
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    NO COMMITMENT 
 
    © 2020 Lisa Suzanne  
 
      
 
      
 
    All rights reserved. In accordance with the US Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher or author constitute unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system without the written permission of the author, except where permitted by law and except for excerpts used in reviews. If you would like to use any words from this book other than for review purposes, prior written permission must be obtained from the publisher. 
 
      
 
    Published in the United States of America by Books by LS, LLC. 
 
      
 
    This book is a work of fiction. Any similarities to real people, living or dead, is purely coincidental. All characters and events in this work are figments of the author’s imagination. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Content Editing: It’s Your Story Content Editing 
 
    Proofreading: Proofreading by Katie 
 
    Cover Design: Najla Qamber Designs 
 
    Photograph: Rafa Catala 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    AUTHOR LINKS 
 
    Newsletter 
 
    Amazon 
 
    Web 
 
    Facebook 
 
    Instagram 
 
    Reader Group 
 
    Goodreads 
 
    Twitter 
 
    Pinterest 
 
      
 
      
 
    BOOKS BY LISA SUZANNE 
 
      
 
    MY FAVORITE BAND STANDALONES 
 
    Take My Heart 
 
    The Benefits of Bad Decisions 
 
    Waking Up Married 
 
    Driving Me Crazy 
 
    It’s Only Temporary 
 
    The Replacement War 
 
      
 
      
 
    A LITTLE LIKE DESTINY SERIES 
 
    A Little Like Destiny (Book One) 
 
    Only Ever You (Book Two) 
 
    Clean Break (Book Three) 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE UNBREAKABLE THREAD DUET 
 
    The Power to Break (Book One) 
 
    The Power to Break - Audiobook 
 
    The Invisible Thread (Book Two) 
 
    The Invisible Thread - Audiobook 
 
      
 
      
 
    CLICK HERE FOR MORE

  

 
   
      
 
    DEDICATION 
 
      
 
    To Matt, Mason, & Maci.  
 
    You three rock my world.

  

 
   
      
 
    CONTENTS 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 1: DANIELLE 
 
    CHAPTER 2: TYLER 
 
    CHAPTER 3: DANIELLE 
 
    CHAPTER 4: TYLER 
 
    CHAPTER 5: TYLER 
 
    CHAPTER 6: TYLER 
 
    CHAPTER 7: TYLER 
 
    CHAPTER 8: TYLER 
 
    CHAPTER 9: DANIELLE 
 
    CHAPTER 10: TYLER 
 
    CHAPTER 11: DANIELLE 
 
    CHAPTER 12: TYLER 
 
    CHAPTER 13: DANIELLE 
 
    CHAPTER 14: TYLER 
 
    CHAPTER 15: TYLER 
 
    CHAPTER 16: TYLER 
 
    CHAPTER 17: DANIELLE 
 
    CHAPTER 18: DANIELLE 
 
    CHAPTER 19: DANIELLE 
 
    CHAPTER 20: TYLER 
 
    CHAPTER 21: DANIELLE 
 
    CHAPTER 22: DANIELLE 
 
    CHAPTER 23: DANIELLE 
 
    CHAPTER 24: TYLER 
 
    CHAPTER 25: DANIELLE 
 
    CHAPTER 26: TYLER 
 
    CHAPTER 27: DANIELLE 
 
    CHAPTER 28: DANIELLE 
 
    CHAPTER 29: TYLER 
 
    CHAPTER 30: DANIELLE 
 
    CHAPTER 31: TYLER 
 
    CHAPTER 32: DANIELLE 
 
    CHAPTER 33: TYLER 
 
    CHAPTER 34: DANIELLE 
 
    CHAPTER 35: DANIELLE 
 
    CHAPTER 36: TYLER 
 
    CHAPTER 37: TYLER 
 
    CHAPTER 38: DANIELLE 
 
    CHAPTER 39: DANIELLE 
 
    CHAPTER 40: TYLER 
 
    CHAPTER 41: DANIELLE 
 
    CHAPTER 42: TYLER 
 
    CHAPTER 43: TYLER 
 
    CHAPTER 44: TYLER 
 
    CHAPTER 45: DANIELLE 
 
    CHAPTER 46: TYLER 
 
    CHAPTER 47: DANIELLE 
 
    CHAPTER 48: TYLER 
 
    EPILOGUE: TYLER 
 
    ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
 
    ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
 
    
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 1 
 
    DANIELLE 
 
      
 
    TWO YEARS AGO 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you looking at the moon?” he asks me. It’s been almost six weeks since I last saw him, and I’m so done with this long-distance thing. 
 
    I glance out the window. “I am now.” 
 
    It’s the one constant in what’s been an unstable path for us so far. A different city nearly every other night for him while I remain stuck in place.  
 
    “Me too,” he says, and I sigh. 
 
    I like looking at the same moon in the same sky as him even though there’s a thousand miles between us tonight. 
 
    “I hate this distance,” I say softly, and I wish Tyler was sitting on the bed beside me so I could feel his hand slip onto my leg as he tells me he does, too. Instead, I watch him in the dim lighting of his bunk after he played a show in Boston with his band and they head to the next city on their packed schedule. 
 
    I don’t even know if he would slip a hand onto my leg, to be honest. 
 
    We haven’t been together in person enough times for me to know his relationship habits. 
 
    We’ve had this thing for the last two months, no commitment on either side even though neither of us is seeing anybody else, and it all goes back to the night he came back into my life again after being out of it for a decade. 
 
    We did it on my desk, and then we did it on his tour bus, and then we did it in my office chair...and one of those times, something made its way through even though we tried to be safe. I wasn’t on birth control. I had no need to be since I wasn’t having sex with anybody. 
 
    My guess is the time in my chair. He hammered away at me, and the angle felt so good for both of us, and when he pulled out, he said the condom had slipped partway off. He’d been pretty sure everything would be fine, but about a month later, after what felt like a stomach flu I couldn’t shake, I went to the doctor and learned the truth. It was about two weeks after I’d returned from a weekend in California with him...the last time I saw him in person.  
 
    I haven’t told him about the baby yet. 
 
    I want to tell him in person, but I didn’t think I’d have to wait until I was nearly two months along to let him know. This isn’t the kind of news you just blurt out over video chat. Is it? 
 
    Every time I’ve tried or we go down the conversational road of children in the future, I get the pretty strong impression he doesn’t even want kids. He hasn’t said that in so many words, but the expression on his face when I talk about my four-month-old niece, Gracie, tells me he’s not super into the idea of diapers and spit-up and children in general. 
 
    So I chicken out. Like I said, it’s not a video chat conversation. I’ll tell him when I see him, and then we’ll just deal with whatever his reaction might be. 
 
    And just to be clear, it’s definitely his. I haven’t been with anyone else since my ex over a year ago. We were able to meet up in person that one short weekend in California, but I didn’t even know I was pregnant yet at the time. And now it’s been six weeks since I’ve seen him and I’m almost nine weeks along. 
 
    “I do, too,” he says. He sighs. “And I have something else to tell you.” 
 
    Alarm bells ring. Whenever he sighs like that, it’s bad news. At least I know that little habit after two months of video chats. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    He twists his lips like that’ll soften the blow of his next words. “You know how our tour wraps after one more stop and we were really looking forward to my time off?” 
 
    “Yeah...” I say, drawing out the word. Looking forward doesn’t quite sum up the feelings we’ve both expressed over the end of this tour. I can’t freaking wait to see him again.  
 
    It’s literally all I’ve thought about for the last few weeks...because when I see him, I can finally tell him, and I can get the weight of this secret off my chest. 
 
    “Well, Tommy wants me to go on a reality show,” Tyler says. 
 
    My brows dip. The connection between this reality show and his time off isn’t quite clear to me yet. “What kind of reality show?” 
 
    “I’m not really supposed to talk about it, but it’s a music thing.” 
 
    I stare at the screen. He’s not supposed to talk about it? Even with me, the woman carrying his child? “What kind of music thing?” 
 
    He looks like he wants to say more, but he pauses before he lets it out. “You can’t tell anyone.” 
 
    “If I haven’t proven over the last two months that you can trust me, then what are we even doing?” I counter. 
 
    “You know the band MFB?” he asks. 
 
    “Of course I know MFB. Everyone knows MFB. Wait a minute...do they want you to be on Rock on the Road?” I ask, naming the reality show the band has starred on for two seasons. 
 
    “Sort of.” He looks uncomfortable. 
 
    “Sort of?” I ask. 
 
    “They’re running a special season of the show while they look for a bassist. They’re calling it The Replacement War and it’s a battle of the bassists.” 
 
    “Oh.” I frown because I’m still not getting it. “How long will that take?” 
 
    “Anywhere from a week to a month, and they’ll take my phone as soon as I walk in the doors.” 
 
    “A month? Why are they taking your phone if you’re guest starring?” 
 
    He sighs then shakes his head. “I’m not guest starring. I’m competing.” 
 
    “You’re competing?” I’m epically confused. “I don’t get it. You already play bass in a pretty successful band, Tyler. One you love.” It’s his entire life. This makes literally zero sense to me. 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” He glances away with guilt. “Tommy thinks it’ll be good exposure for us.” 
 
    “So you’re going on a reality show to compete for a prize you have no intention of winning,” I say flatly. 
 
    He nods as he presses his lips together. “Yeah. That pretty much sums it up.” 
 
    “Tyler, you can’t do that.” I don’t go into all the reasons this is a bad idea, but in my head, I tick them off one by one. 
 
    He’s stepping on someone else’s chance. 
 
    He’s walking away from his own band. 
 
    He’s making himself look like a complete asshole. Maybe he’s actually being a complete asshole. 
 
    He’ll be gone anywhere from a week to a month. I’ll be anywhere from ten weeks to fourteen weeks pregnant by the time he’s done, and he doesn’t even know. 
 
    I can’t hold that one against him, I guess...but in the last nine weeks, I’ve had this date looming ahead, knowing I’d finally get my chance when his tour with Capital Kingsmen wrapped. That date came closer and closer, and it’s just within my grasp now...and he’s pulling it away. 
 
    Ripping it away, actually. 
 
    Shoving it down a deep, dark hole. 
 
    Anger flares in my veins. 
 
    He can’t do this.  
 
    “I have to,” he says. It’s too hard to tell over video chat in the darkness of his bunk if he has any regret about it, but his next words make me think he doesn’t. “The label owns me, and they’re on board with me doing this. They think it’ll help ratings. It was Tommy’s idea, and Brett and Dustin both think it’s a smart move, too. So even if I wanted an out, I don’t have one. Besides, I think they’re right. All press is good press, Dani.” 
 
    All press is good press. 
 
    A shudder runs through me. Will the fact that he’s this baby’s father just be another item for the press? Will having a baby with a celebrity mean my child will always be in the spotlight? 
 
    How do I protect the baby from all that? 
 
    It’s not the first time I’ve thought any of that, but I suddenly feel very alone. He’ll be gone up to thirty days in a house he shouldn’t be in...and I’ll be over here growing our baby. 
 
    How do I even tell him the news now? I’ve been pregnant for nine weeks. I could’ve told him any time over the last two months, and I didn’t. I chose to wait. And now if I say something, it’s going to seem like I’m just telling him to get my way. 
 
    Baby news should be happy news, not a way to manipulate. 
 
    I draw in a deep breath as I try to calm myself, but I can feel hysterics rising in my chest. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know where to turn. I want to tell him—I need to tell him, not just so he knows but so I have him to lean on. 
 
    But it took one conversation to show me that maybe I won’t have him to lean on. 
 
    “You always have an out,” I counter. He might be owned by his label and his band, but he still has a mind of his own. He can still opt not to drag the pen across the paper to sign up for something so stupid. He can still be a big boy and make an adult decision. 
 
    “Well this time I don’t,” he snaps, and I don’t know if I’m just overly sensitive because my hormones are already all out of whack or if he’s being a dick, but his tone is rubbing the anger—and the fear—already pulsing in me the wrong way. 
 
    “Hey, don’t yell at me because you’re choosing to go down a stupid path,” I snap back. 
 
    “It’s not stupid,” he snarls. “It’s what I have to do.” He draws in a calming breath and softens his tone. “I have an obligation to three other men and my label.” 
 
    He has an obligation to me, too. He just doesn’t know it. 
 
    “Don’t you have an obligation to us?” I ask softly, trying to get him to see this is all wrong. 
 
    He looks sad when he says his next words. “Yeah, Dani. I feel it. I do. But we both agreed to no commitment until we had time in person together, and it’s not that big a deal. It’s only another month max and then we can figure things out between us.” 
 
    “Not that big a deal?” I yell. “Only another month? Okay, then fine. Don’t bother calling me when it’s all over.” I spit the words out without really thinking about them, without really meaning them, but now they’re out there. 
 
    His brows push together in some combination of anger and surprise. “You can’t be serious right now.” 
 
    “Then how come I am?” I hang up, and I throw my phone down beside me. 
 
    He tries calling back, but I’m too angry to answer. 
 
    It’s a dumb fight. I know this. I know we’ll get past it and make it through to the other side a month from now. 
 
    We have to. 
 
    There’s a baby in the picture that he doesn’t even know about.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 2 
 
    TYLER 
 
      
 
    TWO YEARS AGO 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dammit,” I mutter when she doesn’t answer. I toss my phone and it hits the side panel of the bus where I’ve been sleeping most nights over the last six months. If it breaks, well, that’s life. Everything else around me is breaking, too. 
 
    The end is in sight. We’ve got one more show tomorrow night in New York and that’s it. Boom. This tour will be roasted. I’ve never been more ready for a tour to end. 
 
    Normally I love the road. I love touring, I love music, I love everything about my job. 
 
    But my job has come between me and the woman I’ve wanted since I was a teenager. I finally got my shot. I took things slowly...well, after that first night. Nothing about that first night was slow. 
 
    Despite my history and my natural inclination to hump and dump, as Tommy so eloquently puts our shared penchant for one-night stands and flings with women we know we won’t see beyond a night or two, I haven’t done any of that shit since Danielle Watson waltzed back into my life. 
 
    And it was all a fluke, too. Her boss had an emergency, so she had to step into his role as the venue manager, which put her right in my path. If she would’ve just stuck to her normal back of house duties at the arena, we never would’ve crossed paths. She wouldn’t have known who I was—in particular because I’m not the skinny band nerd who was a distant part of her past. 
 
    I’ve replaced those memories now, by the way. It took one night in Milwaukee when Capital Kingsmen toured through her arena and then another weekend in California that was far too short to prove I’m all man now. 
 
    We grabbed a bite to eat at Carne’s, the chain restaurant where we worked together with locations right on the beach. We sang the slogan to each other all weekend: “Guacamole, fajitas chips! The salsa makes me do backflips!” I did an actual backflip in the sand. We fell in love with the people we are now since we missed our chance back when we were teenagers. We had sex. 
 
    And we didn’t make any commitments—not any verbal ones, anyway. 
 
    But my stupid heart clung onto hers in those moments, and now I can’t stop thinking about her. 
 
    I haven’t stopped thinking about her since I was seventeen. My days are filled with the bass guitar, but at night, the memories plague me. She’s the one girl I never got my chance with. 
 
    I asked her out a hundred times. “Ask me later,” she always told me. We were good friends. She thought I was kidding. 
 
    I wasn’t. 
 
    I was so close to having it all with her. Centimeters away, really. So goddamn close. 
 
    And then Tommy stepped in with his bright idea for me to go on some stupid ass reality show as a way for me to talk up Capital Kingsmen. 
 
    I don’t like the idea any more than Dani does, but I don’t have the luxury of backing out. Tommy, Brett, and Dustin were all on board, and we’ve settled a lot of band shit over the years by majority. Some I win, and some I lose. It just so happens that this time I was on the losing end. 
 
    And apparently I’ve lost in more ways than one. 
 
    Dani is not happy with me. 
 
    I’m sure this will pass. We’ve talked every day and every night. We text when we can’t talk. She’s my girlfriend as far as I’m concerned, and this is just a dumb fight. Every couple has them, right? This is just our first. 
 
    I text her. 
 
    Me: I’m sorry, D. I don’t like it any more than you do. 
 
    She doesn’t answer right away, and I’m too tired after a really long day to wait up. 
 
    Besides, I need my sleep for tomorrow. It’s the final day on our tour, which means after the show we’ll be getting fucked up until the break of dawn. 
 
    When I wake up in the morning, though, I still don’t have a response from her. Is she serious? I asked her that last night, and she said she was...but I sort of assumed she wasn’t. Not really, anyway. 
 
    It’s just a fight...right? 
 
    I thought I’d gotten to know her pretty well over the last couple months. Maybe not. 
 
    I try again. 
 
    Me: Are you really not talking to me? 
 
    I hate the cloud that hangs over me as I wait for her reply. 
 
    I head out to the forward cabin of our bus, where I find Tommy and Brett talking. “Did you hear Noteworthy is cancelling a two-year tour overseas?” Brett asks. 
 
    “Because of the bassist?” Tommy asks, and Brett nods. 
 
    My brows push together. “What happened to the bassist?” I ask since bass is my specialty, too. 
 
    Tommy runs his thumb along his throat, and I decode that to mean that the bassist is either dead or no longer with the band. I’m not in the mood to play verbal ping pong with Tommy this morning, though, so I don’t bother asking. 
 
    Instead, I brew a cup of coffee and top it off with some whiskey. 
 
    “Starting already?” Brett asks, nodding toward my cup. 
 
    I shrug. “Fight with the lady,” I explain, and Brett nods. 
 
    Tommy, however, seems entirely uninterested. We’ve been each other’s wingmen for as far back as I can remember, and he’s been more of an asshole than usual toward me since I stopped wanting random hook-ups after shows in favor of going back to my bunk to call Dani. 
 
    “Must’ve been one hell of a fight,” Tommy says. “Does this mean you’re in for some fun tonight? Or are you going to be a pussy and go to bed after the show?” 
 
    “It’s the last night of our tour,” I say. “Of course I’ll be there. Just because I don’t want to hook up doesn’t make me a pussy.” Although even I have to admit...I do sort of sound like a pussy. 
 
    “That reminds me,” Tommy says. “If you can find some little filly to seduce while you’re on Rock on the Road, do it. Sex sells, and you’ll get way more screen time if you’re hooking up.” 
 
    “It’s a comp to fill a bassist position in an all-male band, but yeah, okay, if there’s a chick there in the competition, I’ll be sure to cozy up to her.” I roll my eyes at Tommy. 
 
    “Dude, you never know,” Tommy says. “And if you and the old ball and chain are already on the outs and you’re heading into a closed door house with no phone for the next month, you’re gonna need something to keep your dick from falling off.” 
 
    “Did your mother drop you a lot as a child?” I ask, and Brett’s laughter follows me as I exit the forward cabin and walk toward the office in the back of the bus for no other reason than I need to get away from Tommy for a while. I love the guy, but he can be a lot to take. And right now, he wants to tell me how to run my life. 
 
    I won’t stand for that shit...except when I have no other choice. I take a sip of black coffee with whiskey in it, and it tastes like dirty ass. 
 
    But the whiskey provides a little salvation, and the coffee provides a little caffeine. I try calling Dani one more time. 
 
    No answer. 
 
    It’s ten here, nine where she is, and she has never not answered when I’ve called at nine her time. 
 
    I try another text. 
 
    Me: I know you’re upset about the show. There’s just a lot about this career you don’t know, and if you’d give me a chance to explain, you might understand. 
 
    She might understand that while she’s right about being a man who can make my own decisions, I still have to make those decisions in the best interest of the guys I share a career with. My opinion doesn’t always matter when there are three other voices in the room. 
 
    And I don’t disagree with them. Being on this show could be great exposure for us. It’ll make me look like a bit of a dick, but I think there are ways to make me come out looking less like an asshole and more like a good guy. If I admit why I’m there before I really ruin someone’s chances, for example. Or if I find another contestant who I can buddy up to so people can see the real me. And even if I can be candid about how I’m in love with a girl who won’t talk to me in whatever private interviews they’ll surely make me do. 
 
    The production is coming together fast, and I need to be in Los Angeles the day after tomorrow. Because we have a show tonight and tomorrow’s a travel day followed by press and final tour details when we get back home, I won’t have time to stop in Milwaukee to see Dani before I’ll be locked in a house for thirty days without my phone or any way to get in touch with her. 
 
    I need to tell her how I feel. 
 
    I wanted to do it in person, which is why I haven’t yet. The words almost slipped out a few nights ago when we were laughing about the backflip she tried to do on the beach as a follow-up to mine.  
 
    I love you. 
 
    But I didn’t say it, and now she won’t talk to me. 
 
    Is it really that big a deal? This is my career. It’s my livelihood. It’s my life. Anger sets in as I realize it’s not up to her, and if she’s going to get so angry over one stupid thing, then as much as I’d held onto hope for years and years...maybe we’re not meant for each other. Touring musicians need someone a hell of a lot more understanding than she’s being in their lives, that’s for damn sure. 
 
    I don’t have time to dwell on it. It’s a gig day, and once we’re at the venue, we have sound checks and band meetings and practice and meet and greets. 
 
    I don’t get a text back from her all day, and it isn’t until after the show when one is waiting for me on my phone. 
 
    And it’s a real treat. 
 
    Dani: No commitment. Right? That works both ways, so you do what you have to do. 
 
    Well if that doesn’t push me straight into old habits, I’m not sure what does. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 3 
 
    DANIELLE 
 
      
 
    TWO YEARS AGO 
 
      
 
      
 
    Is it really that big a deal? 
 
    That’s the question that kept me up all night, and the answer I keep coming back to is yes. It is that big a deal. 
 
    He didn’t have to snap back at me. He didn’t have to be a jerk about it. We’re not even technically dating. If something like this could tear us apart this early on, I can’t imagine what a life with him would actually be like. 
 
    I allowed myself to dream about it when things were going well, but this is more than just a roadblock.  
 
    A baby will certainly change my life, but it’ll change his, too. And that’s why I don’t think I can tell him. 
 
    He absolutely deserves to know. But now I’m at a point where I’ll have to wait another month to see him to tell him in person. I’m sure he’s going through his own stressors about having to compete on this show, but he seemed pretty adamant about doing it. What good would telling him about the baby do when he’s going to be locked away in some house for a month? 
 
    Why would I do that to him? So he could sit and stew about it and worry while we’re apart? 
 
    Would it change him going on the show? Or instead would telling him right now look like my own desperate attempt to keep him from doing it so I could get my way? 
 
    I feel like there’s no way to win here. 
 
    If I don’t tell him, I’m the awful bitch who kept a child from him. 
 
    If I do tell him, I’m the awful bitch who tried to hold him back from something he had already committed to doing. 
 
    Either way...I come out the bitch. 
 
    And that’s not fair. 
 
    But I don’t have much time left to sit on it and think about it before I’ll have to wait another thirty days. 
 
    So I bring my problem to the one person I’ve brought all my problems to since I moved to Milwaukee with my asshole ex. 
 
    I knock tentatively on my boss’s door. 
 
    “Hey ho, it’s Danielle Preg-o,” he sing-songs, and I roll my eyes. 
 
    “Patrick Patrick, don’t be a dick,” I sing-song back. 
 
    “My parents had to name me something that rhymes with dick,” he says. 
 
    I giggle as I collapse into one of the chairs facing his desk. I set a hand on my stomach even though the only thing I’ve really felt from this pregnancy so far is a bunch of nausea and a bit of morning sickness. 
 
    “What’s up, buttercup?” he asks. He sets down the pen he was holding poised over the paperwork on his desk when I walked in. 
 
    “I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    He laughs. “So how is this any different from the eighty-seven-thousand conversations we’ve had over the last two months?” 
 
    I lift a shoulder, and my voice shakes with emotion as I speak. “He’s going on some reality show and he’ll be gone up to a month with no way to get in touch.” I swipe at a stray tear that tips over my lids and splashes down onto my cheek. 
 
    “Oh,” he says. He stands and walks around his desk. He sits in the chair next to me and grabs my hand. He squeezes it. “I’m so sorry, Danielle.” 
 
    I draw in a deep breath. I hate crying any time, but at work is the worst. “We got into a stupid fight about it and I said things I regret but I’m too stubborn to apologize because I think he’s stupid for doing it.” 
 
    “Doing what? The show?” 
 
    I nod. “And we won’t even get the chance to see each other before he’s going to be locked in some house for weeks and I’ll be fat as fuck by the time he gets out.” 
 
    “Uh, babe, you won’t be fat as fuck. You’ll be showing your pregnancy. Do you even realize how incredible your body is that it can do that?” 
 
    I narrow my eyes at him. “I thought you said women’s bodies were hideous.” 
 
    “Not pregnant ones.” He laughs. “Those are beautiful. You are beautiful.” 
 
    “I love you,” I say. “And your cheesy compliments. But I’m still looking for an answer here. Do I tell him before he goes into lockdown for up to thirty days?” 
 
    “They’re not cheesy. They’re sincere. And since you’ve been sketchy about the details of this show, I don’t have much to go on. Still, my advice would be no. If you two are on the outs about him going on it, it makes you look petty to lay this nugget on him right now. Besides, you’ll still be pregnant when he gets out. Tell him then.” 
 
    “I mean, yeah. Hopefully. God willing.” When I first found out about this pregnancy, I was scared. That hasn’t changed. It took a minute before I started to get excited. And now...well, I’m at a point in my life where I’m ready for this. I’m excited. I’m in love with this thing growing inside me. I feel like I know this baby better than anyone in the world, yet I’ve never even met him or her. 
 
    I’m just so damn terrified to do it alone, but that’s the reality whether or not Tyler knows about it. He’s gone thirty days here for a reality show, six months there for a tour...what’s next? It’s the life he leads. 
 
    I realize none of that warrants me keeping this news from him forever, but ultimately I think I agree with Patrick. I’d rather go it alone like I have been for weeks than have the burden of guilt on me that I chose the worst possible time to lay this news on him. And maybe that’s my own way of apologizing to him for my stubbornness. 
 
    I nod resolutely. “You’re right.” 
 
    “I’m always right, my little chicken nugget. And you’ve got me. No matter what. Doctor’s visits, feeding you ice chips, holding your hair back. Whatever. You’re my bestie and I’m in for every minute of it.” He leans over for an awkward side-hug, and I squeeze him. 
 
    “Thank you,” I say. “Because I’ll need you now more than ever.” 
 
    “I know,” he says. “Now get your pregnant ass back to work.” 
 
    I giggle and stand to leave his office, and on my way back to my own office, I run into Ford, the new guy in our marketing department. 
 
    “Hey, Danielle,” he says, his eyes crinkling at the corners as he shoots me a smile. 
 
    I melt a little. He’s not just handsome...he’s freaking hot.  
 
    “Do you have plans tonight?” he asks. 
 
    Sitting by the phone waiting to see if Tyler’s going to call so I can ignore it doesn’t sound like the best use of my time. “Not really,” I admit. 
 
    “Let’s grab a drink after work.” 
 
    I can’t. I’m pregnant.  
 
    I almost say the words, but I refrain. I can’t tell if he’s asking me on a date or if this is just a colleague sort of happy hour type thing. 
 
    The venue doesn’t have a show booked tonight, which means I’m free to leave at four, though honestly I stick around longer than that most days. It’s how I ended up as the assistant manager here. I’m willing to put in long hours because after my break-up (and really, the year or so leading up to it), I didn’t really have anything to go home to.  
 
    But in seven months, I’ll have a baby to go home to. A baby that I can’t take to the office. A baby I’ll need to care for. 
 
    I’m already terrified that Tyler will think I’m just after his money. That’s not it at all. I don’t care about his money.  
 
    I don’t know anything about babies. I’ve changed exactly one diaper in my entire life, my niece Grace’s, and it was an easy one. 
 
    I have no idea what’s in store for me, and I don’t even know where to go to research what I don’t know without running into a million horror stories. 
 
    Ford’s still looking at me expectantly as he waits for my answer. 
 
    “Okay, sure,” I say, and I don’t know why those are the words that choose to fall out of my mouth, but they are and now I have a date after work. 
 
    He shoots me that panty-dropper smile of his and toddles off on his merry way, and I’m left trying to figure out whether or not to tell my date that I’m knocked up. 
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    “Thank you, London!” Tommy yells, and the four of us take our final bows before we run offstage. A couple roadies are waiting with fresh towels, and I wipe my face.  
 
    It may only be seventy-one degrees outside, but I just ran around a stage under bright lights in the humid weather of London for the last two hours. I’m ready for a shower, a cold beer, and sleep. 
 
    But only two of those things are actually on the agenda. Sleep will have to wait for another day. 
 
    Life on the road is hard, but it’s even harder when you’ve been away from home for two long years. 
 
    We run back to our dressing room, or, as it’s called here in London, our changing room, which is really a locker room with a little section portioned off for us so we feel less like a soccer team and more like the band we are. I take a quick shower, just like every shower on the road, and then we’re scheduled to make an appearance at a private party. 
 
    I think of her again as I pull a plain black shirt over my head. It’s one of those brief flashes of her face that seems to hit me at the most inopportune times, like now—when I have a job to do. I’ve tried to let her go, but I just...can’t. Other women, flings, one-nighters, failed attempts at forming relationships, copious amounts of alcohol, weed, other shit...nothing has worked. Nothing has helped me forget. 
 
    I haven’t seen her in two years. I haven’t even spoken to her in two years. 
 
    Soon we’ll be back in the States, and then at least I can try again. 
 
    “You want a smoke first?” Tommy, our lead singer, asks once I meet the rest of my band in the main area of our dressing room. 
 
    I shake my head. It’s not gonna help and it’s just gonna make me foggy tomorrow, so it’s not worth it. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” he says, and he heads out of the room with Brett, our drummer. 
 
    That leaves me with Dustin—the only one of the four of us in a relationship—and his girl, Amanda, who’s perched in a chair in the corner as she scrolls her phone. 
 
    I collapse on the couch temporarily set up for us. 
 
    “You okay, man?” Dustin asks. He sits in a chair next to the couch. 
 
    “Fine,” I mutter. “Just ready to be home.” 
 
    “Yeah. Me too.” 
 
    I’m sure he is—we all are, but it’s different for him. He’s got his girl by his side. He’s happy. She came on this tour to be with him, while I left someone behind through no choice of my own. 
 
    It was her idea to wait until we could be together to decide the fate of our future. She was the only person on my mind for weeks, and none of that changed when I finally got out of the house and was put on a plane to England before I even had the chance to take a deep breath of California air. 
 
    I tried calling her. She blocked me. 
 
    I tried to get in touch via social media. She ignored me. 
 
    I mailed her letters with my return address to the temporary home we set up in London. She never wrote back. 
 
    “But is there something else?” Dustin asks. 
 
    I’m about to unload every tiny little thread I’ve been pulling for the last two years when Tommy and Brett return from their smoke.  
 
    The four of us plus Amanda and our manager, Karl, head out to the big car waiting to take us to this private show we’re playing tonight. We’ve only contracted four songs, and a small portion of roadies are already there setting us up while the majority of our crew works here to tear down our set from tonight. 
 
    “Who’s this event for?” Tommy asks Karl once we’re in the back of the car. 
 
    “Some rich guy’s daughter turned eighteen,” Karl says. “He paid out the ass, so don’t fuck up and be ready to stick around afterward for pictures.” 
 
    Tommy raises a brow. “Eighteen, you say? Sounds like fresh meat to me. I’ll stick around for more than pictures, if you know what I mean.” He elbows me and laughs the stupid laugh he does when he thinks he’s being funny, but if I’m being honest, the joke’s getting old. 
 
    Brett laughs along with him, and I feel like a bit of an outsider. It used to be Tommy and me all the way, but ever since I was forced to go on that reality show, Tommy hasn’t been the same ally to me he once was. He thought it would get our name out there. I wanted no part of competing against people who were serious and wanted a real shot at winning the grand prize when I had zero intention of leaving Capital Kingsmen, but he talked me into it. He made me feel like I was letting everybody down if I didn’t do it.  
 
    And you know what? He was right. We did get a fuck-ton of exposure because of that show. I’m recognized everywhere now even though I came out looking like an asshole for going on with the wrong intentions, but at least I told the truth before it was too late. 
 
    Tommy has turned into a fame-pimp...not a fame-whore, because then he’d actually have to do something aside from relying on his vocal talents and good looks. Instead, he whores the rest of us out for whatever he thinks will turn into dollars in his pocket. 
 
    He’s good at what he does.  
 
    In the last two years, we’ve been all over Europe, Australia, South America, and Asia. The four of us created a little home base for ourselves in London, and we’ve never had enough consecutive days off to travel back to the States for a little slice of home. 
 
    It’s been a long-ass two years, and this tour wasn’t even supposed to be ours. Tragedy struck another band and they had to pull out. All the arenas were already reserved for our label, so we were asked if we wanted the tour dates. I was locked in a house for a reality show with no access to my phone when the rest of my band made the final call.  
 
    We’d been itching to tour Europe, and this was our chance—even though it wasn’t ideal. But the timing of this career is almost never ideal. Personal lives don’t much matter when you have opportunities to build an audience and take a tour around the world...or so Tommy has reminded me over and over again.  
 
    When I finally got out of the house on that reality show, the guys were already in Europe waiting for me. I didn’t even have a chance to show up at Dani’s door to try to convince her to just hold on for me. I didn’t even know how to tell her to hold on for two more years for me. 
 
    And now we’re almost at the end. Glasgow in two nights, and in three nights, our final show at Wembley again. After that, we can move out of the house we rented for the last two years here in London to fly back home.  
 
    Then it’s back to cheeseburgers and pizza instead of Yorkshire pudding and shepherd’s pie. Miller Lite instead of Guinness. One hundred twenty volts of power instead of two hundred thirty. And, of course, long, hot showers. Missing that luxury isn’t necessarily exclusive to England, though. That’s just a general complaint about life on the road as a musician. 
 
    To be perfectly clear, I didn’t choose work over her. I never had the luxury of that choice...not when I’m owned by my record label and not when I have three other men who have relied on me for longer than I can remember. But I don’t know if I want to be relied on anymore.  
 
    The more I watch Dustin as his hand inches up the jeans covering Amanda’s thigh, the more I want what they have. I want it with the girl who got away not just once, but twice. 
 
    We get out of the car and saunter up to the house. The maid sneaks us through to the backyard since this is a surprise for eighteen-year-old Coraline. We take our spots on the stage. I lift my strap over my head and let it settle on my shoulder. 
 
    No matter where I am, when I slip that strap over my head and allow myself to get lost in music, I’m in my element. I’m where I’m supposed to be. The only one I’ve ever allowed into this headspace is Danielle, and tonight’s no different.  
 
    She’s my lucky charm, the one I think of when I hit along certain basslines because she’s the one I was thinking of when I wrote them. The girls in the crowd scream as we play, and once our four songs are over, I’m ready to head toward our temporary home to call it a night.  
 
    I smile for selfies through the exhaustion. It’s not just physical anymore. It’s mental. The smile looks fake, and you’d think I’d be able to act my way through it, but I can’t. Not anymore. This tour has taken its toll on me, and I’m desperate for a break. 
 
    I’m desperate to get back home. 
 
    I’m desperate to see where things lie with Dani after all this time has passed. 
 
    “Meet me in the bathroom off the kitchen and I’ll blow you.” That would be the birthday girl murmuring softly in my ear after our selfie. 
 
    I clear my throat. I thought I’d heard it all in the last six years, but that one might take the cake. “Sorry, babe, but I’ve got a girl.” 
 
    I keep it simple. It’s not a lie. I’ve got a girl on my mind all the time, and even though I’ve gotten sucked off and jerked off and fucked off by plenty of other women on this tour, not one has numbed me enough to forget, so a barely-legal one certainly won’t. 
 
    I’m consumed by her, even after all this time, and the only way I can move forward is to find some answers. 
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    The days crawl by, I’m restless at night, and the flight toward the US drags, but when the wheels touch down in Los Angeles after an eleven-hour flight, a sense of hope seems to take root in my chest. I’m back in the same country as her. Maybe I can finally find a way to make this right. 
 
    But first, sleep. 
 
    Second, a meeting with our rep at the label. 
 
    I’m all out of sorts when we do finally meet with Trevor a mere twenty-four hours after landing in LA. I tried calling Danielle, but I was sent straight to voicemail, a telltale sign that my number is still blocked. I hung up without leaving a message. 
 
    I think about borrowing Tommy’s phone to call her, but I don’t want to trick her into answering, and I don’t want to admit to Tommy what I’m doing...so I’m debating my next best option, and I think in-person is the way to go. 
 
    “We need to talk about our plans for CK’s future,” Trevor starts immediately after we place our lunch orders—which is really more like a dinner order since my body hasn’t adjusted to the time change just yet. “You haven’t released a full album in two years. We need you back in the studio ASAP. When can I get it on the calendar?” 
 
    Tommy glances around at us then takes the lead to answer like he knows what we’re all thinking. 
 
    He doesn’t. 
 
    “We’ve been writing on the road, so we have plenty of material. I’d say we can get back in there within a week,” he says, and my chest races. 
 
    “A week?” I ask. “Are you fucking kidding me?” 
 
    All eyes around the table turn toward me. 
 
    “Is a week not acceptable to you for some reason?” Tommy asks dismissively. 
 
    “We’ve been on the road for two years,” I say, slamming my palm on the table and drawing the eyes of onlookers. We’re dining at an upscale restaurant across the street from our record label, a place common for celebrities to dine and therefore a place where it probably matters what I say because listening ears are everywhere. But fuck it all, I don’t care. “Yeah, a week is unacceptable. We need time to recover.” 
 
    Tommy rolls his eyes. “Hit the weights, deadbeat.” He laughs at his own joke as usual, but he’s the only one laughing. He looks around the table. “You all feel that way?” 
 
    “Dude, I’m still on London time,” Dustin says. “I need at least a week to readjust, and maybe another week or two to go over what we wrote. Maybe one more to restore the creative juices.” 
 
    Brett looks uncomfortable. He doesn’t want to disagree with Tommy now that they’re tighter than Tommy and I used to be, but we can all see it there. 
 
    “So you’re saying you need a month?” Tommy spews. 
 
    I lift a shoulder. “That’s a good place to start.” 
 
    “Might I remind those of you who are campaigning for more time off,” Trevor interjects, “your contract stipulates four albums over four years. You’ve dropped two in over forty months, which means you have just under eight months to release two full-length albums.” 
 
    “So we’ll file for an extension. Ashton will understand,” I say, referring to the owner of our label. 
 
    “Will he?” Trevor asks. “On what grounds do I file this extension? That you’re tired? You need to catch up on your beauty rest?” 
 
    I sigh as I look away. No, more like I need to prioritize my own life for once. 
 
    Trevor’s a good guy, and he’s taking on the role of the messenger right now. I understand this, but that doesn’t change the fact that the news he’s delivering isn’t what at least three of us want to hear. 
 
    “Listen, you have a week. No extensions. Get writing, get moving, and get ready to meet in the studio at eight AM next Tuesday.” He stands and tosses his napkin on the table. The dude isn’t even sticking around to eat the meal he ordered. “If you’re not there, you’re in breach of your contract.” 
 
    With those words, he turns and walks out of the restaurant. 
 
    I stare daggers across the table at Tommy, but he’s oblivious. 
 
    Anger boils in my blood. Why the fuck would he say we could be in the studio in a week when we never discussed any of that? Some of us have things we want to do outside of this band. 
 
    But as I look around the table, I realize something. Maybe it’s only me. 
 
    Dustin’s good because he’s got Amanda. Tommy and Brett are two balls in the same sack. 
 
    And then there’s me. The dick that’s been pining for a girl he spent a total of three nights with. 
 
    But, fuck, they were good nights. It was rabid, and it was hot, and it held a connection unlike any I’d ever had before, but it wasn’t just that. There was a spiritual connection between us. It could’ve been our shared history, or it could’ve been the fact that I felt like she liked me for me, not for my success or my money. 
 
    Those are the kinds of things I worry about now when I meet a new woman. But it transcends even that. She’s the one who got away. She thought I was kidding every time I badgered her for a date when we were teenagers. I wasn’t. 
 
    She finally said yes when she couldn’t deny the connection between us when we met up again a decade later. I’m no longer the skinny band nerd and she isn’t the girl who waits for her mom and dad for a ride home. Things changed, and even though we agreed to no commitment just yet, we both knew it was there before the chain of events that tore us apart. 
 
    I can’t let that shit keep us apart anymore. I need to see her. I only have one goddamn week, and I’m not giving up just because time has moved forward. I wanted to think things through, to act with discipline and care, but I don’t have time for that because fucking Tommy volunteered us to be in the studio in seven days. 
 
    And so I stand up, too. I toss my napkin on the table just like Trevor did, my appetite suddenly gone. Despite the exhaustion of just getting back home after being gone two years, I have something I need to do, and I have a limited amount of time to do it in. I don’t have a plan, but I don’t have time to come up with one, either. I’ll figure it out on the plane, I guess. 
 
    “I’m going to Milwaukee,” I announce, and with those as my parting words and stunned expressions on their faces, I walk out the door. 
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    I book a flight from my phone while the Uber driver takes me back to my place, and I set quickly to the task of packing. The last thing I want right now is to live out of a bag again, but this is for her. 
 
    I’ll do anything for her. 
 
    I don’t know how long I’ll be gone, but it’ll be less than a week since I have to be in the studio Tuesday at eight thanks to Tommy Fucking Stevenson. 
 
    I’m just zipping my bag when Tommy bursts into my room. The hope I had to get out the door without a confrontation shatters before my eyes. 
 
    Did anyone eat the meal they ordered at that restaurant? 
 
    “Dude, you can’t go. We need you here,” he says, or rather, he begs.  
 
    But I won’t be moved. I have shit to take care of. “I’ll be back by Tuesday morning at eight.” I don’t look at him as I say the words, opting instead to sling my bag over my shoulder to prove the point that I’m going. 
 
    “We need to make decisions as a band about what the fuck we’re putting on this album before we hit the studio,” he argues. 
 
    I sigh and unplug my phone charger to take with me. “We’ve talked it to death. We’ve got most of it planned, and you’re used to making decisions without me, so just do what you’re going to do anyway.” 
 
    I make a move toward my doorway, but he’s blocking it. He doesn’t budge. 
 
    “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” he spits. 
 
    “You wanna do this now?” I spit back, my fists balled with anger and my short fingernails digging into my palms as I get ready to unload. “Here’s what it means. It means you are the one who wanted me to go on that reality show. You are the one who booked an international tour spanning twenty-four months. You are the reason my entire life fell apart, and now I’m back and need to fucking fix it. But I can’t, because you are the one who volunteered to get us back in the studio in a week.” I’m yelling at him by the time I’m done. 
 
    He doesn’t look surprised or sorry or regretful. Instead, he pins his gaze on me. His voice is eerily quiet as he unloads his next words on me. “And look where the fuck we landed because of all those decisions.” 
 
    We stare off across the small space for a few beats, and then I realize I have nothing left to say. 
 
    He, however, does have more. “You’re not the Tyler you used to be, and I don’t know if I even like this pussy standing in front of me.” 
 
    “Oh get the fuck out of here, Tommy,” I say. 
 
    Anger simmers in me once more, but I’m okay. I won’t let it boil over. 
 
    Until he says his next words. 
 
    “She changed you, man. Some bitch from out of nowhere took away the guy I loved and had so much respect for since we were in fucking high school. I don’t even know you anymore.” 
 
    Nobody calls Dani a bitch. 
 
    Nobody. 
 
    Tommy doesn’t even know her. 
 
    Fuck that. Fuck him and his low blow. 
 
    “Fuck you, Tommy.” My balled-up fist pulls back before I know what the fuck I’m doing, and that simmering anger forces it forward. 
 
    I clock him right in the jaw. 
 
    My fist stings immediately after I make that connection, but you know what? It’s better than the aching numbness I’ve felt for two long years. 
 
    He stumbles back at the punch, just out of my doorway, and I move by him before he has a chance to retaliate. Maybe that makes me a pussy, as he called me, and maybe I don’t fucking care because I have a flight to catch. 
 
    There’s only so far a man can be pushed before it’s just too far, and Tommy just crossed that line. 
 
    I get in my truck and drive, my knuckles aching. I probably need ice. It’ll probably swell. It might even make it tough to play bass next week when we get to the studio. Shit, the fight we just had might make that tough, too. 
 
    But he had it coming. 
 
    It isn’t the first fight we’ve had in the last fourteen years, and it won’t be the last. 
 
    It is, however, the first time I’ve punched him in the face on purpose. 
 
    He’s been egging me on for two years now, and I’m fucking done with it.  
 
    With him. 
 
    Except I can’t really be done with him because we share a career. 
 
    You never think at the start of this shit that life will start to come between you. Instead, you’re a little green and a whole lot naïve. You’re in that dreamland where anything is possible. 
 
    And then hard work and reality set in, and you find yourself fourteen years down the line in a situation that you can’t find a way out of. 
 
    Someone else owns me and my every move. 
 
    Well I say fuck ‘em. 
 
    We have to be in the studio in a week? I’ll be there. It’s my professional obligation to be. 
 
    But I own my time from now until then. 
 
    I can’t even remember the last time I drove myself to an airport. When we’re on tour, our manager arranges all our travel. If we want to take a tour of a place because we have a night off, Karl takes care of booking it for us. I haven’t even driven a vehicle in well over two years, and it feels liberating to be back in the driver’s seat again—in more ways than one. 
 
    I feel like I’m taking control of my own destiny. 
 
    I only have a week—less than that, really, because as Tommy mentioned, we have to make decisions as a band, but it still feels an awful lot like freedom. I lower my window and let the wind whip my hair as I do eighty on the freeway, and when I get to the airport, I head to the little-known private celebrity terminal, where I park my truck in a place I know it’ll be safe until I return. 
 
    I go through the private security and check in for my flight, and then I sit and wait. 
 
    I eat an orange. I wash my hands. I stare out the window. 
 
    I get into a chauffeured car that takes me right to the plane, where I get out and climb special stairs to grab my seat in first class. 
 
    I pull my hat down low over my eyes and stare out the tiny airplane window, folding my arms across my chest as reality crashes into me. 
 
    What the hell am I doing? I have no plan. I don’t even know where she lives. 
 
    But I know where she works. She stayed in Milwaukee because she loved her job. I have to believe that’s where she still is. 
 
    So I guess that’s my plan. I’ll go to the arena, and I’ll ask whoever I find first to help me track her down, and then we’ll reunite and I’ll apologize and it’ll be like no time passed between us, just like it was two years ago when we reconnected after a decade apart. 
 
    Hopes and dreams. I’m pinning this entire trip on those hopes and dreams, and I have no idea how the hell this is going to pan out. All I know is that I’m tired of living in the dark and wondering.  
 
    My hand aches from hitting Tommy. Whether or not he deserved it, I shouldn’t have done that, and I shouldn’t have run afterward. That’s not the man I am. 
 
    I don’t really know who I am anymore. I’m hoping that seeing Dani will help me figure that out. 
 
    For so long, I’ve only had Capital Kingsmen. I don’t know who I am without them, but I’m nearing thirty. I think it might be time to grow up and figure it out. 
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    My ride pulls up to the Forum a little before four in the afternoon. Tonight’s a gig night here at the arena, so Dani will be working for sure. 
 
    My chest is tight and my stomach is in knots. 
 
    I don’t even get this nervous when I go on stage. But, for the record, I do get nervous every single time I take a stage. I could play those songs in my sleep, but it’s still daunting to think about all those people standing in the crowd to watch us.  
 
    The marquee for tonight’s show holds a country band’s name. The doors won’t open for another four hours, but cars are already in the parking lot as attendees wrap a line around the building for their shot at the closest spot to the stage. Signs all over the parking lot tell fans that there’s no tailgating, but that doesn’t seem to stop many. People are blasting country music, dancing in the lanes of traffic, and in general already having fun as they gear up for a great time at the show. 
 
    I remember those days. 
 
    Tommy and I used to go to all sorts of concerts when we were teenagers. All four of us dropped out of college when we somehow landed a record deal with a small boutique record label. We thought we were hot shit, but it was all a big scam. We put out one record with them and lost a shitload of cash before Ashmark swooped in and scooped us up. They booked us the opening gig for York Short, a band out of San Diego, and we never looked back. 
 
    Sometimes I regret dropping out of school, but that feels like a lifetime ago at this point. It was just another decision in a long string of them that I didn’t get to make for myself.  
 
    I never declared a major, which maybe says a lot about me and my decision-making skills, but I was leaning toward business. And let me tell you, I’ve learned a fuck of a lot about business over the last few years. 
 
    I may not have a university degree, but the knowledge I’ve gained in the field is priceless. 
 
    Even if everything else disappears tomorrow, I’ll still have that. 
 
    As I walk toward the ticket booth, I can’t help but feel a longing in the pit of my stomach. I miss going to concerts. I miss the thrill of waiting in line to see my favorite band, of rushing with the rest of the crowd to get the best standing place for the show, of drinking down half a bottle of Coke before adding Jack up to the top and getting fucked up while we wait in line. 
 
    Getting to see my favorite bands from backstage is pretty fucking great, but I miss the excitement buzzing through me just before the gates open. 
 
    Not unlike the buzzing in my chest now as I approach the ticket window, I suppose.  
 
    My heart starts pounding a little harder as I walk closer and closer to the short line of people waiting at Will Call. My hat’s still pulled down low, and I’m just crossing my fingers no one will recognize me. 
 
    And then I arrive at the ticket counter. 
 
    I pick the shortest line, the one with a couple at the window, and wait my turn. 
 
    “Last name?” the chick behind the counter asks as I step up to the window. 
 
    “I’m, uh, not on the list,” I say.  
 
    “If you’re not on the list, unfortunately we’re sold out tonight,” she says. She doesn’t look up from whatever it is she’s typing on her computer. “I’m so sor—” She cuts herself off when she finally does glance up. “Holy shit,” she murmurs, all the blood leaving her cheeks. “You’re Tyler Caldwell.” 
 
    I chuckle. I get recognized a hell of a lot more often now because of that reality show I did. I guess it wasn’t all bad that I went on. It did, after all, give CK the exposure we were looking for when I agreed to sign on. “I am.” 
 
    She squeals, drawing the attention of some of the people waiting in lines nearby. “Oh my God!” 
 
    “I’ll sign whatever you want if you could just keep it down for a minute,” I say quietly. 
 
    She laugh-squeals, and now she’s also drawing the attention of some of her colleagues. “What can I do for you?” she asks, pulling herself together. 
 
    “I’m looking for the assistant manager.” 
 
    “This is so unusual,” she says. “Our manager, Patrick, is the one who usually deals directly with musicians or their team.” 
 
    “It’s, uh, regarding a personal matter,” I explain. 
 
    She nods, and then she hands me a sheet of paper. “Can you make it out to C-L-A-I-R-E?” 
 
    I give her the smile I know melts panties right off women, and she blushes as she picks up her phone and dials a number. 
 
    “It’s Claire, and I have someone at my window who would like to speak with you,” she says into the phone, her eyes still on me. 
 
    My heart palpitates. 
 
    This is it. 
 
    A reunion two long years in the making. 
 
    I draw in a deep breath as I sign the paper.  
 
    To Claire: Thanks for helping me out. Love, Tyler Caldwell 
 
    Or, rather, the legible part looks more like Ty Cal.  
 
    “Can we get a selfie, too?” she begs. 
 
    I nod. “Of course.” 
 
    The plexiglass still separates us, but I get as close as I can to the window and she sits on her desk and smiles as she snaps the photo. 
 
    My phone buzzes in my pocket while I wait, and I grab it to see who’s texting me. 
 
    Brett: What the fuck happened with you and Tommy? 
 
    I sigh as I stare at the message. I don’t want to deal with it now, but I sure as fuck won’t want to deal with it later, either. 
 
    I’m just sliding my phone back in my pocket when I hear a voice. “Can I help you?” 
 
    The voice is loud enough that it has to be coming from the other side of this window. I glance up and see not my Dani but a man standing there. 
 
    “Are you the assistant manager?” I ask. 
 
    The man nods. “Ford Pruitt. Can I help you?” he repeats. 
 
    “Isn’t the assistant manager Danielle Watson?” I ask. 
 
    “The former assistant manager, yes,” Ford says, his brows dipping together. “Why? Who wants to know?” 
 
    “Tyler Caldwell, bassist for Capital Kingsmen,” I say, patting my chest. 
 
    Recognition seems to dawn in his eyes, and then his eyes widen into...something else. I can’t put my finger on what it is, though. 
 
    “Why do you care?” I ask, narrowing my eyes at him. 
 
    “Because she’s my wife.” 
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    His wife? 
 
    As in...she’s married? 
 
    Of all the ways I saw this playing out, this was not one of them. 
 
    I don’t know what to say. 
 
    It’s only been two years. 
 
    Well, two years plus that month I spent in the house without my phone for that stupid reality show that was the entire reason she stopped talking to me. 
 
    I could’ve gotten her to talk to me if I would’ve had just a minute to get to Wisconsin to talk to her, but I wasn’t afforded that luxury. 
 
    And now she’s married. 
 
    To the guy who apparently took her job. 
 
    What the actual fuck? 
 
    “Oh.” It’s all I can manage to say. I’m at a true loss for words. 
 
    Do they have kids? 
 
    Are they newlyweds, or have they been married a while? 
 
    Does she still love me? 
 
    How did she so easily move on when I haven’t been able to? 
 
    “Is there some message you’d like me to relay to my wife?” he asks, and his last two words are a fucking knife through my heart. She’s a wife. 
 
    “Uh, no,” I say, grabbing onto the brim of my hat with both hands as I yank it down still lower. “Thanks anyway.” 
 
    I speed away on foot as fast as I can from the ticket booth, and the Uber who dropped me is long gone. I figured she’d take me back to her office, and maybe we’d talk, or we’d make up for lost time and fuck right there on her desk. That wasn’t my expectation, but a guy can still hold out hope. 
 
    And instead of any of that, I’m walking away from the ticket window with a brand-new hole in the heart that was already crushed into pieces. 
 
    I find a hotel with a room available nearby. I book it on my phone, and I find it’s less than a mile away, so I decide to hoof it. 
 
    Each action gets me one step closer to getting the hell off this property, but it does nothing to repair the damage that was made here. 
 
    The walk doesn’t do me as much good as I’d hoped. 
 
    And it gets worse. Once I check in, I look out my window over downtown Milwaukee, and I’m looking out right over the Forum. The place where she worked. The place that was first such a magical epicenter for our reunion and now represents this place of broken dreams and hopelessness. 
 
    I could ask to change rooms, I guess, or I could just shut the fucking drapes. I don’t do either of those things. Instead, I collapse on the bed and stare out the window as I try to figure out where the hell I go from here. 
 
    I thought she was the answer. 
 
    I thought she was the one who could calm the wild tempest inside me—because she did. For one night, she did that. For one weekend that was far too short...she did that. 
 
    And then she was gone, and I had no idea that would be the last time we were together. 
 
    But it was. Because she’s married now. I’ve fucked around with a lot of women, but never with someone I knew was in a committed relationship. 
 
    My phone rings as I lie there. 
 
    I ignore it. 
 
    But then I start to think...what if it’s her? What if she could answer some of these questions? 
 
    It won’t be her. 
 
    It hasn’t been, not even once in the last two years since she blocked my number despite the fact that every single time I get a call, hope blooms in my chest that it finally will be her again. 
 
    I glance at the screen. This time, it looks like Dustin has been put to the task. 
 
    And out of the three of them, he’s the one I’m most inclined to talk to right now. 
 
    “Yeah?” I answer. 
 
    “Where the hell are you?” he demands. 
 
    I sigh. “Milwaukee.” 
 
    He’s quiet a beat, and then he asks, “Did you find her?” 
 
    “She’s married now.” 
 
    “Oh, Jesus. I’m sorry, man. I know what she means to you.” 
 
    His words mean a lot. He’s the only one of us who has someone, so right now I feel like he’s the only one who has any inkling of what I’m going through. Brett and Tommy—they just like to fuck. They don’t care about feelings or relationships or emotions.  
 
    “It’s just not what I was expecting,” I finally say. 
 
    “Then come home. Let’s sort through whatever the fuck is going on with you and Tommy so we can move forward.” 
 
    I decode his words to mean so that I can move forward. Everyone’s been waiting for me to get back to myself again, and for so long I thought she was the key to that. I never even considered that maybe she isn’t. 
 
    “All right.” I continue staring out the window at the Forum. “Give me one night away and I’ll be back tomorrow.” 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Not really.” We’re not exactly the talk about our feelings type, but I could use a friend right about now. “I guess I was just...holding out hope that she was waiting for me.” 
 
    “Two years is a long time.” His voice is soft, like that’ll soften the blow of his words. 
 
    “I didn’t have a choice in what happened during those two years,” I say thickly. 
 
    “I know, man. And I’m sorry for my part in that.” 
 
    I shake my head even though he can’t see me. “Don’t be. I want to blame Tommy or Capital Kingsmen or the label, but deep down I know that even if I wasn’t locked in that house, the result would’ve been the same. She once told me I always have a choice, and maybe she’s right.” 
 
    Fuck. Maybe she’s right. 
 
    What if I do have a choice? 
 
    I never allowed myself to think I could. 
 
    I have a contract that says I need to produce two more albums with my band in the next eight months. We also need to go on another tour that begins within our contracted period. 
 
    But beyond that...I have no legal obligations to anyone. 
 
    Professional obligations? Probably. Personal? Definitely. But legal...no. 
 
    “Maybe I’ve let my obligations run the show for too long,” I finish. 
 
    “What are you saying?” There’s an edge of anxiety to his tone, and I don’t blame him. He knows what I’m getting at. 
 
    “I’m saying maybe I need a little break after these two albums drop.” 
 
    “Fuck,” he mutters. “Listen, just get back home and we’ll get your head back on straight.” 
 
    I make some grunt of agreement and say the right words that I’ve trained myself to say, but my heart isn’t there. 
 
    It’s here in Milwaukee, held in the hands of a woman who belongs to someone else now. 
 
    And I’m not entirely sure I can move forward with anything in my life until I can find a way to come to terms with that.
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    “Luna girl, Luna girl.” I sing the same song I sing every time I change her diaper, and she still tries to stick her hands where they just don’t need to go. “Can you clap for Mommy?” 
 
    She does, a wide smile accompanying her accomplishment, and I giggle softly at how proud she is of her own ability to clap. 
 
    “Good girl,” I say. I finish the job and zip up her pajamas before I pick her up and cradle her for a beat. I stare down at her, those lovely green eyes of hers looking back up at me. They’re so crystal clear and gorgeous. The shock of dark hair on her cute head usually makes them even greener, but in the dim lighting of her bedroom right before bedtime, they look nearly brown. 
 
    I sigh as those green eyes take me to another place for a minute. I don’t go there very often anymore, mostly because I just can’t allow myself to, but every now and again the stab of guilt intensifies to a place where my stomach physically aches. 
 
    I thought once she turned one, all that would go away. 
 
    It didn’t. 
 
    I rock her and sing a soft round of “Twinkle Twinkle Little Star” and then I lay her down in her crib. She sits right up just like she does every night during this routine, and I wave to her. She waves back, and then I slowly move out of the room, shut the door, and stare at the video monitor as I watch her lie down, cuddle her blanket, and eventually drift off to sleep. 
 
    I exhale a long breath. 
 
    Another day down, and I survived it. I kept the little one alive again. I mentally pat myself on the back. Usually Ford and I clink glasses of wine right about now, but he’s at work. 
 
    I force the feelings of resentment away that he’s at work. I lock them tightly in the box where they belong. 
 
    I don’t resent my husband. I love him. 
 
    But he was awfully quick to suggest I stay home with Luna as my stomach swelled. He was awfully quick to volunteer for my position at work when he’d only just started in our marketing department. He was even quick to follow me around the office and learn the ropes as my due date loomed closer and closer. 
 
    Those were all things that drew us together, though. All things that helped our relationship grow. 
 
    And now he’s been doing my job for the last nineteen months since she was born, and I’ve become one of those stay at home moms who feels guilty for wishing I still had a career when I’m blessed to be able to be with her all day. I feel guilty for the ambition that still swims in my veins, the same ambition I set aside so I could care for my daughter. 
 
    Life has become a balancing act, and the essence of me has somehow been tilted so far off its axis that I’m not even sure the real me is still in there. Now my identity is simply mom. 
 
    Or, to Luna, mama. 
 
    I flip through the channels, but there’s nothing on television. I click it off. 
 
    My mind is wandering. Something feels off today, and I can’t put my finger on what it is. 
 
    I scroll Instagram, and then, because I apparently enjoy inflicting pain on myself, I click the search button. 
 
    I type in Capital Kingsmen. 
 
    I’ve been good for the last six months. I haven’t typed it in even once. 
 
    Okay, I did once. But I didn’t actually click the search button. Guilt prevented me from really doing it. 
 
    Today, though, I don’t let it stop me. Not when I feel it coming at me from so many different places. 
 
    Guilt for wanting to work when I’m lucky I can be at home. 
 
    Guilt for avoiding self-care when I know I won’t be the best mom I can be without it. 
 
    Guilt for sleeping past my alarm. 
 
    Guilt for wanting to see what he and his band are doing. 
 
    Guilt for marrying someone I probably shouldn’t have. 
 
    Guilt for wanting someone who isn’t my husband. 
 
    The most recent picture was posted three days ago. All four band members are in the photo, and they’re on stage taking their final bow at a concert. It’s a shot from far away, so I can’t zoom in close enough to see his face...but I see the mass of people in the crowd. I read the caption. 
 
    Thank you, Wembley! That’s a wrap for our international tour. Keep an eye out for new music coming at you soon. -T, B, T, D 
 
    I read the second sentence again. That’s a wrap for our international tour. 
 
    Is he back here in the US? Is that why he’s on my mind? 
 
    I scroll to the next photo, and the next. None are close up shots of Tyler, and I have to go back nearly three months’ worth of photos until I find one that is. 
 
    Circles around his eyes make him look somehow...haunted. Still heartbreakingly handsome, still the achingly beautiful boy I fell for. 
 
    I’m sure two years on the road takes a toll on a person. It doesn’t matter. It’s not my problem. 
 
    I’m still staring into his haunted eyes when my phone starts ringing. It startles me, and I drop it onto my own chest in surprise. 
 
    I pick it back up as I try to shake off whatever feelings were just lancing through me merely by looking at him again, and I see it’s my husband calling. I glance at the time. It’s a little after eight, so he’s sneaking in the call before the main act takes the stage. 
 
    I know his schedule like the back of my hand. 
 
    It used to be my schedule. 
 
    “Hey,” I answer, trying to keep the fatigue out of my voice. I’m tired. I’m worn down. I need a break. 
 
    But moms don’t really get breaks. 
 
    “I need to tell you something,” he blurts. 
 
    Alarm sears my chest, and I sit up a little straighter. I’m not sure why we need to sit up when we’re being given news, but it’s some automatic habit. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “He came by here today looking for you.” His voice is flat. Quiet. Devoid of emotion. 
 
    “He?” I ask even though I know exactly who he’s talking about. I play the part I’ve been playing for two years, though. The part where I pretend like I don’t still think of him every second of every day. The part where I pretend like I don’t feel a million tingles of electricity all at once lighting up every nerve in my body. 
 
    “Tyler Caldwell.” 
 
    “Oh,” I murmur, the single word doing absolutely nothing to convey the radical shift in my chest. 
 
    My heart beats faster. My cheeks flush. My stomach heaves. My thighs clench. 
 
    All just from learning that he’s here in Milwaukee and he came looking for me even after two years. 
 
    I suppose there’s more that might figure into that equation, but I don’t need to think it through since my husband nails that for me next.  
 
    “I’m scared, Danielle.” I hear it in his voice. It’s the very idea we both feared from the beginning as it’s brought to life before us. 
 
    “Don’t be,” I say, gearing up to utter the words I’ve rehearsed so many times that I actually believe them myself. “She’s yours, Ford. In every way that matters, she’s yours.” Except for that one tiny thing, that one little legality called blood. “She’s been yours for the last nineteen months. You’re the one who can provide a stable home for her. You’re the one who works a semi-normal job with actual time off.” I say the words that I’ve thought through so many times. It’s not an actual normal job or he’d be home at eight o’clock on a Thursday night. “You’re the one who was there for me through nearly my entire pregnancy, and you’re the one who was in the delivery room. You’re the one I married.” 
 
    You’re the one I settled for when someone else held my heart. 
 
    Maybe it wasn’t fair of me to marry him, but he was offering me something I needed at the time, and I couldn’t see any other answer. 
 
    I still can’t.  
 
    Ford is a good, steady guy. He’s reliable, and he’s balanced, and he offers my daughter things she wouldn’t otherwise have had. He’s become my best friend. But he’s not Tyler. 
 
    When a friend told me she thought she loved two different men back in our early twenties, I scoffed. You can’t love two men at the same time, I’d told her with a little bit of arrogance, like I was some expert on love at a time when I’d just moved to Milwaukee with a guy who turned out, in the end, to be a total douchebag. 
 
    Turns out I was wrong. 
 
    You absolutely can love two men at the same time, and circumstances are what determines which of them you end up with. Not which one you deserve. Not which one deserves you. Not which one is the better choice or better suited for you. But life in general as it happens. 
 
    And just as Tyler once told me that he didn’t have a choice in his own decisions, I finally sort of get that. I didn’t have much choice, either. Not when it came to making my decisions in the best interest of my child. 
 
    I could either wait around for a gamble with someone who I didn’t even know well enough to know if he wanted kids, someone who would be off on tour or locked up on a reality show or out of the picture, someone who made decisions for three other men before himself and me, someone who I wasn’t entirely sure I was compatible with based on how our first fight panned out...or I could make the logical and safe choice in Ford, someone who was ready to give me the world, the kind of guy who would stand by me, attend doctor’s appointments with me, hold my hand through it all, and be by my side every step of the way. 
 
    Luna was on her way. I had to take logical and safe over the gamble. 
 
    What kind of life would that have been for Luna if I’d chosen differently? For me? She’d just be meeting her daddy for the first time today. 
 
    Instead, she loves the only man she’s ever known as her daddy with her whole heart. Her first word was dada. The first person she waved to? Dada. The first person she pointed at? Dada. The first person she smiled at? Dada. 
 
    So what if they don’t share blood? He’s been a father to her in every way that matters while her actual biological father was off galivanting across Europe without a care in the world. Though I guess the circles around his haunted eyes tell a slightly different story. 
 
    I accept my own fault in this since I never told him. I live with those sins every day. I’m not a selfish person by nature, but when it comes to the basic needs of my child, I refuse to compromise. I did what I needed to do to give her a father who would be present in her life—and in mine. 
 
    “Okay,” Ford finally says. “I know you’re right. I just didn’t expect to see him here today.” 
 
    “I know.” Neither did I. “It’ll be okay,” I lie. The truth is I don’t know if it’ll be okay. 
 
    He tells me he loves me, and I say it back, and we hang up. He has work to do, and I have thinking to do. 
 
    Tyler is in town. 
 
    He came looking for me. 
 
    I have no idea what his schedule is like, whether he’ll be back overseas by tomorrow or back to California or if he has time here. I don’t know if he just wants to see me or if he has some fatherly instinct and he somehow knows. 
 
    I don’t know what the hell I’m doing as my fingers seem to take on a mind of their own. I unblock his number. 
 
    I stare at the last couple messages he sent me. I may have blocked him, but I never deleted his texts. 
 
    And now, two years later, a fire still burns in me...a fire he lit. 
 
    And it’s with that thought that my fingers type the words. I click the send button before I lose my nerve. Before I change my mind. 
 
    Me: What are you doing in Milwaukee?
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    I stare out the window as I self-medicate with the bottle of cheap scotch I ordered from room service. They charged me over a hundred bucks for a single bottle of the cheap stuff, a steep price if I’ve ever seen one—especially since I can literally see a liquor store across the street from this hotel—but it’s worth the price to sit here and have it delivered. 
 
    Prices used to matter to me. There were days when I pinched every penny, when I ate ramen because it was cheap, when I drank whatever scotch was the cheapest, which led to my affinity for cheap scotches. 
 
    A lot of shit used to matter to me. 
 
    It doesn’t anymore. 
 
    My flight back to LA is booked for tomorrow. 
 
    If I make it, I make it. If I don’t...well, then I guess I’ll still be in Milwaukee. 
 
    I don’t know if anything really matters anymore. 
 
    I held onto something for two whole years while she was busy packing us up and tossing us out with the trash. 
 
    Three nights. I get it. That was all we spent together, and it shouldn’t have been enough to make me feel such a deep, dark hole because she’s married now. 
 
    But it was enough. 
 
    Our relationship spans back to our teenage years. We were close friends back then, and we started getting close again as I traveled the country with CK.  
 
    We talked every day, so even though we weren’t together in person, I got to know her on a completely different level. Maybe an even deeper one without the complications of sex, particularly because the animal attraction between us was so goddamn strong that our in-person conversations kept leading us straight to the bedroom. 
 
    Or her desk. 
 
    Or the alley behind the bar. 
 
    My phone buzzes with a text over on the nightstand. My feet are propped up on the windowsill, and I can’t really think of a single person I’m interested in hearing from right now, so I don’t bother getting up to check it. 
 
    Except her...but she blocked me two years ago and, in the meantime, managed to find a guy, date him, and marry him.  
 
    I take a drag straight from the bottle. It’s not numbing me the way I’d hoped, and I think it has something to do with the exhaustion that’s been muddying my brain. The physical fatigue of jetlag is meeting with the mental debilitation of learning she’s married and my fight with Tommy and all the other shit going on with the band. 
 
    I need something stronger than scotch. I don’t know where to get something harder than alcohol in Milwaukee, but I have enough contacts around that I could procure it. 
 
    Except I don’t even have the energy for that. 
 
    So I take another drag from the bottle, and another. And then, finally, I close my eyes and pass out. 
 
    I sleep in the chair for a few hours before I wake up with a stiff neck and haul myself over to the bed. I sleep there a lot more hours. 
 
    When I finally wake up, it’s nearly noon and my mouth is drier than the desert. I slept almost fifteen hours, and I don’t actually feel any better at all. 
 
    I drink the two bottles of water the mini-fridge in this room offers. I take a shower. My flight isn’t for a few more hours, but I grab my phone to check my flight status.  
 
    And that’s when I see it. 
 
    My eyes widen. My heart races. My chest tightens. 
 
    It’s a text. 
 
    From her. 
 
    The entire short message is splashed across my home screen. 
 
    Dani: What are you doing in Milwaukee? 
 
    She sent it last night as I was numbing myself with scotch. I didn’t bother to check it because I never thought it would be from her. 
 
    I don’t know what to say. I open the message and stare at the screen as I try to figure out how the fuck I’m supposed to reply after all this time has passed. 
 
    Anxiety plagues me when I click the send button that it’s going to be rejected because she blocked me again. 
 
    Me: I came to see you. 
 
    Her reply comes faster than mine did.  
 
    I’m not blocked. But she’s married now. All she did was unblock and ask a question, yet inside I feel like she just opened the gate back up to let me into her life. 
 
    Dani: Why? 
 
    After all this time, I guess there’s no sense in beating around the bush, is there? 
 
    Me: Because I’m so fucking in love with you and I never got a chance to tell you that. 
 
    I stare at the screen as I wait for the reply, but after a full minute, nothing comes through. 
 
    I click through to check my flight. 
 
    It’s on time, and I still have a few hours before I need to get to the airport...but I don’t know if I can get on my flight now that she fucking texted me after the two longest years of my life. 
 
    I take a shower, and there’s still no reply when I get out. I pack my bag. I toss out the half-empty bottle of scotch, fifty bucks right down the drain. And then, because I’m running out of time and I have nothing left to lose, I text her again. 
 
    Me: Can I see you? 
 
    Dani: I don’t think that’s a good idea. 
 
    Me: Why not? 
 
    Dani: Because I had to move on with my life after you hurt me.  
 
    A pain stabs me right in the heart. I had no intention of hurting her. 
 
    Me: Then can we talk? I have some things I need to say to you. 
 
    And I hate texting. I want to hear her voice. I want her to hear the sincerity in mine. 
 
    Dani: I don’t think so. You can’t come back after all this time and expect it all to just be the same. 
 
    Me: I don’t expect it to be the same. But I need to apologize to you, and I’d rather say it to you than text it to you. 
 
    I don’t get a reply. I think about fishing that half bottle out of the trash, but then something happens. 
 
    My phone starts ringing.
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    I click the call button before I lose my nerve. 
 
    Luna is napping, and Ford is at work, so this is my window. If I want to solve the mysteries of the past, if I want to allow my heart a chance to move on from him, I need closure. If I want to try to brush away some of the guilt that comes along with having feelings for another man when I’m married—then this is my chance. 
 
    But I need to be careful. 
 
    I can’t tell him about Luna. Not yet, anyway. And when I do, I’ll stick firmly to a lie that puts her birthdate out of any range that could possibly lead him to questions. 
 
    “Hey,” he answers on the first ring, and his voice is warm and rich and everything I remember. It’s deep and a little gritty and it awakens dormant feelings in me, feelings I forgot existed. Just the single grunted syllable reminds me of who I once was. It shifts my world a little. It reminds me of the guy who was a good friend when we were teenagers. It reminds me of the guy who became my very best friend for two months a couple years ago as we talked every single day while he was on the road.  
 
    It reminds me of fingernails scratching down a lean back, of a hand trailing slowly up a thigh, of illicit sex on top of a desk that belongs to someone else now. 
 
    I clear my throat. 
 
    That desk belongs to my husband now. 
 
    As should the feelings coursing through me. 
 
    “Hi,” I say tentatively. 
 
    An awkward beat of quiet passes between us. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he says, and there’s so much emotion packed into those two words. 
 
    I don’t know what to say. I forgive you seems like a lie, especially since I’m holding onto my own sins against him. So I don’t say anything, and the silence spanning between us feels like an impossible bridge we’re unable to cross. 
 
    “Please just let me see you.” His voice is soft, nearly a whisper, as he begs me for something I can’t give him. I need a minute to even process what’s happening. I didn’t tell Ford that I texted Tyler last night, and I certainly won’t tell him about this phone call. More lies on top of lies. 
 
    “I can’t,” I say softly. 
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    “I already told you. Things have changed, Tyler. I moved on,” I lie.  
 
    I haven’t moved on, at least not emotionally. 
 
    “I haven’t.” God, I don’t remember his voice holding so much emotion before. I can hear the pain and the need there in those two words. “And believe me, I tried.” 
 
    I don’t want to know what that means—probably not any more than he wants to hear about married life for me. 
 
    “Why aren’t you working at the arena anymore?” he asks. 
 
    I don’t have an answer. I’m not ready to tell him it’s because I have a daughter and I’m a stay at home mom to her now. “Career change,” I say simply. At least that’s not really a lie, though it isn’t the whole truth, either. 
 
    “But you loved what you did. It was why you stayed in Milwaukee after Nate and you broke up.” 
 
    Tears sting behind my eyes. He remembers. It was just a tiny, minute detail about my life, but he remembers. 
 
    Ford forgot my birthday this year. 
 
    He apologized. He felt horrible. But he forgot. I get it—kids make you tired. They change you. But it still hurt when he didn’t even say happy birthday until my mom called me and he heard her singing through my phone. 
 
    But Tyler remembers things...the same things that Ford stole from me. 
 
    “Yeah, I did. More of life’s changes, I guess,” I finally say. 
 
    “What happened to the Dani I knew?” he asks. 
 
    “Her heart was broken and it changed who she was as a person,” I say thickly. 
 
    “Because of me?” 
 
    I find my voice again. “Yeah. It was our first real fight and it made me realize that I couldn’t be with someone who wasn’t in control of his own decisions.” I needed someone who could be there for Luna and me. You couldn’t. 
 
    Instead of responding to my harsh words, his voice is low when he asks, “How long have you been married?” 
 
    “Our second anniversary is coming up in October.” My chest aches when I say the words. 
 
    We got married fast. He was at a place in his life where he wanted a family, and I was giving him an insta-one. I wanted to be married before the baby came. I wanted to wear a dress that would hide my baby bump. It was quick, but at the time...it felt right. He was giving me everything I needed, just as I was filling a space for him. 
 
    “Jesus,” he mutters. “So you blocked me at the end of July and you were married to somebody else by October?” 
 
    I clear my throat. It sounds bad when he says it that way. “Um, yeah.” I have no idea what assumptions he has about that. Maybe he thinks Ford was just some ex of mine, or someone I’d known a long time...not someone I literally went on a first date with the day after I blocked Tyler. 
 
    “Did what we have just...mean nothing to you?” His words are lined with pain. I may be playing the victim that he hurt me, but what he feels all these years later seems somehow far worse than whatever reasons I had back then for cutting him out of my life. 
 
    It was too hard. 
 
    I was too scared. 
 
    I found a safe alternative, and I jumped at it. 
 
    “It meant everything to me.” My voice is quiet because it’ll shake with emotion if I raise it. “But I had a life to live, and I couldn’t put it on hold for thirty days or two years.” 
 
    “I get that,” he concedes. “So once again my career has failed me.” 
 
    “Failed you?” I repeat. “How has it failed you?” 
 
    “In the only way that really matters, Dani.” 
 
    When he says my name, Dani, a shudder runs through me. He’s the only person who calls me that...or maybe he’s the only one I’ve allowed to call me that. 
 
    “How’d you meet him?” he asks. 
 
    “At work. He started in our marketing department and he asked me to a happy hour. We fell in love.” I say the words, but even now I have no idea if I mean them. I don’t even know what love is except when it comes to Luna. Maybe that’s all the love I deserve in my life, and maybe I’ve come to terms with that. Her happiness is mine. It’s all that matters to me. My own wants and needs take a backseat to hers, and she needed Ford, so I did, too. 
 
    Sometimes I think about the future. What if she finds out someday that Ford isn’t her biological father? Will she resent me for the lies, or will she see that I made the best decision I could at the time? 
 
    Whenever my mind starts to go down that dark hole, I turn that ship right back around. I can’t think like that. I’ll drive myself mad, and I’m already halfway there. 
 
    “Are you happy?” he asks me. 
 
    No. “Yes.” 
 
    “Then I’ll leave you alone.” He forces the words—practically chokes on them. 
 
    No! 
 
    The fear that pulses within me that he might follow through on that promise is what drives my next words. “I can meet you while you’re in town.” 
 
    My voice is small for such a big promise. 
 
    Madelyn, my fourteen-year-old neighbor and sometimes babysitter, will watch Luna. I’ll just tell her I have to run to the store. She’s always great about sitting at our place to do her homework while I run out, especially when Luna is napping. 
 
    “You...you can?” he says, his voice full of surprise. 
 
    “It’s a terrible idea,” I blurt. “But I’ll do it anyway.”  
 
    He laughs, and it’s the first sound of something light in this entire conversation. That sound of laughter...it reignites something that dimmed a long time ago. It reignites old feelings I’ve tried so hard—and so unsuccessfully—to bury.  
 
    Despite all that, I’ve made vows to another man, and I have every intention to keep them. 
 
    But, as my father used to say, the road to hell is paved with intentions, and I’m already terrified that I’m on the road that’ll take me straight down. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 12 
 
    TYLER 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stare at the man in the mirror for a minute. The light is back in his eyes after one conversation that lasted less than ten minutes. 
 
    There’s hope where despair lived only moments ago. 
 
    There’s excitement where apathy has thrived for two years. 
 
    There’s color again in a world that’s been gray since she walked away with the entire rainbow. 
 
    There’s life in me again. 
 
    I never got the chance to tell her I was in love with her back then. I said it over text message earlier today, and that was the first time I ever communicated those words to her. 
 
    We were solid in our plan to avoid commitment until we could actually be together, and maybe it took the last two years to get us here. 
 
    Before I go into this with quite that much hope, though, I have to take a hard look at reality. She’s married. Even though she’s meeting me today, and even though I feel like there’s a chance where there wasn’t one before...she’s married. 
 
    I run a hand through my hair and wince since it’s the hand I used to punch Tommy. It’s a little swollen today, but there’s no permanent damage.  
 
    As I stare at myself, I realize I need a haircut. I need to shave. I need to take better care of myself in general, I think, probably along with taking better care of the relationships in my life. I wonder how long I can get away with using the I’ve been overseas for two years excuse. I haven’t even had a chance to call my parents since I got back...although, to be fair, I slept, had a meeting with our label, and got on a plane to Milwaukee. 
 
    But this is just going to have to do for now. I slip a ballcap over my head and pull it down low, my typical habit whenever I go out in public. Ever since that reality show, I’m recognized everywhere I go. 
 
    My ride is here, and I have fifteen minutes until I’m supposed to be at the coffee joint she chose, a place that’s neutral territory midway between the home she shares with her husband and the hotel where I’m staying. 
 
    I flew halfway around the world and then halfway across the United States to see her. I can travel another few miles to meet her. 
 
    I stare out the window at the dreary Milwaukee day as we make our way toward the coffee place. The sky is gray with the threat of storms, and it feels very symbolic of what we’re doing here. Either I’ll leave this meeting and the sun will be shining again, or the storms will begin. Either she’ll hand the rainbow of colors back to me or everything will remain gray and bleak. 
 
    I note that we’re meeting for coffee now, not a drink at a bar like we might’ve done two years ago. It’s safer to keep alcohol out of the equation. It only intensifies the feelings of need whenever I’m with her, and I remind myself for the millionth time that she has a husband now. 
 
    My chest races as I watch the GPS on the driver’s dashboard. He pulls into a parking lot, and I survey the small smattering of cars parked there on a Friday early afternoon. I wonder which one is hers. The cherry red sports car? The mid-size SUV? The soccer mom minivan? The sensible sedan? 
 
    The car rolls to a stop in front of the last store in a strip mall, and I get out with a muttered, “Thanks.” 
 
    I draw in a deep breath, and I glance up at the darkening sky as I offer up a silent prayer of hope to someone whose ear I no longer deserve. And then I open the door. 
 
    My eyes find hers immediately. She sits at a table, a coffee mug in her hand and halfway to her lips. She freezes when she spots me, and her eyes widen a little and red dusts her cheeks like she can’t believe I’m really here. 
 
    She doesn’t get up. 
 
    That’s safer. 
 
    If she did, I’d grab her in my arms, and I don’t think I’d ever be able to let her go. 
 
    I slide into the chair across from her. 
 
    “Hi,” she says softly. 
 
    I stare at her for a beat. She’s two years older, and somehow two years more beautiful than I remember. Her long, dark hair is swept off her neck, held back by a simple black elastic. She wears a white t-shirt paired with jeans, a simple combination that somehow makes her eyes glow at me as she regards me with a little bit of caution. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    She stares back at me, and I wonder if she thinks I look two years more beautiful, too. Somehow I doubt it...because I don’t. I look different, sure. A little more traveled, a little more experienced, a little more heartbroken. Time hasn’t been as kind to me as it’s been to her, I’m afraid. 
 
    “You look—” I begin at the same time she starts with, “What are—” 
 
    We both chuckle a little awkwardly, and it’s a strange new world since the two of us never shared awkward moments before. 
 
    “You first,” I say. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I told you, Dani. I came to see you.” 
 
    She looks a little embarrassed by my words. That’s not my intention, though. The truth is my intention here. 
 
    “You flew home to Los Angeles from Europe and immediately got on a plane to see me?” she asks. 
 
    I raise a brow because she totally just gave herself away. “How’d you know I just got home from Europe?” 
 
    Her cheeks redden even more as she realizes she’s been caught. “When my husband told me you showed up at the arena, I allowed myself to look up the band. I guess I just needed the proof that you were really in the position to actually show up here.” 
 
    I try not to pick apart her words, but I can’t help it. 
 
    My husband. 
 
    I allowed myself. 
 
    I needed the proof. 
 
    “You could’ve called me to ask,” I point out. 
 
    She nods and taps the handle of her mug as she avoids eye contact. “I could’ve. But it might’ve been too hard, or it might’ve led to an awkward in-person meeting that I was unable to say no to.” She gestures around us, her words thick as she tries to keep her regret for showing up to meet me at bay, and that stabs me in the heart. “A little Instagram stalking was easier.” 
 
    “But you’re here now,” I point out through the knife still stabbing at me. Her response to that may come back to hurt me, but can it really be any worse than what I’ve lived with since the last time I spoke to her? 
 
    “Yeah,” she says, her eyes falling to her coffee. “And I’m not quite sure why.” 
 
    “Because the feelings are still there,” I say, trying to force away the hope in my tone.  
 
    She glances up at me, and when our eyes connect, all the heat is still there. “Of course they are. Feelings like we shared don’t just go away. But things are different now, Tyler.” 
 
    My dick pulses with need when she says my name. 
 
    Tyler. 
 
    Fingernails scratching down my back. 
 
    Tyler. 
 
    Her face twisting as she comes. 
 
    Tyler. 
 
    A whispered plea as my fingers drive her to the brink of pleasure. 
 
    Tyler. 
 
    Her fingers wrapped in my hair as I suck on her pussy. 
 
    I sigh and push those old memories to the side. 
 
    “What changed?” I ask. 
 
    “Besides the fact that I got married?” She purses her lips pointedly. 
 
    I nod. “Yeah. Aside from that.” 
 
    “I watched you on that show,” she says simply, like that explains everything.  
 
    But it doesn’t explain anything. I watched the show, too. I saw myself come off looking like a douchebag. I saw the way the show was edited to make it look like I had real feelings for the only female contestant when the only person I had feelings for had blocked me just before I went into the house. Most of my confessionals were heavily edited, but all I did in those private rooms was talk about how in love I was with Dani. 
 
    “Didn’t you see my confessionals where I talked about how her innocence reminded me of the girl who held my heart? Where I talked about how in love I was with somebody else?” Those interviews didn’t air until closer to the end of the season. The band in charge was actually pretty angry with me for skewing their competition, so, understandably, they didn’t really edit me in the best light. 
 
    She shakes her head. “I watched the first three episodes. I saw you faking a relationship with another contestant to help her chances of winning. And then I saw you kissing her. I saw you holding her in your arms all night as you comforted her. I saw you doing all the things with her on a show that you should’ve been doing with me in person, and I couldn’t watch anymore after that.” 
 
    “None of that meant anything to me,” I mutter. “I had to do something to try to win favor with the audience. I knew how people would react when I finally told the truth that I was there to gain exposure for CK, and so I did what I could to help somebody else who deserved to win.” 
 
    “It didn’t matter.” She pauses and backtracks to correct herself. “It doesn’t matter. Not anymore, anyway. By the time the show aired, you were already in Europe and I was already falling in love with my husband.” She glances away as she says the words, almost like she’s a little embarrassed by them. Maybe I’m seeing what I want to see, but even after all this time, I still know her well. 
 
    And while I’m seeing what I want to see, it’s also very clear to me that her feelings for me never went away. It’s in the way her eyes brand me with heat and lust and fire like they always did, in the way she turns toward me when she talks even though she’s mad at me for things that were beyond my control, in the tone of her voice as she tries to fight against all those feelings that must be a mix of confusion for her. 
 
    “I had to move on with my life. I didn’t know how long you’d be gone. I didn’t know when I’d ever get to see you again. Being with a touring musician...it was never the sort of life I wanted.” 
 
    It’s not the first time I resent my career choice when it comes to my relationship with her. 
 
    I realize I’m blessed to do what I love and to have a successful and lucrative career. Beyond blessed. I’m grateful for it all. Playing the bass guitar and jamming with my buddies for a living is a pretty fucking sweet deal—when Tommy’s not being a dick, anyway—and making music is my life’s passion. 
 
    But at what expense? At losing the one girl I’ve ever really loved? Is that worth it? 
 
    If I have to make the choice between playing with Capital Kingsmen or being with Danielle...I don’t know how to make that choice. It’s not on the table, though, so I don’t need to worry much about it. 
 
    It could all go away tomorrow, and at the end of the day...would I be happy with how my life turned out if she wasn’t in it? 
 
    She hasn’t been in it for two years, and I’m sure as shit not happy. I’m not happy with Tommy. I’m not happy with Capital Kingsmen. I’m not happy about the two albums we need to release in the next eight months or the tours that’ll come with those albums. 
 
    But the second I received a text message from her, I felt a tiny spark of happiness again. Of life again. 
 
    When I walked in and saw her for the first time in far too long, I transcended happiness and went for pure joy and contentment. 
 
    I can’t make the choice between the two. I have too many people depending on me to choose the thing my heart wants. I don’t get to come first, and that’s the life I chose. 
 
    If she can’t understand that, then maybe we don’t belong together. 
 
    Except we do. I know we do. I knew it when I was seven-fucking-teen years old, and I still know it twelve years later. She thought I was joking every time I asked her to go out with me when I passed her hostess stand twelve times a day. She thought I was being funny because we were such close friends, and then I quit Carne’s when I went off to college and she quit a year later when she did the same and that was it. We lost touch. 
 
    But I never stopped thinking about her. 
 
    “Even if it was with me?” I ask. I’m showing my cards in response to her claim that she doesn’t want my lifestyle, and it’s scary as fuck. “You wouldn’t sacrifice that picture-perfect future to be with the right man?” 
 
    “If I have to sacrifice my ideals, then maybe he isn’t the right man.” She looks me in the eye as she says the words, but it almost seems like even she doesn’t believe them. 
 
    “You know we were right together,” I say softly. 
 
    She glances away from me, and it’s all there in that one little move. She has to lie. She has to maintain this image like her life is perfect now. And I suppose one part of me gets it. She’s married. She has a husband to go home to, so she has someone else to think about, to love and honor and be true to. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” she finally says, neither confirming nor denying my claim. “I moved on with my life, and there isn’t a place for you in it anymore.” 
 
    Her words stab into me. They’re the death blow, that final one that hurts more than all the rest combined. 
 
    She doesn’t look at me. “That’s why I agreed to see you today...to tell you that I need you to leave me alone.”  
 
    “You’re the one who texted me,” I point out. “I was on my way home, Dani. I tried to find you, but you blocked me in every possible place you can block a person, and you don’t work at the arena anymore, and I was out of ideas. I didn’t know what else to do. Dustin told me to come back home, and that was my plan. And then you texted me. You wanted to meet with me.” 
 
    Her eyes meet mine, and she glances away. But it was all there in that one connection. All the feelings, and not just the heat, lust, and want, but the friendship and the love rolled into one tiny little moment. 
 
    She nods. “I shouldn’t have.” Her words contradict the way she looks at me. She stands, abandoning her half-drunk cup of coffee and me along with it. “This was a mistake.” 
 
    She practically runs out the door. I turn to watch her as she gets into the mid-size SUV. 
 
    You’d think that would be it for me. Done and dusted. I’d be able to move forward now after she told me it was a mistake to see me, that she needs me to leave her alone, that she moved on with her life and there isn’t a place for me anymore. 
 
    But the way she just ran out of here...it’s clear that this meeting affected her. 
 
    She still has feelings for me, and maybe she just needs some time to get her shit together. Maybe she needs to figure out if she loves her husband as much as she loves me. 
 
    She was mine first, and she’ll be mine again. I just have to be patient. 
 
    I’m not giving up. 
 
    In fact, the battle is just beginning.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 13 
 
    DANIELLE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I saw Tyler today.” 
 
    I’ve told so many lies and kept so many secrets over the last couple years that one more might break me. So I opt for the truth. 
 
    Ford glances up from where he stands at the kitchen counter flipping through the mail. He’s home early for a change, just a little after four. I’m on the floor less than ten feet away playing with Luna, and I say the words so casually, so flippantly, that I almost think he doesn’t hear me at first. 
 
    But then I realize he did hear me. 
 
    “You what?” The piece of mail he was holding flutters down to the counter when he drops it. 
 
    I nod but don’t repeat myself, and I chance a glance up at him. Terror is written across his face in the pinch of his brows and the wide eyes and the pursed lips. 
 
    “Did you take Luna?” he asks. 
 
    “Ma-ma-ma-ma-ma-ma,” Luna says. 
 
    I smile at her. “That’s right, Mama.” I glance up at Ford and shake my head. “Madelyn came by for an hour to watch her.” 
 
    “Did you tell him about her?” 
 
    “Da-da-da-da-da.” 
 
    “Dada,” I repeat to Luna. The irony isn’t lost on me that she says dada as I’m talking about her biological father to the man who raised her. I turn to Ford again. “No. I told him I don’t have room for him in my life anymore.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t keeping him blocked and not getting in touch have achieved the same goal?” he asks. 
 
    I was on my way home, Dani. Tyler’s words from earlier today find their way back to me. 
 
    Yeah. It would have. He was heading home when he rerouted because I told him I could see him. I opened that can of worms. I pulled at that loose thread.  
 
    My intention wasn’t to hurt him or to tell him I didn’t have a place for him anymore. It was a morbid sense of curiosity, to see if those feelings that sparked so brightly were still lit. And they were. Maybe even brighter than before since we share a child now—a child who I see so much of her father in. It’s not just in the physical resemblance of her eyes and her smile and her nose. It’s in the way she laughs so easily. It’s in the way she loves so hard. It’s in the way she’s stubborn and fights for what she wants. It’s all these little pieces to her little personality that are unveiling themselves with each new day as she slowly grows from an infant to a toddler. 
 
    Having those feelings fly right back to the surface with him just pushed an edge of guilt deeper into my heart, and my only defense mechanism became the hurtful words that spilled from my mouth. 
 
    It isn’t fair to Ford, but it’s not like he was ever in the dark about my feelings for Tyler. I may have downplayed them, but a connection like the one we shared doesn’t just disappear—even when you marry somebody else three months later. 
 
    “I guess we’ll never know,” I say instead of telling him that Tyler was on his way out of town when I stopped him. 
 
    “Are you going to see him again?” His words are cautious, and I don’t blame him. 
 
    I stand, and I pull Luna up into my arms. We walk over to him. Luna lifts her cute little arms toward Ford, and he grabs her and swings her up into the air. She giggles before she rests her head against his chest, a sweet smile lighting her face. 
 
    “I’m not planning on it.” Not right now, at least. 
 
    He presses his lips together and nods, and I get it. He’s scared that the life we’ve built together will just disappear tomorrow. He’s scared our little family will be taken away from him. 
 
    Luna looks up at him with love in her eyes. She adores her daddy, and I do, too. 
 
    But I’m not sure that’s enough of a reason to keep my daughter from her biological father for the rest of her life. She isn’t even two years old yet. I’m not sure life would really shift all that much for her in a way she’ll remember, anyway. But it could cause a massive shift for me, and for Ford, and for Tyler. Especially for Tyler—because Ford and I have been bracing for this in different ways since the day we agreed that we’d keep this secret. 
 
    All secrets come out eventually. Too many people know too many things, and even if I lie about her age to Tyler, what happens when my sister wishes her a happy birthday on social media or when she starts school or any one of a hundred other things that could go wrong? Or what if I lie about when Ford and I first got together, and the timing overlaps with when Tyler and I were in our committed no commitment phase? He’ll know it’s a lie. As soon as Tyler finds out she exists, I’ll have a problem on my hands. 
 
    I have no idea how to separate my own feelings from what’s right here. I have no idea how to ensure the kind of future for my child that includes a father who will physically be there for her. One who can attend her soccer games and cheer from the stands and drive her to kindergarten and take pictures at her prom without being gone all the time because he’s off touring with his band. 
 
    Sometimes I wish it was Ford who’d knocked me up. 
 
    But I was already pregnant when I agreed to that first happy hour with him. 
 
    I hadn’t slept with anyone since Nate and I broke up. Tyler was the guy who gave me back the courage and the confidence to feel like a woman again—to feel sexy and wanted and beautiful again. Just one look from him set me on fire, made me moan with need, made me want things even Nate had never been able to give me. 
 
    But we had such limited time. And then Ford and I started hanging out. He held me and told me everything was going to be okay after I admitted I was pregnant. 
 
    I believed him. 
 
    I chose him. 
 
    And he chose me back even though he knew I had feelings for someone else.  
 
    Tyler deserves to know. I just don’t know how to tell Ford that. Nothing has to change. Tyler isn’t even on the birth certificate—Ford is. Since we were married when the baby was born, it was assumed he was the father. 
 
    And whatever happens, he’ll always be an important part of Luna’s life, and that makes her one very lucky little girl. 
 
    “What?” he asks. 
 
    I realize I’m staring at the two of them, a dreamy smile on my face. I shake my head. “Nothing. I just love seeing you with her.” 
 
    “I love her,” he says simply. “She’s my number one girl.” 
 
    “I know she is.” I squeeze his arm in solidarity. 
 
    “I don’t like any of this, Danielle. I’m trying to be understanding here, but I don’t want to lose either of you.” 
 
    “I won’t let that happen,” I say, but I’m not sure how much I believe those words. “And I’m just as scared as you.”  
 
    Seeing him today made me think I need to tell him. 
 
    I wish I could say those words to Ford. I try to say them. I even open my mouth to try to force them out, but they won’t come. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 14 
 
    TYLER 
 
      
 
      
 
    The closer I navigate my truck to home, the less I want to be there. I wish I didn’t invite Tommy and Brett to live with me...or, at the very least I wish Dustin lived here, too. At least then I’d have someone on my side to act as a buffer. Instead, I have no idea what I’m walking into as it’s finally time to face the wrath of the person I decked in the jaw yesterday. 
 
    When I walk in, Brett’s lying across the couch. Some movie’s playing on the television, but he’s completely zoned out. He sort of looks how I feel...like a zombie. 
 
    “Where’s Tommy?” I ask. 
 
    “Sleeping,” he says, rubbing his eyes as he sits up and stretches. “How was Wisconsin?” 
 
    I shrug. “I got to see her.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “She’s married now.” 
 
    Brett’s face falls a little, and I guess it’s nice to have that sympathy. “I heard. I’m sorry bro.” 
 
    I lift a shoulder. “She met me for coffee and there’s still something there. She may be married, but I get the sense that all this is long from over.” 
 
    His brows push together. “Whatever, man. If she’s got a ring, you ain’t burying your thing.” 
 
    “I won’t actively pursue a married woman, but if she comes knocking, my bed will be rocking.” 
 
    He laughs and shakes his head, and that’s the extent of my deep conversation with my buddy. “Want some pizza?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Then order one and I’ll split with you.” 
 
    I laugh, and then I place the order for an extra-large pepperoni—Tommy’s favorite. It’s my own attempt at a peace offering, and just my luck, he saunters down the steps right after the food arrives. 
 
    He takes pause on the stairs when he spots me, and I nod to the pizza. “Pepperoni,” I say. 
 
    He looks at me warily. 
 
    “I’m sorry I punched you.” 
 
    He rubs at his jaw. “You’ve got a hell of a punch for someone who’s such a pussy.” 
 
    “I deserve that. I shouldn’t have hit you, and I shouldn’t have run out like a coward.” 
 
    He moves toward me, and I try to act tough like I’m not a little afraid he’s after some retaliation, but it’s clear that Dustin got to him. 
 
    “I’m sorry about what you found in Wisconsin, man.” He claps me on the back. “I know you were hoping for a different outcome, and for what it’s worth, we’re all here to help you move forward. To get our old Tyler back.” 
 
    “I’ve always been here.” I grab a slice of pizza and don’t bother with something as useless as a plate. “We’ve all just been going through some things, and my trip to Wisconsin doesn’t change any of that.” I leave out the fact that it doesn’t change Tommy whoring us out, and it doesn’t change the things I don’t agree with. It doesn’t change the fact that I don’t want to go back into the studio in under a week and it doesn’t give me my energy or enthusiasm for what we’re doing back. 
 
    But it has managed to change my attitude. Not much...but a little. It’s given me at least one answer even though it brought up a thousand more questions.  
 
    It confirmed for me that it wasn’t all just a dream. Those feelings were real, and if we’d been in the right place at the right time, we might’ve been able to cultivate it. But life, or my career, or Tommy, or whatever took that away from us. We’re in different places now, but that doesn’t mean I can’t fight to get it back. 
 
    “You just need to get laid,” Tommy says around the mouthful of food he’s chewing. 
 
    He’s probably not wrong about that. It’s been a few weeks since my last encounter with some girl in Rome. She didn’t speak much English, but she knew every word to every one of our songs and moaning is sort of a universal language anyway, am I right? 
 
    “That’s your answer to everything,” I say.  
 
    “Because it solves just about every problem. Release some endorphins, man. Get that oxytocin out and let in the bliss.” 
 
    I laugh, but he keeps going. 
 
    “I’m serious, bro. Studies show that releasing oxytocin, which happens when you’re having sex, helps fend off depression. That’s why you’ll never find me depressed—because I have a lot of sex. So get yourself laid, relax a little, and then we can get back to what’s important.” 
 
    I know he means music, but I’m at this strange crossroads in my life where I’m not entirely sure that music actually is the most important thing anymore. Not if it’s the thing that came between Dani and me. 
 
    “All right,” I say, taking a bite of my pizza. “I’ll have some sex.” 
 
    I don’t really need to think this through. On the one hand, I owe a debt to Tommy. Agreeing to whatever he says for the next twenty-four hours is sort of how we make things right. 
 
    Besides, on the other hand...she’s married. Despite the hope I hold fiercely onto, she gave zero indication that she’s waiting around for me, and as much as I want to wait around for her, at some point I have to move forward. I can’t keep spinning my wheels, and maybe there’s something to Tommy’s words. Or maybe he’s an idiot and I’ll wake up with regrets. Either way, sitting around pining for someone who isn’t doing the same for me doesn’t seem like the best way to move forward.  
 
    After I eat, I head to my bedroom to figure out who I want to bless with this booty call. Or curse, as the case may be. 
 
    I have the twenty-first century little black book: a list of names in my contacts of women I’ve slept with before. Women who understand my need for zero strings. Women who know how to have fun even if sometimes they’re just a little crazy. 
 
    I text Heather first, mostly because she was always a good lay. 
 
    Me: I’m back from tour. You around? 
 
    There’s no sense in beating around the bush. We both know why I’m texting her. 
 
    Her reply is immediate, which just tells me that even though more than two and a half years have passed since the last time I saw her, some things never change. This girl was always glued to her phone, and her replies to me were always immediate. 
 
    Heather: Good to hear from you, T. I’m actually engaged to the man of my dreams, but thanks for thinking of me. 
 
    So while some things never change, apparently others do. 
 
    Me: Congratulations. I suppose I’m not on the invite list? 
 
    She responds with a laughing so hard she’s crying emoji, and I move onto my next option, Alyssa. 
 
    Me: I’m back from tour. You around? 
 
    Alyssa: OMG it’s Tyler Caldwell! I’m fangirling, but I can’t tonight. I have a date. 
 
    Option number three, Kaylee, is married now. Option number four, Jazmin, exclusively bangs chicks. Option number five, Mel, doesn’t do one night stands anymore. 
 
    And the list goes on. 
 
    My life went on pause for two years when I was forced overseas with my band, but everyone else kept living. They’re involved in relationships now. They’ve grown up and moved on, and I’m still stuck in the past. 
 
    I head downstairs and find Tommy on the couch where Brett was before. 
 
    “Find a chick to fuck?” he asks lazily. 
 
    I shake my head. “All my top options have moved on with their lives.” 
 
    His brows dip and he sits up. “Then we need to find you someone new.” 
 
    Jesus, he’s really convinced that getting me laid is magically going to fix everything. 
 
    “Let’s hit a bar, I’ll play wingman, and maybe we’ll both find some sweet ass to take to bed.” 
 
    Admittedly it’s not my finest moment when I agree, but what Tommy wants, Tommy gets. 
 
    I pause for a minute at that. I’m blaming him when I’m a grown man with the capability of making my own decisions. I’ve blamed him for a lot of the things wrong in my life, but maybe it’s time to stop blaming somebody else. Maybe it’s time to take control where I can. 
 
    And maybe all that will begin in the morning when I’m more relaxed after releasing all those sex endorphins. 
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    TYLER 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brett pusses out on us, so Tommy and I head to the bar alone after we warm up at home with a few too many shots. 
 
    It’s been a long time since we did this—as in before we hit the big time. Before I was on TV screens across the country. Before our first album with Ashmark went platinum.  
 
    We hit up a place in West Hollywood where we always used to find the hottest girls, and from the moment we step out of the car that drove us here, something feels different. 
 
    And then the screaming starts. 
 
    “Oh my God! It’s Tommy Stevenson!” 
 
    A circle of women closes in on us, and it’s not just Tommy’s name I hear. “Tyler Caldwell!” 
 
    Thank God I took those shots before we left because holy fuck I’m not ready for this shit. 
 
    I thought being away for two years might’ve diminished some of the fandom, but apparently it intensified while we were away. And now it’s like these ladies have to make up for lost time. 
 
    Someone tugs at my shirt, and someone else squeezes my ass. These chicks aren’t shy, that’s for damn sure. 
 
    We both have our pick of whoever we want to go home with tonight. 
 
    Bar security shows up at the commotion, and they help usher us inside. “Usually we get a little warning when celebrities decide to show up,” one of the guys says to me, and I shrug. 
 
    “We had no idea that was going to happen,” I admit, and Tommy just laughs. 
 
    That bastard had some inclination it would happen. I just haven’t been out with him in a long-ass time. 
 
    We’re given a private table and bottle service, and security hovers around us, but that’s definitely defeating the purpose of why we’re here. Tommy tells one of them something, and then a blonde with heavy make-up and very pretty titties appears at my side as two others appear next to Tommy. We don’t even need to be the other’s wingman anymore. We’re past that stage, apparently. 
 
    She presses those titties right on my arm. They feel fake, but I’m not picky when it comes to tits. Real, fake, big, small...I love them all. 
 
    And I’m drunk enough that I’m making up rhymes in my head about breasts. 
 
    “I love your music,” she says into my ear, her breath tickling me. “And I just think you’re the hottest guy I’ve ever seen.” She traces her finger up my arm, and then she puts that fingertip between lips that she clearly gets injections in before she sucks on it. 
 
    Sometimes I really love being a rock star. 
 
    This is one of those times. 
 
    I lean in and kiss her, because let’s be real. Her name doesn’t matter any more than mine does at this point. Her lips are firm, and I shove my tongue right in. 
 
    It’s sloppy and wet and hot, and I toss my glass out of my hand because I need both hands so I can grab her ass and pull her against my body, so I can thrust my hips against her to let her see how fucking hard I am and how ready I am to release some endorphins with her. 
 
    She’s into it. She runs her fingernails along my arms before she slides one hand down and cups my junk over my jeans right here in the middle of the bar where anyone could see. 
 
    Yeah, this is definitely what I need. 
 
    I pull away from her, giving her another quick nip on her swollen mouth. I grab her hand to let her know I’m not going anywhere, and then I motion to the security guard. He raises a brow, and I turn away from this girl whose name I haven’t even bothered to learn so I can yell my question to him over the loud music. 
 
    “Where’s a private place I can fuck her?” I ask. 
 
    He doesn’t look surprised or shocked or affected in any way by my question. Instead, he gives me the right this way motion with his hand and I turn to follow him, still clutching her hand in mine. 
 
    We follow him through the bar, into the storage room, and to a private office. 
 
    “Will this work?” he asks. 
 
    I glance around. It’s a small office with a desk and a round table in one corner just big enough for two chairs to fit beside it. The door doesn’t have a window, and it’ll offer the only privacy we can get. 
 
    It’s an office. The last time I had sex in an office, I was with Dani. 
 
    It feels somehow wrong to do it in here, like I’m marring the old memories. They’re in the past, I remind myself. I need to leave them there. Just because it feels wrong doesn’t mean I’m going to stop it. 
 
    I nod. “Thanks,” I mutter, and he shuts the door behind him before he leaves without further comment. 
 
    Her eyes are blue here in the light of this office, and they’re heavy with make-up and too much alcohol. Mine probably look similar from the drinking, but we’re definitely on the same page. In fact, she’s the one who makes the first move. 
 
    She stalks toward me and reaches for my cock again, and I don’t bother to try to stop her. I’m not attached. I’m not involved. The only woman I care about is married. 
 
    So fuck it. I’m here for a good time, and this hot babe is going to give me one. 
 
    She unbuckles my belt, pops the button on my jeans, and lowers my zipper. She gets down on her knees, reaches in and pulls out my cock, and then sucks it into her mouth. This is definitely not the first time she’s done this, and she knows how to blow a guy. She sucks me all the way back before letting me go with a pop, and then she licks her way down my shaft before she tongues my balls. 
 
    I fist her hair as she does her thing, and I’m not far from coming, which is embarrassing considering we’ve been back here less than two minutes. But, fuck, it’s been a while since I’ve been with a girl, and I guess I needed this release more than I realized. 
 
    I try to focus on anything other than the pleasure to prolong it, but it’s too good. There may be zero emotional connection between us, but that doesn’t mean we can’t enjoy the hell out of each other’s bodies for a few minutes. 
 
    My balls tighten as I think about those tits pressed against my arm, and a fire burns down my spine before the bright light of pleasure pulses through me. My cock throbs as I come, hot jets shooting to the back of her throat, and she swallows down every last drop. She sucks me clean before she wipes the sides of her mouth with neon-pink nails, something I hadn’t noticed out in the dark bar.  
 
    She stands. “That was amazing,” she says, and my brows dip. I didn’t even give her any pleasure yet. Was it really that amazing to suck my dick in a tiny office under fluorescent lights? 
 
    I tuck my cock back into my pants and fix my belt, and she sets her hand on the doorknob.  
 
    “Thanks for letting me do that,” she says. She winks at me, and then she opens the door and leaves. 
 
    I’m confused as fuck, but those endorphins Tommy was talking about are so strong when they’re mixed with alcohol that I really just need to sit and enjoy it for a minute. 
 
    So I do. 
 
    I collapse right there in one of the chairs at the little table, and I give myself a minute of recovery before I head back out to the bar. Tommy’s long gone, probably off having a threesome with the two girls who were making moves on him, so security calls me a car and I head home. 
 
    And when I wake up in the morning, regret fills me. 
 
    I didn’t even fuck the girl, but this isn’t the road I want to go down. Random hook-ups with girls whose names I didn’t even catch...even in my one-night stand days, that was never my thing. I was raised to treat women with respect, and what happened last night might be the cheapest and dirtiest thing I’ve ever done. 
 
    As much as I want to get back into Tommy’s good graces, and as much as I want to repair our damaged relationship, this isn’t the way to go about doing it. 
 
    This isn’t what I want out of life. 
 
    But what I want out of life isn’t a possibility for me, so maybe it’s time to recalibrate and figure out a new path for myself.
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    Tuesday morning rolls around and I’m not any closer to turning my life around. I am, however, a little closer to the bottom of several bottles on my liquor shelf. 
 
    I’ve turned my focus back to music. I’ve pushed out the idea that I have no control over my own destiny because when I think too much about how my own life is basically run for me, it makes me want to run away. And I can’t. I have responsibilities here, so I’m working on getting my head back on straight. 
 
    Music seems to help medicate in the times when alcohol can’t.  
 
    We’ve been writing songs since the last time we were in the studio, so we have plenty of material to work with. We selected our top eighteen for this record. Twelve will make the final cut, and we might keep three for bonus tracks or we might throw them out, depending what Ashmark wants to do. Or maybe we’ll save them for the second album we have to release before we renew our contract. 
 
    Despite the pushback from me, it does feel good to be back in the studio. It feels a lot like home. There may be a lot of things I don’t like about this career path, but making new music is not one of them. I fucking love the creation process, and it’s the time when the four of us are able to set aside whatever we’re dealing with so we can shine together. 
 
    Our agent is here, and our manager. Trevor stops by, and executives from our label come and go. Everyone seems in agreement about our sound: Europe did us good. It may have driven divisions between us in personal ways, but musically, it brought us tighter than ever. Maybe those divisions are coming through in the harder shit we’re recording. The aggression and the angst are at the forefront, infusing emotion and feeling into every song. 
 
    There’s something really goddamn special about that. 
 
    We put in a twelve-hour day on Tuesday. We stop working and tinkering with what we have only when we need to eat, and then we get back to it. We’re all finally on the same page again. It feels like it used to. We’re meshing and it’s working and I’m proud of what we’re putting together. 
 
    By the time we head for home a little after eight, I’m beat to hell and we’ve only finished four songs. I haven’t caught up yet on the sleep I was missing from Europe, and I know pushing myself to these extremes can’t be healthy...but I don’t have much choice. I’ll focus on my health next week. Next month. Next year. In my next lifetime. 
 
    “Anyone want to celebrate the first four?” Tommy asks on our way home. Ashmark was kind enough to send us a car, so we’re riding in style back home, the four of us sprawled out on the leather seats. 
 
    I shake my head. “If we have to be back at eight tomorrow morning, and the next day, and the day after that...I’m heading home to crash.” In all, we expect about sixty to seventy hours of studio time to create this record. That’s five or six days like today, and I’m already pushing my limit. 
 
    Since our label owns the studio, we have as much time as we want. There’s a lot riding on this album. It’s our first one in over two years. It’s our comeback album after we haven’t released anything full-length since well before our international tour. It’s the first one after I was on that reality show. We had our share of success before all that, but we’ve really broken out since the last one, and not just internationally. While we were away, our fanbase multiplied here thanks to the amazing work of the marketing department at our record label.  
 
    So this album means a lot. Every album does, but it just feels like there’s more riding on this one. 
 
    And I’m torn between wanting the ultimate success for it and wanting a fucking break. 
 
    If I ever admitted that to anyone, though, they’d beat those feelings right out of my mind. I can’t help but wonder if anyone else in the band feels the same. Not Tommy, and probably not Brett...but maybe Dustin. 
 
    It’s just not something we talk about. 
 
    I keep those feelings and fears close to the vest, and I’ll continue to do so. It’s just how the four of us have always operated. 
 
    Wednesday is only a ten-hour day, but Thursday is thirteen. We get a little bit of rest on Friday when we agree to meet at the studio at noon, but we’re so wrapped up in a song that we don’t leave until after eleven. 
 
    It’s a Friday night. We’re a group of rock stars. We should be heading out to live the life, drink and get pussy and do drugs, and instead the four of us are beat to hell from working our asses off all week. 
 
    It’s only twenty minutes from the studio back to my place, and I nearly fall asleep. And that’s why, when we finally do pull up to our place, I don’t notice that there’s a car parked in the street in front. I don’t notice that there’s a figure sitting on our front porch. 
 
    I don’t notice that someone is waiting for me until my eyes meet hers. 
 
    Confusion plows into the fatigue as my cloudy, muddled mind tries to determine whether what I’m seeing is some mirage, some dream, or actual reality. 
 
    What are you doing here? 
 
    I want to ask the words, but what if she’s not really sitting there and I say it out loud? Tommy and Brett will think I’ve finally lost the few marbles I had left. 
 
    But what if she is really here? 
 
    My heart thumps at the potential of what that could mean. 
 
    “Hi.” Her voice jolts me to reality. 
 
    My chest tightens. 
 
    My heart races. 
 
    There’s only one reason she could possibly be here. 
 
    I finally voice the words on the tip of my tongue. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Tommy and Brett stand behind me, and she glances at them as she stands. 
 
    “Can we talk somewhere, um, privately?” she asks tentatively, her eyes edging back to me. 
 
    I turn and glance at the two of them, and the expressions on their faces match the confusion I feel. “Yeah, sure. Come on in.” 
 
    I take her in through the front door, and sometimes I forget how impressive this place is. I bought it three years ago as a way to invest some money, and I invited the guys to live with me since we spend so much time on the road.  
 
    Tommy and Brett took me up on it, but Dustin moved in with his girl. It’s an open floor plan so when you walk in the front door, you can see all the way to the yard. I have killer views of downtown Los Angeles, and the house is incredible...but the backyard is where it’s at. I take her through the kitchen that opens to the family room and out the Fleetwood glass pocket sliders. We walk over to the covered patio where we can relax on the couches pointing toward a rather large television screen as we overlook the pool and the views. 
 
    “Wow,” she says, settling on one of the couches. “I know I’ve been here before, but I still can’t get over how amazing this place is.” She glances at me before her eyes edge to the fireplace under the television in front of us. 
 
    I’m not sure where to sit. In my own damn house, I don’t know what to do. If I choose a seat next to her, I don’t get to look at her. If I sit across from her, I don’t get to be close enough. 
 
    I offer a small smile as I pick the one across from her. 
 
    That way I can see her face as she explains why she’s here. 
 
    I have so much I want to say, but none of it would be appropriate to say to a woman who is married to someone else. I settle on a soft, “Thanks.” 
 
    This could be your house, too.  
 
    It could be. 
 
    She clears her throat, and her eyes are still on the fireplace. “I’m, um, in town visiting my parents, and I thought it would be nice to stop by.” She glances nervously at me, and I still can’t believe she’s here. 
 
    She told me just a week ago that she didn’t have room for me in her life anymore, and then she shows up on my doorstep. 
 
    Something isn’t adding up here, and I know that’s not just the exhaustion speaking. 
 
    I narrow my eyes at her. “Is that what you told your husband?” 
 
    She purses her lips, and then she goes for honesty. “Yes.” That single word sears into my chest as the magnitude of what she’s doing here rams into me headfirst. Did she come all this way to see me? “The part about my parents, anyway. I, um, didn’t mention you.” 
 
    I ask the question on my mind because I have nothing more to lose. “Did you really come here to see your parents?” 
 
    She looks like a deer caught in the headlights of an oncoming semitruck. “No,” she whispers, and goddammit why the fuck did I choose the seat across from her? 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I ask, repeating the same question I asked earlier—the one she never answered. 
 
    She’s quiet a long time before she answers. Her eyes lift to mine, and hers sparkle with tears as she says, “I can’t stop thinking about you.” Her words reach my ears on a pained whisper. She’s conflicted, and as much as I don’t want her to feel any pain at all, as much as I wish I could take that from her and make this right, I can’t help but think that she’s giving me another healthy dose of hope.  
 
    She’s here. That means we have a chance. 
 
    “I can’t stop thinking about those couple months we were together with no commitment, and how different life would be right now if we’d have given in and spelled it out,” she says. “But I’m married now, Tyler. To somebody else. I made a commitment with him. What the hell am I supposed to do when I can’t get you out of my head?” Somewhere in the middle of her rant, the tears tipped over and splashed down onto her cheeks. 
 
    I stand up, and I move across the space separating us. I reach a hand out to her. 
 
    I just want to give her a hug. An innocent hug to comfort someone who’s crying on my patio. 
 
    She sets her hand in mine, and electricity passes between us along with a fire that burns brighter and hotter than the one in my fireplace. 
 
    I pull her up out of the chair and haul her against me, and somehow my world tips to a new place. Gone is the confusion and the fears and the exhaustion, and it’s replaced with a feeling so warm and euphoric that it transcends my entire being. It’s more than love, more than affection, more than lust and need and want, but it’s all those things too. 
 
    Except I can’t do anything about it because she’s married. 
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    My heart pounds as I try to justify the way he’s holding me. 
 
    It’s just a friend comforting another friend. 
 
    Except it’s not. 
 
    If Ford walked in on this embrace, we’d both jump apart guiltily. I don’t even know what I’m doing here. It’s wrong, but I was pulled halfway across the country by some magnetic force I had zero power to fight against. And now, here in his arms, I feel a sense of comfort that I haven’t felt since the last time we stood in nearly this exact spot as he held me and told me that everything was going to be okay. 
 
    He was wrong. 
 
    It’s not okay, and it won’t be. 
 
    I’m married, and I’m lying to everyone, and I can’t get Tyler Caldwell out of my head and I certainly don’t want to get him out of my life now that I’ve opened this door again, but that’s the right thing. 
 
    I need to tell Ford I was here. That’s marriage. We make mistakes, and we own up to them. 
 
    But I don’t know if this is a mistake yet. In fact, I’m almost certain that it isn’t. The mistake was marrying a man I didn’t really love because I wanted a father for my daughter. 
 
    Tyler’s daughter. 
 
    I need to tell him that, too. But Ford deserves more than that. At the very least, he deserves to know I’m going to do it before I actually do it. 
 
    I should move. I should end this hug. That’s the right thing to do, especially when it feels this good. It shouldn’t feel this good. It’s wrong and illicit and even though we haven’t done anything more than hug, it feels like I’m cheating. There are definitely feelings involved here, but is it really emotionally cheating when the feelings have always been there? When I haven’t hidden them from Ford? He knows how I feel about Tyler, at least to a small degree. I may have downplayed the true depth, but he’s always known that Tyler owns a piece of me. 
 
    I don’t think even I realized the magnitude or the size of that piece, though. Not until this very moment. 
 
    It’s with all those thoughts that I go to move out of his embrace, but he doesn’t let me go. Instead, his fingertips slip under the hem of my shirt. His strong hands are warm on my skin, and he holds me tightly. 
 
    I don’t want him to let me go. 
 
    I tilt back and look up at him, and those green eyes glow down at me. Those same green eyes that I stare into every single day as I look into my daughter’s eyes. Those same green eyes I’ve dreamed of for a long, long time now. 
 
    My stomach’s in knots. My chest aches, and my knees shake. My body warms as a throb pulses between my thighs. I reach up and fist his shirt. His eyes never leave mine. 
 
    “It shouldn’t be this hard,” I whisper. 
 
    “I can’t stop thinking about you, either. I haven’t stopped for even a second. Not once in the last eight hundred thirty-seven days since I walked off a tour bus and immediately recognized you even though you had no idea who I was, and maybe not even for a day since I met you at the hostess stand on my first day bussing tables at Carne’s.” 
 
    A sob falls out of me as the realization hits me. He knows the exact number of days since we found each other again, and I’ve been living a lie. I wish I could reverse the clock back seven hundred and some-odd days so I could fix this, so I could take back the mistakes I’ve made and so I didn’t have to hurt anybody. But I can’t. 
 
    “I never forgot you, Tyler.” I grip his shirt a little tighter in my fingertips. “I thought you were the cutest skinny band nerd I’d ever seen back then, but you were heading off to college and I knew you had a big future ahead of you. I never wanted to hold you back from everything you deserved.” 
 
    “And yet...somehow you still did. We both deserved love, Dani. You rejected me back then, and you’re doing it all over again, and I’m a fucking masochist who can’t seem to stop coming back for more.” 
 
    His words sear into my heart, and the pain behind his eyes absolutely kills me. 
 
    It’s seeing my daughter’s eyes, and if anyone ever made her feel even an ounce of the pain I’m causing him, I’d find that person and destroy them. 
 
    I want to take away the pain. I don’t know if it’s for him or for me or for the daughter he doesn’t even know he has, or maybe it’s for all three of us. But before I can stop myself, I lean up on my tiptoes and brush my lips to his. As soon as our mouths connect, the knots in my stomach flip over and take flight.  
 
    It’s gentle at first. Just lips brushing softly across lips, and then he presses a little more firmly as his fingertips dig into my flesh and he thrusts his hips to mine. 
 
    The action takes me back to the first time we had sex on my desk. 
 
    We’re fire together. 
 
    I’ve had good sex and mediocre sex and bad sex, and with Ford it mostly falls in the good category, but with Tyler, it’s a catastrophic inferno. Every single time...and the number of times I’ve had the pleasure of experiencing it is far, far too few. 
 
    Even his kiss lights a new fire unlike anything I’ve felt since the last time he kissed me. He deepens our connection, his tongue sweeping into my mouth as his fingers dig into my back. It’s intense and hot. The connection between us is still there, maybe even stronger than before. 
 
    The memories of everything we shared come rushing back. Not just the sex, but the conversations we shared while he rode a tour bus and I sat at home. The silly chats where we reminisced about the tequila shots we’d sneak at Carne’s, and the serious talks about our families and our fears and our hopes and dreams and where all those things intersected for the two of us.   
 
    The memories threaten to take me down with him. They threaten to lead me down a path that wouldn’t be appropriate. 
 
    Even this kiss is inappropriate. It feels good, and it feels right, but it’s neither of those things. It’s only going to lead somewhere that will hurt the people who are most important in my life. 
 
    And it’s with that thought that I finally unclench my fists where they hold onto his shirt. I fight my way out of his arms because as much as I want to be there, it’s not my place. Not anymore. I turn away from him. “I can’t do this.” 
 
    “Why are you here?” he asks for the third time. 
 
    I chance a glance at him, and I wish I hadn’t. The lust is written all over his face. His lips are swollen from our kiss, and he’s panting lightly—much like me. He wants this, wants me, and maybe he would’ve taken me right here on the patio if I hadn’t pushed him away. 
 
    But it’s not just that written in his eyes. It’s the disappointment...in me. I keep hurting people I care about, and I can’t seem to stop. I can’t seem to do much of anything right these days, and at this point, I don’t even know what right is.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I whisper. That hangs between us for a beat, and then I add, “I just had to see you. I had to know if it’s real and if it’s all still there so I can make the right decision.” 
 
    “You know what the right decision is,” he mutters, turning away from me and toward the fire. He says it so easily, like there’s not even a question. 
 
    That hurts more than it should. 
 
    He doesn’t get it. Yes, it should be him. The answer should be easy. But there’s someone else in the picture who’s thinking the exact same things: my husband. 
 
    “It’s not that easy,” I say. 
 
    “Yeah, it is.” 
 
    The way he says the words so flippantly only serves to piss me off. My reaction is unfair since it’s through my own failings that he isn’t aware of the whole picture. “It’s complicated,” I finally say. 
 
    He lifts a shoulder. “Seems pretty simple to me.” 
 
    The way he’s short with me now, and the way he’s nearly pouting because he isn’t so easily getting his way...well, it reminds me a lot of our first fight and the whole reason we’re not together now. I tell him that. “There was a reason things ended between us in the first place.”  
 
    “Remind me what that was? Because I’m still in the dark.” 
 
    I pace in front of the couch. “Are you serious?” I ask. “You’re in the dark about the fact that you hurt me? You didn’t fight fair, and I was scared I’d never see you. And you know what?” I jab a finger to my own chest for emphasis. “I was right. You were in that house for a month, and then you left for Europe for two years. You think we would’ve made it through all that scot-free?” I’m yelling at him by the time I’m done, but I came this far, and maybe it’s time we finally hashed this all out. Maybe that’ll give me the closure I’m obviously so desperately seeking. 
 
    Or, and this is the more likely scenario, it’ll do the opposite. It’ll show me that Tyler was the one I was always supposed to be with...just as I’ve suspected since the moment I took a test only to discover we’d created a life together. 
 
    He narrows his eyes at me. “I think you gave up before we had the chance to find out.” 
 
    I nod. “You’re right. I absolutely did.” Because there was a baby to think about. It wasn’t just about him and me. 
 
    The confession is on the tip of my tongue, but Ford flashes through my mind. 
 
    I made promises to him. Our life is good. It’s stable. Is it fire and passion and lust? No. But that stuff fades. 
 
    Doesn’t it? 
 
    It hasn’t diminished a single ounce since the last time I saw Tyler...but, in a sense, we’re picking up where we left off. That’s different than growing and nurturing something together, as I’ve done with my husband. 
 
    “And then I met Ford, and I got married.” I leave out the whole we fell in love nonsense. I’m not even sure if that’s true anymore. I love Ford, of course. He’s a good husband, a great father, a solid provider. But I don’t remember falling in love with him. Not the way I remember falling in love with the man sitting across from me as we had sex one night a decade after we first met and then started getting to know who we were as adults on a different level through our daily phone calls. 
 
    I sigh. “This was another mistake. I shouldn’t have come.” 
 
    He purses his lips in thought for a beat, and then he shrugs. “You’re right. You shouldn’t have. You know how I feel about you. You know what you mean to me. But the same can’t be said in reverse, and if you’re just going to drop by without notice, give me hope, and then tell me it was a mistake, you probably shouldn’t bother next time.” 
 
    Why do his harsh, candid words make me want to kiss his face again? 
 
    Shouldn’t they have the opposite effect? Shouldn’t they make me hate him, or, at the very least, want to hit him? Okay, to be fair, I sort of want to hit him. What I feel for him...it’s explosive. It’s every conflicting emotion, but want and need mixed with love seem to dominate all the others. 
 
    I shouldn’t have kissed him, and it’s true...I shouldn’t have come here today. But I did, and now I need to be honest with Ford. 
 
    I stand and turn for the door. “Thanks for making it easy to leave.” 
 
    I walk away, through the house, and out to my parents’ car where I parked it on the street before I came here tonight. 
 
    It’s time to go back to the house where I grew up, where my daughter sleeps in the crib next to the twin mattress in my childhood bedroom. It’s time to face what I’ve done and try to figure out what I’m supposed to do from here. 
 
    Because I can’t keep seeing Tyler. Not if I’m planning to keep the truth from him.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 18 
 
    DANIELLE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I speed all the way back to my parents’ house. 
 
    It’s not the smartest move, but I need to get back there if only to find a way to placate some of the new layer of guilt I’ve brought on myself. I told them I was seeing an old friend, so at least I didn’t lie about that. They didn’t mind my leaving. Luna was already asleep and they didn’t have plans to go anywhere anyway. 
 
    I focus on Luna the whole ride, because if I focus on the kiss that just happened, I’ll start to question why I cut him out in the first place, which will lead to more questions about all my other life decisions since then, and these are all issues I can’t face alone...but the person I usually talk to about any issue that comes up is the person who has the potential to be the most hurt by the outcome. 
 
    And the last thing I want to do is hurt Ford. He doesn’t deserve any of this...which is why I think I need to talk to him. 
 
    The house is quiet when I get back, and I glance at the clock. It’s a little after midnight here in California, which means Ford is long asleep back home. I won’t wake him with this conversation even though I feel like it can’t wait until tomorrow. 
 
    Instead, I’ll lie awake and allow the guilt to eat away at me some more. 
 
    My mom makes Luna and me chocolate chip pancakes in the morning, and we spend the day at the beach. I think about taking her to Carne’s for lunch since it’s close by and she would love the kid’s quesadilla, but I don’t. Not today, not this time—even though I’m positive he won’t be there, not with his level of fame.  
 
    It all just feels too fresh. I’m not ready to walk into a place that holds so many memories of Tyler, even if it’s a Tyler of the past. Skinny band nerd Tyler...not hot as fuck adult Tyler. 
 
    Once I get Luna down for her afternoon nap, I sit at the kitchen table with my mom. 
 
    “Are you doing okay, honey?” she asks. 
 
    Tears pinch behind my eyes because no, I’m not okay. But I refuse to let them fall. I made this bed, and it’s up to me to lie in it. 
 
    But confessing the whole truth to my mom might be exactly what I need. She’s someone I can trust, and she’s someone who will be on my side because she always has been. 
 
    That’s the thing about moms, and especially mine. She’ll be there for me even if she doesn’t agree with me. 
 
    “No,” I finally say. 
 
    “I didn’t think so. Is everything okay with Ford?” 
 
    I nod. “Ford’s wonderful.” 
 
    “And Luna?” 
 
    “Amazing. It’s me, Mom. I think I messed up pretty badly and I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    She presses her lips together and pats my hand where it’s folded on top of my other one on the table. “There’s nothing that can’t be fixed with a cup of tea and an honest conversation.” 
 
    She stands to heat the water in the kettle. She’s holding up one end of the bargain, and I guess it’s up to me to bring the other. 
 
    Once the kettle is heating on the stove, she sits back down. “You ready to talk?” 
 
    I nod, and I wring my hands together in my lap. I don’t even know where to start. “I saw Tyler last night. I think I’m still in love with him.” 
 
    She gasps softly, and then she presses her lips together. She knows that we were “together,” for lack of a better descriptor that I used in conversations with my mother. I didn’t give her any of the finer details, and I certainly never told her that I had sex with him...but I’m sure she figured that out. 
 
    “You think you are? Or you are? Because those are two different things, honey, and there’s no need to upset the balance of your life for something you’re not sure about.” 
 
    “I am,” I clarify. “You know he’s been gone for two years, and then he came back and showed up at the arena looking for me. He got Ford instead. He didn’t know I don’t work there anymore.” 
 
    “He just...showed up?” she asks. 
 
    I twist my ring around my ring finger. I can’t seem to stop fidgeting. “Yeah. So I unblocked him and asked him what he was doing in Milwaukee, and then I was just...I don’t know. Drawn to him. I had to see him. We met for coffee, and it was all a big mistake. I didn’t do anything wrong but I felt like I was cheating on Ford just by seeing him.” 
 
    She grabs my hand to stop my fidgets. “If you have feelings for him, you can’t help that. It is what it is. But what you can do is stop yourself from seeing him. You choose your husband. You choose that beautiful baby girl.” 
 
    “There’s, um, something else. Something I’ve never told anyone except Ford.” 
 
    Her brows arch. 
 
    I clear my throat. I fidget some more. My heart races as I prep myself to tell the truth, and then I draw in a deep breath before I let the words out with my exhale. “I, um, didn’t start dating Ford until I was two months pregnant with Luna.” 
 
    The arched brows rise practically off her forehead. “You...you what?” 
 
    “She’s not Ford’s,” I whisper. 
 
    Her eyes widen. “She’s...” 
 
    “Tyler’s.” I press my lips together. 
 
    “Oh,” she says. She can’t seem to find the words as the shock of my secret wraps around her. “I didn’t...I thought she just came early.” 
 
    “That was what we agreed to tell everyone. We muddied the timeline a little.” 
 
    “But why? Why would you keep his own daughter from him?” 
 
    I lift a shoulder. “He was gone for so long. I didn’t know when I’d see him again, and I was scared. He never really seemed like he wanted kids, and I didn’t know if he had a place for a baby in his life.” I shake my head as I amend that last statement. “I knew he didn’t have a place for a baby. And there I was, alone in a place I moved to for another man who broke my heart. I couldn’t do it alone. I wasn’t strong enough, so I did what I thought I had to do to protect my daughter and to give her the kind of life she deserved.” 
 
    “But...” She trails off as she tries to come to terms with this new truth. “That’s just not how we raised you. We wanted you to be truthful and kind and bold and to stand up for what’s right. This is...it’s none of those things.” 
 
    There goes that whole theory about feeling better by confessing to my mom. 
 
    She holds a hand to her chest for a beat. “Oh, dear. What are you going to do?” 
 
    The teakettle starts whistling, startling us both. She stands to make our tea, and I get the feeling that not even tea can help solve this issue. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I whisper when she comes back with two cups of tea. She sets one of the steaming cups in front of me. 
 
    “He deserves to know. Luna deserves to know him, too.” 
 
    “But what about Ford? He loves that little girl like his own, Mom. You’ve seen how good he is to her. I can’t just take that away.” I wrap my hands around the hot cup of tea. It burns, but I can’t seem to pull my hands away. It’s a new, different sensation than the pain of the guilt, and I like the physical pain better than the emotional. 
 
    “I love Ford, honey. You know that. But one isn’t mutually exclusive to the other. Just because you tell Tyler the truth doesn’t mean Ford can’t be an amazing stepfather to Luna.” 
 
    “But what if I want to be with Tyler, too? Then where does that leave Ford?” 
 
    She looks surprised by my question, like she hadn’t even considered that possibility. I haven’t, either—not really. I haven’t wrapped my head around what that could mean...mostly because I have no idea how he’s going to react to the fact that she’s his if I do decide to tell him. 
 
    “Do you?” she asks. 
 
    “Want to be with Tyler?” I clarify, and she nods. I shrug. “I don’t know what I want.” 
 
    “That’s probably something you need to figure out. Your husband deserves that, but you also deserve to be happy, Danielle. Whether that’s with Ford or with Tyler.” 
 
    “I know,” I whisper. “On the one hand, Ford is a great husband and an amazing father. On the other...the feelings I have for Tyler are intense. Explosive.” 
 
    “You know all that fades over time, right?” she asks. 
 
    “That’s what I always thought, too. But when I saw him after two years, well, it hadn’t faded. It was just as intense as the last time, and that’s when I knew I was in real trouble.” 
 
    “And you don’t feel that way about Ford?” she asks. 
 
    No. Ford is safe. Ford is good and nice and kind and sweet. Tyler can be a stubborn asshole, and he fights dirty, and he drinks too much and travels too much and isn’t allowed to make his own decisions because his band owns him. But he also loves so hard, and he’s generous, and he talks to me—really talks about the things that matter in a way Ford doesn’t. In a way Nate never did. 
 
    I can’t help the way I feel. 
 
    I can’t help that my heart flutters for one man and not the other, or that my stomach flips and butterflies take flight and my legs feel weak and an ache pulses between my legs even just thinking about Tyler. 
 
    I’ve never felt emotions that intense for the even-keel Ford. I’m grateful to him. I love him. I want him in my life. 
 
    But I don’t know if I want to be married to him. 
 
    And just as I think that, I can’t help but wonder if the grass is just greener, if it’s just the attraction I’m feeling to Tyler, that fire and intensity that’ll flicker out eventually like my mom said. And on top of that, there’s someone else I need to think about...someone else who needs to come first, far and above whatever I’m feeling. 
 
    “I just want what’s best for Luna.” And I still don’t really know what that is. The stable home I’ve given her so far? Or the unknown truth? 
 
    She presses her lips together. She takes a tiny sip of the hot tea. And then she says, “Then you need to tell Tyler.” 
 
    I nod. I suppose I figured that out the minute Ford told me that Tyler showed up at my former office even though my brain keeps trying to recalibrate as I decide between stability and uncertainty.  
 
    How, exactly, do you tell a man a secret of this magnitude that’s been kept from him for over two years? And how do I prepare my husband and my daughter for the fallout of that?

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 19 
 
    DANIELLE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you see him while you were there?” 
 
    He asks me point-blank, so I don’t have much choice but to admit the truth. And while I’m at it, I think Ford deserves the whole truth. 
 
    Luna is asleep and I’m sitting on the couch with my husband beside me just like every night. But this night’s different, and not just because we haven’t flipped on the television to watch some house flipping show yet.  
 
    My heart aches tonight. 
 
    Luna and I have been home for a couple hours. I was only in California for three days, and now it’s Sunday night and it feels like years since I stalked out of Tyler’s house even though it was just two nights ago. 
 
    She was good on the plane—for the most part. She kicked the seat in front of her a few times, and I did what I could to prevent it from happening. Thank God for tablets and baby games. 
 
    I press my lips together and nod. “Not with Luna.” 
 
    He gives me a pleading look. “Are you going to tell him?” 
 
    “I think he deserves to know.” 
 
    Ford averts his eyes to the ground, and it’s the first time I really think in all of this that while he’s suffering...so is everybody else. I can’t help but think that I’ve sort of given him a pass because I feel bad for even thinking about another man, and yet he’s just as guilty as I am with this lie. He agreed to it, and I don’t really know why, but I never bothered to ask since my particular needs were being met. 
 
    But what we’re doing...it’s wrong. 
 
    I know he loves Luna, and that doesn’t have to change. I don’t know if anything has to change, really. Tyler’s reaction to the news is anybody’s guess. I don’t really expect that things will just work out with him and I’ll tell him and then we’ll be a family. I don’t even know if I want that. As I told him, there’s a reason things ended between us in the first place. 
 
    Except I don’t think it’s fair to keep up the emotional affair I’ve clearly been having without clueing Ford into it.  
 
    He looks a little nervous when he asks, “Are you in love with him?” 
 
    I press my lips together, and I reach over and take Ford’s hand. “I don’t know,” I admit. “But I think so. And I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    He pulls his hand back like my hand is the fire that just burned him. 
 
    “Are you in love with me?” he asks. 
 
    My head whips in his direction at the question. “I love you so much, Ford.” 
 
    “Then how come I’m not enough for you?” he asks. 
 
    Because there’s a very nuanced difference in what he asked and in what I said.  
 
    Are you in love with me?  
 
    I love you so much.  
 
    Of course I love him. He’s not just my constant and my rock and my best friend. He’s so good to me and to Luna. But I don’t know if I’m in love with him. The love I feel for him is very different than what I feel for Tyler. 
 
    “You are enough,” I say. “I just have a history with him.” 
 
    “So you’d be okay with me exploring someone from my history?” he asks. 
 
    I lift a shoulder. I can’t really answer that without my own agenda in mind. The thought of Ford finding happiness with someone else stabs a little, but I want him to be happy. On the other hand, the thought of Tyler with another woman makes me want to flip tables in rage. The range of emotion I feel where he’s concerned far surpasses anything else...and I guess that’s my answer. “We only get one life. Aren’t you the one who always says that?” 
 
    “Nice. Throw my own words back at me.” His sarcasm isn’t lost on me. 
 
    “I know this is hard. My intention is not to hurt anyone, but you deserve the truth. I have unresolved feelings for him, feelings I’ve never hidden from you, and I don’t know how to just let them go.” 
 
    “You just...do it. You made vows to me. You agreed to this marriage.” 
 
    I nod and press my lips together. “I know I did. But I share a child with somebody else, and what we’ve done here, the lie...it’s not right. How will Luna feel when she’s old enough to understand?” 
 
    “She’ll get that we did what we had to do to protect her,” he says. He stares straight ahead at the television’s blank screen. “How has your stance on that changed so drastically in the last couple weeks?” 
 
    “I guess it was easier to pretend our lies were the truth when he was so far removed from our reality.” I glance over at Ford’s profile. He’s handsome, with classic good looks, a strong jawline, and friendly brown eyes...eyes that aren’t so friendly at the moment. 
 
    I think about what the hell I’m doing. 
 
    No matter what I do, someone will be hurt. 
 
    We were fine. My life was fine. I was plugging along without really questioning anything, and then Tyler Fucking Caldwell decides to just show up out of the blue after being gone forever and throw my whole existence into a tailspin. 
 
    It’s not fair...but it’s also an unstoppable force. I’ve already started down a path I can’t come back from. I’m already addicted to him again. It took literally every single ounce of my strength not to run back to his house one more time before I boarded the plane back home. 
 
    I already have a return trip planned to visit my parents. I usually take Luna to see them every two or three months, and when we saw a busy week for Ford, we booked a week in California. 
 
    The space between visits will be a little shorter than usual, but this trip was planned. My spontaneous weekend wasn’t, but Ford was working all weekend, so I booked a flight and headed out. 
 
    We’ll play all day at the beach that’s walking distance from my parents’ place, and we’ll stay with them so I have permanent babysitters any time I need them. A week at my parents’ place is better than sitting at home waiting by myself for my husband to show up from the job he swooped in and took out from under me. 
 
    I guess I still hold some resentment there, but after all he’s done for me, I always felt bad for feeling that way. 
 
    Now, though, I can’t stop thinking about one tiny little detail. 
 
    One of the main reasons I didn’t tell Tyler about the baby in the first place was because he led the kind of lifestyle I didn’t want to live. His life just wasn’t the sort of life I dreamed of having. 
 
    But this existence most certainly isn’t, either.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 20 
 
    TYLER 
 
      
 
      
 
    Our fifth studio record may seem like it came together quickly since we recorded the whole thing in about a week, but this process has been anything but fast. 
 
    In fact, it’s been our slowest, longest process to date. 
 
    Two years of painstaking writing, of editing and fixing and perfecting, of practicing and playing, of talking through riffs and lyrics and bridges and beats and rhythms...and it’s done. 
 
    It’s with our sound mixer now, and it’ll be ready to hit the airwaves in a few weeks. 
 
    It’s done. 
 
    We should be out celebrating, drinking and smoking and banging babes. 
 
    Instead, all four of us are sprawled out on the couches out on my patio as The Godfather plays on the screen. It’s a movie we’ve watched hundreds of times together. It’s tradition at this point. After we recorded our demo at the tender age of nineteen, we snuck beers into Tommy’s basement and got fucked up while we watched it. So every time we’ve finished recording an album, we’ve done the same...although we’ve graduated from beer to whatever the hell we want since we’re of legal age now.   
 
    It feels good to finally relax, like one of the weights pressing down on the four of us has been lifted, but other weights still remain. During the recording process, we discussed the tour that will go along with the release of this album, but this one will be shorter than the two years we just spent overseas. Forty-five dates, stadiums only, over four months. 
 
    We’ve never headlined a stadium tour, but Trevor and Karl along with our booking agent, Miranda, have some epic ideas that include more pyrotechnics than we’ve ever used before. It’ll be expensive as fuck to put it together, but the final product will be worth it and we’ll more than make back our investment since stadiums have such a huge capacity.  
 
    And all the excitement begins in just under three months. 
 
    That means we get almost three months off...from touring, at least. Releasing an album means press junkets and interviews and promotion. It means meeting with influencers and making appearances. It means different kinds of stresses and responsibilities. But it also means we get to go home at night and sleep in our own beds—most of the time. It means we can lead a semi-normal life—whatever that means when people recognize you everywhere you go. 
 
    Our launch date is next month, and Karl is working on booking promotions for us. We’ll play some local shows, put on smiles for our interviews, and hype up what’s coming. We’ll release a single in a couple weeks, and we’ll need to play that song everywhere. By the time we hit the stadiums, every fan will know every word to every song. 
 
    It’s beyond overwhelming to think about all that...so most days, I don’t. It gets in my head and affects everything. 
 
    But life has been weird lately, and I can’t help thinking how different it would be if I didn’t have the career I do. Would Dani and I be together? I somehow doubt it because of the way our paths crossed after a decade apart, but there’s some force at play that seems to want us together. 
 
    Which is why, against my better judgment (which is gone anyway after a few glasses of scotch), during that pivotal hospital scene about an hour into the movie...I decide to text her. 
 
    I’m sitting on the same patio where we talked when she showed up at my place nearly a week ago. The same patio where I kissed her, where the rush of feelings I’ve had for her since we were teenagers were only further confirmed. 
 
    She’s torn, but she’s stayed away since she left my place. She hasn’t gotten in touch, and I haven’t either, and I need to hear from her. I need to know if she’s in California or if she’s back in Wisconsin or if she’s thinking about me or if she’s sitting at home with her husband. 
 
    She’s not happy with him. 
 
    She can’t be, not when she’s come to me twice now. And she deserves to be happy. I can give her that. I can give her the things she’s missing, the things he can’t. 
 
    I type out the text and stare at it for a beat before I send it. 
 
    If she were my wife, I’d be uncomfortable with another man sending her this text. 
 
    I try to put myself in his shoes. He has to know she has feelings for me. She doesn’t seem like the type to keep secrets like that.  
 
    But I find that no matter how hard I try, I can’t put myself in his shoes. I have no idea what it’s like to be married to her because she never gave me the chance to even consider it. But just because I haven’t experienced any of that doesn’t mean I don’t want it all with every fiber of my being. 
 
    Me: Are you still thinking about me? 
 
    I click the send button. 
 
    I can’t stop thinking about you. The whispered confession haunts me. I dream of her words. I replay them, and the pain of the secrets and potential lies behind the words seems to intensify each time I recall them. 
 
    Her reply comes less than sixty seconds later. 
 
    Dani: I haven’t stopped since you stepped off the bus in Milwaukee the night I was filling in for Patrick.  
 
    My chest balloons with her confession. 
 
    She hasn’t stopped. 
 
    More hope. 
 
    Except...if she hasn’t stopped thinking about me for over two years, why did she marry someone else? 
 
    “What are you smiling about?” Dustin asks. 
 
    I set my phone down a little guiltily as I glance over at him. Should I feel guilty for texting an old friend? No, but since this is more...maybe. 
 
    “Nothing,” I mutter. 
 
    “Bullshit,” he says, calling me out. “You haven’t smiled like that in years. It’s Danielle, isn’t it?” 
 
    I sigh, and Tommy pauses the movie with a grumble as the three guys who have been by my side since we were teenagers all turn to look at me. “Yeah,” I say. “She’s thinking about me.” 
 
    “Dude, she’s married,” Dustin says, as if I need the reminder. 
 
    “I realize that,” I say. “But she’s the one who keeps opening doors.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make it okay,” he says. 
 
    “I think it’s fine. Can we shut the fuck up now and get back to the movie?” Tommy asks. 
 
    For once, I’m (borderline) grateful for his attitude. I’d prefer not to have the spotlight on whatever seems to be developing between me and the one who got away. 
 
    “You’re just saying that because you’ve got a girl,” Brett says to Dustin. “You know what he and Danielle have been through. You know what all that shit did to him.” He’s saying it like I’m not sitting right here in front of him. 
 
    But he’s right. It did do something to me. It changed me. I don’t know if my smile has been genuine in the last two years...maybe not until this very conversation when a text came through to let me know she’s thinking about me. 
 
    Dustin shrugs. “I don’t have a horse in your race, man,” he says to me. “But as the only guy here who’s in a committed relationship, if she’s got a ring on her finger, you stay far away.” 
 
    “Amanda doesn’t have a ring on her finger,” Tommy points out. 
 
    “You know what I mean,” Dustin says. “And she will. Soon.” 
 
    All three of us turn to look at him. “What?” I say, speaking for all of us. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to tell you this just yet, but...” He draws in a deep breath. “She’s pregnant.” 
 
    “What?” Tommy, Brett, and I all say it at the same time. 
 
    “I’m proposing before we leave for the stadium tour,” he says. 
 
    The three of us continue to stare at him in stunned silence. It’s one thing to think that one of us is getting married—that there will be a wife in the equation, someone else to think about as we plan tours and albums and gigs. But he’s telling us there will actually be two people we have to think about. 
 
    I’m surprised as a tinge of jealousy darts through me. 
 
    I haven’t thought much about kids or the future, but that little dart that just ran through me makes me think I want those things more than I’ve allowed myself to really consider. I’ve spent so long moving from one meaningless thing to another since nobody even came close to what I felt for Dani that I never really saw myself settling down. 
 
    But now that she’s back in my life...maybe I do. But only if it’s with her. 
 
    I’ve been stuck on her for so long that I can’t even see past her. I should, particularly considering she’s married...but she hasn’t stopped thinking about me despite that. It’s possible there’s still potential there. 
 
    I’m just scared I’m setting myself up for disappointment all over again. I don’t know whether I can go through that again. I don’t know if I can lose her again and come out okay on the other side. 
 
    “Wow, man. Congratulations,” I finally say, breaking the silence that fell over us. 
 
    One side of his mouth lifts in a smile. I know Brett and Tommy are thinking how this is going to change things for us and how it affects them, but that’s just their nature. 
 
    I’m sure they think I’m sitting here thinking those exact same things. 
 
    They have no idea whatsoever that I’m actually sitting here with envy as Dustin’s on the brink of having everything I wish I had. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 21 
 
    DANIELLE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I shouldn’t have sent that reply, but now it’s out there in space, the only direct line I hold from Fox Point, the suburb of Milwaukee where we live, to Los Angeles. 
 
    I wait for his reply. 
 
    I have nothing else to do. 
 
    I’ve taken up a few hobbies since Ford works late into the night a couple times a week—all things I can do as a stay at home mom. Reality TV tops the list, but it seems somehow boring compared to waiting for a text from Tyler. I’ve taken an interest in photography, but the subject of most of my photos is currently sleeping. I enjoy wine tasting, which technically I’m doing as I sip from a glass of chardonnay while I wait. 
 
    And then, when my glass is almost empty, a text comes through. 
 
    Tyler: It’s been longer than that for me. Probably since the day I started at Carne’s. 
 
    I laugh as a blush creeps into my cheeks. I swear to God, only Tyler has the ability to make me blush from two thousand miles away. 
 
    Me: Remember when we used to sneak tequila shots? 
 
    Tyler: Confession: I hate tequila. I only did it to look cool in front of you. 
 
    I giggle. I can’t picture big, bad Tyler Caldwell doing anything because of peer pressure. Band nerd Tyler of the past...maybe. But not the man he grew into. 
 
    Me: I always thought you were cool. 
 
    Tyler: But you called me a skinny band nerd when you first realized who I was. 
 
    Me: I’m sorry. You weren’t back then, for the record. You were always cute, but I was just shocked how well you’ve aged. 
 
    Tyler: You’re making me feel ancient. You do realize I’m only a year older than you, right? 
 
    I do realize that, and I also realize how very different our lives are.  
 
    He’s a famous celebrity who travels the world with his band. He’s a single, incredibly attractive man who can have any woman he wants...except maybe one who’s a married liar. 
 
    On the other hand, I’m a married, stay at home mom who handed a career I loved over to the man I married. I’m a woman who’s sort of miserable with the way the cards have fallen even though I haven’t admitted that to anyone (including myself) since I’m at the root of everything wrong. 
 
    I don’t say any of that. 
 
    Me: I guess I’m ancient, too. 
 
    Tyler: Well you’ve aged like a fine wine. 
 
    Me: That might be the single cheesiest line you’ve ever thrown at me, but I’ll let it slide since I’m actually currently drinking wine. 
 
    Tyler: I’m on my fourth scotch of the night. 
 
    Me: Cheers. [wine glass emoji] 
 
    Tyler: [tumbler emoji] 
 
    Me: I’m only on my second glass of wine. Why four? 
 
    Tyler: Celebrating. 
 
    Me: What are you celebrating? 
 
    Tyler: The fact that you’re still thinking about me. 
 
    My blush deepens, but before I can try to come up with some witty reply, he sends another text. 
 
    Tyler: We wrapped our fifth album today. 
 
    Me: Congratulations. Are you out somewhere partying it up? 
 
    Please tell this stay at home mom slash housewife about the exciting life of a rock star...as long as it doesn’t involve other women. 
 
    Tyler: Hardly. I’m watching The Godfather with T, B, & D. It’s tradition. 
 
    Me: I’m drinking wine and watching reality TV by myself. 
 
    Tyler: [laughing emoji] Reality TV? I figured you never would’ve watched again after everything that happened. 
 
    Me: I stick to the hot trash ones. If they’re having sex in windmills or there’s any sort of hooking up, I’m all in.  
 
    I leave out the fact that if it reminds me of the things I can’t have, I choose not to watch. 
 
    Tyler: Hot trash? Definitely my new catchphrase, so thanks for that. 
 
    We keep things light and easy. I uncover surprises when he confesses what television shows he likes—which happen to be pretty much anything on the history channel, for the record (also known as the channel that I put on when I can’t fall asleep, which I tell him).  
 
    I learn what kind of scotch he’s drinking and which is his favorite.  
 
    I learn that his favorite vacation wasn’t some crazy trip to another country with his band but a camping trip he took with his family when he was a kid.  
 
    And when I look at the clock and see I’ve been texting with him for the last three hours, I realize I need to end it and get into bed so I can pretend to be asleep when my husband gets home. It’s become my habit whenever he’s late. That way I don’t have to reject his advances. 
 
    It’s been a month since the last time we had sex. I’ve gotten good at blaming the baby. I’m too tired, I’ll tell him. But the truth is that I just haven’t felt the spark. I haven’t wanted to. 
 
    And then I saw Tyler. The spark came back...but it’s not my husband I feel it with. 
 
    Me: I need to go. It’s two hours later here than LA. 
 
    Tyler: Wishing we were in the same time zone. Wishing for more than that, if I’m being honest. Goodnight. 
 
    I let those words be the last we exchange because my reply to them would be horribly inappropriate. We’ve managed to keep it mostly friendly, with a few flirty comments here and there. Nothing to feel guilty over...except for the entire conversation in general and the fact that I want his body hovering over mine as he drives into me. 
 
    I sigh as I read back through the messages. I commit them to memory, and then I delete them...just in case. I leave a light on for Ford, wash my face, and head to bed. 
 
    And just as I slide beneath the covers, I hear the telltale squeak of the garage door. I click off my phone, close my eyes, and pretend to be fast asleep. 
 
    It’s a long, sleepless night. 
 
    The bed dips when he gets in. He whispers a goodnight, and I remain silent as I school my breathing to even. 
 
    I think about Tyler the whole night through. 
 
    Would I be happier with him? Or would I still be a lonely housewife...just in a new zip code? 
 
    There’s nothing tying me to Milwaukee anymore—except Ford, I guess. Would I be happier in California? I’d be closer to my parents, who would love being closer to Luna. I’d be closer to my sister and my niece. Luna would grow up with a cousin two years her elder who could introduce her to fashion and make-up and boys. 
 
    On second thought...the mama bear in me thinks that could be dangerous. 
 
    I’d be closer to Tyler. 
 
    My heart races just thinking about that possibility. 
 
    Luna is up bright and early a little before six, so I get out of bed to get her before she wakes Ford. I realize I got less sleep than him, but he doesn’t know that. He got home a little after one, and tonight will be another late night since there’s another concert. 
 
    I miss that schedule. I miss those long nights. 
 
    And every time I think that way, the guilt creeps over me again. I shouldn’t miss those things. I gave them up for Luna. I love being her mom. I love spending time with her. 
 
    But I miss having an identity. I miss having a purpose besides mommy.  
 
    I miss adult conversations with someone aside from my husband, probably a big part of why I enjoyed texting Tyler so much last night. 
 
    I’m sure it has nothing to do with the fact that I have feelings for him. 
 
    I used to be so close with Patrick, my former boss, and now most of our communication happens with Ford as our middleman. It’s nothing against Patrick—but it’s proximity. I don’t see him every day anymore, so I don’t have that work husband connection we used to share. 
 
    The same goes for everyone I used to work with...well, except for Ford, obviously. Those were my people, my friends, and then I had a baby and it seemed like everyone backed slowly away. They didn’t, and in my heart I know that, but my life changed. They didn’t want to hear me drone on and on about how much I loved this tiny new life, and I didn’t really want to hear about all their adventures at work, especially not after Ford convinced me to stay home with the baby. 
 
    I push those thoughts away, the thoughts that things aren’t as they appear to be. Instead, we spend the day as the picture-perfect family once Ford gets up at nine-thirty. We have a picnic in the backyard. I snap photos of a girl with her dad. We swing on the swing set and we run around the yard with a ball. We don’t talk about the elephant in the yard, and we don’t bring up Tyler or the fact that Luna isn’t Ford’s daughter. 
 
    Even though it feels a little like this is the last time we might have a day where it’s just the three of us and nobody else is in the picture. 
 
    Ford leaves for work, Luna goes to sleep, and then I’m by myself again. I’m done playing the parts that are expected of me, and it’s my time to do what I want. 
 
    I want to text Tyler again. 
 
    I don’t...not right away, at least. I try to busy myself so I won’t give into the temptation. 
 
    But the pull is just too strong.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 22 
 
    DANIELLE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Me: Are you still thinking about me? 
 
    His reply comes quickly, like he was waiting for me. 
 
    Tyler: Still haven’t stopped. 
 
    I smile like a damn idiot at his text. He shouldn’t be thinking about me. I shouldn’t be thinking about him. 
 
    Yet...here we are. 
 
    Me: What are you up to tonight? 
 
    Tyler: Texting you. 
 
    Me: [laughing emoji] 
 
    It’s only six where he is, and I’m sure he has something other than sitting around texting me planned for the night. 
 
    Tyler: We have a private show tonight. 
 
    Me: What’s that like? 
 
    Tyler: We play a handful of songs, smile for pics, and head home. 
 
    Me: Are you excited? 
 
    Tyler: No. [shrug emoji] 
 
    Me: How come? 
 
    Tyler: I love playing, don’t get me wrong, but tonight I just want to play and bolt. 
 
    Me: Why? 
 
    Tyler: So I can get back to texting you. 
 
    He’s doing it again...making me blush across the miles. A buzz tingles up my spine at his flirting. 
 
    Me: Ha ha. Okay, but really why? 
 
    Tyler: That’s really why. What I do for a living just always seems to get in the way of you and me. 
 
    I read over his words a few times before I reply. In the deepest recesses of my heart, I guess I’ve felt that way since we ran into each other in Milwaukee. But it doesn’t matter. His career is everything to him, and the things he’s achieved are incredible. He’s become a freaking icon in the music industry, and I’m beyond proud and impressed with his work ethic and his success. 
 
    Me: Do you really feel that way? 
 
    Tyler: Yes.  
 
    Me: Don’t. It’s not your career that got in our way. 
 
    Tyler: Then what was it? 
 
    My heart breaks that he’s blaming what happened between us on his career. I get why he feels that way, and I guess to some degree I do, too. But he’s not enjoying the things he should be because of what happened between us, and that’s no way for him to live. 
 
    I guess I’m not enjoying life in general right now, either...unless I’m texting with Tyler. 
 
    God, this is all so complicated. 
 
    Me: Us. Me + You. Our decisions and the way we handled things. 
 
    Tyler: But if I was a server at Carne’s, none of this would be an issue. 
 
    Me: That’s now how our cards played out, though. Look at everything you’ve achieved. 
 
    Tyler: I’m not sure what it all means without you. 
 
    His words claw at my heart. He can’t find meaning in his success, and I married some stranger who took my success from me.  
 
    Luna cries out while I debate how to reply to that, and I give her a minute to calm down before I run in there. I check her on the monitor, and I watch as she turns over and falls back asleep. 
 
    He replies before I can. 
 
    Tyler: Speaking of my career coming between us, I need to go. Band shit before our show.  
 
    Me: Good luck tonight. 
 
    I debate adding a kiss emoji, or at the very least, an XOXO, but I refrain. We’re not there yet. It’s not appropriate. Even this conversation is probably inappropriate. 
 
    Tyler: Thanks. [smile emoji] 
 
    And that’s it...for tonight, anyway. 
 
    I decide to lose myself in more wine and hot trash television. 
 
    The next day feels pretty much the same as every day for me, except it’s not a concert night at the arena so Ford is home by five. That means I miss out on texting with Tyler and I’m forced to play the role I’ve been playing for nearly two years now. The days bleed monotonously into one another, and then I find myself alone on a Thursday night after I get Luna down. 
 
    Me: What are a rock star’s plans on a Thursday night? 
 
    Luna’s still moving around when I send the text. She usually takes about ten minutes to fall asleep once I lay her in her crib, but tonight I don’t have the patience to wait for her to fall asleep. I don’t have the patience to fold laundry or do dishes or otherwise pretend like I haven’t been looking forward to this very moment for days. I finally have the freedom to sit down and text a conversation with him, and somehow that’s become the best part of my days. The best part of this Midwestern housewife’s existence, the most exciting part of this stay at home mom’s life. 
 
    Tyler: Texting a hot Wisconsin babe who should be in California with me. 
 
    He just goes right for the flirting tonight, and I can’t help my wide smile.  
 
    Me: Oh? You got some hot chick in WI? 
 
    Tyler: Yeah. You. 
 
    My smile shifts to a soft chuckle. 
 
    Me: What are you really doing (aside from waiting for me to text)? 
 
    Tyler: Looking at the moon on my patio. Watching your favorite channel. 
 
    Me: [eyeroll emoji] [sleeping emoji] 
 
    Tyler: [laughing emoji] 
 
    Tyler: Put it on. 
 
    Me: The history channel? 
 
    Tyler: Yes. It’s an American Pickers Marathon all day. 
 
    Me: WTF is American Pickers? 
 
    I sigh as I get up to find the remote, which we store out of Luna’s reach, and then I search to find the right channel.  
 
    Tyler: Mike and Frank drive around and pick through people’s old junk to find treasures. 
 
    Me: Sounds boring AF. 
 
    Tyler: Tell me what episode it is when you have it on. 
 
    I check the info on my guide. 
 
    Me: Roll Like a Rock Star. 
 
    Tyler: [laughing emoji] Perfect. 
 
    Me: Why is that perfect? 
 
    Tyler: It’s my favorite episode ever. 
 
    Me: Why? 
 
    Tyler: Mike and Frank find Aerosmith’s old tour van. 
 
    I sigh as I turn my attention to the episode that’s midway over. 
 
    Me: Are you a big Aerosmith fan? 
 
    Tyler: I’m a fan of pretty much every classic rock band, but they’re one of the best. 
 
    We settle into a conversation about rock bands and the type of music we both like—something we’ve never really talked about despite his profession. I’m a Capital Kingsmen fan, obviously, although I don’t tend to play a lot of hard rock during the day, sticking instead to pop songs that Luna bops around to. I like pretty much anything when it comes to music, but he mostly prefers classic rock, hard rock, and heavy metal. 
 
    I have music playing almost all day every day. 
 
    He prefers silence when he’s driving or working out so he can draft new songs in his head. 
 
    I realize it’s been five full minutes since I’ve texted him as I watch the hosts of the show as the van is authenticated by a former member of the band. I have tears in my eyes when another one comes through. 
 
    Tyler: You still there? 
 
    I laugh at the ridiculousness of being so engrossed by a show on his channel that I actually didn’t respond to his last text. 
 
    Me: The van was just authenticated. [crying emoji] 
 
    Tyler: [laughing emoji] You’re crying? 
 
    Me: Maybe. 
 
    Tyler: I told you the history channel is legit. 
 
    I laugh. Okay, fine. So he was right. 
 
    Me: Thank you for introducing me to this whole new world. 
 
    Tyler: Give me time. There are lots of worlds I can’t wait to introduce you to. 
 
    I send the laughing emoji, but there’s a world I’m finding myself more and more ready to introduce him to, as well. 
 
    The world of being a father. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 23 
 
    DANIELLE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tyler texted me on Monday evening, just after Ford got home. It was simply a picture of the moon. 
 
    I deleted it without replying because my husband was inches from me, and as my hands shook while I swiftly got the message off the screen, it was the first time I felt like I was having an affair...aside from when I actually went to his house and we shared that fiery, emotional kiss on his patio. 
 
    I changed Tyler’s contact name in my phone just in case Ford happens to see a message. Now when he texts me, it looks like a text from Jen Murphy, one of the moms in a local playgroup I’ve taken Luna to a few times.  
 
    That was the second time I felt like I was having an affair. 
 
    The third time came tonight. 
 
    Me: What’s on tonight’s agenda? 
 
    I glance at the clock. It’s a little after eight, which means it’s a little after six in LA. I only held out for an hour tonight after I got Luna down, and it was only because I have to look like I did something today when Ford gets home. So I folded laundry and cleaned the kitchen.  
 
    When I finished, I promptly collapsed in the rocker recliner and shot off that text. 
 
    And now I’m staring at the screen and waiting for his reply when my phone starts to ring. 
 
    I nearly drop it in surprise, but I recover quickly. And when I see the name of the person calling, my heart thumps as a wave of guilt pushes through me. 
 
    I sit up a little straighter in my chair. 
 
    This is wrong. 
 
    My heart pounds a little harder as tingles dart up and down my spine, exploding everywhere in my blood. 
 
    I shouldn’t answer. 
 
    But it’s not like he doesn’t know I’m sitting here holding my phone in my hand since I literally just texted him a question twelve seconds ago. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Hi,” I answer before I can think it through. Before I can stop myself. 
 
    “You,” he says. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You are on my agenda tonight.” 
 
    I laugh. 
 
    “Is it, uh, okay that I called?” he asks. 
 
    “No,” I say because that’s what feels like the right thing to say. The honorable thing. “But I’m glad you did.” 
 
    “I am, too. I just wish we could talk in person.” 
 
    I settle back into my chair, and it creaks with my movement. I blurt out my next sentence before I have a chance to debate whether telling him is a good idea or not. “I actually have another trip planned to see my parents again in a couple weeks. This one’s been in the works for months.” I leave out that little detail that the trip was planned so I could spend a week at the beach building sandcastles with my one-and-a-half-year-old daughter. 
 
    “So the last one was more...spontaneous, then?” 
 
    I clear my throat as I feel caught. “I guess you could say that.” I realize I’m being a little secretive, but I have no other choice. 
 
    “Why’d you come to California, Dani?” His voice is low, and it sends shivers down my spine. 
 
    Because I wanted to see you. 
 
    Because I’m lonely at home. 
 
    Because I hate where I’ve ended up. 
 
    Because I’m not happy and I think you could fix that. 
 
    Because you deserve the truth. 
 
    “Because I missed my parents.” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    I rock a little nervously in my chair. “Because I missed the beach.” 
 
    He chuckles. “Sure.” 
 
    “Because I missed you. Is that what you want me to say?” 
 
    “If it’s the truth, then yeah, that’s what I want you to say.” 
 
    I rock a little harder in the chair, and it creaks again. I stand and start pacing. “I shouldn’t be telling you that.” 
 
    “Why not?” he asks, his voice husky. 
 
    “You know why not.” 
 
    “Why did you marry him, Dani?” 
 
    I freeze in my tracks where I pace. It shouldn’t come as a surprise that he wants to know details about my life now, but I don’t know how to answer without either dodging the truth or telling more lies. I guess that’s the benefit of having texting conversations over phone calls—the easier ability to redirect the conversation without feeling put on the spot. I settle on a non-answer. “It’s complicated.” 
 
    “That’s life,” he mutters. “Complicated.” 
 
    “Yeah.” A beat of awkward quiet passes between us, and then he breaks it. 
 
    “You know what I’d do if you weren’t married?” he asks, a hint of a rasp in his voice that wasn’t there before. 
 
    “What?” I whisper. I shouldn’t ask. I shouldn’t know. I shouldn’t want to hear it as badly as I do. 
 
    “I would’ve kissed you the second I saw you at that coffee shop, and then I would’ve taken you outside and fucked you in the back of your car in the parking lot,” he says, and I gasp at his beautiful, vulgar words as my entire body warms. My knees start to give out and I catch myself on the edge of the couch as he continues. “And if that didn’t happen, then I would’ve fucked you on my patio where we sat and talked, and if you wanted privacy, I would’ve taken you up to my bed and fucked you in a place where I’ve spent countless hours dreaming of fucking you.” 
 
    “Oh,” I say dumbly, but it’s about the only word I can form. The ache that has pressed between my thighs since...well, probably since the last time I was physically with him intensifies to a nearly unbearable level.  
 
    “And after we got it out of our systems, after I fucked you so hard you couldn’t even sit without thinking of me, then I would’ve given it to you slow.” 
 
    He stops there, and it feels sort of like we were having sex and he just stopped when I was seconds away from climaxing. 
 
    “How?” I ask. My voice is hoarse and throaty. 
 
    “Are you alone?” he asks. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What are you wearing?” 
 
    I glance down at my mom jeans and t-shirt that has a little bit of the pear Luna threw at me at dinner. There’s a milk stain, too, and I probably smell like spoiled milk because of it. “What do you want me to be wearing?” I ask instead of admitting the truth.  
 
    “Naked would be my first choice.” 
 
    I chuckle softly. “I’m wearing jeans and a t-shirt.” 
 
    “Unbutton your jeans,” he says. 
 
    I pause for a beat. 
 
    Is he...is he taking me into phone sex territory? 
 
    We’ve done this before. It was when he was on tour, when we were committed but not, and it wasn’t actually a phone call. It was a video call, but we only showed our faces. He watched the pleasure on my face as he directed my movements, and I watched as he slowly jerked himself off in his bunk on his tour bus while he told me what to do to myself. 
 
    It was one of the hottest orgasms I’ve ever had. 
 
    My husband should be the one giving me orgasms...but he’s at work. I’m torn as to whether this is really wrong. It is, I know that in the depths of my heart, but I can easily justify it away by saying that I’m touching myself. I’m doing things to myself. I’ve fingered myself plenty of times over the last two years. It’s not like I’m physically with another man having sex with him. 
 
    I flick the button of my jeans, and I hear a telltale zipper over the line. 
 
    “Are you wearing jeans too?” I ask softly. 
 
    “Yeah. I just unzipped them, and now I’m fisting my cock. I wish it was your hand on me and not my own.” 
 
    A shudder passes through me. 
 
    “Before you reach for your cunt, I want you to pinch your nipples between your fingers. I want you to feel the throbbing pressing in your pussy before I let you alleviate it. I want your nipples hard for me. I remember how hard they’d get. I remember the exact length of them and how they used to taste against my tongue.” His breathing gets a little heavier as he tells me everything he wants me to do to myself, and I hear the softest sound of skin rubbing on skin, like he’s already stroking himself. 
 
    Just the thought of that drives my desire levels to depths I haven’t felt in years. 
 
    I reach up my shirt and pull one of my breasts over the bra cup, and then I stroke my nipple. I pinch it between my forefinger and thumb and then I run a soothing palm over it before I pinch it again. My entire body throbs for release, and I let out a soft moan. 
 
    “Jesus,” he mutters. 
 
    “Are you touching yourself?” I ask tentatively, my own voice rather breathless as well.  
 
    “Mm,” he murmurs. “Fuck yes I am, and I’m pretending it’s you.” 
 
    Another shudder runs through me. I pinch my nipple again as I wish he was here doing this to me. 
 
    “Slide your hand down into your panties,” he instructs. “Shove a finger in and tell me how wet you are.” 
 
    “Oh God,” I murmur when I slide a finger down inside myself. I pull my finger out and spread the wetness over my clit. “I’m so damn wet, Tyler.” I slide my finger in and out of myself and it feels so good to get just a tiny bit of relief from the aching throb. “So wet for you.” 
 
    “Yes,” he whispers. “Wet for me. That’s mine, Dani. It’s always been mine.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, yes, yes,” I murmur, and I press on my clit again before sliding my fingers back in. 
 
    I hear the sound of his strokes picking up over the line, and his soft grunts in my ear make me moan for him. I wish he was here with me. I wish he was touching me and kissing me and taking me right to the edge. 
 
    I pretend it’s him. For just a beat, I pretend he’s sliding his finger inside me, and then I pull my fingers out and over my clit again, and that’s it. I fall apart. 
 
    I’ve schooled myself to quiet orgasms since having a baby, but I groan through my release as my body contracts with pulse after pulse of pleasure. 
 
    His voice is liquid in my ear. “Come for me, Dani. Feel all those things I’m doing to you.” 
 
    It’s so illicit. His voice, and his soft moans of pleasure. Only hearing him rather than seeing him or feeling him elevates the need and desire to some other level. 
 
    He grunts some more, and then he growls my name, and I remember his sounds. He’s coming, too, just as my own orgasm starts to slow. 
 
    The ache is only gone for a mere second before it comes back. I want more. I want him, and as his grunts start to calm, the guilt presses viciously in on me. 
 
    I’ll compartmentalize it along with the other lies I’m already telling. I’ll justify it in my own mind so I can attempt to sleep at night.  
 
    At least I’m not physically sleeping with him.  
 
    At least I was honest with Ford about my feelings. 
 
    I’m a horrible person, and I have no idea how to fix it. I don’t know what to do to make sure everyone comes out of this a winner when somebody has to lose. 
 
    But I’m addicted to Tyler, and he’s becoming a habit I won’t be able to quit. 
 
    Not again.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 24 
 
    TYLER 
 
      
 
      
 
    I know I shouldn’t call her.  
 
    It’s a Monday afternoon, and she’ll be in California tomorrow. 
 
    I know her husband’s at home, and she’s probably busy, but I need to hear her voice. And more than that, I need to talk to someone who isn’t in my band. I have a heavy weight on my chest and she seems like the only person I can go to with it. 
 
    Except I don’t want to text it. 
 
    I trust her with my life...but I still don’t want these particular concerns in writing. 
 
    “Hey,” she says. Her voice is soft and quick. 
 
    “You answered,” I say, surprise evident in my tone. A smile widens across my lips. 
 
    “Yeah, he ran out to grab us lunch. I only have maybe five minutes. What’s going on?” 
 
    She already knows that a call at this time of day means something’s going on. It’s the little things that suddenly seem like big things. 
 
    “I just needed to hear your voice,” I say, a little unsure about how exactly I’m supposed to just blurt out all these things that’ve been building inside me for years when she only has five minutes to talk. 
 
    “You never call when you know he’s home. Spill it.” 
 
    I blow out a breath and then I let it go. “Sometimes I resent my career. Sometimes I hate Tommy for wanting the level of success he wants and for pushing us all to do things we don’t want to do in the name of that success. It’s what drove the wedge between you and me and if it meant we would end up together, I’d leave it all behind in a heartbeat. All of it.” 
 
    “Oh,” she says softly, and it’s her go-to catchphrase when she isn’t sure how to respond to something I just said. More personal things I know and love about her. “Oh, Tyler.” 
 
    I hear it there in her voice. Sadness. Maybe a little bit of sympathy. 
 
    “I don’t want you to resent something you love because you think it’s why we’re apart right now. Things just...” She sighs. “They changed overnight for me. I couldn’t handle it at the time, the idea that I might not see you for thirty days or even longer. It was too hard when we were at the start of something we hadn’t committed to yet. It wasn’t the life I saw for myself.” 
 
    I challenge the last part of what she says. “But your life with Ford is?” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” she admits. “How’s that for irony?” She mutters that last part, but it doesn’t go unheard. “I have to go, but let me just leave you with this one thing. I don’t want you to answer me. I just want you to think about it. And Ford has the night off, so we’ll have to text when we can, okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s a gig night too.” 
 
    “Good luck. Break a leg. What am I supposed to say?” 
 
    I laugh. “You can say whatever you want.” 
 
    “Then don’t fuck it up,” she deadpans, and I can’t help but laugh again. 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    “Play like you’re playing for me.” 
 
    “Then I’ll just have a boner the whole time. Now what was your thing you were going to leave me pondering?” 
 
    She clears her throat. “Ponder wisely, my friend. Would you still feel the way you’re feeling if I wasn’t in the picture? I’ll talk to you soon.” 
 
    I say goodbye and hang up, but I have to admit...she’s got me thinking. 
 
    How could one question so simply turn my entire attitude around? 
 
    Suddenly I’m seeing things from a new perspective. I’ve spent so much time blaming Tommy or blaming the band or blaming my label that I stopped being grateful for everything we’ve achieved together. I’ve been down because she is in the picture, but I doubt I’d be quite this far down if we never would’ve run into each other in Milwaukee that night two years ago, and if we hadn’t reignited the flame I always held for her. 
 
    She’d just be a distant memory of my past instead of someone I so badly want to be with that I’d consider giving it all up for her. 
 
    I don’t want to give it up. 
 
    But I don’t want to be without her, either. 
 
    Maybe the two don’t have to be mutually exclusive. 
 
    And with our conversations—all of them, not just this one now—I feel like I’ve managed to turn the clock back a little over two years. 
 
    We’re back to where we were. We talk every day—never over video chat like we did back then, only phone calls or text messages. I always know when her husband is around because she doesn’t get immediately back to me, and conversely, I know when he’s at work because she does. 
 
    I feel like the other man...because I am. 
 
    It’s not a good place to be, but I’m so in love with her that it doesn’t matter to me. Maybe he is the other man here. 
 
    Tonight’s gig is a local private performance at a club, and I’m excited to get back on the stage. 
 
    As much as touring grinds on me, and as nervous as I still get immediately before a show, I love performing. I love looking out at a crowd and seeing them sway to the rhythm I’m creating. I love seeing them sing the words we’ve painstakingly written. There are things I hate about this career, but the music...that’s not one of them. 
 
    And it was Dani’s single question that reminded me of that. 
 
    We’ve agreed to play one of the songs we just recorded for our new record tonight, so after my chat with her, I spend most of the day practicing with the band. We’re nearing the time when we need to eat a meal and take a shower if that’s what we want out of our day before our performance, and Tommy stops singing mid-song. 
 
    He’s looking at me. 
 
    Staring at me, actually. 
 
    My brows dip. “What?” 
 
    He shakes his head, and his brows are pushed together. “You’re different, man.” 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    He glances at Brett, who’s nodding behind his drum kit. 
 
    “It’s like the fire’s back,” he says. “You’re playing with your heart again.” 
 
    He’s right. I am, and it’s because she’s back in my life. My heart hasn’t been in much of anything since she cut me out, and even though this situation is complicated, just being able to talk to her again has made a difference. 
 
    “It’s a good look on you, man,” he says. “Maybe she’s good for you.” 
 
    He qualifies his statement with a maybe, but it’s still something I needed to hear from him more than I realized. It’s just another small tweak that seems to help push my attitude back to where it was, and that forces a realization. All the resentment I’ve felt this whole time was totally brought on by myself. 
 
    Tommy has always wanted to push us. I knew that back when we first met. I was fifteen and, as Dani said, a skinny band nerd. I loved music and went to local shows as often as I could. The LA music scene is rich, so there’s something different to see nearly any night you want to. 
 
    Tommy was a cool seventeen-year-old I kept running into at different shows, and eventually we got to talking. He and another kid he went to high school with were starting a band and they wanted to bring me in. Tommy and I became close friends. He was two years older than me and I wanted to be like him. He smoked and he drank and I fucking idolized him. 
 
    I don’t anymore, for the record, but I do think he’s talented as fuck and it’s an honor that I get to play with him. The rest of the guys, too. 
 
    We needed a drummer, and Tommy had all sorts of connections in the music world. We met with a few different guys and liked Brett’s vibe. Shortly after that, our lead guitarist left for college, so we needed a new one. Tommy found us Dustin through a mutual friend, and the rest was history. 
 
    The four of us aren’t just friends. We’ve been through everything together in the decade we’ve been playing, and that creates a brotherhood. We have our ups and downs just like any relationship. We’ve had plenty of fights and arguments over the years, but we’ve also had a hell of a lot of fun. 
 
    It feels good to be having fun with these guys again after feeling the grind weigh so heavily on me for so long. 
 
    “Thanks, man,” I finally say to Tommy, and we leave it at that. 
 
    But his words—and my gratitude of them—changed something. 
 
    It helped us leap over the shit we’ve been silently going through separately. We play our gig, and our sound is on point. We have fun. We smile. We meet fans, and my smile feels genuine again. The shit that’s been pulling me under for a long time is finally starting to lift, and it feels good. 
 
    With those things in mind, the four of us head out to celebrate after the show. It’s just like old times again, and I’m relieved about that.  
 
    And holy shit, do we get fucked up.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 25 
 
    DANIELLE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ford had a rare day off, so after lunch, he headed to the garage. He’s been saying for months that he wants to organize it, and I guess today’s the day. 
 
    We could’ve spent the day as a family, but I can’t help thinking that I actually prefer it this way. 
 
    He walks in a few minutes before dinner and kisses my cheek while I wipe my hands on a towel. Luna is playing with a learning cube on a rug within my view, and he bends down to pick her up. He peppers her with kisses and she giggles.  
 
    Normally I smile when I watch this same scene unfold. But today, my heart aches. 
 
    It aches for Luna. 
 
    I thought I was doing the right thing in choosing her father for her, but I’m not so sure anymore. 
 
    It aches for Ford. 
 
    He knew the stakes when we agreed to this. I never said I’d never tell Tyler the truth.  
 
    It aches for Luna’s relationship with Ford. 
 
    The love they have for one another is pure and beautiful and one of the best things in my life and theirs. How do I just rip that away? Do I even have to? If I ask him for a divorce...there’s no way things will remain the same between the two of them. 
 
    It was a mistake to marry him in the first place. I know that now. But how do I just rip her away from the only daddy she’s ever known? And how do I rip him away from the little girl he loves with all his heart? 
 
    It aches for Tyler. 
 
    He doesn’t even know the magnitude of my lies. 
 
    Everyone loses. 
 
    My phone buzzes in the pocket of my jeans, and I know it’s Tyler. It’s always Tyler. 
 
    I check it quickly while Ford is occupied with the baby. 
 
    Tyler: Going on stage in thirty. Remember that night in Milwaukee when you watched from the side of the stage? 
 
    It was the night we reconnected, and I remember a fiery kiss on the side of the stage before he had to get back on it for the encore. I remember him telling me he couldn’t focus on playing bass knowing I was standing so close. I remember the butterflies that filled me at his words, at his touch, at his kiss. 
 
     Me: Of course I do. I think about that kiss all the time. 
 
    I silence my texts. 
 
    It’s become a habit whenever Ford is home. That way he doesn’t know how many texts I’m actually getting each day from someone who isn’t my husband. 
 
    I hate deceiving him...but I also don’t know how to stop. I don’t want to stop. I don’t want to ask Tyler not to text me because it’s the only light I have left in my day aside from Luna. But I also haven’t quite figured out how to ensure Ford doesn’t lose Luna. I haven’t figured out how to protect everybody...and I think it’s because there just isn’t a way. 
 
    But that’s why I haven’t done anything. Why I haven’t said anything. I need to be absolutely sure of what I want for both myself and for Luna before I send the lives of everybody into complete upheaval. 
 
    We eat dinner, and Luna gets her bath before she goes to bed, and then it’s just my husband and me. 
 
    He starts some movie and I’m mostly uninterested. I make some popcorn and pour a couple glasses of wine, and it’s midway through the movie when he pauses it and turns to me. We’re sitting on opposite ends of the couch. 
 
    “Do you remember when we went to that swanky hotel for a few nights after the wedding in lieu of a honeymoon?” 
 
    My brows dip, and I nod. I don’t know what he’s getting at, but I do think it’s ironic that both of these men are dredging up memories of the past. They’re both reminding me why I fell in love with them. We had a lot of sex at that hotel. I was in that phase of pregnancy where I couldn’t get enough, that sweet spot in the second trimester, and we took full advantage of that. We had sex without condoms since we didn’t have to worry about me getting pregnant again. It solidified our relationship and drew us closer, and now we haven’t had that connection in so long that I can already tell where he’s going with this conversation. 
 
    “I think we need a honeymoon,” he says. 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    He nods. 
 
    “But you can’t take all that time off work,” I point out. I’m looking for a way out of this conversation. I don’t want to go on a honeymoon nearly two years too late. I don’t want to abandon my child so I can reconnect with Ford. 
 
    “I talked to Patrick today. He said it’s fine.” 
 
    “Aren’t you worried about Christine?” I ask, naming my old arch-nemesis from work. 
 
    He chuckles. “No. Patrick would never promote Christine to assistant manager.” 
 
    “Where do you want to go?” I finally ask because I don’t know where else to take this conversation. 
 
    “A place where we can take an adventure. New Orleans, maybe.” He shrugs. 
 
    I don’t want to go on an adventure. If I was choosing a honeymoon destination, I’d want the beach. I’d want spa appointments and massages and relaxation...not adventure. 
 
    “Or maybe somewhere like North Carolina. I was just reading about these horseback tours through the forest that sound incredible.” 
 
    I nod. “Sounds nice,” I say. 
 
    He scoots over toward my side of the couch, and he leans in and kisses my neck. Usually that’s the place that revs up my engine...but today, I feel no revving whatsoever. 
 
    Because he’s not Tyler. 
 
    “I’ll miss you while you’re on your trip,” he whispers against my neck. “I’ve been missing you for the last couple weeks.” 
 
    He wants sex, obviously. And he should get that from his wife. 
 
    I know he loves me. I love him, too. But the longer we’re married, the more I see that it’s a great friendship on both sides...not the deep sort of love that should align with ‘til death do us part. 
 
    But as I stare straight ahead at the movie, trying to find a way out of this, I realize I can’t do this with him. Not tonight, and maybe not ever again. 
 
    Because if I do...I’ll only feel like I’m cheating on two men. 
 
    I don’t give into his advances, but I also don’t say anything. I just keep my eyes trained ahead as I try to form words. But I don’t need to. He takes my non-action as a rejection. 
 
    He tries with one last kiss to my neck, and then he sighs with frustration as he moves back to his end of the couch. “Is this because of him?” He spits out the last word without saying his name, but we both know who he’s talking about. 
 
    My heart races at his question. 
 
    He already knows I have feelings for him. I haven’t hidden that fact from him, and I won’t. I haven’t been honest about much, but I haven’t lied about that, at least. Maybe there’s some kind of redemption in that. 
 
    “I’ve always had feelings for him,” I murmur. “You know that.” 
 
    “Don’t go to California,” he says—or rather, he begs. “You were just there a couple weeks ago.” 
 
    “I’m taking Luna to see her grandparents,” I say. “We’re bored just sitting here at home. You know how Luna loves the beach. I still think we should move there and be closer to my family.” 
 
    He gives me an oh come on kind of look, but it’s not the first time I’ve expressed similar sentiments. The only thing holding me here was my job, and now I don’t have that. I’d love for Luna to be closer to my parents, and my sister, and my niece. 
 
    But I also know Ford would never move. Not now that he has the job that was the dream job for us both. 
 
    “I wish you’d cancel the trip.” He folds his arms across his chest. 
 
    “I understand that, but my parents are looking forward to seeing her.” I swirl the wine left in my glass around and stare at the little funnel it makes. “We have plans with Diana and Gracie. I can’t just cancel because you don’t want me to go.” 
 
    “Then don’t see him while you’re there. Don’t tell him.” 
 
    I give him a guilty look because I can’t make that promise. The temptation will be too great—not just personally, but also because of Luna. I need to tell Tyler about her. I need to find the strength to tell the truth because he deserves to know he has a daughter. “You know I need to tell him. We both know it’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    He blows out another frustrated sigh, and I see the anger and the sadness rolling together in the way his shoulders hunch up as he stands. “Do what you want,” he says, his tone clipped, and then he stalks out of the room.  
 
    He just ends the conversation there. He said his words in frustration, and it’s easy to see why. I rejected his advances tonight—his last-ditch effort at saving something that never should have started in the first place, a marriage that’s been half-hearted from both of us lately, and he’s already bracing for what he knows is coming...what we both know is coming but that neither of us has had the time or the inclination to research just yet. 
 
    His final words feel a little like he just gave me permission to act on the feelings he knows I’m having.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 26 
 
    TYLER 
 
      
 
      
 
    The knocking gets a little louder. A little more intense. 
 
    “Coming,” I mutter. I’m home by myself tonight, so I’m the only option to answer the door. Tommy and Brett just left for some charity dinner, and they were making bets with each other on who would score first as they made their way out the door. 
 
    I was just rinsing my plate from my solo dinner when the knocking on the front door started, and my movements are still a little slow after the epic night I had with my buddies last night. 
 
    We were out late...or early, depending how you look at it. 
 
    We weren’t hunting for pussy. We were just four guys drinking, smoking, and laughing, and it felt like old times. It felt like the wall wedged between Tommy and me was gone. I’d actually go so far as to say I enjoyed hanging with my boys again. 
 
    Incredible what a simple shift in attitude can do for a guy. 
 
    But I’m paying the price for that today. I feel better now than I did when I first woke up a little after noon—at least the rolling in my stomach went away, and I’m waiting for the ibuprofen I took with dinner to knock out the last of the throbbing in my head. 
 
    I may hold the title of rock star, but I can’t party like one anymore. I have to build my tolerance back up, that’s all. I hope that’s all, anyway. That’s what I tell myself. My thirtieth birthday is on the horizon, and I don’t want to think it might be because I’m getting older. 
 
    The pounding at the door nearly matches the pounding in my head, and by the time I throw open the door, I’m about to give whoever stands on the other side of it a piece of my mind. 
 
    Until I see who it is. 
 
    My jaw slackens in surprise, and at the same time, my chest tightens and all the blood rushes right down to my cock. 
 
    She’s gorgeous standing there. Her hair is pulled back in a casual ponytail, and her eyes dart nervously to me. She wears jeans and sneakers and a simple white shirt and all I can think of is that I want to get her shirt wet so I can see her nipples beneath it. 
 
    “Hey,” I say. I lean casually on the doorframe as I drink her in. 
 
    She’s here. 
 
    She’s really here. 
 
    We’ve gotten so much closer the past couple weeks as we’ve talked and texted every day, and while I still feel the fear that she might run out of here and tell me it was a mistake to come like she’s done the last two times, somehow I don’t think that’s how this particular meeting is going to go. 
 
    She stares at me for a beat without saying anything, like she’s taking me in the same way I’m taking her in. We’re allowing our eyes the first feast, but my lips and fingers are starting to get itchy for their turn. 
 
    “Hey,” she finally says, and the word hits my ears like the sweet moans I heard over the phone when she made herself come as I told her what to do to her own body. We’ve only done that once since we reconnected, and I want to do it again. 
 
    My cock hardens painfully at the reminder. 
 
    I haven’t brought it up again because I know how hard this is for her. She has someone else to think about, and I’m sure the guilt presses on her. 
 
    She clears her throat. She glances away for a beat, toward a car passing by on my quiet street, and I can’t tell if she’s conflicted or if she’s here because she knows what she wants. 
 
    And then, when her eyes meet mine again, she says the words that answer that question. “I want to be with you.” 
 
    She doesn’t need to say anything else. 
 
    I haul her into my arms. A small voice in the back of my head tells me I should ask whether I want to be with you means she left her husband, but I decide to take her at her words. 
 
    My mouth crashes down to hers, and I get the feeling like I’m home again. 
 
    She tastes like grapes, just like she did the time I kissed her on the side of the stage in Milwaukee, and the smell of grapes will forever make me think of her. They’ll also forever make me horny. 
 
    I can’t take it slow with her, not when she’s finally giving me this green light. I turn her in my arms with my lips pressed to hers, and I kick the door shut. Then I slam her up against it, my body flush against hers so she can feel what she’s doing to me, and I open my mouth. 
 
    My tongue battles with hers, and it’s aggressive and intimate and fucking hot. 
 
    I drive my hips toward her, and she grunts into my mouth as she wraps her arms around my waist. Her fingers dig into me as she tries to pull me closer, but there’s nowhere else to go...except inside her. 
 
    The thought has me breaking apart from our kiss as I pull that white shirt over her head. I unhook her bra and toss it to the side, and she looks at me with wide eyes. 
 
    “Right here?” she asks softly. 
 
    “Nobody’s home,” I say, and then I dive face-first toward her chest because I can’t take another second of her standing in front of me with her tits hanging out without tasting them. 
 
    She leans her head back against the door as I suck a nipple into my mouth. I touch her other nipple, and she moans. I trail my hand down her stomach and toward her pussy, and then I cup her outside her jeans as I continue sucking on her sweet nipple. The taste of her body is familiar even though it was so long ago. She grunts when I touch her, and she grapples with my belt. My stomach clenches with anticipation. 
 
    I don’t know how long she’ll be here, and I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m praying we have time. Just in case we don’t, though, I’m going to fuck her right here, hard and fast. And then, later, if time allows, we can take it slow.  
 
    She gets my belt unbuckled and she goes for the button, and then she reaches in. I mirror her movements, reaching into her jeans and sliding a finger right into her. She’s warm and velvety holy fuck, she’s wet. Dripping wet. 
 
    For me. 
 
    I want to lick my way through her. I want to taste her. 
 
    But right now, I need to fuck her. 
 
    And as I let her nipple out of my mouth and return my eyes to hers, I can see it there. That’s what she needs right now, too. 
 
    I pull my hand out and shift my hips away from her, and then I yank her jeans down her legs along with her panties. She kicks off her shoes, and I pull her clothes off her. She’s completely naked in my entryway. That took all of thirty seconds. 
 
    I can’t think straight. I can’t think beyond the carnal, basic need to fuck this gorgeous, naked woman in my hallway, and her eyes hazy with lust tell me what she wants. 
 
    Before I can stop myself, before I can think it through, I lift her up and impale her with my cock. 
 
    I lean her against the doorway to help brace our movements, and then I go to town on her, bouncing her up and down over me with my hands under her ass. She moans her approval, and she links her arms around my neck. Her tits are eye level, and she pulls my head a little closer to her chest. I suck one into my mouth again, and I hold it between my teeth for a beat as she yelps. I let go, afraid I hurt her, but she just pulls me back again. “Don’t stop,” she pants, and I give her what she wants. 
 
    I drive into her right there in the entry, and now every time I walk through this part of my house, I’ll have this memory of the woman I love and the sex we shared right here that’s somehow even better than I remembered. 
 
    My balls draw up as a fire rips down my spine. 
 
    I’m going to come, and I can’t do it inside of her, not without a condom. 
 
    “Fuck,” I say. “I’m gonna come.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes,” she says. “I’m so close. Fuck me, Tyler. Fuck me so hard I can’t see straight.” 
 
    Jesus. Her words push me right to the edge, but I can’t pull out now—not with a battle cry like that. 
 
    I give the woman what she wants. 
 
    I fuck her into oblivion, doing what I can to hold my own orgasm off, and then her body contracts over mine. I feel her come all over my cock, and I can’t help it. My body rockets into a climax. I yell out a string of obscenities as she tightens her arms around me and moans oh yes, oh Tyler, Tyler, Tyler, yes, yes. 
 
    I don’t want to let her go. I don’t want to put her down or slide out of her. I don’t want to break this connection. 
 
    I’m too scared of the reality that might set in if I do.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 27 
 
    DANIELLE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I love you so much,” I whisper. 
 
    I can’t help the words. Emotion washes over me, and each different feeling is focused on this man in front of me. I wanted to say those words to him before I even knew I was pregnant with his child, but I never did because the only commitment we made was no commitment. 
 
    He’s still inside me, and he clings to me after I say it, his head buried in my chest as I hold him as close as I can, my hands wrapped around his head as I cradle his face to my chest. I kiss the top of his head. 
 
    He trembles a little beneath me, and I know he has to pull out at some point. 
 
    We just had sex without a condom. 
 
    That was stupid. 
 
    We had sex with a condom the first time, and I still somehow managed to wind up pregnant. Without one is just tempting fate. 
 
    I have an IUD now, so we should be fine. Should be. We should’ve been fine with a condom, too, but I thank God every day for the blessing that is Luna Mae. Sometimes things happen in our lives for a reason. 
 
    “I love you, too,” he says softly into my chest, and the level of emotion in his voice is so overwhelming that tears prick behind my eyes. 
 
    I don’t know if I’ve ever had anyone love me the way he does. He waited two years for me. I’ve learned over the last couple weeks that he didn’t wait patiently, that he still went out and had sex with other women...but I’m hardly one to place blame or judge that considering I married somebody else. 
 
    I shouldn’t have. 
 
    I know that now. If we had the advantage of hindsight when we made our decisions, we’d all be perfect. 
 
    He shifts to look at me, and his eyes are on mine as he slides out and helps me down. I immediately miss his warmth, and I shiver at the loss of that beautiful connection. 
 
    I find my clothes and gather them, and it’s in that one small movement that the magnitude of what we just did plows into me. Words like adulterer and cheater and affair and whore play in my head. 
 
    It was bad enough when I was talking to him. When I was having the emotional affair that I shouldn’t have been having. But this takes things to a whole new level. 
 
    “Do you, um, have a bathroom where I can clean up a little?” I ask, and there’s so much more to clean up than what he left inside of me. I don’t want to clean him off me. It’s the one thing he left behind...the one thing I can take with me. 
 
    Aside from his daughter, of course. 
 
    He points to a door just off the entry where we stand, and I rush over to it. I clean up, I get dressed, and I stare at myself in the mirror. Feelings of shame wash over me, and for a minute, I don’t even know who I’ve become. I don’t recognize myself. 
 
    I became a mother the moment I found out I was pregnant. 
 
    Tyler became a father then, too, but he still has no idea. And at this point, I’m not sure which is worse...the things I’ve been hiding from him, or the fact that I just cheated on my husband with the man I love. 
 
    We should talk...I know this.  
 
    I told my parents I wouldn’t be gone long. I said I’d be back before they went to bed so they didn’t have to worry about taking the baby monitor into their bedroom when they went to bed.  
 
    I think I need to carve out some extra time for the conversation where I blow up Tyler’s world. 
 
    I didn’t come here tonight expecting sex. But now that it happened, and now that it’s over, I’m more convinced than ever that the two of us belong together. 
 
    He’s not in the hallway anymore when I emerge from the bathroom, and I call his name tentatively. “Tyler?” 
 
    “In the kitchen,” he calls back. 
 
    I head in that direction, the tile cool on my bare feet. He hands me a glass of wine when I walk into the kitchen. 
 
    I take it gratefully. “Thank you.” He holds a tumbler of his own up, one filled with the cheap scotch I know he loves, and we clink glasses before we each take a sip. 
 
    “So, uh, I probably should have asked this before we did that,” he says, nodding toward the hallway where the affair began, “but did you tell him it’s over?” 
 
    I shift uncomfortably and stare down the glass of wine in my hand. 
 
    “You didn’t?” he asks. 
 
    “He knows how I feel about you. He knows I was planning to see you while I’m here. That’s as far as I’ve gotten.” 
 
    He sighs. “Divorce him, Dani. Be with me. Don’t make this some cliché where you tell me all the right things and say you’re going to leave him if you’re not planning to.” 
 
    “Just give me some time. It’s complicated. Marriage is complicated.” 
 
    He purses his lips and nods. “I suppose I just wouldn’t know that since I’ve never been married.” His words are full of venom. 
 
    “I’m not saying that. I’m just saying there’s a lot I can’t explain.” I blow out a breath. I don’t know how to have this conversation without telling him everything. 
 
    I will tell him everything. 
 
    I just need a minute to figure out how. 
 
    “I don’t want to fight with you,” I say. “I need to get back. I told my parents I was only going out for an hour.” 
 
    “You need to report back to them?” 
 
    Well, yeah. I do. They’re babysitting my child. “No, I don’t, but we were going to do some stuff together.” 
 
    He presses his lips together and nods as he raises both brows. “Okay.” 
 
    “Tyler, don’t be like that,” I plead. I know I have no right to play the victim here, but I don’t need his sarcasm on top of everything else. 
 
    “Don’t be like what?” He studies me as he asks. 
 
    “Don’t ruin what just happened by picking a fight. I already feel guilty for what we did. Can you just...stick by me for a minute and hold my hand through it instead of piling on more?” 
 
    He turns his eyes to the counter. “Fine. Sorry. But let me just remind you how explosive we are. I want to be with you. I’m in love with you. But I can’t sit around as the other man forever.” 
 
    “I know, and I’m sorry. I’ll tell him soon, okay? I promise.” 
 
    And it’s not an empty promise.  
 
    My marriage is as good as over. Ford knows it. I know it. I still want him to be in Luna’s life. I still want to be his friend. 
 
    But I’m ready to get the hell out of Milwaukee where there is literally nothing for me. I’m ready to be near my family again. 
 
    I’m ready to be with Tyler. 
 
    He nods, and I hate how damn sad he looks. As much as I love the ability to be so emotionally connected to someone, when it’s sadness, I hate it. 
 
    He kisses me softly at the door, and it’s the kind of kiss that sends butterflies through my stomach and makes my knees weak, and then he leans his forehead to mine. He draws in a deep breath. 
 
    “When can I see you again?” he asks, opening his eyes and taking a step back. 
 
    “I’m spending tomorrow with my sister, but the night after that. Are you free?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “I have a gig. But I can see you after it.” 
 
    I nod, and I kiss him again, just a quick press of lip to lip. 
 
    And then I head home to our baby, my mind made up that I will tell him the next time I see him.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 28 
 
    DANIELLE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let’s do Carne’s for lunch,” Diana says. 
 
    We just got back to my sister’s house after a morning at the beach where we watched her three-year-old play with my one-and-a-half-year-old in what I can only describe as the most adorable playdate of all time. We cleaned up the girls and then each took a shower while our parents watched the kids, and now we’re all starving. 
 
    “I haven’t been there in years,” I admit, and a weird feeling washes over me. I don’t really want to go there, not with all the memories it’ll dredge up and not with how hard the guilt is pressing down on me today after what happened last night. 
 
    I’ve thought about confessing the truth to Diana—the whole truth, including what happened last night. My mom already knows the part about Luna’s true lineage, and I tell Diana almost everything...but for some reason, I can’t bring myself to do it. 
 
    She’s my older sister. She’ll be on my side rooting for me, yet I can’t help but think how disappointed she’ll be in me. 
 
    I idolized her when I was a kid. We’ve always been close, and I don’t know if I could live with her disappointment on top of everything else. And so I haven’t said a word. 
 
    We pile into her minivan and head toward Carne’s. We’re seated at a long table in a far corner, and we’ve just placed our orders when I smell it. Luna needs a diaper change, and the restrooms are clear across the restaurant. 
 
    Doing this in public bathrooms is among my least favorite things in the world, but I handle it. We’re heading back toward our table and I’m making silly faces at her while she giggles when I hear it. 
 
    “Dani?” 
 
    My name...or, rather, the nickname only one person on Earth calls me. 
 
    All the blood drains from my face and I feel a little light-headed. My stomach rolls. My head buzzes. My knees feel unsteady. I think I need to sit as I suddenly feel very caught. 
 
    I turn around and spot him. 
 
    He has sunglasses on and a ball cap pulled down low, presumably to avoid being recognized in public, and it’s only now that I remember him telling me he still frequents this place. There are a few different locations, but this one is the closest both to his place and my sister’s, the same one where we used to work together a decade ago. 
 
    “Tyler,” I whisper, my heart racing speedily in my chest. So speedily that it’s uncomfortable. I’m suddenly scared. Terrified. I squeeze Luna a little closer and clear my throat. “Hi.” 
 
    I don’t even know what he’s doing here. He picks up his own food? 
 
    He’s wearing a hat and sunglasses. It’s fairly quiet since it’s a weekday at eleven-thirty. 
 
    He takes off his sunglasses, and his eyes edge from me to Luna. He stares at her, his head tilted a little like he recognizes her even though that’s not possible since they haven’t met. 
 
    “Hi,” she repeats. She waves her hand at him. “Hi, hi, hi.” 
 
    “Is this your niece?” he asks, slight desperation in his tone. 
 
    “Mama,” she says. 
 
    I shake my head. “No,” I murmur. 
 
    Of all the ways I saw this playing out, this was never a scenario I imagined. 
 
    “You have...a kid?” 
 
    I close my eyes and nod slowly. 
 
    “Mama,” Luna repeats. 
 
    “This is Luna,” I say softly, and her smile widens so he can see all the teeth she’s showing off. 
 
    “She’s beautiful.” He pauses. “Holy shit.” He covers his mouth for a beat at the language. “Sorry, I just...I can’t believe you have a kid. This just...” 
 
    I wait for him to finish that sentence, but it takes a while as he looks from Luna to me. His expression is completely unreadable. He’s always been so emotive to me, so expressive, and suddenly he’s a completely blank slate. 
 
    My heart’s still racing. Has he put it together yet? Can he guess her age and figure out the timeline? Does he have some sort of paternal instinct for her where he just knows? Does he recognize his own eyes as he looks into hers? 
 
    “Fuck,” he mutters under his breath. 
 
    I kiss her temple. “Let me just, um, let me bring her to the table with my family so we can talk.” 
 
    He nods, and I wish I could disappear with her, that I could avoid this conversation completely, but I can’t. I knew it was coming, and I knew I had to tell him...I just thought I’d have a little more control over it.  
 
    “I ran into an old friend,” I announce to my family as I buckle Luna back into her highchair. “I’m just going to go chat for a few minutes if that’s okay.” 
 
    Diana smiles at me, completely oblivious to the bomb I’m about to set off by the bar of this restaurant. “We’ve got the baby girl while you catch up.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I murmur, and then I head back toward him. 
 
    He eyes me warily when he spots me, and when I get closer, I can see the anger in his eyes. “This changes everything.” 
 
    “I’m still the exact same person I was last night,” I say. “I was going to tell you, but I just...the timing wasn’t right.” 
 
    “What kind of person are you to cheat on your husband when there’s a kid involved?” he hisses. At least he’s keeping his voice down and the bar area is mostly empty, but I still don’t really want to have this conversation in public. Or at all. 
 
    “Are you seriously judging me right now? You didn’t care about that last night when you fucked me up against your front door.” I’m hissing too, but it’s the only acceptable volume where no one will overhear this incredibly private conversation. 
 
    “Yes I did care. Of course I did, but you showed up announcing that you want me. I’ve fucking loved you for a decade, Dani. How did you expect me to react?” 
 
    “You would’ve stopped yourself if you’d have known about her?” I challenge. 
 
    “I don’t know. You kept it from me so I didn’t really get the chance to make that decision, did I?” 
 
    I sigh. Fighting isn’t going to get us anywhere, and it doesn’t matter anyway. What’s done is done, and there’s so much more I need to tell him. He knows she exists, and he’s already mad, and maybe this is my window to finally come clean. 
 
    At Carne’s. 
 
    Where it all began for us. 
 
    The irony isn’t lost on me. 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you,” I say, and nerves ping in my chest as I try to work out the right words. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’d keep something this big from me after everything we’ve talked about over the last few weeks.” He shakes his head. “I thought I knew you.” 
 
    The bartender hands him a bag of food. “Thanks, man,” he says, and then he turns toward me. “Fuck,” he mutters, as if something else just dawned on him. “Is this what you do all day? Is this why you don’t work at the arena anymore?” 
 
    “Yes,” I admit. “I’m a stay at home mom. My husband took my career out from under me. The man I love lives two thousand miles away and I’ve screwed up every aspect of my life so royally that I don’t even know how to straighten it back out. But it starts right now.” 
 
    His eyes dart to mine. “What starts right now?” 
 
    “The truth.” 
 
    His brows push together, and I spit it out before I lose my nerve. 
 
    “She’s yours.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 29 
 
    TYLER 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She’s yours.” 
 
    The words echo hollowly around my muddled brain. 
 
    When I decided I wanted Carne’s for lunch, I walked into the joint with a smile on my face and love in my heart. Even though she’s still married and what we did last night was wrong, it was hard for me to feel like it was wrong this morning considering how right it felt. 
 
    And now... 
 
    “She’s...” I say as my mind tries to reconcile the words she’s telling me with the kid I just saw her holding in her arms. 
 
    I can’t. I don’t get it. Calculation does not compute. 
 
    “Yours,” she says. 
 
    Before last night, it had been over two years since the last time I was with her. I don’t know how to guess a kid’s age. I know nothing about children. But if I had to venture a guess, I’d say the timing works out. 
 
    “How old is she?” I ask stupidly. 
 
    “Nineteen months.” 
 
    I do a quick calculation in my head because I don’t get it when people speak about their children’s ages in months.  
 
    That’s a little over a year and a half. Add nine months of pregnancy on top of that, and the timing checks. 
 
    How can there be a child who is half me and has been on this Earth for a little over a year and a half, and how could her mother just not tell me that? 
 
    None of this makes any sense.  
 
    “But you’re married,” I say, like two people who aren’t married can’t still share a child. 
 
    She nods. “I am.” 
 
    “This isn’t making any sense, Danielle.” My voice comes out as a plea. I’m begging her to get to the point. To tell me the truth. To try to explain what I’m not understanding. 
 
    “I found out I was pregnant about three weeks before your tour ended. I was waiting for that day to come so I could tell you in person. So we could start a future we both wanted. I was desperate for that day to come.” 
 
    “And then I told you I was going on that reality show,” I guess, and she nods. 
 
    “Right. We had a fight and I felt like you were choosing the band over me, which is fine. It’s your prerogative to do that. But I was terrified that if you’d choose the band over me, you’d choose it over your child, too. I wanted her to have a father, one who could physically be with her and be there for her, and I was terrified to have a baby and raise it by myself.” 
 
    Her words set off a bomb of anger inside me. I don’t care what her reasons were. She had no fucking right to do what she did. None. “I didn’t choose the band over you,” I spit out at her. “I was never given the luxury of a choice. And now you’re telling me you took even more choices away from me.” 
 
    “It’s not like that,” she cries, and despite the anger that’s starting to permeate my blood, I can’t help but feel for her when I see the desperation in her eyes. 
 
    But just because I feel for someone I’m in love with doesn’t make what she has done okay. 
 
    “It’s exactly like that,” I yell at her, drawing the attention of the bartender. “I need to get the fuck out of here. I can’t do this shit.” 
 
    I grab the bag of food I don’t even want anymore and stalk out of the restaurant. 
 
    Is she fucking kidding me with this shit? 
 
    That kid she was holding is mine? 
 
    The second I looked into her eyes, I felt like I was looking into a mirror, and it was because I was looking at a small, female version of myself. 
 
    Of course she’s mine. Of fucking course. She has my goddamn eyes. She has my nose and my lips. She’s mine and I have a daughter who has been living her entire life without knowing me...without me knowing her. 
 
    I throw the food on the passenger seat of my truck. I’m sure salsa will spill everywhere, but I’m not hungry anymore and honestly it’s the least of my worries at this point. 
 
    God dammit. 
 
    I slam my hand on the steering wheel, and then I do it again and again and again. I need to get the fuck out of here. 
 
    My phone starts ringing. I ignore it. 
 
    I fire up my truck and peel out of the parking lot. I don’t know where I’m going, but I can’t be here. I don’t know what I’m feeling or how to process what she just told me. 
 
    I don’t know anything anymore. 
 
    I head toward home simply because I don’t know where else to go, but when I get there, I don’t want to go inside. I don’t want to see Tommy or Brett or their smirking faces. I don’t want to tell them what I just found out, at least not until I can understand it and figure out how I feel about it. 
 
    Anger rips through me. 
 
    She’s yours. 
 
    She’s yours. 
 
    She’s yours. 
 
    The words replay over and over in my mind. 
 
    I abandon my food and take a walk around my neighborhood. 
 
    I have a daughter. 
 
    I try to focus on the enormous mansions or the landscaping or the cars in the driveways or the cobblestone sidewalks or anything else in the entire world, but I can’t. 
 
    I have a daughter. 
 
    Just a couple weeks ago we found out one of our band members is having a kid. It made me think about my own life and my values and where I wanted to end up. 
 
    I want kids. 
 
    I have one. 
 
    I want a wife. 
 
    Nope, don’t have one of those. 
 
    I want Dani. 
 
    I did. Not anymore. 
 
    How could I ever be with someone who kept something so significant from me? She took the choice away from me, and I hate her for that. It’s unforgivable. 
 
    And yet...I ran out. I walked away. 
 
    I had to. 
 
    I’m a celebrity. People know who the fuck I am, and if I stood in that restaurant another second, if I gave into the lashing I was ready to verbally give her, the news would’ve hit the media faster than she could text her husband to let him know their secret’s out. 
 
    We’ll talk about it later. We have to...because now that I know, I have rights.  
 
    And the real shit-kicker in all of this is that the only thing I wanted as little as an hour ago was to know that Dani would be a permanent part of my future. 
 
    Now I want nothing to do with a woman who could be so fucking deceitful, and yet she’ll be a permanent part of my life because we share a child. 
 
    I need to sit down. 
 
    Holy fuck. 
 
    I have a kid...one that someone else has been raising. One who has been calling someone else daddy. 
 
    I crumble to the ground in the middle of the sidewalk five houses down from my own. 
 
    And it’s then that it all plows straight into me, and I start to cry right there on the sidewalk.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 30 
 
    DANIELLE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I didn’t have time to explain what happened, but Diana let me borrow her minivan since Luna’s car seat was already strapped in. I didn’t eat, but how the hell can I eat now anyway? 
 
    I have some emergency food in the diaper bag I can feed to Luna, and right now, I need to find Tyler. I need to allow him time with her, and I need to find a way to explain why I did what I did. 
 
    Even though it doesn’t make sense even to myself anymore. 
 
    I head toward his house first. It’s close to Carne’s, and when I turn onto his street, I see a figure in the middle of the sidewalk. 
 
    As I navigate closer, I see that it’s him. I get out of the car. “Tyler!” I yell as I run over to him. I fall to the sidewalk beside him, and I wrap an arm around his quaking shoulders. He shakes me off, keeping his head down to hide his emotions. He swipes at his eyes, though, and it dawns on me that he’s crying. 
 
    My big, strong Tyler is crying behind his sunglasses, and it’s because of what I’ve done. My heart breaks as tears heat behind my eyes. 
 
    “Just get the fuck out of here,” he says, his voice shaking, and my chest aches for being the cause of this whole mess. 
 
    “Please let me explain,” I beg, tears streaming down my own face now. 
 
    He draws in a deep breath, and he exhales slowly while I wait. 
 
    He stands and starts walking away from me, and I hop in the car and drive the rest of the way to his house. I park in front, and I take Luna out of the back. 
 
    It’s scary enough that I’m here facing his rejection, but I can’t even explain the anguish I feel at the possibility that my child might be rejected by this man, too. I would do anything to protect her. I may not be a good person, I may fail the ethics test, I may have done all the wrong things...but I know I’m a good mother. 
 
    I’m standing in his driveway when he walks up. 
 
    He stares at Luna, avoiding eye contact with me, and then he finally says, “Come in.” 
 
    We follow him to the door, and Luna practically dives out of my arms toward the floor as soon as we’re inside, just like she’s been doing lately anywhere we go. She loves walking now that she can, and she won’t let me hold her more than a few minutes at a time in favor of exploring. 
 
    We’re standing in the entryway where we had sex just last night. Was that really just last night? Everything has changed since then. Will we get to do that again in this hallway? Right now it feels like a faraway dream that I may never get to experience again, and it’s just another chip in my already broken heart. 
 
    I glance down the hallway. This house...it’s not babyproof. The outlets are all open for tiny fingers. The cabinets don’t have hardware on them to prevent tiny hands from opening them. While the décor is fairly minimalist and more on the manly side, there’s a bowl with keys in it by the door and a signed baseball that’s probably worth money sitting on the coffee table in the family room and there are corners and edges and things a one-year-old would love to get into but definitely shouldn’t. 
 
    Oh, and there’s a rock star on the couch watching some mafia movie and I can hear the violence even from the entryway. 
 
    She toddles toward the kitchen, and he watches her as she goes. He doesn’t just watch, though. He stares at the little creature exploring his home in total awe. I move to follow behind her, and he follows a few paces behind me. 
 
    He lets out a long, heavy breath. “What’s she into?” he finally asks when we get to the kitchen. 
 
    “She’s only one, so she doesn’t have a ton of strong opinions yet. But every time I put on Paw Patrol, she dances and smiles. She gravitates toward things that are pink. She likes to drop everything and have me pick it up. Her favorite game is peekaboo, and she especially likes it if I hide behind a blanket.” 
 
    She darts around the couch and runs in front of the television, and that’s when Tommy sits up from his position where he was sprawled on the couch. 
 
    He pauses the television and glances over at us. “Uh, hi. Who’s this?” 
 
    I can’t help my small laugh at his reaction. 
 
    “My daughter,” I say. “Luna.” 
 
    “Lu-lu-lu,” she says, and she points proudly to her chest. She stops in front of Tommy and touches a tattoo on his leg, and he looks at her like she’s a small rodent who has been let loose in his home. 
 
    She’s fascinated by his tattoos, which makes sense since she’s never seen one before.  
 
    Tyler clears his throat. “Also apparently my daughter,” he says. 
 
    Tommy’s jaw drops as he looks back and forth between the two of us. “Wait...what?” 
 
    I keep my eyes on Luna, and neither of us say anything. 
 
    “Wow, lunch and a kid,” Tommy says. “What the hell did you order?” 
 
    I want to laugh, but it’s not really all that funny. 
 
    “I’ll give you two...uh, you three some space,” he says, and he stands and walks out of the room. 
 
    I glance out at the backyard. I don’t want her out there. The pool area is gorgeous, and she would love swimming, but there’s no fence around the water. It’s another non-baby-proof thing in this house, as it should be. There’s never been a reason for him to care about that sort of precaution. 
 
    And I’m not entirely sure there is now, either. I don’t really know if he wants to get to know her, or if he wants to be a part of her life. 
 
    I suppose that’s why we’re here. 
 
    “Can I, um...can I hold her?” Tyler asks. 
 
    “Of course,” I say, and I pick her up and hand her over. He’s awkward as he takes her from me. I’ve learned that toddlers are harder to hold than babies, especially this one since she’s turned into a little wiggle-worm, and I can’t help but wonder if he’s ever held a baby. He doesn’t have any nieces or nephews, and none of the guys in his inner circle have children. 
 
    I stare at them. 
 
    She’s still as she looks into his eyes, and he looks into hers, too. 
 
    A wave of grief washes over me, and this is a moment I will truly never forget. The moment Luna saw herself in someone else. The moment Tyler held his daughter for the first time. 
 
    I can’t look into the future and pretend like I can see what’s there, but these two undoubtedly share a bond that will transcend whatever I did to mess it up. 
 
    I reach into my pocket and pull out my phone. I snap a picture. 
 
    Tyler doesn’t even know her. He doesn’t know a damn thing about her, and I can already see the love in his eyes. It’s mixed with fear and curiosity and uncertainty, but the dominant emotion there is simple adoration. 
 
    I think of Ford back home, the man who has been so good to us and who has no idea what’s happening right now even though he knew I was going to do this at some point. 
 
    I can’t help but think that as hard as it’ll be for Ford, and for me, and even for Luna, if the result is to put her with this man...then it’s the right thing. 
 
    “When was she born?” he asks. 
 
    “February twelfth.” 
 
    “Oh,” he says, and his tone is full of regret, like stamping a date on her birth just goes to show how much time has really passed. 
 
    Luna touches the tattoo snaking out from the bottom of his short-sleeved shirt. “Ga-ga,” she says. 
 
    Tyler chuckles. “Ga-ga,” he repeats. 
 
    She giggles. “Ga ga ga.” 
 
    He repeats it again, like it’s some natural instinct to repeat her gibberish so she feels like he’s talking to her. She giggles again. 
 
    “God, she’s so gorgeous,” he says, and his voice is full of wonder. “What’s her middle name?” 
 
    “Mae.” 
 
    I refrain from commenting why I chose that name. Aside from the fact that I love the name, May was the month when Tyler and I first ran into each other again.  
 
    “Luna Mae,” he says, trying it on for size. “It’s beautiful. It fits her.” He pauses, and then he sings. “Luna Mae, Luna Mae.” She stares at him as he sings her name to her. 
 
    My eyes shine with tears. Sometimes I forget how talented he is. He’s a bassist, but he’s also a back-up vocalist for the band, and the way he sings her name sounds like a damn platinum record. 
 
    I almost join in with his chorus, but I stop myself. This is their moment to share. 
 
    He sighs. “I can’t believe everything I’ve missed out on,” he says softly. “I’m sorry, Luna Mae. I promise I won’t miss another minute.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry,” I say softly. “It’s my fault.” 
 
    His eyes dart to mine, and I can’t actually believe how still she’s being in his arms. She runs a fingertip along his jawline and giggles at the feel as his scruff tickles her fingers. He’s so different from Ford—opposite, really. While Ford has dark blond hair and brown eyes and he’s always clean-shaven, Tyler has dark hair and these magnificent green eyes and sexy scruff outlining his jaw. 
 
    “You’re right. It absolutely is,” he says to me, but he keeps his tone light in front of the baby. “And that’s a really big issue for me.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I whisper. 
 
    “Were you ever going to tell me?” 
 
    I nod. “I was going to tell you this week. I just didn’t have the words or the courage. I was working on it.” 
 
    “Did you think you’d tell me and things would just magically fall into place and we’d be one happy little family?” He’s still schooling his tone in front of her, and she’s still in awe of him, and I’m trying not to let the tears stream down my face as he says things to me that I’ve had coming a long time. 
 
    And as much as all this hurts, as much as I deserve it, I still have to admit that I feel a tiny measure of relief from some of the guilt that pressed me down for so long now that the truth is out. 
 
    There are other things to feel guilty about. The fact that I cheated on my husband last night, for one thing. 
 
    “No,” I say. “I didn’t have any idea what to expect.” 
 
    “How could you keep this magical little creature from me?” he asks. 
 
    I don’t have an excuse. I was selfish. I was scared. I was alone. 
 
    At the time, I did my research. I had no legal obligation to tell him. Ethical—yes, for sure. But legally, no. 
 
    “Who’s on her birth certificate?” he asks. 
 
    “Ford,” I whisper. 
 
    “And he agreed to this?” 
 
    “I want to tell you everything, but not in front of her,” I say softly. “She needs to eat lunch. I need to take care of her needs, and I can take her to my sister’s to get her down for her nap, and then we can talk.” 
 
    “You think I’m just going to let you walk out of here with her now that I know?” he challenges. He’s still holding her, and I’m terrified he has the means to take her away from me...a possibility I never even considered before. 
 
    The court wouldn’t grant him custody, would they? 
 
    From what I know, kids are usually only taken from their mothers if they’re in an unsafe environment or if I was unfit to be a mother. I’m not unfit. I’m a good mom. But Tyler has a lot more money than me, and I don’t know how any of this works. He has the money to pay to get what he wants. 
 
    I don’t. 
 
    “I’m here for the next few days. I promise you can see her as much as you want.” I’m about to add you can trust me to the end of that sentence, but I’m not entirely sure that’s true. He can trust me when it comes to my promise, but I don’t know how he’ll ever believe that considering what he learned today. 
 
    She reaches out for me—the first time she’s moved in his arms at all except to touch his tattoos and his jaw.  
 
    He hands her back to me with a short nod. “How long does she nap?” 
 
    “Usually around two hours.” I kiss her temple, a little relieved that he handed her back even though deep down I knew he would. 
 
    “Get her down and get back over here. We have a lot to discuss.”
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    TYLER 
 
      
 
      
 
    My heart is heavy as she pulls out of the driveway with my daughter. 
 
    My daughter. That is not a phrase that was part of my vocabulary when I woke up this morning. 
 
    I don’t even know how to feel about this. I’d just started thinking about the possibility of kids sometime down the line. Dustin was the one with a knocked-up girl, not me. He’s the one who was about to change everything for our little band, not me. And it turns out I’ve been in the dark. It turns out that maybe I’m the one changing things first. 
 
    Dustin pulls into my driveway just as I move to shut the front door. Fuck. We have a band meeting in ten minutes that completely slipped my mind. 
 
    To be fair to myself, though, some other shit has come up. 
 
    Once the four of us are seated at the kitchen table where we drink and smoke and talk shit and get business done, Tommy starts the meeting the same way he has started every band meeting since the beginning of time. 
 
    “Any of you fuckers have anything you need to get out of the way?” His eyes move immediately to me. 
 
    It’s his way of clearing the air, of allowing us to get anything we need to off our chests so all our attention can focus on business, and it’s my chance to jump in with my news. 
 
    “Last night I slept with a married woman and this morning I learned she has a kid.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Dustin says. Brett mutters something similar. I can’t tell if their surprise is from the kid or from the fact that I slept with her when she’s married. Brett wouldn’t care about something like that, but Dustin, the guy who’s about to propose and has a baby on the way...he might have something to say. 
 
    Tommy already knew about the kid, and he seems unsurprised that we slept together last night.  
 
    “There’s more,” I say. “The kid’s mine.” 
 
    Wide eyes on Dustin and Brett turn toward me.  
 
    “She kept it from you?” Dustin says. 
 
    “Apparently.” I need to talk to her. I need to figure out what my rights are. 
 
    There’s only one thing I know for sure. Now that I know about this kid, I will be a part of her life. I don’t know what that’s going to look like, and I won’t take her away from her mother, but I won’t let her grow up thinking some other man is her father. 
 
    “How...what...wait. What?” Brett says, pretty much summing up exactly how I’m feeling. 
 
    “I don’t know much, but I guess it happened that night I first ran into her in Milwaukee,” I say, giving the few details I do know. “She found out a few weeks before our tour was about to wrap and wanted to wait to tell me in person. Then I agreed to go on that reality show, and she made the executive decision not to tell me. She blocked me and then I got out of the house and got on a plane to get to you fuckers and here we are two years later.” 
 
    “Do a paternity test, dude,” Tommy says. “Make the fuck sure that kid is yours.” 
 
    I glance at him. Never once did the thought ever occur to me that Dani might be lying, but if she had the ability to keep this news from me for two years, I can’t be sure what else she’s capable of. 
 
    “The kid is mine,” I say. “We have the same eyes. When I held her...I don’t know. I just knew. And besides, the age checks out. There’s no way she’s not mine.” 
 
    “Why didn’t she tell you?” Brett asks. 
 
    I shrug. “She said something about being scared and not wanting to do it alone, but, fuck, she wouldn’t have been alone. She cut me out before I had the chance to prove myself.” 
 
    “Did she even have the chance to tell you?” Dustin asks, clearly defending her. 
 
    “She fucking blocked me, dude,” I say. “Yeah, she had the chance. She decided not to take it.” 
 
    He taps a finger against the side of his water bottle, something he does when he wants to make a point but is figuring out how to say it diplomatically. And then he spills it. “Look at the facts. If she was scared she’d have to do it alone, she wasn’t wrong. You were on the reality show for thirty days, and then you went international for two years. She would have been alone.” 
 
    “She could’ve come to Europe. Or I could’ve backed out of the reality show. There were choices to be made if I would’ve had the facts.” I don’t know if any of that is true. At the time, I felt like I didn’t have a choice. I still feel that way. But I would’ve fought a hell of a lot harder if I would’ve known she was pregnant. 
 
    “Still, her body, her choice,” Dustin says. “She had no obligation to tell you.” 
 
    My brows dip. “Are you fucking kidding me? Maybe legally she didn’t, but what about just telling the plain old truth? What about that?” 
 
    “I gotta be honest, man,” Tommy says. “It’s shitty, but I kinda get why she did it. Do you really want to raise a kid in the spotlight? What’s best for that kid? A simple life in southeastern Wisconsin with two parents there to raise a kid, or the world of sex, drugs, and rock and roll?” 
 
    I don’t have a defense for that one. It’s rare for anyone to catch me speechless, but if anyone could do it, it’s Tommy. I glance at Dustin, the guy who’s in the closest situation to mine since he’s got a kid on the way. “Is that how you feel?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Not really, but you’ve taken the spotlight more times than I have. People know you because of the reality show. People know Tommy and Brett because of their reputations. I fade into the background.” 
 
    “So I’m just...never supposed to have kids, then?” I shoot back. “Because I’m a celebrity? Because of my reputation in the media? Because I like to drink and I’ve dabbled with drugs before? Because I’m a rock star?” I put air quotes around the last two words because it always feels strange to refer to myself that way. 
 
    Tommy shrugs. “I didn’t say that. But before you get pissed at her, think about what she was doing. Think about what’s best for that kid. If it’s you, then great. But if it’s not...I don’t know. Just think about it.” 
 
    I study him for a beat as I try to figure out if he has some ulterior motive here. He just told me not so long ago that I’m finally back to my old self with Dani back in my life. And now he’s essentially defending her—which isn’t something I saw coming. 
 
    “God, we’ve all had paternity cases from gold diggers through the years, right?” Brett says. “Never the reverse like this. At least you know she doesn’t give a shit about your money if she kept it from you.” 
 
    “Truth,” Tommy says. “So what are you going to do?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I admit. “I’m not even on the kid’s birth certificate. I want to fix that. I want to be part of her life. I want to provide for her. But I don’t know if I can look at Dani the same way ever again. How can I trust her when she was able to look me straight in the eye and keep up such a huge lie?” 
 
    Nobody has an answer for that. 
 
    “What’s her name?” Dustin asks softly. 
 
    “Luna,” I say, and it’s weird that she has a name that I didn’t give her...but it’s perfect for her. 
 
    “Moon,” Tommy says. 
 
    My brows dip. “Huh?” 
 
    “Luna means moon. Like lunar,” he explains. “Relating to the moon.” 
 
    My chest tightens. The moon was our thing. There’s something beautiful and romantic about the moon. When we’d get lonely because I was on tour, we’d both look up at the moon at the same time and have that feeling deep inside like we were together even though distance separated us. 
 
    The thought makes me feel a certain way, but I’m not ready to identify it yet. 
 
    Did she choose that name because of our lunar connection? 
 
    “Dani’s coming back here after she gets Luna down for a nap. I forgot about this meeting, to be honest,” I admit. 
 
    “Do what you need to do,” Tommy says. “We’ll hold down the fort and fill you in.” 
 
    I shoot him a grateful look. “Thank you.” It’s a simple gesture, but it means a lot...particularly after our ups and downs over the last two years—fuck, the last two months, even. 
 
    “I, uh, don’t want you to feel like the band has taken anything away from you,” he says a little awkwardly. 
 
    I let that idea roll around my mind for a beat. “I did. For a long time, I blamed the band for a lot that was wrong in my life. But it turns out there was another person pulling strings I didn’t even know about. I’m to blame, too, but CK has given me so much more than it’s taken away. Like you three motherfuckers.” 
 
    It’s the most sentimental we get. I know that they’re here for me in whatever way I need them to be. They’re my family. My brothers. They’ll help me look at the scenario from every angle, and they’ll help me arrive at whatever conclusion I need to—whether it’s because I’m asking for their advice or because they’re giving me the space I need to make my own decisions. 
 
    And after everything we’ve been through, I’m incredibly grateful for that. 

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 32 
 
    DANIELLE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What’s going on, babe?” Diana asks me. 
 
    I’m shoveling in a quick sandwich even though I’m not hungry at all. I just got Luna down for her nap and I need to get back to Tyler’s. I’m nervous about what exactly he wants to discuss, but he deserves this time. 
 
    I blow out a breath. “I’ve made a big mess of my life.” 
 
    “Do you need a cup of tea?” 
 
    I laugh, but the joy is gone from my laughter. It’s forced. “You’re turning into Mom.” 
 
    “Oh, God.” She shoots me a look of horror, and I can’t even force a real laugh at that. She eyes me with concern. “Okay, spill it, sister.” 
 
    “I slept with Tyler last night.” 
 
    She gasps. She knows about our history...mostly. She knows I still have feelings for him. She knows he’s the one I ran into at Carne’s earlier today. 
 
    “Oh, Danielle. What about your husband?” She whispers the last word, like it’ll soften the blow, but I’ve been hit so many times that I don’t even feel it. 
 
    “Speaking of my husband, there’s more.” I hold my breath for a beat, and then I rush the words. “Ford isn’t Luna’s dad. Tyler is.” 
 
    Her eyes round. Her mouth does, too. “What?” she screeches. 
 
    “Tyler found out today.” 
 
    “What...but...why didn’t you tell him sooner? Oh my God. Why did you lie?” 
 
    I shrug. “I was scared. I thought I was doing the right thing for her. Ford was so wonderful and sweet to me, and when he said he’d take care of me, I decided to just...let him. It was easier living that lie and knowing my baby would have a daddy than to wonder whether Tyler would find time in his schedule for us.” 
 
    “Oh, D,” she says, and the sympathy in her tone is overwhelming. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t there for you like I should have been.” 
 
    “You’ve always been there for me,” I say, defending her. This has nothing to do with her. “You were busy with a baby. I get it now. But it wasn’t your fault I felt alone. It was Tyler. He went on that reality show and then he went overseas and I knew it would just be one thing after another for Luna’s entire life.” 
 
    She eyes me with sympathy. “So he found out today? What was the reaction? And what about Ford?” 
 
    I sigh as I finish eating. “One thing at a time. Yes, he found out today. He’s angry with me, and he wants to talk. I assume he wants to be a part of her life. And I haven’t figured out Ford just yet. He doesn’t have any legal rights, but he loves that little girl, and she adores him, too.” 
 
    “If you need a place to stay, you’re always welcome here,” she says. I usually stay with my parents when I come into town, but I sort of like the option of staying with my sister a while. My parents’ house is so quiet, where there’s already a toddler in this home. This house is babyproofed and set up for kids. And it would give me my sister and my daughter her cousin. “I mean if you want to leave Wisconsin and come back to give him time with her. There’s always room for both of you here.” 
 
    I hug my sister and glance at the clock over her shoulder. “I need to go.” I’ve already spent the first ten minutes of Luna’s nap eating and talking, and I’d like to give Tyler the chance to yell and swear and scream at me if he needs to without my daughter watching his every move. 
 
    “I’ll bring her to Tyler’s as soon as she’s awake,” Diana says. 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    Her husband, Weston, is upstairs working in the home office, and she said I could borrow his car. So I hop into the Mercedes and head back to Tyler’s house. 
 
    My heart thumps in my chest the entire ride there, which isn’t far. Nerves race down my spine. 
 
    This conversation has been over two years in the making, and I’m anxious about it. Half of me wants to have it, and the other half of me wants to run far, far away from everything. 
 
    Everything except Luna. 
 
    When the door opens, he’s standing there and I can see the other three guys in his band sitting at the kitchen table. I wave, and they wave back, and then Tyler ushers me upstairs to his bedroom where we can talk in private. I wonder if they know. 
 
    “Am I interrupting a meeting?” I ask. 
 
    He nods. “It’s fine. It’s my fault. I forgot about it.” 
 
    I stare at his bed when I walk into the room. We had sex there the weekend I came out to visit him when I was pregnant with our daughter but didn’t know it yet. I want to sit there. I want to lie back and I want him hovering over me. I want him to do all the things to me there that he’s done to my body before.  
 
    I can’t help but doubt it’ll ever happen again after what I’ve done, and that fills me with a new level of regret and remorse. 
 
    His room is huge and overlooks the backyard with a view of Los Angeles in the close distance. A couch sits against one wall and I opt to sit there instead of the bed. 
 
    He sits on the floor, his back leaning against the bed as he faces me. God, he’s handsome. 
 
    “I don’t even know where I want you to start,” he says, and it’s clear that he’s calmer than he was when I saw him earlier. He must have told the guys in his band. It’s not internalized anymore, so he had to have let it out somewhere. He’s still angry, though—I can see it in his eyes. 
 
    As he should be. 
 
    “I’ll start at the beginning,” I say. “That night in my office with you...it was magical. I really saw a future with you, whatever that was going to look like. You changed me that night. You took me from the girl who got dumped by her loser ex after moving halfway across the country to somebody who felt sexy and confident again.” 
 
    I’m rambling, but I feel like he needs all the details. 
 
    “Despite our best efforts at protection, something slipped through. I didn’t know that until about six weeks later, though. When I came to visit you here,” I say, nodding toward the bed to indicate everything we did there, “I was already pregnant. I didn’t know it yet, though. I didn’t find out until about a week after I got home from our visit.” 
 
    I pause as I think back to that amazing weekend we spent together. 
 
    “You were the first man I’d been with since my ex, and when I found out I was pregnant, I knew it was yours. At first I was scared, but then I knew everything would be okay because it was yours. I was excited about it, even. We hadn’t made anything official, but we were both there. I could feel it, and I held onto that. I decided I’d wait to tell you in person. It didn’t feel right to tell you over video chat when we were so close to seeing each other, and so I waited. Not so patiently.”  
 
    I chuckle as I think back to that time in my life. I was constantly nauseous and tired all the time. I just wanted to sleep, but I didn’t have that luxury with my job responsibilities. And I was stressed beyond belief. I was lonely, I was scared, and I was counting down the seconds until I could see him and tell him. 
 
    I clear my throat. “Ford was in the marketing department at the arena, and we’d smile at each other across the break room. He was cute, but I was pregnant with another man’s baby, and I was in love with that man. It was too fast, and it was reckless, but it felt right. And then three days before we were supposed to see each other, before I could finally share our happy news, I was told I’d have to wait thirty more days. And it crushed me.” 
 
    He blinks, but he doesn’t otherwise respond. His expression doesn’t change. 
 
    “I asked you not to go on that reality show, and you yelled at me. You told me you didn’t have a choice. I told you I thought it was stupid. Obviously you didn’t know I was asking you not to go because I was pregnant and I needed you, and I take the fault on that for not telling you. But you got mad at me for giving you my honest opinion about going on that show, and that was my breaking point. I was terrified that I’d always be alone. Terrified.” 
 
    I pause to drive that point home, but he remains unfazed.  
 
    “I didn’t know if you even wanted kids, and I didn’t know anything about babies or pregnancy or anything. I didn’t even know how to learn by myself. But I took the reins, and I asked my sister every question I could possibly think of, and I started looking at places where I could live in Los Angeles so I could be closer to my family and maybe even you when you were around. I blocked you because I was so afraid I’d slip and tell you, and it felt a whole lot like I’d only be telling you because of our fight. I didn’t want you concentrating on that or being distracted by it when you were on that reality show. I didn’t want you to resent our baby or feel like you were missing out on the opportunities you wanted to take in your career. I didn’t want you to feel like I was holding you back. I really thought my block on you would only last until you were done with that reality show.” 
 
    His brows dip as my confession hits him, and it’s the single change of expression I’ve seen on his face since I started talking. He hasn’t budged, hasn’t been emotive, hasn’t said a word. He’s only watched me as I’ve spoken, and my gaze has been moving wildly around the room, from him to the window to the hands wringing on my lap.  
 
    I had a good reason not to tell him at first—waiting to give him the news in person, waiting because I didn’t want him stewing over it when he was locked away in a house without outside contact. 
 
    He finally breaks in. “But you didn’t unblock me when I was out.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I was already so far into the pregnancy that I was scared you’d think I was only after your money. In the meantime, Ford asked me to a happy hour after work. We started a real friendship beyond the walls of the arena. He was the first person I told that I was pregnant aside from my boss, and he was so sweet about it. I ended up confessing my entire situation, and it didn’t scare him away like I thought it would. Instead, I finally felt like someone was there for me. We went out again and again, and we had amazing talks, and suddenly I didn’t feel so alone anymore. I’d heard the announcement that Capital Kingsmen was going overseas for two years, and that was my final straw. Two years completely alone, and who knows what after that? Or lean on the guy who was right there for me? The answer was simple. There wasn’t even a choice in my mind because I wanted Luna to have a dad.” 
 
    His eyes cloud over. “She would have.” 
 
    I press my lips together. As sorry as I am for what I’ve done, and as difficult as this is and will continue to be...I just don’t know if that’s true. “You were gone, Tyler. For two years, you were gone.” 
 
    “I would have found a way. I would’ve flown you over to be with me. I would’ve moved Heaven and Earth to have you beside me.” 
 
    “And, what, I’d just quit my job to follow your band around the world?” 
 
    He presses his lips together. He doesn’t have to like what I did, and I don’t expect him to, but he’s the one who wanted to hear it from my perspective. “You did quit your job,” he says softly. 
 
    “Just one of the hundreds of regrets for what I’ve made out of my life,” I murmur. “But I have one good thing left, and that’s Luna. So whatever you decide, wherever this leads us, please don’t try to take her from me.” 
 
    His eyes soften just the tiniest bit. He schools his face back to blank quickly, but I saw it there. “I would never take her from her mother. I guess I’m just not like you.” 
 
    The shot is fired, and my heart aches because of it. “I’m sorry,” I whisper. 
 
    “So...then what? You started dating Ford...” he prompts. 
 
    “He was there for me when I needed someone,” I say simply even though it’s anything but simple. “He went to every doctor appointment and he held my hand. He told me to move in so he could take care of me. We barely knew each other, but he quickly became my best friend. And then one day he said he could see himself marrying me. It wasn’t a proposal, but I took it as one. I told him I wanted to marry him before the baby came, and less than a month later we had a city hall ceremony.” 
 
    I refrain from telling him about the pizza we had for our reception dinner and the first dance we had in our kitchen and the staycation that substituted as our honeymoon. 
 
    “He offered me everything I wanted for myself and for my daughter.” 
 
    “Our daughter,” he corrects. 
 
    “Our daughter,” I concede. “He gave me stability. He gave me himself. He offered to write his name on the birth certificate. He offered to be her dad.” I shrug. “How could I say no to any of that when I felt so alone before he walked into my life?” 
 
    “Why would he do all that?” Tyler asks. 
 
    It’s a valid question, one I didn’t really consider at the time because what he was offering me was everything I thought I needed. 
 
    “He fell in love with me,” I say, glancing out the window, but there’s more to it than that.  
 
    I don’t think he had any sinister motives, but I do think it was convenient that he slid right into my job when I had to vacate it for maternity leave.  
 
    He’d come off a pretty rough break-up right before he met me. He was in a position where he was ready for an insta-family, and he ended up with one when we crashed into each other at work. He was just at a stage in his life where all he wanted was to be a husband and a father, and his ex was pretty awful when she made him think she could give him those things and then ripped them away when she cheated on him and got pregnant by another man. 
 
    He was cheated on and got pregnant by another man. 
 
    My chest tightens as I think about Ford in all this. None of this is fair, but he loses the most in all this. The end of our marriage was imminent regardless of whether Tyler was here tempting me because we were never right for each other. But that doesn’t change the fact that he married me even though I got pregnant by another man...and then he was cheated on. Again. 
 
    “And so I took him up on what he was offering me. I was convinced at the time that there wasn’t anybody else who could give me those things. The stable home. The presence of both parents. The life away from the spotlight. A normal life.” 
 
    “You never even gave me a chance,” Tyler mutters, and he’s right. I didn’t.  
 
    He deserved one. I know that now, and I might’ve known it back then, too, but I was desperate. Sometimes desperation leads us to the wrong choices even if they seem right. 
 
    “A baby was on the way, and you were on tour for two years. The baby was coming whether you were in the same country as me or not, and so I did what I thought I had to do to protect us both.” 
 
    He presses his lips together and glances out the window. “So where do we go from here?” he asks. 
 
    I lift a shoulder. “The ball is sort of in your court, I guess. You have rights if you’re interested in exercising them.” 
 
    “It’s not about what’s legal here, Dani,” he says softly. “It’s about a life that you’ve known about for over two years that I just learned about today. It’s about a tiny human who is half me. It’s about that little girl, and I’ve missed out on her entire life because of you. I don’t want to miss anything else.” 
 
    “I’m so, so sorry.” 
 
    “You can keep saying that, but it doesn’t give me that time back. Do you understand that?” 
 
    I nod as the shame of his words washes over me. “So where does this leave us?” I ask, motioning between him and me. 
 
    “To be honest, I don’t know.” He stands from his spot on the floor and starts pacing the room. “I feel like I just got you back even though you’re still married to somebody else. I feel like I’ll never be able to trust you again. I feel like you lied to me, and you’re lying to your husband, and you’re so buried under lies that you can’t even find your way to the truth anymore.”  
 
    He tugs at the ends of his hair with both hands, and when his hands drop, his hair remains sticking up. He walks over to the floor-to-ceiling windows that overlook his backyard. “If you would’ve asked me this morning before I ran into you at Carne’s, I would’ve said I’d do anything to have you in my future.” He turns around to look at me, and all I can see is his silhouette against the brightness from the windows behind him. “But not like this. Not as a co-parent with a person I don’t ever see a way of trusting again. Not with someone who could so easily lie and manipulate to get what she wants.” 
 
    I stand up, too, and I walk toward the window...toward him. “Believe me, Tyler. Nothing about this is what I want. All I wanted was you. I thought I was doing right by her. I thought I was making the ultimate sacrifice of potentially my own happiness to ensure she’d have everything she deserved.” 
 
    “And that’s what hurts the most, Dani,” he says softly. “You never once even considered that having me in her life was what she deserved.” 
 
    With the parting shot of those words, he opens the door to his balcony and steps outside, shutting the door behind him as a way to tell me he just needs some time alone. 
 
    I sit back on his couch and stare at his figure as he looks out over the view of LA in heavy contemplation. 
 
    But the question remains. Where do we go from here?

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 33 
 
    TYLER 
 
      
 
      
 
    As I stare at the skyline ahead of me, it’s the hurt that keeps stabbing at me. 
 
    I want to be the bigger man. I’m so goddamn in love with her, and I want to be with her. 
 
    But how can I be after everything I just learned? She thought some stranger she met at work was a better fit to be Luna’s father than me, the guy she fucked on her desk at work. And that hurts. 
 
    But hurts can heal. Pain can heal. I’m just not entirely sure yet what sort of scars all this will leave behind and whether I’ll be able to get past what she did. 
 
    I hope I can. 
 
    But I keep going back to the fact that she didn’t have faith in me. She didn’t have faith in us. What we had was explosive, but we spent a lot of time afterward communicating. It was all sex during the limited physical time we spent together, but we got to know each other on another level when I was touring and calling her every night. 
 
    She’s the woman for me, and yet this new twist makes me think that maybe I’m not meant to be with just one woman for the rest of my life. 
 
    Of all the things she just said to me, it’s Tommy’s words that keep replaying in my mind like some bad jingle.  
 
    Think about what she was doing. 
 
    Think about what’s best for that kid. 
 
    He’s right—at least in the traditional sense. It would be an easier life for her not to be the daughter of a celebrity. Maybe I’m being too hard on Dani. Celebrity life is a strange thing, and fame and fortune makes people do weird things. Part of me gets her motivation on that front. But I don’t get how she could block me and just never bother telling me. 
 
    She didn’t have to do it in person. She made that choice, and she didn’t like that I had obligations aside from her. 
 
    And even in thinking that, I suppose part of me understands how alone she must have felt, especially when I told her I was going to be locked in a house without my phone for thirty days.  
 
    That’s an entire month she knew she’d be without me. 
 
    She was desperate to tell me about the baby, desperately lonely in Wisconsin by herself, with her family thousands of miles away while she stayed in a place where the only thing she had was her career, a career that she wouldn’t have been able to achieve in California...a career she lost anyway. 
 
    And then along came Ford to fix everything. 
 
    What a goddamn mess. 
 
    We didn’t even delve into Ford in all this. He’s on her birth certificate. A blood test will be simple enough to determine Luna’s true paternity, but where does that leave him? He’s been her dad for two years. How do I take her away from him? Should I even be thinking of him in all this? It was his idea in the first place. He had to know there was a risk of the truth coming out at some point. 
 
    And here we are. At some point. 
 
    I’m not sure how long I’m standing out there when the slider door to my balcony opens. I turn around, and Dani stands there holding the baby. Our baby. My baby. 
 
    I’m in awe. 
 
    She has my eyes. 
 
    She has a shock of dark hair. It’s short, too short for bows or clips or whatever little girls put in their hair, but it matches mine. She’s all me. I don’t need to take a blood test to see that proof. 
 
    If I didn’t believe in love at first sight before...I do now. 
 
    It’s a strange, intrinsic feeling that washes over me as I look at the girl in Dani’s arms. I’ve never felt a love like it before. It’s different from what I feel—felt?—for Dani. It’s overwhelming how much I already care for her even though I don’t know a damn thing about her.  
 
    Dani doesn’t step out onto the balcony with the baby, instead glancing nervously at the iron railing.  
 
    “It’s safe,” I say. 
 
    She steps out. 
 
    “Hi Luna,” I say, eyes focused in on the little girl. My eyes edge to Dani. I’ve only heard why she did what she did. I don’t know how we go forward. Do I tell this little girl I’m her daddy? Would she even understand those words? Do I tell her my name’s Tyler? 
 
    Her daddy. Jesus. 
 
    There’s a lot to unpack here. 
 
    I need to sit. 
 
    I move toward one of the lounge chairs. 
 
    “Do you want to hold her again?” Dani asks. 
 
    I nod, and she walks toward me and sets her down on my lap. I bounce my knees a little, and Luna giggles. I do it some more, but I’m careful—I’ve heard that never shake a baby thing and I don’t know how rough I can be even though she seems to like it. I feel like there will be about a million questions I don’t know the answers to, and the only way I’ll learn is to ask. “Does she like bouncing?” 
 
    Dani smiles. “The harder the better.” 
 
    “Kind of like her mama,” I mutter, and I can’t believe the words actually slipped out of my mouth. It’s fine. It’s not like the baby understands my words or gets my sex joke. 
 
    Dani clears her throat as an uncomfortable silence beats between us. I focus on Luna. 
 
    “What does she eat?” I ask. 
 
    “She can eat basically anything we do, just cut smaller,” she says. She sits on the chair beside me as she watches us. “But she’s picky. She’ll eat Goldfish crackers or Cheerios any time of the day or night, but if I give her a piece of chicken? Forget it. It’ll end up on the floor.” 
 
    “I like Goldfish, too,” I tell Luna. 
 
    “Sh-sh-sh,” Luna says, and Dani reaches into her bag and pulls out a little cup with a lid. She pulls off the lid and hands two Goldfish to Luna, who shoves them eagerly in her mouth. 
 
    “Sh-sh-sh means Goldfish?” I ask. 
 
    Dani nods, further confirmation of what I’ve missed out on. Dani speaks her language, while I assumed the kid was telling me to be quiet. 
 
    She points to the cup for more, and she gets more. 
 
    She gets down, and she walks over toward the railing. Dani leaps up and grabs her even though the construction is sound and the bars are spaced so that there’s no way possible she’d be able to get through. 
 
    I see the protective, fierce mama bear inside this woman. It’s in the way she holds her close, in the way she looks down at her with so much love in her eyes. 
 
    She’s a good mother. A great one. She did what she thought she had to do to protect this child, and as I watch them together, I kind of start to get it.  
 
    Dani’s trying to find a way to rectify things now. I’m just not sure whether there’s anything left to salvage between the two of us. 
 
    As I look into Luna’s eyes, though...I can’t help but think maybe I need to dig really, really deep to find the answer to that. Because when I look at her, I want to give her everything. I want to make her giggle. I want to do what I can to keep her happy. I want to provide for her and for the person most important to her in the universe—her mother. 
 
    And if that little girl would be happier if her dad forgave her mom, or even with her mom and dad together, then maybe I need to find a way to get past what Dani did. 
 
    I just don’t even know how to begin to see past the hurt and anger she’s caused with her secrets and lies.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 34 
 
    DANIELLE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana and Weston have offered me their guest room, and they set up their workout room with Gracie’s old crib for Luna so she can have her own bedroom while we search for a place of our own in California. My personal budget is tight considering my husband took my job from me, so they’ve been gracious enough to tell me I can stay with them as long as I want. I know Tyler has the means to help set his daughter and her mother up, but I don’t have those means, and I won’t ask him for a handout. I don’t want his money. 
 
    I just want him. 
 
    Diana’s house is closer to Tyler’s than my parents’ place, where Luna and I have been staying. It’s complicated and messy, but as I return to my parents’ house after an afternoon and evening with Tyler, I’m exhausted both emotionally and physically. He invited us to stay at his place, but he doesn’t have the things we need—like a crib, or a bathtub that isn’t extravagant and too deep to bathe a baby, or a highchair for meals. 
 
    And despite my exhaustion, there’s still one more conversation I need to have...and it’s another one I’m dreading. 
 
    Once Luna’s asleep, and my parents are too, I head out to the back patio. My parents live in a quiet neighborhood close to a beach, and I can smell the sea from here. It’s calming. This is the house where I grew up, and I never thought I’d leave this area. 
 
    Until I met Nathan Russo. 
 
    I had a job at a small theater where I managed ushers, and I didn’t love it, but I was working my way up. I was waiting for someone else to shift a position so I could move into hers, and then Nathan told me he had randomly applied for his dream job at a brewery in Milwaukee. He got the job. It was a huge pay increase over what he was making in his sales position in California, and it was also at the place that brewed his favorite beer. 
 
    I wasn’t super attached to my job, but leaving my family was a little more difficult. He convinced me, though, and I did it for love. 
 
    A love that wasn’t meant to be, because we’d only been in Milwaukee two years before he dumped me. He didn’t want to marry me. He didn’t see me in his forever even though he’d given me a ring saying the opposite.  
 
    I shake the memories of Nate away and pull up Ford’s number. I click it before I lose my nerve. 
 
    “Hi,” he answers. “She go down okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. It breaks my heart that his first concern is of his daughter. 
 
    His step-daughter, I correct myself. 
 
    “She was exhausted. Big beach day.” And other things. 
 
    How do I broach this? How do I even bring this up? 
 
    I draw in a deep breath of that sea air, and it calms me.  
 
    Pull off the bandage, right? Just do it. Just say the words. He needs to know that everything is about to change. 
 
    “Tyler found out today,” I blurt. 
 
    My statement is met with silence, so I press on. 
 
    “We went to this restaurant for lunch and ran into him. I wasn’t going to tell him yet, but he saw me holding her, and I told him the truth.” 
 
    “Oh,” Ford says. “How’d he take it?” His voice is quiet as he braces for the impact. 
 
    “Not well at first. He’s angry with me.” 
 
    “Does he...” He clears his throat. “Does he want a part of her life?” 
 
    “Yes.” It feels good to finally be telling the truth even though it’s painful for everyone involved. I never should have kept this secret. I never should have lied. But I can’t change it. All I can do is look forward and try to fix it. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ford. We’ll figure this out. You will always be an important part of her life.” 
 
    “Right.” He’s quiet for a beat, and then he asks, “So who is it, Danielle? Him or me?” He’s angry, and I get that. I just don’t know if he’s asking whether it’s him or me for Luna or for myself. 
 
    I guess it doesn’t matter what he means. The answer’s the same. 
 
    I blow out a breath. “I, um...” 
 
    I can’t beat around the bush. We won’t escape any of this unscathed, but the best way to handle it is open, frank honesty. He’s well aware of my feelings for Tyler, and even though my confession shouldn’t come as a surprise, it’ll still hurt. 
 
    “I slept with him.” 
 
    I’m about to add that I’m sorry, and I shouldn’t have done that when I’m still married, and other words that might help alleviate some of the pressure on my chest even though I know they won’t, but I don’t get the chance. 
 
    “Okay, well I guess we’ll talk when you get home.” He hangs up, and all the emotions flitting around me finally crash together. I cry as I try to take in deep breaths of the ocean air. I don’t deserve to cry because it lets out the pain, and I deserve to feel the pain as sharply as I can. This was my lie, even though Ford helped me and was a part of it, and I take full responsibility for that. I just don’t know what comes next. I don’t know where we go from here or how to repair the damage I’ve caused. 
 
    I suppose I can start by giving Luna as much time as possible with Tyler while we’re in town. He texts me in the morning and asks if Luna can swim in his pool, so I pack up her swim gear and we head over after breakfast. 
 
    “Does she like the water?” he asks nervously when we walk in the door. 
 
    I nod. “She loves it.” 
 
    I change her into her swim diaper and suit and we meet Tyler out on the patio with the baby floatie I brought along. He glances up at me from his spot where he’s already in the water. He’s wearing sunglasses, so I can’t tell if he’s checking me out in my simple one-piece or if he’s checking out the floatie or the baby, but his eyes remain turned in my direction. 
 
    I move to go down the steps, and he comes over and reaches up for the baby. I hand her over, and she seems to go willingly toward him.  
 
    “Do you want the floatie?” I ask.  
 
    He shakes his head. “I just want to hold her for a little bit if that’s okay.” 
 
    “It’s fine, but be warned, she will try to dive out of your arms and into the water.” 
 
    He chuckles. “She’s stubborn.” 
 
    “Like her mama,” I murmur at the exact same time he says, “Like her mom.” 
 
    At least we can agree on that. 
 
    “Does she go under?” 
 
    “I’ve taken her to some lessons and the instructor will dunk her,” I say. “It always makes me crazy.” 
 
    “I can see why. It would make me nervous, too.” He twirls her around in the water, and she giggles. He doesn’t have any pool toys for kids out here, just a few adult-sized floats, but he seems to be doing just fine with her. He takes her over to a step with a waterfall and I hold my breath as he lets her stand on the step. 
 
    I’m always nervous near water, but I rarely let anyone aside from a certified instructor work with her in the water. I have to learn to trust him when he’s with her, though. He deserves at least that much from me. 
 
    He cages her in with his body and his arms and she walks around the step. She’s perfectly safe. He’s within arm’s reach of her at all times, but it’s still terrifying to watch. 
 
    I draw in a deep breath, and she splashes him. 
 
    “Oh no you didn’t!” he teases her, and she does it again. He laughs, and then she laughs, and it’s in that simple little exchange that I finally exhale. 
 
    And that exhalation is more than just the nerves of letting someone else be in control in the water. At least one other fear has been allayed, and that’s the fear of these two not getting along, of him not wanting to be a part of her life, of her resisting a relationship with him. I watch as she splashes him again and then he picks her up and tosses her up into the air. That’s a slight exaggeration, I guess—she’s maybe two inches above his grasp, but her giggles and his laughter are absolute music to my ears. He does it again and again and again, and she laughs and laughs and laughs. 
 
    He catches her and lowers her into his arms, and she looks up at him like he literally hung the moon in her sky. It’s a beautiful thing to witness. 
 
    He spends hours entertaining her in the water. He puts her in her floatie for a while and swims around, taking her for rides, and I sit on the step just watching the two of them. I give them their space but I’m close if either of them needs me. She’s happy in his arms, though, and he’s happy holding her, so I bask in the warm glow of the sun as I watch them get to know each other. 
 
    He seems to be blowing off band duties in favor of spending this time with her, and I don’t know if it’s to prove that’s the kind of father he is or if it’s to try to make up for some of the time they lost.  
 
    She doesn’t want to get out of the water, which is just more proof that she’s having a great time with him. But it’s closing in on lunchtime and then naptime, and I’m a stickler for our schedule. 
 
    “It’s time for lunch, Luna,” I say gently. Tyler just floated her over to me in the floatie and I’m detaching the straps and pulling her out. 
 
    “No!” she says once I get her free. It’s her new favorite word, and today she pairs it with actual tears as she starts to cry. And then she hits me in the arm. 
 
    I press my lips briefly together as I start to lose my patience, but I put on the act like I’m not just like I always do when she flies into her toddler rage. “No hitting mommy,” I say firmly but calmly. “I know you’re upset we can’t keep swimming, but it’s time for lunch. Maybe after your nap we can get back in the water.” 
 
    “No!” she screams at me, and the tears fall harder as she howls out her discontent. 
 
    “Luna, it’s time to go back to Auntie Diana’s house to eat lunch.” My words are firm. 
 
    “Want me to try?” Tyler asks. 
 
    I almost balk at the fact that this guy with no child experience wants to try to calm down a mid-tantrum toddler, but I hand her over because my patience is wearing thin. “Go for it.” 
 
    She continues her tirade as he takes her from me, and he carries her over to the patio doors where she can see their reflection. “Look at that wet baby!” he says, his voice light as she keeps screaming. “Oh man, she needs to get all dried off so I can give her that special thing I picked up for her lunch.” She’s still crying, but she seems to be over the worst of it. I move toward them and wrap a towel around Luna when she’s semi-distracted by the cute baby in the reflection and Tyler’s calming voice. I try to keep the shock off my face that what he’s doing is working, but all he did was remove her from the situation and distract her. 
 
    It’s parenting one-oh-one. It’s something that should just come naturally, and sometimes it does. But when she gets in one of her little moods, it’s hard to think straight let alone come up with some way to distract her. I’ve been doing this parenting thing for a year and a half and I’m learning things from the guy who’s known he’s a father for two days. 
 
    He bounces her up and down, and then he tosses her up like he did when they were in the water. She giggles. Giggles. The tears are done, the screaming stops, the tantrum is over. Because of Tyler. 
 
    He somehow instinctively knew what to do. 
 
    I have to admit, I’m pretty damn impressed. 
 
    And I’m even more impressed when we head inside. “You don’t have to go back to your sister’s house. You can both eat lunch here,” he says. 
 
    “Even her?” I ask. 
 
    “You said she’ll eat Cheerios and Goldfish, so I got every flavor I could find of those. And I grabbed some little toddler cookie thing I found and some of those squeeze pouches. I have fruit and cheese if she’ll eat that.” 
 
    “Key,” Luna says. “Key key.” 
 
    His brows dip. 
 
    “Cookie,” I explain. “She heard you say it.” 
 
    “Well then we’ll start with that, won’t we,” he says, tapping her nose. 
 
    All right. That’s freaking adorable. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 35 
 
    DANIELLE 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time our week is over and it’s nearly time to get on the plane back to Milwaukee, I can honestly say I witnessed the bond as it started growing between the two of them. It wasn’t just the giggles and the smiles. He was there through the tantrums. He saw her being her sassy little self. She got comfortable with him, and he saw the real her instead of the cute baby always giggling in his arms.  
 
    He peppered her face with kisses as we said our goodbyes. He pressed his lips together in one of those non-smiles in my direction as he handed her back to me. She cried as he walked away. 
 
    As much as she loves Ford...I’ve never seen her cry when he walked away before. 
 
    He was civil with me, but mostly he kept his distance. Our conversations revolved entirely around Luna—and not just the little stuff like what she’ll eat or what her daily schedule is like or what color is her favorite. We talked about the big things, too. How to change her birth certificate, whether we’ll move back to California, when he can see her again. How she’ll deal with losing Ford even if it means gaining Tyler. 
 
    We didn’t talk about us. We’re co-parents now, and we’ll figure out what that means as we go. 
 
    I can’t have it all ways, and I know that. I just wish with all my heart that we could find a way to make us work again.  
 
    Because I know that he’s the one meant for me. It took me five whole minutes to figure that one out two years ago when I ran into him in the bus lot of the arena in Milwaukee, and it’s only been confirmed as I’ve watched him get to know our daughter. 
 
    I just wish he could see it, too. 
 
    I stare out the plane window as we touch down in Milwaukee. I hold Luna tightly against my chest. Tyler offered to pay for a seat for her, but I didn’t take him up on it. She rides on my lap for free until she turns two, and that’s how I roll. 
 
    It’s strange to think that Luna will never have to worry about finances for the rest of her life. That was a part of why I kept my secret, too. I never wanted Tyler to think I was after his money, because I’m not. I don’t care about it. We live a comfortable existence in Wisconsin...or, at least, we did.  
 
    Luna and I are moving to California. 
 
    It only makes sense. 
 
    There’s nothing left for me in Wisconsin. There hasn’t been for a long time...with the exception of my husband. I probably should have moved back as soon as Nate and I broke up. In fact, I wouldn’t even be in this mess if I would have. 
 
    Except then I wouldn’t have Luna, either. I might never have run into Tyler Caldwell again, though somehow I’m convinced our paths were meant to cross. Maybe we would’ve ran into each other at Carne’s for lunch one day, and maybe I wouldn’t have recognized the skinny band nerd turned hotter than hell rock star. 
 
    Ford is waiting for us by baggage claim. His smile is sad when he spots us and a little more genuine when Luna reaches for him. He doesn’t kiss me hello. He barely looks at me. He holds her, and he hands her to me only to get our suitcase when it comes rolling around the belt. We follow him to the car. 
 
    He’s quiet on the way home, asking the basics. How was your flight? How did Luna do? What was the snack? 
 
    We pull into our garage, and I already know it’s among the last times we’ll do this. 
 
    I get Luna down for a nap—I booked the flight I did around her nap time, and when I walk back down to the kitchen, Ford is leaning against the counter. He hands me a stack of papers. “I want a divorce.” 
 
    I stare at the papers in his hands for a beat before my eyes edge up to his. “What’s that?” I ask. 
 
    “The paperwork we need to complete to file jointly.” 
 
    “So it’ll be uncontested?” 
 
    He nods. “I also printed the form you’ll need to request an amendment to the birth certificate.” 
 
    Tears pinch behind my eyes. “I don’t deserve you.” 
 
    His jaw clenches. “You’re right. Especially not after having an actual affair. Even before that, you never really did deserve me. But you gave me Luna, so you gave me the two happiest years of my life even though it wasn’t always sunshine and roses.” 
 
    I glance over at him. 
 
    “I’ve known a long time it was over between you and me, Danielle. But I stayed for Luna. We both did. That’s what we agreed to, right? A stable home. Two loving parents. I can see now that we rushed things, and it was never right. I’m sorry for my part in all of it.” 
 
    I shouldn’t question it, but I have to. I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop. “Why are you being so nice to me about all this?” 
 
    “I love you. Maybe our marriage hasn’t been perfect, but even so, you’ve been my best friend for the last couple years. And I love Luna like she’s my own. When you love someone, you do what’s right for them. You let them go, no matter how much it hurts. Right?” 
 
    I thought that’s what I was doing for Tyler. I was wrong. I was misguided in my actions, and then Ford jumped onboard, and it seemed like I was doing the right thing. I understand now that I wasn’t. 
 
    “Thank you,” I whisper. “And Luna...you’ll always be a part of her life.” 
 
    “It won’t be what I want, but I’ll be the ex-stepfather cheering her on. I knew the risk I was taking when we made our agreement. I knew there was a good chance it wouldn’t last forever. Just don’t let her forget me, okay?” His voice wavers a little as emotion chokes him. “And take care of her.” 
 
    I step forward and wrap my arms around him. I squeeze him to me in a tight hug. He doesn’t move, doesn’t hug me back. It’s cold, but I understand he’s hurting. I hold him a beat longer through the awkwardness of a one-sided hug because I want him to feel my warmth. “You know I will,” I whisper. 
 
    Because that’s what I’ve always done. I’ve taken care of her the best way I know how, and that’s all I’ll continue to do for her. 
 
    “We’re going to be moving to California.” 
 
    He presses his lips together and nods. It’s not like he didn’t know this was coming. “When can I see Luna again?” 
 
    “Any time you want. I’ll be staying with my sister for a while and you’re always welcome there.”  
 
    “You’re welcome back here, too,” he says, though we both know I have no plans to return to Milwaukee anytime soon. I need to press forward—wherever that might be taking me. “Although, to be honest, I don’t know how much longer I’ll be here.” He holds his hand up to indicate this house. 
 
    “You’re moving?” I guess that makes sense. Why would he want to stay in this house where we made memories as a family? It’s too big for one person. 
 
    I hate the thought of him being alone...but I suppose he needs that. He jumped from his last relationship into this one, and he’s been burned a few times. My best guess is that he’s been bracing himself for this impact for quite a while. I wouldn’t know, though, because we haven’t really talked in a long time. It’s always about the baby...never about us. 
 
    “I need a fresh start. You know?” he says. 
 
    I nod. 
 
    He hesitates, like he’s not sure he wants to spill whatever he’s thinking, but then he lets it out. “I applied for a position in Denver. I had a Zoom interview a few days ago and they want me to fly out for the final round of interviews at the end of the week.” 
 
    My heart squeezes. He’s leaving Milwaukee, too. Maybe it was me who drove him out, or maybe he was never meant to stay here. “Denver?” It’s all I can think to say even though a thousand thoughts are going through my mind. 
 
    Denver is closer to Los Angeles than Milwaukee is. 
 
    My job at the arena will be vacant if he leaves for Denver. 
 
    But there’s nothing that could keep me in Milwaukee. Not when Tyler’s in Los Angeles. 
 
    He nods. 
 
    “Oh, Ford. I hope you get it.” 
 
    He smiles tightly. “It’s looking good, but I don’t want to get my hopes up too high.” 
 
    I’m glad he has something to look forward to. A fresh start sounds like the perfect thing for him right now, and in some ways I feel like that’s what we’re both getting. 
 
    Tyler texts me every day to check on Luna, and my heart leaps with hope every time his name pops up on my screen—his real name, not Jen Murphy. I keep thinking maybe one of those times he’s going to ask how I’m doing. 
 
    He doesn’t...but just the fact that he’s checking in tells me a lot. 
 
    It tells me how very wrong I was.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 36 
 
    TYLER 
 
      
 
      
 
    Of all the shitty things that came from going on a reality show to compete for a prize I didn’t want to win, one good thing came out of it. 
 
    When I proposed a fake relationship to the lone woman in the competition as a way to throw off another competitor who clearly had feelings for her, I didn’t think anything would come of it—especially when I came clean and told her my real motivation for being there. I was doing it as a way to gain some sympathy with the viewers. I wanted to help another contestant, because once they found out why I was really there, they were going to hate me. 
 
    It took a while for her to come around to trusting me again, but she has remained one of my best friends—mostly via text message, honestly. I haven’t actually seen her since I got kicked off the reality show we starred on together since I headed overseas for a tour right after we wrapped filming. She got in touch with me after seeing one of my confessionals where I talked about how Lexi was one of the most genuine people I’d ever met and how she made me feel a lot less lonely just by being in the house. 
 
    We’re signed to the same record label, so it makes sense that we’d cross paths since we’re in a lot of the same circles. And it just so happens that as I’m leaving a CK meeting with Trevor on a Wednesday afternoon, she’s walking down the same hallway to meet with another label executive. 
 
    “Tyler!” she says. Her smile is wide as she comes toward me for a hug. 
 
    “Lexi!” I say in the same tone, and she giggles. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she asks. 
 
    “Just finished going over notes with Trevor for our next album release. What about you?” 
 
    “I’m meeting Ethan for a late lunch to chat about my next record,” she says, naming an Ashmark executive who’s also the drummer of Vail, one of the biggest bands in the world—and also the band whose lead singer, Mark Ashton, owns this record label. She glances at her watch. “Wait. Is it one or two?” 
 
    I laugh and look at my own watch. “It’s one.” 
 
    “Shoot. We’re meeting at two.” She rolls her eyes. “Guess I’m early.” 
 
    I laugh. “Didn’t you just get back from touring?” 
 
    She nods and laughs. “Guess I’m still all messed up on other time zones.” 
 
    I glance at the rest of my band, who’s a few paces away from us as they wait for me. “You guys can head out. I’m going to catch up with Lex.” 
 
    Lexi hasn’t actually met them. “I feel like I know you all from the things Tyler told me, but hi. I’m Lexi.” 
 
    Tommy, Brett, and Dustin all introduce themselves and they exchange pleasantries before they take off. She peeks into the first conference room we come to, and it’s empty. We walk in. She takes a seat at the head of the table, and I sit next to her, facing the window. 
 
    “How was your tour?” I ask.  
 
    She smiles. “Incredible. I’m already ready to get back out there.” 
 
    “You’ll never forget your first headlining tour.” 
 
    “You know, a couple years ago, I never would’ve imagined all this.” She glances out the window at the view in the heart of downtown Los Angeles, and she shakes her head in wonder. 
 
    “Crazy what Ashmark has the power to do when they see real talent,” I muse. 
 
    “Thanks, Tyler. How’ve you been?” She changes the subject at my compliment. 
 
    I huff out a chuckle. “It’s been a strange couple years, to be honest.” 
 
    Her brows dip. “How so?” 
 
    I nod. “As soon as I fulfilled my duties at the finale on the show we were on together, they put me on a plane to England. I had no choice in the matter, and I was leaving behind my girl.” 
 
    “Your girl?” she asks. “The one you talked about in every single confessional the show aired?” 
 
    I laugh. “Yeah. That’s the one. She thought I was stupid to go on the show, and we got into a fight. She blocked me.” 
 
    “That seems a little dramatic.” 
 
    I lift a shoulder. “It was, but she had reasons that she thought were sound.” 
 
    “What were they?” 
 
    I twist my lips as I glance out the window. I haven’t even talked to my parents about this yet. The only people I’ve told, in fact, are Brett, Tommy, and Dustin. 
 
    “She was pregnant with my kid.” 
 
    Lexi’s eyes widen. “What? Whoa.” 
 
    I rehash the entire sordid story, and I end it with explaining how Ford’s name is on my child’s birth certificate. 
 
    Lexi gasps. “Oh, wow. So how did you find all this out?” 
 
    “It’s complicated. We, uh, reconnected about a week ago.” I put air quotes around the word that’s apparently synonymous with banging up against my front door. “Then I ran into her the next day at a restaurant. She was holding a baby, my baby, and she just sort of confessed that she was mine.” 
 
    “She?” she asks. 
 
    I nod. “A little girl. Luna. She’s nineteen months old.” I can’t help but laugh at myself when I identify her age in months. I’ve already transformed and I’ve only known I’m a father for the last week. 
 
    “How are you doing with this news?” she asks, her eyes still wide. 
 
    “Okay some days. Not well others,” I admit. “I don’t know anything about babies or being a father, but when I hold her and her little green eyes meet mine, I know what love actually is. I know when her tiny hand grips mine, my heart expands.” 
 
    She presses her lips together. “I feel like nobody knows anything about being a parent, but you sort of figure it out as you navigate through it. What about the mom? Your girl?” she asks. 
 
    “I love her,” I whisper. “I’ve loved her since I was a teenager, and I lost that chance and thought I’d been granted another one, but my career and my own choices and her actions fucked all that up. Jesus, I’m so goddamn in love with her...but how can I be with someone who kept such a monster secret from me? How do I ever trust her again?” 
 
    Lexi swipes at her cheek, and my brows dip down. 
 
    “Are you crying?” I ask. 
 
    She chuckles. “A little. I just...Gosh, Tyler. You’re so in love with her that it’s making me emotional. You’re a different guy than you were the last time I saw you. So much more...I don’t know. Grown up. Genuine.” 
 
    “So what do I do?” I ask...or maybe I beg. I need an answer here because I don’t know what the hell the right thing to do is. 
 
    She shrugs. “You can’t change the past, Tyler. Neither can she. It sounds like she’s trying to fix it. Like she’s trying to move forward and give you the chance to be there now. You have to decide if she’s worth it. Can you get over the past or do you need to look for a way to move on?” She says it like it’s so simple, and maybe it is. Maybe she’s right. 
 
    “The thought of being with her hurts, but the thought of being without her hurts more.” 
 
    “Is she still married?” she asks. 
 
    I nod and press my lips together. 
 
    “Then you wait until she isn’t before you decide anything,” she says. “When the time is right, if you still want it, you fight for it. For now, put your focus on your daughter. Get to know her, and look for ways to build trust with her mom. Give her opportunities to prove herself. If it’s right, time will heal it just like time heals everything.” 
 
    I know she’s right. But none of that sounds easy. I don’t want to wait. I don’t want to take my time here. I’ve been in love with Danielle Watson since I was seventeen years old. 
 
    I’ve waited long enough.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 37 
 
    TYLER 
 
      
 
      
 
    Can you get over the past or do you need to look for a way to move on? 
 
    Lexi posed a great question to me a few days ago, and it continues to replay in my mind. Her question holds the key to my entire future, and as I’ve pondered her words to me over and over again since she said them, I think I’ve arrived at my answer. 
 
    She told me I have to decide if Dani is worth it. 
 
    She is. 
 
    Luna is, too. 
 
    I want them in my life, and I want Dani as more than a co-parent. It’ll take time. It’ll be up to her to find ways to rebuild my trust. But they’re both worth it, so I’m willing to work with them. 
 
    And it’s with that thought in mind that I tell Tommy and Brett I need to talk to them. 
 
    “What’s going on, man?” Tommy asks once the three of us are sitting at the kitchen table. 
 
    “I’m asking Dani and Luna to move in here,” I blurt. 
 
    Tommy and Brett glance at each other. “So you’re back together?” Tommy asks. 
 
    I shake my head, and then I blow out a breath. “No. Not yet. But I want to be with my daughter, so I’m going to have to find a way to be around her, too. I can’t ask her to just drop Luna off here when she’s been her primary caretaker for her entire life.” 
 
    “Are you kicking us out?” Tommy asks lightly. His tone is teasing rather than angry, and I let out a small breath of relief. 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure your morning conquest farewell routine is appropriate for a kid to witness,” I say to Tommy. I nod toward Brett. “Or your penchant for swearing at Call of Duty. Or either of you getting high on my patio.” 
 
    They both laugh. “You should probably limit your cheap scotch intake, too,” Brett points out. 
 
    “You might also want to work on that whole thing where you never put away cereal boxes when you take them out of the pantry,” Tommy says. 
 
    “I’ve got a lot to work on,” I admit. The cereal boxes are the least of my worries. I look between two of my best friends in the world. “I’ve never actually lived with a woman before. Or a kid.” 
 
    “Put the seat down and refill the toilet paper. Clean your hair out of the sink when you shave. That’s about all you need to know,” Tommy says. 
 
    “You’ve never lived with a woman before, either,” I point out. In fact, Tommy and I have been roommates for close to a decade. Brett and Dustin have come and gone from the various places we’ve lived, but Tommy has remained a constant. 
 
    It’ll be weird living without him, but it’s a step I’m ready to take. I don’t want to distance myself from the band, exactly, but I do like having something that’s mine...and I’m not talking about the house. 
 
    Even though Dani and I aren’t together right now, we share a kid. That makes two people who will be a permanent part of my life, and even though Tommy, Brett, and Dustin will be as well, I’m ready to step into this next phase of my life. I think I’ve been ready a long time. 
 
    I glance around the kitchen. Just from talking to Dani last week, I know I need to babyproof this place. And it’s not just that—I have literally nothing for a child here. No place to sit for dinner, no toys, no books, no bed, no clothes, no diapers. This place houses three adult men who like women, booze, and video games. We don’t cook or clean for ourselves—why bother when we can pay someone to do it for us? 
 
    But those aren’t the kinds of values I want to instill in my own kid. I think of Dani, who stays home with Luna. What’s her life like? Will she even agree to move into my place? She mentioned she was thinking of moving back here since there’s not much left for her in Milwaukee, but moving back to California and moving in with me are two vastly different options. 
 
    “We both sort of had a feeling this was coming,” Tommy says. “I’ve already been looking at places and I found one I like.” He glances at Brett. “You can come with me if you want.” 
 
    Brett shrugs. “I sort of think it’s time for us to grow up and get our own places. We spend enough time together on the road. I need a break.” 
 
    Tommy laughs, but then his eyes move to the window. “It feels like the end of an era.” 
 
    I press my lips together and nod. It is the end of an era.  
 
    Overnight I went from boy to man. I have different responsibilities now while nothing has changed for Tommy or Brett. The band will always come first for them, and that was sort of our pact from the start. But we were young then. We didn’t know what love was—not really—and we weren’t thinking about the future and the things that might become important to us over time. 
 
    I won’t weigh one against the other because both can still have important places in my life, but a sudden understanding hits me as I’m sitting at the table telling these two guys to move out of my house. 
 
    I can ask Dani and Luna to move in with me. I can spend as much time with my daughter as possible. But what happens when I’m back on tour? What happens if we’re booked for two more years in Europe? Is that what Dani wants for Luna?  
 
    Is it what I want for Luna? 
 
    The understanding washes over me as I think about Dani’s thought process when she chose to lie about Luna’s true paternity. 
 
    She was scared that I wouldn’t be around. And she was right. I was gone for over two years between the reality show and the tour we landed by accident, and the future is rife with tour dates already. I’ll be gone, and while they’re welcome to travel on the road with me, I don’t know if that’s a place either of them want to be. 
 
    She didn’t want me to think she was just after my money. After all, she never agreed to actually be with me until I had some, even though I know from the feelings we share for one another that my money never had anything to do with why she slept with me. 
 
    She didn’t want to raise a daughter in the spotlight. And I get that. We can do everything we can to protect her, but the fact is that there will be paparazzi who are relentless in trying to get her photo. There will be issues with privacy. It’s just the nature of the business. 
 
    She had a man offering her everything she thought she needed that I couldn’t give her at the time. She took him up on it. 
 
    It was the wrong decision, but I’ve had almost two weeks now to come to grips with the truth. 
 
    Dani and Luna have been back in Wisconsin for almost a week. 
 
    I want them here. 
 
    I need them here. 
 
    I hate being away from them. Both of them. 
 
    And so, once Tommy, Brett, and I finish reminiscing about our favorite times in this house together and they head off to search for new places to live, I call Dani. 
 
    I don’t text her. I want to hear her voice. 
 
    “Hey,” she answers softly, tentatively. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    A beat of awkward silence passes between us as I try to work out the question that I’ve wanted to ask her for a few days now. “Have you, um, made any decisions about moving back to California?” 
 
    “Yeah. We’re coming,” she says, and her words cause a well of relief inside me. “I’m going to stay with my sister until I find a place for us.” 
 
    “Don’t stay with your sister. Stay with me.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s a nice offer, but I can’t. You’ve got Tommy and Brett...” she trails off. “It’s just not the best place for a baby.” 
 
    “I just told them to move out.” 
 
    “Oh,” she says, and that single syllable is full of surprise. “Wow. You did?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I murmur. “I want more time with Luna.” And you. I can’t bring myself to say it. I’m not there yet even though I feel it. 
 
    “We um...” She pauses, and I wait for her to finish. “We filed the divorce papers. Jointly. Uncontested. And I filed the paperwork to start the process of updating Luna’s birth certificate.” 
 
    A strange set of emotions plow into me. My chest hurts at the same time it balloons with possibilities.  
 
    I’m sad for Ford. I’m sad for Luna and for Dani too. I’m sure none of this is easy on any of them, and it’s not easy on me, either. But the four of us are working to correct the missteps of the past—things I didn’t even know I was a part of—and the prospects of the future fill me with an overwhelming optimism. 
 
    “Before you say yes or no, just think about it,” I tell her. “Okay?” 
 
    “Okay. I will.” 
 
    “When are you moving here?” I ask. 
 
    “We’re packing now. I’m going to rent one of those little trailers and pack up our stuff, and I’m planning to hit the road on Monday. We should be there by Thursday. It’ll be a long few days in the car with a toddler but I’ve been bracing myself and filling the tablet with Bubble Guppies and Cocomelon.” 
 
    I hear the stress in her voice. There are times I feel like I know nothing about this woman, and there are times I can read her like my favorite book. “I’ll arrange movers to get what you need out here, and I’ll book you and Luna a flight.” 
 
    “No, no. You don’t have to do all that.” Her protests are weak. I see right through them, and it’s not because I know her so well. I’m not really sure I know her at all. It’s because of the desperation in her voice. The feeling like I somehow know what she needs even though she has no idea how to ask for it. She can’t ask for it—not after everything that’s happened. 
 
    But that doesn’t mean I can’t give it to her. 
 
    “I know I don’t have to. But she’s my daughter. You’re her mother. I want to.” 
 
    She ends the protests there. We say our goodbyes, and as soon as we hang up, I book the things I just told her I’d book. 
 
    And then it’s time to call in some help.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 38 
 
    DANIELLE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana’s waiting with Gracie when Luna and I get down to baggage claim. She hugs us both, and the embrace from my sister feels warm and comfortable, like I’m back home again. 
 
    Because I am. 
 
    It’s been an emotional few days. While relocating to California is the right move for us, it was still hard leaving Ford. Seeing a grown man with tears in his eyes as he dropped us at the airport nearly broke me, but I held it together for Luna. I hate not knowing when we’ll see him again. He’s been our constant, the rock we can rely on, for a long time, and it’s not just that. He’s been my best friend. I’m losing far more than just a marriage that was over before it began. 
 
    But this is what’s right. It’s what was right from the start, and we’re finally correcting it. 
 
    I haven’t thought ahead yet to what I’ll do to support the two of us. My degree is in marketing and my experience is in venue management, so I suppose I need to start pounding the pavement and searching for a job. I realize how lucky I am to have a sister and parents who are willing to support my daughter and me while I do that. 
 
    But as much as the future feels unclear, this still feels right. 
 
    My belongings are on a truck on their way from Milwaukee to California. I have a suitcase filled with essentials for Luna and me. 
 
    And we’re here. 
 
    The California sunshine feels good as I stare out the minivan window on our way back to Diana’s house. It’s a welcome reprieve from the windy late-September cooldown in Wisconsin, but it’s the only reprieve I feel right now amidst all the uncertainty. 
 
    And when we pull up to Diana’s house, a black truck is parked on the street. 
 
    My heart stutters in my chest as more fuel is added to that fire of uncertainty. I never thought he’d be here...but I guess there was a lot about him I underestimated. 
 
    He gets out of the truck as Diana navigates into the driveway, and...wow. 
 
    My brain short circuits. 
 
    He looks fine. He wears jeans and a black t-shirt and sunglasses. He hasn’t shaved in a few days so his beard is a little longer than usual. He’s lean and solid and I wish those arms would get over here and wrap around me and tell me everything’s going to be okay. I need reassurance. I need his reassurance, and I need him. 
 
    But what I want, what I need...it’s all on the backburner. It’s all about Luna, just as it has been since the moment I found out I was pregnant with her. 
 
    I get Luna out of the backseat, and when I turn around, he’s standing in my orbit. 
 
    “Welcome home,” he says softly. 
 
    A soft smile tips my lips. “It feels good to be here.” Luna stretches her arms out toward him, and some of the pieces of my heart that broke when we left Ford seem to find each other again as I see the bond between these two. She’s smiling, and he’s smiling, and it just feels like we’re finally moving toward the place we always should have been. He reaches for her like a pro even though he has next to no experience with kids in general.  
 
    His lips brush Luna’s forehead, and if I wasn’t already totally in love with him, that would’ve done it. “Come to my house,” he says. “Come live with me.” 
 
    I glance at Diana, who’s holding Gracie’s hand and watching our entire exchange. Her expression doesn’t change, but she does say, “We’ll give you some time alone.” Then she and Gracie head inside. 
 
    As much as I want to say yes, though, we’re not in the place for that. There’s still babyproofing and the fact that he lives with two other rock stars, one which has pretty much always been an asshole to me, even though he said he asked them to move out.  
 
    And it isn’t just all that. The thought of sharing the same space as him when he’s so indifferent toward me...I don’t know if I can do it. I’m in far too deep with him to be around him all the time and not get that same feeling returned. “I...I can’t. We can’t.” 
 
    He glances away. “I just hate the idea of being apart from her now that you’re here,” he says, nodding toward Luna. 
 
    “I know,” I say. “I think there’s a lot for us to discuss. But for now, I just think it’s best for us to settle here a while.” 
 
    He doesn’t hide his disappointment. “Okay. I’ll let you two get settled, then. But come for dinner tonight?” 
 
    I nod even though I was planning to spend my first night with my new roommates. I get that he wants to be with Luna, though, and I wonder how long I’ll hold guilt over it and just give into whatever he asks because I feel bad for what I did. “Sure. That would be great.” 
 
    “Do you, uh, want me to hang with her while you unpack or anything?” he asks. “I cleared my schedule for the rest of the day so I could spend time with her.” 
 
    With her. Not with both of us. Not with me.  
 
    I love you. I want to scream the words at him. I want you to love me, too. 
 
    He hauls my suitcase up to the guest room for me while I strap Luna into the highchair that used to be Gracie’s. Diana cuts up fruit and veggies for the girls, and they eat—or, rather, Luna tosses her food on the floor while her cousin giggles at her. I pick it up and tell her we keep food on the table, just like I always do...but it’s not working. Even though my patience is wearing thin, I love the dynamic between the two girls. I love that Luna will get to be close to her cousin—even though the cousin is not helping with the food being tossed overboard as she giggles at Luna. 
 
    This whole scene...it’s making me itch for more kids. 
 
    But before I can really even think about that, I need to get my own life straightened out. 
 
    Tyler appears in the kitchen, and he picks up the food Luna has thrown on the floor. 
 
    “I’ll get that,” I say.  
 
    “I know,” he murmurs. His eyes lock on mine for a beat as he straightens. “Is she going down for her nap after she eats?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    He tosses the food in his hand into the garbage can. “Do you have plans for her nap or can you swing by my place?” 
 
    I glance at Diana, and she nods. “I can swing by. Or if you want to wait for me, we can go together and Diana can text me once Luna’s up.” I turn to Diana. “Is that okay?” 
 
    “Of course,” she says. 
 
    Tyler sits at the chair normally occupied by Weston at the table. 
 
    “That’s Daddy’s seat,” Gracie says, and Tyler moves to stand. 
 
    Diana laughs. “Sit right there,” she instructs. “And help yourself.” She nods to the food spread on the table, and I’m grateful for her hospitality. 
 
    “Thanks,” he says, and he pops a grape into his mouth.  
 
    “So, Tyler, tell me about yourself,” my sister says as she makes herself a plate. “All I know is what this one has told me, and that’s fairly limited to your, um, skills.” She winks at him and jabs her thumb in my direction, and my cheeks flame with embarrassment. 
 
    “Musical skills,” I protest, and Tyler and Diana share one of those yeah, okay looks. 
 
    I’m mortified, and yet...something about the teasing feels so wonderfully normal amidst everything that’s been totally abnormal for so long. 
 
    “What do you want to know?” he asks. 
 
    “Your entire history, including personal and medical, as well as any talents, skills, hobbies, mother’s maiden name, social security number...you know, the basics,” she says, and he laughs. 
 
    “My mother’s maiden name is Clark. I grew up here in Los Angeles with two amazing parents, no siblings, and a dog. I went to Bishop High and worked at Carne’s, where I met your sister. Joined a band, replaced a member, got a record deal and dropped out of college when I was nineteen. Always thought about Dani, though. I never forgot her.” He glances at me as his eyes cloud over. He clears his throat. “Our contract was horrible but we ended up getting picked up by another label, and that’s when our career really started to take off. We were very lucky, but it wasn’t all luck. We worked for it.” 
 
    “What did you major in?” she asks. 
 
    “I was undeclared but leaning toward business. And as I always say, I’ve probably learned more about business being on the road than I would’ve learned in a classroom.” 
 
    “What’s your favorite city to play?” she asks. 
 
    “Home,” he answers without hesitation.  
 
    She nods. “Right answer. Why would anyone ever leave this place?” She glances at me and covers her mouth. “Oh. Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be.” My eyes lock on Tyler’s, and I wonder if he feels the same sort of nerves racing through his chest that I feel in mine every time our eyes meet. “I did a lot of things wrong, but it seems like I’ve finally ended up in the right place.”

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 39 
 
    DANIELLE 
 
      
 
      
 
    We’re quiet as we ride back to his house in his truck. I glance over at his profile as he watches the road, and the same shudder as earlier runs through me again. 
 
    I can’t believe I have a child with this man. It’s not just his insane good looks, though. It’s everything—the way he never stopped thinking of me even though we hadn’t seen each other for a decade, the talent he has, the success he’s earned. 
 
    The way he looks at our daughter like she hung the moon. 
 
    It twists my stomach every time I see it. It adds another layer of regret. 
 
    But I can’t keep harping on those things. At some point, I have to move forward. The truth is out now, and while I can’t go back to change the past, I can make changes going forward. 
 
    That damn hindsight thing creeps up on me again. If I’d known back then what I know now, how different would our lives be? 
 
    It doesn’t do any good thinking about it since it’s not our reality. 
 
    “I ran into Lexi Weber the other day,” he says. 
 
    “The girl from that reality show?” 
 
    He nods. “We’ve remained friends. Well, it took a little convincing on my part since she was pretty mad at me after she found out I didn’t go on the show with the right intentions, but we’re close now. Anyway, I told her everything that happened between us, and you know what she said?” 
 
    “What?” I ask, dumbfounded and more than a little curious where he’s going with all this. 
 
    “She said I have to decide if I can get over the past or if I can find a way to move forward. She told me I have to decide if you’re worth it.” He pauses, and he leaves me on the edge of a cliff. 
 
    Well? 
 
    Can you get over it? 
 
    Am I worth it? 
 
    I know Luna is. That goes without question. I see that much when his eyes focus on her. 
 
    But what about me? 
 
    He blows out a breath just as I draw one in and hold it. “I want to, D. I really, really do. I want to put all this shit behind us, and I want to focus forward.” He reaches over and rests a hand on my thigh, and holy shit but every single nerve in my body seems to fly right to the spot where his hand touches me. “I just don’t know if I’m there yet.” 
 
    I exhale as I close my eyes. Disappointment lances through me, and I don’t move an inch even though every instinct in me is telling me to grab his hand and hold it tightly in mine. 
 
    “I understand. And Tyler?” 
 
    He glances over at me and I look at him, too. I smile a little sadly. 
 
    “I’m there. My heart has been there since we reconnected in Milwaukee. It just took my head a little time to catch up. And I’ll wait until you’re ready to join me.” 
 
    He squeezes my leg. “Thank you,” he says softly. 
 
    A few minutes of comfortable quiet pass between us, and then as we turn onto his street, he asks, “When is your divorce final?” 
 
    “There’s a mandatory hundred-twenty day waiting period in Wisconsin,” I say, “but from what we’ve learned, it can take anywhere from six months to a year. It varies but it’s an uncontested, joint petition. We neatly split our assets and I pretty much just bowed out and gave him everything. He doesn’t have rights to Luna, so in the eyes of the court, at least, that makes it all pretty easy.” 
 
    “And for you?” he asks, and I’m a little surprised he’s asking. 
 
    His hand is still on my leg, and that’s when I finally reach for it and hold it in mine. I lace my fingers through his, and I hold my other hand over the back of his. I study it, from the long fingers to the little freckle right below his pointer finger to the way they’re strong and lean with the veins raised above his skin. 
 
    I hold his hand tightly between mine. “It’s what’s right. I never should have married him. But that doesn’t make it easy.” 
 
    He brings our joined hands to his mouth, and he presses a small kiss to my knuckles. My heart practically beats out of my chest at the movement, at his lips on my body, at the gentle, sweet touch. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he says. 
 
    His words are so simple, but they carry an enormous amount of weight. 
 
    It feels like, for the first time, we’re in this together. Even though I’m the one who left him in the dark, it feels like he realizes it was because of his actions that I did what I thought I had to do at a time when I was desperate, and desperation changes people. It causes them to act in a way they might otherwise not. 
 
    He clicks open one side of his rather large garage. Tommy and Brett’s cars aren’t in there, but two cars I’ve never seen before are: a Toyota Sequoia and a smaller BMW SUV. 
 
    He glances over at the cars and clears his throat. “Oh, uh...so I figured the truck is fine for me, but maybe not as easy to tote a kid around in, so you can pick which one you want. Both are rated top for safety in their classes, and both have rear-facing top of the line car seats in the back for Luna. I figure it’s easier than you having to borrow a car until yours gets here, anyway, but you can keep whichever one you want even when it does.” 
 
    My jaw slackens, and he chuckles at the look on my face. “So...just like that, I pick which car I want?” 
 
    He raises his brows and nods. “Yep. That pretty much sums it up.” 
 
    “Whoa,” I say. “That’s quite the welcome back to California gift.” 
 
    “Just wait,” he says, and my brows dip. 
 
    I have no idea what he has in store for me, but as soon as we walk in through a huge laundry room from the garage entry, I spot new and different things. 
 
    An entire shelf in the laundry room is filled with baby detergent. 
 
    We walk into the kitchen, where every outlet has a cover on it. Just out of curiosity, I go to open a cabinet, and sure enough...I can’t open it. I glance into the family room. While the décor was always fairly minimalist, what was there before has been replaced by stuffed animals and teething rings and blankets. In the corner where a pointy plant sat before now sits an adorable child’s teepee tent. 
 
    I glance out into the backyard. 
 
    A fence surrounds the pool. 
 
    “You babyproofed?” I ask as heat pinches behind my eyes. 
 
    “Yeah,” he says softly. “And I had the place cleaned top to bottom, and I did a little shifting of the bedrooms. Want to see?” 
 
    I nod, and I follow him in total awe up the stairs. The first door is Tommy’s room, and he passes by that door. He stops at the next door, a guest room. 
 
    But when he opens the door, it’s no longer a guest room. 
 
    It’s Luna’s room. 
 
    Luna Mae is stenciled in huge yellow letters on a gray wall. A gorgeous white crib that must’ve cost a fortune rests under her name, already made up with bedding that has stars and moons on it and matches the yellow and gray shades exactly. A white dresser, nightstand, and changing table are in the room, too, along with a gray recliner rocking chair that looks like the perfect place to fall asleep holding a small child late into the night. 
 
    “I went with a nighttime moon theme, you know, for Luna. Lunar. Moon.” He’s awkward as he says it, and I’m overcome with conflicting emotions. 
 
    I’m grateful he’s done this. He’s made a place for her in his life. 
 
    But this means I have to share her with him. This is a place for her. That means she’ll be away from me when she’s over here. 
 
    And that thought breaks my heart. 
 
    I brush it away, though, as I really try to have a heart of gratitude. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I whisper, my hand over my mouth as the sweet surprise washes over me. “This is incredible.” I can’t help when a tear slips over, and I take a step toward him before I toss my arms around his neck. I squeeze him tightly. “Thank you. She’s the luckiest little girl in the world.” 
 
    He wraps one arm briefly around my waist before letting me go. It’s an embrace that’s far, far too short. “Why’d you name her Luna?” he asks. 
 
    I press my lips together. “The moon. It always made me think of you. Of us. Of what we were so close to yet so far from having.” 
 
    He averts his gaze from me as a beat of quiet passes between us. He doesn’t say anything to that, but I can see the emotion all over his face. The fact that I named our daughter after something that was a symbol for us means something to him...and to me, too. 
 
    “There’s more,” he finally says, and his voice is a soft mystery. 
 
    “What more could there be?” I wonder aloud, and he motions for me to follow him. 
 
    He stops in front of the door to the room next to what’s now Luna’s room. 
 
    My brows dip. “Isn’t this Brett’s room?” 
 
    He presses his lips together. “It was. Brett and Tommy moved out a couple days ago.” 
 
    “They...they did?” I figured it would be a month or two before that happened at the very least. 
 
    He nods. “Tommy’s an asshole who likes to have sex with random women and Brett smokes a lot of weed. I love those two like the brothers they are to me, but I don’t want my kid around that shit.” He opens the door before I get a chance to respond to that, and what I find takes my breath away. 
 
    It’s themed with yellow and gray, too, but it’s definitely a more adult room with a large bed and a balcony overlooking the resort-style backyard. It has white furniture and the same rocking recliner as Luna’s room. “This is your room, if you want it. I thought you’d want to be close to Luna, especially as you both get used to staying in a new place, but if you don’t like it—” 
 
    I cut him off. “If I don’t like it? Are you crazy? I love it!” I want to toss my arms around his neck again, but I’m not sure what the protocol in this uncharted area is. I walk over to the window and look out at the view. Beyond the yard, I see a lot of open sky and palm trees. I see home. 
 
    And it’s more than that. 
 
    I feel like I’m home. 
 
    He chuckles. “I have one more thing to show you.” 
 
    “What else can there be?” I wonder aloud, and he laughs as he leads me to what used to be Tommy’s room. 
 
    He opens the door, and I’m in complete awe. 
 
    I shouldn’t be—not after everything he just showed me. 
 
    But this room...I can already see the hours upon hours of fun Luna will have in here. It’s a playroom fit for a princess—Tyler’s princess—and it’s filled with just about every age-appropriate toy a one-and-a-half-year-old could dream of. It’s organized with baskets on bookshelves. There’s a small ball pit and another area with soft foam blocks, and there’s an indoor playground that she will use until she outgrows it. Another wall houses a bookshelf with just about every board book that’s ever been published. 
 
    “My God, Tyler. She’s going to be so spoiled but she’s going to love this so much.” I swipe at the tear on my cheek. 
 
    My God is right. I can’t believe how much I underestimated this man. 
 
    “You did all this in the last couple weeks?” 
 
    He shrugs. “The last couple days, really. I mean, I obviously had help. I felt so helpless with everything I’ve missed, so I went a little overboard. I know I got too much, and I don’t want her to be spoiled. I want to fill her world with love and experiences, not with things, but the more things I found, the more I couldn’t stop.” 
 
    My heart squeezes. Love and experiences. That’s all I want for her, too, and I know she’s got love in spades.  
 
    He’s standing near the door, and I’m in the middle of the room. I back up until I bump into the wall, and I lean back on it so I can take in the whole room. He’s standing next to me. Not close enough for me to touch, but close enough that I can smell his fresh, clean scent. 
 
    It’s overwhelming.  
 
    His scent, this room...everything. We should put at least half this stuff away, but I would never do that. Not after all the effort Tyler put in to making this perfect for her. 
 
    I glance over at him. “It’s way too much, but she’ll adore it.” 
 
    He takes a step toward me, and then he reaches for my hand. My heart races as he squeezes it in his. I see the emotion on his face—and it matches what I’m feeling. 
 
    “Stay here with me. I did all this for the two of you.” 
 
    For the two of you. 
 
    Both of us...me included. 
 
    “I don’t deserve you,” I whisper as tears fill my eyes. “But how can I say no?” 
 
    He takes another step and closes the gap between us, and then he leans down a little. His hand finds my neck as tingles zip up my spine.  
 
    “None of us are perfect,” he whispers, his eyes flicking from my eyes down to my lips.  
 
    His mouth brushes against mine, and I clutch his hand a little more tightly. It’s open lip to open lip, a little messy, but so’s the place where we find ourselves.  
 
    He pulls me a little closer with his grip around my neck so our bodies are flush against one another, and those tingles in my spine transform to butterflies in my stomach.  
 
    I wrap my free arm around his waist. I move to deepen the kiss, and I’m in heaven as everything I’ve dreamed of seems to be happening right before me...but then he stops abruptly, taking my hopes with his sudden stop. 
 
    The butterflies settle as a nervous dread drops in their place. 
 
    Will he ever be okay with this? Will he ever be able to move forward with me? 
 
    He takes a step back. 
 
    “Dammit,” he mutters, and then he turns on his heel and walks away. 
 
    My heart aches that he cut and ran. 
 
    I don’t know what he’s thinking, but I know what’s going through my mind. 
 
    I want him. It’s love and want and need all balled into one huge knot in my stomach, and that kiss did nothing but exacerbate the issue. 
 
    I give him a few minutes to cool down before I attempt to look for him. In the meantime, I thumb through the books on the bookshelf. I open the closet in the playroom only to find it stacked with toys for kids ages two, three, and four. 
 
    I can’t believe everything he thought of. 
 
    His house went from a rock star’s paradise to move-in ready for the two of us overnight. 
 
    I go back to “my” room one more time. I just stand in the doorway and look in. He’s accepting me into his life in the way he’s comfortable with right now, and I’m unbelievably grateful for that. But how long can we stay here? How long until he wants to date someone else? Or until I do? 
 
    It’s been an hour, and I get that. These things take time. 
 
    But we’ve been walking a tightrope all this time, and just when we were about to meet somewhere in the middle, the line snapped. 
 
    We can only repair it so many times until it’s irreparable.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 40 
 
    TYLER 
 
      
 
      
 
    I collapse on the couch by the fireplace out on the patio. 
 
    I had to get away from her. I had to breathe in some fresh air. I needed the tranquility that I find here on my patio. 
 
    I was surprised by the level of emotion I felt at each new discovery she made in my home. I’ve worked hard to transform it into our home over the last few days even though I had no idea how she’d feel about it, and then I had to go and fuck it all up by kissing her. 
 
    I couldn’t help it. It was a natural urge to press my lips to hers. 
 
    But I stopped because of Lexi’s words. Once upon a time she told me to wait until Dani wasn’t married anymore before I decided anything, and instead of listening to a good friend’s advice, I jumped the gun. I told Dani to move in with me...but it’s because I’m trying to put the focus on Luna, as Lexi also advised me to do. It’s the only solution where the two of us will each have unlimited access to our daughter, and if that’s what I want, then I need to get over what Dani did. 
 
    I kissed her because I was overwhelmed with feelings for her. I stopped for the same reason. 
 
    The timing isn’t right. Sex with her—which surely would’ve happened if I would’ve kept kissing her, because let’s face it, I’m so goddamn attracted to her that I can’t help myself—wouldn’t have been right. We need time and space. She has healing to do, and I do, too. 
 
    So, for now at least, giving her a room of her own in my place seemed like the best way to heal together. And then, when and if the time feels right for both of us again, we can press onward. 
 
    She slides onto the couch across from where I’m lying. 
 
    “You okay?” she asks softly. 
 
    “Yeah,” I grunt, and then I prop myself up on my elbow and face her. “No.” 
 
    “Me either,” she admits. She lies across the couch and mirrors my position. 
 
    “We both need some time, I guess,” I say. “I need to know I can trust you again. You need to heal from your divorce.” 
 
    “Should we watch some history channel?” she asks. 
 
    I laugh. “What do you want, Dani?” I ask softly. 
 
    “You,” she says immediately. She sits up. “I want to erase the last two years and rewind to when I first found out I was pregnant. I want to tell you over the phone because fuck waiting to tell you in person. You deserved to know as soon as I did.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I murmur. I think I needed to hear that more than I realized. 
 
    “I moved here because that’s what’s right for Luna. To be around her father, to be around family. I’m blessed to have three amazing places where I can choose to live with her, but I don’t have a job. I have no way to repay anyone for their generosity.” 
 
    “You’re raising our daughter,” I say. “That’s the most important job in the world. And I don’t want repayment, Dani. I don’t need it. I have enough money, and trust me when I say it doesn’t buy happiness.” 
 
    “So what is the currency of happiness, then?” she asks. 
 
    I press my lips together. “Time, love, and trust.” 
 
    She winces at my candid answer, but she didn’t let me finish. 
 
    “The love’s already there,” I say softly. Because holy hell, I love this woman. I love the girl we made together and I barely know her. I love how my life looks with them in it. It’s so completely different from what I know, and yet...it’s everything I want.  
 
    But these are things I’m not ready to tell her. Maybe the words will come when her divorce is finalized. Maybe they’ll come when I see her in my home with our daughter. Whatever the case, I think we’ll get there eventually, and that’s what I tell her when I glance up to find surprised eyes locked on mine. “We just need a little time to get to the trust part.” 
 
    She presses her lips together and nods. “What do you want, Tyler?” she asks, mirroring my question. 
 
    I blow out a breath, and I avert my eyes to the pool just beyond her shoulder rather than on her. You. “I want pizza. You hungry?” 
 
    She purses her lips but doesn’t say anything, and I know she wants the truth. 
 
    So I lay it all out there. 
 
    Every single detail that’s been plaguing me for weeks, or maybe years, or maybe a lifetime. I put it all out there for her to take. 
 
    “You,” I say. “I want you. I’ve always wanted you, and as much as it hurts, I want to be able to forgive what you did. I want you and Luna here with me and I want the past to just be in the past so we can figure out where we go from here. I want to skip past the hard parts and get to the happy ending. We’re releasing a record in a couple weeks and work’s going to get a fuck of a lot busier and I don’t want one half of my life on hold while the other takes flight. I want to find a way to make the two compatible whether that means taking you on the road or knowing you’re going to be here waiting for me when I get home. I want control over my own life again. I want to make choices for myself instead of having them made for me. I want it all, and I know that’s unrealistic but I want to find a way.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she says softly. “Thank you for being honest. For wanting Luna and me. All those things you just said? I want to be the one to give them to you. I want to find ways for you to trust me again so we can move forward. Together. Because I am so in love with you. Not with your job or your money or your talent, but with you. With the boy you were when I was sixteen and you cracked jokes to make me smile and with the man you’ve become and how you take care of me when I don’t deserve to be taken care of.” 
 
    It’s in her words that I finally see how she’s punishing herself far more than I could ever punish her. 
 
    “You’re my baby’s mother,” I say simply. “You deserve the world, and I want to be the one to give it to you.”

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 41 
 
    DANIELLE 
 
      
 
      
 
    After our honest talk about where we go from here, I’m left with a well of hope. I head to my sister’s since Luna needs to get up from her nap or she won’t go to bed tonight, and I find her already awake and playing with Gracie.  
 
    “Look at the two of them,” I say, smiling fondly down at my daughter and my niece when I find them with Diana in Gracie’s bedroom. 
 
    “Ma-ma-ma-ma-ma,” Luna says, and I sweep her up into my arms and pepper her cheeks with kisses before I set her back down to play. 
 
    “Did Tyler drop you off?” Diana asks. 
 
    I shake my head. “He gave me one of his cars. He got a car seat for Luna and everything.” I opted for the smaller BMW. I’m not used to Los Angeles traffic anymore and I was nervous to take that huge Sequoia out. 
 
    Diana’s brows rise like she’s impressed. “How’d it go?”  
 
    “He wants us to move in there.” 
 
    She glances over at me. 
 
    “He babyproofed, D,” I say. “He transformed his entire house for us. He kicked out Tommy and Brett. He made a bedroom for Luna. It’s gorgeous. And he created a bedroom for me, too. My very own space to stay while we figure out how to co-parent.” 
 
    “Are you going to?” she asks. 
 
    I lift a shoulder. “How could I say no?” 
 
    She looks a little disappointed, but this isn’t about whether living with my sister would be fun, or whether letting Gracie and Luna live together a while would be adorable. For the record, it would be fun and also adorable. 
 
    But I need to think about what’s best for Luna. And being with both her biological parents is what’s best...especially with everything he’s offering the two of us. 
 
    I can’t pass it up. 
 
    I haul my suitcase down to the BMW and then I hug my sister.  
 
    “Lunch tomorrow?” she asks. 
 
    We’re literally going to be four miles apart, and with that in mind, I say, “We can do breakfast, lunch, and dinner if you want.” 
 
    She grins. “I’m holding you to that.” 
 
    “Wait until you see this playroom he made for Luna. It’s ridiculous. You guys can come live there, too. He’s got plenty of space.” 
 
    She laughs. “I think Weston might object to that.” 
 
    “Speaking of Weston, has he knocked you up again yet?” I ask, teasing her. Our mother has been badgering her for more grandkids. 
 
    I swear I see a little twinkle in her eye. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I shriek. “Are you?” 
 
    She laughs as she shakes her head. “No, but we’re talking about trying for another one in the next year or so.”  
 
    I grab her into a hug. “So exciting,” I whisper even though I want to shriek more, and she giggles. 
 
    And then I scoop up my little girl who might have another cousin soon so we can head back toward her daddy’s house. 
 
    The second we step through the doors, Tyler takes her and practically runs up the stairs with excitement to show her the play room. I guess we’ll grab our suitcase from the car later. I rush up so I can see the look on her face when Tyler opens the door, and it does not disappoint.  
 
    I hang back while I watch her explore every square inch of the room under the supervision of her dad. She steps on the piano mat and her eyes light up when the first key makes a sound. She steps on the next one and looks up at Tyler when that one makes a new sound. She keeps stepping, each new sound like a treasure she’s unveiling, and he taps the other side of the mat with his hand to make a sound when she gets to the far end. She squeals, and he does it again. She squeals again. She runs across the mat (because let’s be honest, when she’s on her feet, the girl has one speed), and then she runs over to the bookshelf. She finds a shelf she can reach and pulls down six books at once. They land by her feet, and she starts flipping through one of them. 
 
    “She loves books,” I say softly, and Tyler glances over at me, his expression unreadable. 
 
    “Can I read that one to you?” he asks when she picks one up and holds it in the air toward him. He takes it and pulls her onto his lap, and then he starts reading about the porcupine you should never touch, ironically a touch and feel book. 
 
    He puts a rhythm behind the words as he reads the book, turning it nearly into a song, and she bops along on his lap while he sings to her. She turns to look up at him, and he gazes down at her, and I feel some heat pricking behind my eyes just watching the two of them in here. 
 
    I head down to start dinner in the kitchen. I stopped by the store on my way back to Tyler’s place to pick up a few things, and I can’t help but think how strange this all is. 
 
    When he stopped by the arena not all that long ago, I had no idea that my life was about to change so drastically. 
 
    And here I stand in our new home. It feels like home. 
 
    I get an overwhelming sense of belonging as I open a few cabinets to search for bowls. I even find an entire cabinet filled with plates, bowls, and cups for kids. 
 
    My heart explodes with love for him. 
 
    He thought of everything. 
 
    I haven’t gotten rid of all the guilt I’ve been carrying, but like Tyler said earlier, I think we just need some time to help with that. And right on cue as that thought presses into my mind, I get a text from Ford. 
 
    Ford: You two make it to CA okay? 
 
    Me: Yes. We’re here and safe. 
 
    Ford: Tell Luna I love her. 
 
    Me: I will. When are you going to Denver? 
 
    Ford: I leave tomorrow. 
 
    Me: Good luck. Let me know how it goes. 
 
    He doesn’t reply, but that’s sort of his texting style. 
 
    Once dinner is ready, I yell upstairs to let them know. Tyler carries Luna into the kitchen a minute later and straps her into her highchair, and I can’t help but think what a natural he is for someone who has never really been around kids. 
 
    “Did you have fun up there?” I ask as I scoop meatballs and sauce on top of the noodles I’ve already put in the bowls.  
 
    He winks conspiratorially at Luna. “We sure did.” 
 
    “It’s a mess, isn’t it?” I guess. 
 
    He laughs. “A damn disaster.” 
 
    He grabs drinks, asking our preferences while I cut a meatball into tiny pieces for Luna, and it’s like a scene out of some fairy tale. The hot dad helping out in the kitchen while mom serves dinner, the smiling baby, the smell of spaghetti sauce...it’s all some level of perfection I didn’t even know could be ours. There’s only one thing missing. 
 
    It’s our first dinner on our first night together as a family. We chat about which toys she liked best upstairs, and after a few bites, he says, “Dang, woman. I had no idea you could cook like this.” 
 
    “When was the last time you had a homecooked meal?” I ask. 
 
    He shrugs. “My mom had me over when we got back from tour. But most nights I just throw some chicken in the oven, slather it with barbecue sauce, and pair it with veggies.” 
 
    “Good thing I’m here, then,” I tease. 
 
    His eyes meet mine, and a certain heat passes between us. “I think it’s a good thing for more reasons than just the food.” His voice is low and gritty and if we didn’t just have a talk about how we both need time and if my daughter wasn’t sitting two feet away from me, he has the kind of look in his eye that makes me think he’d be spreading me out on the table. 
 
    I glance away from him only when Luna tosses some meatball over the side of her tray. I pick it up and put it out of her reach on her tray. “We keep food on the table,” I say firmly. 
 
    She tosses another piece of food, and I pick it up and repeat myself. I give her a noodle instead, and she gobbles it right up. 
 
    Tyler watches our exchange. 
 
    “Do you see your parents often?” I ask. 
 
    “When I’m in town, usually a few times a month.” 
 
    I glance over at him. “Have you told them about Luna?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “Not yet. I wanted to just...I don’t know. Introduce her in person, I guess.” 
 
    I cover my eyes with my hand for a beat. “They’re going to hate me.” 
 
    He reaches over and pulls my arm down so I’m no longer covering my eyes. “No, they won’t.” 
 
    “Boo,” Luna says, and I glance over at her. She’s covering her eyes and wearing a big old smile. 
 
    I laugh and cover my eyes again. “Peekaboo!” 
 
    Luna dissolves into giggles, and even Tyler starts chuckling. 
 
    But the fact remains. When I decided not to tell Tyler about Luna, I was keeping an entire family in the dark. Ford’s family, too, on top of my own. 
 
    It’s only now that I see how far-reaching the consequences of my actions have been. But with a little time, trust, and love, I pray we can get it all straightened out.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 42 
 
    TYLER 
 
      
 
      
 
    Our fifth album releases tomorrow, and I’m jittery.  
 
    It could be because I’m leaving in a few weeks for a completely sold out four-month stadium tour with my band. It could be the nerves that always come with releasing a new album. It could be from the extra doses of caffeine I’ve introduced into my days since Luna is apparently going through some sleep regression as she gets used to her new digs, or it could be from the fact that I haven’t been drinking my nightly scotch. 
 
    I’m not as lonely with Dani and Luna living here, but having Dani down the hall isn’t the same as having her in my bed. 
 
    I want her in my bed. 
 
    But I don’t think it’s really any of those things. 
 
    I think it’s the fact that my parents are on their way over for dinner and I have a gig later tonight. 
 
    My girls have only been here a couple weeks, but we’ve settled into a nice little routine. Dani and I each have a monitor in our room, and sometimes I watch Luna as she sleeps peacefully. Other times I’m awakened in the middle of the night with her cries. 
 
    The first time it happened, I was in a deep sleep and I had no idea what was going on until I realized Dani was already in there getting her back down. I watched Dani on the monitor as she quietly rocked little Luna back to sleep. She rubbed her back and calmed her down as she sang her a sweet lullaby, and some feeling inside of me that I’d never had before seemed to kick in. 
 
    It was an overwhelming sense of love. 
 
    I wish I could’ve been there for every second. All of it. The morning sickness and the sympathy pains and watching her stomach stretch with new life. Holding her leg up as she gave birth and being there for the zombie-like first few days and nights. The aftermath of getting used to having a newborn and watching her grow from a baby to a toddler. Hearing her first cry, seeing her first smile, watching as her chunky baby hands grasped one of my fingers. Taking her to her doctor’s check-ups and panicking at her first runny nose. 
 
    I missed all of it, but Dani was there. And I know from watching her on the tiny screen that she was magnificent. 
 
    She is magnificent. She’s the most amazing woman I’ve ever met, something I still firmly believe despite everything, and when I see the way her daughter looks at her, I know that whoever up there chooses parents for children chose right. Luna is the luckiest little girl in the world that she has Dani for a mom. 
 
    I’m still learning, but I’m doing my best. 
 
    I’ve largely avoided being alone with Dani because of the pure temptation she represents. Is two weeks enough time? I’ve given it a good effort, and tomorrow will be the start of press junkets and public appearances and all the shit that comes with releasing an album, and then in a few weeks, we leave for our tour.  
 
    Part of me wants to say goodbye in the way our bodies best know how to communicate...but I guess the other part of me knows it’ll be better to hold out until her divorce is finalized. Then we can be with each other, free and clear of the past. It just feels like it’ll be our fresh start. 
 
    And tonight I’m finally introducing Luna to my parents. I have a gig at ten, but they’re coming at five. Dani is cooking dinner—her famous spaghetti and meatballs again, since it’s my favorite meal of hers so far—and she’s nervous, too. 
 
    Nerves from both her parents seem to be making Luna a little cranky. 
 
    I haven’t told my parents why I invited them for dinner. Between getting to know Luna, band meetings, fending off my feelings for Dani, and ramping up to release an album, I’ve been fairly preoccupied. But I wanted to do this before all the craziness starts up tomorrow, and so I invited them over. 
 
    I pick Luna up to help Dani while she moves around the kitchen, and that’s when I hear the knock on the door. 
 
    Dani’s wild eyes meet mine, and she wipes her hands on a towel and smooths down her hair. “Do I look okay?” 
 
    I offer her a small smile. “You’re beautiful. You’re always beautiful.” 
 
    The wildness in her eyes softens a bit, and it calms me down, too. 
 
    We walk together, the three of us, toward the door my parents stand behind. I draw in a deep breath then open it with a smile. “Come on in,” I say. 
 
    My mom’s brows dip and my dad looks surprised when they see me holding a baby in my arms. 
 
    “Who’s this?” my mom asks. 
 
    “This is Luna,” I say. 
 
    “Lu-lu,” she says, pointing at her own chest. 
 
    “Hi Luna,” my mom says to her as she walks in with my dad on her heels. 
 
    I glance over at Dani, and she nods. 
 
    “She’s your granddaughter,” I say. 
 
    My mom gasps, and my dad’s eyes widen a little. 
 
    “What?” my mom asks. Tears fill her eyes as a hand flies to her chest. “I’m...I’m a grandma?” 
 
    I catch Dani’s eye as I smile. “Yep. You’re a nana. And you’re a papa,” I say to my dad. 
 
    “But she must be close to two!” my mom says. 
 
    “That’s, um, my fault,” Dani starts, and I swoop in because as much as she’s to blame, I’ve learned over the last few weeks that I am, too.  
 
    A sudden light dawns on me. 
 
    “She did what she had to do to take care of our baby while I was overseas,” I say, nodding at Dani to go along with the way I’m presenting it...because it’s true. She may have had the chance to unblock me and tell me sooner, but I don’t know what sort of dad I would have been capable of being when I was touring Europe, Australia, South America, and Asia.  
 
    She gave Luna a dad when I wasn’t able to be there. Was it the best route to take? No. But I’m forever grateful to Ford for being there for my girls. Both of them. 
 
    And that’s why I helped with his move to Denver. It’s why I paid for his new place. It’s why I’m quietly taking care of him. If he chooses to tell Dani, well, that’s his news to share. I want him to know that he will always have a place in Luna’s life. He was the first man she loved, and he won’t be replaced. There’s room for both of us in her life. 
 
    Her eyes sparkle with tears as she looks gratefully toward me, but my mom jumps into action and starts crying and my dad even gets a little misty-eyed, and then my mom wants to hold her and we’re still making introductions and the spaghetti’s ready. 
 
    It’s chaotic for a few beats, and it’s loud and boisterous, and it’s intense and crazy. 
 
    It’s all mine...and I couldn’t be happier about that. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It’s nearly three in the morning by the time I get back from my gig, and I stop into Luna’s room on my way to bed. I could just look at the monitor, but it isn’t the same as seeing her little body rise and fall with each breath she takes. Being away from her even for one night is hard. I have no idea how this tour’s going to go. We’ve talked about flying the two of them out for a few of the shows, but I already know how much I’ll hate being away from Luna. From Dani, too. 
 
    I close Luna’s door and check on Dani. She’s sleeping, her chest rising and falling with even breaths much like her daughter. I press a soft kiss to her temple as love fills me.  
 
    It’s not perfect, but it’s a start.
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    TYLER 
 
      
 
      
 
    I shouldn’t have to defend myself in the shitstorm I wake up to the next morning—actually, the next afternoon—yet I feel the urge to. 
 
    Karl texted me the photo before I was even awake, and I want to show Dani for damage control. She’s in the kitchen with Luna when I saunter down, and the spoon filled with yogurt is an airplane halfway to Luna’s giggling mouth. I draw in the scene like a cleansing breath before I approach the table and slide into the chair across from Dani. 
 
    “I need to talk to you about something,” I say. 
 
    She zooms the spoon into Luna’s mouth before she looks over at me. “What is it?” 
 
    I glance at the clock. After lunch, Luna will go down for her nap, and this is probably a conversation better had without little ears listening in. “We can talk when she’s down.” 
 
    Dani’s brows dip a little as a little anxiety pinches them, but she nods. And once Luna is down and we’ve all eaten, I slide my phone across the table toward her with the incriminating photo. We’re out on the patio again, the tranquil place where we seem to have our best conversations, and she’s on the couch across from me. She glances down at it and back at me. She looks a little disappointed, and I click the picture off. 
 
    “No commitment, right?” she murmurs, pressing her lips together. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything with her,” I say.  
 
    Her surprised eyes meet mine, and she nods as hers start to sparkle. “I trust you,” she says. 
 
    Her words flip a switch in me. 
 
    That’s not what I expected her to say. 
 
    Based on the fact that part of her motivation in keeping Luna from me was to keep our daughter from the perils that come with this career path, I figured she’d believe the worst. She’d believe I shared a bed with that girl who tagged me on social media in that horribly incriminating photo.  
 
    But nothing happened.  
 
    She looks like she isn’t wearing a top in the picture, but she was. We were at a club, for God’s sake. She pressed herself against me and was bold enough to try for a kiss as she snapped a selfie of us, so it looks like I’m kissing her. The reality is that I was doing what I could to respectfully push her away. It’s not like I was going to fuck her by the bar, even though the picture makes it look like I wanted to. But I’m a father now. I’m in love with my kid’s mother. I wouldn’t jeopardize that for the world, let alone for a one-night stand. 
 
    The fact that she trusts me tells me she’s putting her faith in me. 
 
    I think it might be time to reciprocate that. It’s time I start to believe the story I’m telling everyone else, that she kept Luna from me so she could give our little girl a father while I was forced to be on a tour I didn’t even want to go on. In a way, I’m starting to believe that she had a motivation there to protect me, too—to protect me from knowing what I was missing out on. Ignorance is bliss, right? Maybe it was. 
 
    It’s as that light dawns on me that I realize something I didn’t even know.  
 
    I’ve already forgiven her.  
 
    “You do?” I ask. 
 
    Her eyes soften. “Of course I do. If you’re telling me nothing happened, then nothing happened.” 
 
    I stand and walk around the table between us. I sit on the couch beside her, a little too close. Our thighs touch. “Just for the record, Dani,” I say, my voice low and gritty, “we may have said we’re not ready to make a commitment, but I’m committed. To you, to our daughter, to moving forward once we’re both ready to.” 
 
    She glances over at me, and there’s heat in her eyes. “I’m ready,” she says softly. “And I’m committed, too. I know we said we’d wait until my divorce is finalized, but it’s not like I’m going back to him. It’s over. It’s just a legal waiting game now.” 
 
    Those are the only words I need to push me into action. I slide a hand around her neck and pull her closer to me. Her lips are inches from mine. “I love you, Dani Watson.” 
 
    “I love you too,” she says, and then my mouth crashes to hers. 
 
    I dive right in, the urgency between us only exacerbated by the fact that it’s been far too long since my mouth has been on hers. I lean her back on the couch as I take position over her, and I slam my hips against hers as our tongues batter against one another. Her hips shift up to meet mine, and it’s all still there—our rhythm, like our bodies were made for one another. The connection between us that spans back more than a decade compounded with the fact that we’re an actual family now. 
 
    Jesus. 
 
    I knew I wanted her, but this is something else entirely. This is need and desire and heat, of course, but it’s also love and warmth and family. It’s the future. And it’s all rolled into one carnal connection. 
 
    All this from something as simple as a kiss. 
 
    Well, and a little humping. 
 
    I’m ready to rip her clothes off when the alarm on my phone starts blaring. 
 
    Fuckkkkkk. 
 
    I slow the kiss then stop as the jarring sound completely interrupts the moment. 
 
    But also...thank God for that stupid ass alarm. I was so caught up in the moment with Dani that I definitely would have missed the entire reason I set my alarm in the first place—to remind me that I have a band meeting in a half hour at Tommy’s new place. I set it last night before I went to bed in case I slept in. 
 
    I sit up and silence the damn thing. She looks as disappointed as I feel. 
 
    “Sorry,” I mutter. 
 
    “Band stuff?” she guesses. 
 
    I nod. “It’s launch day. We have a band meeting in a half hour, plus we have our rituals, you know?” 
 
    “Like what?” she asks, sitting up and settling back against the cushion. 
 
    “Well, we used to drink a lot.” I settle back, too, and she stretches her legs out so they’re in my lap as she laughs. “And Tommy and Brett still will, for sure.” 
 
    She raises a brow. “You won’t?” 
 
    I shrug, and then I shift and lean back like she’s doing. I stretch my legs out, too, so they’re mirroring hers as they tangle with hers. “Not a lot. Maybe some.” 
 
    “What else?” she asks. 
 
    “We meet with our manager, who will stop by with a report of everything that’s out there so far. He’ll update us on our social media, review what people are saying, discuss whether we think they’ve hit the mark or missed it. We don’t get a snapshot of sales just yet, but we can make a guess based on whether or not we’re trending. Our A and R rep at the label will probably stop by with a bottle of whiskey and some encouraging words.” 
 
    “And then it’s tour time in a few weeks?” 
 
    I nod. “Yeah. Before then, we have a bunch of local gigs lined up with our press junket, and then we fly to New York for more press there.” 
 
    “So this is your busy season?” 
 
    “Apart from touring, yeah. The immediate weeks after an album launch are the most vital. The more we can get out there and let people know we’ve got new shit out, the more copies we’ll sell.” 
 
    She squeezes my shin. “Makes sense. But I’ll miss you.” 
 
    I shoot her a sad smile. “I’ll miss you, too. And our little Luna Bear.” 
 
    “Luna Bear?” she repeats with a bit of teasing in her tone. 
 
    It’s rare that I get embarrassed...and yet I feel the heat creeping up my neck. “It just slipped out,” I mutter. It slipped out because I call her that in my head all the time. 
 
    She giggles. “I love it. It’s perfect for her. She’s feisty like a bear and sweet like the moon.” 
 
    I squeeze her shin, too. And then, with more reluctance than I thought I’d have, I say, “I need to get to Tommy’s place.” 
 
    “Go,” she says. “I’ll hold down the fort here with our little Luna Bear.” 
 
    I laugh as I stand, and then, just for good measure, I press a kiss to her lips. “I’ll see you later.” 
 
    I feel her eyes on my ass all the way out, and when I turn around to give her a little wave before I step inside, I totally catch her checking me out. 
 
    I sigh. 
 
    I wish I didn’t have to get to this meeting...but band duties call.
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    TYLER 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She said yes,” Dustin says as we begin our meeting. 
 
    None of us are surprised by his announcement, but it’s another reason to celebrate. It feels like she should be here, too, along with Dani and Luna. This feels less like four rock stars hanging out on album launch day and more like an extension of my family. Because that’s what they are. 
 
    We bicker and fight like brothers, but through everything, we’re there. They’re there for me just as I am for them, and that means something. 
 
    Maybe it’s my new lease on life, or the fact that I landed the girl and have a daughter now too, but a few months ago, I felt very ready to throw in the towel on playing bass for Capital Kingsmen. I was burnt out. I felt like I had no control. I didn’t want to hop in the studio and record another album. I just wanted a break. 
 
    And now...I don’t feel that way anymore.  
 
    I was focusing so hard on what being in a band has taken away from me that I forgot to look at everything CK has given me—including the insurance that I’ll be able to provide for my family for the rest of our lives.  
 
    Sure, I have to travel and be away from the people I love the most in the whole world, but I get to play music every night in front of sold out stadiums. Sure, I’ll be in the spotlight and I’ll have women chasing after me, but I have a woman at home who trusts that I’ll stay true to her—committed to her.  
 
    I get to do what I love, and before I downplayed that because I didn’t want to be a part of something the woman I loved didn’t want out of life, too. But now that we’ve spent actual time together over the past couple weeks, I see a new dawn of understanding in Dani, and that’s something I’m immensely grateful for. 
 
    After the celebration of Dustin’s news settles, I share some news of my own. 
 
    “My parents met Luna,” I say. 
 
    Three sets of curious eyes turn in my direction. “How’d it go?” Tommy asks. 
 
    “They’re in love. I explained how Dani didn’t tell me because she wanted to give Luna a father while we were out of the country for two years,” I say. I take a sip of my scotch. 
 
    “Is that really why, though?” Dustin asks quietly. 
 
    I lift a shoulder. “There’s other shit that’s meaningless now that figured into it, but ultimately, I think that’s what it comes down to. It’s how I see it in my own mind at this point, and it’s what has helped me learn to forgive her.” 
 
    “You’ve forgiven her?” Brett says, surprise all over his raised brows. 
 
    I nod. “I have. I want to be with her. I want her and Luna in my life and in my house. And we don’t have a future if I hold a grudge over a decision she made two years ago.” 
 
    Tommy just stares at me, and I can’t help my chuckle when I glance at him. He blows out a whistle. “Wow,” he mutters. “Our little Tyler is all grown up.” 
 
    “I guess being a father will sort of do that to you,” I say, and even though she’s been in my life a month now, it’s the first time I really believe those words. 
 
    “Dustin too. But for the record, I’m not ready to grow up yet,” Tommy says. 
 
    We all laugh, and Brett agrees with him. “No kids on my radar either.” 
 
    Karl shows up with some different stats for us to look at, so our focus shifts from our personal lives to our professional ones. He goes over our tour schedule and we discuss the setlist. We move a few things around, and we’re all happy with the outcome. 
 
    When our numbers do finally come in, we’re blown away. 
 
    This is our best album launch to date, and with a sold-out tour ahead of us, we find ourselves at the very top of our game. It’s a good place to be despite the pressure that gets heavier and heavier on my shoulders as days pass and we prepare to leave for the next four months. 
 
    It’s been a whirlwind few weeks. Between our California press junket, our quick trip to New York, and playing gigs around California, we’re already exhausted and we leave for tour in the morning. 
 
    I haven’t been home much, and I miss my girls. 
 
    My girls. 
 
    This was on the schedule before I knew they were my girls, yet I can’t help thinking how I want to spend every last precious moment I can with them before we hit the road. 
 
    The interrupted kiss out on the patio was the last time my lips were on Dani’s, and I’m itching for more. But I’ve also backed off a bit. The tour wraps around the same time her divorce should be finalized, so at this point, waiting feels like the honorable move. 
 
    Even though I don’t give a shit about being honorable and my dick is begging me to bury him in her. 
 
    I will. That’s a promise. 
 
    We’ve put Luna to bed, and I’ve been packing my last-minute essentials and drinking cheap scotch as I work on the mental preparation that’s essential before a big tour. Just before I head to my bedroom to sleep in my own bed one last time before we take off in the morning via bus toward San Francisco, the first stop on our tour, I knock lightly on Dani’s door. 
 
    “Come in,” she says. 
 
    I open the door, and she’s already lying down with the light off. She left the blinds partially open, and the only light in the room comes from the moon shining brightly outside. 
 
    The moon. There for us even now. 
 
    “Sorry to bother you,” I say softly. 
 
    She sits up. “Don’t be sorry.” 
 
    I walk over and sit on the edge of the bed. I reach for her hand in the darkness. “I already miss you.” 
 
    Her fingers thread through mine.  “I already miss you, too. But we can do this. It’s only four months, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And we’ve got video chat just like last time. I’ve already sort of talked myself into being excited about getting to talk to you each night without the underlying sexual tension simmering between us.” 
 
    I laugh, and I wrap my other hand around our joined ones. “Underlying sexual tension?” I tease. 
 
    “You know it’s there,” she whispers. 
 
    “I, uh, wanted to talk to you about something,” I say, changing the subject. We’ve waited this long. At this point, we can wait the one more night that will take us to my tour, and when it’s over, we’ll have all the time in the world to be together. 
 
    The anticipation is already killing me. 
 
    “Go for it,” she says.  
 
    I’m nervous to have this conversation, but I don’t know if I’ll sleep over the next four months if I don’t. “Last time we were in a relationship and I was on tour, you ended up blocking me and refusing to communicate with me. I know we’re in a much different place now, but I gotta tell you, Dani, I’m terrified to leave for this tour. I can’t have it happen again.” 
 
    She flexes her fingers and squeezes my hand, and then she brings our connected hands to her lips. “It won’t. I’m a different person now. We’re both different, as individuals and together. I will never keep Luna from you again. I promise.” 
 
    And that promise is just something I’m going to have to trust. 
 
    She pulls on my hand, and I take that as a signal. I shift on the bed until I’m hovering over her, and then my mouth collides with hers. 
 
    Her fingers thread through my hair, and I slam my hips to hers as my tongue presses into her mouth. She meets me beat for beat, her hips thrusting wildly against mine as this pent-up passion boils to the surface. 
 
    I don’t know if I can stop myself. 
 
    I absolutely did not come into her bedroom with the intention of it leading us to sex, yet I don’t want to stop myself, and I know she doesn’t, either. 
 
    It’s our last night. 
 
    It’s time. 
 
    We’ve talked our way around it, but she’s right. The simmering sexual tension is too much for both of us, and this is our moment. 
 
    She reaches under my shirt, her fingertips cold on my warm skin. She skates her nails up my back as I shudder over her. I drive my hips toward her again, and she moans as she breaks from our kiss to lean her neck back. My lips move there, and I suck my way along her sweet skin. I move quickly, because as much as I want this to last forever...we don’t have forever. I leave for tour tomorrow. I still have shit to do tonight. 
 
    But this takes precedence.  
 
    She takes precedence. 
 
    And she always will.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 45 
 
    DANIELLE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The last time we had sex, it was up against his front door and I was holding life-changing secrets as my husband sat at home knowing it was over between us even though the words hadn’t been spoken. 
 
    This time is a completely different experience. The passion is still there, and there’s still an element that we shouldn’t be doing this, but there’s so much love. I felt it last time, but I was hiding too much from him. Now it’s all out on the table, and he still wants me. 
 
    He still wants me. 
 
    I think that’s the part that surprises me the most in all this. 
 
    His hips continue to slam against mine in what I can only describe as the hottest foreplay of all time. He slides a hand along my thigh as he kisses my neck. All the sensations mix together as a wave of need roars through me. I need him. I need this connection. I need him inside me. I need his whispered promises. I need all of that so I can hold onto it when the ache of loneliness bears down on me over the next four months. 
 
    I usually let him take control, but something comes over me. I need this and I need it now. I grasp the hem of his shirt, and he helps rip it off. He tosses it to the floor, and I urge him over and roll us so I’m on top of him. 
 
    I push my hips down and circle them over him, and I’m rewarded with a sexy little growl. I allow my hands the feast they’ve been waiting for. I run my fingertips along the ridges in his abdomen, six perfect muscles that come from whatever he does to keep them in shape. I’ve seen him swimming and running and lifting weights over the time I’ve lived in his house and I’m reaping the rewards of his hard work. 
 
    I feel his hardness beneath me, and I shift my body over him so I’m rubbing myself on his erection. He grunts then reaches for my shirt and pulls it over my head, and his hands glide slowly up my torso before they land on my breasts. 
 
    I moan and keep moving my body over him as he thumbs my nipples and palms my breasts, both of us lost to the feelings and the desires shared between us. We’re not even to the good part yet and already it feels so good to be with him again this way—so right. 
 
    He reaches around me and pulls me down to him, swallowing my moans with a kiss. And then he shifts us again so he’s back on top. He pulls my flimsy sleep shorts off along with my panties, and then he gets rid of his own athletic shorts so we’re both lying naked on my bed. 
 
    He runs his hands along my body and stops to dip a finger inside me, and my body buckles at the feel of his entrance. It’s just a finger. I can’t wait for the main event. 
 
    He pulls it out and rubs my moisture all around, and then he shifts to hover over me again. Before he slams his way into me, though, he whispers, “Is this okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” I whisper on a breathless pant, and then he pushes into me. 
 
    And it’s like the heavens open and I’ve found paradise. 
 
    He slams into me, our bodies finding an immediate rhythm together. I claw onto his shoulders as a way to simply hold on as I try to wade my way through the tide of pleasure he’s delivering. My moans meet his grunts as he drives into me again and again. He pushes my body to places it’s only been with him, like we were two people put on Earth with the sole purpose of finding each other. 
 
    It’s sensual, and there’s a whole new level of emotion on both sides of this connection. I’ve seen him as a father now, and while I may have done things in the past I’m not proud of, he’s made me feel like the past is behind us now. He makes me feel excited for the future we’re moving toward together. 
 
    And I feel it from him, too. The love, the pure adoration, the respect he has for me as a mother and as a person. It’s all wrapped up into this carnal link, and as he drives his hips into mine, I’m pushed over the brink as I dive headfirst into a climax so strong, so brutally severe, that I can’t help when I scream out through my release. 
 
    He dives in with me, grunting through his own bliss as we ride this wave together, and he pumps in a few more times, both of us shuddering as we come down from our shared release. 
 
    And, of course, because we did this rather loudly in my room which is immediately next to Luna’s, as soon as he pulls out of me, we both hear the cry from next door over the monitor. 
 
    He chuckles softly. I wouldn’t have been opposed to snuggling up to him a while as our bodies recover, but it looks like that’s not in the cards. 
 
    “I’ll get her,” he murmurs, leaping out of bed and grabbing his clothes. 
 
    I take a minute to compose myself, and I listen to them in the room next door through the monitor as he sings a sweet, nonsensical lullaby to rock her back to sleep. 
 
    My heart squeezes as I’m overcome for a beat with pure love. 
 
    I never saw us getting here despite how many times I dreamed it, yet here I am...living that dream. 
 
    And it can only get better from here. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I think back to this night, the one when we both gave into the overwhelming need between the two of us, often over the course of the next four months. We only get the chance to see each other a couple times, and it’s only ever for one night...always with Luna in tow. 
 
    Instead, we find ourselves dating over video chat like we did before Luna was born, before that reality show, before two years overseas. We talk every day, usually multiple times, and we’re both committed to making this work.  
 
    We stare at the moon together. I describe it how I see it, and he tells me what it looks like from the bus. I send him pictures of Luna every day, and he always asks for pictures of me, too—so every once in a while, I give him a surprise treat...without my face in it, of course, just in case I ever decide to run for office. Or, you know, PTA president or whatever. 
 
    I talk to Ford a couple times a week, too. He’s in Colorado now, and he started dating a girl he works with. We’re at a point where we even laughed together when I choked out how bad an idea it was for him to date someone he worked with. He’s taking it slow, though. Luna adores seeing him over video chats, and we’re talking about having him come out for a visit at some point so he can see Luna. It sounds like he’s really thrown himself into his new job, which is probably exactly what he needed to move forward from the devastation we caused together. 
 
    The months drag. Tyler and I have good days and bad. We bicker on the bad, and we apologize on the good. I see the sadness in his eyes when our time apart feels long, and I see the excitement in his eyes as we move toward a time when we’re going to get to visit with him. And on Luna’s second birthday, which happens in the third month of his tour, we fly to Miami to see him. 
 
    And then, three days before he’s supposed to arrive home, something happens. 
 
    It’s not like last time, though. 
 
    Instead of him telling me he’s going to be locked in a house for thirty days rather than coming to see me, I get a letter in the mail. 
 
    From the Wisconsin Court System. 
 
    I open it, and it’s a copy of my final divorce decree. 
 
    I cry as I read it. I cry for Ford, who lost so much because of the lie we agreed to when I was still so in love with somebody else.  
 
    I cry for Luna, who doesn’t get to see Ford everyday even though she has something completely different and absolutely beautiful with Tyler.  
 
    I cry as I feel the significance of the words on the paper. I’m free now, well and truly, of the mistakes I made in the past. It scarred me, and Ford too, and Luna and Tyler, but in the last six months, we’ve all begun the healing process. 
 
    But mostly, I cry tears of joy. Despite everything, this means that Tyler and I can be together now. 
 
    No more of this no commitment nonsense. I’m all in with him, and I can’t wait until we can get started on our future together.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 46 
 
    TYLER 
 
      
 
      
 
    As I try to sleep on the bus, I find I can’t. We have one more gig tomorrow night, and then we fly home. 
 
    And I can’t wait to be home with my girls. 
 
    The last four months have had their good times and their taxing ones, just like every tour, but the four of us have agreed to a two-week break when we get back before we hit the studio again. We’ve been writing songs and focusing forward since we know this studio time is coming, and Capital Kingsmen is amped up to get our next record in the works. 
 
    It’ll be different from our previous ones. One of us is a father now. Another is engaged and about to be one. Life is pretty much as usual for Tommy and Brett, but I do feel like what I’ve been through has made me a better songwriter, and the guys agree. We’ve got some good, emotional shit going on this next one, and I can’t help but feel the excitement that comes with making new music. 
 
    And so, two days later, before I even step foot inside my home, a wave of comfort fills my chest just pulling into the driveway. It’s something that’s been missing for the last four months, that feeling of solace and contentment that only comes from being home. And it’s not the physical house, though I do appreciate that, too.  
 
    It’s the people inside. 
 
    When I open the door, I smell spaghetti sauce simmering on the stove, and Luna holds up a poster that says Welcome Home Daddy in bold purple letters with random scribbles of crayon decorating it. Dani fists a ribbon holding a few helium balloons that read Welcome Home, and they’re smiling at me when I walk through the door. 
 
    Luna’s smile widens as she drops the poster and runs straight at me, and I kneel down to catch her before I scoop her up into my arms and kiss her all over her face to the soundtrack of her sweet giggles.  
 
    My eyes meet Dani’s, and even from a short distance, I feel all the heat still there between us. I think it’s always been there between us, but now it’s amplified by about a million percent and it joins the ranks with the feelings of love and appreciation I have for the woman who takes such good care of our little girl. 
 
    I hold Luna against my hip, and she clings to me as I move toward Dani. I thread a hand around her neck and pull her to me, and I give her a short kiss on the mouth. 
 
    But that kiss lights up everything inside me. 
 
    “Ew,” Luna grumbles, and Dani breaks from me with a laugh. 
 
    “Get used to it, kid,” I say, and I press another kiss to her forehead before setting her down. She runs off to the teepee tent set up in one corner that’s filled with all her stuffed animals, and I smile lovingly as I watch her. 
 
    As soon as she’s inside her little tent, though, I glance at Dani. Her smile widens. “Welcome home, Daddy,” she says, threading her arms around my waist. 
 
    I grin down at her as I wrap her in my arms, too—right where she belongs. “You know I love it when you call me that.” 
 
    She laughs. “I have something to show you.” 
 
    I thrust my hips against her leg. “I’ve got a few things to show you, too.” 
 
    She rolls her eyes and moves out of our embrace. She picks up an envelope and hands it to me. I glance down at it, and as I read the return address, several different feelings boil to the surface. I slide out the papers inside, and as I read their contents, the dominating feeling is one of anticipation. 
 
    It’s anticipation for our future, for all the love and the fun and the sex and the conversations and the forever. 
 
    It’s the two of us now—the three of us. We’re free of the past, and now we can truly put it behind us. The document I hold in my hand is the final stamp letting it go. 
 
    I drop the papers onto the counter as I grab her back into me. Her body is flush against mine and all the heat and need that’s been building for months threatens to tip over. 
 
    I’ll hold it in until tonight for Luna’s sake...but goddamn. I want this woman. I want to do everything I’ve been dreaming of for months. Every dirty, nasty thing and every sweet, loving thing and all the stuff in between. 
 
    I press my lips to hers, and then I say softly, “Congratulations. How does it feel to be a free woman?” 
 
    She smiles as she squeezes me tightly. “Oh, I’m not free. I’m very much taken.” 
 
    “Right answer. And tonight...we celebrate.” 
 
    “You’re damn right we do.” She leans up and her breath is warm against my ear. “I’ve already got Luna lined up for a sleepover at her cousin’s house, so I’m gonna get real loud.” She presses a soft kiss just below my ear, and I shudder at the thought of what lies ahead as she moves back toward the stove to stir the sauce. 
 
    She just awoke the beast, and I can’t wait until it’s time for him to come out and play. I’m torn since I don’t want to be apart from Luna, but she’d be going to bed in another hour or two anyway. 
 
    I don’t have to wait long. As soon as we’re done with our little family dinner, Diana picks up Luna. She’s taking the girls out for ice cream, and Dani wishes her much luck with the sugar highs as they laugh through their goodbyes. 
 
    The dishes are done. The leftovers are put away. I’m semi-unpacked, but I’ve been living out of a wardrobe cart and duffel bag for four months. It can wait. 
 
    And we’re alone. 
 
    Finally. 
 
    We haven’t been alone since the night before I left for tour. Our schedule was pretty crazy for this tour, but the few times Dani was able to come visit me on the road, she had Luna in tow. 
 
    This is a night four months in the making. Plus over two years, and another decade in between. 
 
    I can’t help it. 
 
    I pounce the second the door clicks shut behind her. 
 
    I slam her body up against the front door, and she grunts out a moan at the impact. It’s like I can’t get to her fast enough—to her lips under mine, to her body against mine, to her hands gliding over me. 
 
    My mouth crushes against hers as a needy urgency passes between us. Maybe we have all night, and maybe we’ll take it slow later, but I can’t take it slow now. Not when I’ve been waiting so damn long for this. 
 
    I push my hips to hers, making sure she can feel my entire hard length against her body, and she responds with a sexy, raspy groan. It goads me on for more, so I push my hips to hers again as I deepen our kiss. Our tongues battle in some epic war where we both emerge the victors, and her fingers slip beneath my shirt where her nails claw my skin. 
 
    My dick is begging for relief, and the little bit of friction I get when I shove up against her seems to help—but only for a second. The only real relief I’ll get is when I’m buried inside her body. 
 
    And I know it’s coming. The thought of how close we are almost makes me blow my load. I want to luxuriate in her all night, but it’s been too damn long since someone other than my own right hand has touched my dick. 
 
    Fuck waiting any longer. We’re up against the door, the same place we’ve done this before, and I want to replace the aftermath of what happened the last time with something more beautiful. 
 
    The last time, she was still married. She didn’t have her plans in place to separate from her husband no matter how separated they actually were. And, of course, she was keeping a secret from me. 
 
    But this time, all those hurdles are behind us. It’s with that in mind that I rip her shirt over her head and toss it somewhere behind me. I flick the hook of her bra and toss that somewhere, too. She grabs my shirt and pulls it off, and then she scrambles to get to the button on my jeans. I let her take the lead here because it’s real fucking sexy seeing how chaotic her moves are when she’s as overcome with lust as I am. 
 
    She gets my jeans open and reaches in for the goods, and holy fuck when her sweet hand strokes my rock-hard cock, I can’t help but growl a little at the sensation. She reaches in with her other hand to cup my balls, and Jesus Christ if she does that any longer, we won’t get to have sex for at least another half hour. And fuck everything, I want sex. With her. Now. 
 
    I grab her wrist to stop her motions. I guide her hands away, and I grasp them both tightly in one of my fists. I hold her hands above her head, bracing them against the door, and I reach into her panties with my free hand. I crook a finger right into her. 
 
    Her eyes flutter and her head hits the back of my front door with a soft thud, but she doesn’t care. I lean down and suck one of her breasts into my mouth, feeling her nipple harden beneath my tongue as my dick aches for relief. 
 
    I slide another finger into her wet cunt, pushing in as far as I can before pulling slowly out. I watch as she falls apart with her eyes closed, and knowing I’m the one doing this to her, making her lose control as she gives into the need between the two of us...it makes me feel like a fucking superhero. 
 
    She starts to squeeze my shoulder, so I know she’s getting close, but I want to be inside her when she comes. I want my eyes on hers so I can watch as she comes completely undone. 
 
    I pull my fingers out, and it takes a second before she opens her eyes and a tiny bit of resentment is aimed at me. I lower my jeans, and she gets the hint. She removes hers, too, and then we both stand naked in our front hallway. I lift her and she wraps her legs around my waist, and I reach to slide my cock into her. 
 
    As soon as I make my grand entrance, it’s like the entire world ceases to exist except for the two of us in this moment. It’s the purest form of love and the basest form of need as our bodies rock together to bring us the ultimate pleasure. 
 
    It always feels good with her. It’s always incredible, and it’s always better than anyone else. 
 
    But this time is different. The love between us seems somehow heightened because it isn’t just about the two of us anymore. A life was created out of the passion we share for one another, a precious, irreplaceable little life that means more to me than platinum records and sold-out stadiums and nights of debauchery with my boys.  
 
    It means everything.  
 
    It’s the purpose by which I live now. It’s the reason behind everything I do and every decision I make. It’s why I strive to be a better man, and somehow that goes hand-in-hand with giving every last piece of myself to her mother. 
 
    The feelings rushing through my chest as we fuck in my front hall are too overwhelming. We’ve been apart too long, and I will do everything in my power to make sure that doesn’t happen again. 
 
    She grunts out these sexy little sounds as I drive upward over and over, and when she starts to claw at my shoulders again, I know she’s getting close. 
 
    So am I. 
 
    I can’t hold off for much longer, not when I’m listening to her raspy sounds and tasting her skin and seeing the pleasure all over her face. Not when her pussy is a vise squeezing my cock, and not when her tits are bouncing in my face. I grab a nipple between my teeth and she yells out.  
 
    It’s sensory overload, and it plows into me all at once as my balls tighten. 
 
    I explode into her, my cock pulsing with relief just as she slides into her own ecstasy. Her nails dig into my skin and her legs squeeze around my body as she contracts with pleasure, both of us grunting and moaning incoherently as our bodies sing together through this perfect harmony. 
 
    When it’s over, I’m not ready to let her go. I don’t want to slide out of her. I don’t want to lose this connection, but the sooner I do, the sooner we can recharge and do that again. 
 
    And we do. 
 
    Two more times before we go to bed. 
 
    When it’s finally time to sleep, all is calm as she lies drifting into a peaceful sleep beside me in my bed—our bed. 
 
    And as I hold the woman who owns my heart—the one who has always owned it even though it was a bumpy road finally getting to the time where I was able to hand it over...it’s the best night’s sleep I think I’ve ever had.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 47 
 
    DANIELLE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I slide into the empty chair at Tyler’s kitchen table on his second official night home. Our kitchen table. 
 
    It’s game night with Diana and Weston. The girls are both asleep upstairs—finally—after we ate dinner, went swimming, watched Toy Story Three, and shared popcorn (except Luna, who settled on more Goldfish). They went down easy after such a busy night, and all the adults are exhausted, too. But it’s time for games. 
 
    We’re hosting our first ever game night, something I think will become a tradition, and Tyler brought four choices to the table: Cards Against Humanity, Monopoly, Trivial Pursuit, and some nineties trivia game. And I fully admit that we only own these four games because I literally ordered them a few weeks ago when I decided we needed some family bonding time. 
 
    “Cards Against Humanity,” Diana, Weston, and I all say simultaneously. 
 
    Tyler agrees. “Everyone have a full drink?” he asks as he surveys the table. We all do, and then we each draw our cards. 
 
    We laugh so hard we’re nearly crying as we learn that the next Happy Meal toy will be a gentle caress of the thigh, Fancy Feast will always get you banged, and Weston is sticky because of Sean Connery. 
 
    We refill our drinks and laugh some more as we play far too late into the night, and Weston and Diana end up sleeping in the guest room since they’re wasted and they don’t want to wake up Gracie to drive home anyway.  
 
    The four adults have headaches at six o’clock when the kids wake us up at the crack of dawn. Tyler, bless his rock star who’s used to partying late into the night heart, gets out of bed first to presumably throw some Cheerios in the direction of the girls while the other three adults attempt to compose ourselves (or fall back asleep). I pop some ibuprofen and I’m desperate for some caffeine when I walk down to the kitchen.  
 
    I’m sort of in awe when I get down there. 
 
    Luna’s in her highchair and Gracie sits beside her. Both girls have bowls of oatmeal in front of them, and Tyler’s sitting next to Luna, feeding her. He’s singing “Wheels on the Bus” in that raspy voice he has, and both girls stare at him with hearts in their eyes and smiles on their lips. 
 
    I stand back and watch them for a beat, but Luna catches me spying. “Mama!” she says, and Tyler turns around. 
 
    “Go back to bed, babe,” he says. 
 
    “You three are adorable,” I say, and I slide into the chair next to Tyler. “Did you make them oatmeal?” 
 
    He nods. “I think Diana and Weston are still sleeping,” he says. He leans in toward me. “I think they were up sort of late, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “We were all up late,” I say, not getting his innuendo. 
 
    “No, no. They were up late.” His tone is pointed, and then I finally get it. He’s trying to tell me that my sister banged her husband in my house. Well, maybe they decided to try for another kid, and maybe last night was the night it worked. 
 
    And as I watch Tyler take the lead with these two little girls, my own ovaries seem to nudge me to let me know they’re ready to make more babies with this generous, kind, sexy man who isn’t just a loving and forgiving partner, but who is an amazing father. 
 
    A few nights later, we head to Tyler’s parents’ house. Kathy, his mom, welcomes us with open arms for Luna, who she takes from Tyler the second we walk in the door. His dad, Bernie, wears a Hawaiian shirt and glasses and he looks like a stereotypical grandfather with his graying beard and the twinkle always in his eye as he’s ready to cause mischief. 
 
    “Come on in, you two,” Kathy says. “Dinner’s ready but you’re going to have to serve yourselves because I’ll be busy with Luna for the next three hours.” 
 
    I giggle. When Tyler was on tour for four months, Kathy called me and offered to help me any time I needed it. She asked if she could come over and get to know Luna. She and Bernie took Luna to the zoo, the children’s museum, and some children’s amusement center. We hung out with my own family, too, with lots of trips to the beach and shared meals, but I really love seeing Tyler’s family get to know Luna. I love having so much family so close to us, and I love seeing Luna build her relationships with these people who love her so much. 
 
    We’re already at the place in our relationship where I don’t need to ask for a drink. Bernie automatically brings me a glass of wine, and he knows I’m happy to try whatever bottle Kathy already opened. We split a bottle while Bernie and Tyler try some new kind of scotch, but I already know Tyler will prefer the cheap stuff. 
 
    We sit to eat, and Luna is seated between Kathy and Tyler. Kathy’s the one who cuts up little pieces of food and sets them on Luna’s tray, and Tyler’s there on the other side making sure she eats.  
 
    It’s a rare meal off for this mama, and I take full advantage, shoveling in the homemade chicken and rice combo Kathy made. I’m the first one done. I help out by doing the dishes, and as I scrub at the plates, I feel an overwhelming sense of joy and peace that this is part of my extended family now. 
 
    I never would’ve looked at the sexy, successful, beast of a rock star Tyler Caldwell grew into and thought, oh I bet he’s a great father. 
 
    But he is. 
 
    It’s easy to judge people by what they do or how they look and be totally wrong, and now that I’ve gotten to live with Tyler as Luna’s father, I can easily and fully admit that I misjudged him. If I could take it all back so none of us would’ve had to live through the hurts and the pain, I would. 
 
    And I tell Tyler that once we’re back home just before we shut off the lights at bedtime. “I love your parents,” I begin. 
 
    “They love you too. And Luna. God. They’re head over heels for that girl.” He shrugs. “I am, too, though. For both of you.” 
 
    “I wish I could give you back those two years,” I say softly. 
 
    He reaches over and squeezes my hand. “I know you do,” he says. “And I’d take them in a heartbeat, but it’s part of our past now and I’d like to lock it up and leave it right there. Besides, I’ll be there for the next one.” 
 
    I glance over at him with a raised brow. “The next one?” 
 
    He lifts a shoulder as his mouth stretches into a lazy grin. “Yeah. I want more kids. With you. I want Luna to have siblings and I want to knock you up and I want to be there for every minute. Someday. I’m not saying today or tomorrow, but you are my family and you are my future. And now,” he says, turning toward me and then shifting to hover over me. “I think we should start practicing.” 
 
    I’m about to laugh at his cheesy line, but I don’t get the chance. Not when his mouth lowers to mine and I lose myself in the man I love.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 48 
 
    TYLER 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I need some help on our next tour,” Karl says. We’re back in the studio two weeks after returning home from our last tour, and the two weeks passed in the blink of an eye as I spent time with my family. 
 
    My two girls. 
 
    God, my life has changed a lot in the last few months. And I wouldn’t have it any other way. 
 
    We spent time with Diana and Weston so the girls could play. The four adults left the kids with Dani’s parents so we could have a date night. We had a few other date nights of our own, and we had nights where we played poker with Dani’s family or mine. It’s been the most relaxing time off I could possibly ask for, and instead of resenting the fact that we’re already back in studio, I’m feeling refreshed and recharged.  
 
    “We have our tour manager, but goddamn, that stadium tour was rough,” Karl says, cutting into my thoughts as they drift back to Dani and that thing she did to my dick last night. I shift in my chair as I shake the image away. “Between getting you four to interviews on time, arranging travel, managing finances and merch, and dealing with the shit Tommy and Brett get into, I need an assistant. Someone who can help me with some of the behind-the-scenes shit that gets in my way. Someone who has some knowledge of the industry. Any ideas?” 
 
    My brain immediately goes to Dani. 
 
    To be fair, it always goes to either Dani or Luna. But she loved what she did in her behind-the-scenes position at the arena. She never really wanted to be a stay at home mom. This might just be a way to marry those two things—if she even wants it, and if she’s willing to take Luna on the road, obviously. 
 
    That way I don’t have to be away from them. 
 
    In a perfect world, she’d say yes—and so would Karl, along with Dustin, Tommy, and Brett. But I’ve learned over the last few years that this world is far from perfect. We’re in that honeymoon phase right now where everything seems right, so I’m bracing myself just in case something’s around the corner to fuck it up. 
 
    “What about Danielle?” I finally suggest. “She worked back of house at the arena in Milwaukee. She’d be a great contact person when we arrive at shows.” 
 
    Tommy rolls his eyes. “Just what we need. A kid on the road and a fucking love fest on the bus.” 
 
    I shoot him a look. “We’d get our own bus, obviously.” 
 
    Dustin raises a hand. “Amanda and I are going to need our own, too. Obviously.” 
 
    Tommy and Brett look at each other. “Dude, our bus will be the fucking party bus,” Brett says. 
 
    “You bet your fucking ass it will,” Tommy says. 
 
    “Just keep your dick in your own bunk, all right?” Brett begs, and we all get a good laugh. Tommy isn’t exactly known for his modesty when it comes to nudity on the bus. I’m better off getting my own even if Dani and Luna don’t come with me. 
 
    Once everyone calms down, Karl glances at me and then at the other guys. “Does anyone have any real objections to Danielle? Because I’d prefer to keep it internal.” 
 
    Internal...that’s right. My heart swells. Dani’s a part of us now. 
 
    I look around at the members of Capital Kingsmen, doing my best to keep the hope off my features. I don’t want to sway anybody, but if this works...well, it would be the perfect marriage of events. 
 
    And speaking of marriage... 
 
    I’ve thought about it from every angle, from something totally extravagant and out of this world while we’re on the road to creating a new and meaningful place for the three of us...and instead of any of that, I’m leaning toward something simple. 
 
    Because that’s what our love is: simple. 
 
    It boils down to the easiest equation in the world. Her plus me plus Luna. 
 
    I shake that thought away. Now’s not the time, but it’s coming soon. 
 
    “No objections,” Dustin says. 
 
    Brett shakes his head. 
 
    “If it means Tyler won’t act like a lovesick pussy on this tour, then I’m all for it,” Tommy says. 
 
    Karl nods, all business, and then he looks at me. He’s usually a little less serious than he’s being today. “I’ll draft up a list of responsibilities before we head out today if you want to run it by her.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to her tonight and report back in the morning,” I say, and then we get to work on the first song that’ll be on our next album. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I get home a little after six, which is just in time for dinner with Dani and Luna. Tonight’s special is some sort of beef roast with potatoes and carrots, and I’m impressed with how far Luna has come from six months ago when every piece of food ended up on the floor. She eats some of it now but is less inclined to toss over what she doesn’t want. 
 
    She’s busy mashing her potato when I bring up what we talked about today with Dani. 
 
    “I, uh, have a question to ask you,” I say. 
 
    She looks at me with her brows dipped down in alarm. “What is it?” 
 
    I chuckle at the look on her face. “Don’t be scared. This is a good thing, I hope.” 
 
    “Okay...” she says, drawing out the ay sound in the word. 
 
    “Karl mentioned today that he’s looking for an assistant. Someone who can handle some of the behind the scenes stuff like travel arrangements when we’re on the road, tracking and ordering merch, maybe even meeting with venues ahead of time and talking to the promoters.”  
 
    I tick off the top few things he’d written on the list. Her eyes study me as I talk, and I swear I see a tiny glimmer of hope there. Or maybe I’m seeing what I want to see. She never said she wants to go on tour with us. In fact, a big part of the reason she kept Luna a secret was that she didn’t want that. But a lot has changed since all that. Everything has changed. “It would be year-round as needed and obviously much busier on tour. It would all be behind-the-scenes type stuff, and the first person I thought of was you.” 
 
    Her hand flies to her chest. “Me?” she squeaks out, and Luna giggles and puts her hand on her chest, too, smashing potatoes all over her shirt. 
 
    “Yeah, babe,” I say as I grab the chunks of potato off her clothes and set them on the side of my plate. “You. We’d get help for Luna. Dustin mentioned that he’s bringing Amanda and the baby on the road for our next tour, so he’s talking to her to see if she’d be able to watch Luna when you have responsibilities. We have tons of other options available to us, too. Is that something that would interest you?” 
 
    “Would it interest me?” she repeats, her mouth hanging open a little, and I can’t tell if it’s in awe or fear. “Um, hell yes it interests me. Do I need to interview? How do I get it? Is it like an application?” 
 
    She’s babbling, and I know when she babbles like that it’s because it’s important to her. 
 
    I laugh. “If you want it, it’s yours. We all want this to go to someone internal, and the five of us trust you.” 
 
    Her eyes mist over. “You consider me internal?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “You trust me?” she says softly. “All of you?” 
 
    I glance at Luna, who’s also babbling, and then back at Dani. “Yeah,” I say softly, my lips tipping up. “All of us.” 
 
    A tear slips out of her eye and rolls down her cheek. “So we’ll get to be together even when you’re on the road?” 
 
    “Yeah. All three of us.” 
 
    She leaps out of her chair and practically knocks me out of mine when she throws her arms around my neck. Luna claps her hands and giggles as she watches us, and it’s like a scene out of a heartwarming family sitcom. 
 
    This is not how I pictured my life when I chose a career in music and couldn’t commit to a woman because none of them compared to the one I couldn’t get over. 
 
    Yet here we are. I’ve never been happier, and I can’t wait to tour the country and maybe someday the world with these two by my side.

  

 
   
      
 
   
 EPILOGUE 
 
    TYLER 
 
      
 
    Six Months Later 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m doing it tonight. 
 
    We hit the road for a tour tomorrow, and I’ve been looking for the perfect moment for the last six months. Well guess what? The perfect moment doesn’t exist. 
 
    First we recorded the album we’re touring. Then Karl had us booked on local gigs and private performances nearly every night for a month. Then we renewed our contract with our label. Then we were wrapped up with practice and perfecting our setlist and planning our tour. Then Amanda had her and Dustin’s baby girl. Then we dropped our new album. 
 
    It’s been go go go for months now leading up to this tour, and as soon as Dani agreed to be Karl’s assistant, she started getting busier, too. We’ve found ways to balance our time with Luna. She loves coming to band practice with me. She’ll sit on the couch at Tommy’s place and watch us play for hours. It’s the one thing that she’ll sit still for. Most of the time. If I’ve learned anything over the last few months, it’s that toddlers are unpredictable. As soon as you think you’ve got them figured out, they transition to a new stage and everything changes. 
 
    I think she’s got a secret crush on Tommy, to be honest, but he isn’t used to being around kids. He drops words he shouldn’t and makes jokes she doesn’t understand in front of her, and I think that’s why she’s drawn to him. He treats her like an adult because he doesn’t know how to treat a kid. He calls her kid and he sneaks her gummy bears when I’m not looking. They’re his favorite snack, too. 
 
    And so tonight’s our night. I want a ring on Dani’s finger before we hit the road tomorrow morning. 
 
    I’m not nervous about it. I know she’ll say yes. 
 
    Except that’s a total lie and I’m nervous as fuck. I’m the guy who said I didn’t want to make a commitment, and here I am, about to ask her if she wants to make the biggest commitment of them all. To me. 
 
    This will be her third engagement. First was Nate the dirty douche, then was Ford, a good guy who remains a part of our lives despite everything. And now...me. Third time’s the charm, right? 
 
    I’ve never been engaged. I’ve never even thought about being engaged. There was never a woman I wanted to spend more than a night or two with...except Dani. It was always Dani, and it will forever be her, too. 
 
    This may be her third, but this will be the one that sticks. 
 
    And it’s important to me that Luna is a part of it. 
 
    So I call our baby girl into her teepee tent, where she spends the most time playing anyway. I fixed it up with some string lights last week and she oohs and ahhs every time she steps in now. 
 
    I got her an identical tent for the bus. We’ll be riding in style in what basically amounts to a two-bedroom tiny home. She has her own safe, private sleeping area at the back of the bus that’s only accessible from Dani’s and my private sleeping area—where I plan to do a lot more than sleep. 
 
    “Call Mommy in here,” I tell Luna, and she starts yelling for her. 
 
    “Mama! Mama!” 
 
    Dani pulls back a flap and peers into the tent. She’s breathless, and she gives me a look. I can’t decode it right now because I’m too damn nervous. “Oh. You’re in here too,” she says, and she seems a little exasperated—probably from running around the house prepping to leave for the next three months while I’m sitting in a tent.  
 
    “What do you need, Luna Bear?” she asks, and I chuckle at how my nickname for her stuck. 
 
    Luna looks at me, and I look at her. I smile down at her. “I have a question for both of you.” 
 
    Dani sighs as she crouches down in the small space. “Can it wait? I have a half a load of laundry I still need to fold, and—” 
 
    “No,” I say. “It can’t.” 
 
    Her brows dip down, but she rocks back and settles onto her knees. 
 
    “I love both of you with all my heart,” I begin, saying the words I’ve rehearsed in my head hundreds of times. “When this whole thing started, we agreed that we’d take it slow. We weren’t ready to commit to anything serious, but that was three years ago now. I’m a different man with you two in my life, and I wouldn’t change that for the world.”  
 
    I move from my sitting position until I’m kneeling on one knee. “And so that’s why I want to ask you both if you’ll have me forever. I want to promise the two of you that I’m not going anywhere, that I’m committed to this life, to both of you, and to our future.”  
 
    I reach into my pocket and pull out the box. I flip it open to reveal a diamond ring for Dani and a little silver bracelet for Luna since I didn’t think a tiny ring was a good idea for a two-and-a-half-year-old. See? I’ve learned a few things over the last half-year. 
 
    Dani’s hand flies to her mouth as tears shine in her eyes.  
 
    “Will you marry me?” I say to Dani. “And, if she says yes,” I say to Luna, “will you be there by our side as your mommy and daddy marry each other?” 
 
    “Yes, Mama,” Luna says, clapping her hands together. 
 
    “Yes,” Dani says, and I take her hand and slide the ring onto it. I slide the bracelet onto Luna’s wrist, and then Dani basically attacks me right in front of our daughter. She flies into my arms and her mouth finds mine, and Luna giggles at the sight of her parents kissing (which is better than the ew we used to get out of her). 
 
    When I ran into her in Milwaukee in the middle of a tour a few years ago, I had no idea that this was the exact family I’d always dreamed of. I had no idea that I’d want even more kids with her...and I’m ready to get started on that. I had no idea how ready I was to make a commitment. 
 
    It’s been a bumpy road getting here, but we’ve finally arrived at our very own happy ending as the rest of our lives is set to begin. This guy who swore by no commitment is ready to take on the world with his beautiful family by his side. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading No Commitment! If you enjoyed this story and want to spend a little more time with Tyler and Dani, be sure to pick up the bonus epilogue to see what’s next...including which member of Capital Kingsmen will get to tell his story next. CLICK HERE TO DOWNLOAD! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Want more rock stars? Check out A Little Like Destiny, Lisa Suzanne’s #1 bestselling rock star romance.  
 
    CLICK HERE to grab your copy. 
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