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preface

 

Why must I be judged for how I choose to love? 

Scratch that. 

Why must love be judged in the form that it comes?

Love is. 

It exists outside of time and space. 

It is uncontrollable. 

		Unfathomable.

				Ineffable.

No start. No end. It is. 

And like the air we cannot see but only feel, love cannot be caught and bottled. Cannot be given a shape or form. Cannot be told which way it should flow, how it should flow, or how much of it should flow. 

No. 

Love is wild and frenzied. It sees with blind eyes. Flies with broken wings. It is out and about. Around us. Inside of us. Flitting in and out.

Unseen, we walk right through it. And even after we are long gone, it still remains. Uncontained. Flirting with new fools. 

It sweeps us up and fills our pores, jerking us every which way. 

We love one. 

		We love two.

				We love three. 

Who knew love was this much? This wide? This galactic? 

But if love is this great, this abundant, this cosmic… 

Existed before, exists after, exists always…

Why then must I believe I can only love once?

Why then must I accept I can only love ONE?




two years ago 

 

“Davi, I’m…I’m pregnant.” 

I paced back and forth. Sat down. Knees bouncing up and down. Got up again, looked at myself in the full-length mirror and practiced the delivery again in a more confident, robust voice. Undaunted, without a hint of nerves. “Davi, I’m pregnant.” 

Much better. 

I could do this. I could totally just tell him. Spit it out the second he walked in and get it over with. Then, maintaining an insouciant demeanor, accept whatever decision he made about our unexpected predicament. To take responsibility or not.

Truth was, I couldn’t imagine his reaction to this news being cathartic or rhapsodic, considering our “relationship” had been sporadically on and off, hot and cold, I want you and I don’t. 

Considering it was just four months ago he’d heatedly, wildly, ravenously, lost all restraint and pierced my innocence. A burst of passion. An explosion of pent-up need finally being unleashed. A year-old desire being quenched. 

We made love. We shared. We explored. We gave up and gave in. 

Now, I was nineteen and pregnant. 

Let’s face it; he was going to freak out. Go ballistic. As much as I wasn’t ready for this, Davian was worse. Even though he was seven years older than me.

Davian Hamilton was the son of a legendary rock star, retired. One would think being the son of a legend would make things easier for him in the music industry. Far from it. 

Head of his garage band, Ice Steam, he was struggling to get noticed. Doing a lot of free gigs. His washed-up dad hardly getting any strings pulled; probably didn’t even care to. 

The band was crazy good, and I believed in them. I believed if they got a chance at some exposure, their rise would be meteoric. 

This faith in the band had me busy for the past couple of months, begging my temporary guardian, Saskia Day, who was an esteemed British pop rock princess, to pull some strings or get her manager Lion to sign them.  

See, Saskia Day was the ex-girlfriend of the lead singer of the biggest rock band in the world right now, Ninety Miles. Lead singer, Tex Laklin, was so disturbingly obsessed with her that he’d give her his balls if she asked him for them, anything to be with her again. However, he’d once tried to sabotage her engagement to her now husband, Jahleel Kingston aka JK—an outrageously famous professional dancer/choreographer, who was more famous for his good looks and being an asshole, than for his talent. Therefore, as much as I begged until I was blue in the face, Saskia flat-out refused to go there with her ex.

“JK would bloody well kill me!” she’d said. 

Making a U-turn from that dead-end, I took it upon myself to take a secret trip to L.A. and spoke with Lion in person. If there was anyone in this world who could turn a crusty pebble into a star in 0.5 seconds flat, it was Lion T’mar. The man was a genius. A magician. Everyone knew that.

Which was the main reason I’d returned from L.A. crestfallen when he told me he couldn’t take on anymore artists at the moment. He did, however, tell me, in a perfunctory, not so promising tone, that he would see what he could do for Ice Steam, and if he did get them signed, I would have to sign a contract with him. 

Ever since Lion first set eyes on me at age seventeen, he wanted to shove me head-first into the modeling world. I wasn’t interested, so I kept turning him down. 

Nonetheless, this time around I agreed to it without a second thought; he gets Ice Steam signed, I’d sign with him. 

All this was done behind Davian’s back. He had no idea I was soliciting favors on his band’s behalf.

Even though that visit to Lion T’mar was over three months ago and there was still no word from him, an opportunity could pop up at any moment. So this was how I knew Davian would go off the deep end when I told him the one single time we’d forgone a condom in the rain, in his backyard pool, one determined little sucker had head-butted its way through my egg. 

There was no room for this BS in a rock star’s life—a struggling rock star at that.

And that’s the reason behind my anxiety right now. Not because I would have to drop out of college to be a mother, but because of him. This inconvenience wouldn’t bode well with him. 

I got up and paced again, checking the time on his bedside clock. 

I was at his house, in his bedroom, waiting. Earlier I’d phoned him and told him there was something I had to tell him. He’d chuckled mysteriously and said he had something to tell me, too. Said he was leaving a meeting, heading home, and I should wait for him in his room. 

His house was just one fence partition away from Saskia Day’s, where I lived. Big and commodious. Housing just him, his little sister Kaydeen, and their once-upon-a-time rock star father, David Hamilton. 

His bedroom smelled like him. The sheets, the walls, the curtains. Everything had his scent trapped inside its fibers and creases. His scent of orange peel and lime-grass. If I wasn’t so nerve-wrecked right now, I’d be wandering around sniffing everything, cocooning myself in his soft sheets and humming sweet lyrics, just like I had done so many times before I gave in to him. I would come over with the pretext of spending time with his sister, and then sneak into his room when he left, touching and smelling his stuff like a creep.

If only I hadn’t wasted so much time. For a whole year he’d pursued me. And for a whole year I’d played hard to get. From the very moment I first met him, I knew, just knew he was it.

But I was hardheaded and liked the thrill of the chase, so I tortured him by giving him only friendship, hanging out with the band 24/7, making sure I was always pretty, always well-dressed, always tempting. I loved the game. 

 By the time I was ready to give in to an official relationship, he had to leave. He left for six months with his father on a tour called Final Roll, where a host of old legendries got together and did one last hoorah. 

I counted down the days to his return, and when he came back five months ago, I ambushed him in his garage and confessed how I truly felt about him. The six months of not seeing him had been a rude awakening of how I could lose him if I didn’t quit it with the games and claim him. 

The night I fessed up was one of the most intense, unforgettable nights of my life. Bowled off his feet at my admission, he kissed me with a fierce hunger, went down on me right there in his garage with my back against the wall, then carried me up to his room, and with gentle care and tender passion, deflowered me, marked me, owned me. 

“You kept me waiting for damn near two years, Ally,” he’d whispered as he pushed into me, breaking me. “This is our beginning…”

Now, I wasn’t so sure about that. Because when I broke this news to him, it could very well be our end. 

The door handle twisted, and I jumped, nerves on edge. 

As was usual whenever I saw him, my heartbeat sped up, and then it slowed, expanded, released, then went back to beating normal.

Davian wasn’t easy to look at. And that wasn’t because he was ugly. But because he was so hot he stung, burned, hurt worse than a heartbreak. Dark-brown bedroom hair, perpetual five o’ clock shadow on acute jaw, sapphire irises that showed me my entire future. Six feet one, ripped, olive-skinned.

“Hey,” he said, smiling. 

That smile, it was different. And I knew right then that his news would be terribly good news, and my terribly bad news would slay his terribly good news. Big time. 

Carelessly dumping his messenger bag on the floor, he walked over to me, tipped my chin up and kissed me, deep and long, then bumped his forehead to mine. “What did you do, Ally?” 

“What?” 

His blue eyes swept me up in them, wrapped around me like an ocean wave, whirled me around, dipped me and taught me how to surf, before spitting me out on the sandy shore. “I—we… my band just came out of the most baffling, out-of-the-blue meeting with our minds blown. Even now I’m still wondering ‘what the hell’?” 

“What was the meeting about?” 

He gave me a ‘quit the act’ look. But I wasn’t acting. I had no idea what this was about. “Ally, it can’t be a coincidence that Lion T’mar, Saskia Day’s manager, got Benny Stucco, Ninety Miles’ manager and owner of Street Run Records, to sign us. Nobody garage band Ice Steam.” 

Holy shit. “Holy shit.” 

“You did this?” 

I took a step back. “I-I went to him…but I didn’t expect…holy wow, Davi.” 

“Like I said, mind equals blown,” he whispered. “Apparently Stucco had a representative sitting in at a number of our gigs over the last few weeks, recording us on phone. Wanted to see if we were consistent in giving great performances.  The label’s in love with us. They want us on tour with Ninety Miles…” He raked both hands through his hair and dropped his gaze. “Immediately.” 

I took two steps back this time. “As…as immediately as?”

“We fly out tomorrow for Milan to get there in time to open for Ninety Miles.” 

I couldn’t breathe. I felt like I was suffocating. “For how long?” 

He winced as he answered, “Eight months.” 

The walls were closing in. I slowly walked over to his bed and lowered my ass down so my weak knees didn’t fail me. “Where does that leave us, Davi?” 

His answer to this question would help me decide whether or not to tell him he would be a father. This was his big break, and I wouldn’t be the one to take that away from him. Not when I was the one who kissed ass to make it happen for him in the first place.

I wasn’t worried about me. I could do well on my own. Only a few months ago, I found out I was wealthy enough to live through five lifetimes without ever having to lift a finger. Davian didn’t know this.

I didn’t even have a dream right now, beyond Davian, that is. I was still trying to recover from my parents’ death, still trying to grasp the concept of life.

But this was his dream. He needed to live it.

“That’s easy,” he said with a shrug. “You’re coming with me. I told Stucco. Voiced my concerns. He reminded me we’d be touring with Ninety Miles, so we won’t be squeezed in some tiny tour bus. We’re talking mansion on wheels, Ally. Girlfriends are definitely allowed.” 

Not pregnant girlfriends. “I can’t.” 

“What?” He was looking at me like I’d just brutally snapped his puppy’s neck. “Why?” 

“Because I’m nineteen and in college. I can’t just pick up and jump on a tour bus with you, Davi!” 

I was angry. But it wasn’t at him. It was at myself for being stupid enough not to climb out of the pool that night and fetch a flipping condom. If it wasn’t for this stupid pregnancy, I could be packing right now to go ride out his dream with him, college be damned. 

Davian moved to stand directly in front of me, glaring down, jabbing an accusatory finger in my face. “No, Ally. You’re not doing this again, you hear me? I was away from you for six months. I waited almost two years for you to admit you want me. We just got official. And now you expect me to just leave for another eight months without you?” 

“This is your dream—” 

“A dream I need you to be a part of!” he half-shouted. “You’re coming on that goddamn tour with me, Alina.” 

I shot up and shouted back in his face, “I can’t go with you, okay?!” 

“You better give me a damn good reason why, Ally, or I’m not getting on that plane tomorrow.”

Was he serious? He couldn’t do that! He couldn’t pass up on this opportunity. 

Good reason. Good reason. Breaking the knocked-up news was decidedly out of the question now. So I blurted, “I made a deal to get you signed.” 

He eyed me distrustfully. “What kind of deal?” 

“Lion said if he got you signed, I’d have to sign with him.”

“For what?” 

“Modeling.” 

Davian’s eyebrows shot to the ceiling. “You want to be a model? Since when?” 

“Of course, I don’t,” I snapped. “I did it for Ice Steam.” 

Scrubbing his hands down his face, he turned and began pacing the room, the same anxious circles I’d been making before he walked in.

 After a few deafeningly silent minutes, he stopped and turned to me, face serious, decision made. “I’m not going.” 

And that’s precisely why I wouldn’t tell him about the pregnancy. He would kill his dreams. 

“I’ve always wanted this,” he said, voice hoarse, “and I’m glad you went out on a limb for me, but I want you more than I want this. I can do without it. My trust fund alone is more than I’ll ever be able to spend. I grew up in the lifestyle. Dad’s a legend, remember? I have the natural passion for music, but I guess I just wanted to walk in his footsteps, to make him proud, to carry on his name. But it doesn’t mean I have to. And he’s not expecting me to, either. I choose you over the fame, Ally. I choose you over the dream. I’m not going.” 

Feeling a subtle burning sensation behind my eyes, I closed them, knowing what the burn meant. Davian Hamilton was the only person who could ever make me vulnerable enough to show any kind of emotion, who could ever make me feel that burn.

However, now wasn’t the time for tears, now was the time to be the strong one, the smarter one. Because weeks ago, neither of us had been smart enough to use protection, and this was where that left us. 

I locked my arms around his neck. “I know you think that’s what you want right now, but I’d rather you go, try starting this dream without me, rather than starting a dreamless life with me and end up resenting me in the long run. I’d rather you choose me after you’ve tasted your dream, not before. You can’t know what you love the most of two things unless you have tried both.” 

“Don’t tell me what I fee—” 

I pressed a finger to his lips to keep him quiet. “In addition to that, it’s not just your dream, it’s also the band’s. What, you’ve dragged them this far only to pull the rug from under their feet because of some girl? They’ll resent you. They’ll resent me. They’ll never forgive you. It’ll be the end of Ice Steam.”

“I don’t care.” 

“Yes, Davi, you do.” I tipped up and kissed him. “You have to go.” 

Squeezing his eyes shut, he released a long, defeated sigh, reopened them, and nodded. “Okay…” Then he cupped my face, raw determination in his depths. “But you’ll wait for me, Ally. Got that? You’ll wait. For me.” He kissed me hard, crushing me to him, a tangible desperation in his touch. “You can’t be with anyone. You’re unavailable. You’re in a seriously committed relationship with Davian Hamilton.” His voice was breaking, pain leaking through the cracks. “If I get back and you’re with anyone, Alina, I promise you I’ll insert myself and rip.it.apart. Because you are Davi’s, you hear me? Davi’s.” 

Taking me by surprise, he had me on my back on the bed before I could even blink, tearing my clothes off with an urgent need, as if needing somehow to prove to himself that I was his. We were both free of our clothing in just seconds. So desperate he was in this moment I could barely keep up with him. 

As he pressed his head at my entrance, he gazed down at me through glossy eyes, a heartbreaking earnestness in his tone when he whispered, “Promise me you’ll wait for me.” 

“I’ll wait for you.” 

He pressed all the way into me then, knocking a gasp up my lungs. Burying his face into my neck, he said, “Now promise me and mean it.” 

He didn’t see the single trail of tear that etched down the side of my face as I promised, “I’ll wait.” 

We’ll wait.




chapter one 

 

“Last night on Late Night with Gildene, Jessica Stucco finally confirmed the month-long engagement rumors! It’s true, our sweetheart socialite is indeed engaged to Ice Steam’s vocalist, Davian Hamilton. ‘We wanted to keep it a secret for as long as we could until we had an official wedding date,’ Jessica told Gildene, ‘but I guess there are no secrets in L.A, huh?’

“Jessica further went on to give us a peek into the night she describes as ‘unforgettable’: ‘I had no idea! Davi’s a helpless romantic, he serenades me all the time, so I suspected absolutely nothing when he took me up to the top of the Empire State Building and—” 

The TV went black. Powered off. 

Saskia was in front of me, one hand on her baby bump, TV remote in the other. That’s if my blurred vision was accurate. 

“You need to stop watching this, Ally.” 

I stared right through her. 

The entertainment report was three weeks old. Every day since the report was made, the engagement confirmed, I pulled up YouTube on the smart TV, searched for the report, and watched it over and over and over. As if, somehow, the report would magically say something different. Something hopeful. That the rumors had all been a lie. That my son’s father wasn’t engaged to another woman. 

Saskia disappeared from in front of the TV. She always threw up her hands and got lost whenever she couldn’t get through to me. 

Before I knew what was happening, my lethargic body was flying forward, off the couch and crashing onto the coffee table. The table tipped over and I fell sloppily on my side. 

Wincing at the fleeting pain in my side, I looked up. Saskia had flipped over the couch from behind. “That’s your official eviction from this couch. And if you don’t get your crap together, you’ll be evicted from this house, too.”

Dragging up off the floor, I glared, pointing a finger at her. “You’ve got some serious issues, woman!” 

“I’ve got issues?” she shot back. “I’m not the wankstain who’s been moping around, living on a couch, and ignoring her own child for three weeks! Plus you bloody reek. Reek! At least take a shower and stop stinking up my house, yeah?”

“You know what, I’m just gonna get my own place,” I said, flouncing off. “I don’t need this shit.”

“Yeah, twelve-billion-dollar baby,” she called after me, “it’s about time you do that.” 

Ignoring her, I stomped up to my room, knowing damn well I wouldn’t be moving out even if she ordered me to. JK and Saskia were my anchors, and even though I was wealthier than both of them put together, I still stuck to their shoes like old gum.

For the five years I’ve lived with them, I’ve grown to love them so hard and so deep it’s as if they’d always been there, always been in my life. And even though it had been a bit awkward at first, what with a secret crush I’d had on JK at the time, the second I met Davian, it was a matter of ‘JK who?’ 

That phase was over, and now he was like an irritating, no-nonsense big brother who threw around orders and a lot of F-bombs. Pissed me off sometimes, but I preferred taking orders from him instead of my legal guardian, my cousin, Chad, who straight-up scared the bejesus out of me. 

When I was sixteen, my parents were murdered in cold blood in our own home. The killer had restrained me, their only child, locked me up, and let me live. Mom and Dad had named Chad as my sole guardian should anything happen to them.

Something did happen to them, so he’d showed up and, in his own detached way, helped me through it. I loved him, but was warily uncomfortable around him because he was so terrifyingly intimidating.

Some time later, he had to do some extensive traveling and refused to leave me on my own, so I was left with Saskia Day, who was his girlfriend at the time. I’d long since grown an unhealthy attachment to Saskia—she’s the coolest person I’ve ever met—so imagine the ebullience when he left me with her. 

That’s where life as I knew it began. 

Saskia so happened to be neighbors with Dave Hamilton, legendary retired rock star, with his daughter Kaydeen and son, Davian…

Davian. Who wanted me once and was relentless in his pursuit. 

Davian. Whom I gave the hardest time, the longest chase.

Davian. Who deflowered me, knocked me up, went off on tour, and was currently engaged to his manager’s daughter. 

Davian. Who pried my chest open, stole my heart, ran off with it and left me to die.

The pain was almost as lacerating as when my parents were taken from me, but I never cried when they died, so I’d be damned if I cried now over a broken heart. 

Entering my messy bedroom, I hauled off my stained t-shirt and grimaced at the stench that emanated from my armpits. Whoowee, I really did stink to the high heavens. 

Alright, time to put an end to this. Saskia was right, I couldn’t continue in this vein. Not when I had a one-year-old son depending on me. 

I stripped, set the shower to scalding hot, and stepped inside. 

Everyone thought it peculiar that I was losing my head over Davian’s engagement. No one seemed to understand. That’s because for the past year or so that Davian had been dating Jessica Stucco, I never seemed to care.

It wasn’t that I hadn’t cared, though. It was that I was a new mom who had a needy little boy to care about. 

When Davian had left for the tour, we’d tried our best never to lose contact. We talked and texted each other at least three times daily. Our rule was, no matter what, we were to check in with each other before the day ended. 

Until one day, Davian didn’t check in. Period. Calls, texts, video chats, everything abruptly stopped. No warning, nothing. 

His number, when I rang it, went straight to voice-mail, and I left voice messages until his Inbox was full. 

He never returned a call. 

My first idea was to find out where the tour bus’ next stop was, hop on a flight and find out what the hell was going on. But Saskia was the first to remind me of the obvious: I was waddling with a seven month old fetus inside me. 

I resorted to phoning Davian’s sister, Kaydeen, who had gone off to Julliard in New York. Kaydeen, my best friend, was reluctant to talk to me about her brother. She could assure me he was alright, said he called her every couple of days, but claimed she knew not the reason behind Davian shutting me out. 

Whenever I gave her messages to pass on to him, and later inquired if she did as I asked, she’d respond in the affirmative, but never had a return message from him.

Nothing. He’d had nothing to say to me.

Eventually, I stopped calling Kaydeen. Cut her off completely. Because I detected she was lying to me, and best friends didn’t lie to each other. 

Knowing there was nothing else I could do in terms of tracking Davian down without revealing my hard-kept secret, I ceased searching for answers and channeled all my focus and energy into having a healthy pregnancy. Stressing wouldn’t help.

One month after Jacob was born, rumors of Jessica Stucco—a famous socialite with the perfect nose, perfect eyes, perfect lips, perfect body, oh-so-perfy-perfect—and Davian Hamilton being an item started circling. Next it was the heartbreaking picture confirmations surfing the Internet, and the constant updates on them as a couple in the entertainment news.

Wasn’t a rumor. It was true. Davian hadn’t waited for me. Rather, he forgot I was waiting. Forgot I existed.

Ice Steam shot to the stars after that. Soared ahead of a ton of struggling rock bands and settled in a comfortable position right behind Ninety Miles. 

Huge, famous, fast. Bright lights and big cities. Ice Steam was a big freaking deal.

Me and Jacob, mere shadows in the background.

Still, I never cried or showed that it hurt. Just slipped into denial mode to keep myself sane and to be the best mother I could.

The breaking point, however, was three weeks ago when Jessica Stucco confirmed the engagement rumors. 

The facade, the walls, the tenuous strength, it all came crashing down.


[image: ]



 

Amazing how getting evicted from the couch, being forced to take a shower, put on clean clothes and cologne could turn one’s entire disposition around.

I felt like a new person with a new purpose, baptized and born again, when I reemerged from my bedroom. 

 Saskia was in the kitchen dicing fruits. She didn’t look up when I sat down across from her on one of the barstools at the island. 

“I’m sorry,” I apologized after a few minutes of silence. 

“I know.”

“I love you.” 

“I know that, too.” 

“So…you’re no longer mad at me?” 

Setting down the knife, she looked at me then. “I’m not mad at you, Ally, I’m worried. Look, I know your pain. I’ve been there before. So take it from me when I say what you’re doing right now, drowning yourself in melancholic despair, will end in no good results. I’d like to tell you that Davi’s an arsewit and you should forget about him, but I know firsthand what it’s like to love someone so much you just can’t let go.” She paused, glanced down at the cutting board, sighed. “My honest opinion: if you can let go, let go. You’re young and blindingly gorgeous and set for life. You have no idea what could be waiting for you out there. The world is yours, reach out and take it. If Davian is meant to be yours, trust me, no matter the circumstances and how many years it takes, in the end, he will be yours.” 

“It’s not that I can’t let go,” I said, slipping my fingers through my hair, “it’s that I don’t want to.” 

Picking up the knife again, she resumed fruit dicing. “And there’s the danger.”

Silence snuck in. Nothing but the sound of the knife against the cutting board.  

I wondered sometimes whether she was disappointed in me getting knocked-up at nineteen and then making the dumbest decision of letting Davian go on tour without telling him about it. 

Before Jacob, Saskia blew smoke up my ass a lot. Always letting me know she admired how strong, mature and sensible I was for my age, how hard I was to break, how much she respected me. Not adored, but “respected”.

When I broke it to her that I was pregnant, she was stoic. I never grasped how she really felt; if I’d failed her somehow.

But when cousin Chad heard it from JK, and he came huffing and puffing and blowing the house down, Saskia stood upfront and took the brunt of it all. Defending me to the very end.

Should I be candid, I’d confess my determination to remain strong throughout the last year and a half was not for me or Jacob, but for her. I didn’t want her view of me to change. I didn’t want to lose her respect. I wanted to show her I was still mature and sensible and hard to break. Because being idolized by my idol was the biggest confidence boost anyone could ever ask for.

Since the pregnancy news, though, the compliments dwindled. The occasional “love you” still came, but there was no more smoke up my ass. 

Even though she was standing right there in front of me, I missed her.

My phone buzzed: 

 

XX: This is message #105 that has gone unanswered. Have I offended you in anyway?

 

“JK called with an update or something?” I asked Saskia, pushing my phone aside. “Because this has got to be the longest ice-cream trip ever.”

“He called,” she confirmed. “And when I told him you still stunk like a sewer, he said he was taking Jacob with him to the studio and I should make sure you ‘have your shit sorted’ by the time he gets back.” She pointed at me with the knife.  “You must’ve known it was only a matter of time before he goes bonkers on you.” 

I rolled my eyes. “JK can kiss my ass.” 

Brow arched, Saskia dared through a smirk, “Why don’t you tell him that when he gets back?” 

“Whenever I have a death wish, sure.” 

JK was cool, but he also didn’t mess around. He believed there was a time and place for everything, and one ought to know when and what place was appropriate for what. To stay on his good side, having the ability to gauge his moods was necessary, and trust me, that was no easy feat. 

With how negligent I’d been for the past three weeks, so far, he’s been unusually tolerable. Obviously his patience with me was running thin now. Family was something he took seriously, and as far as he was concerned, Jacob and I were family. 

In fact, Jacob called him Da Da. JK was present at every single doctor’s appointment leading up to my due date. He’d altruistically helped nurturing Jacob from the time of his birth. He’d turned down clients and canceled appointments to be a temporary father.

 So there in Jacob’s life, that it had been no big deal for him to pick up the slack when I checked out after seeing the report on Davian. 

Earlier I was angry at Saskia for flipping me off the couch, but now I understood why she did it: she knew, like everyone else knew, that whenever JK got serious, he was a juggernaut.

No way in hell would I be telling him to “kiss my ass” when he got home. 

“Arghhhhh!” Saskia suddenly convulsed, her body lurching forward, and I screamed when she nearly landed chest down on the knife in her hand. She narrowly missed it, as the knife flew from her hand and skidded across the island toward me. 

Hopping off the barstool, I rushed around the island to her aid. 

It was happening again. The intense stomach pains right before she lost the baby. 

This was her third pregnancy. Her first was a couple months before mine. She wasn’t ready for it, and threw around the idea of an abortion a couple times, which led up to some dirty, ugly fights with her husband. Weeks later it was stomach pains, then bleeding, then miscarriage. 

JK was devastated. He took it out on Saskia. Blamed her. Said she lost it because she never wanted it in the first place. They were separated for all of two months before they realized they couldn’t live without each other and he moved back in.

To make it up to him, she went off birth control. So the second time—when I was around six months in with Jacob—wasn’t an accident. She’d planned it, wanted it, was excited. But the results were same as the first: crippling stomach pain for days. Then bleeding. Then miscarriage. 

Doctors found no problems. One hundred percent salubrious. Said it was all green for her to try again. 

This time she was all of four months ahead, no scares, so all had seemed well. 

Until now…

Saskia howled out again in pain, doubling over. Wrapping my arms around her, I slowly sank with her to the floor, as her whole being shook, sobs bursting from her throat, echoing loud and piercing throughout the house. “No! No! He’ll leave…” She wound up tight as it seemed another blast of pain lanced through her. “He’ll leave me…no-uh-uh-ooo…He’ll leave me this time.” 

All I could do was hold her. When these intense pains hit her that’s all one could do until it subsided. The doctor had recommended she curl up in a fetus position until it passed.

“He loves you, Kia,” I told the top of her head. “He won’t leave.” 

“I can’t lose him, Ally,” she cried. “If I lose this baby, I lose him for good. I just know it.” 

Just before she got pregnant this third time, she confided in me that she thought the reason JK loved and cared for Jacob so hard was because he’d somehow subconsciously replaced the miscarried babies with Jacob. He’d used Jacob to fill a void. 

She feared the moment Davian found out about Jacob and claimed him, JK would fall apart, because all along he’d been using someone else’s child as a Band-Aid.

“Kia, listen to me,” I whispered, hugging her tighter, closer. “You won’t lose JK, okay? And you won’t lose this baby. Lest I climb a ladder up to heaven and have it out with God in person.” 

She cried harder. 




chapter two

 

The love of my life was sound asleep in my arms. Chubby arms and legs curled into me, cheek smushed against my right breast, mouth agape.

Jacob was the spitting image of his father. Same wondrous blue eyes, thick brown hair. The older he grew, the more obvious it would become to the people around us whose child he was.

Of course, I would have to come clean with Davian one day, but definitely not anytime soon, considering he was busy doing the happily-ever-after dance with another woman. Maybe when Jacob was old enough to start asking questions about his father I’ll include Davian. But for now, he was my pride and joy. 

Although I’ve been a shitty mother over the past couple of weeks, that was provisional. Jacob was who I used to fill every gaping hole in my life, to ease every pain. He was my sweetest mistake, my most fortunate accident.

“You let her flip a couch?!”

Jacob flinched in his sleep at the booming explosion, and I winced, both from JK’s outraged voice and from Jacob waking. It took cruising to heaven on a magic carpet and back to get this little boy to fall asleep.

“JK, calm down.” My voice was carefully quiet as I raised my head to look at him. Tall and beautiful, glowering down at me. “I didn’t—” 

“Care to keep an eye on her ‘cause you’re too busy bein’ self-centered?” he asked, being a dick as usual. “And what was she doing holding a knife? Where the hell was Sylvie?”

We were at a private hospital. When the pain hadn’t passed like it usually did, I’d panicked and rushed Kia to her doctor. JK met up with us there, handed me Jacob, and they’d been with Doctor Berkley for the last hour. 

“I don’t know,” I said tiredly. “Kia’s stubborn and does whatever she wants.” 

“That’s not how it works, Alina!” he barked at me. 

This time Jacob woke up with a tiny jerk, not crying, just looking confused. Like his mother, Jacob wasn’t a crier. Didn’t even breastfeed. It had been hell with him as a newborn.

My eyes darted around the waiting room, and thankfully there weren’t a lot of people around. 

“What do you want from me, JK?” I asked him, rocking Jacob with the aim of getting him back to sleep. “How could I have known she was going to flip the couch? And should I know why she was dicing fruits instead of Sylvie? I was dealing with my own shit, alright?” 

His gold eyes flashed, narrowed, then his arms flung out from his sides in surrender. “Sorry,” he said. “Sorry for expectin’ anything at all from you, Alina. Go on. Carry on carin’ about you and you alone.” He dipped into his jeans pocket for his cell. “Will just call Manda to move back in at least until Sassy gives birth.” 

“Why?” 

“’Cause right now Sassy needs someone around who loves her enough to taste her food for poison before lettin’ her eat it.” 

 Well, that didn’t hurt at all. 

“Good luck with that,” I hissed without thinking. “I’m sure Manda’s happy living her own life in L.A with Zane than to come running to wait at Kia’s beck and call.” 

JK shook his head at me, as if he couldn’t believe I said that. I couldn’t either. But he was trying to make it seem like he couldn’t trust me in the house with his wife, and that vexed me.

In a surprisingly gentle voice, he said, “She’ll come. That’s how it is when you really love someone. You put their life ahead of yours. No matter the cost.” 

“So basically you’re saying—” 

“I trust Manda with my wife. She’s there, I can leave the house with a peace of mind knowin’ Sassy won’t even be brushin’ her own hair.”

Breaking eye contact, because I knew he was right, I dropped my gaze. Amanda was Saskia’s best friend who would, literally not metaphorically, dive on top of a bomb for her. 

JK turned and strode off, but halfway down the hall, he made a U-turn and came back to sit beside me. 

“Go away.” 

“Not tryna hurt you, Ally. Just think you got some issues you need to sort through,” he said quietly. “You haven’t dealt with your parents’ death, and you haven’t dealt with Davi’s absence.” He held up a hand as I started to interject. “Your attitude over the past couple of weeks is not you dealin’ with your shit, Ally. That’s just the sound of you breakin’. You used Davi to patch the crack made by your parents’ death, then you used Jacob to patch the one made by Davi. Now those cracks are splitting wider and wider, and it’s only a matter of time before you crumble to pieces if you don’t stop pretendin’ to be tough and deal with your pain.”

Jacob was crying. Why was he crying? He never cries. 

Then I realized his bright blue eyes were dry, and he was merely staring up at me, googoogaga-ing. Wanting to know what was wrong with his mommy. Because the tears on his face weren’t his. They were mine. My liquid pain falling down to his soft, delicate, innocent face.

Salty liquid that hadn’t wet my eyes in years. JK was right. I was breaking. With each day that dragged by, I could feel myself getting weaker and weaker. 

JK was quiet for a long time. Seeing me cry was probably the biggest shocker of his day. “Think you need to start by tryna live a little. Yeah? You haven’t left the house unless it’s absolutely necessary since Davi. You have no friends, and you don’t pay attention to anything or anyone but Jacob. Only twenty-one, Ally. Can’t live like this.” 

Tilting my head, I glanced over at him through the blur of tears. “What? You want me to move out?” 

He shook his head no. “Lion’s been blowin’ up both me and Sassy’s phone to get to you. Has something lined up and wanna cash in on that deal you made with him.” 

Slumping back in the chair, I sighed. I’d known it was only a matter of time. No stone went unturned with Lion T’mar. 

Back when I found out I was preggers, I’d gleefully given him that update, thinking it would get me out of the deal. For sure, he couldn’t still want me to model after having a baby, could he? 

Wrong. Three months after giving birth to Jacob, a personal trainer showed up on our doorstep. A trainer assigned by Lion, with the sole purpose of getting me back in shape and eating healthy.

The trainer was a fat and muscle murderer. In less than six months, I was in far better shape than I was before Jacob.  Couple months after that, he flew in with a team, and I spent an entire week in a studio playing dress-up and posing for flashing cameras to make up a portfolio.

Fortunately, I never heard much from Lion after that. Now he was back knocking. 

My mother was stunning with six Ns. Dad used to worship her, neighbors used to envy her, and I used to be in awe, she was so striking.

Only thing I got from Dad was height and strong will. Other than that, I was practically a clone of Mom: silky long dark hair and lashes that looked fake, obsidian-colored eyes, rose-colored lips and high cheek bones. I had a mirror; I knew what I looked like. Still, I couldn’t fathom why Lion thought I could become some renowned model. 

“Can’t you talk to him and get me out of that contract?” 

“I could,” JK said, nodding, “but I won’t.” 

Even with tears in my eyes, I gave him an evil glare.

“Listen, I know you don’t need the income or even care to be a model, but I honestly think it’s the best thing for you right now.” 

“You want me to leave my son to go pose half-naked in L.A?” I said, incredulous. 

“Change of scenery.” He shrugged. “A chance for you to live a little, meet some friends, be a twenty-one-year-old. Do something other than stay cooped up in the house and fuss over Jacob. L.A’s good for it.” 

“I-I can’t. Jacob—” 

“I’ll take care of Jacob until you get back.” 

Despite the slobbery mess my face was, I smirked at him. “Oh, you’d just love that, wouldn’t you?” 

That infamous disarming crooked grin slid onto his face. “What can I say? Love the little guy.”

He did. He really did love Jacob. I never expected JK of all people to be so involved in Jacob’s life. But he was always there. Disappeared with him for hours sometimes. We got into arguments all the time about him stealing Jacob and leaving with him when no one was looking. I’d walk into his studio and find him instructing a class with Jacob on his side or in a baby rocking chair parked next to him, feet kicking as he babbled spit bubbles.

Having Jacob all to himself now? What joys for him.

 “Leaving my son behind is a big deal, JK.”  

“Nope,” he said, getting up, “making a deal with Lion’s a big deal. One I ain’t helpin’ you out of.” 

Another teary evil glare directed at him, but he just shrugged and leaned down to steal Jacob from my arms. Ignoring my protests, he started back to the doctor’s room, stopping briefly to say, “You didn’t ask, but, yeah, she’s okay. The baby’s okay. We’re okay.” 

Then he was gone. With my son. He’d had him all day, I had him for only an hour, and he was gone with him again. 

I could hear Jacob’s voice echoing down the hall “dada…daaaadaaaa…dada!”

 For a long while I just sat there, staring down at the tattoo on my wrist, not knowing what to do with myself, and too ashamed to go check on Saskia.  

I tried a coffee from the waiting room coffee machine and spat it right back in the cup the thing was so disgusting. I needed, really needed, a good cup. My spirit was dying. 

My cell buzzed in my pocket: 

 

XX: Seriously, what did I do wrong? I miss talking to you…

 

Ignoring the text, I headed out to the parking lot, I found Nick, JK’s driver, and Thomas, Saskia’s driver, looking as worried as they did both times Saskia miscarried.

“The baby’s okay,” I announced before either of them could annoy me with questions. To Thomas, “Can you take me to Starbucks? The coffee inside sucks and if I don’t get a cup of Frappuccino right now, I’m gonna peel my skin off.” 

Thomas gave Nick a chin-lift then opened the car door for me to get in. As he drove out of the hospital he asked, “Mind me asking how you’re doing, Alina? You don’t look like yourself.” 

“Like I said, I need coffee.” 

Knowing when to back off as always, Thomas killed his curiosity and silently drove me to my favorite Starbucks in Union Square, located on the fourth floor inside Macy’s, with its lovely view. 

With the sun losing its strength, the clouds were a beautiful reflection of pale yellow and orange, shifting against the fading blue expanse of sky. 

 All the baristas at this particular Starbucks knew me well because of my link to Saskia and JK, so I never joined the long lines. Whenever I walked in all I had to do was find a seat and they’d come to me with my Frappuccino.

That’s exactly what I was doing, sitting by the floor-to-ceiling windows, gazing out across at Saks Fifth Avenue and Tiffany & Co., when someone draped in a black hoodie with a ball cap underneath claimed the seat across from me. 

I hadn’t planned on acknowledging the person, because I got harried all the time by both men and women alike about my “features”. Usually I ignored them until they scooped up their dignity and left me alone. 

But this person, this particular person brought an energy-sucking heat with them. A defying heat. A heat that changed the direction of the winds, the temperature of the room, the beat of one’s heart. A heat that wiped all your thoughts and forced you to acknowledge. 

So, I looked. Not because I wanted to, but because my instincts, my stubborn will and nasty attitude was undermined and vetoed by the person’s heat.  

It took a second, but when I narrowed my gaze and recognized the steel-gray eyes staring back at me under that ball-cap and black hoodie, I emitted a tiny gasp. 

One long, calloused finger slowly pressed to those famous red lips as they protruded out to convey “shh”. 

I nodded my understanding. If anyone in the building recognized the face under the ball-cap and hoodie, it would be pandemonium in Union Square.

Sitting across from me, sucking all the air from out of the room with an intense and undeniable magnetism, was Xavier Xander. Guitarist for the reigning number one rock band in the world, Ninety Miles. 

 Before now, we’d never actually met face to face, and it was lost on me how he was even here. 

A couple months back when I was out grocery shopping with Saskia, paparazzi snapped a bunch of pictures of us and blasted them all over the internet, because, well, superstar Saskia Day was grocery shopping.

Xavier happened to see those pictures and developed a rather futile and unhealthy interest in the “sexy raven beside Saskia Day”. Although he wasn’t supposed to, due to their band-mate’s beef with JK, he’d reached out to Saskia and begged her to hook us up. 

Of course, Saskia was afraid of JK flying off the handle, so she outright refused. Xavier, however, was like a dog with a bone. He threatened to show up on her doorstep with Tex and create a scene enough to attract paparazzi to splash all kind of rumors over the news.

Saskia, frustrated and annoyed, gave him my digits so I could get rid of him myself. 

In our first text exchange, I told him I was a new mother, fresh out of labor, hence a very slack, cold vagina—hoping that would scare him off. 

All it did was make him even more interested. When he asked about the father, I told him he died fighting in the war in Iraq. This horrid lie was an even brighter green light for him. No matter how bizarre the stories I made up about myself, it didn’t deter him. 

Soon it became fun, a pastime, and I began texting him for the heck of it. Before I knew it, five months had passed and we were still “text dating”. 

Nonetheless, I couldn’t fathom how something as innocent as text dating could lead to him sitting across from me right now. 

“Nice to see you’re not dead,” he said, voice rich and thick and deep. The bass of his inflect traveled to my stomach, my organs dancing to the treble. 

“Uh…”

“Haven’t been answering my calls or texts for the past three weeks. Why?” 

All I could do was stare back, dumbfounded at this hot slice of man. What. The. Hell? 

His ridiculously long, wavy, non-greasy blond hair hung down the sides of his face, cruising over his shoulders and ending just below his armpits—nowhere to hide all that hair—and his long lashes grouped together as his eyes narrowed on me, those pinkish-reddish lips the highlight of his devastatingly beautiful face. 

Come to think of it, he was probably more famous for those lips than for his prowess with the guitar. Was oftentimes grouped with Joseph Morgan and Tom Hardy for who had the sexiest lips.

Those lips were right across from me right now. Speaking to me. Dizzying me.

I never actually entertained the idea of meeting Xavier in person. I never, ever entertained the idea of being with anyone but Davian. 

Davian was the love of my life, the beat of my heart, and I would never, not in a million years, be able to let him go. That said, I simply couldn’t deny the sexual attraction towards Xavier, now that he was right here in front of me. 

“Uh…” 

Aquafresh-commercial teeth flashed at me, cocky and self-assured. “Know I make women speechless all the time, but you never struck me as the stuttering type. Am I really that…”—he leaned in, hands on the table, face close to mine—“breathtaking?”

That arrogant line snapped me out of it, had me rolling my eyes. “Annnnnnd you just ruined it by opening your mouth.”  

Unfazed, he just grinned. Wide. 

“The cockier you are,” I went on, “the less attractive you are to me.” 

“Why’ve you been avoiding me?” 

“I haven’t.” 

He leaned back, shifting low in his seat, keeping his head dipped to prevent being recognized. “Sure as hell feels like you have. Been three weeks. ” 

“Did you stalk me here, or were you ‘just in the neighborhood?’” 

Leaving mine, his eyes roamed around the cafe. “Got business in San Francisco.” 

“What kind of business requires you dressing like a bank robber?” 

His eyes landed back on me as sudden as a heart attack. “You.” 

My lips parted, slowly, taking in air. 

Xavier Xander. 

Was. 

Mind-numbingly.

Intensely.

Annoyingly.

Hot.

“You flew all the way here, stalked me to Starbucks, dressed like a hoodlum, just to ask me why I’ve been avoiding you?” 
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