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      “Shae, are you seeing this shit right now? Look to the left of you,” my best friend, Mahogany, of twenty-five years, said to me.

      With the nachos and cheese that I had resting in my lap and my bottled water on the right of me, I quickly turned my head to see what Mahogany was talking about. When I saw what she was dying for me to look at, all I could do was shake my head. It was Friday night, and Mahogany and I were sitting up in the bleachers with the rest of the hundreds of people who were there watching a game of basketball that felt like the game of the century.

      My baby was out there playing. My seventeen-year-old baby was out there on the court doing his thing, making everyone in the crowd feel like he was ready to play in the NBA. The girls loved my son Giovonte. In fact, these young, high school ass girls probably thought that they loved him more than I did.

      To the right of me, which was where Mahogany had forced me to look, a group of at least twenty girls all had some sort of shirt or jersey made with my baby’s name and number on it. They were damn near screaming louder than me whenever he made a basket, or anytime the ball was in his hands for that matter. These girls went all out for Giovonte. I’m talking shirts that had his picture on it, and some even went as far as using the school colors to put his jersey number, which was number 3, on their faces with paint.

      I looked out at my son on the court, and he was eating all of that attention up, with his handsome self. My son was every bit of his father, loving the attention, especially when it came from a woman. The other team, St Thomas, which was the school that Giovonte’s team was playing, had called a time out, so that left Giovonte enough time to look into the crowd.

      After hearing all the cheers, he showed those perfect set of teeth that I had helped out with due to him having braces for two years. He also showed those deep dimples that could win any woman in there over. My son had a light brown skin complexion, just like his father, Giovonni. My baby was so tall, standing 6’4”, towering over me. No tattoos on his body, so the sleeveless jersey that he wore showed off that golden brown skin that God had blessed him with, which was free of any ink.

      His eighteenth birthday was coming up in a few months, and he swore up and down that he was going to the tattoo shop to get a sleeve tattoo, but I told him that it wasn’t happening. Even with my son almost eighteen, I was still having a problem as a mother with accepting the fact that he wasn’t a baby anymore.

      My biggest challenge was the hoochies that my son attracted. Even right now, having to sit in stands filled with people and watching all of these fast ass girls lust after my baby boy, it just did something to me. I hated it, actually. They saw the offers that he was getting from just about every university worldwide, so they knew what his skills would one day bring; fame and money! Dollar signs were what majority of these fast ass girls saw, but my son was stubborn like his father, so he would rather fuck up before he listened to the advice that anyone gave him until it was too late to right his wrong.

      With all the noise that was going on in the gym from the music playing, the cheerleaders on the side cheering, mixed with the fans in the crowd, Giovonte’s eyes still managed to fall on mine. When they did, he mouthed the words, I love you.

      My heart melted when he did that. I mouthed it back to him, letting him know that I loved him more, and right after, the game was back on. On a Friday night, I was still in my work clothes. I came to see my son play straight from work, not even having enough time to go home and change.

      Giovonte swore up and down that I was his good luck charm. He made it clear that whenever I didn’t make a game, he didn’t play as well. As tired as I was from the forty plus hours that I put in this week at work, I still managed to get there and watch my son. I took on several roles in Giovonte’s life. I was both mother and father along with doctor, provider, therapist, but the mother and father are what I took on the most.

      Giovonte’s father, Giovonni, who we call Trip since he was Giovonni the III was a part of our son’s life, but he was incarcerated while he did his parenting. He would forever be incarcerated, and that was because when our baby was seven-year-old, Trip was charged with the murder of a ten-year-old little girl.

      I hated to tell this story because I hated thinking back to that day. Ten years had passed since that happened, and I still felt that it was fresh. Trip was part of a gang called the Miami Boyz. That was a gang that he would sell his soul to if he had to, a gang that he was willing to die about if forced to do so. It was no secret that they were beefing with their rivals who were called Broward Bangs.

      To this day, I didn’t know the whole story because Trip didn’t usually include me in his dirty work. All I knew was that one of the men from Broward Bangs raped a girlfriend of the men in Miami Boyz, so that started a war. I believe Trip told me that the dude who raped the woman, his name was Lemont or something like that. Either way, Trip and one of his close friends at the time, Gerome, had pulled up to Lemont’s house at maybe 10:00 P.M. and they shot through the house.

      Inside the house was Lemont’s girlfriend and their ten-year-old daughter, Bria. I remember that little girl’s name to this day. How the hell could I have forgotten that? I swear it still haunts me. Trip had some fucked-up ways about him, but I promise you that he was a good person. When it made the news about the shooting and Bria dying, Trip was depressed about it for two days straight. It wasn’t long before the cops came and picked him and Lemont up.

      At the time, I wanted Trip to lie. I wanted him to say that he didn’t do it, but he didn’t do any of those things. Instead, he admitted to his weapon being the gun that was used to kill Bria, and he’d been taken out of my life ever since. I knew why he confessed. We had a seven-year-old baby boy at the time, so he had to have been thinking about Giovonte in a situation like this.

      Trip and I go way back. I’m talking elementary school days. He and I attended the same elementary school, middle school, and high school, although he was two years older than I was. By the time I was eleven, Trip and I were in a full-blown relationship. I swear I loved that boy. At eleven, what little girl even knows what love is?

      You couldn’t tell me shit when it came to Trip! My hot ass used to be outside with the rest of the kids, playing, doing jump rope and whatever else us kids did, but really, I would just be ready to go outside so that I could be up under my man.

      My daddy and my grandmother raised me. I never even got the chance to meet my mother because she died giving birth to me. I had seen pictures of her over the years, and all I could say was Beauty should have been her name because my mother was beautiful. My dad and I lived with my grandmother growing up, and like I said, they were the ones who raised me.

      I was a daddy’s girl with my daddy wrapped around my little finger. I wouldn’t say that my daddy allowed me to do whatever I wanted, but he didn’t restrict me from a lot of things either. It was more so my grandmother who would get on my case every time she could. To this day, I wondered if they didn’t get on me enough because the summer of my eighth-grade year, when I was preparing to go into high school, and at just thirteen years of age, I found out that I was pregnant.

      I was raised by one of those old school grandmothers. You know, the kind that woke up early in the morning and made all types of homemade dishes for breakfast. The kind that got you up every Sunday morning, so that you could take your ass to church. Still to this day, as a thirty-year-old woman, I remember the fear that I had when I had to tell my grandmother and my daddy that I thought I was pregnant. I was a baby at the time, so I really didn’t know. All I knew was that my body felt different. My appetite was different. My clothes were fitting me differently.

      The moment I told my grandmother that I was pregnant, I swear she didn’t even let me finish. She just went into her bedroom, grabbed a belt, and beat the shit out of me with it. Prior to that day, my grandmother had never in her life raised a finger to me. She may have tapped me on my behind if I did something bad, but that was as far as it went. I promise you that beating went on for at least ten minutes, and my daddy just stood there doing nothing.

      I don’t even think he knows that when he stopped talking to me, that hurt far worse than any beating that I could ever get. When the beating was over, I remember my grandma leaving the house, and she came back like ten minutes later with a pregnancy test. She made me take all three of them that had come inside the box, and sure enough, my young, thirteen-year-old ass was pregnant.

      I remember my daddy running out of the house to where Trip was playing basketball outside with the other boys in the neighborhood. My daddy beat the shit out of Trip. Trip stayed like five houses down from us, so one of the kids must have run to his house and told his mother that my daddy was beating on Trip, so Trip’s mother, Juanita, came outside ready to fight my daddy. Once she found out why my daddy was beating Trip’s ass, she ended up beating on him too.

      I sat in that bathroom and cried for hours. I think I was crying so much because I was scared. I knew that I didn’t know the first thing about being a good mother. I could barely wake up and make my bed, so how the hell would I be able to be somebody’s mother? At the same time, I didn’t want to kill my baby. I didn’t want to live, knowing that I had killed a child when I should have been protecting myself, so that this would have never happened.

      I remember my grandmother basically standing over me and telling me how my life was ruined, and how I would never have a childhood, and stuff like that. She was only telling me these things from experience. She had my mother at fourteen, and my mother had me at sixteen. All I was really doing was continuing the cycle, and she was pissed at me for that.

      As pissed off and disappointed that my grandmother was with me and even my father, they did what they had to do to protect me. They hid me from the dangers of the world. Meaning, they knew that I would more than likely get bullied or get looked at sideways from teachers at school because I was thirteen and pregnant. I was homeschooled my entire pregnancy, and three months after I gave birth to Giovonte, I was back in school.

      My grandmother would watch my son for me during the day, while I was at school, and she would work overnight at the hospital as a nurse. Statistics counted me out the moment I pissed on that stick and found out that I was pregnant. Not only did I graduate high school, but I ended up graduating one year early because being a young mom just pushed me, so not only was I going to school during the day, but at night, Giovonte would go over Trip’s house, which allowed me to go to night school.

      By my junior year, I had more than enough credits to graduate with the seniors at the time, and I did just that with my son in the stands clapping for me. After high school was the real world for me. I was working during the day and going to community college at night. In a short three and a half years, I received my bachelor’s in accounting. With the degree and the knowledge that I had, it wasn’t much for me to find a good paying job that would allow me to provide for my son.

      In the middle of me studying for my degree is when all of this madness went down with Trip confessing to the murder charge, so it was honestly by the grace of God that I was even able to complete it, but I did, especially knowing that I was about to take on both mother and father roles. I had to keep going to school for my son. Yes, I was angry at Trip. For months, I hated him! I wouldn’t go down for visitation, and I wouldn’t accept any of his phone calls because I was angry.

      He expected a mother to raise a black male in this dirty ass world that we lived. I didn’t know how, but dammit, I did it the best way I knew how. My baby is now seventeen years old, never did drugs a day in his life, never been arrested, makes A’s and B’s every time he brings his report card home, he has colleges damn near knocking down our front door to get him to choose their school, and I can honestly say that I did that! It was me that got him enrolled in basketball when Trip started doing his time. I needed Giovonte to take his mind off that and get him involved in a sport. That was the best thing that I could have ever chosen to do because since then, I couldn’t get this little boy to put a ball down.

      “I see it. The one in the front row with the jersey on that has the picture of her and Giovonte, that’s supposed to be his little girlfriend,” I said and rolled my eyes.

      Her name was Taylor. All I can say was that a mother knows when certain people aren’t good for her child. Since kindergarten, I had been getting on Giovonte and letting him know that he needed to pay close attention to certain friends. I didn’t too much care for Taylor because I felt like when she looked at my son, all she saw was a meal ticket for herself. He’d brought her over a couple of nights ago to meet me for the first time, and it was the comment that she made about not being able to wait for him to go pro that got to me. Of course, I brought it up to my son after dinner, but either that girl had given my son some pussy and his judgment was all clouded, or he just really thought that she was the one for him.

      I couldn’t even be mad at my son for wanting to see how things would play out on his own because I was once him. I was once young, dumb, and in love. Listen, I was stupid for Trip. It was worse when I was pregnant because I was so attached to him. By the time Trip and I were out of high school and older, I felt like I was chasing after him. At this time, he was known as the leader of the Miami Boyz. He was making a little money from hustling, so of course, he’d gotten big headed. It wasn’t just me anymore. It was me, him, and other bitches.

      I never said this out loud to anyone, not even my best friend, who knew everything about me, but I felt like Trip kind of resented me when I got pregnant with Giovonte. He would always say that we were going to miss out on our childhood and stuff like that when I was pregnant, but he never really flat out came to me and told me to get an abortion.

      Our son forced us both to grow up faster than we should have. When I was eighteen and Trip was twenty, we moved in together. I was a teenager working, going to school, a mother, and a girlfriend. No one knew this but Trip and I, but maybe three months before Trip was picked up for the murder charges, I found out that I was pregnant again. As much as I was against abortions, I knew that I couldn’t keep that baby. Trip ran the streets all day fuckin’ long. Most nights the sun would beat him home, leaving me to take care of Giovonte on my own. I was struggling with the situation that I already had so it would be selfish as hell of me to bring another child into this world and make them have to struggle too.

      We both decided that I should get an abortion. I cried about that for months. As if that wasn’t enough, months later, I was forced to accept the fact that the love of my life would be spending the rest of his life behind bars.

      “Girllll, you have a problem on your hands,” Mahogany let me know.

      I didn’t even bother to respond; I just shook my head and finished watching the game. I had been a basketball mom for over ten years, so I knew everything about the sport. I was the type of mom who would stand up, coach my son from where I was standing, yell out encouraging things for him, all of that. I guess it was safe to say that I was very competitive, especially when it came to my baby boy.

      The game was finally over, and we won by six points. The final score was 106 to 100. Like I always did when the games were over, Mahogany and I went outside along with the rest of the crowd, and we waited by the locker room. It wasn’t long before the team walked out.

      My eyes landed on my son, who was coming out holding a bottle of water in one hand and his gym bag in the other. His basketball shorts bottoms were still on, but he’d thrown on his school t-shirt. You would have thought that my baby was Lebron James by the way the people approached him, giving him hugs, high fives, and daps. The little girlfriend, Taylor, who I was talking about was right there, and I turned my head when I watched the two of them engage in a kiss right in front of everyone.

      “Sis, please tell me you bought that boy condoms. That ain’t no regular kiss, Jashae. That kiss screams that the two of them are fuckin’,” Mahogany chimed in, not making the situation any better.

      I couldn’t wait for her ass to have some kids of her own so she could feel what I felt. Mahogany was like a nigga, though, when it came to love. She wasn’t a sucker for love like I was. I was a lover. I loved the feeling of being in love. Trip will tell you that I love so hard. I’m talking wanting to be all in your personal space, taking a shower while you take a shit. I have no understanding of what it means to have space. As much as I love the feeling of being in love, I can say that I haven’t been with anybody since Trip started his sentence, and that was a whole ten years ago. I swear that it is cobwebs on my pussy. I get by from using toys.

      In my top drawer at home, I had all types of toys. These days, I had been feening to have something more, though. These men that were hollering at me, fine men at that, I wanted to take them up on their offer and allow them to take me on a date. I wanted to be like Mahogany and fuck one dude so he can scratch that itch of mine, but I was so scared to do that. On top of that, I was too into Trip to move on.

      Ask Trip, and he will tell you that he and I are very much in a relationship. Crazy because if someone were to ask me right now if I was single or taken, I would holler out that I was taken, even though my baby daddy would never see the light of day again. Although Trip was incarcerated, I swore that man didn’t miss shit! A few weeks ago, while I was grocery shopping for the house, a dude tried to talk to me. Later that evening, when Trip did his evening phone call, I got cursed out so bad because someone had told him that they saw me in the store talking to another dude. It wasn’t Giovonte who told his dad on me because he wasn’t there. Giovonte would snitch on me in a second, but I knew it wasn’t him.

      In the beginning, I was willing to be that ride or die girlfriend who would hold it down for my man, but after ten years of doing this hit, I didn’t want it, but I was too afraid to tell Trip that. He let it be known that if he found out that I was dealing with somebody, he could easily have them killed. I didn’t want anyone to die because of me, so for years, I wouldn’t date. I wasn’t getting any younger. I wanted love. Not the love that I’ve been getting lately where I go and see my man, and we risk me wearing a skirt, so I could get fingered under the table, or we have to sneak and kiss each other when the guards aren’t looking. I was tired of phone sex with Trip at night. I wanted someone to do all that shit to me that Trip was telling me over the phone. After a long week of work, I wanted to come home to somebody. Yes, I had my son, and yes, I had my puppy, Princess, but I wanted something more.

      “He has a drawer full. I told Giovonte that I would kill him if he makes me a grandmother at thirty,” I said, and Mahogany laughed.

      My son had left his girlfriend where she was standing and made his way over to where we were waiting for him. The moment he was close enough to me, he lifted me in the air and spun me around.

      “You saw me out there tonight, Ma? They going to have to get some bigger and faster niggas. Them niggas they making me play against, they can’t guard me! I’m too fast for them, Ma,” he boasted right after he put me down and kissed me on my cheek.

      “I saw you, baby. Keep playing like this so we can make it to the Championship. You did so good,” I said with my arms wrapped around his waist.

      “What’s up, Auntie? Don’t be trying to talk to none of the niggas on the team either. They too young for your ass,” Giovonte told Mahogany, and I popped his arm for cursing.

      Although Mahogany wasn’t his blood auntie, I swear she took on the role as if she was. Just like me, she didn’t miss a basketball game. When Trip went to prison, Mahogany stepped up. I’m talking pitching in to help pay for birthday parties, helping me with back to school clothes, shoes, and supplies, picking him up from school if I was still in the office, all of that. Mahogany was definitely Heaven sent.

      When we were kids, and I got pregnant, there really wasn’t much that she could do because she was young, still staying with her mama, and didn’t have a job. Although she couldn’t help me financially back then with Giovonte, she helped by being there and just giving me moral support. She also helped because she didn’t judge me. We were young when I found out that I was pregnant so Mahogany could have stopped being my friend, or her mother could have made her stop being my friend because she would think that I was too grown. There would always be a special place in my heart for this woman because she loved my son as if he was her own.

      “And I don’t want their young asses either, nephew. They can’t afford me. I’ll hurt one of them little ass boys,” Mahogany shot back at Giovonte, and he laughed while throwing his hands up in surrender, letting her basically know that he didn’t want none of her smoke.

      Their relationship was shits and giggles all day long. They talked shit to each other all day, but they loved each other to death.

      After standing in the parking lot talking for another ten minutes or so, we finally broke apart. Well, Mahogany did, so she could go to her car while Giovonte and I walked over to mine.

      “Ma, let me push the Lexus. I played for you tonight, so can you reward a brotha for his skills?”

      My son was referring to my brand new 2019 Lexus RX, the silver one. I’d just gotten this car two weeks ago, and I loved it so much that I didn’t mind sleeping in it. I taught Giovonte how to drive about three years ago, but I still hesitated when it came to him driving my car, especially my new baby. He was right, he did play well tonight, so I ended up taking the keys out of my black, Chanel purse, and I handed them to him.

      Like the gentlemen that I raised him to be, he came over, opened the passenger side door for me and allowed me to get in before he closed the door behind me. He placed his gym bag in the backseat, and he got into the driver’s side. Like I’d taught him, he didn’t start the car until his seatbelt was on.

      “When I go pro, Ma, Ima buy you like ten of these. Anything you want, Mama, swear Ima get it for you. If it was possible, I’d buy the world for you. You don’t spare any expense when it comes to me, so how dare I do that when it comes to you? Every year, all my basketball packages were taken care of, and I have you to thank for that. I tell you all the time that you’re one of a kind, Ma. They don’t make ’em like you no more,” my son said, making me smile.

      No matter the time of the day, Giovonte didn’t miss a chance to acknowledge his appreciativeness toward me. He was hard all day, just like Trip, but when it came to the people he loved, especially the women, he could be as soft as a teddy bear. My son had to love you, I mean really love you, for you to see his soft side.

      “The best gift you can ever give me, son, is to continue what you’re already doing. Of course, I would want you to go pro and all of that, but I want you to get an education too. Have you decided what school you’re going to yet?” I asked him now that we were on the road.

      “I like Duke, UCLA, even LSU. The hardest thing on me is going to be leaving you. I feel like I’m all you really got, and I’m not trying to take myself away from you like that, you know what I mean? Trip left. I’m not trying to do the same stuff to you,” my son told me as we approached a red light.

      His left hand was on the steering wheel, so I picked up his right hand and kissed the back of it.

      “You’re not leaving me, Giovonte. You’re doing something that’s going to help determine your future. You gotta think about yourself in this situation, not me! Trip isn’t here for a far different reason than why you won’t be here. I’m tough, baby, trust me. I’ll be fine,” I lied.

      I won’t say how I cried like a baby for weeks when my baby became a senior. I knew with his basketball skills that he would leave me when he went to college, and boy, I wasn’t ready for that. It felt like just the other day I was getting my ass beat by my grandma after finding out that I was pregnant, and now my baby was a senior and on the road to graduate soon. I needed time to slow down a little bit.

      “Yeah, ight. If you say so,” he nonchalantly said. He made a face, where his eyebrows furrowed, and God if he didn’t look like Trip! Whenever I said something that Trip didn’t like or necessarily agree with, I swear he would make that same face.

      “Your asthma was good tonight. I didn’t see you go for your inhaler as much,” I said, changing the subject.

      “Yeah, it was straight tonight. I didn’t feel like I was sucking in a bunch of cold air. I just don’t want my asthma to be my downfall, you know?” he asked.

      My son had asthma, which wasn’t something that neither one of us were proud of, but we worked around it. Over the years, he’d had about two asthma attacks which both scared the shit out of me when they happened, but that was years ago. He hadn’t had one of those episodes in a very long time. We took the proper precautions, like making sure his inhaler was on him at all times, his oxygen therapy, medications, and he even saw a specialist.

      Giovonte’s biggest fear was that asthma would be his downfall, but that wasn’t a fear of mine because I knew that he was going to be fine. Just as I was about to respond to him, my phone started ringing from the car’s Bluetooth. The name, Trip, with two hearts flashed across the screen, letting me know that the cellphone he had somehow managed to get into the prison was what he was calling me from.

      Trip would never tell me how he got that phone in there, but something told me that he had fucked on one of those dumb, bird brain ass correctional officers who worked there, and they were dumb enough to do it for him. Trip ran that prison; I swear he did. I didn’t know for a fact that Trip was fuckin’ the female correctional officers because he wasn’t dumb enough to tell me no shit like that, but at the same time, I knew that Trip could talk the meanest woman out of her draws. He’d probably conned his way into having someone bring a phone in for him.

      I didn’t even get a chance to answer the phone call myself because Giovonte quickly answered it.

      “What’s up, Dad?” Giovonte answered the phone.

      His face lit up every time he answered the phone for his father. He loved that man despite the reality that we had. Giovonte was seven when his father went in, so he was at an age where he knew what prison was. Giovonte and I didn’t lie to our son and tell him that Trip was off to college or in another state working because we didn’t want to leave our son with the false hope that his father was coming back when he really wasn’t.

      It was Trip who told Giovonte over the phone that he was in prison and not coming back. My baby was sick over that news for a very long time because he and his father had a bond that was so tight that it almost made you want to cry. Although Giovonte knew that Trip was in prison, we never told him for what until he was about thirteen. There were hardly any secrets that we kept from our son.

      “What’s up, baller? How your game go tonight? How many points you scored?” Trip asked, and I could hear the happiness in his voice.

      “I scored thirty points, and I had twelve rebounds. We got five more games before we make it to the championship,” he told his dad.

      “That’s what’s up. I be bragging on you in here to these niggas. I tell them that my lil man is the new Lebron James. We bet on each other’s commissary money. I took all these niggas shit the other night when you played. I got honey buns, Rice Krispie treats, Now and Laters, all that,” Trip said, and I laughed quietly while I shook my head. No matter what it was, this man would always find a way to take somebody’s money. “On some real shit, keep doing what you doing, son. I’m proud of you, man. I can’t change this shit, but just know that I wish I were there to actually watch you play, aside from hearing about it over the phone. I love you, don’t ever forget that shit,” Trip let Giovonte know.

      “I love you too, Dad,” my son replied.

      “Cool. Where your mama at?” Trip asked.

      “I’m right here,” I called out.

      “Why you ain’t say nothing then?”

      “Because I wanted you to use that time and talk to your son. What’s going on?” I asked.

      “Nothing, I’m about to turn this phone off after I finish talking to y’all. You know I got to hear your voice before I go to sleep. You still coming to see me in the morning?” he asked, and I released a sigh.

      “Really, Trip? I told you that I wasn’t going to see you until next week. I been making that drive to Orlando every week for the past six weeks. I told you I wanted a break tomorrow. We’re short staffed at the office, so every day this week, aside from tonight, I’ve really been leaving the office a little bit after 8:00,” I let him know.

      It was rare that I didn’t go to see Trip. I had to be exhausted like I felt tonight after a long weekend for me not to go and see him. It wasn’t like he was right around the corner. This man was a whole four hours away from us. I told Trip last weekend when I saw him that I wasn’t going to come this weekend, and instead, I would come next weekend, but that was just like him to hear what he wanted to hear.

      “Take me off speakerphone, Jashae,” he said, and I knew he was mad.

      The fact that he was calling me by my first name let me know that he was mad at me.

      “Trip—”

      “Yo, I don’t want to hear shit unless it’s you taking the phone off speaker and putting it to your ear. I don’t need my son to hear me say what I got to say to you!” he barked at me.

      I wasn’t scared of Trip or nothing like that. I definitely wasn’t scared with him in prison, but he was like the only person in this world who could check me. Well, him and my grandma. I took my phone out of the cupholder and took the call off the Bluetooth speaker then placed it to my ear.

      “I’m here,” I said.

      “Jashae, you know that I don’t ask you for a motha fuckin’ thing except for you and my son to come and see about a nigga one day out of the fuckin’ week. Y’all really all that a nigga got. My ole girl may come ’round this bitch once out of the month, so I depend on y’all to come and see me. I feel like I shouldn’t have to beg my own fuckin’ shorty to come and see about her nigga. I want to see you and my son,” he said.

      “Trip, I said we’re going to come, just not this week. I’m tired. Why can’t you understand that?” I asked.

      “What the fuck is so different from last week to this week? Shit, you were tired last week too, and you still managed to come and see about me! Fuck it! I won’t beg you to come and see me. I’ll have my other bitch come and check up on me then,” he said.

      I guess this was supposed to be his way of fuckin’ with my head. Trip knew how jealous I could be, especially when it came to him. This was basically him lighting a fire to my ass so that I could get up, but I wasn’t going to fall for it.

      “Giovonni, I don’t give a fuck who you call. You can call the same bitch who smuggled this phone inside that prison for you. Was that supposed to make me jealous or something? Don’t let me start hollering out about all the shit that I can do!” I yelled back at his ass.

      I was sick of this shit. I felt like every time I got on the phone with his ass, it was a fuckin’ argument. The more time went by, the harder this shit got. I knew it was all this talk about basketball, the championship, and Giovonte picking colleges that had him wishing that he was home to witness this moment too, but because he wasn’t, he tended to take his anger out on me.

      “Holler out the shit you can do, so when I see you, I can slap you in your fuckin’ mouth! Quit playing with me, Jashae, like I won’t break your motha fuckin’ neck, shorty. You feeling yourself tonight, so I’ll call you back tomorrow. Hopefully, my bitch answers the phone and not whoever this is I’m talking to right now!” With that, he hung up the phone on my ass.

      I tried to call him back, but he had already turned the phone off. The threats that Trip made went in one ear and out of the other. He would never in his life lay a hand on me, and he knew it too. Sometimes, he could be so fuckin’ insensitive to my feelings. I rarely complained of me being tired, but these days, I’d been working my ass off, and it felt like I could hardly catch a fuckin’ break. I didn’t expect Trip to pacify me because he just wasn’t that type of person, but I at least expected him to be a little bit more understanding.

      Once I got the hint that he wouldn’t be calling me back tonight, I just threw my phone back in the cup holder and paid attention to the road while my son drove. I hated having to get into arguments over the phone with Trip, especially in front of Giovonte, but hey, this was our reality.
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      “Baby, I want to go to the movies tonight. Ask your mom if you can use her car,” my little shorty, Taylor, said on the phone.

      It was Saturday night, and I honestly didn’t have any plans to go out. I was sitting at the foot of my bed, in a pair of my basketball shorts with the controller in my hands as I played NBA 2K19. The phone was on Facetime, propped up on a pillow so that Taylor could see me, and I had a plate of Chinse food that my ole girl had ordered.

      We’d had doubles all month for basketball. Monday through Friday, we had to be at the school at four in the morning, and we would practice until six. Right after practice, I would go into the locker room, take a shower, and throw on my school uniform to prepare for class. Right after school, we were practicing again. We had an early morning practice this morning, and the moment I got home, I showered and had just woke up a couple of hours ago.

      I wasn’t trying to do shit tonight, but my shorty wasn’t understanding of that. Her ass could never just sit the fuck down in one place. She always had to be somewhere on the move. I get it, we were teenagers, so it was expected for her to want to go out. I wasn’t your average teenager, though. Basketball and school consumed me, but when I did finally get a minute to chill out, that’s all I would want to do.

      I had been with my girl for about four months. She was a fine ass redbone with a body like those Miami bitches from the rap music videos. She had some pretty, light brown eyes on her, a fat ass, and she was fuckin’ my young ass crazy. My mama couldn’t stand Taylor. If my ole girl wouldn’t get arrested for fighting a minor, I honestly think that she would beat the fuck out of Taylor. I told my ole girl that she was just mean and didn’t like anybody, but she swore that Taylor was with me for the wrong reasons.

      I was told that I had a hard head like my ole boy, so if Taylor wasn’t the one for me, then I would just have to figure that shit out on my own. So far, shorty hasn’t done anything to me that would have me looking at her sideways.

      “Shorty, my ole girl is not going to let me drive her new car without her in it with me. I at least got to give it another month or two. Besides, she’s in one of her moods tonight. She got into it with my ole boy last night over the phone, so she’s in a bad mood. She’s going to tell me no off rip,” I explained to Taylor.

      Everyone knew that when my mama got into it with Trip, she would get into one of her moods. I wasn’t even sure what he said to her last night that set her off because she took the phone off the Bluetooth, but whatever it was, it had her waking up at six in the morning, blasting all those hurt love songs that she liked to listen to and cleaning this entire house from top to bottom. The house didn’t even need cleaning because my ole girl was a neat freak, always having the house spotless. Shit, she still cleaned my room. Not that I couldn’t, but she swore that I couldn’t clean it the way she would.

      My ole boy called this morning, but he called my cellphone, only wanting to speak to me. Truth be told, I felt like having a father behind them walls was far worse than from having a nonexistent father. To me, it felt like putting candy in front of a kid’s face and waving it around in front of them, teasing them, but they couldn’t have it.

      It was a tease with the relationship that I had with my ole boy is how I saw it. Like, I had him, but I didn’t have him fully. I saw him once out of the week for a good forty-five minutes. Our relationship was honestly just an over the phone relationship. I had to tell my ole boy over the phone the type of grades I got, how I did in a basketball game, shit even that I loved him. When I turned thirteen, and my ole boy started talking to me about sex, he did it over the phone.

      I loved the fuck out of Trip, but I’ll be a lie to say that I’m not holding a grudge against him. That man left me and my ole girl. Put my mama in a situation to have to do all this shit by herself. I gotta give it to her, though. She made this shit look so fuckin’ easy, although I knew it was not easy raising a man on her own. I’m expensive too. Not that I asked my ole girl for expensive shit because I don’t, but with me playing basketball, it was always something that I needed. Whether it be new shoes, the team getting new uniforms, whatever it was, and she made it possible. That’s why I couldn’t understand for the life of me how Trip could get mad at my ole girl for saying that she was tired. At the end of the day, it wasn’t my place to say anything, so I stayed out of it.

      “Baby, come on. Ask her for me. I want to get out of the house tonight. I’m just trying to spend as much time as I can with you these days because once you go off to college, our relationship is going to be long distance,” Taylor whined into the phone.

      I paused the game and looked at her. She was on the screen in only her sports bra and some boy shorts. Taylor was seventeen like me. We shared the same birthday, but shorty didn’t look her age. She could pass for a twenty-four-year-old, and to me, that was a good thing. She had a young mama, just like my ole girl was young, but her mama was thirty-four. Her mama, Allison, let Taylor do whatever the fuck she wanted. Her mama would let me spend the night and all. My ole girl didn’t play that shit, though. She’ll tell me in a minute that I wasn’t about to play house with a bitch in her house. I found myself laughing because my ole girl stayed on top of me the same way that a father would stay on top of his daughter. Although she had me very young, my ole girl didn’t play that shit.

      “Hold on. Let me go and ask her,” I said, and then I dropped the phone on the bed.

      We lived in a two-story house, and my ole girl’s master suite was downstairs. I left my room and jogged down the steps to her room. When I walked in, I saw that she was underneath the covers, a glass of Pink Moscato was sitting on her nightstand that was half empty, and she was watching her favorite movie, Love Jones. When she saw that I entered the room, she paused the TV and looked up at me.

      My ole girl was beautiful. Trip called her a black Barbie doll when the two of them were on good terms because that’s exactly what she looked like. She had this nice, chocolate skin, and then her eyes were a light brown color. My mom had long, straight hair that went all down her back. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her wear weave a day in her life. When we were out together, people just automatically assumed that she was my big sister. People would damn near want to see proof that I was her seventeen-year-old son. That’s because my ole girl had a youthful face. She could pass for some of the seniors that I went to school with.

      “What’s wrong?” was the first thing she asked me.

      “Why something got to be wrong? I can’t just come in here with the most beautiful woman in the world?” I asked, climbing in the bed and lying next to her.

      “Now I know you want something. What do you want, Giovonte?” she asked, calling me by my full name, so I knew she was serious. I was usually Vonte to her.

      I released a sigh and ran my hands through my little chin hair that were sprouting.

      “Can I hold your car to take Taylor to the movies tonight? I have been in and out of practice and school all week, Ma. I just want to be able to kick my feet up tonight, you know?”

      She looked at me long and hard, and I could tell she was mentally trying to weigh her options. I was a good driver, never even tapped anyone else’s car when I drove. At least, I drove like I had some sense when I had my ole girl in the car with me. Aside from that, I had the windows down, music blasting, seat laid back, all that.

      “You can kick your feet up here. Tell her to come over here, and y’all can watch a movie in the den,” she voiced.

      “You know you don’t want that girl over here,” I said, looking down at her.

      “At least you know. Giovonte, if you so much as get a scratch on my car, I’m killing you. Don’t eat in my car, don’t put it in sport and start driving all fast, none of that. The keys are on the hook,” she let me know, and I pulled her into me then kissed her on her cheek.

      “Thank you, Mama,” I said before I stood up.

      “You have money?” she asked and reached over to get her wallet that was in her nightstand drawer.

      “I got money, ma,” I let her know before I closed her door and jogged back up the stairs.

      When I retrieved my phone, Taylor was still on the line.

      “She said I can drive it. I got to take another shower and get dressed. I’ll text you when I’m on the way,” I told her.

      “Okay, baby. I love you,” she announced.

      “I love you more,” and just like that, I hung up the phone.

      

      Two and a half hours later

      “Yo, you can’t pick no more movies! That movie was dumb as fuck!” I voiced the moment Taylor and I walked out of the movie theater.

      We were in the parking lot, and she was in front of me, while I stood behind her with my arms wrapped around her from the back as we walked to the car together. Her laugh was contagious, so when she laughed, I did the same. She looked nice tonight. Not that she always didn’t look good, though. Tonight, she was in a gold maxi dress that was pretty long on her, so she had to hold the bottom of it when she walked. Because she had gotten cold inside the theater, I’d taken off my jean jacket, and she was still wearing it although it was too big on her.

      Taylor knew how to do her own make-up, so she wore light make-up tonight. She had long, thick hair like my ole girl, and tonight she wore it pulled back into a low ponytail. From the moment I picked her up, I kept giving her compliments. I didn’t know what the fuck it was, but her beauty was on another level tonight. I wasn’t even giving her compliments because I wanted some pussy either. I was saying it because it was the truth.

      “What? Baby, the movie was good. It was funny as hell,” she said, referring to Tyler Perry’s: A Madea Family Funeral.

      I didn’t like it. The shit was corny as hell to me. I removed one arm from around her, so I could reach inside my pocket and pull out the keys to the car. Once the car was unlocked, we walked over to the passenger side door, which I pulled open for Taylor. I lifted her up from under her arms and sat her in the seat. Her legs were hanging outside the car, and I opened them a little bit so I could stand between them.

      “You felt heavier tonight, shorty,” I said with my lips close up on her to the point where I could almost kiss her.

      “Heavier? Which means that in the past I was heavy?” she asked me.

      I don’t even know why I said that shit. I regretted it the moment it came out of my mouth.

      “I’m playing, shorty,” I said, and there were about five minutes of silence.

      “I gotta tell you something, Giovonte,” she said, and my eyes instantly shot to hers because just like my ole girl, she rarely called me by my first name.

      With my hands on the hood of the car as I stood between her legs, I looked down at her.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      She took a while, but then she reached up and grabbed one of my hands. She held it in hers for a few seconds before she brought it down and placed it on her stomach.

      “I’m pregnant,” she said, and I snatched my hand away from her stomach like her shit was on fire.

      I backed away from her and began to pace back and forth. My hands were on my head as I walked up and down the parking lot where we were standing. Truth be told, I almost wanted to cry. My ole girl was going to fuckin’ kill me. She preached that shit in my head a million times a fuckin’ day how I better not make her a grandmother yet. She kept my drawer filled with condoms, making sure that I was protected at all times. I wasn’t even thinking about myself or my future in this situation; instead, I was thinking about how this shit was going to hurt my mama. Trip even preached to me about wrapping my dick up.

      Taylor was my girl, and I knew this was an immature thing to say, shit even risky, but sometimes I wanted to feel her without the rubber. Even with that, I thought we were safe because she’d been on birth control for almost a year, which is what she told me.

      “I thought you was on the pill, shorty,” I finally found my voice and said.

      She looked at me as if I had offended her or something.

      “I am! I was, for that matter, but there were days when I would forget to take them. I was doing it all wrong. If I would skip a day, I would just take the pill for the next day, and—”

      “Don’t you think you should have told me that you were skipping days? If I knew that, I would have wrapped my dick up, yo! Fuck, man!” I yelled and punched the air.

      “Giovonte, why are you mad about this? I thought you would be happy,” she said.

      For the first time, I really had to look at her like she was slow or some shit. I’m talking short, yellow bus type of slow.

      “Fuck you mean why I’m mad? I’m seventeen years old, on my fuckin’ way to college in a few months to play ball. This shit just set me back like a motha fucka. Why would I be happy? I want kids, but not right now, shorty. Something as big as that has to happen when everything falls into place. Let me at least make it out of college first. What about you, shorty? You got accepted into UCF, or did you forget about that? Man, my mama is going to fuckin’ kill me, yo!” I said, and I was back to pacing.

      “Ohhhh, this is what this is really about. Your mama, right? Are you sure you’re not fuckin’ your mama because sometimes you act like you are! You care too much about that bitch!” she spat.

      My ole girl had been teaching me since I was like two to never put my hands on a woman, but hearing Taylor talk down on my ole girl made me snap. I quickly walked over to her, and my hands wrapped around her neck. I didn’t apply much pressure, just enough to let her know not to fuckin’ play with me!

      “Yo, watch your fuckin’ mouth! I’m sorry if I’m not one of those niggas who goes around disrespecting their ole girl. If that’s what the fuck you want, then go look for one of them lame ass niggas, but you sure as hell won’t find that shit in me. I was raised by a beautiful, black queen, and you or any woman that I deal with will accept that shit. I care too much about her because she raised me all by her fuckin’ self, and she brought me into this world, so I’m going to always respect her more than I respect anyone else. Fuck out of here with that bullshit, man!” I spat, pushing her back a little bit, and then I let go off her neck.

      “I’m sorry, Vonte. I just didn’t expect for this to be your reaction,” she cried.

      This was the first time I had ever really seen Taylor cry. For whatever reason, her tears moved me. It calmed me down a little bit.

      “Come here, man,” I said and opened my arms.

      She quickly got up and walked over to me. Her head went crashing down into my chest, and I held the back of it. She would never know this because she wasn’t looking at me, but I shed a few tears my damn self. We weren’t ready. I damn sure wasn’t ready. I had a future. I would never have had unprotected sex with Taylor if I knew that she wasn’t taking her pills the way she was supposed to.

      “I love you, shorty, but I’m not ready for a baby. Neither are you. I’ll give you the money for the abortion when I drop you off,” I let her know, and she snatched away from me.

      Taylor went and sat back in the passenger seat then she slammed the fuck out of the door. For her sake, she better be lucky that she didn’t break my mama’s window. She could be mad all she wanted. I said what I said. I wasn’t ready for a baby right now.
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      Love Jones had gone off an hour ago, and instead of changing the channel to something else, I ended up rewinding it and starting it over from the beginning. I could watch this movie all day long if given the chance. I loved everything about that movie. My lonely ass loved the sex scenes even more. As much as I loved this movie, I couldn’t help but become overly emotional every time I watched it. This was one of Trip’s and my favorite movies. Back when he was home with me, this was something that we would watch together every chance we got. I missed those days.

      I hated what Trip and I had been reduced to. Yesterday’s argument had put a lot of shit in perspective for me, and it kind of made me realize that I deserved better. Hell, my grandmother, my daddy, Trip’s mother, even Mahogany had all been telling me for years not to sit around and wait for a man who was never going to get released from prison. I loved Trip more than I would probably love any other man aside from my daddy and my son, but I wanted more. I could see if he was understanding and at least trying to make this relationship work, but these days, it was constant arguing.

      I was actually glad that I declined his offer to marry him a year ago when he’d asked. I didn’t want that. I wanted a beautiful white gown. I wanted my father to walk me down the aisle, and I wanted my husband to be dressed up in a suit and waiting for me at the altar. I didn’t want Trip to marry me in his jail uniform. My son thought that I was in my feelings all day today because of Trip cursing me out over the phone last night, but I was actually in my feelings today because I could feel me removing myself from this situation with Trip. At least, that’s how I felt right now. He could get on the phone with me tomorrow, tell me a whole bunch of sweet nothings, and my dumb ass will be running right back to him.

      I paused the movie before it could start over again and climbed out of my bed. My cheetah print house shoes were sitting right by my bed, so I quickly slid my feet into them and walked down the hallway heading toward the kitchen. I needed to refill my wine glass, and I was in the mood for some ice cream. Giovonte had just texted me maybe twenty minutes ago, letting me know that he’d arrived at the movies, so I knew that he wouldn’t be home any time soon. Maybe it was the little buzz that I had, that made me let his ass drive my car. That or the fact that my son rarely asked me for anything and because he was a good kid. As much as I wanted to tell him that I didn’t want him to have his hoochie girlfriend in my car, I had to be the adult in this situation.

      My bowl was almost filled with butter pecan ice cream when there was a knock at my door. I knew it wasn’t Mahogany knocking because we spoke earlier, and she told me that she had a date tonight. My son was at the movies, and I knew for a fact that my grandmother wasn’t coming over at this time of the night. It was oldies night at my daddy’s favorite club, so he was more than likely there.

      The drawer in the kitchen was already opened since I had to get a spoon to scoop the ice cream, so I grabbed a big, butcher knife, held it in my hands, and headed for the door. There was a window on the side of the door, so I quickly looked through it and found myself smiling as I saw who was on the other side of the door. It was a face that I hadn’t seen in about three years since his mother died, and my son and I attended the funeral. I believe that was three years ago.

      It was Toddrick, but everybody knew him as “Miami.” I met him in my teen years through Trip. They were friends, but they weren’t that close. I’ve always thought Miami was fine. Hell, any woman with a pair of eyes thought that he was God’s gift to Earth. For me, Miami was like that forbidden fruit. It was like an unwritten rule that I couldn’t mess with him since he was friends with Trip. In the ghetto rule book, you just didn’t do shit like that. You get people killed from passing your pussy around like that, especially with friends.

      While Trip was busy creating gangs and being a part of them, Miami was a boxer. I’m not talking about some underground fighter who got the shit beat out of them and were paid maybe two hundred dollars a fight. I’m talking big shit, like coming on FOX at night and boxing with some of the greats. His name was Miami for a reason because he’d definitely held his city down.

      Miami was great at what he did. In my eyes, he could have been the next Floyd Mayweather if he had kept going, but when his mother died, he just stopped. The way I went so hard for my son when it came to his basketball games is the same way that his mother went hard for him. Now that he wasn’t boxing anymore, he did more beneficial things. He’d opened a few rec centers here in Miami for future boxers. When it was time for the first day of school, this same man would pull up in the hood in a big U-Haul truck and give back a shit load of things for the kids. He did that same thing around the holidays as well. I was shocked to see him knocking on my door, but more than likely, he was looking for Giovonte.

      Although Giovonte’s father was locked up, he had a couple of male figures in his life to school him, which was my daddy and this man standing on the other side of my door. I ended up opening the drawer on the small table that sat in the foyer and placing the knife inside because I didn’t want him to think that I was crazy for standing there and holding a butcher knife.

      “What’s up, Choc?” his deep voice called out.

      He called me by a name that he’d given to me years ago within seconds of meeting me. Like always, I found myself smiling when he called me that. I wanted to say that it was the wine I’d been drinking that had me secretly crushing on Miami, but truth be told, his ass was just that fine. Hmmm, and he smelled even better. I hadn’t been with a man in years so I couldn’t tell you the brand of his cologne. All my son liked to wear was Versace cologne, so that was really the only scent that I knew these days on a man. I didn’t know what Miami was wearing, but I liked it.

      He had a light skin complexion; the kind that if he were a woman, he would be called a redbone. Beautiful, greenish-hazel like eyes, with a long beard and facial hair that would make the perfect seat for any woman’s face. He had a good texture of hair that held the most perfect waves on a man that I’ve ever seen in my life. When he saw me, he licked those big, almost pink colored lips. I’m not sure why, but my panties had become wet just from looking at him. There was a big, diamond-shaped tattoo right in the middle of his neck that was surrounded by flames. This man knew he was fine, and as he pulled down on his beard, I saw the letters M-I-A-M-I spelled out on each of his fingers right below his knuckles.

      If I had to guess, I would say that he stood at least 6’5” and had to weigh a good 245 pounds of pure muscle. I’m not sure where he was coming from, but he was dressed up in a white, silk short-sleeved shirt with the first two buttons undone, showing off not only his neck tattoo but the top of the tattoos that were on his chest as well. White jeans hung from his waist, making him sag just a little bit. A pair of white Fendi sneakers were on his feet, and a big Cuban link with diamonds that were flashing in the night light was around his neck.

      “Toddrick King. To what do I owe this pleasure? I don’t know whether I should ask for a hug or for your autograph,” I called him out on his first and last name.

      I thought about Miami from time to time, but it was just based on me wanting to know how he was doing or anything of that nature.

      “Don’t do me like that, Choc. Damn, what’s it been? About three years? Your ass still ain’t going to get no fuckin’ taller. Let me get a hug, yo,” he called out.

      He’d opened his arms a little bit, and I slowly walked into his embrace. If he were my lover, my arms would have gone around my neck, but since we were just friends, I opted to wrap my arms around his waist, and he did the same thing to me. Now that I was closer to him, I got to smell his cologne for what it really was, and it smelled even better than before. We hugged each other in a way that proved that we hadn’t seen each other in years.

      When he pulled away from me, he looked down at me for a few seconds, shook his head, and then turned his attention to the driveway. He’d come in a beautiful, royal blue Maserati Levante SUV, and I didn’t know if he was sexier or the car.

      “I almost didn’t get out the car and knock when I didn’t see a car in the driveway, then I figured that you must have parked it in the garage,” he called out.

      “Vonte has it for the night. He went on a date with his little girlfriend,” I said with a roll of my eyes.

      He laughed at my facial expression when I mentioned my son’s girlfriend.

      “Damn, I been gone for that long that this lil nigga done got himself a girlfriend now? I hit him up a few weeks ago and told him that when I come back in town, I was going to come scoop him and take him out. I’m back for good now, so I’ll get him whenever he’s free,” Miami said.

      I don’t know why, but I found myself getting happy when I heard him say that he was back in Miami for good. After he stopped boxing, he was back and forth from Miami to Los Angeles because that’s where he’d moved.

      “Come inside and wait for him. He’ll be back within the next hour or so,” I said and stepped aside so he could walk past me and into the house.

      I closed the door behind him once he was in and watched him as he stared at the pictures that were hanging up on the wall in the foyer of the house. The picture that he stared at the longest was of Giovonte and me when he was a year old, and I was fourteen. It was Easter Sunday, and my grandmother had taken the picture of us on the porch. I wore a yellow dress, and I had a suit on Giovonte. If anyone didn’t know me, they would probably just assume that Giovonte was my little brother instead of my son.

      “I swear it feels like just yesterday that your ole boy came outside and beat the shit out of Trip when he found out that you were pregnant. That day will go down in history. Look at you and Vonte now. Lil nigga going to be eighteen in a few months. You can’t tell me that time don’t be flying,” Miami said after he finished looking at the pictures.

      “Yep, almost eighteen, and in a few months, he will be on his way to college. My baby isn’t much of a baby anymore,” I said.

      The two of us were now in the den. I was sitting on one couch, and he was sitting on the other one.

      “I know it’s going to break your little heart when he leaves you too. Y’all really all each other got, but you got to think of it for the positive. Let that man go out there and do greatness. I’m sure when he graduates and makes it to the NBA, he’s going to move you to wherever he ends up moving,” he let me know.

      “We were just talking about that in the car last night. I know it’s going to be hard on me at first, but I’ll live,” I said.

      “You stronger than me, Choc. My baby girl just turned three a couple of months ago, and I don’t be wanting her ass out of my sight. It kills me every time I get her for that one little week, and I have to take her back to her mama. Everything be telling me to stay in LA, but Miami is home for me, so I’d much rather be here. My baby mama does a damn good job of raising my daughter in my absence, though. I’ll be able to get her the entire summer, and we alternate between different holidays, so that’s fine. When that time does around, and she turns eighteen, I know I’m not going to want her to go away for college,” he said.

      “Oh my God! Three? Already? I remember when everybody found out that you had a daughter. You hid that entire pregnancy. Taniya, right? She was so cute, with her little chunky self. I haven’t seen her since the last picture you posted on your Instagram page, and that was when she was a few months old,” I remembered.

      “Yeah, you know a nigga wasn’t trying to be a daddy, at least at the time I wasn’t. I hid that because of the circumstances. That wasn’t my girl or nothing like that, just a little shorty I was fuckin’ on, and she got pregnant by me failing to protect myself. Hell, I didn’t even know she was pregnant until it was time for her to give birth, but that’s a story for another day.

      “People on Instagram are too fuckin’ ruthless, so I don’t be posting my baby on there. One of them miserable ass bitches will fuck around and call my baby ugly because I didn’t want to fuck them or I did fuck them and left them high and dry, and they’ll use that and create a fake page and talk down on my child. So, to avoid knocking a bitch’s head clean off her shoulders, I hide my daughter from all that shit. Here she is right here, though,” he said and pulled his phone out to show me the wallpaper that was on his phone of his daughter.

      Baby fever hit me like a ton of bricks when I saw his beautiful daughter on the screen. She was the spitting image of her father. She had those same hazel eyes that he did, and she had a bunch of curly, brown hair, with big cheeks that I just wanted to bite.

      “She’s so beautiful,” I cooed, and then I passed him back his phone.

      “Thank you, Choc. That’s my baby right there.” He beamed, and I could tell how much he loved his daughter, just from his smile alone. I’m not sure why, but his smile made me smile.

      “Saturday night and Trip got you in the house again?” he asked me, and I waved him off.

      Everybody swore up and down that Trip had me on a leash, when actually, if I wanted to go out, I could. It was me who liked to be boring and relax on the weekend, knowing that Monday would come around too damn quick.

      “Trip don’t got me doing nothing! This is how I enjoy spending my Saturday nights,” I shot back at him and playfully rolled my eyes.

      “You a damn lie! What’s shorty’s name again? Your best friend? Mahogany, right? I bet she out somewhere in the club, listening to the City Girls with a bottle in her hand, screaming out the lyrics to their song word for word. Ain’t that how she do it? You ain’t with her because you know Trip will call your ass first thing in the morning, talking about who told you that you could go to the club,” he joked.

      I laughed because that was definitely some shit that he would do. He’d done it way too many times in the past.

      “If you must know, Mahogany is on a date tonight,” I let him know.

      “And what about you?” he said, his voice turning serious.

      “What do you mean what about me?”

      “A date. Do you be letting these niggas take you out on dates?”

      “No. Now, when I think about it, I have never really been on a date. Trip and I got together when we were young. We didn’t have any money to do anything or go anywhere. When we got older, and Vonte was here, it was mainly about Vonte. Then, when we moved in together, it was like in his head, he already had me, so he didn’t have to do all the date nights and stuff like that. You know, all the stuff that a guy does to a woman to try to win her over? On top of that, I was working, going to school, and raising my son, so I didn’t have the time,” I let him know.

      “Swear I didn’t even come over here to talk about no shit like this. I haven’t seen you in years, so I just wanted to pop up on you and Vonte. His lil ass always talking shit, going around boasting that he the best in NBA 2K, so I wanted to come over, beat him in a couple of games, and go on about my night. But since we on the topic, Choc, let’s talk about it. So, what, you supposed to have a happily ever after with Trip while he’s doing time for the rest of his life and you in the outside world? Shorty, I know that shit gotta get lonely.

      “We had to bypass the kitchen to get in here, and I saw the ice cream and wine. That’s like code for a woman saying she lonely. Not to cross the line in our friendship or no shit like that, but Jashae, you fine, and you know that. You been fine since a teenager. Any man would be happy to have you on his arm. Why you depriving yourself of love like that?” he asked me.

      God, he sounded just like everybody else in my life aside from Vonte because he swore he was the parent and I was the child and told me every chance he got that I couldn’t have a boyfriend.

      “I don’t want to hurt Trip like that. It’s bad enough he has to spend the rest of his life in there, so I can only imagine the way that I would hurt him if I moved on. I done got so used to it being this way that I don’t even feel like I’m missing out on anything,” I voiced.

      “Shorty, you missing out on a gang of shit! Trip and I go way back, but you know me and the nigga fell out years ago when he started being on a bunch of shit that I wasn’t on. I’d sell a dime bag here and there, hell I’d even kick a door in and steal from a motha fucka if I had to, but I was only doing that shit to help pay for some of the shit that I needed to box. Although I was raised in a two-parent household, my parents weren’t banking in money like that. All they money went to fuckin’ bills, and because I wanted to box, I did what I had to do to be able to get what I needed.

      “I’m not proud of that part of my past, but at the same time, I wasn’t on that gang banging shit and running down on niggas and beating them up just because I had fists and knew how to use them. That’s the type of shit that Trip was on, and once I knew that, I removed myself from that situation. I’m not here to change your beliefs or nothing like that, I just want to give you another opinion and let you ponder on that shit. You talking about you don’t want to hurt Trip, but Choc, what do you call the shit that nigga did to you and Vonte? He had a choice to run down on that nigga or let it go.

      “Not to make myself sound better than the next man, but if I had a baby mama at home and a seven-year-old son, it’s fuck whatever beef I got with a nigga because I wouldn’t give another motha fucka on this earth the power to be the reason I lost my freedom. If that nigga loves you like he claims, then he wouldn’t confine you to some ghetto, ‘Ima hold my man down’ type of love. The moment that judge banged that gavel, I would have set you free, shorty. I would have gladly let you go. Only job you would have had was to keep me updated when it came to my son,” Miami said.

      I didn’t know what to say next, so I didn’t say anything. I also never knew the real reason why Miami and Trip had fallen out. Trip told me years ago that they’d stopped talking because Miami started thinking that he was better than everybody, especially after high school when he’d moved away and went to box in college. Not to side with another man over my baby daddy, but Miami’s story sounded more accurate.

      For at least another hour or so, Miami and I sat on the couch just talking about pretty much everything. I bragged on my son for his basketball skills, and Miami promised me that he was going to make it to the next game. In the middle of us talking, I heard the door turn. I knew it was Vonte coming back home from the movies. When he didn’t come in the den where we were, and I heard him heading up the steps, I called his name out. He had to have known that we were in the den because Miami’s car was in the driveway, plus he could see the light on.

      “Giovonte!” I called his name out.

      A few seconds had gone by before he made his presence in the den where we were.

      “My bad, Ma, I’m tired. What’s up, Miami?” Vonte called out.

      His face lit up a little bit when he saw Miami, but as a mother, I could still see that something was wrong with him.

      “Look at you! Why you got this pissed off look on your face? Shorty didn’t give you any pussy tonight?” he playfully asked as he pulled Vonte in for a quick hug.

      “Toddrick!” I called out, going straight into mommy mode.

      I knew that my son was having sex because we had the talk. I also knew that his ass had better be using condoms too!

      “I’m fuckin’ with him, Choc. What’s up, nephew? What you benching now? You in the two hundreds yet?” Miami asked him.

      “Yet? Ma, tell this man that I been in the two hundreds,” Vonte said and turned around to look at me so that I could co-sign, and I had no problem doing just that.

      They talked with each other for about fifteen minutes before Miami stood up to leave. He promised Vonte that he was going to pick him up next weekend so the two of them could hang out. Miami hugged my son then came over and gave me one last hug before he walked out the door.

      Vonte walked him outside while I went back into the kitchen to toss out the ice cream that I didn’t even eat. In the middle of me washing the bowl, Vonte walked back into the kitchen. He lifted himself up and hopped onto the kitchen counter then looked down at me.

      “Why Miami was over here, Ma?” he went ahead and asked.

      “He said he came over to see you,” I let him know.

      “Alright, but I wasn’t here, so he could have left. You all laughing and stuff with that nigga, Ma. I like Miami. He another one who stepped up when Trip went away, but at the same time, I don’t need the nigga liking my mama,” Giovonte said.

      He had a pissed off look on his face, looking just like Trip.

      “What? Vonte, you’re talking crazy! That’s my friend. I’ve known Miami since before you were even born. What? I can’t laugh with a friend?” I asked.

      “Alright, when Trip calls me in the morning, I’ll let him know that you were laughing with a friend, and you’ll see that you were wrong. You a lot of things to Miami, Ma, but he doesn’t think of you as a friend. He was looking at you the same way that I look at my shorty. I saw the way you were looking at that nigga too. I’m telling Trip on your ass in the morning!” he said and jumped off the counter.

      I threw the dishcloth in the sink and got all in my son’s face. I didn’t care that he was twice my weight or even taller than me for that matter, I could still get with his ass.

      “I know you done lost your fuckin’ mind cursing at me! Tell Trip! That’s your daddy, not mine! Giovonte, I am grown! I may look your age, but I am a grown ass woman. Toddrick is my friend, that’s all. You can be just like your damn daddy sometimes, so overbearing and doing too much.” I rolled my eyes.

      “Yeah, alright. I’m still telling,” he said.

      “What’s wrong with you? What happened on your date tonight? You been in a bad mood since you walked through the door,” I said, trying to sneakily change the subject.

      I didn’t need him telling Trip that I was hanging out in the house with Miami by myself tonight. I guess if I had to hide it, then it was wrong. There was no way that it would make sense in Trip’s head that me and someone who used to be a friend of his were in the den at my house chilling. Trip would swear up and down that I’d fucked Miami.

      In the past, when Miami would come over, Trip would always say stuff to me like, ‘Go in the house’ or ‘Why you always staring at that nigga?’, so it’s been in his head for a while now that I liked Miami, which really wasn’t true. I just always thought that he was handsome.

      “Nothing. I got into it with Taylor after the movies, but it’s fine,” he said, right before he pulled out a rubber band that was stacked with hundreds and set it on the counter.

      “Miami told me to tell you to pay the bills with this, and we split the rest,” he said, and I pushed the money in his direction.

      In the past, Miami was always trying to give me money, but we didn’t need it. God had blessed me with a good, high paying job, and all of my bills for the month were already paid.

      “I don’t need it. Keep it,” I let Giovonte know.

      “Ma, if I had to choose any man in the world that I would want you to be with, aside from my pops, it would easily be Miami. When I’m not around to be your protection, I know he’ll be that for me. Since I was a little boy, I’ve watched him show you nothing but love and respect. I can’t say the same thing about Trip, though. My loyalty is with Trip because that’s my ole boy, so I’ll never let it verbally come out of my mouth that I would want you to get with Miami, but just know if I had to choose, it would be him. He’s always been a solid guy,” he said right before he kissed me on my cheek and walked out of the kitchen.

      I heard him jog up the stairs, and then I heard his room door close. Call me crazy, but I found myself wondering where Miami went when he left here. I found myself wishing that we were still on the couch talking. I hadn’t had just pure conversation with a man if it didn’t consist of me going down to the prison and talking to Trip. I missed that. I guess Miami was right when he told me that I was missing out on a gang of shit!
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      I found myself leaving Jashae’s crib with a lot of shit on my mind. Truth be told, I should have never even taken my ass down there, to begin with. Swear that woman gets finer with time. I’ve known Jashae for years. In fact, I was introduced to her by Trip a few months before she found out she was pregnant.

      I was from Opa-Locka, right here in Miami, and I lived there from the time I was fifteen years old. I was raised by my mama and my ole boy. Neither of them had any education like that. In fact, my mama was the only one of the two to graduate from high school. Until the time I was like seventeen, my mama worked at a call center where she pretty much got paid pennies, and my ole boy did janitorial work at a middle school.

      The only reason we ended up moving is that the run down apartments that we were staying in at the time were getting ready to close down, so we ended up moving to Lincoln Field in Miami, which honestly wasn’t any better. That was Trip and Jashae’s hood. That’s where the two of them were from. I was a teenager at the time and being on a video game or on my cell phone wasn’t some shit that was afforded to me, so it was natural for me to go outside.

      Trip and a bunch of other niggas were outside playing football, riding bicycles, shooting dice, or trying to mess with the girls who were outside playing too. It didn’t take long for me to befriend Trip along with the other niggas that he was surrounded by. About five minutes after meeting him, we started up a football game right in the middle of the road. It was about thirty of us outside, and football wasn’t even my sport because I liked to box. Boxing was my thing.

      I remember when she walked up in the middle of the game. Back then, I had long braids that my ole girl used to style for me, and I’ve always been handsome, so I was used to getting that female attention. I knew I wasn’t ugly or no shit like that, but when I saw Jashae for the first time, it’s like I just knew that I couldn’t have her. Mind you, that was before I even knew that she was Trip’s girlfriend.

      She walked over in the middle of the football game yelling at Trip, telling him to come here, and he did. I mean, right in the middle of the fuckin’ game, stopped what he was doing to go and see what she wanted. I had to admit that if a woman that damn fine came over yelling at me to come here, I would have gone running too.

      I remember what Jashae had on that day. It was a hot ass summer, so she was wearing some little ass jean shorts with a red and blue Guess shirt, and she had red sandals on her feet. Jashae had some long, pretty hair that everybody thought was weave. I don’t know if somebody might have done her hair that morning, but I just remember her long hair hanging down her back, and once I got a little closer to her, I was weak for those light brown eyes of hers. Even though I had a nice pair of eyes on me, her shits stood out even more because she had that chocolate skin with those light brown eyes.

      When I saw her, I immediately thought of chocolate, which is why I’d given her the nickname Choc.

      I wasn’t a messy person, so once I knew that Jashae belonged to Trip, I didn’t pursue her. That didn’t mean that I wasn’t secretly crushing on her, though. Luckily, boxing kept me busy, so she didn’t have to rent too much space in my mind. I was a sophomore at the time, and boxing was my life. I ate, slept, and drank that shit.

      My boxing coach, Coach Rick, had given me the nickname Miami. He was from NY with a thick ass NY accent. Upon meeting me, he could hear my Miami slang, so he instantly started calling me Miami. That name just stuck. I took it with me outside of the ring, and before I knew it, everyone started calling me Miami. People rarely called me Toddrick. When my ole girl was alive, she was like the only one to call me Toddrick. I miss the fuck out of that lady.

      Cancer had done my ole girl dirty and took her out of my life. That was a death that I still wasn’t over with till this day. Talk about a mother’s love. When I started boxing, she was always there. I cannot remember a time when my ole girl wasn’t at a match. My boxing matches to her were like national holidays. She would put her request in at work weeks in advance just so she could watch me.

      When I moved away for college, wherever I was fighting, she and my ole boy were loading up the truck and driving to watch me box. The moment I became a professional boxer and received my first check, I did something for them that I had been telling them I would do the moment I told myself that boxing is what I wanted to make as a career. I made them both quit their jobs, and I bought them a beautiful house right in Miami. To be able to do some shit like that and take care of my parents was some shit that I couldn’t even put in words.

      As a child, you’ll really never be able to pay your parents back for giving you life, so you basically just do whatever you can to try and pay them back. I boxed professionally for eleven years. At thirty-three, I held my ole girl’s hand while she was in the hospital bed, and I sat there and watched her take her last breath. I knew right then that it was over for me. I wouldn’t be able to box the same.

      I started doing this shit when I was twelve years old, and each time I looked up, I would always see her face right there in the stands. Literally, a month after I buried my ole girl, I get a text from Tahira, which was a little shorty that I was fuckin’ in LA, telling me that she was going into labor with my baby. For nine fuckin’ months, shorty hid a whole pregnancy from me. People like Choc thought that I didn’t post shit about my baby mama while she was pregnant because I was hiding it, but truthfully, I didn’t know.

      Tahira was a cool chick, had a good ass job at a law firm, owned her own property, but we just didn’t match. It was too much fuckin’ arguing when it came to shorty. I remember the drive down to the hospital. I knew that it was a possibility that the baby could have been mine because I didn’t always strap up with her, but I’ll admit that the main reason I’d gone down to the hospital that day was to prove that the baby wasn’t mine. I was still fresh off of losing my ole girl, so I wasn’t in the position to be a daddy.

      Shitttt, those hazel eyes on my baby girl and the fact that she had my whole face knocked out any accusations that I could make about her not belonging to me. Since then, Tahira and I have just been on our co-parenting shit. I wasn’t boxing anymore, but I wanted to do something that would keep me busy, so that’s when I made the trip back to Miami and started opening the rec centers.

      I had my hands in a lot of shit. The biggest thing that I was working on now is opening up a high school in Miami, that focuses on sports. I had all this fuckin’ money and success, and I wasn’t sharing the shit with nobody. I took care of my ole boy, letting him know that he never in his fuckin’ life had to pick up a mop and clean for nobody else a day in his life, my daughter was straight, her kids, kids, kids would be straight, and my baby mama worked because she wanted to not because she had to.

      Felt like every other night, I was meeting a new bitch at either a club, bar, or restaurant, and I was getting a hotel, just for us to fuck in. Now that I was back in Miami, around people that I knew and grew up with, I felt like I was getting nonstop pussy. They knew that I was Miami the boxer and they knew that I had money so the bitch’s pussy would get a different type of wet when it came to me. I would bring some beautiful looking women who looked like they belonged on the cover of a magazine home with me, but after I got that nut out of my system, they couldn’t seem to hold my attention. This fast life of getting to dive in new pussy every night was good and all, but at the end of the night, when I left that hotel and went back home, the shit had me feeling lonely as hell. That’s why I was able to preach that shit on Choc tonight and let her know that she was missing out because I damn sure knew that I was missing out.

      Choc was that one, man. Beautiful, hardworking, a bomb ass mother. When she loved, she loved hard. I could tell by the way she was giving her love to a nigga who wasn’t even deserving of it. She was that woman who my ole girl would say that I needed to settle down with a good woman so I could give her some grandchildren.

      It was a little bit after 11:00 P.M., and instead of going back home, I decided to head to the club. My cousin Jabari had texted me when I’d left Jashae’s place that he was at The Office, which was a strip club here in Miami and let me know that it was some fine bitches in attendance tonight. I didn’t even care for the bitches tonight. I could just use some good music, a good drank, and just kick it with my fam for a few before I turned it in for the rest of the night.

      It took me about twenty minutes to get to the club, and once I was there, I parked my car up front like I owned this bitch. I was cool with the owner and the security that was working the door. Plus, I was in this bitch about a good three days out of the week, so I felt like I could park it there.

      “Miami! Miami! Miami!”

      The women, even the niggas, were yelling my name as I got out of my car and jogged up the steps, skipping the long line of people that were waiting to get inside.

      “Ohhh, shit! The money man is in the building tonight. You about to pay for a couple of 613 wigs, rent, car notes, all that shit that these bitches need,” the head security guard, Freddy, joked when he saw me.

      I laughed with him, dapped him up, and in a few seconds, I was inside. Right when I walked in, I smell the thick scent of weed in the building. I saw the fine bitches on stage dancing with nothing on, and I felt right at home. I went up front and changed a lot of my big bills for smaller bills so I could have money to throw on the strippers. I supported the naked hustle. Hell, half of these women were doing this shit to feed their kids anyway, so if I could help out with that, I did.

      Once I had about fifteen stacks of ones, fives, tens, and twenties, I headed to the back where Jabari was. I spotted him in his own little section with two fine, thick ass snow bunnies in his lap. I was wild when it came to these bitches, but Jabari was a different type of wild ass nigga. I would usually only take one woman home with me, where he would leave with two, sometimes maybe even three. I’ll admit that I wouldn’t mind lying in bed and watching a bitch eat another bitch’s pussy, but threesomes didn’t get me off as much as one on one sex did. It wasn’t because I didn’t have stamina because I could fuck all night, but I was good with just busting down one shorty.

      “There go my boy! You want one of these?” he asked, slapping both of the girls on their asses.

      “Hell nah! I’m a chocolate man. You know I like my chocolate shorties,” I called out over the loud music.

      I could tell that the women who were dancing on Jabari didn’t like my comment because they nastily rolled their eyes at me. I laughed, not giving a fuck if I made them feel some type of way. I loved dark bitches; point, blank, period.

      “Where you coming from?” he asked once I took a seat next to him.

      “I went and saw Jashae and Vonte,” I let him know, and he laughed while shaking his head.

      “That’s why you screaming out you a chocolate man. Everybody knows that Jashae ass is like the fuckin’ president of the pretty chocolate bitches. I haven’t seen shorty in years, with her fine ass. How she looking?” Jabari asked.

      This nigga was carrying on a full fuckin’ conversation with me while bitches were grinding all on his dick like this shit was normal.

      “Mannnn, like temptation. That’s what she looks like, like pure fuckin’ temptation. I got so much respect for Choc that I couldn’t even make that move on her. You know that I always go after anyone that I want, but we going to hurt a lot of people if we fuck around. Trip, her son, the hood, a lot of people because everyone knows her as Trip’s girl,” I voiced.

      “Fuck him! What loyalty do you got to that nigga? You ain’t been friends with him since y’all was teenagers. Get her and show her how a real nigga supposed to treat his girl. She off the market, so you better get her before another nigga do,” Jabari said.

      He slapped the two women on the ass, letting them know to come back in about ten minutes, and they ended up leaving.

      “That’s the thing, another nigga can’t just walk up on her and take her. She loves Trip. Shorty is really ready to do that whole fuckin’ bid with him, and I had to tell her that if he really loved her like he says he does, then he wouldn’t even ask her to do some shit like that in the first place. I’ll never get that girl, and it’s cool because I don’t want to fuck up the friendship. I got a good friendship with her and Vonte, and I don’t want feelings to get in the middle of that. I’m sure her life is peaceful as hell right now, so I don’t need to intervene and fuck shit up for her,” I voiced.

      At the same time, I saw a familiar face walk by. Mahogany had walked by with a drink in her hand.

      “Mahogany,” I called her name out.

      She looked up in our section, squinted, and when she saw that it was me, she smiled and made her way up.

      “Miami! What the hell are you doing here?” she called out right after I stood up from my chair to hug her.

      I could feel my cousin’s eyes on Mahogany. Jabari wasn’t from down here. He was from Atlanta and he actually just moved down here about a year ago, so it wasn’t like he knew Mahogany. Hell, I didn’t know her that well. I just knew her through Choc, and since I hadn’t been around Choc like that lately, you know I hadn’t been around Mahogany.

      Jabari had every reason to be staring at Mahogany right now. I was a man with two eyes that worked real fuckin’ well, so I’ll admit that Mahogany was attractive. I just looked at her as Choc’s friend, though, nothing else. She had light skin like I did, and long, sandy brown, reddish hair, that was just as long as Choc’s but hers was curly. I’m not sure what her occupation was these days, but she could easily be a model because she was tall and had a slim frame. Mahogany was beautiful, and her name fit her well.

      “I’m back here now. I just left from your girl’s spot,” I told her, and she raised her eyebrows in confusion for a second.

      “Who? Jashae? I know she didn’t let you in the house because Vonte wasn’t there,” she boasted, thinking she knew her best friend too well.

      “She did let a nigga in. We sat and talked for about a good hour until Vonte came home,” I let her know.

      “You need to take my friend away from that nigga. I don’t like how he controls her. You know that I could never really stand Trip. When they got older, he was always cheating on her while she would be at home with the baby. Now that he’s in jail, it’s like he’s making her do that fuckin’ time with his ass. Trip don’t like Jashae to go no fuckin’ where. He’s going to drive my girl crazy, but you can’t say shit to her, though, because she loves him too much to let him go,” she went on to say.

      “You a lawyer or some shit?” Jabari jumping in and asked.

      Jabari didn’t care how he spoke to women. Knowing him, this was his way of flirting with Mahogany. I wouldn’t even give him the warning to tread lightly with Mahogany and let him know that shorty had a mouth on her and could curse him out just as badly as he could curse her out.

      “Ummm, do I fuckin’ know you? Not that it’s any of your damn business, but I’m actually a creative director for a fashion company. What the fuck do you do?” she nastily shot back to him.

      “Slap bitches in they fuckin’ mouth for talking to me crazy!” Jabari barked at her.

      This nigga never let a woman get under his skin because he’ll just say something rude in a joking kind of way, and that’ll be the end of that. But there wasn’t a smirk in sight, so I knew Mahogany had pissed him off.

      “Nigga, I wish you would slap me in my fuckin’ mouth!” Mahogany yelled, moving from in front of me and getting in Jabari’s face.

      I knew he liked that crazy ass shit because he started smirking.

      “I probably won’t slap you in it, but I’ll damn sure put my dick in it. Get the fuck out of my face, shorty, before I knock your skinny ass out,” he yelled.

      Both of these motha fuckas were crazy because instead of Mahogany getting mad, she laughed.

      “Pull your dick out right now and let me see if it’s worth putting it in my mouth. Let me see it,” Mahogany challenged.

      “Yo, you trippin’. Gone on with that shit, Mahogany,” I said, jumping in.

      “Bitch, you obviously don’t know who the fuck I am! Turn your head, Miami,” Jabari called out.

      “And you going to be dumb and do it? Y’all fuckin’ stupid,” I said then stood up and went over to the glass table that we had in our section and poured myself a drink.

      “You going to put it in your mouth now or later?” I heard Jabari say to Mahogany when I came back.

      Silly ass nigga was buckling his pants, so he had to have shown his shit to her. I never thought I would say this because I’ve never met a woman who was strong enough to handle Jabari, but Mahogany just may be his match.

      “Right after you let me sit this pussy on your beard. I’m about to go. I’m not about to keep standing here and going back and forth with your stupid ass! Miami, remember what I said,” Mahogany said, turning her attention to me and giving me one last hug before she left.

      “Don’t run away now, shorty. Let me finish fuckin’ with your ass,” Jabari called out.

      Mahogany just kept walking, but she did raise her hand and give him the finger on the way out.

      “I know that’s what you want me to do, that’s why you let a nigga get you so riled up. Meet me in the bathroom, shorty. I’ll even eat your pussy for you,” Jabari yelled, standing up from his seat.

      He was loud as hell, screaming that shit out in a club. I had to admit the shit was funny as hell, though.

      “Yo, why you ask her if she was a lawyer?” I asked after I finished taking a swig of my drink.

      “Cuz she running down that nigga’s business, so I thought maybe she was a lawyer. That’s my type of woman, though. I like crazy, and I could look in that bitch’s pretty ass eyes and tell that she fuckin’ crazy. She looks like she’ll run down on me while I’m with a bitch and slice me and the bitch up for fuckin’ around. She’ll clean up a nigga’s wounds when we get back to the house and cry while she doing it because she saw the damage that she did to me,” he went on to say,

      Again, all I could do was shake my head and laugh.

      “That pretty bitch will have me in jail, though. I don’t want none of her or her pussy, although I know it’s good. I can tell by her slick ass mouth and that stank ass walk that she got some good pussy on her,” and he ended it just like that.

      For at least another thirty minutes, we drank together, puffed on our own blunts, and we ended up leaving at the same time. What a night!
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      “Oh my God. Look at my handsome baby. Oooh, look at you,” I cooed, as my son came from out of the fitting room in his white and black tux.

      His homecoming dance was in two weeks. The two of us had gone to breakfast this morning, and now we were in Men’s Wearhouse trying to find the best tux for him. This was the third one that he’d come out in, and I thought that the first two were going to be the one that we went with, but this one right here was my favorite.

      I was damn near crying just from watching my son try on the tux, so imagine how I was going to be on the actual night of homecoming or prom. I never really saw my son dress up like this. Vonte had his own little style, so when we went to church, he would usually wear a dress shirt, some jeans, and a pair of Forces. To stand there and witness my son rocking a tux had me feeling a wave of emotions.

      “Ma, you trippin’. This is why I was going to ask Pop Pop to take me because I knew you were going to do the most,” Vonte called out.

      Pop Pop was my dad, and that was the nickname that my son had been calling him since he was about two years old.

      “Okay, okay, I’ll try to stop. Vonte, I didn’t attend these things when I was growing up. My senior year, you were three, about to be four. Trip had already graduated, and I let him tell me that if he couldn’t go with me, then I couldn’t go. Not even just that, but Grandma was already doing so much for me like watching you during the day while I went to school, so if anything, I was afraid to ask if I could go to homecoming, prom, hell even grad bash. I didn’t do any of those things. It’s cool because I get to witness you doing them. This is the closest that I ever got to doing any of those things.

      “Just be a little patient with your mama and know that when I get a little extra excited about stuff like this, it’s because, at this moment, I am kind of living my life vicariously through you. I’ll stop doing the most, though. Is that the tux you want or one of the first two?” I asked, changing the subject.

      Vonte didn’t answer me. Instead, he turned away from the mirrors that he was originally looking in and looked down at me. My phone was in my hand from me being so happy that I’d started taking pictures of Vonte. I had about three different kinds of ties on my shoulders because we were trying to figure out which one he would wear, and I was holding a pair of dress shoes in my hands so that we could pick the perfect shoe for the tux. I was literally just all over the place.

      “I didn’t know you didn’t go to your prom and stuff, Ma,” Vonte said, and his voice softened toward me a little bit.

      “Yeah, I didn’t go. That’s why you never saw those pictures and stuff,” I let him know as I set the shoe back on the stand.

      “I just assumed that y’all didn’t take pictures that night. Social media wasn’t as crazy when you were in high school as it is now. I always thought that you did all of the same stuff that I did,” Vonte said.

      “No, that’s why I always get a little extra happy whenever something comes around like homecoming. I’m excited about prom in a few more months, even helping you pick out your outfit for grad bash. When I ride you constantly about you not having kids, it’s not strictly because I don’t want you to make me a grandmother while I’m in my thirties. It’s mainly because I want you to enjoy your life. Enjoy your teenage years, Giovonte. Kids can wait. I missed out on a lot of things when I had you. I just don’t want you to miss out on those same things as well,” I let him know.

      I wasn’t sure if I was making him emotional by the stuff that I was saying, but I saw a look of sadness in his eyes. Hell, I was trying to avoid this by dropping the subject, but he brought it back up.

      “What you had planned for that Friday night when I go to homecoming?” he asked.

      “Nothing, really. The same thing I do every Friday. Is this the tux that you’re going to get, Vonte? Come on now,” I rushed him.

      We’d been in this store for almost an hour.

      “Nah, I want the second one. The olive green one and I want you to find something that matches it,” he said.

      “Okay, I think I have an olive green shirt or something in my closet. We can have pop pop and grandma come over, and they can take your pictures,” I let him know.

      “Ma, I don’t think you understand me right now. I want you to go into one of those girly stores with the long gowns and stuff, and I want you to pick out an olive green dress to match my tux because I’m taking you with me to my homecoming. I want you to go,” he said.

      I was taken aback by what he’d said, so I took a seat in the chair that I was originally sitting down in and stared at him.

      “What? Vonte, no! I wasn’t telling you all of this stuff because I wanted to go with you. I just wanted you to know why I was so happy to see you go. These are your memories to have, not mine. It’s your senior year, your homecoming. I’ll be fine. Trust me, two weeks from now, I’ll be just as happy to be on the sideline with my camera in my hands, taking pictures of you,” I let him know.

      “Ma, I get all of that, but I want to take you. I want you to have some type of knowledge of what it feels like to attend homecoming. Do this for me, ma,” Vonte said as he walked over to me with a serious look on his face.

      Because I knew that this wasn’t just some cruel prank that he was playing on me, I found myself getting emotional. I was such a big baby, especially when it came to my child. Tears started running down my face, and I used the back of my hands to wipe them away.

      “What about Taylor? I thought you would take her,” I said.

      “We not on the best of terms right now. Even if we were, I’m supposed to put another woman ahead of you? Don’t worry about all of that stuff right now. I know how picky you are, so just focus on finding a dress and praying that you don’t let me out dress you for homecoming,” he joked then pulled me into his arms and kissed my cheek.

      “That’s the least of my worries, baby. You know when I step out, I’m always dressed to impress,” I let him know.

      We stayed in the store for another fifteen minutes because the seamstress had come over after Vonte had tried on the second tux again. She let us know the different alterations that she would have to make on it, but she assured us that she would have it done before the homecoming. Finding a dress wasn’t something that could happen in a blink of an eye, and I knew how much my son hated going shopping with me, so I figured that I would either come back later tonight or first thing tomorrow morning.

      In the car, I couldn’t stop myself from smiling. Never in a million years did I think that my son would invite me to go with him to his homecoming. I felt like a teenager again, getting ready to attend homecoming for the first time. Since it was still early, and I didn’t have anything else to do for the majority of the day, I decided that I would swing by my grandmother’s place since we were already in the area. I hadn’t seen her in a couple of weeks because I had been so busy with work, but we talked on the phone just about every day.

      I was close as hell with my grandmother, which wasn’t a surprise because she was the woman who raised me. She was the one who talked to me about sex when I got my period for the very first time, although everything she told me went in one ear and out the other because I’d gotten pregnant at a young age. She was the one who signed off on all of my field trip forms if my daddy wasn’t home to sign them. She did all of those things that my mother would have done for me had she been alive to do it.

      The moment we pulled up to the three-bedroom, two-bathroom home that my grandmother now lived in by herself, I noticed that her car, my dad’s car, and even Mahogany’s car was in the driveway. My daddy was pushing the lawn mower back and forth, cutting my grandma’s grass. It was hot as hell in Miami today, but I still didn’t know if that gave my daddy the right to be outside without a shirt on in his cargo shorts with his work boots. Granted, my daddy looked good as hell for his age, but still.

      “Look at this man. Pop Pop knows what he be doing. He’s going to have all the cougars coming over here,” my son called out the moment we stepped out of the car.

      All I could do was laugh and shake my head. My daddy was worse than the men my age when it came to women. These days, he swore up and down that he had a girlfriend, but I didn’t know if I believed that yet because no one had seen her. The moment he saw Vonte and me, he smiled big and cut the lawn mower off. He used the hand towel that was in his back pocket to wipe the sweat that was dripping down his face.

      When my son got closer to his grandfather, he reached his hand out, gave him a pound, and my daddy pulled him in for a hug. Sweating or not, I went in for a hug as well.

      “Why don’t you just hire somebody to come and cut Grandma’s grass? It’s too hot out here for you to be doing that,” I said, acting like more of a mother than his daughter.

      “Swear you every bit of your damn mama. You haven’t been around me for one whole minute, and you already trying to order a nigga around. Why Ima waste money on the next man, when I can get my ass out here and do it myself? I can do it better than them too. I saw your grass a couple of weeks ago, and I can cut your shit ten times better,” my daddy bragged.

      My dad and I have always been close. Never really had a falling out with each other either. He was that man in my life who I would call when I needed something fixed around the house. Whether it be him mounting a television on the wall, changing a light bulb in the ceiling, whatever it was that maybe my significant other was supposed to do, he was the one who would do it for me. No matter the time of day that I would call, he would always come running.

      I stayed outside with him for another five minutes or so, just talking, and then I went on into the house. The moment I walked in, my stomach began to rumble as I smelled whatever my grandmother was in the kitchen cooking. If you were from Miami, then you knew that grandma Olay could cook her ass off. Back when I was younger, my grandmother had picked up a little hustle on the weekends, and she would sell dinner plates out of the house. I swear people would be lined up outside our front door trying to get a plate.

      My grandmother was the best at soul fool, island food, Haitian food, you name it. Literally, every person who tasted her food always told her that she needed to open a restaurant of her own, but she always talked about the hard work that would have to go into running it and made it clear that she would much rather just cook for her family.

      “I knew your car was parked outside for a reason. You only come over here when my Grandma is cooking,” I playfully said to Mahogany.

      She was sitting at the kitchen island with a piece of fried chicken on a napkin that my grandma had probably allowed her to sample.

      “Leave her alone. Her skinny ass needs some meat on them bones,” my grandmother said from over by the stove.

      Listen, I was raised by one of those old school grandmothers like I already mentioned before. As much as my grandmother would get up every Sunday for church, this was the same woman who would sit up at the table with Mahogany and I and talk shit right along with us.

      Growing up, my grandma used to have some really long, jet black hair, and she would always wear it in a long ponytail. It had to be a special occasion to get her to let her hair hang loose. Even right now, she still had her long tresses. Even though she had specks of gray in it, it still looked nice on her. She had a chocolate skin tone just like I did, and if you got close up on her, you could see the few moles that she had on her face.

      With as much food as she cooked, you would think that my grandmother would be a heavy-set woman, but she wasn’t. She was short and petite, just like I was.

      “Grandma, trust me, the niggas aren’t complaining. They love my skinny ass,” Mahogany shot back to my grandmother.

      My grandma picked up a dishrag from the counter, and she threw it in Mahogany’s direction, but it missed her. I walked over to where my grandmother was, and I hugged her, kissing her on her cheek as well.

      “Did Vonte walk through here and tell y’all that he’s taking me to his homecoming? My baby asked me earlier while we were out looking at tuxedos,” I said after I finished hugging my grandmother and took a seat next to Mahogany at the island.

      “He told us. You raised a good boy, Jashae. I tell you that all the time,” my grandmother let me know.

      “I’m coming with you to look for a dress. You got to turn the whole fuckin’ homecoming out,” Mahogany let me know.

      All I could do was laugh at her silly ass comment.

      “Oh yeah. Why you didn’t tell me that Miami was over your house the other night?” Mahogany said, switching the subject quick as hell and jumping right into another one.

      “It was nothing worth telling. He came over looking for Vonte,” I told her.

      “Yeah, but Vonte wasn’t there. Spill the tea, hoe,” she pried.

      My grandma acted like she was so focused on cooking whatever she was cooking, but I knew that she was listening to our conversation. She knew Miami, and she also knew that he and Trip were actually friends once upon a time.

      “Girl, it was late at night, and somebody knocked on the door. I came with the knife in my hand because no one ever knocks on my door at that time of the night. Lo and behold, it’s Miami’s fine ass on the other side of the door. Mahogany, that man knows he wasn’t right coming to my door looking like that. Chest out, tattoos showing, smelling good, and he’s gotten bigger. Bigger with just pure muscle. He was looking for Vonte, but I told him that he was at the movies, so he ended up staying until Vonte got back. We talked about everything from his daughter, Trip, me dating, all of that. It’s been so long since I had a conversation with a man outside of Trip that when it was time for him to leave, I didn’t want him to,” I voiced.

      “I saw him at the club later on that night. I told him that he needs to take you away from Trip,” she said, and I looked at her like she was crazy.

      I still wanted to know what he said, though.

      “And what did he say?” I asked. I’m not sure why, but I was nervous as I waited for her to answer me.

      “He never got the chance to answer because his asshole of a friend jumped in. I didn’t even catch dude’s name, but I know that I hate his disrespectful ass. Really had me ready to kick off my red bottoms in the middle of the club and knock his ass out with them,” Mahogany said, rolling her eyes in the top of her head.

      At this point, Vonte had called my grandmother to the back room so he could show her something, so it left just Mahogany and me to our conversation.

      “What does he look like? I probably know him,” I said.

      “Fine. That’s what he looks like. Too fuckin’ fine. His skin complexion is just a few shades darker than Miami. Now that I think about it, they actually kind of resemble each other. He’s cocky built just like Miami, a whole bunch of tattoos on his arms, some good hair that was in waves, and he had a tattoo on his face, right above his eyebrow, that said something that I couldn’t really make out,” Mahogany went on to say.

      I knew exactly who she was talking about.

      “That’s Miami’s cousin Jabari. He’s from Atlanta. I met him at Miami’s mother’s funeral,” I let her know.

      “I can’t stand that nigga. He’s toooo fuckin’ disrespectful, with his fine, big dick ass,” she went on to say, and I laughed.

      “Wait, what? How do you even know his dick is big?” I inquired.

      “Because his stupid ass showed it to me. Jashae, I swear I just wanted to sit on it right after I sit on his beard,” she said, and I shook my head.

      “You’re such a little hoe,” I joked.

      “If me loving sex makes me a hoe, then I’ll take it,” she said with a smirk on her face as she stood up to throw the chicken bone and napkin in the trash.

      When it came to Mahogany’s sex life, she didn’t hide anything from me. My sex life was literally so nonexistent that I actually found interest in hers when she would tell me about it. Whenever Mahogany talked about men, I could hear it in her voice that it was just sex with them. With Jabari, I couldn’t help but hear what sounded like she may have possibly liked him. Trust me, when a woman says she hates a man, usually it’s because she likes his ass too much, so she forces herself to believe that she hates him.

      Look at me for example. For the past two weeks since Trip and I had gotten into it over the phone, I swore that I hated him and that I was done, but come next weekend, I would be the first one on the road to see him Saturday for visitation.
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      I stayed up all night last night. One would think that I was a kid getting ready to go to Disney World or some shit in the morning. Truth is, today was visitation, and my girl and my son were coming to see me, so it felt similar to a kid about to go to Disney World. The shit was a magical experience to me, just like Disney World.

      I loved visitation day, especially when I got the chance to see my family. I hadn’t seen them in a little over two weeks. Two weeks ago, that’s when Jashae was complaining about being tired, and last week I couldn’t have her come because let’s just say that I was thrown off a little bit by the visitation days. My girl would have come down to the prison and saw that I had another bitch in visiting me, and it would have been lights off for everybody.

      I loved the fuck out of Jashae, but these days, it felt like her ass was too busy for a nigga, so I had to explore different options. A nigga got lonely in this bitch, and Jashae didn’t always run to the phone when I called like she used to, so I had to start running after different bitches. Even as a nigga behind these walls serving a fuckin’ life sentence. That still didn’t keep the bitches away. Bitches flocked to me like flies on a shit pile. I can’t even begin to describe the many letters that I receive a day from desperate ass women on the outside of these walls who had somehow managed to find my jail information online and were writing me, wanting to be my girl and shit.

      I didn’t love any of those women, but I also wouldn’t lie and say that I wasn’t entertaining them. My biggest entertainment of them all was this fine ass, thick ass bitch who was coming in my cell right now to let me know that my visitors were here. Her name was Officer Hill, but to me, she was Raynell. Fine ass bitch who was risking her freedom and her job by fuckin’ around with me.

      I had shorty doing all type of bad shit for me. She was sneaking me out of my cell so that we could go somewhere and fuck, and she was the one who had gotten me this Android phone; she was basically giving me the special treatment. Raynell was a good girl, but I was turning shorty the fuck out. She started working here about a year ago, and I believe the worst thing that could have happened to her was meeting me. I knew I wasn’t any good for her.

      As much as I wanted to let her go sometimes, because if she were to get caught, she would be thrown in a cell just like I was, I just couldn’t. I had become so used to our little thing. That little thing where she would come scoop me out of my cell, pretending that I was going to see the nurse, but in actuality, we would sneak somewhere, and she would give me the fuck of a lifetime. I was in this bitch for the rest of my life, which meant that if I didn’t keep fuckin’ Raynell, I wasn’t going to get pussy again a day of my life.

      The prison where I was, we didn’t have the luxury of having conjugal visits, so the most I got out of my girl was a tongue kiss, and when she wasn’t acting all scary, she would let me finger her under the table. That was only when she would come and visit me by herself though. I knew what Jashae’s pussy looked, tasted, even felt like, so on visitation day, I would want nothing else in the world than for her to let me slip up inside it, but Jashae wasn’t on that shit.

      All the niggas that I fucked with in there knew how to get by on the officers. We all knew about going behind that wall in the visitation room for a little quickie, but no matter how many times I tried to convince Jashae to do it, she would never agree.

      “Your bitch and your son are here,” was the first thing that Raynell said when she walked into the cell.

      She was in her brown, correctional officer uniform that fit good as hell on her body. No woman that I’ve seen in this uniform could wear that shit like Raynell. She had a tiny waist and some wide hips with a fat ass on her. If I had to guess, I would think she was about 5’6”, maybe one hundred and fifty pounds. Her ass and her titties made up a lot of her weight. Because the women had to usually wear their hair up, today she had her thick hair pulled back into a bun. With her hair pulled back, you got to see the youthfulness of her face because she was only twenty-seven, while I was thirty-two.

      “Ay, watch your fuckin’ mouth. You’re my bitch! The woman out there is my girl, the mother of my child, all of that. If you don’t want to be tasting the bottom of my shoe, you will watch your mouth.” I grilled her ass.

      We had a little mirror inside the cell that honestly wasn’t big enough for you to see shit, but I still worked with what I had, just to make sure that I looked good for my girl. I was now rocking a bald head, and I was dressed in the gray sweatsuit that they afforded us along with some sneakers that I cleaned up nicely last night with a toothbrush and some soap. I looked as good as my circumstances would allow me to.

      “Wow! Just the other day she was all type of bitches, but now you find yourself having some respect for her. I swear you’re a fuckin’ joke,” she said with a roll of those big ass eyes of hers.

      “Yeah, well you fuckin’ the shit out of this joke! I can call her every bitch in the fuckin’ world, but you can’t. Let’s go. I don’t want to keep my family waiting,” I said and slapped her on her ass then walked out of the cell.

      I’ll admit, I had a really bad habit of voicing the frustrations that I had with Jashae to Raynell. Jashae not coming to see me two weeks ago when I was expecting her presence had me pissed like a motha fucka, so the next day, I ended up giving Raynell an earful. I called Jashae everything except a child of God. I was over that now, though, because she was here now. I walked with Raynell behind me like I owned this bitch. Like I was back in the hood, walking down my old projects, niggas hollered out Trip, as they stood up in their cells, hands hanging on the cell gates like we were fuckin’ animals.

      I don’t care what no one says, the moment you enter a prison, you lose any right of being a fuckin’ human being. We get treated like animals in this bitch, especially when we have to go to solitary confinement. We get handed our food up under the fuckin’ door like we’re dogs. We’re locked up inside a little ass room for twenty-three hours out of the fuckin’ day. I hated this shit, man.

      My girl thought that a nigga was insensitive when it comes to her feelings, but the truth is, if I ever beg Jashae to come and see about a nigga, it’s because I need her ass. Two weeks ago, when I was damn near begging Jashae to come and see me was because a day before that, I had thoughts of suicide. Being behind these walls can turn the hardest of the hardest nigga soft. I missed my motha fuckin’ family. One wrong mistake, and I had to pay for this shit with my life.

      Anyone who knows me knows that I would never harm a child. Yeah, I’ve told a few bitches here and there to get an abortion, but nothing worse than that. That little girl, Bria, that I murdered, I swear that wasn’t my intention. I was going after her bitch ass daddy. My wild, ‘I don’t give a fuck’ attitude is what landed me in this bitch. I should have made sure the nigga that I was gunning for was inside the house before I just started shooting. I turned myself in because the police were going to pick me up regardless.

      It crossed my mind to go on the run with my girl, but if we were to get caught, they would have taken Jashae down with me, and I was too real of a nigga to put my girl in a position like that. I wasn’t okay with the fact that I’d murdered a little girl. Nobody knew about the fucked-up nightmares that I had in the middle of the night, where Bria would be standing over me with blood all over her body, screaming and crying to me, asking me why I took her away from her family. What about the dreams that I had of niggas busting in my girl’s house and murdering her and my son?

      My depression and anxiety were real. I thought that I was the better man by stepping up to the plate and telling the detectives that it was my gun that killed Bria, but that fuck ass judge still ended up giving me life.

      It took us about three more minutes to make it to the visitation room. My eyes worked well, so I scanned the big ass room until they finally landed on Jashae and Vonte. When Jashae saw me, the biggest smile formed on her beautiful ass face, making my cold heart turn warm. I didn’t deserve that fuckin’ woman, I swear I didn’t. I have been back and forth with this woman since we were kids, man. She could literally have any man in the fuckin’ world, yet she was slumming this shit out with me.

      I had to be selfish in this situation, though. I couldn’t let Jashae go even if I tried. You can’t be from Miami and say that you didn’t know that Jashae was my girl. Any nigga who would try to get with her would be doing that shit as some type of get back on me, or they obviously didn’t value their life because if I even hear from somebody that she was entertaining the next dude, it was lights out for them with just one simple phone call.

      Jashae looked the same way she did back in high school, just more mature. She always had that long ass hair, and she would lay her head on me at night, take my hand from wherever it was, and force a nigga to massage her scalp. Jashae was short, maybe 5’4”, with a little frame on her, but her ass poked out, depending on the type of jeans that she wore. She had some beautiful ass chocolate skin with a pair of light brown eyes. Nice, white teeth, with that one deep dimple in her left cheek.

      Today, she was plainly dressed in a denim shirt with matching denim jeans and a pair of Gucci tennis shoes on her feet. Jashae knew that I was a sucker for seeing her with her hair straightened, so that’s how she rocked it, with it hanging down past the middle of her back. Our handsome son was standing beside her, towering over her little ass. He was every bit of me, but he was so much better than me, even when I was his age.

      At seventeen, I had barely graduated high school because I rarely went. All I wanted to do was stand on the corner and push dope, be a part of a gang, and participate in robberies. At that time, Vonte was two, so every bad thing that I was doing, I convinced myself that I was doing it to get money so I could buy him shit like pampers, but actually, I was doing the shit because I wanted to.

      Once I was close enough to them, I walked over to my girl. She wrapped her arms around my neck, and I lifted her up in my arms. I could give two fucks about the no touching rule. I hadn’t seen her beautiful ass in weeks, so I was going to take advantage of it.

      “Young!” one of the lame ass male security guards yelled when he saw how close I was up on Jashae.

      She was in my arms, and my hands were glued to her ass, so to him, we were damn near fuckin’. I could tell that his ass didn’t get any pussy after a long day’s work. His name was Officer Hamilton, and he took his job way too fuckin’ serious. I hated when he was the one over visitation. When my boy, Officer Fisher, was running visitation, he’d allow me to have my tongue all down Jashae’s throat and wouldn’t trip about the shit either.

      Jashae kissed my lips about three times, and then I finally put her back on her feet. I went over to my son, hugged him, kissed the top of his head, and then we all sat down.

      “I see you remembered how to find a nigga. I haven’t seen you in two weeks,” was the first thing I said to Jashae when we all sat down.

      She was sitting on the same bench as I was since she couldn’t be out of my personal space whenever we were around each other, while Vonte sat on the other bench that was in front of us.

      “It could have been a week, but I guess you had someone else on the visitation list to come and see you last weekend,” she shot with a smirk on her face and a roll of her eyes.

      You see, Jashae didn’t know that I was fuckin’ with other bitches behind her back, but she threw out little shit here and there, that led me to believe that she knew something. Just like a while back on the phone, when she said something about a bitch smuggling a phone in here for me. Like, how the fuck did she even know that?

      “There you go with your bullshit. You found a dress yet for the homecoming? Son, why you taking her old ass with you anyway? Should have told her to sit her ass at home and wait until you got back,” I joked, and they both laughed.

      “Old? Nigga, I can still pass for sixteen. People don’t even believe me when I say that I’m thirty,” she boasted.

      “Oh yeah? What people? Niggas be saying that shit to you?” I asked, turning around and looking down at her.

      “Niggas and women. Don’t do this right now, Trip. Damn, we haven’t even been here for five minutes and you already trying to start something,” she voiced.

      Jashae tried to move and sit on the other side with Vonte, but I put my hand on her waist, sitting her back down on the seat with me.

      “I ain’t starting shit. You need to stop smiling in them niggas’ faces and entertaining them. Of course, they going to say you look sixteen. That’s the type of corny ass shit a nigga says when he wants some pussy,” I barked at her.

      “Yeah, well you would know, right? And just so you know, I don’t entertain no other niggas, only your stupid ass,” she said.

      I could already tell the direction that this visit was going in, so I was going to stop talking to her before I hurt her feelings.

      “How was last night’s game, Vonte?” I asked, switching gears and talking to my son.

      “It was good. I have no doubts about us going to the championship. It’ll be like two weeks after homecoming if we make it,” he proudly said.

      “That’s what’s up. What’s going on with you and your girlfriend? I hope your little ass is wrapping your dick up. You ain’t got time to be nobody’s fuckin’ daddy,” I preached.

      “I hear you, Dad,” he responded.

      For the rest of the thirty minutes, just Vonte and I talked to each other. Mentally, Jashae had checked out a long time ago. When it was time for them to leave, she really tried to walk away and not give me a hug before she left. When Vonte wasn’t looking, I grabbed her by her arm, and I roughly pulled her into me. My mouth went toward her ear, and I bit down on it, applying just a little bit of pressure.

      “Ima call you tonight. We need to talk about you and this fucked up attitude that you been having lately. You moody like a motha fucka, yo. One minute you happy and kissing on a nigga, and the next you hate me. You can’t love me and hate me at the same time, shorty. Pick a side. Fix your fuckin’ attitude too,” I snapped and kissed her jaw then I let her go.

      I stood up against the wall with the rest of the inmates and watched as she and Vonte walked out. I was so cold toward Jashae these days because I felt like I was losing her. I didn’t see the love anymore in her eyes for me, so these days, I felt like I was forcing her to love me. Once we’d walked back to our cells and I was in my bed, or what was supposed to have been a bed but was just a hard ass mattress, I placed my hand behind my head.

      “You think she’s acting cold toward you now, imagine how she’ll be once she starts fuckin’ Miami. If she loves you so much, then why was Miami coming out of her house a few nights ago?” Raynell said from the other side of my cell.

      I never got the chance to ask her how the fuck she knew that because she’d walked away. Raynell had family in Miami, so maybe they told her. I haven’t run with Miami in years. I used to be close with bruh, that was until his ass thought he was too good for a nigga, and he couldn’t indulge in the shit that I was doing. He started boxing professionally and just forgot where the fuck he came from.

      When he first moved to Lincoln field apartments, and he didn’t know anybody, I welcomed that bitch ass nigga with open arms because I knew how it felt to be a new kid and not know anyone. I introduced that nigga to my homies, even let him meet Jashae. The older we got, he and I just started doing our own thing. His mind was set on doing what he had to do so that he could go to college one day and box, while I, on the other hand, had different plans.

      I’d just started up a gang, and we were doing all type of reckless shit. Because he and I were on two different things, we kind of just fell out. I didn’t really fuck with that nigga. He walked around this bitch like he was a fuckin’ king or some shit. He had bitches too, which is why I don’t see the reason for Jashae to be just another notch on his fuckin’ belt. Nah, my bitch would never switch sides and fuck the used to be homie like that. Nahhhh, not my shorty.

      I was going to give Jashae the benefit of the doubt and say that Raynell had the wrong house and the wrong bitch. Miami damn sure wasn’t going to visit my girl and my son. That’s like the motha fucka committing suicide.
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      “You look beautiful, ma,” I said as I stood at the bottom of the staircase watching my ole girl as she came down the stairs.

      Her olive green dress matched my olive green suit perfectly. Swear she looked like a fuckin’ queen as she made her way down the stairs. The dress she wore was simple yet so fuckin’ beautiful on her. It was a long gown that was strapless, and it had a little slit on the left side of it. My great grandmother and my pop pop along with Mahogany all stood alongside me, and we all watched my ole girl as she damn near floated down the stairs.

      I was happy about this night for many reasons. The main reason being that I got to give my ole girl some shit that she never got to participate in before. When I found out that she’d never been to homecoming, prom, or other senior shit that I was participating in this year, it’s like it naturally came to me to extend the invitation, and as much as she tried to turn it down, I wasn’t taking no for an answer. I loved the fuck out of my ole boy, but as I found out more shit about him these days, I was beginning to resent his ass.

      I hated the power and control that he had over my ole girl. Was the nigga that fuckin’ insecure, that at twenty years old, he wouldn’t allow my ole girl to go to her homecoming? I didn’t know the whole story, but I felt like it was because of his ass that my ole girl missed out on so much. As her son, I was going to pick up where the nigga lacked, though, starting with tonight by bringing her along with me to the dance.

      As happy as I was about tonight, I wouldn’t say that I wasn’t a little bit nervous about entering the hall where the dance would be held tonight. Taylor would be there tonight, and she and I weren’t on the best of terms. I gave her the money to get the abortion, and her silly ass ended up using the money to pay for her hair, nails, and make-up for tonight.

      I didn’t want to sound heartless, but I wasn’t ready for a baby right now. I was pissed off at myself for having unprotected sex with her, especially since my parents talked to me about that shit damn near every chance they got. Like I said before, in my defense, I thought she was on the pill. I’ve watched her swallow her birth control pills in front of me many times in the past, so there was never really any question on whether or not she was taking them for real.

      I had been avoiding Taylor these days like the fuckin’ plague. I didn’t pick up the phone for her when she called or texted, plus I ignored her in school. I was secretly praying that she didn’t come to my ole girl tonight and tell her that she was pregnant. I just knew that my mama would turn the whole fuckin’ homecoming out. My mama had never taken a belt and beat my ass with it, but something told me that if Taylor ran her mouth tonight about her being pregnant, there was no doubt in my mind that my ole girl would fuck me up in front of everybody.

      “Thank you, handsome,” she called out once she’d reached the bottom of the staircase.

      I held my arms open for an embrace, and once everyone gave out their compliments, letting us know how good we looked, the picture taking began. Maybe I was tripping, but I want to say I saw my great grandmother crying. That was a strong ass woman right there, and I couldn’t remember a time that I’ve ever seen her cry a day in my life, but as she held her iPhone in her hands, I could hear her sniffling, and I saw her wipe her eyes. Maybe it was just tears of happiness. I mean, after all, she did raise my mama, so maybe she was just happy to witness this moment and finally get to see her go to homecoming, even if it wasn’t necessarily hers.

      “Ima be waiting for you when you get back. We need to go out for drinks,” Mahogany’s loud ass screamed out to my mama as I held the door open for her and helped her into the car.

      Mahogany better hope that my mama didn’t find out the news tonight about me having a baby on the way because my ole girl just may go to jail tonight for attempted murder. Once she was inside the car, I came around, got on the driver’s side, and closed the door behind me. Once my seatbelt was on, and my chair was adjusted the way that I liked it, I backed out of the driveway.

      “These days, I feel like you’ve been too quiet. You get home from school and practice, and you shower, do your homework and go straight to sleep. What is it, baby? Let me find out that you have cold feet about taking me tonight with you to homecoming,” she said, and I laughed while playfully waving her off.

      “I got the prettiest girl with me tonight as my date. What I’m having cold feet about? It’s nothing, Ma. If anything, I’m nervous about these next couple of games. We gotta make it to the championship. This my senior year. This means a lot to me,” I said, only telling the partial truth.

      Yes, I was worried about that, but my real worry and what really had me shutting down these last couple of days was the secret that I was keeping from her. I was close with my ole girl, so I pretty much told her everything. The night I lost my virginity, I came home and told her that shit. I didn’t keep secrets from her, but my ole girl was so used to being let down or hurt, and I wasn’t trying to do that to her because that’s what was going to happen once I told her the truth. There was no doubt in my mind that this shit would hurt her.

      “I know how much it means to you, son, but like I’ve been telling you all season long, we’ll be fine. It’s the night of your homecoming. Let’s shift our minds away from anything basketball related, alright? Let’s enjoy ourselves tonight.”

      I nodded and let the conversation go. It took us about fifteen more minutes to pull up to the hall where the homecoming was being held tonight. After making sure that my inhaler for my asthma was in my pocket along with my phone, I turned the car off and got out. The same way that I’d helped her into the car, I’d come around and helped her get out. Like I’d seen in those corny ass romantic movies, I held my arm out, and she draped her arm in mine, so that it was interlocked, and that’s how we walked into the homecoming.

      I swear it felt like every eye in the room had landed on us. I guess it was some cool shit for a boy to bring his ole girl with him to the homecoming because I received so much smiles from the students, the teachers, my teammates, and other boys that I knew from around the school had come and given me dap.

      “Is this homecoming or Tootsies? I feel like I’m at a strip club. Look how these girls are dressed. Here I am, second guessing if the slit in my dress was too high, when this is pretty much nothing compared to these dresses that they have on,” my ole girl said.

      I laughed at the look on her face. Shorties were walking around this bitch in skin-tight dresses like that little shorty on the movie Soul Food who was dancing all up on the groom in that short ass dress. I attended a predominately white school with a handful of people who had skin like me, so the little bunnies that were on the dance floor dancing, or doing what was supposed to be dancing, were the main ones in those too little dresses.

      I found a spot at a table for my mama and me, and we took a seat together. I was scanning the room for Taylor because I didn’t want her to just pop up on me, but I hadn’t seen her yet. Hopefully, she’d decided to stay her ass at home tonight.

      “What the niggas be saying in the movies, Ma? You want some punch or something?” I said right before I laughed.

      My ole girl watched a lot of movies, especially romantic movies. Depending on my mood, I may join her in watching whatever corny shit that she was watching for the night. I’d seen movies where there would be some sort of school dance, and the man would always offer the woman some punch, so I was just repeating shit that I’d heard before. She laughed at my joke, but she did assure me that she would take some punch.

      I quickly stood up from my seat and got the punch for her while I poured some for myself as well.

      “Where’s Taylor?” my ole girl asked me when I made it back to the table.

      “Your guess is better than mine. I haven’t really spoken with her like that,” I let her know.

      She thought I didn’t see that little sly smile that was on her face. She probably was happy that I was making it seem like Taylor was no longer in the picture. For the next two hours, we danced, ate, listened to people come up and give announcements, and we even got to witness the homecoming king and queen be crowned. I was the type of nigga who liked to stay lowkey, so running for something like that wasn’t for me. I was already a king in my eyes.

      “I’m about to run to the restroom really quick, and then we can go, alright?” I asked and stood up from the chair that I was sitting in.

      She nodded with a smile on her face, and I quickly left. Majority of everybody was on the dance floor taking advantage of the last ten minutes or so that we had before homecoming came to an end, so when I made it to the back, where the restrooms were, I was in and out.

      “You and Mommy look beautiful tonight,” a familiar voice said from behind me.

      I turned around, and it was Taylor. She wasn’t dressed up in a beautiful gown with her makeup and stuff all done like the majority of the girls. In fact, she wore a gray hoodie with a pair of gray sweat pants. Her eyes were red and puffy like she’d been crying. This was my first time seeing her all night.

      A week ago, when I questioned her through text on whether she was going to use the money that I’d given her for the abortion, she had assured me that she was going to use it for her nails and shit for tonight, so I assumed that was what she’d gone ahead and done. I wasn’t sure where the money had gone because her hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and her nails weren’t even done. Car keys were in her hands, and she must have snuck her ass in the back door or something in order for her to have been able to get inside.

      “What you want, shorty? Why you popping up on me and shit? That ain’t cool,” I barked.

      She laughed while shaking her head, and a few tears fell in the process.

      “You really want to stand here and talk about something not being cool, Vonte? The way you’ve been treating me these past few weeks since you found out that I was pregnant is not cool! You don’t think I’m scared? I’m seventeen with a baby growing inside me, and you’re already leaving me to fend for my fuckin’ self! I didn’t create this baby on my fuckin’ own, and I wasn’t just some random slut that you had sex with and happened to get pregnant. For crying out loud, I’m your fuckin’ girlfriend. I deserve better than this,” she cried.

      “We both deserve better than this, shorty. I told you weeks ago that neither of us are ready to be parents. I haven’t told this to anyone yet, not even my ole girl, but I made up my mind that I’m going to sign to Duke. I’m going to announce that in a month at signing day. Shorty, that’s in North Carolina, damn near twelve hours away. Don’t put me in a situation where you get to call me a dead-beat dad. Basketball is my focus right now, not being a parent,” I truthfully told her.

      “Is your mom still here?” she wiped her eyes and asked.

      “Fuck you asking about her for? You don’t like her, and you know she doesn’t like you. There ain’t shit that you need to discuss with my ole girl,” I barked, getting closer in her face.

      She released a sigh, and I looked down at her, finally about to ask her something that had been weighing heavily on my mind since I found out that she was pregnant. Something that my ole girl and my ole boy told me could possibly happen one day when it came to these bitches.

      “I have a serious question for you, shorty. Was it really by accident that you weren’t properly taking your pills, or did you purposely do that shit? You’re a smart girl. You know what my future holds. You know about the fuckin’ recruiters knocking on my mama’s door, ready to sell their fuckin’ souls just to get me to sign with them. If everything goes as planned, you, along with everyone else knows that I’ll be in the NBA one day. Is this baby supposed to assign you a seat at the table?” I asked in all honesty.

      She looked at me with pure disgust in her eyes like I’d disrespected the fuck out of her ass.

      “Fuck you, Giovonte, with your arrogant ass. Here, you bastard,” she said, handing me something. “I came here tonight to give you this, maybe this would warm your heart and make you change your decision,” she spat, and then she turned around.

      I stood there watching her as she walked away. When I saw her go out of the door, I looked down at what she’d given me. It was an ultrasound that indicated that Taylor was ten weeks and three days pregnant. I wasn’t moved by the picture. If anything, I was fuckin’ angry! I shoved the picture in my pocket, and I headed back because I was now ready to go.

      “Boy, I was just about to head back there and get your ass! You were taking forever,” my ole girl fussed once I made it back to the table.

      “My bad, Ma. Those meatballs messed up my stomach. Come on,” I lied.

      She quickly stood up, and we walked out of the hall together.

      “Wow, it’s a little chilly out here. Florida and this damn bipolar weather,” she said the second we made it upstairs.

      Without even having to think twice, I removed the tux jacket and wrapped it around her shoulders. We walked down the long, circular flight of stairs that were outside together.

      “Thank you again, son, for tonight. I really enjoyed myself. I love you,” she said, turning around and looking at me.

      I pulled her into me and kissed the top of her head like she’d done so many times to me before. If only she knew, we both needed this hug for what was about to come. If I told her now, it would fuck me up in these next few games before the championship so I would wait until after we brought our victory home. It would hurt her like a motha fucka, but she deserved to know what was going on.
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      “Jashae, you still washing that grown man’s clothes? Girl, if you don’t teach Vonte how to wash his own shit! I had you washing your own damn clothes the moment your little ass turned thirteen,” my grandmother fussed per usual.

      It was the night after homecoming, and she’d come over bright and early, waking Vonte and me up because she wanted to cook us breakfast. For whatever reason, my son wasn’t in the mood for her cooking, so she only prepared enough for her and me. Seems like these days, Vonte wasn’t in the mood for much of anything. Last night, he claimed that it was just his nerves, especially with these next couple of games holding so much weight.

      If they lost, then it was no championship for him and his teammates. As his mother, I couldn’t help but feel like it was more to it than that. Vonte had been playing basketball since he was a kid, and games never made him shut down like this, no matter how important they were.

      After my grandmother and I had eaten our breakfast, he came downstairs dressed in his workout gear, letting it be known that he was getting ready to do some laps around the block. That was almost fifteen minutes ago, so knowing my son, he wouldn’t be back for another thirty minutes or so. I didn’t want to start predicting stuff and turn out to be loud and wrong, but whatever had my son quieting down and not acting his usual self, I felt like it had something to do with that damn Taylor.

      Usually, when he was at home, that damn phone was glued to his ear with him on the phone with her ass. I hadn’t seen him conversing with her lately. She wasn’t even at the homecoming dance last night. I hoped Vonte wasn’t shutting down like this because of a breakup because there would be plenty of Taylors for him to run across in his lifetime.

      “That is not a grown man, Ma. That’s my baby. I don’t mind washing his clothes,” I shot back.

      She was in my bedroom sitting at the ottoman when I’d come back inside the room carrying a laundry basket in my hands that were filled with Vonte’s clean clothes that I’d just finished washing. I dumped them out on the bed so I could fold them.

      “You need a man. I bet you’ll mind then,” she snapped back at me.

      “I have a man, Ma. He just happens to be in prison,” I let her know.

      “That’s what you call Trip? What about Miami? I heard you and Mahogany talking about him the other day,” she said and set the magazine down that she was reading, so she could focus her attention on me.

      “What about Miami? He and I are friends. On top of that, he used to be friends with Trip. I can’t jump from dick to dick, Ma. Who doesn’t know that rule?” I asked.

      “Who said you’ll be jumping from dick to dick? Jump on Miami’s and stay your ass right there! Oh please, these trifling niggas fuck behind friends, sisters, cousins all the damn time. Besides, Miami and Trip fell out years ago. Miami is a good man. I love what he does for the community. Now, that’s a man. That Trip that you’re dealing with, he’s a lot of things, but a man isn’t one! That’s his prison sentence, Jashae, not yours. The hell are you punishing yourself for too? You didn’t do a damn thing wrong,” she went on to say.

      This was beginning to sound like a broken record. It was always the same song and dance whenever she got some alone time with me.

      “Miami is a good man. Too good of a man if you ask me, but I can’t do it, Ma. Somebody will get hurt in that situation. Trip is crazy, with nothing to lose. His little gang, Miami Boyz, is still very much in motion, so once word gets out that I’m dealing with Miami, somebody will die. I’m not about to tamper with that man’s livelihood, and I’m not doing it to myself either. I have a son who I need to be here for. I’ll just continue to lust after Miami from a distance,” I said, followed by a laugh.

      I’d seen him on television a couple nights ago. They were interviewing him at one of the rec centers that he owned. I played with my toy that night, and when I came, I promised I had called out for Miami at least three times. We couldn’t take it there because we would be too dangerous for each other.

      After talking with my grandmother for another ten minutes or so and after I finished folding up all of Vonte’s clothes, I went up the stairs to take them into his room. His bed was made up, but he had clothes lying all around. My son knew how OCD I could be, yet he still chose to keep his room a mess.

      “I paid almost seven hundred dollars to rent this tux, and his ass is just going to throw it on the damn floor like that!” I talked to myself out loud after seeing the tux that he wore last night on the floor next to his dirty clothes hamper.

      I finished putting the clean clothes away in his drawer, and then I walked over to the tux to pick it up off the floor. When I picked up the bottoms, something fell out of it. I quickly dropped the pants back on the floor and picked up what had just dropped out of it. Ten weeks and three days, with the name Taylor Davidson is what caught my eye.

      “No, no, no, no, no, no, no,” I kept saying over and over.

      “Nooooooo!” I screamed, getting so mad that I’d kicked the bottom of the dresser with my foot.

      In the midst of me screaming, I heard the front door chime, indicating that Vonte was back in the house. Like my ass was on fire, I ran out of the room and down the stairs.

      “GIOVONTE!” I screamed his name as I ran down the stairs.

      “What’s up, Ma? Ima wash your car in a second. I just have to get the stuff out of the garage,” he said.

      At the same time, he eased toward the kitchen because that’s where my grandma was now. Vonte knew what he was doing because he looked up and saw the ultrasound picture inside my hands. I ran for his ass, but he ran to the kitchen, almost knocking my grandma out the way.

      “Jashae, what the hell is going on?” my grandma asked.

      The whole time, I was trying to get to Vonte, but he was running away.

      “Giovonte, stop fuckin’ playing with me! Come here!” I yelled.

      We were now by the island and were basically running around it. The fact that I was so angry about this and I had to chase his ass around the house just to get to him wasn’t doing anything but further infuriating me.

      “Ma, I was going to tell you! I swear I was going to tell you. Damn, why you going through my clothes?” he had the nerve to ask me.

      I was still trying to catch up with his ass.

      “Because I buy your fuckin’ clothes so I can go through them. When I get you, I’m fuckin’ you up! Why the hell would you do this? Did you not think about your future, Giovonte? Come here right fuckin’ now!” I yelled again, still trying to catch him.

      I tripped over the legs on the bar stool that we’d managed to push away from the island with all that running that we were doing. I fell flat on my ass, and this boy had the nerve to smirk. I knew he wanted to laugh, but he wouldn’t dare do it in my face. I was crying. Not because of the fall, but because the one thing that I prayed my son wouldn’t do, he went ahead and did it anyway. He finally stopped running, and when he made his way over to me, I lost it. Hits and slaps were landing everywhere.

      “Why the hell would you do this? Why? What is wrong with you?” I cried.

      When I was thirteen years old, and I’d gotten pregnant, I couldn’t for the life of me understand why it had made my grandmother so emotional. For years, I questioned that. Now, that I was put into that same situation, the only difference is it was my seventeen-year-old son, so I knew exactly how she felt.

      “I’m sorry, Mama. Damn, I’m sorry. I wanted to tell you, but I was going to wait until after the championship. She said she was on the pill, man,” he yelled in his defense.

      I could hear my grandmother off in the distance suck her teeth.

      “So fuckin’ what? I told you to protect yourself at all fuckin’ times. What about diseases? Her being on the pill can’t keep your dick from falling the fuck off! You just witnessed last night what having a baby at a young age can deprive you of. At thirty years old, I went to my first homecoming dance last night. Giovonte, you know firsthand how I struggled with you. Just get away from me right now. Go!” I yelled.

      “I’m sorry, Ma,” he said again.

      “Go, Giovonte! Right now!” I yelled.

      I was an emotional wreck; crying, yelling, all of that. I’ve never in my life been so damn disappointed in Giovonte. I really thought he would be the one to stop the cycle of having babies at a young age in this family, but I was wrong. For weeks, I’ve been questioning why the hell he’s been acting so damn distant, and the truth finally came out tonight. Wow!

      “That’s still your son at the end of the day, Jashae. As pissed off as I was with you, you were still my granddaughter,” my grandma said, coming over and sitting next to me on this cold ass floor.

      The ultrasound was still in my hands, and I was still crying.

      “I know that, Ma. Damn, I’m so angry with him. I was trying to avoid this. He knows better. Trip and I preach this shit to him all the damn time,” I said with my head in my hands, feeling like I’d failed as a mother.

      My grandmother wasn’t saying anything; she just allowed me this time to get my emotions out and speak on the way that I was feeling. We must have sat on that kitchen floor for at least an hour. Every time I would stop crying, I would look back down at the ultrasound in my hands, and I would be crying yet again. I had no words. As disappointed as I was with Giovonte, that was still my son, so I had no choice but to continue loving him despite what we now had to face.

      

      9:35 P.M.

      That had to have been the best shower that I’d ever taken in my entire life. I stood under some scorching hot water that probably would have burned the hell out of anyone else who didn’t too much care for hot water, and I let the water just run down my body until it turned cold. I washed my hair while I showered, and now I felt refreshed. I had a red, terry cloth wrapped around my body, another towel wrapped around my head, since my hair was still wet, and a face mask on my face, as I did my nightly skin routine. I couldn’t stomach any food right now, so I didn’t even bother to cook anything tonight, let alone order.

      The fact that the secret was now out of the bag and my son knew how angry I was, it must have taken away his appetite as well. Before my shower, I’d gone into his room just to see if he wanted anything for dinner, and he let it be known that he was fine. There was nothing that I could do to change the situation because that girl was almost eleven weeks pregnant with my grandchild, so there wasn’t a point in holding a grudge against him. Listen to me, talking about a damn grandchild! I was thirty years young, and pretty soon, someone was going to be walking around here calling me grandma.

      What I did have in mind though was getting Taylor’s number from my son because I wanted to have a woman to woman conversation with her ass. I wanted to know her motives in this entire ordeal. From what my son had told me, she was supposed to be going away for college after she graduated as well, so I wanted to know her plans. I wasn’t her mother, so it wasn’t my place to tell her to get an abortion. Plus, when I was thirteen years old, my grandmother didn’t tell me to get an abortion so it would be pretty silly of me to be a hypocrite in this situation.

      Shaking those thoughts out of my head, I continued to sing along to the Lyfe Jennings song that I had playing softly through the Alexa speakers that I had in my bedroom. The music wasn’t up too loud, so I was able to hear my phone when it started buzzing on the nightstand. It was Trip, and he was video calling me from the Imo app that he had me download on my phone. He didn’t have an iPhone, so, therefore, he couldn’t Facetime. I wasn’t in the mood to talk to Trip. I felt like these days, all we ever did was argue when we either spoke to each other over the phone or when we saw each other in person.

      I wasn’t sure if he even knew about the baby that our son had on the way, but I was sure that he’d talked to Vonte today because the two of them never went a day without speaking. Against my better judgment, I ended up flopping down on the bed, and I answered the phone for him. He was inside his cell, lying down on his bottom bunk, and it was dark. It wasn’t too dark that I couldn’t see his face, though.

      “What’s up, beautiful?” was the first thing he said when my face appeared on the screen.

      I’ll admit, it moved my heart a little bit to hear him calling me something that held some level of affection to it.

      “Nothing, I just got out the shower. Did you talk to your son today?” I asked.

      “If you asking me if I know that he got his lil shorty pregnant, then yes, I know. I told him when I see him again, Ima fuck his ass up! Hard headed ass lil nigga. You need to take his fuckin’ phone too,” Trip said.

      He was always the one who was tough on Vonte. Granted, I could be a hard ass too, but Trip was far worse than me when it came to punishment.

      “Trip, take his phone, seriously? He’ll be eighteen soon, I’m not about to take his phone. I’m sure we can come up with something far worse than that,” I went on to say.

      He was grilling me so hard on the screen, but I wasn’t changing what I’d said.

      “Swear if this wasn’t his senior year, I would have told his ass to sit the rest of the season out. What type of parent would I be to do that, though? If I do it now, I’m fuckin’ with his future, and I don’t want to do that. I looked that lil nigga in his eyes the other day and told him that he wasn’t ready to be nobody’s daddy, and instead of speaking up on the fact that he already had a baby on the way, he chose not to say shit. Who the fuck is this girl any fuckin’ way? You know her?” Trip asked.

      “Vonte brought her around a couple months ago. I see her all the time at the basketball games. She’s not the poster board picture for the girl that I would want my son to be dating, but Vonte likes her. Once he has his mind made up about something, you already know that there really isn’t much that you can do to change it. He gets that stubbornness from your ass,” I let him know.

      “Shit like this always has me regretting doing that shit that I did years ago because I wouldn’t have to be away from my family while something like this is happening. I’m about to be a whole fuckin’ grandad, and the only way that my grandchild will know me is behind these walls. What a fuckin’ way to meet somebody, right?”

      I hated when he started talking like this. It’s like I could hear it in his voice that he was giving up or something. I could feel myself becoming emotional, and I fought so hard not to break down over the phone because if I cried, I knew that he wouldn’t sleep well tonight since he would be so worried about my wellbeing.

      “Ima let you go, baby, because it’s too quiet, and I don’t want these motha fuckas to hear me on the phone talking to you. I want to ask you something first, though,” he said.

      “Okay, what is it?”

      “Miami was over there a few nights ago?” he asked, but something told me that he already knew the answer to the question.

      I swallowed hard and sat up in the bed. I could feel myself beginning to sweat, and I wanted to remove the towel from over my head, but I didn’t want my sudden body language or movements to tell my truth. I couldn’t lie to Trip. Not that I physically couldn’t, but I wasn’t dumb enough to do it, especially when I knew that he already knew the answer.

      “Yes, but he was only here to see Vonte. They text and talk to each other from time to time, so he came over to play the game with him,” I said, technically telling the truth because that is what he’d come over for.

      “When he got there, Vonte wasn’t there, was he? He was out that night,” he said as if he was here when all of this happened.

      “No, but—”

      “But, fuckin’ what? If Vonte wasn’t there, fuck you let the nigga in the house for? You fucked him, Jashae?” he barked.

      I wasn’t sure if he didn’t care that he was talking to me on a phone that he wasn’t supposed to have, but all this yelling that he was doing was going to have his dumb ass thrown in solitary confinement once they saw that he had a phone on him.

      “No, I didn’t fuck him, Giovonni! I told you why he came over here. He was coming to see Vonte. We talked until Vonte got back. That’s my friend, Trip! Damn, you be tripping for no reason,” I yelled. I was now standing up on my feet.

      “If he’s just your friend and whatever y’all did was innocent, why you didn’t tell me? You tell me every fuckin’ thing else. You didn’t tell me because you knew not to fuckin’ play with me like that, and you knew I would knock you in your fuckin’ mouth. Shorty, let me put a birdie in your ear. That ain’t no fuckin’ friend of yours. That lame ass nigga calls you Choc. Any nigga giving a bitch a nickname, it’s obvious that he likes her and he trying to fuck something. If I hear about that nigga coming over there again, it’s going to be a sad day for our son because I swear, I’ll get one of my niggas to do you and him dirty,” he said.

      Granted, Trip had said a lot of fucked up things to me over the years out of anger, but this right here had to have been the icing on the cake.

      “Who even says something like that to the mother of their child? Whatever problems you have with Miami aren’t my problems! Did you forget that while your ass is locked away, Miami happens to be one of the male figures in Vonte’s life who is putting some motivating shit in his head, and telling him things so that he doesn’t get involved in doing the wrong things? You must have forgotten that he would take Vonte with him on the weekends and buy him clothes and shoes. What about a few years ago when he took Vonte to look at colleges? You were okay with it then, so why is it all of a sudden a problem now?

      “Listen, I’m hanging up now. I will not be the cause of that phone getting confiscated and your stupid ass getting thrown in the hole and you can’t talk to your son for weeks. Goodbye, asshole!” and like that, I quickly turned off the phone, so he couldn’t call me back.

      I was so fuckin’ sick of this shit! I knew I should have never answered the phone in the first place.
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      “What you getting into tonight? I’m sick of the whole strip club scene. I’m trying to do some new shit. Let’s call up a jet and go to Vegas to gamble,” Jabari said.

      It was five in the evening, and he and I were in my home gym. I loved working out; it helped to alleviate a lot of the stress that a nigga be dealing with. Sweat was dripping from just about every part of my body, and it looked like someone had just taken a bucket of water and thrown it on me. I’d lifted so many weights tonight that the veins in my arms were showing more than they usually did. A gallon of water sat on the floor right next to my feet. All I needed to do was take a few more swigs, and I would have finished the entire thing. I was sitting down on the bench that went with the bench press as I used the hand towel to wipe away the sweat from my face.

      “Shit, I got four tickets to see a fight tonight at the Hardrock, but I don’t know if Ima go, though. It’s supposed to start at ten. Jimbo, a little nigga who grew up right here in Miami, is supposed to be fighting somebody tonight from Colorado. He came to the rec center last week and personally handed me the tickets. I’m not really in the mood to step out tonight like that,” I said.

      “Nahhh, if dude from Miami, you have to go off rip. You gotta show bruh some support. He handed you them tickets for a reason, which means he wants your ass to be there. You like the king of boxing nationwide, Miami, so just go because it’s a whole bunch of other shit that his ass could be doing with his life, but he’s doing something productive. I’ll go with you. Call up your girl and see if she wants to go. Tell her to bring her shit talking ass friend too,” he said.

      It took me a little minute to figure out who he was talking about, then it clicked that he was talking about Jashae and Mahogany.

      “Why you want Mahogany to come? Just so you could fuck with her ass again. Take her crazy ass lightly if you want to. Shorty missing a few screws for real,” I warned him.

      “I’m missing a few myself, so what? Let me find out you being a pussy and don’t want to call Jashae,” he told me.

      “Fuck you, nigga! Ain’t nothing pussy about me! I’ll call her right now,” I said then stood and went to the counter where my phone was.

      It was hooked up to the Bluetooth speakers that I had inside the gym, and some old school JT money was blasting through the walls. I hadn’t talked to Jashae on the phone in years, so I honestly didn’t know if her number was still the same. I’m not going to lie, I was hoping that I had deleted it so I could have that as an excuse not to call. I let Jabari’s ass hype me up to call her, and now I was a little nervous to do the shit. I guess I was thinking about the fact that she could possibly say no and clown me while I had her on the phone, right in front of this shit talking ass nigga.

      I found her name and number then went ahead and called it, placing the phone on speaker. Almost four rings had gone by, and she still hadn’t answered the phone. Just when I was getting ready to hang up, it picked up, and I heard some shuffling around. I could hear the wind blowing as if she was either standing outside or she was in the car with her windows rolled down.

      “Hello?” she answered. Her hello was basically her in confusion of about who was calling her.

      That right there proved to me that she didn’t even have my number saved in her phone.

      “What’s up, Choc?” I asked.

      “Miami? Hey, what’s going on? Hold on, I’m walking to the car. I just left the hair salon,” she said.

      I waited another minute or so and then I heard her soft voice come back on the phone.

      “Hey. Everything alright? If you tried calling Vonte, he’s in practice right now. They won’t get out for another hour or so,” she went on to say.

      “Nah, I actually called to talk to you. What you got planned for tonight? I have tickets to watch a fight, and I wanted to see if you and Mahogany wanted to roll. I’m going to bring my cousin, Jabari, with me,” I said.

      “Mahogany doesn’t like your cousin,” she said, followed by a beautiful ass laugh. “If I tell her that he’ll be there, she won’t want to come,” she let me know.

      “Then don’t tell her that he’s coming. What about you, though?” I asked.

      There was a forty-second pause before I heard her voice on the phone again.

      “Ummm, as long as Mahogany agrees to come with me, and you bring your cousin for sure. It can’t be just you and me because ummm, you know? I don’t want it to look like it’s a date and people get the wrong impression,” she said, and I nodded, agreeing with her.

      “Yeah, Jabari definitely is going to be there, so you don’t have to worry about that. Just four friends going out. It’s not a date, Choc. If I had to take you on a date, just know that it wouldn’t be in a room filled with a bunch of motha fuckas because I would want to be able to hear you when you speak. Besides, a boxing match is not my ideal place for a date. Call your girl up, let her know the plans, and y’all can meet us there tonight. I’ll text you over the address when we hang up,” I let her know.

      “Okay,” and just like that, she hung up the phone.

      In the middle of me texting her the address, I heard Jabari in the background laughing.

      “A boxing match is not my ideal place for a date,” he mocked me, followed by a laugh.

      “Fuck you! It’s not! If I’m feeling somebody, Ima take her somewhere nice, where it’s a nice little ambiance, where the two of us could just sit and talk. More than likely that’ll get done over dinner. I ain’t trying to take it there with Choc yet. That’s my friend,” I went on to say.

      “Keep telling yourself that. Your eyes light up like a motha fucka when you talk about shorty. You look similar to the way that I look when I light up a fat ass blunt whenever anybody says the name Jashae. I know I play a lot of games, but like I told you before, you better get her before another nigga do. Keep playing that friend bullshit if you want to, and you going to hit the corner and see her holding hands with another nigga. By then, it’s going to be too late,” Jabari said, having the fuckin’ nerve to give me some advice.

      I sent the text message that I needed to send to Jashae, and I waved Jabari off. He was right, but I still waved his ass off.

      

      9:45 P.M.

      “I think that’s her car right there. Ima park next to her,” I said to Jabari as we entered the parking lot and I saw the brand-new Lexus truck that Jashae had.

      The lights were on inside the car, and I could see movement, so I figured that she and Mahogany hadn’t got out yet. I felt like a fuckin’ kid inside the candy store to see that Jashae hadn’t stood a nigga up, and she actually came. I just knew that once ten o’clock came and the fight was getting ready to start, she was going to be on some bullshit, talking about she had a headache or some shit. Basically, just looking for any excuse not to come out tonight.

      I parked my car next to hers, and Jabari and I quickly got out. I smelled Chanel No. 5 perfume, and I knew that it belonged to Jashae because I had learned that fragrance was like her signature scent. She looked beautiful tonight. Niggas definitely were going to think shorty and I were on a date because she matched me with her colors. She was in a lime green Shane Justin dress that stopped just a few inches down from the middle of her thighs, and a pair of nudish colored strappy heels were on her beautiful feet that had her looking a few inches taller than what she really was.

      She had mentioned on the phone earlier that she was leaving the hair salon, and I could tell that she’d gotten her shit done because her hair was bone straight, floating down her back and making it look like a weave that the bitches I liked to fuck with who long Pocahontas weave tend to wear. I swear shorty didn’t need make-up, and she had to have known that because she didn’t wear any. There was gloss on her lips, though, that I wouldn’t have minded tasting. I was standing next to the most beautiful woman in the world, so I considered myself lucky. I was in all white, but I did have a pair of lime green Yeezy’s on my feet, so our shit looked planned, but it wasn’t.

      “Wowwww, Jashae? Really? Why didn’t you tell me that this goofy ass nigga was going to be here? I would have stayed my ass at home,” Mahogany’s loud ass said. She couldn’t stand my cousin.

      He pulled down on his beard and looked at Mahogany the same way that I was looking at Jashae. Jashae laughed, showing off that one dimple that she had.

      “Because I knew that you wouldn’t have come. Miami, tell your cousin to be good to my friend tonight,” Jashae said, walking over to me and giving me one of those phony ass church people hugs.

      Our bodies barely touched as she wrapped one of her arms around me quick as hell and then pulled away.

      “Mannnn, ain’t nobody thinking about her ass. You want a nigga to fuck with you. Keep it pushing, shorty,” Jabari called out to Mahogany.

      I wouldn’t even blow his cover and tell them how he damn near begged for me to get Mahogany to come out tonight.

      “No, sweetheart, it’s actually the other way around. You want a bitch to fuck with you, and seeing that I don’t, it causes you to act out of character and say stupid ass shit out of your mouth to me. Don’t say nothing to me tonight, and I won’t say nothing to your ass,” Mahogany said, and Jabari laughed while throwing his hands up in surrender.

      On the way inside, Jashae walked on the side of me, Jabari was behind us, and Mahogany was in the front. Mahogany was heated like a motha fucka about Jabari being there, and the shit was comical as fuck to me because while she was so upset, Jabari couldn’t care less.

      The moment we walked inside, the bullshit started. It was no secret that I was Miami the boxer, but when I was in Miami or at a boxing match in general, people treated me like I was Barack Obama around this bitch. I used to love all the attention, but on a night like tonight, when I just wanted to get out and kick it with my people, I wouldn’t necessarily feel like taking a picture with a fan or signing an autograph. Besides, tonight wasn’t about me. It was about Jimbo and his opponent, but you couldn’t tell them that.

      Even with the dark shades that I had on my face as I walked into the building, it didn’t stop people from noticing me. I hated the overly aggressive fans who didn’t even ask if they could take a picture. Instead, they would just jump their ass in my face with the camera on both of us, so they could get a selfie. Because I had Jashae so close to me, I placed my hand on the small of her back as we eased our way through the crowd.

      It was only a matter of minutes before somebody took a picture or a video of Jashae and me together and this shit hit the shaderoom on Instagram. Before I even asked Jashae to join me tonight, I knew that there was a possibility that this shit could hit the internet, but it was my selfish reasons of wanting to spend some time with her tonight that had me ready to risk it all. We’d finally made it to the first row where all four of our chairs were, and we sat. I sat on the end with Jashae sitting next to me, leaving Mahogany and Jabari to sit next to each other.

      “You good, Choc? I know that shit can become overwhelming like a motha fucka. I swear I’m still not used to the shit,” I said.

      “I’m fine. Do you miss it? Boxing, I mean. Like, does being here right now have you feeling like you wish you were on the mat about to fight? This has to bring back a ton of memories for you,” she said.

      “I miss it sometimes. Something like this was what I used to fight in when I was fresh out of college. I wasn’t selling out venues yet. I fought here once, maybe about eight years ago. My ole girl was sitting right over there.” I said, pointing to a seat where she had sat one night. “I lost a tooth that night. I miss boxing itself, but I swear I don’t miss what came after a match. Every night I would get in bed, feeling like my body had just got run over by a damn 18-wheeler. Black eyes to the point where they would become swollen shut and I could barely see, bruised ribs, all of that shit, but I did it because I loved it. I did it because it put me in a situation where I could take care of my family.

      When I lost my ole girl, I wasn’t fighting the same, and I knew it was because I didn’t have my number one support system to sit in the stands and watch me. Yeah, my ole boy would still come, but I turned into that little boy again, where all I needed was my mama. I’d rather be doing what I’m doing right now, though. I’m in a position where I can open centers and give these young boys the shit that they need to follow in my footsteps,” I let her know.

      “I remember your mom. She was so beautiful and so nice. She used to tell me all the time, don’t you let having a baby stop you from going to school and following your dreams. She was so motivating, you know? I never told you this, but it was actually because of her that I went to college. After high school, I had every plan to go out and find me a job, so that I could take care of my baby, but maybe a few months before graduation, she saw me outside with Vonte, and she asked me my plans after high school. Once she didn’t hear college somewhere in my plans, she got on me and told me that I better enroll in somebody’s college, even if it’s just a community one and I did just that. If I liked her, I can only imagine the way that you loved her,” she let me know.

      All I could do was shake my head because I wasn’t trying to be out and shut down in the middle of a boxing match. The match had already started, and between Jabari and Mahogany arguing every two seconds and Jashae asking all these damn questions about the fight, I could hardly watch the shit in peace. You know how you have those dedicated, Sunday night football fans who like to sit in front of the television in peace? That’s how I was when it came to boxing.

      “I’m about to go out in the lobby before I kill this nigga,” Mahogany said, standing up from her chair.

      “Get a drink too, with your uptight ass. A nigga not even bothering your stupid ass. I was just trying to make conversation,” Jabari barked back to her.

      She crossed over Jashae and me and left out. She was gone for almost twenty minutes before Jabari got up and he excused himself as well. It left just me and Jashae alone, who was still asking questions every two minutes.

      “Choc, one day when you not busy, Ima teach you the rule book, so the next time we can watch the shit in peace,” I joked but was dead ass serious.

      “I won’t ask any more after this, but can they even do that? Oh my God, look how he’s punching on him,” she screeched, watching Jimbo beat the fuck out of his opponent.

      I was clapping hard in the stands because he was doing what he was supposed to do. Jashae was just being a typical woman.

      “He’s not doing nothing that’s not part of the rules. He good, shorty,” I let her know.

      “I’m going to go get something to drink,” she called out.

      I was still watching the fight, but I could hear her well.

      “I’ll get it. What you want?” I asked, never taking my eyes off the fight.

      “I’ll get it, Miami. That gives you time to watch the fight in peace,” she tried to reason.

      “It’s a whole bunch of niggas out there, shorty. I’m not there to watch you while you out there prancing around in this tight ass dress. I would hate to have to fuck a nigga up for being disrespectful toward you, so to avoid all of that shit, let me get it. What you want to drink?” I asked, this time taking my eyes off the fight and looking down at her.

      “You can get a water. What about the niggas in here that are going to be looking? We’re damned either way,” she said with a smile on her face.

      I smirked back while pulling on my beard.

      “It’s a big difference, shorty, because you sitting down, so they can’t stare at your ass. The most that they can do with you in here is admire your beautiful ass face. I’ll be back. Let me know if Jimbo knocks him out,” I said and stood up.

      I walked out and went over to the little concession stand that they had out front. Nobody was really standing in line, so it didn’t take long for me to reach the front and get the water for Jashae. In the middle of me doing that, I heard Mahogany and Jabari standing by the restrooms that were in the back of the building, and all I could do was shake my head and laugh. They were going to be fuckin’ soon. They argued too fuckin’ much to not just go ahead and get that fuck over with.

      I had Jashae’s water in my hands, and I quickly made my way back inside. As soon as I made it back, Jimbo was knocking him out, and I did a punch in the air with my fist, showing my excitement.

      “Thank you. Where the hell is Mahogany and Jabari?” Jashae asked the second I got back in my seat.

      “They cool, shorty. Let’s finish the fight,” I let her know.
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      “Stupid ass nigga. I can’t stand your ass! Shitttttt,” I moaned.

      I didn’t even want to moan for this cocky bastard, but I had to admit that he was deep inside my pussy, trying to knock it out of the fuckin’ frame. His dick was just as big as his mouth, and he knew how to work it. I wanted to find a flaw in this beautiful ass nigga, but I couldn’t. I wanted to clown him and say that he had a little dick, but he didn’t. I wanted to find something, but I couldn’t say shit, other than the fact that he had a slick ass mouth and I didn’t too much know if that was a flaw yet.

      Jabari was too fine to put into words, and I think that’s why I argued with his ass so much. Like, why would God even make you? Why would he make this man so perfect and have him be that person that’s God’s gift to Earth? Why did he have to have that perfect caramel skin that had me wanting to know his skin routine because his skin was almost better than mine? Then, he had the fuckin’ nerve to have all of those nice tattoos that made me want to lay him down and use my tongue to lick every one of them.

      Jabari was so hood, so fuckin’ rude, so demanding, so confident in himself, which were all things that I should have hated about him, but shit, I loved them. He had good hair that was cut short, showing his perfect waves that a bitch could drown in if she went swimming. We were inside the women’s bathroom in the accessible stall. My left leg was on the sink, while my right leg was down. The dress that I wore was pulled up, with my thong pulled to the side, giving him whole access to my pussy. We were looking at each other in the mirror as we tried to out fuck each other. Mentally, I was losing, but physically, I was trying to keep up because I couldn’t talk all this shit and didn’t know how to fuck back.

      I loved sex. I loved everything about sex from sucking dick, getting my pussy ate, getting tied down, all of that. I could submit if need me and let him be dominant. I’ve been with plenty of men before, but I’ve never had anything like this. Nothing where I felt like my sex game was getting challenged or I was getting a run for my money. Seconds ago, Jabari slid his big, meaty dick inside me, and I came from that alone. I had light bright skin, and his hand was wrapped around my throat. My body had turned beet red. I was regretting all the slick shit that I’d said to him tonight and the night at the club because now he was taking it out on my pussy.

      “I can’t stand your skinny ass either. I can stand your pussy though, shorty. Your shit good, yo” he said and slapped my ass. “It’s tight too.” Slap. “Fuck, it’s wet.” Slap. “It smells good.” Slap. “Watch I make you cum again,” he said, wrapping his hands tighter around my throat, digging deeper into my pussy, but with shorter strokes versus the long ones.

      When I tried to moan, my voice got caught in my throat, my legs went to shaking, and it felt like I was peeing. I squirted. Oh my God, this nigga made me squirt. I could feel it dripping down my legs. He slid his dick out of me while I continued to shake, and he licked from my ankle, where my juices had fallen all the way up to my pussy. Jabari was literally chewing on my pussy with what felt like just his gums, and I loved it. I didn’t want to show that I loved it because he didn’t need another boost of confidence that he knew what he was doing, but it was getting too hard to keep holding my moans in.

      “Shittttt… damnnnn… fucckkkk. Just like that,” I cried out.

      I wanted to yell out Jabari so bad, but if I fucked around and did that, we may as well get married. To me, if I call your name out during sex, just go ahead and cash app me the money so I can buy a wedding dress. Two times I almost slipped up and moaned his name, so I had to keep reminding myself to be careful.

      Jabari was down there having a field day with my pussy. He was so arrogant that I honestly didn’t even think he ate pussy. Granted, he told me that night in the club that he would do it, but I really thought that he was just talking shit. I had fantasized about making a mess with my juices on his beard, and here I was doing just that. My legs started shaking again, and before I knew it, he was sucking an orgasm right up out of me. My hair that I’d just treated today and had my naturally curly hair looking like a professional had done it was all sweated out, but it was worth it.

      After I came, he grabbed me up by my waist and slammed me into the wall. I wanted to kiss him so badly, but I didn’t because I knew exactly what this was. We were just fuckin’, not lovers.

      “Take the condom off my dick and put this one on,” he said, putting a new condom in my hand.

      I unwrapped it, pulled the condom out, and I replaced it with the old one that I had soaked up. Once it was on, he bounced me in his arms, so that he could hold me by my ass. In seconds, that third leg pushed inside of me, hurting me in a good way. Since I couldn’t kiss him, I bit hard on his neck. I couldn’t let him show me out.

      “You going to get my bitches mad by marking me up, shorty. They going to want to fight you.” He groaned as he fucked my little ass crazy.

      Hearing him admit to having bitches made me so jealous. I didn’t want to think about him giving this good dick to someone else. The jealousy that was built up in me made me fuck him back crazy. I wanted to leave him with something so he wouldn’t go back to those other bitches. My mouth left from biting his neck, and I stared him in his eyes as I rode his dick like he was paying me to do it. He was biting down on his lip, looking so sexy that it was enough to speed up my nut.

      “I’m cummingggg, Jabari. Shittt,” was probably the nicest thing I had said to him all day.

      When he started drilling into me, and he released an animalistic growl, I knew then that he was cumming too. When he put me down, my legs felt like noodles. Just as I was about to fall, he caught me, pulling me into him and saving me from busting my ass.

      “Tell me that was the best dick you ever had in your fuckin’ life,” he boasted while holding me in his arms.

      Hmmm, he smelled so damn good. Even his breath smelled delightful.

      “Then I’d be lying. Move!” I said and pushed away from him.

      He let me go, and I walked over to the sink.

      “Keep lying to yourself, shorty. Get ready to tell your homegirl how I fucked the shit out of you,” he said, using the paper towels and warm water to wash off his dick.

      Damn, I just wanted to bounce on it one more time.

      “Do you always talk this much shit? Or do you just do it to me?” I asked, using the wet wipes that were inside my purse to clean between my legs.

      “I’m just having a simple conversation with your ass. Were you or were you not going to tell your homegirl that I fucked you good? Keep it real with me,” he said as he pulled his pants up.

      I laughed while shaking my head at him. Damn right I was going to tell Jashae when we got back in the car how this silly nigga fucked me crazy, but he didn’t need to know all of that. I wouldn’t even tell him that his dick was good.

      “When I walk out, come out like two minutes after me,” I said while throwing my panties in my purse since they were soaked and pulling my dress back over my hips.

      I dug inside my purse, and I was able to find a scrunchie, so I pulled my hair up into a messy bun. After fixing my make-up really fast and applying more lip-gloss, I was content with what was looking back at me in the mirror, and I proceeded to walk out of the stall.

      He came over, put his hand on the knob, and stopped me.

      “Not that it matters, but I don’t think any less of you for you giving me the pussy on only your second time knowing me. I like a woman who sees some shit that she likes, and she goes after it. Can you imagine if you would have waited months, even years to let me drop it off inside you?” he said.

      I don’t know why, but I laughed. He was so full of shit.

      “Bye, Jabari,” I said, and this time, I left.

      My appearance wouldn’t show that I’d just gotten fucked, but man did my walk tell it all! I could still feel him drilling inside of me if that even made any sense. My pussy was pulsating something crazy, and I was trying my hardest to walk normal, but it seemed impossible. I hoped that this damn fight was just about over because I needed a hot bath with some Epsom salt. I could still hear the loud fans when I walked back inside, which let me know that the fight was still going on.

      Jashae was my ride back home, so I had no choice but to stay. Speaking of Jashae, I smirked to myself as I saw her talking to Miami and smiling from ear to ear. The two of them made such an attractive couple. Miami was fine beyond words, and my best friend was beautiful. I wasn’t opposed to love, but love just wasn’t for me. I never really witnessed love growing up. Hell, the closest thing to love that I ever witnessed with my own two eyes was Jashae and Trip’s relationship, and that was before he was incarcerated.

      My mom raised me. Just like the majority of the black community, a father wasn’t in the household to help. I never even met my dad. From the time I was big enough to question his whereabouts until I was about ten or eleven, I was always told by my mom that he was in the army. I believed that shit too. I would take it back to school with me and boast how my daddy was in the army. As I grew older, I guess you can say that I grew wiser because that whole army thing just wasn’t believable to me anymore.

      By the time I turned thirteen, and I got a period, I thought my little ass was grown, so I went to my mother, pretty much demanding the truth. She told me straight up, without batting a damn eye, that she didn’t have a single clue who my father was. I started questioning so much shit, like was my mother a hoe? How the hell couldn’t she remember who she slept with? Of course, I wasn’t brave enough to ask her some shit like that. I did, however, ask her if she had a clue, and she told me no. That was the end of that conversation.

      So, at thirty years old, this was pretty much all I knew when it came to my father. My mom was a single mother, did the best she could in raising me on her own, and she raised me so tough. At ten years old, she was putting bullshit in my head about how all niggas were dogs, and telling me not to fall in love because I was going to get hurt in the end, you know crazy shit like that.

      I always thought that my mom was talking crazy when she would say shit like that, but it took me getting my heart broken when I was sixteen by a guy that I loved, who I thought loved me, and someone that I trusted enough to give my virginity to. He was older at the time, nineteen to be exact. Malique was his name, and he was so damn fine. I thought I was doing something back then because I had an older dude, had his own car, and he used to sell dope, so he had money. I loved Malique, and while I loved him, my mama used to be in my ear every damn day talking about how he was going to leave me with a wet ass and break my heart.

      Literally, a day after I lost my virginity to him, I walked over to his house because he stayed a couple of blocks away from me, and he had a bitch lying in bed with him. I learned an earful that day from the girl who was in bed with him. She told me how she was Malique’s girlfriend of almost two years and how they were expecting their first child together.

      I’d never been so heartbroken in my life. When that happened, I started believing that my mama was right when she talked about all men being dogs and how they didn’t do shit but break your heart. One bad relationship had turned my heart cold. I was a beautiful woman who could walk on the scene and get with any man I wanted, but I didn’t want commitment. All I wanted was a good fuck. Men did the shit all the time, so I figured that women could do it too.

      I was grown, two degrees under my belt, and I was making a killing financially in my career. So what if I liked to smoke a little weed when I wasn’t on the clock or if I loved to have sex? What Malique did to me at sixteen, I didn’t want to ever experience no shit like that again, so there was a gate up over my heart that no one would ever have access to. I don’t care how many times you can get me to cum or how well you can eat my pussy, I wasn’t falling in love with no nigga, and I wasn’t committing to shit. If a nigga couldn’t understand my mentality, then I wouldn’t even let him fuck me.

      I liked Jabari because I could tell that he was on the same shit that I was on. Trust me, he wasn’t looking to wife me, and I wasn’t looking to be wifed. He’d probably have another bitch in his bed by tomorrow. I would have done the same thing, but with the hurting he’d just put on my pussy, I was going to be down for a few days.

      I finally made it back to my seat. Jashae looked at me, turned her head, and she looked at me again. I mean, this girl was literally examining me. I had a cup in my hands, and I was chewing on the ice that was left inside as I focused my attention on the fight, pretending that I didn’t even see her looking at me. I could see that smirk on her face without even looking at her.

      “You fucked him, didn’t you?” she whispered.

      “The shit out of him,” I said, followed by a laugh.

      She laughed too, high fiving me, and shaking her head.

      “I want to know all the details when we get back in the car,” she said.

      For the rest of the fight, I sat with my legs crossed, and I found myself looking behind me every five minutes to see if Jabari was going to come back. Was I sweating this nigga? Nah, I was too fly for that.
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      My boss was such a fuckin’ asshole. Everyone knew how important today was for me. My baby was playing in the championship game, and literally five minutes before it was time for me to clock out, this lonely, miserable bitch decides to have a mandatory staff meeting. I loved what I did, it paid well, I was doing something that I actually liked, but if I ever decided that I wasn’t going to come back here and work anymore, it was going to be because I had enough of this woman’ shit.

      Her name was Ms. Hendrix, and I felt like her old ass didn’t like me. She rode me harder than any other employee. Her deciding that she wanted to have a meeting this evening felt like a personal attack on me. Of course, I wanted to be defiant and just leave, but that would give her the satisfaction of firing me since I knew that’s what she wanted to do, but she wouldn’t dare because she knew that I exceeded what I was supposed to do for the company.

      I sat in a room with almost twenty of my coworkers at a long, rectangular table, with my legs crossed, tapping my pen on the notebook that was in front of me because I was so anxious to leave. The game was set to start in ten minutes, and I wasn’t there. I worked smack dab in the middle of downtown Miami, so the traffic was going to be ridiculous getting to my son’s school.

      “Ms. Johnson, is there some other place that you would rather be? Your leg is constantly bouncing. I don’t know if you noticed it, but you’ve been tapping on that notebook with that pen for the past ten minutes, and you’re staring off into space, proving to me that you’re not listening to anything that I’m saying. Does this meeting not interest you?” Mrs. Hendrix, my boss, said.

      She had to be in her mid-sixties. She was a beautiful, black woman, but her attitude and her over the top dominance made her so ugly. I must have fucked her man in another lifetime because she just tolerated me because she knew that there wasn’t another employee there that could do half of what I did for this company.

      “Ms. Hendrix, to be very honest with you, there is someplace else that I would rather be. My baby boy is playing in his senior championship game this evening, and this meeting that you called at the last minute is stopping me from being there. This is the last time that I will get to see my boy play high school basketball in my life, so if tapping my leg, hitting my pen, and me staring off into space annoys you, I’m sorry, but this is how I’m trying to calm down my nerves,” I said.

      She looked at me long and hard before she laid down the paper that was in her hands.

      “We’ll continue this meeting tomorrow. Good luck to your son,” she said, and I all but ran out of the meeting room.

      I went over to my huge office, used my key to get in, and grabbed my purse. After I turned my desktop off and the lights and everything else in my office, I was out. Walking out of the building, I could see that the elevator doors were about to close, so I ran toward it and got on with the other eight people who were already on. They wore sour looks on their faces since I got on when there was hardly any space already for them.

      My phone was inside my purse buzzing away, but I was too afraid to answer it. I know it had to have been either my son, Miami, Mahogany, my grandmother, or my dad, wanting to know where I was since they were all going to be there tonight for the game. The moment the elevator got to the first floor, I hightailed it through the parking garage, trying to make it to my car.

      I didn’t even wait to put my seatbelt on before I backed out of the parking spot and drove like a bat out of hell through the garage. Once I was on the way, I finally pulled my phone out, and I had all kinds of text messages, missed calls, and even voicemails. Vonte had left me a voicemail, so I listened to that one first.

      “Ma, where you at? You were supposed to be here almost twenty minutes ago. You know I can’t play my best without you in the stands. You supposed to be my good luck charm. Look, I don’t know where you at, but I also know that you wouldn’t miss this game for nothing in the world, so drive safe getting here, alright? I know you haven’t been the happiest with me these past few weeks, but I want you to know that I’m sorry. Ima play my hardest tonight, Ma. I’m doing this one for you. Next week, at signing day, I’m going to finally make my decision, and after that, I’m busting my ass through college and on that court, so I can finally get you to quit your job and live like the queen you are. I’m only saying all of this, just in case I don’t get to say it to you before the game starts. I love you, Ma. Drive safe.”

      I smiled big listening to that voicemail. I had to have run three lights before I finally made it on the turnpike, and it was by the grace of God that I didn’t get pulled over.

      Almost thirty minutes later, I was finally parking my car in the crowded parking lot of the school. I quickly removed the work blouse that I was wearing and put on the shirt that my son had custom made for me. It had his jersey number on the back, and the front read, Mama of player #3. I looked in the mirror of my car, making sure that I looked up to par, and once everything checked out, I hopped out. I paid the little five dollars to get in and, I was on my way.

      In all the games that I’ve ever been to at this school, I’d never seen this many people. I looked at the shot clock, and it showed that they were now in the third quarter and the score was 53 to 45. We were losing, but it wasn’t that bad. I scanned the crowd again, and my eyes landed on Mahogany, who was waving for me to come. They were all sitting together, even Miami was with them. I knew he would be in attendance tonight because he’d been to the last couple of games that led up to the Championship.

      Nothing had really changed with Miami and me. We were still good friends, and since he’s moved back to Miami, I will admit that I’ve been seeing more of him these days, and I wasn’t complaining about that. Trip had threatened me, and I knew that I should have stayed away from Miami, but I liked his company. I loved the idea of having a male figure around, but that was simply it. We didn’t have inappropriate conversations, there was no flirting going on when he came around, none of that. Half of the time when I saw him, the majority of our conversations involved Vonte or we were talking about his daughter.

      “Let me guess, that asshole of a boss?” my grandmother asked, and all I could do was nod my head while rolling my eyes.

      I let her know that I would tell her about it later. The moment I took my seat, my eyes went on my son. They were on a time out, and he mouthed to me, “What happened?”

      I couldn’t tell if he was disappointed or what. I was my son’s biggest fan, also his biggest critic, so instead of answering his question, I just pointed to the shot clock, basically telling him to get those points up.

      “I got you, Mama,” he mouthed.

      I smiled while blowing him a kiss.

      “He playing like he got a lot on his mind. Everything alright?” Miami asked.

      Like always, he looked so handsome this evening. He was so in tune with the game that he wouldn’t even look at me when he spoke. This was the same way he was a couple of weeks ago when we went to the boxing match. I loved that serious, focused look that he had on his face whenever he was into something. The way he would flex his jaw muscles, even when he would place his hands together to clap, and the muscles in his arms would flex. Maybe I was being thirsty and just turned on by the simplest of things that he did, but I couldn’t help it; he was too fine.

      “Yes. He’s fine” I said, keeping it short.

      I didn’t want to go around telling people that my son had a baby on the way. Of course, my grandmother knew because she was there, my daddy knew, and Trip. I told Mahogany because I told her everything, and that was pretty much it. I scanned the stands, and my eyes landed on Taylor. She was sitting to the right of me, and I tried to see if there were any signs of a baby bump, but from the jersey that she wore with my son’s number, it was pretty hard to tell. My attention left Taylor, and I focused on the game.

      “Let’s go, Vonte!” I yelled after my baby made a three-pointer.

      “You may not know shit about boxing, but you damn sure know a little something about basketball,” Miami said.

      I laughed while waving him off.

      “A little something? I’ve been a basketball mom for years. I know more than a little something,” I boasted.

      Literally, right after I said that I heard the whistle blow as if they were going on a time out again. Vonte was down on the floor. My head was down, so I didn’t even see him when he fell. The players were standing over him along with the coach. I stood up from my seat, ready to run down if I had to.

      This wasn’t the first time that he’d gotten hurt doing a game, and it damn sure wasn’t the first time that I’ve jumped out of my seat like this. My motherly instincts kicked in. I swear I felt it in my body that it was more than him falling and getting hurt like in the past. I pushed my way through the stands and jogged down the stairs. As I got closer to my son, I could easily point out what was going on. This had happened before.

      “Where’s his bag? Where’s his bag? Where the fuck is his bag? His inhaler is in there! It’s in his bag,” I screamed as I searched the chairs where other bags were on the seats, but I couldn’t find Vonte’s.

      I knew which one belonged to him because he’d gotten someone to do some custom things on there, like putting a picture on it with him in his jersey, and his number was all over the bag. It would stick out like a sore thumb, but I couldn’t find it. No one could, and we needed that bag. He was having an asthma attack. Everyone was looking for his bag, but no one could find it.

      I ran over to him, dropping to my knees and trying to pull him in an upright position. This isn’t the first time that I’d had to do this.

      “I… iii… cannnttt breatheee mama… I canttt breathe,” he said, looking at me with eyes that were scared out of this world. I could see the water building.

      “Giovonte! Stop! Stop! Don’t talk. Save your breath, baby. Save your breath. Vonte, where is the bag? Where is the inhaler? You have it in the bag, right? Baby nod your head that you do.”

      I was crying now because he was wheezing seriously, and I could tell that he honestly couldn’t breathe. The look in my son’s eyes was scaring me shitless. It’s like I was losing him. By this time, all of my family was on the court with me, and in no time, the paramedics were pushing through the gym doors in an attempt to get to Vonte.

      “I’m right here, Vonte. I’m here,” I talked to him as I was pushed out of the way so they could get to him.

      Everything was happening so fast. He was just on the court playing, and now he was lying on the floor, struggling to breathe.

      “It’s increasing. Shit!” I heard one of the EMTs say to another one of the EMTs.

      I have never in my life been so scared. I followed them outside the gym with my son on the stretcher, and I jumped in the back of the ambulance. They were hooking him up to all different things, and I was waiting for someone to say that he was stable or to even look at me with a little hope in their eyes, but that moment wasn’t coming.

      “He’s okay, right? He’s going to be fine, right?” I asked one of the EMTs.

      “We’re doing everything in our power right now, ma’am,” she told me.

      “He’s going into cardiac arrest,” one of them yelled.

      I heard that, and I screamed. I tried to get back over to Vonte because I wanted him to see me, but I was in their way and stopping them from working on him, so they ushered me away. It took no time for us to make it to the hospital, and once they got off, I tried to get off and run into the emergency room with them, but they stopped me.

      “Ma’am, no! You can’t. I get it, that’s your baby boy, but we cannot have you go back there with us. We are trying to save him. A doctor will come to the family room shortly to update you,” and like that, she took off.

      Out the corner of my eye, I saw Miami, Mahogany, my grandmother, and my daddy all running toward me. I was hysterical, and I crashed my head into my daddy’s chest while he held me.

      “He went into cardiac arrest on the ambulance. I can’t lose my babyyy.” I broke down crying.

      My body would have dropped to the floor if it weren’t for my dad holding me up.

      “And you won’t, Shae! You won’t,” my daddy assured me.

      I could hear the shakiness and the cracking in his voice, which proved to me that even he wasn’t so confident that Vonte was going to make it himself. Everyone had gathered around me while my grandmother prayed over my son, the doctors, and that they were able to save my baby boy. Once she’d finished praying, we all went into the hospital and waited in the waiting room.

      I couldn’t sit down. I was up, pacing the floor. I’d managed to bite off all the gel acrylic nails that were on all ten of my fingers. I just kept wondering if my son was back there scared and if the doctors were giving it their all. I needed answers. I felt like an eternity had gone by before someone finally walked into the room. It was a doctor with green scrubs on and a look of… I don’t even know what. I can’t tell you what I saw. I didn’t know if his facial expression bore happiness or sadness.

      “Family of Giovonte Young,” he said, and everyone stood up.

      At the same time, Taylor and my son’s basketball coach walked into the waiting room. I was standing directly in front of the doctor because I was just that anxious to know what he was going to say. Crazy how I was anticipating his answer, but at the same time, I didn’t know if I wanted to hear it because what if he told me something that I didn’t want to hear? Then what?

      “We tried. It had gotten too difficult for him to breathe. He had a severe asthma attack, which progressed and sent him into cardiac arrest both on the ambulance and once he made it to the back, and—”

      “What the fuck do you mean you tried? Where’s my son? Where the fuck is my son?” I yelled and lunged for the doctor, but Miami swept me up so that I wouldn’t hit him.

      “Noooo! Put me down. Toddrick, put me down! Where’s my son? Where’s my babyyyy? Where’s my baby?” I was screaming and crying to the top of my lungs.

      The doctor came over, and his eyes were watery. It was obvious that he didn’t find any pleasure in having to be the one to come down here and tell this to us, especially to have to tell it to me.

      “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Giovonte didn’t make it—”

      “Noooo… Noooo,” I screamed, trying to break loose from Miami’s arms, but he wouldn’t let me.

      “Stopppp. Todrrickkkkk, let me go. Let me goooo,” I cried.

      Everyone was crying at this point. I even looked up in Miami’s eyes, and his face was drenched with tears. The doctor said what he had to say, and he left. I fell to the floor with Miami, and I lost it. I screamed for my son. I screamed for me because I had just become a mom who had lost her baby. I saw stuff like this all the time on the news where parents lost their kids to gun violence, natural causes, or whatever else, and I said that I don’t know what the hell I would do if I were to lose my baby. Look at me. My baby boy was gone. A month before his eighteenth birthday, and he was gone.

      I can’t tell you how I felt. There was a pain inside me that started from the top of my head and went all the way down to the bottom of my feet. I kept questioning how this was even possible. I had just made a big breakfast for Vonte this morning because today was a big day for him. I dropped him off at school, kissed him on his cheek like I did every morning before he got out of the car, and I let him know that I loved him. Now, this.

      “Shit! I’m sorry, Choc. Fuccckkkk!” Miami called out.

      All the while, he hadn’t let me go. I stayed on the ground for what felt like five minutes. I hadn’t stopped crying, but I managed to push my way out of Miami’s arms, and I stopped up. My grandmother tried to walk over and console me, but I ended up pushing away from her. Before the doctor left, I heard him say the room number that Vonte was in, so I walked out in search of it.

      The wateriness of my eyes was clouding my vision something serious, but I kept right on walking. I could feel eyes on me from the nurses and the other family members who were standing in the hallway. I was sure I had to look like something out of a horror movie the way I was staggering to get to my son, crying, and mumbling shit that I didn’t even know what I was saying.

      I finally made it to the room that he was in, and I weakly walked over to the bed. There he was. My baby boy was lying lifeless in the middle of the bed.

      “Vonteeee,” I cried, walking over to him.

      Yes, the doctor had come up front and announced that my son didn’t make it, but to actually stand there and witness it with my own eyes hurt far worse than to hear it. I didn’t see his stomach heaving up and down, which proved that he was gone.

      “Baby, why would you do thisss? Why would you leave me like thisss? Vonte, what the fuck am I supposed to do now? You were my life… my joy… my world… my everything, Vonte. Why are you doing thissss?” I released a cry that only a mother could make as I looked down at my son.

      He wasn’t answering me. He wasn’t squeezing my hand back. All I could do at this moment was stand here and hear those words replay over and over in my head from what he’d told me a few months ago. I just don’t want my asthma to be my downfall, you know? Those were his exact words to me. His asthma had gotten better, so I never thought that this day would happen. My son loved basketball more than anything in this world, and I felt like it had cost him his life.

      I was able to get myself together, only for a few seconds, and I used that moment to take a seat on the bed, but still hadn’t let go of his hand. Suddenly, I heard footsteps come inside the hospital room along with sniffling. I looked up and saw Taylor walking in. I wanted this moment alone with my son, but I didn’t even have it in me to tell her to leave. Her eyes were bloodshot red, more than likely resembling mine, and she released a heartbreaking cry as she walked over to the bed.

      “I’m sorry, Vonte. I’m sooo sorry,” she kept saying over and over. She came around, and I just sensed bad energy from her.

      “Taylor, if you don’t mind, I would just like to have these last few minutes with my son. Please,” I said with my voice cracking.

      She nodded her head as if she understood, and before she walked out of the room, she kissed Vonte on his cheek. Lying down on the bed next to my son, I soaked up these last few moments because this would be the last time in my life that I would ever get to do this with him.
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      I sat in the car, and I screamed, cried, even swung my arms wildly at the steering wheel, punching it over and over.

      This was all my fault. I did this to Vonte. I killed him. I didn’t think that this would happen. I was only acting on my emotions. These days, it’s was like Vonte couldn’t care less about this baby or me. Basketball was all he seemed to care about. I was going through this pregnancy on my own. He wasn’t attending doctor appointments with me, and it was as if my child and I didn’t exist. If he and I ever got on the topic of my pregnancy, he would always question whether it was too late for me to get the abortion.

      Hearing the man that I loved continue to tell me to get an abortion hurt more than anything in this world. Because he had been giving me the cold shoulder these days, and all he seemed to care about was these damn basketball games, I let my hurt feelings get in the way. I was part of the student union at my school, and when it came to the basketball players, we pretty much treated them like royalty.

      It was our job to gather all the players’ bags and line them up on their chairs so they could have them during game time. Everyone knew which bag belonged to Vonte because out of all the bags on the team, he was the only one to have his customized. I knew he kept his inhaler inside his bag, so I took it. It wasn’t often that he would have to use his inhaler during a game because his asthma was getting better, but if he did need it, I was being spiteful by taking it. If he couldn’t breathe his best, I knew that it would more than likely cause the coach to take him out of the game. Without the team’s starting player, I knew that they would lose the championship game.

      That’s all I was trying to do since this championship was all he cared about these days. I didn’t think that the same day I decided to take his bag, he would have a severe asthma attack on the court and die. I swear that wasn’t my intention. I’m not even a hateful person like that. I loved Vonte. I thought that there would be back up inhalers that he could use if he needed one. Now, his mother was in his hospital room crying her soul out for Vonte, and I was the cause of it. All of his family members were in the family room crying, and it was all because of me.

      “I didn’t think this would happpennnn. I didn’t think he would diee,” I continued to cry out loud.

      In the middle of me crying, my phone buzzed on the seat next to me. I wiped my eyes and picked the phone up. When I saw who was calling, all I could do was suck my teeth while rolling my eyes. I didn’t want to talk to him, but I knew that if I didn’t answer, he would just pop up like he always did.

      “Hey,” I answered the phone for him.

      “I know you not crying because that little nigga is dead? Where the fuck you at, shorty?” his deep voice boomed through the phone.

      I sucked my teeth, hating myself for even getting involved with a man like him. Of course, he knew who Vonte was. Who didn’t know Vonte? He was well known in Miami and pretty much all over due to his basketball skills. This idiot that I was on the phone with was just as much of a Vonte fan as anyone else but was just too jealous to ever admit it.

      “Yes, I’m crying because he passed. You are so fuckin’ insensitive,” I cried.

      “Fuck do you want me to say, shorty? I didn’t know the nigga, so I don’t have any sympathy for his ass. All of a sudden you care about that nigga when you was just fuckin’ me last night! Look, come over. I want to show you these new shoes I got for you and our baby. I got a few other things for you as well,” he said.

      This is what I meant by saying that I hated myself for putting myself in a situation like this. The baby that I was carrying in my stomach didn’t belong to Vonte, but at this moment, I was hoping it did because with him gone, at least I would still have a piece of him.

      The person who I was on the phone talking was named Reggie, short for Reginald. I loved Reggie, but I loved Vonte more. I’ve known Reggie for the past two years or so, but it wasn’t a title on what he and I had. He was older than me, twenty-three to be exact, and he wasn’t looking to settle down just yet. I didn’t mind because I had Vonte. The moment I went to the doctor for the first time and saw how many weeks pregnant I was, I knew that the baby didn’t belong to Vonte because the weeks just didn’t add up, but because Vonte always had something going on from basketball practice, games, and school, I knew he wouldn’t question the weeks. He wasn’t like me, where he would remember the days that he and I had sex.

      Reggie didn’t know that I was telling Vonte that this was his baby. If he did, he would have probably killed me. I didn’t have a plan on what I was going to do once the baby got here, and I was leading two men to believe that they were the father of my child. As hateful as this sounds and Lord knows that I didn’t even want to have to say it, but Vonte died for a reason. It would have been a dirty situation if he were to have lived through this situation.

      “What do you mean I all of a sudden care about him? I do care about him! I love him! That was my boyfriend,” I cried.

      “Yo, you sound stupid as fuck right now! How that’s your boyfriend and you carrying my baby? You coming over or what?” he asked, followed by him releasing a loud, horrendous cough.

      That right there let me know that his stupid ass was over there smoking. That’s all he ever did these days. Reggie was a good man; he just had some fucked-up ways about him. He gave me money, he had his own place, he was so fuckin’ handsome but other than that, he was an asshole maybe 99.8% of the time. I didn’t leave him because we had an understanding.

      “No, I’ll see you tomorrow,” I let him know.

      “Fuck you too then. I’ll be glad when you have this baby with your emotional ass. Don’t call me tomorrow when you want to talk, it’ll be too late then because I’ll be with my other bitch,” he spat and then he hung up the phone.

      I couldn’t care less about him dealing with another woman. I had just lost someone who meant the world to me, and it was all my fault. I couldn’t get Vonte’s mother’s cries out of my head. Even with me back in my car and far away from her, I could hear her crying, and it was tugging at my heart so much that it hurt. She would never get over that.

      I knew how much she loved Vonte, and I also knew how much he loved her. In fact, for the longest, I was so jealous of their relationship because I felt like he was always putting her before me. I took someone away from her that she will never be able to get back, and I was sick to my stomach about it. I couldn’t tell her what I’d done because she would more than likely kill my ass. For the rest of my life, I would have to live with this secret. This would forever be a monkey hanging on my back. My life wouldn’t be the same going forward.

      Reggie was always busy doing God knows what, so when I had doctor’s appointments, I would usually go to them alone. My mother worked during the day at the hospital, so she wasn’t available to go to the appointments with me. Plus, she was pretty upset with me for getting pregnant, so she really wasn’t being as supportive as I would have hoped her to be. With neither of them going with me, I was depending on Vonte and putting pressure on him to come with me. After all, I was telling him that this was his baby.

      The only thing that Reggie did was buy things. As far as just being there and supporting me with this pregnancy, I felt like he couldn’t care less. All he cared about was buying the baby name brand things that it would probably grow out of within a month.

      With Vonte gone, I really felt like I had no one. Yes, he was giving me the cold shoulder, but he had a good heart, so I knew that it was only a matter of time before he came around. With Reggie, there was absolutely no changing him. He would be an asshole ’till the day he died.
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      You know this bitch ass warden denied my request to attend my son’s funeral. I couldn’t even be there to lay my own fuckin’ baby boy to rest. As if being in prison while he died wasn’t enough, then these fuck ass crackas going to deny me the chance to attend his funeral. The only reason I haven’t spazzed the fuck out in this bitch was that I needed to be there for Jashae. My baby mama wasn’t doing good at all. Granted, I wasn’t doing good my damn self, but I was the man in this shit, so I had to be strong where she was weak.

      Jashae didn’t know how I cried myself to sleep every fuckin’ night since I found out about Vonte’s passing. When Jashae called me that night hysterically crying on the phone, immediately I knew something bad had happened, but I didn’t think that it had shit to do with my baby boy. I couldn’t get Jashae’s screams and cries out of my head, and it had been a damn week. I felt so guilty in this entire situation because when I learned from my son a couple of weeks ago that he had a baby on the way, I was overly strict on him. I wonder if he died thinking that I didn’t love him or he was a disappointment to me because that’s how I made it seem. That’s why we had to work on the power of the tongue because that shit held so much, man.

      Here it was, almost two in the morning, and I couldn’t sleep. I was holding onto a picture in my hands of Vonte and me when he was six years old. We took this picture a year before I was incarcerated. Jashae was the one to actually take the picture. We were lying in bed together, shirts off, on our back, literally holding our head the same way, mouth hung wide open and everything. I would sell my soul to be able to go back to that day. I wouldn’t have been out there in the streets running wild, doing stupid ass drivebys, none of that shit. Instead, I would have been looking for something to do legit, so that I could provide for my family.

      I was smart enough to know not to dwell on the past so I wouldn’t start doing it now. Lying there, I swear I could feel what Jashae felt although she was four hours away from me. I was so in sync with that woman that I knew she was hurting right now and needed me, so I jumped out of my bunk just to make sure that none of the correctional officers were working the floor because I couldn’t get caught with the phone since Raynell wasn’t there. She wouldn’t be back until first thing tomorrow morning.

      After making sure that everything was clear outside, I walked back over to my bed and dug through the cushion that we slept on, which is where I hid the phone. Once I found it, I quickly turned it on, and I proceeded to video call Jashae. It took her a few rings, but eventually, the screen came up, and it was pitch black. She didn’t say anything, but I knew she was there because I could hear her breathing.

      “You alright baby?” was the first thing that I asked.

      Granted, I knew she wasn’t alright, but I still chose to ask. If Jashae loved anybody in this fuckin’ world, she loved our son. That shit didn’t even have to be questioned because she proved it in everything she did. She showed the love that she had for Vonte when she was only thirteen and a baby her damn self. I was picturing her now at fourteen when Vonte was almost one. She would be standing up with him in her arms as she tried to calm him down to get him to go to sleep, all the while, a textbook would be on the table as she did homework.

      If Jashae could have brought Vonte to school with her, I’m sure she would because she didn’t like to ask anyone to watch him for her. She jumped into that motherhood shit head first with no life vest and had been holding shit down from the moment she pushed him out of her. Never complained about shit either. She made sure that our son didn’t want for a fuckin’ thing, and she raised the fuck out of him in my absence.

      “Nooo. Trip, I miss him. I miss him so much,” she cried.

      Her cries had my eyes getting watery too. I sniffed and wiped my eyes before a tear could even fall.

      “Cut the light on the room, Shae. I want to see you,” I told her.

      “Trip, I—”

      “Shorty, please. I’m begging you. Let a nigga have peace of mind in knowing that physically you’re alright,” I went on to say.

      Minutes went by before I heard her moving around, and another few minutes had gone by before the light finally came on in the room. She was in the same clothes that she wore yesterday when I video called her in the afternoon. Her hair was all over the place, dark circles were under her eyes, more than likely from her not getting any sleep, her lips were dry and cracked, and of course, her eyes were red, looking like mine used to look when I smoked weed every day. Jashae looked exactly like I expected her to look; like a mother who had just lost her damn son. Appearance wasn’t something that I expected her to have up to par at the moment.

      “You ate something today?” I asked, and she shook her head no. She told me that same shit yesterday, the day before that, and so on. Jashae was over there killing herself. “Jashae, I can’t even find the right words to say to you, shorty. I’m hurt by this shit too, and I only did so much with having him in my life. For the first six years, I was there for Vonte, but everything else after that, I been here, on the outside looking in. Yeah, we talked on the phone, and he would come down for visitation whenever you brought him, but that doesn’t even compare to the way you had him for the last seventeen years. I know you hurting, baby, but at the same time, Shae, you gotta take care of yourself. Vonte wouldn’t want to see you like this, and you know it,” I said.

      The whole time I spoke to her, she was crying. I mean, hysterically crying to the point that I had to turn the volume down on the phone.

      “I don’t want to be hereee… I don’t want to be here anymore, Trip…. I want to go with him.” she cried while wiping her eyes.

      “Don’t talk like that, Jashae! Don’t say no shit like that, man! We gotta get through this together, yo! You stronger than you think you are. For real, baby, don’t talk like that,” I said as my voice cracked.

      It hurt because I wasn’t there to watch her. I wasn’t there to stop her from harming herself if she tried to. She didn’t say anything for about five minutes. Her head was down, and she was crying. I didn’t say anything. I just allowed her to get it out. I was able to check out her surroundings, and it was plain and clear that she was in Vonte’s room. I could tell by the color of the walls and the plaques and ribbons that were hung up. When she finally pulled her head back up, she used the bottom of her shirt to wipe her eyes.

      “Why don’t you go over to your grandma’s house or your pops? Even Mahogany’s place. I don’t want you in that house by yourself,” I let her know.

      “I’m not here alone. Mahogany is here with me,” she said and wiped her eyes. “Did you get approved to come for the funeral?” she asked, and I shook my head.

      “Fuck ass warden denied me. They looked at behavior and all that shit, and I guess he saw the number of fights and shit that I’ve been in since I got here, he denied it. Fuck that got to do with me burying my son? I bet if I was a cracka, they would have let me go. I guess this comes with the lifestyle, right? You do wrong, and wrong shit continues to happen to you. They only doing a nigga dirty because this is what I deserve,” I said, and a lone, angry tear escaped from my eyes.

      “Giovonni, you don’t deserve this. Yes, you have been locked up for the majority of Vonte’s life, but you were still a father to him, even with you incarcerated. You don’t deserve to not be able to attend our son’s funeral. I never needed you here with me so bad before in my life. I need you, Trip,” she weakly let me know.

      Those words tugged at my heart something crazy.

      “I know you do, shorty, and it’s killing me that I’m not there to be with you. Baby, as much as I would like to stay on the phone with you, I don’t want to risk this shit. I can’t let them find this phone, and they throw me in the hole. Then I can’t be here to talk to you. For Vonte and me, Shae, go take a shower, eat something, and try to get some sleep tonight, alright? Promise me something, Jashae,” I called out, looking her dead in her eyes through the phone.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Promise me that you won’t do anything crazy and harm yourself. Just as much as you need me, I need your ass too,” I reasoned.

      “I promise I won’t,” she after about two minutes of silence.

      “Alright. I love you, girl. More than anything in this fuckin’ world, I swear I love you,” I let her know.

      “I know. I love you too,” she said, and I hung up.

      That shower that I told her to take along with eating, and getting a good night’s rest, I knew that neither of the three would happen. I’d been telling her for days to do the shit, and each day her face popped up on the screen, she looked like the day before when we last talked. I was trying to avoid having my ole girl go over and be there for Jashae in my absence, but that’s what was going to happen if she didn’t start taking care of herself.

      Hearing Jashae speaking tonight and basically admit to wanting to kill herself had me up. I couldn’t sleep. I had no type of proof or sign that would leave me feeling confident that she wasn’t going to harm herself.
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      Seventeen years ago, when my water broke in the middle of the night, and those contractions started ripping through my small, pregnant body, I just knew that it would forever be the worst kind of pain that I would ever feel in my life. I knew that nothing could beat that type of pain. Even till this day, I can remember what those contractions felt like. They were so powerful that went I crept down the hallway to my grandmother’s room to let her know that my water had broken, I could hardly talk due to the amount of pain that I was in.

      Boy was I wrong about that being the greatest pain that I would ever have to feel. My son’s passing was the contractions for me, today being the funeral was the actual pushing, the no epidural, the ripping, and the blood. My body was in pain, and nothing was slowing it down. The funeral was today, and I couldn’t handle it. The sun rose this morning, and I was in the same place where my back was against the wall last night, which was in Vonte’s bedroom. My body reeked of must, sweat, and tears. I hadn’t looked in a mirror in days, so I could only imagine what I looked like.

      The uniform that my son played in on the evening he died was still draped across my lap, and I’d been doing so much crying, yelling, and not taking care of my body in general that I had run myself sick. My voice was gone, I felt like I had a bad cold, and I had been having bad migraines for the past couple of days, which is why I was always in Vonte’s room sitting in the dark.

      All of a sudden, the bedroom door flew open, and it was my grandmother. She was holding a black dress of mine in her hands, some heels, and my undergarments.

      “Jashae, let’s go! Get up right now! I have a shower in the hallway bathroom running for you,” she sternly said.

      My grandmother was the one person in the family who was holding us all together. I’m not sure how she was doing it, but she was so strong. Vonte was just as much a son to her as he was to me. That boy loved his great grandmother, and she loved him just as much. I watched her as she tossed the clothes and things that were in her hands on the bed before she went over to the curtains and pulled them back, lighting up the room.

      My head started throbbing so badly from her doing that, and because I had stayed cooped up in this room for so long, I wasn’t used to the light. I brought my head into my lap in an attempt to block it out.

      “Get up, Jashae,” my grandma said again.

      “Ima get up, ma… just give me a second,” I hoarsely said to her.

      “Do you hear yourself, Shae? You done ran yourself sick in here. Jashae, I won’t even pretend that I know what this feels like because honestly, I don’t. I don’t know what it feels like to lose a son so I won’t dare come in here and tell you how to feel. That’s not my place to tell you that, but baby, today is the day of Vonte’s funeral, and I can’t let you go out like this. I’ve been watching you like this for the past two weeks, and I’ve allowed you to push me and everyone away while you suffer in here alone, but that stops today. Get up, Jashae.” This time, she yelled.

      I stood up, and when I did, she walked over to me and held me tight. I wrapped my arms around her, and I squeezed her just as tightly. With me in her arms, she sang a song to me that she used to walk around the house and sing all the time when I was a little girl.

      “Better days

      Better days

      Better days are coming,” she sang to me.

      I had to have been holding onto her for at least ten minutes. It’s like I needed that hug because I couldn’t seem to let her ago, even if I tried. She held me and rocked our bodies from side to side. When she finished singing, she prayed over me again. My grandmother was always praying for me, but ever since I lost Vonte, she’s been doing it more than usual. After I finally found the strength to pull away from her, I walked out of the room and into the hallway bathroom, where the shower was running for me just like she said.

      I closed the door behind me, and when I saw what was looking back at me back in the mirror, I swear I wanted to cry. I’ve never looked this bad in my life. It was to the point where I looked almost unrecognizable. My skin just looked dirty and dry. The circles under my eyes told it all. I couldn’t lie and tell people that I was sleeping because the circles told my truth. Bloodshot red eyes, which resembled a person who was high off marijuana. I looked under the counter and grabbed the Cantu shampoo and conditioner so I could wash my hair while I showered.

      I was inside the shower, wishing for the day to be over already. Today was the day I would bury my son. I wanted to put this day on hold for as long as I could, but as Vonte’s mother, I had to put on my big girl panties and give him the home going service that he deserved. What made today even harder was the fact that Trip wouldn’t be there.

      I meant what I said to him a week ago about me needing him. I felt like I’ve never needed him more in my life. It killed me that he wouldn’t be able to attend our son’s funeral today, but there was nothing that I could do to change that. I barely had enough strength in my body for myself so I couldn’t be his strength as well.

      After taking a much needed shower and washing my hair, I stepped out of the glass walk in shower. I wrapped one towel around my body and another one around my damp hair. I stood at the sink and brushed my teeth then rinsed it out with some mouthwash. Before I left the bathroom, I made sure to grab the blow dryer that was underneath the sink, and I took the stairs to my room.

      I hadn’t been down there in days because I’d been spending the majority of my days inside Vonte’s room, damn near to the point where someone would have to drag me out. When I made it to my room, Mahogany was in there, and she was fully dressed. No matter how many times I’ve cursed her out in these past few weeks, telling her to take her ass home, she wouldn’t. Mahogany hadn’t left this house since I came home from the hospital. I didn’t know if she was staying because she thought that I was going to harm myself or what, but she’d pretty much moved right into the guest bedroom.

      “Sit down. I’ll blow dry it for you,” she said.

      I didn’t say anything back to her. Instead, I just walked over and took a seat at the ottoman, which was at the foot of my bed. She didn’t say anything either. She just removed the towel from over my head and into the bathroom to grab some combs and clips. For over twenty minutes, she stood behind me and blow dried my hair.

      “Can you flat iron it for me and part it down the middle? Vonte liked when I wore my hair like that,” I said, with a sly smile on my face.

      Whenever I used to leave in the mornings on the weekends to get my hair done, he would always scream out, “Make sure they do it bone straight, with that middle part. You know that’s my favorite.”

      I’d never get the chance to hear him say that to me again. Every time I found myself thinking about all the good times that Vonte and I shared, in that same breath, I get emotional as well because all of those things will just be a thing of the past now.

      “The thought of having children never crossed my mind. It’s not even that I don’t like kids. If anything, I just like the idea of having someone’s kids for a few hours and then giving them back. If anything ever made me think that I wanted kids, even if it were just for a second, it would have to have been because of you and Vonte. I adored your relationship. To be honest, I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like it. You loved that boy with every bone in your body, and the same thing goes for him.

      “Jashae, you did your job as a mother. In fact, you exceeded your job. Vonte left knowing that he was loved, appreciated, worth something, and cherished. I don’t expect you to go back to the old you overnight, but Shae, I’m going to tell you like everybody else has been telling you; you know Vonte wouldn’t want to see you like this. You’re damn near killing yourself. Shae, I’m here. I haven’t been to work in two weeks because I know you need your family and me, you just don’t want to admit it right now. I don’t care if you come get me out of my bed at three in the morning and you just need someone to sit up with you and talk, I will be there for you. Let’s lay your handsome king to rest today and get you feeling better, alright?” Mahogany asked.

      It was never a question whether Mahogany was going to be there for me or not because I couldn’t remember a time when I ever needed her, and she wasn’t there.

      “Thank you. Sis, I’m going to try. I swear I am,” I assured her.

      It took her about half an hour to straighten my hair for me, and once she was finished, my grandmother came in the room holding onto the dress again. She also let it be known at the limo was outside, ready to take us to the church where Vonte’s funeral would be held today. It was the same church that he and I grew up in; my grandmother’s church.

      Crazy how this black dress that I was putting on to wear was a dress that I probably wore to work two months ago, and when I wore it then, it was fitted. Today, the dress fit like I’d gotten it two sizes too big. I couldn’t care less about what I looked like, especially when I was getting ready to face some real life stuff. I threw a blazer on top of the dress, applied some lotion to my legs, and I slipped my heels on. I had no choice but to wear oversized frames on my face to block out what I felt was ugliness.

      When I made it down the stairs, my grandmother, Mahogany, and my daddy were all waiting. In no time, we all piled up in the limo, and no one said anything. I leaned my head against the window and tears fell that I didn’t even bother to wipe. In no time, we pulled up at the church, and I was the last one to get out, with my dad’s assistance. Once I was out, he pulled me into him for a hug.

      There were hundreds of cars parked outside in front of the church. The church parking lot wasn’t even big enough to hold all the cars, so people were leaving their cars in the street, next door in the plaza’s lot, just everywhere. A school bus with my son’s school name on it pulled up, and the entire basketball team walked out. They all wore jerseys with Vonte’s number on it. It was no secret that Vonte was my son, so as I got closer to the church doors, holding onto my daddy’s hand, I received so many looks of sympathy.

      Old women who knew me would pull me into them and say a quick prayer over me. People were grabbing my hand and crying for me because they probably could only imagine what this had to have felt like. It was finally our turn to walk into the church. On the outside, I was just fine, but on the inside, I was an emotional wreck. As we walked inside, the choir was singing, and I silently cried as I walked to the front and got ready to view my son lying in his casket. The moment I made it to the front, my dad let go of my hand, so that I could go up there and have my moment with him.

      Both of my hands went on the front of the casket, and I bit my bottom lip as I cried for him. He was so handsome in his white suit. He looked to have been in a peaceful sleep. I don’t know if my mind was playing tricks on me, but I swear he was smiling.

      “Heaven couldn’t wait, huh? Giovonte, I love you. I love you, baby. My heart is broken. I’m broken. Save a spot for me. I guess you finally get to meet your grandmother, huh? All we ever saw was pictures of her. I miss you so much… so much, baby boy,” I let him know.

      There was so much that I wanted to say to him, but this was too damn hard on me. I kissed him on his cheeks and his forehead, and I placed my hand on top of his for at least ten seconds before I left him. I took my seat in the front row of the church, and I silently cried as I watched my family members come over and have their moment with Vonte as well.

      My dad wrapped one arm around me, and we sat like that for the entire funeral. It was a full house, to the point that it was standing room only. My son knew so many people, and it was as if everyone wanted to come up there and say something about him. Hearing the good things that friends, teachers, and coaches were saying about my son proved to me that I raised one hell of a little boy. It was finally my son’s coach, Coach Samuel’s turn to come up and say a few words. He got a hold of the mike, cleared his throat, and he began.

      “I remember the first time I met Vonte. He was fourteen and a freshman. Cocky little something. I mean that physically, but I also mean it in terms of his personality. He could play ball, there was no doubt about that. In fact, before try-outs had even started, I sat in my office, which allowed me to overlook the whole gym, so I was already studying him and watched the way he continued to make three-pointers halfway across the court, never missing any of the shots. Two weeks later, the roster for JV and Varsity was posted outside the door to the gym. Vonte was only fourteen at the time, a freshman, so the rule was for all freshman to go on JV. Nahhhh, not Vonte, though,” he said, and everyone laughed.

      I laughed too because I remember when this actually happened.

      “That boy looked me in my eyes and told me how dare I put him on JV with the skills that he had. I explained to him the rules of why he had to go on JV, and he still wasn’t having it. I remember him telling me he was going to tell his mama and bring her out to the school. Immediately, I pictured a big woman, probably 6’5”, muscular like her son, but I was wayyyyy off. Vonte brought his mama, and she was maybe 5’3”, a little something, but to him, she was that 6’5”, muscular woman that I thought she was. That was his mother, and he thought of her as his protection.

      “I remember Jashae getting all in my face, telling me I better put her son on the varsity team, and even after all of that, his butt stayed right there on JV, and the next year, he was finally moved up. Jashae, I want to stand here before you today and let you know that you did one heck of a job raising that little boy. Yes, he was cocky, but he had every right because he was destined for greatness. Easily one of the most well-respected kids that I ever met in my life. Earlier in the season, I remember pulling him to the side and asking him why he wanted to go to the NBA. Like everyone else, his answer was because he loved basketball and he wanted to play, but it was something else he said that had me feeling inspired by him, and I’m almost twice his age. His answer was because his mama had him when she was thirteen, and he wanted to do big things, so that you could see that although having him at such a young age was something that was frowned upon, he also wanted to show you that in the end, he could be that blessing for you. He wanted to make sure that you knew every day that choosing to have him wasn’t a mistake.

      “If you don’t leave here with anything after this service tonight, Jashae, leave knowing that you did your part. God has him now, so let him rest. He’s going to be okay, alright?” he was speaking directly to me.

      My face was soaked, and all I could do was nod my head, letting him know that I understood. Vonte would always say that he couldn’t wait to get to the NBA, so that he could take care of his family, but I never knew that he felt like he had to do it because he felt like he was a mistake, and he wanted to prove to me that he wasn’t. Yes, I was young when I found out that I was pregnant but aborting him was never even an option for me. I had the mentality that I was grown enough to have unprotected sex, so I had to be grown enough to take care of a baby.”

      After coach finished, a few others came up and spoke. Throughout the entire service, there was someone in the back hysterically crying, and when I finally turned around to see who it was, it was Taylor. I still hadn’t gotten a chance to speak with her, but I planned to. The moment I could get out of my bed and go through a day without breaking down, she and I needed to have a conversation.

      My son’s funeral was the longest, most beautiful funeral that I’d ever attended in my life. Once the services were over, we were back outside waiting to get back into the limo and go to the gravesite.

      “Choc?” I heard his deep voice call out my name.

      I turned around, and it was Miami. Like always, he looked handsome. The fact that he wore a black suit with a green dress shirt underneath made me smile. It was no secret that green was Vonte’s favorite color. He was holding the Vonte’s obituary in his hands, and just like me, big frames covered his eyes. He held his arms out for me, and I ended up walking closer to him, and I accepted his hug. I rested my head on his chest while his hands were on the small of my back.

      “I didn’t want you to leave without me speaking. How you feeling?” he asked me after we pulled apart.

      “Numb. I feel numb. Right now, it’s like my body cannot produce any more tears, but I know the moment I get back home tonight, it’s back to the floodgates. It’s not getting any easier,” I let him know.

      “You know I got you, right? Like, for anything, I got you. I’m pretty sure you got a lot of people telling you that they got you, but on some real shit, Choc, I got you with whatever you need. So when you get back home today and you just feeling like you need someone to talk to, I’m here, alright?” he asked me, and I nodded while we came together one last time for a hug.

      “You good, nigga?” I heard someone say from behind me.

      I turned around, and it was members of the Miami Boyz, which were all Trip’s friends. It was about five of them, and even Trip’s mother was standing alongside them. I didn’t too much deal with Trip’s mother like that these days. Our relationship kind of faded years ago when Trip went in. Her and Vonte weren’t as close as a grandmother and a grandson should be, but that didn’t mean that they didn’t love each other. She looked nice in her black dress. She didn’t even look like she had a thirty-two-year-old son.

      “I’m good, nigga. Is you good?” Miami barked back.

      “I’m saying, though, you from the hood. You know who shorty belong to. You know that’s Trip’s girl, so I’m asking you if you good before you lose your life over something that don’t even belong to you!” Dino, Trip’s used to be right hand man said.

      I couldn’t stand Dino’s ass. How was he the hothead of the group, but it was Trip doing life in prison.

      “Who the fuck going to make me lose my life? You silly, schoolboy bully looking ass niggas? I got guns just like how y’all pussies got guns! I don’t take threats lightly, fuck boy, so take me for a joke if you want to because I’m in this thousand dollar suit. I’ll get this bitch dirty for you or for any other motha fucka that wants to talk to me like I’m fuckin’ crazy. Out of respect for Jashae, who’s about to bury her only son six-foot-deep into the ground, I suggest you motha fuckas get the fuck up out of our face and find a stump to sit on and sell five-dollar dime bags!” Miami barked.

      I knew he was mad. I could see it in the way the veins in his neck were protruding. I wasn’t sure if they left out of respect for me, or if Miami really had them shook, but they left and didn’t say anything else. I looked over at Miami, and he was pulling down on his beard, watching them as they walked away. His facial expression was so angry. I sighed, knowing that I was getting cursed out tonight by Trip because Dino was going to run and tell what happened like the little bitch of Trip’s that he was.

      As soon as I made it back home tonight, I was turning my phone off because I wanted this time to myself without any interruptions.
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      “I don’t like girls who smoke weed,” Jabari’s shit talking ass said.

      It was going on two in the morning, and we were in my bed smoking from the same blunt, just taking turns as we did it. I was ass naked, sitting Indian style beside him, taking a long pull from the blunt. We’d just finished fuckin’ not even five minutes ago, and my hair had sweated out, so it was pulled up in a ponytail on the top of my head. Jabari was sitting up, naked too, with his back against the headboard.

      He kept staring at my perky titties, in awe of my nipples that I had tattooed into little hearts and piercings on them. The diamond belly button ring that I was wearing flashed in the dark except for the lamp that was on. My pussy juices lingered in Jabari’s beard, and the dried up juices were on the corners of his mouth. I swear I could only stand him when I was riding his face or when he was bending my body like I was a pretzel and giving me that dope dick.

      I came home tonight because Jashae’s grandmother had taken her out today and told me that she would keep her at her house tonight. I loved my best friend as if we had the same blood running through our body, but I was thankful for this break. I didn’t want to leave Shae at the house by herself because, truthfully, she wasn’t in her right state of mind, and I didn’t want her to do anything crazy.

      My best friend had just lost her son, so that had to take away some of her sanity. I came home, and the first thing I did was send Jabari a text message of an eggplant emoji, basically letting him know that I was in the mood to ride some dick. Losing Vonte had me sick in the head too. That was my godson, someone that I helped Shae raise, and I’ll never come to grips with how a good boy like him could just die like that.

      I wasn’t crying in front of Shae because I had to be strong for her, but mannn when I got alone, I swear I broke down. Everyone thought that I was so tough and that I didn’t have a weak bone in my body, but dealing with something like this can make the biggest person fold. Vonte was like the son that I never had, and just like that, he was gone. He and I had a great relationship. Whenever the two of us were around each other, it was always laughter between the two of us. “Auntie Mahogany” is what he used to call me, and it sucked that I’d never hear him say it again.

      “Too bad I’m not a girl. I’m a whole ass woman. Besides, I don’t want you to like me, nigga. It’s not like I like your ass,” I said, blowing the smoke out and passing it to him.

      “How you letting someone fuck you, yet you don’t like them? How the fuck that even make sense?” he asked with the blunt between his lips.

      “It makes the perfect amount of sense. I like your dick and your mouth,” I shot back with a smile on my face.

      “Where do heartless bitches like you come from, shorty? You gotta be from Mars or some shit,” he said, and his dumb ass started choking on the weed.

      I don’t know why, but I found myself laughing at the stupid shit he’d just said.

      “The same place where disrespectful niggas like you come from. Why you think I’m heartless, though? I’m mean, but I wouldn’t say I’m heartless,” I asked, curious to know.

      “You different from any other broad that I done fucked with. I fuck these bitches, and before the nut can even leave my dick, they already hitting me with that ‘so what are we,’ bullshit. This my second time fuckin’ you and, not that I’m keeping count, but I’ve made you cum a total of six times, I eat your pussy from the front to the back, I even slipped my tongue in your ass, shorty. I don’t even think about busting until you get yours off, yet you still talking about you don’t like me. Am I missing something here?” he asked.

      I looked at him with a serious expression on my face, and I shook my head.

      “Because I’m not that bitch that’s going to be on your dick like these other broads that you mess around with. I’m just doing to you what niggas do to bitches all the time. Besides me doing it tonight, when the last time a bitch sucked your dick good?” I asked.

      “Shit, like two nights ago,” he said.

      “And do you like her?” I asked.

      “Hell nah.”

      “My fuckin’ point! You niggas do it all the time! So why when a woman does it, the shit gets questioned?” I asked, raising an eyebrow because I seriously wanted to know.

      “Because you’re a woman. You can’t do the shit that men do. Women are supposed to be the gentle ones, the ones with feelings, the ones who fall in love. We not supposed to be neck and neck when it comes to how many bodies we got up under our belt,” he said, and I shook my head because he sounded like a typical man.

      “Are people still living with the impression that women can’t do the same shit that men do? My nigga, did you forget that last election term, we had a woman trying to run for president? There are women football players, construction workers, all that. Us women can do anything that a man can do and probably do the shit ten times better, if you ask me,” I said and rolled my eyes at him.

      He tried to hand me back the blunt, but I slapped it away. I could already tell by me talking so damn much that I was damn near high already. Jabari came with the weed and the dick, and this weed was powerful, just like the dick.

      “Swear your ass should have been a lawyer,” he went on to say.

      “Yeah, whatever. When are you leaving? I got what I needed from you,” I said then picked up my phone that was on the nightstand to look at the time. It was late, and I was so damn tired.

      “Cook me something. I’m hungry. I been running the streets all day, exploring new business ventures, and I just realized I didn’t eat anything today. Your pussy is the only meal I had today,” he said, and it turned me on to hear him say that.

      I’ll be the first to admit that Jabari was fine. His body was so big and cocky sitting against the headboard of my bed. He had beautiful caramel skin, and because his shirt was off, I could see the tattoos that took up most of his upper chest. His skin was smooth like silk. The nice grade of hair that made you fall in love with his jet black waves. I loved a man with a beard. A real beard, not that shit with the black spray and all of that other shit. Jabari’s was long, full, and thick.

      I paid attention to every detail when it came to a man. Therefore I noticed his nice teeth, with his good smelling breath, his fingernails looked as if he got manicures, plus he had nice feet. Because I could see the side of him, I even peeked in his ears, just to see if he had any ear wax, and his ears were free of that as well. Jabari was that dude, but I would lose every single piece of my sanity if I were to take him seriously. I could just tell from the few times that we’ve been with each other that we were toxic as hell for one another.

      “Running the streets? What is it that you do again? Please don’t tell me that you're trying to become a rapper or you sell drugs, and you’re trying to become the next Nino Brown,” I said because I’ve dealt with too many niggas like that.

      I couldn’t stand when a nigga tried to play his mixtape when he would get around me.

      Jabari laughed at what I said, and I had to admit that he had a beautiful laugh.

      “None of that, shorty. I own shoe stores. The shit started in Atlanta because that’s where I’m from. My ole girl raised me, and she was a real estate agent out there. The job paid well, so growing up, I didn’t really want for shit. I was into sneakers, all types of sneakers, but my favorite was Jordan’s. There wasn’t a pair of Jordan’s that I didn’t have. When I would outgrow my shoes, I would sell them. Niggas were willing to pay top dollar for Jordan’s because a lot of the ones that I had were exclusive. I was a hustler at heart, so I started selling my shoes that I could no longer wear, my clothes, all of that. My ole girl was cool with it because at least I wasn’t asking her for much.

      “I always had the streets smarts, but my ole girl had talked to me about the importance of having book smarts as well. After high school, I took my ass to college, and I learned about the business side of shit. It took me about six years to have an understanding of all that shit. Once I graduated, I set up shop at this plaza that wasn’t too far from my apartment at the time. I went out there with a big ass tent and a truckload of shoe boxes. Sold all that shit in one day. Months later, I had enough to upgrade from selling under that tent, so I rented out a little office space, and I named my spot Kickz.

      Months later, I outgrew that shit too, and I purchased a little store in that same plaza where I had my tent originally because it had gone up for sale. Outgrew that shit, and finally, I had my own store. Later on, came another. I let Miami get into my head and tell me that I needed to open a store out here in Miami. I have two, and right now, I’m working on a third one. Miami and I work alongside each other from time to time, especially when it’s time for the kids to go back to school. I give away almost a thousand pair of shoes every year just for back to school alone. I know you may think of a nigga as an asshole or what not, but I’m not that bad. I do alright for myself if you ask me,” he said.

      I had judged the hell out of Jabari. Never would I have guessed that his shit talking ass was a business man. That right there made him even more attractive to me.

      “Hearing that I got money, did it make your pussy wet?” he asked, going right back to being an asshole.

      “Nope because I have my own money,” I said and jumped up from the bed.

      I walked over to my closet door and retrieved my silk robe then put it on my body and tied the strings together. Once my house shoes were on my feet, I walked out of the room and went downstairs to the kitchen. I hadn’t been home in so long, that there really wasn’t much for me to cook for Jabari.

      I’ve never in my life cooked for a man. Well, I’ve cooked for Vonte, but that was my godson. I’m talking a man that I was having relations with; I’ve never done that. Looking inside my fridge, I saw that I only had food to make breakfast, so that’s what I planned to make him. I pulled out the pack of Garcia sausages and put two in the pan then placed it in the oven. That wouldn’t take long to make, so while that cooked, I started on the French toast. I made four for him, some cheesy scrambled eggs, and I even made a small pot of grits.

      I wasn’t hungry, so I just made enough for him. By the time I was fixing his plate, he’d come into the kitchen and took a seat at the island. I set a plate in front of him that was big enough for a king, and he looked at me with his eyebrows raised.

      “Where your plate at?” he asked.

      “I’m not hungry. Only you are. What do you want to drink? I have water, ummm juice, soda, wine, what you want?” I asked.

      “I don’t trust you yet, shorty. You gotta sample everything that’s on this plate, so I’ll know that you not trying to poison a nigga,” he said in all seriousness.

      I checked to see if there was just a small smirk on his face that would prove that he was just fuckin’ around, but I didn’t find one. He was serious.

      “Really? Why would I poison you?” I asked, standing in front of him and looking up at him like he was crazy.

      “Why wouldn’t you? Taste it for me, shorty,” he said again.

      I rolled my eyes and snatched the fork from his hands. I tasted the eggs, the grits, the sausages, even ate one of the French toasts that I’d cut into a triangular shape.

      “Thank you. Now, let me see if your food is as good as your pussy. You can bring me two bottles of water,” he said.

      I walked over to the fridge and retrieved the water bottles for him. When I came back, I had to hide my smile because he was tearing the food up that I’d made for him, which only meant that he liked it.

      “It’s good, shorty. You did your thing. I meant to ask you how your girl doing? Jashae, how she holding up?” he sincerely asked me.

      “She got out the house today to go with her grandma, so that’s some type of progress. It’s going to take time, but Shae is strong, so I know that she’s going to pull through,” I said.

      “I went to the funeral, but I sat way in the back. When it was over, I wanted to say something to her, but it’s like I didn’t even have the words. Besides, I knew that it wasn’t shit that I could say to make it any less stressful on her, so I chose to just keep shorty in my prayers. I never personally met her son, but Miami would talk about him, and I saw clips of him playing. He was good. It always be the good ones that leave too early,” he said, and I nodded my head to that.

      “I just feel so bad for Shae, you know? We’re talking about someone who never even got the chance to meet her mother because she died giving birth to her. Then, the one man that she loves more than anything, her only boyfriend that she ever had is in prison doing a life sentence. Then, there’s Vonte, the love of her life. I can’t imagine what that type of pain even feels like. I imagine carrying a baby for nine months, already forming a bond with that child before it even gets here, and then when they do get here, you learn to love that baby more than yourself. She only had seventeen years with Vonte. That’s nothing, Jabari.

      “Last week, I had to watch my best friend as she witnessed her baby boy get lowered into the ground. I don’t ever want to have to feel nothing even close to that. I always said that I didn’t want children of my own, but that just solidified it for me,” I said, speaking the truth.

      “I hear you, shorty, but everybody’s story is not going to be your story. Don’t count some shit out before you even get the chance to experience it,” he said.

      “Okay, Bishop Jabari. Look at you, sounding like a motivational speaker,” I said, followed by a laugh.

      “Eventually, you going to want me to take the condom off so you can feel the real thing, so quit hollering about you don’t want to have kids,” he said, and I burst out laughing right in his face.

      “Nigga, was that weed laced? You’re out of your fuckin’ mind if you think I would everrrr in my life push out a baby for you. Please,” I said, shrugging him off and going back toward the sink so I could wash the dishes.

      “I’m not even going to do too much back and forth with you. I’ll give you about a month before you start telling me to take the rubber off. I won’t have to ask you to push a baby out for me because I’m going to have your silly ass so fucked up in the head, that you’ll be asking me to have my baby. Fuck outta here with that shit,” he cockily said.

      I could tell that he wasn’t used to a bitch denying him. I didn’t even bother to respond to him. I ignored his ass while I continued washing the dishes. By the time I was finished cleaning the kitchen, he and I were back in my room, back in my bed. I was lowkey shocked that he was still here, and I wouldn’t admit it to him, but I didn’t want him to leave.

      I was on my side of the bed, and he was on his, but right before I got ready to close my eyes and go to sleep, he all but dragged my body to him, placing me directly in front of him and wrapping his arms around me, preventing me from going anywhere. My back was propped up against his front, and his dick was resting peacefully on my ass. I found myself trying to match his breathing, and in his arms, I felt so safe.

      Every night I slept at my house alone, I always felt uptight because it was just me. There was a gun that I kept in my nightstand which was supposed to have been my protection, but with Jabari with me tonight, I couldn’t help but feel as if he was my protection. In no time, I drifted off to sleep, safe in his arms.

      I woke up the next morning a little bit after 10:00. I no longer felt Jabari’s arms wrapped around me. I turned over, and he wasn’t in bed with me. I quickly got up from the bed and checked my bathroom, and he wasn’t there either. When I went to the window, I looked out, and his car wasn’t out front, which only meant that he left.

      “Maybe he left me a text message or something,” I called out.

      I went over to my phone to see if he’d texted me, but he hadn’t. I flopped down to the floor with the phone in my hand, feeling like I’d been played. I wasn’t even sure why the fuck I cared so much. He got what he came for last night, so I don’t know why I expected to wake up next to him.
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      It’s been a month since the funeral. I was nowhere near better. As much shit as I talked about my boss, Ms. Hendrix, being an asshole, she understood. She wasn’t punishing me for not bringing my ass back to work. How could I go back to work? I could hardly do basic things like clean up my house, so I knew that I couldn’t perform my job the way that I used to before this happened.

      A month ago, the problem with me was that I wasn’t sleeping, but a couple of weeks ago, I was introduced to Ambien, which was a pill that helped me to sleep. With that pill, I would sleep just about the majority of the day. I wasn’t doing it to harm myself, more so to block out my reality. At least with me being asleep, I wouldn’t have to think about Vonte and him no longer being here. His 18th birthday is tomorrow, and I planned to take two of the pills in the morning so I could sleep the whole day through.

      I wasn’t strong enough to go through tomorrow. Since the funeral, Trip has been calling every day nonstop for me to come and see him, and I finally agreed to come this morning. I didn’t want to be in this prison waiting for Trip. I would much rather be at home in my damn bed. I’d been sitting in the visitation room for almost fifteen minutes, waiting for them to bring Trip in. Usually, when I came to see Trip, I would always dress up nice to give him something to miss, but today, I literally couldn’t care less what the hell I looked like. My long hair was still in the two French braids that I put it in last night before I went to bed. I was dressed in a Nike hoodie with the matching sweats and slides were on my feet.

      I sat with my hands folded, pretty much just staring off into space. To the left of me was a mother, probably a few years younger than me, sitting at the table with what was probably her son. He looked to be at least six years old. I’m not sure who they were here waiting to see but seeing them reminded me of Vonte and me years ago. He would be so anxious to see his dad. Every two seconds, he was always asking, “When is he coming, mama?”

      Little things like that, I just missed. I hadn’t even realized that seeing the mother and her son had gotten me emotional until I felt a tear hit my bottom lip. All of a sudden, the visiting area got louder. I looked up, and they were bringing out the last group of men, and that’s when I saw Trip. He was growing his hair out and his beard. His eyes matched mine, and I’m pretty sure his soul did as well. Usually, when he would come out, I would stand to hug him, but I didn’t bother to move. Hell, he didn’t even bother to stand me up and ask me for a hug.

      When he did sit in front of me, though, he leaned his head in and aggressively kissed me on my lips. I didn’t even bother kissing him back.

      “I’m surprised you remembered how to make your way over to this motha fucka. Fuck is wrong with you, Jashae? That’s how we doing it now? You going a whole fuckin’ month without seeing me. Your selfish ass ain’t the only one who lost a son. I lost one too, shorty! Did your ass forget that I didn’t get to attend the funeral? You got everybody back at home to be there for you. You’re the only one I got, yo, and that ain’t much of nothing because I can’t get your ass to pick up the phone!” he snapped, hitting the table, and making me jump.

      I used my hands to wipe away my tears.

      “Giovonni, why would you do this? Why would you do thisss? You had me come down here so you could yell at me? I got enough shit going on at home, and I don’t need you fussing about being there for you when I can barely be there for my fuckin’ self!” I cried.

      “You selfish, yo! Selfish ass motha fucka, I swear. I may do some fucked up shit around the way, but when have I ever not been there for you when you needed me, Shae? When?” he asked.

      “Now! Right now, Giovonni! I need you now, and you’re not there! You’re here. What the fuck do you want me to do?” I yelled back.

      At this point, everyone in the visiting room was looking at us, but I didn’t fuckin’ care. I didn’t care too much about anything these days.

      “Physically, I ain’t there, but I pick up the motha fuckin’ phone every time you call, yo,” he barked.

      “I don’t want to do this anymore with you, Trip. I don’t want to wait anymore for you,” I cried.

      If looks could kill, I would be dead.

      “Why? So, you could go fuck on Miami? You think I don’t know about that nigga hugging up on you after my son’s funeral? Selfish ass bitch, you couldn’t wait for Vonte to die so you could start sucking that nigga’s dick!” he barked.

      Hearing him say that broke me to pieces, causing me to cry harder than I already was.

      “Why would you say that? Why would you say something to me like that? Trip, I hate you! I swear to God I hate your ass” I yelled at him.

      Tears were running down my face, snot was coming out of my nose, all of that. I was doing a straight-up ugly cry. I tried to stand up, but he reached over the table and grabbed me by the front of my hoodie then dragged my little ass across the table. He slammed me on my back, making me hit my head on the floor in the process. The guards came over and tackled Trip. I was hurt, and I was watching them hurt Trip, so it made me an emotional wreck.

      “Try me if you want to, Shae. You know the type of street nigga you dealing with. You lucky these niggas got me, or else I would have broken your fuckin’ neck!” He shouted all types of insults and threats to me until he was out of the visitation room. About five other guards surrounded me, checking to see if I was okay and if I needed any medical attention. The only medical attention that I was going to need was for them to mend my broken heart, and I didn’t think that they had anything for that, so they couldn’t cure me.

      

      9:00 P.M

      My bedroom door was closed, but the door wasn’t locked. My bathroom door was locked, though. I’d just taken one of my sleeping pills, and right now, I was soaking in the tub, resting my bones after the long day that I had. The back of my head was killing me from Trip’s stupid ass slamming me. It would be months before I heard from him again because there was no doubt in my mind that they were going to throw him in the hole for what he did to me in visitation, and even if he does call, I’m not answering.

      On my son’s life, I swear to God that I’m done with Trip. I didn’t deserve what he’d did to me earlier today, and he knew it. We were both hurting, but that didn’t give him the right to put his hands on me. My grandmother, my dad, and Mahogany all wanted to know how the visitation went today, but I wouldn’t dare tell either of them what happened because the shit was too embarrassing. I couldn’t help but feel like I was letting Vonte down. He hated when his dad and I argued, but for us to be fighting, that was a totally different thing.

      My head was propped up on the back of the tub, and I was fighting my sleep something serious. It didn’t make matters better that the lights were dimmed inside the bathroom, which wasn’t doing anything but making me even sleepier. Every time my head hit the back of the tub, I would jump, waking myself back up. It had gotten to the point that I couldn’t even fight to stay up anymore because eventually, my eyes had drifted off, and I fell into a deep sleep.
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      Jashae was too quiet. I was in the guest bedroom, and I didn’t hear anything coming from her bedroom. I had just walked back into the house maybe five minutes ago after sitting on the porch, smoking a blunt. I was in my feelings a little bit because I found myself texting Jabari’s dumb ass over two hours ago, and I hadn’t heard back from him yet. In fact, he and I hadn’t spoken to or seen each other since the night that he left my house.

      I wouldn’t say I missed him because that was too strong of a word, but I’ll admit that I wanted to see him. I did all this big talk about not loving these niggas and not getting attached, yet I felt like I was hunting this man down. I was a bit content with the fact that I wouldn’t be hearing back from him tonight, so after I finished smoking, I headed back inside the house.

      Usually, around this time, I would hear Jashae in her room, crying herself to sleep, but I didn’t hear anything. Not even the television that she would try to play, thinking that it would block out her cries. She’d gotten back hours ago from seeing Trip, and her body language screamed that something had happened, but she wouldn’t say. I was worried about my girl. So worried that one of these days I was going to suggest therapy because I felt like she was getting worse by the day.

      I turned the television off in the bedroom that I was sleeping in, slipped on my house shoes, and walked down the long hallway until I was standing in front of Jashae’s bedroom door. I knocked twice, and when I didn’t get an answer, I just walked right in. She wasn’t in her bed, but from where I was standing, I could see that the bathroom door was closed. No noise came from the bathroom, but I could see a little light from under the door. I tried to turn the knob on the bathroom door, but it was locked.

      “Shae? Jashae?” I called out her name, but I didn’t get an answer.

      “Oh my God! I hope this girl isn’t trying to…” I couldn’t even finish the sentence.

      I struggled to get the door to open. What motivated me is the fact that my best friend was in that bathroom, and God only knows what was going on, so I used all of my strength this time, and I was finally able to kick the door in. I ran into the bathroom, and she was underneath the water.

      “Jashaeeee! Shaeeee,” I cried, pulling her body up from the full, bubbled water that had turned cold.

      I could see that she was breathing, but she was in such a deep sleep. I frantically shook her body, and in seconds, her eyes popped open. She spit out water and started coughing up a storm.

      “What the fuck are you doing? What the fuck is wrong with you, Shae?” I screamed, throwing the towel her way.

      I was crying, yet I was so angry with her.

      “I fell asleep, dammit. Why the hell are you yelling?” she yelled back as she stood up and wrapped the towel around her naked body.

      “Because your dumb ass could have drowned in here. Did you take something?” I asked her, and she ignored me.

      I went searching through all the cabinets in her bathroom until I finally saw what I was looking for. Everyone knew that Jashae wasn’t a deep sleeper, so for her to have fallen asleep inside the tub, it led me to believe that she was taking something. I found a prescribed bottle of Ambien, and when I read the back of it, with the instructions, all I could do was shake my head.

      I went over to the toilet, and she was on my ass, trying to get it out of my hands like this shit was crack to her, but I already had the bottle open, and her little pills were going down the toilet. I quickly flushed it.

      “Why the hell would you flush the pills? I need that to sleep,” she screamed and pushed me out of the way.

      “No, you want that to sleep! Jashae, what are you doing to yourself? I don’t believe you fell asleep. You want to know what I think? I think your ass tried to kill yourself in here,” I yelled.

      “Mahogany, if I wanted to kill myself, I would have done the shit weeks ago! You going to buy me some more of those fuckin’ pills! That’s the only thing that helps me sleep,” she kept saying.

      “You hear yourself right now? Now, it’s for you to sleep, then it’ll be you taking it just to cope. Shae, that’s a drug. If you take too much of that shit, it can kill you. That’s probably what you want anyway, though, right? Think about your grandma and your daddy in this shit. They lost Vonte too, now you going to put them in a position where they got to lose you too?” I asked.

      “Mahogany, stop! You don’t know what the fuck I’m going through! You don’t have kids, so I don’t expect you to relate,” she yelled.

      “I don’t have to fuckin’ relate, Shae! I have a heart, and you’re my best friend so I can sympathize with your ass!” I screamed.

      “Get the fuck out, please! Please, I just want to be left alone!” she yelled.

      “Why? So, you can find something else to try and kill yourself with? I’m not going nowhere, Shae,” I let her know.

      “Could you please stop saying that shit? I WASN’T TRYING TO KILL MYSELF!” she screamed at the top of her lungs, and she pushed me.

      I lost my balance and ended up falling back and landing right in the tub. Mourning or not, I got my ass up and slapped the shit out of her. For five minutes straight, we tussled inside this big ass bathroom. She was my best friend at the end of the day, so I didn’t dog walk her ass the way I wanted to. Shae, on the other hand, she wasn’t sparing me. Slaps, punches, even her pulling my hair was all being done to me. Her towel had fallen off, and she was ass naked on top of me, trying to beat my ass.

      I was high, so it felt like I was seeing double of her as I swung my arms wildly, trying to land a blow, so she could get her ass off me.

      “Jashae, move! Get the hell off me!” I screamed, giving her ass one good push, and she flew off me.

      Clothes were soaking wet, and my hair had only gotten wet a little bit. I threw my head back against the wall as I struggled to catch my breath. Shae was in front of me, on the floor as well, trying to put the towel back over her body as she struggled to catch her breath. We hadn’t fought like that since like elementary school. For five minutes, we sat in complete silence, not saying shit to each other until she finally broke the silence.

      “You still hit like a bitch,” she blurted out.

      I didn’t even want to laugh, but I ended up doing it anyway.

      “You had the advantage. Bitch, I’m high,” I said, and for the first time in weeks, I got her to laugh.

      God, it felt good to hear her laughing again. I didn’t think that it would have ever happened again.

      “I needed to release that steam. I have all of this pent-up energy inside me that I needed to release, so thank you for being my punching bag. That’s what best friends are for,” she sarcastically said with a smile on her face.

      “You need to get help, Jashae, seriously. What if I wasn’t here? You know you would have died tonight?” I said in all seriousness this time.

      “I know. Seriously, Mahogany, I swear I wasn’t trying to kill myself. Those pills will put you in a deep sleep, and the last thing I remember was putting my head back against the wall, and I woke up to you in here yelling and shit. As much as I miss Vonte, and as much as I would put up any amount of money to go and see him again, I realize that it’s not my time yet. I know I need help. I’m losing my mind. It don’t make the situation any better that his birthday is tomorrow. My baby would have been eighteen. I was supposed to get him his first car” she said, and her voice cracked. A lone tear fell from her eye that she quickly wiped away. “Signing day is next month, and I was supposed to have been there with my camera in my hands, waiting for my baby to make his big decision. Prom, graduation, all of that is around the corner. I wonder if this makes me weak? I can’t go a day without crying.

      “Is there supposed to be a time limit on how long I’m supposed to mourn the death of my son? Because I still wake up every morning crying for him, and because it’s been a month since he passed, does that mean I’m overdoing it for still being overly emotional? I don’t think I’ll ever get over it, Mahogany. I still see that look of fear in his eyes when he was on the court telling me that he couldn’t breathe. I’ve never seen that look in his eyes before, and I can’t get it out of my head,” she cried.

      I got up from where I was sitting and walked over to her, taking a seat right next to her on the floor. I pulled her into me, allowing her to lay her head on my chest, and I kissed the top of her head.

      “That was your one and only son. There’s no such thing as a time limit on how long you’re supposed to mourn him. Fuck anybody who thinks that you’re doing too much. You can’t worry about what other people got to say about you, Shae. You gotta live life for your damn self,” I assured her.

      I knew that I was getting through to her because she was nodding her head. For ten minutes, neither of us said anything.

      “I’m hungry, like literally starving,” she let out.

      “Shit, I am too. What do you have a taste for?” I asked, standing up from that cold ass floor.

      “Five Guys. I want a burger. I haven’t eaten much of anything these days. I had soup and crackers last night, but I barely ate that,” she said, standing up too.

      “Your ass needs to eat at least three burgers. You see yourself? You better not ever in your life call me skinny again,” I said, and she gave me the finger.

      After I changed clothes and Jashae threw on some clothes, we headed in the direction of Five Guys. I drove, while she sat in the passenger seat staring off into space. The music was playing in the car, but it was really low. The Five Guys wasn’t that far from her house, so I pulled into a parking spot within another ten minutes.

      “I’ll go inside and get it. What you want?” I asked.

      After she let me know what she wanted, I locked the doors and headed inside the restaurant. For it to be so late at night, the restaurant was somewhat packed. A good four people were standing in front of me before I reached the cashier and placed my order. The whole time that I was ordering, I could feel a pair of eyes on me. You know that feeling you get when someone is staring at you? That’s how it felt. Like someone was sitting in a corner with their eyes glued to me.

      I scanned the small restaurant with my eyes, and when I saw who was looking back at me, all I could do was shake my head and roll my eyes at this clown. Oh, and he wasn’t alone. I wasn’t sure if he was on a date with this bitch, but the two of them looked real cozy sitting on the same bench together. It wouldn’t be right if I didn’t go over there and speak. After all, I’ve fucked this nigga twice, so what type of etiquette would it be if I didn’t go over there?

      With the ticket number in my hands, I made my way over to them. The closer I got to him, I could feel myself wanting to pick up the cup that was filled with whatever soda on a nearby table and launching it at his ass. I don’t know if I was madder about the fact that he was out with a bitch or because he was out with a bitch and didn’t reply to my message.

      “How do I get lucky enough to get you to take me out to Five Guys, Bari?” I sarcastically asked him the second I got to the table.

      As mad as I was with this silly nigga, I couldn’t deny how damn good he looked tonight. I had no idea where he was going after this, or even where he was coming from for that matter, but he was dressed nicely. He was in a long-sleeved denim shirt, with the first three buttons undone so I could see the tattoos that were on his chest. White jeans are what he paired the shirt with, and simple, tan boat shoes were on his feet. He wore an iced-out Rolex on his left wrist, and a small Cuban link was around his neck.

      I wore black tights with a black tank top, and my curly hair was pulled up into a bun. He didn’t even try to hide the fact that he was openly staring at my camel toe that was showing through my tights. He boldly licked his lips right in front of his company, and I heard her suck her teeth.

      For the first time since I’d been over there, I actually paid her some attention. She had beautiful chocolate skin just like Jashae, a thick ass, curvaceous body, some beautiful lips that were filled with lip gloss, and just like him, I didn’t know if she was coming from somewhere or on her way somewhere. The too little dress that she wore with the strappy heels that came all the way up to her knees were a little bit too much for Five Guys. She was cute, though.

      “Why you trying to come over here starting shit, Mahogany?” he coolly asked me.

      This nigga had no worry in the fuckin’ world. How dare he fuck me like that, eat me like that, and make me cum like that, and have the nerve to get caught in the streets with another bitch?

      “I’m not starting nothing. I’m simply asking a question. You didn’t offer to take me to Five Guys yet, so what a bitch gotta do to get lucky?” I sarcastically asked again.

      “Suck his dick, then maybe you’ll get a burger,” his thick ass date threw in.

      No wonder the bitch was quiet for so long. She had some fucked-up teeth. I looked at Jabari with disappointment in my eyes and shook my head.

      “I did that already, baby doll. That’s all your head game is worth? A burger? You couldn’t get the bitch a steak, Jabari?” I asked him.

      He laughed while pulling down on his beard and shaking his head.

      “You wild, shorty.” At the same time, a dude was walking by, damn near about to break his neck to look at me. “You good, nigga? Fuck you looking at her for?” he barked at him.

      That little smirk he had was quickly wiped off his face when he saw the dude looking. He openly displayed how jealous he was to see another nigga looking at me, and I had openly displayed how jealous I was to see him with another bitch. My number was called out in the restaurant, letting me know that my food was ready. I could tell his little date wasn’t too fond of him checking another nigga for looking at me because she sucked her teeth so loud and rolled her eyes so hard, that I’m honestly surprised they didn’t get stuck.

      “Enjoy your date, Jabari,” and like that, I turned on my heels and left.

      I could have given the situation more attention, but I had Jashae in the car waiting, and I’m sure she was probably wondering what the hell was going on. I was mad as I walked to the front, grabbed the food, and left out. I couldn’t help but wonder if Jabari was going to fuck that bitch tonight. I wondered if he would do the same things to her body tonight that he just did to me the other day.

      When they were finished, would they sit up and talk with each other like he and I did? Would he make her cook for him? When it was time for them to call it a night, would he spoon her while holding her from behind and breathing deeply into the nape of her neck? Those were all answers that I wanted to know.

      When I made it back into the car, I handed Jashae the food and slammed the door behind me. I roughly pulled the seat belt over and put it on me.

      “What the hell is wrong with you? And what took you so long? You told them to make my cheeseburger plain, right?” she asked.

      I ignored her. My eyes were on the door of the restaurant as I watched Jabari and his date walk out together. She followed my eyes, and when she saw what I was looking at, I could feel her smirk without my eyes even being on her.

      “I know the big, bad, love police isn’t catching feelings? Bitch, are you jealous?” Jashae asked as she stuffed fries into her mouth.

      “You think he’s about to fuck her?” I asked, watching them as they got into his car. I hadn’t even been in his car yet.

      “Ummm, do you see that ass on her? He’s definitely not about to go and read the bible with her. Hell yeah, he’s going to fuck her. If you had told him how you feel about him, then you wouldn’t have to worry about him entertaining the next bitch,” she said, this time drinking from her smoothie that she made me get for her as well.

      I was so annoyed with her eating in my car, but at least her ass was eating because she hadn’t been eating much of anything lately, which was the only reason I was letting it slide.

      “And how exactly do I feel about him?” I asked, cocking my head to the side and looking over at her.

      “You probably want to drive this car into that bitch, huh? Those are your feelings, Mahogany. That’s your jealous side. You, my best friend, are feeling the side of effects of getting dope dick. That shit will have you ready to knock a bitch head off their shoulders. You can’t fight over no dick that’s not yours, though. You don’t like Jabari in that way, remember? Isn’t that what you told me?” she asked.

      I didn’t bother answering her. I just pulled the car out of the parking lot, and we headed back to her house.
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      I parked my car in front of her house, somewhat nervous about getting out. I didn’t want her to read my soul. I didn’t want her to be able to look at me and see that I’d done something wrong. Everything was telling me to turn around, but I couldn’t. I wanted to speak to her. Hell, I needed to speak with her. It was Vonte’s birthday today. I hadn’t been to sleep since two nights ago because I knew that this day was going to come soon.

      My stomach was growing more and more, and I knew that she knew about the pregnancy. The day she found out about it, Vonte had called and told me. That was probably one of the last conversations he and I had. He died believing that this was his baby because I gave him every reason to think that way. His mom was inside, more than likely believing that she had a grandchild on the way, but she didn’t. I had no plans to tell her that this wasn’t Vonte’s baby because I didn’t know how it would make her feel.

      I honestly didn’t know what I was going to do because Reggie wasn’t going to play along with it and string this lie out with me. I knew he would physically harm me if he even knew that I was going around saying that this was Vonte’s baby. I’ve been so stressed that at times I hoped for a miscarriage. This was too big of a lie for me to continue to drag out like this. Vonte’s mother deserved to know that this wasn’t his baby along with everyone else in his family, but I just wasn’t ready to put on my big girl panties yet and fess up.

      If Vonte’s mother cared anything about me or this baby, she would want to start going to doctor’s appointments with me, she would want to know the gender, help plan for the baby shower, and be inside the room with me when it was time for me to have the baby. I had no clue what the plan was going to be, but in the meantime, I stepped out of my mom’s car, that she’d been letting me use lately, and I walked up the circular driveway.

      Once I was standing outside the door, I knocked. I knew she was home because her car was in the driveway. The longer she took to come to the door, the more the voices were inside my head, telling me to just turn back around. Just when I’d turned on my heels, I felt her coming to the door. The doorknob turned, and there she was. I was expecting her to be a total wreck since it was Vonte’s birthday and he wasn’t here to celebrate it, but she wasn’t. I mean, her eyes were a little red, she had big bags up underneath them, but she looked fine considering the circumstances.

      “Hey,” she called out.

      I’ll admit that it was a little awkward because the two of us had never been around each other unless Vonte was in the room with us.

      “Hi. Ummm, I hope I’m not interrupting anything. I just wanted to come over and have a conversation with you,” I told her, and the whole time I spoke, I could feel her eyes lingering on my stomach. I had a little pudge now, and anyone could see that I was pregnant.

      “Come in. A conversation between the two of us is long overdue,” she said.

      I walked inside the house and could smell whatever cleaning products that she had been using to clean the house. Vonte would always say whenever she was mad, even sad, she would clean this house from top to bottom. With it being her son’s birthday today, I would bet my last dollar that she was cleaning because she was sad. In the middle of me trying to put my keys inside my purse, they fell on the floor. I tried to bend and pick them up, but she stopped me.

      “Don’t bend. I got it,” she said and bent down to pick the keys up for me.

      She handed them to me, I thanked her, and we walked into the kitchen area. I took a seat at the dining room table, while she went over to the fridge and grabbed two bottles of water. She handed me one, and she took one then sat down next to me.

      I swear I could feel Vonte’s presence in this room. Not just because there were pictures of him hanging up throughout the house or because I could see his report cards that were hanging up on the fridge. It was just really a feeling like he was there, sitting down at the table with us.

      “I should have been reached out to you. Every day, I’m always convincing myself that I’ll do it the next day when I feel a little better, but it seems like that day where I feel a little better hasn’t come yet. I’ll be the first to tell you that when I found out that Vonte had a baby on the way, I was pissed. Probably the maddest that I’ve ever been with him in his entire life. Having babies at a young age was something that he and I started talking about when I saw the first strand of hair under his chin. He wasn’t ready to be a daddy, and I wasn’t ready to be a grandmother. I believe in God; therefore, I believe that everything happens for a reason.

      My son is no longer here, but you being pregnant with his child leaves me with a piece of him, and I can’t say that I’m upset with that. Throughout this entire thing, knowing that I have a grandbaby on the way, that seems to be the only thing that brings me peace. I’ll never get my son back, but at least I’ll have something that’s a representation of him,” she spoke to me.

      Hearing her say that had me crying. It had me crying because I felt like I was heartless in this situation. I was leading this woman, this mourning woman to believe that this was her grandchild, when it really wasn’t. She reached over and placed her hand on my shoulders in an attempt to calm me down.

      “When I was pregnant with Vonte, I want to say that I cried about 80% of my pregnancy. It’s by the grace of God that I didn’t lose him. My grandma used to tell me that Vonte would feel everything that I feel, so keep that in mind. I know it’s hard, we all miss him, but you have to be strong for the baby,” she said, in a sweet, motherly way.

      I could now see why Vonte loved her so much. She just seemed so genuine. One of the things that Vonte would always say about her was the fact that she was so selfless, and I was getting that from her today. How could she even console someone else when she was the one who needed all of the consolation? She was way stronger than I would ever be.

      “You mind if I go into his bedroom? I just want to look around,” I asked.

      “Go ahead. It’s upstairs, the first door on the right,” she said.

      I’d never been inside Vonte’s room because the way he described the way that his mom would beat my ass and his ass if he were to ever get caught sneaking me in, it was just a risk that wasn’t worth taking to me. We Facetimed all the time, so I would see his room from that, but that was pretty much it. I took the stairs up, and then I walked inside his bedroom.

      I found myself smiling as I stood in the middle of his bedroom looking at everything that he had hanging up on the walls. His JV jersey was stapled to the wall along with other pictures, plaques, and just about everything that involved basketball was hanging up on the wall. I walked over to his dresser, where he had pictures in frames. I smiled as I saw the picture of him and I. It was a picture that was taken last year after one of the games. We were at our happiest back then.

      I found myself smiling even bigger when I saw that he had framed the ultrasound picture that I’d given to him. The picture that he and his mom had taken together at homecoming was hung up on the frame as well. They both looked happy. I could only wish for my child to love me in that same way that Vonte loved his mother. I walked away from the dresser and took a seat on his bed.

      “You would have been eighteen today, Vonte. I wish you were here so that we would be able to share our birthday together, just how we did it last year. I miss you so much. I just hope that when it’s all said and done, you will find a way to forgive me,” I spoke out loud.

      With all the craziness going on, I woke up this morning, not even remembering that today was my birthday too. That was how I knew that Vonte and I were meant to be together. Out of all the days in the world, he and I had managed to share the same birthday. If it weren’t for my mom coming into my room this morning holding a small cake in her hands with the numbers 1 and 8 on the cake, I would have totally forgotten that today even had anything to do with me.

      I stayed inside Vonte’s room for another ten minutes or so, and then I walked out. I made sure to close the door behind me before I made my way back down the stairs. Vonte’s mom was still in the kitchen, but she was no longer sitting at the table. In fact, she was wiping down the counter. I wasn’t a psychologist, but I think she had OCD. The counter was literally spotless when I’d walked in.

      “Later today, me and a couple of Vonte’s family members were going over to the grave just to sing happy birthday and release some balloons. You’re welcome to join us if you’d like,” she said.

      I shifted my weight from one leg to the other. Truthfully, I had plans tonight with Reggie. He was taking me out for my birthday. We were spending the weekend in West Palm Beach.

      “I’m not ready to face that yet. I feel like that’s too much for me right now, you know?” I asked, and she nodded.

      “I understand. Here, I wrote my number down on this paper, and you can feel free to call and text me whenever you please. I want to be involved in my grandchild’s life. If there’s room for me to attend some of the doctor’s appointments, I would love to be there. My son isn’t here to attend, so I don’t mind stepping up and filling in where I can. Vonte’s father went to prison when Vonte was only seven. Since then, I’ve been a single mother, and trust me, with a newborn baby, you’re going to need all the help that you can get. Just keep that in mind,” she said and handed me the paper that she’d written her number on.

      I knew she would want to be involved because she was under the impression that I was going to be a single mother. If only she knew, I had a baby daddy who couldn’t wait for our child to get here so that he could spoil them senseless. I’d lied to her enough today, so I nodded, took the paper, and placed it inside my purse. I quickly left out, and I’m sure that she probably thought that I was crazy, but oh well.

      Back inside my car, I felt defeated. This would have been so much easier if Vonte was still alive. Then, I would just have to live with him hating me for cheating and getting pregnant by someone else. Now, I had a mother who was mourning the death of her son and probably couldn’t wait to meet her new grandchild. How does one fix their mouth to say that this baby doesn’t belong to her son after all?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Jashae Johnson

          

        

      

    

    
      We’d gotten back hours ago from the gravesite. I was okay today. I’ve been doing so much crying these past few weeks, that I guess I didn’t have any tears left. I thought today would be worse, but I got through it. We sang happy birthday to my son at his gravesite. No keys were being given to him to a brand new Mustang, which was the car that I’d promised I was going to get for him when he turned eighteen. No jumping up and down and picking me up while spinning me around, letting me know that I was the best mother in the world happened today, and sadly, I was okay with that.

      I brought my son’s favorite cake, which was red velvet, and me, my grandma, my daddy, and Mahogany all gathered outside and ate together. Miami called me this morning and told me how much he wished that he could have been there, but he wouldn’t get back to Miami until late tonight since he was away on business and wouldn’t be able to make it. I completely understood.

      Speaking of Miami, he’s been around, but I’ve been pushing him away the same way Mr. Ogilvie would push Ms. Parker away from the old hit show, The Parkers. I couldn’t have anything happen to Miami behind me. Yes, he was the king of the south, and he’d earned that title by the good deeds and the many doors that he’s opened for young boys in Miami, but that didn’t make him invincible.

      I wouldn’t mind being down with the king of the South, but Trip’s stupid ass friends, from that stupid ass gang approaching us after the funeral was an eye-opener. That was basically God showing me the big ass red sign, telling me to stop and leave Miami alone, so I was going to do just that, no matter how much I liked him.

      The chemistry between Miami and I was just there, and as lonely as I was, I could use him taking up some of the time that I had in my life, but I wouldn’t. Just from Trip finding out from his friends that Miami even hugged me, I got my ass dragged and thrown to the floor. If it weren’t for the correctional officers stopping him, he would have more than likely killed me. I didn’t want to test Trip like that.

      When our son was here, he told me then that he would have someone take me out for dealing with Miami, and now that Vonte was gone, I knew that Trip would definitely have it done because he would have nothing to lose. Vonte was gone already.

      I hadn’t talked to Trip since the day that I’d gone down to the prison. Seems like I’ve been less stressed since I haven’t been in any association with him. I didn’t have to worry about someone putting me down every chance he called or running my life the way he saw fit.

      Right now, it was a little bit after midnight, and I was in the living room with a blanket wrapped around my body as I watched old recordings from a disc that I had with all types of footage of Vonte. Right now, his fifth birthday party was playing on the screen, and I found myself laughing, crying, and falling in love with my baby boy all over again because I’d literally birthed the most handsome baby in the world.

      Mahogany had run out an hour ago, talking about she needed to get some things from the store, but I knew that her ass was somewhere chasing after Jabari. I didn’t mind her being gone because it left me to be able to sit here and have this moment to myself without someone worrying about me for crying. I’ll admit that I was sleepy as hell though. Nothing was in my system that was making me sleepy because after Mahogany had flushed my pills down the toilet, I never re-upped on them. That was definitely an eye-opener for me.

      Although I wasn’t trying to kill myself, it was still reckless of me to have stayed in that tub, knowing that I’d previously popped pills, and knowing how tired I was. Since then, every now and then, I’d get a little quiet because I’ll think back to that day and ask myself a bunch of what if questions. Honestly, what if Mahogany didn’t bust down the door and pull me out just in time before I drowned? I would have died, and as much as I wanted to meet my mother and be around my son again, I still had so much to live for.

      Because Mahogany couldn’t hold water, she ended up telling my grandmother what I’d done, and if my grandma could have taken off her belt and beat me, I’m pretty sure that she would have. God, she was so disappointed in me that day. My eyes felt so heavy, and I knew that I should have just gone ahead and turned the TV off so that I could go in my room and get in the bed, but I chose to stay out there. Just when my eyes were closing, my doorbell rang.

      “I swear this is her second time losing her key. I’m not giving her another one after this.” I groaned out loud as I shoved the covers away from my body, and I angrily got up after maybe two minutes of lying there once the doorbell rang.

      I knew it was Mahogany. No one else would be ringing my doorbell at this time of the night. I slipped my feet into my house shoes and headed for the door. Just to be sure that it was her, I looked out of the window that was on the side of the door, and to my surprise, it wasn’t Mahogany. It was actually Miami. I released a sigh, although on the inside I was screaming and jumping up and down with joy that he was there.

      I went over to the alarm system, which wasn’t too far from the door, and I disarmed it before I unlocked the door and opened it for him. The moment the door opened, I could smell a mixture of weed and his good smelling cologne coming from him. I’m not sure how he was able to wear a basic white V-neck, with basic white jeans and some white, low top Forces, and still be the most beautiful man in the world to me.

      “I felt bad that I wasn’t able to go to the gravesite with y’all earlier today, so I just wanted to come over and check on you. I just wanted to make sure everything was alright with you,” he said.

      The fact that he was so sincere looked so sexy on him. His beautiful, hazel eyes gleamed in the night light, and I stepped aside from the door, making way for him to come inside. Once he was, I closed the door behind him, locked it, and I led the way to the living room, where I had been watching TV.

      Instead of taking a seat on the other couch, like he’d done that time he’d come over, he chose to take a seat on the same couch as me, sitting right next to me. I pulled the blanket that I originally had back over my body and focused my attention on the screen.

      “You know when your girl gets high, she gets diarrhea of the mouth, right? She’s with Jabari right now, and I’m not even sure where they at, but I know they smoking. She told my cousin how you tried to kill yourself in here the other night. I landed about an hour ago, and he called me and shared that with me, so that’s why I’m really over here to figure out what you got going on. If you had called me, I would have stopped whatever the fuck I was doing, just to give you some company if you were feeling lonely. You popping pills now? Who you even get that shit from because I know you didn’t get it from a pharmacist?” he asked, hitting the nail right on the head.

      When Trip was out, there were times that I would pop up on him, so I knew where to get what from. I knew who the hood pharmacists were, so that’s where I’d gotten the pills.

      “I’m going to kill Mahogany for telling my damn business. While her high ass is spreading false reports, I hope she also tells him how I beat her ass that night too. For the thousand time, I was not trying to kill myself. I was taking pills so I could sleep. Damn, I can’t win for losing with y’all. When I don’t sleep, y’all worried about me. When I do sleep, y’all worried about me too. Why do you even care?” I asked.

      I could feel myself getting mad. Since that day that Mahogany pretty much saved my life, I felt like people have been treating me like a fuckin’ invalid. I was fine!

      “The question is why the fuck don’t you care? You tripping. The people that are serving you those pills, you think they give a fuck if you get some sleep or not? Them niggas all about their fuckin’ money. Everybody knows that you’re Vonte’s mother; therefore they know that you just lost a son. You not in your right mind and them niggas served you some shit that they knew it was a strong possibility that you would overdose on that shit.

      “To answer your question, I care because I care about your dumb ass! How many times have I told you that I’m here and I got you? The main nigga that’s trying to be here, you running him away. I guess you like when a nigga drags your ass across a table and slam you. Since I’m not going to rough you up like that, I guess you not interested, right?” he asked.

      Miami was pissed. I could tell by the way his jaws kept flexing, and his caramel skin was turning red. I was shocked that he even knew about Miami handling me the way that he did. Then again, a lot of the dudes that were locked up with Trip were from Miami, so who knows who told Miami what went down that day inside the visitation room. I didn’t bother responding to Miami. I felt like we were too close to be arguing, so it was better that I didn’t say anything.

      “What can I do to make this shit a little easier for you? I ain’t trying to get a phone call one day, saying that you harmed yourself or turn on the news and see that you overdosed. What I gotta do, Jashae?” he asked.

      The fact that he didn’t call me by my nickname like he usually did, further confirmed that he was pissed off at me. I let out a sarcastic laugh and threw the blanket away from my body because I’d all of a sudden gotten hot. I picked up the remote that was on the ottoman, paused the TV, and I threw the remote with so much force that it hit the glass lamp that I had in my living room and quickly broke.

      “Do you have super powers, Toddrick? Do you have a time machine where you can go back in time and bring my baby back? No, you can’t, so to answer your question, there isn’t shit you can do for me! You can do what everyone else is doing and leave me the fuck alone and allow me to get over this on my own! Thank you!” I yelled.

      I tried to stand up and walk away from him, but he grabbed me by my arms and pulled me into him.

      “He’s gone, shorty. Can’t nobody bring him back. If I had superpowers, you don’t think I would have been gave you your son back? I don’t find pleasure in seeing you like this, yo! You need to get some help, Jashae. You sitting up inside this pitch ass dark house and not getting out. Why you doing this to yourself? You know Vonte wouldn’t have wanted you punishing yourself like this,” he yelled.

      I could hear it in his voice that he genuinely cared, but I was getting mad because I didn’t get why he cared so much.

      “Let go of me, Toddrick! Get the fuck out too! I’m serious,” I yelled, struggling to get away from him, but he wasn’t letting up.

      “I ain’t going nowhere, shorty. I don’t have a peace of mind that you’re okay, so I ain’t going no fuckin’ where!” he barked.

      I got so angry, that I started swinging my hands wildly at him when he finally let them go. I landed slaps, scratches, everything on his face, and it felt good to just release. He sat there and took it. He let me do it.

      “Get it out your system, yo! Do what you gotta do,” he said.

      The whole time I was hitting him, I was crying. I got emotional when he said that Vonte was gone and no one would ever be able to bring him back. Granted, I knew that shit already, but to actually hear someone say it out loud like that sent me over the edge. I had made myself so tired that I ended up falling back on the floor, and I held my head in the palm of my hands and cried.

      I felt Miami come over, and when he tried to touch me, I tried to kick and scream my way away from him, but he was able to get me down on my back, and his hands held both of my arms over my head. I was in a tank top gown, so when he pulled my hands over my head, my dress went up, showing the black, lace panties that I was wearing. My legs were even spread open a little bit, but he wasn’t even paying attention to any of that. His eyes were on me.

      I had left long scratches all over his face, and because of the way that I was slapping him, his face had turned red. Any other nigga would have probably thrown my little ass off him or probably hit me back, but he didn’t. For five minutes, I lay out on the floor, letting out every emotion that I felt, and he allowed me to without interrupting me.

      When I eventually calmed down, I was so embarrassed. I had allowed myself to be vulnerable in front of this man, and in the midst of doing that, I lost myself too. He eventually let go of my arms, and I used my hands to wipe my face. I didn’t even bother getting up, and neither did he.

      He rolled over and lay next to me on the carpeted floor. The emotions and everything that I was feeling had me tired as hell. I couldn’t even fight it anymore because eventually, I fell asleep.
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      Light snores came from Jashae. This woman had literally kicked, cried, and screamed herself to sleep. My face felt like a bunch of cats had scratched me up, and I knew I had some deep cuts too without even looking in the mirror. I could just tell by the way that my face was stinging that she’d marked me up good. I would never allow a woman to put her hands on me, but I allowed myself to be Jashae’s punching bag if only for tonight because I knew she could use the release.

      When my ole girl died, I had plenty of releases. Not on an opponent because I was liable to kill someone. I simply used my punching bag, and I took all of my anger and frustrations out on it. I broke down and cried just like she did too. I would never judge Choc for having emotions because, at the end of the day, I don’t know what it’s like to lose a child, but at the same time, I wasn’t going to condone her popping pills.

      When Jabari told me that shit, I was angry for two reasons. One because she was better than that, and two because I couldn’t lose someone that I really cared about. I meant what I said when I told Choc that she needed help. I had to seek help when my ole girl died and start going to therapy because I needed someone to talk to. Niggas that I knew thought that giving me a fat ass blunt and some hard liquor was going to help with my problems, but once that bullshit is out your system, the hurt is still there.

      She needed to seek professional help because I didn’t want her to go down a tough road and not be able to kick this shit on her own. As she slept, she had a tight ass hold on my shirt. I don’t know if she was doing that because she didn’t want me to leave or what.

      I stood up from the floor and bent back down to lift her in my arms. I carried her to the back where her room was. It was by the grace of God that I didn’t drop her ass because she had this fuckin’ house so dark that it felt like we were in a haunted house somewhere. I could hardly see where the hell I was walking. I ended up having to pull my phone from my pocket so I could use the flashlight. The whole time I was stumbling over shit, and she didn’t wake up, which proved to me that she needed this sleep.

      I finally found her room, and in there, she had a lamp on. Holding her up with one arm, I pulled the covers back on the bed, and when I tried to place her in it, she held on tighter to my shirt.

      “You’re leaving?” she questioned with her eyes still closed.

      “No, I’m just putting you in the bed. Go back to sleep,” I told her.

      I put her small body underneath the sheets, and once she was in, I pulled the covers over her body. While she slept, I crept into the bathroom that was adjacent to her bedroom. When I saw the way she fucked up my face, all I could do was shake my head. I used clean water and a clean washcloth that she had in a small basket with other clean washcloths to wash my face. The scratches were still there, but the blood was all cleaned up.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket, letting me know that I had a text message. It was from my baby mama, Tahira, sending me a screenshot of the itinerary for her and my daughter’s flight in the morning. She was flying with Taniya, but only my baby girl was staying. She would be staying for a whole two weeks, and I couldn’t wait. I texted her back, letting her know how I couldn’t wait to see my baby girl. After that, I placed the phone back in my pocket and went back into the bedroom where Choc was still sleeping.

      I looked at her, and all I could do was shake my head. I wanted to break that nigga’s neck for doing to her what he’d done. I can bet you my last dollar that if I hadn’t found out what Trip did to her, she would have never told me. Keith, a nigga I grew up with for the majority of my life was locked up and serving a five-year sentence with just a little over a year left to serve, was there the morning that Trip slammed Shae.

      Keith and I talked maybe once a week, and I made it my duty to keep money on his books since I couldn’t get up there to see him as much as I would like to. On our last conversation, which was yesterday, he told me what happened. Trip was a pussy, and I couldn’t respect a nigga who put his hands on a female. A female like Shae at that. We talking about a woman who was punishing herself for that silly ass nigga, loyal to him by holding him down while he was never getting out, and he had the nerve to disrespect her like that?

      Truth is, Trip, nor those corny ass Miami Boyz niggas scared me. If it was that much of a problem with me entertaining his baby mama, I felt like those niggas would have already touched me. Yeah, it was probably wrong for me to fuck with Shae, especially since Trip and I were once friends, but I would get her and treat her ten times better than that nigga could ever treat her. I could have her so much in love with me to the point that it hurt.

      As much as I liked Shae, and as attracted to her as I was, I wouldn’t dare make a move. She was vulnerable than a motha fucka right now, more than likely at her lowest, so I’ll be a corny ass nigga to take advantage of her like that. I wanted her back to her normal self before I even thought about kissing her. I had no need to sleep as I sat at the foot of her bed and watched her sleep. I wanted to turn the TV on, but I didn’t want to wake her up with it, so I let the sounds of her breathing and her snores be the only sound in the room.

      Almost twenty minutes later, the alarm in the house went off. I went back to feeling like that little boy from the projects again because someone was always breaking into our shit. Our tiny ass apartment didn’t even have anything worth stealing, but that didn’t stop niggas from kicking our door in when I was at school, and my parents were working. I can’t even begin to tell you the number of times that I’ve gotten home with my parents to either find our glass shattered from them getting inside the house that way or our front door hanging off the hinges.

      I shot up from the bed and pulled my gun from the waist of my pants. I’d left the light on in the foyer of the house, so when I saw that it was Mahogany staggering her ass in, I put the gun down.

      “Nigga, you scared the fuck out of me! I was too busy running my mouth on the phone, that I didn’t even see your car in the driveway. Where is Shae?” she asked, removing her hand from her chest.

      It was obvious that I’d scared her like she said I did when she saw me.

      “In the back sleeping,” I let her know.

      “Pleasseee tell me you fucked her. Please!” her high ass joked.

      I may not have fucked Shae, but it was obvious her ass had just finished fuckin’. That much was clear from the way her hair was all wild, the fingerprints on her neck, and her underwear that were sticking out of her purse. Her whole vibe screamed, I just got fucked.

      “Nah, I’m not on that with her. At least right now I’m not,” I said.

      “What the hell happened to your face?” she asked.

      “The same thing that happened to you when she beat you in that bathroom the other day,” I called out.

      She laughed while sticking her middle finger up at me. We walked into the kitchen, and I took a seat at the dining room table while she stood with her back posted up on the fridge.

      “What’s the plan between you and Shae? She likes you. If she didn’t, she wouldn’t have opened the door for you or let you stay over here for that matter while she sleeps,” she said.

      “My plan right now is to be her peace, get her back eating, so she can physically get back to how she was before all of this happened. I plan to motivate her ass by putting inspiring shit in her head so she can know that at the end of the day, this shit will one day get better. I want to get her out this dark ass house too because when she’s in here, that’s when her emotions are shot through. This is where she and Vonte spent the majority of their time, so she’s automatically going to hurt a little bit more while she’s here because this is home. Vonte was her home. I gotta let her know how strong she really is because I don’t even think she knows it yet. Yeah, it’s been bumpy like a motha fucka, but put another broad in her position, and I bet you they fold,” I honestly said.

      “You’re right about that because I would have been folded,” she let me know.

      “What’s up with you and my cousin? Y’all talking about marriage yet?” I asked with a sly smirk on my face.

      I knew damn well marriage wasn’t the topic of discussion for either one of them.

      “Nothing is up with us at the moment. I’m just enjoying him. You know him better than I do, so just out of curiosity, have you ever seen him settle down with anyone? We don’t have those type of conversations when we get around each other, and certain things I don’t want to know the answer to. I guess I’m too afraid of finding out the answer,” she said.

      “Jabari has always been wild. When I say always, I mean always. He used to come to Miami for the summers, and at thirteen years old, I caught this nigga in the stairwell of the projects that we used to stay in fuckin’ two bitches. I can’t get that shit out of my head to this day. I ain’t never in my life heard this man even express shit about wanting to get married, have kids, none of that shit.

      “At the same time, I ain’t never see the nigga chase after no woman either. I see the chase that he has in his eyes for you. He won’t tell you, but I’ll tell you that the nigga damn near begged for me to have Jashae bring you that night when we all went to watch the fight. I know Jabari is feeling you, but that’s one stubborn motha fucka right there, so good luck on that one. I know you probably feeling him too, but just like him, your selfish ass won’t admit it either. Y’all were made for each other, though. Two crazy ass people will make such a perfect couple,” I let her know, and she laughed.

      “I don’t want to wake up Choc, but I’ll probably be gone by the time she wakes up. I gotta get my baby girl from the airport,” I said.

      Saying it made me smile. I Facetimed her just about every day, but that was nothing compared to being able to actually see her.

      “That’s fine, I’ll be here. You gotta bring her little pretty self over here. We never got the chance to meet her,” she cooed.

      “I will. Fuck you sounding like you got baby fever for?” I joked.

      “Nigga, please! I’ll never. If I ever get pregnant, I was drugged because I wouldn’t willingly let it happen,” she boasted.

      I laughed at her comment, all the while thinking that I didn’t know how the hell my cousin was going to deal with her shit. Mahogany was cool as fuck, though. I liked her for Jabari, so I hoped that they were able to tolerate each other long enough for them to work out.

      

      The next morning

      I ended up leaving Jashae’s place a little bit after five this morning. My baby girl and her mother would be landing at 7:30, and I still needed to get back home so I could shower and shit. Lord knows I didn’t want to leave Shae, but I had peace of mind, knowing that Mahogany was over there with her. If I didn’t have prior obligations, swear I would have woken her up with breakfast in bed and all.

      I had every plan to come back later just to check up on her. She’d been talking about wanting to meet Taniya, so I felt like this would be a good thing for her. Anything that a nigga could do to put a smile on her face, I was willing to do all of that. I drove on the dark road with just a few cars on the road with me and used this time to think about life in general.

      I had received a phone call earlier in the week, and they wanted me to fight again. Not to actually get out there and do it professionally, but for a fundraiser. I hadn’t picked up a pair of gloves and got in the ring in years. I stopped doing that shit because when my ole girl died, I just knew that the shit would never feel the same. The fight that they were asking me to participate in was for a good cause. It was scheduled to take place in two months in Las Vegas, and I still hadn’t made up my mind whether I was going.

      The anniversary of my ole girl’s death was coming up in a few weeks, so I think that played a huge role in why I was a little bit in my feelings about not doing the fight. If you didn’t know me personally, then you couldn’t understand how much I loved that woman and how she was my rock. When she died, it put a damper on the relationship that I have with my ole boy. Not that I blamed him for the shit because it wasn’t his fault, but just as much as I loved her, my ole boy loved her, so how could we have been there for each other when we could hardly be there for ourselves?

      Although I took care of every bill that he would ever have and I made sure that he would always had money in his account, that didn’t mean I was doing my whole part as a son. I needed to start seeing him more. I promised myself that when I picked my daughter up from the airport, I was going to pay him a visit because I knew that it would mean a lot to him to see Taniya and me.

      It didn’t take me long at all to get home, take the much needed shower that I needed to take, brush my teeth, and find a quick outfit to throw on. In no time, I was jumping in a different car, which was more kid-friendly versus the green Corvette that I was originally driving. This time, I chose to push the Bentley truck, which had Taniya’s car seat in the back along with built-in TVs on the back of both the driver’s seat and the passenger’s seat. There was no need for me to break the speed limit while I was on the road since there was hardly any traffic this morning.

      When I was about fifteen minutes away from the airport, Tahira texted me, letting me know that the plane had just landed, and they were on the way to baggage claim. I texted her back and let her know where I would be parked, and that was that. Thirty minutes later, I was standing outside my car with my back against the wall, waiting to see my lil mama.

      Every five minutes or so, someone walked up and asked to take a picture with me. I was cool with it for now, but the moment I got my daughter, I didn’t care to do the whole picture taking thing. I took daddy and daughter time very seriously.

      In about another minute or so, I looked up and saw them coming out of the double doors. Out of all the cars and the people that were standing out here, my daughter’s little eyes managed to land upon me. The second she saw me, she dropped her little unicorn luggage, broke free of Tahira’s hand, and she took off in my direction.

      “Dadddyyyyy!” she screamed at the top of her lungs as she ran toward me like she was in a track and field race.

      Her long, thick hair was in braids, so they just bounced in the wind as she ran. I bent down, with my arms spread open, and the moment she was close enough, she leaped in my arms. I picked her up, spun her around, and kissed all over her face.

      “Ohhh, daddy! I missed you,” she cried.

      My three-year-old was literally crying with her little arms wrapped around me and her face buried in the crook of my neck. Tahira and I had decided to keep this little meet up a secret from her. She was just under the impression that she was going on vacation with her mommy. My daughter was beautiful. She had my entire face, every single feature that I had, but she had her mother’s chocolate skin complexion. She was three, a little thing, but had the imagination, the mouth, and the brain of a thirty-year-old woman.

      “I missed you too, lil mama. How was your flight?” I asked her.

      At the same time, Tahira was walking up. She was holding Taniya’s suitcase along with a carry-on. I put Taniya down so I could get the bags from Tahira’s hands.

      “It was good. The plane was going to crash, Daddy. It was shaking and stuff. The man who was flying the plane kept talking on that loudspeaker and saying something about nerbulance,” she said, trying to say turbulence.

      “Turbulence baby, it’s turbulence, and the plane was not going to crash,” Tahira corrected Taniya.

      All I could do was laugh. I looked up at Tahira, and we came toward each other for a two-second hug. Although she was my baby mama, we were very good friends. Hell, still to this day, I went to her about personal shit. I even trusted shorty enough to have her file my taxes for me. We did damn good when it came to this parenting stuff and this friend shit, but as far as being in a relationship, that shit just didn’t work out.

      It wasn’t even that Tahira lacked anything because shorty was fine with her dark chocolate skin, her naturally curly hair, her thick frame that was all hers, pretty white teeth. Her intelligence and her ability to raise the fuck out of my daughter and do a damn good job were all things that made her a good woman, but we tried that relationship shit, and it just didn’t work out. We were toxic as a motha fucka for each other, and once I felt like my freedom was at risk for being with a woman, I knew it was time to go.

      “You staying in Miami? I thought you were going back,” I said because originally when we talked, that was the plan.

      It didn’t matter what she did, as long as I got to keep my child for the week like we agreed.

      “Just until tomorrow. I’m going on a cruise tomorrow with a friend, and we’re leaving out of Miami,” she let me know, and I nodded.

      “Mommy has a boyfriend, Daddy,” my daughter said with her arm wrapped around Tahira’s leg.

      That little girl loved the hell out of her mama. I remember being that way with my ole girl when I was Taniya’s age.

      “Oh really? You met him yet?” I asked Taniya.

      I heard Tahira suck her teeth when I asked that question.

      “Nope, not yet. I talked to him on the phone, though. His name is Simon,” my daughter said, telling all of her ole girl’s information.

      “His name is Simon, but he’s not my boyfriend. We’re just really good friends at the moment. His birthday is tomorrow, that’s why we’re going on the cruise. I know how you are about having her around people, so of course, I’m not going to have her around somebody that I didn’t even let you meet first. We know you and your rules,” she sarcastically said and rolled her eyes.

      I didn’t give two fucks who or what Tahira dated, but because I was so overprotective of my daughter, I made it clear that she had to run that shit by me first. We hear too many fuckin’ stories on the news about little kids getting molested, and if it isn’t by a family member, half the time it’s by someone that the parent was dating. So, to prevent some sick shit like that from happening, I wanted to look a nigga in the eyes, put some fear in his heart, just to let him know that I wasn’t going to play behind my child!

      I didn’t even bother responding to Tahira’s statement. Instead, I just put the bags in the trunk, helped Taniya get in her car seat, and like that, we were pulling out of the airport. I already had Taniya’s favorite movie, Boss Baby, ready, so all I had to do was press play. The movie had her attention, so she wasn’t paying Tahira and me any mind.

      “I wanted to run something by you. My job is opening another office in Washington DC, and they want a few of us to go down there for five months to train some of the new workers at that office. I wouldn’t mind a change of scenery for a few months since I’ve been in LA my entire life. The only thing is, I have Niya. I could ask my mom to keep her while I’m away, but I figured that it would only be right for me to ask you first since you are her father. While I go to Washington for those five months, would you mind keeping her?” she asked.

      “That’s my daughter, so of course I don’t mind. When is all of this supposed to happen?” I asked her as I jumped on the turnpike.

      “Next month, on the fifteenth,” she let me know.

      “I’ll be down there to get her a couple of days before that then. We’ll talk more about it when we get closer to the date,” I said, and at the same time, her phone started ringing.

      “Hey, Si,” she cooed into the phone.

      Not even on no jealous shit, but I turned the radio up a little bit. When I did that, she reached over me and turned the radio back down. Not even wanting to argue with her ass in front of my child, I let her have it, and I didn’t turn the music back up.

      “We just landed about thirty minutes ago. Yes, he picked us up. You flew out of Washington, right?” she was asking this nigga a million and one questions, and then she kept laughing like she was on the phone with Kevin Hart or some shit. “Yes. I will. Okay, I’ll see you soon,” and then she hung up.

      “That nigga from Washington?” I asked her the moment she got off the phone.

      “Yes,” she said, and all I could do was sarcastically laugh and shake my head.

      “That’s the real reason why you want to go to Washington for those five months, right shorty? To lay up under that nigga, huh? I mean, I can care less what you do on your personal time, shorty, but keep that shit one hundred with me. You don’t got to lie about no shit like that, yo! You always show a nigga reasons why I can’t trust you,” I let her know.

      “Miami, please! Simon isn’t the reason why I took the offer, but he damn sure was a motivator in me deciding to go. I can already see where this conversation is going, so you can either pull over, and I can get an Uber to where I need to go, or you can drop me off there yourself, whichever one gets me out of this car faster,” she shot.

      “Out of respect for my daughter, I won’t put your ass out on the side of the road. Where you need me to drop you off at, yo?” I asked.

      I hadn’t even been around her ass for more than thirty minutes, and we were already about to be in this bitch arguing. Tahira could say whatever she wanted, but I knew she was taking that offer in Washington because that’s where that nigga was at. That’s cool and all, but when I looked through this shit with lenses on, it came off like she was dropping her daughter off to the side for some dick and to play house with that nigga.

      Instead of answering my question, she just keyed the address into the navigation system that was hooked up to my car. It was the Four Seasons hotel on Miami Beach, which wasn’t too far from where we were. When I finally got to the hotel, Taniya had fallen asleep. Before Tahira left, she made sure to kiss our daughter a few times, let her know she loved her, and she walked into the hotel.

      I wasn’t even stressing about the little mishap that just happened because I had my daughter with me, and that’s all that really mattered.
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      “Oh, my Godddd. How cute is this? I have to get this. Mahogany, look at this one,” Shae said.

      It was Thursday afternoon, and She and I were in Aventura mall doing some shopping. I was going to enjoy these next few days because starting Monday, I was taking my ass back to work. Luckily, I was the type of person who never took off from work, so I was able to use my time to be there for Jashae when she needed me, but my friend was getting better as the days went by, so I knew that it was time for me to head back to work. Besides, she told me that she planned to go back to work the following week as well, so that was more progress on her part.

      She wasn’t fully back to her old self, but we were getting somewhere. Right now, while she and I were in Macy’s baby department, she was picking up so many baby clothes that she had to end up getting a cart from the home section to put the clothes in. I was sure why, but that was worrying me for some reason. I’ve been having my worries about this whole grandbaby thing for quite some time now. I guess because Shae was so excited about the fact that she would have a piece of her son on the way in a few months that she was ignoring all the red flags.

      Jashae had told me about Taylor coming over, and that’s pretty much the last that the two of them have been in contact. Jashae told me that she’d texted Taylor a few times, and she never responded. When I asked her if she thought that the shit was kind of strange, she shrugged it off and said that Taylor was probably busy with finals and things like that. The only ultrasound picture that any of us ever saw was the one that Jashae found months back in Vonte’s tux pants.

      By this time, Taylor should know the gender, a baby shower should have been in the works, and she wasn’t reaching out to Jashae about shit. This was my best friend, and I just didn’t want her to get excited for nothing. She would go back to the same person she was months ago when she was walking around here looking like a damn zombie.

      “Shae, you don’t think you bought enough shit already? We done been inside Kid’s Foot Locker, Gucci, Gap, you not tired of shopping yet?” I asked.

      “Mahogany, this is my first grandbaby. This is actually making me happy right now. I didn’t get to splurge like this when I was pregnant with Vonte, let alone maybe the first ten years of his life. I wasn’t able to start buying him good stuff until I got into my career. This is the last store, I promise,” she said, throwing all types of clothes on her shoulders that she was going to buy.

      “You don’t even know if she’s having a boy or a girl yet. Look at all these dresses you’re buying,” I said.

      I couldn’t even hold back the smile that was on my face as I held onto the little tutu that was in her hands. It was adorable. For half a second, I pictured myself having a daughter. As quick as the thought came into my mind, I dismissed it.

      “I just feel it in my gut that it’s going to be a girl. When I got pregnant, and I finally accepted the fact that I was going to be a mom, I wanted a girl. I didn’t want a son because I was afraid that he would be like Trip. I loved Trip to death, but we all know that his ass was bad as hell as a child, and I didn’t want that. I ended up getting a son, and he turned out to be the exact opposite of his damn daddy,” she spoke.

      “What’s going on with him? You don’t talk about him much these days. I don’t see you sneaking off to go somewhere when he calls,” I said.

      Jashae hadn’t talked to Trip since the day she went down there to see him for visitation. I still didn’t know what happened that day. Hopefully, right now she would tell me. I wasn’t even trying to be nosy, or no shit like that just wanted to make sure that mentally, she was okay because I knew that that nigga had what it took to bring her down.

      “We got into it when I went and saw him. Somebody told him that I was hugging Miami after the funeral, and he snapped on me. I’m talking dragging me across the visitation table and slamming me down on my back. The guards got a hold of him, and he’s in solitary confinement. As mad as I am, I still love him, and I care about his well-being, so I ended up calling the prison, and he’s going to be locked down for the next 90 days. We have about a month and some change left to go,” she let me know.

      For about ten seconds, I didn’t even say anything because I didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t believe that his silly ass would do some shit like that.

      “You don’t have to say anything because it’s nothing to say. You probably think that I’m crazy for buying this baby all these clothes, but with everything that’s going on right now in my life, this is honestly the only thing that’s keeping me sane. I know I shouldn’t care, but I don’t like when they lock Trip down like that. He’s in that little ass room for twenty-three hours out of the day, and I can’t help but think about whether he’s eating or if he’s trying to harm himself. We both lost Vonte, and in the midst of that depression, they throw him in there like that. I just don’t want him to harm himself, that’s all,” she said.

      It was understandable for her to be concerned about him. I wasn’t questioning that at all.

      “You love him, so you have every right to be worried, but Shae, they didn’t throw him in there for nothing. What do you think he would have done to you had it just been the two of y’all together and he found out that you hugged Miami? If he could drag you and slam you like that in a room filled with security guards, what the hell do you think he would have done with just y’all two? I wish you would have never told me this because now I’m going to be so fuckin’ worried about you,” I said, and she laughed.

      “You think I’m crazy enough to take my ass back down to that prison once he’s able to come out of solitary confinement? I won’t lie and say I’m not going to pick up the phone when he calls, but I’m not going back down there. Hell no!” she said, and I believed her.

      After about thirty more minutes or so, we were finally walking up to the cash register so she could pay for all of the shit that she’d bought. We literally had to have security come and help us take the bags outside to the car. Once everything was in the car, Jashae got in the driver’s seat, I jumped in the passenger seat, and she pulled out.

      Five minutes into the drive, my phone started buzzing in my lap. When I saw that it was Jabari calling, I found myself smiling. All signs were telling my ass to leave him the hell alone because he was going to break my heart the same way that I got my heart broken in high school, but that dick was too good to just walk away like that. Every time we had sex, both of my walls would get broken down some more. I could feel myself catching feelings, but I had to keep reminding myself who the hell I was.

      The night after I saw him in Five Guys, he texted me to come over, and my foolish ass went, even though I was so hurt behind him seeing him with that bitch. I boldly asked him if he’d had sex with her, and he boldly let me know that he did. I don’t know why I was expecting him to stop fuckin’ bitches because I’d stopped fuckin’ niggas after I fucked Jabari the first time in the bathroom. My body has only been given to him these past few months, and I think that’s why I’ve been so in my feelings when it came to him.

      “Hello?” I answered.

      I could hear a lot of shuffling going on, and I knew from all the noise that he must have butt dialed me. I was getting ready to hang up, but I all of a sudden heard a bitch’s voice.

      “So, you not seeing nobody, then?” I heard someone ask him.

      “Shorty, I just told you that I’m single. Fuck is you trying to ask me, yo? If you want to fuck me, it’s a bathroom around the corner,” I heard him say.

      I rolled my eyes listening to him say that.

      “But that’s not all I would want with you. I would want to eventually be your girlfriend,” she said, and I sucked my teeth.

      “I ain’t looking for no girlfriend, shorty. I’m not on that type of time, so if that’s what you looking for, I suggest you look in the other direction,” I heard him say.

      Everything was telling me to hang up because I felt like I was going to hear something that I didn’t want to necessarily hear, but I was in too deep now to just stop listening.

      “Why? Because you fuckin’ that skinny bitch, Mahogany?” she asked, and I heard him laugh.

      Whoever the bitch was had to have known me or known of me.

      “Man, get the fuck out of my face with that bullshit! You say that like Mahogany the only one I’m fuckin’. Fuck out of here yo before I hurt your feelings with them dirty ass feet and them too little sandals you got on.”

      After that, I hung up. I hadn’t even realized that I was crying until I felt a tear hit my lip.

      “What happened?” Jashae asked, and I just shook my head, basically telling her to leave it alone.

      I used the bottom of my shirt to wipe my face. This shit was beyond me, so I had no idea why I was sitting in this passenger seat crying like a weak bitch. Jabari had no loyalty to me and vice versa, so technically, he was free to do whatever he wanted and whoever he wanted.

      At the same time, it was more than just sex with us. Lately, it had been conversations, weed sessions, we even took our first shower together a couple nights ago. This man would suck the soul out of my pussy, fuck me like he loved me, beg me to cook for him, spoon me from behind, and snore loud as hell in my ear, but I was just another bitch that he was fuckin’.

      I was so mad that I ended up blocking his number and I deleted it. I let his dumb ass come into my life, and I became weak, vulnerable, and I had even entertained the idea of loving someone other than myself.
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      It was a little bit after three in the afternoon, and I was leaving the pediatrician with my daughter. It was only her third day with me, and somehow baby girl had managed to get a bad ass cold. I hated that she had gotten sick because a lot of the shit that I wanted to do with her would have to be put on pause until she started feeling better. She had to get a shot at the doctor, and she screamed her way through that entire thing, so right now, I was carrying her in my arms as I left the doctor’s office, and I would bet my last dollar that she had fallen asleep.

      I didn’t want to bother Tahira about Taniya’s cold because truthfully, I wanted her to enjoy her trip. Plus, I couldn’t get in contact with her if I wanted to because they were out there on the water with no type of service. The pediatrician office that we were leaving was located at Memorial Hospital, so there plenty of other doctor’s offices on the floor.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw someone who looked very familiar. Her stomach was poking out big too. Funny how she wasn’t with the nigga who we all thought was her baby daddy. She didn’t see me yet, but I saw her all hugged up with that nigga, smiling from ear to ear as they looked at something together that was in her hands, which was more than likely an ultrasound.

      I looked at the office door that they were standing in front of, and it said OBGYN. I probably should have kept the shit pushing and minded my business, but somebody who I cared about deeply was tied in the middle of this shit, so I had to say something.

      With my daughter in my arms, I walked over to them. I couldn’t remember shorty’s name, so when I approached them, I cleared my throat. She knew who I was because I could see the way her eyes damn near bulged out of her sockets when she saw me.

      “Can I help you, nigga?” was the first thing that came from her dude’s mouth.

      Everything about him, from those fake ass chains to those skinny ass jeans screamed how much of a pussy he was, so I wasn’t even offended by his disrespectful ass question.

      “You actually can. Walk the fuckin’ floor while I talk to her for a second.”

      “Fuck you, nigga! Do you know who I am?” he asked.

      This time, I didn’t laugh because the shit he just said to me were fighting words. I did, however, pull down on my beard, and I stepped up, getting all in his personal space. The fact that he didn’t hit me when I walked up on him showed me that he was pussy. As a man, you never let another man get this close to you without knocking his ass out!

      “You obviously don’t know who the fuck I am because I’m worth so much more fuckin’ respect than what you showing me. If I put this baby down, I’m guaranteed to put your ass down, and I doubt you’ll be able to walk again. Like I said, go walk the fuckin’ floor while I talk to her!” I said, mugging the fuck out of him while I talked too.

      I wasn’t sure if it clicked to him who I was, or if he was just actually scared, but he ended up walking away. I waited until he got down to the end of the hallway and he turned before I chose to say anything to her.

      “Who is that?” I finally asked her.

      “Reggie. That’s my boyfriend” she said.

      “That’s not what I’m asking you, and I think you know that. Who is that, meaning is he the father of the baby that you’re carrying?” I asked.

      When I did, she put her head down in shame. That right there told me everything that I needed to know. Instantly, my heart went out to Choc because I knew she was looking forward to having a grandbaby on the way. A tear fell from her eyes, and she quickly wiped it away.

      “Listen, it wasn’t supposed to happen like this. I was going to tell her, but—”

      “But what? You got caught? Shorty, that’s lame as fuck, yo! That woman just lost her fuckin’ son, man. She was looking forward to meeting her grandchild. You don’t do no shit to nobody like that, especially not to somebody who just took the type of loss that she did. My ole girl used to warn me about broads like you when I was younger. She started preaching to me at a young age about how some women are going to love you for you and how others will love you for what you got! You wanted Vonte to believe that this was his baby because you loved him for what he had. You knew where his talents were going to take him. Now that he’s not here anymore and he isn’t useful to you or the baby, you put the child onto the next man. Just so I’m sure, this isn’t Vonte’s baby?” I asked her, and she shook her head, still crying.

      “I’ll tell his mom,” she cried.

      “Nah. Stay the fuck away! I got her,” and with that, I walked away.

      My heart really went out to Choc. That was fucked up for her to do her like that. If it wasn’t fucked up to put my hands on women, pregnant women at that… Mannnn, Ima just leave it like that.

      I finally made it into my car and put my daughter in the backseat. Like clockwork, my phone started ringing the second I pulled out of the parking lot. We talked her up because it was Jashae calling me. She rarely called me for shit, but when she did, I made it a priority to answer the phone for her.

      “What’s up, Choc?” I answered.

      “Hey, are you busy? I wanted to see your daughter. You’ve been saying for the past few days that you were going to bring her. Plus, I wanted to show you what I did to one of my guest bedrooms,” she said, and I could hear the excitement all in her voice.

      Shit was bittersweet for me because she was happy now, but I knew once she found out this information, she would be back sad.

      “I was going to bring her, but she ended up catching a cold. We’re leaving the doctor’s office now,” I let her know.

      “Aww. My grandma used to make this homemade soup for me when I was younger, and it always helped when I got sick. I used the same recipe and gave it to Vonte, and it always cleared up his colds. Bring her over, and I’ll make it. I have everything here that I’ll need,” she said.

      “Alright, shorty. I’ll be there in about fifteen minutes. Do you need anything?” I asked.

      “No, just come,” and with that, she ended the phone call.

      On the way over, I drove with the radio off. I needed this moment alone with my thoughts. I planned to tell Shae this shit today because I didn’t want to string something like this out. This shit was real, and she needed to know it now. I drove a little slower than usual because I was trying to stall, but it was only so much stalling that I could do before I finally pulled my car into her driveway.

      Those shots that they’d given my baby had knocked her ass out because she still hadn’t woken up yet. Even when I took her out of her car seat and carried her in my arms, she didn’t wake up. Holding my daughter up with one hand, I used the other hand to knock on the door. In another minute, Choc came to the door.

      Shorty was in this bitch painting. She was in a pair of denim overalls with a white crop top underneath, which exposed her flat stomach on the sides. Low top white Converse were on her feet, and her long hair was pushed back with a denim headband on her head. Specks of paint were on her forehead, her arms, even some on her chest.

      When she saw me, I didn’t even exist. She went right behind me to look at Taniya and to coo over her.

      “She’s even more beautiful in person. Aww, they gave her a shot?” Choc asked, looking at the bandage that was on my daughter’s thigh.

      “Yeah, that’s why her ass is knocked out. Where can I lay her?” I asked.

      “You can put her in my room. The soup is going to take about another hour or so to finish,” she let me know.

      I felt like she was back to her normal self as she talked to me. I remember the way to her room, so I walked down the long hallway, and once inside, I placed her in the bed and put the throw blanket around her. I kissed her forehead a couple of times, and then I left the room. Walking down the long hallway, the door was opened to the room that Jashae was painting. I walked inside, and all I could do was shake my head because this shit was going to hurt her. She’d somehow gotten all of the furniture out of there and painted the walls a light pink color with a unicorn theme going on.

      “I put the furniture on the Offer Up app, and someone came and bought all of the stuff this morning. This is going to be the nursery at my house. Do you like it?” she asked.

      There was a big smile on her face when she asked it too. I’m not going to lie; she did a damn good job. I didn’t even know that she could pain this well, let alone draw. She’d drawn a unicorn on the wall, but it wasn’t done yet. I could already tell how nice it was going to be once it was done.

      “Yes, it’s nice. Shorty, I got to tell you something,” I said.

      “Okay, let me show you the clothes I got for my grandbaby first. Let me know if I overdid it. Mahogany keeps saying that I’m doing too much, especially since I don’t know if Taylor’s carrying a boy or a girl yet. I can just feel that it’s a girl. She’s going to give me the girl that I used to want,” she said, followed by a laugh.

      She opened the closet door, and there was a shit load of clothes that she had hanging up on hangers, and they were all labeled from newborn all the way up to twenty-four months. She had jeans with jeans, dresses with dresses, even sorted the shit out by colors. I could only imagine how long something like this must have taken her.

      “Too much?” she asked.

      “Nah. When you love, you love hard, so that’s expected. Come here for a second, though. I want to tell you something.”

      She picked up one of the denim dresses and walked over to me with it in her hands.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked.

      “Taylor, that’s her name? I saw her earlier at the hospital when I was leaving the doctors office with Taniya,” I said, and she nodded.

      “Is she okay? God, please tell me you’re not saying that you think she was having a miscarriage. It’s too early for her to be going in labor. Shit! I’m going to call her,” she said and tried to walk away, but I grabbed her arm, pulling her closer to me.

      “Choc, it ain’t that. I saw her leaving the OBGYN with another nigga. Her boyfriend at that,” I said, basically giving her a look and pleading with her to read between the lines because I didn’t want to be the one to have to say this shit to her.

      “Wow! I didn’t expect her to move on so damn fast. We just buried Vonte! You know what? It’s fine! These young girls don’t know shit about loyalty any fuckin’ way,” she went on to say.

      I knew she was angry. I could tell by the way she wouldn’t stay her ass in one place.

      “Choc, don’t make me have to say this shit. You don’t see what I’m trying to tell you?” I asked, looking down at her.

      She knew what I was trying to say because her eyes watered, she stopped moving, and she silently pleaded with me for us to not be on the same accord, but she knew. A tear dropped, and she looked at me the same way she did in that family room when the doctor came in and said that Vonte didn’t make it.

      “What are you telling me, Toddrick? What?” she asked in a shaky voice.

      I walked closer to her and grabbed her arms then looked her dead in her eyes.

      “You don’t have a grandbaby on the way, shorty. The nigga she was with, that’s his baby,” I let her know.

      From her facial expression, I knew from right then that I’d broken her. We were so close to getting Jashae fixed, and just like that, she was broken again!
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