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This is the spin-off to "Session 33." Everybody kept saying Silas needed his own story, so here it is. This is the prequel to Ex-Factor, where Eshe and Silas get together. I split this into two parts because I wrote Over Him in a similar fashion, and people made it to 20% of the book and assumed the toxic couple stayed together without even getting to the good part. I didn't want a repeat of that. But I still wanted to give some depth to Eshe because y’all know Silas already—thus, Broken Clocks became a thing. This is drama, toxicity. There are triggers because it reflects more real-life events.
 
Anywho, I’ll be back in a month with Silas and Eshe’s story together. It's so cute!! I swear it is. Silas really learned from Cassius. 
 
You can skip this don't, but you can. That's if you're over drama. In the next book you kind of get an idea of the relationship between Donte and Eshe. 
 
Hey, Shana. Thanks for the name idea’s.
 




Green Eyes– Erykah Badu
Ring the Alarm – Beyoncé
I Hate U– SZA
Broken Clocks- SZA
Ex-Factor– Lauryn Hill
Don't Waste My Time – Brandy & Tinashe
Good Mourning– India.Arie
Masterpiece (Mona Lisa) – Jazmine Sullivan
Doing It Wrong– Drake




Prologue – Silas

Charmaine’s fingers dug into my countertop like she was trying to crack the marble. The pressure had turned her knuckles dark. Her chest rose and fell like she was counting breaths. Her pretty brown skin flushed nearly purple.
This was why I didn’t do relationships. Angry women were scary.
“I know how the world sees me,” I said, leaning against the fridge. “Naomi calls me a fuckboy to my face. My baby momma—” She was fussing at me about being more mature. To her, that meant settling down, having vacations with her parents, cutting off my friends.
She wanted to fix me. To sand down my edges until I fit her blueprint of what a “real man” was supposed to be.
I wasn’t doing that for her.
“You don’t have a baby momma, Silas.” Her voice was brittle.
I grinned. There it was. The reason we couldn’t be together. Charmaine couldn’t even love me right—she wouldn’t play along with the delusion.
“What does Angel do when I say, ‘Hey, baby momma, where’s my son?’”
Her top lip curled. “She hands you Ekon. Or tells you he’s at.”
“Exactly. That makes them my son. My baby momma.”
She crossed her arms so tight her biceps strained the sleeves of her dashiki. “Why do you say it like that? Baby momma.”
“You want me to use the King’s English? ‘Esteemed mother of my progeny’?”
“You don’t have a child, Silas.”
I flexed my jaw. “Ekon’s mine. You don’t have to contribute genetically to love a child like your own.”
Her eyes flickered with pity or irritation, whatever.
“So, I’m just supposed to be cool with you calling another woman baby momma?”
“I’m not fucking Angel.” I paused. “Though I would. Why does it matter what I call her as long as Cassius is okay with it? But if given the chance I would."
“It’s about respect,” she rebutted.
I barked a laugh, purposely playing as if I didn't understand what she was saying. "Respect? Angel’s one of five of the only people on this planet I’d bleed for. You’re mad I call her ‘baby momma,’ but she’s one of the reasons I’m growing. She deserves respect. She's rooted for you and you know it. Where's your loyalty, Charmaine? Or is that incense smoke fogging up your vision?"
She jabbed her finger at me like it was a knife. “I was talking about respect for me. You can’t mention Angel without adding how much you want her.”
That was all by design. I’d been planting these seeds for months. After Solomon cosplayed Jack Torrance, I’d realized something… I didn’t want Charmaine’s incense and forced Zen, her disappointed sighs.
I wanted to burn for someone. To lose my goddamn mind if they walked away. With Charmaine? My dick barely got hard for her anymore.
Maybe that wasn’t her fault. Maybe I’d fucked too many women. Maybe I just wanted a woman I didn’t have to fuck to tolerate. Maybe I’d woken up one morning and finally grown the fuck up.
“Look, I don’t want to hurt you. I care for you, but—”
Her palm cracked against my cheek so hard my vision blurred.
For a second, all I heard was ringing. I touched my lip, came away with blood. Damn. “What happened to namaste? You’re dressed like Erykah Badu but hitting me like Mike Tyson?”
Her breath came ragged. “I risked my sobriety for you. I could’ve been with Cassius.”
I licked the blood off my teeth and laughed. “No, you couldn’t have.”
She stiffened, narrowed her eyes. “Excuse me?”
“He’d have fucked you once.” I wiped my mouth. “But Angel’s his one and—”
She shoved me. Hard. I stumbled back, still grinning.
“Why do you keep mentioning her?” Charmaine’s voice splintered.
“Because you brought up Cassius. Cassius wasn’t giving up Angel for anyone. Not even you, flower child.”
A tear slid down her face. She swiped it away like it offended her. “You treat people like they’re nothing. Like none of this is real.”
I shrugged. “It’s not real with you. I treat everybody else great.”
“Fuck you, Silas. You heartless motherfucker.”
The door slammed hard, the framed photo of me and Ekon rattled on the wall.
Then there was silence.
I made my way to the bar and poured vodka into a glass, let it burn my throat on the way down. My living room smelled like her patchouli oil. I hated that shit.
I called Angel.
She picked up on the second ring. “Baby momma,” I drawled.
A sigh met my ear. “Silas, what? Your child just drew on my walls.”
“I’ll come get him if you hate him.”
“Shut up. Why are you calling me?”
“I finally got rid of Charmaine.” Ice clinked as I swirled my drink. “You gotta block her now.”
She gave me a dry laugh. “Again? When y’all getting back together this time?”
“She hit me.”
“You earned it.”
“She said she could’ve had Cassius.”
“No, she didn’t,” Angel said in disbelief.
I chuckled. “Yes, she did. And even after that, I tried to let her go gently. But she got on unruly and ‘I gave her ass back to the streets roughly.’” I said mocking Naomi voice for the last part.
“She was good for you…”
"So? None of that matters if I don't want her. Good for me isn’t the same as right for me."
Ekon’s laughter bled through the phone. Angel muttered, “Boy, if you don’t—” before sighing. “Goodbye, Silas. I hope this works out for you.”
The line died.
I finished my drink, stretched out on the couch.
For the first time in a year, I could breathe.
The silence didn't judge me. The walls didn't expect anything from me. I was fine by myself for now because I knew —somewhere out there, she had to exist. A woman who'd understand when I called Angel "baby momma" instead of clutching her pearls. One who'd understand that loving Ekon like my own didn't make her less important.




Chapter One- Eshe

"Who gave you permission to rearrange me? Certainly not me..."
Erykah Badu's voice curled through my dark bedroom like smoke from one of Granny Rose's old Virginia Slims. I lay motionless, letting the lyrics sink into my skin—each word sewing my broken parts together. The scent of Skin So Soft crept in behind it. It was the oil me Granny used to wear to Sunday service. The smell was in the walls, the carpet reminding me tat she had been here.
"Certainly, certainly, certainly not me."
The last note hung between my ribs like the metaphorical blade he'd left there. Then a thought came, unbidden and brutal—I loved him more than I loved my next breath. Because if I didn't, why was I still so broken over him? 
He had fucked me over time and time again, showing me exactly who he was in large, deliberate ways.
He dressed casual cruelties up as love.
He had lied to me like it was easy, like he didn't have to tell me the truth because I'd be there regardless. I was spending time I couldn't get back, retracing the outline of where he used to sleep and he was living his life. Even after he fucked me over. Cheated on me. Fucked her. Probably gently. I was still grieving the loss of him.
That pitiful-ass thought had me dragging my pitiful-ass self out of my king-sized bed and heading toward the kitchen. My toes sank into the plush carpet as I stood for the first time in twelve hours, my size-16 frame protesting the sudden movement. That was to be expected after three straight days of lying on my big ass. I'd only gotten up to use the bathroom, shower, and eat.
Banana pudding waited in the fridge. His last peace offering before the storm. Just because, he'd said, handing me the container with that smile that always made me forgive him too fast. He was the devil.
I massaged my sore neck, glanced toward the chest of drawers, and considered whether I should at least throw on a shirt.
Nah. I waved the thought off and refocused on what got me out of bed in the first place.
"You got one mission and one mission only, Eshe," I talked to myself aloud. It was a symptom of me stressing. Sometimes it got so bad, I answered back.
Focus. Back to the mission.
I was going to get the pity pudding, eat it, then return to my bed without incident. I wasn't taking no phone calls, wasn't answering no doors. I wanted to be pathetic in peace just a little longer.
I headed towards the door. "Ring the Alarm! I been through this too long, and I'll be damned if I see another chick on your arm!"
I stopped and stood there in my feelings, listening to Beyoncé sing my thoughts, thinking about him. When he showed up five years ago, I knew getting involved with him would end with me heartbroken. I did it anyway, becoming a willing participant in my own pain. I walked straight into the fire with my eyes open, arms out, like maybe this burn would feel like love. He taught me that the ache of wanting someone who didn't want to be kept by you was just as malevolent as having it and watching it rot in your hands. Never again.
Tears clouded my vision. I felt the lightness of melancholy creeping in, but I refused to let it send me back to bed for another three days. Blinking the tears away, I left my bedroom and bounded down the stairs, naked and barefoot, just as Kelis shouted through the speaker: "I hate you so much right now."
Damn. All morning the radio had been playing music that spoke to my weary-ass soul. I figured one of my ancestors was trying to guide me through these turbulent times—probably my Granny Rose. She'd always been the type to get in your business whether you asked her to or not. When she passed away, I wanted to be buried right along with her.
She had raised me—sacrificing twenty-five years of her life after my momma, who didn't even show up for her funeral, up and left when I was three. Since nobody knew who my daddy was, she was all I had—besides a best friend I wasn't even really friends with anymore.
Five years after she'd passed, I was still missing her, especially when I first woke up and expected to smell something good drifting under my bedroom door. She cooked breakfast every morning before sending me off to school or work. Even after I became an adult, she kept the tradition.
I didn't think I'd survive her death. For months after the funeral, I was drowning in sorrow. He was the one that helped me heal. He made me love him.
Suddenly, pain clutched my heart. I violently shoved memories of him—and my granny—out of my head. Thinking of them for too long always hurt—turned me into a big-ass crybaby. I wasn't in the crying mood anymore.
Exhaling a deep, cleansing breath, I shook my head and blinked back the burn behind my eyes. I wasn't about to cry. Not when I didn't have anybody to console me.
"Focus, Eshe."
I opened the fridge and pulled out my pudding. My mouth watered. It had been at least twelve hours since I last ate.
Just as I picked up a spoon, ready to dig in, my phone vibrated next to my arm.
"I'm not answering the phone," I repeated my earlier declaration aloud, but still peeked—wondering if it was him.
And it was.
My heart rate climbed. This was his seventy-fifth call in three days.
My palms itched. Everything in me wanted to answer—but I wouldn't.
Laying the phone face down on the stainless-steel countertop, I distracted myself by shoving a spoonful of banana pudding into my mouth and thinking about mundane shit—things that didn't hurt. Like how this pudding was damn good, but still not as good as my granny's. She made hers from scratch and baked it. This was a close second, though. It came from the Italian restaurant down the street. The old white lady who owned it was mean as hell, but she could cook. She seasoned her food like she had some Black in her. Or maybe some Asian. Them motherfuckers could throw down too.
My phone rang again. I peeked. Not him this time—her. My best friend.
The pudding turned sour in my stomach.
I pushed it away and mentally prepared to answer. Even though I said I wouldn't. She'd already left two voicemails threatening to come over if I didn't pick up. That was the last thing I wanted.
"Hello."
"Hey, Sis." She sounded cheerful.
I hated when she called me Sis. It made my ass itch.
“She never treated me like a sister—more like the fat best friend who made the pretty girl look prettier.” I was so over it—and over her.
Too bad it took me nearly twenty years to realize it. And now I didn't know what to do about it. It felt fucked up for me to say fuck twenty years of friendship, especially when I'd let her treat me any type of way for so long.
"Hey, Sinica," I deadpanned into the phone, rolling my eyes heavenward. I sent a silent plea to whatever deity was listening—praying for strength. Strength not to hang up. Strength not to curse her out. Strength not to tell her how I really felt about her.
I already knew what was coming. She was about to ask me to do something wedding-related—and that shit always annoyed the hell out of me.
I told her from day one, "You want me in this wedding, keep me uninvolved in this wedding." I tried to avoid it at all costs, for many reasons. Mainly because we didn't see eye to eye when it came to anything. I was a jeans, t-shirt, and Converse type of girl. She was couture and Loro Piana.
To keep us from butting heads during the six months leading up to the wedding, I only promised to show up for the dress fitting and bachelorette party. The dress issue had been solved weeks ago. I agreed to squeeze my size-16 ass into a size-14 dress because that's as large as the designer made and it had the nerve to be ugly. I was only wearing it because she paid for it. My paralegal salary didn't cover $500 dresses I'd only wear once.
The bachelorette party was two days away. I wasn't in the mood, but I was going.
I half-listened to her one-sided conversation until she finally gave up on small talk and got to the point.
"Can you please go with me to the caterers? You know how to talk people into doing what you want—or, in this case, what I want. Please!" she whined.
No sat on the tip of my tongue. She was hard-headed. I told her I didn't want to be involved, but she still guilt-tripped me into the cake tasting and gown selection. She even tricked me into going lingerie shopping. It pissed me off. Spending a Saturday looking at another woman's pussy hanging out of crotchless panties was not my idea of a good time.
I didn't say no because I knew she'd just piss me off more because she was going to keep calling nonstop. If that didn't work, she'd show up at my house. That wouldn't end well. In the mood I was in, I'd be liable to beat her ass for the old and the new.
I exhaled a frustrated breath. "Okay, Sinica. When?"
"Awwww, thank you, thank you, thank you! I'll be there in an hour. And wear something nice," she gushed and hung up before I could take it back.
I hadn't expected her to say today, let alone in an hour.
This bitch...
I got up from the island, dropped the banana pudding in the trash.
"Let's get this over with." I sighed.
I made my way upstairs, pulled out a simple pair of panties, my good bra, black tights, and a black V-neck sweater. The color matched my mood. It was simple—and that would piss Sinica off. She hated simple, but I was petty. The thought of her being annoyed pleased me. Put some much-needed pep in my step.
Unwrapping my waist-length locs, I headed to the shower.




Chapter Three- Eshe

I was a living testimony of how you could still feel lonely in a room full of people—and I was. Because the way sadness had me in a chokehold made no fucking sense, but I just couldn’t shake it off. It clung to me like a second skin, a constant reminder of everything I was going through.
I needed help.
In the middle of the club’s VIP section, with music about popping pussy thumping through the speakers and the weight of my sorrows pressing down on me, I closed my eyes and did something I hadn’t done in a long time—I sought solace in a prayer.
“God, if you send him back to me, I promise to—” I stopped myself mid-thought and let the rest evaporate like smoke, because I didn’t actually want him back—and I realized that in that exact moment.
I didn’t want him. He was just a bad habit I had trouble breaking. I knew that.
I wanted peace.
“Eshe!” Sinica called my name loud enough to cut through the music. I turned, already annoyed, surrounded by six of her friends who looked like carbon copies of her: light-skinned, lace fronts, thin, lithe bodies. I almost rolled my eyes.
“Yeah, what?” I asked, deadpan.
“Sherry asked if you ever thought about taking out your locs. You might lose a few inches, but you’d look so pretty with relaxed hair.”
I barely heard anything after that because the white boy sitting with a group across the way had my attention. He was staring at me as if he knew me.
I squinted to get a better view of his face in the dim lights. Something about him was… magnetic. I didn’t usually find white boys interesting to look at, but he was too handsome to ignore, and he was sitting with a crowd full of Black folks.
I licked my lips.
He smiled and nodded at me like he was inviting me over.
I shook my head, even though something in my chest tightened at the idea. I already had too much going on with the man I was dealing with.
I ran my tongue over my teeth, gave him one final look, then turned away.
Everyone at the table was waiting for me to respond. I had to mentally rewind to remember she had asked me about my hair.
Why in the fuck would I risk damaging my hair to fit their standards?
I picked up my drink—a Crown Royal, straight—and took a slow sip before answering with a simple, “No.”
I spat it out. The question had left a bad taste in my mouth. This was exactly why I didn’t bother with Sinica and her friends. I was tipsy enough not to let it really get to me, but I wasn’t about to play with them either. It was time for me to go home.
I gathered my things, stood up slowly, and threw my purse strap over my shoulder.
“I’ll see y’all at the wedding,” I said flatly. No hugs. No fake smiles. Just walked away.
My patience was damn near nonexistent. Cordial was the best they were gonna get.
Sinica called after me—like she hadn’t just sat there and let her friends fuck with me.
I didn’t turn around.
Moving through the club made me feel like I was suffocating. The thick heat was stifling, and the bass thumped through my ribcage like it was trying to crack me open from the inside. Perfume, sweat, spilled drinks all mixed in the air and made my stomach queasy. I ignored the urge to cover my nose.
I pushed past a group of girls twerking near the bar and squeezed between two men dapping each other up.
I was halfway to the door when a hand wrapped around my wrist.
I froze.
My head snapped to the side, ready to snatch my arm back and cuss somebody out—but when I looked up, it was him. The white boy from across the club. The one with the smile that made something low in my stomach clench.
I yanked my hand away, still.
“Don’t be grabbing on strange women,” I snapped, narrowing my eyes up at him, trying to look intimidating.
A wide smile split his lips. Then he gave me this look—like he’d just figured something out about me in a few seconds.
He leaned in, and my heart ticked up. He smelled sweet and hot, like the spicy candies I remembered eating when I was little.
“I’m allowed to reach for who calls to me,” he said, so soft I almost didn’t hear him over the music.
I blinked. “Excuse me?”
He shrugged, but his eyes never left mine. “Us meeting here was meant to be. But I can tell by the look on your face you aren’t ready for me. My baby momma wore that same look when she was loving a man who didn’t deserve her. I see the same heartbreak in your eyes. Same weight written all over your pretty face.”
I opened my mouth, ready to curse him smooth out, because why the fuck was he prophesying my life like he knew me?
He held up a hand—
“That man who fucked over my baby momma happens to be my best friend. So I seen it from both sides. I learned from his mistakes, so I know how to help you when the time comes,” he added, voice low, calm. “So I’m going to let you deal with whatever issues you got, because I won’t be helpful—not at this point, when you look fed up with everybody.”
I blinked hard, looking up at him.
Who was this man?
I let my eyes slowly rake over his face—his sharp jawline, his sad-ass eyes that looked like they’d seen too much.
He did the same in return.
His eyes on me made my entire body tingle.
He stepped back, giving me space.
“I’ll let you go now. I know we’ll meet again, beautiful. And you’re gonna be ready for me then.”
He gave me one last look, like he was memorizing me—not the girl I was now, but the woman he swore I’d become. Then he turned and walked off, slow and unbothered, slipping through the crowd.
I stood there for a second, heart kicking like it was trying to outrun itself. I hated that he had read me right. Hated that for the first time in weeks, I wasn’t thinking about the man who’d been breaking my back and spirit.
Back at his table, he waved—and then two women waved too.
I didn’t know whether to wave back or walk over and ask what the hell was wrong with him. Who told him he could see me?
I didn’t do either.
I just exhaled, gave my head a shake, then turned and headed for the exit while ordering an Uber.
The Uber’s backseat smelled like cheap air freshener and other people’s regrets. I pressed my forehead to the window, watching the club lights blur into streaks of color—like my life, smudged at the edges.




Chapter four- Eshe

I couldn’t breathe.
Couldn’t walk either—not properly. My legs felt like they were dragging cinder blocks, and it had nothing to do with the tight-ass heels Sinica picked or the four blunts I’d smoked earlier that day. My chest ached. My throat burned. And I was damn near being dragged down a white silk-covered aisle while Anthony Hamilton crooned in the background.
I can’t stay away from you too long...
I hated how accurate the lyrics were.
I wanted to blame the weed. Or the liquor from the night before. But the truth was uglier. I was walking into a moment I shouldn’t be a part of.
My flight instincts had kicked in strong. Every step closer to the altar had me fighting not to scream or sprint out of the church like I had the devil on my back—and maybe I did.
Speaking of the devil—he was standing at the altar.
Looking at me.
My stomach clenched, and I felt the betrayal of my own body as my eyes tried to meet his. I cut my gaze to the floor instead. Red carpet. Ugly.
I didn’t belong here. Should’ve never agreed. I was a heathen in a house of God, and I could already feel the judgment pressing down on my bare shoulders. If lightning struck me dead mid-aisle, I wouldn’t even be surprised.
Jalen, the fine-ass groomsman I’d been paired with, leaned in slightly and whispered, “You alright?”
I nodded, even though my brain was screaming hell no, I’ll never be alright again.
I imagined myself tossing these fake-ass pink lilies to the ground, stripping out of this ugly-ass yellow dress, and running out the doors barefoot yelling, “Save me, Black Jesus!”
Stop it, I told myself. Focus.
In and out. One foot in front of the other.
A laugh echoed from one of the pews. My throat closed. Were they laughing at me? Did they know what I’d done? What I’d been?
Sweat trickled down the back of my neck.
Did I remember to put on deodorant?
I wanted to sniff my underarm, just to be sure.
Don’t do it, Eshe. Keep walking.
I let out a breath of relief when we finally reached the altar and Jalen gently placed me where I was supposed to stand. Across from the groom. Across from him.
My titties were sweaty. I had to pee. And all I could think about was how much I hated Sinica.
Jalen took his place beside the groom while I tried to keep my face composed.
It was hot as hell in the church.
I fanned myself with my hand.
“Why is it so hot in here?” I mumbled.
The pastor glanced my way, and I imagined asking him to turn on the AC. But instead, I studied him. 6'2", smooth caramel skin, chiseled face, dimples. Whew.
Maybe I should start going to church again.
A throat cleared behind me.
“Stand up straight,” someone whispered.
It was the mother of the groom. I did as I was told, back stiff, eyes still locked on the red carpet.
I inhaled slowly to calm my nerves—big mistake.
Viktor & Rolf’s Spicebomb flooded my senses. That scent. His scent.
My knees went weak. Flashbacks rolled in—white sheets, skin like onyx, lips saying everything but sorry.
I bit down on the inside of my cheek and forced the memory back into the vault.
The other bridesmaids joined me one by one. We stood in a line like beautiful liars, all smiling for Sinica’s big day.
Then the music changed.
Beyoncé’s 1+1.
Cliché, I thought. But Sinica loved her some Beyoncé.
I clenched my hands around the bouquet. I fought to keep my breathing steady. Fought not to cry. Fought not to look up. But how do you stand still when your heart is screaming? When every beat feels like it’s trying to break out of your chest and run? When the person you once begged God for is standing across from you, dressed like forever—but not for you?
The pull was too strong. It had always been.
Without meaning to, my head lifted. My eyes found his. Light brown. Flecked with gold.
Donte. The man who wrecked me. The man about to marry my best friend.




Chapter 5- Eshe

PAST
I wasn’t looking for trouble or love that day, but when Donte walked into that café looking like every bad decision I swore I was done making, my instinct screamed stay away—but I still signed up for heartbreak, because he also looked like my future.

 
My breath hitched before I even realized I’d stopped breathing.

 
Light brown with flecks of gold—his eyes were the first thing I noticed about him. Not on some superficial colorism shit, only because they stood out against his dark, almost midnight-black skin.
He had flawless skin wrapped around a big, stocky frame, covered in a charcoal gray sweater and black slacks. My eyes drifted to the Converse on his feet. My kind of man. His feet looked to be a size thirteen. Definitely my type.
 
He watched me as I watched him. There was a cocky smirk on his God-like face.
 
Let me worship at your altar, I thought.
I slid my tongue across my teeth before giving him my best "come fuck me" grin.
He threw a wink my way, and I wanted to throw my wet panties his.
I shifted in my seat, thighs pressing together like that would stave off the ache he caused there.
“Eshe, you here with me, baby?”
Isaiah’s voice dragged my attention  back to him like a rubber band snapped against skin.
He was leaning across the table, eyebrows pinched, his hand reaching for mine. I slid it out of reach.
Isiah called himself my boyfriend. I didn’t argue. But the truth was I’d never had an official boyfriend. Never really thought about having one. I’d been too busy with school and caring for my granny. To me, he was just the man I currently sucked and fucked.
“Yes, Isaiah,” I answered, trying to hide the annoyance in my voice.
I swiveled in my chair to face him. Isiah had dark skin, dark eyes, dark mood. That’s how I liked my men. You know the type—the ain’t-no-good, don’t-mean-you-no-good, but fuck-you-good type that women so foolishly believed they’d change. Well, that was Isaiah.
I was moving out of the bad boy phase of my life, though. I was starting to think about settling down. I wanted a husband and a baby. I was twenty two. I’d like to have a family by Thirty, and I definitely couldn’t see that happening with Isaiah. All he did these days was irk my nerves.
“So, you gonna do that for me?”
I had no idea what he was talking about. As soon as Mr. Tall, Dark, and Fine As Fuck wandered into my peripheral, I hadn’t paid Isaiah a bit of attention. But before I tuned him out, I remembered he’d been talking about moving our relationship in another direction.
Tuh. That was a no-go. I planned to text him as soon as I got home to tell him we had to call it quits. Our situationship, though only six months old, had run its course. I knew texting somebody that you don’t fuck with them anymore was terrible. But I didn’t do well with confrontation. I was a folder, and most people in my life knew that and used it to their advantage. So I texted people.
“I’m gonna be honest with you—I zoned out,” I said. I reached across the table, pulled his hands into mine, and pouted prettily so he wouldn’t trip and embarrass me in public. He had done it before..
He sucked his teeth. I hated when a man did that.
“After this, don’t make me repeat myself again, Eshe,” he tried to check me.
“Whatever.”
“I asked, do you think you could get your girl Sinica to have a threesome with us?”
My mouth fell open.
“Did you just ask me what I think you did?”
He grinned nervously. That confirmed it. This motherfucker had lost his entire mind.
“It would show me that you’re ready to move forward to the next level of our relationship. We’re about to graduate. Don’t you want to prove to me that you’re wifey material?”
“Fuck you!” I yelled louder than I meant to, and I swear I could hear every head in the café turn in our direction.
My face heated. I wasn’t shy, but I hated too many eyes on me at once.
Isaiah kept talking, but I couldn’t hear him. The sound of my blood rushing in my ears drowned him out. I stood, knocking over my chair. He was a joke. He grabbed my arm when I tried to leave.
“Don’t do that, Eshe. I told you before about walking away from me when I’m talking to you.”
“Fuck you,” I hissed again between clenched teeth, simply because I couldn’t formulate the words to cuss him out properly—not with everyone watching us. I snatched my arm out of his grip and stormed out of the café.
I needed a joint and a glass of sangria.
I was lucky I only lived a few blocks away, because Isaiah had driven. It was about to be dark, and I didn’t live in the best neighborhood. I cursed under my breath with each step I took, walking in the direction of my granny’s house. And with each step, I realized I wasn’t even that mad. I didn’t even like him anymore. Like most men, he liked Sinica. That was expected. She was that universally gorgeous, trophy-wife type men dreamed of having at their side. This wasn’t the first time I’d dealt with a man who started having dreams of fucking a bad bitch once they met her. I didn’t even take it as a slight. The same had happened to her involving me. Men seemed to like to play in other people’s yards.
Sinica was a pretty girl with a nice body, but she was vapid at times. A couple of her boyfriends during freshman and sophomore year had called themselves liking me, because I was cute with a nice personality. So now we just kind of kept our love lives separate. No double dates. No introductions unless it was serious and he could be trusted.
“That was fucked up, what happened back there.”
I nearly jumped out of my shoes, startled by a voice behind me. I was usually better at paying attention to my surroundings. I spun around, mace in hand, ready to spray whoever had crept up on me.
It was the guy from the café.
I lowered my hand and tilted my head, glaring up at him.
“You scared the hell out of me.” I reached out and shoved his shoulder.
“Already with the love taps?” he joked.
“What can I do for you, Mr...?” I paused, waiting for his name.
He licked his luscious brown lips and ran his eyes from the top of my head to the bottom of my feet, pausing at a few of my more visually appealing spots. I was grateful I hadn’t left the house looking a mess. I wore a denim mini skirt and a button-up denim shirt. My thick but firm thighs were on display, along with a healthy amount of cleavage.
I still fought the urge to squirm under his gaze.
“Donte. My name’s Donte.”
“Nice to meet you, Donte. Would you like for me to turn around so you can get as good a look at the back as you did the front?”
A smile parted his lips. Almost instantly, the situation with Isaiah was forgotten. Though I was a little embarrassed this man had witnessed what happened, I played it cool as the sexual energy between us heated the already stifling night air.
“No, I’m good. I got an eyeful when I followed you out.” He combed his fingers through his beard and grinned.
“Oh, really?” I cocked my head to the side. “You aren’t even going to pretend to be ashamed about it, either?”
He shook his head. “None at all.”
“What’s your name, pretty?”
“I’m Eshe,” I said.
“That means Life.”
“Impressed. How do you know that?”
“I’m cultured. A nigga read.”
I laughed and rolled my eyes.
We stood there for a second, eye-fucking each other. He was the first to speak after the beat of silence.
“Why’d your momma name you Life?”
I had been waiting for this moment. My Poetic Justice meet cute.
“She said when she found out she was pregnant with me, it changed her life. At least that’s what my granny told me. I don’t know why, because I haven’t seen her since I was three.”
I wasn’t exactly sure why I was telling him all my business. Maybe because nobody had ever cared to ask before. But then, nobody ever knew my name had meaning before.
“Sorry to hear that. I don’t know what I’d do without my momma.”
“It’s okay. I got my granny,” I said, then changed the subject. I didn’t really like talking about my mom. I’d dealt with feelings of abandonment as a child, and I wasn’t quite sure I was over them. “So you a momma’s boy? They say the best type of man to find is one who loves his momma.”
“Are you looking for a man, Life?”
“Not necessarily. I’m open, though.” I smiled up at him, raised a perfectly arched eyebrow—hoping he took the hint. I wouldn’t mind calling him my man at all, which surprised me, but I didn’t think much of it since I was being really superficial at the moment.
He reached out and toyed with one of my locs. His touch resonated all the way down to my core, causing my pussy to quiver.
“You should give me your number.”
You’re damn right I’mma give you my number—along with whatever else you ask me for, I thought.
Without hesitation, I held out my hand and asked for his phone. Without hesitation, he handed it to me. Didn’t even have to put in a code or anything—which meant he probably didn’t have a girl or a bunch of hoes.
“You need a ride?” he offered when I handed it back.
“No, I live right up the block.”
He was fine and all, but getting in a car with some random negro was a no-no. Letting him know where I stayed? A fuck no.
“All right, Life.”
I kind of liked my new nickname on his lips.
“I’mma call you,” he said before giving me another panty-wetting smile and turning to walk away.
I watched him until he turned the corner.
Isaiah who?




Chapter six- Eshe

PAST
It took him three days to call me.
When he did, I let the phone ring until just before the voicemail picked up. I didn’t want to seem pressed—even though not answering right away was one of the hardest things I’d done in a while. I was anxious as fuck.
“Hello,” I said, butterflies dancing in my belly.
“Hey, Life,” he said.
The way he drawled my name in that deep Southern tone had me creaming in my panties.
“Hey, Donte. I see you waited the customary three days to call,” I teased, trying to keep my voice playful.
“Nah, pretty. I’m grown. I don’t play them games. I’ve just been busy.”
“Okay, Mr. Grown. Busy doing what?” Yeah, I was being nosy. So what?
He chuckled. “I’m in law school. Interning at McMullen and Booth.”
That caught me all the way off guard. I’d definitely misjudged his character by his appearance. I would’ve been less surprised if he said he was a dope boy—he had the swagger of one.
“No way. I’m at Howard, Franklin, and Gandy. But I’m not in law school. I’m a paralegal.”
“That’s what’s up. We should get together and find out what else we got in common.”
The way he said “common” didn’t sound like he meant to discuss our goals and dreams. It sounded like he meant to fuck. I licked my dry lips and pressed my thighs together.
“I’m down. When are you free, Mr. Busy?”
“What you doing right now?”
“Nothing.” Any other time, I would’ve lied—pretended to be busy. Couldn’t let a man have full access to me. They start thinking they got ownership. But I’d been thinking about fucking this man since the café. And it had been three weeks since I’d had sex with another human. I wasn’t about to pretend.
“Meet me at the court on 16th Street, South Side. You know where that’s at?”
“Yes.”
“I’ll be there for two hours. We can grab something to eat after.”
“Okay,” I replied simply.
Then silence.
“Well damn. No ‘bye’?” I muttered, but didn’t let his rudeness bother me. I jumped up and did my about-to-get-some-new-dick twerk in the middle of the living room floor.
Let me stop and go wash my pussy.
After my shower, I already knew exactly what I wanted to wear. I slid into a black, tight midi skirt that stopped just below my knees and an oversized white tee—because white looked good against my brown complexion and made my titties look even bigger. It hung off one shoulder. I left my panties in the drawer because, easy access.
I slid my feet into a pair of low-top, snow-white Chucks. Ran shea butter and coconut oil through my locs and tied them in a bun. Face cream. Lotion. Clear lip gloss. A little mascara. I took a moment to admire myself in the mirror.
Casual like I wasn’t trying, but sexy. Just the way I liked it.
I grabbed my keys, my phone, and slid my debit card, ID, and two gold foil packages into my bra. I thought about calling Sinica, then thought better of it.
I pulled up at the court at 6:13—about an hour and twenty minutes after we’d talked. It was crowded as hell. There was eye candy everywhere, male and female. People loitering, dancing, laughing, talking.
Normally, I was nervous in crowds of people I didn’t know. But right now, I was too anxious to care.
I couldn’t spot Donte right away, but I wasn’t about to push through a crowd of sweaty Negroes to look for him. I sent him a text letting him know I was there and took a seat at the end of a set of unused bleachers.
I watched the game, not really knowing what was going on. Kept checking my phone. Got instantly irritated because he wasn’t texting back fast enough for my liking. He knew I was coming. He invited me. He should’ve been waiting. I shouldn’t have to be searching. He had thirty minutes—then I was gone. I wasn’t about to sit in the hot-ass Florida sun for nobody.
I hated that sticky feeling dried sweat left on my skin more than I wanted to fuck him. That said a lot.
After about five minutes of switching between people-watching and pretending to understand basketball, someone spoke behind me.
“Hey, how you doing?”
I rolled my eyes before I even turned around, ready to dismiss whoever it was. Being a big girl meant a certain type of man always assumed I was accessible—to everyone. Even the ugly ones.
I already guessed, based on his tone, that he wasn’t my type. Probably had a mouth full of golds and breath like wet pennies.
But when I turned around?
I came face-to-face with the living, breathing personification of Aganju—the warrior king. I’d taken a Yoruba religions class for the culture a few months back, and this was what I imagined the African deity looked like.
Tall. Dark. Fatal.
About 6’5”, maybe 240 pounds. Skin the color of exotic black licorice.
“Damn,” slipped from my mouth as he licked his full lips. I wanted to follow that path with my own tongue.
My reaction brought a cocky grin to his bow-shaped lips. And he was damn well entitled to it. He was beautiful.
“Damn,” I said again, barely breathing.
The universe had really been showing out with these fine-ass men this week. First Donte. Now him.
“What’s your name?” I asked, offering my hand.
He took it, didn’t shake—just held it. I liked the rough feel of his callouses against my soft skin. I peeked at his fingernails. Clean. Thank God.
“Oakley,” he said. “What’s yours, beautiful? How you doing this evening?”
I fought the urge to cringe at the sound of his voice. Something about it was just… off. Flat. But I didn’t trip. I could solve that issue by keeping my pussy in his mouth.
He licked his lips again. I bit back a moan. I was doing too much but I was horny.
“I’m good, and you?”
“I’m decent. Ain’t never seen you around here before.”
I was about to explain I lived about 45 minutes away when I heard my name.
I turned and saw Donte standing behind me, shirtless, in white basketball shorts and fresh white Nikes.
Damn.
My thoughts scrambled. These Negroes had me forgetting all my vocabulary words.
“Hey,” I said, ignoring the scowl on his face and imagining my tongue gliding over his abs.
“Abs look real good in all black,” I thought to myself.
“You came to see him or me?” Donte asked, nodding at Oakley.
I looked back at Oakley. Equally fine. But he couldn’t talk dirty to me with that nasally voice.
“You,” I said, giving Oakley a little shrug that translated to, sorry, no pussy for you, and turned all my attention to Donte.
He looked so good all sweaty, I wasn’t even mad no more.
“Now that we solved that,” he said. “Lemme holla at you over here for a second.”
He turned and walked off like he expected me to follow.
His energy was off. I didn’t know how I felt about that or the attitude. He was the one that hadn’t texted me back. Shouldn’t I be the one mad?
But I followed him anyway.
He was damn near half a block ahead by the time I caught up. He was leaning against a red-and-black Dodge Charger, mugging me like I stole something from him.
“What’s the matter with you?” I asked once I was close enough.
“I think that shit back there was disrespectful,” he said, calm on the surface—but his eyes said otherwise.
“But I—” was all I got out before he grabbed me by the waist, pulled me into him, and kissed me deep. Tongue long. Aggressive.
I acted accordingly and sucked it. Tasted spearmint gum.
His hand slid up my skirt.
When he came in contact with bare ass he snatched his mouth from mine.
I stood there dazed. Ain’t no man ever kissed me like he had just kissed me. My hands were shaking.
“Where your panties, Eshe?”
“I left them home.”
“Fuck, shawty. You ‘bout to cost me a grip.”
“How so?” I asked, confused.
He didn’t answer. Just grabbed my hand, dragged it down his abs, into his boxers, and stopped it when it landed on his hard dick.
Damn.
I traced the length of it with my fingers. Nine? Ten? Definitely thick.
“Stroke that shit,” he growled, kissing my neck.
“We shouldn’t be doing this here,” I whispered, even as my grip tightened.
“But you are doing it,” he spat.
“Donte!” someone called from behind us and I damn near fell backward from how fast I snatched my hand away.
“You got me out here acting out of character,” I said, breathless.
He laughed. “Stop lying. You out here with no drawls on, but you shy?”
I didn’t even respond. Just stood there, because he wasn’t lying.
“I’m coming!” he yelled to whoever had called him.
Then he turned back to me, ran his knuckles over my cheek. “Go wait at the bleachers. I’ll be done in about twenty minutes. But keep them other niggas out your face.”
His tone was flat, but I caught the warning in his eyes—dark and stormy.
I should’ve said, You don’t control me, but I didn’t. His jealous, possessive act turned me on.
So I kept my mouth shut and followed him back.
My grandmama would have been ashamed of me.




Chapter seven- Eshe

PAST
Agonizing.
That was the only way to describe the forty minutes I sat there waiting. Every time I shifted in my seat, I prayed a big-ass wet spot didn’t end up on my skirt. Watching ten sweaty Black men run up and down the court was doing something to me. Too much for one girl to manage, honestly.
Donte’s team won. He spent a few minutes talking to his teammates, exchanging money and daps. Then he finally gave me his full attention.
“Let’s go get something to eat,” he said, grabbing my hand and tugging me toward his car.
I pulled my hand back.
“I’d rather drive myself,” I said, trying my best to sound sweet so my words didn’t come off sour.
He didn’t look happy about it. Oh well. Granny taught me never to be stranded without a way home, and I lived by that.
I followed him to a little hole-in-the-wall fish market. He waited for me by the door. After we were seated and ordered, he leaned back in the booth with his arms folded behind his head, eyes on me like I was dessert.
“What?” I asked.
“Just wondering’ what those lips would feel like wrapped—”
An elderly waitress cut him off before the vulgarity finished falling out of his mouth. Bless her. Because I was already halfway wet. His words would’ve made me wetter.
She dropped off our drinks. I squirmed in my seat.
Once she walked away, a beat passed before he spoke again.
“I want to be honest with you. Up front.”
“Okay?” He sounded way too serious for this to be a first date, but I was listening.
“This ain’t a regular occurrence,” he said, waving one hand between us. “Going out with women. I don’t usually have time for this. Matter of fact, I don’t have the time—or the want—for all that romantic shit women like you want.”
I raised a brow. “Women like me?”
He nodded. “Yeah. Women like you. Got that hard outer shell, but all soft and gushy on the inside.”
I was almost offended. “You know that about me after what—thirty minutes of interaction?”
“Yes.”
Just like that. No hesitation. No apology.
I nodded slowly. “Whatever.” I wasn’t about to argue with a practical stranger over what he thought he knew about me.
“So what are you telling me exactly?” I asked.
“I want to fuck you,” he said, calm and direct. “But that’s all I want. No dates, no long phone calls, no titles, no obligations.”
Blunt. Surgical. The words hit like a slap, but somehow I respected it more than the usual game.
The food came out and saved me from responding right away. We both ate in silence. Awkward silence. I’d never had a man be that blunt before—so callous about it. I felt a way, but I couldn’t even find the words to name it.
Still, I knew I couldn’t be mad. Most men lied, wasted your time, made you believe they wanted a future when all they really wanted was pussy. Donte had skipped all that. Gave it to me straight.
After we ate, he paid the check and followed me out to my car. Quiet.
“It was nice meeting you,” he said, opening my driver’s side door.
He didn’t seem fazed by the fact that we were parting without reaching an understanding. Meanwhile, I felt… rejected.
I didn’t like that feeling. But instead of driving my ass home and processing it like a rational adult, I stayed stuck in my own pattern of self-sabotage. I had issues—I knew that. I shouldn’t have made a spontaneous decision.
But I was hardheaded.
“Okay,” I said.
“Okay what?”
“Let’s fuck.”
Just like that. Head first. Into the shallow end of stupidity.
“You sure?” he asked. “I ain’t stressing you, shawty. If you don’t think you can handle what I’m offering, don’t do it. Don’t get your feelings hurt.”
It sounded like a warning—but also a dare.
“Wanna do it now?” I asked. That’s what I’d come for, right? The missing drawls were proof.
He blinked. “You sure?”
“Yeah. Really fucking sure.”
To show him just how serious I was, I rose onto my tiptoes and kissed him—deep and intentional. I was trying to steal his breath, his heart, his soul. Whichever one was easiest to keep.
It was retaliation, if I was being honest. For the rejection. The honesty. One of my biggest flaws was always feeling like I had to prove myself. It led to constant stress, never being satisfied, always chasing validation.
But I was aware of my bullshit. That was the first step. So I knew one day, I’d figure it out. Find peace. Grow.
Just not tonight.
His words had stung. My feelings were hurt. But I needed to prove he couldn’t hurt me further. That I was strong. That he was just a big dick, a nice body, and a cocky attitude. I’d had better. I didn’t need him. Just the satisfaction fucking him would give me.
My want for him was superficial. Fleeting. That’s what I told myself.
I grabbed his hand and guided it down the waistband of my skirt, mimicking what he’d done earlier.
“Fuck,” he hissed, two fingers slipping through heat and wetness.
My logic? Gone. My shame? Dead. My conscience? The bitch had already clocked out.
“This pussy super wet,” he groaned, voice thick with greed.
I stepped back, letting his hand fall to his side. His fingers curled into a fist, still glistening. He frowned, thinking I’d changed my mind.
I hadn’t.
I opened the back door of my car and waited.
Without hesitation, he climbed in and pulled me with him. The scent of his sweat and cologne made my head spin.
I straddled his lap. Moaned when he tugged my shirt down over my bra. My skirt rode up, and he pulled my right breast out of its cup. His mouth found my nipple and I damn near lost my mind.
“Fuck,” I cursed, my head falling back against the seat.
His mouth lit a fuse in me. My whole body shook. Sirens went off in my head. Stop this. Stop this now.
I didn’t listen. I never did.
He lifted me by the waist. I felt the thick head of his dick pressing at my entrance. Instinctively, I stopped him with my hand.
“Condom,” I reminded him breathlessly.
“I don’t have one,” he panted. “I’m clean. I’ll pull out.”
That made me pause. Made me see the man behind the dick. I almost pulled my skirt down and told him to get the fuck out of my car. If he was this comfortable raw-dogging a stranger, I didn’t want to know how many other bitches he’d played Russian roulette with.
I almost walked away.
Almost.
“I do,” I said, pulling one out from between my breasts. I held it out.
He looked offended. Like I’d broken the fantasy. Like he was hoping I was stupid enough to play the fool.
“What’s wrong?”
“You came prepared,” he said, like I was supposed to pretend this wasn’t what it was after everything he’d just said.
I ignored the flash in his eyes. Tore open the foil and rolled the condom down his thick shaft myself, distracting him.
He sucked air through his teeth as I sank down on him—slow, tight, deep.
Somebody whimpered—probably him. I smiled through the stretch.
I sat still for a second once he was all the way in, adjusting to the pressure. His dick was almost too big. It pulsed inside my throbbing walls. I could feel the curve, every thick vein.
Then I moved—just my hips at first. A slow roll, like I had all night. He hissed and gripped my thighs. I kept going. Ground down harder, let my clit drag against his pelvis with every pass.
“Fuck,” he groaned, head dropping back against the seat. His hands moved to my ass, squeezing like he needed something to hold on to.
I lifted up slightly, then dropped. Did it again. A steady bounce.
He bit his bottom lip. “You riding’ the fuck out this dick…”
I rode him harder. Gripped the back of the seat for balance, letting him slide out halfway before dropping back down. The sound of skin on skin filled the car—wet and filthy.
He started to meet my rhythm, hips rising to catch me mid-thrust.
I gasped, legs trembling as the friction built and the heat in my belly knotted tight. My body begged for release, and I chased it, grinding circles against him, letting his dick hit every spot inside me.
His fingers dug into my waist. “Shit, baby. You ‘bout to make me cum.”
“I’m close,” I whispered, voice ragged.
He grabbed a handful of my hair and tugged.
I snapped.
My body clenched around him, wave after wave ripping through me, stealing the breath from my lungs. I buried my face in his neck and came with a cry I couldn’t swallow.
He grunted, cursed, and fucked up into me harder—one, two, three deep thrusts before he froze, chest heaving as he spilled into the condom.
I stayed there, limp and breathless, his dick twitching inside me. My sweat mixed with his. Our chests rose and fell out of sync. I caught my breath.
Then, without a word, I lifted off, climbed out of the backseat, and slid into the front like he wasn’t even there.
I caught his expression in the rearview. He looked confused.
I handed him a wipe from my glove compartment.
“Thank you,” he said when he took it.
I adjusted my bra. Smoothed down my skirt. “No. Thank you.”
“For what?” He frowned.
“For that. I needed to get fucked.”
“Okay,” he replied, like he was trying to figure something out. And I knew then I had thrown him off balance. He wasn’t used to getting exactly what he wanted—a quick fuck.
He still had the condom halfway on when I cranked my engine.
“When can I see you again?” he asked, hand bracing the open door.
I smiled without teeth. “Text me.”
His brows pinched, like he wasn’t sure if I’d insulted him or not. He didn’t move.
I tapped the wheel with my nail. One beat. Two.
Yes. You’re being dismissed.
Finally, he slid out. Slowly.
I waved as I pulled off, not even glancing back again. Patting myself on the back for flipping the script, for fucking and leaving, like he wanted to do me.
But even as the night swallowed his figure in the rearview, victory didn’t feel as good as I thought it would.
And if I’m being real...
I would’ve never fucked him if I knew I’d feel this empty after.




Chapter Eight- Eshe

One Year, Two Months Later
I stared at him for a full three seconds before saying it.
"I'm pregnant."
I took off my rarely worn glasses and set them on the coffee table. The book in my lap? Forgotten. I’d been pretending to read, trying to build up the courage to tell him. After three days of carrying it around in my chest like a bomb, I just blurted it out.
He choked mid-sip on the Corona he was drinking, coughing so hard I thought he’d pass out.
"What?" he gasped, eyes bulging. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, then sat up and paused the basketball game. The room fell silent.
"I'm pregnant," I repeated. Slower. Clearer. We locked eyes. I made sure he caught every syllable.
His face went pale—as pale as a dark-skinned man’s face could. I didn’t even know that was possible.
"You can’t be. I pull out."
I raised an eyebrow and gave him that nigga, please look. Too many nights he’d held me tight, whispered my name while he came deep inside me, stayed there even after, wrapped around me like a second skin. And how many times had he slid it back in, soft and sleepy, just before dawn?
Subconsciously, I knew he wanted this. A part of him did.
"Okay, sometimes I pull out," he mumbled, scratching his neck. "But I thought you were on the pill."
"So the fuck did I."
I thought it was a stomach bug. I felt like shit for days. Went to the doctor just to be safe. Imagine my surprise when she told me I was pregnant. I took those pills faithfully. But I guess that little half-percent chance becomes real when you're constantly getting your back blown out.
“I’d never want to be pregnant by you.”
I didn’t mean for the “by you” part to slip out, but it did.
His jaw clenched.
"What the fuck is that supposed to mean?" he snapped. It was the most emotion I’d ever heard in his voice.
“We’re not serious,” I said plainly, even though I wanted to scream. I didn’t say what I really felt—that he was emotionally unavailable, cold as hell when it mattered, and that his job would always come before anything else. You can’t wake up at 7 a.m. ready to defend a client in court when a baby’s been screaming since 2. I knew that. He knew that.
But I’d raise this baby alone if it came down to it.
“I guess we don’t have a choice,” I added. “In seven and a half months, we’ll be parents.”
“What?!” he shouted, leaping up like the floor burned. “No, Life. You gotta get an abortion.”
I heard my own heart crack down the middle. I blinked back the sting in my eyes. I wouldn’t cry. My pride wouldn’t let me.
“Okay. I’ll get an abortion.”
No begging. No fighting. I wasn’t about to spend eighteen years chasing a man who made it clear he didn’t want this.
“I’m sorry, Eshe, but—”
“No buts,” I cut in. “I knew what this was from the start.”
This was my fault. After that first night, I should have left him alone. He told me exactly who he was, and I ignored his testimony.
I pushed myself up from the recliner without another word and headed straight for his bedroom. I needed to get as far away from him as I could. I knew I wasn’t in the right state of mind to drive home.
Suddenly, I was exhausted—down to my bones.
But I still refused to cry.
I stripped out of my clothes and slid beneath his covers. The scent of him wrapped around me, and instead of comfort, it made my stomach turn. I reached for the bottle of Ambien in his nightstand, popped one without water, and let the bitter aftertaste burn my tongue. I didn’t want to think. I just needed sleep.
Eventually, it overtook me.
I woke to the sound of my name. Soft, almost sweet.
He was standing at the foot of the bed when I opened my eyes.
“I have to go to work,” he said.
“Okay.” My voice came out hoarse.
I watched him watch me, his eyes dropping to my barely rounded stomach—not much different than the day he met me. The baby hadn’t even had time to grow yet.
He looked... sad. His eyes were puffy. Maybe he’d been crying.
Or maybe that was just wishful thinking on my part.
Either way—fuck his feelings.
“I’m sorry,” he added, almost whispering. “I got a call.”
I looked to the clock above his head. It was 11 p.m. That meant one of his clients was in jail again, and he had to go get them out. Back to work. Business as usual.
“It’s okay,” I said, just loud enough for him to hear.
“I’ll be back. Wait for me, and we’ll talk.”
“Uh huh.”
I closed my eyes. Not because I was tired, but because I didn’t want to see his face anymore.
I didn’t open them again until I heard his front door close.
Still, I didn’t cry.
I knew if I started, I might never stop.
I clamped my fist between my teeth, bit down hard enough for the skin to break. The metallic taste of my own blood spread over my tongue, but it grounded me. Kept the sob lodged deep in my chest from escaping.
Until I couldn’t hold it in anymore.
So I screamed.
Loud. Guttural.
Then I got up.
His scent in the room made me nauseous. I screamed again, this time knocking everything off his dresser. Expensive cologne bottles, lotions, perfumes he’d bought me—all that shit shattered on the wood floor like my heart had.
I hurt.
Everywhere.
Inside. Outside. In places I didn’t know could ache.
And I needed that pain to stop.
I would’ve sold my soul right then just to go back in time. Sit across from Isaiah in that café and pretend not to see Donte walk in.
Hindsight is 20/20, they say. And right now, everything looked clear as fucking day.
I never should’ve gotten involved with his ass. He was selfish. Self-indulgent. A self-righteous motherfucker.
He didn’t appreciate shit. I poured into this man, and it was like trying to fill a cracked glass. He was always leaking. Always needing.
There were times I got on my knees to pray for him because I saw how heavy the world sat on his shoulders. I wanted God to ease his path, to make room for him to breathe.
He didn’t deserve me—or shit I did for him.
I cooked. I cleaned. I played maid and porn star.
Washed his clothes, folded his shit, ironed his shirts for court.
I raged through his room, yanked his TV from the wall. When it hit the ground and shattered, I felt a sick kind of peace. He loved that TV. Bought it with his first big paycheck to unwind with sports after long court days.
Next, I grabbed scissors and tore through his sheets, slicing the comforter, the pillowcases—everything. Still, no tears.
I stopped at the idea of bleaching his clothes—not out of mercy, but because I loved him. As pathetic as that was. I wanted his career to flourish. He couldn’t show up in court in bleach-stained Armani. And with student loans and his momma’s lifestyle? He damn sure couldn’t afford to replace them.
I was stupid.
Told myself love required patience.
I loved him more than he loved me.
Hell, I loved him more than I loved my own skin.
That realization broke something else inside me.
I clawed at my chest, digging my nails deep enough to scratch skin. The physical pain helped. A little.
But not enough.
So I started punching the wall. Over and over. Until my knuckles split and bled. Until the emotional pain dulled just enough to breathe. Until my heartbeat finally stopped trying to crawl up my throat.
I slid down the wall, pressed my forehead to my knees, and rocked back and forth.
Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. Exhale.
“I’m strong,” I whispered. “This will not break me.”
Over and over, I repeated it until the words became true.
When I finally stood again, it was daylight. Hours had passed.
I went to his drawer, pulled out his favorite T-shirt and basketball shorts—the ones he told me not to take anymore.
I slipped them on anyway.
He owed me. I spent nights when he was down reminding him who he was.
Told him he was brilliant. Powerful. Chosen.
Stayed when he snapped, when the stress of school and court made him cold.
Slept on his chest when he couldn’t sleep. Let him bury himself in me when he needed to feel good.
I let him use me.
And I smiled through it.
Fuck him.
I slid into a pair of his slippers, picked through the laundry for the few clothes I had here, grabbed my shoes, keys, and phone.
Then I walked to his closet, pulled out the shoebox of cash he’d once told me about—
“In case you ever need it and I’m not around,” he’d said.
I took six hundred dollars.
That felt fair. He would pay for the abortion he wanted. I wasn’t about to be one of those women who brought a child into a world where one parent didn’t want it.
That’s all I took. Because he’d been generous ever since he’d been a lawyer. Bought me things. Pretty things.
Things I planned to destroy the second I got home—just like he wanted me to destroy my baby.
A sob slipped out, low and bitter.
But still, no tears.
I left his house telling myself I’d never look back.




Chapter 8- Eshe

PAST
I didn’t cry until the day I laid back on that table at the abortion clinic.
The medicine they injected into my veins knocked me out cold.
I dreamed of a baby girl with his eyes and a soft halo of an afro. She stared at me with so much love, I felt it in my bones.
I woke up sad—missing someone I never met. That sadness stayed with me for a year.
During that time, I stopped speaking to everyone except Granny.
Sinica moved to Atlanta after passing the Georgia bar. She emailed me with the good news, never once asking anything about me.
That’s when it hit me—she never cared.
She had always been the taker in our friendship, and I’d always been the one giving.
I deleted her email and blocked her address without a second thought.
Another year passed.
The sadness came and went now.
I got another job.
Same as the last. Just a job.
Granny passed away on a Tuesday.
Four days later, Sinica showed up at my door.
“I’m sorry, Eshe,” she said. “If I had known, I would’ve come for the funeral.”
She pulled me into a hug, and I let her.
I cried on her shoulder without meaning to.
It wasn’t until we pulled apart that I noticed the swell of her stomach.
She was pregnant.
I managed a small, hollow smile.
I told her I was happy for her, even though my heart sank.
My daughter would’ve been walking by now. Maybe even talking.
Then I heard his voice.
“Hey, Eshe.”
Just like that, I was angry.
I raised my eyes and saw him step behind her, close. Too close.
Donte looked good. Like money. He was wearing a high-end Armani suit, his beard was thick, lined perfectly.
But his eyes... they were dull. I saw the guilt in them. The sadness.
Sinica looked guilty too—but she also looked happy.
She was glowing.
“We have something to talk to you about,” she said.
“We?” I echoed, eyes darting between them.
She looked up at him, her eyes full of something intimate.
Love.
I knew that look.
I used to look at him like that.
“I’m sorry,” he said, his voice ragged.
I believed him.
But it didn’t matter.
I slammed the door in both their faces.
If I let them explain, I’d kill them. And I wasn't trying to go to prison over the two of them.
He came back three months later, talking like I owed him something.
Said they’d run into each other at a conference. That he got drunk because she reminded him of me.
I laughed in his face.
“I woke up, she was riding my dick,” he admitted, eyes low. “A month later, she showed up in Florida. Said she was pregnant. My mom was there. She talked me into taking responsibility.”
I stared at him like he was rotting in front of me.
“Why didn’t you tell her to get an abortion like you told me?” I asked, venom thick on my tongue.
Then I spit in his face. It ran down his cheek.
He clenched his jaw, wiped it clean with a handkerchief from his pocket, and kept talking like nothing happened.
“I wouldn’t do that again,” he said. “It’s the worst thing I’ve ever done. If I could take it back, I would.”
Tears streamed down his face.
I smiled inside.
Right then, I decided I hated both of them.
Her more than him.
She knew he was mine.
He was just a selfish coward.
When he reached for me, I didn’t think.
I let my body take over.
I fucked him out of spite.
Sucked his soul through his dick.
Rode him until he couldn’t speak. Until he confessed he still loved me.
I didn’t say it back.
I just rolled over and went to sleep.
I fucked him again the next morning.
He didn’t go home.
Sinica called his phone all night.
It made me happy.
If I didn’t get a happily ever after, neither would she.
She called to apologize, and I lied.
Told her I forgave them both.
Keep your enemies close, right?
A month later, she called to complain.
“He’s never home,” she said. “I feel like I’m doing this pregnancy thing alone.”
“Sounds hard,” I replied, trying not to laugh.
“He’s been working a lot.”
“Maybe talk to him about it instead of me?”
“I will,” she said, pausing. “Thank you again, Eshe. For forgiving us. We never meant to hurt you.”
Donte was beside me in bed while she was complaining about him.
Snoring softly.
He was on vacation, and so was I.
He’d given me twenty thousand dollars of their money so I could take two weeks off to be with him.
Said he wanted to spend every second of his vacation with me.
So I let him.
We fucked, watched TV, joked like it was old times.
He believed the act.
I didn’t.
Two weeks later, she had a miscarriage from stress.
He came to my door crying.
“The baby’s gone.”
I blocked the doorway with my body as the rain poured behind him.
“The Lord gives and the Lord takes away,” I said coldly. “Maybe your baby and mine can keep each other company in heaven.”
He stumbled back like I’d slapped him.
“That’s fucked up,” he growled.
“No more fucked up than what y’all did to me,” I snapped. “Maybe it’s karma.”
Then I slammed the door in his face.
Sinica called over and over after that.
I ignored her.
When she showed up, I put on a show.
Cried real tears, made her believe I cared.
I should’ve won a damn Oscar.
Life went downhill for Donte after that.
He got passed over for partner at his firm.
His mom got sick.
She used her diagnosis to guilt him into proposing to Sinica.
When he told me, I threw a lamp at his head.
“Get the fuck out. Don’t come back. I’m done. I’m moving on to a man who I ain’t gotta share.”
His fingers clamped around my jaw, just enough to hurt.
He got all up in my face.
“Don’t make me show you how serious I am about you being my life,” he said, voice low, vibrating with heat.
I yanked away so fast his grip slipped off my skin.
My mouth twisted.
“You don’t want to talk regret with me, Donte. I’ll hurt your fucking feelings with all the regrets you left me with.”
His expression flickered—hurt, anger, something else.
Then he shrugged, careless and cold-like.
He was an asshole. It just hurt less now.
“Okay. Whatever.” He scoffed. “Just know I only ever loved you. That shit gotta count for something.”
I lifted my middle finger.
“It counts about this much.”
He didn’t leave.
I shoved him hard as hell.
He shoved me back.
I swung, hand colliding with the side of his head.
His hand shot out, tangled in my dreads.
I growled, teeth flashing, and bit down on his tongue when he tried to kiss me.
I tasted blood before he yanked away.
“The fuck, Eshe?” he cursed.
I didn’t stop there.
I swung again, caught his lip, split it open.
He stumbled back, hand pressed to his mouth, blood seeping through his fingers.
We stood there, breathing hard.
Chests heaving.
Room thick with rage and everything we’d never said.
He looked at me like I was unrecognizable.
Like he’d finally seen the storm he built.
“This what we’ve come to?” he rasped. “You really hate me?”
I didn’t blink.
“Yes.”
His shoulders dropped.
He turned slowly.
Each step toward the door sounded final.
But he paused once—half in shadow, half in light—and looked back over his shoulder.
“Don’t call me when you regret this.”
“I won’t.”
I didn’t breathe until I heard the door close behind him.
And even then, I didn’t cry.
Three days later, I let him back in.
No questions. No apologies. No words about what happened.
He showed up, I opened the door, and we fell back into each other like nothing broke—
Because technically, we’d been cracked from the start.
But this time, I wasn’t in love.
I kept fucking with him because it felt like a win.
Because he paid my rent while she posted baby bump updates alone.
Because he wore the cologne I liked and she hated it.
Every night he spent in my bed instead of hers, felt like checkmate.
I didn’t want him back—
I just didn’t want her to have him and they be happy.
It was petty.
It was toxic.
But it made me feel powerful...
Until their wedding day.
Because despite everything—
He married her anyway.
Because he chose her.




Chapter nine- Eshe

Present day.
Applause snapped me out of the trance.
I blinked, just in time to see his lips press against hers.
Soft. Deliberate. Final.
My knees buckled. Not enough to fall, just enough to feel the threat of it—like my own body wanted to collapse under the weight of what I’d lost.
I didn’t. I couldn’t.
I dug my nails into my palm until the sting grounded me. Until the heat in my chest became sharper than the ache in my throat.
Sinica’s fingers laced through his like she’d won him fair and square. Not stolen. Not cheated. Earned him. The lace of her veil fluttered as she practically skipped down the aisle, tugging him behind her like a prize.
And then—
He looked back.
Right at me.
Of course he did.
I smiled.
Just my lips. No teeth.
His mother’s gaze locked onto mine from the pew. Smug. Satisfied.
Fuck. You. I mouthed, slow as cold syrup.
Her nostrils flared, and she clutched her pearls—literally.
Really, fuck her.
She had never liked me. Wanted a Sinica-type for him—somebody light, respectable, bougie enough to make the family photos look expensive.
She glanced around to see if anyone else caught it.
They hadn’t.
So she smiled like a First Lady, but her eyes said she wanted to lunge across the aisle and snatch my soul.
But she wouldn’t. Couldn’t.
Nobody knew what he’d done but the three of us.
She enabled Donte—smiling in Sinica face while helping him lie, cheat, cover his tracks. Pretending like her son was just being coerced instead of manipulative.
Like I was the problem.
Like I made him continue to deal with me.
At the reception, I became a problem on purpose. I was on demon time—flirting with every tall, brown-skinned man who smelled like money and trouble.
I laughed too loud. I touched too much. I threw back shots I didn’t even want.
Donte watched me the whole night.
He barely blinked. Didn’t speak unless someone spoke to him first. He nodded when he was supposed to, even smiled once or twice, but his eyes kept finding me.
They were mine.
Sinica noticed.
She kept touching him. Her manicured fingers skittered across his chest. She tossed her hair, leaned in close to whisper something that made him nod absently. But every time I moved—every time I breathed—his attention snapped back to me like a rubber band.
I slid into Jalen’s lap just to test the theory.
Donte’s jaw flexed. Once. That’s all he gave me. No scene. No confrontation. Just that tick in his cheek like he was grinding his molars into dust.
Sinica’s champagne flute trembled in her hand. I smiled at her with teeth, all thirty on display.
I left before cake-cutting. Couldn’t stomach them anymore. But I needed to see everything I saw to feel the finality of him marrying another woman.
I was tipsy and needed a ride. I slid up to Jalen with a look he thought meant come get it. He followed me like a puppy.
I didn’t say a word the whole ride.
He had barely put the car in park before I hopped out.
“Damn, you not gonna let me walk you to the door?”
I flashed him a fake smile. “No thanks.”
Inside, I stripped out of that ugly yellow dress. Tossed it in the trash. Lit my last bit of blunt, dropped onto the couch, and let Insecure run in the background while I stared at nothing.
3:07 a.m.
Donte knocked lightly on my front door like he was scared to wake the guilt up.
Fuck him. For once, I didn’t answer.
“I’ll be back after my honeymoon,” his voice seeped through the wood. “We’ll talk.”
I exhaled a cloud of smoke. Laughed around the ache in my chest.
I had thirty days to fix my life.
Not a single tear fell.




Chapter ten- Eshe

“You’re the only man on my roster,” I said, sipping my wine. “Temporarily.”
“That sounds like a challenge,” West replied, leaning in. He had these warm brown eyes I liked. Clean-cut and collegiate, mixed-race, with dark brown curls, a sharp jaw, and dimples deep enough to make my panties raise an eyebrow. He smelled like five-figure cologne, and I’d bet he could fuck. And I needed a little stress relief.
We were seated on the rooftop of a cute little bistro off Franklin—soft music, warm breeze, string lights dancing above us like they approved of this vibe. I was actually having fun. The food was good. I’d met West at work a few months ago. I was a clerk for the Pinellas County District Attorney’s office, and he was a lawyer from Pasco County who’d had a case in my city. He saw me sitting in the cafeteria on his way out, backtracked, and asked me out. I said no.
He was persistent. Tall, body like a track star—it was hard to keep denying him. Plus, the best way to get over one man was to get under another. At least that’s what Storm, a girl I used to work with, told me. She ditched her headache and found the love of her life. She said I had to be open.
I was giving it a try.
The waitress dropped off the dessert menu, interrupting us. I glanced down at the options just as a voice I knew entirely too well sliced through the air and ruined my fucking night on the spot.
“Eshe?”
I looked up, and my stomach dropped.
Sinica.
Of course.
Standing less than ten feet from my table in a flowy cream jumpsuit with a fake Barbie smile, her skin still bronzed from her honeymoon in St. Lucia.
And right next to her?
Donte. In a suit, haircut fresh, smelling good. My heart kicked into overdrive.
His lip twitched, jaw clenched so tight it looked like smoke might actually start pouring out of his nose. His fists balled at his sides before he forced a stiff nod in West’s direction.
“Hi,” Sinica said. “We just got back in town and decided to grab something to eat. Small world, huh?”
“Yeah,” I said flatly. “Real small.”
Donte didn’t say a word. Just stared at me like I stole his last breath.
I waved them off before this shit turned into a scene. “You two enjoy your meal,” I said, dismissing them like a fly off my plate.
Sinica hesitated, like she wanted to linger. I gave her a look that said don’t try me, and she finally linked arms with her little husband and disappeared into the dining area.
West glanced at me sideways. “Damn. That was... tense.”
I forced a smile and picked up my water glass, trying to keep my hands from shaking. I knew Donte was going to show his whole ass the next time he saw me.
“Long story,” I said coolly. “I’ll tell you over drinks. Or not. It might just be easier to call it a night—unless you want to come to my place?” I bit my bottom lip.
He smiled. “I’d like that. But let me hit the restroom real quick, okay?”
“Sure,” I nodded. West was what I needed. Something new.
A clean slate.
When he came back, his jaw was tight, the twinkle in his eye replaced by something hard and angry.
“Hey,” I said slowly, eyes narrowing. “You good?”
He sat, let out a breath, and rubbed the back of his neck. “Look, Eshe... I think you’re great. Really. But uh…”
Here we go.
“…That guy from earlier? He cornered me in the bathroom. Said some wild shit. Threatened me. Told me to stay away from you.”
He waited for me to say something. Anything. But I froze. Who does that? Confronts another man—with his wife right there?
“I don’t want any problems. I’m new here, just got this job. I’m trying to get settled. I can’t afford drama. Maybe we should just... be friends.”
Be friends?
I blinked. Heat rose up my neck and exploded in my chest like wildfire.
He placed three bills on the table and walked away before I could even fake a reply.
I sat there alone, hands trembling, heart banging against my ribs like it was trying to punch its way out. Not because I was hurt.
Because I was furious.
This man—this motherfucker. Donte’s ass wasn’t going to let me have any peace until I finally got fed up and did something reckless.
“I’m gonna kill him.”
And this time, I didn’t mean metaphorically.




Chapter eleven- Eshe

What the fuck.
My soul damn near ascended from my body when the light beside the sofa clicked on right after I stepped inside. My heart rate plummeted back to normal when I realized it was only Donte.
His visit was not wanted—but expected. I knew he’d show up after seeing me with West.
Lawd help me, I whispered internally. I wished he would go away. That thought echoed in my head, but my pussy purred. Like always. She’s always happy to see this wicked-ass man. Her and my brain never seemed to agree when it came to him.
Kicking off my shoes, I wondered if he’d let me ignore his presence long enough to shower and eat. I was starving—I’d missed lunch because my boss had been riding my ass all day.
I doubted it. When Donte had something on his chest, he expected you to listen until he got it off. No waiting allowed.
Rolling my head on my neck, I prepared for battle and fought the urge to cross myself against the evil that had decided to invade my home.
I wasn’t even Catholic. I needed to stop playing with white Jesus. But really—I needed all the help I could get.
He started in on me as soon as I crossed the threshold into the living room.
“I been texting, calling, leaving your ass messages for over a month. I haven’t gotten so much as a ‘nigga, kiss my ass’ in return. First time I see you in thirty-three days, and you’re in the next man’s face, all up on his dick.” He sounded deceptively calm.
Donte didn’t yell when he was mad. He used this venomously low tone that lulled you into a false sense of security. You sat there thinking, It’s not that bad, but it really was. And somehow, by the end, you always believed you were the one at fault. No matter what.
But I knew better now.
It hadn’t taken me long to realize dude got a tick in his jaw—the faster it twitched, the madder he was.
It was twitching fast as hell right now.
I shrugged, unmoved. I was mad too. We could be mad together.
I sat on the chaise lounge across from him. His big body took up damn near all the space on my red Cleo tuft-back sofa. He looked really fucking good—plain white tee, black basketball shorts, Jordans. His dick print was loud and proud in the thin material, fresh line-up, and he smelled like trouble.
Shit.
I ignored my body’s heat. I didn’t want this man. Even if I wanted to fuck him—and that’s what got me in this situation with him.
I ignored the comment about my date. “How was your honeymoon?” I asked, going for his jugular. “I saw the pictures. Y’all looked cute—the three of you.” I included their baby on purpose. To remind him—and myself—why he shouldn’t be here.
Sinica had sent me photos and a sonogram picture right after they left. I had almost had a mental breakdown.
“Did she find my panties?” I chuckled.
He shook his head. “I love you, but you petty for that. And selfish as fuck.”
Tuh! I laughed right in his face.
“I’m selfish? You’re here about to pop a blood vessel over me not calling you back and going on a date, when you just married a whole other woman. And you’re not even three days fresh off a month-long honeymoon, acting possessive. You got a lot of fucking nerve.”
“I’m not supposed to be possessive?” he asked, ignoring the rest.
“No.”
He scoffed. “The fuck I ain’t. You’re mine, my life. You think I’m gonna let anything come between us? No. I told you—nothing but death will part us. You agreed to that.”
“Well, good then. We’re done. I fucking died the moment I walked down that aisle and stood across from you instead of beside you.” I slammed my hand on the arm of the chair. My heart was beating so fast.
“Here you fucking go.” He threw up his hands and seethed between gritted teeth.
“You know I had to—she’s pregnant.”
“And? Ever heard of co-parenting? Millions of people do it.”
He glared at me like that was the dumbest shit he’d ever heard. “You know that’s not how I wanna raise my child.”
“And I commend that. It’s awesome that you don’t want to be a deadbeat. But—”
“But nothing.” He cut me off. “This is how it’s gonna be, for now. All I ask for is time, Eshe. Why can’t you give me that? Just a little time to figure this out.”




Chapter 12- Eshe

"Time?" I echoed. "How long do you expect me to wait? I don't even want this to work anymore. I'm twenty-eight. I want a husband. Kids. A fucking family of my own."
I didn't even raise my voice. I was too tired.
"You'll wait. Until. As long as it takes."
"So... forever?"
Because when he first showed up at my door with her, it was:
"I'm sorry, Eshe. It's you I want, but you gotta wait. She's pregnant."
Then she had a miscarriage.
"She's hurting, I can't leave while she's hurting."
Now she was pregnant again—when he wasn't even supposed to be fucking her—and I was left with what? Weekends?
"Me not fucking her wasn't realistic," he said. "We live together, sleep in the same bed. It's not like I'm fucking other women. Just you and her. And her only once in a while. It was a mistake."
I chuckled bitterly.
"Just two women? Congratulations. You's an honorable-ass negro." I clapped. "I need another man then. You ran away the most recent one. Why can't a girl get her pussy ate in peace?"
His nostrils flared.
"Don't fucking play with me, Eshe. You out your monkey-ass mind if you don't know I'll kill you and that nigga."
I threw my hands up and sat forward. "You're a real-life wack job," I snapped. "You just sat here bold and unflinching and told me you couldn't stop fucking the woman you claim not to like, and now you're married to her. But you wanna kill me over getting my pussy ate?" I was intentionally poking at him.
"You damn right," he growled. "I'll kill both y'all before I let you leave me. That's a promise."
"Whatever, goofy." I waved him off. "Can you go now? I'm tired."
"No. I can't fucking go. This is my fucking house. I leave when I want to."
I snapped my head back. "What you mean your house? My granny left me this house."
"Who paid to fix this raggedy motherfucker?" he boasted.
"Who asked you to? I didn't."
He slammed his hand into his chest. "You didn't have to. You're my woman. That's what I'm supposed to do. You damn sure didn't turn down the new bathroom, the stainless-steel appliances, the roof, or the furniture your naked ass sits on."
"You keep throwing that in my face."
"And you keep bringing up this marriage shit like it means something. You know it's in name only. My momma asked me to marry her. She thought she was dying of breast cancer—was I supposed to say no?"
"Oh, you mean the benign cyst she had drained as an outpatient? Oh, I get it. She never had cancer, and as a reward for not having cancer, she got a daughter-in-law, a grandbaby, and a new pair of tits you paid for. In the end, she wins. Sinica wins. And I wait."
His chest rose and fell. Jaw ticking.
At this point, I should've walked away.
"Don't disrespect my moms again, Eshe," he warned, sitting up.
I couldn't stand his wicked-ass, color-struck momma. That bitch hated me from jump, told me one Christmas she didn't like me because of my dark skin. Her son and husband were darker than me, but she still acted like I was dirt.
And Donte didn't say a damn word in my defense.
Fuck his momma.
"Fuck your momma," I spat, hoping wherever she was, she felt it.
Before the words were fully out of my mouth, he wrapped his hand around my throat. He lifted me from the chair.
Donte wasn't exactly abusive, but he'd shake my ass if I pushed him to. That's why I knew this was coming.
I slapped the hell out of him. His face registered shock, but his grip tightened.
"Let me go," I choked out, swinging again.
"Hit me again and I'll snap your fucking neck." He meant it.
I let my fist drop.
Seconds passed. Hours disguised as seconds.
"I know you ain't fucking ol' dude at the restaurant. I saw him leave you there." He shook me a little. "That's what your ass get. What I want to know is if you fucking that nigga Jalen?" he finally asked. "You left with him that night. He put the battery in your back that got you acting like this?"
"No," I said truthfully, even though I regretted not fucking Jalen. It would've hurt him so bad.
He searched my eyes, then released me and folded his arms.
I rubbed my sore neck, trying not to cry.
"Fix your fucking face," he said. "You know what you said about my momma was uncalled for."
"Whatever, Donte."
"You hungry? I brought crab legs. They're in the refrigerator." He said it like he hadn't just choked me.
I walked to the kitchen. Not for the crab legs. I didn't want him to see me break.
He followed anyway.
I burst out crying. My grip on the kitchen table was the only thing keeping me upright.
He came up behind me. "Stop, please, Eshe. You know I hate when you cry. I'm sorry for putting my hands on you. I've been losing my mind ever since I saw you smiling at that nigga like you used to smile at me."
I stayed silent.
"I'm sorry. Forgive me." He buried his face in my neck.
When I tried to pull away, he held me tighter.
"Please, Eshe," he whispered. "Please don't give up on us."
"I already have," I whispered back.
"Don't say that. I know it's fucked up, but—"
"But nothing." I cut him off.
He backed me up against the table and lifted me onto it, still talking.
"But you're supposed to make it to the end with me. The white picket fence. The two kids. Yoga before homeschooling. Everything you want, Eshe—I got you."
"This isn't a fucking fairytale, Donte."
He kissed me so sweetly I almost forgave him.
Almost.
"It can be real," he said, nibbling at my collarbone, massaging my breast.
I froze, and my mind started flashing red.
Images of him and us bombarded me.
Him walking down the aisle with her.
Him disappearing for days, then showing up with banana pudding and excuses.
Him choking me.
His mama calling my skin, my hair, my being bad behind her thin pastel pink lips.
Me sitting on my bathroom floor, crying into a towel so my granny wouldn't hear.
It snapped in my head in that moment. What I had with Donte wasn't love. It was warfare. I was tired of fighting him, fighting for him, but never for myself.
I shoved him hard.
He stumbled back, shocked, lips parted like I'd just slapped him.
"Get out." My voice was low, dangerous.
"Eshe—"
"I said get the fuck out."
He didn't move. His brow furrowed, like his brain was buffering. Like my words were in a language he didn't speak.
Fine. He needed motivation.
I turned toward the kitchen drawer. The wood groaned as I yanked it open. The blade glinted under the fluorescent light.
I turned and leveled it at his chest.
"Out." I didn’t scream. My voice came out quiet, and mean. "On your own two feet. Or in a bag. Your choice."
His hands shot up, palms out. "You're fucking crazy," he breathed, hands up, voice lowering like I was some stray animal he was trying not to spook.
I stepped forward.
"Yes, I fucking am," I snapped. "You made me this way."
I took another step in his direction. I was already settled with the idea of spending the rest of my life in jail. It wasn't much different than what I'd been dealing with him.
"All the lies. The gaslighting. The promises. The 'wait for me' while you build a family with her. You twisted me into this."
He backed toward the door, staring me dead in the eyes, and I think he was finally seeing me—really seeing me.
It terrified him. I knew it was because a world where I didn't fold was scary to him.
Good.
As he slipped out, he muttered, "This ain't over." He slammed my door.
That pissed me off.
The knife clattered to the floor as I ran toward the door, yanking it open so hard the knob punched a hole in the wall.
He was backing out.
"DON'T COME BACK!" I roared into the night. "I'LL BURY YOU NEXT TO YOUR LIES, BITCH!"
My throat burned. Neighbors' lights flicked on. I didn't care.
I slammed the door so hard the frame shook.
Then slowly my knees gave out. I slid down the  door.
It was over.
On my granny, it was over. I'd slit my own wrist before I made one more mistake or wasted one more minute of my life with Donte.




Epilogue– Donte

I’d been thinking about how we met—me and Sinica—and how different life could’ve been if I’d walked away. And how to explain to Eshe why I needed Sinica at this juncture in my life.
I was in Atlanta on a business trip. Me and Eshe were off again. That night at the bar, Sinica slid into the seat beside me, her perfume expensive, looking pretty, body tight.
"You’re Donte, right?"
I knew who she was. I’d seen her in pictures on Eshe’s phone. She was her best friend. The one Eshe wasn’t sure was a real friend.
I should’ve walked away.
But the whiskey was warm in my blood, and Sinica’s fingers brushed my wrist as she reached for her drink. “Let me have a sip.” That shit was sexy.
That was the thing about Sinica—she always knew what to say, what to do, how to make a man feel like a god.
Even if it was fake.
Eshe never made me feel like a god.
She made me feel like a human.
And humans didn’t build kingdoms. They bled for them.
My momma like Sinica.
My colleague though I was lucky to have Sinica.
The sound of a steak knife scraping across bone China brought me out of my thoughts. Sinica sat across from me, carving into her filet with surgical precision. Candlelight flickered in her diamond studs—the ones I’d bought after the miscarriage. I bought Eshe an identical pair. She threw them at me.
“Pass the Malbec?” she asked, holding out her glass.
I poured. Watched the wine swirl in the glass. I still smelled like Eshe—vanilla and salt, warm skin. I wondered if Sinica recognized the scent. She probably did. She acted like she didn’t know I still dealt with Eshe, but she did. She just wasn’t risking talking about it, not after I’d given her what she wanted. The baby. My last name.
Eshe would call by morning. She always did. And everything would go back to normal.
Sinica tapped my leg with her heel. “You’re zoning. Big case?”
“Something like that.” I stabbed at the risotto, heavy with imported truffles. It didn’t taste like anything. Eshe would’ve laughed, told me I got played. “Publix got truffle oil for $6.99, negro,” she’d say, scrunching her nose and sucking her teeth.
My phone buzzed in my pocket.
Not Eshe.
Just my associate. Motion denied.
Sinica sipped her wine, her nail tapping against the glass. “We should host the partners next month. Show off the renovation. Let them see how we’re living.”
“Mm. Whatever you want, babe.”
Was Eshe really done with me this time?
Or did she just think she was?
Sinica’s heel hooked my ankle. “You sleepy?”
“Yeah.”
“Bed then?”
Upstairs, she showered and came out in silk pajamas, her hair perfectly in place. “Don’t forget—the gala’s Saturday. Wear the Tom Ford suit.”
I loosened my tie and stared at myself in the window. Why couldn’t Eshe understand? Sinica and I were more business partners than husband and wife. People like us didn’t stay married forever. Just long enough to build an empire we’d eventually split.
I closed my eyes and saw Eshe behind my lids.
That wild look she had earlier.
That knife she had pointed at me.
She was mad now.
But she’d wait.
She always did.
I pulled out my phone, thumb hovering over her name.
Sinica’s voice broke the silence. “You gonna shower?”
“Yeah.”
I went to set the phone facedown on the dresser. Then hesitated and didn’t.
“Let me check on my daughter first.”
In the nursery, I stood over the crib and looked down at her. Soft cheeks, her mother’s nose. This was the plus side. The piece of me I couldn’t regret.
I stepped back out, dialing Eshe.
The number you have dialed is no longer in service.
I stared at the screen. Called again.
Same thing.
Disconnected.
Damn.
Maybe she really meant it this time.
The phone slipped from my fingers.




The End




The Beginning –Silas

Dinner was loud. Just how I liked it.
Ekon sat in my lap. “Gimme fry,” he drawled, fingers already in his mouth, dripping with spit.
Four years old and already acting like the world had rules and he was here to enforce them. I handed him another fry, wiped ketchup off his cheek with a napkin, and kissed the top of his head. I didn’t mind being ruled by the only person I think has ever loved me wholeheartedly and without condition.
He started talking about dinosaurs and Spider-Man. Angel half-listened, half-scrolled her phone.
“I think Ekon really do think you’re his daddy,” Cassius said, pointing a greasy rib in our direction. “I’m right here, and he hasn’t looked at me once since you walked in.”
I grinned. “You the sperm donor. I’m the parent.” I looked over at Angel. “Ain’t that right, baby momma?”
Angel laughed into her cup but didn’t say anything.
“Keep calling her your baby momma and you gonna end up without one. You didn’t learn from Charmaine?” Cassius warned.
“I don’t recognize the name Charmaine, and she is my baby momma,” I said with a shrug. “In spirit. In war stories. I almost killed for her.”
Angel rolled her eyes.
“You love me,” I teased her.
“Barely,” she muttered, but the smirk on her lips gave her away.
Before Angel, I always believed women only stayed for money like my mother—or would leave the second things got hard. I thought love had conditions. Time limits. Exit routes. But Angel—after all the shit Cassius put her through—stayed. Helped him rebuild. Tried to hold him together when she could’ve watched him fall apart.
That shifted something in me.
I realized I wanted an Angel... and I didn’t want to be a Cassius. Hell, I didn’t want to be the Silas I used to be either.
Nobody knows this, but I’ve been seeing Cassius’s old therapist. Dr. Bailey. Cool dude. Smart. In my sessions, I started unpacking the truth. The way I chased women, used them, treated them like they were just killing time with me—that was part of why I always felt empty. I said I wanted something real, but I kept doing everything I could to push it away.
Just like Cassius, I had my own family shit. Stopped talking to them at nineteen. Haven’t said a word in over fifteen years.
I shifted Ekon on my leg and handed him another fry. He curled into me and my heart picked up. It really did feel like he was mine.
“Silas,” Naomi said. “You still think you don’t want kids of your own? You do all the dad shit already with Ekon.”
I shrugged. “Nah. I’m good. Ekon’s enough.”
Cassius raised an eyebrow. “Man, you’d be a good father. For real.”
“Yeah? I hear you, but I don’t think so. My parents had money. Power. Legacy. All that shit people chase. But they were cold. Calculated,” I said. Cassius and Jonas knew a lot about me, but not everything.
The table went quiet.
“I don’t want to raise a kid I end up having to apologize to someday,” I said.
Naomi looked like she wanted to say something, but didn’t.
“I love Ekon,” I added. “But he gets the best of me only because I can bring him home. No pressure. No expectations. He doesn’t have to see the other side of me. I get to give him everything I wanted growing up… and he’s got his own parents to make sure I don’t fuck that up. I get to be the fun daddy, then drop him off so somebody else can raise him right.”
The table got quieter.
I looked down at Ekon. Brushed a curly strand off his forehead.
Felt the mood dip, so I cracked a grin. “I’m good with co-parenting with Angel and Cassius,” I said. “We are the evolved.”
Naomi shook her head. “So mature.”
Cassius leaned forward, grease still on his fingers. “I’m going to change the subject because you look like you’re about to cry,” he joked, but he wasn’t. “What was up with the girl at the club a month ago? Meant to ask you when I sobered up. You damn near broke your neck watching her. You know her?”
“Yes and no,” I said. “I see her all the time. Grocery store. That rooftop restaurant downtown. Once in traffic. That was like the tenth time. I don’t have to look for her.”
I let out a slow breath. “But no matter how big the crowd, I always find her. Like my eyes just... know where she is. I can feel her.”
Everyone was watching me now.
“I think we’re connected,” I said. “And... unfinished.”
“You got her number?” Naomi asked.
“Nope.” I shook my head.
“Silas,” Angel groaned. “Why not?”
I raised my hands. “The universe got me. I gave up my fuckboy ways. I’m clean now. She’s my reward.”
Naomi snorted. “You gave it up like six months ago.”
“Exactly. Long enough for karmic credit.”
Cassius shook his head. “So you’re just... waiting on fate?”
“I’m waiting and I’m trusting. She’s mine. I already know. But I can tell she’s going through something—and I don’t want to make it worse. We’ll find our way back to each other when the time’s right, in a big way.”
The silence that followed was heavy.
Even Ekon looked up at me like, God daddy, please stop with the delusions.
But I felt it. In my chest. In my gut. I was right.
“She don’t even know what’s coming,” I murmured.
Angel broke the silence with a laugh. “I’m scared for her a little bit.”
Everybody else laughed too.
But I didn’t.
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