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            Cortez “Belly” Khalil

          

        

      

    

    
      “Damn, did you leave a cake in the oven?” Victor inquired, making me laugh.

      “Nah. I just wanna get home to my girl and my kids. My son is new and shit. I ain’t trying to have him walking while I’m busy up here.”

      “He’s got a while before all of that, but I understand.” Victor patted my back. “You went hard today, so go home and enjoy your family.”

      “Oh, I will, especially Blaise.”

      Smiling, Victor added, “And ignore the shit with Strauss.”

      “I’m good; I ain’t tripping,” I half lied.

      I ain’t really give a fuck, but a small part of me hated that some people were calling me a fucking killer. I knew they were just his die-hard fans, but the shit was annoying. Yes, I planned to kill his ass anyway, but that murder would’ve been a secret. This public shit was aggravating.

      “Okay, good.”

      Victor and I dapped one another up.

      As I turned to leave, two men entered the building, one in a suit, the other in a police uniform.

      “Can I help you gentlemen?” Victor stepped in front of me. He was always acting like a damn father. I guess because he’d been training me since I was a kid, he felt like he was.

      “Cortez Khalil.” The one in the suit ignored Victor and stared right at me.

      “What y’all need me for?” I asked.

      “Cuff him,” the suit told his officer buddy.

      “Cuff him? For what?” Victor shouted.

      “What the fuck is going on?” I barked as my bag dropped, and the officer in uniform pulled my hands behind my back. If I weren’t a public figure, I would beat his ass.

      “Cortez Khalil, you’re under arrest for the sexual assault of Tiana Strauss.”

      Huh?

      “I barely even know that bitch!” I barked as they walked me outside. A bunch of niggas from the hood were doing their usual block hugging, while staring us down with their eyes wide as fuck.

      “Aye Belly, what’s going on?… Belly!… Fuck happened?” They rambled off randomly, but I ignored them, mad as a muthafucka and confused.

      Last time I saw Tiana’s ass was at the club that night I sent her on her fucking way. I’d done a lot of criminal shit, but raping a bitch wasn’t one of them muthafuckas. The only explanation was that her ass had lied on me, but I ain’t know why. Even though she pressed me to fuck, Tiana ain’t have no reputation for being a thirsty ass female that would take shit this far over some dick. But then again, neither did Megyn’s ass, yet she’d lied on a nigga too.

      After them bitch niggas stuffed me into the back seat of the little ass police vehicle, I shut my eyes to calm myself down. I had too much to lose and couldn’t act a fucking fool on their asses like I used to do when arrested.

      The one in the suit hopped into the driver’s side then looked over his shoulder at me to laugh.

      “Looking cramped back there, champ. You would think you’d stop committing crimes, knowing how tight the back seat of a patrol car is for someone your size.” He continued to chuckle as his uniformed partner got in on the passenger side.

      “LAPD just needs to hire some real niggas who grow all the way, then get some bigger cars. Y’all muthafuckas be five feet four, 120 pounds, thinking y’all scaring somebody.” I shook my head.

      The suit cranked the car and pulled off, just as the uniformed officer replied. “I guess because you killed Strauss, you think you’re tough, huh?”

      “You wanna find out?”

      He stared me down through the right-side mirror but didn’t say shit back to me.

      The rest of the drive was quiet; well, for me. Them niggas talked the whole way about dumb shit while munching on food that looked and smelled disgusting as fuck.

      By the time we got to the police station, I couldn’t wait to get out of this little ass car. I stayed quiet as they took me out then escorted me inside to a somewhat dark room. It smelled like old ass oil and pipes, reminding me of the days when I stayed in some shit.

      This was the wrong time for me to be getting caught up on some fucking charges. I had a damn family, and I’d just won the belt of all belts. If I lost any of that shit over this right here, Tiana was a dead bitch, on my son.

      “Khalil, I’m Detective Edgar.” A light-skinned nigga entered the room introducing himself. “And as you know, this is Detective Wendell.” He gestured toward the suit who drove me here.

      “Nah, he ain’t tell me who he was.”

      Detective Edgar gave the Wendell nigga a look, before nodding for him to leave the room. He then came and sat across from me, holding a folder in his hand.

      Adjusting his suit jacket, he sighed. “Cortez Khalil. I rooted for you in the Strauss fight, but now I’m regretting that decision.”

      “I don’t give a fuck about what you regret, nigga. At the end of the day, I took home that title.” I smirked. “But quit wasting my time, and explain to me what the fuck I’m here for. I ain’t rape nobody.”

      Edgar stared me in the eyes for a second, making it obvious he didn’t like what I’d said, and I just stared back at his ass.

      “Then who did, Mr. Khalil?”

      “Ain’t that yo’ damn job to find out? I don’t fuck with that hoe like that. And maybe you need to go around raping bitches, but I don’t. I get the pussy for free. Shit, every time I look up, I’m getting an offer for some pussy. Bitches throw that shit at me like the cheddar biscuits at Red Lobster, nigga.

      Wake up, there’s an offer for some pussy. Walk to my car, my neighbor is offering up some pussy. Pull up to a red light, there’s a bitch in the whip next to me offering some pussy. Walk in yo’ house, and I bet yo’ wife’ll throw me the pussy.”

      “You think you’re funny, don’t you?”

      “Nah. I’m dead serious.”

      And I was.

      “While you’re worried about my wife, shouldn’t you stay focused on your fiancée?”

      “I ain’t worried about yo’ fucking wife. I said yo’ wife would let me fuck, big difference. And my fiancée is good, bruh. Don’t mention her no more, or I might get upset and beat yo’ ass, cuffs on.” I spoke calmly because I wasn’t playing with this nigga. “Focus on why the fuck I’m here before you get yaself hurt out here.”

      Blaise was off limits, and I didn’t give a fuck who it was that had her name in their mouth, I was swinging on their asses. Don’t fuck with Blaise, Island, Baby Cortez, my bread, or my career.

      “You wouldn’t dare touch a detective in a police department.”

      “You don’t sleep here though, do you? You gotta go home, right?”

      “Are you threatening me?”

      “I’m asking a question.” I sat back. “Go get me some water; I’m thirsty.”

      “Wendell!” he shouted, and when that nerdy muthafucka peeked in, he said, “Get this asshole some water.” Once Wendell left, Edgar turned back to me and exhaled. “Someone raped Mrs. Strauss, and she’s saying it was you.”

      “’Cause I ain’t dick her down, muthafucka. Learn the game. Bitches lie on you when they know you don’t wanna fuck.” I looked to see Wendell walking over with the water pitcher and a glass. “I want a bottle.”

      I waited until Edgar directed him to do as I’d asked. Fuck I look like putting my lips on these dirty ass glasses?

      “Are you saying she did this to herself?” Edgar opened the folder to show me photos of Tiana with a black eye, busted lip, and a small patch of hair ripped from her head. If she did that shit to herself, she was a fucking octopus. Someone had definitely fucked her up.

      “Maybe she paid someone to beat her ass in order to make it seem legit. Hoes is crazy.” I kept it nonchalant, even though I was now wondering what the fuck was going on. That surely didn’t look like her doing.

      “No.” Edgar shook his head. “We had her examined at the hospital, and she was definitely raped, Mr. Khalil. She had bruises and vaginal injuries that coincided with rape.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you. I ain’t rape that girl.”

      “Khalil! Admit it!” he roared. “Just admit the shit, and we can give you a good deal that’ll have you back home with your family in a few years.”

      “I’m not admitting shit, because I ain’t do it!”

      “You broke into her house! You did this shit!” He shoved the photos in my face.

      “I don’t even know that bitch! How the fuck am I gon’ know where her ass lives?”

      “Oh no, you do know her.” He took another photo from the folder, making me drop my head and sigh. It was a printout of a post by one of them gossip pages. They’d screenshot my story, which was a picture of Tiana and I, and that caption I put.

      “Look. I met her that night, officially, and I took the picture, but that’s it.”

      “Judging by your own words, ‘You niggas’ bitches be my biggest fans’.” He read what I’d typed in his uppity ass voice. “Sounds like you knew her well.”

      “I was fucking with her nigga, her husband.”

      “How would you do that when he was in the hospital at the time this photo was taken?” Edgar frowned.

      “I knew it’d get to him. You see they posted the shit everywhere. I was sure once he got out, he’d catch the shit.”

      “You’re a bad liar, Khalil. Anybody ever tell you that?”

      “I need a phone call.” I ain’t even acknowledge his stupid ass comment, because I was panicking on the low. I didn’t know what the fuck had happened to Tiana or who’d done the shit, but I felt like I’d been set up. And her nigga was dead, so it couldn’t have been him, especially since the date on her injury photos was after his death.

      “Get up.” Edgar directed me, then whistled for Wendell to come in.

      They walked me, while I was still wearing the cuffs, over to a phone. Wendell removed one of the handcuffs, and they both stood off some, watching me as I picked it up from the receiver.

      I quickly dialed Blaise, closing my eyes and hoping she answered.

      “Hello?” She spoke into the phone skeptically.

      “Hi, baby,” was all I could get out as I leaned my forehead on the phone base, eyes still shut.

      “Cortez? Did you lose your phone?”

      “Nah, I ain’t lose my phone.”

      “Oh, when will you be home? You said 8 p.m., but it’s a little past 9 p.m.”

      Licking my lips, I turned my back to the phone to lean up against the wall next to it, as Wendell and Edgar watched me like a hawk.

      “Tonight I won’t be there. I got arrested for some bullshit, and they’re about to book me.”

      “What? Arrested for what? You haven’t done anything! Is this about Mason? I thought—”

      “Nah, this ain’t about Mason. I can’t be arrested or charged for that.” I exhaled heavily. “It’s a rape charge—”

      “Rape charge! What the fuck? Who are they saying you raped?”

      “Hurry up, Khalil!” Edgar barked, making me clench my teeth out of anger.

      “Tiana Strauss. But baby, look, I need a lawyer. I don’t have one. In the past when I got arrested, I was nobody and used a public defender, so my ass always got locked up. I need—”

      “Of course, Cortez. Tomorrow morning, I will have someone for you. I promise, okay?” Her voice was soft, so I could tell she was about to cry.

      “Blaise, please don’t cry with me on the phone,” I begged.

      “I—”

      “Mommy! Daddy come now and we play?” I heard Island ask in her small voice.

      “Give me a second, Island, okay?” Blaise replied, just before I heard my son begin to cry.

      “I’m sorry, baby,” was all I could say, listening to this shit over the phone.

      “Don’t be, Cortez. You didn’t do anything. And I can handle all of this. I will be okay.”

      “Alright, come on.” Wendell slid over by me.

      “Aight. Just let me say bye,” I told him.

      “You’ve said enough.” He attempted to grab the phone. “Ah!” He grunted loudly when I hemmed him up against the wall, my forearm pressing down onto his skinny ass neck.

      “Calm yo’ punk ass down, bruh. Let me say my last muthafuckin’ words.” I glared into his scrunched-up face as Edgar tried to pull my arm from his co-worker’s neck.

      “Cortez?” I heard Blaise, so I stepped back to put the phone to my ear.

      “I’m here. I love you, baby, and I have to go.”

      “Okay. I love you too.”

      As soon as I put the phone down on the receiver, Edgar and Wendell roughly cuffed me, making me laugh. It was comical as a muthafucka how they thought a few shoves and shit from their miniature asses was roughing a big nigga like me up. Island had more strength than these two angel food cake ass niggas.

      “Glad you think this is funny.” Wendell forced me down into the chair as Edgar closed the door to the same room we’d been in prior.

      “It is. Y’all muthafuckas need to get in the gym ASAP.” I chuckled, sinking down into the chair a little bit for more comfort.

      Edgar and Wendell both sat down at the table but across from me. Wendell was scowling hard as fuck, still upset about how I’d handled his ass outside by the phone. Seeing him up in arms, so to speak, made me smirk at him.

      “Look, Khalil. Cut the bullshit and admit what you did. The more you drag this shit out, the worse the outcome.” Edgar stared me down.

      “Not admitting shit, and I don’t wanna talk no fucking more until my lawyer comes. Tell ya partner to stop mean mugging me ’fore I beat his ass. That little hem up outside wasn’t shit.”

      “Hey, fuck you!” Wendell hopped up from his chair so fast that it fell backwards.

      “Wendall, go.” Edgar got up and gestured toward the door. Wendell glared at me for a little longer before doing as he was told. Turning to lean down on the desk, Edgar said, “We have Tiana’s very detailed confession, Khalil. She told us everything, even down to the very cologne you were wearing the night you raped her. We’ll be searching your home for it, as well as your bank statements, to see if it was purchased.”

      “Like I said, I’m done talking.”

      “Okay.” Edgar nodded. “Dolce & Gabbana Light Blue.” He read the name of the cologne from the file then gave me a knowing smirk as if he’d caught me.

      I paid him no mind as he started escorting me out to get booked, but then it hit me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Some odd days later…

      

      These muthafuckin’ guards in here couldn’t stand me, typical hating ass niggas, so I was barely able to get my damn calls. I needed a damn cell phone, and I’d figured out just how to get the get the shit.

      There was this female guard that came in on the evenings, and for the past two days, all she did was tell me how she loved watching me box and shit. I’d been giving her dry ass responses and pretending to fall asleep so her thirsty ass could leave me the fuck alone, but tonight, I was using the shit to my advantage.

      When I heard her footsteps coming down the hall, I sat up, waiting for her ass because I knew she’d stop by my cell.

      “Doing okay?” She smiled, wrapping her ashy ass hand around the bar. Bitch’s knuckles looked like she punched concrete on her breaks.

      “I am. Thank you. I appreciate you checking on me and shit… Elise.” I had to look at her nametag. I paid the bitch no mind, so even though she’d been sniffing under my balls since I got here, I ain’t know her fucking name.

      “No problem. I told you, you’re my favorite boxer, even though I didn’t start watching until you debuted professionally.” She looked down the hall of cells and then turned back to me. “And between you and me, I don’t believe that Strauss bitch.”

      “Glad to hear it.” I smirked, nodding. “I wanna ask you some shit, but I don’t wanna get you in trouble since you so cool.”

      “You can ask me anything,” she replied lowly before yelling at the niggas in the cell next to mine, banging her baton on the gate. “I want you to know I’m here for you.”

      “Nice. As you know, ya colleagues don’t fuck with me too hard.”

      “They’re jealous.”

      “I already know. So they don’t let me get my daily calls sometimes. I was wondering if you could bring me a phone.”

      Elise licked her dry lips before smoothing the edges of her ponytail. I wasn’t sure if the bitch was ugly or if the fact that she’d let herself go attributed to her looking busted as fuck in the face. Her body looked like a muthafucka had filled a garbage bag with some lumpy ass mashed potatoes. One wrong move, and she was gon’ bust the fuck up out of that uniform. I ain’t mind big girls, but she wasn’t one of the good ones; she was sloppy as a muthafucka.

      I didn’t fuck with females who had ashy ass hands, dirty nails, chapped lips, lumpy yet ironing board shaped bodies, and whatever the fuck else this hoe had going on. Shit, my bitch was bad as fuck and a far cry from Elise. My dick would detach itself from a nigga if I tried to go from Blaise’s pussy to this hoe’s.

      However, I knew Elise had low ass self-esteem, so this shit would be easy. And before you get all preachy and shit, save it because I don’t give a fuck about no bitch but Blaise Cansino. You damn muthafuckin’ right I was gon’ use this lonely ass hoe for what I could. I’d do whatever the fuck I needed to contact my girl and make sure she and the kids were straight.

      “Uh.” Elise looked around. It had to be about 5 or 6 p.m., just from looking out the window behind her. “I guess I could do that. It won’t be anything fancy.”

      “I don’t give a fuck what it is. But cool. When can you get that to me?”

      “My next shift, so tomorrow.” She looked around again before whispering, “What will you do for me though?”

      “I got you. Don’t trip. I’m getting out soon, and you never know.” I smiled, wanting to frown at the sight of her blushing.

      “Okay, Mr. Khalil. You can also text me from it when I’m not here, right? But only after 11 a.m., since my husband doesn’t leave the house until then.”

      “Yup.”

      I hoped like hell I wouldn’t have to kill this bitch once I got out this muthafucka.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Ozbert “Ozzy” Wilkes II

          

          What really happened…

        

      

    

    
      All that good pussy, can't find the one to give it to…

      “Backin’ It Up” by Pardison Fontaine blasted over the club as Belly, Siggy, Cole, Manny, Will, a bunch of hoes, and I got lit in the club. I smiled, enjoying this fucking life.

      Being friends with Belly had brought me a lot of shit that I didn’t have to lift a finger for. Soon as females saw me these days, their panties dropped right to the floor. ContraBandz had a lot of clout, and I was grateful as fuck that the homie had busted his ass to get us here.

      “That bitch is fine.” Cole nudged me, and when I looked up from pouring the Hennessy into my cup, I spotted Tiana Strauss. She was strutting in with this tight ass dress, showing off her body. I licked my lips at the sight of her golden, milky skin, knowing that shit was soft as fuck, while Cole let Belly know she was in our section.

      “She is. Who you think finer? Tiana or Blaise?” I quizzed Cole, glancing in between her and him as she sat down across from Belly to converse.

      “I’m gon’ have to go with Blaise. Her body is better, and I’ve seen her without makeup; she was just as fine. She’s that natural fine that can dress up.”

      “You right. But shit, Blaise is taken, so Tiana got me feeling some type of way.” I was talking to Cole, but my eyes were on Tiana. She looked my way briefly but paid me no mind as she talked and talked to Belly.

      Just as Siggy came to sit on the other side of me, Tiana rose up with her fine ass, then gave Cole a look so he’d get up. He did so, and she sat down, hitting me with a whiff of her perfume. Like Blaise and her homegirls, she was an expensive female, and I couldn’t remember the last time I fucked a bitch like that. These groupie hoes out here didn’t have the same aura; Tiana had her shit together and was beautiful.

      I listened as she threw herself at Belly, and he turned her down to my surprise. I understood he loved Blaise and she was pregnant with his kid, but no way in fuck I’d pass up the chance to smash Tiana Strauss. Shit, Blaise would have to understand. And how far could her ass go? She was about to give birth at any second. This nigga Belly was wilding. All these hoes in his face and he stayed turning his nose up.

      After Tiana and Belly took their picture, he shut her down for the last time, and she stormed out. He balled up the napkin with her address on it and dropped it onto the floor like it was nothing. I watched closely before scooting down some to be near him.

      “Did you for real tell her you wouldn’t fuck?” I inquired.

      “I did. I’m not interested.” Belly sipped his drink.

      “Nigga, are we seeing the same bitch? Tiana Strauss is fine as fuck.” I frowned, making him and the other homies laugh. Manny was still fast asleep on the other side of him.

      Laughing, Belly replied, “Yeah. We’re looking at the same bitch. But I got better shit at home, and I just don’t have the urge to fuck another female that ain’t her.”

      “What kind of pussy Blaise got?”

      “Don’t worry about it. You’ll never find out.” Belly lit the blunt.

      His comment had me thinking; he was right. Females on Blaise’s level never gave the pussy up unless you pulled out all the stops financially or had the gift of gab like this nigga Belly. Blaise being out of my league was an understatement.

      “I’m just saying, you shouldn’t pass that up. Blaise ain’t going nowhere, nigga; she’s dizzy over yo’ ass.”

      “My girl ain’t never been dizzy, but you about to be if you mention her name again in that context, muthafucka. Grow up. It ain’t about whether yo’ bitch will leave or not. Sometimes you’re just satisfied as fuck. Quit busting down them birds and you’ll understand what the fuck I’m saying to you.”

      “True shit.” Siggy nodded. I guess this nigga was taking Jasmine seriously, trying to be like Belly. Copycat ass nigga.

      I sucked my teeth and looked off, grabbing one of the house bottles of vodka no one wanted, getting the top off, and taking some to the head.

      We continued chilling, smoking, drinking, and flirting with the many females up here. I ended up scoring two to go home with, but not before I pocketed that balled up napkin with Tiana’s address on it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sometime down the line… four days before the arrest… 9:30 p.m.…

      

      “I’ll share the driving and chip in on the gas!” Redd Foxx threw his hands up, making me and the stock audience laugh. This nigga was hilarious.

      I took down some of my beer as I sat in the living room of my apartment, watching Sanford and Son. My spot wasn’t the nicest, but it was straight, due to the little drug money I’d made overtime. Belly didn’t believe in handouts the size of a house, but it was cool. The nigga had put me on as much as he could, and I appreciated that.

      “Fuck.” I grumbled, grabbing up my phone.

      I was horny as fuck, so I started looking through my text messages to see what bitch I wanted to come through. None of them piqued my interest because they were all the same type of females. Yeah, the pussy was good, but I wanted something different.

      Dropping my iPhone, I watched a few more episodes of Sanford and Son until it was around 11 p.m. Surfing the channels, I paused, scoffing at the photo of Mason Strauss on the news a-fucking-gain. How many damn times were they gon’ report on this nigga’s death? I swear I hated when celebrity muthafuckas died because people discussed the shit for far too long. That’s what his ass gets for shooting the homie though, with his hoe ass.

      I watched for a little longer, enjoying the clips from that fatal fight, and seeing Belly happy that he won. When the camera landed on Tiana Strauss in the audience, I smirked at her sexy ass, just before remembering I had her address. I’d taken a picture of that napkin before I threw it away, so I grabbed my iPhone backup to search for it.

      Typing the address into my map application, I saw she lived about forty-five minutes away, over in the rich ass neighborhood of Beverly Hills. Usually, it would take over an hour to get over there with traffic, but since it was late, the 405 would be pretty clear.

      She should be home since her nigga was dead, and it wasn’t exactly a time for her to be out partying. And because her nigga was gone, it’d be easier for me to make a move on her ass.

      Just as I got dressed, my phone rang, and I saw it was Cole.

      “Yeah?” I answered, frowning hard as fuck because I was on a mission. I couldn’t wait to slide up inside of Tiana.

      “Aye, what you doing? We may go shoot some dice.”

      “Who is we?”

      “Me and a couple niggas from the hood like Rocko—”

      “Oh nah. If Belly ain’t going, I ain’t going. He brings most of the bitches out. Plus, I don’t feel like dealing with Rocko and that nasty ass mouth.”

      “What you about to do?”

      “Go chill with a friend, if you know what I mean.”

      “I do. Aight then, nigga. Hit it extra hard.”

      “Oh, I will.” I laughed before hanging up.

      I shoved my phone into my pocket then slipped my hoodie on. As I passed my dresser, I spotted my gloves and grabbed them, just in case I would need them. You never knew when shit would pop off. Not to mention, I may run across a crib or two that I wanted to swipe some shit from.

      Hopping into my whip, once I left my spot, I cut the heater on then blasted some music. Ricky AK had just dropped a new album, so I was on that shit.

      It got me all the way to the Strauss residence, so I parked a little ways down. No cars were out front, so I assumed this area was a no parking zone. It was late though, so I wasn’t tripping.

      Hopping out, I coolly made my way up the large ass steps, then traveled to the door. This nigga Mason was paid out the ass to have a crib like this. His damn porch was the size of my entire spot. I tell you, boxing paid a lot if you did the shit right, because Belly’s new spot was off the fucking chain as well. I shook my head at the thought as I circled the place, wondering how I could get inside.

      I hopped over the backyard gate and jogged past the large blue pool and the jacuzzi next to it. Approaching the sliding door, I tried my luck, and the shit opened. I guess they’d gotten comfortable in these sadity ass neighborhoods, enough to leave this shit open.

      The house smelled expensive, and I surveyed as much as I could in the dark before heading upstairs. I checked each bedroom that I passed until I found the one with Tiana in bed. Pulling my hood over my head, I walked closer. I didn’t want her to recognize me, and I knew the hood would conceal my identity enough.

      “Aye.” I tapped her. She didn’t budge, so I tapped her a few more times until she opened her pretty eyes.

      “Ah!” She screeched. “Who the fuck are you?”

      I said nothing as I got into the bed with her. I purposely wore basketball shorts to make this shit easy access. She crawled away from me as fast as she could in the bed, but because she was half asleep, she wasn’t quick enough.

      “Come here,” I whispered lowly, keeping my voice as anonymous as possible and yanking her over.

      “Please leave! I have money in my purse if that’s what you want—ah!” She hollered when I ripped her gown open.

      She started trying to fight me, so I went across her face as hard as I could to paralyze her. The bitch was like a roach though, so she kept swinging on me. Eventually, I had to hit her ass a few times like a grown ass man, until the pain was too strong for her to resist me.

      I quickly got my dick out, tore her panties, and rammed it right inside of her. She was silent as fuck, staring up at the ceiling as I moved in and out of her.

      “This is what you wanted. That’s why you gave me your address in the club,” I spoke closely against her ear. I’d been able to keep this hood on, so I doubted she saw my face.

      I hated to throw Belly under the bus, but I panicked. I’d never raped a female before, especially one of high status like Tiana Strauss.

      Just thinking about who she was and the fact that I was fucking her made me nut hard as hell and quickly. I caught my breath then held the tip of my hood to make sure it wouldn’t come off as I pulled away. Sliding out of her, I put my dick away quickly, kissed her lips, and then dipped out.

      I couldn’t believe I’d done that shit, but it was well worth it.

      

      Present time…

      

      “Aye, nigga, pass the shit. You can’t take the whole thing to the face.” Cole nudged me. I gave him a look, just as my phone rang.

      I ain’t recognize the number, but I answered anyway. I didn’t have bills outside of rent, so it couldn’t be a bill collector.

      “Who this?” I put the phone to my face.

      “How’s life on the outside?” Belly quizzed.

      “It’s aight. We need you out though. Can’t believe you’re in there on some bullshit rape charge.”

      “Right. Especially when it’s yo’ ass that did the shit.”

      Silence took over before I stood up and went into Cole’s place for some privacy.

      “What? Fuck you mean, I did the shit?”

      “Don’t piss me off by trying to play me, Ozzy. You raped that bitch, and now for some reason, she’s pinning it on me. And I think you got something to do with it. I don’t know what type of bullshit you on, raping females, but you know better than to bring me into whatever the fuck it is. Because you did though, remember that as soon as I get up out this bitch, it’s over for yo’ moist ass.”

      “Belly—”

      “So this is what the fuck you gon’ do. You gon’ walk yo’ hoe ass down to the police station or wherever the fuck you need to and confess to this bullshit so I can get out. You got twenty-four hours. The longer you take, the worse it’s gon’ be for you. I’m not fucking around, nigga. Play with my livelihood for longer than twenty-four more hours, and I swear to God, on everything I love, you gon’ be begging me to kill you when I finish with yo’ ass.”

      “My—”

      Click.

      I surely didn’t wanna turn myself in, but the thought of being enemies with psycho ass Belly was fucking my head up. That nigga had no living enemies. Shit, he even unintentionally killed Mason’s ass.

      I wasn’t necessarily afraid of dying; that shit came with the gang life. I just didn’t want to die at the hands of Belly or have him beat my ass. His hands were proven to be lethal.

      I ain’t know what to do, but for now, a nigga needed to go into hiding or some shit.
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      “Blaise, oh my gosh. He’s so beautiful and chunky.” Priscilla stared down into Baby Cortez’s crib, smiling.

      “He is, isn’t he?” I grinned, admiring my cute little butterball.

      “I’m not surprised though; his parents are a beautiful couple.” She raised her brow and nodded.

      “Thank you.”

      I scooped my sleeping baby up then carried him out of the room as Priscilla trailed me. His carrier was downstairs in the den, so we went there for me to place him inside.

      “Is the lawyer you have the same one you’re about to meet with for Belly’s charges?”

      “No. She only handles smaller cases like the one I have. Belly’s is on a grander scale, so this lady I’m seeing today is more well versed on those types.”

      “Oh, okay. I still can’t believe Helen’s ass. That hoe is from the hood like most of us but is out here pressing charges. She will do anything for money.” Priscilla rolled her eyes.

      “I know. I really don’t want to pay her ass anything, but I don’t know how I’m going to get out of doing that.” I stared off for a moment. “Just the thought of that bitch going shopping with money I had to give her is sickening. It would make me beat her ass all over again.”

      Priscilla and I burst with laughter, but then quickly ceased it once we remembered my son was sleeping. Lifting the blanket covering his carrier, I leaned down to kiss his cheek, inhaling his scent.

      “He is going to have all the ladies, Blaise. I know it.”

      “No, I don’t want him to. I want him to be a good guy; the version his dad is now minus the gang banging and boxing.” I smirked.

      “Tell me about it. Only thing I want Baby Rafi inheriting from his father is his financial status.”

      Again, we giggled in unison but lowly.

      Priscilla and I talked for a little bit longer before she left to dance rehearsal. I then went upstairs to wake up Island from her daily nap and fed her some chicken nuggets that I’d made last night from scratch. She was starting to notice the difference between freezer ones versus homemade ones, and she wasn’t fond of the former any longer.

      While she ate, I breastfed Cortez, then we left to the lawyer’s office. It took me about twenty minutes to get there, and that was why I chose someone around the area we lived in.

      I’d done my research on this lawyer and everything, finding out she’d won 90 percent of her cases similar to Belly’s. A part of me wondered if she’d gotten off actual guilty people in the past, but then again, I didn’t give a fuck. If she had, then I was even more confident that she could get my man out who was innocent. She cost a lot of money, but I would pay anything to release Belly from jail.

      “Mommy. Daddy.” Island spoke up as we walked toward the large office building.

      “Huh?” I looked down. She was holding my phone, which had Belly and I on the home screen. Island cuddling Baby Cortez as best as she could, was my lock screen.

      “Mommy. Daddy.” Island pointed to me then Belly. I just smiled at her, giving up on trying to explain that Five-Star was her dad. Even after the fiasco at Disneyland, he hadn’t improved on his fatherly duties, so fuck it.

      “Good morning. I’m Blaise Cansino, and I’m here to see Olive Fortensky.” I greeted the old woman at the marble desk. This place was so nice.

      “Go right on back, Miss Cansino. She’s the first office you see, and her name is on the door. I’ll buzz you in and let her know you’re here.”

      “Thanks.”

      I did as I was told, and right when I stepped into the back, I saw the door with Olive’s name. Before I could knock though, she opened it, smiling. She was white, with strawberry blonde hair, bright brown eyes, and a frame so skinny that she gave a sheet of paper a run for its money.

      “Miss Cansino, please, come in. Your daughter is beautiful, my God.” She palmed her chest as I entered her big office with my babies.

      “Say thank you, Island.”

      “Thank you.” Island replied shyly, hiding behind me like she always did when new people were around. She was so cute.

      “Can you sit here and be good for mommy?” I placed Island on the couch, kissing her face.

      She nodded, eyes locked on Olive, which made us both laugh. My baby did not like strangers.

      “She is the cutest.” Olive walked to sit behind her desk.

      Pulling her Gizmo tablet from my Chanel shopping bag that I used for baby things, I placed it in her lap. Priscilla bought the bag for me as a push gift.

      “Okay. Sorry about that.” I went to join Olive, setting Cortez’s baby carrier in the seat next to me.

      “Would you like water or something?”

      “No. I’m fine; thank you. I’d just like to get right to it. I’m anxious to get the ball rolling; I want him out.”

      “Yes, I know.” She placed a notepad on the desk with a few things written down. “I did some research after we talked, and so far, the prosecuting team only has circumstantial evidence. They of course have Tiana’s statement, as well as her physical injuries on the surface of her body, and inside of her vaginal area. Then the picture he posted with her—”

      “That was just to mess with her husband.” I interjected, getting upset.

      “No, I know, but unfortunately, it doesn’t look good for him to have posted that before this crime was committed.”

      “What did she say?” I frowned.

      “Well.” Olive sat back. “She’s saying he broke in, beat her up, then raped her. She says she couldn’t make out his face because the bedroom was dark, he wore a big hood over his head, and his hits had dazed her.”

      “So how does she know it’s Cortez?”

      “The things he said to her, which implied it was him.”

      “How the hell would he even know where she lives? There are so many holes in this damn case!”

      “There are, but she claims she saw Belly at the club, went up to congratulate him, and before she left, she gave him her address to come over and have dinner with her and Mason once he was released from the hospital.”

      I had no response at the moment, so I just stared at Olive.

      “Okay. So what’s the plan, because he didn’t rape anybody? I know him, and he’s not the type to—”

      “I know, honey, I know. We first want to get him out on bail at the least. Then what I’m going to do is get my own copy of the rape kit results. Tiana bathed a few times before she contacted the police, so there wasn’t much DNA left, which doesn’t help her case. At the same time I’m getting that, I want to find out who hates Belly enough to set him up.”

      “You think someone other than Tiana set him up?”

      “Yes.” She nodded. “A person who knows him and clearly knew what to say in order to lead Tiana to believe it was Belly.”

      “So you believe that she was actually raped? That she didn’t make this up?”

      “I’m not sure. I don’t know much about Tiana, but I will surely find out. By the time we get to court, I will know when her cycle comes and what types of tampons she uses.”

      I chuckled softly, nodding my head. I liked Olive’s moxie.

      “Good.”

      “I will say though, if she is lying, she’s a very good actress, and a very calculating individual. But you’ve got the right lawyer for dealing with people like her.”

      “I think I agree.”

      “Great.”

      We both grinned and chatted some more on what the next steps were. I wrote a check since she preferred those and then gathered my children. If she did well, I would talk to Belly about keeping her on retainer in case we ran into anything in the future. I was learning quickly that being a celebrity and having money brought on a lot of schemers and moochers, hence Helen and Tiana.

      After putting my babies in the car, I heard that I’d gotten an email, so I checked it. It was from my bank, which was normal because they frequently emailed me my account balance about twice a week.

      “What the fuck?” My eyes scanned the screen, taking in the balance. Below it, it showed I’d had a deposit two days ago in the amount of $100,000.

      I checked my app to be sure this email wasn’t from some scammer in Nigeria, but sure enough, my balance was the same in the app as the email. Shrugging, I took myself home so I could get some rest since tomorrow I had to meet with the producer, director, and cast of the movie role I’d booked.

      

      Later that night…

      

      Since Belly wasn’t here, I had my babies in this big ass bed with me. I missed him so much, and it was hard not to cry randomly. He’d become a part of my everyday life, and now I never saw him. We were supposed to be enjoying time with our new baby, but instead, he was locked up and for something he didn’t even do.

      My phone buzzed as I watched some movie on Netflix. I couldn’t think straight long enough to pay attention and had forgotten the name.

      Grabbing my iPhone, I saw it was a text from Five-Star.

      Jelani: I can come see you tonight. We can put this court shit behind us if you let me.

      Me: Fuck you.

      Jelani: Lol, you’d rather be with a nigga who can’t even stay out of jail long enough to be with you after you just had his baby? Wow.

      Me: You weren’t in jail, and you’re currently not in jail yet you’re never there for Island. When she was my son’s age, you saw her maybe once a month, so if that was your argument to make yourself seem better than Cortez, think again dumb ass. Don’t text me again. Thirstiness doesn’t look good on you.

      Thankfully, he didn’t reply. But just as I placed my phone down it rung, and I knew it was him.

      “What!” I barked. The only reason I answered was because I was pissed, and I knew I could take my anger out on him.

      “That’s how you answer the phone?” A much smoother, raspier, and more suave voice than Five-Star’s poured through the device, making me pull it away to see the caller ID. It was a Nevada number that wasn’t stored in my phone.

      “Who-who is this?” I quizzed, even though I had an inkling.

      “Yo’ nigga.”

      A grin that I couldn’t contain burst through my face, making me cover it in embarrassment, even though no one was in my room except my sleeping kids.

      “Which one?” I joked.

      “Don’t get yo’ little ass choked out, Blaise.”

      “I’m just kidding.” I got comfortable under the covers. “What number is this?”

      “My jail number is what we’ll call it.” He was speaking lowly, so I knew he was sneaking. “I miss yo’ ass though.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Hell fucking yeah. I be thinking about how yo’ ass is thicker than a bowl of cold steel cut oats and Skippy peanut butter all fucking day.”

      I burst into laughter, turning onto my side.

      “I feel fat still, so thank you.”

      “You ain’t fat at all. You’ve always been thick, with small hips and a plump ass,” he reminisced, boosting my self-esteem.

      “You don’t mind that I don’t have wide hips?” I chuckled.

      “Nah. Your frame is perfect. You got just the right amount: petite but thick. And the pussy is amazing. Nice big lips, brown skin, pretty smile, just perfection ’round this bitch.”

      I felt myself smiling hard as I pushed my hair behind my ear.

      “You make me feel sexy when I feel disgusting.”

      “Look in a fucking mirror when you get a chance then.”

      “I will.” I giggled like a schoolgirl. “I had some mysterious money in my account; it was a deposit of—”

      “I know. It’s automatic from my shit to yours, every three months.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re my wife, and I want you to be good even when I’m held up in shit like this.”

      I loved when he called me his wife.

      “I make my own money. My TV show is—”

      “I know you do. I love that about you, but at the end of the day, I’m your man, and my job is to make sure you’re financially secure.”

      “I get it.” I inspected my hands. Being pregnant had my nails long, as well as my already long hair. “I love you, baby. I miss you so much. I gave the check to the lawyer already. Her name is Olive, and she’ll be visiting you by the end of the week.”

      He was silent for a few moments, making me wonder if I’d said something wrong.

      “You a real one, you know that?”

      “I am.”

      “All these females be in my fucking face, trying to fuck with Belly but would never ride for me when shit like this comes up. I’m thankful as fuck for yo’ fine ass.”

      “I’m thankful for you too. And I would do anything for you.”

      “Likewise. How is my kid? And my baby girl?”

      “They’re okay. Island can tell that you’re gone. She asks about you at least twice a day.”

      He groaned then inhaled sharply out of distress.

      “I’ll be out of this muthafucka soon to help you with all that. I feel fucked up for being in this shit while you’re on the fucking outside like a single mom and shit.”

      “I’m not a single mom, and don’t blame yourself. It’s not like you committed a crime and got yourself locked up. This was done to you maliciously.”

      “You always know what to say to a nigga, huh?” He chuckled in his sexy voice.

      I cheesed at the thought of making him relax where he was.

      For the next couple hours, we just talked, making me finally sleep peacefully for once.
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        * * *

      

      The next evening…

      

      “Can’t wait until we start filming.” Romelo walked alongside me as we left the building.

      I’d been busy all day, meeting with the crew for the movie I was cast in, then coming over to the headquarters that produced Streets to discuss the upcoming season. Thankfully, my mama agreed to watch my kids, but I was having withdrawals. I usually always felt a way, being without Island, but I guess it was intensified now that it was two babies I had to leave behind. This shit was hard.

      “Why is that?” I asked Romelo dryly.

      “First episode is a sex scene.”

      “You’re disgusting.”

      “Hey, I never got the panties, so doing it to you on TV is all I’ve got. By the way, you’re looking good after having a baby.”

      “Thanks, Romelo. Goodbye.” I popped the trunk of my Mercedes truck and threw my bag in.

      “You know—”

      My phone rang, and I saw it was Carson, so I answered, hopping into my car and ignoring Romelo.

      “Hey, Carson. Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah. Uh, Belly told me you’d be home around 6 p.m.; is that still the case?”

      “Yes. Absolutely. I’m leaving work now, so I should be there in about thirty minutes. Is everything okay?” I had to ask again.

      “Uh, yeah.”

      “Okay.”

      I hung up then stared off for a moment, because I didn’t like his answer. Cranking my car, I drove home as fast as I could, and after pulling through our large gates, I spotted Carson in the driveway. His BMW was parked in our humongous roundabout driveway, but he was leaning on what appeared to be a Range Rover SVAutobiography. It was a pretty space gray color. Behind it was a fresh white Maserati Quattroporte.

      “Good evening, Blaise.” Carson leaned up off of the car to help me out of mine.

      “Hey, what’s going on?” I finally spotted a big red bow on the front grill.

      “Belly wanted me to deliver this to you.” He handed me an envelope. I opened it to see it was a check for the same amount that I’d paid the lawyer. “And this.” Carson shut the door to my car with one hand then pointed to the Range Rover with the other.

      “What? Why?”

      “Push gifts, he called them.” Carson laughed at my facial expression. “Come check it out.”

      I followed him to inspect the outside of the beautiful car, then opened the doors to see the two-tone interior.

      “He didn’t have to do this.” I felt myself tearing up.

      “Open the trunk,” Carson told me.

      I gave him a look, which prompted him to chuckle, then did as he told me to. In the trunk were a bunch of Chanel bags and a small green box containing a Rolex.

      “This is too much. He can afford all of this?” I looked over my shoulder at Carson who nodded with his eyes closed as if he were saying ‘absolutely’.

      “Lastly.” He put his hand out to the Maserati.

      “He’s so crazy.” I laughed.

      “Yes. He loves you, however, because for as long as I’ve known Belly, he’s never bought a woman more than a hamburger meal.”

      “Really?” I sniffled since I was crying while laughing at his statement.

      “Yes, really.”

      I looked over the Maserati then took a picture of it with the driver’s side door open since he had a huge bouquet of roses sitting inside it. Carson took a photo of me with my new gifts, and I then posted both pictures to my Instagram.

      We collected my shopping bags, along with the ones Belly had gotten for Island, and Baby Cortez, then Carson left.

      I hated that I couldn’t talk to Belly right away, to thank him for making me feel so special, and being such a good man to me, especially during my pregnancy. I just wanted to marry him right away.

      After making myself some tea, I hopped into my new Range Rover, then went to pick up my kids from my mama.
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      “You sure you don’t have to use the bathroom, Jasiel? It’s gonna be a long drive before we can stop.” I looked down into my son’s face, smirking as he pondered heavily on what I’d said.

      “Okay. Maybe I go.” He rushed off, and I followed to make sure he had it before closing him up in the bathroom.

      “Fuck.” I groaned, tripping over one of his toys.

      This shit was different, having all this shit everywhere. I was used to his stuff being over at Jasmine’s.

      Snatching up the action figure, I put it in his toy chest just as my phone rang. I saw it was Nandy, so even though I ain’t want to answer, I did.

      “Hey, baby.” She cooed before I could even greet her. It was like she heard me breathing.

      “Hey, what’s up?” I turned the knob to open my bathroom door in order to check on Jasiel. He was on his step stool, washing his hands.

      “Uh, just a busy day. You need something?”

      “Yeah. I need something; I need to see you. My photo shoot just ended, so I was on my way over to your place.”

      “Nandy, I’m not gon’ be home when you get here. I—”

      “Where are you going?”

      “I’m handling something. But I’ll get at you a little bit later, like tomorrow or something to see what’s up with you.”

      “Or you can call me tonight.”

      I stood there, processing her words and this conversation as a whole.

      Nandy was beautiful with some fire pussy, but she gave me crazy vibes. It wasn’t the sexy crazy like Blaise, it was the weirdo type shit. However, because she was so fine and had her shit together, I just couldn’t accept that she’d be psycho. Off-kilter females usually didn’t have all their ducks in a row, and Nandy definitely did. So for the moment, since I couldn’t fuck with Alivia, I’d let Nandy stick around.

      “Or I can call you tonight; you’re right.” I sighed, repeating what she’d said while rubbing the top of Jasiel’s head as he emerged from the bathroom.

      “Okay. Bye, baby.”

      “Bye.” I hung up, shoving my phone down into my pocket. “Aight, you ready for the road trip, Jasiel?”

      “Yeah!” He threw his hands up in the air excitedly, making me chuckle.

      We left my crib and headed to my whip, then once Jasiel was buckled in the back seat with a few of his toys, I got in and sped off.

      An hour and some change later, Jasiel and I were pulling up to my mama’s house out in Calabasas. Because she lived so damn far from the city, I rarely saw her. We talked on the phone here and there, but it’d been less since Belly had come up in this boxing shit because I had to work more. I dreaded driving out here, especially midday, but I needed to introduce her to my son.

      “Where are we?” Jasiel asked as I helped him out of my back seat.

      Squatting down to his level after shutting then locking the door, I replied, “You’re gonna meet your grandma.”

      “Grandma? What’s that?” He frowned. I was caught off guard until I remembered Jasmine’s mama was dead, so he didn’t know a grandma just yet.

      “Your grandma is my mama.”

      “You have a mama?”

      I chuckled at his frown and nodded.

      “I do. You’ll like her. She makes good food too.”

      “Does she buy toys?” he inquired as I took his hand into mine and led him up to her door.

      “She might. She did when I was young.” I looked down at him, and he nodded.

      I inhaled and exhaled deeply before ringing the doorbell. My mother made it very clear when I was coming up that she wanted me to live my life a certain way. She expected me to meet a nice girl, propose, then have a kid. I’d not only done the opposite of that shit, but I’d hid my kid from her for four years. I didn’t know how she’d take it, but I was about to find out.

      “Manuel, hola, mijo!” My mother opened the door grinning widely. It slowly faded when her eyes landed on Jasiel holding my hand. “Who is this, Manuel?” Her attention darted from Jasiel to me, and I could tell by the look on her face that she had an inkling.

      “Can we come in first?”

      “Yes, yes, of course.” She stepped back.

      My mama’s spot out in Calabasas was nice. She worked hard all of her life, and once she landed that good ass corporate job, it was up from there. We moved out of Inglewood to a better city, and once I got older and started living on my own, she moved over here to this far ass place.

      My mother was someone I was proud of, and as bad as it sounded, I was thankful God gave her to me for a mama and not Belly. He had two fucked up ass people raising him. At least I had her. Seeing his situation growing up made me thankful for shit that I took for granted or expected, such as home cooked meals, a little money for the movies, or just the comfort in knowing my mama gave a fuck about me and had my back no matter what.

      We followed my mom to her large, spacious living room, then took a seat on her cream couches. I smiled at Jasiel about to break his neck inspecting the place as he sat next to me.

      “I always forget how beautiful this place is, Ma.” I smirked at her, and she gave me an uncomfortable smile as she reached for her glass of water on the coffee table.

      The couches we were on were adjacent to one another.

      “Are you going to introduce me, mijo?”

      “Yeah. This is Jasiel, my son.”

      “Hi.” He interjected, making her simper at him warmly.

      “Hi, sweetheart.”

      “My daddy says you’re my grandma. Is that your name?”

      “I guess I am your grandma. My name is Marta, but I like the name grandma best.”

      “Okay, Grandma!”

      I chuckled, handing him my phone so he could play a game while I talked with my mother.

      “Manuel, can you explain to me what’s going on? What do you mean he’s your son? Are you dating his mother and just taking responsibility for him?”

      “Jasiel, can you go play on that side of the room so we can have some privacy?”

      “For a dollar.”

      I stared him down, and he stared right back at me, so I gave his ass a five dollars since it was the lowest bill I had. He shoved it into his pocket and then went to the other side of the room, climbing onto the La-Z-Boy as my mama looked on.

      “To answer your question, no, she’s not someone I’m dating. He’s my actual son, Mama.”

      “How?” She laughed nervously. “He’s not a damn newborn, Manuel. So how the hell is he your son and this is the first time I’ve seen him? Why didn’t I hear about him while in the womb?”

      “His mom is not the best girl, and when she got pregnant, I was ashamed of the fact that I was his father, so I kept it from pretty much everybody. Belly didn’t even know until recently. I would see him but only at her place, inside, and I didn’t take him anywhere since people knew him as her son and would connect the dots. So now—”

      “Wait.” She closed her eyes, putting her hand up. “His mom is not the best girl, so you hid your child? What the hell is wrong with you?”

      I admit I was surprised by her response. My mama was mild mannered, usually only reprimanding me rarely. If I did something wrong, she simply gave me a talking to, and that was the end of it. So to see her this up in arms and cursing was bewildering.

      “She’s promiscuous as fuck. How does that look, Ma? Me having a child by a woman that every nigga in town don’ slept with.”

      “Did you think about that before you slept with her using no protection? No. You laid your narrow ass right on down and did it, knowing how she was. So again, I am confused as to why her ending up pregnant baffled you to the point of denial.”

      I ain’t know what to say, so I just gaped at my mother for a few moments. She shook her head, sipping her water.

      “The point is, now I’m ready to accept—”

      Her laughter made me pause.

      “Now? What is he, three or four years old? It took you this long to accept the fact that he is your son?”

      “Mama—”

      “You know what, Manuel? I am beyond disappointed in you; I’m disgusted.” Her eyes watered. “You saw how your father treated us, how he treated you, yet you do the same thing.”

      “No I didn’t! I’ve been providing for him since he was born!”

      “So what! Money means nothing, stupido!” She pointed to her head. “Men think just because they throw cash around that they don’t have to put in the time, not realizing the attention is what really matters!

      Would you have preferred that I bought you toys and clothes, versus cooking for you, reading you to sleep, taking you to the park, going to your school plays, and being with you on Christmas morning?”

      “No,” I replied lowly, hating that she was making a point. Still, it bothered me when people compared me to my pops. Money did mean something. Jasiel appreciated the Gucci and all the other shit I laced him with.

      “I didn’t think so. I want to meet the mother, and I hope to God she had no idea what you were doing.”

      “She did.”

      “Well I will give her a talking to when I meet her, but you also need to give her an apology. She’s a fool for allowing you to prance through life like this, but in the end, she deserves an apology.”

      “I’m not giving her shit. She’s trying to get more child support and all this shit because of how much she claims she had to do over the four years. She’s also saying I need to split time, knowing I’m busy as fuck and travel a lot, so it’s impossible.”

      “As she should. You need to comply or not see the child.”

      “What?” I frowned at my mama.

      “You need to pay more to make up for what you’ve left her with all these years. Also, you need to spend equal amounts of time with him so he knows you’re there. Dropping in occasionally with a gift is no father.”

      “It is. I do what I can. And he knows me as his dad.”

      “That’s great that he does, but it doesn’t erase the past four years. You know how many times your father showed up on my doorstep trying to claim you for a second?”

      “He did?”

      “Yes. I turned his ass away.”

      “What?” I shot up off of the couch. “Why the fuck would you do that?”

      I felt Jasiel look over at me from across the room, before tending back to my phone.

      “Watch your mouth, Manuel. I wasn’t about to allow him to dip in and out of your life, just so he could sleep with me when he wanted, then run back to Belly’s mother to deny you. What kind of mom would I be to allow that?”

      “You should’ve let me spend time with him!”

      “He didn’t want that! He was saying whatever he needed to, to have sex with me, Manuel! Don’t you get that? And once he finally realized I wasn’t having it, he left us alone completely!”

      “I gotta go.” I booked it over toward Jasiel and grabbed him up.

      “No, Manny, wait. I wanted to spend a little time with him.” She followed after me as I trucked it to the door. “He’s been on this earth four years, and I’ve never seen him. Let him stay for a little while so I can talk with him,” she begged.

      Even though I was pissed, I wanted Jasiel to know his grandma. I stopped in my tracks then placed him down so she could approach him.

      “I’m hungry,” he immediately said once she got closer.

      “Okay. Well I love to cook. What would you like?”

      “Pizza!” He glanced back at me for approval, and I nodded to say it was okay. “Yeah, pizza!”

      “Oh well, we can order that then. Why don’t you come into the kitchen with me and help grandma make some chocolate cookies to eat for dessert?”

      “Yes! I love chocolate!” He put his small hand into hers, and she led him off.

      I stood there in her small foyer with my hands in my jeans for a second, just watching them. After a couple minutes, I left to take a drive.

      Now that my mama had let me know my dad tried, I was interested in reaching out to him. I didn’t believe that he only wanted sex bullshit; I just think she was bitter like Jasmine and decided if he ain’t want her, he couldn’t be around me.

      I was seeing shit so differently now.
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      Couple days later…

      As I lay on my bed, face down, I scrolled through my Instagram feed. Realizing Blaise had uploaded something to her story, I tapped it see it was showing her son’s little foot. I smiled, looking at it, wondering when she was going to show us her baby.

      I couldn’t wait until I got the chance to meet him. She’d been busy but told me this weekend I could come over to see Baby Cortez. I chuckled, thinking about people commenting on her latest picture asking to see the baby and what its name was.

      “Yes?” I called out, hearing someone knock on my bedroom door. My mama had gone to work, and she never knocked, so I was confused.

      “It’s Nichole,” she replied before walking in, her big belly protruding. She looked so cute, and I knew she’d be giving birth to my niece any day now.

      “Wow, she’s gonna be here soon.” I rubbed Nichole’s belly as she sat next to me on the bed.

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “You thought of a name yet?”

      “I have a few, but I’m not telling anyone until she gets here.” She got back up. “Anyway, I came over here because I want ice cream. Let’s go get sundaes.”

      “Okay.”

      I slipped on my shoes then Nichole and I went to Creamistry, this gourmet ice cream parlor off of Beverly Drive. After we got what we wanted, we sat down at one of the tables to enjoy it.

      “You’re going to keep checking your phone, or are you gonna eat your ice cream?” Nichole interrupted my thoughts.

      I’d been contemplating on if I should text Herman or not. I expected him to hit me up after he didn’t see me at his match, but we hadn’t talked since. I felt like Judd had gotten in the middle of us, probably telling Herman I’d witnessed him fucking another girl in his dressing room and left.

      “Sorry. I just…” I stabbed my ice cream before shoving some into my mouth.

      “I haven’t heard you mention your little boxer boo. Is everything okay?” Her eyes cascaded down on me skeptically.

      “Yeah. Everything is okay. I’m testing the waters, so he’s just one of many.”

      It was quiet until Nichole burst into laughter.

      “Isabella, you cannot fool me. I’ve been around and know plenty about relationships. I can tell by your demeanor that you either found out he has a bitch or he’s fucking other bitches. So which one is it?”

      “I went to his match, and then when I tried to meet up with him backstage, I heard him having sex with someone else.”

      “You haven’t fucked him, right?”

      “No. Almost did, but he didn’t have a condom.” I chuckled, seeing the disgust in Nichole’s face.

      “Broke and a cheater? Cut your losses, Isabella. I can introduce you to someone else. After I have my baby though, because I can’t walk into parties toting her around. Plus, Ian won’t allow it.”

      “Ian,” I scoffed.

      “You surely spent his money he gave you. And I need you to be nice to him. He and I are gonna be married, and I want you two to get along. Maybe this weekend, we can have dinner.”

      “I guess. I’m meeting Blaise’s baby this weekend, but after that, I should be free.”

      “I thought we decided you wouldn’t be friends with her anymore.”

      “No, I never agreed to that. I don’t want to not talk to Blaise. I like going places with her and—”

      “You’re like a fucking fan, Isabella. You know that, right? She doesn’t see you as a friend. I was her friend, not you. You’re simply a little stan that watches her every move, wanting to be like her and salivating for any attention she throws your way.”

      “Fuck you.” I got up from the table.

      In true Nichole fashion, she didn’t apologize or try to get me to come back into the ice cream parlor. And even as I stood outside waiting for my Uber, she left, paying me no mind and hopping right into her new Range Rover that that Doberman Pinscher Ian had bought her.

      I’d ordered for my Uber to take me to Belly’s boxing gym instead of home. I wanted to see if Herman was there. I didn’t know what I was going to do if he was, but the fact that we ended in a limbo state bothered me to no end.

      The Uber dropped me off in front, and as I climbed out, I spotted three girls hanging around outside in super tight dresses and booty shorts.

      “Belly ain’t in there, boo,” one said, locking her iPhone and slipping it into her back pocket. Her butt was huge.

      “I’m not here for Belly, and I think everyone knows he isn’t here; he’s in jail.”

      “And I’ll be waiting right here for when he gets out. I know my bae ain’t raped nobody,” another woman chimed in.

      “Right! He gets pussy thrown his way too frequently to rape Tiana’s uppity ass.” The third girl turned her lip up and waved the situation off.

      “He’s engaged you know, so don’t waste your time thinking you can get some dick when he’s released.” I cocked my head.

      The three of them looked me up and down then laughed so hard that one of them folded over, another bent backwards, and the last had no sound coming out. I guess I was some sort of comedienne.

      “Girl, that celebrity Belly is for the public. We know the hood Belly, the Neighborhood Piru Belly, and he ain’t marrying a damn thing. Blaise is cute, but no, he’ll be fucking whomever he wants like usual.”

      Shaking my head, I declined to reply and headed toward the entrance of the boxing gym.

      I was able to walk right in since Belly wasn’t here training. So there was no big buff security guard treating me like a crazed fan for wanting to come in.

      Once I got to the main room, the only person I saw training was Judd. He was in the ring with some man, practicing his punches. When he noticed me, he came to the ropes with a big smile on his face.

      “Hey, what you doing here?” he inquired, removing his gloves and wiping the sweat from his face with a towel.

      “I umm,” I looked off briefly, “was here for someone. Did you tell Herman anything?”

      “Tell him anything like what?”

      “I don’t know… that we flirted or that I liked you or something?”

      Furrowing his brows, Judd replied., “Why would I tell him anything like that?” He climbed out of the ring to be on the ground floor with me.

      “Judd, it’s obvious that you like me, and he hasn’t texted or called me since the night that he… well, you know what he did. Anyway, it must be because you purposely tried to sabotage us.”

      Judd nodded.

      “Izzy, I think you’re beautiful, and yes, I was interested in you, but I’m not that thirsty or conniving. I would never go as far as to tell lies in order to break up a union, even ones that are pretty shaky like y’alls.”

      “Then why isn’t he calling? Huh? Exactly.”

      “He’s not calling because he’s an asshole and doesn’t care about finding out why you supposedly didn’t show up to his match. The only thing he wants from you is sex. So when he runs out of females or gets bored with the ones he’s been smashing, he will hit you up.”

      “Oh, but you want my heart and not sex? I’ve heard it all before.”

      “Nah.” He laughed, shaking his head. “I don’t want shit from you. You’re a beautiful woman, but you’re immature as fuck. And trust me, I am not the slightest bit interested in having your heart or being in any type of relationship with you, now that I know that.”

      Judd didn’t give me a chance to respond because he hopped right back into the ring. I couldn’t believe what he’d just said, and because I was embarrassed, I just left out.

      When I pulled my phone from my purse, I saw I had a text from Herman, making me feel even stupider for accusing Judd of something so juvenile.

      When my Uber pulled up, I got right in and just thought about my actions the whole way home.
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      That weekend…

      

      “Hi.” Blaise answered the door, looking so pretty. She had on a tight one piece that was shorts, hugging her shapely frame. Blaise was always the right amount of thick, but now her thighs were slightly thicker, and her butt was plumper.

      “Wow, you look good!” I admired her as I stepped into her beautiful mansion.

      “Thank you. If I wasn’t in the house, I wouldn’t have this on.”

      “Shit, I would. And I know if Belly saw you in that, he’d be one happy camper.”

      “I could be in a muumuu and he would be trying to take me down.” She started walking, so I followed her and up the stairs.

      “That’s a good thing though. It means he’s really into you.”

      “True.” She chuckled.

      We entered a room that was down the hall a little bit, and once inside, I tilted my head back at how beautifully decorated it was. The walls were a soft green, and the furniture was a chestnut brown. It was so nice and smelled good too, like brand new baby and vanilla ice cream.

      “Oh my gosh. Look at him,” I whispered, peering over into Baby Cortez’s crib to see him. “This is the most adorable baby I’ve ever seen. This reminds me of when I first saw Island.”

      Cortez was so perfect; small but chunky, with brown skin that looked like buttermilk. His little lips were already full, and his lashes were long like Belly’s.

      “My pretty little Island had all the nurses praising her looks. And yes, Cortez is the cutest baby ever.” Blaise giggled, staring down at him. “Just kidding, but thank you.”

      “Seriously, he could get into baby modeling.”

      “I don’t think his father would be supportive of that at all.”

      “Yeah, probably not.”

      We laughed in unison.

      She let me hold him, even though he was asleep, and he was so warm. After placing him back in the crib, she showed me around his room, and then we left to check on a napping Island before going to the kitchen.

      “What are your plans for the rest of the day?” Blaise began preparing tea.

      “I’m going out with Herman, and then tomorrow morning I’m having breakfast with Nichole and Ian.”

      “Herman? I thought you weren’t talking to him anymore.”

      “Right. Well, we texted and cleared things up. I mean, he’s right that we’re not in a relationship, so I don’t have the right to be mad. We’ve only been talking for a hot second.” I chuckled.

      “I see. Well, this time you have to make sure that he understands what you want and what you expect from him, Izzy. That way, there won’t be any confusion or misunderstandings. You haven’t had sex, right?”

      “No! No, we haven’t. I mean, we would have if he’d had condoms on him, but he didn’t. I told him we had to wait, and I think that made him go get another girl.”

      “He was willing to sleep with you raw, not even knowing you from a can of paint?”

      “He does know me, he… he just—”

      “You just said you’ve only been talking for a hot second. Not to mention, I was there when you guys met. Izzy, if it’s one thing I know, it’s how niggas operate. So if he was that quickly willing to go in with no condom, that means he frequently has sex with no protection.”

      But come on, Izzy, my pull-out game has been successful since I started having sex…

      His words to me while we were in the back seat circled my mind.

      “Maybe he just liked me.”

      “No. I don’t care how much a man likes you, he’s not sliding in you raw after a week unless this is something he normally does with women. A man who is usually protecting himself doesn’t just randomly choose not to do so after a week and some change.”

      I knew Blaise was right, because Herman didn’t know shit about me. I could have had a disease or gotten pregnant, but none of that seemed to bother him. We hadn’t been talking long enough for him to see me as the one already, so he was clearly a repeat offender of not using condoms.

      “I agree. Thanks for bringing that to my attention.”

      “No problem. Be careful with him. He seems trifling and nasty.”

      I nodded, taking the mug filled with tea that she’d handed me.

      

      That night…

      

      “How long will you be out, Izzy?” My mom peeked into my room, and when I turned to face her, she smiled.

      “I’m not sure. It’s a date, but I know if it goes past midnight, I can’t come here. I’ll get a hotel room or stay with Blaise since I’m not talking to Nichole.”

      “No, you can come home. It’s the weekend, and I will be awake, catching up on my shows.” She came further into the room to touch my hair. “Why aren’t you talking to Nichole?”

      “Because she’s a scrooge, Mama, you know that. She called me a Blaise groupie, and said she and I weren’t really friends.”

      “Oh, honey.” My mom hugged me from behind as we looked at one another through the mirror. “That’s normal. Nichole is just jealous that you like Blaise so much, and we know my baby Nichole does not like to feel envious because she thinks she’s everything.

      She’s been like that since she was a toddler. If I showed you more attention than her, she would say mean things like she wanted a new mommy instead of admitting that she was just sad that I paid attention to you.”

      My mama and I both tittered together.

      “I know, but still.”

      “Give her a break. She’s pregnant, and she loves you, so she’s jealous. She loves Blaise too, and hearing about you guys being close without her, is hurtful. She’s too prideful to say that though, so she expresses it in her own way.”

      I nodded, so my mom gave me a kiss on the cheek and left the bedroom.

      I put on some of my perfume, touched my lips up, and then changed purses. As soon as I got into the living room to sit and wait, Herman let me know he was here. I said bye to my mother and hurried out, while making sure to be careful in these heels I was wearing.

      “Damn.” Herman climbed out of the driver’s side of his car, to come open my door. He was in basketball shorts, slides, and a t-shirt, while I was in a tight dress. “You look good as hell.”

      “Thank… you. Are you gonna change or…?”

      “Nah. I guess I forgot to tell you to dress chill, but it’s cool. Something for me to look at.”

      “Right.”

      I got into the car, and even though we made conversation during the drive, I couldn’t stop thinking about the fact that we looked like a hooker and her customer. Where the hell could we be going to where his attire was appropriate? Burger King? And what the hell would I look like in a burger joint with stilettos on?

      We arrived to our destination, which was a beautiful condo in Carson. Okay, maybe he made me a home cooked meal; now this made sense. Suddenly, I felt better.

      “Step out, princess.” Herman opened my door.

      “Is this your place?”

      “Yep,” he answered quickly as we headed to the door.

      How the hell could he afford this place with the money he made? His pay per fight wasn’t enough to keep him afloat unless he fought six to seven times a month. And he definitely wasn’t fighting that much.

      The place was nicely furnished and smelled fresh inside. I stood there as he shut and locked the door, then he led me to the couch.

      “This is a really nice spot, Herman. You rent?”

      “Nah, I don’t.” He sat next to me and cut the TV on, getting comfortable. Wait, where was my dinner?

      “I’m starving.” I dropped a hint.

      “We can order some shit. I get this Chinese food delivered that’s bomb as fuck. You wanna try that? You won’t regret it.”

      “You don’t want to go out to dinner?”

      “Nah, I’d rather chill, lay up with you.” He rubbed my thigh then kissed me gently.

      “Chinese is fine.”

      I’d damn near fasted all day for the dinner I thought I’d have, so I went ahead and agreed to the take-out. Shit, I was hungry.

      Herman ordered the food, then to my surprise, asked me to go half on the payment. Giving him cash for part of it, I took a deep breath to calm myself down.

      You knew he didn’t make a lot going into this, Izzy, so don’t act surprised, I told myself.

      By the time the food came, I was relaxed, happy I had something for my stomach as we watched a movie on Hulu. When done, Herman cleaned up our trash rather quickly, then came back to sit down.

      “You know, I think you’re so beautiful. When I first saw you, I knew I wanted to make you my girl.”

      “Really?” I blushed; I felt it.

      “Yeah, really.” He kissed me then sat up straight. “I got you something.” He handed me a gold box, the ones they gave you from the swap meet when you bought jewelry.

      Taking the top off, I saw it was a gold necklace with a heart locket attached to it.

      “Oh my gosh, Herman. Thank you.” I grabbed his face to kiss him, then he helped me put it on.

      “Real gold too, so you can wear it forever.”

      Suddenly in the mood, I began massaging his dick through his basketball shorts as we started to tongue kiss. Immediately, he began pushing my dress up before tugging on my panties. We stopped kissing so he could remove them, then he helped me out of my shoes.

      “Where are we going?” I asked when he picked me up.

      “To the bedroom.”

      We kissed until we were in the back room, then he placed me to my feet to remove my dress. I laid back on the big, nice bed, watching him strip down with his fine chocolate ass. He pecked my lips, then went down to suck my nipples hungrily, making me moan before tossing my head back.

      “Shit.” I cooed, biting down on my lip when he traveled down to suck on my clit.

      He put my legs on his shoulders, and I spread them wider so he could get all the way in there. He was really into it, making it feel so good that I came quicker than I usually did from head. He took me on another ride, making me explode, then he came up to kiss me.

      “Don’t worry. I got a condom.”

      He rushed to his gym bag, an odd place to keep them, and then slid it down his hard dick. I slipped under the covers, and then welcomed him into the bed with me. Climbing between my legs, he positioned his dick at my opening and pushed his way in.

      “Oh shit.” We grumbled together. He was big, and it felt so good already.

      I rubbed down his chest as he began to fuck me, making me drip like a rainstorm.

      “You so fucking wet.” He clenched his teeth, eyes closed as he gripped the headboard with one hand. “Oh my… shit.” He panted, humping me faster until his body froze up then trembled violently. “Ah,” he moaned in a high-pitched voice as I stared up at him.

      I didn’t climax, unless you counted the head, so I didn’t know what to say. That maybe lasted two minutes max.

      I was still silent as Herman collapsed down onto me, running his fingers through my hair and breathing heavily against my neck.

      Next time. Next time would be good.
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      Now that it was late and the lights were out, I laid down on this hard ass bed, with my phone in hand. I kept the shit hidden in this hole in the wall that my bunk was pushed up against. I kept it shut off as well so it wouldn’t be going off or pinging the towers nearby.

      After laying the charm on hoe ass Elise, she brought me some old Samsung. It had the name Galaxy S4 on the back. I wasn’t familiar with androids, but this shit was like a luxury in here.

      Turning it on, I went into the recent call log to dial up Blaise. I prayed that she was awake so I could hear her voice. I planned to call her ass up every night, but sometimes I couldn’t pull the shit off. We hadn’t talked in almost all week, so a nigga was like a drug addict in need of a hit.

      “Hello?” she answered frantically.

      “’Sup. You aight?”

      “Yes, I’m fine. I just ran from the bathroom when I heard my phone going off.”

      “You ain’t wanna miss talking to yo’ nigga, huh?”

      “No.” She giggled. “I knew it was you, too, because no one calls me this late.”

      “They better not be.”

      “Thank you for the push gifts, baby. They were amazing. I’m not materialistic, but it did make me happy.”

      “I know you’re not, and I know the shit did.”

      “Why two cars? The Range Rover would’ve been fine alone. Or the Maserati alone.”

      “I know, but I wanted you to have some shit to look nice in while with the kids, and then one to look fine as fuck in when you just wanna be out with ya friends and shit.”

      She was quiet then replied, “I’m no stranger to nice gifts, baby, but I always feel differently when it comes to you because you put so much thought into them. My exes just threw me expensive things, thinking it made me happy, but you’re different. You have reasoning behind them, and I appreciate it much more. I love you, Cortez.”

      “So that means when I get out, I get some head on the ride home, right?”

      “Baby, that’s not the right response.”

      I could tell she was pouting her perfect lips, making me lick mine at the thought of them.

      “I love you too, fine ass.”

      “You know you didn’t have to pay me back for the lawyer.”

      “Yeah I did. This ain’t got shit to do with you, and you shouldn’t have to pay for it. I love the fact that you did though. Another reason why I go all out for yo’ ass.”

      She chuckled softly.

      “Well in the future, I want you to remember that I don’t mind writing a check for something like this. We’re family, and I love you.”

      “I already know.” I silently prayed this shit would be over with soon, and in the same breath couldn’t wait to get out this bitch to press Ozzy. I gave that nigga an ultimatum, and since he played me, it was over for his ass. “How you been feeling? I’m supposed to be massaging ya fucking feet right now.”

      “Ooh, that would feel so good. And besides the fact that I miss you, I’m doing okay, I guess. I’m gonna go to the doctor because my appetite is damn near nonexistent.”

      “Why?” I frowned. I ain’t like hearing shit like this over the phone.

      “I don’t know, but all I ate today was a bowl of cereal this morning. I make food for Island and breastfeed Cortez, but I’m not hungry.”

      “Blaise, baby.” I sat up, rubbing my hand down my face. “Please eat something right now.”

      “Okay. When I get off—”

      “No. Go down to the kitchen right now with me on the phone and eat something. Have you been able to shop? I’m gonna send Joan over there and you give her a list of shit you want then she’ll get it.”

      “Cortez, we have food.”

      “Y’all need some more. I’m sure you’ve been too busy, so prepare a list to have to her tomorrow. You understand me, Blaise?”

      “Yes,” she replied softly.

      I listened to her open the fridge and move stuff around.

      Sighing, I said, “Blaise, I love yo’ ass, and I can’t be thinking about you not eating while I’m locked up in this muthafucka. I beg you to try to eat some shit, aight?”

      “Okay. I’m making a grilled cheese.”

      Her tone was soft and sad, driving me fucking crazy. Ozzy, Tiana, and whomever the fuck else was involved in this shit would pay a hefty fucking price for what I was feeling right now.
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      The next morning…

      

      I’d just finished brushing my teeth, so now I was back in this box, pondering. I had no jail sentence yet or anything, so I was literally a fucking sitting duck all damn day, waiting. They treated you differently when you had no sentence, so a lot of the shit other niggas got to do, I couldn’t. Them niggas got face-to-face visits, but I was informed that I had to look at my visitor through a fucking glass.

      “Hey.” Elise, that guard, walked up, looking at me through the bars. She usually worked the evening shift, so it was weird seeing her ass here this early.

      “’Sup.”

      “I know you said you wanted to wait until you got released, but I just can’t anymore. I can get you out to a private area if you move fast.” She unlocked the cell and slipped inside.

      “Private area for what?”

      Usually, I entertained her bullshit and would game her ass up enough to send her bad bodied ass on. But anger had consumed me, and I just wasn’t in the fucking mood to pretend. Not to mention, she was unattractive as a muthafucka, so the sight of her face and that cupid shuffling ass grill irritated me off rip.

      “For us to spend some time together.” Elise licked her lips, placing her hand on her hip… or what was supposed to be a hip.

      “I don’t wanna spend no fucking time with you.” I laughed, lying back. “Go spend some time with yo’ damn husband.”

      “I think you do want to spend some time with me. I’ve been dreaming about sucking your dick. And when I’m with my husband, I imagine that he’s you.” She smiled again, her teeth making me nauseous.

      “Aye, get the fuck up out of here. I’m not in the mood, nor do I like the smell of yo’ neck roll sweat permeating the air. You need to start scrubbing that muthafucka. Pushing up on me smelling like cabbage and meat soup.”

      I was pissed the fuck off about my girl and her eating, then this hippopotamus ass bitch coming in here begging for some dick. And I knew it was her neck that stunk because it had that signature dirty neck smell of vinegar. Muthafuckas always smelled like that shit when they neglected to hit that neck up in the shower.

      “Fine. If you don’t do what I’m asking of you, then I’m going to snatch that phone right back.” She stared down at me, and I shrugged. “I’ll also alert who I need to, that you smuggled a cell phone in here.”

      Sitting up slowly, I rose to my feet, making her turn to rush out, but I yanked her ass up by her drunk and dirty ass shirt collar.

      “You run yo’ fucking mouth, and I swear to God as soon as I’m up out of this bitch, I’m gon’ wring yo’ funky neck.” Dropping her down, I added, “Get yo’ lumpy ass up out my muthafuckin’ cell. In here acting like a crack head for dick when you got a husband.” I sat back on my bed.

      Running out and slamming my cell closed, she locked it then barked, “I wasn’t begging. I offered your rapist ass some of this good stuff! Bitch!” She ran off when I acted like I was about to get up off this bed.

      Dumb ass females.

      I was able to get a book from the library yesterday, so I decided to read to pass time. It seemed like about an hour had gone by before someone hit the gate of my cell. Looking over, I saw this white guard, Potter.

      “What?” I asked dryly.

      “Got a visitor, Khalil. Hurry up.”

      I didn’t know who the fuck this was, but I wanted to find the fuck out. Potter put me in cuffs after coming in, then escorted me to the visitation room, but not the one with glass.

      “I thought I couldn’t do face to face shit.”

      “She says she’s your lawyer.” Potter removed the cuffs then gestured for me to sit down. A few moments later, some white woman with frizzy ass hair switched in.

      “Hello, Mr. Khalil. My name is Olive Fortensky.” She shook my hand before sitting down.

      “’Sup. My girl hired you, right?”

      “She did. Your bail hearing is coming up very soon, and I already have plans for that. I’m very confident that you will make bail. But Mr. Khalil, I wanted to ask you if you know anyone who either doesn’t like you or took a liking to Tiana Strauss?”

      “Plenty of muthafuckas don’t like me, and plenty like Tiana. What you trying to say?”

      Even though Ozzy had done this shit and set me up, I was no fucking snitch. If this lawyer was as good as Blaise said she was, she should be able to get me up out of this bitch without me having to be a fucking rat. Regardless of whether I told or not, I ain’t rape that bitch and shouldn’t be in jail for the shit.

      “Like I explained to Blaise, I believe someone set you up. I mean, it’s quite obvious if what Tiana is saying is true.”

      “What the fuck she say?” I squinted.

      “That the person made comments pertaining to things only you would know about. Now, she told the police that she gave you her address the night that you took a picture with her in the club. Who was all there with you when this happened?” Olive took the top off of her pen and got ready to write as the guard watched.

      “Same people I’m always with, my crew.”

      “Okay. Well according to my research, the people you’re always with are your brother, photographer, and three friends that are a part of some kind of crew, so I will look into that.” She stared down at her paper after writing some shit down. “And you’re sure, Mr. Khalil, that none of the people you were with were acting strangely or maybe made comments about Tiana that were sexual?”

      “She’s a woman. Anytime a female is surrounded by niggas, they’ll make sexual comments.”

      Olive stared at me and then nodded to say she understood.

      “I have to ask you this, Mr. Khalil, and I’d like you to be honest. I won’t tell Blaise anything, unless you want me to let her know something. The conversations we have will always be confidential because I am here to help you and make sure we get you out of jail. To do my best, and I mean, I’m already great at what I do, I need you to be as honest as possible with me.”

      “Get to the fucking point.”

      “Did you ever sleep with Tiana? I mean ever, even if it was before she married Mason. Or did you ever go to her house to have consensual sex then maybe brush her off, making her accuse you of rape?”

      “I’ve never in my life fucked that bitch. When she offered her pussy to me, like so many of these females do, I turned her ass down. And you ain’t gotta worry about me wanting to keep shit from Blaise. I want you to report every muthafuckin’ thing back to her.”

      “I understand. I’ve just had clients in the past that did want to keep their wives and girlfriends in the dark on some things. It’s not abnormal.”

      “Not me. You tell her every fucking thing she needs to know. That’s my wife, and we ain’t with that secret shit.” Leaning in a little bit, I stared deeply into this hard-faced bitch’s eyes. “But whatever you do, you make sure that she don’t get caught up in a got damn thing, or I’ll be back in this muthafucka for murking yo’ ass. Blaise, Island, and my son are more important than this shit called freedom, Olive. We clear?”

      “Of course, Mr. Khalil.” She looked nervous, but I could tell her ass was a bull, which I appreciated. I ain’t need some timid bitch trying to defend a muthafucka like me. My rap sheet was a football field long, and I didn’t exactly have a reputation for being the nicest nigga.

      “You have one minute left,” the guard Potter came to the table to let us know. “And sit back some, Khalil.”

      I did as he’d asked me to after glaring at him.

      “Well, I will get to work with what I have, and the next time I see you will be at the bail hearing. I promise you, Mr. Khalil, you will be going home to your family that day.”

      “I better.” I watched her get up, pack her shit into her Louis Vuitton bag, and then leave the room.

      After Potter shut the door behind Olive, he took me back to my cell in cuffs. I was only in there for a hot second before they made us leave to the outside yard and get some fresh air. I was thanking God, because a nigga was tired of being cooped up.

      As I headed outside, I had to pass Elise’s husband, Nigel, and he gave me a weird ass look. I paid his ass no mind and continued to the empty table outside so I could sit down. I sat there, basking in the sun as the other niggas did whatever the fuck they wanted to do, before opening my box of playing cards. When I felt a presence near me, I glanced over my shoulder to see Elise’s crusty ass husband again.

      “Leave me the fuck alone. I ain’t in the mood.” I continued to stare at my cards, so he came around to the side of me.

      “My wife tells me you got disrespectful with her.”

      Shuffling the cards, I replied, “So lock me up.”

      “Listen, smart ass. I won’t tolerate anybody upsetting my wife. As soon as I get up from this seat, I will be letting the warden know about your behavior.”

      “Good. I’ve been meaning to get at him too.” I started playing Solitaire. I felt Nigel staring at me, so I looked his way briefly with a smirk. “I think his ass needs to know that Elise has been begging me to bend her ass over, and she got me a cell phone. What you think he’ll say about the fact that yo’ bitch is bringing me phones and engaging in sexual misconduct, Nigel?” I put a few more cards down, playing my game as he sat there breathing heavily. “Exactly. Get yo’ ass up from my muthafuckin’ table for I have yo’ wife catching felony cases and serving jail time all ’cause her busted ass wanted to taste the tip.”

      Not saying shit else, Nigel got his frumpy ass up from the table and walked off, leaving me to enjoy my outside time.
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      “How much longer?” I turned to face Dr. Terry, anxious. It’d been forty-five minutes it seemed, even though according to the clock, just five minutes had passed.

      “Just a second, Miss Farms. Why don’t you sit down and relax?”

      I did just that but couldn’t stop my leg from bouncing. That only lasted a few minutes before I sprung up.

      “You know what? I’m going to make myself a drink.” I grabbed the bottle of vodka sitting out.

      “You may not want to do that, Miss Farms.”

      I turned to look at him, letting the liquor bottle slip from my hands and bounce down onto the carpet.

      “Wh-why?”

      I already knew the answer, but maybe he had something else to tell me. Maybe he just didn’t agree with me having a drink before 5 p.m.

      “The pregnancy test is positive.”

      “Are you sure? It can be a mistake. I’ve heard of false positive pregnancy tests.”

      “I’ve yet to run across a false positive, but I’ve seen quite a few false negatives. If you’d like, you can go to another doctor and have them give you a full-on exam. But I promise you, Miss Farms, you are pregnant. The only way this could be a false positive is if some sort of ailment is growing within your body, and I highly doubt that. You’re a young girl and appear to be pretty healthy.”

      “Some sick people look like a pillar of health.”

      Dr. Terry chuckled.

      “If you’d like, I can be there with you when you tell Yono.”

      “Who?” I frowned, snapping out of my deeply depressing thoughts.

      “Yono, Mr. Troy—”

      “Oh yeah, him. No, no, it’s fine. I will tell him about this when I’m ready. I may get rid of it, so it’s no point in getting him all excited for no reason.” I started toward Dr. Terry. “You can go now, and keep this between us.”

      “Of course, Miss Farms. I would say congrats, but I’m not sure if it’d be welcomed, so have a nice day.” Dr. Terry pulled the door open and left out.

      I put the chain on for some reason then turned my back to the door before sliding down to sit on the floor. Not knowing how to feel, I cried.

      “Ali V! Wake up, girl!” I heard Yono’s voice and realized I was on stage in the midst of a damn show, still thinking about the day my life was ruined.

      “My bad. I was into the music.” I snickered, thanking God this was the end part of his show where he made a speech over a random song.

      “Come down here, baby.” Yono waved me on, so like always, I tread down the steps and onto the lower stage portion with him. “I usually sing to my baby, but I wanna do something else special.”

      “Troy,” I whispered, looking behind him since he’d glanced over his shoulder.

      One of his security guards walked up with a bouquet of roses, making the crowd roar and cheer. I had no idea what the fuck was going on. My heart was beating out of my chest, and I felt like I was about to vomit all over Yono.

      “These are for you.” He gave me the roses then kissed me. “Alivia, I told you as soon as we got back close again that I was all in this shit. I really wanna be with you. I ain’t never met a girl like you, that keeps me in line despite the type of nigga I am. I love you, baby.” He got down on one knee, making my eyes grow so wide that I felt my top eyelashes on my forehead. “I know you said you don’t wanna get married for a few years, and I respect that. However, would you take this ring as a promise we’re making to one another that we’re always gon’ be together? And that when the time is right, in a couple years, you’ll be my wife.”

      The sound of my heartbeat was louder than the music coming from my deejay station. I felt like the world was moving in slow motion as I looked at the waving, screaming crowd, then back down to a beaming Yono.

      I didn’t want this ring, not because I didn’t like him, but because I didn’t deserve it. I was pregnant by another man, and for some stupid reason, I loved that man. Even if I aborted this child tomorrow, my feelings for Manny were still there. How could I accept this from Yono? I couldn’t until I fully got over Manny.

      But what kind of person would I be to turn this man down in front of thousands of wild fans, cameras, his friends, and probably the whole damn world. On the bright side, it wasn’t a marriage proposal but simply a proposal to stick by him, so for now, I could promise that… I guess.

      “Okay.” I nodded with a smile before Yono did the same, sliding the ring down onto my finger. He rose to kiss me, holding my face and meshing his mouth with mine so passionately.

      “Aye, but when I do propose, the rock will be much bigger.” He pulled away to speak into the microphone.

      The ring was a nice size, a couple carats. It was beautiful, but not on the level of Blaise’s ring. She had an iceberg on her finger.

      I went back up to my booth, and we finished out the show, with Yono performing his last song of the night.

      As people filed out of the venue, the set people cleaned up and packed all of our stuff up, while Yono got changed in the back. By the time I got back there to see him, he was ready to go, so we hopped into the back of the truck waiting outside for us.

      “You know you didn’t need to propose in order to have a future proposal.” I looked over at him as he seemed to study the night scene of Nashville.

      “Nah, I know, but I wanted to do something special and let niggas know that you’re officially off the market.” He glanced at me. “Just in case there was any confusion.”

      The way he looked into my eyes gave me the impression that he wasn’t just saying that because he wanted me, but because he’d heard or seen something. I was praying like hell that damn doctor hadn’t told my business, or I was suing his ass.

      “Why would there be any confusion, Troy?”

      “Aight.” He licked his lips. “A little after you came on the tour with me, I got word from a few industry friends that you were still conversing with ya ex, Manny.”

      “Okay? I was a single woman. I could converse with whomever I wanted to.”

      “Relax. I’m not saying you couldn’t. But I’m pretty sure he’s still interested in you, so I wanted to make sure that he saw you weren’t available. I also wanna make sure you don’t feel the same.”

      I stared down into my lap, toying with the gold chain on my Prada purse. Yono was so sweet to me and the exact type of man I wanted. He wasn’t too soft, and he wasn’t too rugged. The way he treated me in the past did bother me, because him doing it again always floated around the back of my mind. But other than that simple thought, I had no complaints.

      “I don’t feel the same. I want you.”

      “Good. So y’all don’t talk anymore at all, right?”

      “No, we don’t.”

      Yono pulled me over to him so that we could cuddle up. I asked the driver to turn on the heat then laid my head on Yono’s shoulder. This felt so nice and easygoing. I didn’t have to worry about baby mamas or if he was handling his responsibilities as if I were his mother.

      Once Yono and I got to the hotel, we went up to our room to shower together. I told him I didn’t feel well, so we wouldn’t have sex, because I wanted to have my abortion before I did any of that. I felt nasty at just the thought of being pregnant by Manny but letting Yono fuck me. That was just too much for someone who grew up as sheltered as I did.

      We had dinner in our room, once clean, and then climbed in bed together.

      I did have to wake up in the middle of the night to vomit, per usual, but Yono didn’t notice, so I was good.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning…

      

      I’d woken up a little later than Yono, so by the time I was out of the shower, had brushed my teeth, and was dressed, there was breakfast waiting for me. I’d been really hungry lately, and I didn’t know if it was due to the baby or if it was because I was nervous about my current life’s state. But having food delivered to me fresh and hot had been a dream.

      “Hey, I tried to wait, but ya boy was starving.” Yono got up to kiss me then pulled my chair out.

      “It’s okay. I surely wouldn’t have waited for you.”

      “Good to know.” We chuckled together as I filled my glass with some juice. “I’ve been noticing you get out of bed in the middle of the night a lot. You aight?”

      “When?” That was the only thing I could think to say as I conjured up a lie.

      “Uh, last night, the night before that, and so on.”

      “Oh yeah. Whenever I travel, for some reason, it seems like my bladder weakens. When my family and I used to go on road trips, I would always wake up in the middle of the night to go pee. I guess it’s because I get homesick. I’m not sure.”

      Damn, that was really good, Alivia.

      “Well, we leave back to LA for the last show this evening, so all the traveling will be over soon.” He got up. “This won’t though, right?”

      “No, of course not. Where are you going?”

      “Have to run a few errands, but I should be back in a little bit. I’ll leave my driver to take you shopping or something, if you want.” Yono peeled off some cash and then placed his black card down.

      “Thanks, baby.”

      Yono kissed me and then left the hotel suite.

      I finished my food then slipped into some clothes before getting ready to leave. I definitely wanted to explore Nashville a little bit.

      As I grabbed my phone to put into my purse, I saw I had a text from Blaise, so I decided to call her. I always talked to her when I had issues, and I’m sure she was tired of me, but I had no one else.

      “Hello?” she answered as I sat down on the bed, fully clothed.

      “Hey, you’re not too busy, are you? I won’t keep you long, but I have something to say, and I can’t keep it in any longer. I need you to promise not to tell anyone, including your fiancé.”

      “Not busy, and okay, I won’t.”

      “I’m pregnant, but I’m getting an abortion as soon as I get home. Well not as soon as, but pretty quickly. I’ll be home tonight, and I plan to have it done in a few days.”

      “Wow, Alivia. I was excited for you, for a second, but are you sure?”

      “Yes. I’m sure.” I laughed. “I don’t want a baby, and especially not with… him.” I lowered my voice. I felt like Yono’s people were everywhere and I didn’t want them eavesdropping, despite me being in this suite alone.

      “Wait, this is Manny’s baby?”

      “Yes. I’m sorry I forgot to say that part. Yono and I have been using condoms, so it can’t be his. Plus, I was vomiting before he and I rekindled.”

      “Wow! So you’re definitely over a month along. Are you sure about a termination? I’m only asking because you really have no reason to get an abortion, other than the fact that you’re not married.”

      “What? I do have reason! I don’t like it’s father!”

      “So what, Alivia? Say you did like him, had the baby, but then you guys broke up. Would you regret it? You have to separate it from its dad in this case. Don’t have a baby because you like a nigga, and don’t not have it because you don’t like him. You need to have it because you want it or not have it because you don’t want it.”

      “It’s just my parents would have a fit. And I always thought when I had a baby it would be with my husband or someone I could at least talk on the phone with.”

      “Alivia, you’re still basing the decision off of other people. Do you want a baby? Do you feel financially stable enough to take care of it? Is your life in a place where you could be a mom?”

      All the answers to Blaise’s questions were yes, but I still couldn’t bring a life into this world. This was not me. I wasn’t the girl who had babies out of wedlock. I was to be married and have kids then. Not to mention, I didn’t want to be a second baby mama; I wanted to have my man’s first child.

      “I don’t know, Blaise. I just don’t want a baby without a husband.”

      “Then don’t have it.” She got silent for a second as I pondered. “But remember, Alivia, a husband can still leave you with that child and not look back. Whenever you do have a baby in the future, always remember that it can be possible that you’d have to raise the child yourself.”

      I never thought about that. I just knew I never wanted to get fat and go through all that pain for a damn boyfriend. Or shit, in this case, an ex-boyfriend.

      “Thank you, Blaise.” I took a deep breath. “You think I could spend the night with you when I get home tonight?”

      “Yeah.” She chuckled. “I need some company.”

      “Okay. See you later.” I hung up the phone, made sure my makeup was still intact, and then went to leave. “Oh shit!” I jumped, bumping into Jillian, Yono’s tour manager.

      “Hi.” She looked me up and down skeptically.

      “H-how long have you been out here? Why didn’t you knock?”

      “I heard you were on the phone, and I didn’t want to interrupt.” Again, her eyes left mine and went down my frame. “So you’re pregnant.”

      “What? No.”

      “Then why did I hear you say, ‘I don’t know, Blaise. I just don’t want a baby without a husband’?”

      That must’ve been when she came up. Fuck.

      “I—”

      “Look, Ali V. I like you as a deejay for Yono, but I don’t need you messing up what he has going on.”

      “Aren’t you just his tour manager? Why do you care so much? He has a regular manager.”

      “He does, but tours are how musicians make enough to lace you in diamonds and buy you Louis Vuitton, Chanel, and Celine bags. So this baby is not welcomed. Plu,s from what I heard, it seems like you don’t want it anyway.”

      “Calm down. I’m getting an abortion. You just keep your mouth shut.” I slipped past her to walk down the hotel hall, toward the elevator.

      Following me, she added, “Good! I can even front you the cash for it.” She rushed to cut off my path. “Get it done, Alivia, and trust I won’t say a thing. It’s the best for the both of you.”

      “Move.” I shoulder bumped her and then got onto the elevator that had thankfully just arrived, after allowing some Asian couple off.

      Whether I wanted an abortion or not, I couldn’t have Jillian telling Yono anything, so it had to be done.
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          The next morning…

        

      

    

    
      I sat in Ian’s large bedroom, spreading lotion over my legs, while watching him sleep. I still hadn’t pressed him about Jessica, and I didn’t know why. Maybe I was afraid he’d be honest about dealing with her, but a small part of me wanted to talk to her on my own.

      She was beneath me though; she was the bitch I used to be, on the prowl for a rich nigga by any means, even if he was taken. She was still in that early stage where niggas threw her gifts but didn’t claim her ass. And even though I was sure she was nothing but a slide to Ian, I didn’t want her fucking my nigga or getting any type of gifts from him.

      BZZZ!

      Ian’s phone buzzed on the dresser, making me snap my neck to look in its direction. I stared it down as it buzzed again, before twisting the cap back onto my body butter and standing up. I tightened the belt on my robe, glanced at Ian to be sure he was still knocked out, then snatched the iPhone from the nightstand.

      I knew his code, which wasn’t hard to get, because niggas were dumb. Once they got comfortable with you, they typed the shit into their phones in plain sight without even thinking twice about it. I never gave a fuck about a man enough to look through his phone in the past, but I was a phone code learning connoisseur.

      I typed it in and went straight to his text messages. The unstored number that had texted him was just a reminder for some type of training appointment. It was asking him to text back to confirm, so I just replied for him. Getting out of that conversation, I scrolled down to look for anything or anyone that sounded suspect but got nothing. The only women in his messages were me and his publicist.

      Placing his phone down, I didn’t know what to think. Ian, like most men, wasn’t smart enough to have another phone. Hell, men would bring their mistresses to their damn house that they shared with their wife and kids like fools.

      I checked his emails, but it was a bunch of nothing, at least to me, so after going through his photos, I gave up. I put the phone down and just stared at him sleeping.

      “Sorry.” I mumbled when his eyes fluttered open, and he frowned at me looking at him. “You moved while I was right here, so I looked at you.”

      “It’s aight.” He grabbed my hand when I was about to walk away, then turned me to face him so he could rub my huge belly. I was miserable and wanted my daughter’s ass out now. I’d never been this fat in my life. The last time I had anything resembling a belly, I was a damn toddler. “You look good, baby.”

      “No I don’t, Ian. You don’t have to lie, because it won’t work.”

      “I ain’t lying. Most pregnant women start looking a little off in the face by this stage, but you’re just as beautiful, Nichole.”

      “Thanks.”

      I wanted to ask him if he felt that way, then why was he cheating on me. Despite not finding anything in his phone, I didn’t believe for a second that he wasn’t fucking Jessica Mae. My gut was telling me that he was; not to mention, her little hints didn’t help. Plus, not too many men had the coins to give a woman a Richard Mille watch, so it had to be Ian.

      “I love you.” He kissed my belly after opening my robe. “You and this.” He pecked my pussy through my panties. “Especially while pregnant. Damn.” He reached to tug on my underwear, but I stopped him.

      “Ian, no.”

      “Why? Come on—”

      “No, I’m not fucking you.” I threw his hands off of me and closed my robe back.

      “Wait, what?” He burst into laughter. “You ain’t fucking me, why? I thought the doctor said it was fine.” He got up and started toward the bathroom within the bedroom, then wet his toothbrush to put some paste on it.

      Standing in the doorway, I watched his handsome ass go to town on his mouth, caramel complexion glistening under the warm bathroom lights. His body was ripped, and his tiny bit of facial hair went well with his features. His kinky hair was cut slightly short and never looked dry. Ian was perfect and standing at about six feet two.

      “I’m not fucking you, because you’re cheating on me, and I have to protect myself and my baby.”

      Ian rinsed his mouth with water before turning to look me over, scowling.

      “Cheating on you?”

      “Jessica! You bought her a fucking watch!”

      Groaning, he replied, “Stop with this Jessica shit, Nichole! I ain’t fucking her and don’t even know her ass like that!”

      “Then how did she get a one hundred and fifty thousand dollar watch, Ian!”

      “How the fuck would I know? What do I look like buying another woman some shit that costs that much? I don’t know the bitch, and you have no proof that I do!”

      “Yes I do have proof!”

      “Where is it?” He walked up on me, so I backed away slightly.

      “Sh-she said her favorite number was your jersey number, the expensive watch, her being in Colorado…” I ran off.

      “That’s it?” He chuckled. “So any female that is a fan or likes the number six, I’m fucking them? If they got an expensive watch, I gave it to ’em? And if they’re in the same city I’m in, I flew their ass out? That’s what you’re saying, Nichole?”

      “No. I…” I didn’t have a response. “My gut is telling me this.”

      Ian slipped past me, shaking his head as he pulled open his small drawer to remove some fresh boxers.

      As he went back into the large bathroom to turn the shower on, he said, “If you wanna break up what we’re trying to build over a woman I don’t know, due to a gut feeling, be my guest.”

      We stared at one another for a few seconds, him warning me with his eyes that I was being foolish, and me making it obvious that I was unsure.

      “No, I don’t wanna break up.” Tears trailed my cheeks as I shook my head.

      “Me neither.” He started removing my robe before pulling me into the bathroom and closing the door. “You can make it up to me in the shower.”
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        * * *

      

      Tonight, Jessica Mae was gonna be at some new club out in Hollywood. Only reason I knew was because Mindy hit me up and let me know that she’d found out where Jessica would be via her cousin. I didn’t know if Mindy was just good at getting information or if Jessica’s cousin was just a shady bitch, but either way, I was happy.

      I stared in the mirror of my vanity, looking over my swollen face. I was just not as cute as I used to be, and didn’t know if I wanted to face Jessica looking like this. I had to though, so after putting on my jewelry then lipstick, I got up to leave.

      “I should be back soon,” I told Ian, who was laid out on my couch watching sports. I left his place to get some alone time, but he followed me, defeating the purpose.

      “It’s already 9 p.m., so no later than 11p.m., right?” He checked his watch.

      “I’m not sure—”

      “Nichole, you’re lucky I’m letting you go to the club. Our baby is due in a couple weeks; you shouldn’t be doing shit. I wanna hear you pulling up in the driveway by 10:59 and walking through the door a minute later; earlier if you can walk fast enough.”

      I nodded to say ‘okay’, baffled by what he’d just said, and then left out.

      Hopping into my brand-new Range Rover that my fiancé gifted me, I turned on the heated seats then the radio before driving off. I had to pick up Helen, but the whole ride to her place, I dreaded seeing her. This was a mission, not a time for her to get drunk or try to fuck on a famous nigga if she saw one.

      “Wow, excuse me, pregnant lady.” Helen got into my car. Her perfume made me cough due to the intensity, but it smelled nice.

      “I told you to stop calling me that.” I rolled my eyes, peeling away from the curb.

      “My bad.” She used the visor mirror on her side to check her face out. “So anyway, I’m gonna turn the fuck up because my lawyer said I can get three hundred thousand dollars from Miss Blaise.”

      “What?” I almost crashed from looking over at Helen in shock. “Does she even have that much?”

      “I’m sure she does. She just got that movie role, on top of being on Streets. And shit, baby daddy can pay whatever she can’t.”

      “What are you gonna do with all that money?”

      “I don’t know. I may start a business so I can have my own income. My whole life is funded by these niggas, and I’m tired of trying to keep it up. I thought I’d be married to rich nigga and be a mother by now.”

      “Don’t you make money from Instagram?”

      “No. I get free clothes from the places I promote. I mean, a few of them throw me a couple hundred bucks. Club hosting pays me about fifteen hundred dollars.”

      “Bitch, what? I don’t even answer the phone for fifteen hundred dollars.”

      “I don’t have millions of followers like you and Blaise. My little nine hundred eighty-eight thousand ain’t enough.”

      I shook my head, continuing to drive.

      Helen and I talked a little until we made it to the club, and after using valet, thankfully, we went inside. It took nothing for me to get a table; I just had to take a photo with the owner so he could announce that I was in the building on social media. I wanted to decline because I didn’t like the way I looked, but I needed a damn section.

      I hadn’t even sat down good before I spotted Jessica in the VIP to my left. She was with her friends, and she, of course, had on the watch I believed to be bought by Ian. Damn, did the bitch shower with it on? Because every picture and time I saw her ass, it was wrapped around her dirty ass wrist. You could tell she was new to the game.

      “I’ll be right back, Helen, and do not get pissy drunk while I’m gone.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “To see an old friend real quick.”

      I didn’t want to let Helen know about this Jessica Mae situation. All the shit we talked about Belly cheating on Blaise and how stupid she was, I would look like a fool for having problems with my man. Helen needed to keep believing that I had all my shit together, and that my fiancé was too up my ass to cheat. Hell, I needed to believe that.

      “Nichole, looking sexy as fuck, pregnant and all. Ian is lucky.” The guy guarding the section Jessica was in, licked his lips.

      “Thank you.” I giggled, even though I was disgusted by his old man breath. And no, he was young. “So, can I get inside? I have a friend I wanna say hi to.”

      “Uh.” He exhaled, making me gag. “Aight. But don’t start no crazy shit, Nichole.”

      “I won’t. Thank you.”

      I entered the area, and from the looks of it, the section belonged to some nigga with a bunch of jewelry on. It appeared to be fake, but I couldn’t quite tell from this far. I walked straight over to Jessica, who was swaying with a drink in her hand, looking drunk as hell.

      “I love this… song.” Her smile faded, which hurt me instantly. If she wasn’t fucking my man, why did my presence bother her?

      “Jessica, right?” I raised a brow, and she nodded. Her eyes bounced around my face, making me feel insecure because I knew I looked different.

      “Yeah. Hey, Nichole. You look great—”

      “Save it. I came here because I got word that you’re fucking with Ian Bradshaw, my man.”

      “Yes, I know he’s your man, and I would never.”

      “When you went to Colorado, what was it for?”

      “Well I don’t like to put my business out there, but I’m messing with one of the guys on the team.”

      “Which one?”

      “I’d rather not sa—”

      “You’d better say.”

      “Kevin Donaldson.” Her eyes darted around my face… again.

      “Kevin Donaldson bought you that watch, invited you to Colorado, and is okay with my man’s number being your favorite?”

      “I did that to make him mad because when I got to the house in Colorado, he was flirting with some other bitch.”

      “Oh.” I stepped back a little bit because she kept darting her eyes to my belly, which was damn near poking her flat stomach. “I had to ask. But just in case you ever want to get back at Kevin again, I want you to know that Ian Bradshaw is not the one to use.

      I know what type of girl you are, Jessica. I was in your place once, and I will ruin every dream you think you will obtain if you fuck with my man. Instead of snagging a rich rapper, singer, or baller, you’ll be in the hood fucking on corner boys who can’t even buy you a Coach bag. You get what I’m saying?” I peered deeply into her eyes, and I could almost hear her swallow the lump in her throat.

      “Yes. I get it. I do.” She nodded to let me know, and I believed her.

      “And if you don’t, I will have my friend Blaise beat your ass.”

      She blinked repeatedly with a worried yet baffled expression, so I turned on my heels to prance off back to my section.

      “Can I get ya number since I helped you out?” The bouncer touched my extremely soft and delicate hand with his crispy one.

      “You don’t have enough money to get my number.” I didn’t even look his way as I kept walking.

      “Oh, you weren’t gone long at all.” Helen smiled, dancing in her seat with a drink. “I’m happy, too, because I don’t see anything I like right now.”

      “Girl, chill.” I leaned back to rub my belly because I was tired.

      As I watched everyone dance their asses off since they didn’t have a whole human in their bodies, I noticed two women approach the guy guarding our area. I squinted my eyes, trying to see who they were, but it was too dark, and the guy was blocking them. He turned away to walk over and ask us if it was okay, but the bitches rushed in behind him. It was then that I noticed one of them was Cadence, a former member of Belly’s harem. The other, I’d never seen before, so it must’ve been her friend.

      “Hi, Helen.” Cadence gave a finger wave, bringing attention to that Belly tattoo going down the side of her hand. Ever since she started messing with him, she always made sure to catch it in pictures.

      “Aye, y’all gotta go!” the bouncer barked.

      “It’s fine,” I replied, curious as hell. My nosiness trumped my rocky friendship with Helen. The bouncer hesitantly returned to his ‘post’.

      “Hi?” Helen asked more so than stated. I could tell she was confused.

      “I’ve been hearing that you’re telling people you fucked my man and that you’re still trying to.”

      “Your man?” Helen and I said in unison.

      “Who is your man?” Helen continued, placing her drink down.

      Cadence flashed us her tattoo, go figure, then responded, “Cortez. I don’t appreciate you rolling around here acting like you’re getting a piece.”

      “You’re mad about what I said but not about him fucking the other girls and being engaged to Blaise, who he also had a baby with?” Helen frowned.

      I admit I was confused by this too.

      “Cortez and I have an agreement. Blaise’s ass is equal to all of us; she just happened to get pregnant. It’s only me and Blaise, not you, so quit the bullshit lies about my nigga.”

      Helen burst into laughter, but I just sniggered a little bit because this bitch Cadence was a dummy.

      WHAM!

      Cadence’s fist hit Helen right in the eye, making me jump up out of the way because I had my baby to protect.

      “Bitch!” Helen hopped up quickly before the girls started fighting. It was mainly a lot of cursing, hair pulling, and clawing, until the bouncer and his co-worker broke the women up. Cadence’s friend had stepped far off, wanting no parts like me.

      Since Helen was okay, we just left out of the club to get my car from valet. Once he brought it around, we left.

      “I told you Belly’s dick was dangerous.” I looked over at Helen as I drove. It’d been silent for the past few minutes.

      “Clearly.” She inspected her face in the visor mirror. “Maybe it was best I didn’t get any, if I’m gonna be out beating bitches up over it.”

      We both roared in laughter, but I knew if given the chance, Helen would still hop on Belly’s dick.

      I guess it was good my ass never got any of it either.
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      I was standing in a room wearing a two-piece bathing suit, with my trainer, Robert, my nutritionist, Cordelia, and my manager, Ivory, while being measured. My kids were here, but Cortez was asleep in his stroller with a blanket over it, and Island was drinking applesauce while on her Gizmo tablet. Cookie Belly was right in her lap watching too.

      I’d never been so uncomfortable in my entire life, but this had to be done and weekly so I could film the movie Rich Girl that I’d gotten. It was my first major motion picture, and on top of that, I was chosen specifically for the role, making my audition pretty smooth.

      Everyone was in my ear saying how big this film would be, and I believed it. I was excited, but getting back down to my previous weight when my baby was just born was really difficult.

      “Alright. Your measurements have gone down which is great, but your weight is still fifteen pounds over what your headshot says you are, Blaise.” My trainer Robert wrote on his clipboard as he spoke to me. “How much did you gain by the end of your pregnancy?”

      “About thirty pounds, thirty-two to be exact.” I fidgeted, feeling uneasy. My manager must’ve noticed because she handed me a robe to put on.

      “Okay, that’s pretty normal. The movie will start shooting soon though, Blaise, so we need those fifteen pounds off. TV already makes you look bigger than you are.” Robert eyed me.

      “Very true. And your character Wren is super sexy. She’s a socialite, always in tight dresses, short tops, things of that nature.” Ivory added her two cents in.

      “I know, and I will be down, I promise. I’ve already lost over half.”

      “You have. I will be putting together your meal plans for the next two weeks to go along with whatever exercise your trainer has down for you,” Cordelia assured me.

      “How did you lose the seventeen so fast?” Robert inquired.

      “My appetite hasn’t been the best. My doctor said it’s normal for your appetite to decrease after giving birth. So she told me to eat small meals throughout the day,” I explained, looking at all three of them since they were staring at me.

      “Okay. Well for all the shit I’m gonna be having you doing, I need you to eat a sufficient amount of food to get through it.” Robert raised his brows, and I nodded.

      Cordelia, Ivory, and Robert talked with me some more, telling me so much shit. Thankfully, Ivory was my personal calendar, making sure everything was in her phone and recorded. By the time they left, my son was waking up, but he didn’t cry; he just stared at me with his cute, chubby face. He was already a month old.

      “You okay, princess?” I called out to Island.

      “Of course,” she replied. She heard me say of course a few times to my mom, and now she said it all the time.

      “I swear you have the cutest kids.” Ivory smiled as she sat down at the big table across from me.

      “Thank you.” I giggled.

      “You can go ahead and get dressed in a second, sweetie. I do want you to look over this.” Ivory handed me a thick white book, which I knew was a script.

      “Another job?” I frowned.

      “Excuse me? Actors are usually thrilled to have this many things thrown their way.”

      “I know, and I’m thankful, but I haven’t even started this movie. And once the movie is completed, I have to film season three of Streets.”

      “This one won’t start production for a while. It’s a limited series called Worst Case Scenario, meaning it will only run for one season, with about an hour to an hour and a half an episode.” Grinning hard as hell for some reason, Ivory added, “Vanessa Mario will be your co-star.”

      “Are you serious?” I felt my face beaming.

      Vanessa Mario was a huge movie star. She was one of the few Black actresses that got big roles, including action movies and everything else they usually gave to white women or occasionally racially ambiguous women. Vanessa could do it all. She could be a crack head in one movie, then a superhero in another.

      I really looked up to her because her career was something to admire. I, too, wanted to be in different types of films and shows, outside of the normal shit that most women of color were cast in.

      “I am very serious. The cast is ensemble too, so you will be her equal if you get the part. Just look over the script. The character I think you should audition for is Lolita. She’s promiscuous, a little ghetto, and just really nothing like you’ve played before. After being Crissi, then Wren, and Lolita, it’ll show producers that there is no role you can’t do.”

      “Okay. I will think about it.”

      Ivory talked up this limited series a little more, then left me so that I could put my clothes back on.

      “Mommy, why it no cry?” Island had gotten off the couch and stared into the stroller at her brother. “Babies cry.”

      “I know. He cries sometimes, but he’s very calm.” I smiled down at my baby boy. He was so well behaved. He cried occasionally when he was tired, hungry, or just restless, but he was laid back usually. Some mornings I would wake up, look down into his crib, and he’d just be lying there. “You cried all the time when you were a little baby.”

      “No!” Island pouted cutely.

      “Yes.” I picked her up to kiss her face. “I didn’t mind though. I love you.”

      “Love you too.” She was frowning when she said it, making me laugh.

      I gathered my kids, baby bag, and purse, then left out to my car. I’d sent Joan a list earlier, and she went to the grocery store for me, so I racked my brain thinking of what to cook.

      I felt bad asking Joan to do such things, but Belly reminded me that it’s what she got paid for. And she didn’t seem to mind anyway.

      “Flowers!” Island shouted once we pulled up to the gate of our home. I knew they weren’t from Belly because this person obviously didn’t know the gate code or didn’t have a remote. And the only people with remotes were Belly and I, but for right now, Carson had his.

      Putting my Range Rover in park, I climbed out then scooped up the roses before driving through. After getting my kids inside and settled, I went back to the kitchen where I’d placed the roses to see if there was a card. I found one, so I opened it up.

      Thank you for shooting for my boutique. Congratulations on the new baby! - Cydney

      I smiled, reading the card, and then placed the roses off to the side since they were already in a vase. I grabbed my phone to text Cydney ‘thank you’, and before I even put my iPhone down, she was calling.

      “Hey, thank you for the roses, girl. They’re beautiful!” I answered.

      “Of course. All the stuff you modeled sold out within forty-eight hours, so I had to do something nice for you.”

      “Aww. Well I’m happy I was able to help.”

      “Which I appreciate. Hey, are you busy?”

      “Depends. I can’t go anywhere because I have my babies here with me. I have to make them dinner and—”

      “Oh no, I don’t want to go out if you can’t. I can maybe just drop by so we can hang out. I wanted to talk, and I feel like my friends and I just aren’t on the same page with certain things.”

      “Sure, that’s fine. You can eat dinner here.”

      “Perfect. I will see you in about an hour.”

      “Okay.”

      I hung up with Cydney then got right to making dinner for my kids. I knew I needed to eat too, and I would try, but I was sure I would only consume 1/4 of my plate like I’d been doing lately. I’d even tried making some of my favorite foods, but nothing worked.

      By the time the spaghetti was done, I heard my baby crying through the monitor I had, so I went to get both him and Island. I made her a plate to eat, and then breast-fed him while Island scarfed it down. I found out pasta was the only thing she would eat outside of chicken nuggets and cookies. I’d started giving her fruits and vegetables too, which she didn’t seem to hate.

      Just thirty minutes later, I had both of my children bathed and in the bed. I then saw Cydney had texted me to let me know she was at my gate. I pressed the button to allow her through, then went to get the door as she climbed out of her car.

      “Girl, this house is goals.” Cydney switched up in her thigh-high boots and skirt. Her blonde hair was freshly wand curled, and her makeup was packed on perfectly. I’d never seen Cydney without a full face of makeup.

      “Thank you. I love it too.” I stepped back to allow her in. I giggled as she admired the big open foyer with her eyes wide.

      “We can go to the den. Cortez has a bar in there if you want a drink. I can’t have one, but I can make you one.”

      “Yes, girl. I need it.”

      I locked the door then led Cydney to the den to make her a drink. I’d waited for her to eat, which didn’t bother me since I wasn’t hungry, so once she had her glass of wine, I went to get our plates of spaghetti and me some water.

      “So how is everything?” I quizzed after we prayed.

      “I broke up with Dalton.” She sighed before shoving some more of the pasta into her mouth.

      “Really? Why? I’m so sorry.”

      “No, I’m fine. I just wasn’t into it anymore. I haven’t been wanting to be with him for the past four months.”

      “Did he do something?”

      “No. He’s perfect, actually, but I’m just not feeling it. It’s like something is telling me that someone else would make me happier.”

      “Wow. You told him this?”

      “Kind of. I just said I wasn’t happy, and I needed to be alone to figure out what I wanted to do.”

      “Well, hey, at least you didn’t go cheat on him and then only express your feelings once you got caught. That’s what most people do.”

      “I know, but I’m pretty honest. Plus, Dalton is great, you know.”

      “Yeah, he is a nice guy. He seemed to really care about you too.”

      “He did.” She looked off for a slight moment then turned back to her plate to swirl some more of the food onto her fork. “Your body looks good, Blaise. I can’t believe you just had a baby.”

      “Thank you, but I still have fifteen pounds to lose before I’m back to how I used to be.”

      “Well your body was always sexy. I wish I could gain fifteen pounds and look like that.” We laughed together as we ate some more of the pasta, with her finishing. I had a lot left, but I was over it. “Any word on when Belly is getting out?”

      “Not yet, but he has a bail hearing coming up, so I should know soon. I can’t wait.”

      “I’m sure. You’ve been taking care of the kids and everything by yourself this whole time.”

      “Yeah, but it isn’t his fault.”

      “You know if you ever need some help, Blaise, I can be there for you.” She touched my leg. “I can help with anything.”

      “You can start by massaging my feet.” I snickered.

      “Okay, try me. I’ve been told I give great massages.”

      “I’m sure, but I can’t have you massaging my feet like some peasant. I will go to a masseuse.”

      Scooting closer to me, Cydney replied, “Just the shoulders then. You look so tense, and I just feel so bad. Plus, if you saw how much money you made me, you probably would make me massage you.” She started on my shoulders, and I was going to stop her because I felt bad for her doing it, but I hadn’t realized how badly I needed this.

      “Oh my gosh.” I moaned.

      “I used to get ten dollars a pop for these in college.”

      “Are you serious?” I gasped.

      “Very. I needed a way to make money, and my mama always said I gave good massages, so I’d be working on people’s shoulders, necks, and everything for some money. I had a nice little business,” she explained as she worked on me. This was heaven.

      “What made you choose to own a boutique instead of a massage parlor or something?”

      “I’m just more into fashion than anything else. I enjoy giving massages, but I don’t think I enjoy it enough to run a business based on it.”

      I nodded, too relaxed to respond. She moved the thick straps of my short, knitted, sleeveless dress down a little bit, then continued. We conversed some more, but then it got silent because I was enjoying this too much to keep up.

      I felt her hair brush against me, so I opened my eyes to see she was leaning over my shoulder from behind to look at me.

      “I guess—” My sentence got cut off when she kissed me deeply as hell. “Cydney.” I yanked away and got up, fixing my straps. “No, I don’t do that.” I shook my head so she’d understand that I was serious.

      “Oh my gosh.” She covered her face. “I’m sorry. I just… This whole thing with Dalton and then being here with you, plus the wine… I reacted badly. I apologize, Blaise.”

      “It’s fine, Cydney, but don’t try that again. I’m not into women, and I’m in a relationship.”

      “I know you’re in a relationship, and I would never try to interfere. I’m not into women either. I just find myself attracted to you.”

      “Cydney, you should go home.”

      I got the feeling she only came over here because she knew Belly was in jail and thought I’d allow her to give me head or something. My DMs had been blown up lately with all kinds of celebrity men, a few women too, who were trying to take advantage of Belly being locked up. Even my baby daddy had tried, despite wanting to drag me to court.

      

      Nichole always said Cydney liked me, but I thought she was just jealous. She’d always said, ‘that bitch is way too thirsty to get you to shoot for her little store; it ain’t normal’.

      I’d never spent much time with Cydney in the all the years that I’d known her, and I’d especially never been alone. We met at a party once when I was still fucking with Five-Star. She followed me on Instagram after that, and we became social media buddies from then on. Occasionally when I saw her out at events and things, we’d speak, have a drink together, but we always had people around.

      “Yeah, I will leave. Blaise, I hope this didn’t ruin our friendship. I swear I won’t ever do anything like this again.” She put her jacket on as she rose up.

      “I will walk you out.”

      I quickly escorted Cydney through and out of the house, then quickly locked up to put the alarm on. Rushing to check my phone, I saw I had no texts or calls from Belly.

      Damn, I missed my nigga.
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        * * *

      

      A few days later…

      

      Today I would finally be able to see Belly. They’d approved me to be on the visiting list, and now I was just waiting until I could see him. I was so anxious and wanted to touch him, kiss him, and hug him, but I knew I couldn’t. He’d already explained to me that all his visits would be through a glass since he was awaiting trial.

      “You can go ahead into the visiting area.” The big guard opened the door for me, so I stood up to walk in. I wanted to dress sexy for Belly, but when they sent me the list of inappropriate attire, I realized it was half of my damn wardrobe.

      I went to sit down where I was told to by the female guard inside, and set my purse to the side. They’d looked all through my shit.

      Finally when Belly appeared, sitting down across from me but through the glass, I felt like my heart stopped. He still looked so handsome, and I hadn’t realized just how much I missed him until I laid eyes on him.

      “Don’t cry, baby.” He spoke lowly into the phone, just as I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand.

      “Ask them if I can hug you?” I whimpered.

      “They ain’t gon’ allow all that. How’s the eating going?”

      “Better,” I lied. “I ate four tacos last night.”

      Seeing him grin widely at the sound of me eating was bittersweet. It felt good to see I’d made him happy, but I felt bad because it was a lie.

      “Damn, greedy. You look good as fuck too. By the time I get up out of here, that six weeks will be up, right?”

      “Yes.” I blushed. “My doctor has to clear me though. Hopefully, she does.”

      “She better. If not, you can just let me fuck, and we’ll make sure they sew you back the fuck up.”

      “Ugh, no!” I frowned. “You should wait however long it takes.”

      “You right.” He nodded, looking so sexy as he grasped the phone tightly. “I’ll wait, only because I love you. But after we get to ten weeks, I’m hitting.”

      We both cackled before he inquired about the babies. He didn’t want me to bring them, so I complied with his wishes.

      Before I knew it, our time was up, and he had to be taken back in. I sat there for a few, sad, but the feeling of someone standing behind me interrupted that.

      “I’m leaving,” I told the plump female guard as I rose up. She surveyed me like she knew me but just wanted to see me up close. “You’ve watched my show?” I gave her the benefit of the doubt.

      “Oh.” She fake smiled. “Yeah, I have seen your show. It’s okay. Your character is a bit trashy, but whatever. So are you supposed to be Cortez’s girlfriend?”

      “No, I’m his fiancée. You have a good day.” I started to walk off, but her words halted me.

      “Well maybe you should tell him he has a fiancée because he sure doesn’t act like it.” She licked her lips.

      After looking her over for a bit, I was overcome with laughter.

      “Honey, if you expect me to believe that Cortez would fuck you, you must be drunk, high, or both.”

      “You think you look that much better than me, huh? Well ask yourself how your fiancé got that little phone to call you.” She opened the door to let me out. “Have a good day, Miss Cansino.”

      That bitch had better be lying, or once Belly got out, he was gonna wish he was back in.
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      Now that my mama knew about Jasiel, I felt like a better nigga if that made sense. My mother meant a lot to me, so if she knew about some shit, that meant it was important. Hopefully when I introduced her to Jasmine, my baby mama would let up on the child support shit. I didn’t care what anybody said; I didn’t feel like I should have to pay any more than what I was paying.

      All that cheap ass food and cheap ass clothes from Target that Jasmine copped him didn’t amount to the shit I got. Not to mention, I was giving her child support on top of that, and buying her ass designer. Yeah, nah, fuck that bullshit; I wasn’t paying a dime more. She could ask her rich wack rapping ass boyfriend to throw her whatever else she wanted.

      Looking myself over in the mirror, I smirked at my handsome ass. I was a fucking catch, and if Alivia’s ass couldn’t see it, it was her loss.

      And speaking of her, I whipped out my phone to check her Instagram page out real briefly. She was still fucking with Yono, and for some reason, it still bothered my ass. Like always, my chest got tight as fuck seeing them together. Out of anger, I blocked her but then unblocked right after. I wasn’t ready.

      Just as I put my phone into my pocket, it rang. Sighing, I pulled it back out to see it was Nandy calling.

      “He—”

      “Where are you, Manny? It’s almost 8:10 p.m.” Nandy cut me off.

      “I’m literally walking out of the door, baby.” I started out of my bedroom and through the living room, putting on the alarm.

      “Oh, okay. Want me to stay on the phone while you drive to me?”

      “Uh, nah. I shouldn’t be talking while I’m driving, Nandy. You know I can’t do two things at once.”

      “Can’t you hook me up through Bluetooth? I’ve seen you talk to people while driving using the Bluetooth function.”

      “Yes, I could, but I’d rather just get to you as fast as I can. Shit, when you’ve seen me talk while driving, isn’t it always hard for me to concentrate?”

      “Yes.” She giggled.

      “Okay then. I’ll see you in a bit.”

      “Alright.”

      I quickly hung up my damn phone and shook my head.

      I liked Nandy, but if I were being perfectly honest, I would’ve been dropped her for all these shenanigans. I just couldn’t bear the thought of Alivia having somebody and all I had were hoes. I wanted her ass to see that she wasn’t the only female I could be serious with. I was fucking with Nandy for all the wrong reasons at this point, because her beauty and good pussy meant nothing to me now that I’d gotten to know her, but oh well.

      I hurried to my whip, queued up my playlist, and sped off. I got to Nandy’s place about twenty minutes later then texted her because I didn’t feel like going to her door. We’d been dating long enough for me to stop doing all that shit, and plus, I wasn’t even into her enough for all that.

      “Damn, you couldn’t open the door for me?” Nandy hopped in, smelling good and looking nice per usual.

      She was hands down one of the prettiest females I’d ever seen. I couldn’t find one flaw on her, outside of the fact that she wasn’t thick, but in my eyes, that wasn’t considered to be an imperfection.

      “My bad. I was just in here thinking and it slipped my mind.”

      “Sure.” She buckled up as I leaned over to kiss her.

      “You look beautiful, Nandy.”

      “Thanks.” I watched her blush as she stared straight ahead, purposely not looking my way. Finally, she did and added, “You look nice too.”

      “Appreciate it.”

      I got back on the road so we could go to dinner at Spago in Beverly Hills. Nandy was high maintenance, which I didn’t mind after having dealt with Alivia. She was the same way, and it had me feeling myself that I was able to get a woman with such high standards.

      I couldn’t fucking stand Alivia. I even hated her damn name, and anything close to it. Olivia, Alicia, just ugh.

      We decided to eat inside, and I let Nandy order a bottle of wine of her choice.

      After the waiter filled our glasses and left, Nandy took a sip then said, “I know we’re boyfriend and girlfriend, Manny, but I was wondering where we’re headed.”

      “What you mean?”

      “Like is this headed to an engagement? Are we going to be just boyfriend and girlfriend for another year or so? I just like to know what I’m getting into.”

      “I’m not sure, Nandy. We just got together.” I chuckled breathily. “We need to see how this shit goes and naturally progress. Maybe in a few years, we can look into getting engaged and all that.”

      “How long did you date Alivia?”

      “Some months… longer than we’ve been dating, that’s for sure.”

      “Okay.” She nodded, sipping more of her wine. “I’m just asking because you mentioned getting engaged to her that time I looked in your phone.”

      “So.”

      “So you clearly don’t need a few years to propose to a woman.”

      “I told her when I saw an engagement ring, I thought about her. I ain’t say shit about proposing.”

      “Tomato, tomato.” Nandy pronounced the word both ways, shrugging. “It all means the same thing at the end of the day, that marriage with her crossed your mind.”

      “Aight, you right.”

      “So does it cross your mind? With me though?”

      “Are you two ready to order?” The waiter appeared, and I was thanking God.

      “We are.” I nodded as Nandy threw back her wine and refilled her glass damn near to the rim. “I’ll have the rib eye.”

      “And I will take the New York steak.” Nandy handed the menu over.

      “How has work been going for you?” I quickly inquired, making Nandy laugh as she sat back, swirling the wine in her cup.

      “Why do you always like to change the subject when I try to talk about our relationship, Manuel?”

      “I’m just trying to have a pleasant conversation. It seemed like shit was getting a little intense, so I wanted to switch gears.”

      “Well I don’t wanna switch gears. I’m a twenty-seven-year-old woman, and when I date, I like to know where it’s going.”

      “Understandable, Nandy, but there is a lot of shit we still don’t even know about one another.”

      “Like what?”

      “Different shit. I don’t even know where you’re from, who you grew up with, about your past relationships… I don’t know shit come to think of it.”

      “’Cause you don’t ask! You want me to sit here and fuck you while you pine after Alivia, hoping she comes back.”

      That was true.

      “That’s not true, Nandy, and you know that. I already explained to you why I was texting her. I like you, and I wanna be with you, but I can’t have you sweating me every time we go out. I feel like we just met, and you’re already talking about marriage.”

      “Fine. Let’s talk about something else. How is your work going? It’s more interesting than mine.”

      Calming down, I talked a little bit about work, and she did the same. She also talked about her family, which was nice to hear.

      The conversation was going so well that it improved my mood. By the time the food came, Nandy and I were smiling and laughing.

      “You definitely seem like an only child. I was an only child too in a sense, since Belly grew up in a totally separate household.” I nodded, cutting my steak.

      “I liked being the only one. My parents were rich, so they spoiled me on top of it.”

      “I can tell.” We chuckled. “My mother took good care of me too, so I had no complaints about receiving all of her attention and love.”

      “Yes, it’s great. Now my mom and dad keep pressuring me about giving them some grandchildren to spoil. Does your mom do the same?”

      “Uh… not quite.”

      Nandy nodded, eating more of her food and taking a huge gulp of the wine.

      “I’m sorry, Manuel, I— I just can’t sit here and pretend I’m not bothered by our previous conversation.”

      Groaning and dropping my silverware, I replied, “Nandy—”

      “No!” She began sobbing. “You think I’m a fool! You just wanna use me for sex, and then when you’re done with me, I will be back at square one! You are such a manipulative liar!”

      “Nandy, Nandy, lower ya fucking voice.” I gritted my teeth. I glanced around the quiet spot, and people were definitely staring.

      “Fuck you!” She hopped up from the table so abruptly that her wine glass fell, spilling all over the white tablecloth. The bottle fell as well, pouring into my lap and on these Gucci slacks.

      “Nandy!” I roared. “What the fuck!”

      “Sir, is everything okay?” The waiter rushed over.

      I bit down on my lip before tucking them both in to take a deep breath.

      “Can you bring the bill, please?” I didn’t even look at him, but I saw his feet rush off.

      “He is nothing but an asshole who uses women for sex!” Nandy hollered over the restaurant. “I don’t ever want to see you again!” She rushed out as I stood there, shamed as fuck and waiting on the bill.

      When the waiter finally brought it, I was thanking my lucky stars that I had enough cash to cover it, because I didn’t wanna wait for them to process a charge on my card.

      As I left out, I saw a few females looking me over, having believed every word Nandy had shouted. Even though I was more ashamed than a little bit, a nigga was happy to be done with her unbalanced ass.
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        * * *

      

      After all the shit that had been happening, I needed a little bit of retail therapy, so I was in Bloomingdales, surveying the men’s designer shit.

      “Did you need any help, sir?” an associate in the Gucci section asked.

      “Nah, I’m okay. I’ll let you know.”

      I continued looking around, and the only thing I saw was this dope ass bag, so I bought it.

      As I was walking out of the Gucci area to continue looking, I heard a familiar laugh. Turning my head in its direction, my fucking balls shriveled up at the sight of Alivia and Yono shopping. I was supposed to look away, but my ass kept staring, so by the time Alivia saw me, we’d made eye contact. Her wide smile disappeared, snapping me out of my trance, so I pressed on.

      I kept my eyes on them, even following the two to the women’s section. When I saw Yono sit down and Alivia go into the dressing room, I pulled my iPhone out to dial her ass up. I paced by the makeup counter as the line trilled, and when she finally answered, I paused.

      “So y’all in love?” I laughed.

      “Manny, what do you want?”

      “Don’t try to act like you’re so damn irritated to hear my fucking voice, Alivia.”

      “I am not in the mood to entertain you.”

      “Oh, but you can entertain his ass. Stop acting like you enjoy that nigga so much more than me.”

      “I’m not acting like anything. You know what, get off my phone. I don’t feel good, and I’m trying to enjoy myself with my man.”

      “You don’t feel good? What, you pregnant?” I chuckled, but her silence stopped that shit immediately.

      “Manny—”

      “Wow. Already, huh? I hope that nigga dogs yo’ stupid ass out again. Fuck you.” I hung up, not allowing her hoe ass to say shit.

      If I wasn’t done with her ass before, I sure and the fuck was done with her ass now.

      As I left the department store, I typed away on my Instagram story, heart beating rapidly and seemingly out of my fucking chest.

      Bitches ain’t shit. One minute they’re yours, the next, they’re pregnant by the next nigga.

      I smirked after posting it and proceeded to my car. My phone wasn’t working while in the parking structure, so I sped out before dialing my mama up.

      “Hey, sweetheart—”

      “You got his number?” I cut her off. I was still pissed with her for not allowing my father to be in my life.

      “Whose number?”

      “Who else? My pops?”

      “No, I don’t have his number, Manuel. Why do you need it? You don’t need to talk to him.”

      “Yeah, I do. I’m a grown ass man now, and you can’t keep me from him like you’ve been doing.”

      “Manny, he has seen you around before, and did he attempt to make amends? Or did he deny you? I kept him from you while you were under my care, but when you moved out, he had many chances to get in contact with you yet didn’t.”

      “Yeah, because you fucked it up!” I hollered.

      “Don’t you ever in your life raise your voice at me again!” My mama shouted back, her accent thick as fuck.

      “I gotta go.” I hung up and continued driving for a bit before an idea popped into my head.

      Getting onto the freeway, I headed toward Belly’s mama’s place. I remembered him saying his parents were fucking around again, so maybe my dad was over there. But if he wasn’t, then surely, she had his number.

      Took me an hour to get from Beverly Hills to Inglewood where she stayed, because it was a damn parking lot on the 405 Freeway. I parked illegally, by a fire hydrant, since I only planned to stay for a second.

      Slipping through the rickety gate, I surveyed the beat-up ass building, shaking my head. In the past, Christine’s ass hated Belly to the point where she’d never let him get her up out of here. But now that she’d seemingly warmed up, maybe she’d change her mind.

      I knocked on the door, then stepped back to wait. I heard someone walk up to look at me through the peephole, so I put my hand up to say ‘hi’. I didn’t know who was behind the shit, but my father would be preferred.

      “Yes?” Christine peeked out. I swear she hadn’t aged much at all.

      “Hey, it’s Manny. You remember me?” I grinned, but she didn’t smile back.

      “Yes, I do. What do you want?”

      “I know this is an odd favor for me to ask, but I was wondering if you could maybe pass me Charles’s number. I just wanna call him up and see if we can meet, maybe start working on our relationship.”

      “What relationship?”

      I looked down into her soft butterscotch face for a few moments, wondering if she was serious. But then I had to remember Belly’s mama was crazy.

      “H-his and mine; father-son relationship.”

      She laughed, showing off her pretty smile while shaking her head.

      “You are not his son. Charles has only one son, and that is the one I gave birth to.” Looking me up down, she added, “And that surely was not you.”

      “Look, I know it’s hard to accept but I—”

      “No, it’s not hard to accept because you being his son is a lie your pathetic mother came up with to keep Charles.”

      “Aye, leave my mama out of this.”

      “Or what?” She raised her brow. “Exactly. If you touch me, my son will pulverize you.”

      I chuckled.

      “I think Cortez and I are a bit closer than you two, but aight.”

      “Yeah, because he thinks you’re his brother. Your mama has everybody believing this lie. What you need to do is focus on finding the real man that she spread her legs for and got pregnant by.”

      I didn’t hit women, but damn she was close to being the first… second, I guess, since I’d unintentionally slapped Jasmine. Christine was lucky she was Belly’s mama, because even though I knew he couldn’t stand her, I was sure he wouldn’t take kindly to a man slapping the shit out of her. Plus, she had every right to hate my mama, who slept with her husband knowing he was married.

      “I’ll let you believe whatever you need to, to sleep at night. You enjoy the rest of your day.” I turned to walk off.

      “No. I just believe the DNA test they took that read Charles wasn’t the father. Why don’t you ask your hoe ass mama about that one!”
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      I was out of the shower and covered in my coconut scented body butter, so I washed my hands before slathering on a facemask. Tightening my robe, I left my bathroom, then grabbed my iPhone so I could pass time while this mask did its job. I had another date with my baby Herman tonight, and I wanted to look perfect.

      While scrolling the explore page on Instagram, I spotted a picture that looked like Judd, so I tapped it. It in fact was him, so I hit his username above the picture to look through his profile.

      I didn’t know if I was getting used to him or what, but he was looking pretty cute. His smile was beautiful and very warm. I found myself smirking as I continued sifting through his photos. His latest one was an advertisement for his match tonight.

      Locking my phone, I watched a little television then picked out my fit before going to wash this mask off. I cut on some music as I got ready, applying the perfect makeup look to match my outfit.

      Unlike the last time Herman and I went out, I knew where we were going to dinner. So my cute, short nude dress, and my Louboutin heels would not go to waste. I put on some of my Marc Jacobs perfume, and then grabbed my car keys. I was meeting Herman at his home, and then he was gonna drive us to the restaurant.

      “Okay. Bye, Mama!” I shouted, rushing through the living room.

      “Wait, Izzy. Where are you going again?”

      “To dinner with my boyfriend.”

      “Okay.” She nodded. “When am I going to meet him? It seems pretty serious, so I’d like to get to know him.” She folded her arms, leaning up against the small piece of wall in the archway.

      “You will soon. I’m gonna find out his schedule tonight and get back to you.” I gestured toward her with my Balenciaga purse, winking.

      “Okay. You better, Miss Thang.”

      I giggled before yanking the door open and rushing out as fast as I could in these heels. Once I had my music on in my car, I headed toward my man, barely being able to contain my smile.

      I made it to his house about twenty minutes later, and before getting out, I touched up my lipstick.

      “Hey, how you doing?” Some nigga yelled out to me as I switched up to Herman’s door.

      “I’m fine. Thank you.”

      “You sure are.” He licked his lips before pulling his baggy jeans up and walking off.

      I chuckled, ringing the doorbell. It took no time for Herman to open the door, and he was dressed really nicely this go ’round. He wore a Polo shirt, some jeans, and then Gucci sneakers.

      “Wow, handsome.” I moved his way, draping my arms over his shoulders to hug his neck.

      “Thanks, but damn, you look good as hell.” He kissed my neck as I basked in the scent of his cologne. “Come in and sit down. I have to make a few calls about work.” He stepped back and shut the door as I waltzed to his couch.

      “Okay, no problem.”

      I took a seat as he went to the back to do what he had to do. Again, I pulled out my phone to keep me occupied since the TV was off, and I didn’t feel comfortable enough to just turn it on. Going onto Instagram, I went back to Judd’s profile, not sure why, and just decided to follow him. Maybe me following him would be like an indirect apology for how I acted that one day.

      I put my phone up after liking Blaise’s snapback photo on my timeline, just as I heard keys jingling in the door. I kept looking down the hall that led to the bedrooms where Herman was and then back to the white wooden door. Before I could call Herman’s name, the door came open, and in walked a dark-skinned girl with a fresh bob; I could still smell the hair spray from the beauty salon. She was holding a baby carrier in one hand and then closed the door behind herself with the other.

      We made eye contact, just as she asked, “Who are you?”

      She was calm, so she couldn’t have been his girlfriend. I mean, if she were, her reaction would have been much different; at least I thought so.

      “I—I’m Izzy. I—”

      “Are you that girl from Instagram? Your sister is Nichole?”

      “Yeah.” I smiled. “Are you Herman’s sister?” I inquired just as he emerged from the back with his eyes so wide, I thought he’d seen a damn ghost.

      “Am I Herman’s sister?” The girl repeated what I’d said, turning her attention to Herman before setting the baby carrier on the clean countertop. It was quiet as I darted my attention between the both of them. “You got this bitch in my house? Really, Herman?”

      “Traci, relax, baby. It ain’t even like that. She’s just here to help me with my shit.” He laughed nervously, shrugging.

      “What shit!” Tracie hollered. She went from being mild mannered to crazy in two seconds.

      For a moment, I was speechless because I couldn’t believe I was in this predicament, and then secondly, Herman’s explanation had caught me off guard.

      “You know what, I’m going to go.” I rose up and started toward the door.

      “Is that my necklace?” Traci barked.

      “What? No. He gave this to me!”

      “Bitch, that is my shit! My damn grandma passed that down to me! I know my locket when I see it!” Traci snatched it from my neck, ripping it off. “You son of a bitch! You’re cheating and giving my shit away! You watched me cry, thinking I’d lost it, when you really gave it to this hoe!”

      “Traci, Traci, baby, calm down—”

      WHAM!

      Traci slapped the dog shit out of Herman, and I stayed paralyzed, still in disbelief. She then sobbed into her hands, the locket draping from in between her fingers.

      “Herman, really?” I stared him down, shaking my head.

      “Baby, she must’ve stolen it. I swear I wouldn’t do that.” He went to console Traci, ignoring me completely.

      Feeling stupid, I pulled the door open and hurried out to my car. It was about four or five niggas outside by now, sniggering at what they knew had happened.

      “This same shit pops off every other month or so, baby girl. Don’t trip!” The same guy who’d spoken to me earlier yelled out.

      I paid him no mind, because I was ashamed as hell, and got into my car.

      I looked good and didn’t want to waste my outfit, so I texted my friend Grace to see if she was busy.

      Me: Hey wanna go to dinner? Or a lounge?

      Grace: Can’t, got a dick appointment. What happened to your date night?

      Me: Tell you later.

      I dropped my phone into the cup holder, thinking, and then finally decided I would go see Judd’s match. I looked too good to just take my ass home and wipe off this perfect makeup application. Plus, I’d already posted on Instagram how I was gonna be out on the town tonight, so I needed to make that come true.

      Putting the location in on my iPhone, I let it lead the way, until I was parking in the lot next to the small venue. Walking up to the front, I smiled at the bouncer, hoping I could get in.

      “Ticket?” he questioned.

      “No, can I buy one on site?”

      “Sold out.”

      “Oh. I really want to see the fight. I don’t mind standing if I have to.”

      Giving me a skeptical look, the older man nodded to allow me inside. I hurried in before he changed his mind, and saw the place was packed. Finding an empty stool, I sat on it, not wanting to take an official seat that probably belonged to someone.

      The fight was already in motion, and I couldn’t really tell who was winning. I’d never seen Judd fight, but he seemed to be pretty good just from what I’d seen in the past at Herman’s matches. Herman moved a lot, avoiding punches, but Judd wasn’t the same at all. He went full force at his opponent, trying his best to knock him out.

      “You into boxing?” Some man approached, clutching a cup of beer that was toppling over.

      “Uh, not really. I’m here to see a friend.”

      “A friend?” He squinted his eyes, making me laugh. “Who?”

      “Judd.”

      “Oh, okay. He’s good. He’s gonna be one of the ones to make it.”

      “You think so?”

      “I know so.”

      I nodded, turning my attention back to the fight as I let the man’s words seep into my mind.

      The fight was over a little while later, with Judd being declared the winner, and I stayed put as everyone took pictures before leaving. By the time the venue was damn near clear, I saw Judd coming from the back.

      “Hey, hey!” I jumped off the stool, waving so he’d see me.

      “Isabella.” He looked around. “Herman was here?”

      “No, he wasn’t.” I moved toward him. “I came to see you. I mean, I came to see you fight. You’re pretty good.”

      “Thank you.”

      I inhaled his scent, which smelled more like a manly deodorant than cologne, but it was fresh. He must’ve showered back there. He looked nice in a simple white shirt that wasn’t too tight, some black track pants, along with some socks and slides.

      “Welcome. So is this it for the night? Are you heading somewhere or—”

      “I’ll probably get some food then go home. Isabella, I ain’t trying to be rude, but why you here, trying to be nice and shit?”

      “I guess I wanted to apologize for how I talked to you that day you were practicing. It was immature and stupid.”

      “It was. I accept your apology.” He nodded. “You have a good night, okay?”

      “Okay.” I watched him walk off but decided to catch up. “I want you to know I’m not some stupid, immature girl at all.”

      “Oh yeah?” He smirked. His caramel complexion was flawless. I doubt he’d ever had a pimple. “That’s good to know. Thanks for showing up.”

      “Anytime. I can come to your next match as well.”

      “Cool.” We got to his car, where he unlocked it with the remote.

      “If you’re not too tired, did you want to hang out? I got all dressed up for plans I had, but they got cancelled at the last minute.”

      “What were the plans? Because you look pretty fancy.”

      “Dinner.” I shrugged, looking off before staring back up into his eyes.

      “With Herman?” He chuckled. “You must’ve met Traci.”

      “You know Traci?”

      “Everybody does.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me about her when you knew I thought he and I were getting close?”

      “Not my job to shit on another nigga.”

      “Whatever. So do you want some company while you eat or no?”

      “I guess.”

      I smiled, feeling happy about eating with him for some reason. I didn’t even like him like that. I guess I just felt good about him forgiving me.

      We decided to meet at Bestia, a little Italian restaurant in LA. Judd parked before me, so by the time I shut my engine off, he was at my door, waiting to open it for me.

      “Thank you.” I placed my hand in his as he helped me out.

      We entered, and it wasn’t packed, so we sat down quickly. The waitress was prompt, so we ordered wine to drink while we studied the menu.

      “This spiced porterhouse sounds amazing.” I eyed it, deciding on whether I wanted to spend $55 or not.

      “It does. I want this spaghetti with the crab though.” Judd nodded, scratching his little bit of facial hair as he kept his eyes on the menu.

      Our wine came, so we gave the woman our orders, allowing her to leave the table.

      “That food better be bomb for fifty-five dollars, or I’m causing a scene,” I joked.

      Laughing, Judd replied, “I got you, don’t trip.”

      “No, you don’t have to. I know your income isn’t that much, and this isn’t even a date. I can’t make you pay.”

      “I do okay. If I couldn’t afford ya steak, I wouldn’t have offered, Isabella.”

      “Oh okay, good. Well thank you then.” I surveyed my manicure. “You have a girlfriend at home?”

      “I don’t. We broke up about two years ago, so I’ve been focused on boxing and my daughter.”

      “Daughter? You have kids?”

      “I have a kid. She’s two years old. When I told her mother I ain’t wanna be with her anymore, she bounced.”

      “Bounced? And left the baby too?”

      “Yep. It’s straight though.”

      “Where is the baby now? I mean, since you’re out here with me?” I sipped my wine.

      “With my mother. She keeps her for me when I have to fight.”

      Judd and I continued to converse until our food came. My shit was good, and by the way he tore into his, that pasta he got must have been delicious as well. We got dessert, and then after Judd paid the bill, we left the restaurant.

      “Thank you for letting me come eat with you, and paying.”

      “It’s nothing. I liked your company. It was nice seeing you be like this versus how you are when Herman is around.”

      “Well, like I said, this is the real me.” I looked down at my shoes. “You said you didn’t like the person you saw before, but what about now?”

      He cocked his head to stare into my face.

      “Now, I think you’re straight. Beautiful as ever, but you know that.”

      I blushed.

      “So that means we can hang out again?”

      “For sure, but an actual date since this wasn’t one according to you. Plus, I ain’t even dressed up.”

      “You look fine.” We gave one another eye contact as we started toward the parking lot. “I mean, for a short guy.”

      Together, we roared with laughter.

      “The ladies have never had a problem with my height. I guess yo’ ass is the first.” He opened my car door for me.

      “No, I’m not the first. I don’t mind at all.” I was close to him, and I liked it. I liked him. I don’t know when it happened, but it had.

      “Good.” He gave me a closed mouth smile, eyes admiring me like always. I loved that! I loved how pretty he thought I was, and that I could tell without him saying it. “Put your number in.” He handed me his old ass iPhone.

      “What the hell is this? An iPhone 2?”

      “Fuck out of here. It’s a 6s and works perfectly fine.”

      I chuckled, typing my number in before handing it back to him.

      “See you later, Isabella.”

      “Bye.” I waved cutely before he closed my door.

      I watched him jog to his car, licking my lips. Everything he did seemed sexy to me now.

      Taking my iPhone from my purse, I texted Blaise.

      Me: You won’t believe who I like now.

      A few minutes went by before she replied.

      Blaise: Judd.

      Me: What? How did you know?

      Blaise: He’s sweet, he likes you, and I knew it’d happen.

      Me: Oh, dang. Well yes he’s bae! But I’m kind of iffy because he’s so mature. I’m not used to guys like him.

      Blaise: You’ll get used to it, and you will love it. I promise.

      I smiled, putting my phone into the passenger seat, and cranking up my car.
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      A few days later…

      I could put you in the Mile-High Club… What's up? Let's take a trip…

      The ladies and I were doing one of our sensual numbers to “Planez” by Jeremih. I was in the front with Katie to one side of me and then Brittany on the other.

      For the first time in a while since all of the drama in my personal life, I felt like myself in dance class. Every move was smooth and felt natural, as I focused, staring myself down in the mirror. I paid no attention to Katie and Brittany behind me as I slid to the floor for a sensual move to J. Cole’s verse.

      The dance was over a little bit later, us ending with a pose.

      “Damn, girl!” Katie screeched. “You did that shit!” She slapped hands with me as I laughed.

      “Right. I was trying to decide if I wanted to watch you or keep up with the choreography,” Brittany added.

      “Thanks, ladies.” I panted, grabbing my water bottle to down some of it.

      “No, but seriously. You’re one of the main reasons the studio’s Instagram page gets so many views. Whenever we post you, girl, the count is crazy high.” Katie shook her head, drinking her own water.

      “I gotta get like Priscilla.” Brittany grabbed her bag as we all chortled. “See you ladies Friday.”

      “Okay,” Katie and I replied in unison.

      Brittany left out as Katie and I got our bags together to leave as well. I kept glancing over at her, wondering why Will was able to fuck her with no problem and no role-play.

      “Today was good! I had a great breakfast, I shopped a little, and we killed it tonight! Now all I need is some dick.”

      “Yeah, that is always nice.” I sighed. “You still umm, dating that one guy you mentioned during the hike?”

      “Will? Girl, we are not dating.” She twisted the cap back onto her water. “I have a man, he’s just away. Will and I are fucking. He’s too weird, but I like riding that dick.”

      “Oh, okay. You know, I think he’s still dating Dionne.”

      “What? Are you sure? Because I don’t really know her like that, but I’m not trying to fuck nobody else’s man.”

      Perfect.

      “Yeah, I wanna say I’m 100 percent sure she’s back with him. She told me they were working things out after he got exposed for the whole prostitute thing.”

      “Damn. He sure didn’t act like he had a girl when we were fucking.”

      Could she stop saying fucking? I mean, I get it! Y’all are fucking!

      “They never do.” I threw my bag over my shoulder. “But be careful, girl, because Dionne is not all there. She’s the type to break in your house and stab your ass.”

      “Yeah, she was a little strange while she was here. Always staring off into space or sad. I don’t have time for that shit. Not trying to explain to my man why some bitch stabbed me over her nigga, so I may have to cut Will off.”

      “Shit, I know I would.”

      I wanted to convince her to do so. I shouldn’t have even given a fuck about Will, but I didn’t like knowing she was messing with him. Yes, I had Sly, who I liked, but my feelings for Will hadn’t completely disintegrated yet.

      “Yep.” Katie looked like she was thinking, then added, “See you later, girl.”

      We both left, and once I got in my car, I pulled my phone from my bag to see I had a lot of missed calls from Will. Like I’d been doing, I ignored them, but tapped the one from Sly after starting my truck.

      “Hey, beautiful.” Sly’s deep voice poured through my speakers.

      “Hey, babe.” I felt myself smiling as the heater blasted on me while I drove.

      “We’re still going out tonight?”

      “Yes, we are. I just have to make sure my babies are sleeping, and then I will get all dressed up for you.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      “I’m sure.”

      We chatted a little bit about tonight and then got off the phone so I could continue driving. My music was interrupted because my phone began ringing again, and when I looked at the screen, I saw it was Will. I hit the green button on my GPS screen to answer the call, but I didn’t say anything; I just rolled my eyes instead.

      “Priscilla?”

      I missed his voice.

      “What, Willem?”

      “I was wondering if you were busy tonight. I wanted you to come through so we could spend some time together.”

      “Nigga, what? I don’t wanna spend any time with you.”

      “I didn’t mean spend time. What I meant was I want you to come over here, eat with me, and let me talk to you about what’s been going on.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you told me to update you on my progress and all that shit.”

      “Yeah, when I planned to be with you still. I have a man now, so maybe you should call up Dionne or even Katie.”

      “I would, but I’d rather call the woman I love.”

      I swear I stopped breathing for a little bit as I continued to drive. I didn’t know what to say, so it was just quiet, allowing me to listen to him breathe.

      “Will—”

      “Just for a little bit. I made food already. Well I can’t cook, so I ordered food already.”

      “And just assumed I would come.”

      “Nah. I wasn’t sure, but in case you did, I wanted to have enough for you to eat too.”

      “Fine. I will come, but I’m only gonna be there to listen, and maybe eat because I’m hungry.”

      “Good enough.”

      I made a detour so I could head in the direction of Will’s place. I got there pretty quickly since it was after 8 p.m. and not many cars out due to it being a weekday.

      Exiting the car, I checked my surroundings and then went to ring his doorbell.

      “Hey.” Will opened the door, smiling.

      His light skin was glistening, right along with his short, curly fade. He was dressed up in just jeans and a shirt, but it was still unexpected since we were only in his home.

      “Hey.” I slipped in, moving quickly when I noticed he tried to hug me. “We’re not leaving, right?”

      “Nah. I just was already dressed from being out today.” He closed then locked his front door as I sat down on the couch.

      “Okay, because you know I’m in a relationship, so I can’t be seen out in public with another man.”

      Nodding, Will replied, “So that’s your man now? Sly?”

      “Yes, he is. And actually, I plan to see him tonight, so we should probably get a move on.” I checked the time on my Rolex.

      I felt Will staring at me, before he went to get the food from the kitchen. It was Chinese, and after he set down some plates, glasses, and a wine bottle, we prayed. I was supposed to have dinner with Sly, but this looked good, so I was just going to have a little.

      “Is it serious?” Will finally spoke.

      “Is what serious? My relationship with Sly?”

      “Yeah.” He kept his attention on squeezing the hot sauce over his shrimp.

      “Very serious,” I half lied. Sly and I were getting very close, and I could see it getting to the point where we’d be serious. As of right now, it was too new to say so. “But we’re not here to talk about that. We’re supposed to discuss your progress.”

      “Right. Well I told you about my therapist, and he’s been helping me figure shit out. The whole sex with Katie thing, he ain’t tell me to do it, but he told me to come onto her and see what happened.”

      “Why the hell are you in therapy talking about Katie? I didn’t even know y’all were close. I assumed you did some videos and photography for her, but I guess you fuck all your clients.”

      “Not all of them.”

      I snapped my neck to look over at him as I chomped down on this bomb ass spicy shrimp fried rice.

      “What do you mean not all? There’s more than me and Katie?”

      “Before you, there were times where I slept with women as payment for their pictures. That’s how Nichole and I got in the predicament we were in.”

      I turned away from him, realizing that he disgusted me more and more overtime.

      “Wow.” Was all I could say.

      “Wow what?”

      “You’re disgusting. Honestly. And I’m disgusted with myself for even having sex with you.”

      He was quiet as he stared at the side of my face.

      “Priscilla. I agree with you, but understand that I’m getting help, and I’m already seeing improvement. I—”

      “How do you even know you like me?” I turned to him, feeling tears well up. “You claim to love me, but you can barely get an erection for me if I’m not acting like a slut! Yet you just slid right up in Nichole and Katie with no issue!”

      “Priscilla, it’s not like that. That’s what the fuck I’m trying to explain to yo’ ass! Nichole was easy because she was on the same shit these hookers be on. I was paying for the sex, just with pictures. With Katie, it was a part of this therapy process—”

      “How! That makes no fucking sense!”

      “I’m trying to fucking tell you! The doctor told me to try getting hard but with a woman I didn’t know much about. That just so happened to be Katie. He felt that…” Will began staring in my eyes, not saying shit.

      “He felt that what?” I could feel my forehead wrinkle. I was so irritated and hurt that it was taking a lot of self-control to not claw his damn face up.

      “He felt that the root of my issue of not being able to get hard with you was due to the fact that I didn’t find you sexy because I knew too much about you.”

      “Oh.”

      “No baby, not like that. I don’t want you to take this shit the wrong way.” He grabbed my hands, and if I didn’t feel paralyzed, I would have snatched them. Thumbing my tears, he took my hands back into his and said, “What he meant was that I see you as being too good, too angelic to engage in sexual activity with. But that shit has nothing to do with you. It’s because I’ve been sleeping with certain types of females, and since you’re normal, I don’t see you as something sexual.”

      “That doesn’t make me feel any better.” I let the tears fall. My skin was hot, and my chest was in pain. “It doesn’t matter how you feel about me if you don’t find me attractive.” I sobbed.

      “Priscilla, I do though. You’re the prettiest female I’ve ever even gotten the chance to sleep with, I swear to you. And you are sexy… the way you dance, how you carry yourself, just everything about you. I love you. And baby, I really wanna be with you, I do.”

      “Why? Why would you want to be with someone who can’t even turn you on?”

      “It’s not you, it’s me. And I’m gon’ be all better soon. Shit, I’ve improved so much already.” He got down off of the couch, still holding my hands so he could look up into my face since I’d dropped my head. “Baby, I know you could do so much better than me; you’re a catch, I see that. But I’m pleading with you to give me a chance to show you a different side.”

      “I can’t, Will. I have somebody.”

      “So.” He kissed me slowly.

      “Stop.” I jumped back but he came forward, kissing me again until I gave in.

      His hands rubbed up and down my thighs as he got on top of me, spreading my legs. Slipping my hands under his shirt, I rubbed his warm body as we French kissed, breathing hard. When he grabbed the top of my tights along with my panties to pull them both down, I unbuckled his jeans. Reaching down, the feeling of his hard dick jolted me. I expected it to be soft like usual or for him to move my hand away.

      “Priscilla,” he moaned my name, kissing my neck and pulling my bottoms downward.

      “No, Will. Stop. What the fuck am I doing?” I nudged him then pulled his hands from my tights and panties.

      “Why? You see I’m good.” He smirked.

      “No. I know, but I have a boyfriend. Move.” I pushed him off and then pulled up my pants. “Plus, I need to see some STD papers. I have to go.”

      “Baby, no. We can chill we—”

      “No, Will. Don’t hit me up or anything anymore. You deal with your shit on your own.”

      He began calling my name, but I hurried out of his place. I didn’t know what to think. I was just fine, happily in a relationship with Sly, and ready to leave Will behind. But then for him to say he loved me and then actually get hard, had me confused.

      Unexpectedly, I drove straight to Sly’s house in the hills. It was a nice size, but not too big for someone who lived alone. After parking, I called him, exiting my car, and switching up the driveway since he said he was coming to the door.

      “I thought I was picking you up—”

      I crushed my lips against Sly’s, forcing him back into the house. He shut the door, scooping me up, and then carried me to the bedroom in the back that was downstairs. We didn’t bother to turn the light on as we kissed, him forcing down my tights and panties, then me pulling him from his sweats. He grabbed a condom from the dresser nearby, then just as quickly as he slipped it on, he scooped me back up and pushed inside of me.

      “Ah!” We both moaned together as soon as I hit the base of him.

      “Damn, Priscilla,” he groaned into my mouth as he pumped away. His dick was a nice size, hitting every spot.

      I dug my nails into his back as he fucked me hard against the wall, making me come hard. It was so good I scraped his hair with my fresh set and spread my legs wider for him.

      “Mmm.” I cooed, tucking my lips as he kept on pummeling me while sucking my neck.

      We yowled and sniveled in unison as we fucked right in the dark. After I exploded for the third time, Sly released as well, then we stood there kissing, groping, and breathing.

      That dick down had definitely made me temporarily forget any feelings I had for Will.
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      “Khalil, you got another heap of letters. Also, about five hundred dollars was put on your books.” One of the guards who was somewhat cool came into my cell.

      “From who?” I sat up.

      “A Cadence Leopold.”

      “Stupid ass. Aight, thanks. And keep them fucking letters; I ain’t about to read all that shit.”

      Potter nodded, taking the box of notes away.

      I got hundreds of muthafuckin’ letters almost daily, from fans and bitches that wanted to fuck with me once I got out. Shit, a lot of them hoes wanted to fuck with me even if I stayed in jail. I wasn’t interested in the slightest, and my girl was psycho on top of that shit. I felt like her ass would somehow find out I was in this muthafucka reading love letters from other females.

      Speaking of Blaise, I pulled my phone out to call her since it was quiet as fuck right now and no guards were nearby.

      “Yes?” She had the nerve to give me attitude as soon as she picked up.

      “Answer the phone better than that, Blaise. Fuck is wrong with you?” I frowned, still making sure no one was around or headed my way.

      “I answer the phone how I want to, nigga.”

      I chuckled then sighed so I could calm down.

      “Aye, you lucky as fuck I’m locked up, ’cause I’d choke yo’ ass out right now. I don’t know what the fuck is wrong with you, but the disrespectful shit ain’t gon’ fly with me.”

      “I—”

      “You understand what the fuck I just said, Blaise?”

      “Yes,” she mumbled. “How did you get this cell phone?” she inquired in that weird tone she sometimes gave me. Digging in the back of my brain, I remembered she only used that voice when she already knew the answer to some shit she was asking me.

      “What you mean?” I quizzed back, not wanting to lie, because that’s what she was waiting on.

      “I’m just curious. It’s not like there’s an AT&T store on the cell blocks, so how did you get a phone? I surely didn’t get you one, and neither did Carson.”

      “Baby, I called you to talk to you because I miss you.” I attempted to steer the conversation in another direction.

      “I miss you too, but I still want to know how you got a phone, Cortez.”

      “Niggas be having ’em, so I…” My lie didn’t come out right, so I closed my eyes and plopped down onto my bed, exhaling.

      “I know exactly how you got that phone. You fucked that guard bitch and she got it for you. Right?”

      “What? Hell nah. I ain’t slide my dick up in that slouch sock body ass bitch!” I barked, pissed that she thought I’d stoop that low.

      “Yes you did! She already let me know you fucked her for that phone! Why else would she give it to you! It’s not like you have access to your money in there! You are such a fucking cheating ass liar!”

      “Blaise, I did not fuck that bitch! I don’t pass out dick for bullshit, especially not no damn phone! Any bitch I bust down it’s because I want to!”

      “Oh, like you wanted to fuck Cadence while you were my boyfriend? Or like you wanted to fuck Megyn while I was pregnant with your baby?”

      “Oh my fucking gosh, bruh.” I dropped my face into my hands as I listened to Blaise sniffle. “Blaise. Baby, I swear on everything I love, I didn’t fuck that damn guard. Did I flirt a little bit? Yeah, I did; she’s easy like that. All she needed was some attention, so I gave her ass that shit to get this phone. I only got it so I could talk to yo’ ass though.

      Blaise, I love the fuck out of you. I always have. Cadence, Megyn, this hoe up in here, wasn’t shit, and I ain’t have to say that because you know it already.”

      “Don’t flirt with her.” She whimpered.

      “I won’t. I stopped.” The silence lingered before I added, “I’m sorry, fiancée.” A couple seconds passed. “I know yo’ ass is smiling now, you fucking brat.”

      Giggling because I was right, she replied, “Yes. You’re gonna have to do more than apologize when you get home though.”

      “You riding my face should be more than enough.” I licked my lips, thinking about the taste. “I can’t wait for that shit. You won’t be able to move without a wheelchair once I get ahold of you.”

      “I don’t mind that. I’ll stay naked for a few days so you can have your way.”

      “I’m thinking about yo’ fucking body right now.” I rubbed down my face, dick getting hard as shit as I imagined her supple brown skin and frame.

      “It doesn’t look the same yet.”

      “I don’t give a damn. I just wanna fuck you. Blaise. I don’t know if I wanna see yo’ perfect ass face twisted up as I pound yo’ shit in missionary. Or yo’ perfectly round ass bouncing as I beat that shit up from the back.”

      “Mm, what else?”

      “You can top me off with some sloppy shit to finish me.” I grinned, listening to her chuckle seductively with her nasty ass. I missed fucking my bitch.

      “You got me wet that easily.” She giggled. “Only you. When you talk to me, touch me, when I’m giving you head, even when you kiss me.”

      “Blaise—”

      “Khalil!” Elise barked, scaring the shit out of me. “Time to go outside for fresh air.”

      “Baby, I gotta go. I love you.”

      “I love you too,” Blaise replied sadly.

      Hanging up, I stayed frozen for a bit because I ain’t want Elise seeing where I hid this phone. I knew as soon as I left, she would take the shit since she couldn’t turn me in for having it without fucking herself over.

      “Aight. I’ll be out there. You ain’t gotta stand right here.”

      “Actually, I do.” Elise smirked.

      Standing, I pretended to fix my bed and slipped the phone under there while holding down the power button. I then made my way out of the cell where Elise was standing, waiting to cuff me.

      “Yell like that again when you see I’m talking to my girl and watch me strangle yo’ ice box built ass.” I glared down into her face as she clamped the cuffs around my wrists. “Oh, and because you wanted to plant some bullshit in her head about me, I got yo’ ass when I get up out of here.” I smirked. I couldn’t care less about the shit she’d told Blaise, but I wanted to scare her while I was in here.

      “Walk, Khalil.” She tried to sound stern and unfazed, but her face told me she was about to shit herself.

      “Get yo’ fucking hand off me,” I hissed over my shoulder.

      She led me out to the yard where everybody was, chilling, playing cards, and working out. Elise removed the cuffs, and then I started out, seeing what the fuck I was about to do.

      “Belly! Hey, man!” Another inmate named Lago waved to me. He was a little challenged white dude, so he acted like a ten-year-old boy versus a grown ass man. He had to be in his early forties though, and for the life of me, I didn’t get why he was with the rest of us who were ahead of him mentally. Didn’t seem safe.

      “’Sup, Lago.” I sat down at the table next to the one he was at. I wasn’t friendly at all with the rest of these muthafuckas in here, but Lago was different, in more ways than one.

      When I first got here, niggas tried to be on some tough shit, but I shut that bullshit down ASAP. That boxing shit was a career, but I was really with the shits outside of it. And if a nigga was from LA, he knew that. Couple of these up north muthafuckas weren’t aware, but they learned quickly as fuck.

      “When is your next match, Belly?” Lago inquired, interrupting my thoughts as I basked in the sun. Shit felt good.

      “I don’t know, man. You gon’ come when I find out?” I smirked, laughing when he nodded excitedly.

      “I told my mom I was friends with you. She don’t believe me.”

      “Shoot me her information, and I’ll prove it for you, aight?” I got up, wanting to work out on the machines available.

      “Yes! Okay, cool!” Lago grinned.

      I made my way over to the equipment and loaded it up with some weight before starting up. I worked out for about twenty minutes, before Lago’s voice caught my attention. Sitting up on the bench press, I frowned seeing a couple niggas by the table he was at, laughing and seemingly taunting him, so I headed over.

      “Aye, y’all niggas leave him alone.” I walked right up, making the three of them look at me. They were short as fuck, well compared to me, so I stared down at them niggas, wishing they would move some shit. “Y’all deaf?”

      “What, is this yo’ little retarded ass boyfriend or something?” one of them responded, laughing with his two homies.

      WHAM!

      I punched him right in the middle of his face, and as expected, he collapsed to the ground, knocked the fuck out. His two homies rushed toward me, and I simply elbowed one in the mouth with my left arm, and uppercut the other with my right. As both bitch ass niggas fell to the floor with bloody ass mouths, the guards roughly cuffed me.

      “Why y’all cuffing me? They started the shit,” I said coolly, chuckling lowly at the rest of the inmates watching in awe as if this was a live boxing match. “Y’all niggas should be thanking me for giving away free entertainment. I get paid millions for that shit I just did.” I continued talking shit all the way to the secluded room they threw me in before locking the door.

      I was praying that these niggas didn’t try to move down my bail hearing in two days over this shit. I had to get up out of here, and I had to get at Ozzy’s ass.

      

      The very next morning…

      

      Instead of delivering me my food, the guards brought me out to the eating area, where everyone was gone already. Wasn’t like we had clocks or no shit like that, so I wasn’t sure if muthafuckas had eaten prior or if they just had me in here early as fuck.

      “Eat your food quickly so you can go back.” One of them brought the tray to me.

      I surveyed the food before spotting Elise’s husband Nigel watching me.

      “Stop staring, inmate.” Nigel growled.

      “I stare at whatever the fuck I want to, nigga. Plus, I thought we was cool,” I taunted him.

      “I can’t stand you. Couldn’t stand you before you came here, and I really can't now.”

      “All because I wouldn’t let yo’ wife suck my dick. Shit is crazy.” I scoffed with a smirk.

      “Khalil! Eat!” The same nigga who brought me my food barked.

      The only thing that looked appetizing on this plate was the piece of cornbread, so I picked it up to take a bite. As I began to chew, I felt something sharp as fuck stab my jaw then my tongue before I could stop it. Calmly, I spit the bread out onto my tray to see it was covered in blood, along with pieces of glass since the large shard had deconstructed in my mouth.

      “What the fuck?” The guard came closer as I slowly rose my head to lock eyes with a sneering Nigel. Cool.

      The shit was painful as fuck, but I wasn’t about to show that shit. I simply got up as ordered and let them escort me to the hospital to have my mouth looked at. They fixed my shit up, and the whole time I couldn’t help but think about the fact that Nigel would have some hot shit headed his way once I got off for this bullshit ass rape charge.

      On the bright side, these muthafuckas let me stay overnight in the hospital instead of me having to sleep in that cold ass hole.
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        * * *

      

      Bail hearing…

      

      It was finally time to find out if I could take my ass home tonight or not.

      “Your honor, Mr. Khalil is very violent, with a background of heavy gang involvement. I feel if we allow him to get out on bail, he may harm Mrs. Strauss again,” the prosecutor Jorge Cornell explained. He was the type of nigga you hung from the monkey bars after taking his lunch money on the schoolyard. Hoe ass nigga.

      “We have no evidence of that, just like we have no evidence that my client sexually assaulted Mrs—”

      “Ms. Fortenskey, save that for the trial.” The judge cut my lawyer off.

      “Yes, Your Honor. What I’m trying to say is, we already have my client in jail on circumstantial evidence. The least the justice system can do is grant him bail so he can be home with his family. As I’m sure you know, he’s just welcomed a baby, who he should also be home with.”

      “He’s welcomed a baby, but he was supposed to welcome ones with two other women, yet they somehow disappeared. Judge Kennedy, Mr. Khalil is dangerous to everyone around him. He couldn’t even deliver a clean fight against Mason without murdering him.”

      “That was not murder,” my lawyer interjected, and the judge nodded to agree.

      “A death in the ring is not considered murder, Mr. Cornell, and like I told Ms. Fortensky, save the extras for the trial.”

      “Your Honor, my client has been in jail for over a month with no bail hearing, had glass put in his food, and was arrested with basically no evidence to support the charges. I think it’s best we give him a bail amount, a fair one, and hope he doesn’t want to sue for all that has been done to him once he’s cleared of these ridiculous charges.” Olive kept strong eye contact with the judge.

      He leaned back in his chair, looking over both lawyers before saying, “Bail is granted at two hundred thousand dollars.” He banged the gavel before Jorge could speak up, making my lawyer damn near squeal.

      “Thank God,” I mumbled. Olive was pretty good at all this shit.

      I kept my cool as the guards walked me past my family. I told Blaise not to bring the kids because it wasn’t the best environment.

      “Cortez.” Blaise called my name, smiling. She was pretty as ever, wearing a green dress that went well with her brown skin. Shit, every color she wore looked good with her complexion. “I can wait outside, baby.”

      “Nah, I can’t leave for a few hours. Go home.”

      “No.” She shook her head as she started to tear up.

      “Baby, it’s just a few hours. You gon’ see me tonight.” I kissed her for a couple seconds before the security started to walk me out.

      “I’m going to pay the bail right now!” Carson let me know as I nodded my head up to him, Will, Manny, Cole, and Siggy. Of course, Ozzy was missing.

      “Belly! Belly!” What seemed like millions of females stood outside of the courthouse calling my name. Shit was crazy that they showed up here like this. I knew either Cole or Siggy posted about today, so them hoes made an appearance.

      “I guess you wouldn’t need to rape anybody with that type of attention.” One of the guards smirked, shaking his head at the crowd of females outside the doors, holding signs, screaming my name, and blowing kisses.

      “Niggas with attention still be out here violating females, but I didn’t,” I countered, making him shrug as he and a colleague continued to escort me out the back of the building.

      I passed Nigel on the way; no idea why he was here, but I gave him a wink. He was a dead man for sure.

      And now that I was getting up out of this muthafucka, Ozzy was really gon’ come up missing. But before all that, the nigga would have to get me off for his bullshit.
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      “Sweetheart, why don’t you go out and get some fresh air.” My mama entered my bedroom. She randomly decided to come over to spend time with Island and Cortez.

      “No, I’m not in the mood.” I turned over in the bed to face my baby and make sure he was okay. “Where is Island?”

      “I just put her down for a nap. Get up, Blaise, and go get some tea from that cafe you like or something.” She took the covers off of me.

      “Mama, no.”

      I wasn’t in the mood to do anything today, so after I’d brushed my teeth and took a bath, I’d gotten right back into the bed.

      Last night, Belly called me and said he had to stay in jail overnight because something was wrong with the processing of the bail. I felt sick to my stomach and just too depressed to do anything. Thankfully I had the day off, because I didn’t feel like doing anything until I got my man back here.

      “Up.” My mother stood over me.

      She was annoying as hell, and I saw she wasn’t going to leave me be. I thought about fighting her, but I got my hands from my mama and wasn’t prepared to brawl with someone of equal skill and stamina as myself.

      I kissed my baby’s cheek then got up to go change into a simple dress. After sliding my feet into my Chanel mules, I slipped on my Cartier bracelets then snapped my Rolex around my wrist. Once I had my earrings on and some perfume, I let my hair down so I could leave.

      “I’m only going to be gone for a second.” I snatched up my Chanel purse and remote to my Maserati. I hadn’t driven it much because I usually had my kids in tow, but since I didn’t right now, I was kind of excited.

      Leaving the house, I went right to my car, sliding in and admiring the interior. I wasn’t used to sedans, but this one was nice. It smelled and looked expensive.

      When I posted it on Instagram a while back, people were commenting that they knew Belly paid for it as if I gave a fuck. You’re damn right he did, and I wasn’t trying to hide it.

      I left the big roundabout driveway and started toward Alfred’s cafe in Beverly Hills. I loved that place, both Priscilla and me. I thought about calling her to meet me, but I honestly wasn’t feeling any company that wasn’t Island, Baby Cortez, or Belly at the moment. Thankfully I found a park because I didn’t want valet pushing this one.

      After placing my order, I stood off to the side to wait but was prompted to sign a few autographs and take pictures with these girls.

      “Thanks so much, Blaise! And you are so pretty in person!” The main girl who’d prompted me for a photo cheesed.

      “You’re welcome, and thank you.” I grabbed my iced tea latte from the bar and headed outside to sit down.

      “Is that pretty Blaise?” A male voice came from behind me, so I turned to see who it was. When I spotted my ex-boyfriend VIP, I gave him a soft smile.

      “Hi, Cory. What are you doing over here?”

      “Was out here handling some shopping.” He kept a grin on his cute face. “You look amazing as always.”

      “Thank you. You look great too.”

      “Didn’t you just have a baby?”

      “You know I did. Don’t play dumb.” I rolled my eyes playfully as he laughed, coming around the gate to sit across from me.

      “Why you keep looking around?”

      “I don’t want any pictures being taken of me.”

      “I don’t see any paparazzi, so you’re good, baby.” He eyed me slowly.

      “Yeah, well there have been plenty of occasions where I didn’t see any either, but pictures popped up of me on the Internet.”

      “That’s very true.” He looked around again, setting the bag from Celine down onto the table. “I think we’re fine though.” He watched me for a little bit.

      “What? Stop doing that.” I laughed, making him join me.

      Wiping down his face, he replied, “Nothing, man. I’m just mad at myself for not locking you down. That nigga Belly had the right idea.”

      “I think you’re pretty okay with not having locked me down.” I nodded toward the Celine shopping bag.

      “Oh nah. This is a gift for my mother.”

      “Sure.”

      “It’s true. But damn, when you broke up with my ass, I tried to play like I ain’t care. That shit always bothered me though. I missed you. But me being me, my pride wouldn’t allow me to chase you. Especially because you kept our relationship so low-key, most don’t even know we dated.” He cocked his head then asked, “Why did you stop fucking with me?”

      “I told you, didn’t I?”

      “Nah. You called me like, I’m not feeling you anymore and some other shit. I just said okay, then you hung up.”

      We both began laughing because it was coming back to me.

      “Honestly, I just was over the relationship. I was bored. At that time, I was wanting to meet someone better than Jelani, and you weren’t it.”

      “Damn! Blaise with the head shot.”

      I chuckled then said, “I’m sorry, but you asked.”

      “So Belly is it, huh?”

      “Yes.” I felt myself smiling as I stared down at my tea. “He’s just… I can’t explain it.” I shrugged, still cheesing, which made VIP laugh.

      “Aight then. Well since I see there is no room for me to wife you still…” He paused to allow me the chance to correct him if he was wrong.

      “No chance at all.” I showed him my ring, even though I was sure he saw my proposal along with the rest of the world. Plus, this rock was hard to miss.

      People who hadn’t seen my TV show and didn’t know me, recognized me as the woman Cortez Khalil proposed to in front of the whole damn world. If bitches didn’t know who his girl was by then, they surely knew now. He officially deaded the harem to the public that night.

      “Then I should go.” VIP got up. “But if you ever change your mind, feeling lonely, any of that shit, let me know.”

      “I won’t, but thank you.” I smirked.

      “Fine ass.” He shook his head as he walked off, prompting me to chuckle as I sat back to finish my drink.

      Just as I stood up to toss my cup, I noticed a familiar face walking to her car. She was holding a bag from Bottega Veneta, pushing her shades onto her face. I quickly walked around the dividing gate, and hurried across the street.

      “Good morning.” I spoke to Tiana from behind.

      “What do you want?” She turned to look at me suspiciously, removing her shades.

      “What I want is for you to stop being a hateful bitch and tell the truth. You know he did not rape you. What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      She chuckled softly and shook her head.

      “You can believe whatever you want, but the fact is that your man broke into my house and took something from me.”

      “Let’s be honest here, Tiana. You offered to fuck my man and he turned you down. If he wanted it so badly, why didn’t he just take you home that night and fuck you?”

      She glared into my eyes, hers bouncing around as if she were trying to think.

      “I didn’t try to—”

      “Oh save it, bitch! I already know you threw your box at him and gave him your address!”

      “How do you know that? The authorities are not supposed to be giving you that information.”

      “His friends told me! They were there!” I lied. “The bottom line is your accusations make no damn sense. Why would a man that you were willingly about to fuck, say no then turn around and rape you, dummy? I’m pretty sure that if Cortez showed up, knocked, and whipped his dick out, you would have been happy to take it.”

      Her chest heaved up and down rapidly, so I knew I was getting to her with my logic.

      “You’re just so sure your precious man would never cheat on you, huh?” She giggled. “Even though you started as one of many. You can’t be that special.”

      “I was special enough for your man to send me expensive jewelry while he had you at home.”

      “Look, my husband lost his life, so I really do not care to discuss the irrelevant bad times. I want to remember him during our happiness.”

      “Tiana, you were not raped. I don’t know what is wrong with you, but do not drag my man into this bullshit. He has a family, we need him, and it’s not fair for him to be taken away from us over lies.”

      “As a woman, how dare you tell me I wasn’t raped. I was! Someone broke into my house and assaulted me! You think I want to be in the news for this while grieving over my husband? No, I don’t! But I will not let someone get away with what has been done to me! And my husband was taken from me because of yours, so I couldn’t care less about your man being away.”

      “Someone! You keep saying someone! You truthfully don’t know who did this to you! I get that you were traumatized, and if you were assaulted, I sympathize with you, but it was not by Cortez, and you know it! As far as my man taking away yours, it was a fair fight that your husband lost. A loss he took after he tried to have Cortez killed, so honey, I do not care about you losing him.

      If you really want justice, find out who really did this to you because if you keep playing with my family, I will ruin you, bitch.” I got closer to her face. “I will make you wish you were dead when I’m done with you.” I saw she had a bag of macaroons behind the Bottega bag, so I reached in to grab one, took a bite, and then walked off. I loved macaroons.

      By the time she drove away and I got back to my car, paparazzi was snapping pictures of me. I was happy I didn’t have my son with me, because I knew that’s whose face they wanted to see, along with finding out his name.

      The sun was starting to set, so I pulled off, heading home so I could relax with my kids and make them some food. I got to my house fairly quickly then went inside, going straight to my room to remove these shoes. When I did, I saw there were five cases of those roses that lasted a year, making me whip my head around to see if someone was in here.

      “Hey, you’re back.” My mama peeked into the bedroom.

      “Yes. Where did these roses come from?”

      “Who do you think?”

      “Cortez? He’s home?”

      Shrugging, my mama replied, “I’m going to go make some food for the children. I’ll give Baby Cortez a bottle since you’ve pumped already.”

      I watched her leave the room then went to inspect my beautiful red roses. After a couple minutes, I went to put my shoes in my closet and saw a short white fringe dress with a white card that read For tonight.

      “Can you be ready in an hour and a half?” I heard Belly’s voice, so I turned to see him standing there in gray sweats, sneakers, and a wife beater. He was so fine.

      “Baby.” I rubbed down my body. I wasn’t prepared to see him right now. I wanted to be positive that I looked good, and right now, I wasn’t sure at all. I still had ten pounds to lose.

      “Come here.” He started into my closet, and I backed away, grabbing one of my trench coats to put on. “What you doing?” He laughed, hemming me up against the side wall and removing my coat.

      “Let me fix myself,” I responded lowly as he pushed my dress upward. “I’m not comfortable.” When I met Belly, I was in great shape, so I wasn’t used to him not seeing me in that way. Only other time was when I was pregnant, but I had an excuse.

      “Why?” He lifted me, moving my panties to the side after releasing his dick from his sweats.

      “I need to lose weight… ah,” I cooed when he forced his way inside of me, holding my body up with ease against the wall.

      “You look perfect.” He spoke in-between kisses as he glided in and out of me slowly. I hadn’t had dick in a while, so there was pain mixed with the pleasure. “You feel perfect too.”

      Belly gripped my ass tightly, digging deeper inside of me before he began beating it up. I came in no time, but he didn’t slow up, pounding me hard as he sucked my lips, my chin, my neck, and my collarbone. I was so wet I felt like I was leaking on my shoes nearby.

      “Ahh, mmm.” I bit down hard on my lip before he snaked his tongue into my mouth. I loved when he fucked me hard while kissing me nastily.

      “Damn, this pussy knows who it belongs to.” He looked down between my legs, stroking me slowly and smirking. Pulling out, he let me down, bent me over, then started fucking me hard from the back until we both climaxed.

      After he pulled out, he fixed my underwear and dress then helped me stand to my feet. I tried to leave the closet, but he grabbed my hand, yanking me toward him as he put his dick away with his other.

      “What? I need to shower.”

      He wrapped his arms around my body to pull me into him before kissing me slowly.

      Grabbing a handful of my ass, he bit down on his lip then said, “You know you look good as fuck to me, right? I ain’t plan to fuck you just now, but I couldn’t help it seeing yo’ pretty ass face and then this body.” He began rubbing all over my ass while kissing my neck.

      “Really?” He mumbled a ‘yes’ as he continued kissing on me. “You’re used to me looking a certain way, so I didn’t know.”

      Grinning and showing off his perfect smile, he replied, “You look the same, Blaise. It looks like all the baby weight is gone, except for your lips, I can tell. They haven’t gone down all the way yet. You fine as shit, per usual.” He was still holding me closely, and I was embarrassed because I couldn’t help but to blush.

      “Okay, good.”

      “Can you be ready in an hour and a half?”

      “For what?”

      “Just be ready, and come outside when you are. Ya mama is babysitting tonight.” He let me go after pecking me.

      “Thank you for the roses, baby!” I called out to him as he walked from my closet.

      “Thank you for the pussy,” he responded, making me roll my eyes at his vulgar ass before rushing to the bathroom for a bubble bath.

      I relaxed for a bit, inhaling the scent of one of my candles, and then got out to spread some body butter on. It smelled so good, and I noticed Belly liked it, so I wanted to wear it for him. The scent was strong enough for me to skip putting on perfume.

      I did my makeup, making sure it was perfect, put some waves in my fresh press, and then slipped into the Prada dress he bought me. It fit nicely and was a good length. I saw he got me some matching shoes, which I didn’t catch at first, so I slipped my feet into the white Balmain stilettos before giving myself a look over. My all-white Chanel bag went with the outfit, so I snatched that up, put on my jewelry and Patek watch, then left.

      When I stepped out of the house, I spotted a deep black Rolls Royce Black Badge outside. Belly emerged from it in a navy-blue button up with some dark slacks on. He looked incredibly handsome, with his watch and bracelet almost blinding me as he opened the passenger door, waving me toward him. His mahogany complexion was so supple; plus, that build and height had me ready to make another baby.

      “What is this?” I smiled as he helped me into the extremely expensive car.

      “Taking my wife on a date.” He smirked, closing the door.

      I waited until he came around to get in on the driver’s side, before I said, “A date for what?”

      Chuckling, he replied, “Because I love you, and I like dating yo’ ass. Is that aight?” He sat back a little bit, looking as sexy as he smelled.

      “Yes, of course.”

      “Good. Sit yo’ ass back and let yo’ man do some shit for you.”

      “Okay.” I giggled, getting comfortable as he drove out of our driveway.

      The ride was so perfect in itself with us holding hands, listening to music, and singing along to the ones we mutually loved. We ended up downtown at the Intercontinental Hotel.

      “Aye, come here.” Belly stopped me from walking after he helped me from the car. Tugging me back toward him gently, he hugged my body tightly before kissing me slowly. Melting, I locked my arms around his neck to bask in the kiss.

      “I missed you,” I whispered as we stood outside, hugging and kissing repeatedly.

      “I missed yo’ ass too. I forgot to tell you how good you look tonight.” The lust in his eyes boosted my confidence. “Can’t wait to get yo’ ass back to the crib.”

      I couldn’t help but to grin at his words before we released one another, intertwined our hands, and then headed inside of the hotel.

      The restaurant we were going to eat at, La Boucherie, was inside, and way up high so that you could look out over the city of downtown Los Angeles. It was beautiful. The table we had was right by the window, a booth, so we sat beside each other like one of those clingy couples. But I didn’t care or mind at all because I’d been away from my man for weeks, and I missed him. I wanted to be as close as I could without us being attached at the groin.

      “I’ve never been here,” I whispered just before he kissed me.

      “Me neither, but I heard it was nice as fuck.”

      “Hello, Mr. Khalil. This is a complimentary wine from the manager. I will give you some time to look over the menu,” the giddy, raven-haired waitress let us know. When Belly nodded, she walked off.

      “Can you drink yet? I have no idea how this shit goes. I ain’t never got nobody pregnant before.”

      Chuckling, I nodded and said, “Yes. I can have some. I’ve pumped enough for him to go without me breastfeeding for a day.” Belly nodded, pouring me some wine.

      “He’s big already. When I saw him today, I just stared at him for the longest. He be giving you a hard time?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “He’s a good baby. He doesn’t cry much, just when he’s tired or restless.” I watched Belly, and I could tell he was bothered that he’d only been with our son a week before he got locked up. “I know he was happy to see you again.”

      “Probably was thinking where the fuck I been at.”

      We both laughed, but his faded slowly as he looked over the menu.

      Gripping his chin to make him face me, I said, “Hey, he’s still very small, and he’s not going to remember this. You’re gonna see him all the time from this day forward.” I brought his face closer to kiss his soft lips, just as the waitress came back to get our orders.

      We both got steaks, which I couldn’t believe were $100 each. I’d been to a lot of expensive places in my twenty-four years and had never seen steak so expensive.

      “It’s fine, baby. I only spend this type of money on yo’ ass though. The most a bitch would get out of me was a burger from Brolly Hut off Crenshaw, and no drink.”

      “Trust me, I know I’m special.” I stuck my hand out so we could admire my huge engagement ring. As he kissed my temple, I asked, “How does it feel to be a daddy?”

      “It still hasn’t settled in all the fucking way because of this bullshit. But I’m excited.” He cheesed, showing his beautiful smile. “Teach him how to deal with these hoes and check these niggas.”

      “Cortez, no.” I snickered. “Why didn’t you come home yesterday? I’m not buying the bail stuff; I checked with Carson.”

      “His ass can’t hold water. Wanted to get some shit ready for you, like the roses and outfit. Then I had to handle somebody.” He whispered the last part against my temple.

      “Who?”

      “The guard who put glass in my cornbread.”

      “You ki—” I stopped when he shook his head, telling me not to say it.

      “Something like that. I had to do it at the right time, meaning as soon as I got out because most would assume I’d wait a few days, or wait a few months, not forty-five minutes after being released.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “My God. You look good in this shit.” His big hand rubbed my thigh then my hip. “You was tripping earlier, but the pussy was fire.”

      “I’m just used to being more snatched.”

      “More snatched for who? Females only wanna be snatched so they can get snatched up by a nigga. You ain’t in a position to get snatched unless you want me to snatch a knot in you and that muthafucka.”

      Laughing heartily, I shook my head. “No. I just want to look nice, for you and for myself.”

      “I already love what I see, Blaise. Either way I’m fucking.”

      “I know.” I simpered.

      We kept talking until our food arrived then prayed before starting to eat. I was trying to force myself, but after a few bites I was full.

      “You don’t like it?” Belly noticed because he noticed every damn thing.

      “Yeah, it’s good. I’m just full from earlier.”

      “Fuck you eat earlier?”

      “Like eggs, and then the chicken—”

      “Fuck you lying about what you ate for?” He set his fork down.

      “My appetite is still not all the way back, but I promise it will be soon. Don’t even worry about it.” I looked up into his eyes, and he said nothing, just stared at me. “I’m sorry.” I whimpered, waiting for him to blow up.

      Instead, he pulled me into his lap, kissed my jawline, and brought me into a tight hug. We drifted away only a little to share a few kisses.

      “You wanna try to eat this together?” He quizzed me, pointing to his plate, and I nodded.

      For the next forty-five minutes, we nibbled on his dish until it was nothing left. I wasn’t sure why or how that helped, but I found comfort in him eating with me and feeding me the food. We even ate half of a dessert before he paid the bill and we went home.

      As soon as we got there, we checked on Island, mainly Belly did, and then went to see Baby Cortez. It was nice watching Belly hold his cute little self again.

      “I’m sorry I wasted your money tonight.” I removed my shoes once we got into the bedroom.

      “You ain’t waste my money. I took you to dinner to spend time with you, not to watch you eat, Blaise.” He went to the bathroom within our room. “Be out of that dress by the time I’m done peeing.”

      I chuckled, nodding as I started to remove it. Once it was off, I grabbed my phone to check its notifications since I ignored them during the whole dinner. It wasn’t on purpose; I just forgot about it while with Belly.

      Sitting on the bed, I saw Mindy had sent me a text, and it was a screen capture of Cadence’s story, which read He’s home, with a heart emoji. Mindy added that Cadence was extra happy all day on her story, which I wouldn’t know because I paid no attention to Belly’s past harem hoes. I was annoyed though.

      Belly emerged from the bathroom naked, and I stood up off of the bed in just my panties to confront him.

      He leaned down to kiss me, but I bent back, inquiring, “Are you fucking with Cadence?”

      “What?” His sexy face contorted.

      “Are you fucking her? She’s happy you’re home and has been in a good mood. Them hoes are only happy when they’re messing with you; when they’re getting some dick.” I knew how giddy some dick from Belly made a woman.

      Without saying a word, he snatched my phone, pushed me down onto the bed, and took my panties off. Before I could say anything, he forced my legs apart and started to eat my pussy. It felt so good that I kept losing my train of thought. The way his big hands rubbed up my body to grope my breasts as he sucked my clit, had me climaxing before I could process it. Bringing his hands back down, he pressed my thighs into my body, keeping them open, and continued feasting on my middle as I arched my back, releasing yet again.

      “Fuck.” He grumbled at how soaking wet I was as he lapped up every drop before diving back in.

      I felt his tongue twirl in my opening, before he slowly brought it back up to suck my bud with the perfect amount of pressure.

      “Uh…” A short moan burst through my lips before my voice box vanished completely.

      Just as my nails scraped the bed, he intertwined our fingers, sucking my pussy so perfectly I had no idea what conversation we were just having. My body gyrated, jerked, then went limp, as he trailed kisses up my inner thighs. I already knew hickies would be there. He went back down, giving one last slurp to my clit before coming up to suck my nipples. Once he had his fix, he slipped his tongue into my mouth while sliding inside, making me moan.

      “Tonight,” he rocked in and out of me, “we ain’t fighting about shit. Only damn thing we doing is fucking and being in love.” He had his hand wrapped around my neck, sucking my lips as he fucked me. “Understand?”

      “Ye-yes,” I stammered.

      

      Why was I so angry a minute ago?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Alivia

          

        

      

    

    
      When Priscilla walked out with plates of spaghetti, I felt like a salivating dog at the sight. I was starving, like always, and hoped she had enough for seconds.

      “Hey, will there be more?” I inquired, staring down at the pasta covered in cheese.

      “Yes, Alivia.” Priscilla sniggered. “Blaise here claims she ate already, so we have a lot left.”

      “I did. I ate before we came,” Blaise repeated, shrugging before taking a sip of water.

      I dove right in, tearing this spaghetti up, and was halfway done with this plate when I realized Priscilla and Blaise were watching me like a hawk.

      “What?” I covered my mouth.

      “The plate isn’t going anywhere, Alivia.” Priscilla looked me over suspiciously along with Blaise.

      “No, I know. I’m just really hungry.”

      They both nodded, leaving the issue alone, which I was happy about. After I had my second plate, Priscilla took the dishes out of the den to go wash them, I guess, and bring some cake.

      “You didn’t get the abortion.” Blaise looked deeply into my eyes.

      “Not yet, but as soon as I get some free time, I’m going to get it taken care of.”

      “Alivia, you know this is a time sensitive issue, right? You don’t even know how far along you are, and after a while, you cannot have an abortion.”

      “Right. So I will call tomorrow morning to see when I can get an appointment,” I assured her, prompting her to nod.

      Priscilla returned with the cake, which she and I ate while we watched a few movies on Netflix. By the time Blaise and I decided to leave, it was already 7:30 p.m., and I was dead tired.

      I had a meeting in the morning with Yono’s team because he had some shows coming up. And even though I’d much rather lie in bed all day instead, I had to handle my business and make this money, especially because I wasn’t sure if I planned to abort my child.

      Some days I was sure I was going to get an abortion, and others I felt like I couldn’t do it.

      Blaise was right in the sense that I really had no reason to terminate my pregnancy. I was more than financially stable, I had my own place, a great job, I was the perfect age, etc. The only drawback was that I wasn’t married, but like she said, I couldn’t go around having babies because of a man, husband or not. I had to have my children because I wanted them and no other reason. Niggas were too unpredictable.

      “You okay?” Blaise asked as she started to drive away from Priscilla’s house.

      “Yep, just admiring this bomb ass car.” I rubbed my hand along the dashboard of her four door Maserati. “You two have come a long way.”

      “I know.” She simpered, making a left. “We’re not the only ones.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You and Manny. I remembered when you couldn’t stand the mention of his name, and now you’re pregnant.”

      “Yeah, well I won’t be pregnant for much longer. It’s just not a good time. I’m at the height of my career.”

      “And you have a new boyfriend; well, somewhat new.”

      “Exactly. I really like Troy, and I don’t want this to come between us when I don’t even want the baby.”

      “You like him more than Manny?”

      “What?” I frowned, looking her way. I saw her giggle. “Of course I like him more than Manny! I hate Manny! If I could kill him and get away with it, I would.”

      “Why do you hate him?”

      “Because he’s dumb! He lied to me about his son, twice, then he already has some new bimbo bitch stepping to me like she’s his wife. Then he had the nerve to call me and curse me out over a stupid stage gimmick that Troy performed. I cannot stand him!” I growled damn near, not sure of why Blaise was laughing.

      “Sounds like you love him.”

      “Excuse me? Did you not hear anything I said?”

      “Yeah, I did. When Belly and I broke up over Cadence, I was angry like you. I wanted to kill him. But it was because I loved him, and I hated that he ruined what we were building. When you really hate a man, like how I kind of hate Jelani, they can’t get you this upset, Alivia. I can’t think of anything Jelani could do to have me ready to kill him, that doesn’t involve Island.”

      “Well, we’re just different because I surely do not love Manuel Ortiz anymore.”

      “Okay. I do think that just in case you want to be friends or anything in the future that you should let him know of your plans to have an abortion. If he finds out later, he may never forgive you.”

      I had no response as I stared out of the window until we got to my place.

      As soon as Blaise drove off, I went right to my car, cranked it up, and floored it. I had the heat on since I was always cold, and it seemed like I didn’t even stop until I got to Manny’s home. I saw his car was there, so I parked and then made sure I looked presentable still.

      Walking up his driveway in my tight jeans and halter-top, I pushed my hair behind my ears and then rang the doorbell once it was in reach.

      A few moments later, I heard his sexy voice talking to someone, which made my stomach churn. I prayed like hell that I didn’t throw up.

      “Alivia, what?” Manny opened the door, lip turned up in disgust.

      “I—”

      “Baby, who is this?” some random woman inquired.

      “Nobody. Go check on the food. I’ll be done in a second, I promise.”

      Him saying I was nobody, and right in front of her, almost made me cry. I kept my composure though, glancing off to allow the cold wind to dry my eyes.

      “I can maybe come back another time so we can talk. I didn’t even think about the fact that you may have company.” I fidgeted, staring up into his cute ass face.

      I hadn’t seen him up close in a while, so I’d almost forgotten how good Manny looked. His clean-shaven baldhead, that long beard, and vibrant caramel skin. His tall but lean build was so perfect.

      “Yeah, I bet you didn’t. You probably thought I was in here sulking and shit over you. But nah, that ain’t the case no more. I’m done chasing after yo’ ass and vying for yo’ attention.”

      “No, Manuel, that’s not what I meant. Anyway,” I exhaled heavily, “maybe we can have lunch or dinner tomorrow so we can talk.”

      “About what?” Again, his face was filled with hatred, like he couldn’t stand the sight of me. “We don’t have shit to talk about. If you had anything to say to me, you should’ve said it before you let that nigga get you pregnant.”

      For a moment, I couldn’t respond because he was so angry. His facial expressions while talking were scary, like if he could choke me out here in front of everybody with no repercussions, he would.

      “Manuel, that’s what I’m trying to explain—”

      “And what I’m trying to explain to you is that I don’t give a fuck about you or what you have to say to me.”

      “You don’t give a fuck about me?” I almost got a crick in my neck from jerking it.

      “Nah, I don’t, and I never have. You were just one of my hoes.”

      “Just one of your hoes.” I felt the tears welling up, but I was too baffled to hide it. “You said you loved me, so how—”

      “I lied. Niggas lie to get what they want. I wanted to keep fucking you, so I said what needed to be said to get the job done. Now I have some company, which you saw, so if you don’t got shit else to say, then bounce.”

      I was frozen, feeling the wind was about to blow me over as tears cascaded down my cheeks. I noticed his expression softened when he witnessed the tears, but I couldn’t get over what he’d just said to me.

      “Sorry.” I turned to leave.

      “Alivia!” he called after me, but I kept going until I was inside of my car. “Alivia!”

      I quickly started my engine and peeled off in case he wanted to come all the way out of the house. I cried the whole way home, but at least I knew no matter what I did, Manny wouldn’t be a part of it.
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      The next morning…

      

      Today was the meeting with Yono’s team and my manager to start up a new contract for his upcoming shows. They would be around Los Angeles, thankfully, so I didn’t have to worry about leaving the state. This just wasn’t the time for me to be traveling, mainly because I was pretty sure I was going to keep this baby now.

      I stayed up all night, thinking about it, and even though this wasn’t how I planned to become a mother, especially with someone who used me like Manny, I knew I’d regret killing my baby. I was a very emotional person, and the thought of having had an abortion would fuck with me until I was six feet deep. The only negative would be having to be tied to Manny for life, but if he didn’t want to be around my baby, then that was perfectly fine with me.

      “Would anybody like some water?” Kenneth, one of Yono’s team members, inquired over the room.

      “Some tea if you have it,” I replied. “Excuse me. I’m going to go to the bathroom.”

      “You okay?” Sanya, my manager, asked me.

      “Yep.”

      I left to the bathroom, rushing right into one of the pristine stalls to throw up. I almost didn’t make it with Sanya’s ass stopping me. Once I felt I had it all out, I came from the stall, jumping out of my skin damn near at who was standing by the sinks.

      “Hi.” Jillian smiled, looking at me through the mirror.

      “Hi.” I hurriedly rinsed my mouth before pulling my travel bag from my Gucci purse to brush my teeth.

      Jillian watched the whole time, even stood there as I swished the mouthwash around.

      “So you didn’t get the abortion like we agreed, I see.” She washed her hands.

      “Jillian, what I do with my body is really none of your business. Your job is to manage Yono’s tours, nothing else.”

      “You’re right. This baby in your stomach isn’t my problem, because my problems have to involve Yono.” She turned to face me with her brow raised before tousling her dyed red hair.

      Jillian looked more like a stripper than a tour manager, but she did her job well, so I guess it didn’t matter. She was usually so professional and nice, but finding out I was pregnant had turned her into a demon.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about the fact that you were fucking Belly’s brother, Manuel, his little hype man who works his corner at his fights. Word on the street is y’all were in love, and now you’re with child.”

      “How do you even have time to handle your job when you’re always so worried about what’s going on in other people’s lives, Jillian?”

      “Tell Yono you’re pregnant by someone else or I will. I won’t allow you to pin a baby on him, ruining his career.”

      “No, what I think is you don’t want this baby to be his because you like him.” I stepped closer to her.

      “What? You sound fucking ridiculous!”

      “Do I? Because you care a little bit too much just to be a damn tour manager. I don’t even think his damn mama would go the lengths you’re going. Hemming me up in the bathroom, threatening me… you’re going overboard.”

      “I am not. I don’t like him; I work for him. And in order to make sure my job doesn’t go anywhere, I have to be sure he’s on his toes.”

      “Well newsflash, Jillian, the woman carries the baby. Men have been blessed to go on about their daily lives as normal, while we endure all the lifestyle changes. I’m the one who won’t be able to drink nor eat certain foods, fit certain clothes, and eventually not leave the house unless it’s to take a walk around the block. Yono will be perfectly able to continue business as usual. Now excuse me. I want to get to this meeting.” I bumped Jillian’s shoulder on the way out.

      I didn’t care what she said, she definitely had a thing for Yono. She was too up my ass, and the only people who acted that way were family or a bitch who was feeling a man. Even though I was ready to fight her when I wasn’t even a fighter, she made me realize that I needed to be honest with Yono now that I was keeping my baby.

      “Alivia, sweetie, your tea is right here.” Sanya pointed to the cup just as I sat down. Jillian entered the conference room after me, looking peeved.

      The meeting went on as planned, and I was happy to know my fee per show had been increased since I’d done so well with Yono’s previous tour. I was never late nor unprofessional in the slightest, so his team wanted to keep me. Of course, Sanya wasn’t letting that happen without a boost in pay.

      I decided I would ride with Yono from the meeting since he’d made dinner reservations. He told me he paid to have the restaurant cleared out so that we could be alone, so I felt comfortable in what I had on. It wasn’t fancy, but it wasn’t super casual either.

      The place being empty was perfect though because I planned to tell him what had been going on with me and what my plans were. I was sad that this would be our last night as a couple, but what could I do? Wait until my belly was big as hell?

      “Okay. I will be back with the appetizers and drinks soon. The food will also be behind that shortly,” the waitress let us know.

      “Thank you.” I nodded, and Yono followed suit.

      “Baby, why you ain’t get no margarita? You love margaritas.” Yono grinned. I admired it for a second, knowing it wouldn’t be long before it disappeared. Although if he thought I wasn’t going to eat this food I ordered, he was severely mistaken.

      “I do.” I sipped my water since my lemonade wasn’t here yet. “Troy, I want to talk to you about something serious.”

      “You aight?”

      “Umm, I think so. I will be fully alright eventually, but right now, I’m not sure.” I cleared my throat then continued. “Anyway, you know before you and I rekindled, I was dealing with someone else.”

      “Manny.”

      “Yes, and we weren’t just a fling; well, to me. I later found out that I meant nothing to him.” I paused, remembering the harsh things Manny had said to me. I quickly wiped the thought from my mind, not wanting to cry. “So yeah, things got pretty intense between us, and I’m pregnant now.”

      Yono’s brows dipped instantly.

      “Wait, you knew you were pregnant, and you still decided to be with me?”

      “No! No, of course not. I didn’t find out about it until after we’d gotten back together. I wouldn’t dare do something like that.” I watched him blink constantly, showing he was confused, baffled, and in utter disbelief. “I’m so sorry, Troy. I went back and forth about getting an abortion, for more reasons than one, but I couldn’t do it.”

      “So now what? You and him gon’ be together?”

      “No! Hell no…” I paused to allow the appetizers to be set down. “No. He and I are not going to be together. He probably won’t even be in the baby’s life.”

      “You love him?”

      “No, I don’t love him.” I felt like it was the truth since I’d been telling myself this for a minute. But after talking with Blaise and then seeing Manny in person, I wasn’t sure. It didn’t matter though, because he didn’t love me, and I hated him.

      “You don’t love him, y’all not gon’ be together, and he’s not gon’ be in the baby’s life. That’s what you’re saying to me.”

      “Yes.” I ate one of the pieces of chicken from the appetizer. “I know this is over, and I understand. I’m hoping we can still be friends and can still work together. I will do your shows for as long as I can, but you will have to have someone else deejay once I give birth. It’ll only be temporarily though.”

      Yono just looked at me before reaching across the table to grab my hand.

      “Alivia, I don’t like that you got pregnant by that nigga, but I love you. I don’t wanna be with anybody else, so if this is the situation, then I can deal with it.”

      “Yo-you’re saying you want to still be with me?”

      “I do.” He kissed my hand. “And I wanna be there for your baby too.”

      “You don’t have to do this, Troy. I won’t be mad if you break up with me. I kind of expected it already.”

      Chuckling, he said, “I’m not breaking up with you. Shit happens. Long as you didn’t cheat to make the baby, we good.”

      “No, I didn’t cheat.” I half smiled, basking in his good looks. “So we’re still a couple, huh?”

      “We are.”

      Our food arrived just then, and we ate our dinner over nice conversation. I was surprised by Yono’s reaction, but I couldn’t say I wasn’t happy. He was a good man.

      I was still unsure about us having sex since the baby wasn’t his, but I would cross that bridge when I got to it. For now, I would enjoy my plate and my blessing of a man and baby.
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      Sometime later… around 6:30 p.m.

      

      “How’ve you been, Will?” Dr. Overt asked, crossing his legs and exposing the tip to his pen.

      “Better, much better since I’ve been coming here.” I smirked, feeling happy as fuck. I guess it was contagious because he smiled as well.

      “Could you be more specific? The last time we talked, you told me you were able to achieve an erection with a woman you knew nothing about.” He looked at the paper ahead of the one he was currently writing on before flipping it back over. “Her name was Katie.”

      “Yeah. I did it a few times to be sure.”

      We both laughed.

      “Great. So I assume something new has happened?”

      “Yeah. I took your advice/homework from the last session, and I think the shit worked.”

      The last time I was here, Dr. Overt asked me to describe the times I was most attracted to Priscilla, and I told him it was when I saw her dance. He gave me the assignment to start watching her dance videos at night while in the bed.

      “So watching Priscilla’s dance videos on Instagram resulted in what exactly, Will?”

      “I did that every night for about a week, with a few days off just because I couldn’t due to my schedule. Then one night, I noticed I was getting hard, so I… you know.”

      “You masturbated to the video?”

      “Yeah. I know that wasn’t part of the shit I was supposed to do, but by the fifth night, I needed to, or I would get blue balls. Did that fuck it up?”

      “No, no. That’s great, actually. It’s great that seeing her, in her normal environment, got you to the point where you needed to release.”

      “Cool. Then, I invited her over, and shit got intense real fast. We were about to get it popping, but she got up and left since she thinks she got a man at the moment.”

      “And you got an erection during this encounter?” He started writing, but when he glanced up, I nodded proudly. “Great. Why do you say she thinks she has a man?”

      “Because he’s temporary. She’s not really about to be with this nigga.”

      “I see.” He chuckled. “And what about you? You have a girlfriend. Dionne? How does she feel about you being so into another woman?”

      “She umm, she doesn’t know.”

      “Don’t you think you should tell her before you start making moves with Priscilla?”

      “Well I want to make sure I know who I wanna be with, so I’m kind of playing both sides to see.”

      “I think it’s quite obvious you love this Priscilla, but you want to keep Dionne around in case Priscilla decides not to be with you. I understand it, but it’s unfair to Dionne. You need to let her go and allow her to possibly find someone that wants her as badly as you want Priscilla.”

      “But I care for Dionne. I love her.”

      “Do you love her the same way you love Priscilla?”

      “Yes.” I kept it short.

      “Last session, you expressed that you wanted to marry Priscilla and that she was the first woman that made you even think of taking a wife. Now how is it that you love them the same, yet Dionne never made you think of marriage, and she was before Priscilla. Wouldn’t you have already married Dionne?”

      “No, because I was sick.”

      “Not the whole relationship.” Dr. Overt sat up straight. “Will, you need to let Dionne go, and as soon as you can. Because if Priscilla does choose to be with you then finds out you had Dionne in the trenches, what do you think her response would be?”

      “Shit. But what if Priscilla never comes back to me? I’ll be by my damn self and might fall back into fucking prostitutes. Then we’ll be back at square fucking one. I gotta hold onto Dionne to keep that shit from happening.”

      “Unfortunately, being alone sometimes is a part of life. It may be good for you to break up with Dionne and spend some time by yourself.” Resting his chin on his fist, he continued. “See, Will, it is very easy for humans to become dependent on other humans and relationships. When you become one of those people, you do anything to keep from being alone, which is a recipe for disaster.

      You want to cure yourself not only to get Priscilla back, but also so that if one day you have no woman to come home to, you can survive. It’s okay to love Priscilla, but you don’t want to mentally and physically need her to a point where surviving without her is difficult.”

      I nodded, not liking but processing his words.

      “You’re married?”

      “I am.” He showed me a picture on his desk of a woman, himself, and four kids.

      “You don’t need yo’ wife?”

      “I do.” He nodded then sat up straight again. “I need her, absolutely, but if she left me for some reason or if things happened to not work out, I’d be okay. I wouldn’t fall into drugs or habits that are detrimental because of it. Would I be sad and upset? Of course, but that’s as far as it should and would go. You understand my angle, Will?”

      “Yeah.” I looked off out of his window, which gave a view of all of Beverly Hills it seemed.

      “You want to be stable on your own and only then add someone. Trust me. Priscilla will be more attracted to you if she sees you can stand on your own two feet with or without a woman.”

      About twenty minutes later, I was leaving Dr. Overt’s office, and after giving it some thought, I decided he was right about breaking up with Dionne. Same way Priscilla was honest with me about still having feelings for Rafi, I needed to do the same for Dionne. I cared about her a lot, but I knew if Priscilla came running to me, I would drop Dionne’s ass in a minute. And I loved her too much to do some shady shit like that.

      Being without both Dionne and Priscilla was scary as fuck, but my doctor spoke facts; I needed to be good by myself. I knew Priscilla didn’t trust me, and for good reason, so if I came at her while still having Dionne as my girl, it would only ruin shit.

      Pulling my iPhone from my pocket once I was in the car, I called Dionne.

      “Hey, honey.” She cooed into the phone, sounding happy.

      “Hey, baby. How you doing?”

      “I’m doing okay. I’ve been trying to get a new gig, but none of them are paying what I deserve.”

      “What’s your range? I can maybe find you a few things.”

      Shit, it was the least I could do for being the worst boyfriend in the history of boyfriends.

      “If it’s not a high-profile person, then three thousand dollars per show because I have to come to rehearsals and all that. If it’s someone big, then ten thousand dollars per show.”

      “Uh.” I scratched my head. “Baby, that’s a lot. Those are fees that people with a bit of notoriety charge.”

      “Priscilla charges that. I overheard her talking with someone once, negotiating a deal.”

      The mention of Priscilla’s name made me queasy, mainly because it was coming from Dionne’s mouth.

      “Right, but Priscilla is more known than you in the industry, so her charging that shit is justified.”

      “She’s only known because she’s Rafi’s baby mama!”

      “Well, not really, because for a while, no one knew that shit. But yeah, now it has boosted her name. However, no matter how she became known, she’s still more known than you.”

      “You think she dances better than me?”

      “No, I—”

      “Be honest. Lying to me won’t help me, Willem.”

      “Yes, she does, but because she’s more fluid. Dancing is natural for her, Dionne. With you, it seems like you do better with sexy moves, but Priscilla can do it all.”

      “Okay.”

      “But baby, you’re good. You get better with time too.” She didn’t say shit, so I kept on. “Aye, but when will you be home? I wanna come talk to you.”

      “In like thirty minutes.”

      “Aight, see you soon.”

      Dionne lived just twenty minutes away from here, so I just went straight there. I sat in my car for a while, of course, looking on Priscilla’s page. I noticed that nigga Sly commented on a few of her posts, and she responded with hearts. The sight caused my chest to tighten, and even as I heard Dionne pulling into her driveway, I didn’t get out straightaway.

      Irritated, I swiped up to get to my home screen and then pocketed my shit so I could meet Dionne at her porch.

      “Hey.” She gave me a quick smile as soon as she unlocked her door and pushed it open.

      “’Sup.” I hugged her tightly before we both entered.

      “Are you hungry? I was about to make some food.” She took her jacket off as I locked the door. Dionne was beautiful as hell with her flawless light complexion and sexy body. She waited for my answer, tossing her curly hair.

      “Actually, nah, I’m good. You have some water though?”

      “Yep.”

      I sat down on the couch and waited for her. She finally returned with my bottle of water, and a glass of what appeared to be white wine for herself.

      “I haven’t seen you in two days, baby. I missed you.” Dionne rubbed my shoulders before kissing me.

      I didn’t know if I could do this shit. Life without Dionne sounded uncomfortable.

      “I missed you too.” I took her hand in mine and looked into her eyes. “This past year has been crazy as fuck for me. I kind of felt like I was just living and making moves with no thought. From cheating on you with too many people, making a baby supposedly, and just doing too much, I haven’t had time to really get my shit together.”

      “But you’ve been going to therapy. I’m proud of you.”

      “I know. Thank you. And I appreciate you for sticking by me through all of this when most women wouldn’t have.”

      Did I really want to let this one go for Priscilla?

      “I thought about it, but I love you too much. I want to help you.”

      “I know.” I nodded. “Dionne, now that I’m improving in a lot of ways, I need time to focus on myself.”

      “I can give you space.”

      “Space would be nice, but I don’t wanna hold you captive anymore with my bullshit. You’re a great woman, and I swear to God any man would be lucky to have you. I don’t deserve you, and it keeps me up at night knowing I’m holding onto you when some other nigga should be enjoying you.”

      “No, Will—”

      “Baby, don’t you want a man that brings you flowers for no reason? Randomly takes you on dates or buys you a nice gift even when it’s not ya birthday? A nigga that can’t stand the thought of not talking to you for two days in a row? And makes you feel safe instead of like you have to babysit his ass?”

      Dionne looked down before taking a sip of her wine.

      “Yes, but you will get to be that man someday.”

      “You’re probably right, but at the moment, I’m not. At the moment, that’s what you deserve.”

      “Will, please.” She started to cry, so I kissed her forehead.

      “I know it sounds scary as fuck to break up and not have each other because we’re used to it, but we’ll be aight, especially you.”

      Dionne didn’t respond, she just cried right into my chest, so I stopped talking to allow her to get it all out. She cried until she fell asleep, which took twenty minutes. I carried her to her bedroom, placed her under the covers, and then kissed her forehead before I bounced.

      Thinking about all the shit I’d said to Dionne, I texted Priscilla.

      Me: You busy?

      Priscilla: I will be. On my way to the dance studio.

      Me: Can I come through?

      Priscilla: I guess since I’ll be alone.

      Me: Aight.

      I pulled off, stopping by a flower shop I knew, and picked up some red roses. I ain’t buy a box like Belly usually did for Blaise, but I got something nice. I wasn’t sure how Priscilla would take them, so I didn’t want to roll up there with too much.

      Since I was near Rodeo at the moment, I parked to get a few things for her as well; some shoes from Fendi and a bag from Dior.

      By the time I got to the studio, the sun had gone down, so I parked next to Priscilla and hopped out with the gifts and my papers from the doctor that she requested.

      When I walked into the building and to the room she was in, I saw her stretching. She paused to look at me through the mirror then turned around to stand up.

      “For you.” I handed down the roses, along with the document.

      “Thanks.” She smiled, inhaling the scent of the flowers, which I was happy about. I ain’t know if she would be receptive. “This was sweet, Will. Thank you.”

      I stayed quiet as she surveyed the medical papers, before she nodded and handed them back to me.

      Pulling the bags from behind my back, I said, “A little something extra.”

      Her eyes kept darting from me to the bags and vice versa before she took them. We sat down together in the chairs up against the wall, and I watched her open everything.

      “Will, I can’t take this stuff.”

      “You don’t like it?”

      “I love it, but I have a boyfriend. How do you think he will feel knowing I’m wearing shoes or a bag you bought me?”

      “Don’t you still wear the shit Rafi got you?”

      “Yes. But that’s different; it was bought before Sly and I got together. This, however, is after, and I can’t.”

      “Don’t do this, Priscilla.”

      “Do what, Will?” She frowned.

      Leaning over, I started to kiss her, and when she put her hands on my chest to stop me, I moved them. That easily, she gave in, parting her lips and allowing our tongues to come in contact. I immediately started tugging at her tights, yanking them off and doing the same with her panties.

      We kept kissing as I laid her back, unbuckling my jeans as fast as I could so she wouldn’t change her mind. Hard as a brick, I pushed right inside, almost nutting on contact.

      “I love you, Priscilla.” I glided in and out of her, kissing her hungrily.

      “Mmm,” she whimpered, which sounded so damn good to me.

      Once I felt her come down my shaft, I sped up, running my fingers through her hair as we kissed. I’d been dreaming of this shit happening for weeks now, and the feeling of her tight wet walls, plus the sight of her pretty ass face, had me on edge.

      “Shit.” I grumbled, groping her thighs as I beat her pussy up. She released again, sending me over.

      A few more pumps, and I was nutting hard as hell.

      After kissing for a bit, I pulled out, and we both went to the bathroom to clean up.

      “I still have to practice.”

      “I wanna watch.”

      “Okay. This doesn’t mean Sly and I are broken up.” She folded her arms, staring up at me.

      “You will be soon though.” I moved closer before we started kissing again.

      It was only a matter of time.
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      Be careful what you wish for…

      

      “Hey.” Ian entered our bedroom just as I put some body butter on my feet.

      “Hi, baby. Why are you dressed up? I thought you were gonna stay in bed with me tonight.” I looked him up and down as I brought my feet onto our large bed.

      We’d recently moved into a big ass mansion, and so far, things had been great. He bought me all new furniture and everything. Ian also paid a lot of money to have the house together and ready very quickly. I think the baby’s nursery was my favorite room. It was so pink and perfect.

      “I know.” He walked over to me, leaning down to kiss my belly. “But I won’t be gone long.”

      “Ian, no. The doctor said I could go into labor at any minute. What if the baby comes tonight?”

      “It won’t come tonight, Nichole. My baby girl is gonna wait for me. And even if she does decide to come, I will be there. I told you I won’t be gone long. A few friends and I just wanna have drinks at this club. The latest I get here will be midnight.”

      I started to tear up, so I looked away, not wanting him to see.

      “Fine.”

      “Nichole.” He kissed my lips after turning me to face him. “Baby, I will be back before the night is over. Just relax, watch some TV, or…” He dug into his jeans pocket to remove his wallet. “Do some online shopping.” He handed me his black card.

      “Okay.” I nodded, feeling somewhat better about spending money.

      “Want me to call up my chef friend to come make you some food?”

      “Yes. Thank you, baby.”

      Ian smiled, kissing me again, before making the call to the cook. He stayed around until she arrived, and then he left, making sure to assure me that he’d be home by midnight at the latest.

      I dimmed the lights and watched a few things on Hulu, and by that time, my food was done.

      “Thank you, Leida.” I simpered at the plate on the tray she’d delivered to me.

      “You’re welcome, honey. I’m going to go, unless there is anything else you need.”

      “No, I’m okay. Thank you.”

      I took a picture of the plate of steak, mashed potatoes, and green beans, before posting it to my story. Having a chef was definitely a luxury I enjoyed.

      After devouring my food, I took everything to the kitchen then crawled in bed to shop some on my laptop. After spending just $35,000 on Barney’s department store website, I called it a night.

      Middle of the night… around 2 a.m.…

      “Mmm.” I woke up, feeling pain all over.

      I realized I was lying in wetness and sat up. Looking to my left, I noticed the bed was empty, and Ian’s ass hadn’t come home yet.

      Knowing I was in labor, I wobbled to the chair I had my labor clothes in, and slipped on the sweats. Since I was already in a big t-shirt, I put on a jacket, groaning in pain. Throwing the bag I’d packed for this night over my shoulder, I left the bedroom and took one hundred years to get down the stairs.

      I tried phoning Ian, but he didn’t answer any of the five calls, making me burst into tears. I never imagined having to drive myself to the hospital while in labor.

      I quickly texted my mom and sister since I was in too much pain to call, and then I went to get in my car to leave. It seemed like an hour had passed before I made it to the hospital. I cried the whole way, aching in pain, and worrying about my baby. I didn’t know how long ago my water had broken, and I’d had nightmares about my baby being inside too long.

      I parked my Range Rover then got out slowly, wanting to crawl up to the entrance. As I limped my way up, I heard my name being called, so I glanced back to see my mom and Isabella. Thank God.

      “Baby, where is Ian?” My mother helped me inside as Isabella got help.

      “I don’t know, Mama.” I whimpered, gripping my back because I felt horrible.

      My mother kissed my cheek while rubbing my back sympathetically. Thankfully, by the time we made it inside, they had a wheelchair for me and let me know my doctor had been called.

      “Did she drive herself?” Isabella asked my mother as they wheeled me to the elevator.

      “I believe so,” she replied.

      Tuning them out, I took deep breaths as we rode up and went to my room. The nurse helped me into a gown and then onto a bed.

      “Please, is there medicine I can have?” I begged the nurse.

      “No, honey. I thought we discussed you wouldn’t use it. I told you the complications it could cause in the future.” My mother spoke up.

      “Mama, no. I’m going to die if I don’t.” I cried. She put her chair next to my bed and took my hand to hold before kissing it.

      “No you won’t, baby. I promise. I won’t let you die. I love you too much. Okay?” She pecked my cheek. and I nodded, teary eyed.

      “Get my phone and call Ian again, Isabella.” I sniffled.

      Izzy got up to get my phone from my baby bag and began moving around on it before placing my phone to her ear. She shook her head to let me know there was no answer.

      “Is he out of the state?” My mama frowned.

      “No. He went, mmm, he went with his friends somewhere. He told me he’d be back by midnight.”

      “He’s probably with Jessica,” Izzy hissed.

      “Izzy! Apologize to your sister; how dare you say something so insensitive at a time like this!” My mom barked as Izzy plopped down into the chair with both my phone and hers.

      “Sorry, but she knows he is! How could he even go out this close to the baby’s birth? He doesn’t care about her!” Izzy fussed, starting to cry. She was so sensitive and annoying.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Just call him again!” I hollered.

      “Izzy, I’m not going to tell you again to stop talking like that. Your sister is in pain. You need to be comforting her, not making her think bad things.”

      “Wow! Sorry I’m so late, Miss Carriage.” My doctor rushed in. She looked tired, so I knew she was just at home, most likely curled up in bed. “Let me check you, honey. How are you feeling?”

      “Horrible.” I whined as she helped me onto my back.

      The doctor looked me over and then stood up straight.

      “Okay. It’s time to deliver the baby, Nichole. This was pretty quick. When did you go into labor?”

      “I don’t know. I woke up and my bed was wet. But we can’t right now because my fiancé isn’t here yet.”

      Checking her watch, she responded, “Honey, I know you want him here, but your baby girl is ready. We don’t want to hold her up.”

      “No, please.” I sobbed, shaking my head.

      “Sweetheart, you have to.” My mom rubbed my hair back as I broke down.

      This was nothing like what I’d prayed for all my life. I wanted to meet a rich and famous man, fall in love, get married, and have children. Never did I think I would be laid up in the hospital about to give birth, with the father not even being on his way, let alone possibly cheating on me. I was so focused on begging God for a man that would buy me any bag or watch I wanted, instead of for a man that loved me.

      I couldn’t even talk because I was crying so damn hard, but I felt the bed I was in being wheeled out. I heard my mom asking the doctor questions, and before I knew it, I was in the delivery room. About five minutes later, I was being coached to push, with my mom dressed up right next to me and holding my hand.

      “I can’t.” I cried after the first push.

      “Yes you can, Nichole. I see her head already. You’re doing great.” The doctor cheered me on.

      “Don’t you want to meet her?” my mom inquired, and that helped me. I did want to meet her. I’d been dreaming of her cute little face for a while now and would do anything to see her.

      Clenching my teeth and squeezing the life out of my mother’s hand, I pushed until I heard a piercing cry. Opening my eyes, I spotted my daughter hollering loudly from her small body. My mom cut the umbilical cord, and they brought my baby over to me. My mouth was still open as I looked down into her tiny face with her eyes shut tightly. She was so cute and perfect.

      I never thought I could care about anyone more than myself, but that quickly, I already did. Iliana Bradshaw would be the only person I put above myself.

      A few minutes later, they took Iliana, to my dismay, to clean her off. While doing so, they did the same to me, and by the time they were finished, a nurse brought her back in via a clear crib.

      “I want her now,” I let the nurse know. Carefully, she took my baby from her crib and handed her off to me, all clean and fresh. They then took us both back to our room, helping me into the fresh bed.

      “She’s so pretty.” Isabella moved closer to us.

      “She is.” I couldn’t stop looking at her small face. I was someone’s mother.

      Over the next couple of hours, I spent time with my baby, breastfeeding and cuddling her, until I was tired.

      They kept trying to get in contact with Ian, but he wasn’t answering, which had me worried. He usually would have called back by now, but he hadn’t even sent so much as a text.

      I let my mom place Iliana in the crib, then said bye to both her and Isabella before falling asleep…

      My ringing phone woke me up, and I saw it was Will, so he must’ve gotten my text.

      “Hello?” I answered groggily.

      “I’m here at the hospital.”

      “Wow, you really came?”

      “Yeah. Why the fuck wouldn’t I? You texted me saying you had the baby and I could get a DNA test.”

      “I know that, Will, but she’s not yours. I told you that, so I didn’t expect you to actually come. You could’ve saved gas and time by just listening to me.”

      Times like these made me wish I’d gone through with the actual restraining order instead of just the temporary. Because I knew if I didn’t call Will to do this now, he’d hunt me down.

      “Well, I’m here. What room?”

      “Room 406.”

      “Okay.”

      Will got to my room about ten minutes after we hung up, so I buzzed for the nurse to come in. I wanted this shit to be quick so he could leave.

      “Is everything alright, Miss Carriage?” The nurse entered.

      “Yes, my ex here just wants a DNA test to be sure he’s not Iliana’s father.”

      “Okay, sure.”

      I tried to stay up to pay attention, but I was dead tired and eventually passed back out.

      “Nichole.” I felt someone shaking me, and for a minute, I forgot where I was. Allowing my eyes to flutter open, I spotted the nurse from earlier, with Will standing behind her.

      “What time is it?”

      “It’s about 4 . m.,” the nurse replied. “How are you feeling? Thirsty?”

      My baby was born at 3:30 a.m., and her father still hadn’t showed up to the hospital.

      “Yes.”

      “You were right.” Will waved a paper in his hand that I assumed was the DNA test.

      “I told your ass. Now you can go.”

      The nurse chuckled, pouring me some water before leaving. I took a big gulp of it, keeping my eyes on Will since he was coming closer.

      “Where is he?”

      “He went to get me some food,” I lied. “You should go before he comes back.”

      Will nodded then went to look at my daughter for a second before leaving the room.

      I tried calling Ian again, but eventually gave up.

      About two hours had passed of me watching TV and feeding Iliana again, before I heard someone enter. I stretched my neck to see, and in walked Ian with a bouquet of roses and a small black bag from Chanel. He looked nice in a regular t-shirt, sweats, socks, and slides. I could already smell his cologne, which I loved, as he walked his tall ass closer.

      I didn’t acknowledge him; I just looked back down at my baby as she slept soundlessly in my arms.

      “Baby—”

      “Do you wanna hold her?” I cut him off. “If so, go wash your hands.”

      “Yeah.” After putting the bags down, he used the sink in the room then sat in the chair next to my bed. I then handed her over. “She’s beautiful, but I knew she would be.” He smiled softly down at her.

      I attempted to be chill, but tears rolled down my cheeks anyway as I stared up at the TV. I was elated about the birth of my baby but feeling dead inside.

      After a while of holding, kissing, and cooing at Iliana, Ian placed her in the clear crib by the white board with her name on it. He stared at it for a moments then came back to sit by me.

      “Don’t touch me.” I snatched my hand when he placed his on top.

      “Baby, we went out and I got too drunk, so Alex had to drive. I just stayed the night over his house.”

      “It’s almost 7 p.m., Ian. Try again.”

      “I woke up around 3 p.m., then I went home to see you and shower. When I got out the shower and my phone had some battery power, I saw your calls and texts.”

      “Whatever. I don’t care.” I kept my eyes on the TV, wishing the tears would stop flowing.

      “Nichole.” He took my hand again. “Baby, I swear to God I’m sorry. I didn’t wanna miss this. I got these for you.” He handed me the roses, but I ignored them, so he put them on the table. “Open this one.” He put the small Chanel bag on my lap.

      “I don’t want it.”

      “Nichole, open it, baby. It’s one of your push gifts.” He stood up a little to kiss my lips. I burst into tears, so he palmed the sides of my face to continue kissing me. “I’m sorry.”

      “You used to make me so happy, Ian.” I sobbed hysterically.

      “I’m gonna fix it, baby. Watch. From this day forward, shit is gonna be different. Just the three of us, and no bullshit. I love you. You forgive me?” He pressed his lips to mine passionately. “Huh?”

      “Yes.”

      He kissed me again then made me open the gift from Chanel. I saw it was a beautiful diamond necklace that I was sure only people with royal blood wore.

      “You like it? Cost me thirty racks, but anything for you. Plus, yo’ man got a 120-million-dollar contract, so it was nothing at the end of the day.”

      I chuckled subtly, rubbing my fingers across it.

      “Thank you, Ian.”

      The days when a pretty diamond necklace would be enough were long gone. A year ago, I would have been all smiles, bragging about it on Instagram, but now I was underwhelmed. It was beautiful, I loved it, but it didn’t help alleviate the fact that Ian had missed our daughter’s birth and ignored my calls and texts. Our baby could’ve been in danger, but he didn’t care enough to answer the phone. His excuse had so many lies that it was too exhausting to even start countering.

      “You’re welcome. And listen, I meant what I said. As soon as you’re out of here and feeling up to it, I want you to plan our wedding. I wanna get married ASAP.”

      I didn’t know if I wanted to marry Ian anymore, but at this point, I felt like I didn’t have a choice. I loved him and already had his baby.
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      “You look so bomb, Blaise. Take a picture.” Priscilla stopped as we walked down the street.

      “No. I’m not ready.”

      “Girl, you look good. Pose.” She took her iPhone out.

      “With or without the stroller?”

      “With it since it’s fancy as fuck.” She laughed, and I joined her.

      “Pretty, Mommy.” Island stared, standing next to Priscilla and making me smile. Hearing her say that as I posed made me feel more confident because kids were honest.

      “Thank you, princess.” I took a few more photos. “Come take a picture with mommy, Island.”

      She rushed her little self over to hug my leg. I wanted to be sure she didn’t feel left out because I loved her just as much as my son.

      When Priscilla was done, she airdropped me the photos so I could see which one I wanted to post. I chose one with my baby girl in it, then posted it to my Instagram.

      “Did you really put Cortez Khalil’s as the caption?” Priscilla laughed, covering her mouth as we walked into the florist’s building.

      “Yep. Tired of these hoes playing with me.” I smirked, pushing the stroller, and keeping an eye on Island and her doll.

      “I’m so dead. This nigga liked and commented too. Them hoes are gonna run you out of town with pitchforks.” Priscilla cracked up. It was nice to see her smile and laugh.

      “They can try.”

      “Blaise, welcome!” My wedding planner, Daniela, greeted me with a hug. “Daniela.” She stuck her hand out to Priscilla.

      “Priscilla. Wow, this place is nice.” Priscilla tilted her head back to admire the humongous floral shop as she shook hands with Daniela.

      “Yes, it is. I talked with the owner for about an hour before you came, Blaise, and we got some ideas. Let’s sit down.”

      We followed Daniela to a table and sat across from her. She opened a large book just before the florist Ava joined us.

      “Hello, Blaise. I’m Ava.”

      “Yes, I know. That’s my mother’s name, so it’s easy to remember.” I smiled, shaking her hand.

      “Well perfect then.”

      Ava and Daniela began showing us different arrangements as well as the prices. Ava made us some tea after a while, giving Daniela and I some time to discuss it all.

      “So how much would the white and red roses for the wedding, and then the anemones for my bouquet be? In total?” I quizzed. I hoped it wasn’t too much, because that was what I really wanted. Ava was a well-known florist, so I knew it would be pricey, just not over the top hopefully.

      “It would run about fifteen thousand dollars.” Ava returned with the teacups, placing one in front of me then Priscilla.

      “Damn, why so much?” Priscilla asked.

      “The venue is large, and if we want to cover the space, we need a lot of arrangements,” Daniela explained.

      “Oh, well, that’s okay. We can do something cheaper.” I nodded.

      “Hi, Ava!” A girl that looked familiar waved her down.

      “Hey, honey. One moment, okay?” Ava smiled.

      “Sure thing!” the girl responded, then darted her eyes to me as she sat down in the waiting area. I simply looked back to Daniela. It was possible she’d seen me on TV. I wasn’t exactly a normal person anymore.

      “Why don’t you ask him and see if the price is okay?” Daniela urged me.

      “No. The venue is already a lot, then my dress is so much, the caterer, it’s just too much money.”

      “Call, Blaise. You never know.” Priscilla nudged me, and Daniela nodded.

      Rolling my eyes, I grabbed my purse to step outside and call Belly.

      “Okay, Zara. I have the arrangements for you,” Ava said to the girl who she’d told to wait earlier.

      “Thanks so much.” She stared me down as we passed one another. “Megyn rushed my ass over here to make sure I picked them up in time for the event,” she made sure to add before I stepped out, but I ignored her because I didn’t give a damn.

      I dialed up Belly and then paced back and forth, waiting for him to pick up. I knew he was training and probably wouldn’t answer.

      “What color panties you got on?” His voice came through, making me roll my eyes with a smile.

      “Pink, but they’re not that cute because I just had a baby and don’t want to wear pretty panties yet.”

      “I don’t give a fuck. Pull them grannies to the side and slide right in.”

      “Cortez, no, and they’re not granny panties; they’re just not my usual.” I chuckled, shaking my head. I appreciated that he still found me sexy. I thought he’d at least be on me less, but that hadn’t been the case at all. “Anyway, you know I was seeing the florist today, right?”

      “Yeah. That bitch come at you foul or some shit?”

      “No, baby, calm down. She told me the flowers that I want for the wedding would be fifteen grand. I know that’s too much money, but they kept telling me to ask. I’m sorry I called you for this.”

      “Get what you want, Blaise. I told you that.”

      I was surprised to hear him say that.

      “No, you don’t have to. I—”

      “I know I don’t have to do shit. I’m telling you it’s straight. If I ain’t have it, I would tell you; you know that shit. I always keep it real with you, right?”

      “Yes. I know you have it. I just didn’t want to take that much from you.” I stared down at my Balenciaga boots.

      “Aye, you and me, we only getting married once. We ain’t breaking up or divorcing at muthafuckin’ all, so do whatever the fuck you wanna do, aight?”

      “Okay.” I half smiled, staring out into the street.

      “I just need fifteen thousand dollars’ worth of head and pussy when you get back.”

      “What? That could take months!”

      “Nah, you got that million-dollar shit. Suck me up for ten seconds and it’s paid off.”

      I burst into laughter, shaking my head at him. He was silent per usual, so he was probably serious.

      “Okay. Well I love you, and thank you. I really appreciate it, honestly.”

      “I know. I love yo’ ass too.”

      We hung up, and right when I turned around, I saw Zara standing there. She was clearly listening in on the conversation the whole time.

      “Hi, Blaise.” She gave me a fake smile. “You know, I don’t want you to think I hate you due to my best friend, because I don’t.”

      “I couldn’t care less if you hated me. I don’t even know you, and I don’t know her.”

      “You do know Megyn.” She nodded, eyes closed for a second.

      “I’ve heard her name, and I’ve seen her in public, but I don’t know the bitch like I just said.”

      Chuckling as if she was calming herself down from doing something that would ultimately get her ass beat, she replied, “Well like I said, I have no issue with you. I only don’t like your man, or whoever’s man he is today.”

      “He’s mine, and I’m sure you know that.” I gave her a view of my rock. “I’m pretty sure you and your thirsty bestie were watching the match where he asked me to be his wife.”

      “Girl, so what? You’re actually proud to be getting married to a nigga like that? He’s still fucking Megyn.”

      “I highly doubt that, but if he is, she sure is a damn dummy to be fucking a man behind closed doors who disses her in public. Plus, she’s not getting a got damn thing.” I smiled. I knew Zara planned to get under my skin, but that shit wasn’t gon’ work. I trusted Belly, and I knew my man was no fool to cheat again. Therefore, nothing this hoe said was going to disturb my spirit.

      “She’s getting that dick, something you think is yours!”

      “It is mine, sweetheart. And on top of that dick, I’m getting a ring, papers, a house, cars, gifts, trips, oh, and we have a little baby now too. I’m reaping all the benefits, and soon, more as his wife, while your best friend is getting simply… dick.” I shrugged and shook my head as if I felt bad for her. “Megyn, and probably you too, have been around long enough to expect more than dick from a nigga. You can get dick from a homeless man. Look me up when Megyn is receiving more than a quickie in private. Okay? Good talk.”

      Before Zara could say anything else, I went back into the floral shop to finish up my appointment. I used the credit card that was attached to the account that Belly had added me on to pay, and then Priscilla, my babies, and I left.

      Priscilla went home, and my children and I drove to my manager’s office because my lawyer was gonna be there to discuss the plans for Helen and then Five-Star. Before getting out of the car to head up into the building Ivory’s office was in, I breastfed Cortez, while Island ate the small lunch I’d packed her. I didn’t want to fill her up because I wanted her to eat dinner with Belly and I later.

      Once my kids were finished eating, I went to the bathroom to put Cortez in a fresh diaper.

      “You are so adorable, Cortez.” I stared down into his chubby brown face before kissing his cheek and putting him back in the stroller. “I don’t know who is more adorable, you or Island.” I looked down at Island, who was brushing Cookie Belly’s hair.

      “Me,” she replied, making me laugh as I washed my hands.

      We headed out of the bathroom, to the elevator, then rode up to Ivory’s office. Once inside, I gave Island her Gizmo tablet and headphones to keep her occupied while I talked business. Cortez was already dozing off, so it was perfect.

      “Okay, Miss Cansino, Helen is suing for one and fifty thousand dollars, half of what she wants, she claims. She says that will cover her surgery, medications, and the wages she lost from not being able to work due to her nose,” my lawyer, Eileen, explained.

      “Work? What fucking work?” I spat. I was ready to punch this bitch in her face again.

      “It says here that she’s a model, an internet model.”

      “She posts photos on Instagram and hosts clubs for like fifteen hundred dollars! She is not a model! No one is checking for her to even do boutique photo shoots! She gets sent free clothes from them cheap ass places and takes pictures in them. That’s the most modeling she does.”

      “Well, Miss Cansino, that’s what she’s asking for.”

      “I’m not paying her.” I then turned to look at my manager. “Ivory, I am not paying that bitch one hundred and fifty thousand dollars.”

      “The best defense we can come up with is to say she provoked you. From what I understand, you said she was trying to flirt with or seduce your fiancé, Cortez Khalil.” Eileen stared at me.

      “Yes. I caught her, so I punched her. She knows very well that he and I are together—everyone does. She also knew I would be there, and I’ve heard that she’s been trying to get with him to upset me. She knew I was pregnant at the time and wanted to stress me out.” I added some lies to make it sound better.

      “Okay. We can maybe work with that.” Eileen wrote some stuff down. “Now the case with your child’s father, Jelani Davis, is gonna be pretty easy because he is not going to win custody. You could be doing cocaine every night and he still would not win. It is extremely hard to take custody from a mother; she has to be completely unfit in every way, which you are not. All this will be is a bunch of court fees and a waste of time, Miss Cansino.”

      “So what should she do? Blaise has a lot of work to focus on, and the last thing she needs to do is waste any of her time in court for nothing,” Ivory ran off. I appreciated her for keeping me booked, but mama was tired.

      Looking me in the eyes and lacing her fingers, Eileen replied, “I know you don’t want this, but I suggest you attempt to sit down and talk with him. In a nice way, convince him to drop this and work it out privately.”

      I looked down into my lap, rubbing my fingers over my fresh manicure, thinking. I didn’t want to talk with Five-Star at all, but Eileen had a point, so did Ivory. I had a movie to film, I was returning to Streets, and then the limited series I’d booked with Vanessa Mario, which I was overjoyed about. Additionally, I was a mother, soon to be wife, and planning a wedding. I really had no time to throw away.

      “Okay. I will talk to him.” I sighed.

      “I suggest doing it as soon as possible,” Eileen suggested, and I nodded.

      I left with my babies in tow soon after, and by the time I got home, it was a little past 6:30 p.m. I kept my kids in the kitchen with me while I made dinner, and once it was almost done, I heard Belly arrive. While he showered, I let Island eat and fed Cortez as well. Belly helped me put them both to sleep after their baths, then we went to the kitchen together.

      “We’re eating together?” I leaned against him, rubbing his back. He smelled so good and was so warm.

      “We are.” He nodded as he put the food onto the plate.

      I grabbed some napkins and made us a glass of juice, before we went to the den to watch some TV. Like he’d been doing since he got home from jail, he fed me. We shared the plate until it was gone and did the same with the juice.

      Looking up at his handsome face as he finished the juice off, I asked, “Is this annoying?”

      “What?” He turned from the TV to look down into my eyes.

      “Sharing food with me.”

      I didn’t know how or why it made a difference, but it was the only way I could eat now. Belly made sure to have breakfast with me, a big one since we most likely wouldn’t be able to do that for lunch. Then when he got home, we had dinner together like just now.

      “Nah.” He kissed me with his cold wet lips.

      “Okay, good.” I cuddled up to him more. “I go back to the doctor in a couple weeks, so I will see if she can do something so we won’t have to go through these changes anymore.”

      “Aye, listen.” He brought me even closer to him, pressing his forehead against mine. “I love you, Blaise, and I’ll do any fucking thing for you. If I have to feed you for the rest of the time we’re together, I ain’t tripping.”

      “Yeah, but in public, isn’t it gonna be embarrassing?”

      “Hell fucking nah it’s not. And I wish a muthafucka would say some shit to me.”

      Chuckling, I shook my head. “They won’t.”

      “Exactly. They gon’ keep it fucking pushing and not say a muthafuckin’ thing.”

      Smirking, I pressed my face into his neck, which smelled so good and was so warm.

      “Thank you.” I spoke softly as he cut the lamp in the den off.

      I’d dated men who liked me, bought me things, told me I was pretty, showed me off, but I’d never had one that really cared about me the way Belly did. He’d come face to face with the Blaise beneath the pretty face, the sexy Instagram pictures, the good mom, and the actress, yet he still loved me. I was at my weakest point, health wise, and he was here for me, loving me the same or maybe even a little more.

      My thoughts prompted me to hold his hand tightly as we watched TV. A few moments went by before he craned his neck a little to peck me slowly. For a while, we just sat there in the dark, kissing.
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      Two days later…

      

      “Ready to go, baby.” I reached my hand down to Island.

      We’d all eaten breakfast together, and today would be the first time I left Belly alone with our son. I was worried, but I knew he wouldn’t harm him. I think it was because he was so small, new, and fragile, so I didn’t want anything happening to him.

      “Yeeaahh.” Island nodded, taking my hand.

      We walked to the den where Belly and Cortez were, and I smiled, seeing my baby curled up against Belly.

      “His bottles are already made, and I showed you how to change his diaper the way he likes, so—”

      “The way he likes? Nah, I gotta rough his little ass up some.” Belly turned away from the TV to look at me before a grin burst through his face. “I’m fucking with you. I got him. Leave us alone.”

      He had me worried for a second, so I was happy he was joking.

      Island and I left out to the car, and since her car seat was in my new Range Rover, we drove that.

      On the way there, I looked through the rearview at Island before saying, “We’re going to see daddy. Are you excited?”

      “Daddy home.” She drank from her sippy cup.

      “Yes, at his home. Not at home with us, right?”

      She said nothing as she continued to stare out the window, so I gave up, turning on the radio.

      “7 Rings” by Ariana Grande came on, a song both Island and I loved, so we sang along together. Island could only say some things, but she had the melody down, so I recorded us for my story because it was so cute.

      We got to her father’s place in just fifteen minutes, and I parked in the big ass driveway, closer to the door. Five-Star’s mansion was ridiculous. It was larger than his mother’s, which was already like a damn castle.

      I rang the doorbell, and a few moments later, Five-Star answered. His hair was freshly cut, and he was wearing a lot of ice and jewelry per usual. His cologne was strong but nice, smelling as if he’d drenched his sweater and jeans in it. On his feet were socks only, I guess since he was in the house. His green eyes sparkled as he gazed at me, waiting for us to come inside.

      Five-Star had always been fine, but his personality made him ugly to me… now.

      “Hey, baby girl.” He cheesed down at Island.

      “Hi,” she responded, admiring his home.

      “’Sup.” He nodded his head to me, and I just put my hand up to give a lazy wave. “We can go in the playroom.”

      I followed Five-Star to the room where the kids usually played, but on the way,  I heard a woman’s voice. Tahani emerged from the bathroom, smiling and happy, on her phone.

      “Baby, I will be upstairs when you’re done.” She cooed.

      “Nah, get up out of here,” Five-Star let her know, holding the door to the playroom open for me.

      “No, I thought—”

      “Tahani, dip. Go be with our son. I got some shit to do today.” Five-Star followed me into the room, closing the door without giving her a chance to respond.

      “Why is she here? I’ve told you hundreds of times to not have her here when I’m bringing Island.” I hissed, sitting down.

      “I told her ass to leave this morning, but she didn’t. Somebody is coming through later when I get back from the studio, and I don’t want her ass here either.” He smirked.

      “I don’t like Tahani or Liza, but you’re trash.”

      “Ain’t my fault. I can fuck whomever I want. I’m a single man.”

      “But you know how they feel about you. They shout it from the rooftops, just for you to make them look stupid twenty-four hours later.”

      “Again, how is that my fault, Blaise?”

      “Whatever. I don’t care about them hoes anyway.” I sat Island next to me as he took a seat in the recliner adjacent to us. “I wanted to talk to you, Jelani, because this court stuff is stupid. All we’re going to do is spend money and waste time when we know what the outcome will be.”

      “Do we?”

      “Yes.” I rolled my eyes. “You know damn well no judge is going to take Island away from me. For one, I am her mother, and I’m very much fit to take care of her. Secondly, I have insurmountable evidence to prove that you neglected me my whole pregnancy, missed the birth, then our past child support issues with you choosing not to pay when I wouldn’t fuck you or be with you. No judge is going to give you custody of Island, and you’ll be back in the media with all your business on front page.”

      Five-Star sucked his teeth and looked off, knowing I was right.

      Placing his elbows on his knees and intertwining his fingers, he said, “Listen, Blaise. I get that you think you’re in love and shit, but she is mine. That’s my daughter.” He wore a deeply embedded scowl.

      “Jelani, I know that, and I never said she wasn’t. I didn’t tell her to call him daddy, and I apologize for the fact that she did.”

      “Mommy, I play?” Island pointed to the toy kitchenette.

      “Yes, baby. Go ahead.” I helped her down off the couch, and she rushed toward it, but Five-Star stopped her on the way.

      “Hey, give me a kiss.” He palmed her tummy, kissing her round cheek. As soon as he let her go, she dashed off.

      “Jelani, I want us to be civil. I don’t like fighting with you, and I especially don’t like doing anything that will take time away from my family and my work.”

      “Your family.” He scoffed. “So you’re sure you wanna be with that nigga? Forever? Because I’m telling you right now, Blaise, that I love you and I want you.”

      “Even though I just had his baby.” My brows dipped.

      “Shit happens. So what? We both got kids by other people, and we was broken up when it happened.” He got up to come sit by me. “I’ll be different for you, I swear. No more of these other females and just co-parenting with Tahani and Liza. I’ve always loved you.”

      It was crazy, because when Island was still in my belly, this was exactly what I wanted to hear. I would’ve been rejoicing at the sound of those words flowing from his lips, but now it meant nothing to me.

      And even if there was no Belly and I still did have feelings for Five-Star, I knew that what he was promising would only be temporary. His word would be bond for a few months, and then he’d be back to his old ways.

      I would be a fool to want to go back to someone who made me feel the way he did back then. I’d never had such low self-esteem in my life. Nor had I cried so much, or been so depressed. Plus, the fact that he claimed to love me even then was crazy. I could only imagine if he didn’t love me.

      Belly was different. Yes, he’d hurt me, broken my heart, but he’d changed, and I knew it wasn’t easy for him. I also knew he didn’t want to let his harem go, but he did it, because he loved me more than he loved having a bunch of hoes.

      That was the type of man I wanted because that was the type of man who would do anything for me, even if it meant sacrificing his own pleasures. And although Belly was one of the rudest, most disrespectful niggas I’d ever run across, he would never be that way to me, no matter what; I knew it.

      “I appreciate that, Jelani, but it’s over, okay?”

      “It don’t have to be! Just let that nigga know—”

      “I’m not with him because I’m captured. I’m with him because I want to be. I love him. There is no one on this planet that could convince me to leave Cortez. I don’t care what he’s offering me. You need to understand that it’s possible for a woman to love someone that is not you. The same feeling you get when you’re about to have sex with a new bitch, that’s how I feel at just the thought of Cortez.”

      Five-Star turned away from me, shaking his head.

      “Mommy, I cook!” Island showed me the fake frying pan.

      “Wow, can I have some?” She started over to me with the pan and then reached it out to me. I noticed Five-Star watching her, so I asked, “Can daddy have some too?”

      Island glanced his way with that same uncomfortable look she bore at Disneyland.

      “Can I?” Five-Star inquired for himself.

      “Island, do you know who that is?” I smiled, but when she shook her head ‘no’, I became annoyed. “Island, stop it. Yes you do. That’s your daddy.”

      “Not daddy,” she finally expressed, stirring the fake over easy eggs in the pan. Pressing my phone so it’d light up, she pointed, “Mommy, Daddy,” on the picture of Belly and me.

      “Island, baby, no. This is your daddy.” I turned her little face to look at Five-Star.

      “That’s mommy, and I’m daddy.” Five-Star backed me up, pointing like she did.

      Next thing I knew, Island had burst into tears, and even though I wanted to keep practicing with her, I felt bad because she was confused. Picking her up, I kissed her face and hugged her tightly as she cried.

      “What the fuck is wrong with her? She acts like I’m the fucking devil or some shit!”

      “Stop it, Jelani. She’s upset because she doesn’t understand.” As I consoled Island, hugging her, I added, “I don’t even feel sorry for you. You had years to be around her in the way you were supposed to be, but you didn’t care until another man did it for you.”

      “Maybe leave her here with me for a night.”

      “No, I can’t. I told you, you have to do more before I feel comfortable leaving her with you alone.”

      “Aight, then you stay a little bit for the day.”

      “I thought you had to work?”

      “I can push it back. Come on. My chef should be finished making lunch, and we can eat.” He got up.

      By this time, Island had calmed down, so I stood up, still holding her. Five-Star reached his arms out, but Island wouldn’t go, so we just left to head to the dining room.

      As soon as the three of us were seated, with the chef delivering our plates, Tahani came in.

      “Jelani.” I clenched my teeth.

      “I knew you were still fucking her! That’s why you barely see me, always send me home, leave town without telling me—”

      “Girl, I am not fucking this nigga, someone else is. Or should I say some other people are.” Turning to Five-Star, I said, “Put her out or we’re leaving.”

      He was already getting up, and he caught Tahani just as she tried to rush toward me and get her ass whooped. I didn’t even flinch. I just kept eating my food.

      I listened until their voices faded, then the front door slammed. Five-Star returned a couple minutes later, and as soon as he sat down, Island began laughing, so we both followed suit.

      “She’s crazy, right, baby girl?” Five-Star spoke to Island before sipping his drink.

      “Crazy crazy.” Island nodded, dancing in her seat as she chewed her food.

      Hopefully, things would stay as civil as they were in this moment.
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      “Fuck!” I shouted as I came to a red light, because for the hundredth time today, my phone was going off. And nah, I’m not exaggerating on the number. I’d started counting once call number twenty hit, and now the shit was at one hundred. “Nandy, what?” I finally answered the 105th call once I’d reached Jasmine’s place.

      “What took you so long?”

      “What the fuck you mean? We broke up, and I was busy with some shit. If I didn’t answer the first two times, you should’ve gathered that.”

      “I’m sorry. Hey, so I know we ended on a bad note, but I was wondering if I could come over and talk to you. I want—”

      “Nah, Nandy. I’m busy all day today, and I just don’t think we have shit to talk about.”

      “Manuel, please, I really need to talk to you. It’s important for me to say what I have to say.” She sniffled, worrying me.

      I was starting to think she was pregnant or some shit, but I was hoping not. That would fuck my whole world up. Not only did I not want a damn baby with Nandy, I didn’t want a new baby at fucking all. I was just starting to spend more time with Jasiel, so I didn’t have any extra.

      Not to mention, Alivia was pregnant, and for some reason, her having a baby with another nigga and me having one with someone else at the same time, sounded horrible as fuck.

      I was trying to get over her ass, and shit, I thought I was, until she pulled up on me to talk. I was too pissed that she’d let that nigga knock her up, so I wasn’t interested. What the fuck could she say? There was nothing she could do to fix the fact that she was carrying the very nigga’s baby that I didn’t want her working with. The same muthafucka that had been lingering over our relationship since the beginning. I scoffed thinking about her saying she loved me as Nandy ran off in my ear about bullshit.

      “Nandy, I told you no. I got shit to handle, and I’m not in the mood. We are done. There is nothing for us to say to one another. And if it’s that important, tell me right now while I’m on the phone.”

      The silence had my heart beating fast as fuck, but when I heard the dial tone, I exhaled, happy she hung up. Crazy ass.

      I got out of the car then went to ring Jasmine’s doorbell. She took a minute, but I didn’t mind because I was thinking about a lot of shit. Even though I was happy to be off the phone with Nandy, I wondered what the fuck she had to tell me.

      “He’s eating right now, but as soon as he is done, you can take him.” Jasmine brought Jasiel’s bag to the front living room where I was.

      “Cool.” I looked her up and down. “I told my mama about Jasiel.”

      “Your mom? You have a mother?”

      “Yeah, everybody got a damn mother. What are you talking about?” I frowned.

      “I know that technically, but you never talk about her, and I don’t remember seeing you with a mom.”

      “By the time you came over here, my mama had moved up out of the hood and shit. I was only coming through to be with my brother occasionally. When I got grown, I moved out, so I was over here a lot.”

      “Oh. I guess I never paid you that much attention.” She half smiled, leaning up against the stair rail.

      “Yeah right. You always wanted this dick.” I ran my hand over my head. “But she wants to meet you.”

      “Umm, why? She knows we’re not together, right?”

      “Yes. She knows. I ain’t say that, but I made it obvious that we weren’t two people in love who made a baby.”

      “Right.” Jasmine looked down at her small feet.

      “I care about you though, because you’re my son’s mother.”

      “You mean now you do.”

      “Nah. I always have. I may have been embarrassed about our situation, but I didn’t want you to die or nothing like that. And I don’t buy Gucci purses for females I don’t care about.”

      Jasmine chuckled, nodding her head as she pushed her hair behind her ears.

      “I appreciate that. Next baby I have will be by a man I love and vice versa though.”

      “Shit, same here.” I ran my hands down my jeans. “So I’ll hit you up, and we can meet my mama for dinner, or she and I can just stop by.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “You going somewhere this weekend?” I saw her suitcase up here as well, so it had me wanting to know. Plus, her hair looked fresh and so did her nails.

      “Yeah. Siggy has a show in Miami this weekend, and he wants me to come.”

      “For what? You his damn manager or something?” I knew why, but I wanted to be an asshole.

      “No, Manny. I’m going for the same reason a lot of men in entertainment bring their women places. He’s gonna perform, and then it’s gonna be a baecation for us.”

      I laughed.

      “Oh, so he got you thinking you’re his main girl now and shit, huh?” I laughed harder, forcing it, because I wanted her to think I knew something.

      “I don’t see what’s funny about that. I am his main girl. You don’t even chill with Siggy like that to know his personal business.”

      “I’m Belly’s brother. We still all be together despite me not fucking with him like that. You ain’t his main bitch. I know this for a fact. But fine, take yo’ ass down there and watch he leave you to be with a groupie after the show.”

      “You are so jealous, it’s ridiculous.”

      “Jealous? I don’t wanna be with you.” I turned my lip up. She was a damn fool if she thought that.

      “I didn’t say you did, and trust me, nigga, you are not exactly fresh and hot to the market. You’re about to go on clearance and expire.” She started chortling hard as hell at her own joke as I stared her down until it dissipated. “What I meant was, you’re jealous that I have someone, and you don’t.”

      “I got a few hoes actually.” I sat back, smirking.

      “Yeah, but you don’t have that deejay girl. That’s who you really want, and she’s got a new man. They’re so cute on social media.”

      “Fuck you, Jasmine.”

      “Nigga, you wish.” She turned around to go upstairs to her bedroom, I guess.

      I didn’t shy away from admiring her perfectly round ass. That soon turned into thoughts of how good her pussy was, but that’s how I got in the situation I was in now.

      “Daddy!” Jasiel rushed out of the kitchen, and I grabbed him up.

      “’Sup, man. What we doing tonight?”

      “Scary movies, popcorn, umm, new toys.”

      We both laughed together as I shook my head.

      “You always want some new toys. We can get the toys tomorrow. Is that aight?”

      “Okay.”

      I took Jasiel up to say bye to his mother, and then we got his bag to leave. I stopped by the grocery store to let him pick out some snacks because the last few times he complained about how I ain’t have shit like Jasmine did.

      Even though I’d been changing my ways with how I dealt with my son for a minute now, I was still learning on the way. And honestly, I regretted the past four years of me hiding him.

      I used to view Jasiel as not necessarily a burden, but someone I had to take care of, and someone I had to deal with. It was only because I barely spent any fucking time with him. Now that I had, I liked it. My son was actually a cool ass little dude.

      After I spent over $100 on shit he wanted, we headed to my crib so we could start this chill session.

      “Daddy, we go see Belly fight tomorrow?” Jasiel inquired.

      “Yeah. He has practice, so we can watch him, aight?” I handed him the lightest bag as I got the rest. I turned to walk up my driveway, but spotted Nandy sitting on my porch. She lifted her head at the sound of our movements, and immediately, her eyes locked onto Jasiel. Fuck.

      “Hi!” Jasiel waved as we neared my door.

      “Hey, sweetheart.” Nandy smiled, looking at me briefly before focusing back on Jasiel.

      “Aye, go inside, okay? Open one of your candies.” I pushed the unlocked door in, setting the bags in my hand on the floor, after allowing Jasiel to go inside. Making sure he did what I said, I slowly shut the door and asked, “Nandy, what the fuck you doing here? I told you—”

      “Who is that little boy?” She pointed as if he was still out here.

      I wanted to lie, but not for the same reasons as before. I didn’t want Nandy knowing shit about my personal life now that I was done with her ass. I was starting to sense that maybe she wasn’t all there, and I ain’t want her having any information on my son. However, I couldn’t do him like that.

      “My son, Nandy.” I looked off, shaking my head at the fact that I had to tell her the shit. “You need to go.”

      “Introduce me.” She smiled giddily.

      Frowning, I stared down into her face for a bit, studying her ass. Was she serious?

      “Introduce you? We ain’t even fucking with one another no more. Why the fuck would I introduce you to my son?”

      “Manny, I’m sorry about how I acted, but you have to take some responsibility for this shit too. You were texting Alivia behind my back, saying things that you shouldn’t even be saying to a woman who is supposedly your ex. How would you feel if you looked in your girl’s phone and saw her sending that type of shit to her old nigga?”

      Inhaling sharply, I took a moment to think. Yeah, Nandy was crazy, but what woman wasn’t? Shit, she wasn’t half as crazy as Blaise’s ass, two different types of crazy sure, but Belly was about to marry her. Blaise was fine as fuck though. Nandy too, but Blaise had face, body, and her own career, whereas Nandy only had the face and career.

      “Aight, Nandy, but you gotta realize we can’t move as fast as you want. We gotta take this shit step by step.”

      Nandy had a point, and she made me think about how I felt every time Alivia ran her ass back to Yono. That shit definitely made me crazy, so I could see how my antics with Alivia did the same to her.

      “That’s fine. I was just paranoid, trying to lock you down before you ran back to her.”

      “Well I ain’t gon’ be running back to her. Our shit is a wrap. Even if I wanted it not to be, some shit can’t be reversed.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She’s having a baby by her new man.” I shrugged as if I ain’t care. “But look,” I brought Nandy into me, “even if she wasn’t, I wouldn’t wanna be with her. Her being pregnant by him is just God’s way of letting me know, entertaining anything with her is the wrong move.”

      “You swear you’re done with her?”

      “I swear.”

      “Great. Can I meet your son now?”

      “I have to discuss that with his mother. So maybe next time.”

      Nandy nodded, so I kissed her before going inside of my house.

      I peered out of the wide window to see her still standing there hugging herself. About two whole minutes passed before she finally walked off to her car to leave.
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        * * *

      

      A few days later…

      

      Even though I was done with Alivia, I still felt like shit for the way that I’d talked to her the other day. I wanted her to know the shit I said wasn’t true, and apologize. I had no intention on being back with her ass though, because as much as I loved her, which was a lot, I knew I wouldn’t be able to deal with her having another man’s child. It may have been immature, but I loved Alivia too much to see her give something to another nigga that I felt should have and could have been mine. Our relationship just wouldn’t work.

      And looking back, I’m realizing that it was never meant to be. Every time we got our shit together and became one, something happened to break us up.

      I got out of my car and went inside the building where Alivia’s luxury apartment was. The nice scent in the lobby reminded me of the good old days already.

      I hoped she was here because she had no idea that I was coming over. I’d tried calling and texting her, but she didn’t answer my calls and never replied. I didn’t expect her to after the shit I’d said, but it was worth a try.

      Approaching her door after stepping off of the elevator, I knocked lightly. When no one answered, I knocked a little harder, until I heard footsteps approaching.

      “Are you serious?” She opened the door wearing a big white t-shirt and nothing else. Her hair was down, slightly disheveled, and her face was free of makeup. She looked good though, which I expected, but just a little sick.

      “You okay?”

      “Yes, I’m okay. I’m also confused as to why you’re popping up over my place like we’re cool.”

      “Can I come inside?”

      “For what?”

      “To talk to you. I won’t take too long. I also will be much calmer than the last time we spoke.”

      Twisting her full lips up in anger, she tapped her foot as if she were thinking before stepping back to allow me inside.

      “You have about five minutes. I don’t feel well, and I really have no interest in seeing or talking to you.”

      “Damn. But aight, five minutes is more than enough.” I sat down, so she did the same but left a huge gap in between us. “I pretty much just wanted to apologize for what I said to you last time.”

      “No need to. It’s good to be honest, even if you have to be rude about it,” she spat.

      “Alivia, I wasn’t being honest. I said all that shit because I was angry and hurt, still am. But I did love you for real. Everything I said to you, while with you, I meant it.”

      She was still glaring at me, but I could see it slowly ceasing.

      “I appreciate the apology.”

      “You’re welcome.” I looked her over. “How you been? I mean, I know you’re sick and shit, but other than that?”

      “Pretty great. My career and personal life are finally aligned.” She chuckled nervously, caressing her bare knees. Seeing her sexy legs gave me some thoughts. “You?”

      “Doing okay; personally and professionally as well.”

      “Nice. I see you and Nandy broke up, or were you cheating that time I dropped by?”

      “Nah, we were broken up, but we got back together.”

      “Oh… well good then.”

      “Yep. As long as she doesn’t get pregnant, things will be smooth. But I’m making sure I take all the right precautions to prevent that shit.” I stared off, peeping how she rearranged her living room.

      “Why? Don’t you like her more than Jasmine?”

      “I mean, that’s two different types of relationships. I just don’t want another kid right now.”

      Alivia was quiet, so it made me glance at her. A strange look had taken over her face.

      “You don’t want a kid with Nandy or period?”

      “Period.” I snickered. She joined me but it was delayed.

      I ain’t want another baby right now unless it was with Alivia, but I wasn’t about to say that shit because, for one, it was no point. Secondly, I didn’t want to fall back into her web, knowing that most likely she was going to end up with Yono since she was pregnant by him.

      “Well, I’m happy life is going so well for you, Manuel.”

      “Thanks. Is Yono happy about y’all’s baby?”

      “Yep. Pretty happy.” She got up. “I’m tired and not feeling well though, so I’m going to go to bed.”

      “Right. My bad. That five minutes don’ been passed, huh?”

      “Yes.”

      I stood up, and we had an awkward stutter trying to get around one another. I paused before leaving, turning around to hug her body. As we pulled away slowly, our lips were damn near gravitating like magnets, but she looked away.

      “Goodnight, Alivia.” I let her go, pulling her door open.

      “Goodnight, Manuel.”

      I thought that talk would lift the heavy weight I was carrying, but deep down, I still didn’t feel right.
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      Around the same time the next evening…

      

      My phone went off to let me know I had a cash app notification, and it was from Judd. He wanted me to take an Uber to the gym, and then I would ride to his home with him, where he would cook for me.

      I was excited to go on one hand, but on the other, nervous. As I said before, I wasn’t used to men like Judd, and the fact that he had a baby kind of bothered me. I didn’t want to face any baby mama drama or bitches popping up on me. I was just used to dealing with simpler men.

      I ordered the Uber after putting in my earrings then threw on my jacket so I could leave. My mama had been sleeping over Nichole’s to help with my baby niece, so instead of stopping by her room, I left straight out.

      On the way to the gym in the Uber, I just stared out the window, feeling more nervous the closer we got to the place. Maybe I should have him turn around, and maybe I should find another guy to talk to, one I’d feel more comfortable dating.

      By the time those thoughts had flowed through my mind, the Uber driver was pulling over to let me out.

      “Thanks,” I said, hopping onto the sidewalk and fixing my top. I wore jeans, boots, and a sexy top because I felt a dress would’ve been too much for a dinner at home.

      And what was his place like? Was it dirty? Did his baby mama ever do random pop ups? Ugh. I was wondering all the shit I should’ve been asking him when we talked. And speaking of talking, we texted minimally because he always wanted to FaceTime. I was just not used to this!

      “Wow, baby, you look good!” Herman approached me as soon as I stepped in. Lowering his voice, he moved closer to me and said, “And aye, I wanna talk to you about what happened the night you came through?”

      “Oh, you mean almost a month ago? You wanna talk now?”

      “Yeah, and explain everything. Traci is not who you think she is. But we can talk later as soon as I get my shit. How you know I was here?”

      “I didn’t, asshole. I’m here for Judd.”

      As soon as I said that, Judd emerged from the back locker room area with his Adidas duffle bag. The look on his face was of confusion, and I was sure he thought I was ditching him for Herman. He was wrong though.

      “Hey, babe.” I smiled tenderly at him, moving around Herman.

      “’Sup.” Judd slipped his arms around my body, pulling me into a hug.

      “Wait.” Herman cackled heavily. “Is this a prank?” He pointed back and forth between Judd and me.

      “Nah, it ain’t no prank.” Judd tossed his arm around my shoulders. I simply smiled, placing my hand against his abdomen, which was hard.

      “Oh… cool.” Herman nodded before finally walking off toward the back.

      “You okay?” Judd inquired.

      “Yes, why wouldn’t I be?”

      “No reason. Just checking. Come on.” He took my hand and led me outside to his car. It was a Toyota 4Runner.

      He helped me inside, and I waited as he put his things in the back seat before coming to get in the car. It was nice on the inside, and I liked that he kept it clean.

      “How much was this? It’s nice.”

      “A little over thirty thousand dollars, nothing too expensive. And yes, I make payments.” He cranked it up and reversed. “Once I start making that good money, I’ll upgrade though, so don’t worry.”

      “What do you mean, don’t worry?” I stared at him as he drove.

      “Don’t worry about me driving this forever. I’ll be picking you up in something nice soon.”

      “This is nice. But when you pull up in a Bentley, I will like that too.”

      We both cackled as he shook his head.

      During the drive, we talked about his boxing career and the plans he had for it. Since there was no traffic tonight, that conversation lasted us until we got to his place. It was a nice condo, with just one bedroom, a living room, dining area, bathroom, and then the kitchen. It was perfect for someone who lived alone, and like his car, he kept it clean.

      “You can put your shit in my bedroom. I’m gonna shower. I’ll turn the TV on for you here in the living room,” he told me, locking the door.

      “Okay.” I went to the bedroom to leave my stuff and spotted a small bed in the corner. It was pink, with a purple cover that had a unicorn on it. I could tell this was for his daughter. His room was very large and seemingly split for him and his baby girl.

      I listened as he turned the shower on then looked around the bedroom some more for pictures of his baby mama. I found nothing, so I went to the living room to survey for some. Again, I came up empty handed, so I took a seat on the comfy couch to begin surfing through the channels before switching the input to watch Netflix.

      My phone buzzed as soon as I began to look through the app, and I picked it up to see it was Herman texting me.

      Herman: You serious?

      Me: About what?

      Herman: Judd.

      Herman: How you gon’ stop fucking with me to fuck with the homie? That’s not a good look.

      Me: I don’t care. And had you not lied to me about a girlfriend, who you lived with, and a kid, this wouldn’t be happening.

      Herman: End ya night early with him and come see me. I know you’d rather be laid up with me over him.

      Scoffing and rolling my eyes, I locked my phone before dropping it down onto the couch. Herman was more of my type; I just wished he hadn’t have lied. I really liked Judd, but I felt like Herman matched me more. He was less serious, not personality wise, but within his life. Judd had a child, his own place, a car he financed himself, could cook; he was just mature as hell. I knew most women liked that, but it was scary to me for some reason.

      I was deep in my thoughts until Judd came from the bathroom with a towel wrapped around his waist. His chest and abs were so chiseled and dripping with water. Good Lord.

      “Aye, let me put on some clothes, and I’ll be out there in a second, aight?” He half smiled, and I could barely close my mouth.

      “Yeah, sure.”

      It didn’t take long for Judd to slip into a wife beater, sweats, and socks, before he treaded right to the kitchen.

      “Isabella, you wanna help?” he called out to me.

      Getting up, I went to the kitchen slowly, hoping he wasn’t about to ask me to do any hard labor. I came here to be served.

      “Sure, but I thought you were cooking for me.” I leaned up against the counter, watching him take out all the things he needed.

      “I am cooking for you, but I thought you’d wanna be in here with me.” He looked me in the eyes as he placed a few things down.

      “Right, okay.”

      “Take ya shoes off. I don’t want you to waste some shit on it. They look expensive.”

      “They are. I would be very upset if you messed my shoes up.” I left the kitchen to remove my boots.

      I returned to help Judd out, and eventually, it was just him doing all the work as I sipped on a glass of wine he’d poured me. We talked a little bit more, and before I knew it, the food was done, and we were sitting down at his table to eat. We prayed, which I liked because I wasn’t sure if he was God fearing.

      “What you think?” he asked.

      “It’s good. A little spicy, but I like it.”

      Once we finished the food, we went to sit down on his couch to see if we could find a movie to watch. He put his arm around me, while the other rubbed up and down my thigh, making me lose my concentration.

      “I want you to know I had no idea Herman was gonna be at the gym today. I wouldn’t have invited you there, because I’m sure it was awkward.” He squeezed my thigh.

      “It was awkward, but it’s okay. I knew you didn’t do that purposely.”

      “You still like him?”

      I turned to look Judd in the face to see if he was serious. I did still kind of like Herman, but I wasn’t sure why.

      “No, I don’t. Not at all.”

      “Just making sure, because I definitely don’t want the girl I like to be liking another nigga.”

      “You like me?” I played stupid, smiling as he chuckled.

      “You know I do.” He touched my hair.

      “Your baby mama is okay with you dating? Like, she doesn’t bother you when you do, right?”

      “I told you she bounced.”

      “Right, but I thought you meant she just moved onto another man.”

      “Nah, Isabella, she left. I think she moved to Nevada, and we haven’t talked to one another since.”

      As bad as it sounded, I was happy her ass wasn’t around anymore. But it’d only been two years, maybe less, looking at how old he said his baby was, so she could still possibly come back.

      “You sure?”

      “Yes, woman.” He laughed. “That nigga Herman got you paranoid, huh?”

      “Yeah, I guess so. I’ve never experienced that in my life.” I looked down at my fresh manicured nails. “It was just horrible because here I was upping him to my sister, and he turned out to be exactly what she said he was.”

      “He’s a cool dude, just immature as fuck.”

      “Is that his baby, the one Traci has?”

      “It is.” Judd nodded, looking me up and down with his eyes before asking, “You sure you don’t like him?”

      “I am, I promise.” I touched his hand before he brought my arms around his neck to kiss me. “I like you though, a lot.”

      “That’s what I wanted to hear.” He ran his hands down my back until they were grasping my ass.

      Our lips crashed together before they parted, allowing our tongues to dance around one another. When it started to get heated, I backed away some.

      “I don’t…” I shook my head, scooting further away from him.

      “It’s fine.” He straightened up some.

      Fuck. I did it again. I ruined something the same way I did with Herman when I wouldn’t fuck him in his car.

      “Are you upset? It’s not you; it’s just, I had a bad experience recently, and I don’t want to do the same thing again.”

      “Why would I be upset?”

      “I don’t know, because we aren’t fucking right now.” I giggled when he started cheesing.

      “I mean, I like sex, but it’s not to the point where I’m gon’ be pissed. Now if you had me ass naked with my dick out, condom on and shit, I may get mad.”

      We guffawed in unison as I scooted back closer to him.

      “Have you ever cheated?”

      “Nah.” He shook his head, surfing Netflix with the remote.

      “Really? You must’ve only had one girlfriend.”

      “I’ve had three, and I just don’t see the point in cheating. If I wanna have sex with another woman, it means I don’t wanna be with the one I have.” He looked to me. There it was again, his maturity, making me nervous.

      “That makes sense.”

      “You’ve cheated before?”

      “No, never. I’m not the cheating type, like you.”

      He smirked before kissing my lips then went back to looking for something to watch. The movie selection was garbage, so we decided on a TV show instead.

      Before it started, he needed to pee, so he left me to relieve himself. I heard my phone buzzing in my purse, so I sat up to get it. It was pretty late, making me curious to know who it was. It probably was Nichole, which worried me since she’d just had a baby.

      When I saw Herman’s name on the screen, I checked to make sure the bathroom door was still closed, and then answered.

      “What? It’s after midnight, Herman,” I whispered.

      “So. How you gon’ do me like that, Izzy? I thought we was together.”

      “How would we be together if you’re with Traci? Also, you have a baby you didn’t mention, who in my opinion looks pretty new.”

      “Look, Traci and I were together, and when she got pregnant, we moved in together because I wanted to do the right thing. But a month before my son was born, we broke up. I’m a professional fighter, but I don’t make that much, not enough to move out and be on child support. So yeah, I still live there, and yes, she acts up on any female I’m with.”

      I paused, wondering if what he was saying to me was true.

      “Why did you give me her necklace? And why didn’t you call me or come to my aid when it all went down?” My tone was softer now.

      “It wasn’t her necklace, she’s just crazy. And I tried to calm her down first because she’s my son’s mother and she’s spiteful. Any mistake I make, she threatens to take my son away from me. I handled it wrong, and I apologize.”

      “Oh, okay.”

      “So can you come see me tonight? Make up an emergency and leave.”

      Lord, what am I supposed to do now?
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        * * *

      

      The next afternoon…

      

      “Oh my gosh, finally!” I hopped up from the table I was seated at to greet Blaise.

      “Hi. Sorry. I had to drop Island off to her father’s mother.” She parked the stroller containing her son after we embraced. I looked down at his cute self before sitting back down.

      “It’s fine. I thought you stood me up.”

      “Of course not.”

      The waiter came to get Blaise’s drink order, and as soon as she left, I said, “I don’t know who to be with.”

      “Out of whom? I thought you liked Judd and was dating him? Is there someone new?”

      “No, but Herman is trying to get with me again.”

      “So what?” Blaise frowned. “He lied about having a child you said, right?”

      “Not necessarily. I never asked if he had kids.”

      “Izzy, you shouldn’t have to. It should come up in conversation. Did you have to ask about Judd’s daughter?”

      “No.” I sat back in my chair, folding my arms. “But he’s so mature. He scares me.”

      “Why do you keep saying that? You want an immature man? I hope not.”

      “No, of course not. I want maybe something in the middle.”

      We chuckled together as she shook her head.

      “I think you’re afraid maybe because you feel like he’s ahead of you in life. You don’t want him to start demanding that you catch up.”

      “Maybe that is it. I’m thinking maybe I should date them both and see.”

      “I’m thinking maybe you shouldn’t. We’re only a year a part, but I have more experience, and trust me when I say Herman is not the type of man you want. Realize that now before he gets you pregnant and you’re forced to deal with him forever.”

      I nodded, taking in what Blaise was saying, but I still wasn’t sure.
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      “Will,” I moaned, feeling his mouth against my pussy. It was 10 a.m., and he was already going in.

      I knew I shouldn’t have brought my ass over here last night, but when he said it was just to talk, I came. I knew damn well this would happen, and not only did he fuck me, I spent the night.

      My body gyrated as I exploded for the second time, and finally, he unlatched his mouth from between my hips. I sat there panting heavily as he trailed kisses up my frame, moaning as if I was the best thing since sliced bread.

      “What you doing today?” He hovered over me, light skin beaming because of the sunlight coming through his blinds.

      “I have an audition for a show then rehearsal.” I smiled as he pressed his lips against mine. “So that means I have to go. But thank you for the wake up… head.”

      “Anytime.” He fell to the side of me, watching me get out of the bed.

      I cleaned myself in his bathroom, then looked in the burst mirror as I washed my hands.

      I had no idea what I was doing with my life, and it was a complete mess. I was dating Sly, fucking Will, and still somewhat living with Rafi. How did I go from being a damn homemaker to a hoe? Shaking my head, I rinsed the soap from my hands then dried them off on the nice blue towel behind me.

      Since I was in here, I hopped into the shower to wash off. Of course, Will heard the running water, so he joined me, and that turned into sex session number three, since we got it in twice last night. After experiencing the best orgasm ever, we washed off for real.

      He had a drawer full of packaged toothbrushes, so I opened one and cleaned my mouth with it. He did the same as I swashed around some mouthwash, and then we went back to his bedroom together.

      “I wanna talk to you about something serious.” Will slipped on some boxers.

      “About?” I pulled my dress over my head.

      “Us. I mean, I know you got your boyfriend, but it doesn’t seem like you enjoy him too much.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “Because I’ve been fucking you, Priscilla.” He chuckled, but in a way to show that he was confused by my question. “If he was all that and more, you wouldn’t be waking up in my bed naked, right?”

      “You can’t just say that I’m not interested in him because you and I are having sex. I do like him, a lot. I just like you too.”

      “Okay, but it ain’t possible that you like this muthafucka as much as you like me. Shit, we shouldn’t even be at the like stage still. I told you I love you.”

      “You don’t love me.” I shook my head. I didn’t want to have this conversation right now, so him throwing that out there again was bothersome.

      “How you gon’ tell me? You think I just say that shit because it sounds nice? It’s true.”

      “No, no, because if you did, you wouldn’t be doing the stuff that you do.” I folded my arms, standing.

      “I went to therapy for you. Yes, it was good for me, but initially, I went because I wanted you back. I would’ve never done no shit like that for Dionne. I haven’t taken Dionne out in over a year, but I’ve taken you out, brought you flowers, spent money on shit that cost a grip—”

      “Okay! Damn.” I plopped back down onto the bed. “Will, I do like Sly, and I don’t know if I’m ready to be with you or if I want to see where things go with him. And hell, maybe I want to play the field for a while. I’ve been in a relationship since before I was even old enough to drink.”

      “Here we fucking go. Last time it was Rafi, and now I’m competing with this nigga.”

      “Well if you had have been right from day one, then none of this would be happening. It would be just you and I.” I cocked my head.

      Sitting next to me, he sighed and said, “Shit like this makes me wonder if I made the right decision.”

      “About what?” I stared at the side of his face since he was looking straight ahead.

      “Leaving Dionne to be all in this shit with you.” He still wasn’t looking at me. “You constantly talk about the shit that’s wrong, and she wasn’t like that. She wanted to stick by me and see me through this shit.” Laughing angrily, he continued, “And you, I can’t even get you to be with me after all the shit I’ve done to keep you. Every time I look up, I’m competing with a new nigga, who I know don’t care about you or love you more than I do.” Finally his eyes were on mine.

      “Then go be with Dionne since that’s clearly the better choice!” I shouted, pissed off at him for comparing me.

      “I would, but she deserves better than a nigga who’s in love with someone else. I guess I do too, huh?” He got up.

      “What do you mean? I’m not in love with anybody—”

      “Right, you just like somebody. I’m trying to get my shit together, and yeah, I love you, Priscilla, but I can’t do this shit with you no more. I feel like I’m chasing yo’ ass for no reason. If it’s not one thing, it’s another.”

      “Will, you can’t—”

      “Just leave once you get all your shit. We don’t even need to do the back and forth no more. I’m not mad with you. I’m just over the bullshit, honestly.”

      I watched him leave the bedroom as I sat there speechless. I was supposed to be the upset one, but he had me feeling bad as hell. I just wasn’t ready to give up Sly, and I guess it was because I didn’t trust Will to be the man he claimed he was. What if I dropped Sly and Will reverted to his old ways? I’d be stuck with him, and Sly would want nothing to do with me.

      On the flip side, my stomach felt queasy at the thought of never talking to Will again. I just wished I could easily leave toxic niggas behind. Why was it so hard for me? Took me forever to drop Rafi, and once I finally did, I was now in a web with Will.

      Gathering my things, I left the bedroom, enjoying the scent coming from the kitchen.

      “Do you mind if I have some food.” I stood under the archway of his kitchen.

      “Nah. It’s just frozen waffles, eggs, and chicken sausage.”

      “That’s fine.” I sat down at the table.

      It was dead silent as far as conversation while he fixed our plates. I tried making small talk as we ate, but it was so awkward that I just gave up.

      “You done?” He got up to collect our plates as I finished off my juice.

      “Yes.” I watched as he took them to the sink. “Will, I—”

      “I’m over it, Priscilla. You can go.”

      He began cleaning the dishes without skipping a beat, so after sitting at the table for a little while longer, I did as he’d directed me to.

      On the way home, I felt a little drowsy, so I decided to stop by this cafe I was passing. I’d never seen it before, but it was cute, and I needed caffeine if I was going to make it to my audition and rehearsal.

      I found parking along the curb, and got out, enjoying the beaming sun on my skin. Entering, there was no line, so I quickly surveyed the menu before settling on a vanilla iced coffee with coconut milk.

      “Medium vanilla iced coffee with coconut milk!” the barista hollered out, which I found odd because I’d just ordered it.

      Prancing to the counter, I reached for it the same time as another woman did. Looking over, I sized her up, wondering what the hell was wrong with her.

      “This is for Swan.” The barista read the cup, then darted her eyes between us to see which one of us was her.

      Swan. Swan. Where had I heard that name before?

      “Sorry, I got the exact same thing.” I stepped back, watching Swan as she slid the drink toward herself. She was a very pretty, light-skinned girl, but looked as if she’d just reached the age to where she could vote.

      “It’s okay!” She beamed. Turning to some tall, husky man, she asked, “Baby, what did you get? It’s taking a while.”

      “Blended coffee,” he replied.

      I’d only looked him over briefly, because I was staring her down, trying to recall where her name had been mentioned. Unfortunately, she caught me gaping at her.

      “I’m sorry, you just look familiar,” I lied. “Do you dance?”

      “No, I don’t.” She shook her head for emphasis.

      I gave up, figuring it wasn’t important and continued to wait for my drink. My thoughts drifted to my horrible morning with Will and—

      “So is that your boyfriend?” I pointed to the handsome man Swan had just spoken to.

      I now remembered where I’d heard her name. She was one of Will’s little whores, specifically one he felt comfortable enough with to kiss in the mouth.

      “He is.” She gave me a strange look, which was warranted since I’d asked such a personal question.

      Glancing his way to make sure he wasn’t paying attention, since he was a little ways away sitting at a table, I whispered, “Do you work a regular job now?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Are you still selling your body, or do you work a normal job now? Do you speak English, or should I ask you in French?” I spat.

      “I speak English very well, but I don’t understand what you’re getting at.”

      “Medium vanilla iced coffee with coconut milk!” the barista shouted, so I grabbed my drink.

      “What I’m getting at is you better not still be sleeping with Will, or you and I are going to have a problem. You understand me?”

      “No one is sleeping with that weirdo, okay? And what, are you stalking me?”

      “Girl, please!”

      “Mocha blended coffee!” the barista called out Swan’s man’s order.

      “You’re upset with the wrong person…” she looked at my drink cup, “Priscilla. Will was a customer, and nothing else, despite what you or he thinks.” She whispered the last part since her boyfriend had walked up for his coffee. “Have a good day.” She left the shop with him as I stood there sipping for a moment.

      See, now I was feeling good about the decision I’d made earlier; well, the decision Will made, I guess.

      Leaving the coffee shop, I went straight to my car so I could get home and change clothes. I’d asked my aunt to spend the night since I knew I’d be out all day doing my audition and then rehearsal. It just so happened that I ended up going to see Will last night too.

      Pulling into the driveway, I climbed out, smiling down at my phone since I’d received a text from Sly.

      Sly: I’ll send a car tomorrow morning for you to go shopping for a dress.

      Me: Baby you don’t have to do that.

      Sly: I want to. Bring your friends if you want.

      I was grinning hard as hell as I entered my house, and headed up the stairs to my bedroom to change.

      As soon as I set my phone down onto the bed, I heard the bedroom door open. Seeing Rafi, I rolled my eyes and went into my closet to pick out a purse, some tights, my thigh high boots, and a t-shirt.

      “You always come home…” Rafi checked his Richard Mille watch, “at 11:45 a.m.?” He crossed his hands below his waist.

      “Maybe you should mind your business.” I brought what I’d picked out into the bedroom.

      “I’m just saying, you got my damn kids here, but you’re out all night, doing God knows what.”

      “Yeah, and where were you? How many times a week do you sleep here with them? Maybe once every two weeks? And you stay held up in that damn studio room when you do, so don’t try to check me about my kids.”

      “Your kids? You ain’t make them alone. You didn’t pay for all the shit they needed alone either.”

      “Those are the only things I didn’t do alone when it came to them. I’ve been equivalent to a single mother almost since they got here.”

      “Whatever, Priscilla. You sure didn’t have this problem when we were together, so I don’t wanna hear the shit now. Since I ain’t fucking with you, I’m a deadbeat now. I get it.”

      “No, you’re not a deadbeat. I never said that. I said I’ve been the primary caretaker since birth, despite us being in a relationship and living together, which isn’t normal in a two-parent household. Secondly, not being with you is the least of my worries, Rafi.” I chuckled because he was insane, as I brushed my hair back into a ponytail.

      Coming behind me as I stood in the mirror above my dresser, he peered at me through it then asked, “Who was you with last night?”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “I’m just asking because, according to Instagram, you got a whole new man.”

      “You don’t see shit on Instagram.”

      “Y’all not as secretive as y’all think y’all are, Priscilla, and I hear shit. Additionally, people tell me when they’ve seen you and who they’ve seen you with. I thought he was just a fling when I saw y’all at the lounge, but according to the streets, it’s serious.”

      “So. Yeah, Sly is still my man, despite you popping up on us at the lounge like a banshee.”

      He got closer behind me as I smoothed my edges with a toothbrush.

      “That’s funny that he’s your man, yet you were out all night with somebody else.”

      My stomach dropped because I didn’t know how he knew that. And if he knew, did anyone else? What the fuck? Did Will post something? How did people cheat constantly? This shit was way too nerve-racking.

      “Excuse me? No I was not!” I finally turned to look up into Rafi’s eyes.

      “You couldn’t have been with his ass because he’s in Texas right now, right? Won’t be back until tonight.”

      My breathing became labored as anger soared through me. I didn’t know what to say, mainly because Rafi had been coming at me with facts for the past two minutes. I wanted to gauge his eyes out.

      “I was with my friends, if you must know.”

      “Well Blaise was at home with her baby, according to her story on social media, and Alivia was at the movies, according to hers. So what friends were you with that got you out until almost noon, Prissy?” An evil smirk appeared on his face in slow motion seemingly.

      Inhaling his cologne, I had no idea how to respond.

      “I went out with some friends from my dance class!”

      “Who, Dionne? Heard y’all wasn’t friends no more because you fucked her nigga.” He got even closer to me. “You know, it’s crazy that you left me because I cheated on you, and you were such a good woman to me, when yo’ ass was out here doing the same shit.”

      “No.” I put my finger up to correct his ass. “I have never cheated on you, Rafi, ever. The times I messed with Will, you and I were either broken up or on a break. And I left you because you gave me an STD then tried to get me to accept the fact that you may cheat again someday.”

      “Okay.” He shrugged with a smile. “We can say you’ve never cheated, and I believe you because you was on me.” He laughed. “But we can agree that you ain’t been extending that same courtesy to Sly. You was with another nigga last night, when you got a man.”

      “You shouldn’t even care.”

      “I do. I care because you belong with me.” He backed me into the dresser. “You’re cheating on this dude because you wanna be with a nigga you actually love… me.” He kissed my neck.

      “I do love someone, but it is not you anymore.” I nudged him away, wanting to laugh at his perplexed expression. “The man I love values me and would do anything to make me happy, even when he doesn’t want to.”

      As the words spilled from my lips, it made me miss Will more and more. I liked Sly, a lot, but how could I be sure that he would make sacrifices for me and put me on a pedestal like Will had?

      Not saying anything in response, Rafi left the bedroom, so I finished getting dressed before going to make some food for my children, and then leaving.
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      Stepping out of the bathroom with my towel around my waist, I heard my phone ringing, so I went to snatch that shit up quickly. Blaise was taking a nap in our bed with my son, and I did not want that little muthafucka waking up. He was chill usually, but when woken abruptly and before he was ready to, he became hard to calm down.

      Picking up my phone, I saw it was Henry, the owner of the boxing gym who allowed me to chill at his beach house often.

      “’Sup, Henry.” I went into the bathroom within my bedroom, closing the door.

      “Hey, um, did you have a party here?”

      “What? Nah,” I replied as he sighed. “Why?”

      “Someone broke in, so I thought maybe you had a party and one of them doubled back. I don’t invite many people here, so that’s the only thing I can think of.”

      “Is anything gone?” I asked while racking my brain, trying to think. Only person I’d ever brought there was Blaise, and I knew damn fucking well she ain’t do that shit.

      “The police are checking, but if they did steal something, it was small, which is why I assumed it was someone who‘d been here before and maybe had a chance to scope the place.”

      “Nah, that shit wasn’t me, man.”

      “Okay, no worries, Belly. And I’ve been traveling a lot, so I forgot to say congratulations on your win against Strauss. I know it’s hard to celebrate because of his death, but don’t let that shit ruin it for you. You knocked out Mason Strauss, the lineal champ. You ought to bask in it. Understand?”

      “Yes, sir.” I chuckled. “Thanks.”

      “Sure thing. Still come to the beach house anytime you want; we just have to get the window fixed. Or are you too rich and have your own beach house now?”

      “Nah, I still wanna use yo’ shit. I ain’t trying to blow all my little money.”

      We both chortled.

      “I hear you, son. Well, talk to you soon.”

      “Aight.”

      I hung up the phone, pondering about that conversation. I’d been staying up in Henry’s shit for years, and there’d never been a break in. Shit, matter of fact, I’d never even heard about any of those beach houses being broken into. But now that it had, only one muthafucka came to mind: Ozzy.

      I wouldn’t put shit past a nigga who felt the need to let his homie go down for a rape charge. All the shit I’d done for his ass, letting him come up off my fucking name, and he still did me dirty.

      It was crazy how muthafuckas complained about getting left behind, but when you ain’t do that shit and brought niggas with you, they threw yo’ ass under the bus. As soon as I got my hands on that nigga, it was over for him. I just ain’t know how I wanted to handle the shit. I wanted to cool off so I could think clearly, but I was too pissed the fuck off for that shit.

      “Who were you on the phone with?” I heard Blaise’s soft voice, so I turned to see her standing in the bathroom.

      “Why, nosy?” I smiled down at her.

      “Why are you smiling? Was it a bitch?”

      “If it was?” I pulled her into me, kissing her lips slowly.

      “Then I’m leaving you.”

      “If you leave me, I’m going with yo’ ass.”

      She frowned for a second before chuckling and shaking her head.

      “That’s not how that works. I pack my shit, then I go, and you’ll be alone here, heartbroken.”

      “Fuck out of here. If I see you packing yo’ shit, I’m packing my shit too. We gon’ be walking out that muthafuckin’ door together. We gon’ be like Siamese twins out this bitch.”

      “You’re so annoying.” She giggled.

      “Ain’t gon’ be no leaving in this shit.” I shook my head, staring at her seriously.

      “No cheating as well, which includes texting other bitches and liking hoes’ photos on Instagram.”

      She rolled her eyes when a grin covered my face.

      “So if her ass is fat, to even where you gotta admit the shit, I can’t like it?”

      “Keep fucking with me, Cortez, and I swear to God, I will stab you, but after I cut your dick off.”

      “Mm, you making me wanna fuck you.” I gripped her ass roughly in my hands before sucking her lips. I felt her smile before reciprocating.

      After a quickie on the double sink, we cleaned up then I got dressed since I had to meet with my manager, Carson, and the team at Avenue Productions about setting up my next fight.

      I was ready to go, especially because there were a few muthafuckas talking shit about knocking me out. It was comical as fuck to me, but I guess it was good to have that much confidence. If I could KO Mason Strauss, I wasn’t worried about any other nigga.

      I kissed my son gently in order not to wake his ass, then left the bedroom to head to Island’s. Upon entering, I saw her little ass playing with the big ass dollhouse I’d gotten for her. Shit was twice her size. It was funny as fuck seeing her so into the shit.

      “You busy, baby girl?” I inquired.

      “Yes.” She nodded, moving the furniture in the house around. “You leave, Daddy?”

      Smiling, I moved further into the room to pick her up. She was cute as hell, and I wished she was mine for real.

      “Yeah, I am.” I kissed her cheek.

      “You come back fast.”

      “Or what? We gon’ fight?” I laughed when she nodded her head with a smirk. “Aight, boss, I will come back fast.” I placed her to her feet, and she rushed right back to the dollhouse.

      Leaving the crib, I pulled my phone from my jeans pocket as I slid into the driver seat of my new Lamborghini truck. I ain’t even pay for this shit; Avenue Productions gifted it to me after my fight against Strauss. I’d gotten them so much money and views, that I guess they wanted to show some fucking appreciation. And a nigga definitely wasn’t gon’ complain about a free whip.

      I made it to the Avenue Productions headquarters about thirty minutes later, enjoying the smooth ass ride in this Lambo. Parking around back as instructed, I entered and took the elevator up to the correct suite.

      “Cortez Khalil, welcome!” Sebastian, the CEO of Avenue Productions, greeted me, and so did Carson since he was already there. “Let’s have a seat in my office.”

      “Aight.” I followed behind the two, and we took a seat around his big ass coffee table.

      “So how’ve you been?” Sebastian smiled.

      “Good. Just trying to get to the money.”

      “I hear ya. Carson tells me you’re opening up a new business, trying to capitalize off of your name while it’s hot.”

      “It’s always gon’ be hot. But I wanna talk about this next fight. I got some shit to handle later on, so I’m strapped for time.”

      “Right, straight to business. I like that.” Sebastian gave Carson the floor.

      “We have a few people that are in line for your next fight. It’s up to you who you want to choose, but these three here have gotten the most buzz over the past year. Their buzz plus yours means a lot of money,” Carson explained as I studied the photos.

      “Try to get this nigga right here.” I pointed to a muthafucka named Jaylend Corner. He was a big shit talker, always running his fucking mouth, and I ain’t really like his ass. He reminded me a lot of Mason, just with less accolades.

      “Good choice.” Sebastian nodded. He then looked to Carson and said, “Did you mention the other thing?”

      Frowning, I looked at Carson too.

      “Dr. Hemp, your therapist, has to sign off on you so we can book another fight.”

      “I told y’all I need somebody else to do my fucking sessions.” I hissed, not in the mood to deal with that bitch.

      “Yes, Cortez, but she’s the only one that can sign off for you now, because she signed off for you to fight. You know the last before the fight and then first session after the fight have to be the same person. Just go, get it over with, and then book this fight, okay?” Carson stared at me.

      “Aight, fuck it. But if that bitch comes at me trying to suck me off, I’m slapping the shit out of her ass.”

      Carson and Sebastian laughed before dropping their heads. I was dead ass serious.

      We wrapped shit up, so I drove my ass right over to a park in Inglewood that I knew Ozzy frequented.

      Parking across the street, I walked over, peeping the scene to see if I spotted that nigga. I wanted to do my own looking before I hit Siggy and Cole up. I ain’t know if his ass had told them what was up or not, but I wanted do a little ground work before I went over there.

      “Belly, baby, I’m so happy you’re out!” one of the females seated on the bleachers shouted out to me. She had purple braids in her head and shorts so little they looked like panties. Her pussy looked funky as fuck, even from over here.

      Ignoring her ass, I nodded my head to say what’s up to one of the niggas who’d greeted me.

      “Aye, my nigga, Belly, you should share the wealth.” He walked up on me with his hand out to give me dap.

      Looking at it with disgust, I brought my eyes back to his. “For what? Nigga, I don’t know you. Fuck I look like?”

      “Nah.” He chuckled, slightly embarrassed since a few muthafuckas were in earshot. “I was just saying, since we from the same city.”

      “Nigga, you better get yo’ bitch ass out on that there street corner and sell dick. I ain’t giving yo’ ass shit. Ask me for some money again, and I’ll break yo’ fucking face, nigga.”

      Frowning still, I slipped around him to scope the park once more, then headed back out. Of course, purple braids wouldn’t take my silence as a no, so she rushed up on me as I left through the rickety gate.

      “You look so handsome to have just gotten out of jail.”

      “I ain’t just get out. If yo’ ass is such a fan, you should know that, right?” I looked down at her, making her giggle and blush.

      “My bad.” Licking her lips, she added, “So what’s up?” She cut off my path, standing in front of me.

      “With what?”

      “Me and you. I’m free all day.”

      “Trust me, I knew that already. Any female that chews on gum until it’s hard as a brick like that ain’t got no damn job or bread. Move.” I stepped around her and into the street.

      “Okay. I may not have a job, but this pussy is priceless.”

      Shouting over my shoulder, I responded, “It better be to make up for how flat that ass is. Shit looks like you got stomped the fuck out on ya ass only.”

      Her friends fell out into laughter, which was loud as hell, making it obvious they’d been holding it in for a while.

      “Aye, her ass is flat.” The nigga from earlier chimed in. “I hit before.” He clapped his hands, laughing like what he’d said was hilarious.

      “And both y’all asses shaped like two crackhead aunties, so I know that sex sounded like a muthafucka stapling some papers.” I got into my car as everyone close by roared with laughter.

      Purple braids just stood there with her mouth hanging open, looking dumb as fuck as I pulled off.

      Yeah, I loved hood pussy; however, my girl had that shit but with class to it. I had the best of both worlds. No way I was fucking that shit up for a quickie with a ghetto armadillo.

      I drove a couple blocks until I was at Cole’s place, since I told him I would be over there around this time. When I parked right in front, he and Siggy rushed down with their jaws on the floor at the sight of my whip.

      “Shit is crazy, right?” I grinned, hopping out of the driver’s side and rounding the car to step onto the sidewalk.

      “Nigga, you gotta let me ride in this shit. I need some new flicks for the gram for the hoes.” Cole’s eyes were wide as Siggy’s.

      I laughed.

      “Man, I’m getting paper but not this much.” Siggy shook his head, circling the Lamborghini truck. “How much this cost you?”

      “Zero. Got it for free. But let me holla at y’all.” I started toward the porch and heard them following, still floored at the fact that I’d gotten that car free of charge.

      Once on the porch, we sat down, and of course, Cole started to roll up.

      “Wanna hit?” He looked to me, and I shook my head.

      “Nah, but where is Ozzy?” I got right to the fucking point.

      “Shit, I been asking this nigga the same thing.” Siggy pointed to Cole. “Nigga been MIA ever since yo’ bail hearing. Y’all ain’t cool or some shit? He ain’t wanna come with us.”

      I studied him for a moment to see if his ass was putting on a fucking front for hoe ass Ozzy.

      “You seen him?” I turned to Cole, declining to answer Siggy’s question at the moment.

      “He came through once after your hearing, telling me he found a hustle and was gon’ be ghost for a minute.” Cole shrugged. I looked him over as well, making sure he wasn’t bullshitting.

      “Well I need to find the nigga.” I stood up. “I want y’all to make sure I find his ass too, because if I don’t, I’m coming through fucking shit up, and that’s on everything I fucking love.

      Don’t tell his ass it’s me looking for him. When you find him, drop his location to me, simple as that. If I find out either one of y’all muthafuckas was up in that nigga’s face and didn’t tell me, whatever the fuck yo’ worst nightmare is, I’m gon’ make that shit come true. Aight?”

      “Aight, nigga, damn, crazy ass.” Siggy shook his head as Cole nodded to me.

      Not saying shit else, I made an about face and left.
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      Some odd days later…

      

      “Okay. So far, this is what they’ve come up with as far as the build of the place. What do you think?”

      Carson showed me the blueprint of the club I’d planned to open. This shit was unfamiliar territory, but I trusted this nigga when he said he would be there to work with me. Plus, I wanted to expand my income, get money from different areas. I wanted to have some shit to where when I could no longer box, I could still make a lot cash.

      “It looks good. I want more VIP booths though.” I pointed, and he nodded, writing it down in this small ass flip notebook he never left at home, with his corny ass. “I also think it’s time I start taking niggas under my wing. Make some money off that shit. I wanna win some more fights first though.”

      “That’s a great idea. You know I’m always with the idea of making more money.” Carson grinned. “You want something to drink? I’m gonna get a coffee.” He rose up. We were in this small ass café, one of them spots females frequented to take pictures for social media.

      “Nah, I’m straight.”

      Carson got up to stand in line as I replied to some emails and shit. I felt a presence near my table, so I looked up to see a pretty ass bitch with big blonde curly hair, blue eyes, and caramel skin. Her outfit looked cheap as fuck, and was, because I could see her nipples through the top. She was bad as fuck.

      “Hey, Belly. I’m a huge fan of yours. Could you sign my t-shirt?” she asked before tossing her hair from one side to the other.

      “Yeah, where it’s at?” I sat up.

      Digging into her big purse, she pulled the shirt she’d ordered from my website out, so I got a pen from my bag to sign it.

      “Thank you so much. I can’t believe I saw you here. I come to this coffee shop all the time.” She sat down.

      “Name?” I got ready to sign the shirt.

      “Aura.” She giggled for some reason. She watched me write for a minute then added, “I’ve never seen a man as handsome as you in this type of sport. I didn’t even like boxing, but I was up one night and caught an old fight of yours. It was intriguing.”

      “Thanks.” I handed her the shirt.

      “You’re welcome. So do you know who you’re gonna fight next? I’m sure they’re good and scared.” She laughed.

      “Nah, I don’t,” I lied. “But all that shit will come out soon.”

      “I know, and I cannot wait. I was so happy when you knocked Mason’s big ugly ass onto his back.”

      We both laughed as I nodded.

      “Shit, me too.”

      She tittered softly before exhaling.

      “Well it was nice meeting you, Belly, and thank you for this. Do you mind if I get a photo?”

      “I’ll take it.” Carson appeared just as Aura stood up.

      Shaking my head at this nigga, I rose up and posed for the photo with the bitch.

      “Thank you! Oh my gosh.” She stared down at her iPhone. “Bye!”

      I sat back down so Carson and I could talk for a little longer, and then we went our separate ways. As soon as I stepped out of the cafe, someone was right on my heels. I was about to blow the fuck up, but I noticed it was Priscilla.

      “Oh shit, you almost had some shit coming yo’ way.” I smirked, but she had a straight face.

      “Who was that girl?”

      “What girl?”

      “With the blonde curly hair, Belly.” She folded her arms. “I’ve been in that cafe for the past fifteen minutes, and y’all looked pretty cozy.”

      “What? She was a fucking fan. You saw me take a picture with her.” I frowned down at Priscilla.

      “It better be a fan and nothing more, because if I find out you’re entertaining other women, I will kill you. I will buy a gun, and I will shoot you in the head.”

      There was silence, outside of the passing cars and a few dogs, before I eventually chortled. I could tell Priscilla was dead serious, making it even funnier.

      “Calm yo’ ass down. Ain’t nobody cheating on yo’ crazy ass friend.”

      “You better not, nigga, because she loves you, like more than I’ve ever seen her love somebody, and she would be distraught, meaning I’d—”

      “Kill me. I know. You already said that shit.”

      “Okay. Well, bye.” She turned around and went back into the cafe.

      I wasn’t even tripping off what just happened. I’d rather my girl have friends like Priscilla any fucking day. Shit, better than having a muthafucka like Ozzy.

      I made my way home, and since I heard voices in the den, that’s where I went. Entering, I spotted my son in that swing bed shit he liked, and Island cooking in her fake kitchen as Blaise watched. When Blaise spotted me, a bright ass smile covered her face, so I went to sit next to her on the plush couch we had.

      After kissing her slowly, I said, “You know I love you.”

      “I love you too.” She blushed, moving her long, dark hair, which had fallen into her face when she dropped her head a little out of embarrassment.

      “I love yo’ ass more than that though.”

      I wanted her to know that whatever the fuck she felt for a nigga, it was ten times that over here.

      Blaise just looked at me, having nothing to say for a minute before palming both sides of my face to kiss me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Tiana Strauss

          

        

      

    

    
      I hadn’t been going many places because, for one, I was depressed as hell over what happened to me, and two, I didn’t want to be seen. I hadn’t even fully processed the death of my husband before someone had the nerve to come in my home and rape me. When it happened, I knew it was Belly; it was the only plausible explanation. The things the man said, it couldn’t be anyone else but him.

      But… when his little whore Blaise rushed me on the street, my mind began to change, and now I was unsure. She’d made some valid points about my accused rapist.

      I did, in fact, offer to sleep with Belly, so it didn’t make too much sense for him to break in my home to rape me. I mean, not unless he was some power-hungry weirdo who only got off by having sex with helpless women. Granted, had he come to me that night and asked to fuck me, I would’ve said no, but he didn’t know that.

      I was attracted to Belly, yes, but that was normal. Only women who didn’t find him attractive were either blind or lesbian. And I’m even sure lesbians could admit the man was handsome. There weren’t too many women who wouldn’t give Belly their panties, so me liking him meant nothing. I couldn’t even say I liked him honestly. He was sexy, and if prompted to on a certain day, yes, I would fuck him.

      Despite what most people thought, I loved Mason more than anything. He was the love of my life, even though when I first met him, I thought he was hideous. He wouldn’t leave me alone though, and eventually, I fell for him. He was faithful to me, in the sense where I never saw what he did. I never had women approaching me, I never found text messages, there were no outside babies, or anything that let me know he was doing dirt.

      The first time anything of that nature happened was when I was informed that he’d sent a gift to Blaise Cansino. And even that didn’t count too much because he only did it to antagonize Belly. That situation was the only reason I even tried to sleep with Belly, because although I knew my husband had a motive behind his actions, I still didn’t like it.

      Blaise was a beautiful girl, and it was no secret that despite her whorish and gold-digging ways, men fawned over her. To know my husband even paid her any mind set me off. But had I known I wouldn’t even have him for a month more, I wouldn’t have been in the club on some get back shit.

      “I’m glad you came to my office instead of me having to come to you, Mrs. Strauss. It is good to get out.” My lawyer, Jorge, looked me over with that same sympathetic look I’d been getting from everyone since Mason passed.

      “I know, but I told you I would get out when I felt ready.” I put my Dior purse into the chair next to me.

      “I understand. How are you feeling?”

      “I’m fine, I guess. I just, I don’t get what I did for all of this to happen to me.” I felt myself about to cry, and I didn’t want to. I missed my husband, and I missed feeling carefree. Just a year ago, I was the wife of a champion boxer, in love, traveling, and shopping at whatever store I wanted to. Now I was a saddened mess. I saw no reason to live really…

      Jorge got up to round his desk and sat next me, rubbing my back gently.

      “Some really horrible things have happened to you, but we are going to get justice, and we are going to get some cash.”

      “Ugh.” I groaned. “I have more money than I need. The last thing on my mind is cash. I just want my life back.”

      Jorge didn’t have anything to say, obviously, because it got pretty quiet. He rose up then went to sit back behind his desk, clasping his hands.

      “Well, we are still working pretty hard—”

      “I think I made a mistake.” I sniffled, taking a few tissues from the box.

      “Mistake how?” Jorge paused.

      “I’m not sure if Belly did this.”

      “Mrs. Strauss.” He chuckled angrily. “You told me you were sure. You said that—”

      “I know what the fuck I said, but I’m not so sure now. He…” I shook my head as more tears fell. “I was traumatized, and I just wanted someone to be reprimanded for what happened to me. It could still be him, Jorge, I’m just saying I am not sure!” I hollered because I didn’t approve of the look he was giving me.

      “Okay, okay. Just calm down.” Jorge exhaled then continued. “Why don’t you do something to relax, huh? Go to a spa, maybe shop, have dinner.”

      I nodded, drying my eyes so I wouldn’t ruin my makeup.

      I left Jorge’s office and called up my only friend, Laze. We met in first grade and had been friends since, even going to the same college. She’d been the only friend in my life who hadn’t done anything shady to me.

      I tried being cool with some of the other women in the entertainment industry, but I always found out they’d either talked shit behind my back, or were planning to sleep with Mason on the low. After a while, I gave up, only fucking with Laze.

      She agreed to meet me at the Peninsula Hotel, but since it would take her about twenty minutes and me way less than that, I stopped by my home to change clothes.

      Putting on a dress, I slipped my feet into my Balmain boots, and then did my makeup. I hadn’t worn makeup in a while, so I’d forgotten how good it made me feel even on my worst days.

      I put on the watch and bracelet Mason bought me the night before his fight, some earrings, and then I changed my purse to match my outfit before leaving.

      “Wow! I haven’t seen you look like this in a while. I missed the old Tiana.” Laze greeted me in the lobby of the hotel.

      “Yeah, hopefully she will come back soon. I just wanted to be pretty this one day. Can’t make any promises for tomorrow.” I half smiled, and she did the same before hugging me tightly.

      We went to the spa area to check in for our appointment Laze had scheduled after our call earlier, and the employee let us know we could have a seat. After a couple minutes, she led us to the room where we would be getting our hands and feet done, and I spotted a very familiar face, grinning like life was great.

      As Laze assisted me in removing my boots, I couldn’t help but stare at Blaise and her friend that I’d seen her with on Instagram a few times. She was a pretty light-skinned girl who was a deejay I believe. They both looked nice, and I just began to burn up with envy. I felt like Blaise had stolen the life I once had.

      “Excuse me, I have to use the restroom,” I told the young woman who was about to work on my feet when I saw Blaise get up. She saw me but ignored me as she left the area.

      Coming up behind her, I tapped her shoulder, prompting her to spin around.

      “Can I help you?” Blaise raised her perfect brow.

      Her perfume was soft, sweet, and in the air. Her hair was so full and long as it draped over one side of her face like Aaliyah. She was in a burgundy dress that hugged her shapely frame, which seemed to be snapping back fairly quickly.

      “I just want you to know that just because life is good for you right now, doesn’t mean it won’t be snatched from you.”

      “Girl, please. I already told you my man didn’t rape you, and you need to find the real culprit. If I didn’t have a case right now, I would hit you.”

      I glanced over at her friend who was on the phone in the distance.

      “I’m not talking about a rape. Same way my husband perished, yours can too. A year ago, I was married to the greatest boxer, happy as a little lamb, just like you. But now look at me. My man is dead, I’ve been assaulted, and I barely get out of bed in the mornings.” I stared deeply into her eyes, overjoyed at the sight of her frown fading into worry. There was nothing she could say, because she knew everything I’d listed could possibly happen to her. “Have a good day, Blaise.” I turned to go back into the salon, feeling better about myself.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning…

      

      I was at the doctor’s office because I hadn’t been feeling well for a little while now. I’d been unusually tired, and it started about two weeks before Mason died. I’d also been puking around that time too.

      I assumed it was because of all the stress, but it hadn’t let up once, so I was confused. I knew it was probably just my depression, but I wanted to be sure. Plus, now I was having some pains in my abdomen. After googling it a few times, cancer hadn’t left my mind.

      “Okay, Mrs. Strauss, would you just mind peeing in a cup for me?” my doctor inquired.

      “For what?”

      “We want to rule out everything and make sure you’re not pregnant.”

      “No, I am not pregnant. I can’t get pregnant.” I shook my head. The doctors who checked me out after being raped tried to give me one, but I refused.

      “Why do you say you can’t get pregnant?”

      “Because I’ve been married for three years, having unprotected sex, and no babies have been made.”

      “I see. Mrs. Strauss, can you please just take one, honey? I need to rule out everything; it’s a part of my job.”

      “Fine.” I took the cup she had in her hand and then went into the side bathroom to pee. I returned a few moments later after washing my hands, and then she took my blood pressure, along with my weight and temperature.

      She left the room for about fifteen minutes, and I got on my phone to pass the time. I didn’t want to go on Instagram because it seemed like my explore page was filled with pictures of Mason from all his fan pages. It did nothing but made me sadder than I already was.

      “Okay, Mrs. Strauss.” My doctor returned, closing the door behind herself. She started toward me, opening a beige folder. “You are definitely pregnant.”

      “Pregnant with what?”

      “A baby. I want to do an ultrasound right now, because your hCG levels are pretty high.”

      “No, no, I can’t be pregnant.” I shook my head, feeling scared. “No, I have to get an abortion.”

      “Now, wait—”

      “No, you know what happened to me. Everyone does, and I cannot have a baby by a monster. I won’t.”

      “Honey, just let me do an ultrasound, okay? Your levels are high, so you may have been pregnant before being raped.”

      I paused to look into her eyes to see if she was being honest. There was no trace of a smile on her face, so I nodded to agree.

      “Okay.”

      She had me change into a gown, and then I laid back on the examination table while she prepared her monitor. After washing her hands and putting on gloves, she took a seat on her stool, scooting closer to me.

      Feeling the rod penetrate me was extremely uncomfortable, especially after experiencing something as traumatizing as rape. I stared up at the ceiling, allowing the light to damn near blind me as I held my breath. This was wrong, so wrong. I’d never done anything to anyone, yet it seemed like God was punishing me in any way He possibly could.

      “Okay, Mrs. Strauss. When were you assaulted?”

      “A little over two months ago.”

      “You’re sixteen and a half weeks pregnant.” She immediately looked to me smiling.

      “What does that mean?”

      “Means you’re having a baby with your husband.” She beamed. “You’ve been pregnant for a while now, so we definitely need to get you started on taking better care of yourself. Everything looks fine here, but we want to make sure it stays that way. We have to start you on some prenatal vitamins.” She removed the rod, wiping it off.

      “Oh-okay.”

      The feeling was bittersweet. I was happy to be having a baby by Mason because it left a little piece of him on this earth. But the thought of raising a child without him was devastating. We’d just come to terms with the fact that I couldn’t conceive, and were going to adopt, but now things had changed. Who knew a quickie in his hospital room would result in this.

      “Would you like an ultrasound picture?”

      “Sure.”

      While I got dressed in the bathroom, my doctor prepared the printout, so by the time I was finished, she had it ready.

      Leaving the doctor, I felt a little bit better than I had been, but I was still uneasy.

      When I got to my car, an idea crossed my mind. Taking a picture of the ultrasound, I was sure to crop out some of the information on it, and then I went to Blaise’s social media page to send her a message.

      Me: You better hope he didn’t do it, because if he did, he’s got a baby on the way.

      Chuckling, I threw my phone into the passenger seat and drove home.

      I was supposed to go out with Laze tonight at her request, and initially planned to cancel, but I kind of wanted to celebrate my pregnancy. I couldn’t believe I was four months already.

      I took a nap for a couple hours then woke up to eat before showering and brushing my teeth. By the time I was ready to go, Laze was calling for me to buzz her through the gate. I did so and then stepped outside to meet her at the car.

      “Bitch, we need to be riding in one of these expensive ass whips you got here!” Laze shouted out the window of her Mercedes.

      “I haven’t driven my husband’s cars since he passed. We can take the Bentley he got me.” I nodded for her to get out of her car.

      “See, that’s what the fuck I’m talking about!”

      I went back inside to grab the keys before putting the alarm on, and then we dipped out in my Bentley.

      “Hey, before we go inside, I want you to know I won’t be drinking.”

      “You barely drink anyways, but just do so tonight, please!” Laze begged me.

      “No, I’m pregnant.” I pulled up to where valet was for the club, and I noticed the sad look on her face. “It’s Mason’s.”

      “Oh shit.” She put her hand over her chest, exhaling out of relief. “I’m so happy for you.”

      We hugged once I put the car in park and then hopped out so valet could take the wheel. As we approached the entrance, people were calling my name and shouting out questions. I ignored them as the bouncer allowed me in with no issue. He called to have someone come escort me to a table, and by the time we got up, I had to go pee.

      “Pure Water” by DJ Mustard blasted loudly in the club, so I danced a little bit on the way to the bathroom.

      I quickly relieved myself then washed my hands. Before leaving, I checked my iPhone to see if Blaise had replied to or seen my message, but the answer was no to both. Shoving the phone back into my Chanel clutch, I rushed out, but someone grabbed me.

      “Excuse me!” I frowned as the man pulled me into his body, holding my waist.

      “You are so fucking beautiful.” He bit down deeply into his thick bottom lip.

      “Let me go. Do you know who you’re touching on?” I pushed at him, but he was too strong.

      “The one and only sexy ass Tiana Strauss of course.” An eerie smile spread across his face as he leaned into me some more, licking his lips.

      “Let me go!” I screeched, hitting him hard as hell with my bag until he released me, staring me down like I was psycho.

      Switching off, I shook my head, disgusted by his behavior and that strong ass cologne. The thought of his scent stopped me dead in my tracks, sending a surge of fear throughout my whole body.

      That was him.
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      Almost two weeks later… Wednesday…

      

      “You feeling aight? You sure you can go?” Yono peeked into the bathroom as I hurled into the toilet.

      “Yes.” I wiped my mouth with the paper towel he’d handed me. “I’m fine. I promise.” I rose up and went straight to the sink in order to brush my teeth.

      Yono stayed until I was swishing around Listerine then helped me out of the bathroom so I could put on my dress.

      Tonight was the album release party for one of his singer friends, Taj. I wasn’t in the mood to go anywhere, but Yono wanted to, and the thought of women having him alone in a club somewhere didn’t sit well with me. I wasn’t the jealous type, but I cared.

      I applied some light makeup, and then once my jewelry and shoes were on, Yono and I left in his car.

      “Why you so quiet?” he inquired once we got onto the freeway.

      “No reason. I’m just enjoying the ride.” I looked his way, smiling softly.

      Really, I hadn’t stopped thinking about Manny since he came over to see me and apologize. I thought I was over him, but Blaise was right; I loved him.

      However, hearing he didn’t want another child confirmed for me that I was doing the right thing. And knowing his ass, he was probably back to neglecting Jasiel since I was out of the picture. Yeah, raising my baby by myself or with Yono was a much better decision. Time healed all wounds, and soon enough, I wouldn’t even remember Manny.

      We arrived at the venue that the album release party was being held at, so once Yono parked, he helped me out of his Maserati. Kissing me gently as paparazzi went crazy, he closed the door then led me to the front by hand. He and the security greeted one another, before he put wristbands on us and allowed us to come in.

      They said I'd never be nothin', they said I'd never be rich… They said I'd never be anything, I told 'em, "Get off my dick”…

      “I Love” by Joyner Lucas was currently playing, and the lights were dimmed to a purple color. There were a lot of people here dancing, relaxing, drinking, and some smoking. The clouds were so thick that I began coughing, prompting Yono to turn and look at me.

      “You good?” he quizzed, and I nodded, simpering. He was so sweet, always making sure I was feeling okay. It was crazy to me how different men were for the women they cared about, because Yono wasn’t half this nice the first time I was with him.

      “Glad y’all came. Thank you!” Taj slapped hands with Yono and then hugged me.

      “No problem.” I nodded as Yono and I both sat down.

      He kissed the back of my hand as we swayed to the music, singing along to the hook of the song.

      “You look so damn good tonight.” Yono bit his lip.

      “Thanks, babe.” I giggled. “When you left me at that restaurant, did you ever think we’d end up here?”

      Together, we cracked up.

      “Nah, I didn’t. Again, I’m sorry for that.”

      “I’ve forgiven you as I’m sure you can tell.” I pecked him then wiped the little bit of lipstick from his mouth. “I’m going to go order some food; did you want anything?”

      “Fries if they have them. Make sure they’re fresh.” He reached down into his jeans pocket for his wallet.

      “I got it.” I rose up.

      “Oh shit; aight.”

      I chuckled as I walked out of the section we were in and across the lounge to go order the food. Stepping up to the bar, I took one of the menus to look it over and see what I was in the mood for.

      “Hi. Johnny Bills.” Some man walked up. He was behind the bar counter, however, with his hand stuck out to me.

      “Alivia.” I shook it.

      “We have this one night coming up, and I would love for you to deejay it. I’m the owner.”

      “Oh wow, okay. Well, let me give you my card, and you can email my manager. She squares away any deals.” I reached into my purse and handed him a business card.

      “Nice. How much do you usually charge for something like this? I know your name is pretty hot, so I’m not expecting anything cheap.”

      “It depends, but for one night of just me spinning, it’s forty-five thousand dollars. You’re paying for the job and my name.”

      Johnny nodded then replied, “Well cool. Thanks. Looking forward to working with you.”

      “Sure.” I diverted my attention back to the menu and finally decided on the turkey burger with fries. I placed my order, along with some extra fries for Yono, and then paid for it.

      “I knew it was you.” I heard a voice as I signed the receipt.

      Looking to my left, I saw Manny, sitting down on the stool next to the one I was standing by. He looked so good in a scoop-neck sweater, jeans, and I couldn’t see his shoes because it was too dark. His cologne was nice and subtle, and I could tell he’d gotten his facial hair lined up recently.

      “Did you?”

      “Yeah, you were glowing from across the room.” He looked me up and down for a moment. “You look beautiful, Alivia. But that’s nothing new.”

      “No, I guess not. Thank you.” I checked over my shoulder to be sure Yono wasn’t watching.

      “You here alone?”

      “I’m not, no. Hey, I have to use the restroom, so I will be back soon, okay?” Before he could even answer, I rushed off to the back where the bathrooms were to take a moment. I counted to sixty, and when I came out, Manny was right there. “Excuse me.”

      “Wait.” He slipped his hands around my waist, tugging me closer to him. “I know the situation you got going on with Yono, but I don’t give a fuck. I love you.”

      “What?” I tried to laugh it off. “What are you even talking about? We—”

      “I’m talking about the fact that I don’t care if you’re pregnant by him, I want you. I love you, and that shit is not gon’ stop me from doing so.”

      Was this really happening right now?

      “Manny, we can talk later, but right now—”

      I couldn’t even finish because his lips were against mine. I hadn’t kissed him in a minute, so I fell right into it, letting his tongue enter my mouth and vice versa. Once I realized what I was doing, I snapped out of it and turned my face.

      “Clearly, we’re on the same page.” He tried to kiss me again, but I moved.

      “Aye nigga, back yo’ ass up off my girl!” Yono barked, charging toward us down the hallway.

      “Troy, nothing happened,” I pleaded, lying like hell.

      Yono grabbed my hand to pull me behind him, still mean mugging Manny.

      “You missed out on this one, my nigga. Let it go.” Yono glared at Manny.

      “I ain’t miss out on nothing. She still wants to be with me, nigga, you just can’t see it.”

      “Muthafucka, she don’t want shit to do with you. What kind of a nigga gets a female pregnant and don’t step up?” Yono hissed, making my stomach drop to my knees.

      No, no, no, please!

      Confused, Manny asked, “What? Fuck are you talking about? You don’t know shit about me.”

      “I know you’re a deadbeat ass nigga. But it’s cool because that’s what I’m here for. You can go on living yo’ bachelor life, and I’ll take care of Alivia and yo’ kid as if it were mine. Neither one ’em needs yo’ ass.”

      Manny’s eyes left Yono and focused on me. He was still puzzled, I could see it, and I had nothing to say. His mouth opened and closed as if he wanted to speak, but no words came out.

      Yono shook his head at Manny, disgusted, before taking my hand to walk off. I glanced over my shoulder to check on him once more, and he still had the same look on his face, like he didn’t even know who I was.

      I felt like shit for some reason but proceeded to pick up my food from the bar then go enjoy it in our section.

      Maybe this was for the best.
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      Two days later… a little after 7 p.m.…

      

      I was lying on the couch, looking homeless as I watched TV. I felt horrible after Yono exposed my secret to Manny, and I couldn’t get that look he had on his face out of my mind. I could tell he was devastated and very angry. It would be too soon if I never saw him again. I was way too damn ashamed.

      Just as I shoved more popcorn into my mouth, my phone started ringing. I knew it was probably Yono because Blaise and Priscilla had just left after trying to cheer me up and make me feel better. Priscilla didn’t even know I was pregnant until today, making me feel even worse. I wasn’t embarrassed of my baby, but the way I was going about things sure seemed like it.

      “What the fuck?” I mumbled, seeing it was Manny calling.

      Why? Why couldn’t he just hate me and choose to never talk to me again? I wasn’t prepared for a tongue-lashing. I was sad enough as it is, and praying I didn’t throw up on top of that. Swiping my phone up, I hit decline, only for him to start calling me right back. Giving in, I tapped the green button and waited for him to speak.

      “Hello?” he inquired with a skeptical tone.

      “I’m here,” I replied very lowly.

      “Alivia, can you come see me?”

      “Uh…” I looked around my living room as if someone was here and ready to give me a good excuse. “I can’t, I have to—”

      “I’m asking nicely. I think I deserve for you to come see me, please.”

      “Why?” I whined.

      “Can you come? If you can’t come tonight, I’m gon’ call tomorrow and every day after.”

      “Why can’t you come to me?”

      “Alivia… please.”

      “Fine! But don’t expect me to look all cute because I was relaxing, nigga! You decided to bother me, so I will not be dressing up!”

      It was silent before he chuckled a tiny bit.

      “Is this what the baby has you on?”

      I gasped, baffled that he would say such a thing before I hung up on his stupid ass.

      Standing up, I slipped my feet into my UGGs, keeping on my tights and t-shirt as promised. Since it was cold out this evening, I threw on a crewneck sweater then grabbed my purse and keys.

      On the way to Manny’s house, I was damn near panicking, wondering what he was going to say. He sounded calm on the phone, but that could’ve been just to get me over there. He was probably going to tear me a new one, and I would have to fight him. This would be my first physical fight and with the father of my child.

      As I made my way up Manny’s walkway, Yono started calling me.

      “Hey, can I call you back?” I paused, looking around the area to see if anyone was watching.

      “Yeah, you aight?”

      “Just a little sick per usual, but I was napping.” Thank God Manny’s neighborhood was eerily quiet all the time, so there were no cars or loud ass neighbors here to ruin my fib.

      “Okay. Hit me when you wake up. I hate being so far from you.”

      “Yep. Okay.” I quickly hung up since Manny had opened his front door. Either he saw me out here or heard me talking.

      “Who was that?” He pushed the screen door outward.

      “Look, just tell me what you invited me…” I had pushed past him to get inside, but the sight of roses and lit candles caught me off guard. I listened as he shut the door, locking it, before coming around to take my hand.

      “Sit down,” he instructed, and I did so with him joining me.

      “What is all this?” I started sniffing the air because I smelled food.

      Chuckling, Manny replied, “This is for you.”

      “Don’t you hate me?”

      “Unfortunately, Alivia, I don’t think there is shit you can do to make me hate you, and trust me, baby, I have tried.”

      I laughed, wiping the tear that had traveled down my cheek.

      “I’m sorry. I was going to tell you, but then I saw you had a woman over. Then when you said you didn’t want any more children, I thought it was best to keep it a secret. I’m sorry.”

      Manny nodded, holding my hands still.

      “How far along are we now?”

      “We?” I giggled.

      “Yeah, we.”

      “Umm, like three months. My stomach hasn’t changed really, so that’s why it’s so easy to hide.”

      Manny sighed and looked off for a moment, then regained eye contact with me.

      “Alivia, I think it’s time we cut all this extra shit out and just do what we really wanna do. I’ve changed, I swear. I can give you Jasmine’s number if you want it. My mama even knows about Jasiel. And I think this new kid will give me a chance to be even better but from the start. I don’t just wanna co-parent though; I want us to be together, be a family and shit. I wanna get married to you.”

      “Okay.”

      I could tell he was surprised by my answer because he just gaped at me as if I were a ghost.

      “You serious?”

      “Yes. I’m serious. Why would I be joking? And what about your women? I don’t know who you’re with these days.”

      “Nobody important.” He reached to pull me into his lap so that we could kiss. “So the shit with that nigga Yono is gon’ be over, right?”

      “Yes. I have to tell him, but I don’t know how.”

      “Let me.”

      “Absolutely not. You’re just going to be rude and rub it in his face, which I don’t want.”

      “At least you know me because that was definitely what I was going to do.”

      “I know, and I don’t want that.” I looked down into Manny’s eyes to kiss him.

      “We won’t be breaking up again, right?” he inquired lowly.

      “No.”

      “And I don’t mind if you work with him, if that’s where a nice ass check is coming from.”

      “That’s if he still wants to work with me after I break up with him. But if he does, I hope you know that nothing will happen. It only did this time because you broke up with me, then got a new girl extremely fast, and was acting an ass.”

      “I’m aware.”

      We tittered in unison before he helped me out of his lap to walk me to the table he had set up. He pulled the chair out for me, and we both snickered subtly because of how I looked at him, remembering the days when I had to tell him to be this chivalrous.

      “What are we having?” I got comfortable in the chair as he rushed to the kitchen.

      “Steak, macaroni and cheese, greens, and lobster tails.” He brought everything over as my jaw hit the floor.

      “Where the hell did you buy this? You can’t cook!” I frowned, knowing damn well his ass didn’t make this.

      “Nah, I hired a chef. Price wasn’t that bad to have him come whip this up.”

      I chuckled, waiting for Manny to finish setting everything down. When done, he sat across from me, so we held hands to pray. We made our plates, then for the next hour or so, we just talked and ate a lot. It felt so natural, and unlike with Yono, no one else was on my mind while I was here.

      Once I was officially stuffed, Manny took the dishes to the kitchen, then came back to help me up from my seat.

      “I’m not even showing yet. I don’t need all this help.” I laughed before we pecked one another.

      “I’m about to show you something.” He guided me to the back by hand.

      We entered what was his guest bedroom, and when he hit the lights, I saw it had been decorated and fixed up for a little boy, even with a Nascar bed.

      “Is this for Jasiel?”

      “Yep. He stays with me every weekend now. I can’t turn up as much, but it’s cool.” He shrugged one shoulder as I grinned up at him.

      “I’m happy you did this, Manuel. Can you believe that you didn’t even have a room for your son at your own home?”

      “I know. Don’t remind me. But we gotta move anyway. I’m glad I didn’t have the walls painted.” He entered the bedroom, and I followed.

      “Move, why?”

      “Make room for the four of us, right?”

      “Yeah, true.” I was elated on the inside, but I wanted to keep my composure. “I used to fucking loathe you, and now I’m having your baby! I can’t believe this!”

      We cackled together as I put my hands on my face Home Alone style.

      “I see why God told me to keep trying with you, even when you pretended not to like me.” He took me out of what was now Jasiel’s bedroom.

      “I was not pretending; I didn’t like your ass.”

      “Sure.”

      He shut the door of his bedroom once we were inside, and we got right to kissing. It was heavy off the bat, and by the way we were stripping one another’s clothes off, it was obvious we missed having sex with one another.

      Yono was great in bed, and so was Manny, but what made the latter better was that I had deeper feelings for him. I didn’t know if it was because I was a woman or what, but that improved the lovemaking tenfold.

      As soon as we hit the bed, naked, Manny went right down to put his face between my legs. Gripping the sheets, I arched my back as he sucked my clit, massaging my thighs as he did so.

      “I missed you so much,” I called out, enjoying the feeling of his mouth between my hips.

      He toyed with my bud for a little bit, before getting back to sucking it passionately, and before I knew it, I was releasing. I was already soaking wet as Manny continued to eat me out, making me sweat and move about as the euphoric feeling traveled throughout my body. My eyes shot open before my body jerked about, experiencing a powerful orgasm.

      “I missed doing that.” He whispered against my lips before kissing me deeply.

      He flipped me over onto my stomach, parted my legs some, and then slid inside from behind. Pinning my hands to the bed while sucking my neck, he began gliding in and out of me slowly, making me close my eyes to enjoy it.

      “Oh my gosh.” I whispered as soon as he started to go faster, fucking me so hard I came twice back to back.

      My body was weak already, and I could feel Manny’s hands rubbing down it, squeezing certain parts as he sucked my ear. After he felt I’d recouped enough, he sped back up, going hard until we both released.

      I was too happy to be here… with him.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later… back at Alivia’s home…

      

      Yono had gone out of town the day after that fiasco with Manny, and since I didn’t want to be technically dating two people at once, I decided to call him. I wanted him to be aware of what was going on, and I couldn’t wait because he told me he’d be there for two months.

      “Hey, baby,” he answered, sighing. “Sorry I haven’t been that available. I’ve been trying to get these records done with Rich so I can get back home. I miss you.”

      I chuckled nervously.

      “Troy, I want to be honest and get right to it. I can’t be with you right now… actually, ever, I guess.”

      “What? Why?”

      “I want to give my relationship with Manny another try since—hello? Troy?” I pulled my phone away to see he’d hung up on me.

      I tried calling him twice, but when he didn’t answer, I said forget it.
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      Now that my baby was here, I was happy to see my stomach going down. I’d been losing my mind having to stay off Instagram for this damn long. I couldn’t wait to post a new picture to show off how great I looked after being a balloon for forever.

      Coming out of the shower, I spread lotion all over my body, then brushed, flossed, and rinsed with mouthwash. Today, I was about to go out because I wanted to get some good photos of myself. It was time I return back to the world; I missed myself. Also, I needed to go get my hair done.

      Once I was dressed up in some black maternity jeans since they were still more comfortable than my normal ones, I threw on a Gucci t-shirt and some Gucci combat boots. Once my makeup was on, I gave the mirror a smile before throwing on some expensive jewelry then leaving the bedroom.

      “Hi, beautiful.” I scooped my daughter Iliana up out of her crib.

      She’d already had a warm bath earlier, so I put her into a fresh diaper and then dressed her up in Gucci to match me. Her father had gotten her so many things, I guess trying to make up for missing her birth. I was still pretty bothered by it, but day-by-day, I was forcing myself to get over it. I had to. I refused to start over with another man, especially when I loved this one and already had his baby. Plus, he was balling.

      After putting Iliana in her carrier, I grabbed up my big Gucci purse then left. It didn’t take me long to get to the salon, and I was happy my stylist Reen granted my request to make sure no one was here. I didn’t want a bunch of gossiping hoes breathing over and waking my baby up.

      “Wow. You look so good, Nichole.” Reen stepped back to look at me before we hugged.

      “Bitch, I know.” I made a face, prompting her to laugh and shake her head.

      “You’re so conceited but the shit is funny. And you are bomb, so.” She shrugged before looking down at the carrier in my hand.

      Placing it in one of the salon chairs, I pulled the blanket back from being over it and said, “This is Queen Iliana.”

      “Queen? Already?”

      “Yep. She’s too high up to be a princess.”

      “Then what the hell are you?”

      “The Queen mother, which is a very important role, might I add.” I batted my eyelashes as we cackled.

      “Well she’s so beautiful. She looks just like you, which I know you’re happy about.” Reen patted the chair, letting me know to sit in it.

      “Yeah, I am. Her daddy is fine though, so I was good either way.”

      “Very true. I told you, you need to hook me up with someone on his team. I’m tired of these niggas being broker than me.” Reen began taking my hair down to assess it.

      “That’s what happens when you become a successful woman; it’s the only downside. But I will look into something for you.”

      “Appreciate it. Want some champagne?”

      “No, I can’t. I’m breastfeeding still, but if you have some water, that would be nice.”

      “Sure thing.” Reen left to the back, and when she did, I saw someone come to the door. Of course it was none other than Jessica Mae, ringing the doorbell. “Oh shit, what is she doing here?” Reen came back with the water before jogging lightly to the door.

      I’d completely forgotten about this bitch Jessica, but now she was fresh in my mind. I couldn’t turn away as I watched her step in, liposuction stomach on display. That was the one thing on my body I didn’t get done, unless you counted my face, which was all-natural as well.

      “Hey. I thought if I came early, you could work on me as soon as you were done.” Jessica smiled, clutching her purse from Hermes. It was a baby Birkin, and I knew that bitch didn’t make enough to afford such a thing. Anytime a pretty bitch on Instagram had that type of purse, even the smaller cheap ones like that, she ain’t buy it. I didn’t care how successful her business was or how rich she appeared to be.

      “Oh, okay. Well just wait over here. When I’m done with Nichole, I will get right to you.”

      As soon as she said my name, Jessica’s head whipped in my direction. I raised my eyebrow at her as to say, ‘yep bitch, it’s me’, so she gave me a fake ass smile along with a lazy ass wave. I ignored it because she was beneath me, and I didn’t speak to peasants.

      “Hey, umm, Reen… no, she has to go. I told you I didn’t want anyone here while I have my baby,” I let her know once she came back over to me.

      “It’s just this one girl, and she’s quiet, so—”

      “I don’t give a fuck if she’s a replica of Helen Keller. I don’t want anyone here with my baby,” I snapped, glaring at her stupid ass hard.

      “Okay, my bad.” Reen rushed over to tell that gutter rat Jessica to bounce. I was her most prominent customer, so she didn’t wanna lose me.

      A few hours later, my hair was looking perfect as usual, so I had Reen take a few photos of me with my snapback body and fresh hair, up against my Range Rover. It was like a breath of fresh air posting that shit on Instagram with the perfect caption.

      Iliana and I left the salon to go meet up with Helen for lunch. I was honestly so over hanging with her ass, and I didn’t really understand why. I mean, Helen was always the sloppy thirsty one, but it was still cool to hang with her. Nowadays, I just wished I had someone else that I could connect with more; someone like Blaise. I sighed at the thought as I parked my truck at the restaurant.

      Entering with my baby carrier, I told the host who I was here for, and then he led me to the table. I’d strictly told Helen to get a table because I wasn’t squishing my baby into some booth.

      “How are you?” Helen asked me, watching as I placed Iliana’s carrier in a chair and then sat down myself. I noticed she had an odd look on her face, like she was thinking about what she saw in front of her.

      “I’m fine. My body still feels different, but I’m happy it’s getting back to normal.”

      Helen nodded as the waitress approached. We’d been here before, and since I usually got the same thing, I didn’t need any more time to survey the menu.

      Once she left us alone, I began checking on my baby to make sure she was okay. I felt Helen watching me closely, so I turned to face her with a skeptical expression.

      “Okay. I wanted to ask you something.” She exhaled.

      “Ask me.” I gave Iliana a bottle full of breast milk, holding it for her since she of course couldn’t do it alone.

      “So with my case against Blaise, my lawyer said I could get even more money if I got other people to not only support my story, but explain how they, too, have been victims of Blaise.”

      “And what does that have to do with me?”

      “Well, she’s hit you on multiple occasions. She punched you at that restaurant when you told her that her man was cheating. Then she beat you up in the parking lot of that club and sliced your back after that. Not to mention, this is the second time she’s hit me. She slapped me with the table decoration at Mindy’s baby shower. She has a problem, and I think if you help me, it would get her in check.”

      “No. I am not about to get up in court and talk about her hitting me.”

      “Why? She needs to pay us both for what she’s done.” Leaning in with her voice lower, Helen added, “And if our stories are compelling enough, we can possibly get her ass locked up.”

      “Locked up? She has children she needs to take care of. Just get whatever cash you can get and then move on. But don’t try to drag me into this shit.”

      I shook my head as I stared Helen down because this bitch was crazy. Getting money for herself was one thing, but I had bigger fish to fry than to be sitting my ass up in court snitching like some little punk. I needed to be making sure my damn fiancé wasn’t cheating on me. I couldn’t care less about getting Blaise locked up or her having to pay for Helen’s medical bills.

      “You are so fake! You’re just worried about being her friend still, and you know if you testify for me, that will never happen.”

      Part of what Helen was saying was true. I did miss Blaise and did want to be friends again. I wasn’t desperate like she was making it seem, but it was something I would like.

      After dealing with this Jessica shit and Ian mistreating me in the past, I had a different outlook on life. If someone had tried time and time again to sleep with my man while playing friendly in my face, I would have beat her ass too. Blaise had every right to break Helen’s nose and to snatch my lace front. I hated Jessica with every fiber of my being, but had she been my friend too, it would have been a much worse feeling.

      “No, you’re just a thirsty ass bitch always trying to come up off of a man who doesn’t want you. You should be focused on securing your future instead of trying to make a living off of another woman. I will not be helping your case, and if you ask me again, we will not be friends.”

      “I’m sorry, Nichole. I just thought you could help me. Yes, this money from Blaise will be helpful to me, but I deserve it. She hit me.”

      “Okay, then that’s fine, but I won’t be a part of it.”

      Helen nodded, and we changed the subject. When our food came, we didn’t talk much, just ate. She offered to pay the bill, and I let her ass before dipping out with my baby.

      The whole way home, I couldn’t stop thinking about Jessica and her new purse. So once I arrived, I put my baby in her crib since she was sleeping and then went to the bedroom I shared with Ian. Soon as I walked in, my phone buzzed, and I saw it was him calling me.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, baby, how are you?”

      “I’m fine. What’s up?” I began pacing, wanting to get off of the phone.

      “Nothing. I just got a break from practicing and wanted to talk to you. I miss you and my baby girl.”

      My heart started to melt at the sound of his words, so I took a deep breath to halt it.

      “I miss you too. What time will you be home?” I checked my Rolex.

      “About an hour. We’re almost finished with everything. We can go to dinner tonight, okay? Put the baby in her new dress.”

      “It’s still too big, but okay. See you then.”

      “I love you.”

      “I love you too, Ian.”

      After hanging up, I just looked down at my phone, pondering. I loved him and didn’t really want to do what I was about to do.

      However, despite how blissful being blind to his antics had been, I couldn’t be dumb. Isabella was right when she said I’d never been the type to let a man play me, so I wasn’t going to start now. And I didn’t want Iliana thinking she should take whatever a man gave her simply because she loved him or already had his child.

      Sitting down on the bed, I pulled Ian’s laptop from the drawer. He had his phone, so this was the only way I could read his text messages at the moment. I’d been watching him for the past two weeks, and I was able to learn his password to the computer and Instagram. He didn’t get on Instagram much, only on his computer, which I found odd, but I still wanted to check it out. His manager mainly ran his account.

      I went to his text messages and scrolled through the list of conversations. Only a few numbers were actually stored, mine being one of them, so I became frustrated. I didn’t know what number belonged to who, but God came through for me when I saw Jessica’s name in one of the conversations.

      Ian was texting his teammate Kevin, the one Jessica claimed to be dating. I could hear my heart beating out of my chest as I read the messages. Ian was telling Kevin how Jessica had become obsessed with him ever since he tried to cut their relationship off. He explained that he was scared Jessica would expose him to me and that I would leave. It was obvious he’d asked Kevin and Jessica to help lie to me if I asked about the expensive stuff she had and why she claimed Ian’s jersey number was her favorite.

      Having that information, I carefully scrolled through the list of conversations, and when I found one where the last text seemed to be hostile, I clicked on it. Sure enough, it was Jessica, which I’d gathered after reading a few messages. Ian hadn’t replied in a week, but she kept sending things. Before he stopped texting back though, he was trying to pay her off so she’d leave him alone, but she claimed to be pregnant and in love with him.

      I’d seen enough by this point, and it was obvious Ian had been fucking this bitch. I didn’t even need to check his Instagram.

      Removing my clothes, I went to take a shower, then after dressing in some tights and a t-shirt, I began packing my stuff into my Chanel suitcase. I moved faster when I heard the front door ding all over the mansion, because I knew it was Ian. My body was still a little weak from giving birth, but I had to get the fuck out of here for the night.

      “Baby, I am tired as fuck.” Ian entered the bedroom just as I tossed the baby monitor into my luggage. “What you doing?” I heard him coming closer.

      “I’m leaving you.” I took the ring off, and it felt like a punch to the gut. I may have wised up a bit, but a bitch still loved expensive things.

      “Leaving me? For what?” He blocked me from going into my large closet.

      “So I can make room for Jessica.”

      Sighing as he placed his big water bottle on the nearby dresser, he replied, “How the fuck did we get back here? I told you all that shit was a lie. She’s fucking with my teammate.”

      “No.” I shook my head, holding back tears as best as possible. “She’s not. I saw the texts between you and Kevin. Then I saw the ones between you and Jessica. I don’t want to be with you anymore.”

      He was silent, chest heaving as his worried eyes surveyed my face. I guess he was looking for something to say.

      “Okay, okay, wait.” He stopped me when I tried to get around his ass. “I fucked up, but baby, the shit is over with now. I stopped messing with her.”

      “Where were you the morning I had Iliana?”

      “I uh…” He looked behind me for a moment. I already knew the answer, which made me burst into tears. “I haven’t fucked with her since our baby came, Nichole. Once she got here, I told her ass I couldn’t do the shit no more. I wanna be faithful, and I want to get married.” He hugged me, and if I weren’t so physically worn out right now from heartbreak, I would’ve pushed him off.

      I couldn’t believe Ian had done this to me. I loved my daughter, but right now I was wishing to be the old Nichole… the Nichole who made fun of women like myself. I was pathetic, standing here crying like a newborn baby over a man. This was surely rock bottom for a bitch like me, and if you asked anyone who knew me, they’d say the same.

      “Let me go, Ian. I have to leave.”

      “Nah, you don’t have to leave. What you want? We can go shopping—”

      “I don’t want to go shopping! That doesn’t work anymore!” I shouted, still crying hysterically. “I want you to be faithful. I want you to care about me, about your baby. I want you to love me! Yes, some gifts are nice, but it is not enough anymore!”

      “Aight, aight, I’m sorry. I just ain’t know what to do.”

      “No need to do anything. Just let me get some clothes, and I will go to my place. Iliana is coming too.”

      I started toward my closet, but Ian dropped down to his knees, hugging my body tightly. I stared down at him as he looked up into my face. He was as handsome as ever, with the body of a perfectly sculpted statue.

      “Baby, please don’t leave me,” he pleaded. “I swear this will never happen again. I’ll change my number. I’ll do whatever you want me to. Just please, Nichole. I love you.”

      Inhaling and exhaling shuddered breaths, I didn’t know what to say or do…
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      “Aight. And just turn your head a little bit for me,” I directed this rapper nigga named Kel. His label had asked me to shoot his album cover, and because my reputation had gotten fucked over by them solicitation charges, I was more than happy to oblige.

      “Looking good, nigga!” a voice called from behind me.

      I glanced over my shoulder to see Priscilla’s so-called boyfriend Sly, carrying a bunch of bags from a few luxury designer stores. He nodded his head to say what’s up to me, and I couldn’t even return the gesture because I was stuck.

      I hated this nigga, even though I really had no reason to. A part of me wanted to let him know I’d fucked Priscilla while she’d been his girl, but I knew if I did, she would never talk to my ass again. True enough, we hadn’t said shit to one another since that last argument, but I still had faith. So I knew me blowing up her spot would ruin any chance I had with her.

      “Thanks, man.” Kel got out of his pose to slap hands with Sly. “What you got for me?”

      “Plenty of shit. My assistant is gonna take all of it out of the bags, and then I’ll show you everything.” Sly gestured for his assistant to get to work.

      “Aight.” Kel nodded before looking to me. “Aye, I’m gon’ take a little break. We can resume after I snack, take a piss, and do a little a shopping. Cool?”

      “Yeah, it’s cool.” Shit, I got paid by the hour, so the longer this shit went on, the more money I made.

      “By the time I come back, she should be done setting shit up,” Kel announced before jogging to the back where the change rooms and bathroom were.

      Both Sly and I took a seat on opposite couches, and as he busied himself with his phone, I just stared. I couldn’t help it, so I decided to make conversation.

      “So you get all this shit for free or something?” I inquired, already knowing the answer and just trying to make conversation.

      Looking up from his phone, he replied, “Nah. I get access to a lot of exclusive and sold out shit. Then I bring it to clients who want it and charge a little more to make profit.”

      I nodded as if this was new information to me.

      “Excuse me.” I stood up and stepped off to the side of the room and down the hall. The place was huge, so I felt comfortable enough to place a call. Dialing Belly, I waited impatiently for him to answer as I watched Sly like a hawk.

      “’Sup?” He picked up, a little out of breath, so I was sure he was working out.

      “You wasn’t fucking, was you?” I inquired to be sure.

      “Nigga, if I was getting some pussy, I wouldn’t have answered yo’ fucking call.”

      I chuckled, realizing how true that was.

      “I’m doing a photo shoot right now, and Priscilla’s nigga Sly is here.” I was talking lowly, even though I was sure Sly couldn’t hear.

      “And?”

      “I wanna step to his ass, but I can’t do that shit because she really likes this nigga.”

      “You sound like a bitch.”

      “How? I’m not—”

      “’Cause you do. If that’s yo’ fucking girl, then you let that nigga know that she’s yours, and it’s only a matter of muthafuckin’ time before she comes back. Then you hit his ass.”

      “I can maybe do the first part, but I can’t hit nobody. I don’t like the threat of jail hanging over my head. I’m sure shit like that is small to you.” He made a sound, which only confirmed my statement. “So if this was some nigga Blaise left you for—”

      “Blaise can’t leave me.”

      “She did though be—”

      “And did she have a new nigga?”

      “Nah, not that I know of.” I exhaled heavily.

      “Blaise will never have a new nigga. And when I even thought she did, he got fucked up and robbed. Ain’t no muthafucka about to sit in my face claiming my bitch, unless that’s the only way of suicide he can think of.

      Get some balls, let that nigga know what it is, then whoop his ass. But also, you gotta be a little more aggressive with P if that’s who the fuck you want. Singing love songs on the balcony like a hoe and hoping she comes home like some fuck ass romance film ain’t gon’ cut it.”

      I shook my head at Belly, snickering.

      “Aight, thanks.”

      “You’ve been fucking her?”

      “Yeah, man.” I ran my hand over my curly hair, staring down at my shoes.

      “Don’t mention that shit to him. Just leave it at the fact that that’s yo girl and nothing else.”

      “Aight.”

      Hanging up, I went back out to where Sly was now standing, helping his assistant fix shit. I guess Kel had the bubble guts or something because he still hadn’t come back out here for his photos.

      “You good?” Sly turned to look me up and down since I was standing right next to him. We were what for what in height and had about the same build as well from what I could see.

      “You’re dating Priscilla Dimitri, right?” I started off, not knowing how I was gonna do this shit.

      How the fuck did Belly’s ass go around checking random niggas over Blaise constantly like the shit was nothing? It felt awkward as hell, and maybe because in the past, I’d never had a female I cared about enough to be doing all of this.

      “Uh…” Sly’s eyes bounced around for a moment. “Yes. Why?”

      “Because umm, that’s my girl.” I palmed my chest as we stared one another in the eyes.

      “I’m pretty sure she ain’t yo’ girl.”

      His laughter and the shake of his head pissed me off.

      “Yeah, nigga, she is. We had something serious going on before yo’ ass popped the fuck up and barged yo’ way in.”

      “It couldn’t have been too serious if I was able to barge in, now could it?”

      “Look, nigga, I’m asking you nicely to just leave her alone so she and I can be back together. It’s what she wants. She told me the last time we spent the night together.”

      Sly’s grin faded, which made me happy as hell. I knew Belly said not to bring that shit up, but seeing this nigga smile all hard had pissed me off.

      “Spent the night together?”

      “Yep. So why don’t you just exit the relationship so she and I can get back to our regularly scheduled program.”

      “Nah, why don’t you grow the fuck up. If she was really yours and it was all like that, she would’ve never entertained me. And nigga, she ain’t ever mentioned you. Why the fuck would Priscilla be interested in a muthafucka who pays for pussy?” He sucked his teeth, looked me up and down, and then walked off.

      If this weren’t a job, and a well-paying one, I would’ve hit his ass. However, my reputation had already taken a hit, and the last thing I needed was more shit being piled on top of it. Unfortunately, in the entertainment business, your personality and shit that popped off in your personal life could ruin your work life.

      I took Sly’s advice and left the shit alone. If I wanted Priscilla back, pressing this nigga wasn’t gon’ do it. I had to be more aggressive with her ass as suggested by Belly.

      Sly and I acted like nothing happened by the time Kel returned from the bathroom for a snack. I paid his ass no mind as he showed Kel the clothes, and he paid me no mind as we finished out the photo shoot.

      I let Kel know about when I’d have the edited shots back, then his assistant gave me the other half of my fee before I bounced.

      The whole way home, I was trying to think of some shit that would convince Priscilla to be back with my ass. My therapist was saying to let her come home to me naturally if it was meant, but like Belly mentioned, that was some movie shit. I wanted Priscilla, badly, and I wasn’t about to wait for her ass to marry Sly and have his fucking baby. Times like these, I hated that I couldn’t make her ass return. She was annoying the fuck out of me.

      As soon as I got home, my phone started ringing, and I looked down to see it was Dionne. Crazy enough, as I picked my head up, I noticed Katie’s car was parked a little ways down, and she’d texted me. Every woman I didn’t want was ready and willing.

      I did spot a text from Priscilla, making me ignore Dionne’s call to go look.

      Priscilla: You’re such a disgusting, jealous, liar.

      I couldn’t even reply because I had no energy. I loved this girl, and it seemed like I kept fucking up. Before I could even put my iPhone away, Dionne was calling again.

      “Yes, Dionne?”

      “Hey, can I come over so we can talk?” she asked just as Katie climbed out of her car.

      “Nah, not tonight. I had a long day, and I just want some time to myself.”

      “What happened? You can vent to me. Just because we’re not together doesn’t mean we can’t be good friends.”

      “I know. I’m not ready to talk yet though. I just want to clear my mind alone. Maybe we can talk another night. You okay though?” I chuckled at Katie flailing her arms and waving for me to come on.

      “Not really. I thought I’d be okay with our breakup, but I’m not. I keep thinking about you being with other women.”

      “Well I’m not. I’ve just been working.”

      I shook my head. If only Dionne knew. Shit, I wish I had a woman occupying my time; well, one specifically.

      “Okay. Well text me soon or call me. I don’t care which one.”

      “For sure.”

      I hung up then climbed out of the car, eyes on Katie in those tights. Her body was insane, but she was too wild for my taste. I liked a calmer woman to take serious.

      “Hey, boo.” She cocked her head, pulling me closer as I reached around her to unlock my door.

      “Damn.” I laughed as she pulled me in with her as if this was her spot. “Wait, Katie, shit.”

      She began unbuckling my jeans with the quickness, before dropping down to her knees and taking my dick into her mouth. I was gon’ stop her, but it felt too good. Plus, I had no real reason to pull her off.

      That dick sucking session led to us fucking in the back bedroom. And after I let off a good load into the condom, I went to flush it then came back to get in the bed.

      “I knew your dick was good, but now I know the head is too.” Katie giggled.

      “I know what I’m doing, that’s why.”

      “I see that. Hey, Priscilla from my dance class told me you still mess with Dionne, your ex. I don’t mind, because I have a man; he’s in the Air Force overseas, but I just don’t want her crazy ass popping up.”

      I wasn’t sure if I should respond to her having a man first or the fact that she thought Dionne was gon’ show up on us.

      “Uh, Dionne is not that type of woman. And why you ain’t tell me you had a man?” I looked down at her since she was lying on my chest.

      “Because he’s overseas. Sometimes I feel like I don’t have one.” She was quiet then continued. “When he returns in about eight months, I want you to act like you don’t know me.”

      We both laughed.

      “No problem at all. I got someone I love too.”

      “Not me, right?” She sat up a little bit.

      “What? Woman, hell nah!” I let my frown fade then added, “But when I get her back, no more popping up or anything.”

      “We got a deal.” She put her hand up, so I shook it before we both sniggered.

      My doorbell sounded off, and something deep down told me it was Priscilla. If it was, then it was obvious that the good Lord himself was trying to prevent us from being together.

      “Stay right here.” I hopped up, slipped on some boxers, and left the bedroom. Walking to the door, I peered through the hole and spotted Dionne. “Hey, what’s up?” I peeked out.

      “Hey. I brought you some pie. I baked it for you.” She lifted it. It smelled pretty good.

      “Thanks.” I took it then placed it on the table next to the door. “I’ll see you around, okay?”

      “I drove all the way here, and I can’t come in?”

      “Dionne, I told you I wanted to be alone.”

      “Right. I’m sorry. I should stop being pushy.” She tousled her hair. “Can I just pee? I drank a whole bottle of water on the way over here, and won’t make it home.”

      “Uh, my bathroom is broken.”

      Dionne stared at me for a moment then started laughing hysterically.

      “Oh my gosh, how could I be so stupid?” She grabbed onto her hair with both hands, exhaling. “You have a bitch in there.”

      “Nah—”

      “Yeah. That’s why you didn’t want me to come over, and that’s why your damn bathroom is broken! No one’s whole damn bathroom is just broken, you stupid ass!” she hollered. “But it’s okay.” She backed away slowly, before turning around and running.

      I closed the door and went to the kitchen to get a glass of juice when I heard the alarm to my Lamborghini sound off. It was accompanied by a loud crash, making me drop my cup to the floor and dart out of the house in my underwear.

      “Aye! Aye, what the fuck!” I shouted like a fucking maniac as Dionne took a bat to my beautiful ass expensive whip.

      I jumped and hollered as she burst the windows out and put dent after dent in the car.

      “Back up!” She swung the bat at me with a velocity of a professional boxer. If it hit me, I would’ve been out cold.

      Throwing my hands up in mock surrender, I said, “Dionne, please, please stop.”

      Just as I said that, Katie came from the house and ran off to her car, glancing over her shoulder periodically.

      “You liar!” Dionne yelled, bringing the bat down onto my headlights. “Don’t you ever talk to me or call me again!” She growled, bashing my car with each word.

      I ran back in the house to call the police, and by the time I’d done so, Dionne’s ass had bounced.

      I just wanted to know how the fuck Belly’s ass was able to juggle six bitches and never have his shit fucked up. Clearly, the harem life was not for a nigga like me. From now on, it was Priscilla or nothing!
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      Romelo and I caressed one another, while moaning softly and kissing lightly. This was the fifth time we’d done this scene, and I was so over ‘fucking him’. And I hated that whenever the director yelled cut, he’d be smiling like the damn joker.

      During the last ten seconds of the scene, Romelo sucked my bottom lip into his mouth while groping my thighs, and I wanted to slap the shit out of him.

      “Cut! That was perfect, Rome!” The director smiled, clapping his big ass hands. His applauding always hurt my eardrums.

      “Move.” I nudged Romelo as I sat up and then stepped off the bed to slip into the robe one of the PAs had brought to me.

      Chuckling, Romelo got out of the bed, licking his lips as he eyed me.

      “Don’t be mad, Blaise. This is the closest I can get to really fucking you.”

      He said that same shit after every sex scene.

      “You’re disgusting.” I turned to wave the intimacy coordinator, Michelle, over to me since she’d stepped off to get coffee once the scene was done. Michelle was always around during sex scenes to make sure there was no funny shit going on.

      “Hey, Blaise. Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, but can you guys please find a way to keep him from getting an erection during the scenes? These nude panties are thin, and I can feel his hard penis.”

      “Of course. We’ve worked with Romelo on that.” She gave him a look.

      Shrugging, he replied, “I’m usually good with other actresses, but I think it’s because Blaise and I became more than friends at one point. I will work on it though.”

      “You do that, or we will have a problem on our hands,” Michelle assured him, making Romelo nod before walking off the set.

      The producer of the show wanted to add a few more episodes to the season, so we came back to film them. It pissed me off because I was supposed to be free from filming Streets so that I could do the Rich Girl movie I’d been casted in. Now I was swamped with work, having appetite issues, while trying to be a good mother and plan a wedding. Some days I prayed for the time to stop so I could just recharge my mind and relax.

      My manager was no help either, always pushing me to take role after role. She swore that if I took too long of a break, people would forget me. She explained that when white actresses took a break, people called it just that—a break. But when black actresses took a break, people would assume she fell off or couldn’t get roles. I hated that, but I knew it was true.

      I started off of the set area that was designed to look like the bedroom Romelo and I shared on the show, and the PA who always worked with me, Greer, caught up to me, fixing her headset.

      “Hey, I have some water for you. You sure you didn’t want me to order you some food?”

      “No, but thanks, Greer.” I opened the water to gulp some down as we pressed on to my trailer.

      “Are sex scenes weird? I hope you don’t mind me asking. I could never be an actress, because I am too afraid of having awkward sexual encounters with men I don’t know well.”

      Laughing, I replied, “It’s nothing like that. There are usually about thirty people in the room watching, so it’s not intimate at all. And by the sixth time you film that same sex scene, nothing about it is sexy.”

      Greer nodded, re-braiding her red hair as I walked up into my trailer.

      “Makes sense! Well, see you in a few months when we come back for season three!”

      “Alright.”

      We hugged, and then I closed my trailer door so I could change. By the time I was in some more comfortable clothing and ready to go, I heard my phone chime. The sound corresponded with Instagram, letting me know I had a direct message.

      Scooping my iPhone up as I threw my purse over my shoulder, I saw I had another message from Tiana. That bitch had been harassing me ever since I ran into her at the spa. She sent some sonogram claiming she was pregnant by Belly, and I guess that was supposed to shake the table that was my life and make me leave my man.

      MrsStrauss: I know you’re seeing my messages. You must be pissed your man got me pregnant. It’s funny you try to act unbothered on Instagram.

      Finally deciding to reply, I unlocked my phone and went straight to the conversation thread.

      Me: I have nothing to say. If you’re pregnant by Belly, then I’m the Queen of England. Just know if I see you, I am going to beat your ass on sight. I won’t say a word. I’m just going to fuck you up.

      Satisfied, I locked my phone and left the studio. Her stupid ass didn’t reply, but it said she’d seen it.

      I meant every word I’d said too. As soon as I saw Tiana, I didn’t care if we were in church, I was fucking her up. I tried to let the bitch slide because, deep down, I do believe someone raped her; it just wasn’t Belly. She, too, knew it wasn’t him and still insisted on harassing me and wasn’t willing to let the right people know that it wasn’t him. So because of all that, I was knocking her fucking neck loose as soon as I laid eyes on her.

      Straight from the studio, I went to the doctor so I could see what the next step was in improving my appetite.

      At my last workout session, I could barely make it through due to the fact that I was still barely eating. Belly had been leaving early in the morning to go run six miles with his trainer, so he wasn’t there to eat breakfast with me. By saying that, I made another appointment with my doctor as she had instructed me to if my problem worsened or didn’t get better.

      “Blaise, you can come on.” A nurse appeared, waving me to the back.

      I followed her, and she led me to a room where I waited about ten minutes before my doctor walked in.

      “Hi, honey. You look great.” Dr. Jordin smiled before looking through my files.

      “Thanks. I don’t feel great.”

      “So what’s the update? You eating more?”

      “Kind of, but only when I eat with my fiancé. He has to literally feed me the food. We share our meals, and it’s just so embarrassing. I don’t even like going out to dinner with him or my friends anymore. And my body feels weak, which isn’t good, because I have a new baby at home that I have to pump for.”

      “Exactly. I understand. So what we need to do is get you on some pills that will increase your appetite. Now only take these for three weeks. By that time, your appetite should come back on its own. This is normal after having a baby, but I also think in your case, it’s lasting a bit longer because of your career and the pressure to return to your size.”

      “No, no, I wanna eat.” I all of a sudden felt skittish.

      “I know, sweetheart. But you explained to me that your manager and the producers on the movie you’re in want you to look how you did before pregnancy. You may not intentionally be skipping meals, but it can be done subconsciously. As your doctor, I am ordering you to eat. Use these pills, but after you get off them, eat whatever you like for at least a week. I don’t care if it’s a whole chocolate cake, do you understand?”

      “I do.”

      “Okay.” She smiled then said, “Your fiancé feeds you, huh? He must really love you. I know it’s shameful, but that’s sweet.”

      “It is, huh?” I simpered, eyes on my nails.

      Dr. Jordin wrote down where I could get the pills and then let me go. She made sure to schedule for me to return in a few weeks, and I admit I was afraid.

      The thought of eating whatever I wanted for a week sounded like a disaster. I was still six pounds over the weight I was before I got pregnant with my son, and I wasn’t as toned in certain areas yet due to me not being able to perform with my trainer as well. This was just stressful.

      My mama agreed to bring my babies to me, so I went home to get a nap in before she came.

      

      About an hour later…

      

      I felt a pair of hands on my body and some warm kisses on my neck. I knew this was Belly; I could smell his body wash, so I knew he was fresh from the shower.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful, baby.” He turned me onto my back and started to tug on my tights.

      “No, Cortez. I don’t want to.”

      Looking up from kissing my stomach, he frowned.

      “Why?”

      “I just don’t want to. I’m not in the mood, and I don’t feel sexy. I don’t feel comfortable having sex.”

      “With me?” He sounded offended. “You don’t feel comfortable fucking me of all people?” His brows dipped between his sexy brown eyes.

      “It’s not you, I just…” I sat up and sighed. “I’m not in the mood, and I don’t want to. That should be enough explanation.” I got up and went to the bathroom within our room, not giving him a chance to respond.

      Coming out, I checked my phone and saw my mother was on her way, so I took a quick shower then covered myself in lotion. Once in a short nightgown, I went downstairs to find Belly.

      He was in the den playing a video game, looking so handsome, with no shirt on and just some gray sweats and socks. Slowly, I moved toward the couch he was on and sat at the far end. For a moment, I admired his sexy side profile, his deep mahogany skin, and freshly lined facial hair and fade. The tattoos embedded in his deep complexion were so sexy, even the one reading No Good.

      “Come here.” He kept his eyes on the video game.

      Hesitantly, I moved closer to him. I assumed he was angry with me, so his command caught me off guard. Playing for a few more seconds, he paused it then turned to kiss me gently a few times, making my body become warm.

      “You’re not upset?” I laid my head on his shoulder once he resumed playing the game. I liked the feeling of his shoulder muscles moving about as he worked the controller.

      “Because you wouldn’t give me no pussy? Nah. I mean, I want the shit, but it’s aight. You too fucking pretty to be marrying a nigga that gets mad when he can’t fuck.” He glanced at me briefly before turning his attention back to the TV.

      “You’re too fine to be marrying a girl you have to feed,” I retorted.

      “I have to feed her, but she’s the prettiest female I don’ ever seen; sexy as fuck too. The pussy is fire, she’s a phenomenal ass mother, got her own money, dick sucking skills will have ya muthafuckin’ toes curling, she can cook, smart as hell, and most importantly, she fucks with me even after all the bullshit; the cheating, and the jail and hospital stints.”

      Listening to him describe me, I lifted my head off of his shoulder to kiss the corner of his mouth since he was still watching the video game.

      “I guess she sounds okay.”

      “Nah, yo’ ass is just a hater. Keep talking ’bout my girl and you gon’ have to get the fuck out.”

      I giggled before removing the controller from his hands and straddling his lap.

      “You really think I’m sexy still, or are you just being nice?”

      “What you think?” He pressed his already hardening dick against me.

      “I still don’t—”

      “I ain’t say you did. Quit thinking a nigga is always thirsty for some pussy. Shit, you be more thirsty than my ass sometimes.”

      “Not true!” I laughed.

      “It is. And since you came at me like that, which I don’t appreciate, you should let me eat you out.”

      I laughed it off even though I knew he was serious, just before my mom called to let me know she was here.

      Saved by the bell!
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      About one week later…

      

      I admit I’d been stalking Tiana Strauss’ page, but I had good reason. Ever since she sent that pregnancy photo, I’d been having dreams of dragging her ass. She was pissing me the fuck off by lying on my man, getting him arrested, and then not doing what she needed to do to get him off. I was tired of it! And because Belly couldn’t have any contact with her until the trial was over, I had to do what I had to do. This hoe was going to learn, and not only that, she was about to clear Belly’s name quick, fast, and in a hurry.

      For a while, I’d been trying to hold off on fucking her ass up, because I’d already had a charge against me for breaking Helen’s nose. The last thing I needed was another person claiming I’d beat them up. However, I had a carefully thought out plan for Tiana, and I was sure it would work. I smiled at the thought as I pulled one of Belly’s Hood’s Champ crewnecks on.

      My mother, who’d been a great help lately, agreed to watch my children for about an hour and a half. That was all I would need to get the job done. Slipping my feet into my Hermes sandals, I headed out of the bedroom and to the den where they all were.

      “I’ll be back in a little bit, okay, princess?” I squatted down to kiss Island’s cheek.

      “Yes, yes. Make brownies?” She looked away from her kitchenette for a moment.

      “Yes, but after we have dinner, okay?”

      “Meat. Veggies. Riiiccee.” Island sang, mocking me as she went back to playing, making my mom and I laugh. I always said that when she asked for sweets.

      “Yep, and then brownies.” I smoothed her hair, standing.

      I went to rain kisses on my baby boy who was dozing off after being fed a little bit ago.

      “Okay, Mama. I will be back before you know it.”

      I couldn’t get out of the house fast enough so I could catch Tiana. Her stupid ass posted on her story yesterday that she couldn’t wait to get a massage tomorrow. I knew she’d come back to the same place she ran up on me; at least I was hoping she did so I could carry my plan out. I was taking a page out of Belly’s ex bitches’ books.

      Parking my car at the spa, I felt like a rich bitch climbing out of this Maserati Belly had gotten me. I checked my watch to see the time and noticed Tiana had posted she’d gotten here about forty-five minutes ago. The massages were usually about an hour, sometimes plus fifteen minutes, so I would wait.

      I’d been in the large lobby of the hotel near the spa for about ten minutes when I heard a familiar voice that I was sure belonged to Tiana. I watched as she tread down the hall, seemingly to the bathroom since that was the only thing back there other than an employee break room. I followed her and then slipped into the one stall restroom as well.

      “Excuse me—” Tiana rolled her eyes when she saw it was me that was in the bathroom with her ass. “Look—”

      “No, you look. You have three options: get punched in the face, which I’m sure will knock out a tooth or break a bone, die, or tell the truth about what happened to you.”

      Tiana began laughing, shaking her head as she folded her arms.

      “Fine.”

      WHAM!

      I took a chance and punched her right in the face, causing her to wail loudly and cover her sore mouth. I rushed her to the wall, shutting her up, before pulling a knife from my Celine purse.

      “Wha-what the fuck are you doing?” she stammered.

      “I’m going to stab your ass up right here because you think I’m playing with you.”

      “Yeah right! You will go right to jail!” she hissed, still looking slightly afraid.

      “Bitch, I don’t care about jail. Only thing I care about is Cortez Khalil. I don’t care about my kids, my career; shit, I don’t even care about myself really if I don’t have him.” I channeled Kharla, Sienna, Maia, Megyn, and whomever else Belly had dizzy and stupid. “I will gladly go to jail if it means you’re dead. And if you’re dead, you can’t testify.”

      “Okay, wait, Blaise.” She trembled as I pressed the knife into her skin a little bit, just so she could feel it. “I—”

      “Admit my nigga didn’t rape you! You know he fucking didn’t!”

      “Blaise, I—”

      “Say the truth, bitch!”

      “Okay! Okay, he didn’t! I’m pretty sure it was one of his friends!” she barked, throwing me for a loop.

      “What?” My voice softened as I frowned, backing away. “You’re making that up.”

      “No.” She started to cry. “No, I am not. I saw him in the club recently, and he had on the same cologne he wore the night he raped me. His hands on my body felt the same and everything. It makes sense because he was there the night I gave Belly my address.”

      “What did the friend look like?” As a woman, I felt myself feeling sorry for this whore. I knew deep down she was being honest about being raped; I could see it in her eyes. I just knew it wasn’t my nigga.

      “Fair skinned guy, short fade, evil smile, scruffy facial hair.” She described Ozzy to a tee. “I didn’t see him when he assaulted me, but once I realized it was him; his face was so scary.”

      Reaching into my purse, I pulled my phone out and stopped the voice recording I’d been making since I followed her down the hall. I put my knife in its place.

      “You need to tell that to the police, your lawyer and whomever else in order to make sure my man is acquitted of these charges. Not to mention, I want you to make a public apology to him. If you don’t, Tiana, I swear I will make your life a living hell. I will fuck you up every time I see you. I will harass you; I will make you want to off yourself if you do not do what’s right. I have a recorded confession from you, but if I have to use it instead of you correcting this issue yourself, you will regret it.”

      “No. I swear I will confess.”

      “You have twenty-four hours, Tiana.” I started to walk then stopped. “No, you have less. I want this rectified by 9 a.m. tomorrow morning.”

      “That can be done.” She nodded, looking off for a moment.

      “I’m sorry that happened to you. I don’t like you for what you’ve caused my family, but had that loser ass nigga not violated you, none of this would be going on. You should want him in jail instead of dragging Cortez through all of this, knowing it won’t pan out.”

      “I know. Thanks, Blaise. I’m sorry too. I should have been said something, but to be honest, I was jealous. I felt like you’d taken the life I once lived. Tell Belly—”

      “No, you will apologize publicly to him as agreed. Not on Instagram live, but a press conference. And in the future, keep your legs closed to taken men.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      I left the bathroom, smiling the whole way to my car. When I got to it, I edited the clip to cut off me threatening her, letting it begin where I told her to admit the truth. Saving it, I emailed it to myself in case this phone did some funny shit, causing me to lose it.

      I got home fifteen minutes later and let my mama go. I brought my babies to the humongous kitchen with me, keeping them occupied while I whipped dinner up. Like Island requested, I made her some brownies as well. By the time I gave Island her plate and started to feed Baby Cortez, Belly came home.

      “Smells good as fuck up in here.” He entered the kitchen, making Island light up.

      “Daddy!”

      “What’s up?” He came to the table, scooping her up to kiss her face as she screeched.

      He put her back down so she could finish eating, then kissed Cortez and me before going to shower.

      Once he was out, I’d already had both babies bathed and in bed, so we walked to the kitchen together to eat dinner.

      “You smell good, baby.” I sat down across from him at the breakfast booth in our kitchen.

      “Come sit over here.”

      Getting up like he’d asked, I sat by him, smiling like a shy schoolgirl. We kissed a couple times and then started eating.

      I’d been taking those appetite pills, but they made my stomach hurt, so I stopped.

      “Why didn’t you tell me Ozzy raped Tiana?” I kept my eyes on my food, but I felt him pause. “And I know you know, so don’t even try it.”

      “I wanted to find him first. How the fuck you know?”

      “I had to press Tiana, and she told me. She saw him out, and things clicked for her.”

      “Blaise, what the fuck? I don’t want yo’ ass out here going rogue over this bullshit. It’s no need. I’m gon’ get off. Them niggas have literally no proof.” His sexy face was balled up.

      “I know, but I wanted it to be done quicker. And now, Tiana is ready to tell the truth. I told her if she didn’t, I was going to kill her but only after ruining her life.”

      It was silent before Belly began laughing. I felt him lean closer to me, so I turned my face to meet his lips.

      “You fucking wild. I love you.”

      “Sometimes,” I ate some of the chicken, “I love you too.”

      He started kissing on my neck and rubbing across my stomach and thighs before asking, “Can I get some tonight?”

      “I guess.” I playfully rolled my eyes. “I might just lie there.”

      “I don’t give a damn. I’m just trying to fuck.”

      I simpered as I stabbed the macaroni, liking how on me he was even when I looked like crap.
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      Talking to the feds is a no-no… I can get bread with my eyes closed…

      “Beasty” by A Boogie poured through the club speakers as I sat in my section with my brother Manny, then Will, Cole, and Siggy. I was invited out for pay of course, and since I needed to get my mind off of shit and have a drink, I agreed to it.

      I chuckled at my phone, seeing Blaise’s ass had sent me a photo of her, Island, and Cortez trying to make my ass come home. I would soon since I’d already been in this bitch for two hours, but at the moment, I was chilling.

      “I see yo’ little hoe ass is happy.” I laughed along with the homies at Manny as I refilled my glass.

      “Got my girl back, nigga. You know how that shit go.”

      “I do.”

      I looked off, seeing someone familiar in the section next to ours, staring. I realized it was Ian, right when he waved me toward him as if I was his fucking puppy dog or some shit. I glanced over at Will, thinking that had to be the muthafucka he was talking to, but by that time, Ian had made his way over.

      I could tell by his walk that he was feeling himself, and I was hoping I wouldn’t have to break his bitch ass neck.

      The bouncer glanced at me to see if it was okay to allow Ian and his homie in, and I nodded to say it was cool. The two niggas approached the table, and Ian immediately started smiling.

      “Hello, fellas.” When nobody spoke, he turned to me and said, “I waved for you to come have a chat with me.”

      “I don’t give a fuck what you did, nigga. I don’t work for yo’ ass. If you got some shit to say, you’ll bring yo’ muthafuckin’ ass to me like you just did.”

      “I’m just right over there though.”

      “That’s out of the way. I don’t even go out of my way for the shit I love, a check, and some pussy, so I damn sure ain’t about to be at yo’ fucking beck and call.” When his homie mumbled something, I stood up. “You got some shit you wanna say? It’s really nothing for me to fuck you up, Blood.”

      “Nah, man, chill.” He tossed his broken off ass dreads back.

      “Aye, you can take yo’ ass up out my section and wait for this nigga to come meet you. Moving them funky ass dreads and got the whole section smelling like onions and dick.”

      The homies roared with laughter, but I was dead serious. All the money Ian had, and he was hanging with niggas that smelled and looked like they slept under the fucking freeway. And I could tell the nigga tried to cover his funk up with cologne.

      “Anyway, can we step over here?” Ian moved off to the side, and I followed simply out of curiosity. I didn’t know this nigga at all, so I had no idea what the fuck he had to say that was this important. “I wanted to talk to you about Nichole.” He paused as if he expected a reaction. But when I didn’t say shit, he continued. “As I’m sure you know, that’s my girl, and she just had my baby. I know you’ve had a crush on her in the past, and I just want to make sure we both understand as men that I won’t allow no bullshit.”

      I couldn’t help but to laugh down in this nigga’s face.

      “I’m a grown ass man; I don’t have crushes. If I see a bitch I wanna fuck, I do that, and there’s nothing else to the shit. As far as Nichole, if I wanted that pussy, I could have had it. If I wanted it right now, I could leave the club and get it.”

      “No need to be disrespectful—”

      “Nah, muthafucka, you disrespected me by insinuating I wanted to stick my dick in yo’ gutter rat of a bitch. You need to be thanking me for the fact that I ain’t take her up on her hoe offer and leave my nut all over ya fucking couch.”

      “Man.” He waved me off and started to walk away, but I snatched his ass up by the side of his collar.

      “Nigga, I said you need to thank me.” I glared right into his eyes, waiting for that shit. Funny how he thought a nigga was joking.

      “I ain’t thanking you for that shit.”

      “You can do it, or I can break yo’ fucking face. It’s up to you. To imply that I’d fuck yo’ hot potato pussy ass baby mama was foul, and I need an apology and a thank you. You don’t want these hood nigga problems; you wanna keep shit straight laced, so I suggest you get right the fuck to it. You got about four seconds.”

      Ian stared up at me since I was slightly taller than his bitch ass, contemplating. I stayed calm, still holding him up, ready to crack the structure of his face with one hit. I guess he’d chosen to do the right thing after he saw how I fucked up Blaise’s exes and unintentionally killed Mason.

      “My apologies. And thank you.” His teeth were clenched the whole time as he gave me what I wanted begrudgingly.

      Grinning, I let him down and replied, “You’re welcome. Get the fuck up out my shit.”

      Ian left my area, and I coolly went back to the couch where my homeboys were to drink a little more. After an hour, I was over the shit, so I left out, leaving them niggas with the bitches that had come to chill, and to finish off the liquor.

      “Aye, what’s that shit you said!” Someone hollered behind me as I walked to my whip in the back parking lot.

      “Man, chill!” another nigga told him, just as I looked over my shoulder to see Ian’s dread head ass homie and another nigga. I then realized, now under the parking lot light, that the dread headed nigga was an NFL player too. I chuckled because this muthafucka had about six dreads in his head total.

      Pausing, I waited for him to come closer since his homeboys couldn’t contain him.

      “You got some shit to say?” I inquired with a smirk as he got closer, face twisted the fuck up like he was about that bullshit.

      “Yeah, watch who—ahh!” he hollered mid-sentence when I twisted the fuck out of his finger and decked his ass between the eyes.

      “Don’t put ya finger in my face, muthafucka.” I growled as he bent all over in pain. I was holding his wrist at this point, twisting that shit behind his back as he winced from the pain of this and the one in his face. “Now when I drop you, make sure you get the fuck out my way before I reverse this muthafuckin’ car, or I’m gon’ run you and this pterodactyl shit sitting on yo’ head over.”

      Finally letting his arm go, making him drop to the ground, I turned to walk to my Lamborghini truck. But as I was climbing in, I saw a face in the distance that I’d never thought I’d be this fucking happy to see.

      Starting my shit, I quickly began backing out, not giving a fuck that dread head’s homie had to quickly snatch his body from behind the car.

      THUMP!

      “Fuck!” he yelled when I clipped his hip, but I continued on like the shit didn’t happen, pulling off behind the car already headed out.

      Staying behind a little bit, I followed Helen to wherever the fuck she was going. Since my girl had done a solid for me with this Tiana shit, even though it wasn’t needed really, I was about to do the same for her. No way was Helen about to get a check out of my bitch. She needed to do shit the hood way. If she was that upset about getting fucked up, she should’ve tried to go for round two instead of pressing charges.

      About thirty minutes later, we pulled up to a fancy ass apartment building. I locked my piece in my waist because shit, you never know, as I slipped through the parking gate right behind her. Once she found a space to slide her car into, I parked mine right next to her. I was out of my whip before she was out of hers, so by the time she shut her driver’s side door to switch off, I met her by her trunk.

      “Belly, shit, you scared me.” She placed her hand over her chest, speaking breathily.

      “My bad.” I got up off her trunk and started moving toward her, forcing her to back up a little bit. Now we were in between our cars in the dimly lit structure. “I just wanted to talk to you.”

      Helen stared up into my eyes, her head tilted all the way back almost since I was much taller than her ass. Blaise was the same, even shorter than Helen it seemed, but I guess I ain’t notice because I couldn’t look at Blaise’s ass too long without kissing her.

      “Oh yeah?” Helen softened up. “We can talk some more up in my apartment.”

      “Lead the way.”

      Happy as fuck, she started off toward the elevator, and I trailed her. Riding up, she couldn’t stop looking me over, biting her lip.

      “Congrats on the baby.”

      “Thanks.”

      Helen giggled before stepping off the elevator and leading me to her apartment door. This shit was plush, and I knew for sure her ass had finessed some muthafucka into paying for it. No way her hoe ass had enough coins to pay for this shit.

      As I looked around, Helen set her shit down before asking, “So is this gonna be a one-time thing tonight, or a continuous…? Or do you have to see what I’m working with before deciding? I won’t say shit to Blaise.”

      I chuckled subtly as I neared her, backing her into a wall. I could physically see her breath get caught in her throat.

      “I’m not sliding up inside you. Heard you got bum bumps on ya pussy, and I ain’t with that shit. You can’t give me head either, ’cause I don’t want that musty ass cat on ya head that you call a wig, bouncing in my fucking lap all night.”

      “Wha—”

      Her sentence was cut short when I wrapped my hand around her skinny neck then drove her up the wall. Seeing her eyes bulge the fuck out was comical.

      “Now what yo’ ass is about to do is drop all these charges against my girl, and let this shit go. Or…” I used my free hand to retrieve my gun and pressed it to her forehead, removing the safety at the same time. “I can splatter yo’ shit.”

      Helen nodded quickly, making me smile, so I let her down, releasing her neck.

      “I will call my lawyer and tell her.”

      “You better. If not, you’ll be kidnapped, gutted, and decapitated. I’ll give yo’ ass a couple days.” I stepped away from her to look around her apartment again.

      After a couple moments of silence, she said, “I mean we could still—”

      Quickly placing the gun back to her head, I replied, “Mention jeopardizing my fucking health with that pastrami box again, and you won’t have a chance to say shit to ya lawyer.”

      “Okay, okay.” She threw her hands up.

      Keeping my gun in hand, I tread toward her door, but something caught my eye.

      “Aye, how much you pay for this shit?” I pointed to the Keurig machine with my gun.

      Coming closer, Helen stammered, “Like two hundred dollars. It was a bundle deal and—”

      “Unplug it.”

      “Huh?”

      “Unplug the muthafucka and hurry the fuck up.” I scowled at her stupid ass.

      She rushed around the counter and moved a few things before pulling the plug from the wall.

      “Now what?”

      “I want it. Give me some shit to go with it too since it’s too late to go the store.”

      Helen hesitated, but when I purposely scratched my head with the hand holding the gun, she got right to packing the shit up like a star Walmart employee. I watched her empty the water out of the side shit before clipping it back on. She then returned the machine to the counter before grabbing some pod looking shits and tossing them into a brown paper bag.

      “Here you go.”

      “Thanks.” I snatched the bag before peeking inside. Grabbing the machine up, I said, “And don’t forget, you try to play me, it’s over for you.”

      Helen nodded as I left out, holding my new Keurig closely.

      I knew Blaise wanted one, because she stayed talking about it but never went and bought the shit. Now I was about to surprise her. Helen kept this shit in good condition too, which I was happy about.

      I picked up some roses from this one flower shop I knew that stayed open pretty late, and then took my ass home. The house was quiet, so I knew everybody was sleep, but Blaise would have to wake her ass up and see my gifts.

      After placing the shit down in the kitchen, I headed upstairs and into our bedroom. I saw her pretty ass sleeping soundlessly, so I peeled the covers back and squatted down to be eye level. When I moved her long dark hair from her face, she opened her eyes, scowling.

      “Why are you staring at me, weirdo?” She laughed when I sucked my teeth.

      “You called me up here.”

      “I was sleep. No I didn’t.”

      “Told me you wanted some dick. Now when I get here, you acting stupid as fuck. For my troubles, I should be able to get some pussy.”

      Blaise burst into laughter before rolling her eyes.

      “That is not gonna work.” She paused for a second then added, “Come lay down.” Her perfect teeth sunk down into her lip.

      “I wanna show you something first. Come on.”

      “Baby, I’m tired.” She whined as I scooped her from the bed, kissing her neck as I carried her bridal style up out of the room. When we got to the kitchen, I only turned on the breakfast bar light so it wouldn’t be too bright in this bitch. “For you.”

      “Thank you, baby.” Blaise grinned, clutching the roses tightly. “I love roses.”

      “And this too.” I pointed to the Keurig sitting on the marble counter.

      “Oh my gosh! I’ve always wanted one of these!” She rushed to it, cheesing. She inspected it for a bit then asked, “Where is the box and booklet so I can see how to set it up?”

      “Uh, just look the shit up on YouTube.”

      “I can, but I still want the box and stuff because it comes with this little shopping booklet for teas and coffee.”

      “Oh shit. Almost forgot.” I poured the contents of the brown paper bag out. “Got you some samples.”

      Blaise leaned back for a kiss while wearing a smile, so I gave her one.

      “Thank you! I can’t wait to have herbal tea in the morning. Do you have the booklet and box?”

      “Why you just can’t say thank you then come up to the room and ride my dick? Fuck you care about some fuck ass box and booklet for? Does that damn box give you back shots for hours? Does that booklet eat yo’ pussy?”

      Laughing, Blaise replied, “Okay, baby. I’m sorry. Come on.” She took my hand, shut the light off, and led me upstairs to the bedroom.
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        * * *

      

      “They’re dropping the charges against you since Tiana Strauss has admitted that she knows who her rapist was, and that it wasn’t you,” my lawyer Olive explained before smiling.

      “Aight, cool. Did she tell y’all who the muthafucka is?” I ran my hands down my jeans. I wanted to get at Ozzy before they arrested his ass.

      “She did, so we are currently trying to track him down. Ozbert Wilkes II, who I found is your friend.” Olive stared at me. “I think I was right when I said he set you up.”

      “You did say that,” Blaise chimed in, holding Island in her lap as our son slept in his carrier.

      “Mrs. Strauss wants to apologize publicly to you, Cortez, which I think is a great idea, considering she tarnished your reputation with these lies. However, I also think you should sue her for what she’s done, as well as everyone in charge of keeping you locked up without a bail hearing for basically hearsay and with no proof.” Olive shrugged. I glanced at Blaise’s ass since this was her doing, and she too shrugged but with a smile.

      “Sue? For how much? If it ain’t a figure worth my fucking time, then I ain’t doing the shit.”

      Olive nodded. “Understandable. I’m thinking three million dollars from Mrs. Strauss, which isn’t anything to her honestly, but it’s enough to let people in the future know that you won’t allow this type of mess on your name. As for the justice system, we can get you some small change, but these both are about the principle.”

      “Yes, we’re doing that,” Blaise interjected.

      “Happy wife, happy life, right?” was all I could say, making the two women laugh and nod in agreement.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night…

      

      I could barely function for the rest of the fucking day, trying to think of where Ozzy’s ass could be. Finally, it hit me about twenty minutes ago that he was most likely hiding out at his fucking grandma’s house.

      Back in the day, whenever we got caught up in some illegal shit, his grandma’s spot was always the go-to, and something was telling me the muthafucka was dumb enough to not change his habits.

      I’d been so busy with being a fucking father, trying to open this new strip joint, staying booked, and then setting up a new fight, that the little time I did dedicate to finding the nigga, had me coming up short.

      However, when Olive mentioned that they couldn’t locate Ozzy, it definitely helped me figure shit out.

      After helping Blaise put Island and Cortez to bed, I fucked her to sleep then showered. I got dressed in some sweats, a white t-shirt, black hoodie, socks, and some Huaraches. I kept shit simple, and left the house, taking this old ass Toyota Avalon I’d sourced.

      Ozzy’s grandma lived in Inglewood where I grew up, which was pretty far from my new fancy ass crib. However, since it was after 9 p.m., it didn’t take me but half an hour versus the hour and a half it would’ve usually taken a nigga. I was even able to stop at the store to get some plastic wrap.

      Parking my shit right outside, I climbed out then laid the plastic wrap along the back seat of the whip to protect the leather, then made my way up to the door.

      I rang the bell, and after what felt like a fucking hour, his grandma answered.

      “Cortez! Oh, you’re so handsome!” She beamed, pushing the screen door out to let me in.

      “How you doing?” I slipped inside to hug her frail frame.

      “Oh, I’m okay. Just was eating some ice cream before bed.”

      “Cool.” I locked the door as she walked slowly to the kitchen to put the top on the rainbow sherbet. “Ya grandson here?”

      “No, child. He’s out running the streets. He usually comes home at about 11 p.m. or midnight.” She shut the freezer after putting the ice cream up. “I have no idea why he’s back staying with me after being with you rich folk.” She cracked up, and so did I as I took a seat on the floral couch.

      “Hey, sometimes you wanna revert back to what you know.” I looked around the living room, thinking about how crazy it was that nothing had changed.

      “Well, I can call him for you and—”

      “Nah, I’ll just wait, if that’s aight.”

      “Of course. Would you like some pie while you wait? I just made it today, and I know you always loved my pies. It’s cherry.”

      I wasn’t in the mood for pie right now, but to appease her, I replied, “Of course.”

      A few moments later, she brought me a slice with some vanilla bean ice cream on it, and after the first bite, I was happy as a muthafucka that I’d taken her up on her offer.

      “Need the light on?”

      “Nah, I can see. Thanks.”

      “Well I’m going to bed, honey. Goodnight. My hearing aid will be out, so if you need me, you’ll have to come to my room.”

      “Night.” I snickered.

      I polished off the pie and ice cream then made myself a glass of ice water. After being on my phone, sending emails, and watching hood rat hoes fight on YouTube, I heard what I knew to be Ozzy pulling up, blasting his music.

      Locking my iPhone, I slipped it into my pocket then waited. I listened as Ozzy cut his car off, got out, and then hummed whatever he was listening to as he made his way up the porch steps.

      He slipped his key into the door, entering, and then shut both behind him, locking them up. It was dark in the living room, so he ain’t notice me. He in fact walked right past my ass and headed down the hallway to his room. I found that shit funny and almost got up to go back there and approach him, but the sound of him coming out of his room halted my moves.

      “She only give the pussy up to a real nigga,” Ozzy rapped what I believed to be a Ricky AK song as he came back into the dark room, still not realizing I was seated on the couch.

      “Sit yo’ ass down,” I spoke up, making him damn near jump out of his skin and hit the ceiling.

      “Belly?”

      “Down.” I directed him with my gun, and he slowly descended into the La-Z-Boy across from me. “Why you do this bullshit?”

      “Do what?” His voice trembled. I tittered before removing the safety off the gun. Upon hearing it, he changed his tune. “I don’t know, man. You’ve known me for a long ass time, and I ain’t never raped no female. It’s just when I saw her ass, I wanted her badly as hell. I couldn’t believe you turned her down. I also knew she would never fuck with me like that because Tiana is a top-notch female. Plus, she had a husband. So when he died, I felt like that was my opportunity since I had her address.”

      “You ’bout the dumbest muthafucka on earth, you know that?”

      “I ain’t you, Belly! Aight! I can’t just have females of that caliber willing to fuck me. Yeah, them groupie hoes be ready to do whatever, but that’s off the strength of being associated with you! I just wanted one night with a woman like that.”

      “The reason females of that caliber don’t fuck with you is because you’re a bitch ass nigga, and they can see it. As stupid as these hoes like to pretend to be, they ain’t. They know a muthafucka that’s fronting and ain’t about shit off rip. You’ll never in yo’ pathetic ass life be able to fuck with a bitch on Tiana’s level, ’cause you ain’t no man. And what type of nigga wears cologne to commit crimes? You’s a little ass boy, with little ass boy pockets, and the self-esteem of a bitch selling pussy on Fig.”

      “Fuck you!” He hopped up, so I did the same. “You lucky I ain’t rape that bitch Blaise while you was locked up!”

      WHAM!

      Out of reflex, I backhanded the shit out of this nigga with my gun. He wailed like a bitch, holding his face, so I gave his ass another hit just as he swung too.

      Locking my gun up, I just whooped his ass, ignoring his cries and pleas for me to stop. Even when I saw two teeth pop out of his mouth, I ain’t slow up. It wasn’t until he was on the floor, not moving at all, and face damn near covered in blood that I let up.

      I wanted to kill his ass, but I’d known Ozzy for a minute, and death would be the easy way out for him. He would prefer that shit over prison, so that’s where the fuck he was going.

      Growing up and being part of a gang made dying normal as fuck and not the least bit scary after a while. So I’d be doing a nigga like Ozzy a favor by putting a bullet in his head.

      I dragged his ass out of the house and tossed him in my back seat, on top of the plastic. Driving right down to the police station that had arrested me, I tossed his ass out after making sure he still had a pulse.

      I waited across the way for about twenty minutes, before I finally saw some officers come out to survey Ozzy, make a phone call probably to the ambulance, and then bring him inside. He’d better live or I’d murk his ass. I ain’t know how, but I would. Nigga gon’ be double-dead fucking ’round with me.

      Accomplished, I drove my ass home.
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      I smiled down at my phone, watching Tiana’s public apology that had been posted on every damn blog and had even made the news. Not only that, but the police department that arrested him, along with the warden of the jail, and a couple other figures gave him apologies, which was perfect.

      It felt good to have my man’s name cleared because I was ready to fight every person I saw making rude ass comments about him being a damn rapist. Belly was an amazing man, and the last thing he deserved was for some whore to ruin his reputation and make him look less than.

      “Did you hear that, cutie?” I cooed to Cortez.

      “Yes,” Island answered, prompting me to giggle.

      “I thought your name was princess and your brother could be cutie.” I frowned out of fake confusion.

      “No. I both!”

      “You are pretty cute.” I brought Island closer to kiss her plump cheeks. When I placed her down, my heart melted watching her rub her baby brother’s round belly gently like she saw me do sometimes.

      Just then, my phone rang, and I saw it was my lawyer, Eileen.

      “Hey, Eileen, is everything okay?”

      “Yes, actually. It appears… Helen wants to forget the whole thing. She dropped the case. Apparently, she told her lawyer a week ago, but her lawyer had been trying to convince her not to drop, which is why I’ve just gotten word.”

      “So I pay her nothing?”

      “Nope. This is over with.”

      I felt myself smiling as I chatted with Eileen for a little longer. After hanging up, I immediately texted Belly.

      Me: Helen dropped the charges.

      Mine: I know.

      Reading his response puzzled me, but then it hit me.

      Me: Thanks baby. Lol.

      Mine: Returning the favor.

      After placing my phone down, I looked over my lines for this Vanessa Mario series as my children relaxed on the bed with me.

      My baby boy was pretty grumpy because usually when I tickled his tummy, he gave me a smile, but all day, he’d been stale faced. I was pretty sure it was because I gave him a bath this morning, and he cried the whole time, obviously not in the mood.

      Once I felt like I’d studied enough for right now, I put my script up and then went to make some food for Island and myself.

      I’d noticed my appetite had improved, ever since Belly had been eating with me, and even more now that I took my doctor’s advice by eating whatever I craved.

      It was a mental struggle convincing myself that it was okay to eat a chocolate covered donut for breakfast, but I was happy I did that shit because I was starting to feel like myself again. Belly was helpful, eating whatever I ate, no matter how unhealthy, to make me feel better about it. The stomachaches weren’t the best, but us both having them together made it worth it in a sick way.

      My phone rang as I watched Island eat and held the bottle up for Cortez. I saw it was Priscilla.

      She, Alivia, and Isabella were accompanying me to a luncheon tomorrow afternoon. It was for ovarian cancer, and the money we bid on designer handbags would go to a foundation for it. I was so excited to be invited because I knew only women of a certain caliber could attend. My image of being a record producer’s baby mama was long gone, and I couldn’t be any happier about it. I was simply Blaise Cansino and not Five-Star’s bitch.

      I talked with Priscilla for a quick second, brainstorming on what to wear, and then as soon as I hung up, my manager, Ivory, called.

      “Hey!” I picked up, praying it wasn’t another role. I was grateful that she kept me working, but damn!

      “A few things. Firstly, Exposed Magazine called, and they want you to do a photo spread.”

      “Umm, Exposed Magazine as in the magazine who only takes naked pictures?”

      “Yes. I mean, your breasts and vagina will be covered by your arm or something, but yes, you’ll be virtually naked.”

      “Right. Well my body is not all the way there yet.”

      “The shoot isn’t for a while, so you’ll be good to go by the time it’s here. I think it’s a good opportunity to spread your name. They’ll do an interview on you as well. You can even discuss the issues you’ve had recovering from being pregnant.”

      “I will think about it.”

      “Do it, Blaise. It would be great. Lastly, Vanessa Mario is having a big party, and you need to be there. It’s an exclusive Hollywood event, and you have an invitation. You don’t have a plus one, so you’ll be attending alone.”

      “Yes, okay.” I took a pen from the side of the fridge and began writing this down.

      “Versace sent you some free dresses; you’ll wear them for the next few appearances and maybe to that party. Got it?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Okay, talk to you soon.” Hanging up, I sighed. “Oh my gosh.”

      “Oh my gosh!” Island repeated, sauce all over her little lips and cheeks, making me shake my head at her.

      Belly was not going to approve of such a thing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ain’t fuckin' with no off-brand bitch… Ooh, don't think these niggas understand me…

      “Startender’” by A-Boogie played over the luncheon as all the ladies either stood, sat at their table, or swayed subtly with their champagne in hand.

      It was an outdoors luncheon at a beautiful mansion with a backyard that had grass so green it looked fake. All the ladies looked pristine, adhering to the dress code by wearing the colors pink, white, or peach.

      For the moment, everyone was just enjoying the small snacks, drinks, and music, until it was time to eat the actual food, and then attend the auction inside the enormous den.

      “This is so nice. Thank you for inviting me, Blaise.” Isabella smiled, smoothing down her white dress.

      “You’re welcome. I thought it’d be nice to ask you all to come with me.”

      “Yeah, I feel important.” Priscilla grinned as we chuckled. She looked so pretty in her peach outfit.

      Alivia wore white as well, and I had on a baby pink blazer dress that stopped mid-thigh.

      “Oh no. Is that who I think it is?” Alivia pointed, and I spotted Megyn across the grass with her friend Zara. They were already looking at me, so I quickly turned my attention back to my friends.

      “Yep, it is.” I rolled my eyes.

      “That bitch is still thirsty! I mean, damn. What kind of dick does Belly have?” Priscilla joked, causing us to roar with laughter as the song switched.

      “Do not tell me what he has, because if he got bitches still vying for him after public embarrassment, it must be voodoo.” Alivia put her hand up.

      The four of us giggled as I shrugged my shoulders, thinking about it. I didn’t know if I could live without that dick, but I was happy I wouldn’t have to find out. Belly knew what he was doing when he was fucking you, and it made you crazy. By saying that, I understood the attachment to him, but I didn’t give a fuck. Messing with Belly would get you fucked up, attached or not.

      Everyone enjoyed the scenery for about an hour more, before we sat down to have the actual lunch. A few people got up to speak while we feasted, and once done, we filed into the den for the auction.

      A few hours later, and we’d raised $300,000 bidding on vintage designer bags from Louis Vuitton, Chanel, and Gucci. My friends and I all bought a couple things, except Isabella. Her money wasn’t as available, but she did buy a wallet, which was enough. They should be happy she got anything.

      After the auction was over, everyone either left or went back to enjoying the house party. I was tired, missing my babies and man, so my girls and I decided we would leave.

      “I will meet you guys at the car. I have to pee,” I let my friends know as they headed out of the front door.

      Letting my Giuseppe Zanotti heels click against the floor, I made my way to the big bathroom designated for the people at the party. It was dope, set up like a public restroom so multiple people could use it, but it was decorated like a personal bathroom.

      Once I peed, I went to the sink to wash my hands while surveying the side part ponytail in my head. Just as I grabbed one of the thick napkins to dry my hands, Megyn came out of one of the stalls behind me. She was wearing a peach dress like Priscilla, and I admit she looked nice in it. She’d dyed her hair golden blonde and had it hanging down with body waves. She was a pretty girl.

      “Wow, didn’t expect to see you here.” She chuckled before turning the faucet on.

      “Likewise.” I began touching up my lips.

      She watched me the whole time that she washed her hands, but I paid her no mind.

      “I want you to know that despite what you hear, I am very much over Cortez and his shenanigans.” Megyn dried her hands.

      “About time, because he’s been over you. Matter fact, he was never on you.”

      “Is that what you think?”

      “It’s what I know. Word of advice: if a nigga leaves you in the lobby to spend the night with another woman who ain’t even giving it up when you are, he ain’t into you.” I smiled.

      “Well like I said, I’m over that. I got a new man who is even picking me up from here.”

      “Is that supposed to be a plus? Him picking you up? Bitch, you sound like a high school girl, happy that her pedophile college boyfriend is scooping her from school.”

      I laughed hard as hell, just because I could sense her infuriation.

      “You can laugh all the fuck you want, Blaise, but at least I have a real man, while you’re over there with a little ass boy, hoping he will marry you. While my man is only thinking about me, yours is out looking for new bitches to fuck on. I am happy as hell that I don’t fuck with Cortez and got me a real nigga who would never even look at you twice!”

      “That’s funny that you’re so happy because when I was using my man’s phone earlier, I saw you sent him a direct message on Instagram, trying to check up on him.” I stared into her eyes, and she gave me no response because she was caught. “And this was just two days ago. I guess since you got no response, you’re happy with your new man. I can’t wait to see him.” I slipped out of the bathroom, using the napkin to twist the golden knob.

      “It must’ve been a fake account, because trust me, I do not care to check up on him!” Megyn followed me, sounding stupid. I guess that was the best delayed response she could come up with.

      She should’ve been glad I didn’t punch her ass. The only reason I didn’t was because I felt there was truly no need. Not only did Belly not reply, he hadn’t even looked at it. The message still had a blue dot next to it and was in bold. Me hitting her was truly pointless because she didn’t matter. It was laughable how stuck on a man she was who gave her nothing but some dick before sending her on her way. I was ashamed for her.

      “Oh, is that him?” I pointed to the Mercedes-Benz CLS that Zara was standing by. A tall light-skinned brother was leaning up against it, wearing a Gucci polo, some light-colored jeans, and normal Gucci sneakers. He had a little bit of ice on him too. He was a nice-looking guy and appeared to have a little money on him.

      “Don’t worry about it!” Megyn snapped as I put my finger up to Priscilla, who honked her horn to let me know where she and the other girls were.

      Feeling petty, I walked Megyn’s man’s way, and like clockwork, his eyes were on me. He watched me the whole time as I neared, never once looking off to the side where his rabid girlfriend now was.

      “Hi, I’m Blaise.” I stuck my hand out, smiling brightly up at him.

      Licking his lips and leaning up off of his car, he shook my hand with a simper.

      “Elias.”

      “You’re very handsome, so I just had to come over and introduce myself.”

      “I appreciate you doing that.” He looked me up and down, again licking his lips. “You are beautiful as hell. I see ya show all the time.”

      “Oh, so you know who I am?” I grinned, not due to his compliment but the fact that he was entertaining me right in front of Megyn.

      “I definitely have. So you still with Belly and what not?”

      “Is that your business? You have a girlfriend.”

      “I do?” He frowned.

      “Really, Elias!” Megyn finally burst through.

      “Chill.” He moved from her touch.

      “To answer your question, I am still with him, about to be married.” I showed my ring, allowing it to blind all three of their asses.

      “That’s cool, but maybe we can be friends until then; go to dinner.” He reached for my hands, but I moved them.

      “Megyn, come on. Fuck him.” Zara tugged on her grief-stricken friend’s arm.

      “No, we can’t be friends, because he will kill you. And I’m not interested; I just wanted to prove a point here to your hoe. If y’all are serious, keep her out of my man’s messages.” Turning to look at Zara, I waved with a smile then said to Megyn, “Looks like your nigga isn’t only thinking about you.”

      “It’s only because he knows you’re a hoe!” Megyn barked as I turned to walk away.

      “Girl, bye! Just admit all the niggas you like, like me better.” I gave her a wink, before adjusting the pink Chanel purse hanging from my shoulder.

      “What was that?” Alivia asked as soon as I slid into the passenger seat of Priscilla’s car.

      “For real. That nigga watched you walk away like you were the love of his life.”

      “Nothing major.” I shrugged as Priscilla pulled off. Like a sprung little boy, Elias watched as we drove by.
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        * * *

      

      London, England…

      

      I was currently in London for my first time ever with Belly, Island, Baby Cortez, and my mama since she agreed to keep an eye on the kids to give us some alone time at certain points. I didn’t ask, but since she offered, Belly said it was okay for her to tag along.

      We were here because Belly had to make a few appearances out here, and a popular English liquor company had signed him to a multimillion-dollar deal. He also had an interview with a British magazine. My baby was a superstar now, and I was so proud of him.

      I was happy I found the time to follow him here. My career was important to me, but it was also important for me to support my soon-to-be husband. My acting career and even the money that came with it, didn’t keep me warm at night, didn’t make me feel special, didn’t love and protect me, didn’t eat junk food with me to increase my appetite, knowing it would cause him to have a stomachache, and surely didn’t sit and eat with me when I had issues. So sometimes, I would definitely put it in the back seat to support my man.

      It was a little after 6 p.m., and Belly had let me know before he left to do the magazine shoot and interview, to get pretty. He said he would be here by 7 p.m. to pick me up so we could go on a date, and I was so excited. I’d been out of the country before; the most memorable being when Five-Star took me to Australia with him. That may have been when I got pregnant.

      So far in London, Belly and I had done a few things with the kids, and already it was better than Australia, so I could only imagine what us being alone here would be like. The suite we were staying in was like a beautiful Victorian styled apartment. It was three bedrooms, more than we needed, a kitchen, living room, two bathrooms, a balcony seating area, and a dining room. I could live here.

      An hour and ten minutes later, I was finally ready, trying to look as perfect as possible for Belly.

      “Wow, honey. You already got the man.” My mother smiled, watching me fluff out my hair in the full-length mirror.

      “Thank you, Mama. I have to make sure not a hair is out of place.” I did a spin in the mirror, admiring my short, black corset dress from Dolce & Gabbana. I paired it with some satin Dolce & Gabbana sandal stilettos. My makeup was flawless, and my jewelry went well with my look. I was so nervous for some reason.

      “Well you look perfect to me. I think Belly will agree.”

      “I hope so.” I put my hoops in. “You know they say men lose interest once you have a baby,” I half joked. People had been commenting that on my Instagram pictures, and I admit it was annoying.

      “That is true sometimes.” She leaned against the wall. “But I honestly believe that he is still very much smitten with you. Usually men do all this to get you, but he has you, and he’s still doing it.” My mom sat down as I changed purses to match my outfit. “I admit I only approved of him because he was handsome and getting rich. I thought he would eventually leave you.”

      “Wow.”

      “I don’t mean it in that way, honey. It’s just men who are rich and good looking typically don’t stick around. Not to mention he had a harem. That was why I didn’t want you getting pregnant by him.

      Now I can say I am actually envious, in a good way. I’ve never cared about love, but seeing you two makes me maybe want it.”

      “About time. You’re still good looking; you can be a bit superficial sometimes, but you are a good person, so any man would love you.”

      “We’ll see.” She sighed, just as we heard someone walking through the front door of our suite.

      I felt like I was holding my breath, waiting for Belly to come into the bedroom I was in with my mother, who quickly slipped out. He appeared in the doorway, and I could already smell his Chanel cologne. I couldn’t help but to blush and smile as he neared me in his button up and slacks, looking so handsome and debonair. I loved that he could pull off both looks.

      Slipping his hands into his pockets so that I could only see his Richard Mille watch on one wrist, and a bracelet on the other, he inspected me. I fidgeted, skittish as hell.

      “What’s wrong?” I finally inquired since he hadn’t said anything.

      “Nothing.” His brows raised slightly as he shook his head. “I just ain’t know what the fuck to say.” He grabbed my hands to hold them out. “Damn. You are perfect, woman.”

      “No I am not.” I giggled shyly. His face was serious as he continued to eye me in admiration and lust.

      “Nah, you really are. I don’t think too many things are perfect other than God, but you definitely are, baby.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered before we pecked lightly so my lipstick wouldn’t get ruined.

      I took an Instagram boomerang of us in the full-length mirror before we left out.

      An all-black truck was waiting downstairs, and the driver got out to open the door for us.

      “Did you pump?” Belly inquired as we rode.

      “Yes, baby. I did.”

      He told me to do so because he wanted to drink with me. So I made sure to get enough to last our son all day tomorrow and part of the next day. The alcohol would be long gone from my system before then, but I wanted to be safe.

      “Good.” He kissed me.

      We arrived to what was called the London Eye, and after checking in for our appointment for whatever this was, we were escorted up to a lounge. We were given free glasses of champagne, and told to relax for a little bit.

      “What are we about to do?” I quizzed with a smile.

      “You gon’ see.”

      For the next fifteen minutes, we sipped our champagne, which was amazing, and talked.

      I was surprised by how eager Belly was to get married to me, so most of our conversation was me updating him on how long before we walked down the aisle.

      “You don’t have a baby coming or something, right?” I asked as we stood up since we were told to come on.

      “Are you pregnant?”

      “No.”

      “Then nah, I fucking don’t. Can’t a nigga just be ready to get married? Shit, sound like you got some dick on the side, and if you do, let me know so I can toss yo’ ass off this high ass shit.”

      I laughed heartily because of how angry he was.

      “I’m sorry, baby.” I slipped my hand into his as we walked to get on this moving capsule thing. It was made of glass, and we could see all of London through it.

      “Would you guys like a photo?” the man asked, and we said ‘yes’.

      He snapped a few photos of us, and then the ride began, taking us all around and showing different parts of the city. We got some chocolate truffles to enjoy, and they were so delicious. It was the best chocolate I’d ever had truthfully.

      I couldn’t stop updating my story on Instagram, because every time I put my phone down, I wanted to take a picture of something new, whether it be Belly and I, our luxury chocolates, the scenery in this glass bubble, or the champagne bottle they’d given us. Unfortunately, it didn’t take long for the blogs to post screen grabs from my story. I didn’t care though; I was enjoying this and a little tipsy.

      “This is so nice,” I whispered to Belly as we cuddled up.

      We pecked, but then it soon turned to something more passionate and hungrier. We’d completely forgotten the man in here with us, until the ride was over, and he announced it.

      I was surely buzzed after that, but the night wasn’t over according to Belly, so we took a ten-minute ride to this place named Aqua Shard. It was a restaurant that was high up as well, and when we got there, I saw we were the only patrons.

      “Private dining.” Belly smirked, leading me to our table near the window.

      The lighting of the place was very dim, almost dark, with blue and purple lights here and there. This was one of the fanciest places I’d ever been to.

      Belly pulled my chair out so that I could sit down, and then sat adjacent to me. A waiter immediately brought us more fancy champagne, along with a complimentary appetizer.

      “You wanna do me a favor?” I cheesed.

      “Give me ya fucking phone.”

      Giddily, I handed him my iPhone and posed for a picture in this bomb ass restaurant, at this beautiful table, with my glass of champagne.

      “Let me get one of you, baby.” I took my phone back and held it up, waiting for a pose. Typical Belly gave me nothing; just sat there looking rugged and sexy, so I snapped it.

      He decided to post my photo on his page, and so I posted his on mine. We both put the caption My View.

      “You got me doing the most corny shit out here on the gram. It’s cool though ’cause you fine as fuck.”

      “You too.” I smiled. I’d been smiling all night and couldn’t stop. Intertwining our fingers, I added, “We’re gonna be married forever. No divorcing, no cheating, no separating.”

      “I been knew that shit. Yo’ ass is just now catching up. I told yo’ ass you ain’t going nowhere.”

      “Long as you stay faithful.”

      “If I didn’t plan to, I wouldn’t have asked yo’ ass to marry me, Blaise.”

      Again, I was cheesing.

      “Alright! What can we start you two with tonight?” A male waiter, not the female who’d given us the champagne, approached happily.

      “Aye, I ain’t trying to be rude, but you need to get us a different fucking waiter. Ya breath is smelling like a sixteen-ounce cup of ass, and I can’t have you breathing all over me, my lady, and my fucking food.”

      My jaw was literally sitting on the table, and so was the waiter’s.

      “Cortez.” I bucked my eyes.

      “Close yo’ shit up, my nigga. Now get us another muthafuckin’ waiter ’fore I get upset.” Belly was calm but obviously irritated. The man’s breath wasn’t the best, so I didn’t want to interject too much.

      The poor waiter hurried off, and a few moments later, another one came to tend to our table.

      The dinner was so nice, and it felt good to just chill with my man, in another country, with some good food and drinks. Before we left, Belly let the manager know he didn’t appreciate being assaulted by the waiter with halitosis, which was so embarrassing.

      “Baby, tonight was the best!” I beamed when we got back to the bedroom we shared in the suite.

      “I’m glad.” He squatted down in front of me since I’d plopped down onto our bed, and began removing my heels for me. I loved when he did that.

      “Okay. You relax, and I will be right back.”

      I got up and grabbed a few things from my bag, before going into the bathroom. I changed into some very revealing lingerie, finally feeling proud enough of my body again. It was pretty much back to how it looked before I got pregnant, except I had no abs, only a flat stomach. It was fine.

      Once I was dolled up, I fixed my hair a little, then got ready to walk out into the bedroom, but some music came on. It was a nice volume, low but loud enough for us to hear in our room. I realized it was “Don’t Leave Me” by Blackstreet. I couldn’t help the grin that spread across my face as I walked into our dimly lit bedroom to see Belly on the bed naked. He looked so good to me, and his mahogany complexion was lickable.

      “Hurry up and come here,” he demanded.

      As the music played, I glided over to him, and when the first verse started, we began to lip sync together as I straddled him on the bed. Our singing didn’t last long because we began French kissing as he pulled my lingerie off.

      I'm searchin' for the words to make you realize… that I really, really want you to stay…

      I was as naked as him in seconds, so he lifted me slightly before bringing me down onto his dick. I whimpered against his lips, as his long, thick dick invaded my body. Gripping my waist, he guided me up and down, until I was able to take control and do it myself as we kissed hungrily.

      I tossed my head back because I couldn’t contain my moans as he kissed and sucked on my neck, chest, and nipples. I was so wet, and he was so hard, so it took me no time to come down on him. I gripped his shoulders as my body shivered from releasing.

      Turning me around, he made me face the headboard before sliding into me from behind. I gripped it just as he took hold of one of my shoulders and began pounding me hard. I felt my wetness leaking down my inner thighs every time Belly plunged deeply inside of me, allowing our skin to clap together.

      “Mmm, uh,” was all I could get out as he showed no mercy, even after I came again. He continued beating it up, forcing a third strong orgasm out of me.

      We were both drenched in sweat. He slowed down his strokes to kiss down my back while caressing me, then he rose back up to hit me in circular motions, which drove me crazy.

      “Damn,” he groaned once he resumed beating it up doggy style, as wetness ran down my body and onto his.

      The grip he had on my hair was something serious, and before I knew it, I was climaxing heavily yet again.

      “Ahh,” I whimpered softly.

      “You be coming so hard on my dick. Mm.” Belly pulled out slowly before tossing me onto my back.

      He got comfortable, putting my legs on his shoulders, before sucking my sensitive clit. His arms were locked around my thighs, keeping them open as his big hands caressed them while eating my pussy. I exploded, and he just lapped it up before continuing to feast on me so passionately yet aggressively. I watched in awe, caressing his head and crying out softly. I could see his lips glistening because of how soaked I was, and I’d just began to grind against his mouth.

      “Cortez.” I sniveled.

      “Keep doing that,” he mumbled, before moaning like this was heaven to him.

      My body jerked so violently when I came, I thought I was seizing, and Belly sucked on different areas of my frame as I attempted to come back to life.

      “You’re amazing,” I whispered.

      “Suck me off,” he ordered, so I sat up to take him into my mouth.

      I was still a little tipsy, so it was easy to build my saliva. I sloppily bobbed on his dick, not caring how messy it got. His moans were enjoyable and only gave me motivation. Eventually, he yanked me off before staring down into my eyes intensely.

      “What?” I panted.

      “I would marry you for ya dick sucking skills alone, baby. I almost busted all in ya fucking mouth.” He laid me back.

      Putting my legs over his forearms, he slid inside of me slowly, making me inhale. His teeth sunk down into his lip before he kissed me, rocking in and out of my body.

      “I love you, Cortez. I love you,” I kept whispering, feeling him inside of me while sucking my lips.

      I hugged his neck with one of my arms as we kissed while transitioning to making love. Eventually he pinned my hands to my sides, while still holding my legs over his arms, and beat it up mercilessly as I called out against his lips.

      A few minutes later, we released together and laid there kissing until we fell asleep as is.
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      Just two days later…

      

      I heard someone beating on my fucking door like the police, but it still took me a minute to open my eyes. I had to think of who the fuck it could be because I knew it wasn’t Alivia. We’d be meeting with a realtor today to look at some spots, and we agreed that I’d pick her up. But shit maybe I was late.

      Rolling over, I picked up my Rolex off the nightstand to see it was only 8 a.m.

      “The fuck?” I mumbled, patting the bed for my phone. “Aight!” I hollered loudly as fuck because whomever it was would not let up.

      It wasn’t my time to have Jasiel either, so it couldn’t be Jasmine acting a fool out there. I picked my phone up, and I saw I had forty-five missed calls from Nandy. My phone stays on night-mode until 8:15 a.m., so I heard none of them, thank God.

      Peeling the covers off of me in an irritated fashion, I climbed from the bed to go see who it was. Judging by the amount of missed calls and shit though… it was obvious.

      “What took you so fucking long?” Nandy hissed, staring up at me with red eyes.

      “I was sleep,” I replied groggily. “Look uh, I got shit to do today, so I can’t deal with whatever this is.”

      “You texted me a month ago saying it was over, and have been ignoring me ever since! That is not okay!”

      “Because we don’t have shit else to talk about. The relationship is over, and we both need to move on.”

      For a little bit, Nandy just peered up at me, shaking her head.

      “Why? I thought things were fine, and now all of a sudden you wanna break up? No, no. I will not let you.”

      “You have to let me because I’m not gon’ be with you.”

      “It’s Alivia, isn’t it?”

      I was gonna lie but just said fuck it, and decided to be honest with her ass.

      “Yeah, I love her. We’re back together. We have been for about a month and some change. We’re moving in together, having a baby too, so I can’t have you pulling shit like this no more.”

      “Having a baby? And moving in together?” Nandy’s eyes squinted as she shook her head again in disbelief. She chuckled angrily before doing a spin on the porch. “You can’t do this!”

      “Chill. It’s not even that deep! I just fucking met you, and we had a cool time, but it’s over with. Get off my porch before I call the police, Nandy.”

      “You are fucking with the wrong one, Manuel. The wrong one.”

      “Yeah, yeah. You got ten seconds before I call the po-pos.” I shut the door right in her face then went to the bathroom for a shower.

      I don’t know who Nandy thought she was scaring by threatening me, but it didn’t work. Yeah I knew she was a little off, but the most she’d done was pop up on me and look through my phone. I’d be moving soon so the pop ups would stop, and she wouldn’t be around my device to look through it. So at the end of the day, I wasn’t the least bit worried about her ass.

      After my hot shower, I brushed my teeth, got dressed, then went to pick up my girl. In peace, we looked at spots then had lunch together. Nandy wasn’t about to ruin my damn day.
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        * * *

      

      Almost 48 hours later…

      

      I’d picked up my mother from her house all the way out in Calabasas because she was finally about to meet both Jasmine and later Alivia.

      “I just have to run in and get something, Mama. Did you wanna come?” I pulled up in front of my place.

      “No, you won’t be long, will you?” She searched through her purse, most likely for a butterscotch candy.

      “Nah. Let me get one of them though.” I grinned with my hand out as she rolled her eyes, pressing the candy into my palm.

      Getting out the car, I rushed up to my door and noticed some small punctures on the miniature windows beside it. They almost looked like bullet holes, but an actual bullet would have made some cracks. This wasn’t as strong I guess, so it must’ve been rocks or some shit but thrown by a strong muthafucka.

      Shrugging it off because I had shit to do, I slipped inside to grab my license plate tags. I kept forgetting to put them on, so I wanted to have them with me in the car in case I got pulled over. The last thing I needed was to be stopped by the police with my damn mother in the car. She already felt I didn’t have my shit together after hiding Jasiel, so this would only worsen her view of me.

      I came back out of my house to see someone by the passenger side of my car, chatting with my mama. As I locked up, I peered over my shoulder for another look, seeing it was Nandy.

      “Aye! Aye, what the fuck!” I barked, rushing over and gently pulling Nandy back.

      “Baby, I just wanted to meet your mother.” Nandy beamed as I stared her down like she was a psycho. Looking at my mother, I saw she was thoroughly confused.

      “This is your girlfriend?” My mother pointed to Nandy through the window.

      I’d just spent the whole damn ride from Calabasas telling her how much in love I was with Alivia. Not to mention, how for the past month and a half, I’d been saying to my mama how I wanted to marry Alivia.

      “No, she is not my girlfriend. Alivia is my girlfriend. This is an ex. Ma, roll the window up.”

      She did as I told her to before I turned my attention back to Nandy, who was smiling evilly.

      “Bye, Mama!” Nandy waved then turned around to walk off.

      “Come here.” I gripped her arm, which she yanked.

      “I told yo’ ass we was over with! Stop fucking coming over here, and stop trying to insert yaself into my life!” I wanted to choke this bitch.

      “And I told you we’re not over with. I also told you not to fuck with me, but since you chose to, you’re about to pay, nigga.”

      “Fuck you, bitch!” I barked, stepping off the sidewalk to go to my car. I listened as Nandy hopped into her whip then started it.

      “Okay, nigga!” she yelled.

      POP! POP! POP! POP! POP!

      “Ah!” I hollered out as Nandy shot me in the ass repeatedly with a BB gun. I fumbled with my keys, trying to get in the car as she lit my ass up, literally.

      “Bye, bitch!” Nandy sped off.

      I ain’t want to do it, but I would have to file a restraining order on Nandy ASAP. And when I say ASAP, I meant tomorrow fucking morning. Sometimes to get shit done, you had to go about things the white folks’ way. Bitch wasn’t about to ruin my life.

      After massaging my ass for a couple seconds, I hopped into the driver’s side of my whip then started it before pulling off.

      “So there’s Jasmine, Alivia, and Naomi?” my mama quizzed, chortling at me getting shot up. “I’m sorry, baby.” She doubled over in laughter.

      “No, just Alivia. Jasmine is only my son’s mother. And crazy’s name is Nandy.”

      “I see.” My mom nodded before giggling like the shit was funny.

      I was angry as hell for the majority of the ride, but had calmed down by the time we pulled up in front of Jasmine’s place. I saw Siggy’s car there and immediately got pissed again.

      “She got her damn boyfriend here.” I climbed out then went to open the door for my mom.

      “When did you become so chivalrous?”

      “Alivia.”

      “Oh. And why do you care if Jasmine has her boyfriend here? Isn’t she just your child’s mother?”

      We started walking up the walkway.

      “Yes, but he was the homie, and I think it’s foul for him to be messing with her.”

      “Well, honey, either you’re going to be with Alivia and worry about Alivia, or you’re going to be with Jasmine and worry about Jasmine. But you cannot be with one and worry about the other, get me?”

      I simply nodded, still peeved as I rang the doorbell.

      Jasmine answered fast as hell, which was odd because she usually had me waiting at least a minute and a half.

      “So you only answer this fast when my mother is here?”

      “Manny, relax.” Jasmine cheesed, allowing me in and looking past me at my mom. “Hi, I’m Jasmine.”

      “Marta.” My mom shook her hand before coming inside.

      I ignored Siggy and sat down on the couch opposite the one he was seated on. I did it slowly due to the pain in my ass, which had him giving me the side eye.

      When he saw my mom, he stood up.

      “Simon, nice to meet you.” Siggy reached his hand out.

      “Likewise, Simon. I’m Marta, Manuel’s mother.” She took a seat next to me.

      “I didn’t know if I should cook or anything, but I can maybe whip something up.” Jasmine locked the doors.

      “No, we’re having dinner with Alivia.” I let her know so she sat down next to Siggy.

      “Well, I pretty much got the backstory of how you two got together, and how my grandson came about. I guess I just wanted to meet you because I never have. Do you work? Go to school? Where are your parents?” My mom stared at Jasmine.

      “Well, yes. I do work. I work at a law office as an assistant, and my mother is deceased. I’m not familiar with my father.” Jasmine inhaled. “I want to apologize for this. For a long while, I was just focused on making Manny accept his son, not even thinking about his family. I was in a bad place for a long time, and to know that he at least came by and brought Jasiel things, had become enough for a short while.”

      “No need to apologize. You don’t know me, and I don’t know you, so it was my son’s job to tell me about his child. I will say that I am happy you cracked the whip on him because I don’t think he would have ever come to his senses had you not started being strict. In the future, if a man won’t accept his child, don’t even let him come by.”

      “I agree. But I have to say that Alivia deserves some credit. She really put her foot down, and I guess Manny loved her enough to start doing the right thing.” Jasmine nodded, glancing at me briefly. “She’s very nice. I think she’s good for Manny.”

      “From what I have been hearing, I think I might agree.” Turning to me, my mom added, “Now, son, I think you should apologize to Jasmine.”

      Exhaling heavily, I said, “Jasmine, I’m sorry for the past four years. Uh, I was being immature as fuck for a long time. My father didn’t claim me either, and in some sick way, it had me thinking that shit like that was acceptable. It had me thinking that because I at least provided monetarily, I was better than him. I regret all the time I let go by being stupid, but I appreciate you for not shutting me out, and instead making me own up to it.”

      My mother rubbed my back before kissing my cheek.

      “Thanks, Manny.” Jasmine dabbed her eyes, as Siggy side-hugged her.

      “I wanna apologize to you too, Siggy. I was just on one, losing my girl and dealing with having to accept this shit with my son; it was just too much. It had me bitter as hell.” I looked to Siggy. With a smirk, he nodded, before reaching across the coffee table to slap hands with me.

      “It’s all good.”

      “Siggy? What kind of name is that?” My mama frowned, causing us all to laugh.

      We chopped it up for about half an hour longer, and by that time, Jasiel was awake, so he spent some time with my mom. We left twenty minutes later, going straight to Alivia’s place to pick her up for dinner.

      “Does she look the same in person as she does in her pictures?” my mom asked as we waited outside of Alivia’s apartment door.

      “Better.” I winked, making her chuckle.

      “Hi, please come in,” Alivia answered, wearing a sexy red dress that hugged her body. She’d gotten slightly thicker, which I didn’t know was possible.

      We kissed and then I stepped around her so she could hug my mother.

      “I’m sure you guessed, but I’m Alivia.” She cheesed.

      “Yes, very beautiful. Wow. Are you sure you like my son?”

      Laughing, Alivia nodded. “I do. I love him.”

      I hugged Alivia from behind, smiling hard as hell. I remembered when she wouldn’t even admit to liking my ass.

      “That’s great. I’m Marta by the way, and I can’t wait to get to know you more. Shall we go then?”

      “Yeah, but before we go, I wanted to tell you something. Well we wanted to tell you something.” I kissed Alivia’s jaw.

      “What?” My mom frowned.

      “Manny and I are having a baby.”

      “You know he trapped you, right?” my mom joked, prompting she and Alivia to cackle as I sucked my teeth, releasing Alivia from my grasp.

      “Ha ha. Shit ain’t funny. Come on.” I went to open the door.

      “Congrats to you both. Let’s go, I’m hungry, and Alivia, I know you’re hungry too.”

      “I am.” Alivia grabbed her jacket before both ladies walked out of the door.

      “Oh, and Alivia? Thank you for teaching my son how to open doors for a woman. Does he pull out chairs too?”

      “Yep. He does it all the time now.”

      I stayed behind as the ladies talked and talked bullshit. I didn’t know if I would like Alivia and my mama being cool, but it was better than them hating one another.
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        * * *

      

      I was coming out of the Audemars Piguet store because I’d just purchased Alivia a watch, when I saw my pops at the restaurant up top. I knew it was him because Belly told me he saw his ass there before too.

      Rushing up the hill, almost knocking the obvious tourists down, I stopped by his table. He was smiling at the woman across from him, but it wiped away as soon as he saw me. Thanks.

      “Hey, you got a minute?” I asked.

      “No. Don’t you see I am eating?” He continued cutting his steak.

      “Well, maybe we can exchange numbers or something and talk another time when you’re more available.”

      “Talk for what?” He dropped his utensils. The woman across from him stayed quiet, tearing her plate up like she was on death row.

      “About us, and possibly mending what we have. Look, I know it wasn’t all you, and that my mom wouldn’t let you see me.”

      “See you?” He laughed, wiping his mouth with the cloth napkin. “Look son, and please don’t take that literally, but I am not your father. Your mother and I had a fling, but she got pregnant by another man she was sleeping with. I have one son, you know him very well, and I haven’t had another since.”

      “How long you gon’ play this fucking game, man?”

      “Not a game. I’m not your father, and I want nothing to do with you. It’s not very… heterosexual of you to beg for another man’s attention the way you do. Get some help.”

      I almost responded, but I said fuck it. I wasn’t about to force anybody to be a part of my life. Shit, I wasn’t hurting for any new additions. I had my mama, Alivia, Jasiel, Belly, and even a new baby coming. Come to think of it, I was grateful that my mama kept this nigga away from me. And to think, I used to believe Belly had it good. Nigga’s mama and daddy were trash.

      “You have a good one,” was the last thing I would ever say to that nigga.
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      Judd and I had been hanging out a lot, and when I say a lot, I meant almost every day. And if we couldn’t physically be together, which was mainly when he had his daughter, we texted or talked on the phone all day.

      I’d had a few boyfriends in the past, but it was obvious this type of relationship was new to me. I was used to questioning my man’s every move, and wondering what he meant by certain things he said, or certain things he did. With Judd, he was clear and concise. I didn’t wonder if he liked me, or if I’d upset him because he’d tell me straight up. It was nice, but still scary. Again, it was just so grown up, and I didn’t know if I was prepared.

      “Aight. Have a seat, queen,” Judd joked after lying a blanket on the sand at the beach. I’d been complaining since we got here about the sand being in between my toes. Hell, it was barely even summer anymore, but we were at the beach for some reason.

      “It’s cold, Judd.” I frowned, placing my sandals next to me.

      “Chill.” He removed his hoodie and handed it to me.

      It was a little after 7 p.m., so the wind was quite disrespectful. We’d just had dinner at one of the restaurants up the incline, and per usual after eating over here, Judd wanted to relax.

      “The water is so loud. It looks scary too because it’s such a deep blue,” I whispered, squinting my eyes and staring out.

      Completely changing the subject, Judd grabbed my hand to kiss it.

      “I really like you.”

      “I like you too.” I blushed.

      “Not as much as I like you though.” He gazed into my eyes as he leaned back, propping himself up on his elbow. His caramel skin was so pretty and blemish free. His hair was always freshly cut, and never rough looking.

      “How much do you like me?”

      “To the point where I think about you all the time when I’m not boxing. I get excited as hell when I’m about to see you or talk with you, and I can actually envision myself marrying you.”

      “Y—you can?” I stuttered. He nodded. “I still have to get my career together, and I also have to—”

      “I didn’t say let’s get married tomorrow. I said I can see it with you. Calm down.” He kissed my knee, but I still wasn’t at ease.

      “I know. I was just saying.” My voice was so low that the wind pretty much drowned me out.

      “Anyway, I brought you to dinner tonight because I wanted to celebrate. I got an increase in pay per fight. I’m making fifteen thousand dollars now, which is huge for me. That’s triple what I was making before.”

      “Wow, congrats!” I hugged him, and we both fell flat, so I was on top of him.

      “Thanks.”

      We started kissing slowly, which lasted for a few minutes before I pulled away to look into his eyes.

      “I always knew you would get big.”

      “I’m not big yet, but I surely hope to get there. I just have to keep shit interesting.”

      “I know.”

      “How you feel about meeting my daughter? I think we’re both pretty serious, so I’m okay with her knowing who you are.”

      I quickly got off of him, hugging my knees to my chest.

      “Don’t you have to be like engaged before you introduce someone to your child?”

      “Nah.” He chuckled. “I need to know if she even likes you before I take it that far. I was thinking maybe Friday.”

      “Umm, yeah, okay.”

      This was too much. This was way too much.
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        * * *

      

      Friday…

      

      Today I was supposed to meet Judd’s daughter around 2 p.m. We were gonna go to Chuck E. Cheese to play some games and eat. She was only two years old, so I didn’t see the point in bringing her to Chuck E. Cheese, but Judd said she loved it there. I thought that was cute, how good of a dad he was, but I wasn’t ready to be someone’s stepmom. I was still young.

      “Looking for a stripper fit?” Nichole stood in my doorway, carrying my niece Iliana in her carrier.

      “What do you want, and why are you here?” I continued sifting through the dresses I had out.

      Nichole and I hadn’t talked much since she gave birth. I was only there because I was excited to meet my baby niece; otherwise, she wouldn’t have even seen me then. Calling me a fan of Blaise’s really bothered me, and until she apologized, we would not be Tia and Tamera.

      “I thought you wanted to see Iliana.”

      She’d baited me by setting the carrier on the chair, so I darted over to take a peek at my beautiful munchkin. She was the most perfect baby I’d ever seen. I just loved her so much. Unable to help it, I leaned down to peck her round cheek before cooing at her. When done, I turned away and got back to the work at hand.

      “You can go now so I can get dressed in peace.”

      “How long will you be upset?” Nichole plopped down onto my bed.

      “Until you apologize.”

      “Since when do I need to apologize for our sisterly spats?” She chuckled.

      “No, it was not a sisterly spat. It was rude and disrespectful. There are plenty of things that I could have said to you that day, but I didn’t because you’re my sister. Calling one another stupid, ugly, or anything else trivial is fine, but you go too far. We are related; we’re supposed to have boundaries when it comes to shit like that out of the love we have for one another.”

      “Oh please, Isabella. If you had anything as rude to say, you would have said it. Stop acting like you just love me so much that you held your tongue.” She waved me off and rolled her eyes.

      “I could have told you how I think you’re weak for letting Ian walk all over you, and then patch up the wounds with gifts. I could tell you how ignorant you are for knowing he was fucking Jessica, and pretending it wasn’t happening. I could say how pathetic you’ve become, just so you can keep your family together, and how you’re chasing a man who has no respect for you.”

      I didn’t want to say those things because I knew they would hurt her, but maybe she needed to hear them. Maybe it would make her wake up, and maybe she would see that I did in fact have rude shit to say, but kept it to myself out of respect for our relationship.

      I immediately regretted my words, as I watched two tears drop from each of Nichole’s eyes. It was rare that my sister cried, and I mean rare. I would even go as far as to say that if she got shot, she still wouldn’t cry. So to see her like this made my stomach churn, and I felt like shit.

      “Well, I guess I will go.” She got up.

      “Nichole, I’m sorry. I love you.” I walked toward her, but she slipped past me. “Don’t leave! Help me pick out something to wear! I’m meeting Judd’s daughter, and I need your help, please!” I pleaded at her back as she started out with Iliana’s carrier in hand, but finally, she stopped.

      “Okay.” Her voice was soft.

      She put Iliana back in the chair then sat back down on my bed. While she helped me, I updated her on Judd, making sure not to leave out his new salary. It wasn’t enough to appease Nichole, but it was better than the $4,500 Herman was getting back in the day. I wondered how much he got now.

      About an hour later, Nichole left after letting my mama, who was home from work, see Iliana.

      By the time I was dressed and ready, I still felt nervous and sick. I felt like throwing up, and really didn’t want to go.

      As I paced my bedroom, taking deep breaths, my phone rang. Turning to look down at the screen, I saw Herman’s name.

      Every so often, Herman texted or called me, and I never answered. I was happy with Judd, so I didn’t need him. But now, Judd’s life was hitting me like a ton of bricks, and I wasn’t so sure if he was what I wanted at this stage in my life. Not wanting to put all my eggs in one basket any longer, I answered.

      “Hey!”

      “’Sup, boo? You’ve been ignoring me all summer.”

      “No, it has not been that long.”

      “Seems like it. I miss you. I can’t stop thinking about you.”

      “How is that possible with Traci always around?” I sat at my vanity to view my makeup.

      “Talk what you know. Another fighter and I agreed to get a spot together so I could move out.”

      “Really?” I cheesed in the mirror.

      “Yeah. We just got everything settled in here, so I was wondering if you’d be down for a housewarming thing.”

      “Oh, I’m not in the mood for a party.”

      “Not a party. Just gonna be me and you. Chase has a fight in Utah, so he ain’t here. We can watch movies, chill, talk.”

      “Herman.” I stood back up to pace the room. Chilling with him for the night sounded so much easier than going to a kid’s arcade to impress Judd’s toddler. “I can’t. I have plans.”

      “With Judd? Nah, you got plans with me.”

      Again, I felt myself smiling.

      “Okay. Maybe I can come through after. What time were you thinking?”

      “Like 6 p.m.”

      “Okay. Text me your new address, and I will come.”

      “Bet.”

      Hanging up, I felt excited to hang out with Herman later.

      Grabbing my purse, I said goodbye to my mother, then left to meet Judd at Chuck E. Cheese. After parking, I entered, getting a stamp. I texted Judd to let him know I was by the front where they redeemed the tickets for prizes, and a couple minutes later he was meeting me, carrying his baby.

      “Jessie, say hi to Isabella.”

      Jessie was super cute, with beautiful brown hair and deep dimples. She smiled shyly before waving her small hand.

      “Hi, pretty girl!” I beamed.

      Judd kissed me then said, “We’re about to play some games. If you wanna eat now, we can though.”

      “Nope. I can wait.”

      For the next two hours, we played games, ate pizza, and then played some more. It was so cute seeing Judd with his baby, and she was super smart. Once it got to be about 5:30, I pretended to yawn.

      “You tired?” Judd asked.

      “Yeah. I think I’m going to head home and get some rest. I have a shoot tomorrow,” I lied.

      “Oh, aight. I can call you tonight once I put her to bed.”

      “I’m most likely gonna be asleep, so it’s okay. Enjoy your time with her.” Looking at Jessie, I said, “It was nice meeting you, cutie.”

      She just sipped her juice out of her cup, staring at me. Judd and I both snickered at her.

      “Hey, you good?” He grabbed my hand as I was about to walk off.

      “Yes, of course. Today was fun. Thank you for inviting me.” I kissed his lips. I meant what I’d said. Today was fun, and I enjoyed watching him with his child, but I didn’t know if this lifestyle was for me.

      I couldn’t get out of there fast enough, so once I texted Herman that I was on my way, I sped out of that parking lot. It didn’t take long to get to Herman’s new place, and like a gentleman, he came out and got me.

      “Damn. You look good.” He hugged me up against my car before taking my hand and walking me to his apartment. Upon reaching the door, he opened it to allow me in.

      “This is actually not bad.” I looked around as we walked to the couch.

      “Yeah, Chase and I had been saving up so we could get the basic furniture.”

      “Oh. So did you get an increase in money per fight recently?”

      “Nah, why?”

      “Nothing, no reason. I just thought that after a certain time, everyone got a raise in pay,” I lied. I thought since Judd got one, he had too.

      “Nah, this ain’t no nine to five. You get a raise in pay when the demand to see you fight goes up.”

      “Makes sense.”

      Herman’s hand caressed my thigh before he leaned over to kiss me. It felt wrong, but I knew it was because I needed to get Judd out of my mind.

      “I want you to be my girl, Izzy.”  He pulled me into his lap so that I was straddling him.

      We continued kissing, until his hands started to go up my dress.

      “Wait. Let’s get a feel for things before we go there.”

      “I’m trying to get a feel for things right now.”

      “Not like that, Herman.” I got out of his lap. “I just got here. Let’s watch some movies, maybe have a drink.”

      “You right. I got a bottle of wine, no hard liquor. I can pop some popcorn.”

      “Sounds great! Where is the bathroom?”

      “Down the hall and to your right.”

      I grabbed my purse and went to the bathroom so I could spruce myself up. After peeing, I used one of my fresh wipes, even though I knew I wasn’t fucking tonight. I liked Herman, but it would be easy for me to hold off on sleeping with him.

      Sex with Herman was alright at best, but I knew he had it in him to be better. Hell, that girl he was fucking in the dressing room that night was proof. I could tell she was getting good dick. Judd was great in bed, always giving me more than one orgasm. I was happy I’d finally given in and let him smash.

      As I washed my hands, my phone began buzzing in my purse. I reached in, thinking it was my friend Grace, but it was Judd. Was something wrong?

      “Hey, is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, I just wanted to tell you that you left your rings.”

      “Oh shit.” I’d taken them off to play one of the games with Jessie. “Keep them for me.”

      “I will. I also wanted to make sure you’re okay. You seemed like you were rushing to get out.”

      “Did I? I actually didn’t even want to leave. But I know how I am when I’m with you. I’ll look up thinking it’s only been ten minutes, but it’s really 3 a.m.”

      We both laughed because it was true.

      BOOM! BOOM!

      “Aye, Izzy, did you want kettle or buttered popcorn?” Herman banged on the door, and I shut my eyes tightly, feeling like I’d been punched in the throat.

      “Is that Herman?” Judd asked.

      “No, that’s not him, it’s just—”

      “It’s cool. Do you.” Judd hung up so quickly that I was still mid-sentence.

      I was paralyzed for a minute, not knowing what to do. I tried calling Judd back as Herman banged on the door.

      “Kettle!” I roared, getting him from the door, just as Judd’s voicemail picked up.

      “Come on, baby, answer.” I texted him before calling again but got nothing.

      Finally, I emerged from the bathroom inhaling sharply, letting the kettle corn scent travel up my nose.

      “We good to go. I got the wine, the popcorn—”

      “Herman, I have to go. My umm, my mom needs me.” I dropped my iPhone into my purse. I felt so stupid.

      “Can’t she wait? I mean—”

      “No, she ca…” I exhaled. “I’m lying. My mom doesn’t need me. I’m leaving because Judd found out I was here, and I’m sure he doesn’t want me anymore.”

      “Gives us room to be together.” He grinned, tossing popcorn into his mouth.

      “Except I want to be with him. It’s just I didn’t realize it until right now. Enjoy your movie, wine, and popcorn.”

      “Izzy!”

      I hurried out of his door, listening to him call me a couple more times. I couldn’t believe what I’d just done.
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      Runnin' through the money and the bitch keep callin’… Hold up, she gon' have to wait on it…

      I was seated next to my friends, dancing to “Put A Date On It” by Yo Gotti, while sipping champagne. Tonight, my man Sly was having a bash at a club to celebrate the release of his very own tracksuits. It was something he always wore, so it was only right he launched his own. The place was plush, and so was the party, especially because he hired Alivia to deejay.

      “I haven’t seen you this happy in a long time.” Blaise nudged me.

      “I know, right. I guess because everything seems to be falling into place. It used to be either my professional life was great, but my personal wasn’t, or vice versa.”

      Just recently, I’d booked my first major choreography job for this up and coming singer. It paid more than I’d ever gotten in the past, and I was sure that I’d be able to open a dance studio in just two months, with plenty of money to spare.

      “Girl, I know what you mean.” Rubbing my back, Blaise added, “But you deserve this happiness.”

      “Thanks, best friend.” I side pecked her cheek so I wouldn’t get lipstick on it. “Hey, did you tell Isabella she could come?”

      “I did, but she said she wasn’t in the mood to see anybody or party. I think something happened with her and Judd.”

      “Really? It seems like she can do no wrong in his eyes. But then again, I’ve only met him briefly.” Blaise had taken me with her to bring Belly some protein powder, and there, I was introduced to Judd. He seemed like a very sweet guy, but a lot of times that was a facade.

      “He’s obsessed with her, but you never know. Niggas will chase you for a hundred years, sell his first born to get you, then do you dirty after a week.”

      Blaise and I giggled after slapping hands. That shit was very true. Men were just dumb as hell.

      As soon as I turned away, I saw Sly looking at me on the low as he conversed with his friend. He winked at me, making me blush before turning back to Blaise.

      She and I continued to enjoy ourselves, going by the deejay booth for a minute to chat with Alivia, before returning to our section. She said she’d be over in a minute, when Sly got ready to make his announcement.

      About twenty minutes had passed of Blaise and I snacking on the chips and salsa, then Alivia joined us. Before leaving her booth, she’d turned on some soft music, which was odd. I then noticed Sly take a mic that had been handed to him, before he began making his speech.

      “I just wanna thank everybody for coming out to support me. I still remember when I was just a young nigga working at Foot Locker, thinking I was doing something by talking people into buying a certain pair of shoes.” Everyone laughed. “It took a lot of blood, sweat, and tears to get here, so I’m grateful for it all.” He palmed his chest. “Now that we got that out of the way. Priscilla, can you come here?”

      Everyone began clapping as I looked to Blaise and Alivia, who shrugged. Sly waved for me to hurry, so I set my champagne glass down and strutted over to him.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Everybody, give it up for Priscilla’s fine ass!” he shouted, and they all began to applaud. “Priscilla, ever since I met you, I knew that I wanted you. Shit, even before, when I used to see your dance videos all over the gram.”

      “Baby.” I giggled along with everyone else as we held hands.

      “Anyway, I was wondering…” He got down on one knee, causing the whole club to cheer wildly. I felt my jaw hit the floor. “Would you marry me?” Sly placed the microphone down and reached into his pocket to pull out a diamond ring.

      I lifted my head to see a bunch of people waiting with bated breath to hear my answer. I loved being with Sly, but I didn’t know if I was ready to get married. However, I too felt like he and I would be together forever, so why not say ‘yes’?

      “Yes, baby, of course.” I beamed, and feeling him slide that ring down my finger was so euphoric. I’d never been proposed to in my life. Not even by the man I’d held it down for, for years and bore two children.

      The whole venue clapped and shouted out of excitement as Sly rose up to pull me in for a peck. We stood there kissing for a while, before he released me and told everyone to get back to turning up. Just as he hugged me again, I noticed a familiar face in the crowd of people in the section across the club; Rafi.

      Ignoring his piercing stare, I slipped my hand into Sly’s and went to sit with my friends. We all fawned over the rock then got back to partying, especially when “Twerk” by City Girls came on.

      Alivia couldn’t drink of course, but she didn’t let that stop her from having fun.

      Around 1 a.m., we decided to leave out of the back.

      “Bye, ladies!” I hugged and kissed Blaise and Alivia, before starting toward the black Rolls-Royce Ghost waiting for Sly and me.

      “Aye!” someone called out from behind us.

      “Oh my gosh.” I rolled my eyes, seeing Rafi jogging over. Even though I abhorred him, he looked nice.

      “Congrats to you two.” Rafi reached to shake Sly’s hand, and he hesitantly gave in.

      “Thanks, Rafi.” I half smiled.

      “Yeah, I mean, just because we didn’t work out doesn’t mean I can’t be happy for you. Shit, I admire couples who can work through the muddy shit and still decide to be together.”

      “Muddy shit?” Sly frowned.

      “Baby, let’s go.” I tugged on him, feeling so nervous I thought my knees would buckle.

      “Yeah, the fact that Priscilla didn’t know if she wanted you or Will.”

      Sly cocked his head before turning to look at me.

      “I’ve never wanted Will while I was with you,” I assured him, making him turn his attention back to Rafi.

      “Quit the bullshit, Rafi. Let her go. She don’t want you, nigga.” Sly shook his head in disgust.

      “You sure she want you? ’Cause she came home in the afternoon after being out all night on a few occasions, and I know she wasn’t with you, homie.” Rafi shrugged. Pretending to think, he added, “The time you were in Texas. Yeah, yeah, that was it. She came through the door looking guilty as a muthafucka.” Rafi cackled.

      “Markis, he is lying.” I used Sly’s first name, wanting him to believe me.

      “So you ain’t admit to me that you were out fucking Will that night? And also that you were in love with him?”

      Before I could answer, Sly walked briskly toward the car. I rushed off after him, hearing Rafi laugh maniacally.

      Soon as I got into the back seat of the car with him, I said, “That is not what happened.”

      “It’s not?” Sly looked to me then chuckled, obviously upset. “You know, I thought the shit was funny when Will pressed me at that shoot. I wondered why he was so damn up in arms if y’alls shit was old like you told me it was later that day. But it’s not old, is it?”

      It was silent except for the low sound of the blues music being played by the driver.

      I just covered my eyes, before sobbing softly.

      “Markis, I am not this type of person. I love you. I just got confused and—”

      “You don’t love me, Priscilla. I can’t with you no more. You’re beautiful, I love spending time with you, and I wish I could be with you, but I’m too good of a nigga to be dealing with a female who don’t all the way fuck with me.”

      He was right, so I didn’t debate him on that as I slid the beautiful diamond off of my finger. He pocketed it once I handed it over.

      “I’m so sorry. I hope you don’t hate me.” I sniffled. “Even if you do, I still love you. I deserve the hate.”

      Sly was looking out of the window for a moment before he turned to look at me. Surprisingly, he pulled me into a hug, and I definitely needed it.

      “I’m angry, but only because I wanted you, badly. I know you’re a good woman, Priscilla; you just got caught in some shit. This Will nigga, as weird as he is, I don’t know how he got you, but he’s lucky as fuck.” Sly pulled away to look at me. When he smiled, I chuckled, dabbing my eyes.

      “I’m pretty sure we’re done; he hates me.”

      “If he does hate you, it won’t last long.”

      We pulled up to my place, yes, mine. I’d finally moved out of Rafi’s mansion, and I guess that set him off for this final round. He was miserable, but he’d done this to himself. He ruined our family, so I couldn’t care less about him going through it.

      “Sorry again. I want you to know I enjoyed you though, Markis. I don’t regret the time we spent together.”

      “Neither do I.”

      Leaning over, I pecked his lips once more, before getting out and heading up to my condo where my aunt and children were sound asleep.

      Tonight was bittersweet. I was sad that I wouldn’t have Sly around anymore, but truthfully, I felt free. I was tired of lying and protecting feelings. Rafi unknowingly did me a favor.
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      “So it’s settled. Once we get clearance from the therapist, you will fight Jaylend. Your payout for this is seventeen million,” Sebastian, the CEO of Avenue Productions, explained.

      “I ain’t complaining, but I like to know the breakdown. I signed a contract for eight million per fight, if I give y’all exclusivity. Where is this extra money coming from? I don’t do that advance shit.”

      “Yes, but I explained to Sebastian here that your pay needed to increase by more than half because of how your fight with Mason went, which was better than expected.” Carson nodded with a smile. “Your new lawyer that you have on retainer, Olive, found a loophole in the contract, letting me know we can break it at any time with no penalty. So Sebastian here agreed to the increase.” Carson patted his shoulder.

      “Aight, cool then.” I sat back on chill, even though I was clicking my fucking heels on the inside. I ain’t expect to get paid double for this fucking fight. I knew keeping Olive’s ass around for future shit would be a good ass idea.

      The three of us left the building, since Carson and Sebastian wanted to escort me to the truck AP had sent to pick me up from the crib.

      Avenue Productions treated my ass like a king, but I knew that shit would only last for about as long as I was the king of this boxing shit. All the endorsements and shit I’d been racking up made me top dog.

      However, as soon as it even looked like I was about to fall off or go into a decline, I’d be treated like a peasant. But as long as shit stayed the respectful route, we would have no problems. I had no issue knocking Sebastian and whomever else the fuck out.

      “Hey, fuck you, asshole!” Some dried-up ass white nigga ran up to me with his homie in tow.

      “Nigga, what?” I frowned, baffled by the disrespect.

      This nigga had to be about five feet eight and 115 pounds, only if he had bricks in his pockets. I was almost three times his size and height, yet he was buck. That told me right there that he was either strapped or a muthafuckin’ fool.

      “You killed Mason. You don’t deserve the belt!” He growled, hatred soaring through his sunken in face. Nigga was aging like avocados in the sun.

      “Hey, get on somewhere.” Carson stepped in.

      “I will call the police if you don’t get off the premises,” Sebastian added. I was his moneymaker, and that nigga would kill himself before he let some shit happen to his golden goose.

      “Call them!” His homie finally chimed in, pushing his blond hair backwards. It was broad daylight, and these muthafuckas were out here acting a fucking monkey.

      “Yeah, call!” The initial nigga who approached me pulled a gun from his waist, making Carson jump back and Sebastian yelp slightly.

      WHAM!

      Because I wasn’t new to being held at gunpoint, I snatched the gun from his frail ass hand and clocked him upside the head. He collapsed to the ground as Sebastian called the police, and his homeboy turned to run.

      “Ah!” the blond-haired homie yowled when I grabbed him by his hair like a bitch.

      Tossing him to the ground, I hissed, “You tell whomever the fuck else that’s in on y’all trying to press me over Mason, that I got more where that shit came from. I’m not like these other muthafuckas who grew up soft and just wanna box. I will murder you and yo’ whole fucking family, but I’ll make sure to get ya mama or ya wife to suck me up beforehand. Hurry up.”

      As soon as I backed away some, he scrambled to his feet, booked it out of the parking lot, and hit the corner. Carson swiftly took the gun from me.

      “Cortez, you okay?” Carson asked as Sebastian busied himself on the phone.

      “Perfect,” I threw over my shoulder.

      “Great! Get that clearance from the therapist, please!”

      I nodded before getting into the back seat of the truck. I chuckled, seeing it drive past that nigga still laid out in the parking lot.

      I got home pretty quickly since I now lived close as fuck to the nice neighborhoods that most of my meetings were in.

      As soon as I walked in, Blaise was coming down the stairs, holding my son, so I greeted them both, taking him into my arms.

      “This onesie is fresh as fuck, little nigga.” I inspected Cortez as Blaise and I walked toward the den. He just touched his face with them hand muffs on that Blaise kept on him as I kissed his forehead.

      We sat down in the den, and like usual, I propped my feet up on the ottoman, allowing my son to lie somewhat flatly in my lap.

      “How was the meeting?” Blaise rubbed my head.

      “Better than expected. Doubled my pay for the fight.”

      “Damn, baby!” Blaise grinned. “Now I don’t feel so bad about spending all that money on flowers.”

      I tittered, seeing her that happy.

      “Told yo’ ass get whatever the fuck you want because this is ya last and only wedding, Blaise.” I looked down at my son who was watching me. This was the chillest baby in the fucking world. Muthafuckas would comment on it even when we went out. “Some nigga ran up on me with a gun in the parking lot trying to defend Mason’s ass.” I smirked, but when I looked at Blaise, she didn’t think the shit was funny.

      “You need to get security.”

      “I don’t need no damn security. I handled that nigga.”

      “What if he shot you?”

      “He didn’t though. I told you I ain’t getting no fucking security, so leave the shit alone.”

      “Fuck you.” She got up to leave, and I just watched, wanting to know what the fuck just happened.

      I put my son in his bed swing after talking to him for a little bit, before I heard Blaise coming down the steps while conversing with Island.

      “Oh my gosh, Daddy!” Island screeched when she saw me, before darting over. Blaise quickly left out.

      “’Sup, beautiful?” I kissed her cheeks after scooping her up.

      “We paint now?”

      “Yeah. We can paint.”

      She began moving her body wildly, which was something she did when she wanted me to put her down, so I did. She rushed off to her toy corner, dug for something, and then came back over to me.

      “Open paint, Daddy.”

      Looking down, I saw it was a children’s nail polish set. I opened it for her, and she immediately took the four bottles of polish and lined them up on the couch cushion next to me as I watched.

      “What color you getting?” I inquired. I assumed she meant paint a picture, but I guess this was painting too.

      “Mmm, blue because, umm, because you boy.”

      “Me?” I felt my brows dip. “Nah, baby girl. This is for you. I don’t wear this type of shit.”

      “No paint?” Island looked up at me sadly.

      I wish like hell I didn’t love this little girl, because this shit was about to piss me the fuck off.

      “Yeah, come on.” I placed a magazine under my hand, then watched as she took the cap off, before starting to messily paint my fingernails.

      “Design?” Island asked, and I heard Blaise burst into laughter as she entered.

      “Nah, I like it simple.” I shook my head because I couldn’t believe this shit was happening right now.

      “She comes to the nail shop with me a lot, so she knows the lingo.” Blaise watched as this fuckery continued. “Cortez, please get security. If something happens to you, you don’t think Island will miss you? Your son and I are a given, but look how happy she was to see you in the den.”

      I thought for a minute, watching how content Island was to be violating me with this cheap ass nail polish.

      “Aight, Blaise.” I watched her body as she started out to leave.

      “I’m going to start lunch.”

      “Aye.” I gripped her wrist with my free hand. “Next time we have a conversation, watch yo’ fucking mouth. I’ll rough yo’ little ass the fuck up, painted nails and all.” Blaise nodded. “Let me get a kiss though.”

      She smiled, leaning down to give me a slow peck.

      “Kiss is just as good, even though you have on polish.”

      “I knew yo’ ass was a lesbian.”

      Blaise began cackling heartily, before leaving the three of us in the den to go cook.

      “Other one!” Island shouted, so I gave her my other fucking hand.
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        * * *

      

      Hold up, I can slip and slide, or I can dive in it… We can 69, or we can 96…

      I was currently having a party with some close homies, plus some of the females they invited, at Henry’s beach house. I made sure to keep an eye on all these muthafuckas, making sure nobody seemed suspicious.

      I knew I would have to go into training mode soon for the fight with Jaylend, so this was my last turn up.

      As I bobbed my head to Lil’ Wayne’s verse on “Yuso” by Kid Ink, I checked the time on my phone. Blaise would be coming through as soon as she finished shooting some night scene she had.

      “Why so lonely over here?” A bitch came and stood over me. I ignored her, downing the Hennessy in my cup.

      “I ain’t lonely. Go back to the fucking party.”

      Of course, she instead sat next to me on the couch, watching me as she sipped whatever was in her red cup.

      “Whoo!” Rocko breathed heavily, sitting on the recliner nearby.

      “Nigga, what the fuck I tell you about breathing out all hard when it’s people around! You about to air this muthafucka out. Now it’s pure ass in the air.” I turned my lip up. His funky ass breath always ruined my mood.

      “My bad, homie.” His drunk ass chuckled as some girl who clearly must’ve lost her sense of smell slid into his lap.

      “I came here just to meet you.” The female who I forgot was next to me, fixed her bra.

      “You know the climate is still warm, right?” I quizzed.

      “Yes.” She giggled, but I could tell she was confused. “What’s that mean?”

      “It means you need to swipe some fucking Secret between yo’ musty ass titties. Moving them muthafuckas around all by my fucking nose. I don’ already had to smell his breath, then you bring yo’ ass over here, letting out whiffs of chili beans on niggas.”

      “I—”

      “Nah, move. And keep ya breasts together until you get further away from me.” I nudged her.

      She eventually got her funky ass up.

      I was getting tagged a lot on Instagram, which was never good, so when I went to see what the fuck had happened, the shit shocked me.

      I assumed someone had gotten video of me clocking that Mason Strauss fan, but instead, it was one of the gossip blogs saying Cadence and I were together at the moment. They had a side-by-side picture, both from our stories, showing the background was the same. I’d just taken the shit like thirty minutes ago, here at the beach house. The place was made of windows with white barriers, so I recognized it instantly.

      I stared at the photo, confused as fuck, before looking around the living room to see if Cadence had gotten into the party without my knowledge. She was known for shit like that.

      “Aye, aye, Siggy!” I waved him to me.

      “’Sup.” He walked over.

      “Cadence come here?”

      “Nah, nigga. We know not to let them hoes in. Ain’t nobody trying to get fucked up by Blaise.”

      I laughed, but I was puzzled as fuck. Finally, it hit me; that thirsty ass bitch was the one who’d broken in a while back. She held onto the photo until I came here and posted so that it would look like we were together. Unstable creature was low-key smart.

      Going into my iPhone, I dialed Cadence’s ass up. Stupidly, she answered.

      “He—”

      “Come through.” I spoke before she could finish her greeting.

      “Uh, where?”

      “You know where the fuck I am. I saw what you did to get my attention, and now you got it.”

      “Are you mad? Don’t be mad, baby. I had to do something. We haven’t talked or seen one another in a while.”

      “You coming? Blaise ain’t gon’ be here for a while, but I wanna make sure we get enough alone time before you have to dip the fuck out.”

      “On my way now! I’m already out, so I’ll be there in like ten minutes tops!”

      I hung up then rose to pocket my phone.

      “Aye bruh, I want you to know that even though Ozzy set you up, I had nothing to do with that shit. I wasn’t with his ass, he ain’t mention it to me, nothing.” Cole stopped me.

      “I already know. I would’ve been shot you.”

      Cole nodded with a smirk as we slapped hands.

      “You right.”

      “I told his ass the same thing,” Siggy added, taking a seat next to deep-thought having ass Will. Manny was too busy texting with fucking Alivia like he didn’t damn near live with her.

      I went to the kitchen to grab three of the fudgesicles that Henry’s wife made a lot, and then took them to the bathroom downstairs. Dumping it into the toilet, I used the plunger to mash them a little bit then closed the top.

      Making sure my heat was on me, I checked my phone to see Blaise said she was coming in forty-five minutes. Cadence also hit me saying she was outside.

      “’Sup?” I greeted Cadence with a smirk, and she blushed. “Come here.” I took her hand to lead her through the house.

      “The bathroom? That’s fine.” She happily walked in. “I’ve missed you and that dick so much. I’m so wet right now.”

      “Get on yo’ knees.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Cadence got down, grinning, as I lifted the top on the toilet. Gripping the back of her neck, I forced her face in as she hollered.

      “Listen, bitch. I told yo’ stupid ass that what we had was over. But nah, you wanna keep playing these fuck ass games, thinking I won’t break yo’ fucking neck.”

      I admit the shit was low-key hilarious because I knew she thought it was shit in the toilet.

      “Belly, please!” she screamed when I lifted her slightly. I dunked her ass back in, enjoying myself as I flushed.

      “You gon’ leave me the fuck alone?”

      Once she was lifted, she replied, “Yes, yes, please, just stop.”

      “Maybe I should just drown yo’ ass and be safe.”

      “No! No, just let me leave!” She sobbed hysterically. The front of her hair was drenched as fuck.

      Closing the toilet top, I removed my gun from my waist and pressed it against her temple. She began shivering out of fear. Cadence wasn’t into hood shit outside of fighting here and there, so I knew having a gun to her head would shake her hoe ass the fuck up.

      “This is the last chance yo’ ass is gon’ get, Cadence. One more strategic move to try to break up my relationship or get my attention, and I will split yo’ shit. I don’t love you, and I don’t care about you. I don’t even want you to lick my balls while another bitch sucks my dick. All the pussy I wanted from yo’ ass, I got, and now I’m done with you. Ain’t one pony trick you could pull out that would make me want anything to do with you. Clear?”

      I watched as tears streamed her face.

      “Yes,” she whispered, staring straight ahead.

      “Get out.”

      I stepped back, and Cadence hopped up to run out of the bathroom like her ass was on fire.

      She wasn’t gone for ten minutes before Blaise showed up, but it was still perfect ass timing.

      “Have a seat, fine ass.” I gestured toward the couch, and Blaise sat down with her sexy ass.

      Right when I was about to kiss her, she said, “I saw what was posted, and I need you to go on your story and fix it.”

      “Fix it? They don’t believe that shit. Bitch broke in then saved the picture for the right time.”

      “They do believe it, Cortez. Just post on your story, saying that bitch is not here with you.”

      Because I wanted some pussy tonight, I pulled my iPhone out and went onto the Instagram app. Going to my story, I held it up to record a video including Blaise.

      “Don’t believe nothing these crazy pigeon-toed hoes post.” I then turned to kiss Blaise on the corner of her mouth. Her ass was cheesing like a fucking Cheshire cat. Making a second video, I added, “A nigga only loves and spends time with my wife. Y’all muthafuckas stop trying to get me in trouble with her. You know she holds the pussy strings, and I be needing to fuck—”

      “Okay, Cortez.” Blaise snatched the phone so the recording would stop as I laughed, kissing her neck.

      Taking my phone back, I posted the shit.

      So I just wanna let you know, girl, I just wanna let you know that I notice…

      Eric Bellinger’s “Notice” was playing, so I started singing some of the words to Blaise until her frown turned into a smile. She loved the song. It was aight, but she played it so much despite it being old, that I knew the words.

      “I love you.” She gripped my chin to press her lips against mine.
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      “Thanks for coming over.” I opened the door for Yono.

      He’d stayed in Florida for longer than expected, but now that he was back, I guess he wanted to talk. I agreed not because I wanted him, but because we would have a business relationship and needed to be cordial.

      “Yep.” He walked in and sat down on my couch. I joined him.

      “Troy, I’m sorry for how things went, but I didn’t want you to come back expecting to be together with me. Especially because I’m moving in with Manny next month.”

      Yono scoffed and shook his head.

      “You led me on.”

      “I didn’t lead you on. Everything I told you was true, but at the end of the day, I’m in love with Manny. I want to be a family with him. That doesn’t mean I don’t like you, and didn’t like being with you, but I just—”

      “I get it, aight. As long as you know that you and I will never happen again, Alivia. Ever. I don’t care how many nights we spend practicing, I will never fuck with you.”

      “I don’t want you to. Plus, I’m pretty sure Manny and I will be in it for the long haul.” I gave him back his promise ring.

      “Pretty sure?” He toyed with it.

      “Very sure. Positive.”

      “Well was that it? Ain’t like I can fire you.” Yono rose up, so I did the same, watching him shove the ring into his pocket. I was smiling on the inside at the fact that he couldn’t fire me, because having to be in a relationship with him wasn’t a part of the contract.

      “Yep, that’s it. Can we shake hands? Might as well be cool, right?”

      I contemplated mentioning that his tour manager Jillian had posted little cryptic pictures and messages, so I knew he was fucking her now. Hell, he may have been all along. Thank God, because that bitch was annoying.

      Yono hesitated on my offer, but then reached his hand out to shake mine. He quickly pulled away then left without saying goodbye.

      I hated having people dislike me, but I wasn’t about to be without Manny to keep it from happening, so oh well.
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        * * *

      

      “How does Alivia look, Jasiel?” Manny asked his son. We were out to dinner, and I was seated across from them both.

      “Fine!” He nodded his small head, shoving a French fry into his mouth. He was super cute.

      “Thank you, Jasiel. You look nice too.”

      “Jasiel, what do you think about having a little brother or sister?” Manny drank some of the beer he’d ordered.

      I watched him for a little bit, admiring the man he’d become. I remember when he was an annoying loser, who I thought didn’t even know how to spell man let alone be one. But he’d come so far, and I was thankful that he’d kept chasing me, even when I’d purposely made myself hard to catch.

      “Ohh yes! I want one! Mommy is gonna have a baby?”

      “No, Alivia is gonna have a baby. And since the baby is mine too, that means it’s gonna be your brother or sister.”

      “Thanks, Alivia!” Jasiel smiled. “You guys get married now?”

      “You think we should?”

      I chuckled, eating my food as the two of them talked. Jasiel nodded to answer his father’s question.

      “I knew I liked you, Jasiel.”

      “I like you too, ’specially when we watch movies.”

      “Yep, and since you’re spending the night with us for the weekend, I will watch movies with you every night.”

      “Yay!”

      Manny chuckled before leaning back in his chair to reach down into his pocket. He pulled out a small velvet material box before scooting his chair out and standing.

      “Since he thinks we should get married, I guess I should make that happen.”

      “What?” I dropped my fork, looking him up and down as he lowered onto one knee.

      Everyone in the restaurant began clapping, but then it ceased to allow Manny to speak, I guess.

      “I love you, Alivia, and even though trying to be with you was the most stressful, unpredictable time of my life, I’m happy as hell that I was as thirsty as I was for you, because that kept me from giving up. Fast forward to today, you’re having my baby, and out to dinner with me willingly.”

      The patrons in the restaurant laughed along with me as I wiped my eyes.

      “Yes, I am.”

      “So before you change your mind, I wanna lock you down.” He smiled. “Will you marry me?”

      “I will. Definitely.” I nodded in case he didn’t hear me, although I knew he did. I didn’t want there to be any miscommunication.

      Manny slid the beautiful diamond down onto my finger, and I couldn’t believe it. I never thought I’d be engaged this soon. My life a year ago wasn’t even on this track, so to see how far I’d come personally was amazing.

      “I love you,” Manny whispered before coming up a little bit to kiss my lips.

      “I love you too.” I cupped his face.
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      Today, Manny would be meeting my parents for the first time, and we would also be letting them know about the engagement and unborn child. I was hoping they’d be happy that even though I didn’t go about my life the way they’d wanted, that it still ended up how they wanted.

      “Nervous?” I asked Manny as I rang the doorbell.

      I let my parents know that I was coming over, but I didn’t say I was bringing Manny. I feared they would tell me not to show up, so I’d rather surprise them.

      “Nope, I’m good.” He looked around the front of the house. “Neat freaks?”

      “Yes.” I nodded, butterflies taking over my stomach as I listened to someone open the door.

      “Alivia, come in.” My dad waved for me, not seeing Manny yet since the other side of the double door was blocking him. My dad’s eyes bounced all around when Manny’s tall ass stepped in behind me.

      “Dad, this is my boyfriend, Manuel.”

      “Manuel? Are you Afro-Latin?” My father begrudgingly shook his hand.

      “Nah, my mother is a non-Black from Puerto Rico. My dad is Black though.”

      My father just nodded before waving for us to follow him to the den where I saw my mother already was. Like my dad, when she saw Manny, she wore a confused look.

      “Says this is her boyfriend.” My dad pointed over his shoulder with his thumb before sitting.

      Manny and I took a seat on the opposite couch.

      “You brought a boyfriend to meet your parents, Alivia?” My mom frowned.

      “Not quite. See, Manny and I are engaged.”

      “Engaged?” My dad’s voice got a little louder than usual. “How the hell are you engaged? He didn’t ask me to marry you.”

      “I would have, sir, but you and Alivia weren’t on good terms, so—”

      “I don’t care. A real man asks the woman he wants to marry, father, for her hand!”

      “Daddy, calm down.”

      “Don’t tell your father to calm down, Alivia. He has every right to be upset.” My mom shook her head at me.

      “Well I guess you guys should know that I’m pregnant as well.”

      The blood from my parents’ faces seemed to drain out instantly.

      “Alivia, you need to go.” My mother glared at me as my father stormed out of the room. This was not going how I wanted, but definitely as I expected.

      “Gladly.” I stood up. “I will send invites to both the wedding and baby shower. Some gifts would be nice if you decide to show up. I suggest you two both learn to accept what’s happening here, or you won’t see your grandchild.” I got up and quickly left with Manny right on my heels.

      “Damn, baby. I like that.” Manny caught up to me once we were outside, hugging me from behind. “They’ll come around. It may take for the baby to get here, but they will.”

      Turning in his arms, I replied, “Thank you, but I don’t think I care as much as I thought I would.”

      “No?”

      “No.” I looked off for a second then back up into his eyes. “I’m happy, my career is flourishing, and I’m with you, so I’m fine.” I paused, then added, “Really happy now that you filed for a restraining order against Nandy.”

      “I tried to keep shit hood, but her running up on my mama was the last straw.”

      “I think her shooting you in the ass did it.”

      We chortled as we started toward the car.

      I loved my parents, and hopefully, Manny was right about them soon coming around. But right now, I wasn’t going to worry about it. I was going to enjoy my life, which I couldn’t complain about.
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      I waited impatiently, hoping Blaise hadn’t stood me up. I’d been trying to hang out with her for a while now, and she either never answered my calls, barely texted back, or told me she was too busy, just for me to see her on her Instagram story laid up with her children or Belly.

      I didn’t give a fuck about a bitch being my friend, but I guess that was because I’d always had Blaise. Helen and Mindy were cool, but if they stopped talking to me tomorrow, I really wouldn’t lose any sleep.

      I’d come to face the reality of the fact that I loved Blaise. I actually cared about someone outside of my man or myself. Of course I loved Iliana, but that was a given. And I didn’t care what Blaise offered me, I would take it.

      When I saw her enter the restaurant with her baby carrier, my heart began to beat out of my chest. I was so happy I couldn’t even contain the smile that had spread across my face. Rising up, I twiddled my thumbs as she neared, placing her carrier in the chair next to the one she planned to sit in.

      “Hi,” I finally spoke.

      “Hey.” Her eyes immediately darted to Iliana, and it felt good to see Blaise smile. “She is very pretty.” She sat down.

      “He’s beautiful too, but I already knew he would be; look at Island.” I cheesed, but Blaise gave me nothing. “Thank you for coming. I know that you’re busy.”

      “I am. But I have to eat sometimes, so I thought, why not.”

      “Well I appreciate it. I brought you here because I want to say that I’m sorry again. I know you think I don’t mean it, and that’s fine, but I do. I meant it the last time as well. That’s why I haven’t been in any mess.”

      “Hmm, is that why Ian approached Belly, claiming he had a crush on you?”

      “What?” I frowned. Ian hadn’t mentioned that to me. Then again, we hadn’t talked much, especially because I was staying at my old place with Iliana. “I’m sorry. I knew nothing about that. But I admit I did tell Ian something like that very early in my pregnancy when I was still a fool.”

      “Nichole, I get that you’d like to be friends, but I can’t call someone a friend that I don’t trust. You lie, you manipulate, you do all these underhanded things, and you sleep well at night after doing them. I would never welcome you back into my life. I don’t want you around my children when they become more impressionable, and I surely don’t want you around Cortez.”

      Wow, that was like a knife to the chest.

      “Yes, I understand. However, I love you, and I promise you that I am not the same. Sometimes people have to learn the hard way, and I have.” I felt myself tearing up, which made Blaise stop looking over her menu in shock. “Sorry.” I dabbed my eyes.

      “Why the hell are you crying? I’ve never seen you cry.”

      “It’s just all the things I used to do, or used to make fun of, I’m experiencing. Some girl was sleeping with Ian, and he bought her all this stuff. He missed the gender appointment, the birth, and I just…” I stared down into my lap. “I’m just not who I used to be, and that’s a good and bad thing.”

      “What did he say when you found out he was cheating?”

      “He apologized, said it would never happen again.”

      “You let him miss the birth and still took him back? And let him cheat? You have definitely changed.” Blaise snickered, but not like it was funny.

      “Isabella said I’m pathetic. How embarrassing is that coming from my baby sister?”

      We both laughed.

      “Do you want to be with someone else?”

      “No, I don’t think so. I’m not the lovey-dovey type, but I can say I love Ian. I just can’t be with him like this.”

      “Welp, then you need to pull out the old Nichole that didn’t take any shit. Make him beg for you, maybe even go on a few dates. Make him believe you’re never coming back, and shit, you might not want to.”

      “Thanks.” I nodded, liking how that sounded. “I know you don’t want to be friends friends, but maybe we can be trial friends? Go eat, nail shop, small things and see how you like me.”

      “I don’t know about being cool with someone that hangs with a bitch who tried to sue me.”

      “Helen? She can go.”

      “We’ll see, Nichole. We’ll see.”

      I left it alone because for now, that was enough.

      Blaise and I finished our food, and I happily paid the bill. She said we may get our nails done together tomorrow if none of her other friends were available, which was fine with me.

      On the way home, I decided to stop by the bank to deposit some cash I’d gotten for this one job. Taking Iliana with me, I went inside to make the deposit then headed out. The music from the recording studio next door was loud, so I quickly put my baby in the car to keep her from waking up.

      “Excuse me, Nichole.” I heard a deep familiar voice.

      Turning around, I saw this rapper named Jarco.

      “Yes?” I frowned.

      “Can I chop it up with you for a minute?”

      “For what, nigga?”

      He laughed. His bright smile was very captivating. Jarco was fine as hell, paid, and anything he rapped on went to the top of the charts. I never paid him any mind, because he had a reputation for not being into groupies, so he was a waste of my time back then.

      “Aight, I will get straight to it. I wanna take yo’ ass out sometime. I ain’t gon’ lie, I’ve been watching you on the gram for a minute, and you fine as fuck.” He squinted his eyes because the sun was beaming down onto his caramel complexion. My neck was hurting from looking up at him, so I gave it a rest and looked down for a moment.

      “Thanks, but I have a man and a new baby.”

      “I understand. Well let’s exchange numbers, and if something changes, we can link up.”

      Thinking about Blaise’s advice, I replied, “Sure.”

      “Cool.”

      I gave him my number, and he called me so I’d have his, then went back into the studio. Turning back to face Iliana, I saw she was awake.

      “Hey you, don’t tell daddy, okay?” I tickled her belly, and she smiled before I kissed her.

      I loved Ian, but maybe a date would do me some good.
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      I’d tried forgetting about Priscilla, but the shit had yet to work. I missed her, and I wanted her. Plus seeing the homies with their women didn’t help shit for me either.

      I’d heard from a credible source, Belly, that she and Sly were over with, and when I say I’d never been happier to receive some news, the shit was crazy. It felt like I’d gotten a new spurt of energy, knowing she was single again. After that proposal heard around the world, I thought I was about to dip into depression.

      During my session with my therapist yesterday, I let Dr. Overt know I couldn’t sit and wait for Priscilla. Although he disagreed, he told me that if I wanted to go that route, I would have to do more than showing up and pleading for forgiveness. She needed to know that she was special, and I needed to be ready to be focused on her. That meant no more Katie, which was easy since she hadn’t fucked with me since Dionne’s ass showed up.

      And speaking of Dionne, she had completely cut me out of her life from social media and even in person. I tried to go by her crib to talk, but I was told she’d moved. The neighbor could’ve been lying, but I wasn’t sure.

      That bothered me because I felt like shit for how I’d treated her and wanted her to know how sorry I was, even after she fucked my whip up. Hopefully, I would see her down the line, happy, and willing to accept my apology. It would bother me until I did.

      “Shit.” I cued up the music once I heard my doorbell ring.

      I knew Priscilla was on the other side, and this was my last damn chance to get her back. If she ain’t want me tonight, then I would be at a loss. Not sure if I would give up, but it would take me a minute to come up with a new plan.

      “Hey.” She smiled softly once I opened the door. She looked good in the peach dress she wore. Colors always looked nice against her chocolate complexion.

      “Hey, come in. Sit down.” I low-key pressed play on my phone so Sammie’s “Expiration Date” would play in the background.

      “I like the darkness with the lava lamp.” Priscilla removed her coat as she sat on the couch. Her long curly hair smelled good.

      “Thanks. First I want to give you these.” I handed her a bouquet of pink and red roses. I was nervous as fuck.

      “Wow, thank you. You didn’t have to give me anything. I should be bringing you flowers.”

      “Yeah, I did have to. I brought you over here, Priscilla, because I wanna be honest with you.”

      “Okay. I’d like to be honest as well.”

      “Go first.” I wanted to hear what she had to say because I would feel like a fool professing my love to her ass, just for her to say she was in fact marrying Sly or something.

      “I want to apologize for not being supportive of you. I was so focused on feeling like I deserved a certain type a man, which was a man who was already perfect, that I was stubborn. I was unwilling to stick by you through something that was hard for you. I didn’t mean to make you feel like I was too good. It was just after having been with someone who put my feelings and needs on the back burner for years, I was afraid of going into that same ordeal.

      Sly had everything together, and that attracted me to him. It felt good to not have to fix someone, not that you’re just this thing that needs fixing, but you had a few issues. Anyway, I’m sorry. I should have been more understanding.”

      “I appreciate that.” I touched her smooth leg. Her mocha skin was flawless. “I totally get where you were coming from though, so I don’t fault you. And you do deserve a nigga that has his shit together, you do.

      I can admit that when we first met, I wasn’t up to that standard, but now, Priscilla, shit is different. My addiction is pretty much nonexistent, I don’t have the erection issue as you witnessed, and my life is just on a better path now. I still go to therapy, just because it’s healthy for me at the moment, but I’m good.”

      “I can tell.”

      We gazed at one another as Sammie continued to croon.

      “Yeah, so I was thinking that maybe we can try this shit for real. You and me with nothing extra. No lies, no exes, no secrets, just something authentic.”

      “Really?”

      She looked surprised.

      “Yes, woman. Why that face?”

      “I just thought you didn’t like me anymore.”

      “I guess I don’t. I do love you though. Ever since I met you, I haven’t gone a day without thinking about you. Not even when I was supposed to be angry or done with you.”

      “So I’m not the only one.” She simpered.

      “Definitely not. So what you think about my offer? And I’m not talking friends who sees where things go. I mean I’m yo’ man, and you’re my girl, officially.”

      “That would be very nice.” She wrapped her arms around my neck before we kissed.

      “I don’t wanna date long before we get engaged either.”

      She paused to search my eyes with hers as we inhaled what the other exhaled because we were so close.

      “Me either. Maybe you can meet Penni and Rafi this weekend if their father will sit down with you sometime this week.”

      “Finally, shit.” I grinned as she giggled. “Thought I was never gon’ meet ya babies. I like that you kept them from me. You’re a good mother. Surely who I want to have my kids.”

      We started kissing, so I moved the roses from her lap to lean her body back.

      Pulling away, Priscilla panted. “One question. On the nights we didn’t role-play and you got it up, did you take Viagra or something?”

      “Nah.” I clenched my teeth. Damn I wanted to lie, but I needed this relationship to be pure. “I had a little help from a strap-on.”

      Priscilla’s jaw dropped, so I held her body tightly because I felt like she was about to jet. God, please no. I just got this fucking girl back.

      “You were sick.” Her stale face quickly turned as she burst into a loud laughter, so I joined her. “The real one for tonight though, right?” She pecked me.

      “The real one for forever.”
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      I’d pretty much been a damn stalker for the past few weeks, trying to catch Judd. When I came to the gym, they’d never let me in because no one inside ‘knew’ me. And when I sat outside of his place, I always missed him because he would be out for a long time, or I’d fall asleep, and by the time I’d wake up, he’d be in the house already. Of course, he wouldn’t answer the door when I’d knock, so I was trying to catch his ass outside.

      For thirty-six hours straight, I tried convincing myself that I was happy without his ass, because the way he’d been dodging me was pissing me the fuck off. I even tried to get Blaise to help convince me, but all she told me was that it was stupid to fuck up what I had with Judd over a loser like Herman. That made me feel even worse, especially because I knew that already.

      Judd was like a diamond in the rough, and I wasn’t about to lose him when I didn’t even really do anything. And if he thought he was gonna date another bitch, he was sadly mistaken.

      Tonight I’d done the most, buying a ticket to his fight front row which cost me $150. He paid me no mind while in the ring, even when we made direct eye contact. Now here it was an hour after the match had been over, and I was waiting around in this skimpy ass dress and heels, for him to come from the dressing room. I was sleepy, cold, and hungry, but I was not leaving.

      “Judd! Hey!” I called out when I saw him heading toward the exit. He acted like I wasn’t there, but I rushed after his ass, right out of the gym. “Judd! Judd Jackson!” I followed him. “I will never leave you alone, so you might as well let me say what I have to say.” Nothing. “Fine, I will just continue to bother you. I will bother any woman you try to date as well.”

      Pausing, he turned to look at me and said, “Isabella, leave me the fuck alone.”

      “No.” I folded my arms, and he scoffed, running his hands down his face.

      “Aren’t you tired of harassing me? It ain’t attractive!”

      “Nope, I’m just getting started.” I moved closer to him. “Judd, on a serious note, I’m sorry. I really like you, a lot and—”

      “Then why, Isabella? I don’t get it. Then you do it right after I let you meet my fucking child? Why not tell me you wasn’t feeling me before I brought you in like that?” He frowned his handsome face.

      “I didn’t tell you that because I am feeling you like that. It’s just, Judd… I’m used to dating guys like Herman; immature, not really about anything, and don’t live actual grownup lives.”

      “Well that ain’t me.”

      “Exactly. Which is why I like you. I was just afraid.”

      “Afraid of what? That makes no fucking sense! How you afraid of a nigga with stability that actually likes yo’ ass and treats you like something?”

      “I’ve always dated guys like Herman because I knew I was better than them. So I didn’t need to worry about living up to a certain standard because they were always behind me in life. A man like Herman would always put me on pedestal because I was miles out of his league.

      But you? You have it together. You have so much together that I don’t, and it was frightening to think how one day you would realize that I was beneath you, and move onto someone else. I still live with my mom, and I take pictures for a living, which is a faulty income! I already had this feeling, then I find out you’re coming up in boxing, which would only make it worse. Not only was I already not adding up, but now you’ll have even more women in your face who will make you see that.”

      His scowl dissipated, and he dropped his duffel bag.

      “Isabella, I like you because you’re beautiful, funny, kind of weird, and smart. I’m not trying to date you for your occupation or whether or not you have car notes and cable in your name. The point of being a couple is to help one another grow. You can show me shit, and I can do the same. I’m a boxer; my income is faulty too. If I don’t fight, I make no cash. Same way if you don’t get booked, you don’t make cash.”

      I smiled, admiring his face and scent even though he’d just fought.

      “I guess we do have things in common.”

      “We do.”

      After a few moments of silence, except for the sound of cars and dogs, I asked, “Would you be open to giving me another chance? I didn’t sleep with Herman. And I left right after you—”

      “I know, Isabella. You texted that and left that same shit on my voicemail thirty times.”

      “Right.”

      “I’ll be open to it if you promise to take this shit seriously. I’m dating to have a wife, not a fling.”

      “I’m dating to have a husband, preferably a short guy who has a daughter that loves Chuck E. Cheese pizza.”

      “I think I know somebody like that. And I’m not short; I’m taller than yo’ ass.”

      I cheesed, feeling a sense of calmness as he pulled me into his arms. Crashing my lips against his, I hugged his neck as tightly as I could. I was never letting this nigga go.
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      “Damn. I should bend you over.” Belly hugged me from behind, caressing my body. I was standing in the mirror, fully dressed and ready to go to this Vanessa Mario party.

      “No, baby. I don’t want to mess up my makeup or hair.”

      “What time you gon’ be back? I wanna strip you.” He started kissing on my neck, but I stopped him before he ruined my panties. Belly’s touch always did something to me, even when I didn’t want it to. He knew just what to rub and when to, which I hated sometimes.

      “It might run late, but I hope to be home by 1 a.m.”

      “Aight. If you ain’t, I’m coming.”

      “No, Cortez. This is exclusive and a big thing for me. You can’t show up acting crazy.”

      “Well then bring yo’ ass home by 1 a.m., or gunshots gon’ ring out.” He pressed his dick against my ass.

      “I will. Did you think about what I asked of you?” I turned to face him.

      “What? About that magazine shit? You not doing it.”

      “Cortez, nothing will be showing! And I want to do this! I want to look sexy. You don’t know what it’s like to carry a baby for months and then try to feel like your normal self afterwards.” I pleaded as he sat down on the bed.

      “I don’t want people seeing ya fucking body, Blaise. Then I’m gon’ have to invade other muthafuckas’ dreams to beat their ass when they fantasize about you.”

      Chuckling and making my way over to him, I stood between his legs. His hands glided up and down my hips slowly as he salaciously surveyed my body.

      “Can you just be okay with it this one time? You know it’s been hard for me to feel like myself, and this will be good for me.”

      “Let me come.”

      “No. No, you can’t come. The photographer is a gay man anyway.”

      “How you know he gay? You saw him sucking dick?”

      Laughing, I replied, “No, but he’s well known, and everyone knows he’s gay.”

      “I don’t know that the muthafucka is gay. He look straight to me.”

      “You’ve seen him?” I furrowed my brows, looking down at Belly.

      “Nah, but I’m sure the muthafucka ain’t gay. I’m a nigga, Blaise, and I know muthafuckas lie about shit like that so they can feel all up on you and shit. So I’m gon’ be there.”

      “Whatever.”

      I wasn’t gonna tell him the shoot time, so his ass was not gonna be anywhere! It was early anyway, so I was sure he would be knocked out. If he didn’t have to wake up to run, he usually slept until about 10 a.m.

      My phone buzzed, letting me know the car Belly called to drive me around in was here. It was late, and he didn’t want me riding by myself. It was either this or he’d pick me up, and I didn’t want the latter because I feared he would fuck someone up because he thought they were looking at me. It was sexy, how crazy he was, but this party was too important.

      “Bye, baby.” I kissed Belly, who was sitting on the bed with the two baby monitor cameras we had in Island and Cortez’s rooms. I then left to go check on my sleeping kids, before rushing out.

      The party was pretty far, because even with no traffic, it took forty-five minutes.

      “Would you like me to wait outside or drive around?” the driver asked as he helped me out of the truck.

      “You can drive around. I won’t make you wait. I will call when I am ready to go.”

      “Yes, ma’am, and I will be sure to stick close by.”

      “Perfect.”

      “Enjoy the party, Mrs. Khalil.”

      I smirked, hearing him call me that.

      Taking a deep breath, I tread up to the door where a big bouncer was, holding a clipboard.

      “Good evening. My name is—”

      “Blaise. Go ahead.” The bouncer smiled then marked it off on his clipboard. It felt good to not have to explain who I was.

      I slipped inside of the party, bobbing my head to the music. It was that pop song “Gold” by Kiiara.

      The mansion was beautiful with chandeliers everywhere. It was full in here, so I couldn’t see anyone I knew right away.

      Taking my phone from my clutch purse, I texted Ivory.

      Me: I don’t know anyone!

      Ivory: Look for Vanessa Mario.

      Ivory: Did you wear the Balmain dress? Versace didn’t send anything from the new season, so I hope you don’t have that on.

      Me: Okay and yes I did.

      I put my phone back up and then tread through the party, taking a champagne flute from the tray; one wouldn’t hurt.

      Finally, seated on one of the white couches in a pretty red dress with a high split, was Vanessa Mario. She was a Cuban actress who’d been in everything from classic Black films, to action movies with aliens and everything. She had so many awards it was ridiculous. I remembered wanting to be just like her when I was a freshman in high school.

      “I don’t mean to intrude, but I wanted to come and say hello. Also, thank you for inviting me to this party.” I walked up with my hand out.

      Vanessa had stopped laughing at whatever was funny, and then looked at my hand before standing up. Her dark complexion was even prettier in person.

      “Welcome…”

      “Blaise. Blaise Cansino.”

      “Right, yes. Sorry, I meet so many people.” She placed her empty glass down and said, “Anyway, I hug, I don’t shake hands.”

      She embraced me and then let go before grabbing a newly filled champagne flute.

      “So—”

      “Let’s walk around the party, shall we?”

      “Absolutely.” I followed her, giving a light wave to everyone else who’d been sitting with her. They looked peeved, but what the fuck was I supposed to do?

      “So you’re gonna be acting with me in Worst Case Scenario, huh?”

      “Yes, I am. I’m so excited. I’ve been watching you for the longest, so this is like a dream come true.”

      “You make me feel old. How old are you?”

      “I’m twenty-four. I will be twenty-five in the fall.”

      “Wow. I remember being that young. I was single, wild, and rich!”

      Together, we laughed as we continued to strut through the party.

      “Yes, well I’m not single or wild really, I guess. My money is very nice though, and my fiancé’s is even nicer.”

      “You had charges brought against you for assault; you are not all peaches and cream, sweetheart. You’re wild too.”

      That was embarrassing. Thankfully, no one knew I punched Tiana Strauss, Nichole, or all of Belly’s harem except Megyn. Damn, I wanted to whoop her ass, but she had me at the wrong time, and I felt like me flirting with Elias did enough to her fragile ego.

      “I guess I am.” I followed her up the winding stairs.

      “Your fiancé is that handsome boxer? The one who killed Mason.”

      “Umm, yes, he’s the handsome boxer. I don’t really like using the latter as a description for him though.”

      “I think it’s pretty bad ass.” She shrugged. “Also how he seems to not be bothered by the hate he got for it. I love a rebel.”

      “Yeah, he’s a pretty tough man.” I looked around the hallway we were walking down. “Your house is beautiful. Thanks for showing me around.”

      “I only throw parties here. I wouldn’t dare let these people know where I lived.” She entered a bedroom, and I paused. “Come on. I want to show you the view.”

      I entered with her and saw a man laid out on the bed in a tuxedo.

      “Oh, I’m sorry—”

      “No, Blaise, it’s fine. This is the director of the film, Bruce. Bruce, you know Blaise.” Vanessa pointed to me.

      “Nice to finally meet you.” I grinned at him. He licked his lips as his eyes cascaded down my body.

      “Wow, I cannot wait to work with you. You know, I have another limited series I’m doing, and you’d be perfect.” Bruce got off of the bed.

      “What’s it about?” I quizzed.

      “A very beautiful girl.” He circled me. “I could get you a lot of work. Yes, a lot. You are downright perfect.”

      “He really can, Blaise.” Vanessa came from looking out of the large window that took place of the wall. “You stick with us, and you will make a lot of money.”

      “Right. Well let me know when the auditions are.” I nodded, feeling uncomfortable but trying to remain professional.

      “Right now.” Bruce backed up. “It’s pretty easy. All you have to do is kiss your co-star.” He gestured toward Vanessa.

      “No, then I’m fine.”

      “Not into lesbian roles?” Vanessa raised a brow.

      “I’m fine with them, I just don’t want to audition such a thing in a non-professional setting.”

      “How isn’t it professional? I’m the director, and it’s just a little kiss.”

      “Yeah, nothing too much.” Vanessa rubbed down the side of my hip, but I pushed her hand away.

      “I’m going to go.” I set the glass of champagne that I’d never even sipped, down.

      “Come on—”

      WHAM!

      I hit Vanessa right in the mouth when she tried to grab my face and kiss me.

      “Get the fuck out!” Bruce hollered as Vanessa cried. “You will not be in the series! Not this one and not the one you’re already booked for! Get out!”

      WHAM!

      When he tried to force me, I punched him too, then quickly left the party. I was shitting my fucking pants wondering if they’d sue me. I knew I’d lost the role, but I wasn’t about to sleep with them to keep it. Vanessa had ruined my view of her. And because I admired her so much, I wished I’d never met her.
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        * * *

      

      6 a.m.… morning of the Exposed shoot…

      

      I’d crept out of bed an hour and a half ago to head downstairs for my shower. I didn’t want to use the bathroom within the room, because it would wake Belly up. And if he woke up, he would try to come with me to the photo shoot.

      I had my baby boy, and Island was with her paternal grandmother, so I was good to go as I tiptoed out of the house. I giggled to myself because I knew how angry Belly would be that he couldn’t come.

      “You’re just such a cutie!” I cooed at Cortez as I buckled his car seat in the back seat. He was knocked out.

      I tossed my bag into the trunk and then rushed to the driver’s side of my Range Rover to hurry and get the hell out of here.

      As I jammed to my music, keeping it low so it wouldn’t bother my baby, I happily drove to the location. It didn’t take long for me to arrive, which I was thankful for.

      Getting my bag and my baby, I headed up inside to greet everyone.

      “Blaise, perfect timing. Alli will show you to your dressing room.” The assistant of the photographer Vicky greeted me.

      I noticed the photographer was looking strangely, like he was either bothered or afraid. I waved to him, and he just smiled softly.

      After Alli and the assistant cooed over my son, Alli led me away.

      “Just go ahead and change in there. It’s a bathroom and a closet you can put your belongings in. Also, a couch, plus a vanity where the makeup artist will come do your makeup.” Alli explained everything, then twisted the knob before walking away.

      I put my baby’s carrier down along with my purse then took a few things from my duffel bag. Walking over to the closet, I opened it so I could put the duffel up.

      “Ah! Cortez, what the fuck!” I jumped back as he slowly emerged from behind some robes hanging in the closet, like a serial killer.

      “I told yo’ hardheaded ass I was supposed to be here. But I knew you was gon’ try and sneak the fuck out.”  He stepped out of the closet.

      “How did you even know the location?”

      “I hit that muthafuckin’ photographer up and told his ass if he ain’t drop them details, I would find out on my own, light this bitch up, and wouldn’t give a fuck if you was in here too.”

      “Ugh! I hate you!” I stomped my foot.

      “Watch yo’ fucking mouth.” He backed me into the wall then leaned down to peck me.

      We kissed for a moment, and then I pushed him off of me, slipping around him just as he went to check on our son.

      “You are just insane, you know that?” I dug through my purse.

      “Go insane in that pussy too.” He came up behind, pressing his dick against me.

      Laughing, I nudged him away. No wonder that damn photographer was acting like he’d seen a ghost.
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      “Be nice, Cortez. I don’t like her either, because I told you she was talking nonsense when we had lunch, but you have to remember she’s not all there,” Blaise tried to explain to me as we walked up to my mama’s door.

      Her ass called me crying and shit, because of course, my pops had gone ghost on her ass again. I knew once he returned, she’d be on her bullshit, so I ain’t even want to come over here, especially with my son.

      “She only claiming she’s different because that nigga ain’t fucking with her. I don’t want her stupid ass seeing me or my fucking kid until she gets her shit straight for real.”

      “I know, but sometimes horrible moms are good grandmothers. My mama is a phenomenal grandparent, but as a parent, she definitely could have used a lot of work over the years.” Blaise rubbed up and down my bicep. “She’s just really attached to your father, Cortez, and it’s hard to leave him behind.”

      “Whatever. Let’s hurry this shit the fuck up.”

      We walked up to my mom’s door, and I let Blaise knock since I was holding our son’s carrier.

      “Come in! Come in! Thank you for showing up!” My mama beamed.

      “Sure. Thanks for the invite. I hope this time won’t be like the last.” Blaise walked in and I followed, not saying shit.

      “No. I want to say I’m sorry. I was just upset that my husband was doing God knows what.” My mom was apologizing to Blaise but staring at me for sympathy.

      “We don’t give a fuck.” I sat down.

      “Typical Sagittarius men.” My mom laughed. “Hard for them to commit and hard for them to care.”

      “Cortez has no problem with either.” Blaise touched my leg as soon as I sat down on the couch where she was.

      “Right. Sorry. Can I see the baby?”

      “You can look, but don’t touch him,” I let her ass know.

      Nodding, she moved closer to look down at my son before a big smile covered her face.

      “He’s so beautiful. He’s surely a mixture of you two. That little brown complexion is to die for!” The way her hands moved, I could tell she wanted to pick him up, but she hadn’t earned that shit yet. “Hey, so maybe this can be a weekly thing or a bi-weekly thing? You guys can come over with the baby, I can make lunch, or—”

      “Nah, we ain’t doing that shit. You’ll see him when we want you to, and only when you ain’t dizzy as fuck over that husband of yours.”

      “Of course.”

      “Aight, I’m ready to bounce. Come on, Blaise.” I rose up.

      “Already?” My mom’s voice trembled.

      “Yeah, already. Me and my non-GED having ass got shit to do.” I opened the door for Blaise, and my mother stood there.

      “Baby, I didn’t mean that. You’re smarter than—”

      “Save it. What you say don’t mean shit to me. Keep ya tears for the nigga you care about.”

      Blaise slipped out of the door, and I followed behind, the baby carrier in my hand.

      “At least she saw him.”

      “Yep.” I opened the passenger door of the car for Blaise then proceeded to buckle my son in the back. “Appreciate you coming. I thought you had a table reading today?”

      “No, no. I’m not in that in anymore.”

      I finished buckling Cortez in then closed the door so I could see Blaise better.

      “Why?”

      “Just a change of plans.”

      “Fuck is you talking about? Shit like that don’t just change.”

      “The director doesn’t want me in the series anymore because I wouldn’t kiss Vanessa at the party. He emailed my manager/agent and told her I was still too fat, which is a lie.”

      “Oh, okay.” I nodded for Blaise to put her feet into the car so I could close the door.
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        * * *

      

      The next afternoon…

      

      I walked into the Beverly Hills hotel, checking the piece of paper I’d written shit down on. Once I verified the hotel room number, I tread to the elevator, hopping on. Shoving the paper into my slacks pocket, I stepped off once the elevator dinged and allowed its doors to part. I read the room number indicator, then made a left, walking to the end of the hall. Knocking, I waited for the muthafucka to answer.

      “Yes?” Some bald head Black nigga answered the door. He had a black eye, which made me smirk because I knew my baby had done that.

      “Bruce Jackson?”

      “That’s me. Did you need something? Who are you?” He ran off with questions as I walked into his room like it was mine. “Wait, wait!” He hollered when I snatched his ass up and slammed him into the wall. “Cortez Khalil?”

      “Or I can be yo’ worst fucking nightmare if you don’t put my wife back in that fucking series yo’ ass is shooting. Now a lot of shit doesn’t bother me, but fucking with my girl ain’t one of them. When I drop you, I want you to get yo’ crusty lipped ass on that muthafuckin’ computer and send every email you need to, or I will splatter yo’ insides on these fucking walls. You catching what the fuck I’m throwing?”

      “Y-yes, sir.”

      I let him fall, and he tripped trying to run to his laptop. Once he sat down, he lifted the top, but froze when he saw me strategically adjust my shirt to expose my heat. I removed the safety so he could hear it nice and fucking clearly, then watched as he got to typing while I read every word.

      “It was nice doing business with you, Bruce.” I covered my gun up once he was finished.

      “Right. You tell Blaise Cansino that we’re having another table read soon. I’ve already emailed her manager.”

      “Cool.” I started to walk off, but then got back in his space, watching him tremble like a leaf on a tree. “If you suggest anything sexual for my wife to do that ain’t being recorded on set, I will murder you. I’m talking Black Dahlia murder yo’ ass, to where muthafuckas won’t even know who did it, but you’ll be mutilated as fuck for the public to see.”

      Bruce nodded repeatedly.

      “No, sir. That won’t happen.”

      “Smart man.”

      WHAM!

      “Urgghh.” He held his face as he fell back onto the couch. He was about to have two black eyes.

      “That’s for trying to make her kiss that granny ass Cuban bitch.”

      I laughed on my way out after seeing his eyes widen from me standing over him.
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      Just an hour and a half later…

      

      “Ah! What are you doing here?” Sylvia, my therapist covered herself as she sat in a bathtub full of bubbles. Thank God none of that sloppy Joe ass body was showing.

      “Sign me off so I can fight.”

      “You need to book a session. If you wait until I get out of the tub, we can—”

      “No, you just gon’ sign the shit.”

      I wanted a new fucking therapist, which I would get, but since Sylvia’s ass did my final session before the Mason fight, she had to be the one to sign off for me to fight again.

      “Okay.” She smirked, standing up and showing her naked frame. She thought she looked good as she stepped out of the tub, slowly grabbing a towel so I could see her body for longer.

      “Gravity got the best of you, huh?” I asked coolly, making her pause from being shocked. Bitch was shaped like a Time Warner remote, just with long ass cheeks.

      “You know what, I’ve changed my mind. Since you won’t give me dick or a session, I will not—”

      “You won’t what?” I put the gun to her head. “Got a pen for you right here.” I set the paper on the hamper along with the pen.

      She immediately grabbed it up and signed where she needed to. When done, I put the gun up to inspect the paper.

      “You sure?” She dropped her towel.

      Bitch was pitiful. Without a word, I left her soggy body ass where she was so I could take my ass home.

      I made a detour though, dropping the paper off to Sebastian at Avenue Productions. That nigga was happy as a muthafucka with his greedy ass.

      “Daddy, we paint!” Island rushed into the foyer with her polish bottles as soon as I walked through the fucking door.

      “Baby, come on. Nah, I don’t like doing that shit.” I squatted down to her level. She looked sad as fuck, so I said, “Aight, we can paint, but the shit has to be red. I’m a Blood.”

      “Red, red, yes.” She took my finger to lead me to the den where Blaise and my son were.

      When I sat down, I removed my suit jacket because the shit was too expensive to fuck up. I’d had a meeting earlier with Grainz, a cereal company who wanted me on the front of their box. I couldn’t believe the shit. I was cocky as fuck, knowing I’d go far in boxing, but I never thought they’d ask me to do such a thing.

      “Ooh, you’re about to look even sexier.” Blaise kissed me when she saw Island doing her setup. Thankfully, this shit washed off with a little soap and water.

      “Why the fuck she don’t ever paint yo’ shit?”

      “Mine are already painted.” Blaise rocked my son. “Ivory let me know I’m back on the series. I guess they felt bad for what they’d done.” She put Cortez in his baby swing bed.

      “Yep.”

      “Did you do something?”

      “Maybe.”

      Gripping the sides of my face, she replied, “You didn’t hurt anyone did you?”

      “Nah, not really. I just need muthafuckas to know that they can pull as much bullshit as they want to, just not with you. When they see yo’ fucking name on the line up, they gon’ know it won’t be no shit, ’cause yo’ nigga is a full-time bullshitter and be ready to solve any fucking issue.”

      Laughing, she said, “I like that. I like you too.”

      “When I’m done with this shit, I can show you something else you gon’ like.”

      Blaise bit her lip as I kissed the back of her hand.

      Who knew that cute little bitch up in the t-shirt store would’ve had a nigga switching up like this?
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      Amsterdam… two years later…

      

      Currently Island, Cortez, Belly, and I were out of the country and in the Netherlands. Belly had business to take care of but decided to bring us all along since this was a weeklong trip. The company Avenue Productions paid for everything, including our nice ass plush suite inside of Hotel Okura.

      My husband was a full-on boxing superstar making 35 million a fight, and still undefeated. He’d had every sponsorship known to man, including Under Armour, Nike, Power Force protein drinks and bars, plus many others. He’d been on every sports magazine, won so many awards, and was even on the front of Grainz cereal boxes. Not to mention the new club Champions he’d opened. It was inspiring to see him come so far in life and his career, especially because there were so many obstacles thrown in his way, starting from his horrible childhood.

      Speaking of his childhood, his childhood homie Ozzy he was of course found guilty of raping Tiana Strauss. I guess Belly fucking him up did something to him because he confessed to it all; crying on TV with two teeth missing thanks to my husband. Tiana was happy about Ozzy’s jail sentence, and even happier to give birth to a baby that belonged to her husband. I was just happy the bitch was out of my life. I smiled at the thought, admiring this beautiful ass suite I was in, in Amsterdam.

      We traveled a lot because of Belly, but I liked that sometimes he made changes in his schedule to accommodate my career as well. Plus, I loved traveling with him because he always showed me a good time, plenty of jewelry, sex, and gifts included.

      “Is everybody ready for dinner?” I stared down at Island and Cortez.

      Island nodded without speaking, because she was upset that I told her she couldn’t have a cocktail tonight. I chuckled seeing how angry she was, before reaching to take her small hand.

      “Ready!” Cortez grinned up at me with his handsome self.

      “Good. Let’s get daddy.”

      I walked out of the bedroom area to the living room to see Belly dressed up in his suit. He looked so sexy per usual, and his cologne was already in the air. Upon seeing the three of us, he grinned widely, before pocketing his phone and pulling the door open for us.

      “Thank you, Daddy.” Island spoke to him purposely because she was mad with me.

      She still called him daddy, and after two years of trying to get her to stop, I gave up. Five-Star didn’t like it, but she agreed to call him Dad, no -dy suffix. I think she thought they were two different things, but thankfully, it was enough to shut Five-Star’s ass up for now.

      As I passed Cortez, I leaned my head back for a kiss, and then we left the room.

      “Look at my fine ass superstar wife.” Belly grabbed a handful of my ass as I walked onto the elevator.

      “Stop.” I giggled.

      As for me, I did take that limited series opportunity because it paid a lot and it was good for exposure. Like Ivory promised, that magazine spread, movie, and series catapulted me overnight seemingly.

      It was crazy to think that I used to stay online and in my email praying to get roles, but now I had to turn some down for lack of time or just because I didn’t like the premise. I’d been a main character in five major motion pictures over the last two years, I was still a part of the main cast on Streets, which was just renewed for a new season, and I was up for more than a few awards.

      “You look good though, baby. Always perfect as fuck.” Belly nibbled down on his lip, making me blush. Yep, that still happened even though we’d been together for a minute. “You look perfect too.” He scooped up Island to tickle her, and she screeched with laughter as we all got off the elevator to head to the restaurant inside.

      “Finally, the king and queen have made it,” Manny said sarcastically as my husband, kids, and I sat at the long table reserved for everyone. We paid to have the place to ourselves.

      Because this trip was lengthy and very important, Manny had to come, as well as Will. It worked out for me too because both men were married to my friends, so this was almost like a little girls’ trip when the men were busy. And because Priscilla and Alivia came, I was able to invite Izzy.

      “They didn’t even take that long, Manuel.” Alivia spoke up for me. Her baby girl Maliah was sitting next to her, eating something I couldn’t quite make out. She was adorable and looked exactly like Alivia.

      Alivia was still a deejay, but she was extremely sought after in the business. In one night of deejaying, she could make $100,000. If you wanted your party to really look like something, sound like it too, you booked Ali V.

      She worked for Yono for about a year after they broke up, but he couldn’t take it, so Alivia eventually quit. She was making more now anyway. Her manager Sanya reminded me a lot of Ivory.

      “I just want to order a drink.” Priscilla scoured the menu with her eyes squinted, before she and Will began to go back and forth, studying the drinks.

      She was four months pregnant, so I didn’t know what kind of drink she planned to get.

      Priscilla had choreographed more than a couple music videos, and had opened her own dance studio. She still posted little dance routines on Instagram because that drew people to her studio, which she made racks off of a month.

      “Mommy, I want a beer!” Penni shouted. She and Island were in between Priscilla and I. Penni was older than my baby, so Island looked up to her.

      “Margarita!” Island chimed in, even though I’d already told her little ass up at the room that she couldn’t have one. “Or Henny because Daddy said it’s good!”

      “What? She asked me and I told my fucking baby what to get.” Belly shrugged when I looked at him as if Island wasn’t five years old. “My little nigga right here likes Hennessy, huh?” He kissed Cortez’s cheek, making him nod.

      The table, including the waiters laughed at Belly and the children, before taking drink orders from everyone.

      I was surprised Rafi let Priscilla bring Penni and Rafi Jr. with her to Amsterdam, because for a year straight, he was a baby daddy from hell and hated Will. But he loved his bachelor life, so after a while, he started to ease up a tiny bit, letting them have the kids more so he could be free. I guess this was one of those times.

      As for the little bitch who broke their relationship up, Yesenia, she was on to a new rapper, acting all in love. Per usual, he had a wife that he was supposedly separated from. Some women were just attracted to taken men.

      “Izzy, how does it feel to be engaged?” Alivia inquired.

      “Very nice and blinding.” She held her hand out to flash her ring before kissing Judd and then his daughter Jessie on the forehead.

      Judd was a full on professional now, making a nice amount of money per fight. He wasn’t in the multi-millions like Belly yet, but he was clearing over $70,000 per fight, which was nice.

      His ‘friend’ Herman had quit boxing altogether a year ago. Belly claimed he was moist as fuck and got discouraged because his weak ass efforts weren’t paying off; his words, not mine. I think he worked for a cable company or something, I wasn’t sure. Izzy had dodged a bullet.

      She was now doing a lot more professional modeling work, mainly print in magazines for cosmetics companies. It paid well, and Izzy loved posing for pictures, so she was in heaven.

      Speaking of Izzy, her sister Nichole and I were okay. We texted here and there, and she invited me out a lot. I only went sometimes. She was definitely not the same Nichole, but then again, she was.

      She was still crazy as hell, but less of a hoe, and I guess that was thanks to her fiancé, Jarco. Yep, she left Ian for him about two months after they met, and I was not mad about it. I didn’t care for Nichole then, but the stuff Ian had done was horrible to do to the woman carrying your child. Plus, their relationship was plagued with cheating on both sides from day one, and they just needed to let it go.

      Ian still had hope he could get Nichole back, but her wedding was in a month, and she was already a month pregnant by Jarco, little did he know. I had my teacup ready to see how he’d react once he did find out.

      The once very prominent harem was of course no more. Kharla had her baby and appeared to be in love, then Maia got her ass whooped at the hospital and hadn’t bothered us since. Sienna was in a mental institution for trying to kill herself again, and after being shamed by both Belly and I on multiple occasions, Megyn had thrown in the towel. Cadence was pretty much the last of the Mohicans, and once she came face to face with a toilet bowl of ‘shit’, I guess she realized that’s all she was to Belly and exited our lives.

      However, I didn’t doubt that if for some reason Belly and I parted, all five of them hoes would fall right back in line. Hell, we didn’t have to even break up for that to happen. If he showed them attention they’d come back. Whores.

      “Drinks have arrived!” The waiter came to deliver what everyone ordered.

      For the next two hours, we drank, ate, and talked about everything. It was nice to just relax and get tipsy with the people I loved the most while on vacation.

      We all went to our suites to retire for the night since the men had to work in the morning, and the girls, kids, and I planned to go shopping while they did so.

      After Belly and I put the kids to bed, we went to the bathroom so we could have a bath together in the huge tub.

      Belly got in first, and then I tied my hair up to join him, straddling his lap.

      “Damn, I fucking love you.” He eyed my naked frame as he raised me up some to slide me down onto his already hard dick.

      I eyed the tiny tattoo of my birthday on the side of his neck reading 9.28. I had his, 12.3 on the side of my wrist.

      “Mmm,” I moaned softly as we kissed. “I love you too, and the way you love me.”

      It was true too. I’d never met anyone who loved me the way Belly did; someone who went so hard for me and cared about me more than themselves. But a wise person once said, nobody can love you like them roughnecks do…

      

      
        
        *FIN*
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