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“NATALIA, I CAN’T BELIEVE you’ve managed to put up with my stubborn, pain-in-the-ass brother for ten years,” Roland Bell joked, holding up his glass of Moet. “Now I’m glad I didn’t bet any money on how long y’all would last like I was tempted to.”

Natalia laughed as she held onto her husband E.J.’s waist. “I’m glad you didn’t, either.”

“Now, if we’re talking about y’all making it another ten...”

“Shut up, Roland,” E.J. grumbled, glaring at his little brother though there was a hint of amusement in his eyes. “Just make your toast and stop trying to be funny.”

“I think I’m doing pretty good, considering everybody is laughing.”

E.J. moved towards his little brother, but Natalia tightened her hold on him, placing a hand on his chest. Everyone knew E.J. wasn’t really angry, though. The brothers were just messing with each other as they usually did.

“You just wait until you and Lovey’s anniversary,” E.J. teased, referring to his giggling sister-in-law who was standing near her husband. 

“Whatever.” Roland grinned. “But for real, though, y’all, I’m so happy for you two. I had a feeling when Natalia came into the picture years ago that you had found your one, despite how much you two tried to run from it at first. I’m glad you quit playing and locked her down, brother.”

E.J. gazed down at Natalia, biting his bottom lip. “You and me both.”

Natalia almost forgot they were in a room full of people; she had an instant urge to straddle him for looking at her like that. Even after ten years of marriage, he could still turn her on at the drop of a hat.

She reached up and slid her fingers around the back of his neck, bringing his face closer to hers. “You just wait until we’re alone, mister,” she whispered, her lips grazing his ear.

“Don’t act like I won’t put everybody out right now and take you where we stand. ‘Cause you know I will.”

Natalia did know. And part of her wanted him to. She was officially turned on to level ten.

But she told herself to calm down and planted a kiss to the side of his neck. “Later.”

“Hey, y’all cut that out,” Desiree Mashburn, a friend that Natalia had met through Lovey and had grown very close to over the past couple of years, spoke up. “I recognize that look.” 

“I bet you do,” her hulk of a boyfriend Lorenzo teased, holding her hand firmly in his huge one. She just winked at him and playfully bumped him with her hip.

Silently telling himself to stop acting mannish, E.J. slid an arm around his wife’s shoulders and looked around the room full of their loved ones. They were in the private room of his and Roland’s club, 845, and even though he wasn’t known for being the most sentimental man in the world, his usual granite heart couldn’t help but be softened at the occasion. He’d never even considered getting married before he met Natalia, and now there they were, ten years in and still as into each other as they were during the first. 

And E.J. was especially excited because hitting the ten year mark meant that Natalia would finally grant him what he’d wanted since the beginning. And he had every intention of collecting right away.

“It means a lot to me that you all are here for us tonight,” he said to everyone, his eyes sliding around the room. “And I think I can speak for my wife when I say that we love and appreciate everyone in here. I know I wasn’t gung-ho about a party at first-”

“Major understatement,” Roland muttered. 

“But I’m glad that my wife and my brother...and my sister-in-law...and my employees, talked me into it.”

Everyone laughed. It had taken all that convincing to get E.J. to relent, because he had initially just wanted to celebrate with Natalia privately. And usually once E.J.’s mind was made up about something, nobody but the good Lord himself could make him change it. But this was one time he was glad he gave in.

“I’m glad we wore him down because this is awesome, having all of you here,” Natalia commented, her fingers linked with her husband’s. She grinned up at him. “Ten years married is a big deal, especially nowadays. And there’s gonna be many more because I’m damn sure not giving this fine man up for anything or anybody.”

“I know that’s right, girl!” someone called out.

“You know I’m all yours,” E.J. assured her, his dark cheeks warming at her statement. He loved when she said stuff like that. “This became a life sentence as soon as I slid that ring on your finger. There’s no going back.”

“For life,” Natalia happily concurred, her grin widening even further. She untangled their fingers and hooked her pinky with his.

He winked at her. “For life.”

The party went on for a while longer, everyone drinking and mingling and eating from the catered spread that was beautifully displayed near the bar. E.J. hung with his brother and a few other men, his eyes drifting over to his wife, who stood across the room with Desiree, Lovey, and Lovey’s sister, Liz. He watched as she laughed loudly at something Desiree said, throwing her head back, her freshly done shoulder-length blunt-cut hair swinging. His gaze slid down her body, admiring the white strapless dress she wore that hugged every curve. Her bronze skin popped in that, and it had taken all E.J.’s restraint to not tackle her when she emerged from the bathroom in it before they left the house. 

Though he did back her against the wall and kiss her senseless. Her supposedly kiss-proof lipstick didn’t stand a chance. 

“Man, can you stop eye-stripping your wife for two seconds?” Roland admonished with a smile, nudging his arm. 

E.J. smirked and shook his head, his attention still across the room. “Nope.”

“That might be our cue, fellas,” Roland announced to the other men. “I think this party is a wrap.”

He wasn’t wrong. In the next ten minutes, people were getting their coats and bidding their final ‘happy anniversaries’ and congratulations. Since Natalia had already arranged for the invited employees to be on post-party clean up duty, she and E.J. wasted no time rushing out to his black Mercedes, lunging for each other as soon as they were inside. They made out like horny teenagers for several minutes before finally coming up for air, panting and unsatisfied. 

“Hurry up and get us home,” Natalia ordered, licking her lips as she eased a hand up his hard thigh. “I can’t do what I want to do to you in the front seat of this car.”

“I have a backseat,” E.J. teased, though he immediately started the engine. 

“You know I love me some car sex, but we’re gonna need space for this. So step on it.”

Grinning, E.J. peeled out of the parking lot, glad their house was only fifteen minutes away. 

“I hope you tossed out the rest of those condoms,” he commented, glancing over at her as he smoothly navigated the wheel with one hand. His other was clamped in hers as she nibbled on his fingers. “’Cause we’re making babies tonight.”

Natalia managed to keep her face even despite the instant anxiety that washed over her and cooled most of her arousal. She should have known E.J. wasn’t going to forget about the promise she’d made to him. He’d wanted kids right after they married, but she managed to convince him to wait ten years before they started trying. She’d prayed that over that time, he would grow to be as satisfied with it just being the two of them as she was and let go of the idea, but clearly, he was ready to cash in that raincheck. 

Not wanting to spoil the mood by telling the truth, she made herself continue to nibble on his thick fingers as her mind whirled on how she was going to get out of this. Not sex with E.J.; she was always down for that. But the part about making babies? She wasn’t ready to take her finger off the pause button on that part.

But she knew her husband would explode if she admitted it. She’d made him wait ten years, after all.

“You just focus on breaking our orgasm record,” she made herself say, hoping a challenge would take over as first and foremost in his mind. E.J. almost never backed down from a challenge. “I believe our personal best is seven.”

“Challenge accepted, baby.” He winked at her as his foot pressed harder on the accelerator, breaking speed limits to get home.

Chapter 1

Two months later
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NATALIA’S SKIN TINGLED as she rolled her hips, groaning as E.J.’s hands slid up and grabbed her breasts. Darkness cloaked the room and little was spoken outside of whispers and hisses of pleasure. It was barely five o’clock in the morning and Natalia was no early bird, but she loved morning sex. And she knew it was now or never for that if she wanted any before E.J. went to the gym. So she slammed down her alarm, grabbed a breath mint strip from the nightstand drawer, and stroked her husband’s dick until it was stiff and ready for mounting.

“Baby...” E.J. whispered, smoothly pushing up into her. Natalia loved the way he moved. 

“Yes, baby...”

“I’m close...fuck, I’m almost there...”

Natalia groaned as she braced her hands on his pecs and worked her hips faster, waiting for the right moment. When the back of E.J.’s head dug into the pillow and a loud guttural growl erupted from his throat, Natalia hopped off of him and slid her mouth over his hardness, just in time to catch all his sperm-laden juices. Since he had gotten rid of their condoms and she hadn’t had time to sneak a diaphragm in, she had no choice. 

E.J. cursed loudly as she sucked him off, his hand gripping the head scarf still covering her hair and his hips lifting off the bed. She didn’t stop until he gently pushed her off of him, and she could only hope that he was too drained for another round.

“You good?” she asked, grazing her nails along his inner thigh.

“Mmm-hmm.” He graced her with a lazy smile. “I’m more than good.”

“That’s what I wanna hear.”

“I noticed you got off me again before I came, though. As much as I love you sucking my dick, I can’t put a baby in you through the throat.”

Natalia was glad the room was dark because her smile immediately faltered. “I know, but...”

Sitting up, E.J. turned on the bedside lamp. His post-coital easiness was now replaced with a knowing frown. “But what, Natalia?”

She sighed. “E.J., come on, let’s not. We just had a good time.”

“We did. But that doesn’t mean I don’t notice what you’re doing.”

Her eyes dimmed guiltily. “What are you talking about?”

“I’m far from stupid. You think I haven’t noticed how you’ve done every creative thing you can to avoid me coming inside you? Changing positions, sucking or jacking me off, claiming you wanted to do some kind of tantric sex bullshit...”

“E.J.”

“You’ve made me come everywhere else but inside you more times in the last two months than you have in ten years. You were always worried about it getting in your hair, but now you apparently love me unloading on your face. You think I don’t know what you’re doing, Natalia?”

Natalia should’ve known he would’ve figured it out. E.J. was nobody’s idiot. And just because they continued to ravage each other didn’t mean his mind would get clouded to the obvious. The only other option would have been to stop sleeping with him altogether, which absolutely wasn’t happening. 

Or she could’ve just been straight with him.

Pushing herself up, Natalia righted her head scarf and faced her naked body to his, folding her legs underneath her. The expression on his face dared her to tell him anything but the truth.

“Fine,” she finally relented. “I’ll admit that I’m still not ready to start trying to get pregnant.”

Even though he’d already sensed that, his annoyance flared upon hearing it. “Why?”

“I’ve told you; I’m not ready for things to change. It’s just the two of us and I love that.”

“Yeah, I love it, too, but you knew from the beginning that I wanted to have kids. And you said that’s what you wanted, too.”

“I know...”

“Were you lying?”

Well.... 

Natalia knew she needed to tell him the truth. But if she did, all hell would break loose and she knew it.

“Can you just give me a little more time, baby?” she pleaded instead. “I know it’s asking a lot...”

“I’ve given you ten years.”

“I know. But being somebody’s mama is a big deal and I’m still trying to wrap my head around it-”

E.J. slid off the bed, cutting his eyes at her. “Right.”

“I’m sorry, baby, but not everybody is ready for this at the same time.”

“Like I said, it’s been ten damn years. I was patient and didn’t hound you because you were singing this same song after we got married, and now you’re giving me the stiff-arm again. So don’t expect me to be understanding right now.”

She started to respond, but he walked into the bathroom, having no more words for her. She eyed his dark strong muscular body until it was out of sight, then flopped onto her back on the bed. That hadn’t gone well at all.

The shower in the bathroom came on, and Natalia hoped that E.J. would have calmed down enough to talk to her by the time he was finished. She grabbed her phone to check the time, then rolled over and waited. E.J. always worked out first thing in the morning, but Natalia didn’t have to be at work for another four hours. 

When she heard the shower turn off, she hopped off the bed and rushed into the kitchen, hurriedly grabbing his shaker cup and the tub of pre-workout powder out of the cabinet. She filled the cup with the appropriate amount of alkaline water and added a hefty scoop of the fruity pre-workout mix into it, having seen him do it enough times to know how he liked it. Screwing on the top, she vigorously shook the cup with one hand and slapped the top back onto the tub with the other, hastily pushing it to the corner of the counter before heading back to the bedroom. E.J. was grabbing a tank top out of the drawer, his body still glistening with droplets of water. Natalia hated that he was mad at her because she ached to take him again right then.

My GOD this man is sexy, she thought to herself for the millionth time.

“Here, baby,” she offered as she approached, holding the shaker cup out to him. “I fixed your pre-workout for you.”

He glared at her for a moment before slipping the tank top over his head. “Thanks. You can just set it right there.” He jutted his chin at the dresser as he yanked the drawstring on his sweats, tying it.

Doing as asked, Natalia bit her lip anxiously. Her hand tentatively grabbed his arm. “Can we please talk?”

“I’m good.”

“Stop, E.J. You’re pissed at me. We shouldn’t leave things like this.”

“What’s to say, Natalia? You made yourself clear when you told me you weren’t ready to have my baby.”

“Th-that doesn’t mean I don’t love you, though, or that I never want to...look, I just don’t want you to shut down on me and then we go around here avoiding each other for days. That’s no way to handle things.”

“You’ve got a lot of advice for someone who wasn’t straight up about what she didn’t want.”

Natalia’s mouth opened, but she had no response. He was right. 

E.J. continued getting dressed before grabbing his workout bag from the closet and snatching the shaker cup from the dresser. He didn’t say a word as he stalked out of the room, then Natalia heard the front door open and slam shut moments later. 

Dejected, Natalia climbed back into bed. She hated when E.J. got upset with her, even more so when she’d brought it on herself. If she had just been honest with him from the beginning, they wouldn’t be in this position.

But she feared that they wouldn’t be together at all, hence her assuring him that she wanted kids as much as he did. He’d made no secret of how much he wanted to be a father, and Natalia thought he’d break up with her if she didn’t share his baby-enthusiasm. Maybe he wouldn’t have, but she hadn’t been willing to take that chance. 

Burying her face in the pillow, Natalia hoped that she hadn’t made a mess she wouldn’t be able to clean up.
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HAVING RESISTED THE urge to call out of work, Natalia sat in her office at MODCode, the tech company where she worked, staring at the multiple computer screens. She had a pile of things to do but her concentration was shot. 

A meeting maker popped onto the screen of her laptop, and she groaned. The last thing she felt like doing was sitting through a stand up, where everyone gave updates on whatever they were working on. Especially when she knew her bosses were eventually going to call for volunteers for the headache of a project that was coming up. They’d made it clear they wanted Natalia in on it, but she’d resisted because it would involve a lot of overtime and while she liked being a software engineer, she didn’t like it that much. She was just thankful that volunteering was an option because at the tech company where she worked right out of college, it would’ve just been assigned to her whether she liked it or not.

“Hey, Natalia,” her coworker Sandy greeted as Natalia trudged out of her office, iPad in hand. Sandy’s was right next to hers. “I love that skirt.”

Natalia was always overdressed compared to her coworkers. Sandy was in jeans and a long-sleeved tee while Natalia was in a skirt and a fitted blouse. She usually wore heels, even though they almost always came off as soon as she got to her desk, and she kept a pair of flats in her bag. She just figured if she had to be cooped up all day, she could at least look good doing it. Natalia’s style had always leaned more towards dressy than casual.

“Thank you,” Natalia smiled. “I wish it had some pockets so I could sneak some mini bottles of Jack in there to put in that nasty coffee. I’m gonna need to stay awake during this bullshit.” 

Sandy giggled. “I so agree with you. You would think that they could spring for decent coffee around here. It’s not like they can’t afford it. Everything else around here is pretty much top notch.”

“Yeah, well. As long as they keep the money I earn flowing to my paycheck, I don’t care what they do with the rest of it.”

“I’m with you on that one.”

They entered the conference room where everyone else was still trickling in and making small talk. Natalia noticed the assortment of doughnuts, and she wasted no time grabbing two of them, opting for a bottle of water instead of trying to choke down the usual bitter coffee. A whole bottle of flavored creamer and a bucket of sugar couldn’t save that stuff.

Once everyone was getting settled around the large conference table, Natalia glanced around the room curiously before leaning over to Sandy. “Savannah isn’t here today?” she whispered, referring to their immediate superior.

“Oh, didn’t you hear? She’s gonna be out for a while. She had a miscarriage last night.”

“Oh...” Natalia righted herself in her seat, though she now felt like she was buzzing. Her trembling hands slid between her thighs and the cushioned chair as she tried to gather herself. She and Savannah got along fine but they were hardly friends, so Natalia couldn’t understand why she suddenly felt tears stinging her eyes. It wasn’t like Savannah had asked her to be the baby’s godmother or anything. All Natalia had planned on doing was getting her a gift card.

So why was she so shaken up?

The meeting kicked off and Natalia half-listened to the progress updates, about the new software programs that were being implemented and all the tests that needed to be applied, and everything else that needed to be done, and she fought to keep at least some of her attention on what they were saying. Her mind was on Savannah, but mostly on E.J. and the house full of tension that she knew was going to await her when she got home. Knowing her husband, he’d have very few words for her for the next few days, and Natalia wasn’t looking forward to the cold shoulder. She knew she was wrong for how she’d handled the whole baby issue, but she wished he wouldn’t shut down on her just because he was pissed. That was no way to live.

And she knew she could forget about sex any time soon. Since E.J. knew she was avoiding any conception attempts, he wasn’t going to indulge her any rolls in the hay. Natalia almost groaned out loud at the thought.

She heard her bosses make their call again for volunteers to take the lead and head the new projects, and her hand eased into the air almost on its own. Several people looked shocked at the action, including Sandy. Natalia wasn’t always the first to go above and beyond. She usually just did what she was assigned to do and called it a day, not interested in impressing anyone. She liked her job, but that’s all it was to her; a job. There were more important things in her life she wanted to spend the rest of her time on.

But there was no need for her to rush home every night if her husband was just going to act like she wasn’t there.

“Wow, Natalia, this is a pleasant surprise,” her manager, Humphrey commented. “I thought we might have to bribe you to get in on this.”

Natalia forced herself to join in on the chuckles that surrounded her at the joke. “Yeah, well...if you all can promise to get some better coffee in here to keep me going while I camp out in front of my computer for hours on end, then I’m all in.”

“Hell, done,” Humphrey immediately agreed. “If that’s all it takes, we’ll get specialty coffee flown in here.”

“Some Dunkin’ Donuts or Starbucks will be good enough.”

“It’ll be here tomorrow. Thanks for volunteering, Natalia.”

“Sure.”

Several people around the table shot her grateful looks; they had been unreasonably stubborn about getting better coffee in the office for a while, for whatever reason. But since the work was so important and tedious and there was a lot riding on it, they were apparently willing to bend if it meant having someone willingly take the lead. It was going to mean a lot of early mornings and late nights, and that wasn’t something most people jumped at.

Once the meeting was over, Natalia went back to her office, planning to bury herself in work until it was time to leave for the day. She wasn’t thrilled about all the work she had just signed up for, but at least she’d have something to occupy her time and thoughts other than being in the doghouse with E.J.

Unfortunately, she wouldn’t even have that to lean on like she thought. A couple of hours after the morning meeting, she got an email from Humphrey saying that someone more experienced had stepped up to take the lead, and due to the importance of the project, they were going with them. Natalia was both relieved and insulted, but she just expelled a long sigh and asked to be kept in mind for anything that might be coming up, banging on the computer keys a little harder than necessary as she typed.

“Well, there goes that,” she muttered to herself, mindlessly looking over the items on her desk. Her office wasn’t huge but it was sufficient, and it was times like this that she was glad to no longer be in the cubicle that she’d been stuck in when she first started at ModCode. The way things were structured there, most of the newer engineers worked in the cubicle hub while the more senior ones got graced with offices, however small and unimpressive they were. No one cared that much because they worked from home most of the time, anyway. Natalia tended to get cabin fever, though, so she often went into the office more than her associates, just to get out of the house.

Since her door was closed, she checked to make sure she didn’t have another meeting she’d forgotten about and then leaned back in her desk chair, closing her eyes and hoping the solution to fix things between her and E.J. would drop into her mind. 

But she knew that nothing short of telling E.J. that she was ready for a life of snugglies and diapers and lullabies would stop the attitude he had towards her. If only she was.
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WHEN IT WAS TIME TO leave work, Natalia was in no hurry to head home, even though she knew E.J. probably wasn’t there yet. He and his brother Roland owned two night clubs as well as having some other business ventures, so he usually got home after she did most nights. E.J. mostly took care of the back end stuff at the clubs, handling most of the business side of things, while Roland took lead of the front end, overseeing the nightly events and working with any promoters. E.J. did interviews and met patrons when needed but rarely made himself seen on the club floors; he had no interest in partying or socializing. He was just focused on the business and making sure everything was how it should be, and that all the numbers were going in the right direction. 

He hadn’t even called or texted her all day. Usually he sent her a few messages checking on her, seeing how her day was going, flirting with her. But Natalia dejectedly looked at her phone, seeing none of that. She started to call him but changed her mind; even if he answered, he wouldn’t be happy to hear from her like he usually was. Natalia didn’t want to hear that.

So she called someone else, hoping they were free.

“Hey, girl,” Desiree answered, to Natalia’s relief. “What’s up?”

“Hey. Not too much; about to leave work. Are you busy?”

“Not really. Just getting my to-do list together for tomorrow and scheduling these social media posts. Lorenzo is working late so I’m trying to keep myself occupied by doing stuff I should’ve had done already.”

“You got time to meet me somewhere? I need a drink.”

“Bad day, huh? I feel you, but you know I’m not gonna let you drink and then try to drive home after that. Unless you plan on getting an Uber or something.”

“Ugh...all right, well we can just go somewhere and pig out, then. Rocky’s is still open.”

“Now you’re talking my language. Some fried seafood is just what I need after dealing with all this.”

“Bet. Can you meet me over there in thirty minutes? Is that enough time?”

“Twenty is enough time. All this stuff will be here when I get back.”

“See you in a bit, then.”

Natalia had renewed energy as she headed towards the hole-in-the-wall seafood spot that she and Desiree loved so much. The owner Rocky was a friend from college and he always got her order going as soon as he saw her walk in the door, since he knew what she liked. Natalia loved that.

Thanks to traffic, Desiree beat her to the restaurant. She was concentrating on something on her phone, but she put it down when she saw Natalia walk in, standing from the table and greeting her friend with a strong hug. 

“It’s good to see you, girl,” Desiree commented, retaking her seat. “We haven’t hung out since you and E.J.’s anniversary party.”

“Yeah.” Natalia was glum as she took the seat opposite Desiree, waving at Rocky across the small restaurant. “It’s been a minute.”

Noticing the change in demeanor, Desiree sat forward, concerned. “What’s going on?”

“Things are kinda jacked up at home right now,” Natalia admitted, not in the mood for pretense. “E.J. is pissed at me.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m not ready to start popping out babies like he is.”

“Oh wow,” Desiree sat back in her seat. “I mean, I guess I can understand him not being thrilled about it, but to get pissed at you over it? He must feel pretty strongly.”

“He does. And I’ll be honest and admit that I might’ve led him to believe that I was more willing to be a mother than I really am. I love kids, but I love it being just me and E.J. more. I’m good with how we are now.”

“I thought he was, too, seeing as how you two have been married ten years now.”

“Well...that’s on me, too. He wanted to knock me up the first year, but I managed to get him to agree to give me ten with just the two of us. That seemed like a lifetime when he agreed to it and I guess I thought he’d change his mind, or whatever. I should’ve known better than that, though.”

Desiree eyed her. “You’re really that against having kids?”

“It’s just not as high on my wish list as it is E.J.’s. I love other folks kids; but I saw how it was with my mama trying to raise me and my brothers and sisters...we were all she worried about, especially after my dad died. She practically had no life of her own because we took up so much time and energy. I don’t want that to be me and E.J.”

“Girl...you have seven brothers and sisters. That’s a lot on two parents, let alone one. Hell, you know I have three sisters, myself, and we were a handful for my folks. But y’all just having one baby-”

“Won’t be enough for E.J.,” Natalia interjected. “I already know he wants more than one.”

“And he refuses to budge?” 

“You know E.J. doesn’t budge. But he’s more upset about me not being straight up with him, which I know I should have. I just...” Natalia plunked her chin into her hand with a sigh. “It’s just kind of a mess right now.”

“I wish I could tell you how to fix it. You know I’m the last one that needs to be giving out relationship advice; this is more of a Lovey area. But I can say that you should just make sure you don’t hide anything else from him from here on out, even if it’s something he’ll get upset about. I know as well as anyone what it’s like to be on E.J.’s shit list.”

“True enough.”

E.J. had written Desiree off after she dated his brother Roland, dumped him, wormed her way back in once he started taking an interest in Lovey, and then suggested they share him. She then proceeded to sabotage Lovey to try to win Roland’s affections, which was even more scandalous considering she and Lovey had been best friends since they were practically kids. It took a while for her to win everyone’s forgiveness back, and E.J. had been one of the last people to come around.

Once their orders were ready, they proceeded to tear into their fried seafood dinners, the subject mercifully changing to how things were going with Desiree’s event promotion business, and the progression in her relationship with her man Lorenzo. Natalia was floored with how sprung Desiree was over him, given how anti-monogamy she used to be.

They’d been talking and eating for almost two hours when Natalia’s phone rang. She sat up straight when she saw it was E.J. calling.

“You okay?” Desiree asked, noticing how anxious her friend suddenly looked.

“Yeah...it’s E.J.” Natalia ran a hand through her hair and adjusted her sleeveless top.

“You know he can’t see you, right?”

“Shut up.” Natalia cleared her throat as she answered her ringing phone. “Hey.”

“Where are you?” E.J. immediately asked.

“Having dinner with Desiree.”

“Having dinner where?”

“At Rocky’s.”

“I was worried when I got home and you weren’t here, and I didn’t have any messages from you. How come you didn’t let me know you weren’t coming straight home?”

“Figured you wouldn’t care. You didn’t have anything to say to me after our disagreement this morning and I haven’t heard from you all day.”

“Natalia,” E.J. sighed, his voice losing its earlier edge. “Babe, regardless of whether I’m upset at you or not, I still need to know you’re all right. You’re my wife and I love you. Us arguing doesn’t change a damn thing about that.”

Natalia felt like she could melt right there in her seat. The smile on her face was so wide it made her cheeks ache, and Desiree just softly chuckled and shook her head, sensing her friend was being sweet-talked.

“I love you, too, baby,” Natalia softly replied.

“Come home, Natalia. It’s getting late and there’s a thunderstorm coming; I don’t want you out driving around in that at night.”

Natalia felt warmed that E.J. was showing such concern for her despite how angry she knew he still was. But then, she shouldn’t have been surprised, as E.J. might’ve been stubborn but he wasn’t petty. “Okay. I’ll be leaving in a minute.”

“You haven’t been drinking, have you?”

“No. Desiree wouldn’t let me.”

“Good. Thank Desiree for me then bring your ass home.”

If it had been any other man, Natalia would have gone off until their ears bled. But coming from E.J., she was already getting up from her chair and ready to break all the speeding laws getting home to him.

“Fight over?” Desiree teased as Natalia hurriedly put on her jacket and gathered her things.

“I don’t know but I hope so, ‘cause that man...whew!” She hurried for the door, waving over her shoulder. “Bye girl!”

Desiree just laughed, watching through the window as Natalia practically ran to her car.

Chapter 2

––––––––
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E.J. ADJUSTED HIS LEGS as he sat on the floor with his eighteen-month-old nephew, Xavier. The smile hadn’t left his face ever since Roland and Lovey dropped him off a couple hours earlier so they could have a much-needed date night. Even though getting his anxious sister-in-law to actually leave Xavier with him wasn’t the easiest.

“I’ve got him, Lovey,” E.J. patiently assured her as she planted her third set of goodbye kisses to the top of her baby boy’s head. “You gave me all the necessary instructions; plus this isn’t my first time babysitting. You have nothing to worry about.”

“It’s just that it’s still a little hard for me to leave him, that’s all,” Lovey whined, standing as Roland gently started to pull her back towards the door. Again. “It’s not that I don’t trust you, E.J...”

“I get it; I’m not taking it personally.” E.J. picked Xavier up, tickling him and making him squeal with giggles. That seemed to put Lovey at ease a little. “Go have a nice evening; me and little man here are gonna have more fun than you, though.”

“Thanks for watching him for us, man. Come on, babe,” Roland urged, putting his arm around his wife. “The sooner we leave, the sooner we can come back and pick him up.”

“All right. Love you, my baby!” Lovey cooed to Xavier as Roland pulled her out the door. Once they were finally out, E.J. closed the door behind them, chuckling and shaking his head.

E.J. couldn’t remember the last time he’d had more fun. ‘Soft’ was never a word that usually described him, but when it came to Xavier, he was pure mush. He loved babysitting his chubby-cheeked nephew, who had his and Roland’s dark coloring but Lovey’s features, and it only made him want some children of his own that much more. Thinking of that made him remember how Natalia was still refusing to take her foot off the brake when it came to starting their family, but he forced that out of his head. He just wanted to enjoy the time with his nephew.

“Ball!” Xavier exclaimed, holding his little arms out as he pushed a blue plastic ball towards E.J. 

E.J. rolled the ball back to his nephew, getting rewarded with a huge smile displaying his budding teeth. It didn’t matter that they had been doing the same thing for at least twenty minutes; E.J. was having just as much fun as Xavier was. 

His cell phone rang and E.J. reached over and grabbed it off the couch. He shook his head when he saw who it was. 

“He’s fine, Lovey,” he droned. It was the second time she had called. 

“Did he eat yet?” There were voices and street sounds in the background and E.J. figured she had stepped outside (again) to call him.

“I’m just about to feed him now.”

“You checked his diaper, right? Make sure you clean him really good because he’s prone to diaper rashes, and-”

“Lovey, will you come back in here?” Roland’s voice called out. 

“Just a second! I’m...checking my voicemail.”

“You and I both know that’s not what you’re doing.”

E.J. chuckled. “I promise you, we’re fine, sis. We’ve been having a grand ol’ time rolling the ball across the floor, and I chased him around the living room about a hundred times.”

“Yeah, he does love that,” Lovey replied, the smile in her voice evident. 

“To answer your question, yes, I checked his diaper, and he’s been thoroughly cleaned. I’m gonna feed him this organic stuff you left for him and then we’re gonna get down with some of these picture books until he tuckers out.”

“Okay. Thanks so much, E.J. We shouldn’t be too much longer.”

“Take your time.”

E.J. proceeded to get Xavier fed, then they curled up on the couch so E.J. could read to him. Natalia came home, instantly smiling upon seeing little Xavier curled up on her husband’s lap. E.J.’s shirt was clutched in his tiny fist, and Natalia couldn’t resist fishing her phone out of her purse and taking a picture of them. 

“Hey,” she whispered, putting her purse on the stuffed armchair and joining E.J. and a dozing Xavier on the couch. 

“Hey.” E.J. glanced at her briefly before going back to reading.

Natalia noted now soft and soothing E.J.’s voice was, and how tenderly he was holding Xavier. Occasionally he would lean down and press his lips to the top of the baby’s head, and Natalia couldn’t help but be touched. And if she was honest, a little turned on. She had no doubt that E.J. would make an amazing father.

“Can I hold him?” she requested, holding her hands out.

Glancing at her, she almost expected him to refuse because it was clear he didn’t want to, but he eventually relented, slightly turning towards her. Natalia leaned forward and gently lifted Xavier off of E.J.’s lap, placing him on her chest, where he instantly snuggled up to her. He sighed and Natalia melted, leaning down to inhale his irresistible powdery scent as she closed her eyes and sank further into her seat.

E.J. watched her but said nothing. A pang shot through him at the thought that they could have a child of their own but she was denying them the pleasure. She clearly liked kids. And while he knew that liking them and wanting the lifetime responsibility for one were two different things, he still hated that she was so resistant to them having a family of their own. 

More to the point, that she had told him she wanted what he wanted, made him wait ten years, and now she was changing her tune.

Neither E.J. nor Natalia tried to engage in conversation; they were both content to just sit and watch Xavier sleep, Natalia’s hand lovingly rubbing his back and E.J. lightly stroking Xavier’s tiny hand with his finger. 

To E.J.’s slight disappointment, Lovey and Roland came back a little while later to pick Xavier up. 

“He didn’t give you any trouble, did he?” Lovey asked after she hugged Natalia. 

“No trouble at all. We had a great time,” E.J. replied. 

“Thank y’all again for watching him for us,” Roland commented, stuffing Xavier’s toys into his diaper bag. “Lovey and I needed a kid-free evening. Even if she did spend half of it talking about Xavier or calling you to check on him.”

“Well, I couldn’t help it,” Lovey defended, rubbing her cheek against Xavier’s before gently putting the still-sleeping baby in his car seat. “I’m not at the point where I don’t mind being away from him yet.”

“I understand that,” E.J. assured.

“My sister was the same way when she had her daughter,” Natalia commented. “She’d be blowing my phone up whenever I babysat, checking on her every ten minutes. But you’ll get more used to it soon enough.”

“I guess we’ll never know how that is, though,” E.J. muttered, looking at the opposite wall. He didn’t want to be snide but he couldn’t resist. “Apparently all we’ll ever be is babysitters.”

The three of them looked at him in surprise. Natalia cleared her throat and tried to force a smile at her in-laws, who were curiously glancing back and forth between her and E.J. 

“Baby, I think that’s a conversation for another time, huh?” She slid an arm around his waist, noticing how he immediately stiffened at her touch. “Nothing is set in stone, as far as that.”

E.J. cut his eyes at her but didn’t respond. 

Natalia looked at their guests. “Y’all want something to drink or anything?”

“Oh nah; we should get going,” Roland immediately replied, giving E.J. another curious glance before leaning down to get the car seat. “It’s getting late and we need to get this little man to bed.”

“Thanks again for babysitting,” Lovey added, following Roland to the door with a gentle hand to his back. It was clear they could sense the tension in the air. “You two, um, enjoy the rest of your night.”

Once they were alone, Natalia turned to E.J. with a frown. “Was that really necessary?”

“What? Telling the truth? Still not trying to do that, huh?”

“Dammit, E.J...” She ran her hands down her face. “Regardless, I wish you hadn’t brought them into our issues. You clearly made them uncomfortable, with how they ran out of here.”

“Like you weren’t telling Desiree everything the other night while y’all were out.”

Unable to deny that, Natalia threw her hands up. “Well, hell, I had to talk to somebody. You weren’t talking to me.”

“The time to talk would’ve been ten damn years ago when you were lying to my face about wanting to have kids. Or any time since then.” E.J. faced her, folding his arms. His eyes bored into hers. “But you basically led me on for our entire marriage, letting me think we were on the same page about something that’s a major deal when we weren’t. All those times I’d go on and on about how I looked forward to us starting our family and you just sat there nodding and cosigning, knowing you didn’t mean that shit. But now you wanna talk, huh?”

“E.J., baby...okay, look, I know I was wrong for not being totally honest about where I stood on the whole parenting thing. At the time, I thought it was a deal-breaker and I wasn’t trying to lose you.”

He just looked at her.

“It’s just that I don’t want our lives to be all about kids,” Natalia continued, running a hand through her hair and dropping onto the arm of the couch. “Once the babies come, everything changes. And I love how things are now; just you and me.”

“How long did you think you could keep this up, Natalia? When you started all this, did you not expect for me to want us to actually follow through with having kids like we talked about? ‘Cause I’m sure you’re not delusional enough to think I’d forget.”

“No, not forget...I guess I hoped you’d love how things are with us as much as I do.’

“I do love it but that doesn’t mean it can’t get better.” He dropped his arms, his expression softening slightly. “I’ve always wanted to be a father, Natalia, you know that.”

“I do. And I’m so sorry that I didn’t feel I could be straight up with you back then.” She went over to him, taking his hands in hers. “I still think that we can make the best of this, though. Little Xavier is adorable, not to mention the kids my siblings have. We can just be the cool aunt and uncle that they wanna hang with to get away from their parents. We can love on them, spoil ‘em and then send them home. In a lot of ways, that’s even better, right?”

“No,” he immediately retorted, pulling his hands from hers. “That is not better. Being an uncle is not a consolation prize for me.”

“So, what do you wanna do, then?” Natalia asked, unable to hold her agitation any longer. “How are we gonna get past this?”

“You tell me. You’re the one who changed up the program.”

“So, what, we’re just gonna go on with you pissed at me indefinitely?”

He shrugged, sliding his hands into his pockets.

“Fine.” Natalia started towards the stairs, but suddenly stopped and whirled around. “For the record, I’m sorry for lying to you. But I don’t think I should have to apologize for not wanting to have kids. Just because I’m a woman doesn’t mean I owe that to anybody, including you.”

An incredulous frown distorted E.J.’s handsome face. “I never said you did. But you know what you do owe me, though? Honesty. That’s the main thing I thought we had between us but I was clearly wrong about that, too. So you can save the woman empowerment shit, ‘cause you’re the one that put us in this position, not me.”

“But you’re the one that refuses to deal with it and move on.”

“Oh, so I’m supposed to just get over it, right? My wife has been lying to me for over ten years and I’m supposed to just brush that off? Would you do that if I misled you like you did me? I’ll go ahead and answer that for you,” he forged on when Natalia opened her mouth to answer. “No. You wouldn’t and we both know it. You’d be cussing me out until the Lord came back. So don’t try to make me out to be wrong just because you are.”

“That’s not what I’m doing, E.J.!”

“The hell it’s not. You’re trying to turn this around on me and make yourself look like some kind of victim. ‘Ooh big bad E.J. wants to have a kid, how dare he’. Yeah, you can keep that bullshit.”

“Oh my god...” Natalia took a step back. “Are you serious with this??”

“I’m all the way serious. So just like you don’t feel you have to apologize for not wanting to have kids, I don’t have to apologize for wanting to.”

They faced off, each glaring and unyielding. Natalia wanted nothing more than to somehow resolve this so she and E.J. could get back to the wedded bliss they were basking in before, but it looked like they were at an impasse. And since neither of them were willing to budge, there was no telling what was going to come of it, and that scared her. 

Would he leave her over this?

The thought cooled her off and turned her agitated frown into a worried one. But before she could ask him to assuage her fears, he stormed past her and up the stairs, not saying anything else to her for the rest of the night.

Chapter 3

––––––––
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“SO WHAT WAS UP WITH that last night?”

E.J. didn’t look up from the pages he was looking at, even though he hadn’t been able to concentrate on them. “What?”

“Don’t play me, brother,” Roland admonished, leaning against the wall in the office of their club, Barfly. It was the first club they opened together before they expanded to 845 and business was better than ever, despite their initial struggles. “The little comment you made to Natalia about the baby thing?”

“It’s nothing for you to worry about.”

“I’m not trying to get in your business. But I saw the look on your face when you said it. If you have something on your mind you need to get off, I’m here. That’s all I’m saying.”

His body had tensed all on its own, and E.J. slapped the papers onto the desk and leaned back in the chair, rubbing his eyes. “She lied to me.”

Frowning, Roland pushed off the wall and perched himself on the corner of the big black desk. “She lied to you about what?”

“About wanting to have kids. Back when we were dating, she said she wanted them as much as I did. But it turned out to be all bullshit.”

“For real? I’m surprised by that; I’ve always known Natalia to be a straight shooter.”

“Yeah, well. She wasn’t about this.”

“Why would she lie, though?”

“Apparently she thought I’d dump her if she was honest.”

“Well, would you have?”

E.J. shrugged. “I don’t know, honestly. As much as I was into Natalia, I’d like to think I wouldn’t have just broke it off just like that.”

“You sure?” Roland quirked a challenging brow. “You wouldn’t have broken it off if she said having kids was off the table, knowing how much you wanted them?”

Noting the inflection, E.J. quirked his own brow. “What are you trying to say?”

“Come on, man. You’re stubborn. And you’re quick to cut people off. If Natalia had told you that she didn’t want any children before y’all got married, there probably wouldn’t have been a wedding and you know it. You’d have ended it right then.”

Knowing there was some truth to his brother’s words, E.J. defiantly shrugged and folded his arms across his strong chest. “Regardless, I shouldn’t just be finding out about this ten years in. She made me wait all this time knowing good and well she had no intention of giving me the family I want. So if you’re about to tell me I need to get over it, you can save it.”

“No, I’m not gonna say that. She was definitely wrong for lying and not being straight up with you all this time. What I am saying, though, is you should try to cut her some slack. Maybe find out why she doesn’t wanna have kids.”

“I know why. She said she likes it being just us. And that she doesn’t want us to get consumed with parenthood.”

“I mean, I get it. Kids change everything. Lovey and I are still getting adjusted to the reality and responsibility of parenthood. It’s a big deal.”

“I know it is. That doesn’t scare me in the slightest. I don’t run from stuff just because it’s difficult.”

“But that’s you, brother. Not everyone responds the same way, or wants the same thing. It doesn’t make them wrong.”

“Maybe not, but lying does. Every time I think about how she looked in my face and told me she wanted what I wanted, then begged me to put it on the shelf for ten damn years knowing nothing was going to change, it just pisses me off more. I’m just...I’m angry but I’m also hurt that she would play me like that.”

“I don’t think she was intending to play you, though, man. I get why you feel like that, and I’m not gonna act like I wouldn’t feel some kind of way if I were in your shoes, but it sounds like she was just scared of losing you and did something foolish because of it. At the end of the day, though, Natalia is still your wife. Y’all have been married ten years and you’ve been happy together. I’d just hate to see that end over this.”

“Is this where you tell me I need to just forget what I want, forgive her, and move on?”

“Definitely not. What you want matters just as much as what she wants. I’m saying that the situation is what it is, and you’re gonna have to find some way to deal with it. Deal with that anger you’re feeling because it’s not gonna just disappear on its own.”

E.J. nodded thoughtfully as he tapped his thumb on the arm of his desk chair. “Wish I knew how to do that.”

“And I wish I had the magic solution to make it all better but unfortunately, I don’t. Talk to your wife and work this out, man. However you need to.”

Everything in E.J. wanted to do exactly that but he didn’t know how. He hadn’t gotten to where he could think about the situation and not have his blood boil. He felt betrayed, and that wasn’t an easy thing to get past. 

They went on about their morning, with Roland leaving
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