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Listen-

"That’s Why I Love You" – SiR (feat. Sabrina Claudio)

"Come and See Me" – PARTYNEXTDOOR (feat. Drake)

"Just Friends" – Musiq Soulchild

“Holding Me Down”- Danielle Ponder


Hello good people. I’m back. I just wanted to write a story with people without trauma that would give you guys a little tickle. I hope you all enjoy…


Prologue

Sky

January 29

Three knocks hit the door—slow and heavy knocks that rattled the frame. I knew it wasn't nobody but Zio. My heart did that stupid, involuntary skip it always did when he showed up. Even after four years of this game we played, I still couldn't breathe right when he was near. Taking a slow, deep breath slowed my heart.

I checked my reflection one last time—making sure my hair was laid, my skin glistening—before cinching the silk belt of my robe and pulling the door open.

Zio was leaning against the frame, sensuality clinging to him. Looking good.

His dark skin caught the light in a way that made it look carved and polished. His beard was thick and neat. He was wearing a White T-shirt. Grey sweatpants. The uniform of a man who knows he would be let in. He smelled like wood smoke and the clean scent of his soap. Even when he scrubbed his body, he could never wash the scent of the kitchen flames away; I actually liked it. He didn’t say hello. He didn’t ask if I was busy. He just stepped past me into the foyer.

I closed the door, the lock clicking back into place. I waited for the "You good?" or the casual question about whatever book I was currently writing. But that night, he was silent. He walked into the living room and sat on the edge of the couch, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees, his eyes fixed on the rug like he had something heavy on his mind. I stood at the threshold of the room, my hands buried in the pockets of my robe, wondering what he was thinking about. The silence lasted too long.

"Zio?" I called his name, but he didn't look at me.

"Come here," he said, finally looking up. He cocked his head.

I rocked my hips in his direction. He caught me just as I was moving to straddle him, his large hands sliding under the silk to find my bare skin. He pulled me into him, burying his face in the crook of my neck, and for a second, I felt him just breathe me in.

When he pulled back, his eyes searched mine with an intensity that made my knees weak. He moved again. He didn't go for my lips; instead, he leaned down and pressed a slow, lingering kiss to my thigh. Right there at the top, where the skin was the softest. I let out a moan. His lips on my skin felt so good. He chuckled, deep. He was making me slick, and he knew it.

He looked up at me, his jaw set. "I missed the hell out of you, Sky."

The look in his eyes had some density to it.

Suddenly, I didn’t feel sexy enough. I felt like I should’ve worn just my skin instead of that silk robe.

He held onto me as he situated himself on the sofa, then finally pulled me down, forcing me to straddle him. When he kissed me, there was more energy behind it. Then he pulled back, kissed my cheek, my throat, then back to my lips again. He kissed me like he was ready to confess a sin—one I didn't need to hear.

I slid my hand into the waistband of his sweats, and he let out a low growl against my mouth, his head falling back against the couch. His Adam’s apple bobbed—a perfect target. I wanted to suck on it and trace the tats on his neck with my tongue, but the tension was too heavy, too weird. I reached down, guiding his thick, heavy, veined, curved dick to my entrance, and slowly lowered myself. We both groaned as he filled me, stretching me to that point of delicious, aching fullness.

"Fuck, Sky," he growled, his hands gripping my hips tightly. "You feel so good to me, baby."

"Talk nasty to me, Zio," I whispered, my voice trembling.

I needed the filth. I needed him to say those reckless things that usually spilled from his lips when we were like this. I wanted him to strip away the intimacy and replace it with uncomplicated lust.

"Not tonight. Just move, Sky," he groaned, his hands gripping my ass tight enough to leave his fingerprints in my skin. "Just give me this."

I started to work, my hips rolling in a slow, sensual rhythm. I leaned back, changing the angle, and he hissed, his head falling back against the couch. I picked up the pace, my breath coming in short, sharp gasps. I could feel the tension coiling tighter and tighter. Zio’s hands were on my breasts, his thumbs circling my nipples, sending sparks straight to my core.

"Zio," I moaned, my voice breathless. "I’m close."

He looked up at me, his eyes pitch-black with a hunger that bordered on violent. "Cum for me, Sky. I want to feel you nut all over my dick."

That was the breaking point. I cried out, my body convulsing as the orgasm ripped through me in waves. Zio didn’t stop; his hips thrust up to meet mine, drawing out the pleasure until I was shaking and boneless. Then, he flipped us. He pinned me to the couch with his weight, his dick still buried deep inside me. I could feel the rough fabric of his pants against my legs—a friction that made my skin crawl in the best way.

Usually, this was the part where he’d pound into me until we both saw stars. But tonight, he slowed down. His forehead dropped to mine. His breathing was heavy, rhythmic, and controlled. His hand slid up my side, holding me with a tenderness that made my chest tighten with a different kind of pain.

This wasn’t our brand of chaos. This was intimate. This was dangerous.

I was used to deep strokes with my legs thrown over his shoulders.

He pressed a kiss to the corner of my mouth. Then my cheek. Then my temple. Not rushing. Not chasing a nut. Just… deep, soulful strokes that felt less like fucking and more like a promise. I swallowed hard, my hands flattening against his chest, feeling the frantic thud of his heart under my palms. Why was he holding me like this?

He felt too good. My body reacted before my mind caught up—my body let loose again, but my thoughts were too loud now to really enjoy it.

The eye contact had become physical—thick like heat, like hands wrapped around my throat, holding me still in it. He was looking at me like he was trying to see my soul instead of just my body.

My stomach knotted.

“Zio…” I said quietly, not even sure what I was trying to stop yet.

He froze, just for half a second. His jaw tightened. And I knew it. This wasn’t just sex. Not tonight. He blinked once, hard—like he was shutting something off—and then he sped up. He started fucking me the way I was used to. Hard. Deep. Full-body thrusts.

I gasped, grabbing at the couch cushions. He was hitting that spot now, forcing me to feel instead of thinking. Every stroke pushed the confusion deeper down. My back arched. My nails dragged down his arms. I stopped trying to process and just fucked him back. I felt him cum, wetting my insides.

When he finally eased out of me, he moved behind me on the sofa, pulling me into his chest. My body was still buzzing, but my mind was already retreating. What the fuck was this?

I lay there for a minute, listening to his breathing, waiting for him to grab his phone or crack a joke or do something that would put us back where we belonged. He didn’t. So, I slipped out of his arms, reached for my robe, and stood.

“I’ve got writing to do,” I said, as casually as I could make it.

He hummed like he heard me, already settling back into the cushions, too comfortable for my liking. I walked into the bedroom, sat at my desk, and opened my laptop. The screen glowed back at me, blank.

All I could think was… What the fuck just changed? Because something did. And I didn't know if I wanted to ask him about it or pretend I didn't feel it at all.


Chapter one

Sky

February first.

The night didn’t start with sex. That was what unsettled me, especially after the way he had acted the night before. Especially after he woke me up before he left that morning. He usually just said bye, but earlier he had been like, “I’ll see you later, Love.” And then I couldn’t go back to sleep. Because what the fuck did that mean?

Later? When had he started reporting to me? And love since when?

I spent all day trying to remember when the just-bye stopped. It had been a while ago, more than a year. Then I ended up thinking about what that meant.

My head throbbed from the effort. I was exhausted from thinking. I didn’t really want to deal with him or any of the emotions last night had stirred up, but I let him in.

It was so hard to say no to him. He had a fresh haircut. Of course. He was offensively handsome, a gallery of ink stretched over clear brown skin that looked expensive without trying. Big in every direction—shoulders, hands, presence. The kind of man who occupied space anywhere he went.

He walked into my house with an armful of groceries and kissed my forehead like I was someone he prayed for. Like I was blood. Like I was his fucking sister. He didn’t even glance at the thin piece of silk clinging to my thick body. I should have sent him home.

He moved through the house like it was his.

He ended up in my kitchen, unpacking groceries and unearthing my pressure cooker from the dark back corner of the cabinet as if I’d invited him to cook for me. Like we shared a lease.

It irked me how competent he looked there, being there. How natural.

We fucked. That was it. It had been that way for four years.

What the fuck was this? I tried to say it out loud, but my mouth wouldn’t work.

He was leaning against the counter, sleeves rolled up, showing off the corded muscles in his forearms, methodically bisecting peppers and onions.

It was too much for me. I was scared of commitment, and I had no trauma to offer as an excuse. My parents had been married 37 years; they had waited five before they had me. It was time they spent just liking each other—they didn’t want to share. To that day, they were stupid in love. Overripe, embarrassing love. They slow danced in front of company to Anita Baker all the time. I wrote love stories, but I couldn’t write a single sentence that captured the messy, terrifying reality of what they had. Was that what Zio was trying to build in my kitchen?

My heart kicked up. I hoped not.

I thought what was worse than being from a dysfunctional family was being from a whole, loving one when it came to romance for the children. Because I knew what perfect love was supposed to look like. It was why I could sell it. But it didn’t feel like a reality for me. What if he wasn’t like my daddy?

“Sky,” he said, his voice cutting through my thoughts. He didn’t look up from the onions. “You’ve been staring at me for ten minutes. Come here.”

I didn’t move. My feet felt like they’d been bolted to the hardwood.

“I didn’t ask for dinner, Zio.”

“I know. Come here still.”

He was so fine and had this deep, cavernous voice, and the tone he used made me weak. I hated how easily I obeyed. I sashayed over, intending to use my body as a weapon to get us back to the bedroom, where things made sense.

I got close enough to smell his expensive cologne and inhaled. There was sweat in the crook of his neck, and I wanted it in my mouth. I loved the salty taste of him. I stopped right behind him, letting the heat from his body and the stove wrap around me like a blanket. I reached out, my palms flat against the white cotton of his tee, feeling the hard, rippling muscle.

Before I could wrap my arms around his waist, his hand reached out. He caught me gently by the throat and pulled me into a filthy, soul-searing kiss. His mouth tasted like champagne I couldn’t afford, but he drank for free. I sucked his tongue.

My brain went quiet. This I understood. This, I could work with.

My body answered on instinct. My nipples tightened. My panties turned wet, fast.

But suddenly he let me go.

I almost whined.

He stepped back, sliding the chef’s knife toward me, handle first.

“Take over the vegetables,” he said, his voice steady while mine was still caught in my throat. “I need to start cleaning the oxtails.”

I stared at the knife, then at his dick print in his chinos. “The what?”

“Oxtails and grits,” he said, moving toward the sink with meat wrapped in butcher paper. “You mentioned you wanted them.”

My heart did a slow, painful roll in my chest. Zio was a chef. A damn good one. People waited months for a table to eat his food, but in four years, he had never cooked for me. I never asked. Men cooked for their women. I wasn’t his woman.

Cooking was an act of service. It was an act of love.

“Zio, this is a step too far,” I whispered, gripping the knife tighter. “You don’t cook for me. That’s… that’s not what we do.”

“It’s what I’m doing tonight,” he said over the sound of running water.

And I thought, shit. He was being very authoritative that night. He was usually only that way in bed with me.

He didn’t look back when he continued to speak. “And while we eat, I want to talk to you about something.”

“Something like what?” My heart sped up.

He finally turned, leaning back against the counter, arms crossed. It felt like it was about to get very adult in there.

“Like why you start acting funny every February,” he said.

My grip tightened on the knife. “I don’t. I just write a lot during that time.”

“You do, and you write a lot all the time, you don’t disappear completely.” he replied evenly.

I swallowed. I could hear my own pulse beating ugly. I was exposed. Was it my fault I didn’t want to be around people during this month. It didn’t even make sense that the shit was in February during Black history month.

“Why did it matter? I didn’t understand why this was a conversation we needed to be having. We didn’t check each other’s schedules.”

“I didn’t say need,” he said. “I said want to.”

I forced myself to look at him. His face was so readable. He was in his feelings, though. I could tell by his tone—he got that way sometimes.

“We said no feelings,” I reminded him. “No expectations.”

He nodded once. “We said no promises.”

“That’s the same thing.”

“No, it’s not. It’s different now.”

“Different how?” I asked before I could stop myself—I didn’t even want to know. I knew the answer would reveal something I couldn’t unsee. Silence stretched. The faucet ran.

“Because I love you now.”

I felt it in my body before my brain could process it. I couldn’t describe what I felt, but I felt it. And I felt a lot. The smell of onions burned my eyes—at least that was what I told myself when the tears started. I looked down at the cutting board, at the bright red peppers, and realized I was trapped.

“Say something, Sky,” he said.

I wanted to tell him he was wrong, that he didn’t love me. I wanted to tell him he was just caught up in the mood or the month of February. I wanted to tell him to go back to being the man who just said “bye” and left at 3:00 AM. Because if I accepted this—if I let those four words settle into my flesh—then the Sky who didn’t need anyone would have to die.

And I wasn’t sure if I was ready to mourn her yet.


Chapter Two

February First — Zio

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Thank you?

I had said I love you, and she had said thank you. What the fuck was I supposed to do with thank you?

Before I could even process how much that stung, she was wiping tears from her face, backing away from me like I was infected. “I… I need a minute. I’m going to change.” She grabbed a bottle of Hennessy off the shelf and disappeared out of the kitchen.

I knew it wouldn’t be easy, but damn. She had hurt a nigga’s feelings with those two words. My dick deflated instantly. I’d been fighting all night not to notice her in that lace—now I was good. Feeling focused.

I turned back to the sink, gripping the edge until my knuckles ached. I took a breath. I needed to deal with those oxtails.

I thought about how we had met.

My sister had dragged me to her book signing. Said the author wrote women who “didn’t play about feelings.” I hadn’t cared. I only went because I hadn’t spent real time with my little sister in months.

Sky had been sitting behind a folding table when we walked in—pretty as fuck, thick as fuck in the places I liked. She had her own hair and pretty, clean brown skin. My sister asked for a picture. Sky smiled and posed. I asked for her number.

She had smiled bigger and given it to me.

I hadn’t been looking for a relationship. I just wanted to get lost in her for a few hours. I wanted to fuck. Plain and simple. And I did.

Then the hooks had set in.

Somewhere in the middle of those four years, the sun started catching us still entangled. At first, she had hated it—joked about me overstaying my welcome, pretended she needed her space. Then one night, she hadn’t kicked me out and hadn’t run her mouth about it. Another night, she had handed me a toothbrush.

That was the shift. I realized then she wasn't just a fuck buddy; she was my woman. A woman with a soft heart she’d spent a lifetime trying to encase in stone for no reason. Too sweet for how hard she pretended to be. That was why I didn't let the "thank you" break me. I knew she loved me. I heard it in the way her voice caught when I was deep in her. She could play tough all she wanted.

I finished cooking. I plated the food slow and careful—creamy grits, oxtails falling off the bone, gravy dark and rich. I could cook. I was ready to open my own spot; I had a loan, and my boy Brent had given me what I couldn’t borrow. I wanted to talk to Sky about it, but first I needed to get us to February fourteenth without her disappearing on me.

I carried the plates into the living room.

She was curled up on the sofa, knees to her chest. The Hennessy bottle was already a third gone. Olivia Dean played softly in the background. I hated her songs then—Sky played them to death. I didn’t want to fuck to that woman’s voice.

I set her plate down. She looked up at me. I didn’t sit. I stood there, my own plate in my hand.

“I told my momma about you,” I said.

Her eyes went wide. The bottle almost slipped from her fingers. In a Black family like mine, telling your mother about a woman was damn near an engagement.

“Zio… why would you do that?” she choked.

“I’m over thirty years old, Sky,” I said, calm but firm. “And I’m too grown to be playing house in the dark. I know you’re scared. But I don’t want to play games with my heart or my time. Or yours.”

She opened her mouth, ready to fight, but I cut her off.

“Eat your food,” I said. “And just listen.”

She hesitated, then picked up the fork.

“I got a big family,” I continued. “I got friends. I want them to meet you. I want to spend Valentine’s Day with you—have dinner, exchange gifts. I want to spend the fourteen days leading up to Valentine's with you like a couple. I want to send you a corny 'be my Valentine' text the day before... to wake up with you on February 15th, smelling like your pussy, and the 16th.”

"I don't know if I can do that," she finally said.

I nodded, just to appease her. “I feel you, but this is an ultimatum. Tomorrow, my friends are having dinner. Xavier—he owns some properties with his wife, Ivy. They have a beachside house in Clearwater. I want you to go with me.”

“And if I don’t?”

“We’ll reassess what we have.” It was hard, but I had to put my foot down.

“What does reassess mean, Zio?”

“It means I might have to find somebody else to—” I stopped myself. Not because I didn’t mean it. I wanted her to feel the words. “—to give my heart to,” I finished. “Because I can’t keep pretending what we have doesn’t matter.”

The room went still. Olivia Dean sounded louder.

“Alexa, stop music.”

Sky looked furious. Terrified. And soft in a way she hated.

“You’re serious about this?” she asked.

“I wouldn’t have put my momma in it if I wasn’t.”

She laughed, then pressed her palm to her forehead. “Why are you changing the rules suddenly?”

“I’m not changing them,” I said. “I outgrew them.”

She looked down at her plate like it might explode.

“I want to give you time to think, Sky. I love you. Call me tomorrow morning and let me know.”

“You're not staying?” she pouted.

It killed me to say no. I shook my head. If I had stayed, we would have fucked and she would have had the upper hand. She wasn't going to be getting any dick from me—not until she made up her mind. I needed her to feel how cold her bed would be without me. I set my plate on the table, picked up my keys, and left her sitting there pouting.

In the parking lot, I stood at my car for a second, looking at her window, wondering if she was still pouting or if she was finally crying. Either way, the ball was in her court. I loved her, but I loved myself enough to not keep playing with my own feelings.


Chapter three

Sky

February second

The sun wasn’t even up yet but I was wide awake. My room was heavy with the aftertaste of crying and the smell of weed smoke. I had spent the last eight hours pacing the length of my apartment, cursing Zio’s ass out until my throat felt like I’d swallowed glass.

How dare he bring his mother into this? How dare he walk out on me like I was the one who had been wasting his time on purpose? I thought we had an understanding.

I picked up the phone. I hit the contact for the one person who usually made the world make sense. The phone rang.

“Sky? It’s five in the morning, baby. Is everything okay?”

“Mama,” I choked out. “Zio… he’s changing the rules.”

I told her everything. I told her about the oxtails he had cooked me, the "I love you," My thank you. the ultimatum, and the dinner he wanted me to go to. I told her how terrified I was that he wouldn’t be like Daddy.

My momma was quiet for a long minute. She looked like Nia Long, but taller and thicker. She didn’t do anything quietly—not even pause. She liked to be seen, so I was worried about what she was about to say. Then she laughed. It wasn’t a comforting giggle; it was a deep, belly laugh that made my stomach drop.

“Dearly beloved,” she said, “you’re a grown-ass woman, so I’m going to stop protecting your childhood and tell you the truth.”

My heart sped up. “What truth, momma?”

“You think your daddy and I just fell into the life we now share? Girl, I broke the windows out of that man’s car. I chased him down the street. I even beat up the women he cheated on me with back in the day. Hell, I got pregnant with you just to trap him because I wasn’t ready to let him go.”

My heart damn near stopped. “Mama, what? No. You guys are… you’re perfect.”

She scoffed. “The first ten years of these nearly thirty were rough, Sky. We were toxic before there was a word for it. We had to choose to be better.”

I heard a muffled voice in the background—my father. “Rose! Don’t just tell her what I did. Tell her you were fucked up too!”

Mama laughed into the phone. “That’s not important. Don’t listen to him. Just know we both did wrong. We were messy. But that young man you’re running from? From everything you’ve told me over these last four years, Zio has done nothing but right by you, even when y’all weren’t ‘official.’ You need to grow up and tell him how you feel.”

She sighed, her tone softening. “You’ve spent your whole life writing fiction or reading it, Sky. Maybe it’s time you lived in the real world. You better hold onto that man before someone else realizes his worth.”

The line went dead.

I sat there, my worldview shattered. My parents weren’t a fairy tale; they were a battlefield. And yet, they had endured. I didn’t even think about it. I grabbed the phone and dialed Zio. He answered on the second ring. His voice was deep, raspy with sleep, but steady.

“Yeah?” he said, and the sound of his voice settled right under my ribs.

“What did you mean?” I asked. My voice was thin. “When you said you love me. What does that actually mean to you?”

“Sky…” I heard him rolling over. He exhaled a long, tired breath into the receiver. “Is this necessary this early in the morning?”

“My brain works in author mode, Zio. I need… I need the subtext. I need to know if you’re talking about the kind of love that’s just a mood, or the kind that causes yearning. Do you yearn for me?”

There was a beat of silence. I could almost picture him sitting up, rubbing a hand over that fresh fade and dragging his finger through his bear, his face all serious in the dark.

“I don’t write stories like you, Sky. I’m not good with words and prose. I know what yearn means, but I don’t really know. I don’t have a thesaurus for this,” he said, his voice dropping into that tone that always made me listen. “To me, it means I’m done looking. It means I told my mother your name because I want her to get used to saying my daughter-in-law, Sky. It means I’m willing to be the person who deals with your ‘funny’ acting ass forever.”

I felt the heat of a blush crawling up my neck. I was biting my lip so hard I tasted copper. I really wanted to giggle and kick my feet, but I remained calm—as if he could see me.

“I’ll go,” I said, the words rushing out before I could stop myself. I sounded too eager.

“Say it again,” he said, and I could hear him smiling through the phone.

“I’m going to meet your friends today.”

“Six o’clock, Sky,” he said. “Be ready. I’mma pick you up.”

I hung up. I had told him I was going, and I planned to, but now I was panicking. 


Chapter four

February Second

Zio

I stood in front of the jewelry case for at least ten minutes, not even really seeing the sparkle of the diamonds. Instead, I was seeing Sky’s face right after I had said those words to her. Because I love you now. She had looked at me like I’d pulled a knife on her instead of offering up my heart. It had caused me to spend most of the morning wondering if I was rushing things, pushing a woman who clearly wasn't ready to be pushed.

But I was terrified that if I didn’t find a way to move us both forward, she’d just stay exactly where she was—half-in, and always keeping one eye on the nearest exit. By Valentine’s Day, I’d either be proposing or we’d be breaking up. But the way things were now, she had me genuinely afraid to experience what it felt like to go back to sleeping alone—or even worse, sleeping next to some random body and pretending it felt the same way it did when it was her.

My phone started buzzing in my pocket. I didn’t even have to look to know it was Sky. I thumbed it silent without a second thought; if I answered, she might tell me she wasn’t coming, and I wasn’t about to give her a single inch of room to change her mind about tonight.

“Look at this nigga right here,” a voice drawled, materializing at my side. “Down in the trenches.”

Brent. He smelled like imported weed and Creed. He leaned his elbows right on the glass, his Tom Ford suit jacket pulling tight across his wide shoulders and his jewelry glinting under the recessed lights. He flashed a grin at the sales associate—a pretty blonde who gave him one of those tight, professional smiles that didn't quite reach her eyes. If she had any sense at all, she would have clocked the ten grand he was carrying on his person between the watch, the chain, and the cut of that suit and tried to sell him the whole store.

Brent was a very successful defense attorney, but you’d never have guessed it. He didn’t feel the need to be anybody but himself unless he was in front of a judge. I wished I hadn’t told him where I was when he called. He was my oldest friend, but he was also the epitome of every bad habit and toxic thought I was trying so hard to outgrow.

“So,” he said, dragging the word out like a heavy weight. “This where niggas come when they finally decide to ruin their lives for good?”

“Relax, man,” I told him, keeping my voice low. “You’re being loud.”

There were other people browsing, and I knew without looking that they were tuned into our conversation. Brent just grinned, entirely unbothered. “I’m just asking a question, Z. You sure you’re actually ready for all this?”

“Yes.” The fact that I didn’t even have to hesitate told me everything I needed to know.

He just shook his head, looking at me like I’d lost my mind. “Four years of hitting it with no strings and no stress… and now you want to wake up to that same face every morning? You’re a chef, Z. You know better than anyone that once you overcook the meat, it starts getting tough. You’re out here ruining the flavor of a good thing.”

I didn’t bother giving him an answer. When he realized I wouldn't bite, he turned his attention back to the lady behind the counter. “Yo, ma. Help me out here. Talk some sense into my man before he makes a mistake.”

Her eyes flicked over to me, looking uncertain. “I… well, I happen to think love is a beautiful thing.”

“Love is a beautiful thing,” Brent mocked her. “I shouldn’t even have asked. I know they train y’all to say that in orientation, right? That’s some corporate pamphlet shit.” He gave her a quick wink. “No disrespect, beautiful. You go ahead and get your bag.”

I turned my attention back to the case, looking at a platinum band with a simple solitaire diamond. Sky always said she hated flashy things, but I wondered what woman didn't secretly want a big, shiny ring.

“This one,” I said, pointing to it.

Brent squinted at the ring. “That’s it? That’s the big move?”

“Why are you even here, B?” I replied simply.

He chuckled and pulled a vape from his pocket, taking a long pull before exhaling a cloud of sweet smoke. “I’m here because I’m your intervention, man. I see people every day who end up hating the sight of each other and getting divorced. Then you’re paying alimony while she finds herself a nigga who writes poetry. Or she decides she wants to be ‘free’ again. There’s a good chance she will. She didn’t even say she loved you back, Z. What do you call that where you’re from?”

“A red flag,” he answered himself when I stayed quiet.

“It’s not like that with her.”

“It’s always like that,” he said, sounding like he was reciting scripture.

I looked at my boy. My brother. Women thought he was handsome and charming, looking like Trevante Rhodes, but they eventually found out he was as empty as the promises he made. He’d been in love; but he was too scared to face it so he collected backshots, blow jobs, and moments, not memories. The nigga acted like depth was a weakness. We’d known each other since we were three—our mothers were still best friends—so I knew he had examples of good love in his life. He just chose to ignore them. He was the last person I would take advice from.

“Respectfully, stop. And keep your toxicity to yourself when you meet her tonight.”

He blinked, looking surprised. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me. Whatever bad taste you’ve got in your mouth from your own experiences? Leave it in the car. Sky doesn't deserve to be measured against the women you’ve dealt with.”

He stared at me for a long second, longer than usual, before he let out a softer laugh. “Damn. You’re actually serious about her.”

“I am,” I nodded.

I took the ring from the velvet tray. Brent watched me, his voice much quieter now. “You’re going through with this, for real? You got access to so many hoes.”

“I’m done. It’s her.” I said.

The sales associate held her breath.

Brent exhaled slowly, looking away. “You sound stupid as hell, Z. But… I guess I want you to be happy.”

I wasn’t mad at the "stupid" comment. That was just how he was.

“Yeah,” I said, sliding the ring back to the lady. “And your ass is going to be ‘smart’ and completely alone on your deathbed.”

He barked another laugh. “Fine. Be stupid. I’ll buy the ring as the wedding gift then. Go ahead and get something bigger—I can actually afford to spoil your woman, you broke ass.”

I didn’t bother to argue with him. I started looking for something bigger and I was going to let him pay for it, because that was how we were.


Chapter Five

February second, the evening

Sky

I couldn’t decide what to wear. I was nervous, and it was fraying my nerves. The dresses I did have were everywhere—draped across the bed, pooled on the floor, slung  over chairs. I had tried on too many. Nothing felt right. Every time I thought I had settled on one, I caught my reflection and changed my mind. Again. And again.

What if his friends didn’t like me? What if they thought I was some girl he was fucking on the side instead of someone who actually mattered? I had a creative writing degree from SPC. They had gone to Ivy Leagues and HBCUs. They probably quoted Baldwin and drank bourbon neat and talked about things like portfolios. I had been writing forever, but I still Googled words to make sure I was using them right, and the best I had was a Fidelity account.

What if they thought I didn’t fit in? I had a little bit of money, but it wasn’t house-on-the-beach money. I had seen Ivy around town—she was always dressed in boutique pieces and expensive heels. She had natural hair, and I still liked a good sew-in after a relaxer. I was more ASOS with a blazer or a long cardigan. More Fashion Nova when I was trying to feel sexy. I didn’t shop vintage—I shopped sales.

“I ain’t going,” I said to no one. I had had five glasses of wine—maybe more. I had stopped counting after the third pour—and there was a heat in my chest that wasn't just from the alcohol. I was spiraling. I took another sip of wine. I leaned on my dresser and closed my eyes, trying to remember why I had agreed to go to this party in the first place.

I paused Olivia Dean. The buzzer going off at the same second startled me. I wiped under my eyes with my thumb and opened the door. Zio was wearing a black polo and black jeans. He was casual, effortlessly so, and so damn handsome it hurt to look at him. I looked down at myself in a fitted yellow babydoll dress I’d wear for brunch. I was overdressed…

He dragged his eyes over me like he was imagining peeling me from my flesh. “You look incredible, Sky,” he said, his voice dropping an octave as his eyes traveled back up my body.

“I don't want to go,” I said, stepping into his space. I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him into the apartment and kicking the door shut. “Let’s just stay here. I can cook. Well, you can cook, or I can order. We can fuck all night. We don’t need this night to be complicated. I understand now what you want, and I’m willing to try.”

The wine had worked its way through me now, making everything looser, slower. It was easy to tell him the truth. I stepped into him, backing him up until the backs of his knees hit the sofa. My fingers hooked into his belt loops, tugging him closer instead of answering whatever he was about to say. My mouth drifted along his jaw, tasting salt and something darker beneath it.

He dropped onto the couch without breaking eye contact. I followed, sliding into his lap, my dress creeping higher as I settled over him. The heat between my legs pulsed impatiently. I rocked forward, fabric dragging over fabric, and felt him respond.

I fumbled with his belt and managed to unbutton his pants. My hand slid inside and wrapped around his dick. It was thick and hard, hot  and pulsing against my palm. I stroked him slowly, watching his jaw clench, feeling him jerk beneath my touch.

“I need this,” I whispered against his ear, rubbing my hand up and down the length of his dick, slick and hot in my grip. “I need you.”

He groaned softly. His hands gripped my hips like he was seconds away from giving in. I reached between us, tugged my panties to the side, ready to sink down onto him—ready to disappear in the thing that made the most sense between us. I wanted him so deep inside me that he would forget there was a world outside these four walls.

But then he pulled me back. “No,” he said weakly. I froze. My breath was still shallow, my chest rising and falling too fast. His hands were still on my waist, nails digging into flesh. I groaned. We were right there—the heat was rolling off us in waves. I could have pushed him. I tried to move again, but he shifted, his grip on my wrists tight enough to stop me. He pulled his head back and watched me.

“Sky,” he said, his chest heaving.

“Don’t talk,” I whispered, nipping at his jaw. “Just… please.”

He stood, picking me up with him like I was fragile. I hated how kind he was about it. I hated that I felt like crying even though nothing bad had happened. I could feel myself pouting. He set me on my feet.

“Fix your face, Sky. I know what you’re doing. You’re trying to fuck your way out of going to this party. We’re going, Sky. I want them to meet you. I’m not hiding you anymore.”

He reached out, cupping my face, and my head spun a little as the wine peaked. For a second, I almost melted into his palm. Almost. When he let go and started fixing his clothes—smoothing his shirt, adjusting his watch like this was settled—I lost it.

“I can’t go,” I blurted, my voice wobbling on purpose. “I don’t even have the right shoes!” I blinked fast, summoning crocodile tears. It was Oscar-worthy. “Ivy and her friend wear red bottoms, and I’m in these heels I got on clearance at Steve Madden. Clearance, Zio. Seventy percent off because nobody wanted them. Is that what you want? To be embarrassed?”

I gestured wildly at myself. “You didn’t give me enough time. My dress is from Fashion Nova. It had come in a plastic bag. I had to cut the threads off with kitchen scissors!” My voice got higher; I was spiraling. “They’re probably the type of women who summer in Tulum and say things like, ‘Oh, this old thing?’ about thousand-dollar outfits. Why are you doing this to me, Zio?”

He sighed, deep and long, like I was background noise, and stepped toward me, closing the gap until I had to tilt my head back to meet his eyes. His brown eyes were steady but he looked hungry for me in a way that made my knees weak. I rose up to kiss him again, to derail this whole thing with my mouth. He dipped instead, tugging my dress down where it had ridden up.

“You could be wearing a paper bag, and you’d still be the finest woman there,” he drawled, his hand sliding down my back to cup my ass. I almost giggled.

“You’re just saying that because I fuck you,” I mumbled, swatting at his chest but not really moving away. “You’re a chef. You deal with presentation all day. You know aesthetics matter. And I was not aesthetically prepared.”

I stepped back and gestured again. “Look at me, Zio. I’m drunk. I’m agitated. My eyeliner is probably uneven. I’m going to say something unhinged to one of your friends about capitalism or open marriages or seasoning. I don’t know. I’m a liability. Just leave me here. Leave me in my misery, I beg.” My voice cracked at the end, less theatrics now, more truth leaking through.

He just smiled and hooked his arm through mine. He grabbed my bag and guided me toward the door. I was stumbling slightly, my heels catching on the rug. I was tipsy, I was frustrated, and beneath all of it, I was terrified of being seen in the light he was trying to drag me into.

“I hate you,” I muttered as we left the house and headed to the elevator. Zio just smiled wider, pressing a kiss to the top of my head. “I love you too. Now watch your step,” he said, pulling me into the elevator.


Chapter six





Still February Second

Sky




The air in the beach house didn’t just smell like sea salt; it was a heavy blend of expensive Jo Malone candles and the scent of people who didn’t have to check their bank balances. I was clutching Zio’s arm like it was a life raft, my shoes clicking a rhythm on the marble floor that sounded entirely too loud, even over Drake rapping through the surround sound. I was freaking out on the inside, but I kept my face composed—the quick shot of brown liquor I grabbed at the corner store on the way there had finally calmed my nerves a little. Dealing with February was turning me into a lush.

“Breathe, Sky,” Zio whispered, his hand sliding down to squeeze mine.

We were in a sea of beautiful Black people, so my eyes naturally got stuck on the large white man standing near the terrace.

“That’s Ivy’s husband,” Zio whispered. “She was married to Xavier’s best friend—Demetrius. They were together forever. Until he wanted an open relationship.”

I raised my brows, the gossip cutting through my buzz. “And she said no?”

“She didn’t say no. She said fuck you and goodbye.”

My eyes flicked back to them. Xavier was huge—a mountain of a man with tanned skin, dressed in khakis and a white polo. I couldn’t believe this was the guy everyone said went to an HBCU. People talked about him like he was a cool-ass Black man, and seeing him there, I got it. The vibe was effortless. Some people could just fit in anywhere.

Zio kept talking. “Xavier didn’t wait a second. He’d liked her since they were in school, and he went after her with no shame, so it was a whole scandal in our friend group for a while. But nobody talks about it anymore. They have two kids. Demetrius still comes around sometimes, says he’s still friends with them.”

I grimaced, thinking of my own heart. “Couldn’t be me.”

Zio hummed, his eyes scanning the room. “Come on. Let me introduce you.”

We wove through the crowd. Ivy was dressed more casually than I expected, in a black wrap dress and Valentino slides, but she looked every bit the queen of the manor.

“There he is,” she said, pulling Zio into a quick hug before turning to me. “And you must be Sky.”

“Yes,” I said, suddenly aware of my posture. I straightened up, letting go of Zio’s arm so I didn’t look like a koala. “You must be Ivy.”

She looked me over, her eyes lingering for a second. Then she grinned. “You’re really pretty.”

I blinked, caught off guard by the genuine compliment. “Thank you. You too.”

I had to crane my neck to look up at her husband. “Good to finally meet you,” Xavier said. “We’ve heard a lot.”

“Only good things,” Ivy added with a wink.

Zio’s hand found the small of my back, his thumb tracing a slow circle. “I told them the bad things too,” he joked.

I faked a laugh, cutting my eyes at him. I could only imagine he’d told them about my fear of commitment and made himself out to be the victim. We talked for a minute before a group of newcomers called them away.

“We’re gonna let y’all mingle. Catch up in a minute,” Ivy said.

They drifted off, and suddenly Zio became the sun that everyone else was orbiting.

“Hey, Zio!”

Too many women started talking to him. Beautiful women with perfectly laid edges and luxury purses. They were touching his arm, laughing at jokes that weren’t that damn funny, and looking at him in a way that made me want to beat their asses. I knew the math—Zio had been a full-time chef for years, and every spare hour he had, he spent in my bed. He didn’t have time for other women. But watching this, I couldn’t help but wonder… was this who he had been before me?

One girl—a petite, light-skinned chick in a dress that stopped barely below her ass cheeks—strutted up. She placed a manicured hand on Zio’s chest, leaning in to whisper something close to his ear.

The liquor in my system decided right then and there that this bitch was playing in my face.

I stepped forward, sliding my hand directly over hers on Zio’s chest and peeling it off like a piece of trash. “I want to hear the secret too.”

The girl blinked, then smirked up at Zio, who hadn’t said a word. “Oh, you don’t want to share it?”

I cut my eyes to him, my voice dropping an octave. “What did she say, Zio?” I gave him my you-better-tell-me-the-truth look.

“She asked me why I haven’t been calling her.”

I looked back at the girl, waving her off like a fly. “Girl, move along. Who is out here begging a nigga for a phone call in 2026? It’s embarrassing.”

I glared up at Zio, completely forgetting we were in a room full of people. He raised his hands in mock defense. “What? You didn’t even give me a chance to respond. I was going to tell her to move around. I ain’t even talked to her in four years.”

She was still standing there, looking expectant, so I gave her the final word. “Bitch, bye.”

From behind me, I heard somebody burst out laughing. “I like her, Zio!” Ivy called out, raising her glass in my direction.

Zio didn’t look embarrassed; he looked like he had just won the lottery. The negro would enjoy women arguing over him. The girl stayed right where she was, like I wasn't crazy. He pulled me away from her, under his arm, guiding me toward a quieter corner. He started to explain that he had a history with that girl—nothing serious, just the past. We weren’t in the corner for more than five minutes before some BS popped off.

Two girls came tumbling out of the bathroom, I assumed—tussling like they were in a parking lot. I’m talking snatching weaves, broken nails, and muffled screams. That was not what I expected at this type of party.

Then a dude who looked like Trevante Rhodes strolled out of the same room, calmly zipping up his jeans. His brown-and-black button-up was gapped open, revealing a chest that had seen the inside of a gym. He didn’t look stressed like he got caught cheating; he was laughing at them.

Instead of stopping the fight, he looked over at Ivy and Xavier, who were rushing over. He apologized to Ivy, but he was still chuckling, clearly high off something. He looked back at the girls on the floor and shouted, “Whoever wins gets to be my Valentine!”

Xavier broke up the fight. He looked pissed. The guy started heading in our direction, and Zio just shook his head, his face tight.

“You must be Sky,” the guy said, his eyes roaming over me. He was checking me out—not in a disrespectful-to-Zio way, but more of a let-me-see-what-Zio-sees-in-this-chick type of way.

Zio had a full grimace on his face, the muscles in his jaw working. “Sky, this is my best friend, Brent.”

I just stood there, shaking my head.

“So,” I whispered, leaning into Zio’s side, “you weren’t as perfect as you seemed. You have a messy friends.”





Chapter seven


February 3

Zio

It was after midnight. Sky and I had officially made it three days into February without her running off. I was leaning against the deck railing, the party still going. It was cold as fuck, my leather jacket barely keeping me warm, and the condensation from my glass was cold against my palm. The Atlantic was roaring, but it was being drowned out by yelling.

Sky and Brent were at each other’s throats over a game of dominoes, and I had never been more amused in my life.

“Bones!” Sky screamed, slamming a tile down with enough force to make the legs of the table wobble. “Read ’em and weep, Counselor! Mr. Lawyer. You’re out here talking like a giant, but you’re playing like a toddler, bitch.”

Brent looked like he was about to have a stroke. He had his sleeves pushed up to his elbows and an ice grill on his face. “You’re cheating, Sky. I know you’re counting tiles. You write sex books for a living; you ain’t good at math, or you’d be doing something else. Scam ass.”

“Maybe you’re just trash, Brent,” she fired back. She didn’t even look at him; her fingers were already dancing over the tiles to mix them for the next round. “Your mouth is way too fly for your skill level. You’re light, baby.”

I couldn’t help the grin spreading across my face. I caught Ivy’s eye, and she was smirking too. This was exactly what Brent needed—somebody who treated him like he treated everybody else. After another round, we could all see Brent was about to get mad for real.

Ivy interrupted the game. “So, tell me, Sky. What are you working on? Zio gave me a couple of your books. I liked your alien story.”

Sky completely forgot the game. She loved telling people her new story ideas. I made my way down, lifted her from the chair, and sat her in my lap. She started talking like nothing had happened.

“I’m writing a modern-day retelling of African gods. In the myth, Shango is thunder and fire; Oshun is the river that keeps him from burning the world down. In my version,” she said, her voice low and textured, “Shango is a man with too much power and a temper that’s cost him everything he ever loved—his family, everything. He’s a kingpin, a fixer. And Oshun… she’s the woman who sees the cracks. She’s the only one who knows that his fire is just a mask for the fact that he’s freezing to death inside.”

She shifted in my lap and continued. She was warm.

“It’s dark,” she said, looking out at the black horizon. “Because their love isn’t a fairy tale. It’s an obsession. He’d rather destroy her than lose her, and she’d rather drown him than let anyone else have him. It’s beautiful—their angst and pining—and danger. They have a misunderstanding, and the story becomes the two of them figuring out how to ruin the other. An enemies-to-lovers. I’ve got the first two chapters up on my Patreon, and my subscribers are loving it already.”

Brent was actually silent for once, leaning back with a look of genuinely listening. Sky had a way of making the air feel heavy when she talked about what she wrote. Eventually, the noise from the house faded. Xavier and Ivy headed in, and Brent disappeared, leaving us alone with the sound of the tide.

“I’m jealous,” I muttered.

“Of what?” she asked. “You the one with bitches on bitches,” she joked, sounding drowsy.

I pulled her closer. The wind was picking up, turning the Atlantic into a wall of white noise. I tilted my head down, my mouth near her hair. “You got so many words for them fake men in your head.” I paused, feeling the truth of it sit heavy in my chest. “But when I said I loved you, all I got was ‘thank you.’”

Sky shifted in my lap, her head tilting back to look at me. Her eyes were heavy with the wine, but a smile was on her face.

“Zio,” she whispered, her fingers tracing the line of my jaw. “Thank you means more than you think it does. Especially from me. Words come easy to me—I can spin a lie or a fantasy ten different ways. I could have given you a monologue. I could have written you a poem.”

She stopped, her thumb resting on my bottom lip. “But you had me at a loss for words. That never happens,” she continued. “That ‘thank you’ was me actually being thankful that you loved me when I hadn’t given you many reasons to.”

“Why not just say it back?”

“Because it’s cliché. My romance story wasn’t going to be cliché.”

“But—” I started to ask her what was wrong with normal love.

“I’m tired, Z,” she mumbled, her forehead dropping onto my shoulder, cutting me off.

I let the conversation go. “Let’s go home,” I said, lifting her up with me as I stood.

She clung to me, her breath warm against my neck. “Is Brent always like that? He acts slow,” she asked sleepily as we headed toward the house.

“Every single day,” I laughed. “But don’t worry. I think you’re the only person I know who can shut him up .”


Chapter Eight




Day six

Zio

Rolling my neck on my shoulders, I breathed in the smell of roasted garlic and lemon zest in the air as I went over the inventory sheets with the restaurant manager. My head was still a little foggy from sleeping most of the day away. After the party, Sky needed the rest, and I just wanted to lay up under her—but I could feel the adrenaline of the dinner rush starting to creep in.

I loved this shit. White jacket clean. Apron tied tight.

The controlled chaos. The way a kitchen only worked if everybody knew exactly who they were and what they were responsible for. The smell of fire. The sound of pans sizzling.

This was where I made sense. If Sky was my first passion, this was my second.

“Zio, you’ve been ignoring me again. I called you to my office an hour ago,” a voice purred from behind me.

Annoyance tightened my neck.

I looked over my shoulder—and it was Camille, the owner. She was leaning over the counter. She was a heavy-set woman who looked like that one famous lady who married an old billionaire. Her perfume competed with the kitchen smells. She wasn’t ugly, but she wasn’t my type. Too old for me and way too comfortable giving pussy to whoever. Her husband didn’t seem to care what she did, though—he had to know she was messing with a few of the busboys.

She’d been flirting since the day I signed my contract. Dealing with owners like her was one of the biggest reasons I wanted my own shit.

“I’m working, Camille,” I said, eyes still on the clipboard. I tried to keep the attitude out of my voice.

She batted her long eyelashes up at me—guess it was supposed to be enticing. “You’re always working. You need to get out. My cousin is having a gallery opening tonight—come with me.”

“Can’t. I got a girlfriend.”

Camille let out a dry, skeptical laugh. “A girlfriend? Zio, please. I never see her. You’re at this restaurant sixteen hours a day. Unless she’s a ghost, I’m not buying it.”

“Whatever you say, Camille,” I said, looking up when the front door chimed.

We weren’t supposed to be open for another two hours, but my mother, Mrs. Brenda, walked in like she owned the place. She was clutching two stacked containers of Tupperware and dressed for church—even though it was Monday. She had that look in her eyes that usually meant I was about to get lectured.

“Zio, baby,” she said, bypassing the manager and Camille entirely. She was so dismissive in the way she ignored them that they both eventually walked away. She set the containers on the stand. “You said that girl of yours likes oxtails. I made her some oxtail mac and cheese.”

I felt Camille’s eyes boring holes into the side of my head from across the room, but I didn’t bother looking back. I cleared my throat. “Ma, you didn’t have to do that. I can cook whatever she wants to eat.”

“I did. I saw her picture on your phone,” she said, leaning in and lowering her voice just enough for Camille to hear. “She’s a prize, Zio. You better get her fat so you can keep her. A pretty, thick one like her? Men want them. The boys at the church are always talking about big behinds, and she’s got a nice one.”

I felt the heat crawl up my neck. “Ma, I can keep a woman without resorting to that. I’m not my daddy.”

She scoffed, adjusting her pearls. “Shut up, boy. You bring her to Sunday dinner. I want to see if she’s as smart as she is pretty.”

She kissed my cheek and marched toward the door before I could argue—but stopped and backtracked. “You tell her about Willow yet?”

My face tightened before I could stop it. “Why would I tell her about Willow?”

My mother studied me for a second too long. “Because she’s back. Moved home from D.C. Bank job still paying her good. She’s looking good, got hips now. She’ll be at Sunday dinner.”

I felt my jaw set. “That’s unnecessary.”

She waved a hand. “Asked you to wait for her. She’s expecting an answer from you now.”

“I stopped talking to her six years ago, Momma. Her ass is delusional.” I didn’t even like her like that—her momma was just friends with my momma, and they kind of pushed us together.

My mother’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t have to be rude, cursing. She’s like my goddaughter.”

“She should’ve taken the hint when I stopped calling her and answering her calls. I didn’t promise her anything.”

“Well, tell her that. Nicely,” my mother said. “You got a tendency to be too blunt.”

I shook my head. “I don’t care about her feelings, so naturally I’ll be blunt.”

She looked at me harder, her eye on the verge of twitching. “You should be nice. You know me and her momma are friends.”

“Okay, Momma,” I sighed, letting her have it. I glanced down at the containers. “I will.”

She made that sucking noise she did when I was on her nerves and finally turned to leave.

As she walked out, Camille reappeared beside me, eyebrows raised. “Everything good, Chef?”

“Yeah,” I said, picking up the containers. “Everything’s fine.”

I walked away, wondering if I should tell my momma I couldn’t make Sunday dinner. Sky was already antsy about commitment. I didn’t want to give her a reason to be even more anxious—but then again, if she couldn’t handle an ex-girlfriend at the dinner table, how was she going to handle a life with me?

The kitchen doors swung open to the sound of flames and steel. I set my mother’s food down and tied my apron tighter.

One problem at a time. First, service. Then, my future.

I drove straight to Sky’s house after my shift. It was after midnight. The street was quiet. I used the key she’d finally given me when I left earlier. It was the first time I didn’t have to knock to enter.

The apartment was dark, smelling like her lavender candles and old books. I moved quietly through the living room, heading straight for the bathroom. I stripped down and let the hot water hit me, trying to wash away the grease of the kitchen and the tension of the day.

I closed my eyes, my hand drifting down to my dick. It was harder than Chinese arithmetic. I almost touched myself, but I stopped.

Not having sex with her was killing me—it had been four years of us fucking every night or every other night—but I’d made a rule. No sex right now. We needed a deeper connection.

I finished washing.

I dried off, wrapped a towel around my waist, and walked into the bedroom.

Sky was tangled in the sheets, her hair wrapped. I slid into bed beside her. She was naked, and her hot skin warmed me instantly.

She stirred, mumbling something in her sleep as she subconsciously shifted toward me. I pulled her back against me. I was tired, I was hungry, and I was frustrated—but as her breathing evened out against my chest, I knew I was exactly where I was supposed to be.

I just hoped she agreed.

I decided then... I would take her to Sunday dinner.

Let her see the whole messy picture—the meddling mother, the ex “goddaughter” I used to fuck, the loud, loving chaos of my family.

Then let her choose.


Chapter nine





Day Seven

Sky

Fuck, fuck! I was cursing everybody out in my head. I had called Zio ass so many times my screen wouldn’t even scroll anymore. It was just his name over and over. Call. Call. Call again.

It went straight to voicemail every time.

I was standing outside that damn restaurant in heels that weren’t made for standing. My toes were numb, my arms were crossed, and that orange-colored wench at the front kept flipping her hair and telling me—sweetly but fake as hell—that I wasn’t on the list.

“But I’m meeting someone who works here,” I said again. “He’s the chef. Zio Baptiste.”

She blinked slowly, then gave me a thorough appraisal. I was wearing a sweater dress, a trench, and the Hermès boots I had spent a month of book profit on.

“Right,” she said, like she really didn’t believe me. “But you’re not on the VIP list,” she repeated, like I was stupid. “You’re welcome to wait in the regular line.”

I looked back at the regular line. It was around the corner and down the damn street. I was not waiting. It was February in Florida, but that night it felt like the cold had been saving itself just for me. “But—” I started, but she didn't even let me finish.

“But nothing, You aren’t on the list.” She snapped loudly.

People from the regular sniggered. My blood boiled.

I was embarrassed. I was cold. I was mad as hell. And the longer I waited, the more those feelings started curling into something mean. I just walked away before I did something stupid.

By the time Zio knocked on my front door an hour later, I was already undressed and wrapped in a robe, hair tied up. I was done. I didn’t even want to see him, but I opened the door and walked away without saying a word.

He followed me inside, shut the door behind him, and just stood there for a second. He smelled like the kitchen—spice and smoke and lemon oil—and he still had his apron tucked into the back of his chef pants.

“Why you put the top lock on?” I could hear the annoyance in his voice. I had done it on purpose.

“I tried to call you all night,” I snapped, not even turning around, ignoring his question. “You had me outside begging to get in. Do you know how humiliating that was?”

His voice was calm, too calm for my liking.

“I was working. It was slammed. I didn’t have my phone—”

“You didn’t have your phone?” I turned to face him, heat rushing to my face. “I wasn’t on the list, Zio. The woman at the door acted like I was lying just to get in.”

He exhaled through his nose, already rubbing a hand over his beard, which meant he was getting aggravated. I didn’t care. “I didn’t see the list beforehand. That’s the manager. I told her to put you on. I would’ve—”

“You should’ve made sure,” I cut in. “You said this was your last week there, that you wanted me to be part of it. But when it mattered, you left me outside. You didn’t answer. You didn’t look for me. You keep saying you want us to be together, but you didn’t even take time to make sure I was alright.”

His jaw tightened. “Here you go. You’re just looking for something to be mad about.”

I snapped. “I’m mad because I was left out like I didn’t matter. Before, I didn’t have to deal with this. This is what I didn’t want. To be—”

He exhaled again cutting through my rant and just stared at me as he ran his hand over his head.

I continued even though I wanted to shut up. “This right here makes it hard to trust you,” I spat. “One minute you’re all in, the next I’m standing outside a building like a damn extra in your life.”

Silence. He continued to stare. I noticed his hand twitching at his side like he was holding something back. Then he stepped forward.

I took a step back, thinking he had had enough. He reached out, grabbed my arm, and pulled me into him. Then he kissed me. My pulse slammed into my neck. His hands slid into my robe, pushed it open without asking. My body instantly went from coiled and hostile to sensitive and achy.

Without warning, he sank to his knees in front of me, parting my thighs with hands that trembled like he was fighting himself. My right leg ended up over his shoulder. His mouth found my clit and sucked softly. My back nearly bowed. He kissed lower, then trailed kisses along my inner thighs, sucked the meat part into his mouth, leaving a mark before he went back to my pearl. .

I tried to say his name, but I couldn’t. There was intent in the way his mouth moved, like he was trying to suck the fight out of me.

“Ooh” I moaned dropping my head back on my neck.

My hand gripped his head trying to shove my whole pussy in his mouth. I felt like I was about to fly clean out of my body. He moaned low, like he was hungry for me, like he was proud of himself for making my pussy as messy as it was, I could feel my juices and his warm saliva dripping down my thigh.. I tried to tell him to slow down or stop or something, make it last, but it was too late—I was coming hard, hips jerking, heart running wild, body giving into him all at once. He didn’t move until he had taken everything from me.

I gripped the back of the sofa, nails digging into the fabric, my head falling back as heat flooded through me, I enjoyed the after shocks. I wanted to feel his dick in my but I knew he would say no. Acting like withholding dick would give him control over me. It did, but I wouldn’t let him know.

When he stood, he didn’t speak. He just stripped off his clothes, then scooped me up like I hadn't been cursing him out just five minutes ago. I didn’t say anything, just melted into him—tired, boneless, damn near purring. He carried me to the bathroom, set me down on the tub’s edge, and started the water. I sat there quietly, robe open, still breathing heavily.

When he looked at me, sitting there all calm and cum drunk, he laughed in my face—deep and smug like. “Now look at you,” he said, shaking his head. “Was ready to kill me, now you sitting’ here like a good girl.”

I wanted to tell him to hush but I ended up nodding.


Chapter ten

Day Ten
Sky

Zio pulled the car into a driveway lined with hydrangeas. The house was a brick ranch. It was immaculate, with a wraparound porch crowded with rocking chairs and ferns. It screamed "home". I could smell BBQ in the air.

I’d been too distracted by the playlist Zio had on and my phone to notice where we were going. I’d assumed it was a restaurant since he said we were going out to eat.

“Where is this?” I asked, leaning forward to peer through the windshield.

“My momma’s house. Her name is Brenda. My father is felix. HE’s on business this week.”

The words hit me like a bucket of cold water. I froze, my fingers going numb on the clasp of my purse. I looked down at myself. I was wearing a little black slip dress with the lace trim that Zio said made my back roll look like a masterpieces. It was a get fucked, while tipsy,  after the date dress. Not a meet-somebody’s-momma dress.

“I know you fucking lying,” flew out of my mouth before I could clean up the words.

“I’m not,” he said simply. He had a smile on his face that said he was very pleased with himself.

“Zio,” I said, my voice strangled. “Why would you do this? You didn’t tell me! Look at what I’m wearing. This is the fuck me dress Beyonce sang about.”

He cut the engine and turned to look at me, his face calm—infuriatingly so. “I’m telling you now.”

“This is an ambush!” I hissed, panicking, making my voice squeak. “Look at me! My titties are basically out. Your momma is going to think I’m a… a harlot!” I fumbled for the door handle, but it was locked. “Take me home. Right now. I’ll Uber. I don’t care.”

“Harlot, Sky?”

“I’m a fucking writer, I can say harlot. I know words! Hoe, whore, streetwalker, tart, seller of fucking pussy! All them, your momma gonna think I’m one.

“Sky, relax. She’s gonna love you.”

“She’s gonna think you picked me up from a street corner!”

He laughed at me, to my face.

Reaching over, I got a good handful of his beard and tugged. “I swear I’m biting a chunk out of your face today!” We struggled trying to get close enough to do it; he barely could restrain me. He was laughing so hard.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

I jumped, a small scream catching in my throat.

I looked back and there was a lady—I assumed his momma. She had Zio’s dark skin and was very pretty, with salt-and-pepper hair down her back. She was dressed in a simple Whitney shirt and tights, her face was pressed almost comically close to the glass, a dish towel was in her hand. Her eyes—Zio’s eyes—took me in with one swift sweep, from my fresh blowout to the dangerous amount of thigh my dress revealed.

She tapped the window with a knuckle like we couldn’t see her.

“Boy, unlock this door,” she commanded, her voice muffled but clear. “And you,” she said, pointing a perfectly manicured finger at me, “get out the car. Let me see my future daughter-in-law.”

Zio hit the unlock button with a sigh.

The door was wrenched open from the outside before I could move. Mrs. Brenda stood back, arms crossed, waiting. There was no escape. I climbed out, my heels hitting the concrete hard. I felt utterly exposed but tried not to cover myself to make it obvious.

“Hmm,” she said after a long, silent moment. She reached out and pinched the flesh on my hip. “Got these wide hips; my grandchildren gonna be big.”

I gasped and choked on my own spit. Who said I was having somebody big head ass baby?

Zio was laughing—actually laughing at my pain—as he rounded the truck to grab me.

His momma chuckled. “The food is getting cold and you’re out here having a fit. Come on.”

I stood there, rooted, until Zio slipped an arm around my waist, pulling me against him. “Breathe,” he whispered into my hair. “The hard part’s over.”

“I’m going to kill you,” I whispered back.

Inside the house was a sea of Black people. I’m talking aunties in church hats, cousins with sagging pants and tight clothes, and uncles who smelled like Old Spice and cigars. Collard greens, fried chicken, and loud laughter were in the air. Somebody was singing along with Sam Cooke’s “Lost and Looking’” like the house wasn’t full of people.

I was introduced to what felt like everybody.

“Auntie Clara, this is Sky. My girl.”
“Cousin Marcus, this is Sky, my woman.”
“Cousin, Tasha—this Sky, my wife.”

“Try this, baby,” an uncle came out of nowhere, winking. “It’s the good stuff.”

Some dark liquor that was probably too potent for me was pressed into my hand in a red cup. I drank it. Someone took my empty cup and replaced it before I could protest. Then, I lost Zio.

One minute his hand was on the small of my back; the next, he was pulled away by somebody who wanted to talk restaurant business. I tried to follow him but got lost. One cousin handed me a blunt and talked about Zio as a kid.

I don’t know how much time passed, but by the time it did, I wasn’t okay. The brown liquor, weed and the heat of so many bodies made the room tilt. I needed air. I followed the sound of a sliding door and stumbled out onto a large, shaded patio.

There was a grill about tens yards away in the big backyard. I headed in that direction to at least get a rib and a piece of bread to soak up some of the alcohol and let the cool air calm my nerves.

I was halfway there when I saw Zio standing near the fence, his back to me. There was a woman dressed in her Sunday best—a tasteful floral wrap dress, expensive heels, and hair in perfect curls.

I looked down at myself.

My lace slip dress was hiked up, my thighs were sticky with sweat, and I could smell the Hennessy and weed coming off my own skin. I felt like the girl you fuck on a Tuesday night, not the one you bring home to a brick ranch with hydrangeas.

The woman was standing too close to Zio.

I watched her hand slide onto his forearm. She didn’t grab him like I did—possessive and hungry. She touched him like she already owned a piece of him. Like she was just checking on her investment.

I felt the liquor in my veins turn to acid. I walked over, my steps unsteady on the flagstones, but I managed to stay upright. I heard her voice, sweet and pleading. “…just think about it, Z. We had a plan. I know you needed time to sow your oats. You should be ready to settle down. I’m here now. We can pick up where we left off.”

I stopped a few feet away, swaying slightly. “Pick up what, exactly?” My voice came out louder than I intended, slurring and shit.

They both turned.

“Sky,” Zio started, moving toward me, but I held up a hand.

Willow looked me up and down, a faint smirk on her lips as she took in my dress and my clearly tipsy state. “You must be the… friend,” she said.

“I’m his woman,” I shot back, shoving a finger in her direction. “And what the fuck do you mean, ‘pick up where y’all left off’?”

Zio closed his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Sky, don’t.”

“Don’t what?” I said, my voice rising. “Don’t interrupt your little reunion? My bad. Y’all looked so cozy over here, planning y’all’s future while you left me in there doing shots with your uncle! This the second time in a week I found you with a woman in your face. You must want to square up with me, Zio”I was talking crazy, but I couldn’t stop.

Willow’s smirk hardened. She looked at me more intently, her head cocking to the side. “Why do you look so familiar?” she asked herself. Then her eyes widened. “Oh my God. You’re Sky. The author Sky. I follow you on Instagram and TikTok.” Her tone dripped with sweetness. “I love your books.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “Nah, don’t change the subject. Fuck them books” Maybe if I wasn’t drunk and a little bit high, I would have simply said thank you.

“Chill, baby, I was about to tell her about you.”

I looked at Zio. “Chill? Whose side are you on? She should chill.”

Before he could answer, Mrs. Brenda’s voice came out of nowhere.

“Willow, baby, go on home. I told you to leave it be earlier. I told you he was bring that woman. Now you just starting messy.” She was standing in the doorway, her gaze fixed on her goddaughter. It wasn’t a request.

Willow’s smile tightened, but she obeyed, gliding past me.

Mrs. Brenda then looked at Zio. “You. Fix this. Take her upstairs.” Then her eyes landed on me. “And you, little high ass, smoking them weeds, put on one of my jackets before your coochie catches a cold. Then come to the kitchen to help us.” She disappeared inside.

I stood there. Zio reached for me, but I jerked my arm away.

He moved fast. One second later his hands were at my waist. He just lifted me clean off the ground and tossed me over his shoulder like a sack of grits, his hand smoothing down my skirt, holding it against my thighs.

The world tipped upside down. "Zio! Put me down! Put me the fuck down!" I beat at his back with my fists, my heels kicking air. I could hear people laughing.

"Stop fighting' me, Sky," he grunted, his arm like an iron bar across the back of my thighs, holding me in place. He started walking, calm as you please, right past the stunned people on the patio and back toward the sliding door.

He carried me up a set of stairs and set me down in a bedroom. The room swayed. Or maybe I did.

It was his childhood room, I could tell—frozen at the edge of manhood. A faded poster of LeBron James in a Cavaliers jersey was tacked to one wall. Trophies for basketball and culinary arts sat dusty on a bookshelf crammed with old Stephen King paperbacks. Thick King Magazine centerfold magazine pages where taped to the ceiling. The queen-size bed was made with a simple blue comforter.

"Are you done?" he asked when my eyes made it back to his.

“You set me up.” Him lifting me must have shaken the liquor loose in my brain. My words felt thicker and slower. “You bring me here… blindly… let me get drunk… and then you’re laughing in that woman’s face? The fuck, Zio?”

“Sky, you’re drunk,” he said softly. He guided me to sit on the edge of the bed. “Lay down. Just for a minute.”

The fight drained out of me, replaced by exhaustion. I wasn’t even mad. Just so fucking anxious. I acted stupid when I was anxious, that’s why I kept to myself most time. I looked up at him, my vision blurring at the edges, wondering how I could explain that to him.

“Lay with me,” I whispered. “Just ‘til I sleep.”

He kicked off his shoes, no hesitation. He lay down beside me on top of the comforter and pulled me against his chest. I curled into him, my face buried in the cotton of his shirt, breathing in his familiar scent.

“Willow don’t mean nothing to me,” he whispered into my hair, his voice a low rumble under my ear. “I told her it’s done. We aint seen each other in six years. She was just trying’ to get a rise out of you tonight. And baby,” he said with amusement in his tone, “she got it.”

I didn’t answer. I was already sinking into the warmth of him, the alcohol pulling me under. In the safe, quiet dark of his old room, with the distant sounds of his family laughing below, I drifted off to sleep.


Chapter eleven

Day eleven

Sky

I woke up abruptly. If I were writing this scene, I’d probably say something like my head felt like construction  hammers were swinging against my temples with every pulse of my heart. But I wasn’t writing, so I’ll leave it at this...my head fucking hurt.

The pain got worse as the memories started rolling back in. I grabbed my phone from the nightstand. It was after 11:00 a.m. Monday morning. I had been at Zio’s mama’s house for over twelve hours.

I slammed my hand over my mouth and mock-screamed, kicking my feet under the covers.

God, I was a mess. A magnificent, walking, talking catastrophe.

I shifted, and the scent of laundry detergent and man hit me. Zio wasn’t in the bed, but his side was still warm. I sat up, clutching the blue comforter to my chest. I was still in that lace slip dress. It was twisted, wrinkled, and smelled like Sunday night mistakes and expensive bourbon.

Where was Zio? He was either downstairs or, worse, he’d left me there to face the firing squad alone. My eyes darted around the room. There were two escapes... the bedroom door and the window. It was only two floors; I could probably jump and only break an ankle.

A limp was a small price to pay for avoiding the walk of shame through a kitchen full of his relatives.

I groaned, burying my face in my hands.

I needed to talk to my momma.

I sat on the edge of the blue comforter and dialed. My hands were shaking. I called and she didn’t answer, so I called again, then again until she did—because if I was dealing with this, she was too. She was part of the reason I was like I was.

“Sky? Why are you calling me back-to-back? I’m in the middle of my stories.”

“Mama,” I whispered, my voice cracking. I was on the verge of crying. I could feel the tears coming on. “You have to come get me. Please. I’m at his mother’s house. I’m in his childhood bed. I… I argued with a random woman over him in front of his whole family, Mama. I was drunk. I was high. I’m wearing a dress that shows my soul. I don’t have my car. I can’t go out there. I’mma climb out the window and you pull up.”

There was a beat of silence. I expected comfort. I expected her to tell me she was grabbing her keys.

Then came the laugh. It started as a chuckle and turned into that deep, soul-cleansing belly laugh that always made me feel small.

“Mama, please stop! It’s not funny. I’m trapped! I’m in the belly of the beast!”

“Sky,” she said, catching her breath. “You are a grown woman. A little bit of embarrassment and your first instinct is to jump out a window? Girl, stay there and eat some breakfast and explain yourself.”

I wasn’t trying to hear the logical shit she was saying. “You aren’t coming? You gotta come get me!”

“Hell no. I’m about to go to lunch with your daddy. You need to face that boy and stop acting like a character in one of your books. Life is messy, Sky. Get used to it.”

“You are a bad mother!” I hissed. “A truly terrible, unsupportive mother! I’m going to write you into my next book and kill you off in chapter two!”

She laughed at me again. “Goodbye, Sky.”

The line went dead. I stared at the screen, betrayed. My own flesh and blood had abandoned me to the aunties.

I stood up and started pacing. On the dresser, I spotted a note. It was sitting on top of a set of clothes—a T-shirt and brand-new leggings.

Shower. Put this on. Come downstairs when you’re ready. I got you. – Z.

Without thinking, I did as he said and left the room. I’d faced critics on Goodreads who were less terrifying than the people I heard laughing in the kitchen downstairs.

I crept down the hallway, my bare feet silent on the wood. I rounded the corner into the kitchen and froze.

I expected to find Zio, maybe his momma but It was like a summit of the aunties waiting. Mrs. Brenda was at the stove. Two other women I vaguely remembered as “Auntie Clara” and “Tasha” were at the table. It was a Monday morning—nobody had a job?

“Look who’s joined the living,” Tasha chirped, not even looking up from her plate.

Mrs. Brenda turned, a spatula in one hand and a mug in the other. She didn’t look at my face; she looked straight at my hips. “Well, I see the clothes fit.” She didn’t sound mad or happy about it—it was just a comment.

“Good morning, Mrs. Brenda,” I croaked, my voice sounding like I’d swallowed a handful of gravel.

“Sit down, baby,” Auntie Clara said, sliding a plate of grits and eggs toward an empty chair. “You looked like you were having a hard time yesterday and woke up still having one. Zio carried you up those stairs like a sack of potatoes.”

I felt the heat crawl up my neck.

“I’m so sorry about that,” I started, the words tumbling out like a landslide. “It’s just… my momma and daddy ruined me. They’ve been married thirty-seven years and they make it look like a Hallmark movie, so I thought if it wasn’t perfect, it wasn’t worth it. But now my momma says it was all a delusion on my part because they aren’t perfect. So I… and then Zio started talking about love, and I acted like a fool because I was terrified he was going to wake up and realize I wasn’t ‘wife material.’ I’m a writer. I’m overly dramatic and scatterbrained. I’m a mess. I write about this stuff because I can control the ending, but I don’t know what I’m doing.”

I stopped to breathe, my face burning. I waited for judgment. I was judging myself.

Mrs. Brenda turned from the stove, her expression softening for the first time. “I been with Zio’s daddy since I was nineteen. You think I didn’t want to pack my bags when he spent our mortgage money on a car that didn’t even run? Or when I felt like I was losing myself in those kitchen walls?”

She walked over and sat down heavily in the chair next to me, taking my hand in hers. Her palm was warm and calloused.

“Fear is just a sign that you’re paying attention, baby. You think you’re ‘not wife material’ because you don’t fit some mold? Zio don’t want a mold. He’s a chef—he wants something with flavor. He wants someone who’s going to stand on their square even when the kitchen is on fire. Yesterday you were messy and you were loud, but he didn’t care.”

“But I was so embarrassing,” I whispered.

“Honey,” Tasha said, finally looking up with a smirk, “I once caught the bus across town to catch my man cheating, found him drinking beers with a buddy after work, turned around and blamed it on him, and made him drive me home. We’ve been married twelve years since then. Life can be embarrassing sometimes. You stop worrying about being perfect and start focusing on being present. Zio’s already all in. Just say yes.”

I looked at the three of them. Before I could figure out anything to say, Mrs. Brenda chimed in.

“Now eat those eggs,” she commanded, patting my hand. “Zio will be back in a minute. I had him go pick up some things at the store for me.”

I picked up my fork, the silence in the kitchen feeling less judgmental. I shoveled a forkful of grits into my mouth to keep from having to respond.

Zio walked in about fifteen minutes later with a bag of groceries, looking fresh, showered, and entirely too handsome for a man who wanted me. He saw me, and that smug, slow-burn smile spread across his face. He put the groceries down, didn’t care who was watching, and pressed a kiss to the top of my head.

The three women awwed in unison.

I ducked my head. He leaned down.

“Ready?” he asked.

“More than ready,” I whispered.

We made our exit through a chorus of “Don’t be a stranger!” and “Bring her back for the fish fry!”

“You okay?” Zio asked, unlocking the truck. He helped me in.

I nodded. “I’m sorry. I was drunk and high.”

Zio laughed, a deep, vibrating sound that usually made me want to climb him like a tree, but that day I just leaned my head back against the headrest.

“You want to talk about Willow?”

“No.” I hoped he never brought that up again.

“Okay.” He said simple. “And by the way. We aren’t going to your place,” he informed me as he pulled out of the driveway.

I opened one eye. “Zio, where are we going? I need my bed. I need my laptop. I have three chapters due for the Patreon, and my brain is currently fried.”

He reached into the backseat and pulled out my laptop bag. “I grabbed it while you were passed out. Clothes, your tea, your ‘World’s Okayest Author’ mug—everything you need is in the back except the bed and mine is better.”

I stared at the bag, then at him. “Why?”

“Because we’re going to my place,” he said, his voice dropping into that authoritative tone he’d been using all week. “And before you start—it’s been four years, Sky. Four years of me coming to you. Four years of me being a guest in your space, leaving when you’re tired of me or staying until you decide you’ve had enough.”

He made a turn, heading into a gentrified part of town.

“Today. You’re going to see where I sleep, where I think, and where I’ve been wanting you to be a permanent part of for years.”

My heart did that stupid, involuntary skip. In four years, I’d never asked where he lived. I’d told myself it was because I didn’t want the baggage, but the truth was, about two years in, I started feeling scared that if I saw his life, I’d want to make myself a permanent fixture in it.

He pulled into the gate of a modern industrial loft building overlooking the water. It was all glass, steel, and “I’m a successful man” energy.

“We’re here,” he said, killing the engine.

I looked at the building, how much money did he make as a chef? This place was nice.

I looked back at my laptop bag in the seat. For an author who wrote about fearless women falling for the perfect man, I was terrified to get out of the car.

If I had been one of my characters, I would have reached for the door handle, but Zio’s hand would have caught mine—his palm hot, his grip light. He would have devoured me with his eyes and growled.

“Sky,” his voice would have dropped to that register that made my thighs ache. “Once you cross this threshold, the old rules are dead. You aren’t just a guest. You’re the reason I built this.”

I would have stepped out of the truck, my heels clicking a rhythmic beat against the pavement. The lobby would have been all cold marble and dim lights, the perfect stage for the heat rolling off us. In the elevator, he wouldn’t have touched me—not yet. He would have just stood there, taking up all the space. I would be filled with lust and anticipation.

The doors would have slid open to the loft, but I wouldn’t have seen the view. I would have only seen him.

He would have dropped the keys on the counter, the sound echoing in the silence. Then he would have been behind me, his chest against my back, his breath hot against the shell of my ear making my pussy quiver.

“Four years,” he would have whispered, his hands sliding under the hem of that borrowed T-shirt, finding the bare skin of my waist. “Four years of wondering what you’d look like in my light.”

He would have turned me around, his mouth crashing onto mine. It wouldn’t have been gentle. It would have been a claim. I would have jumped and wrapped my legs around his waist, and the laptop bag would have hit the floor, forgotten. He would have had enough money to buy me another.

But that wasn’t what happened.

I called his name. “Zio,” I said softly sounding terrified.

“Don’t,” he interrupted, reaching over to cup the back of my neck. “Don’t think too hard, Sky. Don’t try to talk yourself out of this. Just walk through the door, Sky, and be with me.”


Chapter Twelve

Day Eleven and Twelve

Zio

The second the loft door shut behind us, something locked into place in my chest. A deep, solid click. Like a bone finally setting right after being broke for years.

She was in my space.

Four years of waiting at her threshold, of being a guest at her house, of leaving my scent on her sheets. She stood in my foyer, looking scared—she was funny—clutching her laptop bag like a shield. Her eyes did a frantic lap of the room, taking in the concrete, the steel.

“It’s very gray,” she said.

“It’s concrete,” I corrected, kicking off my shoes. “Your shoes come off.”

She obeyed, kicking out of my oversized Nike slides, then peeling off her socks. The sight of her bare feet on my floor did something to me. A primitive, satisfying click in the back of my skull. Mine. Here.

I took her bag in my hand and led her to the desk by the window. I’d set it up a year ago, after she’d drunkenly complained about writing in her living room with a window that faced a brick wall. I need to see a horizon, she’d slurred. How else do I write about them...?

“You put a flower here for me and remembered orchids are my favorite?” she said, staring at it.

I’d bought the orchid this morning, after I left her sleeping in my childhood bed.

“Yes. You said you need something alive near you when you write, but not a human.”

She ducked her head, hiding a smile, and wandered deeper into the loft.

I went to the kitchen and started coffee. Watched her from across the counter.

She was doing a slow, silent prowl. Learning. She touched everything. It was kind of annoying—especially when her fingertips trailed over the stainless steel of the fridge.

She came quietly and sat at the counter. I placed the mug in front of her—black, one sugar, steaming. She blinked, then wrapped her hands around it.

“You’re a neat freak. It makes sense why you’re always cleaning up my place when you think I don’t notice,” she laughed.

I just shrugged, leaning against the counter, watching her watch me. She was in my world now. She could learn all my secrets. I had nothing to hide from her.

When she didn’t speak, I gave her space. I put on music—the playlist I’d built for her. D’Angelo’s voice poured out of the speakers hidden in the ceiling. I saw her shoulders drop an inch.

I held out my hand. “Come here.”

She stared at my palm for a beat, then her gaze lifted to mine. She came without a word. I pulled her around the counter, into the open space between the kitchen and the living room, and drew her against me. We swayed. No talking. Her cheek was warm against my chest. I could feel her breathing sync with mine. This was the moment I’d yearned for. Not the sex, not the confession—this. This quiet belonging. Her in the center of my world, not trying to escape it.

When the song ended, I pulled away and stared down at her.

“You okay now?”

She grinned. “I’m fine. This is different.”

“Being with you… outside of my place. Somewhere I don’t control. You could be anyone here. This whole other person I don’t know.” Her eyes came back to me, searching.

“But I’m not.”

“But you could be. Can I look in your drawers? Bathroom cabinets?”

I stared at her. “Why?”

“Because,” she said, her voice soft but serious, “that’s where people keep the real stuff.”

I thought she was kidding, but the excited look she had in her eyes told me she wasn’t.

I shook my head. “Go ahead, Sky. But I want my things back exactly how they were when you finish.”

I wasn’t even done talking before she skipped off down the hallway.

I cooked for her while she searched. She came back disappointed.

“You’re lame.”

“Because you didn’t find bodies?”

“I didn’t find anything at all.”

“Exactly.”

“You probably threw all your other women’s stuff away before I came,” she half-joked.

“If you say so.”

I made seared scallops, lemon risotto and garlic butter asparagus. I watched her eyes close on the first bite. A hum of pleasure vibrated in her throat. That sound was worth more than any Michelin star.

After dinner, she curled in my chair with a pen and a pad and stared out the window. I knew this was her process. She said her stories played out like a movie and she wrote what she saw. She wrote some, then she stood at my windows, staring at the river, and I stared at her. I stared at her when she wasn’t watching. Every time I passed her, I touched her. A hip. A shoulder. The back of her neck. My dick stayed hard, but I was sticking with my no-sex rule until after Valentine’s.

Eventually, we ended up on the sofa, scrolling our phones, her back against my chest.

It wasn’t much different from what we did at her place when she wasn’t paying attention.

I broke the spell. I had to. But I waited until after midnight.

“Valentine’s Day is two days away.”

I felt her stiffen against me.

She stood up.

I sat up.

She started to pace.

“Oh, God. Why do you have to be one of those Valentine’s Day people?”

“Valentine’s people?”

“You know,” she gestured at the air, “the commercialized people who believe in a capitalist performance of affection. It’s for people who don't know how to love each other the other 364 days of the year. It’s performative. It’s for high schoolers and people who need Instagram content. We don't need that, Zio. We're beyond that. I’m not partaking.” She said all haughty like.

I ignored her.

“I have a reservation,” I said. “At The Rowan. Eight o’clock. You’re going. I brought you a dress and shoes. They were expensive.”

She froze.

“You did what?”

“I brought you a dress. And shoes.”

She stared at me. “Did you hear a word I just said? I said I’m not going.”

I didn't blink. “I heard you. I just chose to ignore you.” I stood.

“Zio!” She followed me into the kitchen, her voice rising. “Why don’t you ever listen to me? I’m telling you my boundaries.”

I turned, lifted her onto the counter, hands on her waist. Looked at her fully.

“I don't listen to you because you’re nuts, Sky,” I said, an amused smile tugging at my lips.

She gasped, her eyes going wide. “I am not nuts! I am a creative…!”

“You’re a brat who’s scared of a day,” I countered. “We’ve spent three Christmases together. Three New Year’s. Every other holiday in between. But Valentine’s Day is where you draw the line? Something’s wrong with you.”

She grabbed a dish towel and snapped it at me. I caught it, laughing.

“You’re mean.”

“I’m not the mean one.”

She narrowed her eyes, then tilted her head.

“How expensive are the dress and shoes you mentioned?”


Chapter Thirteen

Day Thirteen

Zio

I woke up with a singular focus. I didn’t even rub the sleep out of my eyes before I sat up on the side of the bed. Luckily, Sky sleeps like the dead after a few too many drinks of wine, and I’d made sure she had a few cups the night before. I took a breath and grabbed Sky’s phone. I scrolled to her mother’s contact, saved the number in my phone, and sent a text. Sky told me her parents are retired and free most days, so it wasn’t a surprise they replied quickly and accepted my invite.

I took a shower, put on my dress pants, a nice sweater, and my Magnanni Oxfords. I slipped out of the loft while she was still dead to the world.

The drive gave me too much time to think about the decision I was about to make.

I weighed the pros and cons of it.

The Cons: Sky’s a flight risk. She’s got a habit of overcomplicating peace and a strange addiction to the chaos in her own head. She’s goofy for no reason, too—sometimes when I need her to be serious.

The Pros: But when she looks at me? When that “tough” girl act drops? That’s my peace. She’s the only person who demands more of me than I demand of myself. Four years doesn’t feel like enough time with her. But also her goofiness... I realized I didn't want a woman who was serious all the time. Her pussy is good too—unmatched.

I pulled into the diner lot before I could find a reason to turn around.

I saw Sky’s parents through the glass. Mrs. Rose and Mr. David. Looking at her mother was like looking at a future version of Sky—same long hair, same beauty, just refined by time. Her daddy? He was big as fuck. Dark, bald-headed. He looked like he’d drive you to Alligator Alley if you did his daughter wrong.

My hands started to sweat as I opened my car door. I adjusted my watch, and stepped out of the car, smoothing the wrinkles from my clothed. Walking into that diner felt like walking into a cage with a lion.

I smoothed my hand over the ring box in my pocket and walked toward them. The restaurant was pretty much empty.

"Zio," Mrs. Rose said as soon as I got within speaking distance, her eyes brightening as I approached like she already knew me. "You’re more handsome than you look on Instagram."

I laughed. “Thank you, ma’am.”

"Mr. David, Mrs. Rose. Thank you for meeting me," I said, keeping my voice level.

I sat down.

"So," David said, "you’re the one making my daughter act crazier than usual."

I chuckled. "I’m the one trying to marry her, sir," I said.

His eyes narrowed. "Talk is cheap," he grunted. He leaned back, crossing his arms. "If I do allow you to and she says yes, what’s your five-year plan for my daughter’s peace of mind? I don't care about your bank account—I can see the shoes. I care about her soul and how you plan to treat her.”

I tried to sell myself. I wanted their blessing but I would marry her without it but I didn’t want to. I told them I was opening my own spot. I told them I loved her. I told them I was done playing the "friend" game and was ready to be her husband.

"I’ll take care of her," I told them. "I’ll give her the space to write, but I’ll be the floor under her feet when she’s spinning out. If the sky is falling, I’ll hold it up for her. I’m not going anywhere."

He stared at me for a long beat. We sat in the kind of silence that would have made a lesser man start sweating through his sweater. He looked at Mrs. Rose, then back at me.

David’s face got less hard. "She’s a lot to handle, Zio. She’ll try to push you away and she won’t be nice about it, but I suspect you already know how she is. If you hurt her though, I’ll be the last thing you see. I keep my pistol on me. You ready to risk your life?"

The table was silent. I didn't blink. "I’ve been ready for three years."

Mr. David stared at me for five more seconds, then slammed his hand on the table, sending the cups of water to rocking and laughed. "Gotcha! Just checking for a weak spot. You held your ground. I like that."

Rose swatted his arm, looking at me with an apologetic smile. "I am so sorry, Zio. He’s been practicing that 'tough dad' routine all morning. You have our blessing. We’ve been waiting for her to find someone who wouldn't let her run away."

I pulled the ring box out and showed them. Rose gasped. David nodded.

"I'm asking her tomorrow," I said.

Mr. David nodded, finally reaching for his coffee. "Figure out what you want to eat, son. We’re just getting started. Tell me about your father. I want to know what kind of family you’re trying to bring my daughter into."

We talked for more than an hour before he was satisfied.

On the way back home

I stopped at a shop for one single rose, long-stemmed, wrapped in brown paper. She'd complain about it. But she'd put it in water before she finished her sentence.

When I walked into the bedroom, she was sitting up in bed, her hair a wild mess, her eyes still heavy with sleep. And suspicious.

"Where were you? Leaving me in your house all alone?" she grumbled, pulling the covers up to her chin.

I tossed the rose onto the bed beside her. Watched her try not to smile at it.

"Just getting' some air," I said.

She picked up the rose, turning it between her fingers. "In your good Prada sweater you got some air?"

I nodded. "Yep." I turned on my heel. “I’m going to fix breakfast. You shower.”

Thirty minutes later, the shower cut off and she padded into the kitchen. She wasn't wearing any of the clothes I’d brought over for her. Instead, she was swimming in a pair of my boxers and one of my oversized graphic tees, looking better in my gear than I ever did.

She looked around, the rose still in her hand. "You got a vase for this?"

I didn't even look up from the stove. I just jerked my chin toward the counter where I’d already pulled one down.

"What are you even cooking?" she asked, leaning against the marble countertop.

"Omelet with and spinach, feta, sun-dried tomatoes. Side of thick-cut bacon and some sourdough I toasted in the pan," I told her.

I took my time with the plating. I hated just throwing food on a dish. I wiped the edge of the plate before I set it down in front of her.

"What do you want to drink?" I asked, walking over to the fridge.

"Orange juice. Pulp," she said, already reaching for her fork.

I pulled my phone from my pocket instead. I typed out a quick message and hit send.

A second later, her phone chimed on the counter. She frowned, picked it up, and read the screen.

Will you be my Valentine?

I turned around, leaning my back against the fridge, watching her. She looked at the phone, then looked at me, and gave me a long-ass, dramatic roll of her eyes.

"Whatever," she mumbled, shoving a piece of bacon into her mouth.

But I saw it. The way she bit her lip to hide the smile that was threatening to break through.


Chapter fourteen

Later that night on the thirteenth.

Zio

When Brent showed up with our friend Felicia, I knew he was using me as an excuse to spend time with her. I had to have my boys back. I introduced her to Sky and let them in. I wish I wouldn’t have now…

“It’s a yearly simulation,” Brent said, pacing the length of my rug like he was delivering closing arguments to a jury. “Niggas in relationships all of a sudden become Shakespeare and Santa Claus, handing out gifts and acting brand new just because the calendar says so.”

Felicia didn't even look up from her phone, though the corner of her mouth quirked. “You literally bought me a gift, Brent. Calm down.”

Sky, who had been leaning against the kitchen island with her arms folded over my oversized graphic tee, turned her full attention to them. “Oh, he bought you a gift?”

Brent didn’t miss a beat. He shook his head, waving a hand. “That don’t count. I bought a gift for Zio too. I’m rich. I buy things.”

“You gave me roses too,” Felicia added, her voice dropping into a honey-sweet register. She was taunting him.

“That don’t mean nothing.”

“You wrote a sweet note.”

“Don’t mean nothing either! You’re one of my oldest friends, Fee. Don't make the shit weird.”

I felt Sky’s elbow nudge my side. I looked down, and she was watching them like she was witnessing a train wreck in slow motion. I lowered my voice, leaning into her space so only she could hear.

“He is in love with her,” I whispered. I could understand why he was. She was a teacher and was filled with this peaceful energy, petite but curvy, dark-skinned, with a pixie cut that framed her pretty face just right. She had one of those smiles that made you feel like everything was gonna be okay.

Sky’s brows shot up. “Oh?”

“He pretends he doesn’t,” I added, watching Brent nearly trip over a decorative pillow. “Because he’s scared.”

“Scared of what?”

“He’s like you,” I said, meeting her eyes. “Running from commitment for no reason.”

Across the room, Brent was still performing, acting like he wasn’t already gone over Fee. “It’s fake pressure! You’re supposed to outdo the next man because it’s February fourteenth? Flowers cost triple. Restaurants are packed with couples who haven't spoken nice to each other in months. Everybody posting captions they don’t even mean.”

“You sound like Sky,” I interrupted, raising my voice to cut through his rant. “She doesn’t believe in Valentine’s Day either.”

“As she should! I believe in consistency,” Brent replied, pointing a finger at me. “If I rock with you, I rock with you. I don’t need a specific Tuesday or a red heart emoji to validate my presence in your life.”

Felicia leaned back against the arm of the couch, her gaze steady. “But you still bought roses on the thirteenth. That’s a Valentine’s thing, Brent.”

“Because I felt like it,” he countered, his voice rising an octave. “Had nothing to do with the date. Total coincidence.”

Sky let out a short laugh before she could stop herself, but she stepped in to give Brent an out. “I mean, it does feel performative,” she offered.

Brent clapped once, loudly. “Exactly!”

I shook my head, shifting my weight. “Both of y’all are just too histrionic.”

Sky turned to me. “You’re the one who made a reservation and bought a dress and shoes, acting like it’s more than just another day. It’s not even like an anniversary or something. If we're talking about drama…”

“He bought you a dress and shoes, sis?” Felicia asked, her grin widening.

Brent whistled low, shaking his head. “My boy is in deep. Submerged. Can’t even see the surface deep.”

Sky’s face flushed. “I told him it was unnecessary.”

Brent opened his mouth to say something stupid, but I stepped forward, cutting him off before he could get a word out.

“It wasn’t unnecessary,” I said. “It’s intentional.”

The word hung in the air. Felicia turned to Brent, her eyes narrowed. “So, why did you buy me and Zio gifts, but only mine the day before Valentine’s? What’s the intention behind that?”

“Because that’s my nigga and I just happened to see him earlier than you,” Brent said, gesturing to me.

“And I’m what?” Felicia asked. She was pushing him now, forcing him to say the quiet part out loud.

Brent hesitated. The bravado wore on his sleeve wasn’t helping him right now. For a split second, I saw the sweat on his brow as he stared into the abyss of his own feelings. He looked like he was about to run.

Sky clocked it immediately. On some commitment-phobe camaraderie type shit, she stepped in to save him from the ledge.

“Do y’all want to play karaoke?” she asked.

Brent blinked, looking like a man who had just been granted a stay of execution. “What?”

She was already digging into her backpack, pulling out two wireless microphones like she was unveiling contraband.

“Why do you have a backpack with karaoke equipment?” Felicia asked, genuinely baffled.

“Preparedness,” Sky replied, her face deadpan.

Brent squinted at the mics. “You just… carry microphones around? In the streets?”

“She makes me play at her house,” I said from the kitchen, grabbing the orange juice. “I don't ask questions anymore.”

“Of course she does,” Brent muttered.

Five minutes later, lyrics were scrolling across the TV. Sky started it off, fully committed, eyes closed, singing Aretha’s “Respect” like she was headlining a sold-out tour. She couldn’t sing worth shit. Felicia joined in, and she could actually sing.

Brent pretended to resist when it was his turn. He sat on the edge of the couch, looking at the mic like it was a live grenade.

By the third track, the "consistency" advocate was standing in the middle of my rug, yelling the lyrics to “Misery Business” like it was a personal anthem. I didn’t even know he knew the song.

Sky was laughing so hard she had to lean against the wall to breathe. But Felicia wasn't laughing. She was just watching him. That look—I recognized it. She wanted him. She was doing what sky would call, yearning.

Sky found her way back to my side, bumping her shoulder into mine. “You see this?” she whispered.

“I’ve been seeing it for the last ten years,” I whispered back.

“You think they’ll ever—”

“Yeah,” I cut her off softly, watching Brent toss the mic back onto the couch as the song ended. “Eventually. When they get tired of their own acting.”

Across the room, Brent looked at Felicia. For a second, he looked like he wanted to confess every single thing he’d been running from.

He didn't. Not tonight.

I already knew—it was going to take at least another year before they stopped pretending. Maybe next Valentine’s Day.


Chapter Fifteen

Valentines Day

Zio

I reached for the other side of the bed before I even opened my eyes, expecting to find a warm body. Instead, I found cold linen.

I sat up fast, the quiet of the loft ringing in my ears. "Sky?" No answer. I called her name louder and got the same result.

I sat up, running a hand over my face and stood. Breathing.

I checked the bathroom—empty. I checked the kitchen—nothing but a half-empty glass of water. My chest tightened. I grabbed my phone and dialed her number. It went straight to voicemail. I called again. Same thing.

Immediately my brain went right to the worst-case scenario... “She ran.”

My jaw locked.

Of course she would pick Valentine’s Day to spiral.

I thought about the conversation about Valentine’s last night with Brent and Felicia, about the dinner reservation she didn’t even want. Maybe I’d applied too much pressure. Maybe the reality of "forever" had finally triggered her instinct to vanish.

Maybe she’s just gone to the store, I said to calm myself. I could really be overreacting.

I called her again.

I almost threw the phone when she didn’t answer.

I needed to calm down.

I was going to get dressed and give her a couple hours before I went looking for her ass.

That was the plan.

I hit the shower, cranking the water hotter than it needed to be. Steam filled the bathroom fast.

She really dipped on me.

I braced my hands against the tile and let the water hit the back of my neck.

“Relax,” I muttered to myself in the mirror once I stepped out. “Even if she don’t fuck with you no more, you’ll get over it.”

The words felt like bullshit. That shit would break my heart.

I got out when the water turn cold. I dragged the towel down my body, drying off, jaw tight. I slapped on some lotion and cologne, ran a comb through my beard. I could feel my muscles coiled.

Four years.

Four years of me showing up for her, and she couldn’t even make it one day?

That’s weak.

I got dressed slow on purpose. Black T-shirt. Simple black True Religion jeans. Black and white Taxi 12s.

I checked myself in the mirror.

Calm face.

Eyes not calm.

I grabbed my restaurant paperwork from the kitchen counter, flipping through it just to keep my hands busy. Numbers. Vendor invoices. My business plan.

Focus on work.

Not on her.

But every few seconds, my brain kept going back to her—

I called her again. Straight to voicemail.

I thought about calling her momma and telling on her.

I laughed at that.

Fuck it. I was about to ride to her house.

I grabbed my keys, jaw flexing.

The lock clicked, and the heavy door to the loft swung open.

I froze, keys mid-air. Sky walked in looking winded. She was juggling a white box tied with string and a heavy shopping bag, her eyes scanning the room until they landed on me.

She met me at the island. She didn’t seem to notice I was on edge.

"Where have you been?" I breathed, the relief hitting me so hard I had to lean against the island. "I’ve been calling you."

She set the bags down, avoiding my eyes for a second. "My phone died. I went to get your favorite from that bakery in Sarasota. I thought I would be doing good by being there when they opened, but they had a line around the block at 6:00 AM."

I looked at the box.

She reached into one of the bags she was carrying and pulled out a Coach Sprint backpack. Then she slid a card across the marble toward me. “Happy Valentine’s Day. I stayed up all night," she said, her voice small, a total departure from her usual self. "Just thinking. About how good you’ve been to me. How good I feel with you and how stubborn I’m being."

She took a breath. "I knew I loved you a while ago, Zio. I just... I wasn't ready to say it. The words felt too heavy for what we were doing, but when I really looked at it, we’ve been in a relationship for a while."

I started toward her, but she held up a hand,. "Don't get all in your feelings. Don't make it weird." She sounded like Brent.

I didn't listen. I pulled her into me, burying my face in the crook of her neck.

Later…

The afternoon was a shift in dynamic. Usually, I’m the one in the kitchen, but Sky insisted on cooking lunch. I watched, skeptical, because she didn’t cook most times. We ordered a lot. She did a good job, though. Made a little TikTok Alfredo.

But the clock was ticking. "Time to get ready," I told her around five. "The dress is waiting."

When she stepped out of the bedroom an hour later, the world stopped. The dress fit her like it was woven onto her skin. I had spent months searching for the brown silk Reformation dress I ended up settling on.

She looked at me, then broke out in a smile and did a little silly jig.

“These shoes, baby. These shoes.”

I knew the René Caovilla Margot Crystal Butterflies Ankle-Wrap Sandals would be her favorite thing. She had a butterfly tatted on the small of her back. She liked me to lick it. She was very cooperate the rest of the night.

Dinner was a blur because I didn’t really care; it was just something to do while other preparations were made.

"I want to show you something," I said as we pulled back up to my building. "I want to see the view from the roof tonight."

"Zio, it's freezing out," she complained, but she followed me anyway, her hand tucked into mine.

We stepped out onto the rooftop, and Sky froze.

The entire space had been transformed. Strings of Edison bulbs crisscrossed the skyline, and a path of candles led toward the edge of the building. But it wasn't the decor that stopped her breath.

Standing there, dressed in their best, were Mrs. Rose and Mr. David. My parents were beside them, along with Brent and Felicia. Sky’s best friend Simone had flown in from Miami.

Sky turned to me, her eyes wide. "Zio? What is this?"

I didn't let go of her hand. I led her to the center of the roof, the Largo skyline behind us.

I dropped to one knee, pulling the box from my pocket. The diamond caught every bit of light on that roof.

"Sky, you’re difficult. You overthink. You run. You argue. You romanticize nonsense.”

A tear slipped down her cheek.

“But you’re mine. And I don’t want to do another year without you being my wife.”

Wind ran across the rooftop, sending her hair flying behind her like I paid it to perform.

Everyone was holding their breath. Because sky could say anything.

“Sky,” I said softer, “marry me.”

She was crying now. Actually crying.

She nodded first.

Then hysterically laughed through it.

“Yes.”

As I slid the ring onto her finger, Brent let out a roar of a whistle that echoed off the surrounding buildings, and Mr. David gave me a single, slow nod of approval. The women clapped.

I stood up and pulled my wife-to-be into my arms, finally knowing exactly where I stood. Brent had to fuck up the moment “I bought the ring” he informed everybody.


Epilogue

Zio

The wind off the Gulf of Mexico was no joke.

We were standing on the sand behind the Don Cesar, the "Pink Palace" looming behind us like a giant castle. It was New Year’s Eve, and I had envisioned a tropical breeze with fireworks going off that we didn’t have to pay for. Instead, Florida decided to give us some bipolar-ass weather.

"I hate this," Sky whispered through gritted teeth, her shoulders hunched up to her diamond earrings. "I officially regret a beach wedding. My goosebumps have goosebumps, Zio. And the sand is clinging to my skin, it’s dirty," she whined.

I wrapped my arm around her, trying to shield her from the Atlantic chill. Our thirty guests were all blurred together in a sea of monochromatic white, huddled around flickering candles and heaters the hotel had provided, but they were losing the battle against the wind. It was intimate, elegant, and freezing.

"You look beautiful, though," I teased, kissing the top of her head.

"I’m fucking cold," she shot back. "Where is Felicia? I sent her up to the suite for my coat twenty minutes ago. Is she walking to Miami to get it?"

I looked toward the hotel. "I’ll go check."

I left Sky with her mother and headed inside, the lobby's warmth hitting me like a blessing. I took the elevator up to the penthouse, my dress shoes clicking on the marble. I had the spare key card in my hand, ready to grab the coat and get back to the party before the clock strikes midnight.

I swiped the card, the light turned green, and I pushed the door open.

"Fee? You find the—"

The words died in my throat.

Brent’s back was to the door. His hands were locked around Felicia’s thighs, spreading her wide as he drove into her with a slow thrust that made the headboard knock soft against the wall. Her head was thrown back, mouth parted in a breathless moan, nails clawing at his shoulder blades. The coat I came up for was crumpled on the floor by the bed, forgotten. I couldn’t move. Couldn’t speak. Just stood there, swallowing the burn in my throat as Brent groaned her name. I stood there for a beat too long, paralyzed by the sheer audacity of them.

"Yo!" I finally barked, slamming my hand against the doorframe.

The reaction was instantaneous. Brent fell off the bed, grabbing Sky’s jacket to cover himself. I almost laughed.

"Zio!" Brent mumbled. "Man... we were just..."

"In my bed?" I asked. "On my wedding night? In the room I paid for?"

Felicia peeked out from under the covers. “I’m sorry.”

I walked over to the closet and grabbed a jacket that hadn’t touched Brent’s dick and headed back to the door. “I want a new room before the reception is over—and throw the jacket away,” I said with a chuckle.

Five minutes later, I walked back out onto the beach. Sky was waiting, shivering and impatient.

"What took so long?" she asked, snatching the coat from me.

I looked back at the hotel, then at the woman who had finally stopped running from me. I pulled her close as the first firework exploded over the dark water, signaling the start of a new year.

"Brent and Felicia were fucking in our room."

“Wait, what? On the bed?”

I nodded.

“I hope you told them to get us another room. I don’t want to lay in their juices.”

I laughed. “I did.”

She stared at the hotel for a second, then shook her head. “They are disgusting. I can’t stand either of them,” she joked.

“They’re in love,” I corrected.

“They’re in lust,” she rebutted.

“Same difference.”

She sucked her teeth. “That’s not what you said a few months ago when you gave me an ultimatum.”

“I said it was the same difference for them, not us.”

She snorted “Whatever. I’m not arguing with you” She waved me off. “I need a drink,” she said, walking off in the direction of the tables. This was my wife and I couldn't have been happier.
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