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CHAPTER ONE


There’s something about new motherhood that makes everything so desperate. Your infant hasn’t napped in three hours? Call an ambulance. Daddy brought home the wrong diapers? Get a paternity test. You lost your baby’s favorite pacifier?! Hope you enjoy the dulcet tones of your shrieking infant, ad infinitum.

Ask me how I know.

I slam onto my knees, then hands, crawling on all fours across the tasteful jute rug in our bedroom. When I decorated with that effortless boho look in mind, I didn’t realize how often I’d be crawling across nature’s steel wool. One of my heavy, aching breasts pops out of my nursing tank and promptly begins to spritz. Bowie’s cries get louder. He’s pissed, and my right boob is taking it personally.

“Mommy’s coming!” I stuff my boob back in my shirt, but it’s like holding back a fire hydrant with an umbrella. Did you know a newborn infant’s cries are biologically engineered to increase the mother’s cortisol levels by 20,000,000 percent?

The pacifier, the only one Bowie tolerates, is nowhere to be found. It’s pale blue, has a tiny stuffed hippo attached to it for some fucking reason, and is the bane of my existence. I’ve bought at least five of them to keep in strategic places around the house, but Bowie has a keen taste for his old spit because no other hippo pacifier will do.

Silly mommy! he seems to bellow as his face turns nearly purple in his bassinet. Don’t you know I WILL END YOU?!

Shit-shit-shit-shit-shit. I should be able to handle this! I’m a disaster comms specialist, for God’s sake. I literally handle disasters for a living, and yet losing a pacifier feels worse right now than the time one of my clients got caught using the corporation’s charitable children’s fund for his own personal child support fund.

Bowie’s screams intensify. Did you hear me, woman?

Lefty joins in now, late to the nipple sprinkler party. I’ve left a trail of milk splotches across the floor of our bedroom like some kind of weird lactation crime scene. I’ve tried everything to get Bowie to stop crying this afternoon—diaper change, nap, walk outside, walk inside, a bath—all punctuated with offering one or the other boob every other second, but it’s no use. They’re like filet mignon the chef can’t get right, and Bowie keeps sending ’em back to the kitchen. He only wants Hippo Sucky, which disappeared between night feedings #3 and #4 when Bowie flung it across the room and apparently into another dimension.

The closet door is cracked open a foot, and I army crawl over to it like my life is on the line. Something blue and slimy shimmers within the dark opening of one of Killian’s old hiking boots, and I shriek with both disgust and joy, a common emotional combo in motherhood. I dump Killian’s boot upside down, gagging from the ripe, footy smell. Here’s hoping Bowie didn’t inherit Daddy’s stank-foot.

Bowie’s cries turn positively maudlin. He’s definitely gonna be a theater kid one day.

Hippo Sucky falls out of the boot in a damp clump. I gaze upon it with dawning horror—the rubber nipple is covered in sock fuzzies and Killian’s fungal spores.

I ought to burn it. I ought to sacrifice it to the landfill and apologize to Mother Earth for supporting such a crime against nature. But my child’s utter despair makes my shoulders cave.

I can’t throw Hippo Sucky out. I’m simply not that strong.

Ooh, the Listerine!

Killian bought a mega bottle for the bathroom, and hey, it kills 99.9 percent of germs, right? Here’s hoping that includes fungus, too. I’m about to charge for the door before Bowie does permanent damage to his psyche when I realize something else fell out of the boot, too.

A small, velvet something. A box something. Now it’s my turn to fling Hippo Sucky across the room as I grab for the box. My heart’s beating so hard, I nearly rip the hinges off.

There, nestled in a bed of creamy satin, is an engagement ring. A beautiful, pinkish diamond set in a rose gold band. It’s lovely and bespoke—exactly my style. I pluck it out, fingers shaking as I try it on.

It’s my size! Well, it was my size before my fingers swelled up like those pale mini hot dogs from a can. But when my fingers lose this baby weight, it will definitely be my size.

I stare down in disbelief.

Killian’s going to propose.

Oh-em-effing-gee, he’s finally going to propose!

Bowie’s still crying, and it yanks me back into the moment. I shove the ring back in the box, return it to the smelly boot, and run for the Listerine.

He’s going to propose. He’s going to propose. My flustered, sleep-starved brain is stuck on repeat.

After a brief blue dip, Hippo Sucky is offered and accepted, and Bowie finally, finally stops crying. I collapse onto the vintage velvet rocker with him in one arm and an emergency bowl of queso in the other. No chips? No problem. I’ve got a spoon, a frightening intolerance to lactose, and a shaky sense of self-preservation, at best. It’s going to be fine.

It’s just … why would Killian propose now?

I shovel a bite of melted cheese into my mouth for thinking purposes. Why wait until after we got pregnant by accident, after we moved in together, after we brought this lovable squish-boy into the world? We’re ten weeks into parenthood, and it’s not like shit’s up to par at the moment. I’m a walking dairy farm, I eat for three, and my pheromones won’t be silenced by mere deodorant anymore. My emotions range from intense, passionate joy-sobbing to full-on paranoia and anxiety-Googling. I’ve never been, shall we say, competent at adulting, but motherhood has taken me to a whole new level of chaos. Killian and I haven’t even had sex since Bowie was born. My lady parts are all healed up, no thanks to Bowie, aka Mr. 99th Percentile Head Circumference, but sex doesn’t even feel like an option on the table.

Bowie’s little jaw is working furiously around the pacifier, his brow furrowed over his screwed-shut eyes. I carefully caress the soft skin on his forehead, lightly rubbing where the muscles are still tense.

“That’s it, Littleman,” I coo as he drifts into sleep. The plump mounds of his cheeks are the pale pink of camellias, and the full, kissable pout of his lips parts a little, grudgingly releasing the pacifier.

God, Bowie’s beautiful. Can you be addicted to a face? I feel like I could look at him forever. Despite the harrowing afternoon, I’m awash with all those feelings that make me so grateful I once used this body for sex. Just look at those sumptuous cheeks! Of course Killian wants to propose. Bowie has made us a family. How could anyone want anything else in the history of ever?

As I stare at our sweetly sleeping baby in the late-afternoon sunshine whispering through the sheer curtains, all the happiness I should have felt the moment I saw that box starts flowing through my veins. Killian is a total catch, way out of my league as some drunker acquaintances have informed me. He’s tall-ish, with dark wavy hair, crystalline blue eyes, and a porcelain complexion that somehow never burns. He’s basically Prince Eric from The Little Mermaid, and I don’t want to investigate this too closely, but that really does it for me. By day, he’s a financial adviser, so basically primo responsible adult, and by night, the guitarist in a local indie rock band that’s actually good. I’m not saying that because of the oxytocin pumping through my veins, either. When we met at one of his shows a few years ago … wait.

Not a few years ago.

Three years ago. Tomorrow.

I jump in the chair enough that Bowie grumbles and slaps me in the boob. It’s our three-year anniversary! That’s why Killian’s proposing now. He wanted to wait until a big relationship milestone to do it, that’s all. He doesn’t care that we don’t have sex or that I look like the former me’s long-lost sister who fell down a well and was raised by toads. I sit back with a grin as Bowie finally accepts the filet mignon and sighs happily in his sleep.

Maybe I’m not such a disaster after all.

[image: ]
“Hannah! You guys home?” A deep, masculine voice wakes me from my slumber. A very sexual, sensual voice—the voice of my future husband, one Killian James Abbott, to be exact. Amazing how hot long overdue commitment makes a man.

“In here, darling!” I try to whisper, but it comes out like a croak.

Killian walks into the bedroom in his tightly cut suit and gently lowers his leather messenger bag, eyebrows raised in silent question. God bless a man who knows when a hard-won nap is underway. He’s only twenty-nine, two years younger than me, but he’s looking all man right now as he loosens his tie.

I carefully ease Bowie down into his bassinet. For a second, I’m scared I’ve woken him. His eyes drift open dreamily, and a milk-drunk smile curves across his face. When he sees me, he nuzzles against my palm, and his eyes flutter closed again.

The rush of adoration for Bowie flooding my veins makes me forget Killian even exists for a second. Then he bends over to unlace his shoes, and a stirring down below reminds me. I click on the sound machine.

I tiptoe across the room to Killian, heart thrumming happily, and run my hands across his broad back as he strips off his business attire for the day.

“Hey, you,” I try again, and reach up to nip his ear with my mouth.

He startles under my tongue and swats wildly. “What the—oh!” His shoulders relax when he sees my confused face. “Whew. I thought you were a bug.” He wipes at his ear.

I blink at him. “Woooow. Wow. That makes me feel—wow.”

“Oh, you. Come here.” Killian turns and smiles at me, like a magnanimous prince to a hapless scamp, and pulls me into a hug. “You’re such a mess, Hannah Tate,” he says, which is basically his equivalent of a pet name for me. A pet phrase? A pet sad statement of affairs? His fingers are warm as he brushes my unwashed hair behind my ear. “Got a big night planned, Mama. You free?”

My stomach flips, and I suddenly hope he can’t detect any of the queso I just ate. “Tonight? Yeah, absolutely! I can find a sitter.”

I most definitely cannot find a sitter with this little notice, but I just listened to this podcast on manifesting your dreams, so let’s Make. This. Happen.

“What did you have in mind for us?” I take his hand and run his fingers slowly over my lips. He used to love this shit. To be fair, I think all guys like to be reminded of the possibility of Blow Job. It’s their sexual utopia, their Narnia, a nice, wet oasis in the hot, dry desert of life. His fingers taste a bit like car keys, but I try not to make a face.

“Oh, Hannah.” The mild interest in his eyes I’d managed to drum up with my unsanitary finger-licking turns to pity. “I have a gig. I was asking whether you’re free to watch Bowie on your own tonight.”

Aka the one thing every woman wants to hear when she’s been stuck at home watching a baby all day. I abruptly drop his hand.

“You didn’t say anything about a gig tonight.”

He rubs the back of his perfectly coiffed hair and turns away from the shaggy mess that is mine. “It came up last-minute, but it’s a great opportunity for the band. We’re opening for Fellow Animals at the new Echo Lounge outdoor stage.”

“Echo Lounge reopened?” I frown. That place has been closed forever.

“Yeah, six months ago,” he says lightly, like it’s not weird that my knowledge of Atlanta music venues has evaporated since Bowie was conceived. “I already promised them I’d be there, so …”

He trails off, making it clear that this was not a request. More of an FYI, really. When I don’t immediately respond, his very essence crumples.

“But … I guess I could call and cancel? If you’re already busy.” He looks like I just asked him to euthanize a baby unicorn. “I guess.”

“No, no, don’t do that,” I say with a sigh. It’s not that I don’t love being with Bowie. It’s more that I don’t love being with Bowie in the same house, wearing the same pajamas, moving through the same sequence of feeding-cajoling-napping by myself all day and night. Doesn’t Killian understand that? I need to get out of this house.

Out of this day.

“Well, I could still try to get a sitter. I’d love to see you play! It’s been ages.” Though I feel less enthusiastic about it now, I run my hands across his chest. After all, it is my soon-to-be-wifely duty to love him, even when he mistakes me for an insect and treats me like an unpaid nanny. “You know, it’s been three years since I first saw you guys play at the Earl …”

He tenses beneath my hands. Did I give too much away? Does he know I know something’s up? We don’t usually celebrate anniversaries. In fact, we’ve never celebrated our anniversary, come to think of it. I guess it’s hard to mark the date in this day and age where relationships meander into existence one casual hookup at a time.

“Three years!” Killian shakes his head and whistles. “Man, what a ride.” He pulls off his button-down, and the petty Duchess Downstairs must have a short memory because she’s basically hiking up her skirts at the sight of his trim abs and the line of hair running down their middle. “But as much as I’d love to see my favorite groupie out there”—he tweaks my nose—“Bowie has been so fussy lately. Do you really think it’s a good idea to leave him with a stranger we don’t know? What if they let him cry all night?”

And just like that, I am ready to burn babyhelpers.com to the ground. I don’t think he means to do it, but Killian can pull my anxiety out like the winning card, every time. I sink onto the pillow-soft creamy comforter on our bed, which isn’t nearly as comforting as I’d like right now.

“You’re right.” I blow out a breath. “Damn.”

He smiles consolingly at me, but it’s quickly interrupted when he eyes the bed. “Is that comforter new?”

My cheeks heat on command, like they do every time he questions my decor spending. “Shh. I’m nesting.”

Killian’s eyebrow quirks up. “You’ve been nesting for a whole year.”

I gesture broadly to our now beautiful bedroom with its sophisticated palette of creams and pale terra-cotta, the adorable house beyond that I’ve freshly painted and styled, and the lush wildflower garden outside I planted last summer. This place is blog-worthy now, and my name’s not even on the deed. But what do I get for my efforts at making Killian’s house the prettiest on the block? Tsk-tsks and pointed remarks about my anemic 401(k). What’s even more frustrating is that I do it all on my own dime, but he refuses to acknowledge that.

“What can I say? I want the best nest for our chick.” I try to wave his words off like we’re joking. The truth is, making our house beautiful is a balm to my soul. Work has been so stressful since, well, forever, and no matter how unattractive I felt when my ankles started to swell and my cheeks inflated, at least I could surround us in beauty. It hurts a little that Killian can’t appreciate it.

“Well, it’s your life and your money,” he says in that dismissive way he always does when he disapproves.

But isn’t it our life? And soon, our money?

Killian sighs and heads to the closet—the closet!!!—to pull out his hot-guy band uniform. A deep V-neck in a faded navy blue, gold-colored dungarees (he insists they’re dungarees, not khakis), and a pair of worn leather boots that magically stay on though he never ties the laces. Not the boots of stink and commitment!!! of course, but my deflated heart picks up a little at the sight of him rummaging through his shoes all the same.

So he doesn’t get why aesthetics mean so much to me. So what if he’s the millennial equivalent of a coupon-cutter? The sexy, responsible father of my child is going to propose. Bowie’s going to have what I never did—married parents and a stable home. That’s worth Killian’s nit-picking.

I’m not ready to give up on the idea of a night out so easily, either. Killian clearly wasn’t planning on popping the question tonight but seeing the ring box woke something inside of me. Something that’s been asleep ever since pregnancy stopped being cute and started being a fucking nuisance. That ring is a shiny reminder that somehow, I haven’t completely ruined my chance to be an adult, in an adult relationship, with another adult who I happen to want to do very adult things to. The father of my baby, no less.

I hadn’t realized until I saw that box that there was still hope for the fairy-tale family life I’ve always wanted. There were so many times when I thought he’d propose. So many romantic dinners, weekend trips away, hand-holding, looking up at the stars and talking about our baby, when Bowie was just a tiny zygote inside of me.

But over time, the fairy tale faded as the stretch marks darkened. Dreamy-eyed wonder was replaced with frantic, fearful research about doulas and breastfeeding and epidurals. Whatever was happening with me and Killian took a back seat to the intensity of new parenthood, and somehow, I forgot about us.

But he didn’t. Tears mist in my eyes as I watch his fine ass slip into the dungarees, and I’m seized with conviction.

“You know what? Screw it. I’m coming tonight, and so is Bowie. Ten weeks old is a good age to see his first concert, right?” I pace around our bedroom while Killian stares at me like I’ve lost my mind. “Brody got him those baby headphones for the shower, remember? So we could take him to shows?” I laugh. “I thought that was so stupid at the time. I mean, we needed bottles, but o-kay, Brody! But now we can actually put them to use!” I bound over and grab Killian by his V-neck. The soft down of his chest hair peeking out of the top makes me want to rub my face in it.

“Oh, Hannah. I don’t know—”

“He should see his daddy up there rocking out.” I pull him down for a kiss, a good one, surprising us both. That’s right, baby. There’s a sexual goddess beneath this layer of milk and mommy-detritus. “I’m so proud of you. Bowie will be, too.”

In reality, Bowie will be snoozing against my chest, likely with an exposed boob in his mouth. But why ruin the moment with the truth?

Killian’s face melts as he thinks it over. “It would be pretty cool for Junior to see his old man onstage.”

I grin. I knew that’d get him.

“Okay. We go on right at nine.” He kisses the top of my head, excited now. “I’ve got to head out to get our gear loaded up and sound checked. Don’t be late!”

He stops by the bassinet where Bowie lies peacefully asleep. With the gentlest touch, he runs his lips over Bowie’s forehead with a breath of a kiss. “I love you, Littleman. See you tonight.”

Seeing him there, looking at our son like he’s the most precious thing in the world, makes my heart more certain than ever. We are a family, and we love each other. It’s not just wishful thinking; it’s real. We’re going to be together forever.

Me, Bowie, Killian, and that ass.





CHAPTER TWO
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Hannah

I can still be hot. Right?

Kira

What? Of course!!

Mattie

Is this question real?

You’re asking two lesbians if you’re hot?

Hannah

Absolutely, yes. Could you please speak on 
behalf of the entire Atlanta gay community? 
I want to know where I stand.

Mattie

I told you, Kira! Your little bisexual college 
roomie’s trying to swing with us!

Kira

Well, come on! The playground [image: ] is [image: ] open! We’ll raise 
our babies together, and every day will be brunch day.

Hannah

That … sounds really fucking nice. BRB, 
gonna throw away this engagement ring I 
found and read some books on poly coupling 
with your two best friends.

Mattie

I KNEW it!!! Wait. What? A ring?

Hannah

I found an engagement ring hidden in Killian’s 
boot. I think he’s going to propose, and I 
don’t want to look like Bowie’s drool hag when 
it happens.

Kira

You WHAT? Whoa!!! That’s … wow!

Mattie

I believe what Kira’s trying to say is,

Fuck that guy. He sucks. But congrats?

Kira

[image: ] you get me, babe.

Hannah

Excuse me, I came here to get catcalled. 
Not dog-lectured.

Mattie

Sorry. You are awesome and beautiful and one THOUSAND 
percent better than IRA McPomade deserves.

Hannah

?? You use pomade, Matts!!! I’ve seen it!!

Mattie

Lies. This Timothée Chalamet with breasts thing I’ve got going 
on is completely natural. And foppish hair aside, Killian is just …

Wait. He’s just foppish hair.

That’s all he’s got.

Hannah

Guys. I love him. Could you not?

Kira

…

…

…

Hannah

OMG just spit it out.

Kira

We love you, and we will respectfully stop berating 
your choice in baby daddies the moment you 
all make it official. But until then … [image: ]

Mattie

[image: ] Don’t dooooOOoooOOoo it! [image: ]

But yeah, you’re hot. Smelly, but hot.

Hannah

Sigh.

Kira

Shower if possible and keep us updated. Ooh, and check 
out these precious pics of June-bug. LOVE YOU!

I scroll through the newest dozen shots of Kira and Mattie’s daughter June, who, with her luminous brown skin and hazel eyes, could totally be a baby model, and try not to deflate. Kira is my closest friend. Ever since I walked into my freshman dorm room and found the short Black girl with a pink laptop covered in unicorn stickers singlehandedly rewriting Pretty Little Liars one fanfic at a time so that all the Black characters lived, thank you very much, we’ve shared our lives and love for salacious TV. Her partner, Mattie, came along later, but quickly earned a spot in my heart all her own. I’ve tried so hard to forge a couples’ friendship with us and them, but it always devolves into Killian mansplaining finance to Kira or Mattie cross-examining Killian on his views on women and how they’re all wrong. They make each other miserable, which makes me miserable.

Staring at my reflection only makes me feel worse. It’s way too late in Bowie’s nap for me to get a shower in, so I spray my unwashed hair with dry shampoo until it turns a full shade lighter. The old balayage highlights I used to keep in my dark blond hair have long grown out, and I’m not fooling anybody that this is ombre on purpose hair. How far I’ve fallen. I used to melt down my waves with an industrial-grade straightener then artfully curl it back, a process which took three hours from shower to finish. I snort, just thinking about having that kind of time again.

Clothes are gonna be more difficult. I haven’t worn anything with a waistband since my first trimester. I’ve dropped most of the baby weight thanks to Bowie’s maniacal breastfeeding, which is like having your boobs run a marathon for you every damn day, but that doesn’t mean my body’s not one hundo percent different. My bones rearranged themselves for Bowie. My rib cage expanded, hips widened, joints loosened, feet flattened—pregnancy was like going Mommy Hulk in slow motion. My body will never go back to the way it was, but I don’t feel bad about that. There’s a home inside of me, one I built for Bowie all by myself. He’s moved out for good, and my abs will one day work again, but this home I created for him will always be there. I hope he feels that every time I hold him close. I know I do.

Ultimately, I yank on my favorite pair of black leggings and grab this giant black shirtdress thing I bought when I still did things like shop for clothes. In theory, it’s supposed to drape over you like a hip black shift, if you’re skinny. Somehow, the dress knows I’m not, and the effect is not unlike an eight ball.

Still, I can pull out a boob in two seconds flat, so boom. Decision made.

A gurgling noise rises from the ultraexpensive bassinet Bowie barely sleeps in. Then, an angry meh! Bowie always wakes up furious, which honestly, most of my generation can relate to.

“Hey, B-B-B-owie! You’re awake! Oooh, and you’re stinky, too!” I mentally try not to end every single thing I say to Bowie with an exclamation point, but I’m just not there yet. His mouth is pulled down into a comical frown, and he bangs his fists against the mattress as he glares at me, like And where the fuck were YOU?

After I change his diaper, we have a few fun minutes of me picking out the hippest baby outfit we have for Bowie’s first concert. He’s got a lot to live up to with that name, which Killian was dead set on. I can’t have him showing up in a onesie with an appliqué dump truck on it; Killian would faint from the sheer lack of cool. I finally settle on a miniature red Adidas tracksuit and a onesie bearing a giant pretzel on it that reads BORN SALTY.

God, dressing babies is fun.

“You look great, Bowie! Now, no more poopsies, okay?” I fluff his one lock of hair. It’s dark blond and curly, just like mine. It makes me never want to dye mine again.

I strap Bowie into the infant carrier to finish my makeup. We get a bit of a game going. I try to brush powder across my face, he swats it away. By the end, my eyeshadow’s streaked across my brows and Bowie’s forehead is speckled with blush, so I have to stop and clean up all the red spots so people don’t think I’m a very surprised anti-vaxxer. I still manage to do a mean cat eye, though! Bowie smiles at me in the mirror, a big, wet, open-mouthed event, and my heart nearly bursts from my chest. I grab at my phone and try to capture the moment with a selfie, which are the only pictures that ever get taken of me anymore. Alas, not fast enough. Bowie’s gummy smile turned into a drooly yawn for posterity, but surprisingly, I look pretty good. Hot, even.

I’m weighing whether to post the pic on Instagram since it clearly can’t slide in under the culturally accepted guise of cute baby pic plus see how hot Mommy looks, total coincidence, tee-hee! when my phone buzzes in my hand. Fucking Bob flashes on the screen.

I straight-up hiss. I have two weeks of maternity leave left, but that doesn’t matter to my boss, Mr. Fucking Bob himself. I let it go to voice mail, like I’ve been doing for the last two and a half months. Hannah, answer your phone. This is about that raise you wanted, but you keep ignoring my calls. Guess you don’t want it …

The phone promptly starts ringing again. The chance that my sexist boss is actually telling the truth is slim to none. I know this, but I have been passed over for a raise for three years running, and I submitted nothing short of a manifesto to HR on how wrong that is before going out on leave.

“Urghhh!” I snatch up the phone. “Hey, Bob, I’m kind of in the middle of something. It’s called maternity leave?” I squeeze the phone between my ear and my shoulder as I try, and fail, to put on mascara. “What’s this about my raise?”

Loud static rumbles through the receiver, and I have to yank the phone away from my ear.

“Hannah! Thank GOD you answered, you’ve been MIA for months! Don’t think I haven’t noticed.” He pauses, presumably so I can feel ashamed for propagating the human species. “We’ve got a real emergency here. Can you draft up a piece for the ten o’clock news?”

“What? No!”

“Great! Here’s the situation,” Bob continues, completely unaware I have human agency. “Dorsey Chemical had another teensy spill—”

“Oh, God.” I cover my eyes with my hand, smudging the new mascara there even more. “Bob, no. NO. I can’t work right now! I’m on maternity leave!”

“—only a few dozen injuries or so, really nothing to fuss over, but you know the media!” Bob chuckles like the ten o’clock news team is a bunch of puppies and not a pit of cutthroat vipers. You do not fuck with Action Tonight at Ten.

“Bob, you’ve got to find someone else. I can’t draft a statement right now. I’m wearing an infant!” Of course, that’s not a real excuse, but I’m counting on Bob not to know that. It’s already 8:32, and Killian’s band is going on soon. “Seriously, Bob. I’m on leave. I only answered because you said this was about my long and painfully overdue raise. What you’re asking me to do is illegal. Did you ask Starla if you could call me?”

Starla is our small PR firm’s general counsel. She’s paid to sit by Bob and tell him no for eight hours a day. She’s unfortunately not on call after five p.m., which is coincidentally when Bob tries his most illegal bullshit.

The line’s quiet for just a beat. “Starla’s on vacation this week.”

Ah. That explains it.

“Besides, disasters happen whether you’re making boob juice or not.”

Okay, wow.

“And this is about your raise. Dorsey Chemical is your client, Hannah, and if they’re not around when you finally come back because they fired our firm, you’re not going to get a raise because you won’t have a job! So. When can I expect the statement?”

I breathe deeply through my nose, but it doesn’t stop the fury burning through my veins. I cannot believe this is my life. I’d had it all planned out when I was young and perky-breasted. I’d major in interior design, minor in marketing, and after graduation, I’d start my own renovation and interior design business. I’d find a hot contractor to work with, we’d have long, luscious sex on the floors of our remodeling jobs, and basically be the young, hip, liberal versions of Joanna and Chip Gaines from HGTV.

In all of my many fantasies for the future, there were exactly zero toxic chemical spills. Yet here I am, and the only thing I get to design is some twisted version of reality where my client is not at fault for spilling cancer-suds everywhere and is in fact a proud supporter of its local community and committed to ending environmental pollution for all. This is not what I thought I’d be using my marketing degree for, and every day it gets harder to do. Being in disaster comms means whitewashing the corporate world’s dangerous bullshit again and again and again, until your soul bleeds out of your ears and you keel over.

Killian says I’m just being dramatic, though.

He insists it’s a good job with growth potential, and if I took it more seriously, I could pivot into an even better role covering up even bigger disasters! Anything for a 401(k) with employer matching, amirite?

Bowie makes a loud, disapproving fart noise, and I couldn’t agree more. But I need this job. As my personal financial adviser, Killian has made that clear—he does not make enough money to support us all until I can find a job where my boss doesn’t treat me like a toilet seat. For years I’ve taken Bob’s bullshit, but what else can I do? HGTV hasn’t called, and my fledgling interior design business is just a bunch of ideas jotted out in an abandoned goal journal I’ve had since college. I finally hid it under the bed because it physically pained me to see it.

“Hannah.” Bob utters my name like an angry sitcom dad, and something snaps inside of me. Maybe it’s the fact I never had a real dad, angry or otherwise, or maybe it’s Bowie’s sweet little face, watching me in the mirror, his worried eyes tracking mine.

I can’t let him see me like this.

“I’m not doing it, Bob,” I say with a firm, steady voice. “I’ll see you in two weeks when my leave is up.”

“You wh-what?!” Bob sputters, and I flinch back instinctively from the sound of spittle hitting the phone’s mouthpiece. “Oh no you won’t, missy! You won’t be seeing me or anyone else here because you’re … you’re fired!”

The line goes dead, and the arm holding the cell phone dangles to my side.

Well. Fuck.
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Anxiety streaks through me, cramps gripping my middle. Now regretting the afternoon’s queso most fervently, and yet, wishing for more.

Fuck, fuck, fuck, FUCK.

I force myself to take long, steady breaths in and out and repeat my mantra:

This is not a disaster. This is not a mess. I am not a disaster. I am not a mess.

I’ll call Starla in the morning and tell her what happened, but no, she’s on vacation! I’ll email her. She’ll see it Monday, and she’ll fix everything. Bob can’t fire me on maternity leave for taking maternity leave. It’s illegal! I’ll be tentatively, theoretically fired for—I mentally count—four days, then she’ll make him take it back, and everything will go back to normal.

I collapse onto the bed, trying not to cry.

The thing is, I don’t want it to go back to normal. Not when normal means I’m stuck in a miserable job doing the devil’s work. Fuck! Tears burn in my eyes, but I quickly blink them back and reach for my phone. I start to text Killian, but immediately delete it. It’s already 8:45, shit. He’s about to go on. I can’t distract him with my work drama right before his big show. Ugh, we’re going to be so late. I’ve got to pull myself together.
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Hannah

Fucking Bob fired me for refusing to work 
during maternity leave, and I’m freaking out!!! 

Kira

Are you serious?!!

Mattie

On your maternity leave?? I …

… will murder him.

Kira

That is so illegal! And I’m not even 
talking about the murder.

Hannah

I know the general counsel will make him 
rehire me, but I don’t know if I want the job 
back?! Existential crisis!! Occurring! Now!

Mattie

What is your method of choice? Flaying?

Kira

Of course you don’t want that job back. It was straight-up 
abusive, Hannah. And I’m not saying this because I’m 
an attorney, but you should totally sue his ass!

Mattie

A nice, clean defenestration?

Hannah

Killian’s not going to understand. He already thinks 
I’m an irresponsible train wreck, and now this?! FUCK.  
I also ate way too much queso, [image: ] and I do not 
have time for this!! We’re going to be so late!

Mattie

Hmm. Not so clean for the sidewalk, tho.

Kira

OK, if Killian is ANYTHING other than supportive, 
I’m adding him to Mattie’s body count. Deep 
breaths!! Go to the show tonight, have fun. Let’s 
have brunch this weekend and figure this out.

Hannah

Whew. OK. I love you.

Kira

Love you, too.

I blow out a gust of air, feeling, if not better exactly, less panicky. I tickle Bowie beneath one of his many chins and even manage a smile. He’s so cute curled up against me, like a little snail who forgot its shell, and thankfully oblivious to my internal mayhem. “Ready to see Daddy rock the eff out?”

Bowie gurgles and blehs!, which I’m taking as a hell-effing-yeah, Mom! Career + queso crisis or no, I’m determined to get out of this damn house and be a loving, supportive girlfriend to Killian tonight. Being cooped up during maternity leave has been the worst part about parenthood so far. Nobody warned me how isolating it is. I heard every other horror story, from blistered nipples to your bladder collapsing on top of your vagina. But the loneliness …

I wasn’t prepared for that at all. You’d think the fact that I’m never, ever alone would make loneliness impossible, but it doesn’t. In the middle of the night when I’m up nursing Bowie for the fourth time, I stare at the dark mass of Killian’s sleeping body and try not to cry. Maybe it’s unfair, but I wish he could be there with me, going through all of Bowie’s demands on my body beside me in real time. It’d make it so much less scary when things aren’t going well, and so much happier when they are. Bowie’s changing every day, but there’s nobody to witness these tiny miracles with me. It makes them feel less real, somehow. Like Bowie and I are both missing out on something we need.

So, yeah, I’m going to drag my almost three-month-old infant to a show. I need to feel like Killian and I are living in the same world for one night.

When we finally arrive, no thanks to a cruel 9:15 p.m. traffic jam on I-75 and an epic diaper blowout in the parking lot, the hell-effing-yeah! energy has completely disappeared. With Bowie in the infant carrier on my front and his massive diaper bag on my back, I waddle up to buy a ticket like an ornery pack mule. It takes rummaging through one, two, eight fucking pockets in the diaper bag to find my wallet while the grumbling line lengthens behind me. Between the July heat and the mortification of being me right now, I am drenched in sweat. Just beyond the ticket desk is the outdoor bar, where taps of beer shimmer before me like a dream. People happily cheers! with their cool yellow hefeweizens, laughing and carefree, like a commercial for a life I no longer have.

There! I finally yank my wallet out like it’s one of Willy Wonka’s Golden Tickets, and the ticket clerk rolls her eyes. I enter the beer line and try to ignore the stares and tittering whispers of younger, childless women who think they know what good parenting is, and that I’m not it.

Killian’s voice bounces out of the speakers, and it lures me forward. Thank God they’re still playing. Maybe he won’t notice we’re late. It’s not hard to get close to the stage. They’re the opener, and people are still milling around, waiting for friends, texting furiously, and scoping each other out. Still, a good-sized crowd is paying attention and bobbing their heads along. Killian must be feeling amazing right now, and a little piece of the resentment that lodged in my heart when he told me about the gig crumbles. It really is great exposure for them. Fellow Animals is getting big right now, and according to the ticket clerk, I was lucky there were still tickets available.

I position us up front so Killian can see Bowie with his adorably large headphones on, and Bowie can see his daddy. Killian looks so good up there. His dark, wavy hair is mussed and edged with sweat, making it curl softly around his neck and face. The tendons stretch beneath his skin as he sings and strikes the strings of his guitar so passionately that I can’t help marveling at him.

This man. This beautiful, talented man is mine.

No, I correct myself, as I lift Bowie’s little hand and pump it in the air to the music. He’s ours, and that’s even better.

When the song finishes, I wave at Killian like a giddy teenager. Our eyes lock, and the happy, relieved look he always gets when the crowd starts to applaud fades into something else.

Is he … annoyed? Or is that disappointment? My stomach clenches again.

But then his eyes land on Bowie, and he lights up like a candle, hotter than ever.

“Hello, Atlanta! We’re Jeremiah Was a Nematode, and this is our last song!” The crowd claps and whistles as I try not to visibly wince. Killian’s lucky he’s fine because that band name is the worst.

“This one goes out to my son, Bowie, love of my life.” He points at the baby strapped to my chest with fatherly adoration, and the crowd begins to awwww! That is, until they see me, the mommy, a beer in one hand and a boob in the other, trying to get Bowie to latch.

Whew, the judgment! Mommies are always one degree away from becoming total pariahs—one beer, one raised voice, one accidental laugh-pee, and boom. Ya judged!

“Alcohol doesn’t pass into breast milk,” I call out lamely at the horde of hipsters staring. “It’s been, uh, proven and stuff.”

Killian actually looks pained, but Brody pounds out the opening drum fill of their big rock number, and he turns away to noodle on his guitar opposite the bassist. I always thought that move was so silly, like Look at me, I know the chords! Doodly doodly doo!

By the time the song ends, the moon is fully up and shining down on a beautiful, clear Atlanta night. The air’s thick and humid like always, but I don’t mind. Stepping outside from Atlanta’s perpetually over-air-conditioned buildings feels like stepping into a greenhouse, where I can finally unfurl and breathe. The beer is cold in my hand, and its bitter bubbles slide down my throat as I trace the skyline’s zigzags in the distance. If I ignore the heavy, suspiciously damp weight sleeping on my tit, I can almost pretend I’m having a different life. Young and beautiful—not worried about losing a dead-end job working for the forces of evil—just waiting for my exceedingly hot rock star boyfriend who’s so responsible, he’ll be able to retire by forty-five to come out from backstage and greet me with a kiss. The moment lasts, and lasts, and then my beer’s gone and it’s still lasting.

Where is he? My phone buzzes in my pocket.

Kira

How’s the show?

Mattie

Has Hipster-Doodah proposed yet?

I take in a deep breath and type out a quick response:
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I bump through a squad of women in ripped black jeans and crop tops. Thanks for bringing those back, Forever 21. They’re all casually standing around and chatting by the backstage area, stirring their cocktails in plastic cups with tiny straws, or slugging back PBRs in tall, silver cans, but I see them for who they are.

Groupies. Fan girls. Women who, given half the chance, would mount Killian and do some kind of crystal blessing over his forehead before fucking him all night long against their thousand-dollar wicker headboards from Anthropologie.

My eyes narrow.

“Excuse me! Baby mama coming through!” I elbow a little more than I need to, but look, this aggression’s gotta go somewhere.

“Killian!” I finally spot him and wave at him again. He’s talking to a cluster of college kids, smiling shyly and accepting their praise with an air of bashful humility. One particularly leggy woman is right beside him, long, straight brown hair spilling down her creamy white shoulders and back like a waterfall. She’s holding court like she belongs there.

It makes me want to puke.

“Hey, babe!” I rush up and lean around to place a kiss on Killian’s cheek, nearly toppling over since bitch-on-the-right won’t take a hint and make room. “You guys were so good! Wasn’t Daddy so good?” I coo at Bowie, who’s looking around like he smells something bad.

“Oh, this must be Bowie!” the woman next to Killian says, reaching a long, thin finger toward Bowie’s chin. A flash of white-hot hell no! rips through me, and I slap her hand away. She sucks in a tiny gasp, clearly affronted that I don’t let strangers caress my baby. So weird, right?

“Sor-ry! He’s got a rash.” I make my eyes wide. “It’s contagious.”

The woman laughs a little uncomfortably, then side-eyes Killian. Do they know each other? She can’t be older than twenty-five.

“Gotta go, K. Show’s about to start. Nice to, um, meet you?” Mystery acquaintance averts her big brown eyes under her lashes, avoiding eye contact with me, then saunters backstage in entirely unpractical platform clogs.

Killian sighs heavily as she leaves.

“Who was that, K?” I ask him, more than a little ruffled. He definitely knows her, I can tell. But Killian skips straight over the question, and in fact, me altogether, to kiss Bowie’s forehead.

“Did you like your first show, Littleman?” He lifts Bowie out of the carrier without so much as looking at me and tucks him in the crook of his sweaty arm. “Hey, guys! Come meet my son!”

Killian starts for backstage, but I grab his shirt. “Killian, wait. Nobody’s smoking back there, right?” He gives me a look, and there it is again—that combination of weariness and disappointment I’d seen onstage. It feels like a shrink ray, as if I’m suddenly three inches high, and my hand falls limply off his arm. “It’s bad for the baby,” I murmur.

“You almost missed the entire set. I kept looking for you.” His voice comes out strained.

“I—” I begin, not sure exactly what I’m going to say. Now is not the right time to come clean about getting fired, but he cuts me off before I can think of anything else.

“I couldn’t stop worrying about you two. What if there was an accident? What if you got mugged? What if Bowie was hurt?” He presses his free hand to his temple and squeezes his eyes shut. “It was so distracting, I kept fucking up my parts. This was a big opportunity for me, Hannah, and I spent it freaking out. Why couldn’t you be on time for once?”

His words are acid, like it was just Irresponsible Hannah, dawdling around and ruining everything once again, and I step back involuntarily. All my justifications lurch up inside me, and in an instant, I’m back in my grade-school principal’s office, trying to but! but! but! my way out of detention for chronic tardiness. It wasn’t my fault then that I couldn’t rouse Mama from bed to take me to school on time, and it’s not my fault now that Bob is an asshole and Atlanta traffic is the seventh circle of hell and babies sometimes have exploding shits.

But none of that really matters, does it? Because somehow, I’m always the one who’s in trouble.

“I’m—I’m sorry you worried. I tried my best to get here.” My eyes sting with tears, and suddenly I feel so stupid. Stupid for trying to have my old life back for one night. Stupid for dressing up only to be smothered by baby gear. Stupid for thinking Killian would want us here at all.

Killian sniffs, clearly mollified that his words hit as intended. “Nobody’s smoking back there. I’ll just be a minute.”

I watch his broad-shouldered back go, holding our baby, without me. For a second, I wonder if that’s how he prefers things.

No. I wipe the tears tracking down my cheeks roughly with the back of my hand. He’s going to propose! He loves you. It’ll be okay.

It’ll be okay.






CHAPTER THREE


No matter how much sleep I get, the morning always comes too soon. It’s such a dick that way. The light filtering in through my gauzy handmade curtains is sunny and cheerful, though, and my tiny hope that Killian will still propose soon makes a small, bleating cry from its deathbed. Tonight is our actual anniversary, but I’m not holding my breath. We didn’t talk much last night—just exchanging brief blips of Bowie logistics while we got ready for bed—but he didn’t snipe at me anymore, either, so … win? I’m going to count that as a win.

I’m the only one awake, which never happens, and I grab my cell phone for some quality mindless scrolling before someone changes that. I’m startled to see I’ve already gotten four texts that morning, all from Mama.

Mama

Hey hunny! It’s your mama! Darryl and I listed the 
downstairs cabin apartment on Airbnb a month ago, 
but we don’t have any bookings yet. Can you log in 
for me and see what I did wrong? Love, Mama

3:19 AM

Ahh, that explains it. Mama’s a night owl. If she was ever legitimately awake at seven a.m., I’d suspect a hostage situation, or maybe a cult.

Can you check quick, hunny? Maybe I put it on the wrong 
internet. We need to go to the store, and we won’t get 
our social security checks for another week. Cash money 
money, y’know what I’m saying? LOL! Love, Mama

3:21 AM

The sigh starts in my toes, building momentum as it groans through me. Is there anything more annoying than having to decipher technology for your elders? I’m barely hanging on myself.

Mama

Come visit!! You can stay in the Airbnb! We got 
it set up so nice. My login’s HotMama69, and my 
password is BowieIsMyGrandBaby! Love, Mama

P.S. Bring Bowie but leave that boy at home. Got 
an awful fine neighbor up here. He’s a little weird, 
but it adds to his charm. Love, Mama

3:24 AM

I roll my eyes, but the text still makes me snort. Mama loves Bowie like she made him herself and is so-so about me, but she hates Killian and only ever calls him “that boy.” I’m not even surprised she’s trying to set me up with her neighbor, but if she thinks he’s weird? Ill tidings for that dude.

The last of Mama’s texts is just a picture, which appears to be of a naked man visible through blurry branches. Oh my God, is she spying on the neighbor from the woods?! Squinting, I hurriedly tap on the picture and zoom in. The man’s not naked, just shirtless, and he seems to be doing … yoga, maybe? Not sure, but it’s something that involves stretching like a golden god at sunrise on a dock.

Damn, Mama. Thank you for spying on your fine ass neighbor. I hold my phone sideways to get a better view of his arched back.

“What’s so interesting?” Killian asks, and I drop the phone on my face in surprise. He’s lying on his stomach, his face half buried in the buttery soft linen sheets I got on clearance. He’s looking at me cautiously, as if showing me any amount of neutrality might alleviate my shame too soon.

“Just a text from Mama,” I rush out, wondering if he saw the picture. “You know how they bought that cabin up in Blue Ridge? They decided to Airbnb out the bottom half for extra cash.”

Killian rolls over, bringing the pillow with him. “Seriously? How are they going to manage that? Aren’t they total train wrecks?”

I bristle. It’s cliché, but only I get to talk that way about my parents. “They’re doing just fine. They bought the cabin all by themselves, and it’s in a great area for rentals. They need my marketing help with the listing, that’s all.”

I don’t know why I’m defending them, but there’s something about the way Killian criticizes my parents that feels like one more strike against me. And that, like blaming me for being late last night, isn’t fair.

“Hey. I’m sorry,” he says, his voice soft. “I’m sure it’s nice.”

That surprises me enough to snort again. “I mean, Darryl thinks camouflage is a neutral, so it’s probably not that nice.”

Maybe he’s decided to forgive me, or stop being angry at least, because he rolls onto his side and faces me. When he runs his hand down my bare arm, it feels like a truce.

Then, somehow, it feels like more.

“About last night, too. I was hype about Bowie being there, like he was going to be my good luck charm. Then when he wasn’t, it got in my head, and I couldn’t stop worrying about it.”

I swallow, the pieces falling together now. Maybe it’s something to do with being an investor, but Killian is deeply superstitious. He’d never admit it, though. He calls it following his hunch, but he’s got a pack of tarot he secretly consults and a pair of lucky underwear with more holes than fabric at this point. It’s why it was never a question for him whether we’d keep Bowie and give our relationship a real go. When he gets a sign from the Universe, he doesn’t question it. It’s cute most of the time, until you break a mirror by accident on the morning of his dentist appointment, and he blames you for needing a root canal. By being late, I’d violated Killian’s laws of luck and doomed him, all in one go.

“I get it.” I really don’t, but I get that this is how he operates, and at least he apologized. “You sounded great, though. Everybody was loving it.”

Giving Killian compliments about his band is basically his love language. His fingers trail across my skin, which contracts from the sensation of being touched. The thin fabric of my nursing tank is no match for my ever-erect nursing nipples, but they’re so hard from this simple graze, it goes from laughable to obscene. I’m almost nervous to meet his gaze. What if it breaks the spell?

“Brody texted me later—we sold a ton of merch, and our album had about two hundred downloads by midnight.”

“Babe, that’s great!” I’m only partly talking about the show at this point.

With one finger, he dips under the soft waistband of my sleep shorts, running it along the warm space between the fabric and my lower belly. A fire burns within me, and I finally look at him, willing this not to be an accidental drive-by groping.

He’s still lying on his side, but there’s a soft flush on his cheeks, and I catch him staring longingly at the press of my full breasts against the struggling rim of my tank top. His eyes drift up to mine, and I suck in a breath.

He’s got bedroom eyes, people! This is NOT A DRILL! PREPARE FOR COPULATION! 

Killian’s hands haven’t stopped their campaign tour of caresses, and I keen against his touch. It feels so good. It’s been so long. It. Feels. So. Good.

“Is—everything okay down there?” he says, and I nearly shush him. If Bowie wakes up right now and ruins this, I’m putting him up for adoption. I’m signing him up for the circus. I’m enlisting him in an army for evil babies. At the very least, I’ll be locking myself in the bathroom with my vibrator until I’m able to speak again. I pull Killian’s hand down and press it against the aching spot between my legs, which sends heat to his summer-blue eyes and makes me shiver.

“It’s very okay. It’s so okay,” I whisper between gasps because now his mouth has gotten in on it, too, softly biting against my neck. “Oh my GOD, it’s so okay!”

This is why I can’t dirty talk.

“You’re such a mess, Hannah Tate,” he says, smiling against the tender divot at my throat and settling against me with a soft groan. When the hard length of him presses into me, it’s all I can do not to shove him inside. My hips rise to meet his, and with one hand, he rips off my shorts and the panties beneath. He grabs a condom and rolls it on. No more Bowies for us.

At least, not yet. I smile, my lips parting suddenly when he enters me. With those deft guitarist fingers, he works one hand between us as he pumps, and I come in seconds. Seconds! God, I needed this so much. He grins down at me, his eyes hungry, but keeps going. I rise and fall and crash against him.

His chest is warm against my palms, and I can feel the muscles tightening beneath his skin as his climax builds. He gets so hard the instant before he comes, it pushes a gasp out from my lips. I squeeze around him until he cries out, too, and my heart surges.

After, Killian pulls me close to him, my back to his stomach, and folds an arm around me. It’s the best I’ve felt in months, and it’s not just the new sheets. I can’t remember the last time he’s touched me like this. Not the sex, I know the last time we did that down to the date and hour, but held me like this.

The thought brings tears to my eyes, the relief of it overwhelming me. I may be a mess, but he still loves me. We’re okay.

Is this what’s been missing from our relationship? We just needed to bone to feel like ourselves again? I snuggle into him even more and feel a swell of satisfaction as his dick responds against my ass.

“You want more,” he breathes into my ear, cupping my breast and lightly, lightly tweaking my nipple. It’s not a question, but I answer anyway.

“I want it all.”
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Well, we did it approximately one-third times more, because Bowie decided to wake up and demand breakfast just as things were getting moany.

“That’s okay, baby,” I whisper into his soft cheek as I rock back and forth on my heels, settling him down. “Mommy won’t give you to the circus this time.”

“Circus?” Killian’s brow furrows as he comes out of the shower, his skin supple and fresh from the hot water. “If we’re giving Bowie to anybody, it’s the Olympic Gymnastics team. Gold medal or bust.”

“Ooh, then you can retire to Cirque du Soleil, honey!” I kiss Bowie’s little nose. “The fancy circus!”

Killian pulls a white undershirt over his head, and I sigh theatrically with disappointment. Objectifying him always makes him smile, but he seems too lost in thought to even notice.

“Listen, this morning got me thinking,” he says as he pulls on a pair of slim charcoal pants. “How about dinner tonight, just me and you?”

My eyes widen, and I nearly drop Bowie. “Really?”

Killian strides over to me, buttoning up a crisp blue shirt the color of his eyes as he leans in and gives me a soft kiss on my forehead. Prince Eric, corporate edition. Dreamy sigh.

“Really.” He runs his hands down my arms and holds me back, taking in the sight of me with Bowie nestled against my chest. His eyes are so tender and wistful, a thick knot forms in my throat. Feeling his eyes on me with no hint of criticism or judgment
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“What a gem of a book! | was grinning the whole way through.”
—Rachel Lynn Solomon, New York Times bestselling author of The Ex Talk
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