to move on to Baby. It’s Italian, and if you think the kids in Elite are awful, wait until you feast your eyes on the drug dealing and prostitution going on in their world.”

He flopped back on the bed like he’d been shot. “Jesus. Being a father is going to kill me. Maybe I shouldn’t be watching these kinds of shows. I was concerned about how to change a diaper, now I have to add make sure my kid doesn’t become a prostitute to the list.”

I shrugged. “I mean, I kind of think that should be at the very top.”

He covered his eyes with his arm and laughed. “You got me there. Definitely putting that at the top.”

As soon as I’d climbed into bed, I’d been sure I’d fall instantly asleep. But once I was there with Mo, I found I wanted to stay awake and extend my time with him. He was easy to be with, easy to like. And with him, it was easy not to worry what tomorrow could bring.

We finally fell asleep together, twined around each other like we’d fallen asleep this way a hundred times before.




There was no waiting, no technician, no silently clicking measurements. The specialist, Dr. Feuerstein, explained everything we were seeing on the screen as he went, first checking the heart, declaring it normal, then moving to the skull.

Mo remained stalwart by my side, our hands intertwined as we both studied the screen.

“I’m not seeing any abnormalities,” Dr. Feuerstein murmured as he moved the wand over my belly. He flicked a switch, turning the normal 2-D image into 4-D, and pointed out areas of the skull which had been marked as concerning during the last ultrasound, but now appeared as normal as the heart.

Mo kissed my cheek and laid his head on my shoulder. And I...I didn’t know how to feel. I’d spent the last two weeks pushing down my feelings of fear, so now that the scare was over, a cascade of denied emotions came rushing to the surface all at once.

When the doctor showed us our baby’s face, the tears I hadn’t cried spilled down my cheeks in decadent rivers.

“It has your lips,” Mo said.

I let out a wet, shuddery laugh. “Right? My goodness, I wasn’t expecting this. That’s our baby, Mo.”

It did have my lips, and quite possibly my nose. As we watched, the baby stretched and yawned, and my heart grew so big, it could barely be contained in my chest.

Though I was turned away from Mo, I didn’t miss his quiet sobs, and I didn’t think he was trying to hide them. He was as relieved and enamored as I was. This might have been the first time I truly felt like we were in this together instead of experiencing this separately.

“Can we find out if it’s a boy or girl?” Mo’s voice sounded far away all of the sudden. I squeezed my eyes shut, willing myself to breathe normally.

Mo stroked my hair and wiped some of the free-flowing tears from my cheeks. “You want to?”

Opening my eyes, I turned to him and nodded. “I do want to.”

“All right. Let’s see if this kiddo is feeling cooperative,” Dr. Feuerstein said. He moved the wand to a different spot on my belly, pressing firmly. “Ah, you’ve got a showboat.”

He pointed out the legs, splayed wide, and the three lines between them, indicating we were having a girl.

“Are you sure?” Mo asked.

“With this type of ultrasound and the clear view we were able to get, yes, I am sure. You have a developing, healthy baby girl. Congratulations.” He gave me a few paper towels, handed Mo a stack of printed pictures, asked if we had any more questions, then left.

That was it. Two weeks of waiting, and we were finished in less than an hour. My movements were stilted as I wiped the gel from my stomach and attempted to right my clothing.

“Let me help,” Mo said gently. He held my hands and pulled me up from the bed, then rolled my maternity jeans into position and smoothed my shirt over my bump.

His tenderness broke me, and wave after wave of tremors shook me. Mo held me through my teeth chattering and muscles trembling, whispering sweet things about what a good mama I was, how much he loved the papaya, our little girl, how happy he was she looked like me. I nodded along with each point, agreeing—although, a little girl who looked like him would be just as sweet—and cried.

“It’s okay, Mic. I’ve got you. I’ve got you,” he murmured against my hair. He let me fall apart in his arms and made me feel safe being vulnerable. Vulnerability did not come naturally to me, so this moment was pretty damn huge for me—for us.

I finally pulled myself together enough to walk out of there, but not enough to talk. And Mo didn’t expect me to. He let me burrow under his arm and held me close all the way to the car. Once we were both in, we didn’t move. We sat in the quietly humming car, cool air blowing on my face from the vents.

“We have to call everyone,” I said.

He reached across the console and picked up my hand, threading our fingers together.

“We will.”

I turned my head toward him. “Are you okay?”

Leaning against the headrest, he let out a long exhale. “That was a roller coaster. The end was so fucking great, but it didn’t wipe out the part in the middle where we were flipped upside down so many times, I got whiplash. I’m still achy from it.”

“That’s an apt description.” I brought our joined hands to my chest. “You know what Rosa told me? She said this is only the beginning of being afraid. Our kid will get hurt, sick, we’ll worry about their development and grades. We’ll be scared of making the wrong choices and being their number one topic in their future therapy sessions.”

Mo snorted. “Well, that...didn’t help at all.”

I laughed. “No, it didn’t help. Then she reminded me with anything you love and want badly, there’s always fear—fear it’ll go wrong or be taken away. But we do it anyway, we love anyway. I’m still learning that lesson, but I thought I’d pass it on.”

He laughed with me. “I’m happy, Mic. I mean, a girl? Damn. Should I repaint her room pink?”

“No way.” I hid my smile by biting his knuckles. “Yellow all the way. Besides, she can’t be picky since she’s basically going to be living in my closet for a while when she’s not with you.”

He squeezed my hand, then shifted his entire body to face me. “Come live with me. I don’t want to miss anything. I know you’re not sure about being with me, but hell, take a guest room. I’d really like it if we could be in the same place when she comes.”

My mouth opened, then closed. It wasn’t as if I hadn’t contemplated our living arrangements, but I wasn’t ready to give him an answer. At the same time, I didn’t want to say no.

Before I could decide what to say, my phone started ringing, blaring my mother’s ringtone. She’d recorded herself singing my name, because she was Gabby Ellis and that was what she did.

“I’d better answer. She’s probably going crazy waiting to find out the results.”

I put my phone to my ear, and Mo gave me a long look, mouthing, “We’re not finished.” I nodded. I knew we weren’t.

My mom exploded with joy when I broke the news, and Mo drove us home.
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            As soon as we pulled up to Ansel’s house, his entire family poured out. Michaela had been on the phone with her mom the whole way home, so we hadn’t gotten a chance to talk about her living with me. Looked like it’d be a while before we had that conversation.

I’d shot off a quick text to Yael before I left the parking lot, and when I parked and turned off the car, I quickly checked her reply.

Yael: OMG!!!! I’m so relieved, but I knew everything would be okay. 

Yael: Leave me alone so I can go buy all the pink things and baby nail polish and teensy tiny bows…

Yael: Wait, do people still do that? Or should everything be gender-neutral? Gender is a social construct, and here I am, foisting it on my unborn niece. 

Yael: I have to go think about this for a while. Tell Mickey I love her. And I love you too, bro. Good job on the procreating.

Michaela was swept from the car before I could show her Yael’s texts, but I didn’t begrudge her of her family’s attention. She had baby Logan on her hip, Vanessa and Jason glued to her side, and four-year-old Leticia attached to her leg. Ansel’s huge arm was wrapped around her shoulders, and Rosa stood there laughing at all of them. When I rounded the car, Rosa waved me over.

“Come laugh at these Ashwoods with me, Mo. They’re so clingy. I think it runs in their blood,” Rosa mused, then laid her hands on my shoulders and kissed both cheeks. “Congrats, papa.”

“Thank you. And I don’t know…I kinda like the clinginess.”

Her smile grew ten-watts. “Then you’ll fit in well here. My kids will be calling you uncle and following you everywhere. Be prepared.”

“Doesn’t sound too terrible.”

“No.” She shook her head and watched as Ansel tried to remove Logan from Michaela. The baby must’ve had suction cups on his limbs with how attached he was. I got him. I was fucking attached too. “It’s not terrible at all.”

Rosa clapped her hands, drawing all eyes to her. “All right, family. Let’s let Aunt Mickey and Uncle Mo have a little quiet time. Dinner’s at six. Mo, you aren’t a veggie, are you?”

Eyebrows drawn, I shook my head. “Nope. Meat eater.”

Ansel muttered something that sounded distinctly like, “That’s what she said.”

“Oh, good. We’re grilling, and I’d hate to only serve you a baked potato and fruit salad. We’ll see you guys later then.”

With that, she lined up her crew, and they filed back into the house. We were alone on their front lawn. It had happened so suddenly, I wondered if I’d dreamed them up. Then Jason reopened the front door and stuck his head out.

“Hey, Aunt Mickey. Daddy says your baby is healthy and she’s lucky she doesn’t look like Uncle Mo. Then Mommy told Daddy he should be so lucky to look like Uncle Mo. Daddy asked if she had some rock star fantasies or something. Is Uncle Mo a rock star? I’ve never heard of him. Do you know Shawn Mendes, Uncle Mo? He’s cool. He’s probably a lot more famous than you. I met him at one of Grandpa’s parties. He gave me his autograph. I hear him on the radio all the time. Mommy sighs when she hears his voice. Not the kind of sigh she makes when I dump my Legos on the floor. More like the kind of sigh she makes when Daddy—”

Jason was abruptly yanked from the door and replaced by a waving Rosa. “Please ignore my blabbermouth son and run as fast as you can. He looks like he has a lot more to say, and I can only hold him back for so long.”

Michaela grabbed my hand and pulled me through the yard. “We better go. When Jason gets started, he doesn’t stop.”

Inside her little cottage, she dropped my hand and went straight for the gingersnaps, grabbing a couple, then offering the bag to me.

I shook my head and braced my hands on the counter. “Am I staying for dinner?” It wasn’t even lunchtime yet. I had nowhere to be, but since Mic hadn’t been the one to ask, I had no idea if she even wanted me to stay.

“I’d like you to. Fair warning, all the parents will be coming over too.” She stuffed a cookie in her mouth and chewed, eyebrows raised.

“I’m out then. Being married and having a baby with you is one thing, meeting your dad is a whole other thing.”

She snorted, covering her full mouth with her hand. “Meeting my dad is a whole other thing. He’ll have questions.”

I tugged on the front of her shirt, and she stepped into me. “Then let’s decide on answers. What do you think about moving in with me?”

She laid her palms on my chest, her fingertips brushing my throat. “I would like to. But once she’s born, I might want to stay here for a while so Rosa can help me when I inevitably need it.”

“I’ll help you.”

Her hand moved up to cup my neck. “I know. But have you ever nursed a baby? For that matter, have you ever changed a diaper? Rosa is an expert.” Her fingers pressed into my stiff muscles. “I’ll want you here too. It’s cramped, and I know you’re used to more luxurious conditions, but—”

I sealed my mouth over hers. I didn’t need more explanations. Hearing her say she wanted me where she and the baby were going to be was enough. It freed me from a tethering anger, and I could not taste enough of her gingersnap mouth.

Lashing her tongue with mine, I fed on her, attempting to sate myself, while knowing I never could. Not on her. My hunger for my wife only grew.

Michaela whimpered and pressed herself against me. Her fingertips dug into my skin, and she tugged me closer. Gripping her ass, I lifted her onto the counter. Her legs wrapped around my waist, wedging me tight between them.

The shit of the last two weeks—hell, the last few months—came crashing into me, and I had to rip my mouth off hers to take a breath. Gasping, heaving, trying to get enough air.

Her swollen lips and heavy-lidded eyes brought me back. The little pants escaping her breathed air into my lungs. And when she slid her shirt over her head and discarded it somewhere behind her, I took in a breath so deep, my head became clear for the first time in a long, long time.

“Michaela.”

Her legs tightened around me. “I need you.”

“I need you too, beautiful. So fucking bad.”

Our lips moved in messy desperation, trading air and spit and giving away our individual frustrations in exchange for our collective desire to be together on a deeper, closer level.

Michaela lifted her hips, allowing me to drag her jeans and panties off, leaving her on the cool granite in only her bra. She reached behind her, unclasping the band, and let the straps fall down her arms. Tight, dark nipples peeked out from the barely-holding-on cups. With a groan, I nudged the fabric aside and took her breast in my mouth. She was so sweet, my dick pulsed inside my jeans. Her nipple pebbled on my tongue. I sucked it harder, eliciting breathy whimpers. She yanked at my hair, then pushed me against her breast, like she couldn’t decide where she wanted me.

Trading one breast for the other, I sucked at her, couldn’t get enough of her. Her tits had gotten rounder, heavier. They were pretty before, but now I wanted to do all kinds of dirty things to them.

“Moses, I need you inside me.” She pushed my head away so she could get to my fly, pulling it apart faster than I could register what she was doing. Then my cock was in her tight fist, and I didn’t give a fuck about anything else. Her hand slid over me, pumping me like I needed it. I was so damn hard, I could’ve cracked in two at the slightest pressure.

Gripping her inner thighs, I spread her wide and dipped my head to see her. She was wet, dripping. One finger slid through her folds and plunged into her opening easily. Her hips rolled, and the hand holding my cock flexed, then went limp.

Dropping to my knees, I raised her legs over my shoulders and buried my face in her pussy. It’d been far too long since I’d had the taste of Michaela on my tongue. She was the perfect blend of spicy and sweet, so swollen and slick, my tongue slid into her with ease. She keened and made little yelping noises as I ate her.

“Moses, Moses, Moses,” she chanted, her thighs jerking beside my ears. “Oh god, that feels so good.”

I was so turned on by her, the way she smelled and sounded, a light breeze would have set me off. Keeping all my concentration on the gorgeous pussy in front of me instead of the incessant throb of my erection, I sucked Michaela’s pearly clit between my lips. Her ass shot off the counter, and her legs were like a vise around my head. The way she came—wild and loud, pressing her pussy against my mouth to take exactly what she needed—had to be the sexiest thing I’d ever seen. And I made her come undone. That wasn’t too bad for my sagging ego.

Needing to be closer, to be inside her, I rose to my feet, pulled her ass to the edge of the counter until we were aligned, then slid home. We were both still, panting, eyes on where I was fully planted inside her.

She raised her head at the same time I did, and in her eyes, I saw fire. Her heels pressed into my ass, and she leaned back on her hands, her body an offering I was more than happy to accept. That first night in Vegas, she’d been sexy as hell. But here, in her little cottage, sunlight dappling her smooth skin, my kid in her round belly, tits ripe and full, I’d never seen anything more spectacular. I’d never wanted another woman this way. It was more than lust, although there was a heavy dose of that between us. I pined for this woman, and she was in my damn arms.

Pulling out to the tip, I shoved back in, again and again. Michaela moved with me, meeting each thrust and pushing for more. Cupping the back of her neck, I dragged her against me, needing her skin rubbing mine.

“Need you, Michaela. I fucking need you,” I rasped beside her ear. Then I tugged her soft lobe between my teeth and growled like the animal she made me.

“I’m here, I’m here,” she panted. Her hips rolled in a sensual rhythm, and her nails clawed at my shoulders and arms. “Harder, Mo.”

Hooking the back of her knees on my arms, I tilted her pelvis so I could drive in deeper. She clung to me while I fucked the desperation out of us both.

Her head fell back as deep moans vibrated her chest. Throat open, so creamy and elegant, I had the urge to mark her there, to claim her as mine. She wouldn’t like it, so I made my mark somewhere else, somewhere invisible under her clothes.

Sliding my hand between us, I circled her clit, once, twice, three times, and she came. The speed of her orgasm seemed to have surprised her as much as it did me. Her head shot up, and her eyes were as wide as her mouth.

The feel of her inner muscles gripping my cock, hot and so damn wet, had my rhythm stuttering. My grip on her thighs tightened. If it was painful, she didn’t say. I lost every ounce of control, rutting into my girl, my mouth hot on her neck. She sighed and moaned each time I drove deep into her, her arms circling my shoulders, holding me close.

With one last jerk of my hips, I spilled so much inside her, it felt like parts of my soul leaked out. And maybe it did. I wouldn’t have been surprised. This woman owned me, why shouldn’t she possess some of my soul?

I carried her to her bed, and we curled up together, still joined, and in minutes, we were moving again. Kissing, touching, leisurely fucking. She smiled into my mouth, and it was like my own sigh of relief.

I’d never been so sure about anything in my life. I looked at her, touched her skin, inhaled her scent, and I knew.

Brushing her wild curl from her forehead, I let myself fill up on the shape of her lips and color of her eyes, and the faint blush in her cheeks. “You’re gorgeous, wife.”

Her eyes fluttered closed, and she wrapped her arms around me. “Oh, Moses.”




Later, we took the walk across the back yard, hand in hand. My heart was raw, but I was focusing on all that was good and right. Ansel and Jason were on the patio, along with another man who was pretty much an older copy of his son. I wondered if Michaela and I shouldn’t have been having such loud sex with only a stretch of grass separating us from her entire family. I was counting on some quality craftsmanship having muffled most of it.

Lars Ashwood gave me a dismissive once-over as we approached, then turned a warmer expression on for Michaela. He held his arms out for her, and she released my hand so she could hug her dad.

“Ansel told me the good news.” His voice boomed from his throat like an explosion. He sounded angry, even though his easy stance and eye-crinkling grin told a different story. “A girl? Your mom is going to go nuts with ruffles and lace, you know.”

Mic laughed. “She would have gone nuts with…I don’t know, baseball bats and frogs if it was a boy. That’s Gabby. She doesn’t do subtle.”

He laughed, and though his was baritone, the rhythm was exactly like Michaela’s. “Truer words, kiddo.” Lars turned his attention to me again, holding out his hand to shake. His grip was firm, but not painful. His hands were as big as Ansel’s. He could have broken me if he’d chosen to. “Nice to meet you, young man. Glad all is well with your baby.”

“Me too, sir.”

He laughed again. “No ‘sirs’. That’s for the office. I’m Lars at home.”

“Right, Lars.”

“Darling!” Gabrielle Ellis’s distinct voice preceded her. Moments later, she stepped out of the patio doors in a silky blue caftan, wild curls billowing about her head and hovering over her shoulders. “Oh, Mickey, I’m so relieved.”

She gathered her daughter in her arms, and her perfectly coiffed facade broke a little. Lars’s giant hand landed on my shoulder like an anvil.

“How’s your relationship with your family?” he asked.

“I’m tight with my sister, not so much with my parents. I’m big on found family, though. My band has become my siblings.”

He nodded, watching Mic and his ex-wife embrace. “Do you take all of this seriously?”

“Yes.”

He removed his hand from my shoulder and rubbed the blond stubble on his strong jaw. “I’m not famous, but you and I are in the same business. This business likes single, unattached people, or, at the very least, those willing to put their careers first. Those are the ones who thrive.”

I rocked back on my heels, trying to stay casual and cool, thinking about how I’d treat some young punk who knocked up my daughter. My daughter. I didn’t blame Lars for his skepticism. I was sure he’d seen a lot and heard a lot more. That didn’t mean I was okay with being lumped in with assholes who were incapable of keeping their dicks in their pants or putting their family above all else. I wasn’t one of those guys. This shit wasn’t easy to figure out, but that was one thing I knew for a fact.

“There are a lot of rockers with little kids. They work it out. I don’t have answers as far as exactly what working it out looks like, but I do know this baby and Mic are my priority. No decisions will be made for the band without taking them into account.”

Lars raised a blond eyebrow. “To your band’s detriment?”

I shrugged. “If I have to choose, I choose Mic and our daughter.”

He studied me for several seconds, then blinked and exhaled through his nose. “That’s a big statement, Moses. Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. I’ve got a few Unrequited songs on my playlists. I would hate not to get anything fresh from you guys.”

That raised my eyebrows. “For real? I thought you were into rap.”

His chuckle was a sonic boom. “I have eclectic tastes.” Then, he launched into the story of his childhood in the Bronx and sticking out like a big, blond, sore thumb at the rap clubs he frequented as a teenager. The man knew his shit and was amused by my love for Big Pun. He hadn’t grown up easy like Mic and me, and he’d clawed his way up the ranks in the industry. He told me he hadn’t been the greatest father or husband because he hadn’t been willing to prioritize his family over his career. Just when he started telling me about meeting Gabby backstage at a concert where she’d been singing backup for Prince, Rosa and a tall blonde woman with Logan propped on her hip emerged from the house.

This had to be Astrid, Ansel’s mom. She came right to Lars and me, first kissing him on both cheeks, then facing me, bright blues alight. “My goodness, you are so young, but quite good-looking.” She turned to call over her shoulder. “Well done, Mickey.”

Michaela rushed over, eyes wide. “Astrid, be good,” she warned.

She bounced Logan on her hip, making him giggle. “I’m always good, my love. I was only complimenting your young man.”

Mic rolled her eyes. “You do realize how incredibly condescending you sound, right?”

Astrid gasped. “Do I?” She turned her attention to me. “Was I condescending?”

The situation was so ridiculous, I kind of had to laugh. “A little bit, to be honest.”

“Oh, dear. I have a tendency to spout off whatever’s on my mind. These kids are all used to me, but I know my mouth can be off-putting to newbies. What I meant to say was, hello, I’m Astrid, Michaela’s second mom. It’s so lovely to meet you, Moses. I’m a big fan of Unrequited, but moreover, I’m a massive fan of you for giving us a new grandbaby to adore.”

Confused, but charmed, I leaned in to give her a one-armed hug. Logan swatted my head and giggled maniacally before squirming and wailing to be let down.

Astrid set him on his feet and patted his backside. “Off with you, you mongrel.”

Mic smiled up at me and wound her arm around my waist. “See what you’re getting into?”

Dipping my head, my mouth brushed her ear. “I do. They’re crazy, and I like it. I like you.”

She pressed her cheek to mine. “I like you too.”

“Oh, wow.” Astrid clapped. “You are just too adorable for words. I could eat you up.”

Lars draped his arm over her shoulders. “Leave the kids alone, Astrid.”

She rolled her eyes, and as he steered her away, she said, “Have you ever known me to leave anyone alone, darling?”

Michaela opened her mouth to say something, but was interrupted by Gabby approaching with open arms. “Oh, Moses. I am filled with delight to be seeing you again. I wondered if we would encounter one another once more. My daughter can be a touch unforgiving, and my Lord, did you screw up, but here you are, and I’m so pleased.”

“Unforgiving? Mom, are you kidding me?”

Gabby tutted. “Well, of course some actions are unforgivable, your ex-husband is a prime example of that. But you do hold a grudge. Aren’t you still mad at Ansel for wrecking your baking soda volcano in third grade?”

Michaela’s face instantly transformed to furious. “Hell yes I am. Has he ever apologized? The man poured glue in my volcano, and Julie Sanders won the science fair. It was bullshit.”

Gabby’s eyes drifted to mine, her eyebrows raising, as if to say, “See?”

“Darling, you wouldn’t have won anyway. A volcano? That’s been done far too many times to warrant a blue ribbon.”

Michaela huffed. “You will not logic me out of my righteous anger.”

Gabby cupped her daughter’s cheek. “You gave him a black eye. I call that settled.”

“Glue, Mother. The child was a sociopath.”

She gave Mic’s cheek a pat. “It’s time to move on, darling. Wouldn’t you say, Mo?”

I held my hands up. “I don’t really want to be on either of your bad sides.”

Mic’s arm around me squeezed. “Brilliant answer. Because as much as she chides me, my mother has grudges older than me.”

Gabby straightened her shoulders and raised her chin. “As any diva does.” Then she flounced away, her caftan trailing behind her like streamers.

“Are you speechless?” Michaela asked, giving my side a pinch.

“Uh, I think so?”

“I come from a long line of characters. It’s in my blood, but it mostly skipped me. I have no explanation for Astrid. She’s just a Swedish, crystal-yielding, crazy lady with a heart of gold.” She pressed her hand to my chest. “Are you scared?”

I took her hand in mine and nibbled the tips of her fingers, my tone solemn when I asked, “Are you sure it skipped you?”

It took her a second, then she sputtered and slapped my chest. “You little shit.”

“I’m not scared, Mic. Fascinated, but not afraid. I’m glad our girl’s going to have cousins and grandparents who love her and get her.”

And I wondered how Mic could’ve once told me she didn’t know what home was when she had all this. From where I was standing, she had a whole lot.
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            I leaned into Mo, content and full of barbecue on this late summer evening. Astrid had taken the kids inside to get ready for bed, giving Rosa a bit of a break after chasing them all day. Although, I’d never seen my sister-in-law tired.

“This day has been perfect,” I murmured to Mo while the others were immersed in conversation.

He brushed my hair aside. “Yeah?”

“Mmhmm.”

He nodded, glancing around the darkening yard and my family discussing the latest K-Pop craze. “You’re right. Not too much I’d complain about.”

“Oh, so you do have something to complain about?” I teased.

“I mean, Logan stealing my watermelon was pretty fucking lame.”

His answer surprised me so much, I barked a loud laugh and nearly peed my pants. Mo’s eyes went wide with shock at the sound of my canine-laughter.

“That’s some laugh, Mic.”

“You want me, you have to take my awkward laughs.”

“I’m just wondering what I have to say to get you to do it again.”

We were in our own world, snuggling together as much as our chairs would allow, so neither of us noticed when the conversation across from us ceased and all eyes landed on us. But then, I felt them staring, and I sadly couldn’t pretend I didn’t.

“What?” I asked.

“Have you given our granddaughter a name yet?” my dad asked.

“No, we haven’t even talked about it.”

Mo squeezed my knee. “I’m gonna vote for nothing biblical unless it’s, like, Sarah. I’m not going to do to my kid what my parents did to me.”

I frowned at him. “I love your name.”

“That’s because you didn’t grow up with it. Try being asked how big your staff is, or if you’d parted the Red Sea all through school—and I’m talking the Urban Dictionary definition. I even get some of that now. I don’t know what my parents were thinking when they chose it.”

“Awww, poor baby Mo.” My fingertips glided over his cheek.

My mother rubbed her hands together. “You must explain what parting the Red Sea means.”

My dad leaned over and whispered in her ear, and I’d never seen Gabrielle Ellis so aghast. She looked like she needed to take to her fainting couch.

“Should I get out the smelling salts?” I giggled at my poor mother, fanning her face.

“Oh, Moses.” She clutched her layers of necklaces. “You poor, poor child.”

For Mo’s part, he looked absolutely stricken for having upset my mother so deeply. What he didn’t realize was Gabby didn’t do anything small, including her reactions. She’d recover from this terrible shock in moments, then move onto her next drama.

“I survived,” he said.

“I’m guessing Hepzibah is off the table?” Ansel offered.

“You make it sound like Hepzibah was ever on the table,” I said.

He lifted a meaty shoulder. “Has a certain ring to it. And you know how famous people are. Always naming their kids Apple and Moxie Crimefighter. You gotta keep up.”

“Our child isn’t a celebrity,” I said.

“Not gonna ’gram her?” my brother asked.

“No. She won’t make any Instagram appearances. And I doubt I’ll post on that account any time soon, considering I’m not working at the moment. Besides, I don’t think Instagram famous counts as celebrity.”

My dad’s attention was pulled from Gabby to me. “Speaking of work, you haven’t told me your plans for after your daughter is here. Will you be returning to managing tours?”

Mo’s hand on my knee flexed. “I don’t know,” I said.

“I don’t see how that could possibly be feasible. You can’t take your child with you, and are you really going to be willing to leave her for months on end?” he asked.

“Dad, I don’t know. I really don’t. It’s hard for me to imagine switching careers entirely. I have no idea what I’d do. Managing tours is all I know.” I cupped my belly. “But you’re right. I won’t be able to leave her for that long either. I don’t want to think about it right now.”

My dad sat up straighter, pinning me with his patented I’m-so-fucking-disappointed-in-you gaze. “Isn’t that your motto? I’ll think about it later. It’s not cute anymore, Michaela. You’re thirty-four years old, not some fancy-free kid. You have to think about this right now.” He pointed an accusing finger at my belly. “Your girl is going to be here before you know it. Will that be when you get your act together? When you’re crammed in your brother’s pool house with a newborn?”

He knew right where to hit me. My mushy, hot mess center. The part of me who’d gotten divorced a decade ago, but hadn’t tried to rebuild a new life of my own since. Work was my life. The rest of the time, I just coasted. I lived out of a laundry basket, ate cheese and crackers for dinner more often than I should have, and my favorite people to hang out with were under ten. I’d been saying I’ll move out next year for too many years to count.

My dad was right, but that didn’t mean I wanted to hear it. Not when he was so damn smug about it. I loved the man, but at times, I really didn’t like him.

I’d cried enough today. I wasn’t going to let my dad claim a single tear.

Before I could defend myself, Mo spoke for me. “Michaela and I have made plans for the near future, and we’ll be deciding together what we want to do once the baby is here. She’s not in this alone. If she wants to keep touring, then we’ll make it happen. And no, she won’t be crammed in her brother’s pool house, but if she wanted to be, I’d be crammed in there with her.” He jerked his chin in that cocky-smooth way that had gotten me to drop my pants for him in the first place. “Sir.”

As always, Lars Ashwood remained unmoved. “What might these plans be, young man?”

Mo relaxed in his chair, his arm draped over my lap, hand possessive on my leg. “As you said, Michaela is a thirty-four-year-old woman, about to be a mom. I’m not sure if she needs her dad’s approval anymore.”

Some frozen place inside me melted. My dad was intimidating in almost every way—his size, his voice, his position in the industry. I had a feeling Mo was intimidated, but he didn’t show it. Devon had basically bowed down to him. He had never stuck up for me in my dad’s presence. No one did. Lars Ashwood was law, at least in these parts.

My dad nodded, his mouth turned down. “Interesting and unexpected. I’m glad she has you, Mo.”

“Nah, she doesn’t need me. I’m sure as hell glad she wants me, but Mic would rock the hell out of being a solo mom. I know that for a fact.” Mo’s eyes grazed over my face, the corners of his mouth tipped up.

Ansel pushed his chair back, scraping on the stone patio. “Okay, now that everyone’s wagged their dick around, let’s celebrate the healthy little girl Mic’s got cooking.” He held up his beer bottle. “Cheers to Mo, Mickey, and baby Hepzibah.”

I raised my water bottle with a grateful smile, and Mo leaned closer to me. “Now that I’ve heard it a few times, Hepzibah is growing on me,” he whispered.

I jerked back, laughing. “Do you want to be pushed into the pool? That can be arranged.”

His eyes went heavy. “I like pools with you. You gonna join me?”

My mother let out a dramatic sigh, drawing all eyes to her, as had been her plan. It was always her plan. “The two of you are simply divine. I’ll need at least three months’ notice if I am to be attending a wedding. My tailor is irreplaceable, but the man doesn’t know the meaning of rush order.”

I frowned at her. “I understood all the words you just said, but not what they had to do with each other, or Mo and me.”

Another equally dramatic sigh. “Obviously, I’ll have to have a gown made for your wedding. Is that truly so hard to understand?”

“Jesus, Mom. Since when are you into traditional relationships?” Another parent who often pressed on my tender spots, albeit unknowingly. Or maybe I just had too many tender spots.

She plumped her springy curls. “Marriage may not have been for me, but I know you. You’re the marrying kind. You chose poorly with that Devon creature, and I suppose that’s my fault, since your father and I were awful role models. But you, my beloved, are a woman who needs stability, even if you don’t know it.”

“Mo and I are stable,” I mumbled, feeling his gaze on the side of my face, but unable to meet it. I could’ve shouted out we were married, but a quickie Vegas marriage wasn’t exactly the picture of stability, was it?

My beautiful sister-in-law swept in to save the day, diverting Gabby from the topic of marriage by inquiring about her tailor. My mom’s tailor, Victorio, was five thousand years old and had been making her clothes since she got her first paycheck as a background singer. We all knew everything there was to know about Victorio, but Rosa also knew my mother’s favorite topic—besides herself—was her wardrobe.

Later, when Mo and I were sent home, forbidden from helping wash the dishes, we stopped in front of my cottage.

“Should we go to your place?” I asked.

He dipped his head and nuzzled the side of my neck, making my toes curl. “I’m tired, Mic. You mind if I sleep here tonight? Don’t know if I’ll make it if I have to drive back to the city.”

“I don’t mind. I want you here.”

And though it made me vulnerable to admit that, to say it out loud, maybe it was time for me to allow myself to be vulnerable with this man. He’d screwed up in a big way, but he’d also proved himself again and again to be nothing like how I had originally perceived him.

He was Mo—too young, too famous, too damn handsome. But I’d fallen for him anyway. Maybe it was his little girl kicking in my belly urging me toward him, but I didn’t think so. He’d won me over by being there, again and again.

“I like when you say that.” His words tickled the skin beneath my ear. “Like when you admit you want me. Makes me feel like I’m not in this alone.”

My fingers raked through his Superman hair. “You’re not, Mo. It took me a while, but I’m here too.”

His warm lips dragged from my jaw to my shoulder, turning my bones to liquid. Tired and emotional, I wasn’t in the mood for sex, but he could touch me like that forever if he wanted.

We went inside my miniature home, Mo touching me, me rubbing myself against him like a needy cat—and yes, practically purring. His erection brushed my belly, but he didn’t grind against me. His mouth stayed on my skin, dragging, sliding, killing me softly as we stumbled toward my bed.

“Please don’t be mad,” I murmured.

He slowly brought his head up, his eyes glazed. “Are you kicking me out after all?”

“What? No. I wouldn’t do that.” My hand laid on his chest. “No, what you’re doing feels so damn good, and you’re hard, but I don’t—”

“Hey.” He cupped my face. “We had sex three times today. I’m good with just going to sleep. And my dick? Well, it’s gonna be hard around you. You’re gorgeous, and you smell fucking amazing, but I can control myself.”

“You smell good too. I’m a little obsessed with your smell.” On my tiptoes, I ran my nose along his collarbone. “Yeah, that’s good stuff.”

He laughed. “What do I smell like?”

My cheeks went hot. Was this where I got super vulnerable and confessed everything? I guess it was.

“Like gingersnaps.”

His head quirked, bemused. “I smell like your favorite cookie?”

“Mo…” I covered my heated cheeks with my hands. How was I suddenly shy around him? I’d never been shy a day in my life. But then, I’d never felt this way about anyone else.

Understanding dawned on his face in increments. Like a curtain, it lifted his features, starting with the corners of his mouth, to his cheeks, eyebrows, and then forehead. He open-mouth laughed, shaking his head.

“You eat them because they remind you of me? Am I making a flying leap to that conclusion, or is that what you’re telling me?”

Dropping my face to his chest, I nodded. “I’m dying right now.”

“Why?” He tugged on my ponytail. “Is it so hard to admit you like something about me?”

“Mmhmm.” My voice was muffled by his solid chest. “I don’t like being weak.”

He sighed. “Baby, there’s nothing weak about owning your feelings. Even if it means you’re so obsessed with me, you eat my essence in cookie form.”

Snorting, I slapped his chest. “Shut up.”

“Look at me, Mic.” He tugged my ponytail a little bit harder, until I tipped my head back. “Do you know how good I’m feeling right now? I love that I’m on your mind that way. You’re on my mind all the time. I’m so fucking into you, and knowing you feel a fraction of that…god, it’s like a gift.”

“I’m really into you too.” Taking a deep breath, I got brave. “When I left our hotel room in Vegas, I went straight to the pharmacy and bought two things. Plan B and gingersnaps. Only one of those things stuck with me, but I’m pretty damn pleased with that outcome.”

He smoothed his hand over my bump and brushed a kiss over my lips. “Me too. So damn pleased. Never be embarrassed to tell me how you feel, baby. ’Cause I can guarantee I’ve been feeling the same thing for months.” A gentle slap to my ass, then he slid my T-shirt over my head. “Let’s get you tucked in.”

We shuffled around each other, slipping into pajamas, brushing teeth, washing faces, stealing glances and sly grins. My belly was a cave full of bats by the time we were in bed together and his palm had settled in its spot.

“Hey.” His low, sleepy-sexy voice pulled my eyelids up.

“Hey, yourself.”

“I don’t like how your dad spoke to you tonight.”

“I didn’t like it either. Thank you for handling him the way you did.”

“I’ve got you, Mic. Whether you like it or not, you’re my wife, and I’m going to protect you.”

In the beginning, hearing Mo call me his wife was like nails on a chalkboard. Now...now it wasn’t so bad. Still scared me beyond reason, but I didn’t cringe away from it.

“You don’t need to protect me from my dad. He’s always been that way.”

“Nah, baby. I get that you love him, but nah. He won’t be hard with you, not when I’m around.”

I laid my hand on his face. So handsome and soft, yet rugged, with an underlying fierceness. That was Mo, so much more than his initial appearance. He was real with me, just how he wanted to be. The real Mo was someone I liked more than I cared to admit.

Snuggling closer, I let my head rest on Mo’s bicep. “Thank you,” I murmured.

He cupped the back of my neck and placed a tender kiss on my forehead. The perfect kind of kiss for this kind of day. “You’re welcome.” He rubbed slow circles around my bump, and just as I drifted off to sleep, he said, “‘Night, Hepzibah.”
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            Michaela threw a set of sheets in a box, making me cringe.

She set her hands on her hips. “I see you.”

“You told me not to speak. Didn’t say anything about reacting.” Spreading my arm over the back of her couch, I tried to look like her packing style wasn’t killing me on the inside.

She pointed to her misbehaving curl. “Remember? This is me. I’m a wild mess, and that includes when I pack.”

“You could let me help.”

“But you don’t know what I want to take.” She spun in a circle, the contents of her small cottage exploding around her. “I don’t even know what I want to take.”

There was an edge of panic in her voice, and the last thing I wanted was for her to back out. I patted my legs. “Come here.” I left no room for argument, and for once, she didn’t. She came, settling in my lap with a sigh.

Holding her face in my hand, I sealed my mouth over hers, kissing all that worry right out of her. Her lips parted with a moan, my tongue sweeping in to taste her, licking up her panic and swallowing it down. I loved Michaela like this, all soft and pliant, willing to let go and let me have her. She never failed to melt when I was kissing the hell out of her.

She shifted so her ass pressed against my erection. Hips rocking, plush flesh giving way to my steely hardness. She felt too good, too distracting. If we started this, she’d never get packed.

Tearing my mouth from hers, I gripped her hips to still them. “Stop it, demon.”

She laughed against my cheek. “You invited me over and kissed me. Do you expect me not to react to you?”

“Baby,” my teeth scraped the column of her neck, “you drive me crazy. I need your pretty little ass moved into our apartment on a permanent basis. Gotta know I’m going to be waking up to your wild curl every morning.”

She drew away, her hands on either side of my neck. “Are you still sure? We’ve had a solid week together, and you’ve seen the worst of me. You still want me there?”

I tugged her tank top down, exposing her taut nipple. “Are you sure? If the worst of you is what I’ve been seeing all week, then keep it coming, baby.” I sucked her nipple, unable to get enough of her tits in my mouth.

We’d spent a couple nights in her cottage, then she’d come into the city with a few bags of clothes. Not all her stuff, but enough to hang in my closet—our closet—and fill a drawer. Every morning, she was on my dick when I woke up. Every night, I fell asleep with the taste of her pussy on my lips. And in between, we cooked, talked, fucked all over my apartment—our apartment.

She tossed her head back and dug her fingers into my hair. “Who’s being a demon now? Starting something I know you’re not going to finish.”

Letting go of her nipple, I gripped the back of her neck to bring her mouth to mine again. “We’ll finish it when you finish packing. The movers are coming in an hour. I’d rather a couple strangers not find me balls deep inside you with all your possessions strewn everywhere.”

She arched a brow. “You think you’d last an hour inside me?”

My cock jumped at the way she looked at me. “You got me. The point stands, though. Let me help you pack so we can go back to our home and get off.”

That made her laugh. “You know how to motivate me. Let me up. I have to throw my shit in these boxes so I can get laid.”

Groaning, I slumped on the couch. “You’re killing me, demon.”

She added an extra sway to her hips, her plump ass jiggling as she walked away. “You love it.”

I did. I fucking did.




I unlocked my apartment door and held out my arms to Michaela. “Get up here.”

She scrunched her face. “Why would I do that?”

“I’m carrying my wife over the threshold.”

“But I’ve...been here before?”

The movers were a few hours behind us with most of Michaela’s worldly possessions, which didn’t amount to much. She told me she’d departed her first marriage with the clothes on her back and a fat check and hadn’t bothered accumulating much since.

“Sure. But now you officially live here. My wife’s getting carried across the threshold, even if I have to throw her over my shoulder.”

She blinked twice. “You’re serious?”

I stepped close and ran my nose up hers. “Yep. Humor me, baby.”

“Really?” She looped her arm around my neck. “Will it make you happy?”

“Mmhmm.” My arm slid around her hips, lifting her against my chest. “This isn’t so bad, is it?”

Her lips curved with amusement. “I do feel a little silly, but I like seeing you happy.”

Kicking open the door, I stepped into our home. “There. Look at that. Got to carry my bride into our marital home.”

She swatted my chest and laughed. “Shut up, you goofball.”

I dipped my head to nuzzle her throat. “I appreciate you letting me do that. I don’t even know if it’s a thing people do anymore, but I kind of like doing shit the old-fashioned way with you.”

She pointed at her belly. “Like this?”

“Hey, we were married when that little nugget was conceived. You and I are as old-fashioned as they come.”

Her head rested on my shoulder. “At what point will you be letting me down?”

“Don’t know.” I carried her through the apartment and settled into my ugly orange chair with Michaela on my lap. “I like you like this.”

She let herself go liquid against me, her body molding to mine. “This chair is so damn ugly,” she whispered, like she was afraid to hurt its feelings.

“Yet I’ve found you sitting in it every time you come over.”

“I know, I know. When I’m sitting in it, I’m not focused on what it looks like. Only that my ass is being cushioned on baby angel clouds. But sitting on you is a very close second.”

Laughing, I ran my hands over her belly up to her tits. “Glad I rank in there.” I kissed the side of her neck.

Without warning, Michaela sat up straight. “What is that?”

Knowing what she was talking about without looking, I stayed lounging in my kickass chair. “You know what it is.”

“When did you get a jukebox? I think I would have noticed if it had been there this morning.”

Sitting in the space between my living and dining room was a restored vintage jukebox. It had been delivered while we were at Mic’s place packing. The purchase had been mostly an impulse buy, but once I saw it, it made me think of our wedding night, and I couldn’t get it out of my mind. So, here it was, totally out of place in my home, but I liked that sort of thing.

“Yael signed for it while we were out. Hop up.” I patted her legs. “Let me show it to you.”

I led her over, holding her soft hand in mine. Her other hand brushed over the glass. When I flicked the lights on, her eyes went wide and a little gasp escaped from her parted lips.

“This is a beauty,” she said in awe.

“Right? I’ve had Yael looking for one for a while now, and when she sent me a picture of it, I knew it had to be mine. All the wiring is restored, but the rest is original. Even the records inside.”

Together, we flipped through the music selections. When Michaela got to “At Last” by Etta James, she paused, running her fingertip over the glass.

“I wanted this to be my first dance song at my wedding,” she murmured.

“Oh, yeah?”

She pressed the code to get the song to play. “Devon didn’t like it. He wanted something modern. I grew up listening to this kind of music, though. It wasn’t a Sunday if Nina Simone wasn’t pouring from the speakers.”

I tugged her against me, one hand on her lower back, the other clutching hers. “Let’s give you a do-over.”

She tossed her head back and grinned. “Is this our wedding dance?”

“Why not?”

Her hand smoothed up my chest to clasp my neck. “You’re a romantic, Moses. I didn’t see that coming.”

“Me neither, to be honest. Never had much reason to be.”

She laid her head on my shoulder, pushing her cheek to burrow deeper. “You keep doing things that make me want to fall for you. This jukebox, dancing with me, letting me freak out on you about moving…I’m starting to believe you might be the real deal.”

I didn’t know how to respond to that. She wanted to fall for me? I’d fallen so far for her, I didn’t know my way up anymore. Michaela was a scrappy fighter, and I admired that about her, but I didn’t know how to get her to lay down her gloves with me. I didn’t know if she ever would.

“At Last” faded out, and Mic’s second selection began playing. The haunting, deep voice of a female singer, without instrumental backup, slid through the speakers.

“Who is this?” I asked.

“That’s Nina Simone. Goddess of the blues. Gabby pretty much idolized her and played her music at all hours. I think I had ‘I Put a Spell on You’ memorized before I was five.” She tipped her head back. “Do you like it?”

“Yeah, I do.” I cupped her ass and pulled her closer, her belly pressing against me. “I especially like the part where I’m holding you while we listen.”

She sighed, and I almost heard the smile in it. “This part is pretty damn grand. You, me, and Nina Simone.”

We swayed, and she sang softly. Michaela may have been considering letting herself fall, but I was in love with her. Having her here, in my arms, dancing to the music of her childhood, made it even more clear. I hadn’t gone a day without feeling frustrated and out of my mind since Las Vegas, but that didn’t lessen how I felt about her. Some might think our baby girl was the reason, but I’d been heading toward being in love with Michaela since the second she’d asked me to be real with her.

She tipped her head back, her nails lightly scratching the scruff on my cheek. “What about Simone for The Bump?”

My hand moved from her ass to her belly, which seemed to be growing more and more by the hour. “That’s a big name.”

“It is. It’s pretty, though, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” I breathed. “Simone.” I tested it out on my tongue, seeing how it felt. And damn if it didn’t feel right.

“Moses, Michaela, and Simone.” Her dark eyes sparkled.

“Not an ‘M’ name.”

“No, but I’m cool with that. We have enough M’s in our life.” Her hand pressed to my face. “It’s okay if you don’t like it. You have to tell me if you don’t.”

I turned my face to kiss her wrist. “Now that you’ve said it, I’m not going to be able to think of her as anything other than Simone. It’s the perfect musical name for a musical family.”

The music faded after a minute or two, and while Michaela selected more songs on the jukebox, I checked my phone to see if the movers had called with an ETA. They had another load they were dropping off before they brought Michaela’s things, so they’d been pretty vague about the timeframe.

Instead of the movers, I had a series of texts from our manager, Clark.

We need to talk about putting out a press release re: your impending fatherhood and relationship with Ms. Ashwood.

It will be far better for us to stay ahead of the information than letting the press have a field day with speculation.

It doesn’t have to be extremely personal. A simple statement that you’re married, expecting a child, and would like privacy during this special time.

The press will speculate now that Ms. Ashwood is living with you. You won’t be able to hide it for long. I’m surprised no one has splashed your marriage license all over the news. You’ve been lucky so far. I wouldn’t count on that continuing.

As much as I disliked Clark, he had a valid point. Staying ahead of the story was always the wisest course.

“Hey, Mic.”

She looked up from the jukebox with a smile. “Hey, Moses.”

I walked back to her, wrapping an arm around her waist. “My manager, Clark, texted. He says we need to make a press release. Something simple, stating we’re married and expecting a baby.”

Michaela stiffened, her brow pulling into a tight line. “I haven’t even told my parents.”

“We don’t have to do it tomorrow. You can tell your parents first. But I think he’s right about this.”

She turned away, her eyes darting down to the records in the jukebox. “But Mo, I haven’t—”

“Haven’t what?”

She drew in a deep breath. “If we make a big announcement, then it becomes real and I—”

My hand slammed down on the glass of the jukebox. I was surprised it didn’t shatter from the force of my frustration. “This is real. Goddamn, Michaela, what do I have to do? What?”

She blinked up at me. If I expected tears in her eyes, I would have been mistaken. I knew her heart wasn’t always surrounded by an impenetrable wall, but more often than not, around me, it was.

“What I feel for you is real, Mo. Me living here is real. Our child we made is real. But our marriage? Neither of us even wear rings. We’ve told very few people. I can’t even remember most of our wedding. To make a big announcement when I’m only coming around to the idea of being your wife…it doesn’t feel right. That doesn’t mean I don’t want to be with you or I don’t adore you completely. I do. But I have been married to a famous man before and—”

With a huff of disgust, I walked away, throwing my hands up in defeat. “I’m getting sick of being punished for shit Devon Chambers did. I am not him.”

“I’m not chasing you, Moses. You need to stay here and talk to me.”

When I turned around, she rested her hands on her belly and leaned her hip on the jukebox. “Did you hear anything else I said besides the last sentence?” she asked.

“Yeah.” I shoved both hands through my hair. “Yeah, I did. I adore you too, Mic. That’s why this is so frustrating.”

She approached me slowly, laying her palms on my crossed arms. “I’m here because I want to be with you. Just give me a little time to come around to the idea of our relationship becoming public. I know you hate being compared to Devon, and that’s not what I’m doing. If you were anything like him, I would have burned rubber getting away from you. I just want what we have, what we’re building, to be private for a while longer. To make sure, when we use that word—married—it means what it should.”

“What should it mean?”

She slid her palms up my chest. “It should mean forever—not a whim we had one night.” And ripped my heart out. We were a whim to her. To me, we were a decision I’d made consciously, and would never regret, no matter how much it hurt.

And it fucking stung like nothing else ever had.

“All right. I’ll give you time.”

What else could I do? Walking away would never be an option.

She rested her head where her hands had been, her arms looping around my waist. “Just a little time, Mo. Let’s enjoy how good this is right now, okay? I think we can hide our relationship for a while longer anyway.”

I held her and danced with her to another Nina Simone song, wondering, once again, how I’d gotten here. I was a fucking rock star. Women threw themselves at me. But the only one I wanted refused to fall.

She kissed my chest, and murmured, “I really do adore you, Moses.”

My arms tightened around her, and I inhaled her candied almond scent. As maddening as Michaela was, I really did adore her too. And that was exactly how I’d gotten here.
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            Jenna Carter-Sotero stood from the beautifully set table and squealed. “Michaela, look at you.” She held her arms out, pulling me into a warm hug. “Oh, girl, you’re glowing. Congratulations.”

“You look gorgeous too, my friend.” When she released me from her tight embrace, I turned to the other woman at the table, Tali DiPietro. “Hey, Tals. Fancy meeting you here.”

She wrapped me in a hug and gave me a kiss on each cheek. “Congrats, Mic. You look gorgeous.”

Jenna was a woman who brunched, so when she found out I’d moved to the city, she set up this brunch with Tali, the manager of the band Blue is the Color. We’d gone on tour together many times, and we’d become friendly over the years. Our friendship mostly resided at work, but since we were both women who worked nonstop, we saw each other fairly often.

We sat down, and I took a long look at our table, then the ones around us, noticing a distinct difference. “Um…Jen, did you supply flowers for our table?”

There were three mini vases, all of varying heights, carefully arranged with pink roses, centered on our table. The other tables had a simple white carnation in a plain glass vase.

“You know it. This is a celebration. You can’t have a celebration without the proper decor. Gabriel had to stop me from requesting our chairs be slipcovered. He’s no fun.” Jenna sipped her mimosa like what she’d said was perfectly normal. And for her, it was.

I shook my head. “I don’t know how that man puts up with you.”

Jenna laughed. “He’d never admit it, but he’s just as fancy as I am. He adores my level of ridiculousness.”

A waitress came by to take our orders. As always, I wanted all the food, but settled on stuffed french toast and a fruit cup. Jenna and Tali went slightly healthier, but they weren’t currently growing an entire human inside them, so I didn’t allow myself to feel any guilt.

Once the waitress left, both women pegged me with their gazes. Tali crossed her legs, twisting her body to face me.

“So…” she said.

“So.” I bit back the laugh threatening to burst out of me. She so clearly wanted me to spill all my tea.

“Mo?”

I nodded. “Mo.”

She swatted my shoulder. “You have to tell me how you ended up shacking up with Moses Aronson, biggest flirt to ever exist. And young, right?”

Jenna clinked her spoon on the rim of her coffee mug. “And we have to discuss the advice I gave you during the Blossoms and Bones tour, which I now see was about Mo. Way to play that hand close to your vest, lady.”

I went over our night in Vegas—again, leaving out our marriage—the misunderstanding, the pregnancy, and working our way back to each other. Jenna obviously knew the first part, and I was sure she’d spilled that tea to Tali, but I hadn’t told her the rest.

“Whew.” Tali fell back in her chair. “And now you’re living together?”

I nodded. “It’s only been a week, and my stuff is still in boxes in the spare room. For now, it doesn’t feel like it’s really my place. It feels temporary.”

“Maybe you should unpack, honey.” Jenna kept her voice gentle, like she was stating the obvious to a small child while trying not to hurt their feelings.

“I should, but…” I trailed off, not wanting to put my worries into words.

“You’re afraid you won’t be staying long?” Tali supplied.

“Yeah. I mean, any roots I’ve ever grown have been pretty surface-level. With this little girl coming, I need to put down roots, but I don’t trust this yet.”

Tali considered me, rubbing her lips together. “Are you in love?”

A rush of heat formed a ball in my chest. Whether it was panic or overwhelming affection, I hadn’t decided. I’d asked myself if what I felt for Moses was love at least a dozen times lately. “God, I don’t know. What does that even mean when you’re thirty-four, pregnant, and pretty damn jaded? I’ve been down the love road before, and it didn’t make any kind of difference to the longevity of our relationship, you know?”

Tali straightened her silverware into perfect lines. “As you know, Jude and I took a long, bumpy road to get where we are. Trust was a huge obstacle for both of us. Like you, I’d been burned badly. The only difference is Jude did the burning.”

Tali had married her college love a couple years ago, had a kid, and had pretty much settled into marital bliss. She and Jude had worked for it, though. They had been separated for thirteen years before they finally got it right. My issues and mistrust seemed silly in comparison, but I’d learned a long time ago not to get into the comparison game. No one ever won, and most of the time, I’d limp away feeling beat up and shitty.

“And you still found a way to get past him and trust you wouldn’t be burned again.”

She nodded. “Exactly. None of it’s easy, but you have to convince yourself—if it’s what you want—the risk is worth it. How is living together?”

I took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. “Mo is...he’s everything. So damn sweet, easy to be around, funny. But we’re hardly ever alone. Someone is always hanging around, and most nights, he’s got a small party going. He normally drinks a few beers, and while he’s not getting trashed, he’s buzzed.”

Both Tali and Jenna winced. I could almost hear the “yeesh” in their thoughts.

“I’m assuming you aren’t a fan of this behavior?” Jenna asked.

“Not particularly. I don’t mind a couple friends coming by for a while, but I want to be with him.”

I moved in with Mo last Saturday. We had one night where it was just us. We watched Netflix, ordered pizza, and had sex all over our apartment. It had been perfect. But that was the last night we’d really been alone. Since then, if Yael wasn’t over, Murray was. While I didn’t mind that so much, sometimes Mama wanted to walk around without pants, especially with this big belly. And at night, I didn’t always want to stay up late, watching people who were at least a decade younger than me drink and fawn over my...man.

“Have you told him that?” Tali asked.

“No. It makes me feel old even thinking it.” I covered my face and groaned. My friends had to be frustrated with me, given how much I frustrated myself. “I have to get my shit together in the very near future.”

Our food was brought to the table, offering me a reprieve. Who didn’t feel better with a plateful of french toast? I dug in, stuffing myself with decadent carbohydrates.

“You’re not old, Michaela. You’re pregnant and in a new relationship, both being very valid reasons to want to keep things low-key at home. I didn’t even let Gabriel drink around me when I was pregnant with Marisol and Joaquin. The smell of beer made me gag. So guess what he did when he wanted a drink? He went to a buddy’s place. And guess what that did to his desire to drink? It went way down, because he wanted to be with me in our home more than he wanted to drink. I swear, I wasn’t trying to manipulate the situation, but being honest and setting boundaries worked for us. It’s some grownup shit, but it’s what you have to do, babe.”

Tali patted her lips with her napkin. “Ah, the joy of being married to a former addict. We never had to deal with any of this when we got back together. Jude obviously doesn’t drink, and these days, if I want to drink, it’s when I go out with friends.” She lifted her mimosa. “Cheers, ladies.”

I clinked my coffee cup to hers. “So, what you’re saying is...communicate my feelings?”

Jenna snorted. “Why do you sound like you’re speaking a foreign language?”

“Because I am terrible at adulting and need every bit of help I can get.”

Tali set her glass down. “There’s no set course to adulthood. Yes, communicating with your partner is pretty vital, but I feel like if you want to institute pantless Sundays, do that. If you don't want to wake up until ten or want to vacuum at midnight, have at it. Doing those things doesn’t make you less of an adult. In fact, embracing who you really are, even if it’s against the norm, is the most adult you can be. Don’t do the thing you’re supposed to do. Do the thing that works for you. You don’t have to be with the father of your child just because it’s expected.”

“I want to be with him.”

Jenna’s laugh was loud and full, drawing a few eyes her way—not that she would notice. “That was fast.”

I lifted a forkful of french toast. “I know what I know.”

Tali placed her hand over mine, fingernails painted a shiny black. “Then tell him about pantless Sundays, girl.”

It was more like pantless Sunday through Saturday, but they already knew more about me than they needed to know.

I patted my mouth with my napkin. “Now that we’ve solved my relationship problems, can we discuss the fact that I’m unemployed for the first time in a decade?”

Tali’s elegant face pinched. “I wondered about that.”

“Yep. I haven’t accepted any upcoming jobs. My big ol’ pregnant ass is staying right here in NYC, living off my sugar daddy.”

Jenna snorted a pretty little laugh. “I’m sure Mo would love to know he’s being called that.”

“Oh, he knows. I told him I’m now a kept woman and I expected to maintain the lifestyle I’ve become accustomed to. Too bad the lifestyle I’ve become accustomed to is gingersnaps, Netflix on the couch, and all the takeout I can consume. I should have been living more lavishly so I could demand diamonds and Birkins.”

Tali rolled her eyes. “And you’re entirely without savings?”

“Oh, entirely. I’m flat broke. Netflix is $14.99 a month now. It drains me dry.”

They both laughed. In truth, I wasn’t hurting for money at all. Devon had given me a large divorce settlement, which I’d had no trouble accepting because his ass needed to pay through the nose for what he’d put me through. Plus, I lived way below my means and saved most of my paychecks. It didn’t hurt that Ansel had charged me rent once, the first month I moved in, then “forgot” every month since then. Taking time off work wasn’t going to hurt me financially, but I didn’t think I was the stay-at-home mom type.

“Will you keep touring?” Jenna asked.

“I don’t know. How do you do it, Tals?”

She pushed her plate forward and rested her arms on the table in front of her. “Jack is little enough that he’s pretty portable, so he goes with us when we tour, and we have a nanny we share with the band. It helps that Jude tours with us doing the band’s sound, so we’re always together. Would you manage Unrequited’s tours?”

I shrugged. “If they hired me. But one tour a year won’t sustain me in any way. I’m looking for a career change, I think. I don’t want to be my dad—I want to be around while my kid is growing up.”

Jenna straightened. “I have an idea, and I don’t know why I didn’t think of you until this very moment, but you’d be perfect.”

“Color me intrigued.” All my attention landed on my friend with the perfectly coiffed ponytail, fifties-style dress, and exquisitely winged liner. I’d never be Jenna, but I adored her anyway.

“Well, as you may know, my dream has always been to own my own recording studio. Last year, I bought one. It’s shitty and rundown. Needs a total strip-job, all new equipment, the whole deal. I’ve dragged my feet getting it done, mostly because I’m busy with the twins and touring with Gabriel, but I’ve decided this year I’m getting it done.”

“I don’t know anything about recording, Jen. I’m a logistics girl.”

“Yes, I know.” She grabbed my hand, excitement lighting her face. “I want you to manage the hell out of this project. And once it’s done, if we both agree we work well together, I’d like you to stay on in a capacity we can work out in the future. I plan to be as hands-on as I can, but I think you would be an amazing asset to me.”

“That sounds…”

Jenna nodded, her ponytail bobbing. “Incredible? Perfect? Amazing?”

I had to laugh. “I think all of those?”

“Yes, yes, you’re right. It is all three. Gabriel and I will be in town for the next six months, so I’d like to get all the work done as soon as possible. I’m hoping we can rope Tals into consulting, since she runs Rein Records and has done something like this before. Although…we won’t be signing artists, we’re strictly a recording studio.” Jenna’s cheeks had gone pink, her hands moving as if to animate her words. To tell the truth, her enthusiasm was sinking into my bones.

“I think I could arrange it in my schedule to help. And I’m sure Jude would have a lot to say about the type of sound equipment you’ll need.” That Tali didn’t say this idea was crazy was a huge relief. Girlfriend was as levelheaded as they came and thought things through to within an inch of their lives. If she liked the idea, I trusted her.

I held my hand out to Jenna, which she shook with vigor.

“I hope we still like each other after this,” Jenna said.

Tali snorted a laugh. “Work Michaela is a little scary, just a heads-up.”

“Oh, I’ve seen her in action. I think my mom voice can rival her hard-ass bitch voice.” Jenna stared me down in a very mom way, and I immediately felt sorry for disappointing her.

“Holy shit, I can almost hear you say, ‘I’m not mad, I’m just disappointed.’” I laughed, and Jenna’s face instantly transformed back into my pretty, lady-who-lunches friend.

When baby girl kicked, my hand flew to my stomach, and for the first time, I felt her from the outside. “Whoa.”

Tali grinned. “Is she tap dancing?”

“She is. Sometimes I forget she’s in there, then she gives me a swift kick to the bladder as retribution.”

Jenna’s grin was knowing. “Ah, kids. They kill you a little every day, but you can’t live without them.”

“What you’re saying is motherhood is all it’s cracked up to be?” I asked.

My friends both nodded. “I never really wanted to be a mom, and it didn’t come naturally to me. I had some postpartum depression, which was partially hormonal, and partially due to fear. My life was amazing before Jack came, and he wasn’t planned,” Tali said.

I raised both hands. “Preach, sister.”

Tali grinned. “I’m a planner, so you know I was thrown. I thought having Jack would take something away from Jude and me, but he’s only added. I mean, we’re different. We’re not staying up all night having sex until we pass out or going to shows every weekend, but we still do our thang.” She winked, and I had a feeling her “thang” with Jude was pretty freaking hot. I’d ogled her man before he became her man again, and he was gorgeous.

Jenna smoothed her hands over the fluffy skirt of her dress. “I’ll admit we have a lot of help. Twins are no joke, my friends.” She arched a brow at me. “If you’re looking for advice, I’d say being willing to accept help is the biggest one. Whether it’s hired help or family, take it. Do not kill yourselves trying to do it all.”

I poked my ever-growing bump. “There’s only one in there, but I’m totally down with accepting help.” I let out a pained groan. “I’m going to have to find a nanny, aren’t I? I haven’t even begun to register for anything. It’s overwhelming.”

Jenna laid her hand on my arm. “Girl, no. I’m going to introduce you to Lila Ann Mason, baby concierge. She will do all that for you, and you can kick back and relax.”

My eyes bulged. “A baby concierge?”

Tali smirked. “Welcome to life as a celebrity baby mama in Manhattan.”

It may have been silly, but the idea was somewhat attractive. “She’ll do everything?”

Jenna nodded. “Everything. But in the meantime, I have a couple hours before I need to be home. Can I take you to the most darling little baby boutique? I want to buy baby girl her first outfit.”

I must have looked like I was going to say no because Tali gave a subtle shake of her head. “Just say yes,” she mouthed.

“Yes?”

Jenna bounced in her seat. “Oh, we’re going to have so much fun.”




Laden with two shopping bags filled with pink everything, I opened the door to my new apartment. I was immediately met with several voices, music playing, and the subtle aroma of beer. Just as immediately, I was annoyed. It was two on a Sunday afternoon, were we really doing this already?

My feet hurt from wandering around Manhattan with a slightly manic Jenna, and my pants were snug on my bump from the massive amount of french toast I’d consumed. All I wanted was to take off my pants, put on my favorite fuzzy socks, and prop my feet up while I snuggled with my man.

Mo and I had to talk, but it wasn’t happening while his friends were here. With a sigh, I retreated to our bedroom. We’d be talking—and soon.
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            “Yo, I think I just saw your girl retreating down the hall.” Murray tipped his beer bottle in the direction of my bedroom. No, our bedroom. Mine and Michaela’s.

“For real? I missed her. Gotta go find her.” Pushing off the kitchen counter, I left my beer behind and went in search of my wife.

We were a week into this living situation, and I loved knowing I’d be waking up to her every morning. She was the sweetest thing I’d ever had in my bed, and I couldn’t get enough of having her in my arms.

I was scared shitless she’d change her mind and leave. Each day, I got more and more attached, and each day, the fear mounted. She still hadn’t come around to announcing our marriage, and I’d stopped asking at this point.

Our bedroom door was closed, so I tapped on it before I walked in. Michaela was on the bed in nothing but a T-shirt and fuzzy socks with two shopping bags in front of her.

“Hey.” I stuck my hands in my pockets, unsure.

Her eyes flicked up. “Hey, Mo. Jenna took me shopping for baby clothes. She went a little crazy.”

Venturing farther into the room, I sat on the edge of the bed, hitching my knee up. “Let me see whatcha got.”

“Don’t you need to get back to your guests?”

My brow pinched. “What? No. It’s just a couple producers we know who wanted to hang out. They’ll be fine for a while.” Yael was out there, more than happy to play hostess.

Michaela paused for a long time, her chest rising and falling in rapid waves. Then, like she’d decided something, she nodded, dug through one of the bags, and pulled out something tiny and pink.

“Jenna said Simone had to have this. It’s a little fluffier than I would have chosen, but you know Jenna and her fluffy skirts.”

I inspected the miniature dress. The top was white with a pink guitar embroidered on it, and the bottom was a pink and white tutu. Adorable as hell.

“Can’t believe we’re gonna be putting this on a kid in a couple months. It keeps hitting me over and over.”

“Yeah, me too. We have nothing except a yellow room and a few frilly pink outfits. Jenna said she and Gabriel used a baby concierge. This woman will do everything for us. What do you think?”

“I don’t want a baby concierge picking out my daughter’s things.”

Her mouth twisted in consternation. “Well, okay. I guess I better start researching then.”

Pushing the bags aside, I grabbed her feet and yanked her close to me. I cupped her smooth cheeks and pressed my forehead to hers. “Guess what I did during my downtime while you were gone?”

“Drink a lot and throw parties?”

“No, you dick.” I brushed my lips over hers. “Okay, yeah, I did do some of that. But I also bought a few baby books and read about five hundred message boards on pregnancy and babies. I’ve got so much knowledge, I’m going to be our baby concierge.”

Even as close as I was, I saw her lips untwist into a smile. “I find that incredibly sexy. Say a car seat brand.”

Playing along, I purred, “Chicco.”

Her head fell back on a moan. “Oh, lord. Do another.”

Against her bare throat, I said, “Britax.”

“Shit, that’s hot.” She brought her head back up and hung her arms around my neck. “You’ve got this?”

“Yeah, baby. I’ve got it. I already started a private wishlist on Amazon, but I want to go pick out the crib together.”

She stared at me for two long beats. “But you already know which one you want?”

“That’s right. Doesn’t mean you can’t change my mind.” My hands moved from her hips to her ass, shoving between her and the mattress to get in a good squeeze. “Come on out. There are a few people I want you to meet.”

Her arms dropped from my neck, and she slumped against the pillows. “Mo, I’m tired. I don’t want to socialize anymore. You’ve had people over every day for the last week, and right now, I want to relax with my pants off and my fuzzy socks on.”

“Come on, Mic. I want you with me.” I cupped her belly, leaning down to kiss it. “Want you with me too, baby girl.”

She heaved a sigh. “Then stay in here with me.” She crossed her ankles, drawing my attention to her bare legs. “I’m too comfortable to go back out there.”

The door swung open, and Yael strolled in. “What’s up, party people? Need I remind you, you’re the host, Moses? You can’t hole up back here all day.”

Squeezing Mic’s leg, I stood from the bed. “Gotta get back out there. Come with me, pretty.”

It took her a long time to answer, but she finally said to give her a minute and she’d be out. I left her in our bedroom, heading back to the kitchen for my beer.

“She okay?” Yael asked.

“Tired, but she’s fine.”

She slapped my arm with the back of her hand. “Should we clear out and let her rest?”

“Nah, it’s early. It’s not like we’re having a rager.”

Murray was still in the kitchen, and he’d been joined by Darcy, the friend of the chick who’d been unforgivably rude to Mic.

“Where have you been hiding?” Darcy asked.

I jerked my head toward my room. “Back there talking with my girl.”

She arched a perfectly manicured brow. “Still the same one?”

“Always gonna be the same one.” I propped my hip on the counter and stretched out my legs. Jimmy, a producer Unrequited worked with in the recording studio, was in the city for the first time in a while. He’d wanted to meet up at some bar, but I told him I’d do him one better and invite a few people over in his honor.

He leaned on the counter beside me, his own beer in his hand. “What’s up with you, man? I’ve been hearing rumors about you settling down.”

“In this case, the rumors are facts. Got my girl and got a baby on the way. Things are looking up.” Saying that out loud, that I had a girl, I really had her, filled my chest with stupid pride.

“A baby?” His breath whooshed. “Damn, man. When you settle, you really settle. Didn’t know you were into the whole family scene.”

“I didn’t know it either, to be honest.”

Murray held up his guitar. “You want to jam? Darcy’s asking for some music.”

“Sure. Let me go grab my guitar.”

My instruments were in the guestroom, which had now become Mic’s storage. At least twenty boxes were stacked up in there, and she hadn’t ventured once into this room since she’d moved in. Every time I saw those boxes, panic shot through my heart. It’d be too damn easy for her to walk. All she’d have to do is load them back on a truck and it’d be like she was never here.

Shaking off the negative thoughts before I got stuck in them, I went back into the living room with my guitar case in hand. Most of the party had migrated there, including Michaela. She sat in my orange chair, her feet propped on the coffee table. It took me a second to come to terms with the fact that she’d come out here without pants on and was lounging in front of everyone without a damn care in the world.

Eating the distance between us in long strides, I kneeled in front of her. “What are you doing?”

She blinked at me. “I came to the party.”

“Babe, think you forgot to put pants on.”

“No, I didn’t. I told you I was comfortable, you told me to come out here anyway. So, here I am. This is a compromise. You get your way, I get mine.”

“Mic.” I dropped my head to her belly. “I can’t have everyone seeing you like this.”

She pushed my head away. “Too late.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“I don’t know what you’re going to do. But I’m going to sit right here in this big, comfy chair and listen to Murray play his guitar.” She placed an imperious hand on her bump and trained her eyes on my best friend.

I just...sat at her feet, stupefied and unsure of how to proceed. For their part, everyone else seemed to be ignoring whatever was going on between Michaela and me. Except Yael. Her mouth was pinched, and her eyes were worried.

Michaela stayed through two of Murray’s songs before she discreetly exited the room, tugging her T-shirt down as she walked. Yael took her place in the chair as soon as she left.

“What happened?” she hissed.

“She’s mad.” That much had probably been clear to every single person in my apartment.

“No kidding. She knew we were coming over, right?”

“Nah, didn’t think to tell her. Didn’t think she’d mind.”

She smacked me on the forehead. “Are you kidding me, Moses? You had me thinking Mic was into all the company you’ve been having since she moved in. Is she?”

“I think she is. She hasn’t complained.”

She smacked me again. “God, you’re dumb.” She stood up and clapped her hands over her head. “All right, party people, time to clear out. Moses and his lady love need their alone time. If he invites you over any time in the foreseeable future, ignore him.”

She got some surprised looks and disgruntled muttering—that was from Darcy—but Yael wasn’t a woman people argued with. Everyone except Murray cleared out pretty quickly. He stayed behind to toss random bottles and cans into my recycling container.

I stood in the middle of my suddenly empty apartment, feeling lost. Yael gave me a hug, then patted my back. “Go make it right.”

“I didn’t know anything was wrong.”

She pushed me in the direction of my bedroom. “And now you do. Alex and I will clean up and get out of here in a minute. Don’t worry.”

Dread coursed through me as I opened our bedroom door. Mic was lying on her side reading a book, a blanket draped over her legs. I climbed into bed behind her, wrapping my body around hers. She didn’t close her book, but when my hand rested on her belly, she slid hers on top of mine.

We laid there in silence for a while. With each minute that passed, she softened in my hold.

“I don’t like wearing pants around the house,” she said.

I buried my face in her curls, nodding in understanding. “I think you communicated that loud and clear.”

She twisted in my embrace and reached up to touch my jaw. “Here’s something you need to know about me. When I’m at home, I need to burrow. I haven’t been able to do that here. Today, I walked in on an apartment full of people, and I wanted to cry.” She cupped my jaw with more firmness. “It was a dick move to go out there without pants on, but I felt like you weren’t listening. I need you to listen.”

I held her wrist so she couldn’t pull her hand away. “I don’t know what I’m doing, Mic. I’m screwing up and wondering how many chances I’ll get with you.”

“I should have said something sooner. It’s not entirely your fault. I’d planned on saying something today, but then...well, you know what happened. It all came to a head, and I ended up showing my ass to strangers, both literally and figuratively.”

That made me laugh. “Yeah, you did that.”

“I did. I’m serious about my need to go pantless. It needs to be a regular thing.” She fisted my T-shirt. “And I want to be with you. Soon, we’re going to be a threesome, and we won’t have this time back, you know? I get that you’re a social creature, and I am too. But I can’t deal with it every day in what’s supposed to be my house.”

“It is your house, it is. And yeah, I’m social, but I’ve been a jackass this week. I have fallen for you in a huge way, and I don’t know what to do with that. Not when you’re only contemplating letting yourself fall. I guess…I don’t know, I guess I was giving myself some space.”

Michaela turned completely toward me and draped her leg over my hip until we were as close as we could get with her belly in the way. Her lips brushed mine, again and again, her fingers toying with the hair on the back of my neck.

“Moses, I know I’ve hurt you, but I’m not going to anymore. If you need space from me because this is all more intense than you’re prepared for or not what you’ve expected, I get that. But please, just tell me. I want to keep your heart and feelings safe.”

“I don’t want space from you. That’s the last thing I want. I’m your burrow, baby, and I’ve been falling down on the job. I’m here now, though. Settle in.”

“I’m settling.” She traced a finger along my cheekbone. “I don’t want to change you. I want you to have your friends. But can we compromise? Talk to me before you have people over. Obviously Yael is an exception. I don’t give a damn if she sees me without pants on. But maybe she can start knocking…you know, in case I want you to fuck me on the dining room table?”

“I think that sounds like a fair compromise. I’ll revoke my sister’s key. I wouldn’t want to hinder your need to be fucked on the dining room table.”

She grinned, snuggling even closer. “I like that you’re so selfless. That’s a lovely quality.”

Her mouth met mine in a languid connection, and my heart hammered, whatever distance I’d convinced myself I’d built up between us wiping away. It’d been an illusion anyway.

“I want to show you something,” I murmured against her lips.

“Mmm...do I have to put on pants to see it?”

“No, baby. No pants required.”

Her eyes fluttered open, a smile behind them. “Then I’d love for you to show me.”
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            Mo opened the door to the nursery, letting me walk in first. I gasped at the new addition to the room.

With my hand over my mouth, I turned to him. “You didn’t.”

His eyes lit up in a way I hadn’t seen in a while. “I did. Go sit in it.”

It took me a moment to convince my feet to move. I may have been in shock over the ugly orange chair occupying the corner of our little girl’s bedroom. Mo nudged me with a squeeze to my ass.

The chair was as heavenly as the one in the living room, and this one came with a matching ottoman.

“It glides, Mo!” I propped my feet up on the cushion, and with my hands on my belly, I glided in my big ol’ orange chair. “I’m not sure I’m ever getting up.”

He kneeled next to me and pressed his lips to my bump. “Think she’ll like being rocked here?”

“She’ll love it. I like being rocked here.” I laid my head back on the chair. “How did you do this?”

Mo nuzzled my belly, and I stroked the back of his hair. “I know how you feel about my chair in the living room. Thought you might like one in here too. I had the glider part added.”

I shook my head in disbelief. Who was this man? “You are so damn sweet.”

Simone decided to make herself known at that moment, kicking her daddy right in the face. Mo’s head popped up, the shocked look on his face comical.

“Was that…?”

I laughed. “Yep. That was your girl giving you a swift kick to the jaw.”

He cupped my belly, and she kicked twice more. Mo looked about ready to dive inside so he could go for a swim with her. This was a man completely enamored with his daughter, and she wasn’t even here yet.

“I felt her from the outside for the first time at brunch today, but hadn’t felt anything again since. She must like your voice,” I said.

Mo’s mouth hovered above my belly button. “Hi, baby girl. It’s your dad. What’s happening in there? You a party animal like me? You like music?” She kicked again in response. “I hope you like orange and yellow. Your mom and I have to make some decisions for you before we get to know you. When you’re here, we’ll have a big talk. You can tell me your favorite colors and all your favorite things. You’re all snug as a bug in a rug in your mom’s gorgeous tummy, but there’s this huge world out here waiting for you. There’s so much cool shit, Simone. I’m gonna show you all of it.”

I kept stroking his hair, gently rocking in my ugly chair. I was content. Happy to be in this place with this man. My fears still existed, but I wasn’t thinking about them now. Now, I was letting myself admit that not only was I falling for Moses, I’d been falling for him this entire time. More than that, I’d fallen head over feet for him.

He lifted his head. “Stay here. I’ve got one more thing.”

I patted the armrest. “I told you I’m not leaving.”

He kissed me slow and deep, hands cupping the sides of my neck.

“God, you’re hot.” He smiled against my lips. “Fucking you in our kid’s room would be wrong, right?”

I laughed. “If not morally, then psychologically. I don’t really want to associate this room with all the dirty things you’ll do to me.”

Mo’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh me? I’m the dirty one? I remember some foul language coming out of your pretty lips last ni—”

I covered his mouth with my hand. “Shhh, not in this room.”

He nipped at my fingers before rising from the floor. “All right. You stay there looking like the sweetest thing I’ve ever seen and I’ll be right back.”

He was only gone for a minute. When he came back in the room, I’d basically melted into my chair, all my bones turning to liquid. No wonder babies fell asleep when they were rocked in these things.

Noticing the guitar slung across his chest, I brightened. “Are you going to sing for me?”

“I am. I wrote a little something. Thought maybe you and Simone would like to hear it.”

“I always want to hear your music.”

Mo took a seat on the step stool that was still in the room from when his friends had painted a few weeks ago. His eyes slid closed, and his hands moved over the strings of his acoustic guitar, strumming an upbeat melody.




One night was all it took

One night and I got hooked

On your sunshine smile and reckless curls

And you becoming my girl




Caught up in my big life

Never needed to come down

Now I’ve got you for my wife

So deep in you, I could drown




We stood in the desert moon

You said I gotta get going soon

A band of gold changed it all

I gave it up and took the fall

You gave me the real

I was lookin’ for

You burst into flames

And gave me more




I never knew life could be like this

Warmth from the sun

Swelling fire in your belly

You’ve given me bliss




The blues play in my dreams

Apple seeds and mango trees

You and her and me

We’ve got this, I believe




We stood in the desert moon

You said I gotta get going soon

A band of gold changed it all

I gave it up and took the fall

You gave me the real

I was lookin’ for

You burst into flames

And gave me more




Give me your hands, girls

I’m gonna give you the whole world

All you have to do is wait and see

It’s always gonna be you and her and me

Always, always, always gonna be

You and her and me




I sucked in a shuddering breath and wiped my wet cheeks. “That’s the sweetest thing anyone’s ever done for me,” I rasped through tears.

Mo’s eyes opened, alarmed. “Ah, don’t cry, baby.”

Pressing my lips together, I shook my head. “Can’t help it. You wrote us a song. I’d be a monster if that didn’t make me cry.” Pushing myself from my chair, I went to him. He laid down his guitar and stood, swirling emotion in his eyes.

“Do you get it, Mic?” His voice came out just as thick and raspy as mine.

I nodded and wrapped my arms around him. “I get it.”

What I got was that he was in love with me. What I understood in that moment was I’d taken Mo for granted. He’d screwed up along the way, but so had I. He made gesture after gesture for me, and I had come to expect it. When he did something I didn’t like, I got pissy and walked around in my underwear in front of his friends.

I was a goddamn bitter shrew and I hated myself for it. Here was this beautiful man who cared for me, cared for our daughter, and I kept pushing him away.

I didn’t deserve him.

But I’d work until I did deserve him. I wanted to keep him forever.

Rising on my tiptoes, I kissed my man. It started slow, but I poured my revelations about him and us into it. His hands came to my face, touching me with the utmost reverence—touching me like no one ever had.

He reached down, gripping my thighs, and lifted me in his arms. Mouth slanted over mine, he carried me down the hall to our bedroom. The sweetness of our kiss never abated, even as my core heated and the bulge in Mo’s jeans grew.

I wanted him, but more than that, I desperately needed to show him how deeply I cared. That, to me, I wasn’t just killing time with him, but I was here to build the flame between us into a wildfire. Enough to get us through becoming parents, and disagreements, and bad press, and all we would be facing. If we stoked our fire high enough, not even a storm would be able to put it out.

When he set me down, I slid my hands beneath his shirt, pushing it up over his head. I pressed my lips to his thumping pulse, closing my eyes and feeling the staccato rhythm.

“Michaela,” he murmured.

“You mean everything, Moses.” I bit his chest, the flesh and muscle covering his heart.

Our clothes fell slowly to the floor. I undressed him, kneeling to remove his socks and kissing my way up his thighs to stand again. My T-shirt lay discarded by his, my panties and fuzzy socks quickly joining them.

I pushed Mo to the bed and straddled his legs. He held onto my hips and watched me. Leaning forward, I dragged my lips down his neck, kissing his clavicle, then moved down his body, not missing an inch. He was long and lean, smooth, with a narrow trail of black hair running down the center of his abs. Between my thighs was wet and achy, and he hadn’t even touched me. Touching him, making him feel good and cared for, turned me on so much.

When I reached his swollen cock, I rubbed the silky skin against my cheek. He groaned, his hands sliding through my hair as I took him in my mouth, slow and teasing.

“Mic...god…”

The rumble of my name from his lips, the pain and torment in it, had me ending my tease early and taking him deep. I was done tormenting him. This was about showing him that, making him feel how much I wanted him, wanted to care for him, in a tangible way.

His hips lifted, rocking into my mouth, moving with the rhythm we created together. Groans from the very core of him spilled from his lips each time he hit the back of my throat. My palm smoothed up his stomach and down again. On my second ascent, he caught me, intertwining our fingers, giving what we were doing together a sweetness. But then, this was Mo. Edgy, sexy rocker, with the most thoughtful, sensitive soul. Of course he would hold my hand while he slid his cock between my lips.

And I loved it.

“C’mere.” He sounded drunk on me. Drunk on what I was doing to him. Yet he wanted me to stop, tugging me up his body so we were face to face again. He gripped my thighs until I straddled him. Our eyes locked, and my breath caught behind my swollen lips.

My heart caught behind my softening cage.

Mo lifted me up, then pressed me down. My inner muscles dragged down the length of his cock, and it took every ounce of my concentration not to throw my head back and moan to the ceiling. Instead, we watched each other, and I noticed three things about him:

The way the corner of his jaw pulsed, as if he was so close to the edge of his control, only the sheer force of his gritted teeth held him back.

The soft depth of his brown eyes. They seemed to go on forever and ever, tunnels of emotion, traveling all the way to his soul.

The reverence in which he held me. This had never changed, not from the bar in Vegas, to the first time we had sex, to the way he held my hand when we rode in the limo to the wedding chapel.

I gasped.

“I remember.”

“What, baby? What do you remember?” His eyebrows knitted in confusion and concentration.

“Riding with you to the chapel.” I lowered myself until we were flush, sighing at how perfect we fit. “Kissing, drinking more champagne, and the giddy ball of anticipation bursting from my chest.”

His eyes squeezed shut, and a shudder passed through him.

“Mo,” I whispered, “it’s okay. Everything’s okay. Look at me.”

He did. His eyes reopened, and he held onto me while I moved above him.

I rolled my hips again and again, all while Mo watched me, his concentration never breaking. His hands slid along my sides, exploring my ever-changing shape. From the way his pupils dilated, he loved the way I was growing.

But it wasn’t just the outside of me that had transformed. Little by little, ten years of armor had been chipped away, leaving me open—and vulnerable.

For the first time in a long time, I said fuck you to my fear and let myself feel more than just the physical. Oh, my heart wobbled in my chest like a baby taking its first steps. It faltered a time or two, but kept going and going, until it was steadier, beating for this new fearless life.

“Mo.” My insides clenched around him. “Mo.”

He reached between us and swirled the pads of two fingers over my clit, exactly where I needed him. I kept moving, riding, swaying my rounder body as he touched me. Cupping my breast, I pinched my nipple and cried out. Sometimes I forgot how much I’d already changed. I was sensitive everywhere, poised to detonate from the smallest touch.

“Mo,” I said again, but it came out as more of a keen.

“I’ve got you,” he gritted out, pressing me down on his cock until my eyes rolled back in my head. I was gone.

My hips jerked and rocked while my pussy clung to the hardness filling it. Mo continued rolling my clit, keeping my orgasm going and going until his moans met mine. Then both of his hands gripped my hips, keeping me in place while he thrust into me, once, twice, three times, before he tightened everywhere and heat coated my inner walls.

I fell over him, and he held me, fingertips tracing the line of my arm and shoulder. It was hard to believe just a couple hours ago I was annoyed and pissed off, because in that moment, I’d never felt closer to anyone.
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            Mo cleared his throat and dragged me against him. “Do you remember anything else?”

“No.” I pressed my hand to his heart. “And I think the limo ride was always there on the edge of my mind. The rest of the night is just snapshots. I’m not sure if I’ll ever get it all back.”

I tipped my head back, leaving my burrow under his chin to meet his eyes.

“I think it doesn’t really matter how we got here. What matters is we both want to be here.”

He hummed, but I wasn’t sure if it was in agreement. And I got it. It had to be torturous to be the one who remembered. In most ways, I was glad to be the one who’d forgotten. I didn’t think I’d trade places with Mo given the chance. I certainly remembered every moment of my courtship and marriage to Devon, and that had made zero difference.

“You still want to be here after the shit I’ve been pulling?”

I sighed. “Yeah, I do. That should tell you something about how I feel about you.”

He stared at me, unblinking, for a long time, like he was looking for something. Then he nodded. “I have to keep writing you songs. You get all sweet after.”

I laughed. “I’m always sweet.”

He shook his head, stroked the hair around my face. “You aren’t, and we both know it. But I’ve always known it, and it seems I can’t stop myself from wanting to keep you forever anyway.”

Smiling with my eyes closed, I leaned into his hand. “That’d be nice, to have a place to be forever. A home with you. I’ve never had that.”

His movement stilled. “You have all that family who adores you. I don’t get that.”

I laid my hand on his rough cheek. “I do have family who adores me, and I adore them equally. But I grew up in three houses, with three different bedrooms. My parents’ love lives often took priority over making sure Ansel and I felt secure. I’ve never felt settled. Not once in my life have I had something that was truly my own. And I know it sounds like ‘poor little rich girl with her three houses,’ but imagine having three bedrooms, none of which ever felt like mine. Then I married Dev way too young, traveled everywhere with him.”

His thumb pushed on my bottom lip. “Then you traveled everywhere on your own.”

“Right.” I nipped his thumb, then smiled around it, before kissing it and letting it go. “Some people thrive on the vagabond life, but I don’t think I was built for it. I have longed for a home base, a place I can actually be homesick for. I got close with my cottage, but I never got over feeling like I was a visitor. Maybe it’s my fault. Maybe I don’t know how to be at home. But I want to, with you.”

“You’ve got it, Mic. You, me, and her—we’re home.” His hand slid between us to cup my belly. “I don’t think I’ve ever had a feeling of home either. I’ve been on edge since I was a kid, waiting for my parents to finally fall apart. Maybe hoping they would. I want to settle in too, ’cause I never have.”

I had to blink away tears. We were two very different people, but we understood each other, and that was rare. It was something to be handled carefully and nurtured.

“That sounds like bliss.” My voice was thick, and my heart was relieved. I wanted so badly for this place—not this apartment, but this relationship, this budding bond between Mo and I—to be the home I longed for.

He kissed my forehead, a shuddering breath leaving him. “Yeah, it does.”




It took me a week to formulate a plan and put it into action, but with a little bit of help—okay, a lot—from Rosa and Ansel, I’d found my way.

Mac waited for me in the lobby of our building, looking like a movie version of a Secret Service agent, all dark shades and crisp suit.

He nodded. “Ms. Ashwood.”

I nodded back. “Craig.”

“Where are we headed this morning?”

“Can’t we just walk?”

“No.”

I pushed my bottom lip out, enjoying how rigid and serious he was. “Don’t you trust me?”

“No.”

“Fine.” I gave him the address of our destination, which he spent a minute checking out on his phone. While I waited, I took my own phone from my pocket, and my good mood vanished the moment I saw a text from Devon.

I’m in the city, Smalls. Can we meet for coffee? I have some time this morning. I want to give you something for the bambino.

Seeing my ex was the last thing I wanted, but he’d bug me all day if I didn’t reply. Plus, I had a hard time turning down a gift for Simone, even if it was from Devon. So far, she owned four frilly outfits and a kickass glider. The poor thing needed some possessions of her own.

I texted him I’d meet him in an hour, then Mac and I were off. At my insistence, we walked. I’d spent the last three days with Jenna in her small office at her recording studio, working and planning. I wasn’t used to sitting still for so long, and I needed to move.

“How are you, Craig?”

He peered down at me briefly, then continued scanning our surroundings. There were paparazzi parked in their usual spot, but they didn’t pay attention to me. There were several famous people who lived in our building, so Mo wasn’t their only target. We’d never gone anywhere together, so our relationship was still safely under the radar.

I didn’t anticipate that lasting long, though, and I was okay with that.

“I’m well, Ms. Ashwood. And yourself?”

I laid my hand on my bump. Well, it could hardly be called a bump now. It was more of a mountain in the middle of my torso. “I’m well also. I have to go to work after this, so the fresh air is awfully nice. How’s your wife?”

“She’s also well.”

I laughed. “Good talk, Craig. As always.”

Soon, we arrived at our destination. Mac held the door for me, allowing me to enter first.

“Are you buying jewelry, Ms. Ashwood? We should have taken the car if we’re going to be carrying something of great value.”

I wrinkled my nose at him. “Relax. I am buying jewelry, but no diamonds will be harmed in the process.”

Zeke Stein, the owner of the store, came toward me with a small box in each hand. “Michaela, my darling, come look at what I have for you.”

I’d found this place through Rosa. Zeke had made her and Ansel’s wedding rings, and my brother brought her here on every anniversary to choose another piece of jewelry.

I sat down at Zeke’s desk at the back of the store while Mac hovered over me. Zeke popped the lids of both boxes, and my eyes widened. Each held a hammered platinum band. Mine was thin and feminine, while Mo’s was three times the width. They were a matching set, which Zeke had made for us after my first visit a week ago.

“They’re perfect.”

He pushed the box with my band in it toward me. “Try it on. Make sure it fits.”

I started to reach for it, but hesitated. “Would it be weird if I let him be the first one to put it on me?”

Zeke gave me an indulgent smile. “No, of course not. Many of my clients are sentimental in that way. If the fit isn’t perfect, you can bring it back to me and I’ll fix you up.”

I turned to Mac and canted my head toward Mo’s ring. “Do you think he’ll like it?”

He studied the ring for a long moment, then nodded. “I’m certain he will.”

“Good. Ring me up, Zeke.” I snorted at my own pun, but sadly, I was the only one.

Mac insisted on carrying the rings for me, and once we were out on the sidewalk, I began walking toward the coffee shop where I would be meeting Devon.

“So, you might be wondering what that was about,” I started.

“I’m not.”

“Craig, please. I feel your curiosity burning through me.”

“That might be something you should talk to your doctor about.”

I snorted in surprise. “You make jokes?”

“Sometimes.”

“Well” —I bumped his arm with my shoulder— “I’m thinking I might propose to my husband. What do you think the chances are of him saying yes?”

He bumped me back, again, taking me by surprise. “I’d say very good.”

I had come up with this idea while in bed a week ago. Mo had made all these beautiful gestures, while all I’d done is take and take. All he had asked of me was to make our relationship public and official, and while that was scary as shit, I had to push back the fear and be who he needed. And he needed to feel as secure as I did. I wasn’t going anywhere, but if being married would make him happy, make him feel steady, stable, I could give that to him.

But first, coffee. Then work. Then I’d get my pregnant self down on one knee and propose to my man.

Devon was seated at a table on the sidewalk, sipping his coffee. He stood when I walked up with Mac by my side, inclining his head.

His eyes raked over me. “Smalls, you’re not so small anymore.”

I pointed to his head. “Your hairline seems to be moving. You should look into that.”

He laughed, but I knew him. He’d be studying himself in the mirror as soon as he left here.

I’d changed my mind about coffee, so I took the seat across from him while Mac sat down at the table next to us.

“How are you?” Devon asked.

“Excellent. Why are you in the city?” As far as I knew, he currently resided in L.A.

“Meeting with the label. I’m thinking of taking a hiatus. Get my shit together, that kind of thing. Can’t have you more together than I am.”

I laughed, using my fingernail to scrape a loose piece of paint from the wrought iron table. “I didn’t realize we were in competition. If we were, I won a long time ago.”

He huffed. “No kidding. You always were the best of us, Mickey. Even when we were kids.”

I hated when he got nostalgic, especially since he wasn’t the boy I’d once loved with my whole heart. He’d turned into a man I could barely stand.

Needing to move this along, I asked, “I heard something about a present?”

Something in his handsome, confident face crumpled. I didn’t know what he’d been expecting from me. A warm reception? An ear to listen to his worries? As he had said, he was no longer my confidant, and I was no longer his.

He placed a gift bag on the table. “I don’t know what you’re having, so I hope this works. I saw it in an ad, figured your kid needed it.”

“A girl. We’re having a girl.” I picked up the bag and placed it in my lap. “Should I open it now?”

“Yeah.” His mouth quirked into a sad smile. “I’d like to know if I did good this time around.”

Moving tissue paper aside, I reached in and pulled out a small wooden drum. Next, I found a bear-shaped shaker, also made of wood. And there was a rainbow-colored castanet and a stirring xylophone. All of it top quality, of course. I wouldn’t expect anything less from Devon. But it was surprisingly thoughtful. My eyes pricked with tears. I had to press my lips together to keep them at bay.

“Good?” he asked softly.

I nodded, touching each tiny instrument carefully.

“I thought if we’d had a kid together, I’d want it to have stuff like this. I bet you’ll have Nina Simone Sundays in your house.”

Lifting my head, I released a watery laugh. “I hope so. Thank you, Dev. This is perfect.”

There was something truly bittersweet about this moment. We’d both moved on forever ago, but this felt like this final piece of closure we needed to release what was never going to be again.

We only stayed for a minute or two more before we got up from the table. I handed the gift to Mac and gave Devon a hug.

“Thank you. I hope you get your shit together,” I murmured.

He barked a laugh and stepped out of my embrace to lay his hand on my stomach. “Glad you found your way, Smalls. This looks really good on you. You’re going to be a kickass mama.”

I cocked my head, my mouth twisting. “You think?”

“Sure. You basically had to mother me when we were married. I was like a fucking toddler back then.”

“I’m not so sure I did such a great job.”

He shrugged, giving me one of his enigmatic grins. “Yeah…well, I was an impossible case.” He backed away, giving me a salute. “Until next time. Send me baby pics, okay?”

I nodded, watching him walk away. That hadn’t gone like I’d expected. I guessed I wasn’t the only one who was changing.

“Hey, Craig?”

My perpetually serious security guard aimed his attention at me. “Yes, Ms. Ashwood?”

“I’m ready to move on.”

“All right. Let’s go.”

As Mac walked me to work, that same feeling of giddy anticipation I had felt in the limo in Vegas fluttered in my chest. I couldn’t wait for tonight. I couldn’t wait to propose to my husband.
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            My sister curled into a ball on my couch, exhausted and tear-stained.

“You have to stop answering their calls,” I said.

She squeezed her eyes shut. “Don’t get angry at me. I can’t take one more person shoving their shit onto my plate. I’m full-up on crap. I have my own shit to deal with.”

“I’m not mad at you. I’m furious at our parents.” My fists tightened at my sides as I paced my living room. “Don’t be married if you hate marriage so much. Why do they have to keep dragging us down with them?”

“I don’t know, Moses. I don’t know. Mom just sounded broken. How could I turn her away?”

I stopped pacing and faced my sister. “Are you fucking kidding?” As much as I wanted to yell down the walls of my apartment, I kept my voice soft and even. Yael had been up all night with our mother, listening to her cry about our dad’s affairs and his emotional abuse. Then, this morning, our dad showed up at Yael’s place and whisked Mom away like they were lovers reunited, but not before giving Yael a piece of his mind for being a harbor for her mother during one of their many storms.

“No, I’m not kidding. I know they have been awful to you, but she’s my mom. Where would she go if I didn’t take her in?” Yael sounded defeated, and it killed me. It broke me. It made me want to break things.

“Maybe she’ll finally leave him if she doesn’t have someone to be an audience to their relationship theater.”

She shook her head, rubbing the heel of her hand against her eye. “She won’t leave if she doesn’t know she has a safe place to go.”

I groaned, tugging at my hair. We’d been going back and forth about this all morning, leaving me beyond frustrated. If Michaela were here, she’d know what to say, but she was at work. Not that she wasn’t currently another source of my frustration.

Heaving a breath, she unfurled herself and stood. “I’m going to go home and take a nap. Maybe a hundred naps.”

My sister wasn’t one to let any cracks show, but they were currently wide open. Her vulnerability and brokenness had me pulling her into my arms and holding her tight. She could be our mother’s safe place even though she didn’t deserve it, but it was my job as Yael’s big brother to be her safe place.

“Love you, Ya-Ya.”

She slammed her forehead into my chest. “I hate that nickname.”

“Shit.” I rubbed my sore pec. “Why is your forehead so damn bony?”

That drew a half-smile out of her. “I’m an undercover rhino.”

When she left, I didn’t know what to do with myself. Filled with anger, I paced, trying to sort myself out. When would this end? Our parents had been on this fight-and-make-up merry-go-round for as long as I could remember.

Needing to do something before I punched a hole in the wall, I went into the guest bedroom, which was still stacked high with Michaela’s boxes. We’d shut the door on her things two weeks ago and never reopened it. It still felt like it’d be too easy for her to leave.

The truth was, I knew her well enough to know her not unpacking wasn’t some kind of message about how temporary she thought our living arrangement to be. The woman was just disorganized, and probably had no idea what was even in these boxes, or where to start. So, I’d help get her started.

Picturing her coming home from a long day at work, eager to tell me everything she and Jenna had gotten done and planned made me grin. My gorgeous wife was happy. And I was getting there.

If she’d agree to be my wife.

If my parents would crawl into a hole and disappear.

If I could get out of my fucking head for five minutes and just breathe.

I’d never been the guy who thought about shit on repeat. I felt, made plans, then I did what needed to be done. When situations were beyond my control, I got antsy. I needed action, to be moving toward a goal.

Getting Michaela unpacked would be my goal for today. It’d give me something to focus on besides the shitshow that was my parents’ marriage and the defeated aura surrounding Yael as she walked out my door.

I got through two boxes, finding places for everything, before I saw it. It took me a minute to read over and register what I was looking at.

Divorce papers.

And not from months ago, when we weren’t speaking. These were only weeks old. My lungs deflated, and I stumbled back onto the guest bed. The date registered: a couple days after the ultrasound I missed.

Shit.

Michaela had left a lot behind at her cottage, but she’d brought these. I felt so fucking stupid. Here I was unpacking her shit while she had a contingency plan tucked away. Who knew if she was ever going to want to truly be my wife. Could I live like this, always wondering when she’d leave?

My heart hammered, and a vein pulsed in my forehead. This was too much. First Yael, and now this. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. I needed out. Out where there was air and I could get lost.

Shoes on, button to the elevator smashed, I bounced on the balls of my feet, studying the lighted numbers, letting that be my sole focus. When I got to the lobby, I took the side exit, having no patience to deal with any paparazzi or the random fan who’d found my building.

Fueled by adrenaline, I ran. Dodging pedestrians, I sped down busy sidewalks, giving my heart something other than Michaela to hammer about. I didn’t even know how long I ran for. Long enough for my lungs to burn from exertion. My legs were wobbly by the time I fell on a park bench, heaving breath after breath.

As I got my breathing under control, my spinning mind calmed too. My extreme reaction had more to do with Yael and the turmoil of my parents than Michaela. I mean, yeah, it hurt like hell to know she’d been ready to wash her hands of me, but I had screwed up in a major way. We’d come a long way since then.




I must’ve been gone three or four hours by the time I trekked back home. I’d left in such a mad dash frenzy, I’d forgotten my phone, so it was no surprise the screen was glowing with notifications.

Michaela wasn’t home yet, but she should be soon. We’d be talking, but now, I’d be more in control of what came out of my mouth.

I picked up my phone, slowly scrolling through the dozens of messages. A few were from Clark, several from my PR woman, Tara, and the most recent one was from Yael.

I opened hers first.

CALL ME!

Succinct, but alarming. I called her.

“Hey, where have you been?” she answered.

“Running. What’s going on?”

“Did you have your phone on you?”

“No.” I sat my sweaty ass on one of my dining room chairs. “You gonna tell me why my phone was lit up like a menorah?”

“One of the blogs posted some pictures...Michaela’s in them…”

My brow pinched, and I leaned forward over my knees. “What do you mean? Did they figure out who she is? She and I haven’t been anywhere together…”

She sighed the weight of the world. “You’re not in them. She was with Devon Chambers.”

“Wait, what?” I squeezed the bridge of my nose between my thumb and forefinger. “When? Where?”

“Hold on. I’ll text you the link.”

I pulled the phone away from my ear, watching it like it had a time bomb ticking away inside it.

A text came through from Yael. I clicked the link with reluctance, bile rising in my throat. There, on my screen, was a picture of my wife being touched by another man. His hands on her stomach, smiling at each other with affection. That they were in broad daylight on a sidewalk made no difference. Her ex-husband was touching her, and she hadn’t told me about this.

The headline made a terrible, gut-clenching situation even worse. “A baby for Devon Chambers and his ex-wife, Michaela Ashwood?”

“Fuck. What the fuck?”

“Moses...it’s okay. Call Tara and Clark, they’ll tell you guys what to do. You’re obviously going to have to release that statement and—”

I stopped listening to my sister the moment the front door opened and Michaela walked in wearing the same clothes I’d just seen on my screen.

“Hey, you.” She smiled and slipped off her shoes while I hung up my phone and rose from my chair like a damn zombie.

“Hey. What’d you do today?” I asked.

She pushed her errant curl off her forehead, her eyes darting to the side, then back to me. “Can you give me five minutes before I bore you for the next hour about work?” She held a messenger bag close to her side. “I need to pee, then I want to tell you all the things.”

She disappeared into the bathroom, and I sagged against the wall. This was so fucking bad. Betrayal rolled through my body like waves of acid, burning me all the way to the bone.

Michaela came back to the living room a minute later, her face pulling into a puzzled frown when she saw me in the same spot. She leaned into my chest, her hands coming up to my jaw.

“Did you have a long day? You look like you’ve been out for a run.”

“Yeah, I ran.” My fingers circled her wrists. “What’d you do this morning?”

Again, her eyes shifted. “Mac and I ran an errand, then we stopped—”

“You saw your ex.”

Her lips pursed, and she nodded. “Yes, he texted while I was out this morning. But how did you know?”

“Everyone fucking knows, Michaela. Were you too wrapped up in that dickhead to see the paparazzi shooting pictures of the two of you? You looked real fucking cozy together.”

She pushed away from me. “What are you doing?”

“What are you doing? Why are you even here?”

She took another step back. “I thought you wanted me here.”

“I wanted my wife here. Not someone else’s wife. I’m such a fool, Mic. I’ve been falling in love with you, and you’ve got a contingency plan tucked away in your boxes—which you still haven’t unpacked…” I stormed over to the dining room table, holding up the thick stack of papers that had the power to end our fragile marriage.

Michaela’s hands balled at her hips. Any confusion left her beautiful face, replaced by the wall she so easily erected in my presence.

“You’re proving how wise I was to keep that contingency.” She pointed a finger at me. “You, of all people, know how easily pictures can be misconstrued, but the second I walk in the door, you’re accusing me of…what? Having an affair with my horrible ex while I’m hugely pregnant with your child? Is that really what you’re saying?”

“Don’t turn this around on me. My heart fucking broke finding those divorce papers. And then I got to see you with him when you won’t go anywhere in public with me.” I shoved my hand through my hair. “I need…”

“What? What do you need? My signature in blood? To erase my past? Tell me what you need, Mo.”

Exhaling, I met her shimmering eyes. “Space.”

She barely reacted. One hand went to her stomach as she gave a slight nod. “I’ll leave.”

What kind of man threw the mother of his child out? I had a lot of shortcomings, but that wasn’t one of them.

“No, you won’t. I’m going to go over to Murray’s, give myself a chance to think. I don’t want to yell at you, Mic. I won’t. But right now, I’m too worked up to be around you.”

She turned away from me, blinking fast. “Go then.”

I did. It fucking shattered me. I didn’t want to. It felt wrong to leave, I knew it was wrong to leave, but I walked out my front door anyway—walked out on my only love, who’d broken me down and forgotten to build me back up. I left, and I didn’t know if she’d ever let me come back.
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            The door clicked shut, and it made me flinch more than it would have if he’d slammed it. He left me gently, but he still left me.

I’d planned on proposing, and now I was all alone in an apartment that didn’t feel like mine when Mo wasn’t in it with me. He was supposed to be the place I could burrow away from the rest of the world, but when the world pushed in on us, he bailed. He’d told me he would be my place to take a breath, and now that he was gone, I couldn’t breathe.

I needed to sit down before I fell, but the orange chair wasn’t an option. Our bed wasn’t either. God, there was nowhere in this apartment that wasn’t us. He’d let me believe this was our home, and I’d taken him at his word. No, I hadn’t unpacked my boxes, but there was no deep meaning behind that. I was a little bit of a sloth when it came to chores around the house, and there was nothing I’d needed in them.

Huddling in the corner of the sectional, I took out my phone and called Rosa.

“Hey, girl,” she answered. “Did you do it?”

“No.” I sniffed.

“No? What happened, mamacita?”

I pressed the heel of my hand into my eye. “I saw Dev this morning at a coffee shop—he had a gift for the baby—and some pictures were apparently taken of us. They ended up online on some gossip sites. Mo was pissed and sad and he walked out on me. He said he needs space.”

She hissed. “What else did he say?”

“He found the divorce papers I had sent to me after the ultrasound. He said he was falling—” My voice broke, cracked, fell apart. I sucked in a fortifying breath. “He said he was falling in love with me while I’d kept a contingency plan. And hell, maybe I had. I knew those papers were in that box. I hadn’t thought of them for a long time, but I knew they were there.”

“Do you not want to be married to Mo?” she asked.

“I want what we’ve been growing to keep growing. I’m still scared, but some of my fear has been easing lately. I’ve been happy, Rosa. I mean, obviously, with all my plans.”

She hummed. “You didn’t answer my question.”

“I do want to be married to him,” I nearly whispered the admission, but I meant it. Or…I had, until he walked out.

No, I still did.

“Oh, shit. Your brother’s coming, and he’s got that meddling look on his face. I’m putting you on speaker.”

My eyes rolled toward the ceiling. “No, don’t let him—”

“What’s going on?” Ansel boomed. “Do I have to crack some heads?”

Rosa shushed him. I could picture her swatting his tree-trunk arm and him smiling fondly at her. They made me smile. Love could be easy and safe. It didn’t have to be chaos and screaming matches on the front lawn at three in the morning.

“No heads need to be cracked. Mo is mad at me, and I’m a little mad at him.”

Rosa whispered Mo needed space, to which Ansel growled. “Space? That motherfucker. Is he going to need space from his kid when she isn’t sunshine and roses? Space is bullshit. He needs to be there and work this out with you.”

“I was angry too, Ansel. I’m not innocent in this. I haven’t been easy on him.”

“He has a hell of a lot to prove,” Ansel said. “And he’s not winning in my eyes.”

“He’ll be back,” Rosa soothed. “Once both your heads are cooler, you’ll have a come to Jesus talk.”

I sniffled, but my tears had run dry. “My head is already cool. Now, I’ve moved on to disbelief. I’d planned these grand gestures, yet here I sit, alone in this empty apartment. I hate this place when he’s not in it.”

“You love him.” Rosa was making a statement, not asking.

“I do. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.”

“Does he know?” she asked.

“No. No, I was waiting…”

Ansel groaned. “The two of you remind me of Rosa and I when we first started.”

My eyebrows shot up. “What? In what way?”

“It took us both a while to figure out we spoke two entirely different languages. I thought I was telling her I loved her when I held her or kissed her hand or stared at her for hours on end.”

Rosa chuckled. “Meanwhile, I spilled every one of my very intense emotions onto Ansel. I wrote him letters and poems and talked his ear off.”

“She threatened to leave me. She accused me of not loving her.” He barked a laugh. “Do you believe that? Me not love her? My Rosa? The most perfect woman I’ve ever known? I didn’t fucking get it.”

“I don’t get it either,” I said. I couldn’t picture the two of them not meshing on any topic. They were different in a lot of ways, but they were magic together.

“I needed words, Mickey, and Ansel spoke in affection.”

What they were saying finally dawned on me. Ansel showed his love through the physical, while Rosa showed hers with words. And she needed her words reciprocated.

I was like Ansel. One-hundred percent exactly like him. If I’d been standing, I would have been knocked on my ass. Mo had been giving me what I needed—gestures, touching, cuddling, sex—but I’d been failing him. The grand gesture I’d planned would have shown him I wanted to be with him forever, but he didn’t need grand.

“I’ve messed up,” I murmured more to myself than them.

“Just because you messed up doesn’t mean he didn’t,” Ansel said.

Rosa shushed him again. “It’ll be okay, honey. No matter what happens, it’ll be okay.”

I smoothed my palm over my mountain of a belly. It would be okay. I would be okay. And I hoped we would be okay.

“Thank you, guys. I feel a lot better from just hearing your voices. I need to go get my husband now.”

Once I hung up with Rosa and Ansel, I took a calming breath. Nothing would be accomplished by flying out of this apartment impetuously. Moses was most likely still angry and hurt. And so was I. But that didn’t change that I wanted to be with him. To stay with him. To really give this marriage a fair shake.

I’d been making plans all week—plans he knew nothing about. But maybe if he could see what I’d been doing, he’d understand. I forwarded him the texts I’d been sending to his closest friends and family. The surprise would be ruined, but that was okay. He’d see I wasn’t hiding anymore.

Then, I logged onto my neglected Instagram account and spoke in Mo’s language—the public words he’d been asking for, but I hadn’t listened to. This could possibly become a shitshow, but it could also be worth everything.

All done, I poked my big belly. “I’m going to get your daddy, Simone. Mommy made him sad, and he made Mommy sad too, but we’re going to do better. By the time you get here, we’ll have worked out the kinks so you can give us new ones.” She kicked me right in the bladder, so I poked her again. “I think you’re going to be trouble, and I seriously can’t wait for it. If you’re anything like your daddy, you’re going to be wonderful too. You’ll bat those big brown eyes at me, and I’ll let you eat cookies in bed and skip your homework. Use your powers for good, baby girl.”

After we had our talk, I levered myself off the couch and went into the bedroom to retrieve the rings I’d bought from Zeke. Mo would be wearing his by the end of the day, even if I had to stuff it on his cold, dead hand.

As I walked back to the living room, the front door opened, then gently clicked shut, a reverse of a couple hours before.

“Mo?” I called.

“Yeah.” He cleared his throat. “Yeah, it’s me.”

I hid my hand behind my back, meeting him on the threshold of the living room. His deep brown eyes were rimmed with red, and they searched mine.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

He cupped the back of his neck. “Didn’t go to Murray’s. I walked around the block ten times until my phone started vibrating so hard, I couldn’t ignore it.”

I rubbed my lips together, wanting to go to him, but knowing we needed to talk. He needed to talk. I could have curled up in his arms and everything would have been right in my world.

“I’m glad you came back.”

His head dropped. “I’m sorry,” he said.

“Me too. I should have shredded those papers the second I forgave you. I hate that you saw them. I never want to hurt you, Mo. I’d called my attorney after that terrible ultrasound and had a new set of papers sent to me. That was done from a place of powerlessness and pain. I don’t feel that way anymore, and I didn’t keep them as a threat to hold over you.”

“Why’d you keep them, Mic? Why’d you bring them here?”

My hand went to my tight throat. “Maybe you were right. Maybe they were a contingency plan. I—” I shook my head.

“What? Say it.”

“I was going to say I’ve only known marriages that end up in shambles, but that isn’t true. My brother and Rosa are still mad for each other. I want that too.”

“So do I. All I’ve seen is my parents screaming at each other, saying the most vile shit in fits of anger, and I never want that with you. That’s why I left. I could feel myself losing it, and I never want to be that way with you. I refuse.” He looked down at the floor. “No way should I have left our home. I should’ve taken a shower or gone into our bedroom—anything other than walking out. I won’t do that again. I’m promising you that right now. I might need space, but it won’t involve leaving you. You get it?”

I had to bite my lip to keep it from trembling. That was what I’d needed to hear.

“I forgive you. Thank you for not being the guy who screams. I will always give you space if you need it, as long as you don’t walk out on me. I can’t take that.”

“I won’t. Never again.” He released a great exhale. “I got your texts.”

I nodded. “Before we talk about that, I want to tell you what I’ve figured out about us.”

“Tell me.”

“That night in Vegas, you said you didn’t know who you were outside of your stage persona, but I do. I know who you are. And I know who I am. What I didn’t know, didn’t think about, is that we love differently. When I’m touching you and laying my head on your shoulder and weaving my fingers with yours during Elite, I’m telling you I love you. But you, you’re saying the words. Not those exact ones, but close. If I’d been listening better, I would have heard you.”

He frowned at me, his fingers twitching at his sides. “You think I love you?”

“I know you do.”

His head cocked. “And you love me.”

“I do. I love you, and I’ll get better at saying it.”

He scrubbed his stubbly jaw with both hands. “Tell me about the texts.”

I took out my phone. “First, let me read you something I posted on Instagram.”

“Can I sit down first? I’m feeling like I need to sit.”

He came toward me, and I panicked, since I was still hiding the ring box behind my back.

“No, you have to stand!” I yelled.

He froze. “What?” His eyes went wide with shock.

“Stand there. Don’t move. You can sit down when I’m done.”

His shocked eyes narrowed after a beat. “What’s behind your back?”

“Can you trust me for one minute and let me read this to you?”

He leaned back against the wall, getting comfortable. “Yeah, Mic. I trust you.”
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            It had taken me two laps around the block to simmer down. Another two to push my hurt away. Two more to realize I’d been an asshole. Another two to work up the guts to face up to my screwup. I kept on walking for a while after that to give Michaela time too. But when she started forwarding texts she’d sent to Santi and Maeve, to Murray, Yael, her parents, even Gabriel Sotero and Nick Fletcher, I got my ass back home.

Now, I held my breath while she read from her phone.

“A few months ago, I went to a bar in Las Vegas. Let’s face it, I was after what most people are when they go to a Vegas bar by themselves. Instead, I found a familiar face, and we danced and drank and found something real in each other. Then we decided to get married. Like most spontaneous Las Vegas weddings, ours is a bit of a blur. But I remember being ecstatically happy. I remember thinking I’d found the place I could park my heart. And I remember I didn’t want that night to ever, ever end.”

If I hadn’t been leaning against a wall, I would have staggered when she turned her screen toward me to show me the picture she’d posted. It was when we were in Miami and I’d rested my head on her bare belly. The way she’d cropped it showed only her smooth, brown skin stretching over her bump and my face. My expression—Jesus, I’d been in bliss, and it had been written all over me.

She turned the screen back to her to read the rest.

“This is my husband, Moses Aronson, and that little bump is our sweet baby who will be gracing us with her presence in a few short months. I am still ecstatically happy I married him that night. As unconventional as our beginning was, the two of us are a little old-fashioned. We’d appreciate privacy so we can settle into married life and impending parenthood. Thank you for your support and all the love.”

Her eyes flicked up. “I hope that’s okay. I know you want to do some kind of statement—”

I shook my head. “It’s perfect.”

She sucked in a breath and took a step forward. “I need to ask you something.”

“Anything.” I started to go to her, but she held a hand up.

“Wait. Let me ask you.” She took another step, and then another, until she was right in front of me, then dropped down to kneel. From behind her back, she brought out a small, black box, and cracked it open to reveal two silver rings. “Moses, will you wear this ring and be my husband in public and for everyone to see? Will you remarry me?”

I fell to my knees and cupped her face. “Michaela.” Forehead on hers, I squeezed my eyes shut. “Fuck, baby. I didn’t expect this.”

She let out a soft laugh. “Is that a yes?”

I opened my eyes and tipped my head back to look at the box she held. “You got me a ring?” My voice cracked on the last word, but holy hell, my girl had gotten me a ring.

“I did. And I want to put it on your finger if you want it.”

“Yes.” I laughed, pressing a hard kiss on her soft lips. “Hell yes, I want it.”

Biting her bottom lip, she set the box on the floor between us and took out the larger ring. I held out my shaking hand, letting her slide the ring home.

“This is a badass ring.” I rubbed my thumb along the back of it, feeling the ridges. “You had this made for me?”

She nodded, her gaze flicking between the ring on my finger and my eyes. “I had a matching one made for me.”

I picked up the box and took out the delicate version of mine, holding it between two fingers. “Michaela Ashwood, would you do me the honor of being my wife and letting me love you until my dying breath?”

She blinked, her eyelashes wet, a grin playing at her lips. “You love me?”

“I thought you knew.”

She pushed my shoulder, and I caught her hand. “You haven’t said it.”

I kissed her ring finger. “I love you, Mic. Will you be my wife?”

“I have been this whole time, and I will continue to be until my last breath leaves me.”

I’d slid a ring on her before, but this time, it felt different. Those gold bands had been flimsy, not much weight to them. We’d both easily lost them when shit got more real than we could handle. But the bands Michaela had made for us felt indestructible. They were heavy, like they carried our promises inside them.

I pulled my wife from the ground and carried her to our chair. She curled into my lap and we kissed slowly, sealing the promises we’d made.

“You taste good,” she said against my lips. “My favorite.”

With my hands in her hair, I tipped her head back and sucked on her bottom lip until she moaned. “Are you ever going to tell me about the texts?”

“Well, you know how I asked you to have dinner with my family this weekend?”

“Yeah…”

She gripped the front of my shirt in her fist. “I invited all those people to come too. I bought a pretty dress, Rosa rented some chairs, Ansel set up catering…”

“Mic.” My fingers curled in her hair. “You planned a fucking wedding and invited everyone I love?”

“Yes, I did. It was my grand gesture. But then I screwed up because you had no idea I was planning a grand gesture and...those pictures with Devon, he gave us a baby present. I’m not used to having to worry about my picture being taken, so I didn’t think.”

I rubbed my thumb along her lip. “I bet he did.”

She sighed. “Probably. That dick.”

I laughed. “I love you.”

“I love you too, even though you’ve ruined my surprise.”

“I can pretend to be surprised.” I kissed her again, slow, thorough, making sure I had her attention. “I want the hell out of that, you in a pretty dress, me in my swankiest suit, standing up in front of more than drunk Elvis. You’re so fucking thoughtful to plan that for us.”

She kissed me with a smile, then tucked her head under my chin and sighed. “Tell me something true, Moses.”

Humming, I laid my hand on her swollen belly. “The truth is, you’re everything I never wanted. I didn’t know I could want you and what we have. My mind wasn’t big enough to fathom you.”

She lifted my hand and toyed with the ring on my finger. “This looks good on you.”

“You look good on me, Mic.” I dragged my hand up to her chin, gripping it. “Tell me something true.”

Releasing a heavy sigh, she smiled. “That first night, I asked if we could remember how to be ourselves with each other, but the truth is, I haven’t felt like I could be loved for who I am. With you, I’ve been nothing but myself. You’ve seen me. Every tomboy, sloth-like, sometimes-prickly inch of me, and you love me. I’ve seen you too. Every sensitive, giving, sometimes-egotistical inch of you. That’s how I know when we promise each other forever, it’s as true as it gets.”

“I’m glad we finally agree.” I cupped her cheek. “We’ve got this, baby. We’re going to rock the hell out of this marriage thing.”

“And parenting?”

“We’ve got that too.” I laughed and laid my hand on her belly again. “You and me and her. Forever.”
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            Propping my feet up on the sort-of-sticky coffee table, I got comfortable and held my arms out.

“Hand her over.”

Mo laid a kiss on the side of Simone’s curl-covered head and placed her in my arms. Instantly, she rooted and pressed her face against my breast, going from content to desperate in a blink. I laughed and lifted my shirt, positioning her so she could easily latch on.

Mo shook his head. “God, you’re sexy.”

I looked up from our daughter slurping away to my husband, all dressed and ready to go on stage, gazing at me with adoration. If he’d been a cartoon, hearts would have been blooming from his eyes. He’d been looking at me like that pretty much since Simone was born.

No…he’d always looked at me like that. It had just gone into overdrive lately.

“I’m a human cow,” I deadpanned.

“A sexy cow.”

I laughed. “Glad you think so. This chick is never giving up the tit.”

He rubbed one of her unruly curls just above her ear. “She starts elementary school still breastfeeding, we’ll have a chat.”

Leaning my head back on the cracked leather couch, I considered my husband’s face. There were shadows under his eyes that matched my own, but he was still the most beautiful man I’d ever known.

I traced my finger through his shadows. “Tired?”

Simone had decided, at five months old, the middle of the night was the best time to practice crawling. For the past several nights, we’d found her on her hands and knees, rocking and crying in her crib. We’d settle her down, only for her to wake up forty-five minutes later in the same position. Her little mind was developing so fast, it was waking her up—along with her mom and dad.

“Yeah, but once I get out there, the adrenaline will take over.”

“You’re going to be incredible. I can’t wait to see you on stage again.”

Mo had found tiny noise-canceling headphones for Simone, so she was going to be attending her first concert tonight. She loved watching him play guitar. At home, I’d hold her in my lap while he sang and played, and her eyes would dart between his fingers and mouth, her little lips parted in awe. I got that way around him too, so I understood her.

Being a mother was nothing like I’d expected. I took to it naturally, and the transition was smooth. No big disasters, no regrets, no mourning my old life. I’d thought all that would happen, held my breath, waiting for a big flood of emotion, but it never came.

I gave credit to Mo for that. He was a true partner. We could laugh over baby barf and getting shit on. We could hold hands and stand over our sleeping daughter, watching her chest rise and fall with each breath. We could mourn our marathon sex days, but always find time to sneak in a quickie on the washing machine or in the shower during nap time.

He would tell me I was sexy when my tits were leaking milk and my stomach wasn’t as flat as it used to be. And I would tell him not to feel guilty about taking time away from us to make music.

Tonight would be Unrequited’s first time on stage in nearly a year, and I knew Mo was antsy for it. He’d missed it. I never wanted him to feel like he had to give up that piece of himself. Being a musician, performing for a crowd, that was a vital part of who he was. There’d be rough spots to smooth, and I’d miss him terribly when I couldn’t travel with him, but for us, this was the only way.

He was a rock star, and I went into this marriage with eyes wide open. Those open eyes let me see he wasn’t any of the men from my past. He was Moses Aronson, the love of my life, and one of the best men I knew. I loved the rock star part of him just as much as I loved his sensitive, giving soul.

“Whoa.” Murray skidded into the dressing room and covered his eyes with his hand. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t expecting to see a tit.”

Maeve came in behind him and slapped him on the arm. “I know for a fact you’ve seen plenty of tits in dressing rooms before shows.”

He spread his fingers to peek out. “Yeah, but that one has my baby niece attached to it. Feels wrong to look, yet I can’t help myself.”

Santiago tugged Maeve against him. “Can we not talk about tits for once? Is that possible?”

Simone decided to unlatch at that very moment, twisting her head around to see who was talking, exposing my entire breast, nipple and all. And Mo decided to cover me up with his hand...holding my breast. And he squeezed.

Everyone stopped what they were doing to watch my husband feeling me up.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to squeeze. It’s automatic.”

His wide eyes met mine, and a laugh from deep down in my soul spilled out of me. While I laughed, he covered me with my T-shirt and nuzzled into the side of my neck, quietly chuckling.

“I love you,” I said, wiping tears away. “Our life is so stupidly good, isn’t it?”

“God, yes, baby. I love you too.”

Simone slammed her head into my chest, announcing she, too, loved our stupidly good life. I held her under her arms so I could talk to her.

She had Mo’s big brown eyes, and my plump lips and wild curls. The rest of her was a mix of the two of us in a round, squishy, delicious package.

“You, little girl, are the best thing in the world. Did you know that?”

She blew a raspberry at me. Genius baby.

Mo took her back from me, and she snuggled under his chin, truly the best spot. The rest of the band moved around the room, making drinks, talking, getting amped up for the stage, but Mo and I took a moment to breathe with each other.

He smiled.

I smiled back.

“Tell me something true,” he said.

“This is it.” I placed a hand on Simone’s warm back and one on his cheek. “This is as true as it gets.”

“Yeah.” He exhaled. “The two of you keep knocking me flat on my ass. Over and over. I fucking love you, baby.”

“I fucking love you too, rock star.”

A while later, Mo kissed me good and thorough, tasting like gingersnaps and my future, then joined his bandmates for the long walk to the stage. With Simone strapped to my chest, snuggled up and already falling asleep, I took another moment to breathe.

A little over a year ago, I ran into a familiar face in an old-school Las Vegas bar. I’d been wandering and a little lost, but I hadn’t known it until I found my home with him.

Nothing had ever been more real than her and me and him.

That was the truest.
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            “Scared to be Lonely” Grace Grundy

“Black Hole Sun” Soundgarden

“November Rain” Guns N’ Roses

“Crashing Into You” Vance Joy

“If the World Was Ending” JP Saxe, Julia Michaels

“1950” King Princess

“Easy Tiger” Billy Raffoul

“Cringe” Matt Maeson

“Supercut” Lorde

“Bad Mood” Miley Cyrus

“Need You Now” Dean Lewis

“An Evening I Will Not Forget” Dermot Kennedy

“Let Me Love You” Grace Grundy

“hope is a dangerous thing for a woman like me to have” Lana Del Ray

“Shake it Out” Florence + The Machine

“Rockabye” The Mayries

“I Would Die For You” Miley Cyrus

“Wandering Child” Wild Rivers

“All I Want” Kodaline

“original me” Yungblud

“Mess is Mine” Vance Joy

“Depth Over Distance” Ben Howard

“Wild Roses” Of Monsters and Men

“About Love” Marina

“Mecca” Wild Beasts

“The Only Exception” Paramore

“With a Girl Like You” Thao & The Get Down Stay Down

https://open.spotify.com/playlist/4B7iANWXDnjm0dtidpjt2z?si=EsUx85j7T4eaMxtvMUPAFA
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