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      There wasn’t love at first sight.

      No fireworks. No butterflies.

      Nothing.

      Pardon the cliché, but he was just a boy and I was just a girl. There was a spark because he was hot and I was a hormonal, confused teenage girl. But nothing like that stupid Hallmark movie shit.

      Nothing to warn me that in the years to come, this boy would turn into a man. One of the most famous rock stars in the world.

      And he’d ruin my fucking life.

      But we needed to start at the beginning before we got to the end.

      I met Wyatt Summers when I was seventeen years old. When he was just a kid with a bass and a smile that ruined teenage girls.

      Average teenage girls.

      Whose hearts only got broken by attractive boys. Whose biggest worries were their hair, the Prom and...whatever else teenage girls worried about.

      Even as a teenage girl, I wasn’t a teenage girl.

      I was forced to be an adult since I was old enough to talk. Old enough to comprehend my parents were hateful, spiteful and just big fat assholes, really. Because graduating into an ‘adult’ wasn’t a twenty-first birthday or a driver’s license. No, it was the second the world stopped giving a shit about your age and gave you all the worst of the pain and ugliness it had to offer. I was born in pain and ugliness, therefore I was never really a kid. I was a small human with an adult’s threshold for pain.

      So those normal teenage girls were getting their hearts broken by boys like Wyatt. My heart was chiseled, chipped, and whittled away at by my parents. That was something that wasn’t heavily advertised about heartbreak. It wasn’t something that just happened between lovers. It was when anyone gave themselves over to another human being—or two—and trusted them to take care of them, to take care of their fragile heart and that person or people did what people did to fragile things, break them. My parents didn’t love me in the first place, so there’s that agony of having people you loved—biologically, intrinsically, even though you didn’t want to—have nothing but indifference toward you.

      Then there was the abuse.

      That sucked, to put it lightly.

      I didn’t tell Lexie and Mia about that. Or Steve and Ava when they were alive. They would have taken it upon themselves to help. Because they were good people. Some of the only good people I knew. The first good people I’d ever met, actually.  And no way was I corrupting good people’s lives with my own troubles. Even as a kid, I was fiercely proud in a way that didn’t make sense since my parents didn’t raise me to be proud.

      They didn’t raise me to be anything but their minor annoyance and sometimes punching bag. Their punches, their indifference, their insults had nothing on the day that I learned about Steve and Ava’s deaths.

      They may have adopted Lexie and Mia, but when Lexie and Mia adopted me, they didn’t blink. They welcomed me into the family with ease, with a love that I’d never experienced. Never realized existed outside of Hallmark movies.

      And then they died.

      A day I learned about more heartbreak. About how giving your heart to kind, loving and amazing people still got you punched in the chest when they were ripped from the face of the earth.

      Lexie and Mia lived in California, and I was alone with my miserable fucking family and my miserable fucking life. The one I escaped from not long after the funeral, also one I’d never truly get away from, despite my geographical location.

      Then, just before Lexie’s band made it big, I met Wyatt.

      I didn’t have a heart to break by the time I met him.

      It had been crunched up, shredded and ruined by the world in general.

      I didn’t want to give it to him even if it hadn’t. He wasn’t remarkable. He was incredibly attractive, sure. And his grin was somehow goofy, cheeky and sexy at the same time.

      But all of the boys in the band were attractive.

      Sam, more goofy and egotistical but somehow still made it sexy.

      Noah soulfully beautiful but utterly gay. Something that he wasn’t admitting to the band—or himself. I got that. There was a boatload of issues I wasn’t admitting to myself either.

      Namely being I was totally and utterly emotionally crippled.

      Hence me running away from home and finding temporary solace with two people that represented home to me. Hence me meeting Wyatt in a garage outside Lexie and Mia’s house.

      “Emma,” Wyatt said, grinning and shamelessly leering in a way that he only pulled off because he was attractive as all hell and wearing a Smashing Pumpkins tee.

      And because I was kind of doing the exact same to him. Lexie told me about her bandmates, sent me pictures so I’d been prepared for hot. And he was hot. So I leered.

      “I’ve heard a lot about you, glad to put a face to the name,” he continued, leaning against the garage that served as their rehearsal space. Not that it would stay that way for long, they’d gotten some amazing record meeting—which was why I was here to celebrate—and they’d be in mansions in no time.

      And here I was, with fifty bucks to my name and nowhere to live.

      Not that anyone around here knew that, namely my unofficially adopted mother and sister who were currently bickering over which pair of boots Lexie should wear to the meeting.

      “You’re not what I expected,” Wyatt said, distracting me from listening to Mia and Lexie argue about a ‘sensible heel,’ quirking his brow and shamelessly checking me out.

      I responded. Because he was hot. But he was also a teenage boy having the reaction I desired from them. I wore skimpy clothes to show off my generous rack and slim body—thanks more to lack of nutrition than any kind of diet. I had more hunger for some kind of attention than I did food anyway. I dressed to feed myself, to give myself empty interactions with boys...and lately, men, just so I could feel wanted.

      I knew that was totally fucked up.

      But I was totally fucked up.

      “I’m rarely what anyone expects,” I replied to Wyatt, grinning wickedly.

      And rarely do they expect, or want, me at all.

      I turned before Wyatt could say anything else, because Lexie and Mia were getting very irate about the boot argument. “Don’t do tan,” I called to Lexie. “It makes you seem indecisive.” I looked her up and down. “And it’ll go better with your outfit. Black. All the way. And wearing a ‘sensible heel’ to a meeting to get signed for a music deal is the kiss of death. Nothing should be sensible. It’s kind of the point, no?”

      Mia folded her arms triumphantly and smirked at Lexie.

      Lexie glared at me. “You’re meant to be my best friend.”

      I nodded. “And best friends never lie. Even about things as important as boots.”

      An attractive chuckle sounded from behind me.

      I pretended I didn’t react to it.

      Lexie was still glaring between me and her mother. “I’m writing you both out of my will,” she decided and stomped off.

      “Joke’s on you, I wrote you out of my will that day you decided caffeine was bad for us and threw out all my coffee,” Mia yelled back.

      I smiled at that. At the kind of relationship they had. Rarer than anything as stupid as true love. I didn’t want true love. I wanted that right there. A mother that would yell at me about silly things she didn’t mean, joke with me, die for me, love me.

      Not a mother who yelled at me for how worthless I was, how she never wanted me, joke about the fact I was lucky I didn’t have a life insurance policy because otherwise, I’d be worth more to her dead.

      But I shouldn’t be lamenting on that, bathing in self-pity. There was no point and I’d gain nothing from that apart from letting my mother win. She would not win.

      “So,” Wyatt said, still behind me. “Wanna go and grab a beer or somethin’?”

      He was seventeen and he was asking me if I wanted to grab a beer. Because he was that kind of boy. The kind that would know where to get us beers, who knew just the right way to flirt a girl out of her panties. Who likely left a trail of broken hearts in his wake.

      I turned. “No, Wyatt, I do not want to grab a beer.” I narrowed my eyes. “And let’s just get this out of the way. I’m not going to go out with you. Kiss you, fawn over you, laugh at your stupid jokes and I’m definitely not going to sleep with you. I’m Lexie’s best friend. That friendship is the most precious thing to me on this godforsaken hunk of rock, so I’m not entering into any kind of ill-fated flirtation with a boy who thinks he’s a lot more attractive than he really is.”

      The last part was kind of a lie, because Wyatt was exactly as attractive as he thought he was, his blond hair mussed perfectly, his long body lean and muscular, his style effortless and cool and his blue eyes piercing and mischievous.

      But he didn’t need to know I thought he was attractive.

      That would add fuel to the fire. And my world was already in fucking flames.

      He blinked, long and slow, grin gone.

      I waited for him to turn away, storm off, or fling something nasty. That’s what guys like this—who were used to girls doing aforementioned fawning—usually did when they were rejected.

      There were few insults I hadn’t heard, few I couldn’t handle.

      But he didn’t insult me or walk away.

      Instead, he smiled bigger and infinitely sexier than before.

      “Yeah, you’re not at all what I expected.”

      Then he winked and walked away.

      [image: ]
* * *

      One Year Later

      “Why are you calling me, Wyatt? I asked, shifting the phone so I could jam the wooden spoon in the correct position for my oven to close.

      “I just wanted to check up on you. Lexie said you moved.”

      I was evicted, but same difference.

      “Since when do you keep tabs on my living arrangements?” I snapped. “Aren’t you some kind of rock star that’s meant to be fucking groupies, ruining hotel rooms, and doing blow?”

      He chuckled, and I hated how it warmed me so much better than the space heater I’d found at a second-hand store. It wasn’t hard, the space heater didn’t work, and it was January in Chicago.

      “Oh yes, I’m doing that, don’t you worry. I’ve got time in between orgies and rehearsal sessions.” His tone was joking but I didn’t think it was too far from the truth. In the year since they’d signed their record contract, Unquiet Mind had blown up. They were top of the charts, their faces splayed on trashy magazines I wanted to frame out of pride—but even the trashiest I couldn’t afford. I definitely couldn’t afford the frames. Plus, I was never anywhere long enough to unpack boxes, let alone mount pictures.

      They’d gone from practical nobodies to, well, everybodies in the space of a year. Though they were all still technically underage, Wyatt and Sam were already been labeled as the party boys of the group. Each of them was photographed with different socialites and supermodels hanging off their arms on any given night, usually with a bottle of something dangling from their other hands. In any other industry, it might ruin their careers. But they were rock stars, so if it did anything, it helped their image. Especially with the sweet, hippy, lead vocalist, Lexie, contrasting the entire image.

      “And you decided to spend that precious time talking to me?” I asked sweetly. “Aw, you shouldn’t have.” I fiddled with the dial on my space heater, hoping it might do something more than expel room temperature air. The result was a shock that reverberated through my arm.

      “Fucker,” I cursed, jumping back.

      “Emma?” Wyatt demanded, teasing tone gone.

      “What?” I hissed, my voice somewhat garbled since I’d managed to bite my tongue as well as electrocuting myself. Because I didn’t do things by halves, especially things that made my life worse. I really excelled at those things.

      “Are you okay? What happened?”

      I shook myself off. I also excelled at doing that. But then again, there was no other choice, either shake myself off and keep going, or stop and succumb to...everything. That wasn’t an option. No matter how enticing it seemed sometimes. “Nothing,” I muttered. “A minor electric shock.”

      “Electrical shock? What the fuck?”

      “I don’t judge you for your kinks, so you don’t judge me for mine,” I snapped, hating the concern I pretended was in his tone. Only because I was grappling for someone to give a shit about me. That was an unhealthy addiction. Needing someone to care about you in order to function. It was a deadly addiction. Especially when directed at someone like Wyatt.

      “You judge me for all my kinks,” he replied, voice mildly teasing and mildly concerned.

      “Welcome to the gender divide, double standards are rife.” I yanked at the wooden spoon, my bones still watery inside my skin from the shock. But that was the price of poverty. Electric shocks, broken ovens, heating that somehow made the apartment colder and dinner that came in tinfoil. “Now I’ve got shit to do, you want to get to the point? How is she?”

      I knew that he wasn’t calling for me, not really, no matter what small girly part I had left in me desired that. He was calling because he was a good friend to Lexie. And he was a decent-ish human being to me, hence him calling me with updates of her status over the past year.

      Killian breaking up with her had hit us all hard. Namely, because Lexie was the glue that held everyone together. She inspired fierce loyalty in everyone who came across her. Seeing her in the amount of pain she was in had me wanting to put a hit out on Killian. If I could afford it.

      Considering I could barely afford to feed myself, contract killers were out of the question.

      “She’s not great,” Wyatt said, voice grim. “She’s pretending she is, of course. But the girl can sing, write songs, and play the shit out of a guitar. She cannot act.”

      My heart clenched. “No, she can’t,” I whispered.

      The last time I’d seen her were the days after Killian dumped her on the same day she signed a six-figure record deal. She was Lexie so she didn’t give a shit about the money. She all but used the check to dry her tears on. She did care about the fact that the boy who had become her whole life since she met him at sixteen ripped out her heart and stomped on it with motorcycle boots. Watching her go through that amount of pain had damn near killed me.

      I knew it did the same for Mia, Bull, and the boys—every one of them inventing different ways to torture Killian during those first hellish days.

      But because she was Lexie, she’d emerged, red-faced and dry-eyed and announced she was ‘okay.’ It was comical, seeing someone bleeding from a fatal gunshot wound, striding around the battlefield ready to take on more.

      But that’s what she did.

      Walked around with a big gaping hole in her chest and packed up and moved to L.A., started recording music and living her dream.

      In the middle of her nightmare.

      I hadn’t visited yet because I didn’t have the cash. The last of my money had been spent on going to Amber to support her before her record meeting, then to change my flights I could stay around and try to support her when Killian dumped her. I told them my lack of visits were because I was busy with work.

      It wasn’t a lie. I worked at a print store during the day and waitressed during the night, without a day off and even that didn’t cover the bills.

      Hence the eviction last week.

      Lexie knew none of this.

      Not while she had enough going on.

      Neither would Mia, who called me about as much, if not more, as her daughter. She had some kind of mom sense since she not so gently probed me about my financial situation every time we spoke, offering to fly me back to California ‘so I could be Lexie’s groupie, manager, stylist or partner in crime.’

      I’d refused the offer. I wanted to be with my best friend more than anything, my loneliness in shitty apartments eating crappy dinners was almost overwhelming. I didn’t, because I didn’t take charity and I was determined to rely only on myself. The only person I could count on. I knew Lexie and Mia would do anything for me, but I didn’t want them to have to. I didn’t want to be an inconvenience to have in their lives. I had been an inconvenience to my parents just by existing.

      “What do we do here, Em?” Wyatt asked.

      I sighed. “We can’t do anything. That’s the thing. She’ll heal...” I trailed off, thinking of what the two of them had together, even though they were just kids. There was something more about it. Something that had taken root within them. I thought about what had taken root within me, with my parents. I still had a gaping and bleeding wound, and I knew it wasn’t likely to heal anytime soon.

      Or ever.

      “She’ll heal or she won’t,” I finished. “And there’s not a damn thing we can do about it but be her friends. Being big and famous and awesome making kickass music couldn’t hurt.”

      “Yeah, well we’re on our way there. Sam would like everyone to think it’s his sex appeal and talent that’s getting us places, but we all know it’s Lex. Her music...it’s out of this world.” Wyatt paused, and I imagined him running his hand through his hair in frustration. “But it’s her pain. She’s fucking bleeding into the music. None of us want success that way. I’d be a starving artist all my life if it stopped this.”

      There was pain in his words. And truth. I knew he would give it up in a second to help Lexie, they would. Even Sam, who’d taken to fame like a fish to water. He’d give it all away for Lexie.

      “Yeah, well, the world doesn’t listen to what we want. And being rich and unhappy is a fuck of a lot more comfortable than poor, happy and hungry,” I told him, glancing down at my sad excuse for sustenance. “Lexie will bounce back.”

      “It’s been a year, she should’ve bounced. I’ve gotten over at least twenty girls since then.”

      I smirked. “Well, considering you did that by getting under twenty more, I don’t think it’s the same thing,” I said dryly. “Plus, she’s Lexie. She feels harder. Loves harder. Falls harder. She’ll pick herself up. She’s just got a fuck of a lot longer to climb than people like you or me.”

      There was a pause at the other end of the phone. “Now, I know I’m shallow, proud of it. But you, you’re not, Ems. You’re one of the deepest—and most confrontational people I know.”

      I jerked at his words. “No, Wyatt, I’m not deep. I’m just...”

      “Deep,” he finished.

      “We’re not talking about me.”

      “We are now.”

      “Wyatt,” I warned.

      “Fine,” he muttered. I heard shouts in the background and a feminine purr.

      That one hit me. Or maybe it was just the residual electric shocks. I didn’t care who Wyatt was fucking.

      “Shit, babe, I’ve gotta go.”

      “Ah, the orgies and blow await,” I replied, forcing my tone to be light and teasing.

      “Something like that.” I heard the smirk in his voice.

      “Wyatt,” I called after a beat, thinking he likely hung up, he had better things to do than linger on the phone with a nobody who insulted him for three-quarters of their conversations.

      “Yeah,” he said immediately.

      “Thank you,” I whispered. “For calling. For caring.”

      He paused for long enough for me to think he had actually hung up. But I stayed on the line. “I’ll always call. And I’ll always care.”

      Then he hung up.

      It was a great effort, but I didn’t let his words or his tone affect me. Didn’t let them worm their way into that hopeful little girl that still existed somehow.

      I sat down with my sad dinner, glancing at the second-hand book I should not have bought. The book that meant this dinner would be all I’d consume for twenty-four hours since I couldn’t afford anything else until I got my paycheck tomorrow.

      But it was on David Hockney’s sketches and it was the one luxury I afforded myself, seeing the Yorkshire Wolds splashed through the pages in watercolor and ink fed me more than some terrible pre-packaged dinner.

      I was crap at school. I liked being there, since it was an escape from the utter misery of my home, and I got fed regularly, but I wasn’t naturally smart. English and Math were lost to me. I didn’t give a shit about what some super old and pretentious dude wrote about doomed lovers. In fact, I didn’t give a shit about any kind of lovers. I might’ve been one of the only teenage girls who didn’t binge on epic love stories if my life had gone a different way. But it didn’t and I had never been a girl to lose herself in love.

      Maybe it was because all those girls had been fed fairy tales by their parents, encouraged to escape into beautiful fantasies, to believe in such things. But my parents never read to me, never bought me books. They didn’t want me escaping into fantasies where things might’ve been beautiful and easy. No, they liked to remind me of just how brutal and ugly my life was. Encourage me to think, to know, that nothing more, nothing better awaited me. Hence me not having owned a single book and having no idea who Cinderella was when I met Lexie when we were kids. She’d been horrified, made it her duty to dutifully retell the entire story for me. We’d been friends ever since, despite my abhorrence for the happily ever after.

      I didn’t have Lexie’s love of literature.

      My brain didn’t work with numbers.

      Nor science or any of that shit.

      But art. Art was different to me. It encouraged me to get lost in a fantasy, it forced me to, in a short amount of time where I didn’t need the commitment of reading, running the risk of having my parents find a book I loved and destroy it. One glimpse was all it took and the fantasy inside the painting was mine. One I could make up my own ideas about. Ugly ideas. Paintings weren’t usually made with love. They were an artist’s pain and suffering forced onto a canvas.

      I couldn’t paint worth a shit—but I loved art. It was the one subject I excelled at. Might’ve majored in it in college if my other grades had been good enough to get me there. If I had been good enough for college.

      But girls like me didn’t go to college.

      Girls like me lived in shitty apartments, went hungry more often than not, and they lived the fairy tale that wasn’t written in books.

      One called reality.

      But for a second, looking at Hockney’s famous landscapes, I wasn’t in a shitty apartment eating heated up cardboard-like food.

      I was somewhere else.

      Someone else.
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      Six Months Later

      “Wyatt,” I said into the phone as I rushed through the crowds on Michigan Avenue.

      I was late.

      Because I had been trying to get a stain off the one black semi-professional blazer I owned and color in my black heeled and scuffed boots with Magic Marker.

      I didn’t even know if I’d been successful in making myself look more than I was—trash. But even if I had, I was going to arrive red-faced, most likely sweaty and my carefully pinned bun probably messed up. I didn’t even know why I was making the effort to rush. But I did know because I would do anything to rip myself out of the life that was grinding me down. I was determined to do it.

      “I’m kinda busy,” I puffed.

      “Why’d you answer then?” he returned, smile in his voice.

      It hit me. I wished it didn’t. But something in his voice calmed me slightly whenever we had our sporadic phone calls. They were mostly about Lexie, but he made a point to ask me about my apartment—the same, but the oven had completely broken now. My job—also the same, but they’d reduced my hours at the print shop to the point where I was on the verge of being evicted again and I could barely afford a meal a day. My love life—non-existent. But I fucked a good amount of men. That was not included in my love life, because what I did with those men had nothing to do with love.

      I made sure of that.

      It was about an orgasm.

      A warm body touching mine, for a short amount of time, before I plunged into solitude once more.

      The empty feeling of being wanted—even if it was just for sex.

      None of those consisted of love.

      I didn’t give Wyatt this explanation. “My bed likely doesn’t see as much action as yours, but I also haven’t had to go on penicillin for a variety of STDs, so I’m okay with that,” I teased the last time he’d asked.

      “I answered because I have time to hear about how my best friend is doing,” I said.

      There was a pause. “She’s...much the same,” he said. “Been nominated for a Grammy.”

      I knew that. Lexie had called me. And then Mia had called me, screaming and crying and talking about how she had to have final say so on Lexie’s acceptance speech. “If she doesn’t talk about her amazing, supportive, and deceptively young mother for at least five minutes I’m selling her baby photos to TMZ,” she babbled.

      I was beyond proud of Lexie.

      For the fact they were moving into some mansion in L.A., getting magazine covers, Grammys. And I was near enough to being homeless and living on food stamps I could taste the poverty.

      No way would I resent her.

      Or ask her for a fucking dime, no matter how much she offered. Well, I did take her up on her invite to the Grammys, because it was the mother effing Grammys and I needed to support my friend. I just did not let her pay for my flights. I used next month’s rent. Hence the outcome of the appointment I was currently turning up to late, sweaty and with Magic Marker covering up the scuffs in my Payless shoes, being pretty fucking important. Not just because it could be the start of me finally wiping the stain of poverty from me, but because it might mean I would be more.

      “Lexie’s the same,” Wyatt continued as I waded through the crowd. “But that’s not why I’m calling.”

      “No, I’m not breaking up with another girl for Sam,” I said.

      He chuckled. “Not that either. I know you’ve got your interview today. Wanted to wish you good luck. Let you know I’m sure you’re gonna ace it. They’d be lucky to have you.”

      That made me pause.

      No, that made me stop, right in the middle of the sidewalk I’d been pushing my way through, doing the thing I used to curse people for. I heard muttered insults flung my way as people roughly brushed past me, but I was used to having insults and jostles directed at me. What I wasn’t used to was rock stars calling me to wish me luck for a job interview.

      Even if I’d known this particular rock star when he was just a boy with a flirtatious grin and mischievous eyes.

      I shook myself off and kept walking, remembering my need to rush. “Who told you about that?”

      “I have my ways.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Lexie told you.”

      “That too.”

      “You didn’t need to call me,” I said.

      “I know,” he replied, voice strange and soft. “But with you, it’s not about need.”

      His words hit me again, but I didn’t stop this time. Though my mouth did. What does someone say to something like that?

      “Fuck, babe, I’ve gotta go,” Wyatt said, saving me. “Break a leg.”

      And then he hung up.

      Another girl might’ve spent hours, days, a freaking lifetime dissecting the call, the softening of his voice, the words. She would’ve lost herself in fantasies about one of the most attractive and famous men in the world falling for her. Wanting her.

      I wasn’t another girl.

      I wasn’t working on illusions that Wyatt—who had the whole world at his feet—would be interested in a girl from the gutter.

      So I put the call from my mind, shoving away fantasies of a man saving me from my life. And I set about saving it myself.

      Three Years Later

      “I can fly there,” I said, resting my cell against my shoulder so I could scroll through the available flights. Of which there were very few. “Fuck that asshole for dying when I’m in the middle of Mongolia sourcing one of the rarest pieces of art I might see in my career,” I cursed.

      Not that my career really mattered in the face of Lexie’s famous actor boyfriend dying. I would’ve been there yesterday if I’d thought for a second she had even a sliver of affection for the man. If she even had an ounce of the connection she had with Killian.

      But that was the thing. The whole point of her being with the square-jawed, manicured asshole was because he offered no chance of connection. He was the antithesis of Killian. Even if she dated someone who wasn’t a complete tool, who might foster a little bit of affection, I wasn’t sure if Lexie was physically capable of it.

      Four years had gone by and that gaping wound in her chest hadn’t even scabbed over. Her pain was as fresh and as agonizing as it had been when Killian had broken her heart when she was eighteen. She’d gotten slightly better at hiding it, and we’d all gotten better at pretending we believed her when she said she was okay.

      “Em, this is one of the most important moments of your career,” Wyatt interrupted the string of names I was calling the not-so-dearly departed ex. “You and I both know that Lexie isn’t hurting over this. Nothing can really hurt her, no one can really hurt her except...” He trailed off. “That fuckhead I won’t speak the name of.”

      I scoffed. “He’s not Voldemort, Wyatt, just an asshole in a leather jacket and a target on his back as soon as I find the perfect hitman.” I paused. “Though that’s a grave that Lexie would throw herself in, even after all this time.”

      “Yeah,” he said. “She fucking would.”

      I continued scrolling. “But still, she’s my best friend, the boyfriend she was pretending didn’t disgust her is dead. I should be there for her.”

      “You are there for her,” he replied. “You have been. She knows you’re a call away. She knows you’re gonna be there if she needs you. And she may not tell you she needs you, but I will. And as much as she’d love to see you.” He paused. “As much as I’d love to see you and hear the stories about Mongolia, Russia, Ghana and wherever the fuck else you’ve been this month, you are becoming a rock star in your own right. We’re proud as fuck of you, Em. I’ll not let that fucker screw with your shit from beyond the grave.”

      I blinked, long and slow, and not just because my eyes were watering from the smell in the hut that was serving as my makeshift office. I had no clue what to say when Wyatt said things like this. And over the years, he’d pepper strange and intense comments into our conversations, and one thing or another would come up before I could address them. Or more aptly, create a way to avoid them, and the feelings they created.

      “Okay,” I said when the silence between us had stretched on. “I won’t come. But you keep me posted on the situation.”

      “I always do.”

      “I know,” I said, my voice as soft as it could be.

      Again, silence yawned on. Like neither one of us wanted to speak, but neither one of us wanted to leave either.

      Someone called out at me, jerking me out of a moment not meant for me. “I’ve gotta go,” I said. “My donkey’s ready.”

      “Donkey?” he repeated.

      I rolled my eyes, though he couldn’t see that. “Goodbye, Wyatt.”

      “Bye, Em, be safe,” he murmured back, as had become his norm as I got promoted and my new job took me to all corners of the world.

      “Never am,” I replied dutifully.

      “Good,” he said.

      And then he was gone.

      And the moment was too.

      Three Weeks Later

      “Is it true?” I demanded as I shoved my way through the airport.

      A woman scowled at me as I kicked over her toddler’s suitcase.

      I ignored that, airports were a free for all. And also, toddlers didn’t need fucking suitcases.

      “What? Climate change? Depends on who you ask, but I’m pretty sure it is.”

      I clenched my teeth. “Don’t fuck with me, Wyatt,” I hissed.

      “Yeah, it’s true,” he sighed, sensing my tone. We’d spoken enough on the phone these past four years for him to be in tune with such things. I was the same with him, though he didn’t fly into a rage as easily.

      He had when he found out I’d gone into Afghanistan through Yemen in order to source a sculpture for a client. Yeah, he’d screamed on that one and promised he would send a security team in to extract me if I didn’t get my “stubborn, infuriating and beautiful fucking ass outta there.”

      I’d been too mad at him for thinking it was his right to demand such things to even realize he’d called me beautiful.

      “You didn’t think to call me and tell me that her ex is back in the picture, breaking her fucking heart all over again?” I snapped.

      “I was honestly worried about you getting put away for murder,” Wyatt said. “And I was hoping we could get rid of him before it came to that.”

      “There’s no getting rid of him, idiot,” I hissed, elbowing a man in a suit to get to the front of the line. “He’s come back for her. And fuck if he’s letting go this time. But not without drama.”

      People were scowling at me for pushing in front of them, but I had a ‘don’t fuck with me’ look plastered on my face that had served me well in a lot more dangerous places than an American airport, so no one stopped me. I was in my seat in first class and had downed the champagne they gave me in record time. All the while I was swearing at Wyatt into my phone.

      “Ma’am, I’m going to have to ask you to get off the phone,” the flight attendant said, her tone professional and patient, which was what you got when you paid for first class tickets. That and free champagne and real cutlery.

      I glared up at her. “I’ve just been informed that my best friend is back with the man who would die for her but who broke her heart four years ago,” I snapped.

      Her carefully polite expression wavered slightly. “Okay, continue,” she said, moving to help some asshole who was trying to shove an oversized suitcase in the overhead compartment.

      “Where are you, babe?” Wyatt asked.

      “I’m on a fucking plane, of course.”

      There was a pause. “You’re comin’ here?”

      I smiled as the flight attendant from before filled up my glass. “Just try and stop me.”

      “Nuclear bomb wouldn’t stop you, Em. And I wouldn’t want to let it,” he said softly.

      I frowned at the tone of his voice, but like always, we were interrupted from too much close inspection of such moments.

      The plane was about to take off.

      I finished almost an entire bottle of wine so I could pretend I wasn’t excited to see Wyatt.

      So I could pretend a lot of things.
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* * *

      Pain radiated through my knuckle the second my fist impacted Killian’s attractive and surprised face.

      I didn’t know why he seemed so surprised. Sure, I’d come into the band’s beach house unannounced, but he knew Lexie body and soul. Which meant he knew about me, and he knew what I’d do for Lexie. So punching him in the face for breaking her heart was getting off easy in my book.

      His surprise turned to a grin after I was yanked into a warm body, presumably to stop me from hitting Killian again. Once was enough to make my point and also to make sure that I still had use of my hand. The idiot had an iron jaw.

      “Fuck,” Wyatt muttered against my ear as he tightened his arms around me, even though it became apparent I wasn’t going to start a brawl.

      His scent wrapped itself around me tighter than his arms. Woodsy with a faint smoky twinge, something that couldn’t be bottled. Something I’d never been close enough to have imprinted on my skin.

      Something dangerous.

      “Let me go,” I hissed at Wyatt when trying to extract myself from his arms didn’t work. I was petite and could throw a punch at a burly biker well enough, but I couldn’t struggle out of a not so burly—but still muscled as shit—rock star’s grip.

      Wyatt’s arms tightened. “Not until I’m sure you’re not gonna try and break your hand on Killian’s face,” he said.

      I knew he wasn’t Killian’s biggest fan, to put it lightly, so I knew he wasn’t worried about his face. Which only meant his concern was for me.

      And that didn’t make sense. It couldn’t make sense.

      “Get some ice for her hand,” Wyatt commanded Sam, who was grinning with what could only be described as glee.

      His grip was turning from merely restraining me into something more of an embrace, the most intimate way I’d been touched before—despite all the men I’d slept with.

      I’d fucked countless dudes. But not one had actually held me.

      Mostly because I didn’t let them. It tended to give guys the wrong idea.

      I struggled some more.

      But then I focused on Killian, and the small red and inflamed patch of his cheek. I was filled with my own sense of glee. “That was for hurting my friend.”

      Lexie, who had been gaping at the whole scenario now stepped forward, her face sheepish. “Emma—”

      “Let me go,” I hissed at Wyatt, mindful of the fact this was the first time I’d seen Lexie in the flesh in months. And in those months she’d gone through the death of a boyfriend, a robbery, and a botched kidnapping attempt from some crazed stalker. My worry, my terror that something would happen to her hit me suddenly. I needed to hug her, to make sure that one of the only people in the world who actually gave a shit about me was still here. I craned my head to glare at Wyatt. “I’m not likely to hit my best friend.”

      Wyatt waited a beat, and despite myself, I found myself happy that he did so I could hold onto the strange moment for a second longer. Then he let me go. The cold absence of his touch was a physical thing.

      “You’re back together?” I pointed between Lexie and Killian.

      I wanted to hug her, but I was also pretty pissed that the reunion of the century didn’t warrant a freaking phone call. And I would’ve worried a fuck of a lot less if I knew Killian was here. I may have hated him for hurting my best friend, but I also knew he’d die protecting her. Then again, so would Noah, Wyatt, and Sam.

      “I was going to tell you,” Lexie said softly, glancing from Killian to me.

      I didn’t miss the way her eyes softened when they landed on him, the way her body relaxed. Nor did I miss the pure hunger in Killian’s gaze. Like he was starving in front of a feast.

      It would’ve looked totally lame on any other man. But Killian had only gotten darker, broodier and just all over hotter in four years.

      Lexie didn’t stand a chance.

      Though, by the way he was looking at her, he didn’t stand a chance. And he seemed pretty fucking happy about that. At least Killian’s version of happy.

      “When?” I demanded. “After the wedding? I found out from fucking TMZ, Lex. You know how shit that is? Letting a trashy TV show fill me in on my best friend’s love life?”

      I tried as hard as I could to keep the hurt from my voice. Because it wasn’t really Lexie’s fault that I was traveling the world while she was going through all of...this. My anger came from a place of guilt, for not being there for her more. For being too hungry to fulfill my own selfish desires I wasn’t around when my best friend needed me.

      She bit her lip. “I wasn’t quite sure how to tell you.”

      “I’ll tell you how it goes,” I said. “You pick up the phone and say ’Hey, Em, just to let you know, I’m back with the broody biker who broke my heart and we’re going to have beautiful babies who will grow up to be supermodels and mini badasses,” I snapped, unable to soften myself. I wasn’t sure I was capable of being soft. Plus, I was mindful of Wyatt’s continued gaze and the fact that it was doing things to me that it had never done.

      I needed something tangible to hold onto. To hide behind. Anger always served me well.

      Lexie’s face changed. “I’m not sure if that means you’re happy or annoyed about this.”

      “Of course I’m happy,” I yelled. I glared at Killian. “I will have to cancel the hit I’ve had out on you.” It wasn’t exactly a hit, but I had met some questionable Russians with a lot of money on my last assignment and they were so happy with the art I sourced them, they gave me a ‘marker’ as well as a huge bonus. A marker I’d mentioned calling in on a certain biker. “But other than that, it was about fucking time.”

      Sam returned with frozen peas, reminding me that my hand felt like I’d punched a brick wall. I snatched the peas. Stupid bikers and their hard heads.

      “About time?” Lexie repeated.

      I rolled my eyes. “Of course. You two are meant to be together, any idiot knows that.”

      I wasn’t lying. Every time Wyatt had called with an update, I held my breath, hoping he might’ve said that Killian finally pulled his head out of his ass and came back to rescue Lexie from the wasteland she was in.

      I surely thought it would’ve happened when she started dating that asshole actor a few months ago. Wyatt had thought so too. He didn’t tell me in as many words, but from our phone conversations over the years, we’d learned to pick up more from what the other person didn’t say than what they did.

      Killian was grinning at me. Well, his version of a grin, which was a slight twitch at the corner of his lip. He yanked Lexie into his body, laying his lips on her neck like he couldn’t go any longer without touching her. Without feasting.

      They shouldn’t have fit. The tiny blonde hippy rock star and the menacing biker covered in tattoos.

      But they did.

      My empty life nudged me with the brutal reminder of the fact I’d never had that. I had the strangest desperation to have Wyatt’s arms back around me.

      “Oh stop before my womb explodes,” I said instead of doing anything stupid like turning around and nuzzling Wyatt’s neck.

      Lexie grinned and it hit me in the chest. Because it was real, not empty and fucking hopeless like her smiles the past four years had been. She had everything most of society added up to equal happiness—money, fame, talent, beautiful skin, a stupid fast metabolism, friends and a good family.

      But that all meant shit when you were missing half of you. When your bank balance was bursting, it meant nothing if your soul was empty.

      I forgave Killian in that moment.

      Lexie moved forward to hug me and I let myself be reminded that my friend was happy, healthy, and unharmed. That was enough to fill my soul.

      “I’ve missed you, Em,” she whispered.

      I squeezed her hard, realizing how fucking lonely I’d been without her. “Missed you more, Lee.”

      I wasn’t a touchy-feely person. I’d never be one of those girls that hugged her friend when she hadn’t seen her since the day before, wouldn’t hold hands with a guy...ever. And I was strictly against any kind of post-sex cuddling. Maybe it was because I wasn’t hugged enough—or at all—as a kid and I didn’t know how to receive affection, let alone give it.

      Lexie and Mia were the exception to that rule. Because they were touchy-feely. And I didn’t find myself shrinking away from the contact, I leaned into it.

      Lexie leaned out. “I hate to do this, but I’ve got a Vanity Fair shoot I’m already late to,” she said sighing, as if it were a fucking gyno appointment.

      I was so proud of her.

      “Of course you do,” I replied, waving my hand. “I’m on my way to a Sports Illustrated shoot. I’m just here to give Killian a taste of what he’ll get if he fucks up again.” I narrowed my eyes at him in warning. Not that he needed it.

      “Want to come?” Lexie asked, grinning. “You can hit on the photographer. I hear he’s dreamy.”

      Usually I’d jump at the chance to hit on a dreamy photographer and eat all the free food they give out at those shoots—the models never ate anyway, and despite my new and healthy financial position, I was always in the mindset of poverty—but something stopped me.

      More accurately, the thought of someone. The someone who hadn’t ventured far from my person since I’d arrived and started swinging and who was looking between my pea covered hand to me.

      Killian growled at Lexie’s words. “I’m definitely fuckin’ coming.”

      Ugh. Alpha males.

      Wyatt glared. “She doesn’t want to get caught up in the craziness of the paps,” he said.  He glanced to me. “She can chill here, get her hand looked at.”

      All fondness I had for the man disappeared. “She can speak for herself,” I snapped. “No matter how famous or hot you are, you don’t get to do that. Ever.”

      Fuck.

      I’d just called him hot.

      It wasn’t like it wasn’t glaringly obvious.

      Plus, my fury-soaked voice might’ve cloaked any residual affection.

      “Wyatt’s glare stayed in place. “Try and go,” he clipped. “See what happens.”

      I was surprised steam didn’t start coming out of my ears at this point. He was insinuating, for some insane reason, that he would stop me from going.

      No one stopped me from doing anything. Not my parents, not everyone who’d told me I needed a college education to get where I was, and certainly not Wyatt fucking Summers.

      I was debating whether it was worth injuring my other hand when Sam stepped in. “Down, kitties,” he said softly, slinging his arms around each of us and yanking us into his body. “Before Uncle Sam has to put his foot down and spank you both.” Sam waggled his eyebrows at me.

      Wyatt continued to glare.

      Lexie giggled.

      And for another second, I forgot my fury. Because it was pure, organic. Real. That happiness. Something I’d realized I hadn’t felt since the last time I was with them. No, I hadn’t felt that from Lexie since that day she was arguing about boots with her mom. Before the mansions, Vanity Fair shoots, and Grammys.

      Sam glanced at her, lightness in his eyes. “You go, I got this.”

      He said it like he, of all people, had some sort of ability to keep the peace or play any kind of role that required responsibility. Sam was a hot mess, but he worked it, and his heart was big enough that he pulled it off.

      “Dinner tonight?” Lexie suggested.

      I nodded, thinking about everything she needed to fill me in on, and everything I needed to forget about. Namely, Wyatt’s arms around me. “And cocktails. Lots of them.”

      And then she was gone, with Killian in tow.

      I had a feeling he was not going to let her stray far from his side for the near future, definitely not out of touching distance.

      And despite the hatred I’d harbored for him the past four years, I liked that.

      I let that warm feeling mellow me for a second.

      Then I yanked out of Sam’s arms and whirled on Wyatt.

      “What the fuck was that?” I hissed. “You think it’s okay to tell Lexie where I won’t be going?”

      He moved forward to snatch the peas from my hand to hold it in his own. Cradle my fucking swollen hand like it was precious. Like I was precious.

      “Don’t think it’s broken,” he murmured.

      I snatched my hand back. “Oh, why thank you, Dr. Dickbrain. I think the only thing broken here is your head.”

      He glowered at me. “You don’t want to be at some stupid fucking shoot, not when your hand is hurting like fuck, though you’d rather walk on hot coals than admit it.”

      “I do want to be at some stupid fucking shoot,” I countered, not addressing the hot coals part since he was totally right. “I want to be anywhere where my best friend—who I haven’t seen in months—is. Plus, a hot photographer is a bonus.”

      Wyatt’s jaw ticked in unfamiliar anger. “You’re not fuckin’ a photographer.”

      “Since when do you get a say in who I do or don’t fuck?” I asked, voice closer to a screech than I wanted. “I’m pretty sure you’ve never cared before, and if I even tried to have an opinion on every girl who rode you, I’d never have time to do things like eat and brush my hair.”

      Sam choked out a laugh.

      “Could it just be that I’ve missed you yelling at me insulting me and that I wanted to spend some quality time with you?” Wyatt asked, grinning.

      I rolled my eyes. “Fuck you.”

      “You wish.” Something glinted in his eyes.

      Something that hit me south of my stomach.

      The moment hung between us for a long time, before Sam, bless him, broke it.

      “Who wants to go and buy a Ferrari with me?” he asked. “I’m bored.”

      I blinked. “You’re bored, so you’re buying a Ferrari?” I repeated.

      He shrugged. “Yeah, I’m a rock star, it’s what we do.”

      Yeah, it’s what they did.

      Bought Ferraris. Fucked groupies. Left broken hearts in their wake. Something I needed to remember.
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      “Dude, are you seriously hiding a joint from me?” I asked, grinning at the sheepish face that was expanded as he tried to hold in the smoke. “I’m not your fucking mother.”

      He let the smoke trail out, coughing as he did so. Such a thing should’ve been unattractive. But Wyatt could not be unattractive if he tried.

      It was infuriating.

      I was not known for my impulse control when it came to men—in fact, I was by society’s definition, kind of a slut. If I found a man attractive, I didn’t mess around with pretenses, I made the first move. The first move usually being my tongue in his mouth. The last move being me sneaking out of his bedroom once he’d fallen asleep.

      I never brought men home to my place.

      Not the place that it had taken my blood, sweat, and tears to make my own. My beautiful apartment that I never dreamed I’d have, but also what I’d been determined to give myself since the second I was old enough to comprehend what a shitty situation I was in.

      For as long as I could remember, my home was never safe. It was a living thing, stroking me with outstretched claws, just to remind me that it could tear through my skin at any freaking moment.

      The phrase ‘as safe as houses’ was about as real as fucking Hogwarts to me.

      I tore myself out of that hell house the second I could, worked my ass off, through near poverty, through countless packets of instant noodles, of past due notices, of refusing all of Lexie’s offers for money as she became a rock star.

      I didn’t take the money for the same reason I didn’t tell anyone about how bad it really was for me at home. Because I didn’t want to pollute their good lives with my own misfortune. And because I was terrified if I became too much of a bother, if my reality became too ugly, too inconvenient, that they might just leave me.

      And because I was determined to make it on my own. If only for the reason that my parents told me I never would.

      And I did.

      I would never have millions of dollars like my uber famous bestie, nor would I own a beach house in Malibu, like the one I was catching Wyatt smoking a joint on the porch of, but I owned my apartment in Calabasas, with a comparable mortgage rate. I earned enough money to keep my pantry full—something I made sure of since a lot of childhood was scrounging for scraps when my parents forgot to feed me, or purposefully didn’t if they were feeling particularly cruel.

      My apartment was my own. I didn’t let men into it for the same reason I didn’t let them into my life. The more people you let in, the more that could hurt you. I’m sure some shrink would love to explore that barrel of issues, but it was how I’d lived my life thus far, and it was working.

      Hence me not being able to find Wyatt attractive. Self-preservation and all that.

      I pretended I wasn’t having strange feelings every time I saw him, feelings that only seemed to intensify as we grew up, as our lives grew apart. Feelings that had me thinking about taking him home. To my bed.

      It wasn’t love or anything fucking stupid like that. Just want. Because he was hot. And only hotter now that he’d added tattoos and muscles as he grew. As some kind of hardness covered the features that had been once soft in boyhood. The life was taking its toll on him. But unlike with others, who would slowly be ruined by this, it was making him.

      Like he was born to be a rock star.

      He stopped coughing and digested my words, looking me up and down in a way that did nothing for the attraction I had toward him. No, it didn’t do nothing. It ramped it up about one thousand percent.

      “No, you are definitely not my mother,” he drawled.

      Fuck.

      I leaned forward and snatched the joint off him. “Don’t leer at me like that, I’m not one of your groupies,” I snapped, taking an inhale. I sucked in the taste of my childhood and let the feeling of unease and relaxation settle over me. I wasn’t much of a smoker, but I didn’t ‘just say no.’ I sometimes said yes. And I really needed something to dull the edges right now.

      Wyatt was watching me with rapt attention. “No, you’re not one of my groupies, they’re actually nice to me.”

      I rolled my eyes, exhaling. “They’re nice to you because they want to get in your pants, then tell everyone they slept with the bassist of Unquiet Mind. If they don’t want to trap you into pregnancy, that is.” I quirked my brow. “I hope you use protection.”

      He leaned back, putting his hands behind his head. His biceps bulged as he did so, and his tee rode up, exposing how low his jeans were.

      Low enough to see he was tattooed all over that ‘V’ that pointed to the most useful spot on a man.

      I swallowed and took another hit.

      “Of course I use protection,” he said, taking the joint as I gave it back to him and sat across from him, despite him patting the area beside him on the outdoor sofa.

      No way was I doing that to myself.

      “No way do I want a kid.”

      I nodded, lead settling into my muscles as the weed took over. It was nice. The ocean in the distance. Knowing that Lexie was happy, safe. Knowing that maybe the universe was through fucking with her and she might get a happy ending.

      I kept my eyes on the ocean. “Yeah, I’m gonna take an educated guess and say the women that follow bands around with the single goal of fucking their way through them would not make good mothers. Better to wait for when you grow up.” I moved my eyes to him. “So in about fifty-eight years?”

      He scowled at me. “I’m not growin’ up,” he replied. “That’s the whole point. No strings. No fuckin’ chains. Especially no kids.”

      I raised my brow. “No kids? Ever?”

      It surprised me. Yeah, Wyatt was a rock star who fucked everything with legs and decent tits, drank heavily, indulged in other substances on the regular, barely slept and was always in some scandal or another...but there was something other than his outward persona. He was more than Wyatt Summers, the bassist of Unquiet Mind, Lothario and casual drug user.

      He was a good person. Loyal to my best friend. He’d die for her. He would die for all of his family. He was thoughtful, treated everyone the same as he did before he got famous—with respect. He laughed easily, joked even easier—usually at Sam’s expense. And I’d seen him with Lexie’s little brothers, he doted on them.

      I always imagined he’d find some knockout with some sense, brains and more than decent tits and he’d have a beautiful family with her. On the odd occasion I’d thought of it, I’d felt vaguely sick.

      He would make a good father. An unconventional one for sure. But good.

      “No way do I want kids,” he said, something moving in his eyes. “I’d surely fuck them up. Not the same ways my parents fucked me up, but I’d fail at something. Don’t need that on my shoulders.”

      I frowned. There was something more to his words. His blank stare. That didn’t make sense. I didn’t know much about Wyatt because I made a point not to know more, to like more about him. But I knew out of the three boys—now men—he had the best parents out of the lot. That meaning his parents weren’t alcoholics or bigots. Not a hard pile to come out on top of, to be sure. But also from what I’d heard, they didn’t sound like they could be responsible for the shadows behind his eyes.

      But appearances were deceiving.

      “Everyone’s parents fucks them up in some way or another,” I said by response, forcing myself to not ask for what I desperately wanted—more. More of that pain. Of his story.

      He glanced to me. “Yeah, and I’m not doin’ that to a kid. Plenty more men out there that would make better fathers than me. I’m still figuring out how to be a human being.”

      “I’m not sure if that’s something we’ll ever figure out,” I replied. “We’re all just pretending.”

      The silence settled over us, pleasant. Heavy. Not something we afforded in the times we were together, considering Wyatt was always weird and intense and I was always prickly and pissed off about responding to the intenseness.

      “I’m back!” Lexie declared, bounding out the door. “Is it time for cocktails yet?”

      If there was ever a time for my best friend to save me from making a very stupid decision, it was then.

      Pity I wasn’t there to save her in the hours that came after.
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* * *

      I was pacing. Only because if I moved, maybe this feeling of dread, of stone cold fear, might not settle. Might not take root.

      But it already had. It had the second this whole nightmare started.

      Wyatt entered the room.

      I didn’t stop pacing.

      “This is my fault,” I said, to no one in particular, but I guessed to Wyatt since he was the only one other than myself here. Everyone else was away doing things, productive things to help look for Lexie.

      After she’d been kidnapped by her murderous stalker.

      While I had been sipping my cocktail, daydreaming about Wyatt and then wondering why she was taking so long in the bathroom. Then I realized what happened. The second Lexie got her happy ever after, that’s when life started to show her—us—that fairy tales were bullshit and nightmares were real.

      And now I was here, at the beach house after being questioned outside the restaurant by the police, by Keltan’s security team. All of those people were tearing apart the city looking for Lexie. And I was pacing.

      “I let her get kidnapped,” I continued. “If I’d...”

      Wyatt took hold of my shoulders, forcing me to stop moving and to face him. “If you’d what, babe?” he asked, eyes hard and body taut. He was afraid too. The fear was palpable, mixing with my own, bitter, rancid and inescapable. “If you’d had the power of foresight, followed her to the bathroom and then likely gotten yourself stabbed, just like Clyde?” He shuddered. Physically shuddered after saying that.

      Likely for the same reason I did, because he knew that Lexie was in the hands of someone who didn’t mind drawing blood.

      Clyde was critical.

      He might not make it.

      So this person didn’t mind taking lives either.

      I swallowed ash.

      “We could not have you bleedin’ out on a bathroom floor in addition to losing Lexie,” Wyatt continued. “We couldn’t handle that.” His eyes bore into mine. “I couldn’t handle that.”

      The intensity of his voice, the words, it shocked me into stillness for a second. “I could,” I whispered. “I could handle that better than not knowing where my best friend is. If she’s...alive. She’s all I’ve got, Wyatt. I’m fucked without her.”

      Wyatt squeezed my arms. “She’s not all you have.” The intense look returned. “And we’ll find her.”

      “That’s not a promise you can make,” I whispered.

      Something moved in his eyes as he regarded me, perhaps heard the cracking of my voice, of my soul. “Yeah, it fuckin’ is.”

      He stepped back striding over to snatch his jacket.

      Panic filled me.

      “Where are you going?”

      His hands were on the back of my neck and his mouth pressed against mine before I could understand what was happening.

      He kissed me long, hard and desperate. “I’m going to make sure I keep the promise I just made you,” he said against my lips.

      And then he walked away.
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* * *

      Wyatt kept his promise.

      Kind of.

      Him, Noah and Sam joined in on the search when Greenstone Security had two different possible locations for Lexie.

      They found her.

      After she was shot.

      Fatally.

      She’d died on the way to the hospital. Been brought back. Barely. And now she was fighting for life somewhere in here. The hospital I was currently standing in, the hospital that was currently crushing me. It was death. Contained in a place. People came here to get saved, sure, but more people came here to die.

      I didn’t know how long I’d been here for. How long I’d watched Killian pace the waiting room like a caged animal. I focused on a small red stain on his hand, one he’d missed when he was washing them.

      Blood.

      Lexie’s blood.

      He was pacing the room wearing her blood and an empty stare.

      No one spoke. It was strange. In all the time I’d known this band, this family, it was never quiet. Noise was kind of a recreational hazard of being rock stars. But now, the silence echoed through the room, through our hearts. A silence that would be permanent if Lexie didn’t pull through.

      Killian’s head jerked toward the door and I found another red stain on his neck. How much had Lexie been bleeding for him to have her blood on his fucking neck?

      The thought was stopped in its tracks by a low voice.

      I turned my head in the same direction as Killian.

      Seeing Mia come through the doors wrapped in her husband’s arms, pale and terrified, I froze. She hadn’t seen me yet, likely because she wasn’t looking around the waiting room for people alive and well. No, she was looking for her daughter, who was not well, who we didn’t even know if she was alive.

      I yearned to go to her. To seek comfort from the only mother figure I had left. But I couldn’t. Not only because she had no comfort to give in the face of losing her daughter. But because if I looked at Mia, if I spoke to her, if we shared our pain, it would make it real.

      Final.

      So I ran.

      Like the coward I was.

      I didn’t even know where I was going. But when I got far enough away from Mia, from the waiting room, I told myself it was farther away from reality.

      I found a corner, deserted and quiet.

      Perfect.

      I leaned against the wall, sank down, rested my head on my knees and utterly lost my shit.
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* * *

      I didn’t know how long I’d been there before he found me.

      Time didn’t really mean much when your world was falling apart.

      His arms around me held me together as best they could.

      “She’s gonna pull through, Em,” Wyatt murmured, laying his lips against my head.

      “But what if she doesn’t?” I croaked. I blinked through my tears to focus on Wyatt’s red-rimmed eyes. “Everyone thinks I’m strong, that I can handle anything. But I can’t handle life without Lexie. A life knowing she only just got happy again, she got what she deserved only long enough for it to get taken away again.” My voice broke at the end and Wyatt yanked me back into his arms.

      “None of us can handle life without her,” he said. “And that’s why we’re not going to.”

      His voice was certain. A statement.

      But it was also a prayer.
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* * *

      Wyatt finally convinced me to go back to his place with Sam and Noah. After I finally got enough courage to face Mia and her grief. To face my own. That was only because Wyatt was at my side, his hand firmly clutching mine. Mia had all but launched herself into my arms.

      “I’m so glad you’re okay,” she whispered, her voice raw from crying.

      I jerked. “I’m okay?”

      She yanked me to arm’s length, sorrow etched into every part of her. “You were there too,” she rasped. “This...animal would do anything to get to Lexie.” She hiccupped. Bull yanked her into his body, obviously unable to witness his wife in that much pain outside his arms.

      Wyatt’s hand was in mine again, and he pulled me so my side pressed into his.

      “If something had happened to you too,” Mia continued, seeking solace in her husband’s embrace. She shuddered. “I couldn’t lose both of my girls. I just couldn’t.” Her voice cracked and tears started streaming down her cheeks and her heartbreak couldn’t stay contained a second longer.

      My girls.

      I had always considered Mia the mother I never had, and she’d always treated me like a daughter, but hearing her say it out loud, amongst this much pain was almost too much to handle.

      “We’re not losin’ Lexie,” Bull growled, his normally iron voice crumbling slightly.

      This was Bull, the biker badass, who pretty much was the scariest motherfucker around.

      So his voice was always certain, his words law.

      But like Wyatt before, this wasn’t law. This was a prayer.

      I sat beside Mia and Bull for a long time.

      Hours, a lot of them.

      And then there was the horrific moment when the doctor came out. Mia was out of her seat the second he arrived in the waiting, Bull along with her. Killian was there first. He’d been staring at a wall for hours. No one had approached him. I wasn’t even sure he was aware of the rest of the world. That the rest of the world existed.

      But the man in the white coat with a tired expression mattered. Because he was the man that held his life in his hands.

      And as it turned out, crushed it with a handful of words.

      I didn’t hear them.

      I didn’t need to.

      I just heard the most horrible wailing sob escape from Mia’s throat around the same second she collapsed into Bull’s arms.

      Prayers, as it turned out, weren’t answered when asked biker badasses and rock stars.

      Sleep was a stranger to me. Even with the amount of whisky that Wyatt, Noah, and I had silently drunk before skulking to different corners of the mansion to be alone in our grief. With our fear.

      With the agonizing fucking truth of what the doctors had said. About Lexie’s chances of survival.

      That there were none.

      We were to say our goodbyes.

      Goodbye to the girl who brought sunshine into my life with her friendship.

      Who saved my life without knowing it.

      Who was the kindest person in the world, regardless of fame or fortune.

      How in the fuck did you say goodbye to sunshine? That’s what I was wondering in the darkness, belly full of whisky and sadness, wishing for the oblivion of sleep.

      Wishes were like prayers.

      They didn’t come true for rock stars, badasses or broken people.

      After being alone with my demons my entire life, I couldn’t take another second of solitude.

      Which was what had me knocking on Wyatt’s door and padding into the dark room illuminated only by the flickering of the TV on the wall, sound muted.

      “I just—”

      “Come here, Em,” he growled into the darkness.

      I didn’t hesitate. I crossed the distance between the door and his bed and crawled onto it. When I was close enough, Wyatt grabbed me and pulled me against his body.

      He wasn’t wearing a shirt, his skin was warm and welcoming, taking the edge off the chill that had settled in my bones the moment we learned that Lexie had been shot.

      He didn’t say anything as he pulled the covers over both of us, moved me so my back was nestled into his front.

      There was nothing to say.
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* * *

      It carried on like that for three days.

      Us spending every waking moment at the hospital, waiting for news that didn’t come, a miracle that didn’t arrive. And the nights were spent silently encased in Wyatt’s arms.

      We didn’t address it. Nor did we do anything more than sleep. But Wyatt made a point to be near enough to touch me at any point of the day. Which wasn’t saying much, since I was almost always holding his, Noah, or Sam’s hands. But there was no escaping how different Wyatt’s touch felt.

      There was also no escaping how much that didn’t matter right now.

      It was interesting how simple things got in the midst of death.

      How it was just inhaling, exhaling, going through the motions of living while we stared at beige, sterile walls.

      That fame Unquiet Mind had accumulated?

      Nothing.

      The Ferraris Sam collected?

      Nothing.

      That apartment I’d considered so vital?

      Nothing.

      Money in the bank?

      Nothing.

      All that mattered was the next second we didn’t see a doctor come through the doors announcing Lexie’s death.

      Everyone took turns sitting by her side.

      Killian never left her, of course. Never spoke. Didn’t eat. Sleep. Didn’t acknowledge anyone in the room.

      This news was all second-hand. Because I didn’t sit beside Lexie. The friend who’d unwittingly saved my life by bringing me into her family. The girl who always called to check on me. Who wanted to take care of me the second she had the means to. But who understood how important it was for me to take care of myself.

      The person who would give me everything was lying in a hospital bed on life support and I couldn’t even muster the courage to walk into the room and hold her fucking hand.

      It was because I was scared, terrified, that she’d die when I was there sitting with her. And that I’d have to find a way to live with the vision of my best friend’s death inside me. Which was stupid, whether I was inside or out in the waiting room, her death was going to hit me the same. Crush me the same. But in moments like this, people cling to strange logic to keep themselves together.

      Sam’s was the whisky he kept in a hip flask that was always on his person. That it somehow might numb something.

      Noah’s was sitting in the hospital chapel when he wasn’t sitting with Lexie. Like maybe if he sat there enough, someone up there had to notice him, answer his prayer.

      Wyatt’s was sitting with me and holding my fucking hand, and then holding onto me in his sleep.

      Killian’s was refusing to do anything but hold onto Lexie’s hand, refusing to go through the motions of survival until she did.

      None of them were going to make a difference, of course. But we liked to kid ourselves that our actions held some kind of sway over our futures.

      When in reality, our future was one bullet away from being totally shattered.
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* * *

      I didn’t think it was the prayers from rock stars or bikers.

      Or Sam’s whisky intake.

      Mia’s quiet sorrow.

      Bull’s badassness.

      Or even Killian’s furious love.

      Or my own stupid fear.

      No, it was Lexie who made a miracle happen.

      The miracle being her waking up from the coma that the doctors said would be permanent.

      It was Lexie that saved her own life and all of ours.

      “You’re not allowed to do that again,” I whispered, holding her hand.

      I could do that now, since she was awake, breathing on her own, talking.

      She grinned. “I don’t plan on it, babe. Kind of sucked.”

      She was smiling, but new and horrifying shadows lay behind that smile. Ones that weren’t there before. I wanted to kill that fucking sicko Eddie. For putting her through this in the name of love.

      Love was killing her actor ex, stalking her, attacking her bodyguard, kidnapping her and then shooting her in front of Killian.

      Love had a lot to fucking answer for.

      “Promise me you won’t get shot again,” I demanded.

      “She’s not getting fucking shot again,” Killian growled from his space at her side. Now that she was awake, he left for short periods of time to do the things he’d considered optional while she was in her coma. Eating. Bathing.

      He slept in here, with her, no matter what the doctors said. But this was more of a hotel room than a hospital room, with plush sofas and entertainment units.

      Fame and money could buy you a nice hospital room. It could not buy survival.

      Lexie squeezed my hand. “I won’t get shot again,” she promised.

      I glanced to Killian then back to her.

      And prayed that was a promise that she could keep.

      Because I didn’t think either of us would survive it.
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* * *

      “You’re leaving?”

      I jerked at Wyatt’s soft voice breaking through my hard thoughts as I zipped up my overnight bag that had been residing in the guest room while I’d been sleeping in Wyatt’s room.

      I slung it on my shoulder, it somehow felt heavy though it only contained a handful of clothes and toiletries.

      “Yeah,” I said, turning. “Lexie’s gonna be okay. And that means that my world goes on. I’ve got an apartment to get back to. A job.”

      Wyatt’s face was unreadable as he watched me walk toward him, brows furrowed, arms crossed. He looked too fucking hot for his own good, hair mussed, all in black, tattoos, all...Wyatt.

      I’d always thought he was hot. I had eyes, for goodness sake. But there was something different about looking at him now after these three days. Something that we’d awoken sleeping with each other. Something I had been trying to ignore for years.

      He didn’t move from the doorway when I approached.

      “Are you gonna let me past?” I asked.

      “Are you gonna talk to me?” he replied.

      I folded my own arms. “I am talking to you. More specifically asking you to move so I can get home and water my plants.”

      “You don’t have plants.”

      Fuck. I hated that he knew this kind of shit. I always lied to men when they tried to get me to do things I didn’t want to do. Stay the night. Swallow. That kind of thing.

      But Wyatt wasn’t exactly trying to get me to do something I didn’t want to do by keeping me in this room, in this house, in front of him.

      I wanted to be here.

      That was the problem.

      “Well, I have to get home and water myself.”

      “We have water here, flown in from New Zealand, Sam won’t drink anything else. It’s the one and only pure thing he imbibes.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Well I like my dirty L.A. tap water,” I snapped.

      The corner of his mouth turned up. “We’ve got that too.”

      “No, you rich and famous people have different water than us commoners,” I said.

      Something changed in his soft, teasing gaze. Something hardened. Turned serious. “You’re not common, Em.”

      It hit me, his soft tone. Hit me right in the place that had begun storing the nights in his arms, the days holding his hands. Now that Lexie was alive and things started mattering again, Wyatt mattered. I wondered if he’d always mattered and it took a gunshot to see it.

      “Wyatt,” I said, my voice not soft or anywhere near a whisper. “You need to let me past.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “Because making my life difficult is now one of your hobbies again?” I asked, forcing myself to keep my tone sharp.

      “Because if I let you past, you’re going to go back to your life, put up those walls and pretend this didn’t happen and I don’t want you to do that,” he said instead of teasing me like was our norm.

      I froze. Then I desperately put up those walls he’d just described. “That’s exactly what I’m going to do,” I replied. “I’m going to forget these three days ever happened, that I had to spend seventy-two hours thinking about Lexie dying.”

      He flinched. “That’s not what I mean, and you know it.”

      “I don’t know anything.”

      It was the truth.

      In this moment I knew fucking nothing.

      His expression darkened. “You know something changed between us.”

      “No, I know that we both were dealing with one of the most fucked-up things in this world so we decided to look for something else to fuck up. And that’s what a conversation about us is...a fuck up,” I lied.

      “That’s bullshit and you know it,” he hissed.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I do know that I’m not falling in love with you,” I said. “Love turns people into fools.”

      “Babe, we’re all somebody’s fool.”

      I chewed my lip, when did he get so fucking deep? When did he get so perceptive? When did I start feeling this for him?

      “What’s between us has been there since the start,” he said, answering my internal question. “You’re not gonna treat me like some stranger you occasionally talk to on the phone again.” His voice was decisive like it had been when he held me in his arms on a hospital floor. But this wasn’t a moment when I thought about Wyatt holding me on hospital floors, or in his bed.

      This was a moment to forget that.

      “That’s exactly what I’m going to do,” I said. “We are best at being strangers in that sense. Life turns strangers into lovers. People who give each other everything, even dominion over each other’s state of mind. State of sanity. But life only gives for a while. Then it takes back the love, turns to people into strangers again. In the most brutal of ways, this love drains out like blood from a wound. Until it’s a separate entity from the two people. A withered, dried up and ugly corpse. If we do this” —I motioned between us—  “we’re going to be strangers again one day. We’re going to have to go through the process of decomposition, that painful and fucking horrific process. So you’ll excuse me if I want us to stay strangers—in that sense of the word. For both of our sakes.”

      I took a strangled breath at the end of my tirade. I didn’t have the intention to throw all of that out there, but Wyatt turned my intentions—good and bad—to shit.

      “Shit, babe,” he said, after blinking for a couple of moments. He rubbed the back of his hand over his mouth. “That’s cynical as shit.”

      I raised my brow. “Cynics get a bad rap because they usually deliver the truth. People don’t like the truth. It never measures up to the lies they’ve told themselves about the world,” I replied. “And that’s the truth in regard to both of us, and anything you say to fight it is bullshit and you know it.”

      He set his mouth into a hard line, my words and sharp tone seeming to bounce right off him. Which was bad. I didn’t know how much longer I could hold out.

      His eyes raked over me. “I don’t know this is bullshit,” he clipped. “I know you never fought for my attention, never seemed like I affected you. In a sea of women that clawed each other’s hair out for a me that isn’t even me, it stood out.” He stepped forward. “You stood out.” His hand brushed my hair from my face. “You stand out in a crowd of groupies, clones, and fakes.” He sighed. “But I came into this as a fucked-up kid who thought he was entitled to shit. And the fact you didn’t fight for my attention somehow got you lost in the crowd that didn’t mean shit to me.”

      I shivered at the gentle brushing of the backs of his fingers against my cheek. The minty warmth of his breath. The fucking inferno of his body. I let myself fall into the moment. Fall into another life for a second.

      Then I stepped back.

      “Wyatt, if I have to fight for your attention...fuck your attention,” I hissed. “I don’t want a man who wants me just because I don’t want him like his fucking groupies do. I want a man that wants me. And it’s clear you just want a challenge. Go and learn Russian. Buy a book of Sudoku. Figure out what really happened to Amelia Earhart. I don’t care. Just leave me the fuck alone.”

      And I took that moment to push past him and walk away.

      He didn’t follow me.

      We didn’t work that way.
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      One Year Later

      I was walking around with a little bottle of pills in my purse, it felt like I was heaving bricks. I don’t know why they weighed so much, they were fucking tiny, maybe because the key to curing loneliness was rattling around inside the plastic bottle. If not the cure, then a viable, government approved method of numbing the pain.

      That’s what we were all doing, anyway. Trying to figure out a way to numb the pain. I used to pride myself on the fact that I weathered the pain. That I handled it without binge eating, alcoholism, drug addiction or any other kind of life ruining vice.

      But pride cometh before a fall and all that.

      Not that I had a fall, per se.

      I didn’t shave my head and attack a car with an umbrella or anything.

      There was just a moment, in the dark and suffocating silence that only three in the morning can offer when I thought I might just fall off the face of the earth. When I prayed that I’d tumble off the bed into a big pool of nothing because I was so fucking exhausted of everything.

      The feeling of helplessness, of all-encompassing doom, was something I’d been hiding from, pretending wasn’t there. But alone in my bedroom in the middle of the night, I couldn’t hide from my own sorrow anymore.

      And it terrified me.

      Fucking terrified me, the kind of desperation I had for it all to be...over.

      I wasn’t suicidal or anything like that.

      I wanted to live.

      I had no fucking clue how.

      Hence me heading to the doctor, swallowing my pride—it scraped every part of my throat bloody as I did so—and asking for the pills that were now in my purse.

      I expected her to ask me questions, to suggest a therapist, to discuss alternate ways of managing this feeling. But no. She barely blinked and wrote me the script, the appointment slotting neatly into the allotted fifteen minutes. I wondered how many people were walking around with a cure to the loneliness disease and were creating some other kind of epidemic.

      I had expected to feel lighter knowing that I didn’t have to carry around that feeling. But the pills seemed heavier than my problems.

      Because the pills were evidence of the fact I couldn’t handle my problems on my own.

      I’d been walking to my car, concentrating on that weight, when my phone buzzed in my purse. I picked it up on instinct, I was a fucking cliché of my time, walking around with my phone attached to my hand and mood stabilizers in my purse, pretending I wasn’t pining over a rock star.

      It was an email about a piece I’d been looking for. I should’ve smiled at this email, considering it meant a big commission that might even be enough to pay off almost all of my mortgage. It was another step to the life that I’d told myself would make me happy, that would break the chains of my past. But it seemed with every step away from the life I’d grown up in, those chains got tighter.

      I fired an email back, booked tickets to Italy and then scrolled through Instagram, playing further into the cliché. I was addicted to looking at people trying to make their lives look perfect. I stopped in my tracks with the image assaulting me. Though I didn’t need to, I looked at the whole sequence of photos.

      It was Wyatt. I followed trashy news accounts because I was a masochist. I pushed him away. It was my choice. But now I stalked his socials like some kind of heartbroken girl he’d cast aside, looking for crumbs of a life he was making without me. And it was then I realized that I would take crumbs from Wyatt and call it a feast while a whole fucking cake from anyone who wasn’t him was little more than a famine.

      It seemed I liked pain since I clicked on the bio for the full story on how the infamous Lothario had been ‘taken off the market’ by a model and lifestyle blogger.

      I was neck deep in her Instagram in seconds.

      She was beautiful. Blonde. Clear skin. Tanned. There were countless photos of her on beaches, holding designer purses, sitting in bars, hocking skinny tea. And she was Wyatt’s new girlfriend if various news sources could be believed.

      Not that I had any right to be pissed about that.

      Since I’d walked away from him a year ago, I’d made sure our boundaries were firmly back in place. I answered his calls, spoke to him, gave him shit, made sure that I didn’t betray an ounce of my true feelings.

      He didn’t mention it, the confrontation we’d had. He didn’t try to pursue me anymore. It was like it never happened.

      Just like I wanted.

      So why did this news story fucking shred my insides?

      I stopped to buy a bottle of water and swallow a pill.
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* * *

      Lexie: Are you back in the country yet? I was going to send out a search party. And by me, I mean Wyatt. You were meant to be in Italy for three days. Not three weeks. You missed Sam’s birthday. He says you owe him a Ferrari.

      

      I laughed out loud at the Ferrari comment. The person next to me in the ice cream aisle gave me a judgmental look. Apparently outward happiness in L.A. was so over.

      “Dude, you’re buying ice cream at two in the morning just the same as me,” I said, glancing down at his basket. “Just because you’re wearing three hundred-dollar sneakers it doesn’t make you superior to me. We’re both pathetic. Deal with it.”

      He scowled at me and walked off without a word.

      I put another tub of ice cream in my basket, nestling it between the bottles of wine that were already in there.

      Yes, I was that fucking cliché.

      Well, I guessed not super cliché, since I was only here at two in the morning because I’d snuck out of some guy’s bed that I didn’t remember the name of, after promising him I’d stay the night and have brunch with him.

      I didn’t stay the night on normal circumstances, but the guy used the word ‘brunch.’ It didn’t matter how hot he was or how talented he was with his tongue, that shit was so not okay.

      I balanced my basket so I could type into my phone.

      

      Me: Officially back in the US of A. I found a good dealer, and some new clients. Plus pasta and Italian men.

      

      I frowned, reading over the Wyatt part of the message that I hadn’t let sink in.

      

      Me: I think Wyatt’s searches are better served looking for his dignity. I’m sure he’s left it all over the place on your tour.

      

      I didn’t know if he was still with the Instagram model. I made myself unfollow all those stupid accounts that served only to torture me. I didn’t answer his calls and ignored his texts. So very petty of me.

      As time passed, his texts had gotten more irate and worried.

      More annoying.

      And harder to ignore.

      We all wanted the guy to chase us, after all, even when we said we didn’t. Especially when we said we didn’t. But I was trying to be healthy, and my version of healthy was taking my mind-numbing pills, eating pasta in Italy, fucking random Italian men and forgetting about one American man.

      Forgetting about one of the most famous men in the world was easier said than done.

      

      Me: I’m fine. Some of us have to work for a living and can’t field calls from a clingy rock star. Stop texting me and go smash your base. Or sleep with a groupie. I’m BUSY.

      

      He didn’t reply to that. Big surprise.

      I told myself I was glad. I threw myself into work. Into the pasta, men.

      But I’d be a liar if I didn’t say that I didn’t check my phone far too often, stalk his social media constantly and just did all the things that were the Hallmark of the pathetic girl.

      Though I wasn’t pathetic. I was traveling the world, living my dream, searching for some of the most beautiful pieces of art in the world. And getting paid an obscene amount of money to do so.

      I would’ve done it for nothing.

      Because art was my one constant in life. Ever since I’d taken myself on a walk and ended up at the Kreeger Museum. My stomach was empty, and my arms were cold since it was winter and Mom and Dad hadn’t bought me a jacket. I’d gone in there initially for the warmth and to try and see if they had food I could steal. I got the warmth. But not the food. At least not the kind that would fill my belly.

      My empty stomach was quickly forgotten as my eyes feasted on what was scattered on the walls.

      I learned it then.

      What art was.

      Art was an invitation to walk into a fantasy.

      Dive into another world, that was made from someone else’s dreams, nightmares, angels, demons. It was past, future, and present all wrapped into one.

      It was something that I got lost in.

      It made me homesick for places I hadn’t been to, lives I wouldn’t live and spread a kind of magic through my bones.

      I carried that magic home with me, let it distract me from the numbness in my arms, the hunger pains that clenched through my empty stomach. And every spare moment I got, I went back to that gallery, to the warmth to the worlds that awaited me. I learned about pain from art, and I loved it. I was hungry for other people’s pain, to compare it with my own, to feel comforted in the fact that people felt these ugly things but created a kind of beauty from it.

      And so I carried that around with me in Italy. It was known for some of the best cuisine in the world. But it was the art, the exquisite beauty of the Uffizi Gallery in Florence, the Museo e Galleria Borghese in Rome, that really fed me.

      I told Lexie I needed to gorge myself on pasta and men but really what I needed to do was feast on other people’s pain.

      It was as I was back in L.A., walking home, clutching my ice cream in my hand, watching the shadows move against the lights surrounding them did I get hit with it.

      A strange and visceral kind of loneliness that those pills had numbed. A sensation that crawled over my bones with the knowledge I was walking home alone in the middle of the night with no one waiting on me at my empty apartment, no one to notice if I didn’t make it back. Granted, this was a nicer area than I spent the first eighteen years of my life—in DC no less—but it was still L.A. I was still a woman walking alone at night, and despite how far feminism had come, I was vulnerable, as much as I hated to admit it.

      I had pepper spray in my bag, did boxing classes twice a week, I could take care of myself—to a point. Because there was a point, woman or man, became a target and fate put their number on a bullet, no pepper spray or boxing classes could fix that.

      But as that strange and brutal loneliness clutched me, I didn’t want to take care of myself. I wanted someone to care that I was walking home on my own. Someone to be fucking concerned about my wellbeing.

      No one had been concerned about my wellbeing until Lexie and Mia.

      Steve and Ava.

      I felt the unpleasant stab in my chest as I thought of them.

      And the fact that there was now two fewer people that gave a shit about my wellbeing.

      Sure, Lexie would lecture me if she knew I was doing this, sigh good-naturedly and worry. But it was different.

      I found myself wanting...a man.

      Not something I’d let myself want in… ever.

      But I wanted someone waiting at home for me.

      Wanted a man to yell at me for putting me—the most precious thing on his earth—in danger.

      But I was never going to be precious to anyone.

      I wasn’t even born precious.
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* * *

      Two Weeks Later

      I didn’t know what I was doing here.

      I was drunk, so maybe tequila knew what I was doing here.

      Though I was sober enough to know not to ask the small, airplane size bottle of Patron that was rattling around in my purse against the half-empty pill bottle. I was never without the latter. I didn’t really know how much they helped, but it was nice to have a routine, to actively pretend I was doing something about that shadow of hopelessness that was sometimes impossible to breathe around. I could have done the responsible thing and gone to a shrink instead of medicating. But that’s what tequila was for, therapy and bad decisions.

      “Do you know what I’m doing here?” I asked the man in front of me. “Do you think it’s a bad idea?”

      The man turned. “Lady, I’m your Uber driver, not your therapist.” He sighed. “If I had a dollar for every drunk bitch who thinks that this is the place to vent their feelings I wouldn’t be driving drunk bitches around.”

      I scowled at him in response. “If I had a dollar for every time an asshole guy referred to women as ‘bitches’ I’d have enough money to buy Uber and get you fired.”

      Then I gathered myself out of the car, slamming it for good measure and stomped toward the door, my anger fueling me and making me forget my crisis I was having moments ago.

      My fist was pounding against the wood before I remembered that I definitely shouldn’t have let tequila make decisions for me.

      The car I arrived in had screeched off the curb as soon as I closed the door, so there wasn’t an immediate escape in sight. I glanced down to my phone to give him a crappy rating.

      That took a while since I decided to also write a short paragraph on how he should learn the proper terms for addressing women and that he should also go and fuck himself.

      By the time I was done getting annoyed with Uber for not letting me use ‘profanities,’ I’d forgotten I was meant to be running as quickly as I could from this situation.

      The door opened.

      “Em?” Wyatt’s voice was thick, slightly slurred.

      I glanced up.

      I’d been wrong about all the art I’d been feasting on, about it containing beautiful pain. No, all the beautiful pain was right here in front of me.

      It was him.

      I didn’t have a chance to speak before he yanked me into his arms. He smelled of whisky and weed.

      The hug lasted a long time. Longer than it should’ve. And it shouldn’t have even begun in the first place, but I forgot the reasons for that, but I did understand that Wyatt’s embrace offered more comfort than tequila or the little white pills I’d been kidding myself actually made a difference.

      It lasted too long, and it was over too soon.

      He let me go enough to hold me at arm’s length. His eyes roved hungrily over me with naked desire that had only been hinted at over the years. It was mixed with the unfocused gaze of someone who was on their way to being very drunk. Someone who was drinking for more than a good time. Someone who was drinking because of a particularly bad time. I had experience recognizing the difference because I saw it in the mirror a lot.

      “You’re a sight for sore...everything,” he said, eyes meeting mine. “I’ve missed you.”

      I didn’t hesitate. “I’ve missed you too.”

      He let me go to step aside. “Wanna come in?”

      I didn’t hesitate doing that either.

      Wyatt

      The first thing he focused on when he woke up was the fact that his skull seemed to be shattered and rogue pieces of bone were jabbing themselves into the flesh of his brain.

      “Fuck,” he hissed when he tried to blink open his eyes.

      The second thing he noticed was a dim scent around the pounding in his head. It was something that didn’t turn his curdling stomach. It was vanilla and coconut. Not just that. Something else, something slightly bitter against the sweet. Something...like her.

      He reached across the bed, expecting to find warm, soft skin that was blanketed in that scent. He clung to cold and empty sheets with nothing but a ghost of it.

      The motion itself was enough to stop him from trying to recall the night before, from where that scent came from and focus on not barfing all over himself.

      He hadn’t been this hungover since his first Hollywood party after they got signed. His agent got a doctor in to hook him up to an IV. It made him feel like a total pussy and Sam had teased him about it for months—until the same thing happened to him—but hangovers took no prisoners. And mixing whisky with vodka would fell the strongest of men, let alone a naive eighteen-year-old who was drunk on whisky, vodka, and fame.

      That’s what he told himself anyway.

      Since then, he’d routinely gotten drunk on whisky, vodka, and especially fame. He and Sam had earned their reputations as the partyers of Unquiet Mind.

      He’d never drunk so much that he completely blacked out, though.

      Which he guessed had kind of been his point, to forget his father’s phone call. But while everything afterward was an empty pocket of his mind, that was stark and burned into his memory. The whisky hadn’t worked on that score.

      He opened his eyes again. He was in his bedroom. That was a good thing. It would serve him to be waking up in some chick’s apartment with a camera shoved at his junk, or worse, his face.

      He was naked.

      But that wasn’t abnormal, even when he slept alone, he was naked. But he rarely slept alone. He was the only one who had a different partner every night, now that Sam and Lexie were fucking married. Both of them had kids. It suited Lexie. But no one expected Sam to be a father and a husband, and actually fucking good at both. Which he was. He treasured his wife and son with a ferocity no one knew the fucker was capable of.

      So Wyatt was a lone bachelor.

      Well, there was Noah, but he kept his shit tight.

      Something ticked at his mind as he saw his pants draped over a chair. Something stuck to coconut and vanilla.

      Someone.

      He glanced at the rumpled sheets again.

      “No,” he whispered to himself.

      It can’t have been the image that thrust itself into his mind. The one that cut through his hangover and hit him straight in the dick.

      That was definitely not something that happened. It was something his idiotic and drunken mind had conjured up. No way would he let himself go there. Not even drunk as he was. And no way she would go there, she’d made that clear a year ago.

      Sam bowled into his room before he could give it more thought.

      “Morning, fucker!” he yelled, grinning.

      Wyatt winced. Sam grinned wider. “Ah, you’re hungover.” He rubbed his hands together. “You’re gonna be so much fun at this interview.”

      Wyatt groaned. “That’s today? I can’t do it.”

      Sam strode over and yanked the curtains so the room was bathed in light bright enough to make Wyatt’s eyes bleed.

      “You fucking asshole.”

      “Save that for the reporters, sunshine,” Sam said happily. Then he ripped the covers off him and stared unashamedly at his cock. “Ah, don’t worry, puberty comes late in some people. Not everyone can be blessed like me.”

      Then Wyatt was focused on how he was going to kill Sam without breaking up the band, so the coconut and vanilla left his mind, the dull scent still clinging to him.
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* * *

      Wyatt had managed to get his clothes on, luckily not having to think too much about matching shit for the inevitable photos that he would be required to pose for since Mark shoved them at him. That along with two white pills and a bottle of water. He didn’t hesitate to take the pills. Mark never gave him the bad shit, it didn’t do well to have his main meal ticket hooked on drugs. The fucker wouldn’t jeopardize his ten percent, and he actually cared about the band. That’s why he’d been their manager for as long as he had.

      He was wearing his glasses when he walked to the kitchen, because even inside, the light was too bright.

      “Dude,” Sam said, his arm around Gina, as it always was when his wife was around. Their son, Zeppelin, was for once, quiet and asleep in his stroller. Wyatt thanked fuck for that, he loved that little kid, but he didn’t think his brain would cope with a baby’s screaming right now. It could barely deal with its father’s taunting. “You’re really gonna be the douchebag rock star that wears his sunglasses inside. I always knew you had it in you.”

      Wyatt couldn’t do anything but flip him the bird.

      Sam was looking to ramp himself up for more when someone entered the room.

      Someone who smelled of coconut and vanilla.

      Wyatt’s entire body froze.

      Maybe he didn’t imagine it.

      His stomach fucking swirled with the conflicting emotions he had about her. About having a reality with her.

      “Ah, Emma, a partner in crime to tease Wyatt mercilessly about the sunglass situation,” Sam said, grinning. “And you brought coffee. Excellent.”

      Wyatt had been having trouble focusing on people without feeling like his eyeballs were bleeding, but now Emma was in sharp focus as something tugged harder at his mind.

      She seemed stuck in place as Sam took two coffees from the tray she was balancing on her hand.

      “You got food too?”

      She wordlessly handed him a paper bag, still staring at Wyatt.

      Something about the way she was looking at him hurt him, for reasons he couldn’t understand. But then he thought about the fact he hadn’t seen her in months and hadn’t heard from her apart from that text she’d sent after he’d lost his dignity and damn near stalked her when she dropped off the grid in Italy.

      Where she was fucking Italian men.

      He’d read that on Lexie’s phone. It was a shitty thing to do, but Emma made him do shitty things sometimes. Especially when he’d conjured up all sorts of Taken type situations for someone like Emma disappearing in Europe. He did that every fucking time she dropped off the grid, went to fucking Afghanistan for some dusty old painting. Through a war zone, like she wasn’t in danger. Like she wasn’t fucking priceless. He hadn’t been lying when he’d told her he’d get someone in there to retrieve her. He’d pulled all his considerable strings and had a team on standby. One he’d intended to be part of if she got herself hurt or fucking kidnapped.

      But she managed to get out, unharmed. And then she resumed her globetrotting, Wyatt resumed his horrific daydreams about her getting taken from him when she wasn’t even his. This time was worse than ever, this year had been worse than ever. Because something changed after Lexie was shot. Well, fucking everything changed. Those three days left scars on them all. But it also brought to the surface what had been simmering between him and Emma. And fresh from almost losing his best friend, he’d realized how fucking precious life was, so he was half mad with desperation to snatch onto Emma and forget all the reasons why they wouldn’t work.

      She wasn’t a woman to be snatched or even held tenderly.

      So she’d walked away from him and forced them back into their fucked-up friendship. And that was all Wyatt could get from her, so he fucking took it. Until she disappeared in Italy and he entertained ideas about her being hurt.

      But no, she wasn’t kidnapped, she was just fucking Italian dudes.

      That didn’t make him feel any fucking better.

      He’d finished up the European tour in a foul mood.

      He was mad at her, he may not have remembered last night, but he remembered that. And he was also mad at himself. That trumped whatever feelings he had about her scent, about the rogue fantasies his mind had conjured up when he’d been drenched in whisky and his past the night before.

      “Hey,” he said coolly, no matter the fact he wanted to cross the distance between them and yank her into his arms.

      She never looked so small before. She was petite, naturally, but you never thought of someone like Emma as small. She was loud, and she took up all the breathing space in a room. She sure as shit never looked vulnerable because of her size. Fuck, she’d waltzed into this very room and punched one of the most dangerous men Wyatt knew right in the face. But somehow, makeup smudged under her eyes, free of her trademark red lip and long blonde hair mussed, she looked vulnerable. Small. Fucking beautiful.

      “You lookin’ for Lexie?” he asked since there was no way she’d turn up here to see him or Sam. Not after it’d been so long since she’d seen Lexie. They were tight, those two. Emma didn’t like to let people into her life, he knew that first-hand, but Lexie got in. Wyatt knew she must’ve missed her, hence the early morning visit and coffee—the only drug Lexie did, despite the fact she was in one of the most famous rock bands in the world. Emma had obviously come from a party or some guy’s bed. Wyatt almost ground his fucking teeth to dust at that thought.

      Lexie and Killian had planned on staying in the beach house for a bit after the last leg of the European tour was over, but changed their minds and obviously didn’t tell her.

      Emma blinked at his question.

      Something about that simple blink hit Wyatt harder than his skull splitting headache. He didn’t know why.

      Then again, he never knew why when Emma was around. She snatched all the sense in the room along with his oxygen.

      “Lexie?” she asked, her voice throaty and strange.

      “Yeah, she’s in Amber with Kill,” Wyatt said. He squinted more memories hitting him with that sexy throaty voice that hit him straight in the dick. “Did you come last night, looking for her?”

      Now that he was seeing her, he had a vague recollection of seeing her after half a bottle of whisky. Of thinking she was the most beautiful fucking thing he’d ever seen in the midst of the ugliness dredged up by one simple phone call. He pushed that phone call aside, focusing on Emma, holding onto the memory of the relief that came when he’d opened the door and seen her frowning at her phone. “Yeah, you came last night.” He paused, trying to call up more memories than holding her and then letting her inside. He couldn’t. It was a black hole. “I didn’t do anything that’s gonna make Mark need to hire another Fixer, did I?”

      Mark had a friend of Keltan’s on speed dial, mostly from Sam’s bachelor days, but there had been a couple of times Wyatt needed certain things taken care of.

      Sam looked up from a donut. “Please say yes.”

      Wyatt flipped him the bird again. But only half-heartedly. Emma was doing that weird slow blink again that had no reason to hit him square in the gut, but it did. Because there was pain in it. Wyatt would kill anyone that caused Emma pain. Because she’d had enough. And she convinced the world she was strong—and she fucking was, but she wasn’t invincible. She didn’t show it, but Wyatt knew that when something hurt her, it cut deep. To the bone. And the thought of her hurt roiled his stomach worse than any combination of whisky and vodka.

      “Come on Emma, please tell us he left an insulting voicemail on a supermodel’s phone. Or went on some kind of Twitter rant,” Sam said, both things he’d done, not Wyatt.

      “No,” she croaked, her voice rough. “No, he didn’t do anything like that.”

      Sam scowled in disappointment.

      “Sorry,” Wyatt said to her, forgetting his plans to be cold with her. He’d forgotten all the fucking melodies to their songs at her look. “If I did anything I need to apologize for.”

      She paused, visibly inhaling, her vulnerability suddenly disappearing and hardness returning to her eyes. “No, the only thing you need to apologize for is thinking that you’re at the Usher level of fame and can wear sunglasses inside.” Her voice held a hint of familiar teasing, but it didn’t quite reach it.

      Sam chuckled.

      “We need to go, now,” Mark said, striding into the room, pocketing his phone, nodding to Emma and then focusing on Wyatt and Sam, they were his money makers after all.

      “You gonna come with?” Wyatt asked, finding himself loathing to leave her presence because there was still something yanking at the corner of his mind. Her stopping in last night explained the scent of her since whenever he was around her, she seemed to imprint that shit on his skin for days. But it didn’t explain the feeling that something more had happened. Something he couldn’t fucking remember. “You can tease me more about the sunglasses and then I’ll buy you lunch to make up for whatever embarrassing things I did under the influence.”

      Her expression flickered so quickly Wyatt couldn’t quite trust himself to say that he’d seen it. Pain. Agony.

      “No, I’m driving down to Amber,” she said, voice sharp. “I’m going to see Ava, Lexie, and Mia and her hellions. Just came by to drop off caffeine since I knew you’d need it.” She gave Gina a smile, then a quick glance to the sleeping baby. “Call me when you’re sick of your husband.”

      Sam snatched her into his arms, kissing her soundly. “She’s never sick of me, she fucking adores me. I’m the love of her life.”

      Gina giggled. “Yeah, I’ll call you.”

      Emma smiled. It didn’t reach her eyes. Her expression turned blank as she regarded Wyatt. “Good luck on the interview, try not to barf on anyone.”

      And she turned and walked away.

      Wyatt couldn’t help but think she took something with her when she left.

      Emma

      I didn’t even remember the drive to Amber, which didn’t mean good things since it was over two hours away from L.A. and it was a total miracle I made it without crashing.

      I didn’t spend the trip sobbing, blasting Adele songs or cursing Wyatt to have a perpetually limp dick or a bad case of crabs.

      I spent it in some kind of void of numbness where no thoughts existed. Where no pain existed. All it was was numbness and my basic human functions, like inhaling and exhaling. I didn’t even consciously make the decision to drive to Lexie’s, but I had nowhere else to go.

      Nowhere else was safe.

      The door opened, Lexie with a baby on her hip and surprise on her face. “Emma, I thought you were in—”

      “You didn’t tell me,” I interrupted.

      Her expression changed with the look I guessed I was wearing. The one that was likely as fractured and helpless as my tone.

      “Tell you what, sweetie?”

      “What it felt like. Losing him. Having your heart broken,” I choked. “You didn’t tell me that it’s like being trapped inside your own skin and you would claw your flesh off if it would only stop the pain. You didn’t tell me that it would be impossible to breathe around it. You didn’t tell me, and you went through that for fucking years.”

      I wasn’t numb anymore.

      “Oh no,” she whispered. She turned around. “Killian!” she yelled.

      He appeared what seemed like seconds later, immediately alert for some threat, some fucking bullet to throw himself in front of so it didn’t hit Lexie. He loved her that much.

      A sob escaped my chest as my void moved farther away and pain engulfed me.

      “Fuck,” he muttered, taking me in the same second he took his adorable child from Lexie’s arms.

      Lexie moved the second she could, yanking me into her embrace.

      And that’s where I fell apart.
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* * *

      “Why didn’t you tell me you loved him?” Lexie asked softly.

      We were now in her kickass kitchen—the one that Killian had built for her, right on top of the spot they had their first date when she was sixteen, he was so romantic it made me want to barf—after I’d cried on her shoulder for like thirty minutes straight.

      I’d never cried before in my life.

      Especially over a guy.

      There was a first time for everything, I guessed.

      I looked up from where I was pouring my tequila shot. “Because I didn’t know,” I croaked, slamming the shot, savoring the burn that wasn’t nearly strong enough and didn’t last long enough. Tequila was a weak imitation for the burn of love. But heartbreak went better with tequila than lemon and salt.

      “I didn’t fucking let myself realize or maybe I’m too emotionally crippled to even realize my own mind. My own heart.” I poured more, wondering if the only thing those white pills were doing were helping me sink into denial. “I didn’t think I even had a heart.”

      “You have a heart, Em,” Lexie said firmly. “And you’re not emotionally crippled.”

      I raised my brow at her. “Friends don’t lie, remember?”

      She sighed, grinning slightly, but her eyes glimmered with sadness. “We’re all emotionally crippled in our own way, that doesn’t mean we don’t deserve love.”

      “I don’t want to fucking deserve it if this is what it is,” I croaked, my voice raw from crying.

      Her normally soft face turned hard. “What did he do?” she demanded. We hadn’t really gotten to the specifics since I’d only been able to croak Wyatt’s name in between my sobbing.

      I sucked in a breath, trying to shoo away the events of this morning. It seemed like a lifetime ago and like it had happened moments before. The pain was that deep in me, and that fresh at the same time. “He didn’t do anything. He didn’t...” I trailed off. It was mortifying enough living the moment, recounting the event to Lexie required a lot more than a shot of tequila. It required me hooking the bottle up to an IV.

      “You’re not gonna write a song about this are you?” I asked, ripping my mouth from his to regard those blue eyes I’d never seen this close. They were clouded with all the whisky we’d both drank. But they were somehow clearer than they’d ever been. But my mind wasn’t exactly clear, so I could’ve been imagining it. I most certainly was imagining it.

      “I don’t write songs, words,” he rasped. “I’m the melody guy. But babe, you’re too chaotic to put into a melody.” Then he kissed me again.

      And I wasn’t imagining that.

      “It’s my fault,” I said finally.

      I was the one who decided to stay when it became apparent Wyatt was drinking to get shitfaced. I was the one who carried around all the little comments, all the small touches, those three days when Lexie was in the hospital, I was the one who carried around a collection of moments and let them turn into love without even knowing it.

      “No,” Lexie snapped, her normally soft voice a whip. “You are not the woman who blames herself for the actions of some asshole. The fact that he’s made you think that is despicable.  I’ll kill him.” She paused. “Better yet, I’ll get Killian to do it for me. I just had a manicure.”

      I glanced to her nails, they were light pink flecks of gold. “Pretty.”

      She looked down. “I know, right? I thought the gold was gonna be tacky, but it turned out just right.” She looked up. “I repeat, what did he do?”

      I laughed, the sound empty and ugly. “Me.”

      She froze, obviously not expecting that answer. She’d always prodded me about something happening between Wyatt and me, but I’d always assured her nothing had happened. And I never lied to my best friend.

      I just lied to myself.

      “I’m the asshole in this situation,” I continued. “I turned up to the beach house, he was drunk, I was drunk too, but not as bad as him—I have the best tolerance for spirits after all—so I’m the one that took advantage of him.”

      Lexie raised her brow. “No one takes advantage of Wyatt. That would require him to have some kind of willpower or set of standards.” She paused, wincing. “Fuck, I didn’t mean—”

      I waved off her apology. “I know that he has a revolving door leading in and out of his bedroom. Fuck, the whole world knows it since his latest conquests are splashed over the tabloids.” I thought of the Instagram model. “My sex life isn’t exactly modest either.” I took another shot, calling up the Wyatt from the night before. The one with his guards down, with a pain that I could compare to my own. “But this was different...he was upset. Drinking something away. And I joined him.” I looked to Lexie. “I’ve never seen him like that before. Maybe it invited me to act in ways I haven’t been like before. Dredged up demons that I only know how to fight by finding a guy to fuck. I thought at the start, that’s what it was gonna be with Wyatt. Both of us trying to fuck our pasts out of our present. I wasn’t exactly sober.” I thought about his lips on mine, his hands brushing over my bare skin. “But it cleared my head right up. The second it started. Not sober enough to stop when I realized what a big mistake it was of course. How painful it’d be.”

      That pain prodded at my chest, clawing at my rib cage.

      “And then it was too late. This morning...” I trailed off, remembering waking up, hungover but happy.

      Wyatt’s arms were fastened firmly around me, his scent clinging to me. The night was blurry and stark at the same time. Images of our bodies moving against each other, of him inside me assaulted my still half-asleep brain.

      I glanced over. Wyatt was still dead to the world. His hair was covering his face, sheets slung low on his hips, revealing muscles I’d only imagined touching. They were impressive up close.

      I considered waking him up by exploring those muscles with my tongue, but my tongue felt furry and swollen and hungover sex was so not cute. Instead, I crawled out of bed, brushed my teeth with his toothbrush, got dressed and went to get us coffees and food. I got a lot of both since I decided we’d need it.

      I knew what Wyatt liked since I knew Wyatt. It was strange, knowing the way a man I’d just fucked liked his coffee, knowing that he liked simple glazed donuts. It was somehow more intimate than the act of fucking itself.

      My hangover was annoying but manageable. It also helped to push away all the thoughts I’d normally have about waking up with Wyatt. Naked. After having drunk sex.

      I normally would’ve panicked. Ran.

      But as I balanced the coffees and opened the door to the beach house, I realized I didn’t want to run. All the moments between Wyatt and I had seemed insubstantial over the years, but collecting them up, and bringing them together in the way we had last night I realized what I’d been trying to avoid since I was seventeen.

      I’d fallen in love with him.

      Not at first sight.

      Slowly. Without even noticing it was happening, with phone calls, with texts, with moments sitting on the porch and getting high with him. Nothing to realize until I woke up with him this morning.

      Love wasn’t something I wanted. Or needed. But this was Wyatt. It might be different. He was different.

      But I got inside the beach house and life reminded me he wasn’t.

      And I definitely wasn’t different for him.

      Or special.

      Or even memorable.

      “Did it go away?” I whispered, yanking myself away from the memories of the morning, asking Lexie the question I needed to know. “The pain?”

      She was quiet for a long time. I wondered if she was lost in those years when she was Lexie but also...not. Because seeing them together, you knew there wasn’t a Lexie without Killian. And for me to admit something like that, it was big. I was a feminist. Independent. I never thought that a woman’s identity, a woman’s life should be built around a man.

      Well, not just a man...people in general.

      Family.

      Friends.

      Because as soon as you gave someone the access to the self-destruct button in your emotional health, they’d press it. Eventually. Humans were fascinated with their own destruction, one just needed to look at the sheer amount of apocalyptic movies that were created for the masses and devoured by that.

      Or just look at Britney’s meltdown circa 2007.

      Killian had pressed that button when Lexie and the band were on the cusp of making it big. When they were only eighteen and it shouldn’t have been what it was between them.

      I knew why he did it.

      Because he loved her.

      Because he knew that she loved him enough to press that button herself. To forgo the life her voice and her talent would make for her.

      I got why he did it, it didn’t mean I didn’t want to rip his fucking balls off for destroying my best friend—the only person I’d ever let close enough to me to even come within reaching distance of my button.

      But they got their shit together. And they were right. Lexie was her beautiful, vibrant, hippy, rock star and awesome self. And Killian had a lot to do with that.

      They were the exception to my rule about independence. Because when you were around them, you saw it. Something different. Something out of this world. A connection that others could only witness.

      It was hard enough watching that and knowing I’d never have it.

      But having it, and losing it?

      Yeah, it ruined Lexie.

      And even though Killian would chop his own arm off rather than leave her and Ava, I knew Lexie feared for it to be lost once more.

      That’s why I let her contemplate my question.

      It was cruel even asking it, but I was selfish, and I needed to know how long I’d feel like this.

      “No,” she said finally, looking at me. “It doesn’t get better. It will still hurt the same. And I don’t think people are right when they say it hurts the same, but you get stronger.”

      She glanced to the living room, where the sounds of Ava’s laughter trickled through the kitchen. She smiled before looking back to me.

      “I think you just get more adept at pretending. Pretending you’re strong. You’re not falling apart. But it doesn’t get better. Easier. With me, time made it harder. Because every day that went by was a day I lost a little proximity to what I had with Kill. Every day was another twenty-four hours since I was in his arms, since I looked at him. And time created a distance to something I thought I’d never have again. And it was worse because there was a quota for you to be outwardly miserable after heartbreak. People were only sympathetic for so long. Then they expect you to get over it. But the truth is, you never do. And if I hadn’t gotten him back, I know I never would have. I wouldn’t have gotten over him. I wouldn’t have gotten stronger. I’d just get excellent at pretending.”

      She gave me a sad smile. “That’s not what you wanted to hear, was it?”

      “No, it fucking wasn’t,” I muttered.

      “Want me to kill him?” Killian offered, making me jump. He was standing in the doorway, arms crossed, glaring. Not at me, I knew. Killian and I were solid since I punched him in the face. But he was obviously glaring at what he’d heard.

      The reminder of what he’d done to Lexie.

      Obviously it wasn’t enough for him to handle without her in his arms because he strode through the room and snatched her into his arms, kissing her head.

      “How long have you been listening?” Lexie demanded, relaxing into his grip.

      “Long enough.” He looked at her for a long time after he spoke, saying nothing and everything with his look. He did that with Lexie often. Since he wasn’t the most articulate of men. Not that he needed to be. I’d never seen a man say so much with a look at the woman he loved as I did with him. His hard gaze went to me, softening at the edges. “I repeat, want me to kill him?”

      That was Killian’s way of asking me if I was okay.

      “No,” I said. “I’ll be okay.”

      I wouldn’t.

      But as Lexie said, I’d get much better at pretending.
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      One Month Later

      It had almost been five weeks since...the event.

      The event being—having drunken sex with Wyatt, realizing I was in love with him, and then also realizing that he had no memory of the sex and he was definitely not in love with me.

      Event was a light word for it.

      Apocalypse seemed better if I was one for dramatics.

      I was not one for dramatics.

      So I did what I did best, I kept going. I threw myself into work, making sure to take every assignment that took me out of the country, no matter where the assignment was. That meant I was almost never in my apartment in L.A. That meant I was almost never in the same city as Wyatt.

      They were gearing up for another domestic tour and recording a new album—one Sam co-wrote with Lexie—so the band was busy as ever, as Lexie told me in her frequent phone calls.

      We talked a lot, normally. But now I’d had my breakdown in her kitchen, she was checking on me every five seconds.

      As was Mia.

      “Lexie told me, don’t be mad at her, mostly because she’s got your best interests and heart and also because I hear she’s getting a private jet soon and at least use her for that until you get mad at her,” she’d blurted on the first phone call.

      I’d laughed. And I was not at all mad. Because I knew Mia and Lexie kept few secrets from each other. And because Mia’s support, in the way of different punishments we could dole out to Wyatt and suggestions for different kinds of shoes I could buy to ‘make me feel better’ was comforting. As comforting as it could be at least.

      Though both Lexie and Mia wanted to shout at Wyatt and hire a voodoo woman to curse him with male pattern baldness, I had sworn them to secrecy. For them to be mad at him, he’d first have to find out what they were mad about. And no way was I going to let him find out about the fact we had sex.

      I was going to quietly repair my broken heart, I was going to avoid him for as long as I could, screen every one of his calls until I was strong enough to pretend it never happened.

      So in about ten years.

      But sitting in my bathroom, having just arrived home from India, tired, heartbroken and shocked, I realized that my emotional scars were not the only thing that would be permanent from that night.

      I took the test to put my mind at ease more than anything else. I was on the pill, which was why I hadn’t been worried about not using protection...on the night. Other than STDs, of course. But I didn’t worry about that, not with Wyatt. Even as drunk as he was, I believed him when he’d told me he’d never taken anyone else without a condom but me.

      “I don’t want anything between us, baby,” he growled. “I’ve always protected myself with everyone else, but not with you.”

      The pure memory of it hit me with enough force to make me flinch. He’d seemed so lucid when he said it, so alert. I convinced myself he was drunk enough to tell the truth, that otherwise he couldn’t have been able to string words together like that. But then again, he’d played stadiums after a bottle of whisky and a large joint, so what did I know.

      My period had come on time, lighter and shorter than usual, but I had been too busy with work, too busy trying to forget Wyatt that I barely noticed.

      My boobs hurt. I put it down to PMS.

      And something felt...different. I couldn’t explain it, but there was an intuition that something in my body wasn’t the same.

      I thought it was just residual effects from going through the realization I loved Wyatt and the heartbreak of rejection in such a short amount of time. Plus, jet lag from pushing myself as hard as I could these past weeks. My boss was impressed at the amount of commission I’d earned. I was impressed that I was still standing considering the little amount of sleep I was operating on and the amount of pain I was pretending I didn’t feel.

      But the small plus sign staring at me through my own pee told me it wasn’t just jetlag.

      “I’m not keeping it,” I said to the empty bathroom. “Of course I’m not.” I chewed my lip, continuing to stare at the little plus sign, not realizing my hand had gone to my stomach, cradling the flat skin protectively.

      “I’d be a terrible mother,” I continued speaking to the empty bathroom. “Look at my track history. I’m not fit to take care of myself, let alone another human.”

      I got up, snatched my phone, started dialing my doctor so I could schedule a procedure to erase this moment. This evidence of a pain so visceral I was surprised every time I breathed around it.

      I paused. My hand was still covering my stomach.

      Then I put the phone down.

      I stared at myself in the mirror.

      There were dark shadows under my eyes, my skin was pale but still clear. My hair was a mess of curls that went down to my bra strap. It was blonde right now, and I guessed it had to stay that way for awhile since I’d heard hair dye was bad for babies.

      I glanced around my bathroom. I’d had it completely renovated when I bought the apartment. An irresponsible expense, since there was technically nothing wrong with the master bathroom in the first place. But I’d always had the fantasy of an all-white, princess type bathroom when I was forced to live in a moldy, dirty and rank one for almost eighteen years.

      I had enough money, and I did it. The entire floor was white tiles, a huge claw-footed tub was to the left of my vanity, a walk-in shower to the right. The mirror I was currently looking into took up half the wall, it was huge and ornate. All of my fastenings were gold, a theme that carried through my house.

      I created the bathroom I’d always dreamed of, all on my own.

      I’d yanked myself up from the gutter, pulled myself from the clutches of poverty. I owned a two-bedroom apartment in L.A. Had a job that paid me more than I ever thought I’d be worth. Yeah, I drank too much, slept with too many guys, said the word ‘fuck’ far too often, argued with everyone, and flew to some of the most dangerous places in the world in the name of art, but no one was perfect.

      And I knew better than anyone, you didn’t have to be perfect to be a mother.

      Which was what I was going to be.

      And I had to figure out how to tell the father since he didn’t even remember the act that conceived his baby.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I didn’t tell anyone for almost a month. Anyone apart from medical professionals, who all informed me my baby was healthy, unaffected by the tequila I’d slammed the day after it was conceived, and prescribed me folic acid that I started to take regularly. I went off the pills that I’d been taking regularly, even though the doctors said they were safe to take while pregnant. A drug which made me even the littlest bit numb from the pain of my past was too fucking strong to be in my bloodstream while I was growing a child inside of me.

      I’d just have to deal with the ‘transition’—a doctor’s word—of going off mood stabilizers. I didn’t exactly feel very stable carrying the illegitimate child of a rock star I realized I was in love with two months ago. It would’ve been healthier for me as a mother and me as a human being to get therapy in lieu of a pill bottle, but no way was I opening that can of snakes.

      I did everything else I could to turn myself into a healthier mother and borderline healthy human being.

      I switched to decaf coffee. Stopped drinking tequila, and champagne. Gave up deli meats. Sushi. Fucking sushi. Who knew that a California Roll could be so damaging to a baby?

      I stopped sleeping with random guys to try and fill a hole inside of me that would never heal.

      I didn’t realize being pregnant would stop me from enjoying so many of my favorite things.

      But even though I was cranky enough to shout at the drive-through operator for forgetting my extra fries and threaten his entire family if he didn’t give me them, plus a free shake for my trauma, I was content. I was scared shitless. But I had no doubt about my decision.

      Though there was the case of telling the father.

      The father that happened to be a world-famous rock star, whose life was defined by lack of rules, lack of roots. Who had told me he’d never wanted kids as we shared a joint and looked at the ocean a lifetime ago.

      Before that, there was the case of telling him he’d had sex with me in the first place.

      That was when I wished for tequila.

      My hands shook as I closed the door to my car and walked toward the front door of Wyatt’s house. He and Sam used to live here together—despite the fact they could afford their own places—before Sam got married and left Wyatt to be the bachelor of the group. Well, not counting Noah, who I was sure was the most sexually active of them all. He didn’t broadcast it for obvious reasons. Well, obvious to him. None of us cared he was gay, each of the band members openly supported him. But it wasn’t about outward support, it was the inward demons that stopped him. I got it.

      I’d been to this house—this mansion—plenty of times before. Spent three nights there, tangled in Wyatt’s arms when we both had to entertain the thought of life without one of our best friends.

      It wasn’t like I didn’t have experience going through shitty times in this opulent mansion. It wasn’t like I didn’t have experience going through shitty times, period. But I almost vomited knocking on the door.

      Though that could’ve been from morning sickness.

      I had my first bout of it yesterday.

      Not fun.

      Wyatt opened the door not long after I knocked. He knew it was me since I had to announce myself to the security on the property before being let in. Though he didn’t have a violent stalker bent on killing him like Lexie had, there were still thousands of girls who wanted to break in and steal his underwear or whatever.

      I wondered what the aforementioned girls would think when they found out he was a father—and they’d find out.

      I hadn’t given that any thought. Which was insane. When a rock star impregnated you, the first thing you should’ve thought of was the fact that a rock star impregnated you.

      But he’d never been a rock star to me. He’d always just been Wyatt. I’d been too busy trying to figure out my new position as a mother, and stressing about telling Wyatt he was going to be a father, I forgot about his position on the world stage. About the fact he was plastered in magazines when he was just walking into a fucking Walgreens.

      My stomach heaved with the knowledge of just how public Wyatt’s life was. How little privacy he was afforded. How everyone in and out of his life was splashed all over the media, pulled to pieces so society could inspect them, judge them.

      Gina had gone through that when she and Sam first got together and it had almost torn them apart.

      The thought of having to go through that, having the world take me apart and measure me—to find me lacking, it was terrifying.

      And for a helpless child to go through that?

      Wyatt interrupted that vile thought by yanking me into his arms. “Em,” he said into my hair. The way he said it, it was like an exhale. Like seeing me was some sort of relief.

      But that was a wackadoodle thought.

      Must’ve been pregnancy hormones.

      Wyatt let me go and pulled me into the house.

      Even though I’d been before, it was still jarring to think that my apartment—the one I was proud of, the one I’d worked my ass off just to afford a down payment on—could almost comfortably fit inside the yawning foyer of his house.

      There were two separate staircases on either side of the entranceway. And a chandelier. Matte black. Ostentatious. A leftover from Sam’s residence. The house had been originally built by old money, opulent, elegant in style, but the boys had made sure it was apparent the place was owned by rock stars now. Famous instruments and records were framed on walls. Some art that I’d cultivated for them were scattered through. A huge, bright red grand piano sat in the middle of the foyer, covered in what looked like scribbles. When you got closer—or if you knew better—you’d see that the scribbles were autographs of some of the most famous musicians in the world.

      “You don’t write, you don’t call,” Wyatt said. “I’ve almost forgotten what you look like.” He let me go to run his eyes up and down my body.

      My skin electrified with his gaze.

      “Yeah, still gorgeous,” he muttered. He tilted his head, inspecting me. I almost squirmed under his gaze. I’d taken care with my outfit today, all black of course. Tailored wide leg pants, my highest heels, and a Metallica tee, ripped to show my midriff. It was still flat, without evidence of the human growing inside of it, so I was making the most of it. My hair was curled and let out, tumbling down my shoulders. My makeup was always the same, minimal—though more concealer than usual to cover up my eye bags—red lipstick and a winged liner.

      “You look different, though,” Wyatt continued.

      Probably the thin sheen of sweat making my forehead glisten, or the terror no doubt whitening my already pale face.

      “I’m taking multivitamins and drinking water,” I shot back self-consciously cursing myself for wearing the cropped top. Maybe the angles in my mirror weren’t as truthful as I thought. “I hear that’s what adults do.”

      He grinned and rolled his eyes. “Since when were we adults? Beer or tequila? Wait, it’s you. Both.” He winked.

      “No,” I all but screamed at him before he walked away. “I didn’t come here to drink, I need to talk to you.”

      Something must’ve registered in my tone because his smile dimmed slightly. “A conversation without tequila? Wow. Please don’t tell me you’re gettin’ married.” He glared at my naked finger. “If that’s the reason you’ve avoided my calls for two months then I’m gonna have to meet the dude.” His tone was iron, eyes hard with an anger that was unfamiliar. He’d never had anything to say about guys I’d dated in the past. Then again, I fucked guys, didn’t date. And the few times it was mentioned in front of him, he got a milder version of this look.

      “No,” I said. “I’m not engaged.”

      “Thank fuck,” he muttered.

      Silence yawned on after he spoke. I wasn’t quite sure how I was meant to start this. It wasn’t exactly a conversation that I had experience in. And it wasn’t one I’d ever thought I’d had to have with Wyatt.

      But it needed to be done. I couldn’t hide my pregnancy forever. Even if I didn’t tell him he was the father, Wyatt would’ve made it his business to find out.

      “Do you remember that night?” I asked finally, not making eye contact. “The one where you got really drunk—”

      “And you didn’t tell Sam anything embarrassing about me?” he said, grinning. “Yeah, I remember. My liver definitely still remembers.” He winced at the memory.

      I bit my lip, my nausea so strong I worried I was gonna barf instead of speak. “Well, there’s something you don’t remember...” I trailed off, trying to find the words and coming up short.

      “Oh, fuck, I knew there was something,” he said, his grin disappearing. “You’ve been ignoring me since that night. What did I do? I swear I’d never—"

      “We had sex,” I blurted.

      He blinked, his face blank. “Come again?”

      I took a breath, trying to make sure I wasn’t going to be sick. “When I got to the beach house, you were drunk but no different than your usual. I was also drunk, but not that drunk. I decided to try and play catch up, but even I couldn’t match you that night. I still have my memories intact, though my common sense was not. I don’t remember who came onto who. We were both drinking away some demons, so I’m sure it was mutual. I didn’t think you weren’t...in control. I thought you...” I stopped myself from saying, ‘I thought you wanted me.’ “I didn’t realize it was something you didn’t want to do while sober.”

      Wyatt’s body was taut, and his gaze never left mine. “No, Emma,” he growled. “It’s something I’d only want to do while sober. No way would I want to be drunk enough to forget something like that.”

      My heart skipped into my throat. I swallowed it with effort. “Well you were, and you did.”

      He folded his arms, frowning. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Well when I came back with coffees I knew we’d both need and realized you had no memory of it, forgive me for not announcing to Sam, Gina, their infant child and your publicity team, how utterly forgettable I am in bed,” I snapped.

      He jerked like I hit him. “No fucking way would you be forgettable.”

      “You have literally proved yourself wrong on that score,” I shot back, impressed I was able to keep my tone sharp.

      He stepped forward, his eyes dark. “Well, let me make sure that I’ll prove myself right this time. I’m stone cold sober.”

      I scuttled back, putting my hand up to stop his advance, despite the fact my panties dampened at the sex in his gaze, in his voice. The way he looked at me, unlike anything he’d ever hinted at before.

      “No, there’s more,” I said, my voice more than a whisper.

      He froze. “I didn’t...hurt you?” he choked the words out.

      I forced myself to laugh coldly. “No, Wyatt, if anyone’s gonna do the hurting in the bedroom, it’s me.”

      I regretted that the second it came out, since Wyatt’s gaze darkened once more, sex saturating the air. I needed to stop this before I forgot what I was here for and let him make good on the promise his eyes gave me.

      “I’m pregnant,” I said. I made sure to keep my voice flat, my expression blank.

      He blinked. Then he looked down at my stomach. Then back up. He didn’t speak. He didn’t smile, no outward signs of joy. If anything, he looked like I’d just told him I had some kind of terminal disease.

      I pretended that didn’t hurt.

      But it fucking killed.

      “It’s yours,” I clarified. “I know you’re a big star and you probably have hundreds of girls trying to trap you into a pregnancy so I’ll be happy to do blood tests—”

      “I believe you,” he cut me off.

      I nodded. “Well, good, ‘cause I don’t like needles. Um, I have no expectations. If you don’t want to be involved in the baby’s life then—”

      “You’re keeping it?” he cut me off again.

      This time I couldn’t pretend that didn’t hurt. I flinched. His shock, his disdain that I wasn’t terminating my pregnancy scored at my flesh. At my soul. “Yeah, I’m keeping it,” I yanked the words out with effort.

      I had an urge to cradle my stomach, to protect the being inside from the words. I’d been brought up where I wasn’t wanted, my mother had told me more than once she’d wished she’d “taken a coat hanger to me.” Never would I let my child think for a second they were unwanted.

      And that’s what Wyatt was communicating right now.

      How unwanted this news was. How unwanted I was. My baby was.

      He sighed, ran his hands through his hair, the hair that girls screamed over, the tattoos hands that thousands of women imagined on their skin. Hands that had touched their fair share of women—he was a rock star after all and voted the sexiest man of the year. He was living up to his reputation.

      And by the looks of it, the sexiest rock star did not want to add ‘father’ to his list of titles. I didn’t know why I was disappointed. I didn’t understand why the hurt from that sigh, that expression cut through my fucking bones. What did I expect? Throwing an unplanned pregnancy on a man who lived a life like he did?

      I knew exactly what I was thinking. I was thinking I’d be the woman that changed him. In that secret heart of mine, I was hoping I’d create some sort of family with this man who I’d known since a teenager and just realized I was in love with three months ago.

      “Fuck, Emma,” he said finally. “This isn’t...” He trailed off, seemingly unable to find words. He wouldn’t meet my eyes. “I’m not cut out to be a father.”

      I swallowed glass. “Yeah, I’m not cut out to be a mother, but it seems that’s what I’m gonna be in about seven months.” The words chilled me, sent me into an emotional spin at the reality of it. A mother. Me. The woman who swore she’d never bring a child into this ugly, brutal, and painful world. A child fathered by a man she’d sworn she’d never let get tangled up in her ugly, brutal, and painful world.

      Wyatt didn’t speak for a long time. Nor did he look at me.

      I thought I wanted him to do that, to give me some kind of eye contact that wasn’t this sense of rejection, of dismissal. Worse because he wasn’t just dismissing me, he was dismissing my baby.

      But when his eyes met mine, I longed for the lack of his gaze. Because his face was empty, guarded.  Detached. “I thought you didn’t want kids.” His words were as two dimensional as his gaze. There was accusation in them.

      “I don’t,” I replied. “I didn’t,” I corrected.

      He waited for more.

      I couldn’t tell him that I was already inexplicably attached to the being inside of me that was little more than a collection of cells. I couldn’t tell him that the thought of getting rid of something so helpless turned my thoughts into razors, cutting at my insides.

      “This isn’t me trapping you. I can do this quite sufficiently on my own. I’m not asking you for anything,” I said instead.

      He stared at me for a long time. “I’m sorry, Em, I just don’t think I can give anything.”

      And then he turned and walked away.

      Wyatt

      Two Days Later

      He had almost finished his bottle of whisky when Sam and Noah came into the living room. The living room that used to be theirs until Sam got married and moved in with Gina. Wyatt wouldn’t admit it, but despite the fact there was always a small army of people in the house, a bigger crowd of groupies and roadies partying almost every night, it was fucking isolating.

      Lonely.

      And then her. The girl that he didn’t let himself want. Didn’t let himself think about wanting. The one who sometimes invaded his thoughts, his dreams. Ever since he was a fucking kid.

      She still made him feel like a fucking kid.

      Like he didn’t know how to think past his dick when he was around her. He felt like a boy because all he wanted to do was make himself into the man that deserved her.

      He’d been driving himself fucking insane since that morning almost two months ago. Something had been tugging at the corner of his mind, something to do with that smell of coconut and vanilla, something about the fact that Emma’s smiles hadn’t met her eyes that morning. How every single one of his calls since then went to voicemail. Every message unreturned. How she was always traveling. He’d become used to them keeping in touch over the years. Their calls had started being about Lexie then turned into something else. He found himself escaping Hollywood parties to snatch a few moments of her husky voice, of her sarcastic insults, of her. He’d construct reasons to do with Lexie—and he was worried about one of his best friends—but his motivations had mostly been selfish.

      And having that contact ripped away from him since the morning after, it had opened up a hole he didn’t realize he’d been filling with Emma.

      He’d always wanted her. Always fought against it. It had gotten significantly fucking harder since Lexie was shot. Since he had Emma in his bed, in his arms. He’d never slept with a woman before. Except when he was too wasted to kick them out of bed. That didn’t count.

      Emma was the only one he’d wanted in his bed for other reasons than fucking. He wanted to fuck her. Even then, when their souls were bleeding and he was choked with fear about the thought of Lexie dying—he wanted to be inside Emma, to find comfort in her. But he didn’t.

      And then we’d he’d tried to push something more between them, she’d shut down so quickly he fucking knew he’d lose her if he tried. So he was patient.

      He wasn’t chaste.

      He didn’t believe that bullshit about not touching other women while trying to figure out shit with the woman. It didn’t work that way. Not for people like him. Or people like Emma. Though the thought of some other man touching her nearly drove him insane, he knew that she was by no means modest in her sexual exploits.

      But to think he’d finally gotten inside the place he’d been dying to make his home in and he’d been too wasted to remember. It fucking killed him. What’s more was the pain Emma was trying to hide at that.  It cheapened what he felt for her and he knew it fucked with her self worth. Made her think she wasn’t good enough or some shit.

      He almost took her into his arms the second he saw the pain she was trying to hide. Nearly fucked her against the wall just so he could prove to her how worthy she was. How she wasn’t just good enough, she was the best.

      But then she kept talking.

      Then she told him she was pregnant.

      Fucking pregnant.

      That hurtled him right back into a childhood that he’d gone to great lengths to escape. Avoid.

      Yeah, the thought of a child, his child coming into the world for him to look after. Protect.

      Fuck up.

      No way could he be the father that kid would deserve.

      No way could he be the man Emma deserved.

      Which was why he hadn’t done anything about his feelings for her. He didn’t love her or any of that intense shit like happened with Lexie or Sam. No, but he could. He might. If he let himself. She was intriguing. She was a mystery.

      One he wanted to figure out.

      More than fucking anything.

      But one that wasn’t his to figure out.

      Because she had shit in her past. Shit that he knew barely anything about, but enough to know she was damaged enough without him adding to that. And he would add to it. Not just with his own past. But with his present. With the fame attached to him like a barnacle. He weathered it because it was the only way to live his art. And he’d admit, it was fucking fun. Only fun when you didn’t have strings. Anyone precious in your life that could be tainted, ruined from that fame.

      Precisely what happened with Lexie. With Sam.

      They’d escaped with their lives.

      With those people that they’d found. But not without scratches.

      Fucking scars.

      Wyatt wasn’t a coward.

      He wasn’t afraid of scars. Of his own.

      But inflicting them on someone else?

      On Emma? Who was already covered in scars of her own. Ones that made her more painfully beautiful but evidence of her pain nonetheless. On a baby? His baby?

      No way would he be responsible for that.

      He regarded the bottle. Thought about how he’d walked away from Emma, the mysterious woman who carried his fucking kid inside her.

      Yeah, maybe he was a coward.

      No, he was definitely a fucking coward.

      But the only thing more cowardly than walking away was to selfishly take her and the baby like he wanted to, fucking with their lives.

      “Hey, dudes,” he greeted Sam and Noah. Sam was approaching him fast but wasn’t coming into focus thanks to the whisky.

      He’d been consuming it quite consistently for the past two days. He hadn’t left the house, hadn’t answered the phone. He was assuming Sam and Noah were here to yell at him for missing rehearsals or whatever the fuck else shit that had seemed so important until...

      “You fuck,” Sam hissed, snatching his collar and yanking him upward.

      “What the hell, man?” Wyatt struggled from his grasp. Usually he’d have the asshole, but whisky didn’t help with his reflexes. Also, he couldn’t remember the last time he ate and he wasn’t sure he could stand on his own, let alone fight Sam.

      “Yeah, what the fucking hell?” Sam hissed at him. “You’re sittin’ here drinking?” Sam scowled at the bottles surrounding them, disgusted. “After walking away from your fucking kid. From Emma. Are you serious?”

      “I didn’t want to have kids,” Wyatt said, yanking from his grasp, stumbling slightly but holding himself upright.

      “Yeah, well I didn’t want a pop star to surpass us on the Billboard Charts, but it happens,” Sam snapped. “Life fucking happens. And if you’re a man, you step up.”

      Wyatt had heard from his father many times how he wasn’t a man. It had been the fucking soundtrack of his childhood.

      “It’s not that simple,” Wyatt slurred.

      “It’s exactly that simple,” Noah said quietly, snatching Sam back from when he was trying to grab Wyatt again.

      Wyatt was disappointed about this. He wanted Sam to punch him. He deserved it. He longed for some pain that wasn’t coming from the inside.

      “Don’t know what fucked up reasoning’s got you here.” Noah nodded to the bottles. “Know you’re not a bad person, so you obviously think you’re doin’ the right thing. Your dad was an asshole, know that too. Different to how mine was, or Sam’s. But that doesn’t mean shit when you line it up. Line up the fact that you and Emma have been dancing around each other for fucking years, since you were kids.”

      Wyatt was surprised Noah saw it. But then again, Noah saw fucking everything. And he wasn’t done.

      “We all knew you both weren’t ready for that shit, for each other. But we knew it’d happen eventually. You fucking knew,” Noah spat. “And now because it’s too real and scary for you, you’re makin’ decisions that could define the rest of your life? Could fuckin’ ruin the rest of your life.” Noah raised his brow. “That’s the wrong play, brother.”

      “And what’s the right one?” Wyatt hissed. “Bringing a child up in this world that’s fuckin’ fabulous when we only have ourselves to worry about, when we get to live our art and we deal with the other shit. But Emma didn’t choose this. She doesn’t deserve what she’ll get if it comes out that I’m the father. That fuckin’ kid doesn’t deserve that.”

      “You’re such a fucking asshole,” Sam clipped, lurching forward until Noah’s grip stopped him.

      “Nah, he’s bein’ a coward,” Noah said, regarding him coldly.

      That gaze sobered Wyatt up more than anything else could’ve. Noah’s respect meant a lot to him. Meant fucking everything. Because Noah was a soulful fuck. He saw shit, he lived shit, made him look at things different. He didn’t see black and white. Usually gave most people the benefit of the doubt, ‘cause he saw the demons they fought.

      The disappointment on his brother’s face hit him square in the gut, harder than Sam’s fist could’ve.

      And it was a fist to the gut when two of his best friends turned their backs and walked away from him.
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      Emma

      My illegitimate pregnancy was top secret for obvious reasons.

      And, obviously, Mia was on my doorstep the morning after I arrived at Killian and Lexie’s. I’d done exactly what I did the morning after conception. I ran away, unable to face an empty apartment, and an empty, bleeding heart. Killian and Lexie had done what they’d done the first time, let the fucking mess of a human being I was seek asylum in their home.

      Mia had a basket in her hand, which she all but shoved at my chest as she barged through the door and damn near ran inside.

      “I had to be up at six to deal with the spawn and then run around to get all this. I need coffee,” she yelled to my back, heading toward the kitchen.

      Despite my nausea and overall sense of heartbreak, I grinned and followed her.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said, sipping from a coffee she’d poured faster than I thought possible. The Spencer girls defied the laws of gravity and physics when it came to caffeine. And their husbands defied the laws of the universe with general hotness and badassery.

      I knew from the pity on her face and the fact that I could see through the clear wrapping that the basket I was holding had a book in it titled ‘The Girlfriends’ Guide to Pregnancy or Everything Your Doctor Won’t Tell You,’ that Lexie had obviously told her about the baby.

      “It’s okay, I’m dealing with coming to terms with being a single mother, especially since I’ve got a kickass role model,” I said, laying the wrapped basket on the counter and starting to unwrap it.

      “Firstly, I’m not sorry about you having to be a single mother—well, I am, that shit is hard, but I meant about having to drink decaffeinated coffee for the next six or so months. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.” Mia shuddered. “Secondly, don’t call me a role model, just call me a runway model and we’ll be good.”

      The worst thing was, she was joking. But despite it being early in the morning, her having two toddlers that made fully grown men—Sam—cry and approaching her late thirties, she looked like a fucking model. I shook my head and pulled the first item out of the basket. “Hemorrhoid cream? Oh, you shouldn’t have,” I said dryly.

      “When you first get pregnant, everyone gives you useless crap like socks and breast pumps. They’re all well and good for after the baby is born, but no one tells you about the secret horrible pregnancy things like hemorrhoids, constipation, heartburn, to name a few,” she said cheerfully.

      I groaned. “Of course. Because vomiting up water until noon is just a walk in the park, let’s add...” I picked up an item from the basket at random. “Lack of bladder control to the mix,” I said, gaping at the adult diapers. “You’re fucking kidding me?”

      Mia grinned behind her coffee cup in response.

      “It gets easier after I’ve had the baby, right?”

      Mia didn’t hide her smile, mostly because she was full on laughing. She wiped a tear from the corner of her eye after a full minute. “Good one.”

      I scowled. “If I become one of those mothers that wears Lululemon, does Zumba and talks about the dangers of gluten on the regular, please shoot me.”

      “Oh, I don’t do killing.” Mia held up her red painted nails. “Too messy. But I’ll surely get my husband to do it for me.” She winked. “He commits all my murders for me. Though he has limits. He wouldn’t even punch the person who said matcha was the new coffee.” She rolled her eyes. “Men.”

      I hated that I had the thought, that it curled up and settled uncomfortably in my stomach. That jealousy of Mia having a husband who would—and had—kill for her. Who was dedicated to her with an intensity that was honestly a little disturbing. But then again, Bull, the huge, almost mute, tattooed and menacing biker was a little disturbing in general. But not with Mia. Or Lexie. Or his sons.

      No.

      He fucked melted for them.

      In his own way at least.

      The same way that Killian did for Lexie.

      Fuck, the same way that Sam did for Gina.

      I had always been of the opinion that having a partner didn’t define your life, and not having one didn’t mean your life was lacking. But seeing what my friends had, my family had...it showed me just how lacking my life was.

      How lacking I was.

      Because what they had was different.

      They weren’t marriages that turned boring and stale until they eventually watched TV in different rooms and barely spoke to each other except to yell about who was picking up the kids from soccer. No, Mia and Bull had been married for years now and he still looked at her like she was the only thing tethering him to this earth. No way would he willingly be in another room than her. I’d witnessed him—and Sam and Killian—make sure that his wife was attached to his side as soon as she was in touching distance.

      This wasn’t something that would go stale because it was something rare. Special.

      Something I’d never get. Because I wasn’t special.

      “Yeah,” I whispered. “Men.”

      Mia’s eyes softened and I fucking hated the pity that filled them. She squeezed my hand. “I can rectify my non-murdering stance to kill Wyatt if you like.” She paused. “Well, I need Lexie to keep being famous, so I’ve got a kid to brag about. My boys are likely going to be hellions I need to apologize for for the rest of my life, so Lexie’s evening the scales with the whole rock star thing and Wyatt’s a part of that.” Her eyes brightened. “I can maim him for you if you like.”

      I smiled. “I have considered it, but it’s not necessary. I didn’t give him a choice in this, it was my decision to keep the baby. He has a right not to want it.”

      Not to want me, was what went unsaid.

      Mia’s face darkened. “No, he does not have a flipping right,” she snapped. “He’s just acting like a big idiot. And once he realizes that, he’ll come around.”

      “Yeah right,” I muttered.

      What I wouldn’t say was that I was hoping for that too.

      Three Weeks Later

      I needed to sleep. I knew that. My entire body was going into power saving mode, switching off all faculties it didn’t deem necessary. That’s why my limbs were lead. That’s why my eyes were watery, bloodshot. That’s why my soul was tattered and broken, trailing around behind me.

      But I also had to work.

      I had to figure out a way to feed, clothe, educate and house a baby that it looked like I was going to be raising alone.

      Well, not alone. Mia had been my ‘pregnancy spirit guide’ since the morning in Lexie’s kitchen. Killian and Lexie hadn’t blinked when it seemed I’d all but moved in with them, not having mentioned how long I was staying.

      And everyone was trying to hide it, because they knew it would piss me off, but they were handling me with care. Because of the second breakdown I had in Lexie’s kitchen the day I arrived.

      Not once, through all the things that had happened to me, had I let on I was breaking inside. Not when my mother locked me in my room without feeding me for three days. Not when my father offered me to a pimp as payment for a gambling debt. Not when we lost Ava and Steve, or even when I thought I was going to lose Lexie, well not to anyone but Wyatt at least.

      Twenty-four years and I’d done well at keeping my nightmare of a life look like it just bounced off my iron and indifferent—some might say crazy—façade.

      In the space of three months, I’d had two different breakdowns.

      Centered around one man.

      It was pathetic.

      What was more pathetic was after turning up on Lexie’s doorstep, I couldn’t leave. The girl who lived through abuse, poverty and near homelessness, couldn’t handle getting knocked up with a rock star’s illegitimate baby when something like that almost seemed like the natural order of things in my fucked-up life.

      But I was never one to react or act in predictable ways.

      So the thought of having to go back to my apartment, alone, rejected and pregnant, in the same city as Wyatt was unfathomable.

      It was bad enough being on the same planet as him.

      Luckily my pride was saved by Killian and his badass powers.

      He’d been witness to this breakdown yet again. But he didn’t run from tears or a hysterical woman, no he was a true badass and he even braved that. And when I was done, he didn’t judge me or even threaten to kill Wyatt as he had before.

      “You’re stayin’ here,” he declared.

      I blinked, my eyes gritty and swollen from the fact I couldn’t stop my sorrow from leaking out of my eyes.

      Lexie burrowed farther into his side.

      “What?”

      “Me and Lex have to go to L.A. tomorrow, for a rehearsal,” he said. “We’re gonna stop by your apartment after we bury Wyatt, that is, she’ll get the shit you need and you’ll stay with us,” he decided. “I’m assumin’ they don’t expect you in the office regularly.”

      It wasn’t a question. Because Killian was perceptive as shit and he’d known me for years now.

      So he assumed correctly.

      I technically had an office that I was expected to make an appearance in, but I was barely ever there. It was decorated tastefully, expensively and comfortable for all of the wealthy and well-bred people we dealt with.

      I was neither wealthy—I was by my trailer park standards, but not by oil tycoon standards—nor well-bred so I did not feel comfortable inside the offices.

      My boss put up with it because I was good at my job.

      Also because we had some extremely wealthy not so well-bred clients who didn’t like such formal settings either. They did like buying a shitload of art. As long as I made an appearance—and a huge commission, I made my own hours.

      “You can work from here, and look after Ava tomorrow,” Killian continued. “So she won’t get beaten up by her uncles.”

      He smirked mentioning Mia’s little boys. They were only a few years older than their ‘niece’ and weren’t likely to beat her up since they were mini badasses and already protective as hell over the beautiful, dark-haired little girl that they doted on. But them not beating her up was pretty much the only certain thing about them. They started a small fire at their preschool the other day and still, no one knows how they did it.

      “I can’t stay here and interrupt your life and all the wild sex you likely have while Ava’s napping,” I protested, though the thought of never having to leave their warm, loving home was tempting. Even if the pain of seeing them all intense and in love was a hot lance through my heart.

      “You’ve seen Lexie’s life,” Killian replied. “Interruptions come part in parcel of it. Which you are not.” He kissed her neck. “And no way could you interrupt any wild sex, nothin’s gonna stop me from that.”

      Red blossomed in Lexie’s cheeks and the pure sex in Killian’s tone. The woman was married to him, had a child with him and had known him since she was sixteen, but still he caused that reaction. Then again, that much intensity from a guy that hot would cause a reaction in a coma patient.

      I was insanely jealous and insanely happy for my best friend at the same time.

      “But—”

      “You’re staying,” Lexie interrupted.

      I sighed. “Okay, but you have to promise that you’re not going to let this affect your relationship with Wyatt,” I said to Lexie. “And that you won’t kill him.” I pointed at Killian.

      “Impossible,” Killian said at the same time Lexie muttered, “Not happening.”

      “He got you pregnant and then left you to deal with it on your own,” Lexie said. “He’s not getting away with that.”

      “I got myself pregnant and chose to do this on my own,” I corrected. “This was not something we planned, and he has every right to act the way he did.”

      “Like fuck,” Killian hissed.

      “Seriously, you guys. This is going to be hard and awkward enough as it is, I don’t want to Yoko Ono the band.”

      “Wyatt’s the Yoko Ono here,” Lexie said. “The band is a family and you’re just as much a part of it as he is.”

      I raised my brow. “I can’t play bass.”

      She scowled at me.

      “Seriously,” I said. “Consider it your baby present to me, not killing the father of said baby. Or even mentioning all of this to him,” I said, motioning to my splotchy face.

      Killian scowled. “Fine.” He kissed Lexie long and hard. “Gotta go to church, baby.”

      His eyes were dark. There was something going on with the Sons of Templar. But then again, there was always something going on with the Sons. Drive-bys. Murders. Kidnappings. Explosions.

      Lexie screwed up her face in worry. “Be careful.”

      He cupped her chin. “Never. But I’ll come home to you. Always. That’s a promise. Love you, Freckles.”

      “Love you, Kill,” she whispered, her voice breathy.

      Killian kissed her again and strode toward me. He grabbed my neck. “You’re not alone. And you change your mind on the killing thing, offer stands.” He kissed my forehead and then walked out of the room.

      Both Lexie and I watched him.

      “I want to hate you both, but it’s impossible, even someone as cynical as me melts in the face of your stupid love connection,” I sighed.

      Lexie grinned, dreamy and lazy. But then her eyes snapped back to me, full of worry. “Honestly, now he’s gone, and you don’t have to pretend to be a badass like you are with everyone with me...are you okay?”

      I scowled. “I don’t pretend to be a badass. I am a badass.”

      She nodded. “No arguments. But even badasses admit they’re not okay. Because being not okay is part of being human.”

      I hated that her soft tone and genuine concern and weird hippy wisdom hit me enough to melt the grip I’d had on my façade, though it had been tenuous at best anyway.

      “Those girls I used to make fun of, the ones who spent days in bed crying, losing their dignity over a man?” I whispered. “Yeah, I’m one of those now. Because I can’t control my fucking tear ducts.” I angrily wiped away more tears. “I want to break down every moment. I want to crawl away from the world and hide from everything. Because everything reminds me of him. Books. Movies. Fucking music, of course. Breathing reminds me of him. I can’t fucking escape it. The pain.”

      I hated the way my voice sounded. Hated the truth to the words. Especially because I didn’t even have a proper relationship to mourn. I had one drunken night of sex and a collection of phone calls and platonic experiences over the years.

      But had anything between Wyatt and I ever been platonic?

      It seemed like it was harder to get over a relationship you never got to have instead of one that you did.

      Lexie moved across the kitchen, pulling me into her arms. “Honey, you’re not meant to escape it,” she said, speaking in that soft and kind tone she’d adopted for me and my fragile heart these past weeks. “It’s not something you can get away with. It’s something you have to accept. The fact that it’s going to hurt every second. Every moment. And once you do that, maybe it’ll only hurt every few seconds. Gradually it’ll be every minute. And then you’ll be able to breathe freely sometimes. It’s never going to stop hurting. Because that’s not the way it works.”

      She glanced down to my stomach, which was still flat. “And soon you’re going to have a little human being who takes up your whole heart.”

      Lexie had been right about one thing. Well, about all of it actually. I did hurt every second. And the little human being giving me heartburn, morning sickness and insomnia was something quickly taking up my mangled, fucked-up, and broken heart.

      But I had to get about being someone that my kid could look up to.

      I had to figure out how to be a badass with a broken heart.

      And I would.

      Wyatt

      He was sitting alone in his living room when security called him. It was the first visitor he’d had in weeks.

      The band was systematically ignoring him, apart from in rehearsals, when they spoke to him when needed but otherwise made it clear he was persona non-grata. Wyatt had to say that having his best friends in the entire world give him such cold looks cut him deep. They’d known each other almost a decade, had become inseparable that day they heard Lexie in the school auditorium. The day they made the band.

      Catapulting into fame was what broke apart a lot of bands in the business, chiseled away at the bonds that made them famous in the first place. It was a machine, a monster, that liked to gnaw away at all the good and pure relationships. Wyatt had seen it first-hand. But not with them. Fame made their connection stronger. Though he and Sam jumped into the more traditional trappings of rock star life—the girls, the booze, the drugs, the cars—they had Noah and Lexie to keep them level.

      Well, to keep him level.

      Sam would never be level.

      But he had his wife and kid to keep him as much as he could be.

      Wyatt couldn’t remember a time when things had been this tense between them. It wasn’t lost on their managers, publicists, or assistants either. Mark had demanded he know what was going down, but everyone stayed tight-lipped.

      Not out of respect for Wyatt—he’d lost that the second he’d walked away from a pregnant Emma. No, for her. Because they knew the second something like that got leaked, it’d ruin her life.

      Their fans were crazy.

      Mark was getting increasingly frustrated, especially with the US tour coming up. Wyatt wasn’t increasingly frustrated. He was fucking terrified. That he was losing the only family he ever cared about. The only family that cared about him.

      And Emma.

      The thought of losing her, of losing a family with her...that chilled his bones. A real man, in the face of that terror, would get his shit together, claim the woman who’d been a beautiful mystery to him all these years. Who was difficult and brilliant in a sea of easy and simple women.

      But he didn’t.

      Because he didn’t much feel like a real man. Instead he stayed at home. Sought solace in the bottom of a bottle.

      Multiple bottles.

      Loneliness pulsated from the walls of his ten-million-dollar mansion.

      He was one of the most famous men in the world, he had countless invitations to parties every night, a phone filled with industry friends who he knew would turn up at his house in moments, make an epic party with.

      He could fill his house with bodies and it’d still be fucking empty.

      So when security rang and told him who was coming in, he was surprised. Secretly fucking elated. Because he didn’t think he could stand his own company for a second longer and he had been moments away from calling people who offered only empty company and shallow conversation.

      He was waiting at the door by the time she knocked.

      Her eyes went up and down him when he opened the door, taking in the jeans that hadn’t been washed, the mess of his hair, bags under his bloodshot eyes.

      “Ah, good to see you’re dealing with all this in the healthy, adult way,” she said dryly, pushing past him into the foyer. “Oh my god, I’m getting contact drunk from the air in here!” she yelled, walking toward the living room.

      He followed her because he didn’t know what else to do.

      She was busy yanking at the curtains, letting light illuminate the pathetic situation of bottles and pizza boxes.

      “You know, these open,” Mia said, pointing to the window. “They let in fresh air that circulates and might wash away the smell of your rock star life and bad decisions.”

      Wyatt flopped on the sofa, embarrassed but also slightly buzzed, whisky for breakfast took the edge off.

      “I know, I’m an asshole,” he muttered, reaching for the half-full bottle.

      Mia was quicker, snatching it from his grasp. “You really think the answers lie in the bottle of this?” she asked, regarding the bottle in question. “And dude, you’re a billionaire rock star, if you’re gonna drink yourself into a stupor, then at least do it with the fancy stuff. Seriously.” She shook her head.

      “Did Lexie send you?” he asked.

      Lexie had barely spoken to him.

      Lexie, who could talk for hours about different kinds of yoga, the best Die Hard movie and which coffee places were the best in L.A. didn’t have two words to spare him that weren’t to do with their music.

      Mia regarded the sofa. “I’m not gonna get pregnant sitting on this, am I?” she asked instead. “I’ve already got two kids by a biker who are likely stealing nuclear codes right now and you’ve already got one woman knocked up.”

      Though she said it as a joke, it hit Wyatt. He ached for more whisky, but she’d snatched it from his reach. He lit up a smoke instead. He’d been going through at least a pack a day.

      “Really?” Mia regarded the cigarette. “You’re embracing all the stereotypes, aren’t you?”

      Wyatt shrugged in answer.

      “I know you’re a good man,” Mia said, jumping right in. “Which is why I’m all the more surprised you’re acting like a total rock star. I’ve been very proud of you all, for not letting this whole rock star thing go to your head.” She paused. “Well, except Sam, but he was always going to have trouble fitting his ego through doors with or without world fame.”

      She started gathering up trash as she spoke.

      “Apart from that, you haven’t turned into total assholes who treat human beings like they’re somehow less just because you’re more.” She turned and raised her eyebrow at Wyatt.

      That eyebrow raise hit him in the fucking gut.

      “Well, until now,” she said, turning back to where she was piling up pizza boxes. “I’m gonna have faith in you and think you’ve got some really flipping good reasons, or what you consider to be good reasons and not just because you don’t want to stop living your selfish, glitzy lifestyle.” She screwed up her nose at a stained tee stuck to a half-full tub of ice cream.

      But she also kept talking. “Because I know you. I know you’re better than that, even when you’re not acting like it. I know that just because your dad didn’t give you bruises doesn’t mean he didn’t leave scars. But my parents were less than a picnic and I didn’t run away when I was pregnant with Lexie.”

      She seemed to give up on the cleaning, stood and put her hands on her hips to give Wyatt her full attention.

      He hated that. He didn’t need to see herself through Mia’s eyes, the one decent adult figure he’d had.

      “I didn’t run away, mainly because I couldn’t. And you know what? Emma can’t either. She is terrified, not that she’ll admit it, even under threat of death or having to listen to Miley Cyrus songs for the rest of her life—her words not mine.” She paused. “I think Miley’s recent stuff is actually quite good. And ever since she got back with Liam she’s—” She shook herself from going on a tangent as she was known to do.

      “Emma’s parents were bad to the bone,” she said, light-hearted tone disappearing. “They didn’t just leave scars. They took out chunks of Emma, chunks that’ll never grow back.”

      Wyatt knew this, you couldn’t get close to Emma—as close as she’d let you get—without seeing it.

      “She’s a remarkable person now, even without those pieces they took,” Mia said. “But she’s damaged. And she’s looking at a life where the man who she’s secretly crushed on for years gets her pregnant and throws her aside like some groupie.

      “You’re a rock star, Wyatt. And never in your life have you done anything so rock star, like walk away from the woman carrying your baby. And that’s not a freaking compliment.”

      She let her words puncture through his flesh like the knives they were. The truth always did damage, especially when delivered by someone you cared about, someone who was looking at you and finding you lacking.

      He ran his hands through his hair, hating the words coming from Mia’s mouth, the look of disappointment on the woman’s face. “I didn’t ask for this.” The words were limp and fucking pathetic even to his ears.

      She raised her brow. “Two things in life we don’t ask for. The most horrible of things, our greatest fears. And the most beautiful of things, our greatest hopes. Because most of our hopes somehow fill us with more dread than fear. Maybe they’re structured in disaster. I know your greatest fear isn’t male pattern baldness. It’s becoming your father. Which is why you didn’t want to be a father. But walking away from something like this? That’s walking right into your greatest fear. And away from something that I can promise you will be beautiful. Not easy, because, well, it’s Emma and she’s mother forking insane. But you’ll never be bored. And you’ll never be unhappy.”

      She leaned forward and handed him the whisky.

      He took it more out of habit than anything else.

      “I’m not here to tell you what to do.” She paused. “Who am I kidding? I’m totally here to tell you what to do. I’m here to tell you to grow up and do the right thing. Not just because I care about Emma. But because I care about you. I want you to have a beautiful life. Look around, rock star. Does this look beautiful to you?”

      Her question and her words linger long after she was gone. Wyatt sat there contemplating them, and a half-empty bottle of whisky.

      Or full, depending on your viewpoint.
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      Emma

      It happened the next day.

      The thing I’d been dreading and somehow yearning for.

      Wyatt.

      It was a surprise it didn’t happen sooner since I was living at Lexie’s and the band had a recording studio in the house from when Ava was a new-born and Lexie didn’t want to have to leave her long periods of time. As Ava grew, the band still used the space because this mansion on the hill in their hometown had a quietness about it that L.A. could never offer.

      I knew that the band’s absence had been orchestrated for my benefit. Of course they had been around separately. Sam and Gina coming with apology cards. Yes, Sam had “Sorry my brother and ex best friend is a total dickhead” cards made. Complete with an illustration of Wyatt with a dick on his head.

      It made me laugh.

      Noah had come with a box set of our favorite TV show and set up on the sofa with me for two days.

      But no Wyatt.

      I think everyone expected it. For him to step up. For him to want me.

      I knew better.

      Until the knock at the door.

      “I’ll get it,” I yelled over my shoulder, Ava on my hip. “Do you think it’s Grandma with more stories of hemorrhoids and childbirth?” I asked her, tickling her stomach. She giggled and grinned. “We’re not allowed to call her grandma,” she said, deadpan. “I’m only allowed to eat candy for breakfast if I call her a GILF.”

      I was giggling myself as I opened the door.

      But I stopped when I was faced with Wyatt. All the pain I’d been pretending I wasn’t feeling hit me like a punch in the face.

      “Uncle It!” Ava screamed, trying to launch herself from my arms.

      Wyatt frowned at my arms, and then grinned wide and fake, and Ava, snatching her from me.

      “My little munchkin,” he said, kissing her head. “You’ve grown almost a foot since I’ve seen you last. Are you in high school yet?”

      She smiled, tugging at one of his multiple necklaces, the sparkle and the appearance of her ‘Uncle It’—she couldn’t figure out Wyatt when she began talking—and the simplicity that came with it, blissfully unaware of the tension between the two adults she adored.

      I envied the fact that things were so simple for her.

      But she was a woman, and would grow into a beautiful one at that—things wouldn’t stay simple for long.

      “You gonna let me in?” Wyatt said when he’d been lingering at the door, letting Ava tug on his expensive jewelry for a handful of minutes.

      “Normally, no,” I shot, impressed at the iron in my voice. “But you’re holding something very precious in your arms so I can’t slam the door in your face.”

      I stepped aside, my stomach lurching as I did so. It took effort to control myself and not barf at his feet. Though Wyatt was engaging with Ava, his eyes flickered to me, frowning as if he suspected just how close he came to wearing my vomit on his designer combat boots.

      “Daddy!” Ava screamed—it was her default, she may have inherited her father’s eyes and midnight black hair, she did not inherit his brooding silences. “Uncle It is here!”

      “I see that, princess,” Killian said, emerging from the kitchen, voice even, eyes softening on his daughter and turning to daggers once they touched Wyatt. “Uncle It is gonna put you down and you’re gonna go and play music with Mommy,” Killian continued. “Loud as you want.”

      Ava beamed. She loved to ‘play music’ with Lexie. It was pretty much just her snatching Sam’s drumsticks and hitting the drums with as much force as her two-year-old body could muster.

      She was the only human being Sam let touch his drum set. I imagined that list would grow when Zeppelin was old enough to properly use his digits.

      Wyatt put Ava down after kissing her head one more time and she sprinted through the house.

      “Don’t want my daughter having to hear her uncle’s screams,” Killian said blandly.

      Wyatt didn’t respond to the threat from one of the most ruthless members of the Sons of Templar MC, famed ex underground fighter, and all around badass.

      He was too busy focusing on me. The frown that he’d focused my way while holding Ava was back and intensified.

      I hated that I was only wearing a ripped Unquiet Mind band tee, faded cut-offs and bare feet. I didn’t have on a lick of makeup, so I knew my face was pale and drawn, my freckles visible. I knew I looked young and vulnerable like this, because I was carded at the store whenever I tried to buy wine without makeup. Which wasn’t often. I barely ever left the house without it. Not for vanity’s sake—though I looked great with my trademark wing and red lip—but because I wanted to hide that vulnerable freckled girl from the world and more importantly, myself.

      “You don’t look good,” Wyatt said after he’d ran his eyes up and down my body.

      “That’s a great thing to lead with,” I clipped. I looked to Killian, whose face was like always, blank and serious. Though there was a small twitch at the side of his lip that looked remarkably like a smile from the man who never grinned at anyone but his wife and child. “You don’t happen to have your gun on you, do you? You know, so I can teach Wyatt a lesson about insulting pregnant women...or just women in general.”

      The mouth twitch got bigger. “Don’t think you should be shootin’ the father of your baby, Emma.”

      I raised my brow. “Have you met the father of my baby?”

      “I think I’m gonna have to let you two...talk.” He gave me a look. “I need to pat you down for weapons?”

      I responded to him with a scowl.

      His mouth twitch got bigger as he looked to Wyatt, and all warmth in his gaze disappeared with alarming speed. “Any last requests?”

      Wyatt also responded with a scowl, though he only took his eyes off me to direct it in Killian’s direction.

      I folded my arms and glared at Wyatt as Killian left the room. “I would tread carefully right about now.”

      He clenched his jaw. “You’re carryin’ my baby,” he hissed instead of heading my warning.

      I folded my arms and made a conscious effort not to scream at him this early in the interaction. I was trying to be a badass, put together mom and person. I was trying out a zen thing. “I’m aware.”

      “Well, that means I have the fucking right to comment on the fact you don’t look good. Because you’re growin’ my baby inside of you and if you’re not taking care of yourself—”

      “Hold up right there,” I interrupted, really wishing I’d fought Killian harder for that gun. Then again, I didn’t want my baby to be born in prison after I was convicted of killing its father. The whole point of me having it was so I could give it a better life than I had. “It’s only recently that you decided that this is your baby, as recent as about ten seconds ago,” I spoke through gritted teeth because I was actively trying not to scream at him. “If we’re throwing judgment about who’s taking care of my unborn child, I think it needs to be directed at the father who wanted me to get a fucking abortion when I first told him, then disappeared for three fucking weeks.” I was shouting now, I couldn’t help it.

      Hormones.

      And a broken heart.

      Killer combination.

      “And then we’ll talk about me, the mother of this baby.” I pointed to the slight swell in my stomach, one that didn’t look like a baby bump, but more like I’d indulged in too many tacos. “The one who has already had to deal with morning sickness, heartburn, mood swings, insomnia, and the prospect of being a single mother because the father of her baby is a fucking douchebag rock star who can’t step up for anything apart from a stage.”

      Wyatt had lost his glare now, and something new was painted on his face. I was on too much of a roll to notice.

      “So excuse me if I don’t look like any of the vapid supermodels you usually date,” I snapped. “I’ve been too busy growing a human inside of me to worry about getting my roots done or heading to Pilates. If that’s all you’ve come to say, let me know if you need help getting that big head out the door on your way out. Killian’s got a carving knife somewhere I’d be happy to use.”

      I was breathing heavily now, the screaming the biggest exertion I’d had since...well since I’d told Wyatt about the baby in the first place.

      They were words I had been keeping to myself, an anger I’d been pretending I didn’t feel whenever Lexie or Killian or Sam muttered about plans to bury Wyatt in a shallow grave. I had to pretend I didn’t feel the anger, because if I let myself experience the fury, I’d have to suffer through the sorrow.

      And I hadn’t done that since the first day I’d arrived at Lexie’s.

      I couldn’t do that.

      I was absolutely terrified I wouldn’t survive it.

      So it hit me. Along with the fact I had thrown up three times today, so had no food in my system and that I hadn’t slept properly in...three months.

      And Wyatt’s presence hit me harder than it all. Especially since he had softened his expression, and that gentling of his eyes—that fucking pity—was worse than it all.

      “Ems,” he murmured.

      The world spun.

      His face changed. “Emma,” he demanded, moving to step forward.

      Which was a good thing too, since I fainted.

      Fucking fainted.
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* * *

      When people faint in movies, they usually wake up like three hours later with lots of fanfare and surrounded by the fucking Tin Man or whatever.

      In reality, a fainting episode—in my experience at least—only last for a couple of seconds, so I woke up in Wyatt’s arms with him all but screaming for Killian and Lexie.

      “Dude, eardrums perforated,” I said wincing, still groggy.

      “Emma,” Wyatt demanded, cupping my face. “Is it the baby? Are you in pain?” Fear saturated his face and voice.

      No, terror.

      “What did you do?” Lexie demanded, rushing to my side, Killian was close behind her, carrying Ava.

      “I didn’t do shit, she fuckin’ fainted,” Wyatt clipped, his arms tightening around me as if Lexie were going to try to snatch me away.

      “Did you fall over, Auntie Em?” Ava asked. “And you said a bad word, It.”

      “We need a doctor?” Killian asked, voice flat, but I knew he was worried. He was Killian.

      “No,” I said, struggling to push out of Wyatt’s arms. They didn’t loosen. Instead, he lifted me up and started carrying me to the sofa.

      “I can walk,” I snapped.

      “You couldn’t hold yourself up two seconds ago.”

      “I was expending energy telling you what an asshole you are,” I hissed as he put me down with tenderness that was painful. “It’s like running an entire marathon.”

      Lexie grinned. Wyatt did not.

      “You’re going to a doctor,” he said.

      “I’m not.”

      “This is our fuckin’ baby, Emma, I’m not taking any chances here.”

      I folded my arms. “The baby you decided you cared about like ten minutes ago?” I asked, rolling my eyes.

      His expression darkened. “No, I didn’t decide to care about it ten minutes ago. I cared about it the second you told me,” he said quietly. “And about you the moment I met you. So if there’s a chance either of you are at risk, I’m not riskin’ it.”

      It took me a second to recover from the words. The soft and tender tone in which he spoke them.

      “Emma, are you sure you’re good?” Lexie asked, concerned.

      “I’m fine,” I answered at the same time Wyatt said, “Of course she’s not fucking good, are you blind?”

      I scowled at him.

      So did Killian, before he directed his gaze to me. “We’re gonna leave you to it, but Lexie and I will take you for a checkup, if you decide you need one.” His attention moved to Wyatt. “You swear at my wife again, I’ll put you in a coma.”

      Then he kissed Lexie’s forehead, grabbed Ava and walked them out of the room.

      “You’re going to the fucking doctor,” Wyatt continued, tapping at his phone. “Because you’re obviously not sleeping. You’ve lost weight when you’re meant to be gaining it, and you don’t even have the energy to yell at me for extended periods of time.”

      I leaned forward and snatched his phone off him before he could do anything stupid like call an ambulance.

      His glare intensified as I moved it from his grasp.

      “I’m going to find the energy to throw you out that window it if you keep acting like you have a say in this,” I said, pointing at the floor to ceiling window that boasted a magnificent view of the Pacific Ocean. “You made your feelings very clear about this, about where you stand.”

      Wyatt’s jaw hardened. “Emma, you told me that I not only fucked you but couldn’t remember doing it and impregnated you in a handful of sentences. I wasn’t fucking standing anywhere since you blew me away.”

      “I’ll give you that,” I replied. “But it’s been almost a month. You’re able to pick yourself up from benders in two hours. I’m not looking for you to come here for sympathy or because you’re getting annoyed with the band giving you the cold shoulder or because some company lawyer told you to.”

      I wouldn’t put it past Mark to figure this out and draw up some kind of contract for me to sign for the greater good of the band and his paycheck. We did okay, but he was ruthless, one of the reasons why I liked him. And he protected the band at all costs, another reason why I liked him. I was guessing someone like me getting pregnant ‘accidentally’ was something he’d feel he had to protect the band from if he had found out.

      Wyatt gritted his teeth, never moving his eyes from me. “I’m not here for any other reason because there’s nowhere else I should be,” he said.

      I stared at him long and hard, wanting to hate him. I yearned for it. To hate that angular, beautiful face. Those ice blue eyes. That stupid fucking sexy hair. The tattoos, the muscles...everything.

      I was angry at him, sure. Furious. But not as angry as I wanted to be. I was too busy being heartbroken. Being in love with him.

      Being fucking pathetic.

      Bleeding from rejection—the gift that kept on giving. Like morning sickness.

      “I don’t forgive you,” I said finally.

      His gaze didn’t waver. “I’m not asking for forgiveness.”

      I glared at him. “What are you asking for, Wyatt?”

      He glanced down at my stomach, leaned forward almost imperceptibly, like he wanted to...touch it. But he stopped.

      “I just want a chance. To be there. Make sure you’re not alone in this.” His voice was little more than a whisper.

      I wanted to laugh. The little scrap of hope I’d been nurturing like a fucking battered teddy bear fell apart in my hands. The hope that he was here because he wanted...me.

      Us, I guessed it was now.

      No, he was here because he didn’t want me to be alone.

      Because he pitied me.

      I straightened my back. “I excel at being alone, Wyatt. And I can handle this baby alone.”

      It was a flat-out lie, but I’d lie to save my pride rather than tell the truth and ruin myself.

      “You can,” Wyatt agreed. “But I don’t want you to. I want to be there for you.”

      All the right words.

      Wrong time.

      Wrong reasons.

      But I was an asshole for keeping a baby’s father from it out of spite. Out of selfishness. Characteristics that defined my own mother.

      I’d let him in. Just as soon as I could build some walls to make sure I didn’t let him into my heart again.

      “I just...” I trailed off. “I need time. To think.”

      Wyatt’s jaw clenched in obvious frustration, but he nodded once.

      He didn’t say anything. Didn’t motion to try and grab for his phone and leave me with my thoughts and battered heart. He just stayed there, kneeling in front of me, staring at me.

      The silence that yawned between us was so painfully awkward I yearned for a giant sinkhole to open up beneath us so the ground could swallow me up.

      Wyatt finally reached into his pocket and handed me a crumpled piece of paper. I took it on instinct, something to grab onto that wasn’t the ever-growing disquiet between us.

      “I just wanted to cover everything you need,” Wyatt began, voice strange and...nervous? “Obviously we want to keep this out of the media...”

      He might’ve kept talking, but it was then that I looked down to what I was holding.

      A check.

      A check for one million dollars.

      I snapped my head up. “Hush money?” I whispered.

      Wyatt’s expression froze. He opened his mouth, some smooth protest, no doubt.

      But I didn’t give him the chance, I stood, throwing the check at him, hating that the paper didn’t have the weight behind it that was sitting in my hands moments ago. It just fluttered meaninglessly to the floor.

      I realized I was also still holding his phone, nice and heavy. Tangible. I wanted to throw it at his head. But I couldn’t bring myself to cause him pain, even in the midst of agony he was causing me. So I hurled it across the room instead. It hit a vase that smashed to the floor. Lexie would understand. Killian would approve.

      “Jesus,” Wyatt hissed. “Emma, don’t throw shit like that when you’ve just fucking fainted. You’ll fucking hurt yourself, the baby.”

      I rolled my eyes. “No, Wyatt, that’s why you came here,” I hissed. “Not because you had a change of heart, or because you wanted to be involved in this, but because you wanted to tell me what my silence and unborn child was worth to you.” The hatred that I yearned for before piled upon me, insulating me from the pain of the moment. “I’ll tell you this, my silence is free, but the price of me being in the same room as you ever again has skyrocketed past what even you can afford.”

      I turned and stomped away, Wyatt calling after me as I went.

      But he didn’t chase me.

      Because that wasn’t how we worked.

      I knew this.

      I didn’t want him to chase me.

      So why was I so disappointed when he didn’t?
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      I went back to work after Wyatt’s visit. Not because I was ready to leave Lexie and Killian’s, and Ava. But because there was only so long I could stay before I had to take my life back into my own hands.

      Wyatt had been calling me non-stop.

      All calls I ignored.

      Texts too.

      Which I deleted.

      I didn’t even let myself read them, because those stupid hormones made me weak and I was crying at funeral commercials and I was scared that I’d read some empty apology on a screen and give myself something as dangerous as hope.

      But I still somehow found myself nurturing that hope.

      That I’d come home one day and he’d be waiting at my doorstep, declaring his love and refusing to let me ignore him.

      But my doorway was empty when I got home, and my apartment was too.

      I was glad about that.

      At least that’s what I told myself. And I didn’t give myself much time for pesky thinking about pesky emotional heartbreak.

      I focused on budgets for what I’d need for the baby, thought about interior decorators for the nursery, did grown-up things like read baby books and considered birthing plans. Not that I needed much of a plan, I intended on getting them to give me as many drugs as possible and hopefully not ruin my vagina.

      When I wasn’t doing that, I was making up for what I’d let slip through the cracks of my emotional breakdown.

      So it was work. I had a trip to Turkey planned in two days that I needed to get details on, hence me being in the office in heels instead of my living room in sweatpants. I needed to plan the trip and meet with some clients.

      Until I found out a specific detail about my flight.

      Namely that it had been canceled.

      Addy, my boss’s receptionist told me this. She was grinning when she saw my reaction—well, heard it, as I hissed “what the fuck?”

      She’d always hated me, because I got away with everything she didn’t and she didn’t have enough talent or charisma—her fake tits didn’t count as charisma—to get her any further than answering phones and trying to flirt with the rich single clients trying to find herself a sugar daddy.

      “Mr. Marshall asked me to cancel the flight two hours ago,” she said, still grinning. I wanted to smash her too fucking white veneers. “I assumed you knew.”

      “You know what they say about ass-uming,” I bit out. “Only assholes do it.” And then I strode past her into Mr. Marshall’s office.

      “He’s on a call—” Addy tried to validate her stupid fucking role, but I was well past her.

      Mr. Marshall saw me come striding in, obviously clocked the look on my face because he muttered a quick goodbye on the phone.

      “Who’s suing me this time?” I demanded.

      “No one’s suing you,” he responded, frowning. “That we know of.”

      “Well that’s the only reason my flights have gotten canceled without my knowledge in the past,” I said. “So if I’m not due in court there better be a pretty fucking good reason why bee-sting lips over there canceled my flight,” I bit out. “I’ve been tracking this painting around the world and I’ve finally been invited to the owner’s compound to discuss purchase. This is a now or never kind of thing. I’m losing the gallery over five million in commission if you don’t book me right back on the next flight.”

      “I know all this,” Mr. Marshall said. “Which is why you still work here despite talking to me like that.”

      I rolled my eyes in response.

      “I canceled your flight because I got a call from your doctor saying it was dangerous for you to fly,” he continued. “Despite the fact you curse at me, at clients, come in late, when you do come in and refuse to adhere to the dress code or pitch in for office birthday gifts—I care about your wellbeing. And I know that you don’t, and you wouldn’t have canceled it.” He leaned back in his chair. “So I did.”

      “My doctor?” I repeated.

      He nodded. “Mr. Wyatt...something.” He narrowed his eyes at me, more with his hardened version of concern than anything else. Trevor Marshall was notoriously hard to work for, fifty percent of his new hires didn’t last a year. He usually fired the other forty-nine at some point.  But he also had the best contacts in the country and paid his employees well if they met his high standards.

      I did that. I was his longest standing employee since he’d poached me from my first job in Chicago. No one would ever describe him as warm or caring, especially not his three ex-wives, but he was fair and a good man. He didn’t protect feelings or hearts and I liked that about him.

      He was also somewhat of a strange, father figure to me and I knew he cared about my wellbeing as much as someone like him could care about another person.

      “He wouldn’t let me in on your condition, and I won’t ask, because I know you won’t tell more, nor will you look after yourself. And despite what you think, I care more about your wellbeing that one commission,” he said. “As long as it’s only one commission,” he added.

      “Oh, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” I hissed. “I’m not costing you even one commission and you’ll get your secretary Barbie to stop trolling Tinder and book me another flight while I take care of my doctor.”

      “Do I need to hire you another lawyer?” he asked conversationally.

      “Oh no, I’ll hire my own if it comes to that, which it just fucking might.”

      Then I stomped out of the office in search of the father of my child.
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* * *

      “You asshole!” I yelled, storming into the recording studio, striding toward Wyatt, my blood boiling.

      Sam grinned, leaning back from his drum kit, looking like he was settling in for a show. “Ah, I do not miss that happening to me when I was single.”

      I ignored this because I was focusing on the dick with the bass.

      “You spoke to your boss, I see,” Wyatt said, putting down the bass and running his fingers through his hair.

      “Yes, I spoke to my boss. That’s appropriate,” I hissed, not stopping until my heeled toes lined up with his Chucks. “You speaking to him, pretending to be a doctor is not fucking appropriate. It’s illegal. I can have you arrested.”

      “It’s not illegal to impersonate a doctor,” Sam cut in helpfully. “Just frowned upon. I’ve checked it with lawyers and everything.”

      “Fine, I’ll plant two kilos of coke in your mansion,” I snapped. “Because I’ll have time on my hands considering I missed my first flight to Turkey, and someone bought up all the empty fucking seats so I couldn’t rebook.” Addy had informed me of this gleefully on the way over. “I wonder who has enough money and enough of an asshole bone to do such a thing.”

      “Let’s give them some space,” Noah said, standing from his keyboard.

      “Fuck that,” Sam protested. “This is better than Pay-Per-View.”

      “Sam,” Lexie said, all but dragging him upward.

      He pouted. “I never get to have any fun anymore.”

      “I’ll take you car shopping,” Lexie said, winking at me.

      “Only if you don’t tell Gina,” Sam said. “She’s got this thing about me buying more cars.”

      Lexie’s giggles were lost as the door closed.

      I glared at Wyatt. “You want to explain yourself before or after I break your nose?” I asked.

      “Knew that groveling, flowers or chocolate wouldn’t work with you, so I had to make you mad, then you’d talk to me,” he said lazily, seeming not at all worried about his nose, which I hadn’t ruled out punching.

      I gaped at him. “I’m not talking to you, I’m yelling at you!”

      He shrugged. “And when you stop, I can talk to you.”

      “You’ve done enough talking,” I hissed. “A picture may be worth a thousand words, but a check to buy off me and my unborn child is worth exactly a million.”

      He flinched. “Emma, I didn’t mean—”

      “It’s too late to say what you did and didn’t mean,” I interrupted. “We’re not gonna change the past.”

      “How about the future?” he asked.

      I ignored the way my stomach flipped. “What about the future?”

      “I want one, with you, the baby.”

      My heart skipped and I hated that it did. I hated that I had held onto the hope of him saying exactly that, even after he’d shown me differently with his absence, then his presence, more specifically the presence of the check I’d thrown at him. “You have a future with the baby,” I said finally. “I’m not going to be the woman who keeps you from your kid. But I’m also not gonna be the mother that lets a transient father figure breeze in and out of a baby’s life. If you want a future, it’s permanent. And if you can’t commit to that, then I suggest you walk away right now. You’ve got the practice.”

      I didn’t need to say the last part. It was cruel and petty. But I felt cruel and petty.

      His jaw was hard. “I’m not walking away.”

      I nodded. “Okay.”

      He waited for me to say more.

      I didn’t.

      “What does this mean?” he demanded finally, obviously uncomfortable with the silence, the situation in general. It was strange seeing Wyatt like that. He was always so confident, so self-assured. I derived a pathetic sense of triumph from it.

      “You’re the rock star, you tell me.”

      “Stop.” The word was a plead rather than a command.

      “Stop what?”

      “Stop treating me like that, like everyone else does. Like a rock star. You’ve always treated me like Wyatt.”

      It hurt. The pain in his voice. But I had my own pain. “I did. Until you stopped being Wyatt and started being exactly what everyone expected from you. And exactly what you aren’t.” And then I turned on my heel and walked away.
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* * *

      I hadn’t heard from Wyatt since the day in the recording studio. I’d heard from Lexie. Asking if I was okay. Sam, telling me I was welcome to come in and yell at Wyatt whenever I liked, and that he’d give me his new Ferrari if I punched him next time.

      And Noah, asking if I wanted to come around for old movies before I went to Turkey. I’d had to reschedule all of my plans, which mean I almost lost the meeting with the contact that would get me in touch with the illusive man who was in possession of one of the rarest pieces of art in the world.

      The almost part was why I didn’t have more of a violent reaction to Wyatt’s meddling.

      I’d managed to reschedule, but had a couple days before the appointment so I had a couple of days to consider Wyatt’s reasoning for meddling in my life, to ignore his calls and to ignore the reaction I had to him fucking with my business in order to make me mad enough to find him and yell at him. He knew me well enough that he knew that was the only way to get me to come to him. To talk to him.

      I hated that.

      I loved that.

      I was conflicted as fuck about that and couldn’t be trusted with my solitude.

      Which was where I was, sharing popcorn with Noah on his sofa, watching Roman Holiday.

      “You’re pregnant, not recovering from starvation, you can share the popcorn with me,” Noah said dryly as I shoved it in my mouth with alarming speed.

      “You’re also rich, you can buy more,” I said after swallowing.

      He grinned. “Touché.”

      A Noah grin was rare and oh so beautiful. He rarely smiled because he had that deep, soulful, moody thing going on. It drove the girls wild. For good reason. He had the angular bone structure of a model, dark hair and a muscled physique that would’ve had me wanting to lick it had he not been Wyatt’s best friend, and also gay.

      Who was I kidding? I still wanted to lick it.

      “You handling things okay?” he asked, eyes on the movie. “I know you’re Emma so your kneejerk response is gonna be you’re handling things fine, that you’ve had worse, survived worse and don’t need help from anyone.” He glanced to me. “But it’s just me now, and I’m not gonna judge you for saying that you’re not dealing that well. You shouldn’t be dealing that well. This is fucked.”

      “Life is fucked, Noe,” I said in response. “In a weird way, all this almost makes sense for me. I was never going to have the traditional family, happy ending. So of course I’ll get pregnant after a one-night stand with Wyatt, one he doesn’t remember, and then have him swing from wanting nothing to do with me or the baby to suddenly think he’s entitled to do things like give me million dollar checks and cancel my flights.”

      Noah blinked. I hadn’t told anyone about Wyatt trying to buy me off, the band was only just thawing toward him, I didn’t want to be the reason the deep freeze started all over again.

      “He gave you a check?” Noah seethed.

      I nodded once, the burn from that still fresh.

      “Jesus, he’s so emotionally crippled he makes me look well adjusted,” he muttered. “He wants you, this baby.” He nodded to my stomach. “He had eighteen years of hearing he wasn’t good enough from his folks, six years of hearing how amazing he was from the masses, and millions of people can tell you you’re worth something, but if it’s one person you’ve always wanted approval from, that’s who you’re gonna believe. I’m not making up excuses for him, ‘cause frankly, I’m disappointed as fuck in the way he handled this shit. We all knew you two were gonna have some kind of fucked-up courtship. That you’d end up together. You’re meant for each other.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, right. Wyatt only noticed me because I’ve got tits and an ass and I interested him because I said no to sleeping with him. And he’s pretending he wants me and the baby because he realized he’ll lose the band if he doesn’t.”

      Noah paused the movie. “You actually think that?”

      I struggled not to squirm under his probing gaze. “I don’t think it, I know it.”

      “Jesus, your view on the world is so crystal clear and beautifully cynical most of the time, but you’re blind when it comes to yourself. Your parents have a lot to answer for.”

      “Hey kettle, I’m pot, we both seem to be black,” I said in response.

      Noah and I knew some the sordid details of each other’s history thanks to a little thing called Jägermeister. Which meant I knew exactly how vile his father was. It was the basis of our bond, emotional scars from ugly people that were meant to show us beauty in the world. Nothing brings people together like shared childhood trauma.

      Noah blinked. “You’re not wrong. I’m fucked up. We’re all fucked up.”

      I smiled. “Yeah, and I’m bringing up baby into this fucked up world. To fuck it up appropriately.”

      “You’re not gonna fuck it up, you’re gonna be a great mom,” Noah said, voice firm.

      I raised my brow.

      “Okay,” he relented. “You’re most likely gonna fuck it up a little. But doesn’t mean you won’t be a good mom.” He paused. “And I think Wyatt’s gonna be a great dad if he gets out of his own head.”

      I nodded, thinking of the way he was with Ava, with Zeppelin, the kind of man he was when he wasn’t being an asshole. “He will.”

      Noah regarded me. “He loves you, you know.”

      I scoffed, shoving more popcorn in my mouth for something to do.

      Noah regarded me with those sharp, piercing eyes. “He doesn’t realize it, ‘cause he’s too busy hating himself. But he does.”

      This struck a chord within me, remembering the demons lurking on Wyatt’s face the night of the conception. But I couldn’t think of that.  “Can we change the subject?” I requested. “Me and Wyatt and this situation has been taking up my headspace and I’m simply bored of it. Can you please enlighten me with what’s fucking you up lately?”

      The corner of Noah’s mouth turned up. “You got a hundred years?”

      I put my hand on my stomach. “I’ve got like six or so months?”

      He resumed the movie. “Still not long enough. Let’s just pretend Audrey can fix our problems.”

      “I’m down for pretending.”

      I better be, I had a lifetime of it with Wyatt ahead of me.
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* * *

      I was zipping up my suitcase when the buzzer of my apartment sounded. It couldn’t have been my Uber since I still hadn’t ordered one. I was running late on account on all the barfing I had to fit around packing. I didn’t have high hopes for the flight. In fact, I was fucking dreading the flight. Despite the fact I was flying business class, I hated flying. Usually, I was half buzzed by the time I got on the plane and fully buzzed by the time they turned the seatbelt sign off. I was facing a thirteen-hour flight with no buzz and morning sickness. I didn’t have time for mystery fucking callers. Who even turned up to people’s places unannounced anymore? I thought our antisocial behavior brought on by social media had killed all that.

      I hated the little hope that sparked inside me as I crossed the room to the door, the hope that expected it might be Wyatt, to fight for me, for us. But I was the one that fought for myself by pushing him away. I always hated it when girls pushed guys away only because they wanted them to hold them tighter.

      And look what I was doing.

      “Ms. Brian?” The voice through the intercom was unfamiliar and I hated how my heart fell.

      Fucking movies and books. They’d all had us expecting some grand romantic gesture, even if we told ourselves we weren’t. Even when our whole life was evidence no such gestures existed. We all wanted to be the woman in the window with a man playing some bad song out of a boom box on the street below.

      Truth was, no one was that woman.

      And that man didn’t fucking exist.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “I’m here to take you to the airport.”

      I blinked, glancing down to look at my phone. I didn’t think I’d ordered an Uber, but I was discovering pregnancy brain was a real thing. Or more likely, I was exhausted from not sleeping, from barfing, from doing all that fucking pining over Wyatt.

      My phone told me I hadn’t ordered an Uber. So how in the fuck did these guys know my last name and that I was going to the airport?

      “Wyatt Summers hired me,” the voice continued.

      Of fucking course.

      “Well, he can un-hire you,” I snapped. “Because I’ll be making my own arrangements.”

      “He informed us that you might have a response like this, and he’s instructed me not to leave until we have you and your belongings.”

      I gritted my teeth. Had I really been hoping for communication with Wyatt? And this was his form of it. A disembodied voice most likely belonging to a disembodied suit hired to take me to the airport in some fancy fucking SUV. It was the check all over again. I was being slapped in the face with Wyatt’s money and fame.  I wanted to fight this. But I didn’t have the energy and I was already late for the flight. So I buzzed him in, turning to snatch up my suitcase and purse, doing a quick glance around my apartment to make sure I hadn’t forgotten something.

      The old Emma was lying around here somewhere, the old Emma who would’ve refused to let the man in and would’ve scaled down a fucking wall rather than let Wyatt make decisions for her. But she wasn’t exactly lost, more defeated.

      I was just locking my front door when I heard the elevator bing. I turned, expecting some stranger wearing a suit and polite expression.

      I got a super-hot, muscled security expert wearing jeans and a tee that was tight enough to count his abs. He was not wearing a polite expression. In fact, he was wearing a shit-eating grin.

      “Duke, what the fuck are you doing here?” I demanded.

      “Ms. Brian, I’m here to take you to the airport,” he said in that same voice as he’d tricked me with on the intercom. He took my suitcase from me. “Knew you wouldn’t buzz me up if you recognized my voice. ‘Cause then you’d put two and two together that I’m not just here to escort you to the airport, I’m comin’ with you to Turkey. You found that out, you wouldn’t let me in, and you’d try and scale the building or some shit to make sure Wyatt didn’t get his way. That happened, I wouldn’t get paid, and I’d also get Wyatt unhappy with me. We’re friends, he also has a shitty poker face, he’s unhappy with me, I don’t get invited to Wednesday poker and I don’t get to win at Wednesday poker.”

      He said all of this while walking to the elevator. Since he had my suitcase, I had no choice but to follow him.

      “Plus, I’ve always wondered what Turkey’s like this time of year.”

      I was going to kill Wyatt.
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* * *

      “This isn’t the right way to the terminal,” I said to Duke, the first words I’d said since I’d gotten in the car.

      The silent treatment was petty, childish and directed at the wrong person but I was pissed.

      “Ah, you’re speaking and not just stringing curse words together. An improvement,” he said.

      I flipped him the bird.

      “This is gonna be fun.” He grinned.

      “This isn’t gonna be anything if we miss my flight,” I said, looking to where we had passed the departures lane.

      “Well, you are gonna miss your flight. But we’re getting you on another one.”

      I watched to where we were going.

      I had a bad feeling about this.

      My bad feeling only intensified when we joined a line of expensive vehicles with tinted windows going into the area of the airport where the rich and famous avoided paparazzi and TSA.

      “No fucking way,” I hissed.

      “You expect anything less?” Duke asked with a grin.

      No, I expected more. That was the fucking problem.
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* * *

      “A fucking private jet, Wyatt? Are you kidding?”

      “Hello to you too. I honestly expected your tone to be less murderous. Flying commercial is such a drag.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Ugh, you’re such a douchebag.”

      “But I’m a douchebag who got you onto an awesome private jet for your trip,” he countered.

      “I didn’t ask for a private jet, Wyatt,” I snapped. “I can’t fucking believe that sentence just came out of my mouth. Your money can buy you all the jets you want, but it can’t buy you the right to just yank all of my decisions out of my control. You can’t buy my life, Wyatt, no matter whose baby this is inside me. You can’t buy the baby either. So if you keep throwing money and bodyguards at me, the only thing that’ll come of it is you never hearing from me again.”

      A heavy pause fell on the other side of the phone, palpable even inside the roomy jet I’d settled in moments ago.

      “Don’t you threaten me with that, Emma,” he said, all teasing gone from his voice.I didn’t blanche at his tone. “Well don’t try and control my life just because you’re under the mistaken impression that because you strum a guitar for a living means you have the right to do so.” I took a breath. “And the fact you even think it’s appropriate to hire Duke is off the fucking reservation.” I eyed the man in question, not even pretending that he wasn’t eavesdropping. He seemed to find my fury entertaining.

      I’d give him, and Wyatt, something to smile about.

      Fucking males.

      “It’s lucky that I enjoy Duke’s company and that I have the biblical memory of how he likes to show a girl a good time that I’m letting him come,” I purred.

      “And who knows, with all the privacy on this private jet you organized, maybe he’ll let me come too.”

      I hung up.

      Duke groaned, no longer grinning.

      “Emma, two fucking years you’ve managed to keep silent on the one night we fucked, and you choose now to tell Wyatt?” he whined. “Now you’re carryin’ his baby? You know he’s gonna try and kill me, right?”

      I nodded, smiling, taking the orange juice from the flight attendant. “Yeah, and I also know you’re trained in various ways of killing humans, so you’ll defend yourself.” I shrugged. “Maybe take care of my problem for me.”

      He snorted. “Yeah, right. I like you, babe. But not enough to kill one of my close friends, best paying clients, and one of the most famous men in the world.”

      Duke and I had slept together once. When I moved into my new apartment in L.A. after the band had gotten big. He’d been hired as their security and he was hot, and I was single and horny.

      I didn’t even really remember how we’d ended up at his apartment without anyone in the band knowing we’d left together. But we did.

      The sex had been great, because Duke was hot and knew how to please a woman. And because I was hot and knew how to please a man. He was also very on board with the way I treated sex. He didn’t try to cuddle me after, didn’t make it into something it wasn’t. Likely because he was fucked up in his own special way.

      We had decided not to do it again since we both had the same scorched earth policy. We managed to remain friends afterward because we weren’t attached to each other or stupid illusions about one night of meaningless sex.

      If only I could’ve done the same with Wyatt.

      But with him, nothing was meaningless.
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* * *

      “Look, I’m not a cop,” I said to the man in front of me. My patience was wearing thin, I was covered neck to ankle, and it was hotter than Satan’s armpit in this compound outside of Ankara. I had known it would’ve taken some doing to get myself here, the Russian billionaire I was trying to buy a rare Jackson Pollock off was notoriously private and impossible to get a meeting with. He also hoarded some of the most precious art in the world. Curators had been trying to get meetings with him for years.

      No one had gotten one.

      Except me.

      Which was why I was one of the most sought after in the biz.

      But even with me, it had taken two days of negotiations, of utilizing every one of my contacts and trying not to kill Duke as he hovered around me like a fucking shadow.

      I didn’t know how Lexie did it, have someone following her around all the time. Then again, her security guard was also her husband who was hot as shit.

      Duke was hot as shit, no doubt about that, but he was annoying as hell too. He had not been happy about the little trip into the middle of nowhere in Turkey and I had to kindly—with liberal use of the word ‘fuck’—inform him that he was not the boss of me. And he’d muttered about me being the death of him but then hadn’t tried to do anything stupid like stop me. He’d driven the obnoxious SUV we’d rented upon arriving outside the city, following the directions I’d gotten from a friend.

      I hadn’t told Duke that we hadn’t been invited until two G Wagons turned up at the ornate gates, two men getting out of each one and demanding to know who I was and what I was doing there.

      Luckily, I’d jumped out of the car before all of this had happened and Duke couldn’t lock me inside or drive off. None of them had visible weapons and all my research on the man—of which I’d done a lot—told me that he hadn’t been violent toward his business partners. I deduced the meeting to be low risk, and normally I would’ve done it no matter the risk, it was only because of that low risk that I was here. My child was not worth the commission or the bragging rights this sale would get me, and I would’ve swallowed my pride and gotten right back on the plane if I’d heard any murmurings that this would be dangerous.

      Still, the stony-faced men weren’t exactly laying out the welcome mat. In fact, they’d taken one look at me, and more specifically a hard-jawed Duke and told me to leave. In Russian. Which was good because then Duke didn’t hear the thinly veiled threat that came with that request.

      “Like I said, we’re not FBI,” I told them. “I don’t care about how you get enough money to make it look like the Gucci store straight up threw up on you,” I said to the one standing in front of the rest, who I guessed was the leader of the entourage or security team or whoever these douchebags were.

      It was kind of a lie. I did care about how they got all this wealth, because it wasn’t amassed without victimizing vulnerable people. Whether it was drugs, weapons or something worse. But then again, all great wealth was amassed by victimizing someone, it was the way of the world. I couldn’t change it.

      “I’m here for your boss’s Pollock, my buyer is willing to pay a more than fair amount. All cash.” I let that sink in, cash always had a way of easing the tension. “Enough for you to buy the fucking Gucci store if you wish.” I paused again, long enough to be uncomfortable, to make them sweat a little and to show them I wasn’t afraid of them. “Are you gonna do business with me or am I gonna take my client’s money elsewhere—and I’m gonna be honest with you, it’d be a relief to do so, the gaudiness of your diamonds are giving me a headache.”

      The air was tense as the man digested my words. His comrades were wearing different expressions. Some were sneering at the “crass, American slut.” I knew that’s what they were sneering about because they were muttering it in Russian under their breath. I spoke three languages other than English and considering the amount of business I did here, it came in handy.

      A couple of the men had cheeky grins at my words, but still called me “the idiot American.”

      I felt Duke move closer to my back as he sensed the tension I’d created with men who didn’t exactly value human life. And definitely not the life of a crass American slut.

      I didn’t blink. I’d been in countless situations like this before. It was a pissing contest. Men didn’t like a woman entering it, let alone winning one. But men—humans in general—liked money and there was always a price for someone’s pride. In my years at my job, I’d become excellent at gauging how much someone was willing to sell their priceless art for, the best in the business in fact. But I was damn near faultless and putting a dollar amount on the number of a man’s pride. I found it easier to do business insulting people who were used to their wealth buying them respect. The fact I didn’t work that well usually got me my own, for free.

      Or for a few million of my client’s money.

      Of course there were a handful of times things didn’t go my way and shit got sketchy. But those times I’d walked out without a scratch—and with my painting. And I never had a bodyguard.

      The silence rolled on until he lifted his Rolex clad wrist to an earpiece at his ear. I knew it was there, and my speech wasn’t for his benefit. Men like the art collector I was stalking were not ones to be ignorant about who rolled up to their gates. I’d known he was listening.

      I’d been counting on it.

      The man in front of me cleared his hostile expression, but his eyes were filled with hate. I wouldn’t be getting a Christmas card from this guy.

      “You are welcome,” he said, stepping aside, his voice communicating he considered me everything other than “welcome.”

      I grinned.
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* * *

      “I can’t believe you just did that,” Duke said, the first words he’d spoken since we’d gotten back into the city. Me with the piece I’d come for. Roman Ivanov had been exactly like the men he employed. Covered with all the trappings of wealth and none of the class. He had been courteous, obviously impressed with the demeanor I’d offended the rest of his men with.

      He’d even asked me to dine with him, and the glint in his eyes showed me the invitation was for more than just food. I’d politely declined, not just because he was old enough to be my father, had no taste, and I was pregnant with another man’s child—thankfully not visible due to some creative outfits and a liberal use of black.

      Well yes, it was all because those things.

      His art collection had tempted me, though. He had some pieces that I’d been sure had been lost to the world. I’d been sure to part on as good of terms as I could, knowing that a connection with this guy was priceless.

      Duke was driving violently—it was the only way to get around in Ankara, and so it happened, in life too.

      “I know, I’m awesome,” I said, tapping at my phone to inform my client I’d gotten him the piece for a million less than he’d been expecting to pay. People who wore their wealth with Rolex’s and Gucci belts rarely knew the worth of anything important.

      “Are you serious, Emma?” Duke demanded, glancing at me. No, glaring at me. He’d pretty much been doing that since we entered the gates to Ivanov’s compound and for the hour it took me to get back into the city.

      “In life? Rarely ever. About my awesomeness? Always.”

      “You’re four months pregnant and you just insulted a Russian criminal in front of his crew,” he clipped. “I did that, I’d be shootin’ my way outta there. And the fact that you did that, and you’re a woman...fuck you don’t know how that could’ve gone.”

      I scowled at him. “I know how it could’ve gone because I’ve been doing this for years and I’m actually really fucking good at my job. Not once have I ever shot my way out of anywhere. You always think you need to enter a violent situation with obvious violence.” I rolled my eyes. “Men.”

      “Violence works best,” he said, gripping the steering wheel. “No wonder Wyatt didn’t want you comin’ here. Pregnant or not. You’re lucky he wasn’t here to see that shit.”

      “You gonna tattle on me to my rock star baby daddy?” I asked sweetly.

      He gritted his teeth. “No, because Wyatt’s not seeing sense when it comes to this shit right now, and I don’t like to think what he’ll do if I tell him.”

      I rolled my eyes again. “Fuck, you men are so dramatic.”

      There was a long silence and I waited for more misogynistic bullshit. “That was fucking awesome, I’ll give you that,” Duke relented.

      I grinned.

      “But you know you can’t keep this shit up,” he continued.

      I scowled. “Did Wyatt put you up to this amongst all the yelling about not fucking me?”

      “No, well, he did yell about chopping my balls off if I put a hand on you.” He grinned. “But this is comin’ from me. I know you can take care of yourself, know the world has kicked your ass, and you got strong enough to strike back. Know you get off on this shit, ‘cause I do too. The risk is worth the payoff. But you’ve gotta know now that the risk isn’t worth it...” He trailed off, looking pointedly at my stomach. It was a good thing we were leaving today since my bump had pretty much popped overnight.

      I sighed. “I know that, I’m also not stupid.” The men I dealt with saw my gender as a weakness without the pregnancy. I did great at proving them wrong on that count but even as awesome as I was, it wouldn’t work as well when I was showing an obvious weakness. An obvious vulnerability.

      It scared me, how vulnerable I was now. Because anything happening to the child I hadn’t even met yet would destroy me. It’d ruin me. So no way would I give anyone the chance to hurt my baby. Not for the sake of art. Duke was right, there was a point when nothing was worth that risk.

      “Didn’t say you were stupid,” Duke replied. “Just care about you, and the baby that you and Wyatt are going to fuck up in so many new and interesting ways.”

      “So glad to hear you have faith in me being a good mother,” I muttered.

      He reached across the car to squeeze my hand, as if he could hear the unease in my own voice. “Just ‘cause I said you’re gonna fuck the kid up doesn’t mean I don’t think you’re gonna be a good mom,” he said. “Know you’re gonna be a good mom ‘cause you’re a good person, a great friend and willing to curse out Russian criminals without blinking.”

      I grinned at the compliment coming from Duke.

      He was lying, but it was still nice to hear.
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      Wyatt had been texting me and calling me non-stop since I hung up on him right after I insinuated I was going to join the mile-high club with one of his bodyguards/close friends.

      I had, of course, ignored all of these texts.

      He knew I was okay, because he was paying for Duke’s presence and Duke, therefore, had to answer his calls and let him know that I was still alive. When Duke could speak, amidst all the swearing I’d heard yelled through the phone.

      “You just fucking had to hit him with the knowledge of us fucking. Once,” he moaned after hanging up the phone as we got situated in the jet. It seemed that Wyatt still hadn’t recovered or stopped yelling at Duke, even though it had been a week since I told him.

      A week since I told him one of his friends and I had had sex, the friend he’d hired as my bodyguard, and then I’d informed him I was going to fuck that friend while pregnant with his child and on the way to Turkey.

      I guessed it wasn’t exactly something someone like Wyatt got over in a week.

      “I’m pregnant, hormones,” I argued. “I was mad.” I paused. “And I’m also kind of an asshole sometimes.”

      “No kidding?” Duke remarked dryly.

      We were departing a day earlier than we were meant to. I’d planned on needing to stay longer to facilitate the deal and perhaps source some other art for clients. But I was too tired. Which was almost unheard of for me. I wasn’t a person who got tired. No matter how little sleep I got, I never dragged my ass around, never took naps. I struggled to get to sleep at night on my best days. I was determined to utilize every waking moment to working to make my life kickass and running farther away from my past.

      But pregnancy was apparently exhausting.

      I was looking forward to sleeping in the luxurious jet I’d thrown such a fit over—Wyatt was right, I’d never be able to be pleased with flying commercial after this. The asshole.

      He’d ruined me for all other men, his baby was likely going to ruin my vagina and my tits, and now he was ruining air travel for me.

      If only I’d known all of this when I’d first met him.

      My hand settled on my stomach.

      If I’d known all of this before, all the pain, all the fucking agony and uncertainty I’d have to go through, I wouldn’t change a thing. Because of the fact that I already was willing to go through all the pain in the world for the being growing inside me.

      And because of the fact that I’d rather have pain with Wyatt than empty pleasure with anyone else.
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* * *

      The slam of my front door echoed so loudly my skull rattled. My heels sounded on my hardwood as I walked farther in, letting the quiet of my home settle onto my skin. It didn’t sink in with a peacefulness that I’d designed my apartment to be. It was all white, all different textures, from the sofa, to the fluffy throw, to the multiple cushions, to the shaggy rug, marble countertops. Art was sparingly placed around the walls. Only because it was that precious to me. I wouldn’t clutter my space with meaningless pieces. Everything that existed in here had a purpose. And the art that did hang on my walls was the reason my apartment wasn’t completely paid off, even though my commission should’ve made it so a year ago.

      One of my paintings was worth about the same as the apartment it was hanging in. And the fact I owned it, that painting that had all but saved me that day in Washington, it was worth more than a roof over my head.

      Though my apartment was pretty kickass.

      Everything was white, floor to ceiling windows flooding my living space with natural light as if I thought it would cancel out the years living in darkness and filth.

      I sank down onto my sofa. It cost more than my first car.

      It was totally worth it. It was like a fucking hug for your body.

      But I didn’t feel comforted by it. The quiet after the bustling streets of Ankara was uncomfortable. The air, scented with my lavender diffuser was too clean, too simple compared to the polluted and chaotic combination the city I’d left behind.

      I always had a hard time transitioning from the loud and busy locations I traveled to, to the quiet of my home. It was incredibly lonely.

      Though I wasn’t technically alone. My hand rested on the tiny bump. It was strange to think I’d probably long for this quiet once the baby was born. That I’d curse myself for not appreciating it more, for making myself go all melancholy about it. A baby would not foster quiet or peace, I knew that.

      I also knew that people glamourized motherhood, that the made it seem wonderful and easy for reasons unbeknownst to everyone. Like honesty about what a fucking misery it is to raise a human being was somehow taboo. Everyone was always pretending they had life figured out. Because they didn’t want to admit it to their friends. Or maybe to themselves.

      My palms itched to hold my pill bottle. Pop the cap open so I wasn’t alone. The pills I’d been so against provided me with company in my loneliest of moments. I wasn’t addicted, per se. But I was uncomfortably dependent.

      Going cold turkey probably wasn’t my best idea. But having unprotected sex with Wyatt when we were both drunk wasn’t the best idea either. I had to live with my decisions.

      The doctors told me they could move me onto medication that was safer to take while pregnant. I wasn’t risking it.

      My family took a lot of risks with my life, both before and after I was born. Before, my mum smoked and drank heavily. I knew this because she told me. Because she said that’s why I’d come out slow and cried all the time. That’s why she’d left me alone for hours because she “couldn’t stand my squawking.”

      Every action in her motherhood was made for selfish reasons, nothing was sacrificed for me. So yeah, those little white pills made it easier for me to function, but no way in fuck was I going to jeopardize my kid’s life just so mine could be easier.

      A knock at the door jerked me out of my morbid contemplation.

      Good thing too. I wasn’t prone to moments of self-pity. They didn’t serve me. I also didn’t want to give my parents the satisfaction of ruining my future right along with my past. If anyone was going to ruin my future, it was going to be me.

      And I was doing a mighty fine job of it.

      I shouldn’t have been surprised to see Wyatt on the other side of the door when I opened it. Only a few people had the code to get into the building, but I hadn’t even let myself entertain the thought it was Wyatt. I’d guessed it was Noah or Lexie, both of whom I’d texted when I landed. I didn’t text Wyatt, though. I was still mad at him. Confused about him. He thought I was arriving tomorrow, but Duke likely snitched.

      There was also the case of the handful of calls and text messages I’d ignored. I expected him to be spitting mad, spouting all sorts of shit he had no right to spout. I expected a fight. That’s what we did, after all.

      But I got nothing. No shouting, curses, accusations.

      “Em,” he said, breathing my name in that horrible and beautiful way he seemed to do now.

      His eyes roved over every inch of me hungrily. Like I was wearing a skin-tight dress that showed off half my tits instead of black cashmere sweats and combat boots. Because I may have been able to be asshole enough to afford cashmere sweats—and they were like wearing fucking clouds—but I was always going to be that girl from the other side of the tracks, so it paid to keep my roots planted on my feet in the form of scuffed leather boots.

      I contemplated Wyatt in much the same way he did me.

      With hunger.

      He had a long Henley on, the sleeves pushed up to reveal tattoos covering his muscled forearms. He had a beanie covering his head, silver strung around his neck. And his trademark black jeans and black Chucks.

      I’d seen him in all this before, it was achingly familiar.

      So why did it feel so different?

      Wyatt froze the second his eyes touched the small but now noticeable swell in my stomach. Because I was naturally so small, it was more obvious than it might’ve been.

      I was about to try and suck it in, out of sheer self-consciousness. But this wasn’t bloating after eating twelve tacos, this was a baby, I couldn’t suck it in. And then there was Wyatt’s gaze, the way it softened, the way it melted as it focused on that bump. Like it was something beautiful. Like I was something beautiful.

      I knew I was hot. I wasn’t blind. I had a great rack, took care of my body. My eyes were just big enough to make me look innocent and sultry at the same time and my ‘blowjob lips’ were always accentuated with red lipstick.

      But I didn’t have the trademark red lipstick on. Nor my trademark skin showing outfits.

      And Wyatt wasn’t looking at me like he thought I was hot. There was a difference when a man leered at your assets and when a man looked at you like you were something more than tits and blowjob lips.

      Like the way Wyatt was looking at me now.

      Like he’d always looked at me, if I felt like being honest with myself.

      “You’re showing,” he murmured, voice raspy.

      I placed my palm on the small bump, feeling love toward the being underneath my hand that I didn’t even think I was capable of. “Yeah, it just kind of...popped when I was away. Luckily it’s still small enough to hide. Being an unmarried woman in Turkey is bad enough. Unwed and pregnant? That would’ve been tricky.” I paused. “Though not with my new shadow that made my buyer very nervous until I assured them Duke wasn’t FBI.”

      Wyatt’s jaw hardened, but he still couldn’t tear his eyes upward. His hand, fisted at his side relaxed and twitched, as if he wanted to move.

      His eyes met mine. “Can I?”

      I blinked before I got his meaning.

      “Hell no,” should’ve been my answer, to reinforce those boundaries needed to protect my heart.

      Instead, I only nodded.

      Immediately, his palm found my stomach and my reaction to the touch was strong and immediate. Violent. Violent because it wasn’t. I wasn’t used to the tender reverence in the way he touched me. No one had touched me like that. I made sure of it. Because when someone touched you with tenderness when all you knew was pain, it showed you just how horrible your life was before and how it would be after, with only the memory of that softness.

      I stepped back, purposefully.

      Wyatt’s hand stayed mid-air, cradling a moment that should never have happened.

      “Emma,” he murmured, voice soft.

      “No,” I said, the word a prayer. “We’re not turning this into something.”

      His eyes met mine. “It already was something the second I took you to bed.”

      I folded my arms. “It didn’t mean anything, we were both drunk,” I lied.

      He narrowed his eyes. “Bullshit, you felt something. You’ve felt something since then.”

      “Yeah, I have,” I shot. “Lonely. All my life I’ve been lonely. And the way I cure that is to have sex with random men.” The words were out of my mouth before I realized it. The first time I’d uttered that truth out loud. And I kept going. “Fuck oysters, loneliness is the best aphrodisiac. And it just so happened that night we were both feeling lonely. So we had sex. That’s it. Sex you don’t even remember, might I add.”

      “I might not remember the fucking, but I remember you,” he hissed, leaning forward. “I remember waking up feeling like death and then vanilla and coconut brought me back. I reached for you without even knowing there was a possibility of you there. I watched you walk away with a brave face and dead eyes and you carried something away with me. Something more than what’s growing inside you. Something I didn’t realize I’d given you until that morning.”

      The words hit me bodily. It took me a long handful of moments to foster the appropriate response, to stop myself from crossing the distance between us. “You’re being fucking ridiculous,” I said.

      Wyatt’s gaze went to my stomach once more before his eyes yanked themselves upward. “Did you fuck him?”

      I jutted my chin up. “Who?”

      He clenched his jaw. “You fucking know who.”

      “The bodyguard that you hired without my permission?” I asked sweetly.

      Wyatt only nodded once, as if he physically couldn’t form words anymore.

      “It would’ve served you right if I did,” I said, my voice acid. Wyatt’s body went tight, wired. I should’ve kept him hanging for longer than a couple of moments, but I couldn’t handle the pain in his gaze. “No, I didn’t fuck him.” I narrowed my eyes. “But you try and pull that shit again, I will fuck him. Just out of spite.”

      Then I slammed the door in his face.

      Because I wasn’t doing a good enough job of ruining my own life, I had to ruin Wyatt’s too.
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* * *

      One Week Later

      When I walked into the living room of the beach house, Wyatt and Sam were there. I shouldn’t have been surprised since the band was trying to prepare for a domestic tour and record an album at the same time. There were rarely times when they weren’t all together. And though I was happy as anything that it meant Lexie was back in L.A. and could help me through all the pregnancy bullshit and just life in general—I didn’t like that it meant whenever I went to hang out with my best friend, Wyatt was always there.

      Or I did like it.

      Which was the problem.

      And Wyatt was also always here since I’d gotten back from Turkey, trying to prove something to me about how permanent he was going to be in my life. No, the baby’s life.

      I was trying to continue to be mad at him and also continue not to give in to the need to let him back into my life. But I had to let him into my life, because this was his kid too, he had a right to be a father, now he’d decided to be one. I just had to figure out how to have him as just the father of my child, the famous rock star, not Wyatt the boy with the grin and the pain in his eyes.

      What a clusterfuck.

      I was entering the living room replying to an email about one of the biggest clients I’d ever landed. He was a billionaire with a passion for rare art. He also had a penchant for giving me very generous bonuses when I delivered. Which I always did. The piece he wanted was almost impossible to find, it had been lost in the Russian Revolution spirited away before people started pillaging the tsar’s palace. I didn’t even know if it still existed. Wars and revolutions took their toll. They took lives, stole away parents and children, and works of art in much the same way.

      I was putting out feelers to everyone I knew in the business and every shady character I’d become connected to in my career. I seemed to attract shady characters, so my list was long—thankful for me. Most of the art hung in sophisticated upper-class households was sourced by people that they’d consider trash.

      Life was funny.

      I had just gotten an email from a smuggler friend who thought I might have luck in Serbia so I was looking at when I could go. The sooner, the better. I’d have to stop traveling soon, with the baby and everything. And though I’d argued with Duke about the lack of danger in Turkey, he wasn’t wrong—it was stupid to put myself at risk. I didn’t care about risking myself, but I wouldn’t risk my baby. But I also needed to ensure my baby would have a life that I never did. That I alone would provide it. The paycheck from this sale—if I could pull it off, would do it.

      The sounds of Wyatt and Sam arguing wasn’t unfamiliar since all they did was argue. That’s what brothers did, and they were closer than blood. Noah and Lexie were the mediators. I was the audience.

      I had no idea what they were fighting about this time. Something was said about the last bagel.

      “You’re such an asshole since you’ve given up smoking,” Sam muttered after Wyatt let out a string of curses.

      My head jerked up. “You’ve given up smoking?”

      Sam grinned. “Awesome, was it meant to be a secret?”

      Wyatt flipped the bird at Sam before looking to me. It still hit me physically how much his gaze softened as soon as it landed on me.

      On my belly.

      Not me.

      His child.

      And that filled me with warm and fuzzies of course.

      But I was also a little jealous.

      Of my unborn child.

      I was so fucked up.

      “It’s not a big deal.” He shrugged.

      “Tell that to the roadie you punched in the face for dropping your bass,” Sam chimed in. “I’m all for rock star moves, but that was just a plain dick move.”

      “Don’t you have a wife to annoy now?” Wyatt snapped.

      “I do have a wife to annoy. And fuck, because the baby is sleeping, and when the baby sleeps, we fuck,” Sam said with a grin.

      He all but skipped out the door.

      Ugh. People in love were assholes.

      No, people in love with people who loved them back were assholes.

      Because I had been in love with Wyatt when he wasn’t in love with me and I was a different kind of asshole.

      But I wasn’t in love with Wyatt.

      Not anymore.

      At least that’s what I told myself.

      That love was something that you could shrug on and off like a sweater. In reality, it was a jagged scar that you wore for life.

      “You punched someone in the face for dropping a base?” I repeated, shaking myself away from such thoughts. “Sam’s right, that is a dick move. You seem to be good at those these days.” I folded my arms.

      Wyatt flinched. The blow was low and unfair, and it was lashing out from my own weak feelings more than anything else.

      He didn’t attempt to call me on my shit because he believed he deserved it.

      I guessed he kind of did.

      But then again, I’d flung a pregnancy on him when he didn’t even know that we’d had sex. It was a lot. The reaction wasn’t good, like at all, but I could get it.

      I would’ve lost myself at the bottom of a whisky bottle—or four—when I found out if I could’ve. I would’ve disappeared, ran away from such a responsibility. And if I had the chance, I wasn’t sure I would’ve come back like Wyatt had. But I was forced to stay and deal with the responsibility since it was growing inside me.

      “It wasn’t just that,” Wyatt clipped. “Dude was a perve. I’ve been lookin’ for a reason to punch him for weeks. Happens to be the same day he looked at your ass he dropped the guitar.”

      I’d stopped by the studio earlier today to pick up Ava and take her on an ‘adventure’ to the supermarket—something that was rare for her to do without paps following her everywhere. Wyatt had been glaring at some random guy, the guy I hadn’t noticed because I was too busy trying to pretend I didn’t notice Wyatt.

      “You can’t punch every guy that looks at my ass,” I said. “I’ve got a great ass, which means your hand will get damaged, you won’t be able to play bass and then my ass will be responsible for Unquiet Mind breaking up. I can’t deal with the hate mail I’d get because of that, all my online shopping would get lost in the fray. Plus, it’s not your responsibility to be punching people who look at me, ass or otherwise.” I narrowed my eyes at him for good measure, impressed with myself that I didn’t let it sound like a tiny part of me liked that Wyatt was punching people for me.

      Fuck flowers or chocolate, violence was my ultimate form of romance.

      “You’re right,” he said immediately.

      I blinked, surprised he relented so quickly and didn’t go on some alpha rant about how I was hosting his baby therefore as the vessel I somehow belonged to him or some shit.

      “You do have a great ass,” he continued.

      Thought too soon.

      I rolled my eyes. “Smoking?” I probed, deciding not to even go there. I needed to change the subject because the hunger in his eyes was not doing good things for my hormones.

      No, it was doing great things for my hormones, which was the problem.

      “It’s bad for the baby,” Wyatt answered my question.

      Something warm bloomed in my stomach, it made me uncomfortable. “I agree, but the baby isn’t able to buy Lucky Strikes on account of the fact its still growing digits, so I think you’re good for like...fifteen years.”

      “I started smoking at twelve,” Wyatt countered.

      “Well, I’m gonna make sure my kid doesn’t take after his father in that respect,” I said dryly. “The kid hasn’t been born yet, so unless I swallow a packet of Luckys and a Zippo, we’re good.” I paused. “I’m not gonna tell you to stop doing something that you like.”

      His eyes narrowed. “I like the idea of living long enough to see our kid graduate high school, get married, do whatever it is they want to live their dreams. I like the idea of not promoting an ugly and dirty fucking habit to a kid. I will not even entertain the idea of putting you or the baby at risk for that same dirty fucking habit.”

      What did someone even say to that?

      I swallowed, my stomach now completely fucking warm, his words working to circle me in something beautiful, comfortable.

      Something that was a lie.

      Because when something was too good to be true, it was always because it was a lie.

      I shrugged, it took everything in me to make it nonchalant. “Your life, your decisions.”

      He made a face of frustration and crossed the distance between us. “No, it’s not my life anymore, Emma,” he said. “It’s ours.”

      The blow hit me like all the other ones he’d been flinging since he’d turned up on Lexie’s doorstep. I couldn’t keep pretending they weren’t hitting their marks, wearing me down.

      I was too fucking tired.

      “Why are you doing this to me, Wyatt?” I asked, voice little more than a whisper. “You go from telling me you don’t want to be in our lives, disappear into a whisky bottle and what I’m guessing an ocean of pussy, come back after your bender with a change of heart and expect me to change mine?” I was throwing the words like knives. “When are you going to get it? We’re not gonna work.”

      His eyes were hard. “You’re wrong.”

      I waited. He only stared. “That’s it?” I said. “No more long speeches, monologues about how I’m wrong?”

      “Nah. I’ve got months with you before our baby comes. I reckon it’s time enough to prove just how we’re gonna work.” Erotic promise was tangled in his words as if he could sense how turned on I was by his overall proximity, no matter how pissed I was.

      I actually leaned in, to do what, I didn’t know. But thankfully Lexie saved the day.

      “Emma! You’re here, I’m so ready to shop,” she shouted, bursting into the room looking flushed, her husband watching her ass as he walked in behind her.

      It wasn’t true love unless the guy watched your ass while you walked away from him.

      Her eyes darted between Wyatt and me, most likely noting the fact I’d all but leaped away from him the second she’d jerked me back to my senses.

      He was grinning wickedly as if he knew just how close I was to surrender. And it would always be that with us, fight and surrender. Wyatt was war.

      “We don’t have to go shopping if you’re not done...talking,” she said, smiling.

      She’d gotten over her snit with Wyatt and had obviously decided now she wasn’t going to get Killian to murder him, it only made sense to get us together.

      Because she’d found her happy after with the biker who checked out her ass, who gave her a baby, who looked at her like she produced oxygen, she wanted to share that feeling around.

      Like I said, people in love were assholes.

      I scowled. “We’re done.” I made a point to put finality into my voice.
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* * *

      “Jesus, we can’t even go in for a coffee without the hoards,” I said after Killian had hustled us back into the SUV, our hands full of drinks covered in whip cream. Well, mine was covered in whipped cream. Lexie was a health freak so hers was a scary shade a green and looked far too good for you to actually taste good.

      She sucked at her straw. “You know that it’s like this,” she said. “You’ve been out with me before. I can’t say you get used to it.” She glanced out to the mob who all but chased the car. “No one should get used to it, because it’s insane. But it’s the price we pay for living our dream. And dreams never come free.”

      “Yeah, dreams usually come with a tasty side of reality that all dreams are nightmares,” I muttered. “That’s gonna be me once the baby news gets out.”

      “Likely,” she said, not trying to pretend that the news wasn’t going to get out. We were all intent on keeping it secret for as long as possible, but it was inevitable. I was already trailed every now and then because I was known to be a close friend of the band.

      But they usually got bored with me when they realized that I was worthless.

      What was inside my uterus was not worthless. It was priceless to me, but I’m sure there was a dollar amount on the story and whoever broke it first.

      I thought on that check Wyatt gave me. There was a dollar amount on everything, I guessed.

      “Killian hates it,” she said.

      “Jee, a bunch of leeches followin’ my wife, leerin’ at her and looking for angles so they can post upskirt photos for a bunch of perves to jerk off to, why the fuck would I hate it?” he put in from the front seat.

      Lexie grinned. “It’s only when we’re here that it’s the worst,” she said. “In Amber, we’re normal.”

      I snorted. “No matter where you are, you’re not normal.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Have you thought about moving before the baby’s born?”

      “What?”

      “Somewhere quieter...even Amber! You love it there!” She squealed, her eyes lighting up. “We could be neighbors. Mom would die.”

      The thought was tempting. Inviting. The little town by the ocean owned by the big biker gang both Lexie and Mia had married into. Despite its dirty past, it felt clean. Safe. Pure. It was quiet. An ideal place to raise a kid. And the thought of my baby growing up surrounded by kids, by family, it was more than tempting. It had me wanting to go and look up real estate listings right this second.

      “Calm down, I like being able to hear,” I muttered, forcing myself to keep my voice even. “I don’t know if I could live in a small town,” I said honestly. “I’ve always been a city girl. I like cities. They’re loud, violent, dirty. Full of fucked-up people who came to live dreams and got nightmares instead.”

      Lexie raised her brow. “Yeah, I can see why you want to stay.”

      I raised my own brow back at her. “Come on, could you honestly imagine me in some small town, baking cookies and talking to my neighbors like some kind of monster?”

      Killian chuckled.

      “No,” Lexie said honestly. “But who says you have to do that?”

      “Um, that’s what everyone’s supposed to do when they move to small towns with white picket fences.” I sucked on my drink, savoring the sweetness.

      “And since when have you ever done anything that you’re supposed to?” Lexie countered. “You can paint the fence black, ignore your neighbors—but not if it’s me—and do what you’ve always done, live life your way. And then, when you get back to work, you can travel to whatever weird places you go to knowing the baby is safe with family. You’ve got a lot of built-in babysitters in Amber.” She squeezed my hand. “Just think about it?” She knew better than to push me, but her eyes were wide and hopeful.

      “Ugh, fine,” I relented. “Now can we please go shopping for baby shit with a thousand paps following us like normal people?”

      She grinned. “Sure.”

      My phone rang and I looked down, sighed and put it to my ear. “What?” I demanded.

      “That’s not a nice way to greet the father of your child,” Wyatt chastised.

      I rolled my eyes. “When the father of my child is likely calling to ask me if I’m okay, mimicking the last two texts he’s sent me then yes it is,” I snapped.

      “I know the paps are followin’ you,” he said, voice tight and all prior teasing gone. “I fuckin’ don’t want them near you. Putting you in danger.”

      I glanced out the window. “They’re going to be the ones in danger,” I muttered. “Don’t you have better things to do than ask me if I’m okay every five minutes?”

      “Nope, the only thing I’ve got to do is make sure you’re okay,” he countered. “Well, that and convince you to marry me.”

      My stomach dropped and I almost spilled my frappe all over myself. Luckily I hadn’t been taking a sip or I would’ve choked on it. I was already choking on the words Wyatt had just casually spouted over the phone.

      “Romantic proposal,” I said flatly once I regained my facilities.

      Lexie’s head snapped up. “Proposal?” she mouthed.

      I waved my hand at her.

      “You don’t do romance like normal people, Em,” he said. “You’re more likely to think me punchin’ that guy earlier is more romantic than some bullshit proposal with rose petals and champagne.”

      I hated that he knew me so fucking well.

      “That’s never going to happen, Wyatt,” I told him after a beat.

      “I’m willing to bet against that.”

      And then he hung up.

      And I found myself smiling.

      “Why aren’t you together again?” Lexie asked, watching me closely, inspecting the rare smile in proximity to a conversation with Wyatt.

      I wiped it off my face. “Because it’s too complicated. Too dangerous.”

      She raised her brow. “You’re going to have a child together, that is both complicated and dangerous.” She paused. “Plus, you also love him.”

      “I loved him. Past tense,” I corrected. “And it was only for a hot minute until I learned what an asshole Wyatt is to be in love with.”

      “Everyone’s an asshole to be in love with.”

      “Says she with the perfect husband,” I scoffed.

      “Did you forget the four years of misery that he put me through—that I put us through,” she corrected, “before we got here?”

      She glanced to Killian whose eyes were zeroed on her.

      I had not forgotten that.

      No one could forget that.

      And no one could forget that Killian came back into Lexie’s life around the same time a murderous stalker almost took her life from her.

      Lexie ripped her eyes from her husband and back to me. “You two need to get your shit together,” she decided. “This is not gonna be like Ross and Rachel where they have the baby, dance around each other for like two years, make themselves and everyone around them miserable, and then you’ll almost move to Paris and it’ll be a thing.” She waved her hand.

      “I don’t want to move to Paris,” I said. “I don’t like the food—apart from cheese and croissants—and the people are rude.”

      “Well, not Paris then some other country, the specifics aren’t important. It’s the Ross and Rachel situation we’re trying to avoid.”

      “You do realize that Ross and Rachel aren’t real, right?” I asked. “They built up all that tension for a storyline.”

      She gasped. “You take that back!”

      Killian chuckled again, pulling up to the curb.

      “Oh look, we’re here,” I said, glancing at the needlessly pretentious looking baby store. “Can we raincheck the Wyatt or Ross and Rachel or whatever the fuck this conversation is to...never? I’ve got to go and pick onesies for a baby I have no fucking clue how to raise.”

      Lexie raised her eyebrow. “You can’t escape this, Emma.”

      I pointed to my belly. “Well aware.”

      “You know I mean Wyatt.”

      And I hated that she was right.
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* * *

      “I can’t believe a fucking onesie costs that much,” I muttered, staring at the bags Killian was placing on the counter of the beach house. Because I couldn’t possibly carry bags of baby clothes from the car to the house.

      Lexie laughed. “Oh, that’s nothing, just you wait. Kids are expensive.”

      “Yeah, being alive is expensive as fuck, I guess,” I said, regarding the collection of bags that had cost hundreds of dollars.

      I didn’t know why I was complaining, I was happy to spend it on my kid. Sure, maybe not on stupid onesies Lexie made me buy because they were “so cute” but on anything they needed which I didn’t get as a kid. Warm clothes. Enough food. That sort of thing. And I had the money. I didn’t exactly live cheap, I liked makeup and boots, but I didn’t live the rock star lifestyle either I flew around the world, mostly business class—this was before the private jet—but not on my own dime, the business paid for all of that. And if it didn’t, I’d be coach all the way. I spent money on shit that I’d have for a while, my apartment, my car, my furniture. Good health insurance. My savings account was healthy, and my one extravagance was expensive champagne, that was always in the fridge for emergencies. Now, the thing I had in my fridge for emergencies was Pedialyte to replaced fluids after vomiting all day.

      I could more than afford to spend fifty bucks on a onesie that my kid would grow out of, in like a minute.

      “It’s gonna be so much better once you find out the sex,” Lexie said, pulling items out of bags at random. “Then we can really go shopping.”

      I looked at all the bags. “This wasn’t really shopping?”

      Killian grinned at me. Well, did his mouth twitch thing. “Have you even met Lexie?”

      Wyatt came into the room, eyes first softening, touching me—I hated that such a simple look gave me a little belly flip—then moving to Lexie, or more precisely, the forty dollar booties Lexie was holding.

      “Isn’t this adorable?” she asked him.

      “I thought you were goin’ shopping,” he demanded, voice rough.

      “Um, where do you think we got this from, genius? We didn’t find them on the street and decide to bring them home like you did with your last eighteen girlfriends,” I snapped as he approached and snatched the booties, fingering them in his tattooed hands.

      It did something to me, seeing the way he touched them, with a strange kind of reverence. Kind of like how he’d laid his hand on my stomach a week ago.

      He snapped his head up. “No, shoppin’ for girl shit, makeup, shoes.”

      I raised my brow. “I’ll venture a guess to say Sam’s shoes are girlier than mine.”

      Lexie giggled.

      “And what does it matter what we were shopping for?” I added.

      “It matters because if it’s baby shit, you shouldn’t be paying,” he said.

      “They frown on you walking out of the store without paying,” I replied. “Actually, I think they call it stealing. And call me crazy, I don’t want to have my baby in prison over a forty-buck pair of booties.”

      He gaped down at the little shoes he was still clutching. “These were forty bucks?”

      “Says the man with the hundred-thousand-dollar car,” I snapped. “Perspective.”

      “I’m coverin’ this shit from now on.” He nodded to the bags on the table. “I’ll call Mark, get him to give you a credit card to use.”

      I heard Killian suck in an audible breath.

      Yeah, that was a man who knew what a misstep Wyatt was taking.

      Probably because he’d learned the hard way.

      Right about how Wyatt was going to learn.

      “You’re fucking kidding me, right?” I hissed, folding my arms. “I don’t need your money, I thought we made that clear. And I certainly don’t need the insult of you getting your fucking manager to get me a credit card and turn me into the kept pregnant woman like you’re so insistent I become. You know what you can do with that credit card, Wyatt? You can stick it—” I paused. “No, wait, I’ll let you decide which orifice you shove it down, as long as it’s not in my direction, I don’t give a fuck.”

      I snatched the booties and shoved them in a bag, gathering them all up in one scoop. Both Wyatt and Killian moved.

      “I swear to fuck, if either of you try and carry these bags to the car for me, I’ll scalp you both,” I hissed.

      Killian held his hands in surrender, grinning.

      Wyatt gritted his teeth.

      And I stomped off.

      Carrying my own fucking bags.

      And another blow from Wyatt that he didn’t even know he’d landed.

      Somehow that made it all worse.
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      “You didn’t have to come.”

      “Of course I fucking did.”

      I sighed. Wyatt had turned up at the doctors around the same time I was pulling in. Luckily, I’d chosen an expensive, and ultra-discreet office in Calabasas for this very reason. Though it was just wishful thinking around the time I registered here, because it was before Wyatt even knew. But it didn’t matter what his reaction was going to be, the mere fact I was keeping his baby meant I needed to be somewhere discreet and away from cameras.

      And for a hefty fucking fee, I became a patient at the clinic that treated some of the most famous people in Hollywood. It was worth every cent in the moment Wyatt folded out of his car without the trail of photographers he usually had behind him. I’d barely recovered from shopping with Lexie, and I was still shaken with the knowledge that it would be my life soon enough.

      I hadn’t even bothered to argue about his presence or even acknowledge him. It was petty, but he didn’t try to make conversation as he fell into step with me. He just opened the door, waited while I registered, and dripped hotness all over the damn place. We didn’t see anyone but the receptionist, there was no pesky waiting room full of coughing sick people and screaming children. No one to spot the way Wyatt put his hand on the small of my back as we were led into a plush exam room.

      “It’s just an ultrasound,” I continued, the first words I’d spoken after he’d given me my privacy to get situated on the table. “I’ve had one before. All by myself. I don’t need you here to hold my hand.”

      “You informed me if I tried to hold your hand you’d break the bones in my fingers so I could never play bass again,” Wyatt informed me dryly.

      “I meant metaphorically,” I snapped.

      “You seemed pretty serious.”

      “About the bone breaking part. Not the part about you needing to hold my hand,” I hissed.

      Wyatt grinned, a real grin like the one his seventeen-year-old self had worn when we first met. I wonder if seventeen-year-old Wyatt would’ve smiled at me like that had he known he’d be standing in a gynecologist’s office with me and his unborn, unplanned child seven years later.

      “I think you secretly wanna hold my hand more than you wanna break it.”

      I jostled uncomfortably on the paper beneath my bare ass. “Wanna test that theory?”

      He regarded me. “I’ll play it safe on this one since I’ve got a kid to put through college now.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, ‘cause otherwise you’d have to sell one of your Lambos to pay for it. Plus, my kid isn’t going to college if they don’t want to. Actually, I’d prefer them not to. It’s a farce created by the government to put people in debt and to promote an outdated class system that people with money can buy intelligence at Ivy League schools,” I snapped. “And if our kid does decide to go to one of those places, I’m quite capable of putting him or her through college.”

      “I didn’t say you weren’t,” Wyatt snapped back at me. “But I’m also entitled to a say. To support my kid, and you financially.”

      “Yeah, you communicated that entitlement pretty well with your shut-up check.” My voice was filled with venom. We hadn’t spoken about the check since I’d gotten back from Turkey, but then again, we’d barely spoken since I’d stormed out of the beach house. He’d called to ask when my next doctor’s appointment was. The only reason I hadn’t fought him on his insistence to come was because I’d been too busy throwing up at the time.

      “That’s not what it was,” he argued.

      “What else is a check from a rock star to a nobody he knocked up?” I demanded.

      He blinked, shocked like I’d struck him. “Babe,” he said, voice soft. “You’re the farthest thing from a nobody there ever fuckin’ was.”

      “Well no one has ever made me feel more of one than you did in that moment,” I admitted, hating the vulnerability in my voice.

      “I fucked up,” he said, lower than a whisper. “I’m sorry.”

      “I forgive you,” I said after a beat, not even quite sure why. But speaking was better than launching myself at him and having him fuck me right here on the paper-lined table.

      Plus, it wasn’t logistically possible to stay mad at him forever, considering I was having his baby and all that.

      “You forgive me?” he repeated.

      I nodded.

      “That easily?”

      I raised my brow. “This seem easy so far to you?”

      He digested my words. “How is this gonna work?” he asked, eyes moving down to my stomach and then back up.

      “Well, if you don’t know that, I think your sex ed teacher was not great,” I muttered.

      “No, you, me,” he murmured, entwining my hand in his.

      “There is no you and me,” I snapped, snatching my hand away.

      Wyatt raised his brow. “There will always be a you and me, Em.”

      Luckily, the doctor chose that moment to come in and ruin a moment that I’d been waiting for forever. One that couldn’t happen again.

      Her eyes flared slightly in recognition of Wyatt, but then she resumed her professional mask, smiling at me. “I’m Dr. Adams,” she said.

      I’d seen another doctor before her, but I didn’t really click with her. And in my opinion, you had to click with the woman who’d have intimate knowledge of your vagina and who would be delivering your child. She was younger than I expected, her hair pulled off her face. Somehow it didn’t make her look harsh, only accentuated her fresh and clear skin and excellent bone structure. This was L.A. though, everyone was gorgeous.

      Wyatt moved to shake her hand. “Wyatt,” he said, even though it was obvious she knew.

      It must’ve been strange, introducing yourself when people already thought they knew you. I never really considered more of the subtleties of fame before now.

      “I would shake your hand but considering you’re going full frontal with my vagina, I think we’re past that,” I said.

      She grinned in response.

      I was gonna like her.
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* * *

      I’d heard the heartbeat before, so I already had my embarrassing and tearful reaction privately.

      Wyatt had not.

      And he froze the second the sound filled our ears. Filled up the fucking room. He’d immediately snatched my hand.

      I didn’t pull away.

      Nor did I break any bones.

      His eyes glittered as his gaze darted from the monitor to my stomach. He brought my hand up to his mouth, laying his lips on my fingers.

      I shivered.

      And I should’ve pulled away.

      I didn’t.

      His eyes met mine. “That’s our baby’s heartbeat,” he whispered.

      I nodded.

      “Been in a stadium full of thousands of people screaming so loud I almost popped an eardrum,” he said. “That sound makes the screaming sound like a whisper. And it’s so much more fucking beautiful than that.”

      The words hit me.

      Because he was right. I’d never heard anything louder or more beautiful than that sound. Or more terrifying.

      I was going to be in charge of something that important. That life-altering. I was going to have a huge impact on whether that beautiful, pure and important thing was corrupted by my demons.

      “Do you want to know the sex?” Dr. Adams asked after giving us a moment of silence, looking from the monitor to us.

      “Yes,” I said at the same time Wyatt uttered “No.”

      I snatched my hand back from his and glared up at him, thankful we had something to disagree upon to jerk us from the tender and dangerous moment.

      “We’re knowing the sex,” I demanded. “I’m not having a fucking gender reveal party like those millennial assholes, and I’m not painting the baby’s room yellow and having to come up with two sets of names. There’s gonna be plenty of surprises when the baby comes, like what’s inside diapers and how much infants can cry, I don’t need any more.”

      “We haven’t talked about the baby’s room,” he said instead of responding to everything else.

      I was upset that his tone was still soft and weird and he wasn’t giving me the argument I needed.

      “Well, it’s obviously going to have one, I’m not just going to dump it in a dresser drawer,” I snapped. “I’ve already organized movers to get rid of what I don’t need in my guest bedroom.”

      His face twisted at this and he looked like he might say something, but instead he focused on the screen and the doctor. “I guess we do want to know since Emma has voiced her opinions on surprises and gender reveal parties.”

      She grinned. “I think gender reveal parties are absolutely stupid too.”

      Yeah, totally liked her.

      She moved the wand around—not a great feeling—and peered at the screen. “Okay, so we’ve got a little girl in there.”

      Wyatt froze.

      So did I.

      Likely not for the same reason.

      I didn’t know why, but I’d expected it was a boy. I thought I’d do better with a boy. Somehow click better. It was so not in line with everything I believed about feminism and gender constructs, but I was too afraid of what I’d do with a girl. It was too close to what my parents had. What if I turned the girl into me?

      “A girl,” Wyatt rasped. His eyes were wet.

      He was fucking crying.

      And it was the most beautiful thing...ever. The hardened rocker, crying over finding out he was having a daughter. It was his tears that chased away the worst of my fears. Because of the depth of that reaction, of mine. I doubted that my parents had quiet joy over hearing my heartbeat, or that I was going to be a girl. I highly doubted my mother even had an ultrasound.

      This was going to be different. It had to be different.
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* * *

      “What about Arianne?”

      “Wyatt, are you seriously calling me while I’m in the middle of a meeting to discuss a stupid fucking name like Arianne?” I snapped, chewing on a gummy bear and browsing Pinterest in my living room. He didn’t know I wasn’t in a meeting.

      “You’re not in a meeting.”

      I jerked up, looking around the room for some kind of hidden camera—I wouldn’t put it past him. “How do you know that?”

      “Because you told me you refuse to go to the meetings that your boss tries to make you go to. You say they’re dull and pointless and if you’re gonna waste your time, then you would rather waste it watching an episode of The Kardashians.”

      My gummy bear paused on its way to my mouth. “You remember that? I said that like three years ago.”

      “I remember everything you say, Em,” he said, voice soft.

      What in the actual fuck?

      “Babe, I’ve gotta go, I’ve got some stupid fucking photo shoot then we’re recording,” he continued, murmuring with voices in the background.

      I rolled my eyes and continued stuffing my fat, pregnant face with gummy bears while sitting on my sofa watching reality TV in my underwear and my...baby daddy was off doing photo shoots.

      The gap between us was bigger than the Grand Canyon.

      “Oh, yeah me too,” I said between bites.

      He chuckled and I felt it right between my legs. Which was kind of normal, because he was Wyatt, he was hot everywhere, it just stood to reason he’d have a hot chuckle. But it hit me everywhere else too, my stomach, that area in my chest which I’d been so certain was completely empty.

      Until I’d seen that plus sign. Until Wyatt had cried at the ultrasound.

      “Babe,” he said, voice low.

      “Yeah?” I whispered.

      Fucking whispered. Like a sweet nothing. There was literally nothing sweet about me. But Wyatt made me forget that.

      “Come over to the beach house this afternoon? There’s something I want to show you.”

      The beach house. The place I both loved and hate. Memories of Wyatt and I were packed into that place. Not eroded by the salty air or taken away by the tide. They just...stayed, both the good and the bad. Like barnacles on the fucking house.

      That’s what this was between Wyatt and I. These feelings. We were barnacles on each other’s souls.

      “Babe?” Wyatt probed. I could hear people yelling for him in the background. “Will you come?”

      No. I shouldn’t. It was a bad idea. The beach house. Adding more barnacles.

      “Yeah,” I whispered.
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* * *

      “What am I doing?” I said out loud to the car.

      This time I wasn’t drunk, and I wasn’t asking the question to an Uber driver. No, I was annoyingly sober, and I was speaking to no one but my unborn child.

      I shouldn’t have come. I should’ve called Wyatt and canceled. But I couldn’t. And this was inevitable. Whatever this was going to be. I’d felt it. The build-up between us. Like the air before a storm. It was thick and heavy. Ominous.

      The urge to run was strong.

      Because there was only pain left between me and Wyatt. We were both too fucked up to work, but we couldn’t be rid of each other.

      The proverbial rock and hard place. When someone wasn’t your oxygen, when they were suffocating you with their existence, but still, you couldn’t breathe without them

      Also because this someone had planted a baby in me.

      I got out of the car.

      Knocked on the door.

      He answered.

      Shirtless.

      I tried to keep my eyes up.

      I failed.

      Don’t judge me, I was pregnant and horny, and Wyatt was beyond hot, and the more pregnant and horny I got, the hotter he was. His torso was lean, sculpted from fricking marble, every muscle etched with precision. Since he’d arrived in L.A., like Sam, they’d taken care to grow those muscles and to ink designs all over them.  I wanted to explore all of the crevices with my tongue, trail my fingers along the ink tattooed on his skin. My gaze moved lower to where his jeans were slung low on his hips. Way low. Low enough to see a dark scattering of pubic hair.

      My hand twitched.

      My panties were already fucking wet.

      “Like what you see?” he asked, voice thick.

      I snapped my head up, Wyatt was regarding me with the sort of heat that would’ve made sense if I was in lingerie and had my pre-pregnancy body, not with me wearing a oversized black tee as a dress and combat boots. “If what I see is a vain rocker trying to distract me with his abs, then no, I do not like what I see. Be more original, Wyatt,” I said, struggling to keep my voice bland.

      He didn’t lose his grin. “Ah, that’s my Emma.” He stepped aside to let me in. I tried to give him as wide of a girth as I could, but the doorway was small, I was only getting larger, and he seemed to take up all the space.

      I held my breath so I couldn’t smell him, though his heat imprinted itself onto my skin. He snatched a tee from somewhere and had yanked it over his head as I walked into the kitchen, though it was too late, the damage was done.

      The damage had been done years ago, whether I wanted to admit it or not.

      “Why am I here, Wyatt?” I asked, folding my arms on top of my stomach. His eyes traveled there, as they always did when he saw me. I hated that I got a feeling of warmth from the reverent way he regarded the growing swell in my stomach.

      “’Cause you wanted to see me?”

      I scowled. “You’re the one who called me and told me to come over.”

      “And you’re the one that never does anything anyone tells her unless it’s something she wants to do,” he countered. “So you want to be here.”

      I hated that he knew me so well.

      I couldn’t think of a good retort, so I just pursed my lips, watching him stride over to me, guitar in his hands.

      He was barefoot, wearing a ripped black tee. He had a beanie covering his blond hair and I usually hated men who wore beanies with short sleeves—they were almost always douchebags. And though Wyatt had the tendency to be a douchebag on occasion, it suited him.

      More than suited him. My womb pulsated at the very sight of it.

      Fucking hormones.

      “I wanted to show you something,” he said, voice soft as he pulled a dining room chair out. “Sit.”

      I didn’t move. “Why? Because I’m pregnant and couldn’t possibly stand on my own two feet without fainting?”

      His jaw ticked, I wasn’t sure if it was amusement or impatience, with me he seemed to go between the two. “You do have a history.”

      One time of me fainting apparently trumped a lifetime of me standing without falling.

      I narrowed my eyes. “Fuck you.”

      “Just sit, for fuck’s sake,” he snapped.

      I had protested the assumption that pregnant women needed to sit all the time, but my ankles felt like the skin was about to explode they were getting that swollen. It probably didn’t help that my combat boots had a high and chunky heel, but no way was I going to start doing something crazy like invest in sensible footwear while pregnant.

      And because even though I managed to hold my own facing off with some of the most morally questionable billionaires in the world, a harsh command coming from the rock star I was in love with did me in.

      So I sat.

      Wyatt gave me a cheeky grin that catapulted me back to when we were seventeen in front of Lexie’s garage.

      Then he started strumming.

      He didn’t sing.

      He didn’t need to.

      The notes, the chords, the way his fingers thrummed at the strings—it was music. No, it was art. Because somehow it was full of pain, of anguish, love. Us.

      It was so beautiful tears sprang back to my eyes.

      I wanted to dive into the music. Live in it.

      I needed it to end. Before I convinced myself it—and Wyatt and I—could last forever.

      “Stop,” I hissed, striding forward and snatching the guitar from his hands, wishing that I could snatch those words, those chords from the air.

      From my fucking heart.

      “Stop that,” I said, wanting to hoist the guitar through the window, and preparing to do just that when I fell short.

      I was somewhat known for my temper.

      And now, with all the hormones and shit, I was surprised I wasn’t on some kind of watchlist.

      Throwing a guitar out the window in a rage wouldn’t be the worst thing I’d done.

      Not ever.

      Not even this week.

      But this was Wyatt’s.

      What his fingers had strummed that fucking song on.

      I believed in the sacredness of art. The need for it to be protected, nurtured, preserved.

      Never had I consider instruments to be in that category.

      Wyatt changed that.

      The asshole.

      So instead of throwing the guitar out the window, I slung it onto the sofa where it bounced harmlessly onto the plethora of couch cushions that rich people always seemed to have.

      “Thought you might be preparing to throw my guitar out the window there, sugar,” Wyatt said, his voice a low and lazy drawl.

      His eyes were anything but lazy. They were alert. Full of heat, of intensity. Full of that fucking melody.

      “I decided that throwing an inanimate object out the window wouldn’t do sufficient amount of harm,” I snapped.

      He regarded me. “You don’t need to throw anything to do harm, Em.”

      My stomach dropped and I hoped that I wasn’t about to puke everywhere. “I said stop,” I hissed.

      “Stop what?”

      “You know what,” I replied. “You know this is not it.” I waved my hands between us. “This is not good. All we are and ever will be is a collection of mistakes. You can’t turn all of those mistakes and try and make them a fucked-up melody. It doesn’t work.  Since you decided to be a part of this baby’s life, it’s been constant manipulation, control to try and force me into whatever role you think I should be playing. And that role is what? Your pregnant groupie?”

      His jaw was hard. “You can be a real bitch sometimes, you know that?”

      I jutted my chin up. “Yeah, and I’m proud of it. Because if a douchebag, alpha male rock star isn’t calling me a bitch then it means I’m not standing up for myself.”

      “When are you gonna pay attention and see I’m not pushing you down?” He yanked off his beanie to run his hands through his hair in frustration. “I’m standing up for you too. Not everyone’s out to get you, Emma. To hurt you. You don’t need to protect yourself from me.”

      I laughed. “That’s a joke. You’re the person I need to protect myself from most of all, Wyatt. The man who walked away from me when I was pregnant and terrified and left me that way for weeks while he partied up like the A-List douchebag that he was.” I hurled the words with venom, trying to fill the air with them, to wipe away the notes of that song.

      It wasn’t working.

      Wyatt’s hard expression never left me. “Emma, that’s not why I walked away, it has nothing to do with this life.” He threw his hands up to gesture at the house around us. “It’s about the life I’m trying to forget. Escape.” He paused. “My parents...” He trailed off.

      I wanted to react to the obvious pain on his face. In his soul. I wanted to soften for him. A part of me did. A big fucking part. But there was the bigger piece of me that was hard, calcified by my past, unfeeling toward his white male privilege.

      “My parents starved me because they got better drugs from the doctor the sicker I got,” I hissed at him, not letting him continue. “They hit me when they got frustrated with each other, with themselves, with the world—which was often. They routinely told me what a waste of space I was. How I’d ruined their lives just by being born. They made sure that there was never a day, a minute, a fucking second in my childhood where I felt safe or happy in my home. They cut deep enough to ensure that I’d be scarred from their ugliness for life.” I narrowed my eyes at Wyatt if only to obscure the look on his face.

      “But you don’t see me fucking misplacing that shit onto someone else,” I continued, my voice a blade, cutting through all the softness and beauty between us.  “Using it as an excuse for shitty actions. Everyone has trauma, Wyatt. It’s not carte fucking blanche to go around hurting people. And no matter what yours is, it’s certainly not an explanation for leaving me pregnant and alone. And it sure as shit isn’t a free pass to get back into my life. Especially not back into my fucking pants.”

      I’d thrown the words out of frustration, out of hurt, out of need to expel them to fucking someone after holding them in all these years. Yeah, Noah knew some, vague details. But not this.

      Lexie knew none of it. Because she was Lexie, she had been pure, had looked at the world and saw beauty. I never wanted to be the reason she saw ugliness instead. And even when she was better versed on what a shitty place the world could be, I didn’t want to pile my own problems on top of her.

      I told myself I didn’t need to talk about the past. That it was done and there was nothing yapping about it to some therapist could do. And then when it got too much, I still didn’t talk, I got those little white pills that numbed the edges of the blade that was my memories.

      Whether it was the lack of those pills, my unstable hormonal balance, the reality of having to be a mother soon, or the feelings I’d been battling with Wyatt—it all came tumbling out. I didn’t have an intention to hurt him. Or maybe I did. Because I did want him to hurt. It was human not to want to be alone in pain, which was why we always hurt the ones we loved, we wanted to be closer to them. There is nothing more intimate than shared pain. We wanted to hurt them like the world hurt us.

      Or that’s what I thought. When I focused on Wyatt’s face at the end of my tirade, I regretted opening myself up to him. It was like splitting a melon that looks okay on the outside and revealing it was actually rotted on the inside.

      That had been my goal all my life, to make sure I looked okay on the outside to everyone, especially the people I cared about. Especially Wyatt. I didn’t want him to know how rotten I really was.

      He’d winced like I’d hit him as I flung my memories like bullets, his face softening immediately from his previous expression. It wasn’t pity.

      It was something else.

      I’d hurt him with the knowledge of my own pain.

      Just like I’d wanted.

      But I regretted it so much I wanted to reach into the air and shove those ugly words back down my throat.

      “Fuck,” he said finally, rubbing his hand over his mouth. “Emma, I didn’t know—”

      “It’s not important,” I snapped.

      “Like fuck it isn’t,” he growled. “The fact that you weren’t treated like you should’ve been, like the most precious treasure in this world...that’s the most important thing in the fucking world.”

      “I didn’t give you my sob story for you to try to decorate it with pretty words,” I said, hating the words did something to him. Hating that I’d hurt him, but also hating that I’d let him farther in when it was already going to be hard enough to purge him from my system.

      “I said it because it doesn’t matter. That’s the point. Our pasts don’t dictate our future, Wyatt,” I continued, trying to push back at him, trying to misplace my anger on him. “Whatever your childhood trauma is, I’m sorry. But I’ve got my own that I’m determined not to imprint on this kid.” I put my hand to my stomach. “I refuse to project any pain onto it. Pain from my past. From yours. From our fucked-up present. And you know that’s what we are, fucked up pain. We made something beautiful. I know that and she’s not even born yet. I’m not letting either of our ugliness jeopardize her.”

      Wyatt stared at me for a long time. Long enough to make me want to crawl out of my skin just to escape his gaze. There was anger in it. Pain.

      Pain so deep I wanted to fucking swim in it, despite what I just said. I itched to ask him what his parents had done. I wanted to be the person he could tell that to. I wanted to be his comfort. But I was barely my own. And he didn’t deserve me to fuck him up even worse.

      He stepped forward so our bodies brushed, so my bump pressed against his flat and muscled torso. His hand cupped my cheek. “We’re fucked up. We’re pain. But it doesn’t mean we’re not gonna happen. I’m gonna save our daughter from all the pain I can. But not from us.” He didn’t give me a chance to argue this, because he kissed me.

      Kissed me after all the ugly words I’d flung at him.

      Kissed me with a gentleness that had never existed within me or between us.

      And I kissed him back with a gentleness that I didn’t even know I had.

      “Kisses!” Ava screamed, jerking us out of the moment.

      I damn near jumped across the room as Wyatt’s lips left mine.

      He scowled at me as I did so, but Ava bounded through the room, attaching herself to his legs. “I need kisses too, Uncle It,” she demanded.

      He picked her up and laid his lips all over her face immediately, but his eyes darted from me to her with meaning.

      That this wasn’t done.

      That we weren’t.

      I was struggling to get my breathing and thundering heart under control. Trying to put on a façade that a kiss hadn’t just rocked my world.

      Lexie regarded me as she followed her daughter, Killian followed her, checking out her ass.

      “Did my daughter just cock block you?” she whispered in my ear.

      “No, she just saved me,” I whispered back.

      But you couldn’t save anyone who was already damned.
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      One Week Later

      Wyatt and I hadn’t spoken since the...incident at the beach house. I’d tried to push it out of my mind. So that meant it was the only thing I thought about. And I’d swing between being furious at Wyatt for trying to push me into something starting with that song and then myself for being so harsh on him when he’d tried to give me an explanation. After he’d played that beautiful song.

      And we’d shared that fucking beautiful kiss.

      But that’s what I was.

      Hard.

      I didn’t know how to be soft in the face of people’s trauma.

      I didn’t even know how to be soft in the face of my own.

      Who the heck knew how I was going to be soft with a baby. It scared the ever-loving shit out of me. That I wouldn’t be able to give it the right kind of love, the soft gentle kind. My greatest fear was becoming a version of my parents. I’d never neglect or abuse my kid like they did—the very thought of it turned my stomach—but who knew if I’d abuse it in a different way, just because of my lack of emotional intelligence.

      I’d forced myself to push past that and dove headfirst into setting my apartment up for a child. Lexie’s suggestion that I move to Amber was still rattling around in my mind. It didn’t help that Mia called me every day with different benefits of moving out of L.A.

      “You don’t have to spend eight hours of your day in traffic. Driving from one side of Amber to the other takes like eight minutes.”

      “There’s less pollution.”

      “There’s no asshole vegan restaurants judging you for eating meat.”

      “You don’t have to pretend you find improv comedy funny.”

      “You can actually park your car without paying your kid’s first year of college tuition.”

      “You won’t be around people who go on hikes for fun.”

      And it went on.

      Her final reason in the phone call was always “you’ll be closer to your family.”

      And it hit me every time.

      My family.

      As much as my selfish and damaged soul needed the city for self-preservation, I was finding it hard to deprive my kid the experience of being surrounded by family.

      But one thing was stopping me.

      One person.

      I couldn’t move to the idyllic seaside town with no smog or traffic and be the one tragic single mother while everyone else was in love with hot badasses. I’d much rather be single and pathetic in L.A.

      Because the secret that I hadn’t told anyone was that I wanted the white picket fence. That stupid simple life. But I didn’t want it without Wyatt.

      I didn’t think he’d ever want it. He thrived here, not because of his fame. Because he liked the lifestyle, for the same reason I did. I didn’t let him lay his demons out for me, but that didn’t mean I didn’t see them. He needed the ugliness of the city too. I didn’t know what his parents had done to him, but I knew they were still in Amber and if they’d fucked him up as bad as it seemed, I doubted he’d want them eight minutes away. And I didn’t want that life with anyone but Wyatt. I certainly didn’t want it alone.

      So I shoved away the thoughts of starting something like a family in Amber. I’d fuck that up at some point, anyway. There was more comfort in the what if than the actuality of doing something.

      I got all of the furniture in the guest room out, painted it a soft gray and went on a Pinterest spree like a maniac. I couldn’t help losing myself in a fucking rabbit hole of broken-hearted quotes, tearing up as I read how other people explained my heartbreak in ways they could.

      Yes, I was the girl crying over quotes in front of her computer, just the person I’d told Lexie and Gina I’d never be.

      But I was a liar.

      And with work trips piling up and my belly becoming much harder to hide under floaty blouses and oversized tees, it was becoming apparent I couldn’t lie to Marshall about the baby anymore. I’d told him earlier today.

      To say he’d been surprised would be a gross understatement.

      “You’re kidding?” he asked after I’d walked in and announced I was knocked up.

      I shook my head.

      “That’s why you’ve stopped wearing that shit that Addy keeps complaining to HR about? I should’ve known better than thinking you were actually deciding to listen to organized forms of authority,” he muttered. “But pregnant?” He stared at me, then the stomach. “Didn’t even think you had a boyfriend.”

      “I don’t.”

      He raised his brow. “He in the picture, the father?”

      “Unfortunately.”

      He twisted his gold signet ring that was always on his pinky. “I need to get some of my Russian friends to have a conversation with him?” he asked, voice hard.

      I laughed. “No. And if he needed it, I’ve got my own friends who know how to have those conversations.”

      He chuckled. “That you do.”

      “I want to work as much as I can until I pop this sucker out,” I said. “I can’t do the risky trips until after, of course. But I’ll do what I can. I know you’re not the person to hold jobs for people, but you’re not gonna get better than me.”

      He chuckled again. “True. And I don’t hold jobs for people because most people are replaceable. You aren’t. And you won’t be doing any trips that put your health at risk. Then again, that cuts out most of your trips since you only do the risky ones.”

      “That’s where all the best pieces are,” I countered. “You’ve gotta risk a lot for the best art.”

      He stared at me, twinkling eyes. “Very true. But you’ve made enough to give yourself a break from the riskier stuff. You want paid maternity leave, we’ll sort something out, but I’m thinking you’re not the kind of mother that’s going to need months of nesting or whatever that shit is.”

      I laughed, thinking about my overflowing Pinterest board but still empty guest room. “No, I’m not exactly the nesting type.”

      He nodded. “Job’s always yours.” He paused, grimacing. “You don’t want a baby shower, do you?”

      I raised my brow. “You give anyone the idea that I want a baby shower, I’ll slit your throat while you sleep,” I said sweetly.

      “Thought about as much.”

      I turned to walk away.

      “Emma.”

      I stopped.

      “You’ll make a good mother, I think. An unconventional one for sure. But a good one. In case you were doubting that.”

      The old, money hungry, vaguely chauvinistic bastard saw a lot more than I gave him credit for.

      I was too deep in my own thoughts to notice the stranger lurking at the entrance to my building until he rushed at me.

      Even then, my hands were too full of snacks to defend myself.

      I instinctively did what I could to cover the small swell in my stomach. It wasn’t myself I wanted to protect—that I needed to protect. It was the poor defenseless being that I had just been cursing for making me crave ice cream and corn chips at two in the morning.

      I’d never been one prone to fear. My life desensitized me from the pointless emotion pretty early. Fear didn’t serve me, being afraid of something terrible didn’t stop it from happening. My parents still hit me, starved me, and locked me in my room for hours at a time whether I was afraid of it or not.

      People would remark about how I was ‘so brave’ to sneak myself into countries embroiled in civil war in order to retrieve priceless pieces of art. Of course, Wyatt had called it “stupid and fucking reckless” potato, patoto. I knew I wasn’t stupid. And I also knew I wasn’t brave. You had to overcome fear in order to be brave. I was never afraid in the first place.

      When I first moved to L.A., I lived in some of the roughest neighborhoods there were. That’s where the rent was cheap enough for me to not require a roommate. I couldn’t stand the thought of having someone in my space. And I was willing to move into ramshackle apartments that served as front row seats to gang wars and drug busts in order to find a small, stained and shitty space of my own.

      But I’d never been scared to walk to my car, to fall asleep amongst the gunshots. And I was never bothered. Whether that was just dumb luck or some sort of sense that I wasn’t easy prey, it didn’t matter.

      So walking home in the dark and having a figure rush at me in my plush new neighborhood, miles away from my first one, normally wouldn’t fill me with terror. If it was just me. But it was no longer just me. And whatever this dark stranger was going to do to me was going to put my baby in danger.

      Since I’d never experienced such an emotion, I was paralyzed with it, rooted to the spot.

      Fear gave way to relief as Wyatt’s face came into view about the same time he hissed, “What the fuck, Em?”

      My relief gave way to annoyance as he snatched my bags from me, face like thunder.

      “Hey! Don’t take snacks away from a pregnant woman,” I hissed.

      His fury was etched into his face. “Well considering that pregnant woman is walkin’ alone at two in the morning carrying my fucking baby, you’re lucky the only thing getting taken from you is your snacks and that it’s me doing the taking.” He glared at me. “Get in the building.”

      I folded my arms. “Give me my snacks, stop speaking to me like you have some sort of control over me and then I’ll get in the building.”

      Wyatt’s face was granite and his anger was a physical thing. “Get in the motherfucking building, Emma.”

      “Eat a motherfucking dick, Wyatt,” I replied.

      He didn’t speak. He didn’t seem physically able, the way his body was taut, his knuckles whitening with the grip he had on the bags he took from me. It was a stare off. Ones I usually won.

      But I hadn’t had one with Wyatt being this angry. With this between us. And with a baby pressing on my bladder.

      “For the record, I’m going inside because I have to pee, not because you told me to,” I snapped, turning on my heel, not glancing back at him.

      I would’ve shut the door right in his face, but he had the food. Though I wanted to shut him and everything he represented out, I needed those snacks. My usual ironclad willpower was disappearing with every day I got more pregnant. And I wasn’t even halfway. I was going to be a fucking whale by the time I popped this thing out.

      Wyatt and I didn’t speak on the elevator ride. Me because I was pissed at him and also concentrating on not wetting myself. Another thing quickly disappearing with the pregnancy—my bladder control.

      I guessed Wyatt was silent because he was all pissed off if the air in the elevator and his expression was anything to go by.

      He had nothing to be pissed off for, and I planned on telling him this after I emptied my bladder and right before I kicked him out of my apartment, since he made it clear he was coming in when he snatched the keys from my hands and strode forward and unlocked the door. I had enough time to give him a scowl before running inside to pee.

      Once I got out of the bathroom all of the food I’d bought was laid out on the counter, Wyatt staring at it with an intensity that was not deserving of Ben and Jerry’s and Doritos. Wait, did I just become jealous of fucking junk food?

      I was meant to be mad at him.

      Hormones were crazy.

      “It’s not a fucking Rubix Cube, Wyatt,” I said, snatching the ice cream and chips. It’s just food.”

      He looked up slowly. “Just food that you risked your and my child’s life for.”

      I rolled my eyes. “That’s a bit melodramatic. I walked two blocks in a neighborhood that has one of the lowest crime rates in L.A. I wasn’t running through the fucking Gaza strip.”

      He folded his arms.

      I waited for him to say more, to yell, it seemed that’s what he was intending on. I was willing to meet him in that argument, and win it—but first, food.

      He was silent as he watched me open the packet of chips, take the lid off the ice cream and use my chip as a spoon. I expected some kind of reaction, as what I was doing was fucking weird to anyone not experiencing pregnancy cravings.

      Wyatt did not comment on the weirdness.

      He went to saying something completely insane.

      “I’m movin’ in.”

      I blinked, ice cream covered corn chip halfway to my mouth. “What?”

      “I’m moving in,” he repeated.

      “Oh, so I did hear that insane statement right,” I muttered.

      I put the corn chip in my mouth, ignoring the face Wyatt made, obviously not furious enough not to acknowledge what I was doing was gross.

      “No way in fuck are you moving in,” I said after swallowing.

      “I don’t see any other option,” he clipped.

      “If you want to stay breathing, then you’ll see that you not moving into my living space is the only option,” I said, shoving my hand into the packet for more chips. “And we’re gonna stop talking about it.”

      “How about we talk about you walkin’ around L.A. in the middle of the night to get ice cream and fucking Doritos, and then, when I’m not so furious, we’re gonna talk about how fucking gross that combination is.”

      “I’m well aware the combination is gross,” I hissed. “But the baby didn’t seem to get that memo. And I can’t sleep when the baby is acting like its father and being an asshole. So I got up, walked five minutes and got some treats.” I regarded him, realizing the time and his presence. “Why don’t we talk about what you were doing loitering outside my apartment building at two in the morning?”

      I only now realized I hadn’t called him out on this when this should’ve been the first thing I started yelling about.

      “We were up late recording,” he said, moving forward to shove his hand into the chip packet. “And I know you’re a shitty sleeper at the best of times—Lexie told me that you’re havin’ trouble sleeping with the pregnancy.” He dipped his chip into the ice cream. “I also saw you were online on Instagram. Figured you’d be up. That we could talk.” He shoved the ice cream covered chip into his mouth.

      I made a face. “Why did you do that?” I demanded. “I have a reason to eat this.” I pointed to my stomach. “You do not.”

      He swallowed, shrugged and snatched another chip. “I want to experience as much as I can with this pregnancy and if it’s eating weird combinations of food that are actually really fucking good, then I’m in.” He put another in his mouth. “Unless it’s something to do with peanut butter.” He made a face. “I hate peanut butter.”

      “You can’t hate peanut butter,” I said, gaping. “No one hates peanut butter.”

      “I hate peanut butter.”

      “You’re a sick and strange man,” I decided.

      “You already knew that, but I’ll try to stomach it when I move in if it’s a dealbreaker,” he replied.

      I stiffened. “You’re not moving in, Wyatt. We need to establish boundaries. And my space is a big boundary. I’ve never wanted a roommate and the father of my baby is the worst kind of roommate.”

      I didn’t add that the father of my baby, the man I kissed a week ago and was in love with, who just so happened to be a rock star was my ideal kind of roommate...if I hadn’t been so emotionally fucked up.

      “I disagree, the father of your baby is the only person you should have as a roommate,” he clipped. “Because then I won’t hesitate to go and get you whatever food you want at whatever hour so you don’t have to do it.”

      “You can’t move in,” I said, hating that his reasoning was sound. Pregnancy must’ve been screwing with my brain if I was starting to think that Wyatt was right. “What if you want to bring women home?” Saying that made the ice cream curdle in my mouth. Wyatt was a free agent, he was entitled to fuck whomever he liked. I was sure that’s exactly what he was doing—I hadn’t been stalking the trashy news sites because I was too emotional to handle seeing him with another skinny supermodel while my ankles expanded and I stayed home every night.

      “I’m not gonna wanna bring women home,” he said immediately.

      I raised my brow. “Every tabloid on the planet and my own recollection of evidence to the contrary works as a pretty watertight argument to that statement.”

      “That was before,” he clipped.

      “Before?”

      “Before I decided to stop chasing empty fucks and vapid girls and pay attention to the one woman who I’ve been trying to forget all along,” he said. “Before that kiss that rocked my world like no empty fuck has ever done.”

      I almost choked on my corn chip in response to the words.

      His face changed to mild panic as he moved forward.

      I held up my hand to stop his approach while I coughed.

      “If you choke on Doritos and ice cream in front of me I’ll fucking kill you,” he hissed.

      I stopped coughing and started glaring. “I’m not going to die of anything so boring.”

      He clenched his fists. “Don’t talk about dying.”

      I choked out a couple of last splutters. “You started it.”

      The concern on his face moved to amusement. “Another reason I’m movin’ in, to make sure I’ve always got someone around to answer back to me. Keeps things interesting.”

      “Wyatt, you’re not moving in.” I searched for more reasons. Like I was painfully in love with him and I wouldn’t survive being in my apartment with him without making some bad decisions—I excelled at bad decisions, after all. My eyes touched a pot of paint in the hall. “You can’t anyway,” I said, triumphant. “The guest room has no furniture and I painted it yesterday for the baby. I haven’t gotten furniture yet, but even when I do, I doubt you’ll fit into the crib.”

      His face went strange. “You painted it?”

      I nodded. “Featherlight Gray. Stupid name, great color.”

      He gritted his teeth and strode off in the direction of the guestroom.

      I sighed, following him, taking my ice cream with me.

      When I arrived, he was standing in the middle of the empty room. I was yet to buy furniture for it. I was still deciding what kind of mood I wanted for my daughter. Definitely not something fucking pink.

      “Are you inspecting my paint job?” I snapped. “I’ll inform you that’s my area of expertise, yours is strumming a guitar in front of millions of people and making your melodies.”

      And fucking my heart up.

      “You should’ve hired someone to do this shit, or better yet, called me,” he said tightly.

      I folded my arms. “Why would I hire for something I could do myself? And we haven’t been talking, don’t you remember?”

      Fuck, I was meant to be avoiding the unspoken incident at the beach house, not walking right into a conversation about it.

      Luckily Wyatt was too busy being pissed, so he didn’t acknowledge my words apart from a brief eye flare. “You and the baby shouldn’t be breathing in paint fumes.”

      My back arched. “I wasn’t fucking licking the paint, Wyatt,” I said. “I had a well-ventilated room, wore a mask, I protected my baby, despite the fact you seem to think I don’t.”

      He sighed. “I don’t think you wouldn’t protect our kid, Em. I know you would do anything for it. I just...” He trailed off, looking around the room. “I just want to be a part of it. I know I fucked up my right to do that, but I’m tryin’ to make up for it. Can you just let me in?”

      I chewed my lip. “I’m not letting you move in.”

      His jaw ticked, but he nodded once. “That’ll do. For now.”

      I folded my arms. “For good.”

      “We’ll get married first, then I’ll move in.”

      My eyes damn near popped out of my head. “How much coke have you done tonight?”

      His jaw hardened. “None.”

      “It’s even worse that you’re suggesting this insanity while sober,” I muttered.

      “It’s not insanity.”

      I raised my brow. “It’s not fucking happening.”

      “We’ll see,” he said.

      I could only roll my eyes. It was the middle of the night and Wyatt still couldn’t stop arguing about something he’d never win. “Whatever. Are you going to leave and let me eat my ice cream in peace?”

      The moment I said it I wished I hadn’t. If he left, I wouldn’t be eating ice cream in peace. Yeah, of course I’d eat the entire fucking carton, but the emptiness and quiet of my apartment would scream like the loudest kind of chaos. I wanted to ask him to stay. Fuck, I wanted to take everything back that I just said and have him move in, fuck the consequences.

      But I didn’t.

      Because I was fucked up. And stubborn.

      Wyatt turned, regarding me. “You gonna go to sleep?” he asked.

      “I’m going to binge watch horror movies on Netflix and put myself into a sugar coma, so that’s pretty much the same thing.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched. “Want some company?”

      I should’ve said no.

      But I was fucked up.

      “Sure, but I’m not sharing the ice cream.”

      So he stayed. At the beginning, I was firm to establish spots on the sofa, he’d frowned at this but complied. After the first movie, the distance between us had shortened. And by the middle of the second, I was curled up in his arms, falling asleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      “Just the regular blonde foils today?” Henry, my stylist asked, lifting my strands, inspecting them, his fingers brushing my scalp. I loved that. The impersonal, professional touch of strangers. It was fucking weird that I loved it, but I was fucking weird so whatever.

      I’d made the appointment after Wyatt had left this morning. He had stayed the entire night, at some point carried me to my bed because that’s where I’d woken up. Alone, but the covers smelled like him and I had a sneaking feeling he’d done the ungentlemanly thing and slept with me when I wasn’t conscious to argue with him.

      I found myself happy he hadn’t been a gentleman. I didn’t want one. And it was the best sleep I’d had since...well, since this baby was conceived.

      He’d made me decaf coffee. No food “since I know you can’t keep anything down ‘til after two.”

      I’d almost burst into tears after he said that. I had been tottering on the edge since I’d walked into my kitchen to find him there.

      Shirtless.

      Barefoot.

      Hair mussed.

      Lazy smile on his face when his eyes touched mine.

      It had hit me. Harder than the morning sickness I was battling. Because it seemed right. A moment, I tricked myself into thinking such a familiar and domestic thing as to waking up to Wyatt in my kitchen, smiling at me like he was seventeen again was something I could have.

      Like it was that simple.

      After he’d kissed me hard and quick on the mouth—I was too stunned to argue or pull away—and left, saying he was late for a recording session, I stared at my reflection, at the blonde haired, pregnant woman who was colossally lost, fucked up and in between love and heartbreak.

      I made the decision that all women going through a crisis did.

      I made a hair appointment.

      Henry was the best in L.A. and almost impossible to get an appointment with five months in advance, let alone fifty minutes ago when I’d called him. But he owed me a favor, the favor being this appointment.

      “No,” I said, making eye contact with him in the mirror. “I want it different. Black.”

      He gaped at me, dropping my hair from his fingers. “Black?” he repeated. He inspected me with the expert eye that bartenders, manicurists, and hairstylists seemed to have when their job was to witness varying degrees of existential crisis people had. “You’re going through some shit then.”

      I nodded. “I’m going through some shit.”

      Why was it that women decided to drastically change their hair in moments of turmoil? Coco Chanel said, “a woman who changes her hair is about to change her life.” I didn’t agree with that. A woman who changed her hair wasn’t looking to change her life. She was looking to hold onto something while everything changed—fell apart—around her. She was looking for something to control. We wanted to morph into a different person so maybe this new person might be able to handle the world better than the person before.

      And hopefully the new person had better hair, if not a better life.
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* * *

      I knew I’d get a reaction when I walked into the beach house.

      Wyatt had moved from his mansion to the cozy—compared to his sprawling estate—house in Malibu without officially announcing it. It was the band’s hangout space. Yes, they had a fucking beach house in Malibu that they treated like their parents’ basement or some shit.

      Rich people.

      I didn’t want to think that Wyatt moved here because he thought of it being our little slice of peace like I did. I couldn’t think he moved here for me because I couldn’t think he did anything for me. And I couldn’t think I did anything for him.

      Like breathe.

      Like dye my hair black and chop off the length so it brushed my chin in a severe bob.

      I wanted to take all the softness away from me. So maybe there wouldn’t be as many places for him to make incisions with looks, with comments, with the way he cradled my belly. I wanted to be hard for him, for myself.

      And what better time to reveal the new hardened and darkened me than at the “family dinner” that Lexie had organized for tonight. The one night the band’s crazy schedule had allowed everyone to be in the same place without photoshoots, award ceremonies or parties. Not that the band did much of the latter anymore since everyone had fallen in love and saw how hollow those Hollywood parties were.

      Well, except Noah.

      I suspected he’d found love, but it was even more complicated than my shit show.

      And that was saying something.

      This was also serving as one of the last dinners before the band had to go on their domestic tour in a few days. The tour that Wyatt had been trying to convince me to go on with them. Everyone was going, after all. Gina was too, since she was a freelance and super successful author now, she could work on the road. And Sam had flat out refused to go on the tour without her and the baby.

      “I know the masses would be disappointed to miss their favorite member of the band. But this sex symbol cares about two people amongst the masses, that’s my wife and son. I won’t be without either of them.”

      She obliged of course, because they were assholes in love.

      Killian was obviously coming because he was Lexie’s security. And they brought Ava along on every tour with them since Lexie had come back to the band after having her.

      They all had reasons to be there. Ties to each other. I wasn’t married to Wyatt, I was just having his baby. I wouldn’t go along and have it rubbed in my face what we weren’t what we couldn’t be.

      “I’m not some groupie that’s gonna follow you around the country just because you tell me to, Wyatt,” I hissed. “I have a life.”

      “And I know for a fact that a huge part of your life is the band,” he countered. “We’re your family. You belong with us, with me.”

      I stiffened. “You don’t tell me where I belong and we’re not talking about this anymore.”

      And we didn’t, but it was still simmering between us.

      Noah saw me first. “Holy shit,” he said.

      I snatched the chip he had paused halfway to his mouth. “Is that meant to be a compliment?”

      Sam chose that moment to walk in, arm around Gina, whispering in her ear. She blushed and giggled. Married for two years and she was still fricking blushing and smiling so happily. A stab of jealousy hit me hard and fast. She stopped short when her eyes landed on me. Sam followed her eyes, noting her change in demeanor as he noted everything about her. He glanced up, did a chin lift at me and went back to nuzzling his wife. Then his head snapped back, and he gaped at me much like Noah had.

      “Emma, you’ve gone dark side.” He whistled. “If I wasn’t married and completely in love with the most beautiful woman on planet earth, I’d risk getting dick punched by you to hit on you.”

      “That’s a compliment,” Noah said dryly.

      “What. The. Fuck.”

      We all turned.

      Wyatt was focused on my head. And he was glaring.

      “That’s not a compliment,” I muttered to Noah.

      Wyatt strode toward me. “What the fuck have you done?” he demanded.

      “I went to a stylist. You’re familiar with that considering your hair,” I said. “Your haircut probably cost more than mine.”

      “I don’t give a fuck about how much it cost,” he growled. “Are you meant to be doin’ that shit while you’re pregnant?”

      I straightened my spine. “You think I’d do it if it risked the health of my child?”

      “Our child,” he corrected.

      “Oh, in case I’ve forgotten that this is half yours.” I pointed to my stomach. “This little asshole has been making my life miserable and annoying the shit out of me, sound familiar?”

      Sam choked out a laugh.

      Wyatt wasn’t smiling. “You’ve obviously forgotten that the baby isn’t the only thing that’s mine.”

      I froze, mindful of our audience. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “I’m talkin’ about the fact that you’re mine, and that every hair on your head is precious to me, so the fact you’ve colored it and lopped it off is something I should know about.”

      I stared at him. “Are you having a break from reality?” I asked mildly.

      His jaw hardened.

      “Because that’s the only excuse for you insinuating that I have to consult you before I make a hair appointment,” I hissed. “You do not have ownership of a single hair on my head, therefore you don’t get a say on what happens to it. Even if it means I’m not some blonde California girl like you liked me better as.” My voice was sharp, as hard as I wanted it to be, mostly to hide the stupid and shallow pain that was derived from the fact that Wyatt liked me better before.

      “I never said I didn’t like it,” he seethed.

      “You like it?” I hated that my anger deflated and the needy kid inside me was seeking validation from him. Who was I kidding? He was the only person I wanted validation from.

      “Of course I fucking like it,” he hissed. “I like it too fucking much. And since you’re determined to be mad at me, determined to waltz in here lookin’ like that where I can’t rip off your clothes and show you how much I like it, I’ve decided to be angry at you about it.” He paused, running his eyes over me. “Both of us are pissed, we can have angry sex first.”

      The moment hung between us, his look dark with desire, a gaze that was not appropriate with the people watching our fight. But I didn’t give a fuck about the audience, I was seconds away from jumping on him and forgetting about my anger.

      “Oh my god, your hair!” Lexie screamed.

      “Emma!” Ava screamed, mimicking her mother.

      Both Wyatt and I turned to where a tiny human was running at me. I scooped her into my arms, she squealed as I did so. “My little Ava bear,” I murmured, kissing her.

      “Your hair looks like midnight,” she said, stroking it.

      “Is that a compliment?” I asked, kissing her nose.

      “What’s a compliment?” she said, still fingering the strands in her chubby fingers.

      “Ava, wanna come to Uncle Wyatt?”

      Before she could answer, she was snatched out of my hands.

      I scowled at Wyatt, who kissed Ava on the forehead.

      “You shouldn’t be lifting her,” he snapped, registering my scowl.

      “Oh, I shouldn’t be making an appointment with a hitman either, but we all do what we must to get annoying baby daddies out of our lives,” I replied.

      “Emma!” Lexie all but screamed, interrupting yet another argument between Wyatt and I. “You changed your hair.” She stood in front of me, contemplating me with a gaze that only a best friend could use. “You look amazing.” She glanced to Wyatt, who was busy with Ava but still shooting an occasional glare my way. “Are you okay?” she whispered, leaning in to squeeze my hand.

      I grinned. “Of course. I just decided that I’m gonna let blondes have their fun while I fuck shit up as a brunette.” I rubbed my belly. “Well, as much fun as a pregnant woman can have while trying to hide the fact the father is one of the most famous men on the planet,” I added.

      Lexie furrowed her brows at me vocalizing what everyone was thinking about. Their life in the spotlight meant nothing was private. I guessed the way the world was in the age of social media, no one’s lives were private. But it was getting press that Wyatt wasn’t appearing at parties and didn’t have a different girl on his arm every night.

      Nobody told Mark, the band’s long-time manager, but he knew nonetheless. We’d become aware of this at the ‘meeting’ he’d called between us before the incident at this very beach house.

      “I’ve been with you since the beginning. That’s what you pay me for, other than to make sure Sam doesn’t get sued or arrested,” he said. “I also know you well enough to know not to do shit a normal manager would do for his client, like get you to sign a nondisclosure, make sure you’re not gonna sell photos to any publication without Wyatt’s knowledge.”

      Wyatt burst out of his chair. “You do that, the band’s lookin’ for a new manager,” he hissed.

      I blinked at Wyatt, surprised at his outburst, not at Mark’s words. Because Mark was a good manager, suggesting that was exactly what he should be doing. He was there to protect the band, not me. But Wyatt had taken it upon himself to be more and more protective, to the point of insanity. I should’ve felt it stifling, not insulating like I did.

      Which was the problem.

      Mark gazed at him, expression mild. “I said that’s what a normal manager would do with other clients,” he said. “Even by rock star definitions, none of you are normal clients. Which is why I turn down every other offer I get, despite the pain in the ass you all are.”

      “That and your ten percent,” Wyatt snapped.

      Mark didn’t react. “I’m not suggesting Emma sign anything, because I know that she would be more likely to pay the tabloids not to print anything about her than the other way around.”

      I raised my eyebrow. Mark had been around the band since the start, which meant he’d been around me. But he was the busiest man I’d ever seen, always on his phone, yelling at interns, publicists or Sam. I didn’t think he’d noticed me enough to know my last name, let alone my views on being in the public eye.

      “I’m just gonna tell you both, there’s an expiration date on secrets in our world. I’m fucking great at my job, so you’ll have a longer shelf life than most, but we’re going to need a statement for when the news does come out.” He looked between us. “Unless you want to be ahead of the pack, announce it together?”

      “No,” I said immediately before Wyatt could say anything. “We’re not announcing anything. Not yet.”

      “We’re gonna have to say what we are when the time comes,” Wyatt put in.

      I glared at him. “We are nothing but two people having a baby together.”

      He glared back. “We’re fuckin’ more than that and you know it.”

      Mark’s phone buzzed. “I’m gonna get this while you two”— he looked between us— “be you two.”

      Then he walked out.

      Wyatt yanked me out of the chair. I tried to fight out of his grip, but he didn’t let me, his hand settling on the bump hidden by my flowy black blouse. “The world is gonna know sooner or later, Em,” he murmured. “And I don’t give a fuck about what the world thinks, but I do know I want to fuckin’ boast about my two girls.”

      “I’m not yours,” I hissed.

      He cupped my cheek. “You are and you know it.”

      I blinked at his gaze. At the words. How fucking warm and fuzzy they were.

      “No, Wyatt. All I know is you’re a rock star. And I’m nobody. And I know exactly how that’s gonna play in the press.”

      Wyatt’s face hardened.  “No, babe. You’re somebody. You’re everything.”

      The words hit me physically.

      Luckily, so did morning sickness, so I had to yank myself from his arms to go and throw up. He’d tried to follow me, but Lexie had barred him from the bathroom like the amazing best friend she was.

      We had yet to discuss the ‘statement’ we’d be making about our situation. Just add it to the list of things piling up on my shoulders.

      Lexie squeezed my hand. “Well, when the vultures eventually get a hold of the news, at least you’ll look great in the paparazzi photos.”

      Gotta love a silver lining.
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* * *

      “Emma, I need your baby photos,” Gina said.

      Wyatt and I hadn’t spoken since he suggested angry sex, and I could feel his gaze all over me. I’d been actively trying to ignore this and entertaining fantasies of the sex, so it took a couple of seconds for Gina’s question to permeate.

      I blinked at her. “My what?”

      “Baby photos. I’m making an album of everyone from then ‘til now kind of thing, now that we’ve got the new generation running around.” She smiled to where Sam was holding Zeppelin, her eyes melting a little.

      To be fair, Sam with his tattoos, muscles and rock star style, holding a baby was pretty fucking sexy. My eyes drifted to Wyatt, to find them already on me. I imagined him holding our child, and if Sam, of all people looked sexy doing that, then I was in trouble. Because I was already having trouble holding onto the reasons why getting together with Wyatt was a bad idea—I was too mentally fucked up, he’d already hurt me before, I’d hurt him, it would go terribly wrong and then affect our child.

      “Obviously I’m going to be the sexiest baby of us all,” Sam put in, giving his wife a melty look of his own.

      “Dude, babies aren’t sexy,” Noah said. “That’s just fucking wrong.”

      Sam shrugged. “Don’t hate because I came out of the womb a sex symbol and you didn’t.”

      Noah shook his head and emptied his glass. “Just stop talkin’, dude.”

      “I don’t have baby photos,” I said to Gina, trying to make myself sound as even as possible.

      She furrowed her brow. “Like you don’t have any physical ones? Yeah, everyone is transferring to digital files. It’s so sad. So impersonal, you know—”

      “No,” I interrupted. “I don’t have any baby photos, period.”

      She blinked, and I was aware of Wyatt in the corner of my eye, I was aware of the way the energy in the room changed at the awkward moment I created. Gina’s eyes softened in pity, and Lexie, who was sitting next to me, squeezed my hand.

      “Well, that’s a relief,” Sam declared. “Because if there was anyone giving my sexy baby self some competition, it would be Emma.” He winked at me. “Thanks for making it easy to win amongst all these commoners.”

      Sam’s remark severed the awkward moment and the night went on.

      Not without another reminder of the fact my past may not have existed in photos, but it was scarred on my flesh all the same.
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* * *

      I was out getting fresh air. After my little misstep with the baby photos, things had fallen into the rhythm that had become the norm now that one half of the band was married with kids. It was easy. There were smiles. Swearing. Admonishments for swearing in front of the children. Teasing. Laughter. Love. Warmth.

      And it all got too warm for me, too much of a big happy family that I considered myself so lucky to be a part of but also wanted more of. More being Wyatt kissing me inappropriately at the dinner table like Sam had with Gina. Or whispering things in my ear while wine was being poured and making me spill aforementioned wine like Killian did with Lexie.

      Wyatt had sat beside me, laying his hand atop my thigh and leaning in close enough so his heat flayed at my skin. “Just bought the most expensive camera combo I could find online,” he murmured. “Gonna be the fucking king of baby photos and home videos.”

      And then his hand was gone, leaving a burning palm print in its wake and I had to pretend like breathing was easy and normal after that and my heart wasn’t in my throat.

      So yeah, I needed air that wasn’t saturated with Wyatt and with all the beautiful, disgusting love the rest of my family were dripping all over the place.

      I should’ve known he’d follow me. It seemed like our spot, ever since the day we got high the day Lexie was shot.

      Most times he’d just sit across from me and not speak, pass a joint if he had one. Since the baby announcement the joint was obviously absent—since he’d quit smoking weed as well as cigarettes—but he still came. It was the place where we had an unspoken truce. We left all of our shit at the door and gave ourselves a pocket of peace that was impossible to carry past this small area overlooking the Pacific Ocean.

      He didn’t sit across from me this time.

      He sat beside me on the sofa that was big enough for two but never had we tested it. Testing it would surely tear through the tenuous peace this space offered. I stiffened at his closeness at the same time I ached for his touch. He didn’t cross the small distance between us.

      I told myself it was for the best.

      “Go out with me Thursday night,” he said after a long silence.

      I turned to look at his profile. He was already watching me. “Why?”

      “Because I want to take you on a date.”

      I scoffed. “Wyatt, you’ve already impregnated me, you can’t take me on a date now.”

      “Why not?”

      I searched for reasons. “Because it’s not how it works,” I said lamely.

      “We’re not people to play by the rules, so it works for us.” He smirked.

      I gritted my teeth and ached to escape his gaze, but I couldn’t. “It’s a bad idea. You know that. We’ve got to keep our boundaries. For both our sakes.”

      His grin disappeared. “I don’t know shit,” he said. “All I know is that you’re fighting something I know you feel. And I know it because I feel it too. It’s always been there, Emma.”

      The truth hit the air, mingled with the salt in it, added more emotional barnacles to this place. I couldn’t escape it, so I had to face it with a truth of my own. An ugly one.

      “We were never meant to be,” I whispered against the waves. “We were always meant to be a what-if. We were meant to be a sentence without a full stop. An unfinished paragraph. A story without an ending. Because then we could always think about each other with a strange kind of nostalgia for a life we never had. Find comfort in the idea of what we could’ve had. We were never meant to be this because I don’t think there’s comfort in us, Wyatt. We weren’t meant to end up together. I respect you too much to sentence you to a life with me.”

      I almost said I loved him too much, but I was already giving away enough. Who was I kidding? I’d given up everything I could to him.

      He snatched my chin as I tried to look away to the ocean, away from his gaze. “I don’t want comfort, Emma,” he hissed. “I only want you. We might not be meant to be, but we’re gonna be. Because you’re all I want, and despite your protests, I know you want me too. So just say yes to the fucking date and let me prove it to you.”

      I should’ve gotten up, walked away. But instead I spoke. “Yes.”
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      It was Thursday.

      I was in my bedroom, surrounded by my entire wardrobe. Yeah, I was that girl. Losing it because she had nothing to wear on a date with a guy she was in love with.

      Granted, I couldn’t find anything to wear because all the clothes she wore were skin tight and made to show off skin and a body she worked her ass off to get. Now I was pregnant, and my ass was coming back with a vengeance. And my tits. So none of the clothes fit me.

      And the man in question had impregnated me so it wasn’t like it was some kind of first date.

      It felt like one somehow.

      I had fucking butterflies.

      My phone buzzed and I looked down at it.

      Wyatt: Is it wrong that the only thing getting me through the day is knowing you’re going to insult me over dinner tonight?

      I read the text over three times, smiling by the end of it.

      Me: It’s wrong that you need to be insulted to have fun. You should probably get yourself a shrink. Totally fucked up.

      His reply was instantaneous.

      Wyatt: You’re the only one who can insult me. And it’s not to have fun. I have that with you too. But you’re the only woman who can insult me and turn me on at the same time. I don’t give a shit if it’s fucked up, because it’s with you.

      Yeah, fucking butterflies.

      Me: Stop texting me and go and yell at an assistant, smash a guitar. Act like a rock star.

      I was still smiling when I got an Instagram notification. It was from one of the trashy tabloids that I must’ve forgotten to unfollow. My smile got wiped clear off my face when I saw the latest photo on their account.

      It was of Wyatt.

      Kissing a skinny, blonde, tanned woman outside of his recording studio.

      It was from today.

      Because he’d sent me a photo earlier today informing me he wore a beanie and short sleeves just for me. It was the same outfit. And Wyatt was a total rock star douche. He never wore the same outfit twice. He wore almost identical versions of the same outfit on the daily, but never the same actual clothes.

      Woodenly, I put my phone down and stared at the carnage around my room, clothes littered everywhere, remnants of a life that was slowly disappearing with my ever-growing stomach.

      One that I’d be living alone while Wyatt kissed skinny blondes in between recording sessions.

      I could’ve cried. Crawled into bed and had a Gossip Girl marathon, shut out the world and thought about all the things that were wrong with me that made Wyatt want to French skinny blondes instead of me.

      I did not do that.

      I made some more bad decisions instead.

      Self-destruction was a hobby of mine.
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* * *

      “You can get it, you know.” He nodded down to my vibrating phone. “Someone really wants to get ahold of you.”

      I glared at the name on the screen.

      Aaron did the same. “Asshole?” he said, face carefully blank.

      “My boss,” I lied, snatching up the phone. “I’m busy,” I hissed by way of greeting.

      “Jesus, Emma!” Wyatt shouted. “You scared the life outta me. You’re not at your apartment and no one knows where you are. Why the fuck didn’t you answer your phone?”

      “Um, because I have a life and it doesn’t involve me having to pick up the phone every time you call.” I made my voice purposefully sharp and didn’t acknowledge the fact we were meant to be on a date right now.

      He hadn’t acknowledged the fact he was spending the day sucking face with other girls, so it was fair play.

      Aaron’s eyes widened as he politely pretended he wasn’t listening.

      “I’m meant to be pickin’ you up for our date,” he clipped.

      “I changed my mind. I’m a woman. I hear we do that,” I replied, deciding not to mention the photo I saw. I didn’t think I could physically do it.

      “Stop fucking around, Em,” Wyatt snapped. “You fainted yesterday.”

      I knew that would come back to haunt me. Before the infamous Instagram photo, I had been certain our date would’ve been changed to a hospital so Wyatt could have them monitor my blood pressure or some shit, if I told him about another small fainting episode with Gina at Shake Shack.

      “Sam has such a fucking big mouth,” I muttered.  “I’m not getting Gina those first editions anymore.”

      Of course I was going to get Gina the first editions—because I liked her—Sam was going to get paid back for that. I’d think of something good. I looked to Aaron. Revenge was my specialty after all.

      “No, for once, Sam is actually making good decisions telling me the mother of my kid is fucking fainting at Shake Shack,” Wyatt all but yelled in the phone. “And what in the fuck were you doing at Shake Shack anyway?”

      My back stiffened. “I was getting frozen custard because it is fucking awesome. Be very fucking careful about what you say next in regard to your opinion on my diet. Because when you’re throwing up four times a day every time you try and eat something green or nutritious, you talk to me. For now, go fuck yourself.”

      I hung up and Aaron was no longer even trying to pretend he hadn’t been listening to my call.

      “You talk to your boss like that?” he asked. “And don’t get fired?”

      I grinned. “He finds it charming.”

      He blinked a couple of times and I knew that it was the moment he was deciding whether my crass language was endearing or off-putting to someone with his no doubt stellar breeding and upbringing. I had met him through work, he was an investment banker with a lot of money and who wanted to spend it on art. But unlike other blue bloods, he didn’t want to throw money at a painting just so he could show everyone how rich he was.

      No, he was actually interested in art, he wasn’t looking for the most expensive piece to show off to other people, he had been looking for something that ‘suited him.’ Which was one of the reasons I said yes when he asked me out to dinner as a ‘thank you.’ This is despite my hefty commission serving as a thank you in itself.

      That was part of the reason.

      The Instagram photo was a pretty big portion of the reason I’d called him last minute and taken him up on his offer while searching through my closet for something to hide my baby bump.

      Yeah, I was probably going to hell for going on a date with a guy who not only wasn’t the father of my baby but who didn’t even know I was pregnant.

      I reasoned I was already going there anyway, and, well, I was horny.

      I hadn’t gotten laid since the ill-fated night with Wyatt. But whether it was the distance from the night itself, the hormones coursing through my body, or just the yawning emptiness of my bed in the middle of the night, I was ready for some empty sex.

      Aaron was perfect. He was polite. Well dressed. Polished. He wore suits to work and was currently wearing a thin cashmere sweater and expensive slacks. His dark hair was carefully styled, but not too much that told me he’d spend more time on his hair than I did.

      Not that I’d be around to see how long he did his hair. I didn’t quite know how I was going to avoid him finding out I was pregnant while we were having sex, but I’d think of something.

      Mostly what attracted me to him was that he was the complete opposite of Wyatt. Okay, mostly what attracted me to him was petty revenge after seeing the photo, but whatever.

      Anyway, my attraction to men wasn’t getting very specific, I almost jumped on the eighteen-year-old bike messenger this morning, and that was before the Wyatt photo.

      “He’s not the only one who finds it charming,” Aaron said, grinning, obviously deciding that my filthy mouth wasn’t a deal breaker.

      In my business, I was surrounded by men I wasn’t familiar with. Men with a lot of money and a lot of ideas about how women should speak, act, and dress. And I gave them and those ideas the proverbial—sometimes literal—middle finger. Though that wasn’t my boss, my boss wouldn’t blink if I dropped as many F-bombs in a phone call. He wouldn’t appreciate me telling him to go and fuck himself, but he let a lot of things slide on account of the fact I made him a shit load of money in commissions.

      I grinned. “Well, let me charm you some more,” I said, trying my best to ignore the fact that Wyatt’s angry voice on the phone got me hotter than Aaron’s smile and attractive presence.
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* * *

      “You’re on a fucking date?” an angry voice hissed toward the end of our entrée.

      I looked up from my dry, bland chicken to be faced with a not at all bland stare.

      A furious stare.

      Worn by a not at all bland man.

      No one would ever describe the messy blond haired, tattooed, leather-clad, rock star as bland.

      Half of the restaurant was staring at him, not because he was a world-famous rock star—this crowd wasn’t really Rolling Stone’s ideal readership—but because he was so out of place in this polished and sanitized place.

      Two more things Wyatt wasn’t.

      Polished or sanitized.

      “You’re stalking me?” I hissed.

      He folded his arms. “Get your shit. You’re leavin’.”

      My eyes likely bulged out of my head. “You need to leave and check yourself right into the nearest psychiatric facility if you think that statement, your presence, in general, is appropriate.”

      “Oh, I don’t give a fuck what’s appropriate, Em,” he said, voice dangerously soft. “I’ll drag you outta here if I have to.”

      Aaron chose this moment to place his napkin beside his plate and stand. “I think you should listen to Emma,” he said calmly. “And leave. Before you make more of a scene.”

      Wyatt grinned. “You think this is a scene, brother, you haven’t seen shit.” Threat was threaded into his lazy—and sexy—grin.

      I chose this moment to stand too, I resisted the urge to snatch my knife and embed itself into Wyatt’s leg. “Wyatt,” I snapped. “Enough.”

      “You know she’s carryin’ my baby?” he asked Aaron conversationally, ignoring me.

      Aaron stilled and looked to me. And then to my belly, which was obscured by my black dress that did a good job of hiding my small bump. “Is that true?”

      Fuck.

      I snatched my purse. “What’s true is this is Wyatt, and he’s mentally disturbed. He doesn’t know the difference between fantasy and reality.”

      “Oh, I’m pretty fuckin’ well versed on my reality right now, unfortunately,” Wyatt said, voice tight.

      I looked to Aaron, trying to make my expression even. “I’m so sorry I’m going to have to take him back home. Or to a padded room.” I snatched Wyatt’s hand. “Probably the latter.” I glanced to the table, the expensive, boring food and the pretentious wine. “Please bill that to the gallery,” I said.

      And then before Wyatt could actually cause a scene, or more of one, I dragged him out. Now people were staring blatantly, whispering to each other, recognition dawning in their faces.

      Luckily no one had gotten their phones out. But they would. No matter how fancy these people pretended to be, they couldn’t help but be enamored, hypnotized by the myth of celebrity.

      Especially when they were behaving badly.

      I went to grab my coat from the maître d’, but Wyatt was quicker, and he grabbed it, holding it open for me to shrug into.

      “Now you’re the gentleman?” I snapped, getting into it as quick as I could. I tried to yank myself away, but he kept hold of me, pulling my back into his front so his mouth was at my neck.

      “No, Emma, I’m never gonna be gentle. You don’t need a gentleman,” he rasped, pure sex in his tone.

      My entire body responded. Almost violently. My knees turned watery and my panties were soaked the second his breath hit my neck.

      But the Instagram image hit my mind. I yanked myself from his grip. “Don’t you dare try and tell me what I need,” I hissed. “I need you to get the fuck out of my face before I hit you.”

      He smirked, sex still saturating his gaze. “You’ll only hurt your hand.”

      “Well, it’s worth the pain at this point,” I snapped. I looked to the door. “Are there a thousand photographers out there?”

      His grin disappeared. “Nope, no one followed me, I wouldn’t do that to you.”

      “Thank Satan for small favors,” I muttered, then I started to stride out the door.

      Wyatt had to put his hand on the small of my back as I did so, I hated that simple gesture had such complex ramifications. As if the fact I was carrying his baby wasn’t complicated enough.

      A black Bugatti pulled up the second we hit the curb.

      Wyatt’s car.

      Aaron had picked me up.

      Fuck.

      I tried to reach into my purse for my phone, intending on getting an Uber as quick as humanly possible.

      Wyatt’s hand circled my wrist, stopping me. “Just get in the fucking car, Em,” he hissed, obviously knowing that I was planning on ordering another ride.

      “When hell freezes over,” I snapped.

      “Hey! It’s Wyatt from Unquiet Mind!” someone shouted from across the street.

      “Fuck,” Wyatt cursed. His playful expression was gone as he opened the passenger door, shielding me with his body from the inescapable camera flash.

      I didn’t hesitate to get in, because if it was a choice between having to handle fifteen minutes in the car with Wyatt or the fifteen minutes of fame for being his latest floozie, I was always choosing the former.

      He rushed around the hood as the crowd began to form, people stopping and scrambling for their phones.

      The car screamed from the curb, narrowly missing people who had been literally jumping into traffic to get a blurry photo of one of the most famous rock stars in the world.

      That was the reality of his life. I couldn’t argue with him on the street without people swarming. He could barely walk down the street without cameras documenting his every move. My blood went cold at the thought of my pregnancy going public, and having that.

      I almost vomited with the thought that my child would have to deal with it. Because this wasn’t a secret that was going to stay that way for long. I had a very strong urge to go home, pack a bag, purchase a one-way ticket to Australia and live in the Outback.

      I totally would’ve done it if they didn’t have so many spiders and other weird insects that could kill you.

      I thought of what happened to Lexie. What happened to Sam.

      Maybe the insects in Australia were preferable to the human beings in L.A.

      My mind was so consumed with the nightmare my child would have to live, trying to figure out solutions, escape routes, that I didn’t realize where we were until Wyatt was pulling into the parking garage of my building.

      He hadn’t tried to speak to me the entire drive.

      His tattooed knuckles were white with the grip he had on the steering wheel.

      Miraculously, there was a spot open next to my Beetle. He slid into it easily.

      “Well, thanks for ruining my fucking night,” I said, opening the door. “I hope the rest of yours is sufficiently shitty.”

      He got out of the car at the same time as me, rounding it quicker than me and boxing me in.

      “No fucking way are you walkin’ away without an explanation, Emma,” he growled, eyes stormy. “I thought we’d finally gotten our shit together. And you decide to go on a date with another man without fuckin’ sayin’ a thing?” His words were hurled with barely restrained fury.

      I jutted up my chin. “I thought it was just the same as you making out with another woman outside your recording studio today.” I threw at him, voice acid.

      He froze.

      “What?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “You don’t remember kissing some girl when it only happened hours ago? Even for you, Wyatt, that’s bullshit. So how about you stop acting like you’ve got a right to be mad about me having dinner with another man, accept our shit is never gonna be sorted and let me go up to my apartment?” My voice was firm, strong, bitchy. I was proud.

      “You saw a photo?” he asked instead of acknowledging what I said, still keeping me pressed against the car.

      I nodded once.

      “You saw a photo, decided to believe the worst, planned a date with another man instead of fuckin’ calling me,” he bit out.

      Fury flushed through my body. “I didn’t need to believe the worst when the worst was communicated to me in a fucking photo, asshole,” I yelled. “I’m not calling you to let you give some bullshit explanation.”

      “You didn’t call me because you know me. You know I’d never kiss some other bitch with what I have with you. You knew my explanation wouldn’t be bullshit, therefore, you wouldn’t have a chance to escape,” he said.

      “You don’t have anything with me,” I hissed.

      His eyes moved down my body then back up. “I have fucking everything.” He let the words hit me. “She’s someone I used to fuck. Turned up at the studio at the same time I was leavin’, all but jumped on me right in time for that picture.” His expression darkened. “Fuck, she probably staged the whole fuckin’ thing.”

      I believed him immediately, of course. Because he was right, I knew Wyatt. Though he’d fucked many girls in his time, he didn’t fuck anyone over. He wouldn’t lie to me. No matter how much I wanted him to. Because he was right, I did snatch the first escape route offered.

      “Well, how about you go and yell at her?” I demanded.

      “I like yellin’ at you better,” he replied, voice soft.

      My stomach did a little flip and my panties dampened.

      “Step away, Wyatt,” I commanded, my voice breathy.

      For a few delicious and torturous moments, I didn’t think he was going to. But then he did. I exhaled, hoping it sounded like an impatient exhaling of breath rather than the sigh of disappointment that it was.

      I didn’t hesitate to start walking toward the elevator.

      Not that it was going to be that easy.

      Wyatt fell into step with me.

      I stopped.

      So did he.

      I turned to glare at him. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “I’m walkin’ you up,” he said.

      I folded my arms. “I don’t need you to walk me up. And I definitely don’t want you to.”

      “Don’t give a shit,” he replied. “I didn’t need or want to find out that you were on a date tonight. So I’m walkin’ you up.”

      “What? To pay me back? That’s childish, even for you, Wyatt,” I shot. “And maybe you’re forgetting the woman attached to your mouth earlier this afternoon?”

      His eyes darkened. “No, the payback hasn’t even begun. And what I have in mind is far from fuckin’ childish. It’s decidedly adult.”

      I blinked. Then I began walking in the direction of the elevators, because the only other option was launching myself into Wyatt’s arms and climbing him like a fucking tree. That was so not an option.

      The elevator ride was silent. But the tension between us—sexual and otherwise—took up so much air it was all I could do to breathe evenly.

      He didn’t speak as we reached my door, as I unlocked it, or as he barged in.

      “Oh, please, come right in,” I snapped to his back.

      The second he closed the door, he stalked toward me so my back was pressed to it. “What the fuck was that, Emma?”

      “You coming into my apartment uninvited,” I hissed.

      “No, you goin’ on a date with some uppity asshole. Even if you’re mad at me, trying to pay me back for something you know was bullshit. You’re pregnant. With my child.” He slammed every word into the air. Into my body.

      “The kid in my uterus being half yours does not mean any other part of me belongs to you,” I snapped.

      His eyes narrowed. “You sure about that?” he murmured.

      I held my breath as he stalked closer, rested his palms flat on the door so he boxed me in.

      “Why the fuck were you on a date with some beige asshole who doesn’t deserve you?” he asked.

      “Because the beige asshole was polite, attractive and I’m a single woman, therefore I’m allowed to date. And because I’m fucking horny,” I snapped, not realizing I’d said the last part until his entire face changed.

      Until my stomach jerked with the sheer hunger on his face.

      “Well, you’re horny, you don’t go to some fucker who wouldn’t have the first clue on how to please a woman like you,” he rasped, breath hot on my face. “You come to me. You come to me when you see photos that mean nothin’, and then I’ll tell you what means everything. I’ll show you whose mouth I want to claim.”

      “Wyatt, we’re not doing this,” I whispered.

      “Yeah, Emma, we are,” he said.

      And then I couldn’t argue.

      Because his mouth slammed down on mine.

      Not gentle.

      Not tender.

      I kissed him back immediately.

      He made a low growl in the back of his throat and his hands were on my hips, lifting me. My legs wrapped around his legs on instinct, out of need to press myself against him.

      I bit his lip as I ground my hips against his, getting some of the friction I needed, but not enough. He let out a growl in his throat as he walked us through my apartment, me grinding on him like a wild animal.

      The kiss was wild, desperate, full of our anger, frustration.

      My bed was soft under me and then I was assaulted with empty air against my mouth as Wyatt pulled back. “You need to stop fuckin’ kissin’ me like that,” he growled, eyes dark. “I can’t fuck you gentle if you’re kissin’ me like that.”

      I snatched at his tee, yanking him down. “I don’t want you to fuck me gentle,” I whispered. I pressed my mouth to his, kissing him like I had before, sinking my teeth into his lips, drawing blood.

      I relished the coppery taste in my mouth, of Wyatt.

      Then his mouth wasn’t on mine, it was traveling down my neck, pulling me up so he could pull down the front of my dress. He let out a low hiss as he took in my bra, my boobs all but spilling out of the unsupportive lace.

      “Yeah, you’re getting fuckin’ payback for going out with another man wearing this,” he growled, palming my breast roughly, to the point of pain.

      I let out a satisfied cry at his brutal grip and had to bite my lip to suppress my scream when he leaned forward and fastened his mouth over the lace onto my nipple.

      Then it was gone, just as I was sure that I was going to explode from purely that. Purely Wyatt’s mouth on my fucking nipple.

      His gaze was hooded, electric as it took me in. He brushed my lips with his thumb. “You don’t bite your lips to stop yourself from screaming,” he commanded. “I wanna hear you scream for me.” His hand moved lower, brushing over my stomach, moving to hike up the skirt of my dress and press into my soaking panties.

      I cried out as he found my clit atop the thin fabric instantly.

      I thrust my hips up, anxious for the climax that was seconds away.

      Wyatt’s hand left me.

      I glared at him. “That’s not fucking cool,” I hissed, my voice fractured.

      “I told you your payback hadn’t begun,” he said. “I’m gonna make sure you know the only man whose gonna see your beautiful fuckin’ tits, to have their dick inside you, to taste you, that’s me.” His voice was little more than a growl.

      He fastened his hands on the bottom of my dress and peeled it up and off me, I automatically cooperated, needing to be exposed to him.

      Wyatt was fully clothed, I was lying on the bed only in my underwear. I was suddenly conscious of the swell of my stomach. My hand automatically moved to cover it. Wyatt snatched my wrist.

      “No fuckin’ way are you tryin’ to hide shit from me,” he said. “And no fuckin’ way are you hiding this.” His palm rested on my stomach, then his body lowered so he laid his lips there.

      I shouldn’t have let him do that. That was more intimate than his hands on my pussy. It was more intimate than anything I’d experienced.

      But I didn’t stop him. I threaded my hands through his hair, gently, with a tenderness I didn’t imagine I was capable of.

      The moment lasted for too long.

      Because it sank into the core of me. Settled there with a permanence, like a fucking tattoo.

      Then Wyatt’s mouth moved down.

      All the way down.

      My panties were gone in seconds, ripping in two with Wyatt’s practiced fingers.

      And then Wyatt’s mouth was right there.

      Then I screamed.
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      “Wait,” I moaned as he pressed against my entrance.

      My thoughts were fractured. Foggy. My body was all but liquid on the mattress after Wyatt’s relentless ‘payback.’ He’d worshipped me and punished me at the same time.

      And then I’d taken control, ripped his clothes off, marveled at his body, tasted him like I’d itched to for months. The memory of doing it the first time around was hazy with alcohol and heartbreak.

      It was different than before, obviously with the fact I was pregnant, and we were both sober, but there was more. A heaviness to each touch, each movement, each fucking breath.

      He’d yanked me up his body after only a few moments of my mouth fastened on his cock, flipped me over and covered my body with his.

      And then he almost came inside.

      Until I spoke.

      He stopped immediately, though his face was clenched with the power of his restraint.

      “Condom,” I breathed.

      He jerked, then his eyes moved slowly down my body, focusing on the small bump between us. “Think it’s a bit late for that, baby.” His mouth was turned up in a wicked grin.

      And he was right. It’s not like I could get any more pregnant.

      “Em,” he said, cupping my face. “I’m sure you know this, but I’ll tell you again. I’m clean. Never would I even think of takin’ you raw if that wasn’t the case.” His gaze bore into mine. “You’re the only woman I’ve ever taken raw.”

      And that right there was the problem.

      I believed him when he said that, because Wyatt didn’t lie. Not about stuff like that.

      And that was somehow worse. That this was just for me. Another thing that brought us closer together. It was too intimate. I needed protection for my heart. But then a condom wasn’t about to protect that.

      “Em,” Wyatt murmured.

      I met his eyes. I was already fucked and he wasn’t even inside me yet. But he was under every inch of my skin.

      “Fuck me, Wyatt,” I whispered.

      He didn’t hesitate.

      He surged inside, filled me up with everything he had with blinding pleasure.

      I expected him to start moving violently, as everything from before had been furious, desperate. But he didn’t. He stopped, eyes locked on mine.

      “What are you doing?” I moaned in protest, greedy for more of this.

      “I’m makin’ sure I remember every fuckin’ second of being inside you,” he rasped, moving so slowly it was beautiful torture.

      I clawed at his back. “Remember it faster,” I ordered, my voice almost a shout. “And harder.”

      His eyes darkened and the veins in his neck protruded with the force I knew it was taking him to move so slowly.

      “Fuck, you’re yelling at me when I’m actually inside you? Hottest thing ever.” Then his eyes fastened on mine. Then he fucked me.

      Harder.

      And faster.
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* * *

      “This doesn’t change anything,” I said an inordinate amount of time later.

      We were both naked.

      On my bedroom floor.

      I had no idea how we’d gotten here. Everything after my third orgasm was delightfully blurry.

      My muscles were heavy and weightless at the same time. Which is the reason I told myself I was staying in Wyatt’s arms. Because I physically couldn’t move, not because it felt nice, comfortable, safe being encased in his arms.

      He laid his lips on my head. “Oh, it fuckin’ changes everything,” he murmured. “If I’d remembered the first time, there’s no way I would’ve let you go anywhere.”

      “The first time wasn’t like that,” I said, my stomach clenching with the memory. With the knowledge he had no memory.

      His arms tightened. “Bad?”

      I thought on it. I didn’t let myself in the days after. The months after. It was a forbidden subject. Just like my childhood. I excelled at putting things in boxes, locking them tight and leaving them be.

      “No, it wasn’t bad,” I whispered. “That’s the problem.”

      Wyatt’s arms tightened around me, then moved to cradle the swell of my belly. “Fuck,” he whispered. “I’m a fucking asshole.”

      “No arguments there,” I replied. “But on this particular occasion, the fault lies with Jack Daniels.”

      He turned me so my chin was resting on his chest and his eyes met mine. “No, Em. I take responsibility for my shit. I was fucked up that night. Fucked up with shit that should’ve stayed in the past, and I invited it into my present. My future, with you.” His eyes ran over me. “No way will I regret that night. What it gave me.” His hand moved to my belly once more. “But I’ll do whatever I can to make up for the pain I caused you. Even if it takes a lifetime.” He paused. “Especially if it takes a lifetime.”

      My stomach dropped delightfully with his words. His promises.

      But then the promises curdled in my stomach once they sank into my bones. Into my past.

      “Don’t need a lifetime to fuck me now,” I purred, moving so I was on top of him and so our bare skin brushed together in all the best places.

      He gripped my hips hard enough to leave bruises.

      But it was his words and the eventual broken promises that would leave scars.

      “But I meant what I said,” I told him, brushing his hard length against my pussy. “This doesn’t change things between us, we’re not together.”

      Wyatt’s jaw was hard, and then he yanked me down. “I beg to differ,” he said, moving his mouth so it fastened over my extremely sensitive nipple.

      I cried out, my thighs clenching with need, my hands running through his hair.

      “That’s not what I mean,” I breathed when cold air assaulted my sensitive nipple.

      Wyatt’s eyes were midnight. “I know what you meant.” His palm, which had been resting on my stomach, moved down.

      Way down, right between our bodies.

      “I know you don’t trust me yet,” he said, fingers entering me. “I know I don’t deserve it. But I’ll earn it, that trust. Prove to you what this means to me.” He laid his lips on mine as I rode his fingers. “But for now, I’ll let you pretend that nothing has changed. But I’ll be fuckin’ you, be sure of that.”

      He stopped moving his fingers just as he was about to take me over the edge.

      I about screamed in frustration, my breathing heavy and body aching for release. He moved quicker than I thought possible, so I was no longer straddling him, so my back was on the collection of blankets on the floor and so his head was between my legs.

      “You got a problem with one thing changing between us?” he asked, voice bland as his breath kissed my pussy.

      “You’re an asshole,” I hissed.

      He grinned. “Think you established that earlier. But I’m an asshole who’s gonna eat your pussy ‘til you scream, fuck you ‘til you can’t remember your name and make sure everything you need is at your fingertips. So, you got a problem with that?”

      I wanted to scream. Instead I whispered, “No, I don’t have a problem with that.”

      The second the last word came out of my mouth, his mouth came down on me.
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* * *

      “This is not part of the agreement of the one thing that changes,” I said between heaves.

      Wyatt was rubbing my back, holding my hair back. A cold compress was draped on the back of my neck. One he had put there.

      “What? So I’m supposed to stay in bed while you’re in here?” Wyatt asked.

      “No, you’re not supposed to be in bed,” I snapped, moving to flush the toilet and stand. I stomped to my sink, snatching my toothbrush. “You shouldn’t stay over. It sends the wrong message.”

      He folded his arms, and I was reminded of the fact that he was naked. Gloriously naked. His body had always been lean and sculpted. He had a defined six-pack, pecs made from marble, covered with tattoos.

      And lower...

      I couldn’t even think about lower.

      I turned to face the mirror, so his reflection—from the neck up—was visible.

      “And me fucking you all night sends the right message?” he teased, voice thick, his eyes on my ass.

      I glared at him, brushing my teeth furiously.

      His eyes twinkled and he walked forward so his arms wrapped around my mid-section, his palms were flat on my not so flat stomach. “I do agree that was exactly the right message,” he murmured in my ear, nuzzling my neck. “No idea why we haven’t been doing it from the start.”

      I bent down to spit into the sink, replaced my toothbrush and turned around, hating that I had to lose Wyatt’s hands on my stomach. I was already becoming used to it. That was a bad thing. Never get used to good things, they were only temporary. It was more important to learn to make things with the bad, they were permanent.

      “We didn’t do it from the start because it was a bad fucking idea,” I said, mindful of the fact that I was also naked and Wyatt’s eyes were roving hungrily up my body like I hadn’t just thrown up in front of him mere minutes ago.

      I snatched my robe.

      “The only reason we’re here right now is because a lot of alcohol and the fact that the Pill is not one hundred percent effective,” I carried on, desperate to establish boundaries that he’d ripped down last night.

      His face changed. “No, babe. I’m not here because of this.” He stepped forward to place his hand on my belly.

      I raised my brow, silently calling out his lie.

      “Well, yeah, maybe I am, in this exact moment,” he admitted. “But we were gonna happen. You know it. I hate the way we did happen, not because of what came of it, but because of the fact I was so drunk I couldn’t fucking remember the moment I’ve been building up in my head for years.”

      I paused. “You have not.”

      It was his time to raise his brow. “Babe, first time I saw you, you were seventeen and you somehow knew more about the world than most of the adults I knew. You wore a skirt so short I could almost fuckin’ see your ass, but long enough to make me imagine what it looked like. You strutted around with confidence that not even Sam has. You told me seconds after meeting me my chances of getting into your pants.” His eyes twinkled. “And I’ll admit, I was a teenage boy used to getting any girl I wanted, so part of it was the challenge. But more I got to know you, got to see you grow into what you are now, it’s not the challenge. It’s you. I just didn’t put myself here ‘cause I knew I wasn’t worthy of you. And ‘cause I knew you were still fiercely trying to carve a life out for yourself, you’d resent me if I tried to get in there.”

      His hands moved lower, moving through the gap in my robe until they brushed my pussy.

      I let out a strangled breath. I didn’t think it was possible to get this turned on after throwing up minutes ago, but Wyatt was proving me wrong.

      “I’m still not worthy of you,” he continued, eyes on mine. “But I’ll make sure I do everything I can to prove that I want you. That I fuckin’ need you. And that I’m not letting you go.”

      Against my better judgment, I believed him. I let his words sink into my soft places.

      And that was an epic fucking mistake.
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* * *

      “Hey babe,” Wyatt said, grinning at me when I approached. The grin was different than the ones we’d shared previously. Before, there had been something more than a smile between friends. There was a heat.

      But this was an inferno.

      This was a knowing between two people. Two people that had seen each other naked, explored each other’s bodies.

      And we’d done that. Relentlessly.

      It was safe to say he remembered all of the times we’d had sex in the week since I saw photos of him kissing another woman, went on a date with another man and he’d dragged me home and fucked me. It was also safe to say I was firmly in self-destruction mode. Which was why I was doing things like showing up at the recording studio because I knew the band was on a break and I couldn’t go a fucking day without seeing Wyatt.

      Who was I?

      And more accurately, how was I going to handle getting through the next two weeks of being without him when they left on their tour tomorrow?

      He yanked me in for a hug the second I got close enough, burying his head in my neck, his hand moving down my lower back and turning on every nerve ending in my body.

      I smacked his shoulder when he let me go, not completely, but enough to give me freedom of motion. “We shouldn’t be making a scene,” I hissed at him. But I didn’t fight out of his hold.

      He let me go completely, glancing around at the small handful of people who were always around the man.  “What? I can’t greet my friend with a hug?” he asked innocently. And then he leaned in so his mouth brushed my ear. “And I’ll greet my woman, Emma, the mother of my daughter, properly, in my dressing room by eating her pussy ‘til she screams.”

      My entire body flushed, my thighs clenched from the pure sex in his voice, my body desperate for him, even though we’d had sex in the shower before he left my place this morning. “I’m not your woman,” I hissed as he straightened.

      “Keep tellin’ yourself that,” he muttered.

      Noah was grinning too. Well, his version of a grin, which was slightly more expressive than Killian’s. He pulled me into a hug.

      “You look great, babe,” he murmured, running his eyes over me and resting on my stomach for a split second. It was officially impossible to hide so I’d embraced it, wearing a skin-tight black dress and thigh-high boots. Well, it was to embrace my baby bump and dress up for Wyatt.

      I was such an idiot.

      I smiled. “Ditto.”

      And he did. Noah had gone through a hard time. And it showed. Not because he wasn’t beautiful, he was. He was like poetry in a person, dark hair, light skin, covered in black ink, his clothes always the same color. There was a sadness in his eyes that never really left. It had a lot to do with his family, everything to do with his father’s treatment of him.

      But something was different. There wasn’t as much heaviness to him.

      “Something different, or someone different?” I asked slyly.

      He didn’t speak much about his love life. Another thing his asshole, bigoted piece of shit father had to answer for, Noah being ashamed of his sexuality.

      He didn’t tell me much, but he told me more than most. I knew some asshole jock had broken his fragile heart in high school and that he made sure to never repeat that pain by never repeating the same guy.

      I could relate.

      He grinned, fully this time, like a normal human being. “Someone.”

      My heart soared. “If I was the kind of girl who squealed and did little dances, I’d totally be doing that right now.”

      “And let me just tell you, I’m glad you’re not the kind of girl who squeals and does little dances,” Noah deadpanned.

      I flipped him the bird.

      “That’s more like it.”

      “I’ve got to go to my dressing room,” Wyatt said loudly. “I’m famished. And Emma, weren’t you saying there was something I could eat that I know will taste fucking delicious?” he all but yelled at me.

      My stomach dipped and my panties were soaked instantly.

      I still glared at him, he was making no pains to keep the sex in his gaze a secret.

      But I followed him to his dressing room.

      And he ate my pussy ‘til I screamed.
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* * *

      “I miss you.”

      I rolled my eyes, resting my phone in the crook of my ear and firing off emails to various clients about being ‘temporarily unavailable.’ It killed me and my adventurous soul not to fly off to Serbia—where I knew a dealer had some of the best pieces in the world—but I was willing to kill any and all parts of my soul if it kept my daughter safe.

      “You can’t miss me, it’s been like six hours,” I said into the phone, trying to play off the fact that I fucking missed him too, despite the fact they’d only just left today. Despite the fact Wyatt’s scent was still imprinted on my body since I hadn’t showered after we’d had sex and he left. It was sick, I knew, but I didn’t want to wash him off me.

      “Just fucking say you miss me too, Emma,” he demanded, voice rough.

      I bristled. “No.”

      “You do, though.”

      “I do not,” I lied.

      There was a pause. “Is this what it’s gonna be for the rest of my life? Me trying to get you to admit you miss me?”

      I smiled. “Only if you give me a reason to miss you.”

      “I tried to get you to come.”

      “To follow you around like some groupie, you mean,” I corrected.

      “You’re not my groupie, for fuck’s sake, you’re my woman,” he snapped.

      “I’m fucking not,” I snapped back.

      “You’re either admitting you miss me or that you’re mine before the end of this phone call,” he said.

      I frowned. “I’ll do neither, and you can’t stay on forever, you’ve got a show in...” I looked at my laptop. “Five minutes. I know Mark is probably already giving hand gestures at you.”

      He chuckled overtop of the chaos of voices that had been steady in the background of the call. “Oh, you’re not wrong about Mark, but you are wrong about me staying on forever. I’ll postpone the whole fucking show until you admit one of the two things.”

      I bit my lip. There was certainty in his voice, and I knew he wasn’t bluffing. But I wanted to call him on it. I wanted to be the reason why thousands of people didn’t get the man they were screaming for. It was so petty and horrible that it made me sick.

      But I still wanted it.

      “I’ll admit nothing and you’ll cave,” I challenged.

      “Oh, I will not.”

      

      
        
        Twenty Minutes Later...

      

      

      

      “Wyatt, now I can hear the crowd through the phone. Just go on,” I urged, hating that I was smiling with satisfaction.

      “Not until you admit it,” he said, smile in his own voice, though he was almost shouting through whatever chaos was going on in the background. And I knew it was chaos since I’d heard three different people cursing him out.

      No one in the band, of course.

      I’d gotten texts from all of them.

      Lexie: Okay, so you’re both trying to out stubborn each other, and I should be saying I disapprove since the fans are gonna hate us...but this is what I’ve been waiting for.

      

      Sam: I’ll give you $10,000 plus my Ferrari if you don’t give in. I want to see the vein in Mark’s head burst.

      

      Noah: Told you he loves you.

      

      “You could hang up on me if you cared about the show,” Wyatt said. “But you don’t give a fuck about that. You give a fuck about me.”

      “No, I just like to win,” I countered.

      “Emma, I’ve got you and our daughter, I’ve already won.”

      My heart jumped to my throat.

      “I’m not going anywhere, you’re not hanging up, so let’s chat.”

      I gaped at the computer screen I had up on Twitter, reading Tweets from all the people at the concert.

      “Chat?” I repeated. “Wyatt, you’ve got thousands of people waiting on you, a manager you’re probably going to put in an early grave and a job to do. We’re not chatting. Just hang up the fucking phone.”

      “That asshole with the hair gel called you?” he said by way of answer.

      I sighed because Wyatt had been there when Aaron had called me, I’d put my phone on speaker, unaware he’d gotten out of the shower. Wyatt had snatched my phone from my hand, hung up and decided I’d never be talking to him again.

      I’d yelled at him about a variety of things, mainly that this wasn’t the Dark Ages, and he had no authority over such things. Wyatt had yelled back. We’d eventually had sex on the kitchen counter.

      It was hard to say who won that.

      “It’s not your business if he has,” I said.

      “My cock’s been inside you most recently, and it will be the second I land in L.A. tonight, so yeah, it’s my business.”

      I forgot about being angry, about the fact we were holding up the show, about how I was meant to be keeping my distance from Wyatt. “Tonight?” I repeated. “You’re not supposed to be arriving until tomorrow afternoon.”

      “Cancelled the press. No one was disappointed. Chartered a jet to take me back as soon as the show’s over tonight.” He paused. “So the longer you delay, the later I’m gonna be back, and the longer you’re gonna have to wait for your next orgasm.”

      My panties were instantly wet. “I’ve got a vibrator,” I replied. “I don’t have to wait for my next orgasm, I’m in control of it.”

      I heard Wyatt’s harsh intake of breath through the chaos in the background. “Fuck, babe, you want me to go on stage with a hard-on? Better yet, I’ll cancel the whole show just to get there and fuck you better than any vibrator can.”

      I squirmed on the sofa. “You’re not canceling the show.”

      “Tell me you’re fuckin’ mine, or that you miss me then,” he demanded.

      “You’re relentless.”

      “I will be when my dick’s inside you in a few hours,” he growled.

      I bit my lip harder, watching Twitter, grasping with my last shreds of willpower, of reasoning not to admit such things to Wyatt.

      “I miss you,” I whispered.

      There was a pause, and even the chaos in the background seemed to quiet.

      “You’ll be admitting you’re mine in no time and agreeing to marry me in no time,” Wyatt said, voice husky.

      “No I won’t,” I snapped, but I was speaking into dead air.

      The fucker hung up on me!

      Then again, he’d held up a sold-out show while waiting for me to tell him I missed him. I couldn’t be mad at him.

      

      
        
        Six Hours Later...

      

      

      

      “You hung up on me!” I hissed upon opening the door.

      It was past two in the morning and I hadn’t slept a wink.

      Wyatt grinned at me, taking in his tee that was stretching over my bump. He knelt down in front of me, on my doorstep, cradling the swell in my belly, yanking up the tee so he could lay his lips on my bare skin. I shivered at the contact.

      “I don’t think your mother could find an hour in the day not to be mad at me,” he murmured.

      I put my hand on my hip. “I doubt I could find a second.” My voice didn’t have the sharpness I wanted since I was too busy trying not to melt at Wyatt literally kneeling in front of me after having tens of thousands of people worship at his feet mere hours ago.

      Wyatt’s gaze hit mine, dark and full of sex. His hand moved down to the edge of my panties, his mouth moving with it. “I think I can find more than a few seconds where you’re not mad at me,” he muttered, moving his face so it was between my legs.

      “Wyatt,” I whispered. “We’re in the middle of my hallway.”

      He yanked down my panties and the cool air hit my core, he yanked at my leg so one of my knees was over his shoulder and I was utterly exposed to him. “You better come quick then,” he rasped against me. And then he was there. His mouth against me, bringing me to a beautiful climax, at my front door.

      I did come quick.

      And not for the last time either.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Two Weeks Later

      It was funny the way the world worked. The way it dredged up old feelings, forced me to reveal the decaying, rotting corpse of my past while preparing to bury another.

      I got the call as I was driving to the beach house.

      I didn’t even have a reason to be going there. Lexie was back in Amber for the weekend. She had invited me to stay. I told her I had too much work to get done before the baby arrived.

      It wasn’t exactly a lie. I did have a lot of work to get done before the baby arrived. Finalizing big projects, organizing someone who wasn’t a complete imbecile to deal with my clients, pick furniture for the baby’s room, figure out how to get a personality transplant in order to make me a suitable mother.

      That kind of thing.

      But I wasn’t doing any of it.

      I was driving out to the beach house on a flimsy excuse that I’d left a pair of sunglasses there. Fucking sunglasses. I may have just written in skywriting. I couldn’t go a day without seeing him.

      I’d been so eager, so certain about the fact he wasn’t moving in. But in the weeks since he’d played five shows and flown back to L.A. as soon as they were done just to see me, to give me orgasms and to leave me with his scent on my pillow and the ghost of his touch, I’d tortured myself about what it might feel like. What the air would smell like, how I’d relax into his energy coming home, knowing there was something awaiting me other than bone crushing loneliness.

      It was dangerous. What I was doing. What I was feeling. Turning things with Wyatt into something more than they were meant to be. I was romanticizing the fact I was carrying his kid from the result of a one-night stand he didn’t even fucking remember.

      Because in the weeks since we’d started having sex, there were too many more memories to pile on top of the ugly ones. Disguise them so I could almost pretend they didn’t exist.

      I wished I could be the person to hold onto his actions on the day I told him I was pregnant. Hold onto the hurt that came from it and use it as a reason to never open my heart to him again.

      I’d considered myself one of those people who could ruthlessly shut down their feelings when the situation called for it. When survival called for it. That I’d be the female to thrive in the face of heartbreak, whip her hair and have enough confidence to know the man who walked away from here deserved to be in one place—her rear vision mirror, the book of cursory tails she told her single girlfriends.

      But I wasn’t that girl. That woman. Or maybe I was. With everyone else but the man who mattered.

      The man who could destroy me.

      Who was destroying me.

      And I was driving over to his place in order to retrieve my sunglasses and resume ruining my fucking life.

      The baby kicked halfway through the trip. So violently, so unexpected that I swerved into the wrong lane, narrowly missing a Prius. They honked at me. I flipped the bird, half sorry that I hadn’t hit them. It was a fucking Prius.

      But it wouldn’t do well to crash right now, not with the human growing inside me making herself known. It was a strange feeling to be alone in the car and experience the evidence that I was not alone. I would never be alone again, no matter what happened with Wyatt, I’d have the little person kicking at my bladder, giving me heartburn and making me puke up my oatmeal.

      After she was done doing all that, she’d be a real person, helpless and vulnerable, someone who would rely on me for everything.

      It was comforting as well as terrifying.

      So that was when I got the call, as I was taking the exit to Malibu, one hand on the wheel, one hand on my stomach, reveling and shaking in the realization I’d never be alone again.

      I didn’t speak many words, nor did the person on the other end of the line. It was a cold and brutal phone call, chasing away the warmth of the moment. But that was my life, the ebb and flow of joy to make room for a constant and comforting kind of misery.

      I was supposed to feel misery after the call, I guessed. But I couldn’t muster it up. It probably made me a bad person.

      I could’ve turned around, fled to my apartment to deal with the news just spat at me through a crackling connection moments after my child had kicked inside me. Surely it was the smarter choice, to get ahold of myself to make sure Wyatt couldn’t catch any of my broken pieces.

      It wasn’t smart giving him more of me. Buying into this stupid fantasy he’d created for whatever reason.

      I didn’t turn around.

      Because I wasn’t one to make the smarter choice. That might save my heart—whatever was left of it. So I ended up at the beach house.

      I entered the living room on autopilot, glancing at Wyatt and Sam standing in the middle of the room, inspecting what looked to be a hideously expensive crib. I was pretty sure there were speakers in it.

      “I know, I know,” Wyatt said, holding his hands up in surrender when he saw me. He spotted me the second I stepped foot in the room since he seemed to have some kind of sixth sense when it came to me now. “I’m not allowed to buy things for the baby without your approval, especially since you’ll look up how much this costs and yell at me for not including you in the decisions—”

      “It’s fine,” I interrupted.

      Wyatt blinked.

      Sam’s neck snapped up from where he’d been fiddling with the remote attached, and he gaped at me. Then at Wyatt. Then back to me. “You didn’t yell at him,” he said. “The only reason I stayed was to watch you yell at him. It’s better than cable. You come up with curse words even I haven’t heard of. And I’m a drool-worthy, badass motherfucking rock star.”

      “Dude, you’re not a badass when you call yourself a badass,” Wyatt muttered. “Or drool-worthy.”

      Sam flipped him the bird. “My wife will tell you different on both scores.”

      “She won’t,” Wyatt said. “Since Gina has never uttered the words ‘drool-worthy’ in her life.”

      Sam glared at him then at me. “Are you seriously not going to yell at this fucker?”

      “It’s not that big of a deal, it’s a crib.” I shrugged.

      Wyatt’s attention went back to me, but it was Sam who spoke. “Not a big deal? I’ve never heard you utter that in regard to Wyatt, especially when he buys things like a five-thousand-dollar crib.” He waited for my reaction as he enunciated the cost, and I didn’t have one. “Okay, this is getting creepy,” he said. “Who died?”

      “My dad,” I replied, voice flat.

      Wyatt’s body stiffened and he immediately punched Sam in the arm hard enough for him to go flying into a bookshelf. Sam righted himself before he could tumble to the ground, but he was stunned enough not to punch Wyatt back or even swear at him.

      In fact, his face had paled, grin wiped off his normally carefree face.

      Then Wyatt was in front of me, he’d crossed the distance between us in less than two strides. “Babe,” he murmured, hand on my neck. “I’m sorry.”

      I met his eyes, mostly because of the pressure he exerted which made me lift my head. “Don’t be. I hated my father.”

      He jerked in what I guessed was surprise. I’d told him some of the more sordid details of my childhood, enough for him to realize my parents were scum. But obviously not enough to make him realize that the death of the man whose sperm were responsible for my existence wasn’t something I was going to shed a tear about.

      “But I should probably go to the funeral,” I continued. “If only to spit on his grave.”

      Wyatt recovered quickly, hand tightening on my neck. “Well, then I’ll come too. Piss on it for good measure.”

      And in the midst of a moment I didn’t think it was possible to do so, I smiled.

      And I didn’t argue with Wyatt, for once.
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* * *

      I always had this fantasy that my mother wasn’t actually a bad person. That she actually wanted me, and that my father was somehow the villain who corrupted her with ugly words and violence when she was young and impressionable. I toyed with the idea that he was the villain in this piece, he made her hate me.

      As a kid, I thought—I hoped—maybe if he left us one day, running away from the ‘two women who ruined his life’ that maybe we’d turn into a fucked-up version of Lexie and Mia.

      It was a fantasy that I grew out of, but one that somehow returned when we pulled up at the funeral home on a cold and drizzly Washington day. We were in some fancy SUV with tinted windows, even though we’d managed to avoid the paparazzi at the airport by taking a private jet. And the trip was thrown together in a matter of hours since I was only informed of my father’s death by some old school friend who’d seen it on Facebook. I didn’t know how she’d gotten my number, or why she’d called me however long ago it was, but without her call, I wouldn’t have even known. She was “sorry to hear of my loss.”

      A loss would’ve meant I gained something from him when he was alive.

      But still, my mother not calling me to tell me my father died was shitty. Not that I was surprised. She hadn’t so much as texted since I moved out nine years ago. I was dead to her, for all intents and purposes. I doubted she would’ve come to my funeral if I actually did die, and if she did, it would’ve been to see what she got in my will.

      I was likely far too young to have a will. But I did. My parents got nothing. Everything that meant something to me went to Lexie. All the worthless stuff like money went to where it could make a difference, to children’s homes in the Washington area.

      Wyatt hadn’t probed about my parents, asked for any more of the details of why I was dry-eyed and blank-faced about the whole thing. Though he knew what I’d shot at him when he’d tried to open up to me that day at the beach house.

      Though that was only scratching the surface.

      He barely spoke at all. He somehow sensed I didn’t have the brainpower to conjure such things as conversations. So instead of speaking, he held my hand. On the ride to the airport in L.A. On the flight over. And now, sitting in this SUV outside a funeral home.

      Lexie had called me. So had Mia. Both had offered to fly up in a moment. Because that’s the kind of people they were. The kind of family. I’d refused because no way would I let my real family be polluted with the joke of biology that was my mother.

      “I’m not gonna ask if you’re okay, because even if you aren’t, you’ll lie,” Wyatt said, glancing to the dreary building and then to me. “Nor am I gonna ask if you’re sure you want to do this, because I know the second you put your mind to something, you’ll do it. But I will say the second things start to get rough in there, I’m taking you home. Because you’d rather carve out your own eyes than admit to being in pain, I, unfortunately, know that from experience.” He lifted my hand to his mouth and laid a kiss on my palm. “It just so happens I’d rather carve out my own heart than watch you hurt. So I’ll weather the yelling or cursing I’ll be treated to for  telling you what to do rather than have to watch you go through something I can take you out of.” His hand rested on my stomach for a moment. “Agreed?”

      Normally, I would’ve argued passionately about him making such assumptions and decisions for me. Right now, it was the only thing keeping me level. “Agreed,” I whispered, leaning into the warmth of his palm on my stomach. I’d forgotten to tell him about the baby kicking through all of this. I should’ve told him now. I didn’t. I just let him rest his hand there, let that warmth of his touch spread through me.

      He paused. “Fuck. I’m not used to an Emma who doesn’t argue.”

      I raised my brow. “You prefer it?”

      He smirked. “Fuck no. The fact you can never just agree with me is one of the things I love most about you.”

      My previously even heart stuttered and then thundered at the word he used.

      He didn’t make me have to respond to that because he was out of the car and opening my door for me in a flash. And then I was assaulted with the reality of what I was facing, so my freak-out at Wyatt’s casual statement was put on pause.

      His hand was dry and warm in mine walking into the funeral home, I was firmly holding onto it, and that fantasy that I had been so certain I’d abandoned with all of my childhood innocence.

      But then my mother did what she did best, she shattered fantasies.

      She looked good. It didn’t make sense. Someone so rotten, so wrong on the inside, shouldn’t look like she did pushing her late fifties. Especially a person who’d lived a hard life like my mother had.

      The alcohol she drunk should’ve made her age prematurely, should’ve made her gain weight, dulled her skin, thinned her hair—or killed her like it had my father. The drugs she did should’ve wreaked havoc to her health, to her comprehension.

      Life wasn’t for should’ve. If it was, then I wouldn’t be standing here.

      I definitely wouldn’t be related to the woman who I’d stopped in front of.

      She wasn’t wearing black. She was wearing leopard print, the dress tight enough to push her tits almost to her chin. Her legs were bare, despite the chill in the air, and her platforms were scuffed and dirty. She was wearing a lot of makeup, but it didn’t sink into the few lines around her eyes. Her blonde hair was teased and curled within an inch of its life.

      It looked like she was ready for a night out in Vegas, not her husband’s funeral.

      Her thin brow arched as I approached. “I didn’t expect you to come, didn’t want you to come,” she said as an opening. That was the greeting to the daughter she hadn’t seen or spoken to in almost a decade at her father’s funeral.

      Her eyes went down to my stomach, visible under my black lace dress, not skin-tight, but not exactly funeral appropriate either.  I had restrained myself from wearing a fucking celebratory tee for the occasion. Her eyes lingered on the bump for a moment, hard and calculating before they moved to Wyatt, who was all but plastered to my side.

      “See you’ve made the mistake of getting yourself knocked up,” she continued, sipping the glass I hadn’t realized she was holding. Maybe because I’d always seen my mother with a glass in her hand, the unusual thing would’ve been if she hadn’t been holding one. “You’re gonna regret that.” She nodded to my stomach.

      Then she screwed up her face and regarded Wyatt, who’d turned to marble at her greeting. My mother was not an educated woman, having dropped out of high school when she was pregnant with me, and working in minimum wage jobs on the off chance she was actually working, but she excelled at reading people. Usually at finding weaknesses, ways to inflict pain, but also to measure up wealth. Because wealth meant opportunity, a target, a con.

      And though Wyatt was only dressed in black jeans, a black shirt, and a leather jacket, she was taking note of the quality of his clothes, the fact the silver jewelry he was wearing was authentic and full of diamonds. And surely she recognized him since she loved trashy TV more than she loved tormenting me. She would usually combine the two by telling me that I wasn’t as pretty as this starlet, or that I would never be as thin as this one, or I’d never get a man like that rock star.

      I had a sick satisfaction at turning up with Wyatt’s hand in mine, even if she had been right, I hadn’t ‘gotten’ Wyatt more than I’d unwittingly trapped him.

      My mother grinned. It was not a smile full of happiness, I didn’t think I’d ever seen my mother happy. It was an upturned sneer more than anything else.  “Ah, maybe you haven’t made as big of a mistake as I thought,” she said. “At least you’re having the kid for a good reason. It’ll be worth the misery it gives you if you can live in luxury. Only thing that would’ve been worth having you for would’ve been if your father had money.” She scowled in the direction of the funeral parlor. “He promised me he would, which was why I kept you instead of taking care of you like I wanted. But he didn’t keep his promises, so I was left poor and with a baby I didn’t want. You might not do much right, but opening your legs to this one was a good choice.” She nodded to Wyatt.

      I was used to the words, having heard almost all of them, or a version at least, for the first eighteen years of my life. They shouldn’t have cut me. But my emotional skin tore open, her words a hot knife. I struggled for the bitchy retort I was known for. I didn’t take anyone’s shit, was always quick to stand up for myself and never shied away from a fight.

      But here I was, in front of a woman who deserved not only a fight but a football field’s worth of karma, and I had nothing. I was the little girl locked in her room, hungry and broken all over again.

      “Right,” Wyatt hissed, voice shaking with fury I’d never heard contained in it before. “We’re fucking leaving.”

      “You sure?” Mom asked, sipping from her glass. “We haven’t even gotten to know each other properly. And it’ll be such a shame to have to embellish things I’ve just gotten to know when the reporters want to talk to me about being a grandma.”

      I wanted to snort at the idea of this creature being a grandmother. She couldn’t be since it would’ve required her being a mother in the first place. I felt a strange stab of pain at the thought of my daughter not having something like that. Wyatt was yet to mention breaking the news to his parents or mention his parents at all since I’d brutally shut him down that day.

      I felt sick with the idea that my daughter would grow up without a grandma to love her, bake her cookies, teach her how to sew, or whatever the fuck grandmothers did.

      But then I thought of Ava, who’d done all those things with Lexie and me, even though neither of us were her blood. Of Steve, who slipped money into my backpack when I wasn’t looking and taught me how to throw a punch.

      Blood didn’t mean family. And the universe provided family for those who deserved it.

      Mia wouldn’t bake cookies with my daughter, nor could she sew, but she’d show her love and laughter. Something sorely lacking from the woman in front of me.

      Wyatt’s grip tightened around my hand as his entire body changed. He’d always been strong, dangerous, but in a more low-key way than someone like Killian who wore it on his skin. But I didn’t think I’d even seen Killian call up a fury like Wyatt was wearing right now.

      “Try it,” he hissed. “You know how many tacky whores have tried to sell shit to reporters over the years? I know how to deal with you because you’re all the same. Pathetic and disgusting, and unoriginal as fuck.”

      I was sure my mother had some kind of reaction to a world-famous rock star speaking to her like that at her husband’s funeral, and I was sure such a look would’ve been one that would’ve made me happier than anything else, but I couldn’t tear my eyes off Wyatt. I was also trying not to climb him like a tree, my need to grab his face and French him in front of my mother at my father’s funeral damn near overwhelming.

      I loved him. So much in that moment. For his fury. For the fact he didn’t hesitate to stand up for me, to fight for me. For the way he’d held my hand for hours, didn’t speak to me because he knew I needed silence. For the fact that he’d dropped everything else in his life to fly to Washington with me. For holding me as I fell asleep into a tub of ice cream. For buying me and the baby five-thousand-dollar cribs, for crying at the ultrasound and for everything else in between.

      Mostly for not walking away when I asked him to, when I pushed him with ugly words and lies.

      I would’ve kissed him, jumped on him in that moment if he didn’t choose to tighten his grip on my hand, and then turn and walk off, dragging me with him.

      I didn’t even look back for one last glimpse of my absent, abusive and evil mother. No, I didn’t look back at my past. Not with Wyatt in front of me pulling me toward an expensive, obnoxious SUV and some semblance of a future.

      He opened the door for me, turning to run his gaze over my body as if he were checking me over for injuries. “Em.” He brushed his hand over my jaw. “You okay?”

      “Did you call my mother a whore at my father’s funeral, seconds after meeting her?” I asked, in somewhat of a daze.

      “Speaking the truth, a kind one at that.” He didn’t apologize for it, and it made my heart smile

      “I love you.”

      I didn’t plan on saying the words then. I didn’t actually plan on saying them ever, because I knew what damage those three words would do to Wyatt. To me. Left unsaid, we could work around them, I could lie and make sure he wasn’t tangled up in my fucked-up life any more than he needed to be.

      But it was my fucked-up life—and probably a healthy dose of hormones—that made me say the words I’d promised myself I’d never say to Wyatt.

      He froze, his hand still mid-air, inches away from my jaw.

      “Did you just say three words I’ve been waiting for what seems like my whole fucking life because I called your mom a whore at your dad’s funeral?” he asked, his voice thick.

      I swallowed, my kneejerk reaction was to say something sharp and cut through the moment with a lie about how I didn’t mean it. But I couldn’t. I physically couldn’t. “No,” I whispered. “I love you because you called me to wish me luck on my job interview.”

      He didn’t question the strange reasoning, didn’t speak at all. No, he grabbed the back of my head and yanked my mouth to his, kissing me with a ferocity that tore through my soul.

      “I love you,” he murmured against my mouth. “Now, get in the car so I can take you back where I’m going to hear you say those three words when I’m inside you.”

      And me, who hated Wyatt ordering me around, did exactly as I was told.

      And Wyatt did exactly as promised.
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* * *

      We were lying in bed, my body aching beautifully in all the right places. My heart aching painfully at what had just happened. What had just changed.

      Everything.

      Fear clutched at my throat making it hard to breathe.

      I was in the city that offered me nothing but pain, the graveyard of my hopes and dreams and whatever person I might’ve been had I had a childhood that wasn’t completely fucked up.

      I was here with a baby in my belly, with a world-famous rock star, in a mansion he’d rented for us because he didn’t want to risk anyone seeing us in a hotel. He wanted to protect me from his life at the same time I was trying to keep him from the reality of mine.

      We hadn’t spoken since we’d gotten into the house and he’d ordered me to take off all my clothes.

      So he could “fucking marvel at me.”

      And I did.

      There wasn’t much more speaking after that, apart from Wyatt demanding that I repeat the three words I’d blurted and had yet to regret.

      And he repeated them to me.

      I never considered myself to be a woman that would feel complete from three meaningless words uttered by a man. Even if that man was Wyatt. Especially if that man was Wyatt.

      But lying in his arms, after being faced with the woman whose love I never received and who was the one person meant to be biologically programmed to love me, the woman who convinced me I wasn’t worth loving—I was complete.

      Wyatt’s hand was resting protectively on my naked belly, rubbing back and forth.

      I had been feeling self-conscious of how big I was getting, but Wyatt made sure to show me just how beautiful he considered my ever increasing mass.

      “Can’t believe you came from that,” he said finally, his voice more than a whisper.

      I laughed without humor as my light thoughts were weighed down by my ugly past. “Of course you can, just look at me.”

      He snatched my chin, forcing my face to meet his. “I am looking at you. Have looked at you for almost a decade. And not once have I seen a shred, a fucking ounce of what that bitch has in spades.” He paused. “You really think you’re like her? Anything like her?”

      I shrugged. “I know I’m not like her. But I came from her. That’s got to mean something.”

      He stroked my bottom lip, face still tight. “It means that I’ve got one thing to thank that bitch for, and one thing only. She pushed you out, but that’s where her part in your life stopped. Everything you lived through, everything you are is in spite of her and your father. You came from you, Emma. She gave birth to you, but you created yourself.”

      His words caressed me the same way that his hand was caressing my stomach, warming me up.

      “Would you be with me if it wasn’t for the fact I was pregnant?” I finally voiced the thought that had burrowed its way into my mind like a worm does an apple, rotting it from the inside out. I didn’t know why I chose this beautiful moment to ruin, but I was unable to continue to lie here and listen to beautiful words unless the ugly truth was out.

      He stared at me, not giving me the immediate lie that most men would with such a question. Usually they had a kneejerk response to such things, like the answer to “does this make me look fat?” is always “no” and “am I prettier than her?” is always “hell fucking yes.”

      But Wyatt and I lived honestly. Even if that honesty was painful. Especially if it was. That’s what got us here, after all.

      “I don’t know,” he said finally, the three words chipping away at layers of my heart.

      Though I prided myself on the fact I lived honestly, I longed for the comfort of a lie, if only to save myself from more pain.

      “That’s not because I don’t want you,” he continued, voice firm. “Or because you’re anything less than magnificent. It’s more because...” He trailed off, brows furrowed as he searched for the words.

      I tried to be patient, tried not to rip myself from his arms and run away before he could reject me.

      “You remember after Lexie was shot, I tried to make it more, and you said you would rather stay strangers in that sense than have to go through the process of making heartbreak turn us into strangers?” he said finally.

      I nodded slowly.

      “Yeah, I think it was that. I was terrified of making something wonderful with you, terrified of one or both of us fucking it up and having to go from something like that to nothing at all. I guessed I would rather have you in my life and want you with all that I was, than have had you, and then only have the memory of you.” His eyes went to my stomach. “So when I got over myself, stopped being a fucking asshole, realized how amazing it was that you were having my baby, I realized that I would have a tie to you forever. That it was impossible for us to be strangers from then on.”

      Every word he spoke flayed at more of the protective and calcified layers I’d covered my heart with to avoid the pain I’d grown up with.

      It was too uncomfortable, his words, this feeling.

      I longed for numbness, for escape in the form of a little white pill. Because they made me feel numb when I was in too much pain, I didn’t realize that I’d also need them to insulate me against happiness that was more dangerous than any kind of misery heartbreak offered me.

      Wyatt’s grip on my chin tightened. “Something’s tickin’ in your mind. No, something’s scraping at your mind, you’re torturing yourself.”

      I blinked at him. “How do you know that?”

      “Know what you look like when you’re in pain, Emma,” he said, taking my hands. “Because I was the reason for it in the not so distant past. I’ve made myself score that image onto my brain, so I never forget it, never cause it and figure out a way to make it go away.”

      My breath left me in a whoosh. I blinked rapidly at the strange prickling sensation behind my eyes.

      Wyatt brushed away a tear that I’d failed to hold back, he regarded the wetness on his thumb. “I’ve never seen you cry, Em.”

      “It’s the hormones,” I snapped, unable to get a sufficient bite to my voice. “I cry at everything. Therefore you can’t say things like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “You know what.”

      “I won’t say things like that if you tell me what’s hurtin’ you.”

      “The human being crushing my internal organs and stretching my womb,” I said immediately.

      “Nice try.”

      “You’re putting me on a pedestal, Wyatt,” I said after a long silence. “You’re saying all these nice things to me, thinking that I’m worth it—”

      “You are worth it,” he interrupted, voice hard.

      “You think that because you think you know me,” I said. “The me I’ve projected onto the world, onto you, so you wouldn’t see how fucking damaged I am and run a mile. I’m so damaged I can’t even handle myself,” I whispered. “Before I got pregnant, I was on anti-depressants.”

      Wyatt’s face changed. But he didn’t speak. He seemed to sense I needed to continue.

      “I can’t handle the world,” I said, not meeting his eyes. “That’s why I got those fucking pills in the first place.”

      “No, babe,” he said, forcing me to meet his eyes. I braced myself for seeing pity there, but there was only the same expression he wore before I uttered something I hadn’t told anyone else. Love. Respect. “It’s the fact that you can handle the world, you got them. Because most people don’t even try. ‘Cause the world’s too fucked up and ugly and they shove their heads in the sand and pretend that it’s not the way it is. You don’t live for bullshit and you’re the most stubborn person I know. You’re determined to live your life real and honest. And because you’ve convinced yourself you don’t deserve beautiful, you’ve forced yourself only to see the ugliness of the world that most people are blind to. No fucking way is you finding a way to deal with the world weak.”

      Tears were streaming down my cheeks now. “Fuck,” I hissed. “I’ve never cried in my life and sweet words from a rock star and I’m turning into fucking Sam whenever he watches The Notebook.”

      He grinned, kissing my nose. “Babe, no way am I sweet. It’s just the most beautiful, extraordinary and bitter woman who brings out my sweet, ‘cause she needs it.”

      He was going to say more, and I honestly didn’t know if I could handle more sweet, and my baby girl also had the same idea because she chose that moment to kick at Wyatt’s palm.

      He froze, eyes moving downward. “Did she just...?”

      I grinned. “She’s telling her dad to stop being such a sap and start being that badass and dick-like rock star that got her mother into bed in the first place.”

      He gaped at my stomach in wonder as she continued to kick against my stomach. “She’s kicking, moving, fucking growing inside you,” he breathed. “Our fucking daughter.”

      “Yeah,” I whispered.

      “Most beautiful moment of my life, and I’ve got a feeling that we’ve got more beauty in store. Life’s given us enough ugly.”

      I didn’t say anything, because I wasn’t sure I believed him.

      But it was nice to pretend in that moment.
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* * *

      “Em!” my name was shouted at me to get my attention but also like it was an exhalation of relief.

      I turned, Wyatt was striding through the garden. The sensor light flickered on, illuminated his attractive face screwed into a frown. I guessed he had been surprised to find the bed empty since we’d fallen asleep, exhausted from the emotional fucking marathon we’d ran since I got the call.

      “I’ve been looking for you everywhere,” he said, stopping in front of me, taking stock, measuring me up, to see what parts had fallen off the emotional unstable, pregnant Emma. “Jesus,” he muttered, rubbing my arms. “It’s fuckin’ freezing and you’re only wearing a tee?”

      I glanced down, I’d almost forgotten I was wearing nothing but my ‘Frankie Says, Fuck You,’ tee and some leggings. Wyatt stopped rubbing my now numb arms to yank off his leather jacket and slip it around my shoulders.

      I was warm from being around him, it smelled still faintly of tobacco, of whisky and Wyatt.

      “What the fuck are you doin’ out here?” he demanded. “Apart from freezing yourself and the baby?”

      He rubbed the bump protectively.

      “Let’s go inside where it’s warm,” he decided.

      “No,” I protested. “That’s exactly why I’m not inside. It’s too warm, it’s thick and hot and the air is too heavy in there. I just needed something cold and clear and crisp. I like the cold. It’s more honest.”

      He stared at me, brows still furrowed. “You’re extraordinarily strange, Emma,” he murmured. “Only you can talk about the weather being honest and make it sound like sense instead of bullshit like it would sound coming from someone trying to sound poetic.” He paused. “You’re like the cold,” he said after a long silence. “You’re beautiful, you’re crisp, impossible to ignore. You seep into people’s bones.”

      “And I’ll kill you if you stay around me for too long,” I continued. “That’s how my parents raised me, in the cold, I’m at home here.”

      I felt his glare. Then his arms tightened around me. “Fine,” he said.

      “Fine?” I looked up at him.

      “If you’re at home in the cold then I’ll figure out a way to be too. Even with my warm California blood. You’re not gonna kill me, Em. Only way you do that is if you keep thinkin’ those ugly thoughts, keep trying to convince me to walk away from you. I’m not gonna do that.” His hand stroked my stomach. “I’m not gonna walk away from either of you. So I’ll make a home in the cold when I’ve got my girls to keep me warm.”

      “Stop saying things like that,” I demanded.

      He kissed me, long and hard and deep enough to warm my bones even if I’d been standing in the Arctic.

      And we stood in the cold, pretending for a little while longer.
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      Wyatt and I had two weeks of peace after my father’s death.

      Two weeks more than I thought I’d get with him.

      And it wasn’t exactly peace, since it was me and Wyatt. We argued. Daily. About the fact that no, now that Wyatt was “eating my pussy for breakfast every morning” it did not mean he could move in with me.

      We argued about him buying everything for the nursery without consulting me. What made me madder was it was absolutely perfect, everything I’d envisioned for the baby’s room but hadn’t been able to mesh together and actualize.

      When I questioned him on it, he’d shrugged. “I stalked your Pinterest.”

      And then I got mad at him just for being so thoughtful and knowing me too well.

      We argued about him staying home with me every night they weren’t touring.

      “You need to keep going out to parties with vapid socialites on your arm,” I said, tasting ash as I even suggested it. “Keep up appearances. So someone doesn’t decide to come looking for you and find you here.” Here being on my sofa eating corn chips and ice cream and watching documentaries on the Pygmies.

      Wyatt’s face hardened. “I’m not going to some stupid party where I’ll have a miserable time talkin’ to people I hate when I could stay here.” His hand moved up my thigh and up my skirt until he brushed the side of my panties. “And have a decidedly not miserable time.” His finger entered me, and I gasped. “Fucking the woman I definitely do not fucking hate,” he rasped, moving with the perfect rhythm that he had on a bass.

      My breathing was sharp as I struggled to find the reason to argue with him.

      “Plus, I don’t give a fuck if someone comes lookin’, finds me with my woman,” he continued.

      That did it. “I’m not your woman,” I hissed.

      “My finger’s inside your pussy, Emma, my baby’s inside of you. You’re my fucking woman,” he growled. He emphasized this with a perfect swipe of his finger, hitting my G-spot and making me see stars. He moved so he was on top of me, his finger gone, pants unzipped and his cock pressing into my entrance before I could blink a few times. “Now I need to fuck you quick before you start arguing with me,” he murmured, surging into me.

      I let out a strangled gasp. “I can still argue with you while you fuck me,” I said, voice breathy as he moved inside me.

      His mouth covered mine in a brutal kiss. “And somehow that makes it that much hotter,” he murmured against my mouth.

      “No one is knowing about us,” I choked out as he pushed me toward an orgasm.

      “The fact that you’re admitting that there’s an us to know about is progress,” he grunted.

      I placed my hands on the side of his neck, forcing him to stop. His eyes bore into me and my body cried out from his pause.

      “It’s important to me, Wyatt,” I whispered. “That we keep...this, whatever it is, away from the world that will warp it and make it more complicated than it already is.” I sucked in a breath, feeling more vulnerable than I ever had. “I’m not strong enough for it yet.”

      His gaze softened and he kissed me gently. “You’re strong enough for everything. But I’ll give you as much time as I can for you to realize that.” He thrust forward and my body responded violently. “And the fact I get to stay in here and fuck you so the world doesn’t see us isn’t something I’m gonna complain about,” he growled.

      And then he fucked me.

      And the world didn’t see.

      For a time at least.

      But all good things come to an end.

      All bad things come to an end.

      And Wyatt and I were somewhere in the middle of that.

      But that didn’t mean whatever it was between us, the pocket of peace we were enjoying, that it wouldn’t come to an end.

      It started when I was coming out of the drug store. I was wearing one of Wyatt’s ripped black tees, black leggings, and combat boots. My hair was a mess, I wasn’t wearing makeup, apart from whatever was leftover from my shitty takeoff job the night before.

      So of course that’s where I was when the paps found me.

      They couldn’t have got me when I’d had a fresh color, my wing was strong, my lip was red and my outfit was banging. No, they got me like this, carrying a bag of embarrassing pregnancy stuff.

      They swarmed me the second I left the automatic doors, clicks and flashes assaulting me and freezing me in place for a hot second. But then when I realized what was going on, I shielded my face and started to walk toward my car.

      “Emma! Over here. Was the baby planned?”

      “Do you and Wyatt have plans to get married?”

      “Are you in it for the money?”

      The questions were hurled at me like rocks as they swarmed me, cameras shoved in my face at all the wrong angles.

      I’d taken it for granted, reading my trashy magazines, looking at celebs out and about, not realizing the reality of those photos. These were people just going to get milk in their flip-flops or dropping their daughter off at school and they had fucking strangers swarming them. Taking photos of them, demanding answers to personal questions like they had some kind of right. It was a horrible kind of violation.

      I pushed through them, my hand on my stomach as if to protect her from this. But it was part of the world. That was the problem with becoming a parent, you couldn’t protect your kid from the world.

      My phone buzzed, I glanced down at the caller ID and answered it, trying to ignore the people following me through the CVS parking lot.

      “Emma, where the fuck are you?” Wyatt demanded.

      “Closer to committing homicide than I’d like to admit,” I gritted out, scowling at the guy who had broken off from the rest to get a close up of me.

      “The story’s out, I need you with me before the paps get to you.”

      “Too late for that, they’ve got me at my finest,” I said, happy to see my car and the salvation it offered.

      “Where are you? I’m coming to get you,” he decided.

      “You’re not coming to get me, I can handle it,” I lied.

      “Well come straight to me.”

      I gritted my teeth as the solace of his presence was almost too enticing to pass up. But I couldn’t go running to him every time life got hard. It was a bad habit to get into. And I already had far too many bad habits. Granted, the pregnancy had eliminated most of them from rotation, but Wyatt was my worst habit of all.

      “I’ve got shit to do,” I said, trying to remember exactly what I was supposed to be doing today.

      “I don’t care,” Wyatt clipped. “I need to see you. Touch you. Know you’re okay. So come straight to me.”

      I got in the car, slamming the door and sighing into the small amount of solace it offered. Not that it was much at all, the cameras still flashed as they pressed up against my windows. I threw my bag on the passenger seat, pressing my hand into my temple. “You’re not the boss of me,” I informed Wyatt.

      “I’m well aware of that. But for once, pretend I am,” he growled. “And then I’ll fuck you like I am later.”

      My stomach dipped.

      The cameras continued to flash.

      “Okay,” I whispered.

      “You in your car?”

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “Switch to Bluetooth. Don’t want you on your phone and drivin’, and before you snap at me, we’re pretending I’m the boss for now, remember?”

      “Temporarily, and only because there’s a promise of an orgasm at the end,” I said, switching to Bluetooth, horrified to see that my hands were shaking.

      I’d handled myself better in situations in the middle of war torn countries I’d gone to for the sake of art and a paycheck. But I was losing it here over a handful of photographers.

      Maybe because I was prepared for it there, it was expected. I’d lulled myself into a false sense of security here. With Wyatt.

      “You won’t be getting just one orgasm, Em, that’s a promise,” Wyatt rasped through the sound system of my car.

      I shivered, pulling out of the lot, resisting the urge to run a couple of the photographers over ‘accidentally.’

      They rushed to different vehicles to follow.

      It was concerning, but I was focusing on the way I reacted to Wyatt’s words more than anything else. “That’s a big promise, Wyatt. Think you can follow through?” I asked, voice shaky.

      “I think I proved to you I can follow through. And that I’m big.”

      I laughed. “And modest.”

      “I’m modest compared to Sam.”

      “Anyone is modest compared to Sam,” I countered.

      Silence fell for a few beats as I drove through shitty L.A. traffic, mindful of the fact that men with cameras were doing the same.

      “Em,” Wyatt murmured. “It’s gonna be okay. Come home to me, it’ll be okay.”

      Stupid me believed him.
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* * *

      Wyatt met me at my car, opening the door before I’d even come to a full stop. He’d leaned over, unbuckled my seat belt and gently pulled me out in a series of blinks.

      He cupped my face in his hands, searching it. “You okay, sugar?” he asked softly.

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m fine, Wyatt. It was a handful of photographers, not a drive-by. I’ve handled worse.”

      His jaw hardened. “Yeah, you’ve handled worse,” he agreed. “It doesn’t mean you have to handle everything. Doesn’t mean you’re not allowed to let shit affect you. You don’t have to pretend with me, remember?” His hand found my stomach.

      I sighed into his touch, into his words. I wanted to fight against the way he could pick whatever small thread of vulnerability was showing through the mask of strength I was so sure I’d perfected.

      “I remember that you promised me more than one orgasm,” I said after a pause, my voice throaty.

      His eyes darkened and his hand moved to grip my neck tightly. “Oh, I make good on all my promises, sugar.” He yanked my mouth to plaster his.

      And he did make good on those promises.
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* * *

      There was only so much sex Wyatt and I could have before we had to face the proverbial music.

      Though we had a lot of sex.

      But then the world rushed in, with both of our phones buzzing nonstop.

      Wyatt had forbidden me to look at either of them.

      I’d complied because his fingers had been inside me at the time, and he knew he could pretty much tell me whatever he wished and I’d comply. Plus, I didn’t actually want to look at my phone. It would mean I would have to look at the future, have to make those big adult-type decisions.

      I was happy to cling onto the present with Wyatt for as long as possible.

      But there was only so much of him my body could handle.

      So after a shower—one we’d shared—I took a glimpse at my phone while he was making food.

      Another thing—Wyatt was a fucking great cook. He was the one person in L.A. who was against ordering in.

      “I like takin’ care of you, feeding you,” he’d said when I commented on it.

      And I’d flung some sarcastic remark to distract him, and more importantly, myself, from the way it softened my heart.

      I had almost a hundred missed calls and twice as many texts. Many were from the band, making sure I was okay.

      The rest were from my acquaintances I’d never call friends. Everyone offering support with thinly veiled ulterior motives.

      Fucking Addy told me she could “come over and help me get camera ready whenever she needed me.”

      The bitch.

      I clicked on one of the many links from my news alert.

      “Wyatt Summers’ Love Child.”

      “Baby Momma spotted in CVS.”

      Then I looked at the comments. The spotty information they’d already been able to gain about me. Thankfully nothing about my background, other than I worked for a ‘notable art dealer’ and various pictures from my social media.

      “Emma!” Wyatt’s voice punctured through all the comments and pictures assaulting my mind.

      The phone was snatched from my hand.

      “Don’t look at that shit,” he demanded, pocketing my phone.

      I stood, putting my hands on my hips. “What? You want me to insulate myself? Put myself in a bubble and pretend that doesn’t exist? You said yourself, I’m not the woman that does that. And I’ve gotta face it eventually.”

      His jaw hardened.

      But he didn’t argue. Because there was nothing to argue about. I was right.

      And I hated it.

      “I can’t believe that people know, this is a nightmare,” I said, pacing the room. The slideshow of headlines played through my mind. I thought about all the strangers digging through the rotting fucking compost that is my past. I glanced to Wyatt. “People are going to hate me. Your fans will hate me.”

      I hadn’t seen more than a couple of insults about my appearance in the comments I’d managed to read before Wyatt snatched my phone. But the hate would come. It always did.

      “You’ve never once cared about what people thought of you, Emma,” Wyatt said, watching me pace with gritted teeth.

      I scowled at him. “Me not caring about what other people think is in regard to the stupid receptionist at work, the mom in Birkenstocks who gives me looks for swearing too close to her kids. The people I went to high school with. People who’ve seen me in person, heard me, and then form an organic opinion of what a foul-mouthed bitch I am. I’m okay with that. But strangers on a large scale, judging me without knowing me. I’m okay with people hating me after they’ve gotten to know me.” I continued to pace. “They’re gonna call me a gold digger after your money.”

      “You don’t even know that it’s gonna be negative,” he continued, frown deepening. “You’re always gonna jump to the worst possible scenario.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Because in my world, Wyatt, the worst possible scenario is the only scenario I know. I’m comfortable there, I can make a battle plan.”

      He let out a rough sigh, striding across the room to grab my shoulders and stop my pacing. “You were freakin’ me out with that shit. I don’t want you fainting again.”

      “Two times,” I hissed. “Two times I fainted. I’m not the little dove who is gonna collapse at any and all scandals. You can let me go.”

      “I’m well aware of the fact you’re not a dove,” he said, playing with my midnight hair. “You’re more like a raven. Valiant, sleek, mysterious. Something everyone misunderstands, including you.” He frowned. “Especially you.”

      I froze at the words, the softness of his voice. “You’ve been watching too much Game of Thrones with Sam,” I said, pulling myself from his embrace. “Stop trying to fucking place me, Wyatt,” I hissed. “To understand me. I’m not a person that can be understood.”

      Not by him, and definitely not by myself. And now I had the whole world trying to form an opinion of me. The Emma I projected to the world wouldn’t give a shit about that. The Emma I was in the dark hours of the night, the Emma who needed white pills to get her through the day, yeah, she gave a shit.

      “No,” Wyatt agreed. “You’re someone to be treasured. Fucking worshipped. And I fucked up not doing that from the beginning. For no other reason than I was a coward. Not going to make up excuses. I saw what you are, understood what you were to me and I fucking ran from that because I was afraid.”

      I blinked at the rapid change of subject. “You were afraid of me?”

      He stepped forward. “No, I was afraid of a life with you, because if I made that, then I knew I’d never be able to have a life without you. I was so fucking afraid of losing you that I made sure I never got you in the first place.” He put his hand on my stomach. “I was afraid of the life that I have polluting the life you’d made for yourself. We’ve got no choice but to live this life.” He looked down to my stomach. “Though I hate the shit that comes with fame, I’m not gonna regret a second of my life because it’s brought me here. This is what’s most important.”

      I blinked at tears welling up in my eyes. “I just don’t want her to get hurt from this insanity.”

      His jaw tightened. “She won’t. Ava and Zeppelin have lived in this shit and they’re some of the happiest kids I know. We’re gonna give her what we never got. And for now, let’s focus on her and let the people I pay figure out the other shit.”

      I raised my brow. “I look like someone who lets other people figure out my shit?”

      He grinned. “No, and that’s one of the reasons I fell in love with you.” He stroked my lip with his thumb. “But how about you let me take care of you for a change? Doesn’t make you any less Emma.”

      He was wrong. I was less Emma the second I met him.

      But I let him nonetheless.
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* * *

      The rest of the day yesterday was spent doing damage control.

      Well, Mark and the army of publicists he’d employed were doing damage control.

      Sam and I were playing GTA on the sofa while Gina baked and Lexie read in the armchair beside us. Noah was watching with a book of his own in his hand.

      Killian was dealing with Ava, meeting with Greenstone about new security for me.

      Wyatt alternated between holding Zeppelin, arguing with Mark and yanking me into his side on the sofa.

      The calls had continued. I had ignored pretty much all of them and let Wyatt take care of me.

      And it was actually kind of nice.

      Nice enough to carry on into the night, when Wyatt cooked for everyone, then when he took me to bed and fucked me until I passed out.

      The next morning, we’re tangled in the master bedroom at the beach house, one that Wyatt had claimed, and somehow I had too. My stuff was in the bathroom. A handful of dresses and jackets in the closet. My shoes tangled with Wyatt’s.

      I’d somehow moved in and not realized.

      And why did me, the person who guarded her space almost as fiercely as she guarded her heart not find that fucking terrifying? Not want to scoop up the belongings mingled with Wyatt’s and go back to the place I’d killed myself to make safe.

      Probably because I wasn’t guarding my heart quite so fiercely anymore. I’d surrendered it to the man whose arms I was currently encased in.

      We were silent, because there was a lot of noise coming and we both knew it.

      Wyatt had to leave for a show in New York later in the afternoon and we’d spent a portion of the evening arguing about me staying here while he went.

      Wyatt didn’t want me alone with the paparazzi following me. Though, I wouldn’t be alone since we were also arguing about having Duke be my full-time security until the hype died down.

      We’d come to a stalemate on both counts and called an unofficial truce when he’d yanked me in for a kiss, mid-rant.

      “You wanna argue, argue while I fuck you,” he murmured.

      I did want to argue. Really.

      But he distracted me.

      And because pregnancy was making me exhausted, I’d passed out with him still inside me.

      And woken up with him inside me.

      “Come to the show,” he said, voice soft, pushing my hair behind my ears.

      I blinked up at him, marveling at how hot he was, still drunk off morning sex and Wyatt. “Why?”

      He frowned down at me. “Because I won’t be able to play if you’re not in front of me. Because I won’t be able to think straight knowing you’re here being harassed. So if you don’t, there will be a few thousand people really pissed off at me.”

      I blinked. “You wouldn’t play a show just because you wanted to stay with me?” I clarified. “But I’m not even fun to be around right now, I’m likely only going to get less fun, we fight pretty much all the time when we’re not having sex. So you wanting me to come is just...insane.”

      “Foolish,” he corrected, eyes teasing. “And haven’t you heard? We’re all somebody’s fool. And I’m yours.”

      My stomach dipped and my heart leaped into my throat at his words.

      “You’re not even going to see me in the middle of thousands of people,” I argued weakly, but I was already mentally packing my bag.

      His lips landed on mine. “No, babe, you’re the only one I’m gonna see.”

      And for a woman who was convinced pretty words and handsome rock stars weren’t going to melt her resolve, I melted pretty fucking quickly.
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      I relented.

      Of course.

      Who in the fuck heard that speech from a rock star, someone as hot as Wyatt, the father of their baby and the man they used to be in love with?

      Or were still in love with.

      Not that I’d said the three words since my father’s funeral. I wasn’t the type of person to spout them every five seconds. But Wyatt didn’t need me to. Or it seemed that way.

      He didn’t do it either, but the fact that he was going to cancel a sold-out show just so I wouldn’t be alone was proof he felt some type of way.

      That, combined with all my other complicated emotions had me on the jet with the band to New York.

      Lexie was beyond happy about this.

      Well, she was beyond happy that Wyatt and I—AKA, Ross and Rachel—finally sorted our shit. We’d obviously tried to keep our relationship secret, and obviously the entire band had found out like the day after.

      This was communicated by Sam, who had been watching us argue over strollers. “I thought that now you two were fuckin’, you’d be fighting less,” he commented while feeding Zeppelin.

      It was kind of comical seeing someone like Sam feed his infant son with such concentration and care. But it also worked. Because he adored his kid and Gina beyond any normal means. Because Sam wasn’t normal.

      “How do you know we’re fucking?” I asked him, forgetting my rage at Wyatt for a moment.

      He rolled his eyes. “Hello? I’m me. I’m the expert on sex and I know when people have finally had it. You’re all”— he waved the tiny spoon— “satisfied. Which begs the question as to why you’re still yelling at Wyatt.” He glanced to the man in question and then back at me. “Did he not perform?”

      Wyatt scowled at Sam.

      I grinned. “He performed, don’t you worry about that. But no amount of orgasms are going to make me stop arguing with Wyatt.”

      I looked to the man in question. “In case you were hoping for peace.”

      He grinned, yanking me into his body. “No way am I looking for peace. I’m lookin’ for you.”

      “How are syou doing with all this?” Lexie asked me, settling in beside me on the jet.

      I looked up from where I was practicing my emotional self-harm—scrolling the latest news stories about the pregnancy. “Oh, I’m handling it famously,” I said. “I was born to carry the illegitimate child of a rock star and have the entire world speculate on the relationship, my intentions and whether I’ve had Botox or not.”

      She grinned. “You do have deceptively wrinkle-free skin.”

      “It’s my diet and lifestyle. I drink purely coffee and champagne, don’t sleep, consume only carbs and refined sugars. It’s the secret to a long life, great ass, and better skin,” I retorted.

      “You should use that in an interview,” she said.

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m not doing interviews. No matter who offers.”

      She raised her brow. “Oprah?”

      I scoffed. “Oprah doesn’t count. God herself would do an interview if she called.”

      The offers had been flooding in for exclusive photoshoots, interviews, fucking reality TV shows. Magazines were willing to pay millions for the first photo of the baby.

      It was kind of ironic that my baby’s photos were worth millions and my own weren’t worth enough to even exist.

      It didn’t matter what they were offering, no way would I sell that shit. Wyatt was of the same opinion.

      He was not of the same opinion about the statement that Mark had released.

      “Both parties are happy about the arrival of the baby, and ask you please respect privacy at this time.”

      He wanted something more like, “Emma is mine. Baby is mine *pounds on chest like caveman*.”

      We compromised. With what I wanted, of course.

      “Seriously, babe,” Lexie’s voice softened. “It’s a lot, the publicity. A pregnancy. Your dad. Wyatt and you. I’m surprised you haven’t had a full-on mental breakdown.”

      “Well, mental breakdowns don’t really go with my new hair,” I replied with a false grin. “And I’m waiting for the perfect moment to break down in front of the cameras, it’s a goal to become an internet meme.”

      “It’s a good thing, you know?” Lexie looked to where Wyatt was talking with Killian and glancing my way intermittently. “Even if the baby wasn’t planned. I think it was meant to be.”

      I scoffed. “Please don’t hit me with the hippy mumbo jumbo. You know I don’t believe in the universe and meant to bes.”

      It was her time to raise her brow. “Don’t you?”

      Fuck it was hard having a best friend who could see right through you.

      Because Lexie was right. Despite the fact that these past months had been the most harrowing and chaotic I’d had since my childhood, I had some bone-deep feeling that things were falling apart so they could fall into place.

      And I’d fought against it precisely because it felt so right. When all I was used to was wrong.

      “Shut up and go and do something puke worthy with your husband,” I commanded, shaking off her words.

      She stood. “You can’t make comments like that now that you’re one of the assholes in love.” She winked and walked away.

      And she was right. I was totally an asshole in love.
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* * *

      I didn’t like crowds.

      I knew that my look, my general air of chaos communicated that I was exactly the kind of woman who liked to be in the middle of a pulsating mosh pit. That was just not so. Sweaty people crushing you, standing on your toes, and sucking up all the air so it was hard to breathe?

      Ah, no thank you.

      But since I was somewhat of a VIP, I was front row, looking at the sweaty, pulsating mass from my air-conditioned, well-ventilated, not at all crowded area. That happened to contain at least four celebrities that were always in the same trashy mags that Wyatt was in. I could’ve stayed backstage with Gina and the kids, but she was trying to get a book done, and I was weirdly determined to see what my life was going to entail from here on out.

      I was being an idiot and entertaining the idea that my life would entail me being Wyatt’s...whatever, instead of just his baby momma. And that’s why I was here, amongst celebrities who’d spent thousands of dollars to be close to the man I’d spent an hour arguing with about being in this very spot.

      We compromised, and I got what I wanted, naturally.

      It was kind of surreal, being part of this, seeing some of the most famous people in the world come to watch Unquiet Mind. Come to watch my best friend since elementary school sing songs she’d written.

      To drool over that seventeen-year-old boy with a cheeky smile who made the melodies.

      The scream when the band appeared vibrated my entire body as thousands of people went wild. And they looked the part, up on stage, all heartbreakingly beautiful. Lexie wearing a bell-sleeved mini dress and lace-up boots, flowers tangling in her blonde curls. The rest of the boys were all in black, covered in silver and tattoos.

      But Wyatt was the only one I looked at, his bass slung over his shoulder, sauntering onto the stage like he owned it. Like he owned the world.

      And he did.

      He owned the world that somehow owned him too. But then his eyes went straight to me, bypassing the celebrities screaming, the pulsating mass of the crowd. He focused on me the entire walk on the stage, his stare so intense, so intimate, it wasn’t meant to be witnessed by thousands of people. But it was to make a point. He had the world, but he wanted me. It clicked with a mind shattering certainty amongst the screams of the anonymous crowd, all of whom now knew my name.

      “Hello, New York,” Lexie murmured into the mic, her voice throaty and sultry.

      No wonder she had people crazy over her. She was a fucking goddess on stage. She almost made me want to swing that way. Her eyes flickered to the corner of the stage, where I knew Killian was standing, watching. Where he’d always be. Then, strangely, her eyes moved to me.

      “We’re opening with a new song,” she continued over the roar of the crowd. “This one’s called Mistake’s Melody. I hope you like it.”

      Wyatt began strumming, eyes never leaving me.

      The notes drowned out everything happening around me. Because it was the song. That song.

      Ours.

      The one with all our naked pain and truth. Playing for thousands of people. Playing it for me.

      I didn’t even hear the words. Lexie’s voice melded into a beautiful but incomprehensible mesh with the notes of the melody.

      The melody that hit me square in the fucking chest.

      I thought I’d hated mosh pits for how suffocating they were. But I longed for it now. To be crushed by bodies, shoved, overheating, dirty. Because at least that was real. And least that was where I fit. I couldn’t be surrounded by fucking Oscar-winning actresses and reality stars while my fucking baby daddy played a melody he wrote for me like some cheesy holiday movie.

      I wasn’t the one people wrote songs for.

      I couldn’t be.

      But I was.

      For now, at least.
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* * *

      One Week Later

      “Did we find out who leaked the story?” I demanded.

      Wyatt was making me dinner at the beach house. It was somewhat of a nightly ritual now. Since I’d gotten back from New York—since he’d played that fucking song—something had slotted into place between us. I stopped fighting us as hard as I had.

      It didn’t mean I stopped fighting with Wyatt.

      We were still us, after all.

      And right now, we were fighting about the story that had yet to lose its novelty. I had cameras following me everywhere, and I could no longer make it into the office without an escort. Every headline had a new photo of Wyatt and I entering the grocery store, restaurants, the studio.

      There were numerous photos of Wyatt losing it at photographers who’d gotten too close. He hadn’t punched one yet, but it was only a matter of time.

      His eyes went hard, as he lowered the gas and turned to give me his full attention. “Does it matter who leaked it? It was bound to get out somehow, with all the paps following me around every day once the baby is born, they’ll see me with it every day.”

      “You’re gonna be too busy to be with the new album and your life to see the baby every day,” I corrected.

      He narrowed his eyes. “Fuck that. I’m not gonna be too busy for my kid. Or you, for that matter. I’m gonna be there every day. Making this family is my top priority. Fuck the other shit.”

      I tried to breathe around the huge hole he’d just punched in my stomach. “Well, I still care who leaked the story,” I said, deciding to move back to safer topics. Like how the entire world knew I was knocked up.” I chewed on my lip. “I bet it was my fucking mother. I knew that bitch wouldn’t back down so easily from such a prime opportunity for making dirty cash and ruining my life.”

      “It wasn’t your mother,” he said, voice hard.

      “How do you know?”

      “I know.”

      “Oh my god, did you have her killed?” I demanded, only half kidding. The fun-loving Wyatt I’d known as a teenager was still half there, but the more pregnant I got, the more I got to know the darker, more twisted and more dangerous side of his personality. It was ugly, I loved it. “It’s really rude if you did, and if you didn’t tell me,” I continued, still half kidding. Ugly, dark, and twisty was all I really was underneath winged liner and red lipstick. I had no more attachments to my mother, and I would’ve regarded her more warmly in death than in anything else.

      “I didn’t have her killed,” he said.

      “Well, how do you know that she didn’t sell the story then?” I demanded.

      “Because I made sure she couldn’t.”

      “You cut out her tongue? Lopped off all her fingers?”

      “Jesus, Emma,” Wyatt muttered. “Pregnancy’s making you bloodthirsty.”

      I raised my brow. “I’ve always been bloodthirsty. Pregnancy is making me too tired to hide it.”

      He grinned wickedly and my panties were instantly wet. “I’m glad you’re not hiding it,” he murmured roughly.

      I leaned into the sex in his voice before I snapped myself back. “Don’t distract me. I need to know this.” I paused. “I’ll call Duke. Get him to investigate.”

      Wyatt’s mouth was a hard line. “You’re not calling Duke.”

      He hadn’t exactly gotten over the whole me and Duke having sex thing. Duke was my official security for when I had to go places alone, but we had yet to use him since I was never alone. I was either with Noah, or Sam and Gina. Gina had taken over the baby preparation since Lexie and Killian had gone back to Amber. I was mostly with Wyatt, though. I wasn’t sure if it was because he wanted to be with me or because he didn’t want me to have to be alone with Duke.

      I rolled my eyes. “We fucked. Once. It didn’t mean anything. You know sex doesn’t mean anything with me.”

      His jaw was marble. “No, Emma. I know you pretend it doesn’t. Because it means fuckin’ something.”

      “He’s not the one who impregnated me,” I said. “That’s way more effective than pissing a circle around me. So he’s not a threat. He’s your friend, remember? And a professional, so I’m calling him no matter how much you glare or grind your teeth. That’s your dentist’s problem, not mine.”

      He rounded the counter and snatched my wrist as I reached for my phone. “You don’t need to call Duke to find out how it got out.”

      I glared at him. “You know who leaked it and you let me go on that whole tirade?”

      He smirked. “I quite enjoy your tirades.”

      “Well they don’t come cheap and I expect tips,” I snapped. “Now who the fuck leaked it?”

      There was a long silence before he answered, his eyes running over me with an intensity I still hadn’t gotten used to.

      “I did.”

      The two words bounced around the beach house that used to be so peaceful.

      I stared at him for a long time. “What?” I asked quietly.

      He sighed, running his hand through his hair. “I leaked it. I was sick of always bein’ expectant of someone findin’ out, of keeping it a secret. I don’t want it to be a secret. It was gonna come out sooner or later, so I chose sooner.”

      I let his words sink in.

      “You lied to me,” I said, voice still quiet.

      His face changed. “I didn’t lie, I just didn’t tell you.”

      “Don’t fucking try and tell me omission isn’t lying, Wyatt,” I snapped. “You lied and you manipulated me so you could...what?”

      “Jesus, Em. I didn’t manipulate you.” He tried to move forward, touch me, but I leaped out of my chair and away from his grasp.

      “You saw me freaking out about it,” I hissed. “You watched all of it, what it did to me. I told you I wasn’t strong enough to handle it. You lied straight to my fucking face and told me you’d wait until I was ready. You leaked the story, knowing how I felt. And instead of telling me the truth, you fucked me to distract me. You took advantage of the fact I trusted you.”

      He glared at the distance between us with frustration, with desperation. “Emma. I was trying to protect you.”

      I laughed. “By lying to me? That’s not a way to protect anyone. And just so you know, I don’t want to be protected. I don’t need to be. It’s far too late for that.”

      “Baby—”

      I held up my hand. “I’m. Not. Done,” I seethed. “Now I hate to play into the part of cliché and oh so vapid twenty-something and quote Marilyn Monroe—but I’ve actually seen all her movies and I feel like I’ve got more of a right. She said, ‘a wise girl kisses but doesn’t love, listens but doesn’t believe, and leaves before she is left.’”

      I stared at him. “I lived by that mantra, even before I’d heard it. Because she was a fucking kickass broad, she was beautiful, loved by the world but also knew the score. But with you, you fucked it all up. I loved you before I’d kissed you. I believed you before you began speaking, and I let you leave me without knowing I should’ve left first. Without wanting to leave first. And now I’ll rectify that. You are allowed to be in the baby’s life. You can play the father if you like. I’ll let you come to the appointments, do all the shit that is connected to our daughter. But you and me, whatever we had, it’s done.”

      He paled. “You had your walls up, Emma. Even when you said the three most beautiful words I’ve ever heard comin’ out of your mouth, you were still hiding behind them. Bracing. I wanted to find a way around them.”

      A rogue tear trailed down my cheek and I wiped it away angrily. “You already had found a way around them,” I whispered. “I was giving you everything I was capable of. Everything I could. You knew how weak I was underneath it all, promised you’d take care of me, but then you smashed it all to shit because you wanted more. Fuck you, Wyatt. You want more? Now you’ve got it all. But you don’t have me.”

      And I turned on my heel and walked out, more tears streaming down my face as I did so.
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* * *

      One Month Later

      I was in the bath. I didn’t like baths.

      The idea of sitting in my own filth with nothing but my thoughts to surround me while my skin wrinkled like a prune.

      Yeah, no thanks.

      My apartment had an impressive one that Lexie had oohed and aahed about and then proceeded to buy me all sorts of salts and bombs for it that had sat in my drawers unused until now.

      I was giving the whole bath and candle and soft music thing a go. It would’ve been much better with wine, but I had to settle with water.

      The bath was partly because my lower back was aching, along with my body in general and I couldn’t dose myself up on painkillers like I would’ve if I wasn’t pregnant so I reasoned a soak might help.

      And baths seemed to be the things that women had when they were going through some sort of emotional crisis. Like bubbles and salts and candles could clear things up or cure something or I didn’t know.

      All I knew was that it wasn’t fucking working.

      The bath was too hot when I got in and I was pretty sure I had third-degree burns on my ass cheeks. The air had gotten thick and misty and uncomfortable. Sweat beaded on my forehead because of my too hot bath, I was beginning to feel vaguely sick.

      And nothing had been cleared up or cured in regard to my feelings.

      My back was feeling slightly better.

      But the emptiness of my apartment seemed to somehow be magnified by the swishing of the water bouncing off the walls.

      And then I started hearing things that I didn’t want to hear.

      Then I started hearing him.

      “Haven’t you heard? We’re all somebody’s fool. And I’m yours.”

      “You’re more like a raven. Valiant, sleek, mysterious. Something everyone misunderstands, including you.”

      I didn’t think baths had magical powers, but this one sure as shit made me contemplate the past eight months. Think about everything Wyatt had done to prove to me about his permanence in my life. I glanced down to where my stomach was protruding out of the water.

      Our lives, I corrected.

      Because I had to think of all of that, I had to dwell on what I’d done, constantly pushed him away, made myself miserable and him, by proxy.

      That was the thing about memories. Making them with someone was more dangerous than people let on. People talked about never getting matching tattoos, like making memories with someone wasn’t more permanent than ink on your skin. Tattoos can be lasered off, covered over. Memories. Those were the things that lasted forever.

      Memories were all I had this past month, because I’d straight up refused to see him. He’d turned up at my apartment multiple times. Called me constantly. Texted. Emailed.

      I was petty and ignored all of it.

      No, I wasn’t petty, I was weak.

      Because I knew if I answered those calls, saw him in person, I’d forgive him. Instantly. I’d forget about the betrayal and let him hurt me all over again.

      Everyone was used to this show between Wyatt and me, it was becoming the norm. No one took sides this time, but no one mentioned Wyatt to me. I was thankful for that, but Lexie pointed out that my stomach was a ticking time bomb on the silent treatment.

      “He’s not going to let anything stop him from being around for the birth, you know that, right?” she asked.

      And she was right. He was barely handling one month of this. I knew because in the paparazzi photos he was constantly scowling, swearing, yelling at them.

      He had been intent on being part of every bit of my pregnancy before this, so I knew I had a limited amount of time left before it became impossible to avoid him.

      And I stopped wanting to avoid him.

      I yearned for him.

      Even though I had Noah, Lexie, Mia, Gina, even Sam, supporting me, in between their tour dates I still felt lonely. You could have everyone around you but the one person who mattered and still be lonely for them.

      Wyatt’s actions were bullshit. And he’d gone about everything the wrong way, but I understood him wanting to control one thing about this insane life. I knew to my bones he wouldn’t do anything to put me in pain, he’d been doing what he thought he could to protect me.

      “This is bullshit,” I muttered.

      I heaved myself up quickly, eager to get out of the bath and away from the truths it was making me face.

      It was only when I was stepping out, did I realize just how lightheaded I was from the heat and from the truth and when my foot found the floor, my knee wobbled underneath the weight of my expanse and I wobbled.

      I tried to catch myself as I went down, but my movements were sluggish and there was too much fucking mist. So I fell. Head first. Into tile.

      I tried my best to save my stomach from the brunt of the impact and that, along with blinding pain was the last thing I remembered before everything went black.

      Wyatt

      “You’re seriously going to propose to her now?”

      Wyatt took the water that Noah offered him and scowled at the words he’d uttered.

      “Now is as good of a time than ever,” he said, downing the water in one go. They’d just finished more sound checks. They were only back in L.A. for a few days before they headed to New York for another tour date. He fucking hated being away from Emma, even when she refused to speak to him. That’s why he’d insisted they come back to L.A. between every tour date—which was a total bitch and a logistical nightmare according to Mark. But the band didn’t hesitate.

      Since the news broke of him and Emma and the baby, the press had been a fucking nightmare. Shit went crazy with Lexie when she had her stalker, and then when Sam and Gina got together, so they were used to the circus, Wyatt was used to it. And he was fine with it, shrugged it off as part of the gig, but he saw what Sam and Killian went through when their women had to deal with it, and he’d felt for them. He’d been pissed too.

      But nothing could prepare him for seeing Emma’s face plastered through the filthy rags people tried to sell as news. The fucking lies that went with him had him on the phone to his lawyer and demanding they sue every magazine that printed them.

      “Everyone? That’s not financially smart, Wyatt. We likely wouldn’t win—”

      “I don’t give a fuck,” he interrupted. “Do it.”

      He didn’t care about the money, he had plenty to spare, he cared about feeling fucking helpless at the world saying that shit about Emma. About the fact that she now needed full-time security because everywhere she went there were paps following her. He hated that it was Duke. Because jealousy burned like acid reflux in his throat. Constantly.

      Duke was his friend. He’d assured him that nothing would ever happen with Emma. Wyatt believed him. The man was true to his word. And the best in the business.

      Which was why he was on Emma. Wyatt knew that he’d protect her with his life.

      But it killed him, the knowledge of them together.

      Fucking drove him crazy seeing the pap pics of them together, of Emma laughing at something he said as he walked down the street with her.

      She could laugh with him. He got that fucking beauty. Where all Wyatt got was silence.

      He’d thought that leaking the story was the best thing, that it would give him control of the story, and that it would bring him and Emma closer together. What an epic fuckup that was.

      He knew she had walls. Knew that she wasn’t gonna be easy to love, or accept his without a fight. But when she’d said it at her father’s funeral, of all places, it filled him up in places he didn’t even think he had. It made a lifetime of not easy worth it. He would do anything and everything in his power for Emma to say those words to him again. Every fucking day of his life.

      And she was pissed because she thought he betrayed her. Because that’s what she expected from people she loved. Hurt and betrayal. And fuck if he wanted to find a way to bring her father back to life just so he could kill the piece of shit.

      He knew that the silent treatment wasn’t gonna last forever. He knew it was gonna last for a fuck of a lot longer than it would with a regular woman. Because Emma wasn’t a regular woman, and she was stubborn as fuck.

      But he was impatient. Because she refused to go on the rest of the tour with him. And he missed waking up with her every morning. Feeling their baby move underneath his hands. Being inside her. Smelling her. Cataloging every difference that came with every new day. The way her face was a little bit rounder, the way her eyes were a little lighter, their baby growing, turning her into an even more beautiful version of herself.

      She might’ve grumbled about all the uncomfortable things about the pregnancy, and he hated that she was going through all that shit, but fuck did it suit her.

      And he was missing that beauty because he was a fucking idiot.

      So he was doing something.

      Something being walking around with a Cartier box in his pocket.

      “She’s not talking to you,” Noah said. “How do you think that’s a great time to propose?”

      “Because she’s Emma, she’s always gonna be mad at me about something,” Wyatt replied. “And because I love her.”

      Fuck did he love her.

      “It’s a bad idea to do it right now,” Noah replied.

      “Why?” He knew Noah was with Emma every time he was back in L.A. He was jealous as fuck, and he’d all but pounce on the fucker to get as much information as he could. How did she look? Was she still getting sick? Had her headaches stopped?

      Noah dutifully relayed all information, patiently and without teasing him. Mostly because everyone was mindful of the tenuous grip Wyatt had on his temper right now. Even Sam was holding back.

      “Because Emma’s fucked up,” Noah said. “Her parents did a number on her. Continually told her she wasn’t good enough, seared that lie into her soul. And though she’s the most confident, outspoken, and stubborn person on the outside, inside she’s still certain she’s never going to be wanted. That her life is never gonna be good. Because when all you’ve had is shit, there’s only so much good you can stomach until you make your life shit just because for some people, pain is more comfortable than happiness.”

      Wyatt blinked at him. “Jesus, bro,” he said, hating that Noah was right. Hating that Emma had all that fucking poison inside her. He knew what it was like, because a version of that same shit flowed through his veins, but apart from the funeral, she hadn’t said shit about it. They didn’t talk about their past demons. She’d never asked about his parents’ reactions to being grandparents, because she knew there was shit there. Wyatt hadn’t spoken to his parents since the night of the phone call. Since the night his daughter was conceived. Honestly, he didn’t want them having anything to do with his kid. They’d fucked him up enough, fuck if they’d even get to glimpse their grandchild. Wyatt would tell Emma the reality of it, eventually. When she was ready, when they were strong enough.

      “You need to treat her with care, bro,” Noah continued. “The world hasn’t. And she hasn’t. And I know it’s not in your nature, but you gotta be patient. Let her come to you. Let her fight her own battles against her past. She doesn’t want you to be a hero and to promise to fight them for her.”

      Wyatt scowled, hating and loving that about her at the same time. “Yeah, I fucking know that.”

      Noah chuckled. “It’s character building for you to be with a strong woman who doesn’t need you to be a strong alpha male.” His phone buzzed and he glanced down at it. “Ah, speak of the devil.”

      Wyatt felt a stab of jealousy. Emma was calling Noah, not him. Giving him the gift of her attention. The calls they’d shared over the years had gotten him through shit. Phone calls with Emma were his little slice of paradise. Even when she was swearing at him or insulting him—which was what most of their phone calls were.

      Before she’d answered his calls, no matter where in the world she was, what she was doing, she’d pause it for him. He hadn’t realized what that meant until now. What a fucking gift that was until now.

      “Em, I’m just talking to the father of your baby, you still mad—” Noah’s eyes were twinkling when he answered the phone, voice teasing. But something hardened them, something cut him off. Something that turned Wyatt’s stomach.

      “Babe, did you call an ambulance?” Noah’s tone was urgent.

      Wyatt tasted bile. “What the fuck is going on? Is she okay?” he demanded, resisting the urge to snatch the phone from Noah’s hands.

      “I’ll be there in ten,” Noah said into the phone.

      Wyatt snatched his shoulders. “Is she okay? The baby?” he demanded, voice shaking, terror ice in his veins.

      Noah was pale. “She’s speaking, so I think so, but she had some kind of accident tryin’ to get out of the bath—”

      Wyatt didn’t let him finish, he was already sprinting out the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Emma

      I called Noah first because I was in a kind of shock, and also didn’t want strangers picking me up from my bathroom floor while naked. Strangers that likely knew my name, who had seen me splashed over the news. Yeah, they were professionals, but I didn’t trust anyone. This was L.A., where there was a price tag on a photo of a newborn baby, and any photos of the mother leading up to the birth. I was under no illusions that paramedics weren’t adverse to making extra on the side. Everyone had to eat.

      Plus, my space was still sacred to me, and I was more delicate than ever, I didn’t want people I didn’t trust traipsing through it.

      And I was pretty sure that the baby was fine since she was kicking up a storm when I woke up in a pool of my own blood.

      I’d hit the tile with my head, not my stomach. It was still bleeding, but I had a towel pressed to it and I knew head wounds bled like a bitch. I’d managed to move myself to a sitting position and snatch my phone to call Noah, though I’d barely been able to speak coherently through my splitting headache.

      I planned on him picking me up off the floor, saving my modesty, and driving me to the doctor. Because even though I was pretty sure the baby was okay, I was taking no chances. I was also pretty sure I’d need stitches, I at least had a concussion. I’d gotten through all sorts of deadly situations all over the world without a scratch. But I’d opened up my fucking skull getting out of the bath.

      The door opened and closed and someone roared “Emma!” with a desperation that cut through my headache.

      A someone that wasn’t Noah.

      Wyatt burst into the bathroom, eyes frantic and focusing on me, the bloody towel and he was across the room in seconds.

      “Holy fuck, Emma.” His voice was laced with concern. No, terror.

      He laid his hand on my naked belly. It was shaking. “Are you okay? Is she okay?”

      His other hand went underneath me as he lifted me off the floor, not waiting for me to answer.

      I winced as the movement sent sharp pain through my head.

      He froze.

      “She’s fine...I’m pretty sure,” I said, black spots dancing in my eyes. “I called Noah, not you.”

      He strode across the bathroom. “You’re covered in fuckin’ blood and you’re really tryin’ to start an argument with me?” he hissed, laying me gently on the bed and snatching my robe off the door.

      I let him shrug me into it. “I’ll be on my deathbed and be arguing with you,” I retorted.

      He frowned at me, and at my head. “You’re scarin’ the shit outta me right now,” he said, honestly. “And the only thing that’s saving me is the fact you’re arguing right now.” He lifted me into his arms again once he’d tied my robe above the swell in my stomach.

      “Where are we going?” I demanded.

      “Are you fucking kidding me? My pregnant woman is bleeding from the head, we’re going to the fucking hospital.”

      “I’m not your woman,” I argued.

      “Keep arguing, baby, it’s keepin’ me sane right now,” he said.

      My heart clenched. So I did argue with him.

      All the way to the hospital.

      And it kept me sane too.
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* * *

      We’d been checked in and rushed through the hospital, Mark having called ahead to one of the private emergency rooms. Yes, they had private emergency rooms.

      All tests were run quickly and efficiently, with only three orderlies required to get Wyatt to leave my side.

      But I was back in my plush room after having my head stitched up and Wyatt was back beside me. He’d done that thing where he’d exhaled my name the second he’d burst into the room, hand brushing my hair from my uninjured side of my head to lay his lips gently on it.

      I relaxed into his touch, despite the pounding in my skull.

      But relief was temporary with me and Wyatt.

      He straightened, eyes running over every inch of me, lingering on my stomach before he focused on the stitches on my forehead.

      “Why didn’t you call me?” he demanded.

      “Because I’m not talking to you,” I said.

      “Jesus Emma!” he bellowed. “That shit means exactly shit when you need me. When you’re hurt. I don’t give a fuck if you’re mad at me. Something happens like you hurting yourself and our baby, you call me. You need anything, no matter what’s going on with us, you call me. I’m there. No matter fucking what.”

      I gritted my teeth against the way the words hit the air. I didn’t have time to respond because he still wasn’t done.

      “It’s settled. We’re canceling the show in Chicago and I’m moving in.”

      “You can’t cancel the show in Chicago, that’s a publicity and logistical nightmare,” I told him evenly.

      He grinned. “You’ve been spending too much fucking time with Mark.” Then he looked to my head and the stitches holding the aching cut together and he lost his grin. “And Sam’s made it quite apparent that Unquiet Mind gives no fucks about publicity nightmares. I’m not flying to the other side of the country with the memory of you on the bathroom floor surrounded by your own blood so fucking fresh in my mind. I’m stayin’ here, getting my shit together and moving in with you.”

      My stomach dipped with his words.

      “I slipped getting out of the bath,” I snapped. “It’s the first and last bath I’ll ever have. This isn’t something I’m going to make a habit out of. And it’s certainly not something that you’re going to use as leverage to move in.”

      Wyatt looked like he was about to argue—of course he was about to argue, but we were interrupted.

      The doctor chose that moment to come in, and Wyatt gave her every ounce of his attention, one hand on my stomach the other grasping mine. He held it too tight for me to rip it away. But then again, sudden fear at what Dr. Adams held in her hand, and what I could’ve done to my baby had me desperate for Wyatt’s hand to keep me from running away with my fear.

      “Is she okay?” Wyatt demanded.

      She smiled kindly. “The baby is fine.”

      Both of us exhaled at the same time.

      “But...”

      We both tensed again.

      “The fall was actually a good thing, because otherwise we might not have caught the pre-eclampsia until you were in some serious trouble.”

      My stomach turned and I squeezed Wyatt’s hand hard enough to break bones. He didn’t protest. Or even flinch.

      I’d done my research and I already knew about preeclampsia, since Mia suffered from it—since she almost fucking died from it. It only happened in eight percent of pregnancies, I was always a magnet for the worst-case scenario.

      “They’re going to be okay, though. You’re going to treat it.” Wyatt didn’t structure this as a question, this was a demand.

      “Had we not caught it earlier, it could’ve meant some serious trouble for both Emma and the baby,” she said. She smiled at me. “But thankfully you decided to take a bath tonight, because we did catch it and you’re only another month away from delivery, we can manage it and can reduce the danger.”

      “I want you to eliminate the fucking danger,” Wyatt demanded.

      I scowled at him. “Don’t swear at my favorite doctor,” I hissed. “She’s the only one I like, and I don’t want you to scare her away with your fucking rock star demands.”

      “And I’m not going to have you or my daughter in any fucking danger,” he countered.

      “It’s okay, I treat mostly celebrities and the elite, I’ve heard much worse,” Dr. Adams interrupted a fight that likely would’ve gone on for quite some time. “And unfortunately, Wyatt, the cure to preeclampsia is delivery.”

      She gave him a patient and soft look. She was used to dealing with children, after all. “We can’t completely eliminate the danger until the baby is born.” She glanced to the chart. “The good thing is, Emma’s only a month away from delivery and her bloodwork looks promising. We’ll monitor her closely, of course, I’ll need you to come in for check-ups regularly.” She focused on me. “I know that you’re gonna hate to hear this, but I’m going to recommend almost complete bed rest.”

      I grinned. “Are you kidding me? I’m not hating that. I can binge watch Netflix and enjoy my last month of peace before my daughter ruins it, because it doesn’t matter if she takes after her mother or father, she’s going to be chaos.”

      She smiled. “Babies are always chaos. Of the most beautiful kind. So complete bed rest means you need someone with you a lot to help look for the warning signs of a stroke or blood clot.”

      “She could have a fucking stroke?” Wyatt said, squeezing my hand, face pale.

      “In rare cases that eclampsia develops, yes,” Dr. Adams replied. “But if we keep Emma’s activity and stress level low for the next month then we shouldn’t have to worry about it.” Her phone buzzed and she glanced down. “I’m going to keep you for another few hours as a precaution, but then you’re free to go home.”

      And then she turned and left, and the weight of her diagnosis settled on my chest.

      The room echoed with the words ‘stroke’ and ‘blood clot’ and their meanings. Death. My own, I wasn’t afraid of. I didn’t want to die, not at all, but there was no way I’d live if my baby was lost. No fucking way.

      “That settles it, I’m moving in,” Wyatt said after a long silence.

      I turned my head to him. “She literally just said no stress, and you’re still going to make me argue with you on this?” I snapped.

      His face was hard. “She also said you need someone to monitor you. Nothing is happening to you or the baby, Emma. I won’t fucking let it. So no, you’re not going to argue about me moving in to make sure the two most precious things in my life are going to be kept safe.”

      I bit my lip. He had a point. And beyond that, I missed him. The weeks holding onto my anger and pain hadn’t insulated me against the bone-deep fucking need I had for him. Which was exactly what I was afraid of. Getting used to Wyatt only to have him yanked away from me.

      “Well, you can visit. Regularly,” I conceded.

      “Nope,” Wyatt gritted out.

      Shit.

      “I’ll get Noah to move in,” I said.

      “Noah isn’t the father of the fucking baby, and Noah isn’t me. I’m moving in, stop arguing,” Wyatt bit out.

      “No, I’ll won’t stop arguing because my space is sacred to me. And maybe before you broke my trust, I would’ve been able to let this happen, but I don’t trust you in my space. Plus, I have weird habits.”

      Wyatt’s mouth turned up slightly, but his eyes were still hard. “I’m well aware of your weird habits. I happen to love them.”

      I gritted my teeth. “No, you’re not.” I searched for examples. “Sometimes I don’t shower for three days. Other times I’ll eat cereal for breakfast, lunch, and dinner because the thought of having to think of something to cook is utterly boring. I watch vapid reality shows. I’m always leaving questionable yogurt in the refrigerator and I don’t recycle. I enjoy having these habits, and not being judged by them. One of the many reasons I’ve never had a roommate and I don’t want one. I don’t need you knowing all my dirty secrets.”

      He shrugged. “I’m gonna know them regardless. Once we get married.”

      I inhaled sharply. “What the actual fuck? We’re not getting married.”

      He glanced pointedly at my hospital gown. “Not right now.”

      “Not right ever,” I all but yelled.

      He kissed my jaw. “No stress, remember?”

      “Having you as the father of my baby is a guarantee that I’m always going to be stressed,” I shot back.

      “So that’s a yes?”

      I gritted my teeth. “That’s not a fucking yes.”
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* * *

      I was discharged from the hospital after a few hours.

      Not without Wyatt demanding Dr. Adams make house calls every day for the next month.

      Yes, every day.

      I’d lost the energy to argue.

      By the time we got to my apartment—after having to go through a horde of photographers at the gates—Wyatt’s stuff was already there. Along with Mark, Jenna, Noah, Lexie, Killian, Sam, and Gina.

      “By all means, everyone let yourselves in,” I muttered. But I had to say, I was happy to sink into Lexie’s embrace as she rushed at me.

      Wyatt’s jaw was hard as he seemed reluctant to relinquish me.

      “Oh my god, your head,” Lexie said after hugging me.

      I grinned. “I know, I’m going to have a really cool scar, like Harry Potter or something.”

      “Mark, Jenna, what the fuck are we doing about the vermin who are camped out at the gates?” Wyatt demanded. His eyes went to me. “If we were at the beach house, we wouldn’t have to deal with that.”

      I scowled at him.  “And if we were in a parallel universe where you actually got to have a say in things like where I live, I’d be in Hogwarts in Slytherin, because that’s where all the cool kids were.”

      “Gryffindor is the best,” Lexie cut in.

      “For goody-goodies like you, maybe,” I said. “But us dark ones need a little more mischief in our lives.” I winked at her.

      Lexie put her hand on my stomach. “Well, maybe not too much mischief from now until when the baby is born, huh?” Her eyes went misty. “You scared the shit out of us. Mom was hysterical.”

      I grinned. “I know, she sent me like twelve hundred texts. I called her on the way back from the hospital. She’s calmed down now.” I considered it. “Well, her version of calm.”

      “Emma, would you for fuck’s sake, sit the fuck down,” Wyatt snapped, glaring at me.

      “Wyatt, would you for fuck’s sake, stop ordering me around like you have some kind of right?” I replied.

      “Yep, she’s gonna be fine,” Sam cut in. “I feel like Wyatt’s definitely the one in danger here.”

      Everyone laughed.

      But Sam was wrong. With Wyatt, I was always in danger.
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* * *

      “You can sleep on the sofa,” I said to Wyatt after everyone left and he made it glaringly obvious he wouldn’t be leaving unless I ejected him bodily.

      Not only did I not have the physical strength to do so, I didn’t have the mental strength.

      “I’m sleeping with you,” he told me, like me getting a concussion and being put on bed rest erased this past month.

      My spine straightened. “No way in fuck are you sleeping with me. How do you even think that’s an option? Even if I wasn’t getting close to the size of a whale and tossed and turn for hours to get comfortable, you seem to be forgetting the fact that you forfeited the right to be in my bed the second you lied to me,” I hissed.

      Wyatt narrowed his eyes. “No, that right is gonna be mine forever,” he countered. “You want me to continue to be the asshole rock star that walked away from you, right?” he hissed. “Despite the fact I came back. Despite the fact I’m not going anywhere, now, or ever. It’s easier for you to be mad at me, hate me, because if you accept that I’m not leaving, then you have to accept you love me.”

      I blinked at him. “I don’t love you,” the lie was out of my mouth before I could think. Before I realized it was impossible to lie to Wyatt.

      “That’s a fucking lie, Emma.”

      I didn’t argue with him on that score. What was the point? But I couldn’t get myself to stop arguing.  “It’s a violent world, Wyatt. And the most violent act of all? Loving someone. I won’t hurt you, or more importantly, myself by doing that.”

      He glared at me. “It’s too fucking late for that, Emma.”

      The words hit the air with a way only the truth could. I pushed myself off the sofa, ignoring the way Wyatt tried to rush and help me as I did so.

      I scuttled back as quickly as I could being almost eight months pregnant and having a head injury.

      “That’s exactly why I can’t forgive you, Wyatt,” I said, my voice only slightly above a whisper. “Because I loved you when I knew it was a bad idea. And I knew that it would end in pain. But I did it anyway. I don’t blame you for breaking my heart, Wyatt. I blame myself for letting you.”

      To my horror, tears started to stream down my cheeks and Wyatt looked like I’d hit him.

      I turned and fled the room before I could expose any more of myself.
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* * *

      He entered the room quietly, the mute TV illuminating his silhouette.

      I didn’t say anything when he lurked in the doorway for a second. And he took my silence for what it was—permission.

      He had crossed the room and entered my bed for the time it took me to blink a few times. And then I was in his arms. I’d been tossing and turning for hours since I’d decided to try and sleep. Since I got bigger, it was damn near impossible to find a spot that worked to help me sleep.

      If I was honest, it was since the day I walked out on Wyatt.

      But he maneuvered me in his arms, and I sank into comfort the second he stilled. He smelled of the ocean. Of Wyatt. Of home.

      His hand settled on my stomach and he rubbed at it, exhaling as he did so.

      We didn’t speak for a long time.

      “What if I love her the wrong way?” I whispered my worst fear into the darkness.

      His hand paused at my stomach. “There’s no wrong way to love someone.”

      “You know there is,” I said, voice shaking.

      “No I don’t,” he argued. “I know what it feels like to be loved by you, and I know for a fact that it’s the farthest thing from wrong. Fuck, it’s the only right thing in this fucked-up world. And that love you have for me, it’s conditional. The love you have for our daughter is unconditional. It’s wired into your DNA. So she’s gonna be loved exactly the right amount, the right way.” He kissed my head. “Now go to sleep.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and did as I was told for once, in case I uttered a truth that I wasn’t ready for. That my love for him wasn’t conditional.
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      One Month Later

      “Here?” Wyatt said, biceps bulging as he held the sizeable canvas up slightly to the left of where I’d had him place it moments ago.

      I tilted my head, pretending to consider the placement when really I was perving at the way his shirt rode up to expose his tattooed and muscled skin.

      “Hmm, can you put it back to where it was before?” I asked.

      He gritted his teeth. “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re doin’, Emma,” he said, moving the canvas.

      I froze. I was supposed to still be mad at him. Despite the fact he slept in my bed every night and I slept in his arms, I’d been very clear on where we stood when the sun came up. To his credit, he hadn’t tried to push me further. Though, he’d moved into my apartment when I’d told him that was never going to happen, so he was likely pretty darn smug about that.

      I’d stopped being truly mad at him about a week ago and I was just clinging onto the distance because I was a coward. And because I had a baby to think about. Even if I told Wyatt I forgave him, we got back together—if that’s what we were before—it was always going to be temporary. We would fight, it would be ugly. And I would continue that cycle if it was just me and Wyatt. I’d continue it in a heartbeat. Because that pain was worth it for him.

      But it was not pain that I would let my daughter witness or feel.

      “You’re punishing me with manual labor because I didn’t let you go to the gallery,” he said, still holding the painting.

      I chewed my lip. I had made a big deal about it, but I wasn’t actually pissed or getting cabin fever like Wyatt thought. I was actually...enjoying myself. Lexie, Mia, Noah, Gina, Sam, and Ava were constant visitors. With that barrel of crazy, I was never bored.

      The rest of the domestic tour had been canceled, and I’d expected a barrage of hate online since me being rushed to the hospital had made the news. Instead, me and Wyatt got an outpouring of love and understanding. It was strange to get positivity from the masses when I’d been expecting the worst. Sometimes people weren’t shitty. It was a surprise.

      Because of the canceled tour, Wyatt had nowhere to be. He flat out refused to do any interviews or press, go to any parties, or do anything that took him out of the apartment for more than a few hours.

      And I liked that.

      Of course I made noises about being able to take care of myself and that he was being unreasonable, but I never actively argued about his almost constant presence.

      I liked having him in my space that I’d been so fierce to protect from another human. I’d been convinced that if I let someone into my home my illusion of safety would shatter. Instead, I realized I’d never felt safe until Wyatt moved in.

      “Yes,” I lied, back to the conversation about the painting. “That’s exactly what I’m doing. Plus, you’re looking a little chubby, the workout’s good for you.”

      He worked out once a day in my apartment’s gym complex. Sometimes I snuck down to spy on him. He was not at all getting a little chubby.

      He grinned and I felt it in between my legs. “You’re getting a little chubby too, sugar. Big burrito last night?” he teased.

      I flipped him the bird.

      He responded by putting the canvas down and hammered in a nail for it.

      I watched him put the painting up in the first place he’d suggested half an hour ago. He stood back, regarding it.

      It was a piece I’d been wanting for an age. And I’d been yet to track it down. Me, one of the best curators in the world.

      Wyatt, of all people, had found it. He saw me frowning at the image of it a couple of nights before. Like if I stared at it long enough, I’d get an email from the various collectors I’d contacted about it.

      “My buddy has that painting.”

      I gaped up at him, not even snapping for reading over my shoulder. “Can you get him to sell it?”

      He grinned. “You want it?”

      I nodded.

      “Then yeah, I can.”

      And he did.

      It was another one of the paintings hung at the gallery in Washington. One of the ones I’d stared at for hours, one I’d taken home with me in my mind, reassure me that I was not alone in my pain. Because the painting was painful to look at, it wasn’t calming or beautiful. That’s why I liked it.

      “Does it make you uncomfortable?” I asked as we stared at the harsh and violent brush strokes.

      He frowned in response, still staring at the canvas. I liked that. Loved that. Most people would glance at it, decide what response would make them sound the most cultured and spout it off without thought. Not very many people felt art anymore. Let it sink into them.

      But then again, Wyatt was an artist, his canvas was a stage, his tool a bass.

      “True art makes you uncomfortable,” I said, moving to stand. “It makes you question your life after and before looking at it. It makes you imagine what the artist was living when they painted it. But the answer is they were living the painting. And we’re all living art. And if life doesn’t make you uncomfortable, then it’s not living.” My voice was less than a whisper by the time I was finished.

      He wasn’t staring at the painting anymore. He was staring at me with more intensity than I’d ever seen someone look at something. “Yeah,” he murmured.

      “Wyatt,” I warned. “Don’t fucking look at me like that.”

      “Like what?” His voice was sex.

      I swallowed roughly. “You know what.”

      He stepped forward, advancing on me. “Like I love you?”

      The words hit me. He hadn’t pushed the boundaries since I moved in. He’d said some Wyatt-like things that made my stomach flutter and pussy tighten, but I’d managed to restrain myself. He rested his hand on my stomach when we were watching TV together and at night held me when I slept, but he’d never tried for more. He was waiting for me to make the first move, I knew that.

      It seemed now, a week out from my due date, he was sick of waiting.

      “You don’t want to love me,” I whispered.

      His gaze darkened. “Lovin’ you wasn’t a choice,” he rasped, placing his hand on my neck. “It’s a lifetime commitment.” His other hand was flat on my belly. “Just like this.”

      I didn’t try to get away from him. “I’m not easy to love,” I said. “I’m not going to be your biggest fan, let you get away with everything, let you treat me like you did that day. I’m not gonna worship at your fucking altar like the rest of the world does because of your smile, your hair, your body, your tattoos or your talent.”

      “I know,” he whispered. “That’s why I want you to marry me, to spend your life with me. Because you’re not my fan, you’re my equal. And if anyone’s going to worship at someone’s altar, it’s gonna be me.” He kissed the side of my neck. “Because of your cynicism, because of your pain, your strength, your scars.” His hands rubbed at my stomach. “Your heart, your smile, your damaged and magnificent soul. I don’t give a fuck if the world worships me. If you don’t. I just give a fuck if you’re by my side, not at my knees.”

      I was about to melt right then, in his arms, fuck the consequences, fuck everything. But my baby had other ideas. More specifically, being born.

      Wetness poured down my leg, a lot more than just being turned on by Wyatt’s words.

      Wyatt looked down at the puddle at our feet. “Holy fuck.”

      I did too. “Yeah,” I sighed. “She has good timing.”

      He grinned up at me. “More like she approves of her mom and dad getting their shit together just in time for her to be born.”
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* * *

      Wyatt didn’t freak out after my water broke. I didn’t expect him to. I could trust him to take care of me. And he did. He got me a change of clothes, hoisted the baby bag I’d had packed for a week on his shoulder and helped me to his car.

      He lost his calm slightly when the car was followed by the paps who had been camped out at my apartment, aware of my due date, but he’d quickly reined it in once we got to the private hospital away from all the cameras.

      I spent my time trying not to freak out about the human I was about to push out of my vagina and everything that had gone down between Wyatt and me before my water broke. His hand had stayed firmly in mine the entire ride, sometimes he’d lift it and place his lips on my palm, asking if contractions had started.

      “If my contractions had started, I wouldn’t be sitting here holding your hand, I’d be cursing you five ways to Sunday for doing this to me,” I said pleasantly.

      He grinned. “I’ll make sure they get you the drugs as soon as possible,” he promised.

      I almost agreed to marry him right then and there, but I found my restraint and then we were distracted by the entire check-in process and the whole, me giving birth thing.

      I guessed if I was going to give birth, then I was pretty lucky to have the father be someone like Wyatt, as the hospital was sleek, quiet and everyone was soft-spoken and calm. I felt like I was in a fucking spa.

      I’d been put in a wheelchair, and protested loudly about the fact I could walk, totally ruining the zen atmosphere.

      “You’re having a fucking baby, Emma,” Wyatt snapped. “Get in the fucking wheelchair.”

      It seemed that we were both adept at ruining the zen atmosphere.

      Though the nurses hadn’t blinked, nor had they protested when Wyatt demanded he’d be pushing the wheelchair.

      “Can you be any more of a demanding asshole rock star?” I asked, craning my head to give him a look.

      “If it’s asshole and demanding to want to push my woman in a wheelchair when she’s about to push my daughter into this world, then I’ll own that title, baby,” he shot back.

      I was silent for a moment, turning back to look straight forward. “I’m not your woman,” I muttered.

      “Keep tellin’ yourself that,” he said, smile in his voice.

      When we got to the room they’d assigned to me, I gaped around it. “This is where I’m giving birth?”

      “That’s what they tell me,” Wyatt said, voice light.

      “This is nicer than my apartment.” He wheeled me farther into the room that smelled of lavender. Fucking lavender. Not of sterile cleaning products failing to completely cover the smell of vomit and death that was the fragrance of most hospitals.

      The nurses readied a large bed with a plush comforter.

      There was a corner sofa overlooking a view of the city. A small but fancy kitchenette with an espresso machine, fucking espresso. A plasma TV.

      “It was almost worth getting knocked up by you just to chill out in here while I have a baby,” I said as Wyatt helped me up and into the bed.

      He grinned. “Glad to hear it.” He kissed my head.

      I let him.

      The moment stretched on between us, neither of us wanting to break eye contact. I was wrong when I said that little pocket of silence at the beach house couldn’t be replicated or taken with us. We had it right here, in the ridiculous delivery room at the fancy hospital when I was about to ruin my vagina and have my daughter.

      Searing pain through my stomach cut through the moment.

      “Fucking hell that hurts!” I screamed. “I take it back,” I hissed at a worried looking Wyatt. “It was not worth getting knocked up by you.”

      He grinned, but it was tinged with a lot of concern as nurses gently took my vitals and muttered about contractions.

      “I’m not sure how it works in the fancy hospitals, if I get a nice menu in which to pick my cocktail of drugs, but I’m going to need that, like yesterday,” I said to one of the nurses.

      She smiled good-naturedly.

      “I’m not joking.” I scowled at Wyatt. “Tell her I’m not joking. Go and be a demanding rock star and get me the fucking drugs.”

      He grinned again. Kissed my head again. “Your wish is my command.”
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* * *

      Wyatt came back with a Dr. Adams in tow.

      She was smiling.

      I’d always thought I’d liked her, but the fact she was slim, not having contractions and smiling made me decided I fucking hated her.

      “First off, I’m telling you the anesthetist will be here in a few minutes to give you your epidural,” she said, glancing to the machines I was hooked up to.

      Okay, I was back to loving her again.

      “I just wanted to come and check in, let you know we’ll be monitoring your vitals closely to eliminate any complications with the pregnancy.”

      She moved to the end of the bed, moving the comforter away and splitting my legs to inspect my situation downstairs.

      “Eyes up,” I commanded Wyatt, who looked like he was about to move down that way. “I know it’s been awhile for us” —I gave him a pointed look— “your fault. But you want to get in there ever again, you do not scar yourself with whatever is going on down there.”

      He chuckled, coming to kiss my head. “What’s going on down there is beautiful, sugar.”

      I rolled my eyes. “That’s bullshit that movies tell you to trick women into getting pregnant. When in reality it’s more like a fucking horror movie.”

      Dr. Adams gently moved my legs down and covered me. “I’m thinking that you’re not going to have to endure for too much longer, you’re already eight centimeters. Your daughter’s in a hurry.”

      Wyatt smirked. “She takes after her mom. No patience.”

      I gritted my teeth through a contraction. “Well, she takes after her father, being an asshole.”

      “You can’t call your daughter an asshole right before you give birth to her,” he snapped.

      “You get to say that when you’ve got someone squeezing your cervix with The Hulk’s grip. Until then, shut the fuck up,” I gritted out.

      “I’ll just go and check on that epidural,” Dr. Adams said, smile in her voice.

      “That’s probably best for Wyatt’s health,” I muttered.
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* * *

      “I never asked you about your parents,” I said, breathing heavily.

      We were still waiting on the anesthetist who I decided I hated. If they didn’t come soon, I was giving this entire hospital a shitty Yelp review.

      He glanced down at me. “Now’s not exactly the time to get into childhood trauma, you’re about to give birth.”

      I gritted my teeth through the pain of a contraction. “No, now is exactly the time. I’m not bringing my daughter into the world until I know it. I knew your parents did something to you and I was so high and mighty about my own pain and trauma I didn’t want to know yours. Not because I didn’t think it could measure up to mine but because pain is a connection between people. If we shared that, I was scared about how close it would bring us.”

      Wyatt froze. His hand pushing hair from my face. “Fucking only you would spend the whole part of the pregnancy yelling at me. And chose the part where you’re actually allowed to yell and scream at me to be sweet.”

      I grinned. “We never were ones to follow the rules.”

      He leaned down to kiss me hard and fast on the lips. “No, babe. We’re not.” He moved back, reaching over for the cold, lemon-scented flannel from a cabinet beside the bed.

      Yes, the lemon scented flannel.

      “Seems a bit fucked up to be tellin’ my story when you’re in this much pain,” he said. “When you went through so much pain in your childhood, real pain. Mine pales in comparison.”

      I blinked at him. “Pain is pain, Wyatt. There’s no measure. Not comparison. If someone hurt you, it matters. I’ve been an asshole for not wanting to know earlier.”

      He kissed my head. “You’re my favorite asshole.”

      I smirked through the haze of pain. “It’s poetry like that that had me falling in love with you.”

      He froze, and I was well aware that it was the first time I’d said it since my father’s funeral, since our fight.

      “I’m tired of pretending I’m not in love with you,” I whispered in response to his expression.

      He sighed, resting his forehead against mine. “Thank fuck.”

      He moved to kiss me long and hard in a way that was totally not appropriate for the delivery room.

      I loved it.

      He leaned back, eyes roving over my likely blotchy and sweaty face. “You’re beautiful,” he said.

      I grinned. “You’re a liar.”

      He grinned back. “You really want to know about my parents now?”

      I nodded. “Really. I need to know your pain. I want it all.”

      He sucked in a breath. “They didn’t hit me, either of them. Mostly ‘cause they’re cowards. Also ‘cause they were smart enough to know bruises raised questions.” He sucked in a breath. “Everyone thinks my dad was the main asshole, but it was both of them. My mom wasn’t the maternal, loving person she played in fucking PTA meetings. If anything, she was worse than my dad.”

      He took a moment to reach down to the ice chips that were delivered constantly, letting me sip on some. Crunching, I motioned for him to continue.

      He sighed. “When I was a kid, I remember she’d pinch me. For no reason. ‘Til I cried. Then she’d tell me real men didn’t cry. And that I wasn’t a real man.” He shook his head. “She had her fair share of issues, fucked-up childhood that she decided not to learn from, but to pass on. My dad, he wasn’t as bad. He didn’t do shit when he saw Mom doing her fucked-up shit, even when he walked in on her holding me under in the bath long enough for me to pass out.”

      I flinched at the words. At the agony in them. Contractions were nothing compared to this shit. To this knowledge. I’d known abuse in my past. But that didn’t mean more of it didn’t surprise me. Fucking horrify me.

      Wyatt stroked my head at my motion. “Babe, we don’t have to do this now.”

      “We do,” I argued. “I need this.”

      “Fuck if I can say no to you,” he muttered. “I grew up, my dad took more of an interest, trained me to play ball like he did. He was good in school. Not good enough to go pro, I suspect he was bitter as fuck about that.” He shrugged. “Wanted to live through me. Don’t know, don’t really give a fuck. I was good at it, but I hated it. Hated the jocks and the whole farce of it all. It didn’t mean anything, not to me, anyway. Music meant something to me. Music was everything to me. Even if it was for “pussies” and “fags” according to my dad.”

      I decided I was going to call in my marker with my Russian friends. For Wyatt’s parents.

      And he wasn’t fucking done.

      “Day I started the band, they stopped talking to me,” he said, voice even, but eyes full of scars. “Literally stopped acknowledging my existence. It was fucked up. Even though I hated them, it fucked me up.” His gaze seared into mine. “That shit made me promise myself I’d never have kids, ‘cause I didn’t want to carry on my polluted bloodline. ‘Cause I was selfish, maybe. That’s why I was an asshole, a piece of shit when I found out. Fuck, that’s why I got so fucked up that night we made her.” He laid his palm on my stomach. “Got a call from my dad. First one in six years. First time he’d spoken to me. Asking for money. Of course. I was surprised it didn’t come sooner. Thought I was over it. Done with them. Turned out they weren’t done with me. Hence the blackout. But right now, I’ll write my father a fucking thank you card for everything he did to me. Mom too. Because it all led me here. To you. No way am I regretting a second of that pain in my past for what I’ve got in my present. My future.”

      “Wyatt,” I whispered, my voice broken. I wanted to salve his wounds with pretty words, promises of love, of how amazing he was, anything a softer woman would’ve been able to conjure up. But I wasn’t soft. And I knew better than anyone that words couldn’t cure anything. “We really are a match made in psychologically fucked up hell,” I said instead.

      He kissed me again. “You make hell feel like heaven, babe. So I’m okay with that. Long as you don’t decide to walk away from me again.”

      “I don’t think I can,” I admitted, unable to be dishonest to Wyatt after he’d exposed himself like that to me.

      His eyes flared.  “Good.”

      And the anesthetist that I’d been cursing chose that moment to walk in. I hated her for the intrusion. I didn’t give a shit about numbing the pain now. Not when I had Wyatt’s inside of me. I wanted to feel pain. Wanted to feel him.

      But even after she injected me in the spine, and my lower body numbed, the pain didn’t go away.

      I hoped it never would.

      “Ready to have a baby now?” Wyatt asked once I was situated on my back, the strange pinching feeling subsiding.

      “No,” I admitted.

      He kissed my hand. “How about we do it anyway?”

      And we did.
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      Wyatt

      “I did it?” Emma’s voice was weak and dreamy, the first time Wyatt had ever heard her utter words without a backbone attached to him.

      He kissed her head and could barely contain how much he fucking loved her. And their daughter.

      Their. Fucking. Daughter.

      “You did it,” he whispered.

      She struggled to lift her head. “She’s okay?” Her voice was slightly frantic, panicked.

      Wyatt pushed the hair from her sticky head. “She’s fine. She’s perfect.”

      It wasn’t a lie. She was covered in stuff that Wyatt didn’t want to think about, she was red and splotchy and screaming, but she was the most perfect thing he’d ever seen in his life.

      Emma exhaled, sinking back into the pillow like she’d only been holding herself up out of sheer force of will, needing to know her daughter was okay. And she had been worried about what kind of mother she’d be. The best fucking kind. Wyatt knew that for a fact.

      “You’re going to take care of her, right, Wyatt?” she asked.

      The tone of her voice suddenly terrified Wyatt. It was too light against the air. It seemed too fucking temporary.

      He snatched her hand, if only to make sure he had a hold onto her. “We’re going to take care of her, equally, I know how much that means to you, fourth wave feminism and all that,” he teased, trying to keep his voice light.

      She smiled, and again, that scared the utter fucking shit out of him. Because it was a lazy, peaceful smile that wasn’t at home on Emma’s face. “No, you’ll do it the best. I know you’ll be a good father.” She paused. “I love you, Wyatt. I said it wasn’t love at first sight. But I lied. I always lie about the important stuff when it comes to you. But just remember that.”

      He leaned forward, needing to look for a doctor to check on Emma, but also too scared to take his eyes off her. Like she might fade away if he moved his gaze, if he breathed too fucking hard. “I don’t need to remember it because you’re going to remind me. Every day.”

      She smiled and his bones chilled. Then her brows furrowed, her eyes went horrifically vacant and her grip suddenly tightened on his hand. And then her entire body started to jerk, violently.

      “I need some help!” he screamed at the doctors who were already rushing around Emma, pushing him out of the way. But he didn’t want to let go of her hand. He couldn’t. Because he had a strange kind of certainty he’d never hold it again.

      “Sir, we need you to let go and move aside so we can help her,” one of the nurses said.

      Wyatt held onto Emma harder.

      It turned out they needed three orderlies to get him to let her go.

      And then Noah and Sam had to be called in after he punched one trying to get back to her after Emma flatlined.

      He didn’t remember much after that. The hours were a graveyard where the only living thing was his daughter lying on his bare chest.

      “It’s important for you to form a skin to skin connection to her when she’s first born,” Emma said, her face screwed up as she read on the iPad. It was balanced on the bump that almost needed its own zip code.

      Not a description he’d used out loud.

      Emma threw a can of soup at Sam when he said something along the same lines.

      It hit him square in the forehead and the fucker still had a bruise.

      She was big, but the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. Big with his child. His daughter. And she was softening. Not enough to let him kiss her, to take the shutters from behind her eyes, to cross the distance between them, but enough.

      “Skin to skin contact is important,” he said.

      She scowled and it hit him in the dick. It was fucked up, but the more withering looks she gave him, the more it turned him on. But then again, it was Emma. Everything turned him on.

      Plus, he was sleeping in bed with her every single night, aching to take her, to kiss her, to be inside her again. It tested every inch of his willpower to wait for her to realize he wasn’t going anywhere. To forgive him. She had to make the first move. He’d taken control from her by leaking the story, he was going to give it back, even if his balls exploded.

      “Well here it says that skin to skin contact with the newborn actually rewires the father’s brain...just in time too,” she muttered. “Even though you’re being an asshole now and in general, you’ve got to promise to get your shirt off right when she’s born. It will help her have a good connection with you and you with her.”

      Wyatt furrowed his brows, hating the shadows in her eyes, in her voice. Shadows he knew were from her fucking mother and father.

      “Emma, I’m gonna have a connection with her.” He moved to put his hand on her belly, he couldn’t help it. Going from having full access to Emma’s body and then having nothing was enough to drive him crazy.

      She didn’t push his hand away. Another victory.

      “I already have a connection with her,” he said, voice low. “She’s my world.” He met her eyes. “One half of it at least.”

      He had one half of his world sleeping soundly on his chest.

      The other half was fighting for her life in ICU.
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* * *

      Three Days Later

      “This is like fucking Groundhog Day,” Sam muttered, running his hands through his hair in frustration. In grief. “I’m going to make Emma so miserable when she wakes up for doing this.” He looked to Wyatt with red-rimmed eyes. “She’s gonna wake up, you know.” His voice was firm. A prayer. “She’s gonna wake up and her first words will be an insult to you and it’ll all be good.”

      Wyatt didn’t have the energy to fight him on that. Easy for him to say, he was holding his wife in his arms. He woke up with Gina today, Gina who was not hooked up to life support, who spoke, breathed and held their son on her own.

      Emma hadn’t even held their daughter.

      Wyatt was beginning to forget what she felt like. What her voice sounded like. It scared the fuck out of him. Like she was fading from his memories the harder he tried to hold onto her.

      No one had left the hospital since they all arrived expecting to welcome a new life into the world. Instead, they just fucking waited while the world decided if it was going to take a life from them.

      Wyatt didn’t have it in him to talk to anyone, to acknowledge Lexie or Mia as they tried to comfort him. The only thing that comforted him even slightly was their beautiful daughter. He held her every chance he got, sitting beside Emma’s bed, watching her, glued to her heart monitor, terrified it would flat line again. He told himself if he just sat there and stared hard enough, it would stay steady. Emma would stay. It was bullshit, but everyone clung to bullshit instead of reality when their world was falling apart.

      Dr. Adams appeared in the room the band had claimed, closest to ICU as they could manage.

      Wyatt was up immediately, his stomach was in his boots.

      “Emma?” he demanded.

      “She’s awake,” she said. “Has been for some time, but it takes a little for patients to get back their faculties after something like this.”

      Wyatt inhaled and exhaled twice. The first time he’d breathed easy in three days.

      “And she’s mad at you,” she added.

      He grinned, but it was weak and empty. “Of course she is.”

      He all but sprinted into the room where Emma had been fighting for her life.

      “Emma,” he exhaled the second he laid eyes on her, sitting up in bed, scowling. The most beautiful scowl he’d ever fucking seen. He was at her side in a heartbeat, holding her face in his hands, cataloging everything he’d been so sure he was going to forget, sear it into his mind.

      “You promised me that you weren’t going to let them put me in one of these fucking polyester gowns,” she snapped.

      He sighed at her voice. Fucking music. Better than any melody he could make up. He answered her by kissing her, long and hard and full of all of his panic from the past three days.

      “You promise me you’re never gonna scare me like that, I’ll make it happen,” he murmured against her mouth.

      Her eyes were lazy. “Okay,” she whispered. “Where is she?” she demanded after a second. “Raven?”

      “Raven?” he repeated.

      They hadn’t given her a name yet. And obviously he and Emma had argued too much before the birth to decide on one.

      “Did you just name our daughter, and yell at me after waking up from a coma?” he asked.

      She grinned. “Of course. I never play by the rules, you know that.”

      He kissed her again.

      And then he was interrupted by the nurses bringing in the other half of his world.

      Emma’s eyes were wide in wonder and love as he placed their daughter on her chest, her little fists clenched and wide blue eyes taking in her mother for the first time.

      A tear trailed down his cheek.

      “She’s perfect,” Emma whispered.

      “You both are,” he told her honestly.

      People called him lucky ‘cause of his image, bank balance, fucking hairstyle. But that meant shit. Right here, in this hospital room, after the worst three days of his existence, he knew for certain he was the luckiest fucker to ever live.
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* * *

      Emma

      Life after having a baby isn’t joyous, no matter what Hollywood or Hallmark tries to tell you. This is leaving out the part where I almost died from a stroke and had to be put in intensive care for the first three days of my daughter’s life.

      Though I was unconscious and oblivious to that horror, waking up to see what it had etched into Wyatt’s face told me it was bad.

      But no, even after I was given the all clear from the doctor and allowed to go home with my so-beautiful-she-hurt-to-look-at daughter and my rock star...whatever Wyatt was, it was the most horrible time in my life, which was saying a lot, considering my childhood.

      It wasn’t just the pain, the fact that going to the bathroom was an event so painful I almost passed out and the nurses had to basically force me to pee.

      No, that was fucking horrific too, and the very real realization that my vagina would never be the same again. The diapers were something I didn’t even want to think about.

      The physical stuff wasn’t great, but it wasn’t it.

      I had a beautiful, pure, absolutely fucking magnificent little human being. One that was mine. One that relied on me to protect her from the world, to teach her about it, to nurture her.

      And that terrified me to my bones, the weight of that so heavy I couldn’t get out of bed in the first days coming back from the hospital.

      I knew that I had to. I knew that my crying, fragile baby needed me to get up and feed her. Change her. Take care of her.

      But the thought of doing that made me physically ill. The thought of even touching my beautiful daughter filled me with so much revulsion that I couldn’t keep down anything more than water. Because I’d corrupt her. I didn’t know how to love. To take care of a human being. She deserved so much more than me. She deserved a Mia. A Lexie. A Gina.

      Not a colossal fuckup like me.

      The doctors—the ones that Wyatt forced to come to my house because I couldn’t get out of bed—said it was post-natal depression.

      “Common in new mothers,” one said.

      Common. The word hit me physically. As if this feeling wasn’t unique. As if I wasn’t. As if all new mothers experienced it, but managed to rise above the heavy and lead-like fog that set upon them with the birth of their child.

      And I couldn’t get out of bed, couldn’t hold my fucking child.

      More proof that I wasn’t meant to be a mother.

      “Especially with your history,” the doctor continued, glancing at the iPad which contained my details.

      Dr. Adams had been called away to another patient on the other side of the country. So I’d been treated by the best doctor in L.A., one who knew nothing about me apart from my ‘history’ neatly summarized on his screen.

      My history being my own depression that no one apart from Wyatt—not even Lexie knew about.

      Wyatt knew already, and he demanded to be in the room while the doctors spoke to me, and I didn’t have the energy to force him out. I didn’t have the energy to protect my pride, something I’d guarded so fiercely before. All of my strength was going toward carrying the truth of the fact I’d made the biggest mistake of my life having Rae.

      Wyatt had been silent when the doctor spoke about how people suffering from clinical depression often experienced a stronger bout of post-natal depression.

      When the doctor left, after giving me a prescription, of course they had a quota to keep, a percentage of the population that needed to be numbed from reality because it was too fucking brutal. I was now safe to take those little white pills again, should I wish it.

      Wyatt didn’t speak for a long time, didn’t probe me. But then again, Wyatt had changed since our daughter was laid in his arms—since he turned up at Lexie’s six months ago, if I wanted to be honest—something had clicked in him. He hadn’t said a word about the fact I couldn’t get up to our screaming child. That he had to feed her formula because the thought of breastfeeding my beautiful daughter with something that came out of me filled me with terror.

      He changed every diaper.

      He held her in his arms, lying beside me in bed, watching movies and TV shows with me, not speaking, apart from to murmur at the baby every now and then. He didn’t ask me why I wouldn’t hold her, didn’t press me.

      Well, until he called the doctors in, of course. But I think that might’ve been more for the fact I collapsed trying to use the bathroom and it became apparent that I was acutely malnourished. Yeah, that got him doing something.

      “You need to say something,” I blurted after Wyatt’s silence was unbearable.

      His gaze was even, soft. “Will it help if I say something?”

      I chewed my lip. “Yeah, because then I won’t think you’re standing there judging me for being a weak person...a bad mother,” I whispered the last part because the truth of it screamed in my skull.

      He was across the room in a second, sitting on the side of the bed and clutching my neck, forcing me to meet his eyes. “You’re not gonna say that shit,” he hissed. His grip tightened to the point of pain, it almost nudged away the numbness that had settled over me.

      Almost.

      “You’re one of the strongest people I know,” he growled. “You are also the most stubborn.” The corner of his mouth turned up. “You refused to let the people help you when you were struggling because you wanted to make it on your own. Making it on your own has always been the hard way, when no one would’ve judged you for taking the easy way, fuck I prayed for it sometimes when I saw how skinny you got, and how it had nothin’ to do with some stupid diet and everything to do with the fact you couldn’t afford to feed yourself.”

      He gripped harder. “You couldn’t afford to feed yourself, yet you flew to L.A. on your own dime to support Lexie, support us at award shows. We shoved our fuckin’ lifestyle in your face, eatin’ at pretentious restaurants, stayin’ at fancy hotels, whittling money away like water while you were wasting away.”

      He shook himself. Physically shook himself.

      “Damn near killed me, seein’ that,” he whispered. “Know it fucked with everyone who cared about you. But everyone who knew you knew that there was no way you were getting out of that other than yanking yourself out. And I had faith.”

      His gaze was unyielding. “Not once did I doubt it. I hated that your journey had to be such a hard one, babe. Hated it. But I knew you’d make it.” He looked around my bedroom.

      One that was pretty much his, now. I’d refused to go back to the beach house, and he hadn’t said a word in protest. Though, I had carte blanche to demand things after almost dying having Wyatt’s baby.

      “You made it,” he continued. “You work at a job that is usually cushy and safe and somehow turned into it into some adventure seeking shit that takes you to war zones. Because you’re comfortable in war zones. You thrive in them. I fucking hate it. I hate that I love it about you more than anything.” He paused. “And in regard to that bullshit about you not bein’ a good mother...” He trailed off, moving his hand down to expose my belly, still sporting a bump and evidence of what I’d grown inside it.

      He gazed at it with reverence, a worship so deep I didn’t even have it in me to feel self-conscious.

      “Since the moment you started growing our daughter inside you, you’ve been the best mother I’ve known.” He glanced back up at me, eyes haunted. “You protected our daughter from...me. From my bullshit. You were strong enough to make the decision to keep her when I was actually up my own ass far enough to think there was another option. I’m forever in your debt for saving our daughter. For carrying her. For giving birth to her.” He paused, clenching his jaw. “For almost dying bringing her into this world.”

      He stroked my jaw and his hand tightened at my neck as if he had to make sure I was still here, in this bed.

      “You’re givin’ yourself shit because you’ve taken three days in bed while you spent nine months caring for her?” he asked.  “That makes you a bad mother?” He shook his head.  “Yeah, fuck that. I can’t even imagine what’s going through your head right now, I’m thinking those thoughts are thorns, created and grown by those asshole parents of yours. I wish I could rip them from you, so you didn’t have to bleed. But I also know you’re not the beautiful fucking rose you are without your thorns. That they make you who you are. You’ve had a lifetime of bleeding from them. And now you’re giving yourself time to heal, and still you’re givin’ yourself shit about that. I’m not gonna let you do that.”

      A tear rolled down my cheek. His words puncturing through the layers of numbness and self-pity.

      “But what if I’m like them, Wyatt?” I voiced my greatest fear. “What if there was a part of me, a part of me that’s them, something ugly and evil that’s lain dormant, waiting to grow and change me, and hurt...” I trailed off. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t even finish that sentence.

      “Nothing inside you is ugly,” Wyatt said without hesitation. “Not even the ugliest of your memories. Because you’ve turned them into something painfully beautiful.” He paused. “The fact that you even uttered that sentence, the fact you’ve been making yourself sick for days out of fear that you’ll somehow hurt our daughter proves just how unlike them you are. Bad people rarely take stock of their actions, they don’t mentally flagellate themselves with fear of hurting people. Only good people do that, Em. Good parents. You’re both of those things. And I’m gonna make sure I remind you of that, every day. And our little girl will also remind you of that.” He leaned forward to lay his lips on mine.

      I relaxed into the touch, into him.

      “You don’t have to rush to get your shit together. I’m not going anywhere. Neither is Rae.”

      I blinked at him, more tears ran down my cheeks.
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* * *

      Wyatt’s pretty and ugly words didn’t jerk me out of my depression.

      It didn’t work that way.

      But they helped a lot.

      So did his constant presence. His patience.

      And the constant presence of everyone in my life that cared about me, that never let a day—with Mia, an hour—go by without a phone call, a text, a funny cat meme—Sam—or a delivery of various health food—Lexie.

      Love didn’t insulate you against pain, but it made you able to live with it that much better.

      I worked up the courage to hold our daughter.

      It was the middle of the night, Wyatt was finally sleeping, after who knew how long existing on snatched naps and a lot of coffee. He hadn’t complained once. Then again, his lifestyle gave him experience with functioning with sleep deprivation. I extracted myself from his arms without him noticing, which was a feat in itself, considering he never let me go without waking. A testament to how tired he was.

      I crept into the nursery, where Rae was whimpering quietly. She was yet to scream like we were promised newborns would.

      I stared at her in her crib for a moment, and she quieted, her large blue eyes focusing on me with too much comprehension for a human being that was only a week old.

      I reached down slowly, hesitant to stroke her head. My entire body relaxed with the contact.

      “Hey,” I whispered.

      Without hesitation, I leaned down, lifted her from the crib and into my arms. She fit perfectly. I was terrified of how tiny she was, how breakable. But I was also aware of how perfect she was in my arms.

      I walked her over to the rocking chair in the corner, carefully sitting myself down with mild discomfort.

      “This is your fault,” I whispered. “I can’t even sit in a fucking chair right now because of the havoc you wreaked coming out.” I started to rock slowly. “I probably shouldn’t say ‘fuck’ around an infant, but with me and your dad, I’m guessing it’s going to be your first word.”

      I continued to rock, and she continued to stare at me, not crying, just watching. I cataloged every inch of her tiny face.

      “I’m scared to be your mom,” I whispered. “Scared I’ll do it wrong. But I love you. And your dad says that’s enough. And he loves you. I know that’s more than enough. Just promise me you’ll go easy on me, I’ll do my best not to drop you on your head.”

      I laid my lips on her tiny, delicate head, inhaling the pure and simple baby smell.

      I didn’t know how long I sat there rocking for.

      Hours, probably, since the sun was coming up by the time Wyatt found me.

      Rae was asleep in my arms.

      “If I wake up to this every morning, I’m gonna be the luckiest fucker on planet earth,” he murmured from the doorway.

      I blinked at him, sleep-rumpled, shirtless, wearing sweats slung low on his hips.

      My stomach dropped with love. With desire.

      He walked over to us, moving me ever so slightly so he could sit beside me on the large rocking chair he’d likely bought for this precise reason.

      I restrained a flinch.

      But he caught it. He was Wyatt.

      “Fuck, sorry, Em.” He kissed my temple.

      “It’s not you that’s got to apologize,” I said. I nodded down to the universe sleeping in my arms. “It’s her. But I guess I’ve got to forgive her.”

      He grinned, looking down at our daughter. “Guess so.”

      We were silent for a long moment, the pocket of peace from the beach house proving to be portable once more.

      “You know that night, how I said I was only figuring out how to be a human being so I couldn’t be a father?” he asked finally.

      I nodded because I didn’t want to speak. I couldn’t.

      His hand settled on the small tuft of hair on the little being that held my whole heart—my whole world—in her tiny fists. “I think it’s becoming a father that shows me how to become a human being,” he whispered. “I would never have asked to be a father. To be responsible for another human.” He glanced down. “The universe saw fit to give me a lot of shit I asked for. And thank fuck it gave me the one thing I didn’t. Because it was the only thing I really needed. Will ever need.” He looked up from our daughter. “Well, almost.” He laid his lips on mine. “Em, will you marry me?”

      I kissed him back, long and slow. “No,” I whispered against his lips.

      He blinked, but his eyes twinkled. “I’ll keep asking you, even if it takes forever.”

      I smiled. “Good thing I’m prepared for forever of you.”
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      Three Years Later

      “Marry me,” he murmured, hand on my stomach, bass slung over his back, seconds away from going out on stage.

      Sam and Gina were trying to wrangle their son—who was always stage-side when his daddy was playing. Killian and Lexie were setting Ava up with her brother in their dressing room, and Wyatt and I were having a familiar argument.

      I covered his hand with my own, over the swell of my almost eight-month pregnant belly. This pregnancy had been much easier than the first—for me at least. Wyatt had been almost giving himself morning sickness with the worry he went through. And he’d almost made me have a nice twenty-five year long stay at a state penitentiary for his murder he was that protective. And considering the way he was the first time around when we weren’t even together, it was a lot.

      Granted, I wasn’t the one that had to watch me have a mother effing stroke minutes after delivering our daughter nor did I have to see me in intensive care just like he did.

      So I cut him some slack for being an overprotective asshole.

      That slack being not killing him.

      “No,” I whispered back in the face of his proposal. It was the same answer that I’d been giving him for three years.

      We were together. We had a daughter. A son on the way. We shared a home, lives, I told him I loved him every day, fought against the urge to sabotage that happiness that he spread through my bones. That was a lot. I was terrified marriage would be the tipping point. Like it would alert the universe to the fact that the woman who was meant to have eternal misery was actually being treated to a beautiful life and then it would take it all away.

      Though our life wasn’t beautiful. We fought constantly. Mostly as foreplay but other times about big things. The paparazzi was relentless, and we had to constantly guard our daughter against the uglier forms of fame. To her credit, she was the sweetest human being to grace the planet and nothing ever fazed her. It was kind of a running joke that she came from two parents who couldn’t go a day without fighting and she’d never so much as thrown one tantrum. She was the peace to my and Wyatt’s chaos. The exact thing that everyone told us she wouldn’t be.

      Because like Wyatt and I, our daughter didn’t play by the rules.

      Instead of getting disheartened by yet another refusal to his proposal, Wyatt grinned, kissing me soundly and enough to make me want to drag him away from the stage. My desire had not waned for him in the years we’d been together. Time had not rubbed off the heat between us, the need for each other. If anything, it made it more intense. Every day I got with him I was greedy for more.

      “You’re gonna say yes eventually,” he said amongst the roar of the crowd waiting for Unquiet Mind to hit the stage.

      “No, I won’t,” I lied.

      He kissed me again. “Love you, Emma,” he said, like he did every time he walked away from him, whether we were smiling at each other or scowling.

      “Love you,” I replied like I did, no matter what.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Momma?” my daughter asked in her sing-song voice that I considered to be the cutest fucking thing on planet earth.

      I looked down from the cake I was trying to bake for some stupid fucking preschool graduation. It was not going well.

      Who invented preschool graduations? Asshole housewives with nothing better to do, that’s who.

      “Yes, angel?” I asked, bursting with love for the little being with white blonde curls fastened into cute little pigtails atop her head. I didn’t do them. I didn’t bother with trying to do a toddler’s hair, even our peaceful daughter wasn’t still enough to keep them beautiful and tidy for long enough to warrant the effort. And I wasn’t the mother who put fucking bows in her daughter’s hair.

      Wyatt was the kind of father that did, though.

      The tough, tattooed, black-clad, silver wearing bass playing rock star spent half an hour every morning doing our daughter’s hair in various different styles with different accessories.

      She loved it. It was their special time. She was neither a daddy’s girl or a mommy’s girl. She was both. So she gave her dad moments in the morning where she’d yabber on about anything and everything. And then she’d come up to me in moments of the day and just sit and hold my hand, do something almost unheard of in a toddler, stay still and silent, because she sensed I needed it.

      Every day I loved her more, and the dark cloud that had covered me for the first week of her birth returned every now and again, but my daughter was constant sunshine to chase it all away.

      I lifted her up on the counter, glad Wyatt wasn’t there to see and yell at me for lifting her in the eighth month of my pregnancy. I handed her the spoon of icing. “I feel like you’re gonna do a better job than me.”

      It was true. I did not have the mom baking gene.

      She grinned and licked the spoon instead of trying to decorate. “Can I ask you something, Mommy?” she said after she’d licked the spoon clean. Our daughter had a sweet tooth and Wyatt said it was because of all the things I ate while pregnant, I said it was because neither of us could say no to her.

      “You can always ask me anything,” I replied, kissing her nose.

      “Will you marry Daddy?”

      I blinked at her wide, blue and beautiful eyes. And realized I’d just been played. Of course Wyatt knew I could say no to him forever, but I wouldn’t say no to my daughter ever.

      He emerged from where he’d been hiding, video camera in hand—he fulfilled his promise and he captured every moment of our life together, the evidence peppering the walls of the beach house we’d moved into a couple of weeks after Rae was born.

      “You’re using my daughter against me,” I said to the camera.

      “I would never do such a thing,” Wyatt said and looked to Rae. “What else is in the script, angel?”

      She straightened her back looking very serious. “Daddy will promise to love you until forever ends and to be the most annoying and awesome husband to ever live,” she said, clearly, obviously having rehearsed it.

      I couldn’t help but give into a smile that stretched across my face.

      “And you don’t have to do any of the wedding planning,” she added, little brows furrowed as she obviously struggled to remember it all. Then her face beamed. “Can I pick out your wedding dress, Mommy? And walk you down the aisle?”

      Wyatt reached us. “I didn’t even tell her to say that bit.”

      “You’re an evil man,” I said, scowling.

      He set the camera down on the counter beside Rae, reaching into his pocket to give her a red box. She grinned and took it in her little hands, dutifully opening it—obviously something else they’d practiced—and gasping when she saw the sparkling diamond. “Mommy you have to wear it. I’ve already tried, it doesn’t fit on my finger.”

      I laughed and took the box from my daughter.

      Wyatt went down on one knee.

      My heart stuttered.

      “Will you marry me?” he asked the question he’d asked since our daughter was in my belly.

      “Yes,” I answered for the first time.
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      Unquiet Mind holds a special place in my heart. It started with Killian and Lexie and it’s going to end with Noah. But in the middle we’ve got Sam & Gina, and now Wyatt and Emma. I knew their story would be frustrating. Hard to write. Hard to read. I also knew it would be worth it.

      And it was.

      It’s a bittersweet feeling knowing that this series is going to be coming to an end soon but I know that our favorite rock band is well taken care of.

      As always, I never write a book alone. They say it takes a village to raise a kid, and I don’t have much experience (or any) with that, but I know what it takes to write a book. My books are my babies are I’m so lucky that I have people to support me while I write.

      Mum. You’re always going to be here. Right at the top of this list. Because without you, I wouldn’t be here. I wouldn’t have turned my love of reading into writing if you hadn’t told me I could be anything I wanted to be. You’re the one I can call at one in the morning, in hysterical tears and you tell me it’s all gonna be okay. You’re also the one that makes sure there’s a basket of cheese and wine at my front door the next day. Thank you for your faith in me. Thank you for always being my best friend.

      Dad. Another person that’s forever going to be at the top of this list. A list you’re never going to read, but I know you’re around, somewhere. You taught me to be a bad ass little girl before the world stole you away. I carried those lessons with me and now I’m a bad ass woman. Because of you. I miss you every single day.

      My girls, Polly, Harriet, and Emma. The truest of friendships take no notice of postcodes, of time spent without speaking, and that’s what I’ve got with the three of you. I am so very lucky to have girlfriends who are always there for me as a shoulder to cry on, a partner in crime, or someone to drink wine with.

      My #sisterqueen, Jessica Gadziala. What would I do without you? No, seriously, what in the heck would I do? You are always there with support, wisdom and a kick up the ass when I need it. I can’t wait to take over the world together.

      Amo Jones. I’m so lucky to call you a friend, a sister, a soulmate. You’ve been with me since the beginning and I’ll be with you till the end. Ride or die.

      Michelle, Annette, and Caro. You ladies are something special. I cannot tell you how much your support has meant to me this past year. I love you all, to the moon.

      Ginny and Sarah. Thank you for putting so much work into this book, for helping me turn it into what it is now. You ladies are everything to me.

      Ellie. Thank you for taking me on and for staying true to my voice while editing this book. Thank you for being awesome. I love you. Strong independent women for life!

      And you, the reader. Thank you for reading this book. You have made my dream come true just by taking a chance on me. I will be forever grateful.
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