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chapter one

 

“ARE YOU HAPPY?” 

“Babe, got your cum in my beard. What’d you think?” 

I laughed, combing my fingers through his hair. 

We were lying indolent on a bare mattress on the floor in one of the rooms at his blues bar, his cheek pressed to my pelvis, his torso between my legs, his fingers toying with my nipples. 

Together, we decided to boycott the world for a few careless days in favor of some “Xavina Time”—yes, I totally just made that up—before stepping out into the shitstorm that was most likely waiting for us. 

For the past six days, we’ve been crashing at his blues bar, eating junk food, and overseeing the refurbishing in progress, along with having rough, punishing, heart-palpitating sex on the floor every chance we got. 

Xavier took calls from Xena only, and I only made calls to San Francisco to video-chat with my son. 

Not one of the last six days passed by without Xavier insisting I tell Davian about Jacob so I could move him to L.A. to live with me. I wholeheartedly and excitedly agreed on moving Jacob to L.A. but made no comment on telling Davian the truth. Because, where do I even begin with that? 

For one, the mere thought of facing Davian again gave me mini panic attacks. How do I face him after choosing Xavier? I literally forced him to break off his engagement, forced him to choose me, and then I turned my back on him. How did I even begin to explain that? Then to throw in an “Oh, I forgot to tell you, we have a son” on top of it? 

Sounds a lot like a death wish to me. I could see Davian growing as red as bell peppers, wrapping his fingers around my throat and squeezing the life out of me. Sorry, but I did not want to die of strangulation…or anything, really.

On a more interesting note, I received a scathing email from Jessica the night I chose Xavier: 

 

Dear Homewrecker, 

You won’t answer my calls, but you will read this.

You haven’t won. You might be able to control Davi, but you can’t control Xavi.

Why? Because I control him. Xavi is and always has been, in love with me.

He brought you to L.A to make me jealous. To make me leave Davi because he can’t stand to see me with anyone else.

He will never love you. You will never have what I have: his heart. 

If you want to keep Xavi, leave Davi alone, and I’ll whisper nothing but sweet things about you in Xavi’s ear.

Otherwise, I will ruin Davian Hamilton, and he will in return resent you for it. Then, I will, very easily, take Xavier Xander back, and you will be left with no one.

P.S You never should have taken my kindness for weakness.

 

I never told Xavier about the email. Just mulling her words over in my head, wondering what to make of them. Wondering if she was delusional, or if I was oblivious. I wasn’t convinced that she ruled Xavier. How could she when he’s been holed up with me and hasn’t been taking calls from anyone but Xena?

She was pissed, bitter, and resentful. That had to be it. So I resolved on giving it some time before broaching the subject with Xavier. Now, while he was sated and on the verge of sleep, was the perfect time. Moments like these, I could get Xavier to tell me his bank account password, social security number, and credit card details he was so content.

“So…” I began, “back in France you said if I chose you, you would come clean with me?” 

Xavier groaned. “Now?” 

“Yes. Now.” I fumbled under the pillow for my cell phone, powered it on and navigated to Jessica’s email, then shoved the screen in his face. 

A few seconds of silence ticked off as he read the screen. With a snort, he shoved the screen away. “She sent that when?”

“Six nights ago.” 

Raising his head, he propped his chin on my pelvis and peered up my naked body to find me peering down at him. “And you’re just telling me?” 

“I didn’t want to ruin our Xavina Time.”

His lips twitched. “Xavina Time?”

Oh, shoot. Did I really just say that aloud? “Sorry. The giddy little girl in me got carried away and I kinda joined our names and…yeah.” 

He bit his lip, clearly fighting back a smile. Lowering his head, he pressed a kiss in my navel. “Cute, but don’t say that shit out in public. Got a rep to protect.” 

Didn’t he know by now that when someone tells me not to do something I did the complete opposite to prove my autonomy? 

I arched a brow. “In that case, I’m gonna leak that Xavina is back together. Bitch about your street cred then.” 

Locking his eyes on mine, he sobered up and swore to me, “Not in love with her.” 

“Then why does she think you are?” 

“’Cause she wants it to be true. Everything I do for her, she over-analyzes.” 

“So, are you denying that you sought me out and started dating me for reasons about Davi and Jess?” I prodded. “Because Davi thinks so, too. He thinks you stole some images of me that he printed, and then you found out who I was and came after me as some kind of sick revenge.” 

“Not denying it.” With a sigh, he rolled off me and onto his back, rubbing his hands down his face. “Truth. Saw the images at Eye Spy one afternoon. Took them. Was tryna get Jess to see reason, to stop her from making a mistake. She wouldn’t listen. Loved him too much. So, figured if I got you there, he’d slip up, and she’d see…” 

I pushed up on my elbows. “I don’t understand.”

Shifting up on the bed so he was stretched out beside me, he turned on his side and wrapped an arm around my middle, dragging me to him. “Relax,” he whispered, touching a kiss to my lips. “Lemme start from the beginning. We signed with Benny when we were little shits—seventeen, eighteen. Benny made it clear, his daughter was off-limits. But Jess was always around. She grew up with us. And she didn’t hide it that she had a crush on me. 

“We were in Miami. She, seventeen. Me, twenty-one. She snuck into my hotel room, into my bed. Knew I shouldn’t have. But did it anyway. Took her virginity. Never planned on starting a relationship or anything like that. Just gave her what she came for. I stabbed a groupie the next night, and Jess flipped out. Threatened to tell Benny and get me locked up and kicked outta the band if I didn’t continue stabbing her. So I did. For years. Hid it from everyone. Eventually grew to care about her, not love her. She believes otherwise.”

 Indolently, his palm smoothed over my ass and back again.

“Two years back when Ice Steam joined us on tour, she came to see me for her fix. She met Davi. Wanted him. Seduced him. Took him. Told her not to fall in love with him. She did.” 

“Hang on,” I interjected, “if you’re not in love with her, why does it matter if she falls in love with someone else?” 

He shook his head as if I wasn’t getting it. “Not someone else. Davi. She fell in love with Davi.” 

“Huh?” 

“Chino, when Davi came on tour, dude was a mess. All about this chick—you. Everything was about this chick he loved and wanted to go back home to. Didn’t wanna be on tour, and was just doing it for his band-mates. One night he disappeared. For a whole week. When he came back, he was worse off than before. Beaten to a pulp. Caught him bitch-bawling once. Inquired: More sad stories about this chick. Actually started feeling sorry for the guy. Told him if his heart wasn’t into the tour then he should go back to where his heart was. 

“After witnessing that, when I saw Jess falling for him, I tried to warn her, not out of jealousy, but out of concern. Said she didn’t care. But I cared. Felt responsible for her, guilty most of all for taking her V-card and never committing. Swore to myself that whoever she chose to settle down with, I’d make sure they could give her what I couldn’t. And Davi, even though he claims he loves her, wants to marry her, I knew he’d never love her the way she deserves to be loved. That’s why I was against it.” 

“And how do I play into all that?” 

Xavier sighed in a way that said I should be able to put two and two together by now. “Thought if I got you to L.A., and he saw you, with me, he’d leave her to get you back, and she’d see what I was tryna tell her all along. Especially once you told him about the kid…” An emotional pause. “Never banked on falling for you along the way. Plan botched. Utterly and completely. That night I broke up with you, it wasn’t ‘cause you lied about your trust fund. I could give a shit. It was because I realized—looking at the bracelet you bought me and thinking how no one has ever given me anything with no strings attached, always the other way around—that I was falling, and the plan was going south, fast.

“Wanted you for myself. Got jealous over you. Punched Markie in the face ‘cause he said you gave him a boner. Wasn’t acting like myself. Scared the shit outta me. So the first chance I got to pick a fight with you, I did. By the time I got to the club, I realized I couldn’t do it. Couldn’t go through with the plan. Wanted you for me. Not Davi. No way was he getting you back.”

“Wow…um…” I searched for the right words but came up with straws. “That’s some pretty convoluted stuff.” 

Even my emotions were stomped. Not quite sure how to feel about all he just told me. On the one hand, it rubbed me the wrong way that I’d been a complete game to him in the beginning. On the other hand, I had to remind myself that I wasn’t innocent in the beginning either because I’d one hundred percent been using him to get to Davi. We’d both been using each other. And just like he hadn’t banked on falling for me, I hadn’t banked on falling for him. All this made it hard to figure whether I should be mad at him or not. At the moment, I could feel nothing but love for him, and I had absolutely no problem with that. As long as Jess had no control over him, I was good. 

“Yeah,” he agreed, still lazily caressing my ass. “Nothing you read in that email is true.” 

“So, she can’t make you leave me like she promised?” 

“Chino?” 

“Hmm?” 

His gray stare penetrated my desolate soul. “Nothing or no one can make me give you up.” 

“And you’re absolutely sure about that?” 

“Want me to show you how sure I am?” 

Biting my lip in anticipation of what showing me would entail, I nodded. 

Rolling over on top of me, a blood-hot hardness digging into my pelvis, his mouth touched mine, and he, with all soft, hard, and wet body parts, showed me just how sure he was. 
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TWO nights later, Xavier was driving me home in my convertible when his phone rang. Sliding me a side-glance, he took care to ignore it. He knew and respected my aversion to drivers handling a cell phone while at the wheel. Huge pet peeve of mine. 

The ringing didn’t stop, though. It kept going. Nonstop. I could see Xavier was curious and itching to answer it. He didn’t, though, and that’s why I chose this man. He was too good. 

It stopped ringing. A full minute of silence. Then my phone started blaring. 

I glanced down at the screen. 

“Xena,” I said aloud. 

“Figured,” Xavier muttered. “She’s this insistent, means it’s important. Answer.” 

Putting the phone on speaker, I answered, “Hey, Xen—” 

“Turn on your TV,” she ordered without preamble.

“I’m not near one. What’s going on?”

“I’ll have to DVR this shit for you then. You guys need to get to the villa. Now. Jess is on Late Nights with Gildene, promising to ‘open up’ about why she broke off their engagement.” 

“What?” 

“Get here. Pronto!” She hung up. 

My head slowly swiveled to Xavier, who was already doing a U-turn in the direction of the villa. “She wouldn’t, would she?” 

“She’s sweet, Chino, but Jess is also sweetly cruel,” he said. “Told you she blackmailed me in the past, didn’t I?” 

“Oh God,” I groaned, dropping my face in my hands. “This is how he’s gonna find out?” 

“You had a lotta chances to tell him. Nobody’s fault he’s gonna find out like this but yours.” 

“Shut up,” I snapped. 

“’Kay.” 

I kept my face buried in my hands for the entire journey to Ninety Miles Villa. 

The second Xavier swung into a parking space outside Beach Rock, I was out of the convertible and running toward the house. But Xavier caught up with me, tagged me around the waist and hauled me to him. “Hey, you need to calm down. Freaking out won’t make a difference.” 

“Easy for you to say,” I snapped out. “Do you have any idea how horrible I feel? I made him leave her! Then I chose you! And now…” 

Xavier’s arms abruptly dropped from around me as if my skin had strands of blazing flames instead of hairs. “Tryna tell me something, Chino? You regret it? You regret choosing me?” 

“What? Listen, I can’t do this with you right now. You had all week to pick a fight with me. Now is not the time. Shit’s about to hit the fan and I’ve got to brace myself for it. I don’t even know how to face Davi after this.” 

Spinning on my heels, I raced up the steps and into the house. 

Upstairs, in the entertainment lounge, were both bands—Ice Steam and Ninety Miles—including Benny, the manager and Jessica’s father.

Davi was missing, and Xena was pacing back and forth with a remote in her hand. In the midst of everyone, was a shattered vase and an overturned sofa chair. 

As I approached, Xavier behind me—I could always feel him, his heat at my back—all heads whipped to us, eyes following us as if we were strangers. No one said a word, and I felt Xavier move away from me to the opposite direction. 

He was mad. I could always tell when he was unhappy with me. His whole energy, attitude, changed in the most palpable way. In a way that made me want to give him all my attention, all my focus, kiss him, touch him, and make things good again between us. 

But at the moment, I couldn’t pay attention to his feelings. He needed to get over it, because the fact was, I had a child with another man, I hid it from him, then I forced him to leave his fiancée, and then I left him out in the cold. Whether Xavier wanted to acknowledge it or not, this wasn’t all me. He played a giant part in it when he sought me out and lured me here. He knew the truth, the whole truth, from day one, and he continued the game. 

The thing with games, though, is that there can only be one winner. And just because he won the game did it mean I was going to spit and shit on the loser, who, to some extent, had no idea he was even in a game to begin with? 

Ignoring Benny’s blatant glower, I jerked my head at Xena. 

She pointed the remote at the flat-screen on the wall and it came to life, starting smack in the middle of an interview with Jessica and Gildene Matthews. 

For the first couple of minutes, they merely spoke about what was new and upcoming with Jessica Stucco, what we should look out for, yada yada. 

Then Gildene sobered and got down to the nitty-gritty: 

“So, the broken engagement…I can honestly say this news knocked me off my feet. I—and I daresay Hollywood as a whole—did not see that one coming. We have all witnessed how much Davian Hamilton adores you. Some might have even envied you—I know I have!” She laughed here. “We have all been waiting with bated breath for the juicy wedding details, photos, honeymoon…now this, this is both shocking and disheartening, to say the least.” 

Jessica’s face suddenly went all sad and drab. “It’s true, Davi does love and adore me…probably more than I deserve. So breaking off the engagement has been a hard decision for me, you know. I mean, how do you give up on the man you’re convinced is the love of your life without shattering?” 

Gildene nodded sympathetically. “So, tell me, what exactly made you put your foot down and walk away from this relationship? If there is still love, still that soul to soul connection, what could be so bad to make you give him up?” 

Jessica paused for a torturously long moment, her green eyes watering. “He…he just wasn’t the man I thought he was. I gave him a chance…to be there for his son…and he refused.” 

Gildene’s eyebrows met her hairline. “Hold on, did you just say his son?” 

Jessica nodded, her chin wobbling, fake tears rolling down her face. She held up a finger, asking for a minute. “I’m sorry. It just…hurts…so much.” 

“Oh, honey, take all the time you need,” Gildene said, reaching across the small table between them to pat her on her thigh. 

I rolled my eyes. 

After a few fake ass minutes of sniffling and tear drying, Jessica continued, “It was a few months ago when Xavier Xander’s girlfriend and I became close friends…” 

Gildene sat up straighter. “Just to be clear for the audience: this girlfriend you speak of is our new and upcoming high-fashion model, Alina O’Hara, who everyone’s been buzzing about recently, right?”

Jessica nodded, smiling fondly. “Yes. She’s the one. Gorgeous, isn’t she? Trust me; she is one of the sweetest people I’ve ever come across. You’ll love her.” 

What the what? Someone in the room snorted. I ignored it. 

“And how does O’Hara play into this?” prodded Gildene.

“Well, as I said, since she moved to Los Angeles, we’ve grown extremely close. She needed a friend, you know, someone she could trust, confide in. I guess she found that in me. One day while we were out shopping, she just…broke down. She was a mess. I didn’t understand what was wrong with her. Then, she just blurted it out. Told me the truth. The real reason she came to Los Angeles.” 

Gildene licked her lips, crossing her legs, and leaning forward, eager to get the gossip. “And what is the truth?” 

“My fiancé and Alina…they used to be lovers.” 

There was a collective gasp in the audience, and the camera moved from Gildene and Jessica for a quick second to show the shocked faces of the audience. 

“And this son you speak of,” Gildene trod cautiously, “Alina is the mother?” 

Jessica sniffled again. “Yes. She told me…he got her pregnant, and when she told him about it, he demanded she get rid of it, that he was too young for a kid. She was nineteen, pregnant with his child, and he left her to go on tour and become a rock star…and he didn’t look back.” 

Disapproving looks from the audience aplenty. “And when you confronted him about this, what did he say?” 

“He said he wasn’t interested in going backward, he wanted to go forward, with me. He asked me if I really wanted to have some kid from a meaningless past relationship in our marriage. I’m a woman, Gildene, and I’m sorry, but I couldn’t condone that. He would either be a father to his son or live without me.” 

Tapping her fingers to her lips, Gildene asked, “And if he decides to take responsibility and own his child, would you take him back?” 

Jessica nodded once. “Without a doubt. I love him. With all my heart, but I need him to prove to me, that he won’t do the same thing to me later on in our marriage. If he can’t accept responsibility now, he won’t be able to later on in the future.” 

Xena hit pause. I just stood there staring at the television, wondering what in the hell I just watched. 

“Any of that true?” Benny demanded. 

I didn’t answer, and instead asked, “Where’s Davi?” 

“He stormed outta here minutes before you got here,” Leo, Ninety Miles’ bassist, offered. “I think he went looking for you.” 

“Is any. Of that. True?” Xena repeated Benny’s question. 

I whirled on all of them. “I don’t owe any of you any kind of explanation! So do not demand anything of me!” 

Xena flew up in my face. “I have to clean up this mess, so you will answer me, you conniving little bitch!” 

Having no patience for this, I shouldered past her and stomped off, but she grabbed a fistful of my blouse, yanking me back, spinning me. We embroiled in a little tussle, me trying to get free, she trying to keep me put. Until Xavier’s surly voice growled, “Let her go, sis.”

“No!” Xena refused, “she can’t just—” 

“They got a kid together, true. Everything else Jess spat…just payback. A lot more than you know.” 

“You calling my daughter a liar?!” Benny blasted, rising from the sofa chair he’d been ensconced in and transferring his glower to Xavier.

Xena, let go of my blouse. “You and me, we’ll be talking.” 

Squeezing her arm, I promised her with my eyes that I’d fill her in, before turning and sprinting down the stairs. By the time I hit the bottom, I heard Xavier call, “Chino.” 

I braked, turned, and looked up. He was standing at the top of the stairs, looking hurt and vulnerable, completely unhidden. My heart cracked painfully at the sight of him. I didn’t know how to deal with both him and Davi at the same time. 

“You chose me,” was all he said. 

I stared up at him for several intense heartbeats, doing my best to convey with my eyes how I was in love with him. 

At the end of every competition, there is a winner, and there is a runner-up. The winner gets the long-term victory, the glory, the praise. But is the runner-up just ignored or shoved out of the picture? No. They’re given words of encouragement, pats on the back, and a snapshot with the champion, cheers from their fans, but never ignored. 

It hurts me that Xavier is hurting, but really, I didn’t get why he was. I was wholly his now. He was the champion. The star. He should be smiling not sulking. 

All runner-ups deserve their three minutes of attention. Especially when they’ve been cheated. 

Forced to choose yet again, I turned and shot out the door. 




 

chapter two

 

PAPARAZZI FLOCKED OUTSIDE MY APARTMENT BUILDING. A chaos of shutters and flashes, all attention directed through the lobby windows. 

 Davian had to be in there. 

Powering up my windows and convertible top, I circled around to the back of the building and pulled into the underground garage. Swinging into my spot, I rushed out of the car and caught the elevator up to the lobby. 

The twenty-four-hour manned securities were at the double doors with exasperated expressions as they fought to keep the paparazzi out, the concierge was manifestly irritated, and Davian…he was there. In the lobby. Pacing back and forth. Back and forth. Pulling the ends of his hair like a mental patient. 

Overgrown facial hair darkened his jaw. Looking haggard in acid-washed blue jeans and a plain white T-shirt. 

Stepping off the elevator, I cautiously approached him. 

Seemingly oblivious to everything except the maddening thoughts in his head, he kept pacing, and it wasn’t until I gingerly whispered his name that he stopped in his tracks and his head snapped to me, as though somehow, even with all the chaos around him, my voice was the thing he needed to hear. 

I remembered him telling me once that he loved the way I said his name. Like I owned it. Like it was mine.  

Cocking his head like a curious bird, Davian studied me through red, bleary eyes. “Is it true?” Just above a whisper, his voice was deceptively soft. 

I glanced around the lobby, then back at him. “Davi, we can’t do this here. Why don’t you come up—” 

“ANSWER ME!” he bellowed, rage dripping from his voice like droplets of blood. I winced. I’d known the softness in his voice couldn’t be trusted. “Do I have a son?!” 

Protectively, I wrapped my arms around myself and stepped back two paces. I guess we were doing this here, then. Well, at least people will know Jessica lied on the interview. “Yes.” 

Davian’s head jerked back with the same impact of a bullet slapping through a forehead. It was as though he’d been expecting this all to be some kind of publicity stunt. Not the truth. Not the actual truth. “I…have a son?” 

Before I could suggest once again that we go up to my apartment, away from the flashing cameras and cocked ears, Mel, my driver and gopher, materialized out of nowhere, clapping Davian on the shoulder. She leaned in and whispered something in his ear, and Davian straightened his posture, did a full 360, as if finally waking up from his stupor and realizing where he was. The eyes, the ears, the cameras, and recorders trained at us. 

In an abrupt move, he grabbed my upper arm and drew me off to the elevator. Once inside, he held his hand out for my key card. I handed it over. He swiped it and passed it back to me. 

As soon as the doors closed, he attacked me. I had no time to prepare. He slammed me up against the wall, both his hands tightening around my throat. 

I wasn’t scared, just taken by surprise. Davian wasn’t stupid. He knew it would be the end of him—literally, the end of his life—if he even dared try to harm me. 

His expression was a mixture of fury, confusion, and hurt, as though he couldn’t decide whether he should be mad at me or weep at the news. “I have a son?” 

“You keep asking that,” I croaked. “The answer… won’t change.” 

At my struggle to speak, his wild eyes dropped to his hands around my throat. Horror pirouetted across his face, and in a flash, his hands were gone. 

Jamming his fists into his pockets, he backed up all the way to the opposite side of the elevator, as though he didn’t trust what he would do if he was too near to me. 

“Everything Jess said on that interview is a lie,” I told him through a cough, rubbing my throat.

“So I don’t have a son?” 

“No… I mean yes, we have a son,l but the way Jess told it, not true. I never said any of those things to her. She found out through some anonymous text, and she agreed to keep it a secret. She’s only using it against you now because you left her.” 

“Considering how she ruthlessly dragged me through the mud,” he said with a reluctant sigh, “I believe you.” 

The elevator doors opened, and we both stood on either side, watching each other, neither wanting to make the first move. 

After a long, long moment, Davian whispered, so soft I wouldn’t have heard it had we not been in an enclosed space. “Why? Why’d do this to me? To us?”

My tongue felt like lead, my chest tightening at the despondent pain in his voice. I decided to be the first to move. 

He followed me. “Ally, I—I don’t understand you, or your reasoning. How you’re acting right now like this doesn’t change everything.” He grabbed my elbow and whirled me around. “We have a child together! A goddamn child!”

“I’m sorry, okay?!” I yelled back. “That’s all I have. I’m sorry. At the time, I thought I was making the right decision. I wanted you to chase your dreams. I wanted you to be the famous rock star you always wanted to be. I was thinking of you. Not me. Not Jacob. But you. I never expected things would turn into such a clusterf—” 

“Jacob?” he cut in. “That’s his name?” 

Nodding, I wiped away a lone tear that snuck out from the corner of my eye. “Your son’s name is Jacob Davian II Hamilton.” 

An emotion, one I couldn’t quite read—absolute sadness, maybe?—washed over his face. “Can I…can I see a pic of him?” 

With another nod, I left him and went to my bedroom to get my tablet, feeling both worn down and giddy at the same time. Worn down from this whole drama, and giddy that Davian would finally get a look at his son. See how much he resembled him. There was so much I wanted to tell him; fill him in on about our son and the time he missed. I couldn’t get to my tablet fast enough.

Back out in the living room, Davian was sitting on the sofa with his head in his hands, pulling at his hair again. 

Hearing my approach, he raised his head, apprehension lingering on his face as he eyed the tablet in my hand. 

I lowered down beside him on the couch, my hand shaking as I navigated to “Gallery” and pulled up the first image of our son. “This is five hours after he came into the word. Nine pounds. He was stubborn, didn’t wanna come into the light. I was in labor for over thirty-six hours.” 

Davian held on to one side of the tablet, angling it so he could get a better view, and I struggled not to look at him, for fear of the pain and wistful forlornness I might find there. Minutes ticked by and he just sat there, still as a statue, staring at the image of a sleeping Jacob swaddled in a baby-blue blanket.

Swiping my finger across the screen, I moved on to the next image, snapping Davian out of his daze. 

“He’s three weeks old here.” The pic was of an extra chubby Jacob in a white monkey suit, gazing in wonder up at the camera from his crib. “About the time we started accepting that he wasn’t a ‘weird baby’ just because he only cried when he was hungry. Thanks to that, I don’t have any new mom middle-of-the-night-shrieking stories. He’s an ‘angel baby’.” 

Still nothing. 

I moved on to the next, and the next, showing him picture after picture of Jacob’s progression, laughing at some, ‘aw-ing’ at the super cute ones, sighing at the adorable ones, all the while Davian remained still, uttering not a word. 

After showing him the last in the gallery, he blinked, his head snapping to me. “Aren’t there more?” 

“Backed up in Dropbox. This tablet isn’t linked to it.” 

He nodded, rubbing his palms up and down his denim-clad thighs. “He looks like Dad.” 

I laughed. “He looks like you.” 

Suddenly his eyes narrowed in on me. “On the interview, Jess said Dad knew. She said he threatened you to stay away from me with your burden. I don’t have to ask if that last part is a lie…but…does he really know? I’ve been calling him and he won’t pick up.” 

“I didn’t see that part of the interview but…yes. He knows. I threatened him not to tell you or I’d do the same thing Jess did. He said he needed time with Jacob, so I gave him Saturdays.” 

“And sis?” 

I shrugged. “Dunno. We don’t talk anymore.” 

He leaned forward, dropping his elbows to his knees as he massaged his temples. I knew this was a lot for him to take in all at once. The thoughts that must be racing through his mind and the one million questions he probably wanted to ask but didn’t know where to begin. 

“I wanna see him. When can I see him?”

“Whenever you want,” I said quickly, thanking God he was digesting it easy instead of flipping out more. “Xavi suggested I move Jacob here with—” 

Head whipping to me, his blue eyes glowered. I guess I thanked God too soon. “Xavi? So he knew about my son, too, and I didn’t?” 

“It’s like you guessed,” I tried to explain. “He knew all about me before he came after me.” 

“Sonuvabitch,” he swore. “He admitted it?” 

“Yes, but not as some kind of revenge like you initially thought. He was trying to protect Jess. He said he knew you’d never love her like…you love me. So luring me here was some kind of scheme to get us back together.” 

He arched an eyebrow. “And how did that work out?” 

I averted my gaze and muttered under my breath, “He ended up wanting me for real.” 

Davian frowned, eyes once again zoning in on me. “Hang on, what do you mean ‘Xavi suggested’?” 

I shifted on the couch, putting some space between us. “He’s concerned about me spending so much time away from Jacob while—”

“Wait, are you staying with him?”

I blinked, confused. “I thought you knew I chose…” Then it dawned on me that he couldn’t have known my decision because I hadn’t spoken to him since before I left for France. Of course, he was still in limbo with his hopes up, because I hadn’t held any kind of formal conversation with anyone. I just went to Xavier and that’s where it ended. I never picked up any of Davian’s calls or replied to his text messages. No wonder everyone looked so thrown when I walked in at Beach Rock. I’d been so high in my Xavier bubble that it completely slipped me that the people around us would need an explanation on what the heck was going on. 

I suddenly felt seriously uncomfortable. Anxious. Unable to meet Davian’s eyes. It was unforgivably cruel to break a man’s heart twice in one night. I wasn’t this much of a bitch. 

“You chose…him?” 

One heartbeat, two heartbeats, three heartbeats, four. I nodded. 

I almost jumped out of my skin when he sharply shot up and kicked over the coffee table. “You have got to be shitting me!!” he exploded. “After all I gave up for you?!” 

“You can have it all back,” I said in the eye of the tiger. “Did you not hear her? She’ll take you back.” 

“After what she did tonight, she doesn’t stand a chance,” he spat. “And I’m talking about us here. Me and you. Not Jess.” 

“I’m in love with him.” 

“And I don’t give a shit!” he barked. “I love Jess, but I gave her up for you.” 

“You made me fall in love with him,” I snapped, standing up and facing him head-on. “You kept hesitating and I kept falling. You could’ve prevented this, but you didn’t. I gave you many chances and you still chose her. You took too long to choose me, Davi. And now I’m his and I won’t apologize.” 

He began pacing, and now he really looked like a mental patient. I watched him. He stopped, looked at the coffee table he’d kicked over, then proceeded to kick it again and again and again until a crack formed down the middle. “I can’t… I can’t believe this is happening. Any of this.” 

Lowering back down to the couch, I sat in silence and watched him pace. I’ve never seen him like this before. Crazed. Out of it. Lost. But how else would a man be after having a truckload of shit dumped on him without warning?

Stopping next to the kicked-to-shit coffee table, he cocked his head and asked, “Back when I told you Chad said you had an abortion, why didn’t you refute it? I don’t get it. Why keep it a secret even after you found out the truth? Why?” 

I glanced down at my hands in my lap. “I wanted you to choose me, not out of obligation for the sake of a kid, but because you really love me.” 

He moved to stand right in front of me, towering above. “Ally, look at me. Look me in the eyes.” 

I waited a beat, or five, before raising my eyes to meet his blue depths. 

“You know if you’d told me about my son, I would’ve left Jess immediately, right?” 

I started to look away. 

“No, look at me and answer me, Ally.” 

My eyes went back to his again. “Yes.” 

“And why is that?”

“Because you want to be a good father to—” 

“The real answer,” he snapped.

I kept our gazes locked as I gave the real answer, “Because…I’m the love of your life.” 

“Then tell me, what is the real reason you didn’t tell me about my son once you learned the truth, or even before that, since you were so sure you came here for me.”

Pushing to my feet, I parted my lips, hesitated, and then tried to run off to my room. Coward that I was. 

Davian caught me, gripped me by the arms and held me firm. “You’re Alina O’Hara, aren’t you? The big bad wolf that isn’t afraid of anything? Who tells it like it is? Well then, tell me the goddamn truth, you spoiled, selfish little brat! Tell me you came here for him. Tell me that all the time you were pushing me to leave Jess you weren’t even sure you wanted to be with me!” 

I didn’t answer. He kept demanding that I did. Even shaking me. 

When he realized I didn’t intend answering, he let go of me, backing away from me, glowering with stinging resentment. “You broke us, Ally. I want you to remember that. When you’re with him and you’re miserable and unhappy because you realized too late that he’s a whoring, alcoholic douchebag with the attention span of a newborn, I want you to remember that you broke us. That decision you made two years ago in my bedroom, to keep silent about being pregnant, was the wrong decision. So is every other decision you’ve made since then. This is not on me. It’s all on you,and you’ll regret it. I promise you that. You’ll regret not choosing me.”

Pathetic droplets of tears spilled from my pathetic eyes—why was I even crying? Did I already regret not choosing him? Or was my situation just…sad? I loved Davian. I did. And I wished we didn’t have to end, but I wanted Xavier. I wanted to be with Xavier. Spend my entire life with him. I could see myself married to him, with blonde twins, my retired rock star sitting on our veranda strumming his guitar…as cheesy as that sounded. 

Once upon a time, I used to be able to see that with Davian. A future. I used to be able to picture my life with him decades and decades from now, but not since I came to Los Angeles. Not since Xavier stole me. Not since Xavier hijacked my heart, my thoughts, my dreams. Now I could see nothing beyond his stalwart chest, beyond the long blond waves cascading down his shoulders, beyond his ambushing charm. Unable to see past him, I had to look up, and when I did, I saw it all, the future. Showing me that that was where it ended, with him. 

“Davi,” I whispered, walking up to him. When I touched my palms to his chest, he didn’t scorn me. Sobbing, I pressed my forehead there next. “I’m so sorry. I love you. I’m so sorry.” 

I loved him. And that was the problem. Somewhere along the line, I went from being in love with him to just loving him.

He stood rigid for a while until his body went limp with a sigh and his arms came around me, his chin settling on top of my head. “I hate you so much right now, Ally.”

“I know,” I hiccupped into his shirt.

Moving us to the couch, he lowered down with me and I curled into his side, apologizing repeatedly in a blubbery mess while he said nothing in return and just held me. 

Once I was drained dry, in a gentle voice, while stroking my hair, he started asking me questions about Jacob, and I, without hesitation or a single lie, gave him all the information he needed. 

I lied to him. I broke us. I chose another man. I broke his heart.

Still, he held me, soothed me, wiped my tears, and let me fall asleep in his arms. 
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Poke. Poke. 

Someone was poking my arm. But I wasn’t ready to return to the light yet. I felt comfortable where I was. I could hear a heart beating evenly beneath my cheek. Could feel arms tightening around me. I snuggled up closer, sighing against the warm body that both smelled and felt like heaven.

Poke. Poke. 

Oh, Christ. Highly annoyed, my eyes flew open and were greeted with the sight of dark denim and a dangling chain wallet I knew all too well. 

Cautiously, my gaze traveled up the tall, sturdy form, past a strong, tanned arm holding a Starbucks cup, and up into the face I’d fallen in love with—hard and fast—over the past couple of months. 

Xavier. 

He stared down at me, expressionless.

As I felt arms tighten around me again, I twisted only to realize I was curled up against Davian—who was awake and completely relaxed, head tossed back on the sofa, giving Xavier a sleepy smirk. 

Understanding the danger of this position along with Davian’s smirk, I wiggled out of his arms and stumbled to my feet, frantically straightening my skirt that had ridden up to my hips sometime during the night. 

In an eerily calm tone, Xavier asked, “You slept with him?”

“Are you blind?” Davian replied before I could. 

Oh, Jesus. Flat out poking the bull. 

Xavier’s eyes didn’t move from me as he prompted, “Yeah?” 

“No,” I half-shouted. “We didn’t…I just…fell asleep...” 

His chin worked back and forth, back and forth, and then, as if deciding he believed me, he proffered the Starbucks cup. “Macchiato.” Finally shifting his expressionless eyes to Davian, he said, “Might wanna get lost now. Cool?” 

In no hurry whatsoever, Davian took his own time pushing to his feet, then yawned and stretched his arms over his head. Sonuvabitch. “Get lost? You do realize I just found out we have a son together, right?” 

Oh Jesus, please don’t let this get any worse than it already is. Why can’t Davian just shut it and walk away?!

I saw it. Xavier’s angry vein pulsing in his left temple. I held my breath, but like a real man, he kept his anger in check, and instead of addressing Davian again, he shifted his stare to me and said, “Five minutes,” then thudded off in the direction of my bedroom. 

In Xavier speak, that meant I had five minutes to get rid of Davian before he knocked him out cold with a single fist to the forehead. 

As soon as I heard my bedroom door slam, I whirled on Davian and punched his arm, hissing, “Why would you try to make him think we had sex, you jerk?” 

Brow arching, Davian chuckled without humor. “Guess.” 

 “Look, you need to go, alright. He’s been pretty damn easy on all my misdemeanors so far. I don’t wanna push him.” 

Davian planted his feet, stuffing his hands in his pockets. “You think I give a shit about your relationship? You think I respect it? You think I care how Xavi feels?” He leaned into my face. “Let me give you a heads up: any chance I get to sabotage your pathetic ‘relationship’, I’m taking it.” 

“Why are you being such an asshole?” 

He shook his head as if I were the daftest person he’d ever come across. “Again: guess.”

“Can’t you just accept my decision and go back to Jess?” 

Davian’s eyes went heavenward as he muttered to himself, and I pretended not to hear the words “selfish” and “bitch”. His eyes came back to me. “We need to talk about getting my son here. Be at Eye Spy by eight tonight. And if your big guy has a problem with that, tell him to deal with it.” He smiled wickedly. “You’re a permanent part of my life now.” 

As he moved in close, I started to move back, but he caught me by my chin and brought his face extremely close he would kiss me, but careened at the last minute and brushed a kiss against my cheek. “I always knew you’d be the mother of my children.” 

“Child,” I corrected.

“We’ll see about that.” Then he turned and sauntered out into the elevator, wearing a shit-eating grin as the doors shut him in.

Bastard. 

Setting the Starbucks cup down on the coffee table, I watched him leave. Taking a deep breath, I counted to ten before directing my steps to the bedroom. 

I knocked on the closed door before pushing it open and stepping in.

 Xavier paused mid-pacing, swung his head to me, and stared me down. “Listen,” he began, cutting straight to it, patience running thin, “I get that you got a kid with the guy. Get that he’s planted in your life now. Prepared to deal with it. Prepared to ignore his arrogance and mouth-offs, ‘cause he lost, he hates losing, and I’m familiar with the way he operates. 

“But I’m not—and won’t ever be—prepared for shit like what I just walked in on. ‘Let a lotta things slide with you ‘cause you got so deep under my damn skin. But there’s only so much I can ‘let slide’. You’re with me, then you need to respect me. Act like you’re with me. Can’t be cuddling and sleeping in another man’s arms while you’re with me. The hell, Chino?” 

Leaning back against the door, I rubbed my forehead. Dealing with two superbly intense rockers was no mean feat. “I’m sorry,” I apologized. Repentance was the smartest route to take. “Last night was just…overwhelming. I was crying. He held me. I fell asleep. That’s all.” 

“That’s no excuse, Chino.” 

Covering my face with my hands, I slid down the door until my ass hit the floor. Too much. This was too much. More than I bargained for. 

I know, I brought it down on myself. I was a liar. A cheater. A selfish bitch. All that, and more. In the end, I was still human, and there was only so much I could handle all at once. 

I heard Xavier move across the room, but I didn’t look. Seconds later, he was pulling my hands away from my face. I let him. 

Keeping my hands in his, he gave them a gentle squeeze. “Hey, you’re my strong Chino; don’t break on me now. Toughen up. This shitstorm has only just begun. Everyone’s gonna be slinging something your way ‘cause they’re all gonna be viewing you as the bad guy. S’all your fault, they’re gonna say. So you gotta be thick-skinned. Be the Chino I know. The tough, unlikable chick who struts around with an ice-heart.” 

“You think it was easy for me walking in and seeing you with him like that just now? Took everything in me not to bludgeon him. But things’re already shitty. Don’t wanna exacerbate it.” Sliding a callused finger under my chin, he tilted my face up to meet his penetrating gray gaze. “Wanna be here for you, Chino. But you gotta be here for me, too.” 

My voice was hoarse when I asked, “How many strikes do I have left?” 

His head went from left to right. “None.” 

I laughed. I’d long since passed three strikes, shot past ten. He’d have to be a whipped fool to grant me more strikes. “Okay. I promise to do better from now on.” 

“Now get up, freshen up, and toughen up. You got alotta people hating you right now.” 

I stood, and with a flirtatious, lip-biting smile, I batted my eyelashes at him. “But you love me, though, right?” 

He watched me for a heartbeat, and then cupped one side of my face, dropped a quick kiss to my lips, and strode out of the room.




chapter three

 

IN AN ATTEMPT TO SCORE “GOOD” POINTS, I made breakfast for Xavier. His favorite—bacon omelet with near-burnt toast, baked beans, and fritters. We ate, had small, clinical talks, and then moved out on my balcony to waste a few hours, avoiding all topics “Davi and Jess”. 

He had stuff on his mind; it was obvious, but he wasn’t sharing. There were huge gaps of awkward silences, and, not knowing where his head was at, I didn’t know what to say to him, for fear I might trigger something or trip over a live wire. 

I mean, I did run from him and to Davian the night before, only for him to walk in on me sleeping comfortably in my ex’s arms. 

He might be pretending to be forgiving of my peccadilloes, but I wasn’t stupid. He was a man. Red-blooded just like any other. So I knew he had to be sitting on some vile and ugly thoughts and was—most likely barely—restraining himself. 

One wrong step, one wrong word, and that could be it for me. 

Despite all the bullshit, I viewed Xavier as a hard-won prize. A prize I did not want to lose. 

Xavier was lying supine on a lounge chair next to mine, face trained up at the blue heavens, aviators hiding his eyes. I couldn’t tell whether he was asleep or awake. 

If he was awake, though, he didn’t seem bothered by my flipping on my side and staring at—or rather ogling—him for the past fifteen minutes. 

I loved him. And every waking moment I spent in his presence, I loved him deeper. I could see myself falling so in love with him in the future that I’d completely submit to him. Whatever he told me to do, I’d do. And I was not that kind of girl. Not even when I was with Davian. Me, compliant? Nope. I always had a rebuttal, a rejoinder, an excuse to disobey. 

With Xavier though, I was swiftly getting to the point where I’d be living in his world, yielding to his commands, answering to his call.

My phone chirped, and I reluctantly tore my dreamy gaze away from Xavier and rolled onto my back. 

Picking up my phone, I checked the screen, hoping it wasn’t another annoying person looking for the inside scoop. 

Saskia. Hmm. Took her this long to bombard me with questions? 

 

Saskia: What in d bloody hell?!

Alina: LOL. Took u long enuf.

Saskia: That’s becaz I had another episode. Spent all night at d hospital. Just got home & Manda laid the news on me. WTF?

Alina: Again?! Is the baby okay? 

Saskia: Yes, d baby is fine. Spill. What was that interview? 

Alina: Turns out Jess doesn’t take well 2 being dumped.

Saskia: She made all that up, right? Caz all that crapola she spouted didn’t sound like u. At all.
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