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Hello everyone! I'm back.

I like morally grey male characters and the women who fuck with their emotions.

I like my readers too. Y'all are awesome.

That's all, that's it. See you again later.

Oh yeah!!! This started out as a Vella, Amazon say I gotta tell y’all that. 





























Chapter 1-

The only future I see…
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I liked making the women I used gag. It was a way to remind them who held the power. Grabbing a handful blonde hair, I pushed the secretary from next door head further down, forcing her to take all of me in her warm, wet mouth, until the tip of my dick met the back of her throat. I felt her swallow. Her mouth felt good but I could make it feel better.

 Closing my eyes, I leaned my head back against my chair and conjured up an image of Nichelle, the object of my torment. I wanted her so badly I'd prayed for the slightest opportunity.

I had seen her at the club a few times with Nick, her body was perfect, and she danced like she was made out of music, as if it flowed through her veins rather than just reaching her ears. But it wasn’t until after what she  had done for Zara that it became more than physical attraction, I  felt something visceral.

She was protective, and loyal. She looked fucking immaculate and Zara said she was smart, loving and funny.  I had to have her, in my bed, in my life. 

I wondered what she’d feel like, her skin, her body, her pussy wrapped around my dick. What she’d sound like pleading for me to fuck her, to love her. Just imagining had me ready to cum.

To me, she was the essence of everything and being without her would be my undoing. It sounded dramatic but I could feel it deep in my bones. Losing her, or worse, never having her, would not just be my downfall. I would have her, at all cost.

“Asleep on the job, Little brother?”

The sound of my Nic’s voice and the clink of ice hitting glass had my eyes flying open. Agitation flooded my veins as I watched my brother fill his glass with my good scotch, take a big gulp then leave the glass, not even bothering with a coaster. Condensation would stain the oak on my bar cart. That was going to piss me off. The fact that I hadn't heard him enter my office pissed me off. He also moved too quietly, which also pissed me off.

“What do you want?” I asked, hoping to get back to getting my dick sucked sooner rather than later. I was in the office at the business park where we stored our trucks. I was supposed to be preparing payroll but got distracted by one of the secretaries that worked at the law firm across the street.

He adjusted his suit jacket before starting to pace. He wasn’t even working today and had a party in just a few hours. Why he was dressed in a suit made no sense. He should calm down and enjoy the fucking life he almost died for.

"Mother wanted me to have a talk with you," Nick began, stopping in his tracks and turning to face me. "What do you plan to do with your life? You’re twenty-eight. Mom wants you to settle down, stop living on the edge.”

"Do with my life?" I echoed, my lips curling into a sneer. Of course, she sent Saint Nick to talk to me. "Up until six months ago, you were doing the same thing as I am, and you're what, three years from forty? Did she have these questions for you?" I shook my head. “Don’t answer that. I know she didn’t.”

Nick's jaw clenched, a sure sign I had struck a nerve. "That's different, Anton. That's before we knew about Lisa.”

“Anastasia,” I corrected. I would not call her Lisa, even for Zara. "And you don’t get to use my dead twin to castigate me.”




"Anastasia," he repeated me, his voice softer now. “And I’m not using her to castigate you. I’m trying to get you to stand on your word. We had a deal, after Eddie, remember? We're supposed to be out of all illegal dealings."

Not wanting him to say too much in front of my company, I dropped my gaze to find the blonde looking up at me with big blue eyes, her mascara running, her lipstick smeared, my dick limp in her hand.

“Get out,” my words sounded harsh to my own ears.

“I’m not goin —" Nicks word trailed off into silence, his attention captured by the blonde as she slithered from under my desking, her hand brushing her lips, wiping away evidence of her filthy actions.

Something in me stirred uncomfortably. He was right, I was getting too old for this.

I fixed my pants.

Nick scoffed in my direction as the secretary exited quickly. An uncomfortable tension settled between us. The air, thick with his judgments, his disdain palpable. Nick was the good one, our parents' undisputed golden child. I was the family's cautionary tale.

He chuckled, though the sound carried no joy. “You’re going to end up like Papa.”

I stood up, feeling a rush of adrenaline. “Don’t fucking curse me,” I barked. I respected my father in many ways, but I did not want his life. He’d spent nearly forty years fucking over my mother and now he was begging her to love him. It was pathetic. I would treat my wife like a queen. Nichelle’s face flashed in my head, but the image quickly dissipated. She wasn’t trying to have anything to do with me.

“Then stop behaving like him,” Nick retorted sharply, his frustration showing on his face as he dragged a hand through his hair. 

"Anton, I just don't want to see you throw your life away. You're smart, resourceful. You could do so much more than... this. You’re taking unnecessary risks still dealing in the world we’ve been struggling to get out of."

"Unnecessary risks? Is that what you call making sure our family never needs for anything?” I countered. “Look, I know you cleaned up your act and want to play hero for Zara and your child. That's commendable. But six months ago, you were just as addicted to the power money and danger as I am." I reminded him.

He simply shook his head and turned to walk away. I stopped him by saying, “As much as I resent you and our mother's interference, you’re both right about one thing – it is time to think about the future. But whether that future will be on your terms or mine, that remains to be seen.” I said before taking my seat.

I called behind him before he disappeared. “Tell Zara I’ll see her later at the baby shower."

 I wondered if Nichelle would be there.


Chapter 2-

I think you like me because I don't like you…
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The coffee house where Zara and Nikolai had gotten married looked so much different now. Four months later it had been gentrified and turned into a Gen-Z bar for USF students. Zara decided to have her baby shower there despite the fact but had a party planner redecorate it real nice. Instead of a hipster dive bar, it now looked like the inside of an expensive luxury apartment. Light live music played in the background from an orchestral quartet, it was incongruous but Zara thought it would be classy.

Even more out of place were the guest that surrounded me. There were so many people with obscene amounts of money and power, walking around like they were normal. 

Members of different crime organizations: Russians, Italians, Haitians, the who's who of the underworld were all here. A masquerade of normalcy. The way they wore their masks with ease was a bit unnerving, but Zara and her sister had married into it, and I knew as long as they were safe, I was too. They’d made me that promise.

"Chelle," Bones called my name, grabbing my attention, drowning out the ambient noise around us. When I turned to look at him, he tapped his nose, "Let's go to the bathroom." He linked our hands, trying to pull me up from my chair.

I shook my head no. My hand slipped from his grasp. We had talked about this before. I was no longer doing drugs.

Rising from his seat, he leaned just over my shoulder. "Oh, I see. You're acting brand new because of your little friends,” his warm breath brushed against my ear as he whispered his words, they dripped with disdain. He was angry because he liked me drunk and high. I was more pliable under the influence.

I rolled my eyes and waved him off as I complained. "Ugh. I need a shot," I groaned and stood from my seat, my chair scraping along the floor in the process. I wanted a couple of shots of brown liquor to calm my nerves, but I was going to have to settle for water. Now that the drugs were out of my system I was working on not drinking too. It was hard finding solace somewhere other than the bottom of a glass or by getting high. I missed both. They didn’t just calm my nerves, they numbed them, drowned them, made them forgettable.

"Chelle," Bones tried to whisper my name, but it came out too loud and harshly as I walked away. I ignored him. Ignored the stares from others who had heard him.

I wished I had never invited him. Or really, he invited himself. He was at my house when I was getting ready to go. He said he was coming, then followed me. He would do anything for clout. He thought he would get a chance to take a few pictures with a few powerful people for the ‘gram, but they confiscated our phones at the door. He’d been pouting like a child ever since.

I wished he was on tour. Bones was a D-list rapper, just good enough to open for some A-list ones. If he wasn't so fine with his perfect teeth, dark skin, and body like an African god, he'd be useless to me. At first, all both of us wanted to do was fuck and get high. But that shit got old fast. My dealings with him were going to have to come to an end soon.

We were both thirty-four. I really was trying to act brand new. Being the old me hadn't gotten me where I wanted to be in life, so I was trying something different.

As I navigated through the crowd, a prickling sensation crawled up my spine, I was being watched. I glanced over my shoulder and found Zara's father-in-law eyes on me, leering. This man had no respect for his wife. I understood through Zara that they had some type of arrangement, but eye-fucking someone at your daughter-in-law's baby shower was a bit much. I shook my head. Men like him were exactly why I didn't even take any men seriously.

By the time it took me to make the thirty steps to the bar, I had talked myself into having just one drink. Just to take the edge off. One drink turned into me ordering three tequila shots that I downed one by one in less than a minute. I needed them. I focused on the burn in my throat and settled into my seat, letting the warmth spread through me.

"Trouble in paradise?" Anton's deep voice caught my attention as he took up space next to me, stopping just short of too close, but I could still smell the mint on his breath. He automatically had my eyes rolling. Here we go again.

My buzz was chased away by annoyance. He was relentless. I had told this man I didn't want him, but he approached me every time he was in reach.

I turned my head to the side to get a better look at him. As I openly scrutinized his appearance, I had to admit he had a certain appeal to him for a white boy, not swagger, but something like it. He was handsome too, with a square jaw, perfect ivory teeth that stood out against tan skin. His nails were short, neat, and immaculately clean. His clothes and shoes, jeans, a polo, and Gucci sneakers were expensive. He was young, though, and I wasn't fooled by the pretty-boy smile.

There was something barely bridled in his odd-colored eyes. He wasn't as nice as he wanted to seem. Much more dangerous than his brother, but more adept at concealing it. He was one of those types that usually became doctors. They liked to play God, manipulating situations to their advantage, and wearing a facade that masked their underlying intentions.

He was the type of man that I had learned to be cautious around. And even though I knew better, I did get a little tingle when he laid his bizarre-colored eyes on me. I could feel them like fingers crawling up my spine. And he was arrogant, but that was what I like most about him.

Not feeling like doing the usual flirty back and forth with him, I got right to the point, I asked him, "Tell the truth. Would you want me so badly if I was receptive to your advances from day one?"

I watched him pick up his drink and bring it to his lips as he gave my question some thought. His eyes flickered over my face before he answered, "Yes!" He reached between us and used the tips of his fingers to trace my waist, leaving a trail of heat in their wake.

"Not only are you beautiful, but there’s also something about you. You just won’t give me the chance to peel back your layers and see what it is."

Leaning in, my voice dipped, and a smirk played across my face. “You think you’ll find some softness you or hidden vulnerability you can play with?”

He frowned. “No, I really want to get to know you, ‘Chelle.”

I wanted to roll my eyes so badly. Getting me was more about his ego than anything else. “Pretty words from a man who eye-fucks me every chance he gets and can’t seem to keep his fingers to himself.” I grabbed his hand and placed it back into his own space. “Goodnight, Anton.” I went to stand.

He blocked me.

“Your friend left. " He spat and frowned as if Bones disgusted him. "I don’t want you walking to the car by yourself. Let me tell my brother and Zara goodbye, and I’ll walk you out.”

I nodded, glad I’d taken my own car. Bones was an asshole for leaving without saying anything.

As soon as Anton walked into the crowd, I headed for the door. I’d text Zara later. She was having a good time, surrounded by family. I didn't want to disturb her. I stopped long enough to retrieve my phone from the guard at the door before hitting the exit.


Chapter 3-

After the party...
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Just as I got to my SUV, Anton’s voice shattered the calm of the night, “Didn’t I tell you not to leave without me walking you out? This isn’t the best of neighborhoods.” Anton was suddenly at my side.

“I don’t take orders well, Anton. Besides...” Turning, I raised and then flashed the .44 caliber pistol I always kept in my purse, the metal gleamed under the streetlights. “I can handle myself. I’m fine.”

Before I could react, he reached out and removed the gun from my hand using some move I had only seen on TV.

“Aye!” I yelled and lunged towards him.

With a taunting smirk, he dodged me, moving it out of my reach.

“You’re fine, that’s a fact,” he let his eyes drop to my hips then moved them back up to my face. “But your daddy should have taught you how to handle your weapon.”

I crossed my arms under my breasts and shifted my weight to my right hip. “I ain't got no daddy, but I don’t I need one to teach me how to use a gun. You point and pull the trigger. What more is there?”

 He snickered. “A lot more than that. That’s why your gun's in my pocket instead of your hands.” He combed his fingers through his hair.

I frowned. “Fine, now can I have my gun back?”

“I will give it back,” he said as he slid it into his pocket. Without missing a beat, he closed the distance between us.

I took a step back, my butt hitting the car. He trapped me between him and my Escalade, placing one arm on either side of me. My eyes darted around the parking lot to make sure we were alone. The last thing I needed was for somebody to see us and get the wrong impression.

He dragged his tongue along his bottom lip. He didn’t touch me, but he might as well have been. My body was responding as if his hand were on me. I shifted in my heels and smoothed my suddenly sweaty hand down my bodycon dress.

“What do you want from me, Anton?” I sounded a lot more breathless than I wanted to.




He studied my face for a few seconds before answering. “I want you to give me a chance. I keep telling you that.”

A chance to what? End up driving me to do something desperate like my daddy had done my momma. Nah, I’d pass. I kept that to myself though, instead I asked, “You want to fuck me?”

His tongue ran across his lips. “That too.”

“Fuck it. Let’s fuck.”

“What do you mean?” He looked confused.

“Let's fuck, right here. You got my pussy wet. Might as well. But know that this is all that will ever be between us. I don't need anyone to ruin my life by trying to love me.”

He frowned, taking a step back as if I physically pushed him. His broad chest heaved. “You won’t go on a date with me, or exchange numbers. You barely speak to me when we're in the same room, and when you do speak, it’s to call me a colonizer or white boy. You don't even like me, don't want my love, but you’re willing to share your body with me in a parking lot? What fucking game are you playing?” His eyes were squinted and nose flaring.

My eyebrows shot up. His anger surprised me, but not really. I had taken control of the situation. Men like Anton liked to be in control.

"I'm not playing games, Anton," I said. "I'm just living by my rules, on my terms. You might not understand that because you’re probably used to people bending to your will, but I refuse..."

He cocked his head, his face red as ripe cherries. “I'm trying to understand you," he finally said. "But you don't make it easy. Especially when you keep making assumptions about me."

“What assumption, Anton?”

The assumptions," he started, "that I'm just another guy just trying to have sex with you. That I can't possibly want anything more from you because of my background, or my race or that my intentions are purely self-serving. Yeah, I want to fuck you, you've alos got this vibe, this energy that's just...different. You challenge me, make me think, and I respect that.”

I swallowed back a snigger. “You’re full of shit. Stop playing the nice guy, I know you aren't. "Goodnight, Anton," I called over my shoulder, not waiting to see his reaction. Before I could get into my car, Anton shoved my head forward. The side of my face was smashed into my driver's seat.

I swallowed hard but didn’t protest. I wanted to see what came next.

He buried his face into the crook of my neck, nipping at the tender skin there, sinking his teeth into my flesh.

The sound of my panties tearing rang out through the night.

His fingers found my clit. My pussy was already soaking.

“You take me as a joke?”

I didn’t. I took him very seriously. That’s why I kept my distance. Anton was rich, nice-looking, generous, powerful, and probably fucked like a porn star. Women made fools out of themselves for men like him. I used them. Usually. But Anton was a different type of beast. I wouldn’t play with a man like him. I could have, but I wouldn't. I wasn’t trying to end up missing, or wake up dead, or locked away in one of his secluded houses as a play toy.

When I didn’t respond, he pushed his knee between my thighs, spreading them wider.




"This is what you want? Me to manhandle you?"

"Yes." I nodded.

“You want to be fucked like a filthy whore in the parking lot. I’ll fuck you if that’s what you want,” he breathed harshly onto my skin.

“Yes,” I whined. In the back of my mind, I knew his words were meant to be insulting, but they weren’t. Sex was supposed to be dirty and filthy. 

Chilly air caressed the globes of my ass after he pushed my dress above my waist. The sound of his zipper had me holding my breath until he slammed into me, roughly without care, pushing the air from my lungs. Long and thick. His dick stretching me burned.

He released a deep growl that tightened my nipples.

He started moving, banging into me.

I shut my eyes and tried to just revel in the feeling of being fucked well, but he wasn’t going to let me enjoy it peacefully.

"Can't be nice to women like you," His nails bit into the skin on my waist, leaving their imprint. Fuck me back," he demanded.

Arching my back, clenching, and throbbing around him, I met him stroke for stroke. I was forced to my tiptoes as he ran his fingers over my skin lovingly, before pulling me up to lean against him, my back to his chest. His fingers were curled around my neck to the point he nearly cut off my airway. If he squeezed harder, I might have found another reason to like him.

He continued to push into me, over and over until his stroke turned jerky.

Mhm,” I cooed. My climax was building up slow and steady. I gasped as a strong spasm  radiated from my belly outward then let loose. When I came, it oozed out of me, wetting his dick. 

Letting me go, I fell forward back onto the seat. He grabbed my wrists in his hands, pulling them behind me like I was under arrest, gripping them so tightly that my fingers began to go numb.

“I want to bless your pussy with my cum so bad, but you don't deserve it,” he groaned, just before he separated us. I felt his nut, warm and thick, splash over my ass.

I was left laying half across my seat, trying to catch my breath. 

His voice cut through the silence of the aftermath, there was an edge of anger still there when he should have been enjoying his after nut high, I was.

“This the last time I let you play in my feelings. You don’t ever have to worry about me bothering you again, Nichelle. Not a word more."  Then I heard his expensive shoes slapping against the pavement as he walked away.

I don’t know why he was so angry. He had gotten what he wanted. Either way, I didn’t care. I didn’t have time to think about his feelings. After composing myself, I slid into the driver’s seat and drove home. After a shower, I slept like a baby.
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Chapter 4-

Dreams and nightmares…
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"This is what you said you wanted, Nichelle, now dance," my momma's shrill voice rang out as I stood front and center in Madame Dubois' ballet studio, my heart pounding against my ribcage, my hands trembling. The familiar scent of wood polish, perfume, and the faint scent of musky sweat filled the air. Around me, the studio buzzed with the sounds of other dancers, but I was alone. Alone and feeling isolated in a world that wasn't meant for me.

I gazed at my reflection in the mirrored wall. I was too tall, Black, dark-skinned, with too many curves to be taken seriously as a ballerina. But when the music swelled, a haunting melody filled the room, and I danced. I became the magical firebird in Prince Ivan's enchanted Garden. My body moved like ballet had been made for me. Each pirouette, each arabesque, each Degage was a testament to the years of hard work, to the battles fought against doubts - both mine and those of others. I danced to shame the naysayers. To rub my talent in their faces.

My momma and Madame Dubois watched me from the shadows as I soared. But then the lights blinked out, and I was on stage. I landed into a perfect Jeté to applause ringing in my ears. I took my bow and walked off stage, and my world morphed. Suddenly I was riding down the road, in the passenger seat of my momma's car.

My momma looked like me, just older. Or maybe I looked like her. She didn't have dreams. She said she just worked as a nurse to make sure mine were fulfilled. I loved momma, but like my love for ballet, it was complicated. I wished she was stronger.

Tears streamed down her cheeks, leaving dark trails on her dark skin. She made no effort to wipe them away. To keep them from blurring her vision as sobs wracked her body.

"He didn't never love me, Chelle. He don't love you neither. I hate him," she screamed at the top of her lungs. One moment, my momma's pain-filled voice filled the car, the next, there was a deafening sound of metal and glass breaking and bending, as we collided with a tree that seemed to come from nowhere. I was violently jerked forward but my seatbelt kept me safe. My heart pounded as I ran my hand all over my body in search of broken bones before I turned to check on momma. She was slumped against the steering wheel, motionless. There was a peacefulness on her face that I hadn't seen ever. I knew she was dead.

A scream clawed its way up my throat, then everything went black.

When consciousness returned, I found myself back on stage, but the setting had shifted. I was still dancing, but this time in the strip club, I watched myself. My eyes moved down my voluptuous thighs to my French manicured toes. I bounced and clapped my ass. Then climbed to the top of the poled, then slid down, landing into a perfect split. Bills rained down on me, each bill covered in blood, my momma's screams the soundtrack I danced to.

As the scene unfolded before me, a surge of terror gripped my chest, icy fingers, gripped my heart. I fought against being pulled back into the darkness.

With a violent jolt, I snapped upright, gasping for air, feeling as if I had been submerged underwater. It took a minute for me to realize I’d been sleeping and nothing had been real.

The darkness of my room was suffocating. My heart pounded against my ribcage as I reached for my lamp. Bright light flooded the room, calming the rapid beating. My eyes still darted around the room, searching for the sandman who refused to let me sleep without the nightmares. Sweat wet my brow, my hand trembling as I brushed away the damp strands of hair sticking to my forehead. I could still hear the faint echoes of my momma's screams from my dream. The sound made my skin crawl.

Why couldn't I fucking forget? I couldn't even remember what I ate yesterday but damn near twenty years later I could remember her screams like they were happening at that very moment.

With a heavy sigh, I swung my legs over the side of the bed, my feet against the cold tile floor centered me a bit. I needed to move, to dance, but I walked instead. I made my way to the kitchen, poured myself a glass of water, the cold liquid easing past the lump in my throat.

Leaning against the counter, closing my eyes, I forced myself to remember the good times with momma. Before my daddy drove her crazy. I used to love the beach picnic and trips to Disney. I hate that theme park, but momma loved it. I liked seeing her smiling so I endured the 100-degree weather and sweaty people for her.

Frederick Porter lived with momma and me sometimes but had never been a real part of my life. A musician who was in the streets more than at home. Women loved him because he was big and muscled, dark as night with a slick smile and he had a voice like velvet. All the mommas in the neighborhood used to talk about what they'd do to him if they got a chance, and then after getting that chance they would talk about “that nigga ain't shit but good dick."

Daddy broke hearts on purpose. It helped him write his songs, he said.

Why momma expected anything, especially fidelity from him was beyond me. She was a bombshell. She could have had anybody. She should have gone out and found a better man. But the day she found out he had another family was the day she decided me and her didn't deserve to live instead of him. She ran her old Nissan into a tree meaning to kill both of us, instead of hitting him with it. Only she had died. I was left unscathed, physically at least.

Daddy came for me. He apologized, cried, sang a sad song at her funeral. Then the next day he cashed her insurance check and bought his new wife a new car. Moved the bitch into the house momma paid for. He had never even proposed to momma, but a week after she killed herself over him, he wanted to be an upstanding nigga and get married. He might as well have died with momma because he was dead to me. I was only sixteen, but I refused to live with him after what he caused.

I packed everything I could and moved into my first boyfriend's house. Kenneth was a twenty-two-year-old dope boy who showed me what love wasn't. He whooped my ass for two years for everything, even breathing too hard. He cheated, had a baby on me. Still, I loved him hard. But not hard enough I was gonna let him kill me. After he beat a baby out of me, I knew it was time to go. He was my first and last try at love and the reason I no longer believed in love.

When I ran from him, I ended up at a hole in the wall strip club. I didn't have a high school diploma, nothing. But I was pretty, with a fat ass, nice tits and good hair and flawless skin. It was a given. The money came easy. So did the drinks and drugs.

I didn't even think to stop until I met Zara. She wore her innocence and hurt on her sleeve. She reminded me of her my momma. I wanted to help her, but how when all I could do what be a bad influence? Then everything happened with Eddie. I knew it was time to change then.

My momma would have rolled over in her grave if she knew I wasted the thousands of dollars she spent having me become a classically trained ballet dancer —just to end up in a strip club.

"But you don't get to have a say, momma, since you offed yourself," I spoke out loud towards the sky.

Yeah, I was bitter about her killing herself and probably always would be.

Her death had taught me one thing though. Don’t trust men, at all. And my daddy made sure I had a reminder by continuing to be the ain't-shit-ass nigga he'd always been. I hadn't heard from him in years though he knew exactly where I lived. My sister was now in her twenties and called me once in a while. When she needed something. But she wasn't talking to him either.

Leaving my empty cup in the sink, I walked into the living room, picking up the blanket from the sofa. I made my way to the balcony out back. It was still dark outside, couldn't have been later than three in the morning. My balcony faced a water fountain in the back of the luxury complex I lived in, the sound of the water always calmed my nerves. I got comfortable, pulling the comforter over me to cover my camisole and panties and to hide from the chill in the air. I could smell rain in the air. I liked the rain. It renewed shit.

I closed my eyes and imagined myself dancing in my head until my tattered nerves calmed. At noon I had an appointment with my realtor. If the building she wanted to show me was as great as she said it was, my future would be a lot different than my past. I may never dance on the world stage as a ballet dancer, but I could teach other girls.

I felt myself starting to fall asleep, for some reason just before my eyes lolled full shut I thought about Anton. Why was I thinking of him now? Maybe because I was lonely and sad and he gave you the best sex of my life. I didn't dwell on it too long. I let my thoughts slip away as sleep finally took hold.


Chapter 5-

Deceptions and opportunities…
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Outside the Florida night was thick and sticky with oppressive heat. The kind that makes your shirt stick to your back and your balls sweat. Inside of the warehouse was worse. The stifling blanket of air that seemed to press down on us when we entered was almost suffocating. 

Moonlight sneaked in between cracks in the walls, casting shadows that danced around us. I adjusted my jacket, feeling the reassuring weight of my gun snug in its holster against my side.

My cousin Lev walked beside me, our steps echoing softly, his eyes scanning the darkness, always on alert. He didn't speak much. His presence said enough.

He had grown up with my brothers and I, but I was closer to him than any of them. I trusted him with my life. He knew me. He was like me.

When my brothers I wanted to keep the guns in our operations, Lev was right there with me. He understood that the real business, the business that built our family’s name and fortune, needed to remain at any cost.  But after the tragedy with my twin, some things had to change. Everybody agreed that we’d step away, go legit. I thought we only needed to leave behind the more sordid aspects, no peddling flesh of any kind. Those dealings left a sour taste in our mouths even before we found out what Anatasia had gone through.

But the guns... the guns were different. Guns were the American way. You could sell them, trade them, or use them as leverage in almost any situation. We made money hand over fist. I wasn’t giving that up, no matter what Nicolai and my father said. It had been a year since he came to me, trying to persuade me to leave the illegal dealings alone. I lied and said I had. It was easier to pretend compliance than admit the truth. No need to stir up a family feud.

Speak of the devil... The sudden vibration of my phone against my leg was annoying I didn't need to check to know it was Nicolai. Since he’d been married and preparing for fatherhood, he'd been more insistent on building the family trucking business. He was probably calling to see why I hadn’t been in the office all day.

As we reached our destination within the warehouse, the reason for my absence waited.

The three men bound, bloody and seated against the cold concrete wall. Fear flickered in their eyes as they caught sight of us, but there was defiance there too. I couldn’t help but admire the bravery. Russian men were not cowards, even when facing death.

“Why are we here?” the oldest one asked, his voice rough.

I didn’t know them by name because we had hundreds of employees. Lev was the keeper of name. He managed our extensive roster of men with an iron fist.

Lev addressed him. “Because, Tommy, we have a situation. There seems to be over a hundred thousand dollars’ worth of guns missing. Do you have any idea where they are?”

Another of the men tried to speak, but I raised my hand, cutting him off. "Don't deny it. You're on camera hijacking the truck. Wearing no masks, stupid move."

“But w —” He tried again.

Lev continued, his tone cold, “We don’t need your sob story. You chose the wrong family to fuck with,"

I took over. "You, gentlemen, have broken the cardinal rule. Don’t steal from the hand that feeds you. And has my family not always provided well for our employees?" I questioned, my tone calm.

Their nods were quick, filled with desperation.

Lev's next words were a deceptive promise. "The first to reveal the location of my guns gets to live."

Laughter spilled from my lips. Before they could fully build hope, I said, "He's bluffing. As entertaining as it is to let you think you have a chance at survival, I have no time for games tonight. We found the guns where you hid them in Tampa."

Their eyes widened in fear as the realization of their fate slowly dawned on them, their bodies tensed as they fought against the ropes that held them. The sound of their pleas was drowned out by the sounds of gunshots.

When all three were slumped and bleeding, I passed Lev my gun, then took off my gloves. “Make sure that ends up in one of the crates going overseas."

Lev nodded. "Why are you in such a rush?"

I grinned. “I got a date.” Lev’s eyebrow rose. “With whom? After the incident with that one chick, I thought you were broken."

I narrowed my eyes. “Do you really want to go there?”

He threw his hands up, a smile curving his lips. “No.”

He knew conversations about Nichelle were off-limits. I thought when I walked away that night of the baby shower that she’d be calling me. I just knew she felt what I felt. We’d fit so well, moved so well together, but for months there was no contact. She didn’t even ask for her gun back. But then her silence was understandable; I had basically told her to fuck off. Wrong move with someone like Nichelle. Men gravitated to her. She could easily find someone who would maneuver around her moods and whims better than I ever could. Who wouldn’t expect more from her.

She had been avoiding me heavy since then. She made sure she never ran into me despite remaining friends with my brother's wife. And when we did by chance end up at the same place, I would walk into a space, she’d walk out. Nobody knew about the night we shared, so nobody suspected she was leaving because of me.

But that all had recently changed. But then, unexpectedly, she broke the silence with a simple "hello" at a family dinner. What did she mean hello? That’s all she had to say to me?  To make it worse, from that day forward, she would say hello. That’s it. Her hellos irritated the hell out of me.

“Then fuck off. And make sure none of this can be traced back to us.”

As I was heading towards the exit, I pulled out my phone and scrolled to my surveillance app. I pulled up the cameras in Nichelle's house. When I got to the car, I laid the phone on my seat so I could change. The parking lot was empty and dark, so I wasn’t worried about anyone seeing me. I stripped out of my suit and exchanged it for a black Nike tech and Jordans. Then I covered my hair with a black baseball cap before getting into the car.

I’d placed the cameras in Chelle's apartment right after Zara had given birth. At first, it was because Zara said Chelle was being harassed by her old boyfriend, some rapper named Bones. He'd broken into her place, trashed everything. I wanted to keep an eye on her, ensure she was safe. I knew she'd refuse outright if I offered directly, so I waited until she was away and installed a few cameras discreetly. I justified the invasion of her privacy as unavoidable.

The rapper didn’t get a chance to bother her again. I wasn’t the police. I wasn’t waiting until he hurt her. I put a bullet in his head and his body in Alligator Alley before he could. That was a year ago. I kept telling myself I'd remove the cameras. They weren’t there for protection anymore, but truth be told, I didn't want to. Watching her had become my secret indulgence. It was an obsession. I knew it, but correcting it was another thing.

Nichelle was oblivious to my constant surveillance, and that was for the best. She wouldn’t understand, might even hate me for it. I don’t know why I couldn’t stop myself. Watching her was torturing me. Every time I saw her on my screen, it was a reminder of what I couldn't have again. But it was also the closest I could get to her without crossing the line and having to deal with Nick and Zara.

At this juncture, my concern for consequences and repercussions had diminished significantly though. Watching her slide a long coat over brown leotard that hugged her body like a second skin, intensified that feeling. Jealousy twisted in my gut, the fact that she was wearing it for some man other than me pissed me off. The only thing keeping me sane was the fact I knew he would never see her in it.

The guy's name was Marcel. He was everything she said she wanted. Tall, successful, a lawyer, handsome, Black. He had signed his niece up to receive lessons from Nichelle while the girl was in Florida for the summer from California. They’d been on a few dates, nothing serious. I could manage that until she started smiling a little too wide when he called.

I put my car into drive, his address was about fifteen minutes away from where I was. He was supposed to meet Chelle at seven PM to work out. His idea. I had watched them once. He liked to watch her run in her little get-ups. I couldn’t blame him. Her ass would bounce beautifully. She’d told Zara she was going by her dance studio before meeting him. He wouldn’t make it.

I pulled up a block from Marcel's house. I jogged the rest of the way there. Nobody would think a twice about me jogging the block. When I got to his house, I made my way to the front door. He lived in a small ranch-style three-bedroom home by himself, with a new Tesla in the driveway. He owned both outright. His credit score was nearly 800, he’d gone to private school, he spoke three languages. I hated him. He was perfect for Chelle. He was perfect for nearly any woman. That’s why I was leaving him alive. Good men did not deserve to die. My mother had instilled a few morals in me.

When he opened the door, my head was down.

“Yes? Can I help you?”

I pulled my brass knuckle-covered fist from my pocket, leaned back, and connected with his abdomen. He went down hard. The floor shook underneath his weight when he hit it.

I didn't hit him again.

With a shove of my foot, the door clicked shut behind me. I didn’t need nosy neighbors calling the police. He was trying to catch his breath when I kneeled over him.

“You know Nichelle?" My voice was almost casual.

“Yes,”  the one word was fractured with pain.

No, you don't," I corrected. I jabbed him in the ribs, feeling one snap.

He cried out in pain.

"Do you know Nichelle?" I asked again.

He shook his head frantically.

"Marcel Jordan, use your words, or I might have to pay your sister in West Point Village, California, a visit."

"No," he rushed out loudly.

I stood, pressing my sneaker-clad foot into his hand. “Keep it that way. Stay away from Nichelle. She's not for you." I warned him. “If she calls you, you hang up. You don’t talk to strangers.” I added.

Leaving Marcel writhing in pain, I walked out of his house, blending back into the night.

I drove to, then parked outside Nichelle’s studio, watching her through the glass storefront. She was dancing again, showing the children how to execute flying through the air. My mother loved ballet. I had hated it until I saw Nichelle dance. She moved with a kind of magic that entranced me.

When class was over, she changed into another bodysuit, one that hugged her thick thighs midway. “It’s too cold for that, Nichelle,” I wanted to yell when she walked out and got into her car. I followed her to the park. It was close enough to where we both lived, so it wouldn’t look suspicious when she ran into me. She got out of her car and made her way to the track field.

I had to be discreet when I ducked down and shoved a blade into three of her tires because the park was still pretty crowded.

After, I jogged over to the track and took a seat on the bleachers, pretending to tie my shoes as she jogged my way, knowing she would see me.

“Anton?” My head popped up when she called my name. I stood up and walked over to her.

“What are you doing here?” I asked her, all cool, calm, and collected.

She eyed me. I wouldn’t say suspiciously, but her intuition was probably nagging her.

"I live down the street. Jog here all the time. This is where Zara and I usually meet." It wasn’t a complete lie. My sister-in-law and I had met there once.

Mentioning Zara put her at ease. Her tense body visibly relaxed.

I said, “If you don’t mind, I’d like to get to my run.” I didn’t wait for her to answer before I jogged off.

She waited thirty minutes for Marcel before going to her car. I was close enough to hear her curse when she discovered her flat tires. I turned and ran in her direction. An hour later, a tow truck was driving away with her Escalade, and I was about to take her home. I now had the opportunity I needed.


Chapter 6-

Pull up...
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"Pull up in a Bentley, I want Christian, I want Fendi,

I want Prada, ah-ah, ah-ah.

Ooh-ooh, ooh-ooh-ooh"

I sang along with the song playing from Alexa, a needed distraction from thoughts of Bones' crazy ass slashing my tire. I thought I had finally gotten rid of him, but it seemed like he was up to his old shenanigans again. I was going to ignore him though. Any type of attention was good attention to him.

The music was also keeping me from freaking out while Anton walked around my place, looking at pictures of me in dance contests, music videos, and shows I’d been in over the past twenty years that lined the wall leading to my bedroom. It had been two hours since he was supposed to drop me off and leave. But here he was, still here. I’d even let him shower and change clothes after I did because he had gotten dirty helping me with my tires. Luckily, he had his gym bag in the car.

He looked comfortable in my space, wearing only a t-shirt, gym shorts, and socks. That annoyed me. I don’t know why I hadn’t sent him home yet. He was being too nosy for my taste.

But he was probably still here because I was feeling a little lonely if I’m being honest. The guy I was trying to date seriously for the first time in forever had stood me up. We were supposed to run and then get a few drinks after. By the didn’t show or call.

I don’t even know why I was trying with him. I really didn’t have the capacity to be with someone like Marcel. He was meticulous, composed, his life as orderly. My life was chaos. I was an ex-stripper who had used her life savings to open a dance studio during a recession. We didn’t fit. And the cliché of opposites attracting each other was bullshit. Practicalities and compatibilities mattered. I knew as well as I knew my own name that Marcel and I would not work out, but I still wanted him to try.

“Why aren’t you a real dancer?”

Anton's question interrupted my thoughts, catching me off-guard. I chuckled and slid my eyes in his direction. “You must be ready to go home. I can uninvite you.”

He squared his shoulders and folded his arms across his chest. “I'm serious. I’ve seen you dance. And I’m not talking about in the strip club. It's not just movement, it's art.” His ocean-colored eyes raked over me slowly.

The back of my neck heated at the compliment. The sting of Marcel’s rejection eased as I took a moment to decide whether I would answer Antons question or not. I decided I would. He had had my car towed, paid for my tires, and ordered me my favorite dinner, Lobster and Shrimp Alfredo pasta, which was waiting for me when I got to my door. I was going to have to tell Zara to stop telling this man my business. I knew she was the only reason he would know my address or my favorite food.

I shrugged. “It’s complicated. When I was younger, I used the excuse that I didn’t fit into the world, but really, I was really just was scared. I might not have ended up in a show in Paris or Russia, but I could have danced Ballet professionally if I wanted. Now I just don’t want to. I gave up because if it meant more to me, I would have worked at it when it counted.” I shrugged. “Do you have any more invasive questions for me, Anton?”

He nodded. I watched him walk in my direction. He took a seat next to me, pulling my right foot into his lap and pressed his calloused thumbs into my arch. I rested my head against the arm of my sofa. “Damn,” I whispered as the ache that had been there for days nearly disappeared. The way his hands felt forced me to bite down on my lip to keep a moan from slipping out.

He ruined the moment by speaking. “Why don’t you like me?” he asked, his voice tight. I had forgotten he said he had another question. I watched his Adam's apple, thick and heavy, bob in his throat.

"It's not about liking or not liking. It's about trust, and trust is something I don't give out freely. My past, my experiences... they've taught me to be cautious. I’ve learned to look past a handsome face and money, to see people for what they truly are. You learn that not everyone has your best interests at heart, and sometimes, the ones who seem the most charming, like you, have the most to hide." I paused to make sure he was hearing me before continuing, "I've dealt with too many people who weren't who they appeared to be. And with you, Anton, there's something... I can't put my finger on it, but you feel dangerous to me."

He ran his tongue across the top row of his pearly whites before frowning. “What do you think I’m hiding?”

“I don’t know, and I don’t want to find out.”

He paused. “Zara trusts me.”

Zara did trust him. He wasn’t any harm to her, so she had no reason not to. She had actually told me I should give him a chance. But I wasn’t about to take advice from a young girl with very little experience in anything, let alone love and relationships.

“Zara’s naïve. Your brother lied to her face for months and she didn’t suspect him not once. There were so many questions she didn’t ask, so many red flags that she ignored because she was in search of someone to love her. She just got lucky that it was your brother, one of the good ones who took an interest in her."

“You don’t know anything about my brother beyond what Zara told you, but you somehow you know he’s one of the good ones? Can you explain to me why you think I’m not? Your excuses can't involve you having a feeling that I'm the devil.”

I chuckled at his words. He really wanted answers. “I can’t explain it to you, and since I can't and you seem so pressed to have me believe you are the good guy, tell me what lies behind those dangerous eyes of yours?” I challenged.

"The truth?" His voice was low. "I'm not a saint, I’ll never claim to be. I've made choices, some darker than others. I’ve done things that would make my family even question me. So yes, I’m dangerous, Nichelle, but not to you. Never to you."

His direct eye contact was hard to hold because of the sincerity in his eyes. He really did like me, or believed he did because I was probably one of the only women to ever tell his handsome ass no.

I studied him for a long moment before responding, “I believe you, Anton. I believe that you’re not dangerous to me now but wait until you’re in your feelings because the sex between us is good to you, and I cooked you a few meals, catered to your ego for a few months and you’re damn near in love with me, then boom. I don’t feel like being bothered for a week, or I decide I want to dance at the strip club because I’m feeling down and a bunch of men throwing money at me makes me happy. Or maybe you catch me flirting because that's what I do. Then you’ll be mad, chest hurting, feeling like you can’t breathe, and ready to choke me.”

I shook my head. “I’ve been on my own too long to want to answer to anybody, and you’re going to want answers."

He frowned “So what you’re saying is you think I’m not man enough to handle your fire, or to let you be your own person?”

I nodded. “I’m not saying whether it makes you a man or not, I just know you won’t be able to handle it."

He chuckled, but in a way that said this bitch got a lot of audacity, before continuing. "I won't pretend I know all the answers or how this chemistry between us—" He paused.

“You can at least admit that. There’s chemistry?"

“There is.” I nodded.

"I won’t pretend to know how it’ll turn out, but I can promise you this – I'm not here to make you answer to me or change you. There would no benefit in changing you. I want you just the way you are."

Okay. That last part got me a little. My nipples hardened but I couldn't  let him know. “I believe you believe that, but I still don’t believe you. But it doesn’t make a difference. We’ll never find out."

I was looking directly at him, so I saw when the nice guy façade faltered. He gathered himself quickly though but dropped my foot.

“You mad, aren't you?” I taunted him. Part of me wanted him to feel fully rejected. Maybe then he’d leave me alone finally. But a small part of me was flattered he hadn’t.

He smiled grimly, running a hand along his unshaven jaw. “You’re just not going to give me a break, huh?" He nearly growled the words and it triggered the memory of him sinking his teeth into my skin the night we had sex. What we had been talking about suddenly mattered even less.

“No, I won’t give you a break. Now answer me. Are you mad?”

"Maybe a little," he admitted. "I'm not used to being challenged like this, Nichelle."

“And you probably imagined yourself choking me a little, huh?”

He chuckled. “I did.”

“Do it. Choke me.”

His eyebrows knitted together in confusion, his face morphing into a look of skepticism. I couldn't blame him. I was confusing myself. I didn’t know what I wanted other than at the moment I felt the need to be touched. I spread my legs, the smooth fabric of my silk nightgown dragged against my skin as it gathered around my hips. I sank down further into the sofa so I was lying on my back.

“Come here, Anton.” My eyes flicked downward, hinting to what I wanted.

My invitation cut through his hesitation He moved. Situating himself between my spread legs. His weight felt good on me.

Closing my eyes, I dropped my head back, giving him access to my neck. “Show me.” I encouraged him.




He used his index and middle finger to trace my jawline and down my neck before gripping my throat. His grip was firm but careful. He squeezed, and I let out a soft gasp, the sensation sending a zap up my spine.

"Can I kiss you?" he groaned the words like he was hurting.

My pussy was dripping, and I could feel him hard against my stomach and I remember how good he felt before. My hips moved against him as I nodded my head without opening my eyes. "Yes:

His hand slipped away from my neck as he shifted his body weight. Opening my mouth with his tongue, he eased it between my lips. We both moaned into each other's mouths. He kissed me slow and languidly until I couldn't breathe, then pulled away.

He ducked His head, his mouth covered my puffy nipple, sucking it through the delicate fabric of my gown. His fingers found their way between my legs and he played there. My hips moved and my back arched, pushing more of my breast into his mouth.

A buildup in my belly intensified until my world shook and just when I was about to cum, suddenly, he stopped, leaving me aching.  His weight lifted of of me. My eyes flew open just as he stood.

"Why’d you stop?" I nearly shouted. I swallowed hard. I wanted to beg him.

“You told me once you didn’t trust me. I personally wouldn't ask someone I don't trust to choke me. Call me when you figure out what you want from me, besides being fucked.”

And with that, he walked to the door, opened it, and softly closed it behind himself, without looking back.

I let out a frustrated sigh and flopped back onto the sofa, my heart still hammering against my ribcage as if it was trying to escape. Between my thighs was hot, sticky. His touch still lingered on my skin, making it hard to calm down. I needed to cum.

I took a few deep breath to settle myself, then reran what had happened back in my head. 

Thinking about the fact that I was mad he’d left pissed me off more than him leaving. As much as I hated to admit it, I was very much, at least sexually attracted to Anton.

I needed a cold shower and sleep.

Getting up to cut off my lights I got a glimpse of Antons keys sitting on my coffee table. His cell phone, gun and holster were there too. I busted out laughing. I bet he was walking his ass down the street towards his house, too proud to come back and get them. I turned off the lights and made my way to my room after making sure my door was locked. Him walking out on me hit different, softer when I knew he was suffering too.


Chapter 7-

Oxygen Deprived.
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“I never dated a dark-skinned girl before. I’m too dark to be fucking around with y'all, but you were too pretty to swipe left on," This man had the audacity to say to my face. I had heard about men like him, but never encountered one.

He gave me a soft grin, as if I was supposed to take his words as a compliment.

I just stared at him, letting the moment marinate, hoping he might replay what he said back in his head and realize how fucking ignorant he sounded. I wasn’t even that mad. It was society that had fed him too many lies about beauty, value, and worth, I was more so sad that he believed them.

Maybe he wasn’t aware? He seemed to be clueless as he waited for me to respond.

Cocking my head and resting my elbows on the table that separated us, I broke the silence and asked him, "Was that supposed to be a compliment?" My voice was tinged with disbelief.

His grin faltered as he met my gaze. "I mean, yeah. It's just... It’s not many of y'all that are as gorgeous as you. It’s rare. " he stumbled over his words.

I pressed him, "Rare for who? Black women? 'Cause you, a dark-skinned Black man, seem pretty confident in your own looks."
 

I would admit he was fine. Lance Gross fine. Tall, athletic built, tatted up. Nice round face. Skin the color burnt umber, and two shades darker than me, so what he was saying made no sense.

He frowned and shook his head. “It doesn't matter if a man is dark-skinned. It’s different.” he claimed, digging the hole he was already in deeper.

"Different how?" I pressed.

“Different because nappy hair and ashy skin hit different on a man,” he snapped.

“Nappy hair!?” I echoed too loudly, then looked around. Thank God the outside of the Greek restaurant was empty.

I opened my mouth to curse him out, but then thought better of it. I stood up, smoothing my hands down my dress. I couldn’t believe I had wasted a good outfit on him. The red wrap dress I wore fit me like a glove, stopping mid-thigh. The leather knee-length boots I’d paired with it had me looking thick as hell. And I flat-ironed my hair for this fool. If I had heat damage...

“I think this is where our conversation and date end,” I said. “Good luck with your preferences.”

His large hand wrapped around my arm. “The food hasn’t even come.”

My eyes ticked down to where his hand was. The look on my face had him snatching it back. He wasn’t a complete idiot. I was too ready to mace his ass.

I walked away, leaving him where he sat. The night air on my face cooled my anger as I made my way to the parking lot and to my SUV. After situating myself in the driver's seat, I pulled my phone from my purse and deleted Tinder. Next time Zara suggested anything to me about dating, I would remember what just happened.

Four hours later, I lying flat on my back, staring lazily up at the ceiling fan rotating. It was Saturday. I knew it couldn’t have been more than nine. “Early enough to go get this money,” I encouraged myself.

I was only making enough at the dance studio to pay the rent there and keep the lights on. Another few months and I wouldn’t be able to afford my apartment. I knew that, but I continued to lay in bed. I didn't feel like dancing. Something about my encounter early gave me the ick and I couldn't shake it. There were easier ways to get money. I just had to make a few calls. I knew men who would pay for just my company. But I didn’t want to do that either.




The sudden feeling of being watch had me looking around my room, even though I know no one was there.




Strange.




Then I remembered. I was high. I laughed at my own paranoia, then I sat up and grabbed my vape pen from my nightstand and took a long drag.

My cell going off drew my attention. I dug under the covers. pulling it free and checked my text.

My husband: What are you doing?

Despite myself, I smiled at the text from Anton because I hadn't put his information in my phone, let alone under "husband." He must have done it when I was in the shower the other night. It irked me that I found it cute.

I wondered if I should answer him. Remembering he’d left behind his stuff, I told myself I had to.

Me: You too fucking nosey for me. Let's talk about you. You walked out and forgot a few things the other night.

My husband: I know, and I’m here to collect.

There was a knock at the door that had me jolting from the bed. I was too high for a surprise visit. But I got up and half-ran to the door. I looked through the peephole, and sure enough, Anton was standing outside my door, in a pair of khaki shorts and a white polo.

I turned away and looked around my living room, making sure nothing was out of place. I was about to open the door when I could suddenly feel the sticky, thick residue left behind in my mouth from vaping. I ran to the bathroom, quickly rinsing my mouth with Listerine. My hair was in two cornrows that hung down my back making me look younger. I looked okay.

As I made my way back to the living room my heart raced in anticipation of seeing Anton again. I’d blame it on being high later.

I unlocked the door and opened it. "You know, most people give warning before they show up at someone's door," I said, trying to sound more annoyed than I felt.

Anton's lips twitched into a half-smirk. "I know, but I figured this way you wouldn’t avoid me. I know you wanted Zara to pick up my things and bring them to me and she wouldn't..."

“Why would I avoid you? You were the one that walked out on me, all in your feelings," I laughed. He'd been pissed off that night.

He bent and picked up a few grocery bags before he lightly shoved me out of the way and walked into my apartment like he owned it. He smelled good.

“Just like you, I'm a masochist. You like being choked, I seem to like being rejected,"

He was so dramatic.

Closing my door, I asked. “What are the bags for?"

“I’m cooking you dinner," he said as he bypassed my living room and walked towards the kitchen.

Instead of meeting him with my usual snark, I followed him to the kitchen. He was an excuse to not go to the strip club.

"I was about to go to the club. Make a couple of rent payments," I lied, leaning against the kitchen counter, watching him unpack the grocery bags.

Anton paused, his hands stilling on a bag of pasta, the expensive type they make in the rich people store. He looked at me, his expression serious. That something that flashed in his eyes when I said or did something he didn’t like flashed in his eyes.

 "How much would you make tonight?" He asked.

The directness of his question caught me off guard. I hesitated. He continued without me answering him.

"How about this? I'll cook, pay you for the pleasure of your company, and you take the evening off. Would five thousand suffice?"

I could make ten. But I didn't tell him that. "I wasn’t telling you about the club because I wanted you to give me money." I responded.

He nodded slowly, then went back unpacking the groceries. “I know you weren’t. Honestly, I offered because I don’t like you dancing for other men. You could have named any price, and I would have given it to you."He confessed without blinking.

I hated the butterflies the sincerity in his voice created in my belly. I fidgeted with the hem of my pajama shorts, choosing to change the subject.

“What are you making?” I asked.

Anton's face lit up like he was dying to tell me. "Beef Stroganoff. My mother's recipe," he announced proudly.

I wrinkled my nose. “I heard about your mother's recipes from Zara. I surely hope you don’t think you’ll be feeding me.” Zara had described in detail how Nicolai had hand-fed her his mother's food, then ATE her.

Not me. Too intimate.

“Don’t worry. Not my style.” He assured. Now talk to me while I cook. Start by answering why you’re high?”

“You should be happy I fell off the wagon or I wouldn’t have let you in,” I tittered. Going cold turkey after years of drinking and drugging was hard. I changed my mind and just limited myself to weed when I needed it or a drink or two. The guy from earlier today had worked my nerves enough where I needed it.

---

An hour later, the food was done. I watched Anton maneuver around my kitchen as if he was familiar with it as he fixed me a plate and set it on the counter in front of me.

“You're not eating?” I asked him.

"Maybe later," he said, taking a seat across from me.

The food smelled delicious. He watched intently, his eyes following my every movement as I picked up a forkful of food and brought it to my lips.

I actually fucking moaned.

“Oh my God. You can cook,” I said after my mouth was empty.

He smirked. “I know.”

He was so damn confident and cocky. It annoyed me, but I let it slide because I was going to need a second serving.

“Please just be quiet while I eat. I don’t want to gag on this delicious meal you made me,” I said with a playful smile.

He chuckled but remained quiet.

Later, after a second plate, I was sprawled out on my sofa. Too full to think straight. I took a long draw from my vape pen as Anton sat across from me. He had a glass of Hennesy in his hand. It definitely was not his drink of choice, I could tell by how slowly he was sipping it.

I couldn’t help but stare, He looked so... I couldn’t even put it into words. I just found him insanely attractive at the moment.

He took a swig of his drink before his eyes landed squarely on me again. “You’re so mean to me,” he said out of the blue. He stood, placing his glass on the table. “But I like that shit.”

I fluttered my lashes at him. “I know,” a cackle flew from my mouth.

His eyes moved from mine, down to my voluptuous thighs, then to my French-manicured feet before settling back on my face.

“And you like that I chase you. That I’m obsessed.” it was a statement not a question.

I answered anyways. “I do,” I was high enough to tell the truth.

“If only you knew how obsessed,” he said, then without another word, I watched curiously as he reached for the hem of his shirt and snatched it over his head. The muscles in his stomach flexed and coiled with every step he took in my direction. His gaze locked onto mine.

I licked my dry lips. “What are you doing?” I sounded breathless to my ears.

“I’m about to eat,” he said before dropping down in front of me.

It took me a second to realize what was going on, but when I did, my clit double dutched.

"Let me take these off," he tapped at my thigh.

I lifted so he could pull my pajama shorts down. He was quick to untie the strings on the sides of my thong. He pulled it off of me and placed it to his nose, taking a big whiff, then let it dropped to the floor. Bending his head, he pressed a kiss to the top of my pussy before he slowly licked a trail down the slither of pubic hair that led to my clit.

He roughly placed my legs on his shoulder, spreading me wide, digging blunt fingernails into my outer thighs to prevent me from closing them.

“Pretty ass pussy,” he complimented before he sucked at my clit between his lips.

I dropped my head to my chest and watched him as he lapped at my clit, licking, and twirling his tongue. I moaned when he dipped his head further and sucked on my pussy hole.

Instinctively, I grabbed his head, “Fuck, baby.” He was way too good at eating pussy.

Only a few minutes had passed and I was about to cum. My whole body tensed up as my blood rushed to my face. Pinpricks of energy skittered over my skin. Then that tension let loose, and my body nearly folded in half.

While I floated, he rubbed his nose along my pussy lips, soaking his face in my wetness. I couldn’t fucking breathe, and my vape pen was somewhere, and my heart was hammering in my chest.

Anton dropped my legs and stood, panting heavily, his face glistening from my juices as he stared down at me. I was a mess. I could tell he was proud of his work. A slow, nasty smile spread over his face as he removed his clothes, his dick sprung free. He was already dripping precum. Taking a seat next to me, he pulled me on top of him. I situated myself on my knees, spreading my legs as wide as they would go.

His dick pressed up against my opening. I felt myself as I got even wetter.

His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down when he swallowed. I wanted to suck that spot and see what reaction I got. I didn't get the chance.

“Ride me,” he instructed.

I happily and eagerly obliged. I tried to take my time, let his dick stretch me slowly as I descended into his lap.

He wasn’t having it. He gripped the globes of my ass and spread me further before pulling me down. Impaling me. Thick, slippery wetness dripped from my pussy, smothering his dick with all my cream.

The sound that came rumbling from his chest me proud.

I ran my hand up his throat and into his hair at the nape of his neck. I got a handful and snatched his head back. Then slammed my mouth to his, feeding him my tongue. Wobbling my ass in his lap, I rode him. Hard and fast. Putting my hips into it.

Clutching my waist, he tried to slow me down, but I didn’t miss a beat. I fucked him faster. Lost. Pure need driving me. I wanted to cum again, so badly, just as hard.

He pulled his mouth from mine. “Jesus, fuck,” He seethed through his teeth. Beads of sweat covered his forehead.

My stomach muscles tightened.

I grabbed his hand and brought it to my neck. His fingers flexed as they wrapped around my throat. I shut my eyes and reveled in losing my breath as he squeezed. There is something deeply arousing about surrendering control to someone. Anton had it wrong. I didn’t need to trust him to have him choke me. Not trusting him made the shit exciting. The feeling was like a cocaine high, it made me light-headed and dizzy.

I sank into the sensation of my orgasm, it was like drowning in ice cold water, but before I could ride it out, self-preservation sank in, and I dug my nails into his hand. Luckily, he kept squeezing until I went limp.

My head fell to his shoulder.

“I’m going to cum,” Anton hissed. He tried to move me from his lap, but I sank down further. My pussy milked him. His nails dug into my ass cheeks as he cursed in a language I couldn’t understand.


Chapter 8-

You aint gotta go home…
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Morning light filtered through my bedroom blinds, casting streaks of light across the room directly into my eyes forcing me awake. I stirred, my body felt heavy, and I smelled of stale sex. My skin felt sticky. My mouth was too dry. I needed water. I eased myself up, leaning back against the headboard, my muscles protesting with a dull, persistent ache. I wasn’t sure if minutes or hours had passed since I'd gone to sleep but I was tired. I thought about laying back down, but then the steady rhythm of soft snores drew my attention. I cut my eyes to the right.

"Shit," I muttered. My memory flooded back to me. I’d ate a lot of food, then fucked a lot.

Which explained why Anton lay buck naked, sleeping on top of my covers.

Immediately, I felt regret, sort of. I didn’t regret the sex. Just the fact he’d wake up in my bed. I should have sent him home. He was definitely going to read something into me not doing it.

With a heavy sigh, I carefully disentangled myself from the sheets that had wrapped around me. My steps were silent on the cool floor as I retreated to the bathroom to handle my hygiene.




After, I put on t-shirt and tights, before leaving my room and going into the hall closet. Anton slept peacefully as I washed his dirty clothes. I stuffed what he’d changed into his duffle bag and I returned to my room with what he’d worn, he would look like yesterday, but at least he’d be clean. I used my remote to open the blinds. Sunlight now fully illuminated the space.

I hesitated, as I watched Anton sleep.  Part of me wondered if I should just let him wake up naturally, cook him some breakfast, then send him on his way. He was nice to me, had cooked for me, but then I thought, fuck that. I couldn’t go soft. I couldn’t be like my momma and let no man make me weak.

"Anton," I said, nudging him gently. "Anton, wake up."

He stirred, mumbling something unintelligible before his eyes fluttered open. Confusion clouded his features as he looked around, trying to orient himself. Then his gaze fell on me, and he smiled sleepily.

"Good morning," his voice was rough from sleep. It reminded me of how he moaned when he came, making my nipples tighten. Yeah, he had to go.

I held the duffle bag out to him and dropped his clothes on the bed.

"What's this?" he asked, sitting up.

"Your stuff. You gotta go," I said, looking him right in the eyes.

His confusion turned to shock, and then, quickly, to anger. "What? Why?" He got out of bed. His dick lay hard on his thigh giving me flashbacks. I softened my voice because the way he had fucked me had earned him a little consideration.

"I don’t do good mornings. It sends the wrong message," I explained, feeling a twinge of guilt at the hurt flashing across his face.

“You’re serious?" The muscles in his jaw were as tight as a bow string.

“Yes, why wouldn’t I be?”

“Don’t fucking play with me, Chelle. You’re make no fucking sense — putting me out after you spent the night begging me to bust nut after nut in your pussy."

"How am I playing? Okay, we had sex. And? That was last night. This is this morning. I need you to go. You’re acting like I said we can’t fuck anymore.”

He let out a harsh sigh, scrubbing a hand over his face. "So let me get this straight. We can't date. I can fuck you in a parking lot. I can dump buckets of cum in you. I just can’t sleep here. I can choke you, but you don't trust me.”

“Yes," I shrugged.

If looks could kill... His expression darkened even more but without another word, Anton started getting dressed. 

I left him alone and went into the kitchen. I had classes to prepare for Monday, invoices to write.

About ten minutes later, he emerged from my room, fully dressed, duffle bag in hand. I was sitting on the floor in the living room in front of the coffee table.

For a minute, he just stood staring down at me. He studied me carefully. “Why are you making me chase you like this, Nichelle? What I need to do, be like Bone, keep you drunk and high? Do you like the men in the strip club? You want me to tip you, buy you some shoes?”

His words were a sucker punch, but they did not damage. I’d heard worse.

“In all actuality, Anton. I’m not making you do anything. You pursue me all on your own. You want a cup of coffee before you go?” I offered.

He scoffed. "No, I don’t want any fucking coffee," his deep baritone bounced off the walls.

I shrugged. “I don’t know why you’re angry, but this is the best way for us. We won’t work out long term, no need to do long term things like have sleepovers."

He just shook his head and walked over to the door. He left just like he’d done a few nights before. He didn’t slam the door this time.  Just walked out quietly.

I told myself I was setting boundaries. Men like Anton needed restrictions. He was mad now, but he’d be knocking at my door again in a few days, or trying to engage me at the next event we attended together. I did feel bad that he was mad, but he’d be alright.

About ten minutes after he left a notification went off on my phone. It was venmo. I checked it. It was the five thousand dollars from Anton. The message attached read, 'Payment for allowing me to slut you out.'

"Ouch" that stung a bit. I see Anton could be mean when he wanted.


Chapter 9-

I never made love, but I sure know how to...
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"Best sex of your life. He cooked for you. Paid for your tires. Then you got up the next morning and put him out of your house, for no reason, and you sent his money back, even though you need it, and then you blocked him... Now, a week later, you’re about to dance at his birthday party, unbeknownst to him?"

Hearing my actions from someone else sounded bad. I nodded, feeling a knot tighten in my stomach. Guilt? Regret? I wasn't sure.

Vincent and I were holed up in the back of his club before it opened. Vincent shook his head, his disappointment visible on his handsome face. “That's Cruella Deville level villainy.” He leaned back, crossing his arms as he appraised me.

“Am I villainous, or just a product of my own defenses?” To keep myself safe from turning into my mom, I had one rule, never let anyone get close enough to unravel me.

He sighed heavily, his expression softening. “You know I love you, right? So I say this with the utmost respect. 'Get over it.' Your daddy did your mother wrong, and the dude you ran to beat your ass. But that’s just two men out of literally billions. You gotta let the past go.”

“Why?” I rolled my neck, now with an attitude.

He chuckled, a knowing look in his eyes. “Because you’re a romantic who wants kids and a man who brings her flowers every Friday. You want a daughter you can teach ballet to. You want a nuclear family and not just to be somebody baby momma.”

I dropped my eyes, feeling exposed. “I should have never got high around you. You’re always throwing what I said then back in my face.” I smoothed my hand over my hair.

“A drunk mind speaks sober thoughts. Or are you telling me you don’t want those things?” He challenged.

I pouted, attempting to lighten the mood. “You could just marry me and put me out of my misery. I’ll give you a bunch of chocolate babies. A whole football team if you want.” I flashed a playful grin, though my heart wasn’t in it.

“No. I'll be damned if I let you play hopscotch over my feelings.” He laughed, but there was a hint of sincerity in his eyes.

“Whatever,” I rolled my eyes. I wasn't being serious. I had been flirting with Vincent for over ten years. If I wanted him, I would have made a move. I didn’t because he was right. I was too much for him. Nice guys need soft girls.

“Just call your man, apologize, and give him a private birthday dance to make up for being mean to him.”

I raised a finger. “First of all, he ain't my man, and secondly, no.” I said firmly.

"Why not?" He leaned forward.

“I have a list of reasons.” I ticked them off on my fingers. "He’s younger than me by almost ten years, a little too pushy, White... Probably hiding a whole bunch of—"

Vincent cut me off. “ It’s because he won’t let you tap dance on his feelings without saying something about it. I don’t know why you’re being this toxic, Nichelle. If you don’t want to be bothered, just cut off all contact with him. You have his number blocked, but you’re going to go to his house? If you need money that bad, I’ll give it to you."

I looked away, biting my lip. Deep down, I knew Vincent was right, but fuck right. I was sticking with what I knew. "I don’t need your money, and I didn't come here for a lecture, Vincent. You engaged me in this conversation because you were being nosy, wanting to know why you saw me in his car. I told you. I didn’t ask for advice."

He threw up his hand. “I’m not lecturing you, I’m trying to get you to think about what you’re doing. Sometimes I think you don’t want to be happy because your momma wasn’t. Your conditioning is messed up because of your childhood."

I sucked my teeth. I wanted to snatch him by his starter locks; he was so annoying. “That’s my cue to leave. Run this club and stop trying to be Dr. Phil. Bye, Dr. Phil.”

I stood, smoothing down my trench coat, and walked away before he could say anything else to annoy me. 

“Aye, come on, don’t leave like this. I just don't want you to miss out on someone that is good for you because your fear being hurt, Chelle. ” There was laughter hidden between his sincere words. Vincent hardly took anything seriously.

I left his club.

I tried to push Vincent's words out of my head, but I kept thinking about them. Was I sabotaging my own happiness, or was I just being realistic? Had the line I'd drawn between self-preservation and self-destruction blurred? I didn’t have the answer, but I knew Vincent needed to mind his business.

I drove the twenty minutes to Anton's house. Why was I even here? I asked myself as I sat outside, debating on going in. Oh yeah, because I needed the money. Rent was due on the first. The three hundred dollars in my account was mocking me. I wasn't used to being broke at all. My rent was twenty-eight hundred, and I also had bills to pay and food to buy. I should have just kept the money Anton sent me, but my pride wouldn't let me.

I got out of the car and grabbed my bag. My hand trembled slightly as I knocked. I should have turned around. I could hear footsteps from the other side; I let my trench coat fall open. I was wearing a pair of cutoffs that cupped my ass and a tube top that put my breasts on display.

When Anton's look-alike opened the door, his eyes rolled over me slowly. "Damn, I see why Anton likes you. Come in."

"You're Alek?" I asked as I raised my phone and took a picture. I usually took security with me when I did private parties, but I didn't think I needed it tonight, but just for precaution I would send the picture and address to Vincent.

He frowned. “What was that about?”

"Now I can come in," I said.

He stepped aside.

"Follow me; you can get dressed in the bedroom in this hall."

I kept my eyes forward, trying not to take too much in. It felt weird visiting Anton's property for the first time without him being there. I could hear the party going on in a room close by. I would guess five or ten men from the different voices.

"When Anton comes in, we're all going to yell surprise, then the music you sent me will start, and you'll come out and turn right. You'll see us."

"I got you," I nodded. "But do you have my money?" I held my hand out. I wasn't new to this. I knew to get the money first.

"Of course," Alek smirked before walking away. Less than a minute later, he returned with a fat envelope. He handed it over but held on to it. "Make it good for him. He likes you."

It was my turn to smirk. "I'm sure he does," I responded before I snatched the envelope out of his hand and pivoted on my heel. I entered the bedroom Alek pointed out, closing the door behind me. I took a deep breath, trying to steady my nerves, then set my bag down and quickly changed into my outfit for the night. I had chosen a red mesh bodysuit with hundreds of rhinestones. After changing, I caught myself in the reflection of the floor-to-ceiling mirror in the room. That was pretty much all that was in the room. I looked good. I fluffed out my braid out. White boys loved it when I danced with my natural hair.

As the guests erupted with a chorus of "surprise," the sultry strains of "Earned It" by The Weekend filled the room. Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath and  lingered in the room, allowing myself a moment to center my emotions before opening the door. I sauntered out of, bouncing to the slow beat of the song, swaying my hips. My heart was beating fast as hell in anticipation. Not just to dance, but I wanted to see the look on Anton's face when he saw me.

There were twenty or so men all surrounding a makeshift stage blocking out my view of Anton. I made it to the stage and posed prettily.

Alek had a big shit-eating grin on his face before shouting, "You ready for your surprise, big brother?" He motioned towards the men, and they parted like the sea.

The beat dropped, and I caught it, winding my hips down to the floor. Squatting on my heeled feet, I bounced. My eyes connected with Anton's, who was sitting surrounded by his friends and family. I watched all the human emotions play out on his face when he realized what he was seeing. His eyes flashed dark

Anton stood, his reaction was instantaneous, his command sliced through the “you’re perfect” lyrics.

"Party's over, get fuck out of my house!" His voice thundered over the music.

His brother and his friends surrounded him, they were arguing. Anton's eyes, dark and intense, never left mine as he stormed towards me. His brother and friend, attempted to calm him. He pushed threw them like a wrecking ball.

My heart was racing as I rushed off the stage and back into the room. I quickly pulled on my shorts and trench coat, grabbed my bag, and the envelope. The room door slammed against the wall. The scowl on Antons face was scary. For the first time I thought about how I might have fucked up coming there.

"I can't fucking believe this," he muttered, almost to himself. His voice was a low growl. "What are you doing here, Nichelle?" He glared at me like I was the source of all his torment.

The room felt suffocating, but I wasn't going to let him see me sweat. I placed my hand on my hip. “Dancing.”

He chuckled, but it was filled with anger. “You thought it was okay to come here and dance for my brother and friends?”

"Why wouldn't I? Half those men have seen me in Eddie's or other clubs around the city. Ain't no different, except I make more money privately." I waved the envelope.

He took a step forward. I instinctively took a step back.

Tilting his head sideways, he squinted. “You get off on pushing me to react, don’t you?

I shook my head. "This is where your problems lies, Anton. You’re trying to make my choices about you. This is business and not personal.”

His eyes narrowed slightly, a mix of frustration and something else, maybe hurt, flickered behind his baby blues. "Business, huh?" His jaw tightened. “Get out, Nichelle. Get out of my house.”

"Fine," Without hesitation, I slung my bag over my shoulder, ready to leave. I attempted to sidestep him. His hand shot out, grabbing my arm, stopping me, he snatched the envelope from my hand.

“You didn’t earn this,” he glared at me.

"Give me my money,” I demanded. “I can’t believe you’re serious right now."

"I can't believe you were actually going to dance," he retorted sharply, releasing me. He threw the envelope. I watched my money scatter in the room behind us like leaves.

I felt like beating his ass, but he was too big. I settled for yelling in his face. "Why are you so angry? You knew exactly who I was from the start — a stripper. You pursued me with that knowledge, wanted me despite it. And now, suddenly, it's a problem, after you fucked me? I yelled the last part at the top of my lungs, my tight fists at my side.

He countered, his voice calm enough to piss me off more. "You're missing the point entirely," he said. "You were about to get naked in front of my brother and friends, knowing what I’m trying to —" He paused mid sentence. “You know I wasn’t going to let you dance, didn’t you. So why are you here, Nichelle?”

I did know he wouldn't let me dance and the money was just an excuse, really.

If I was being honest, I just wanted his attention, bad or good.  For the last few days, the silence I usually liked had been too loud. Had me feeling sad and lonely. My birthday was a few days away, and I doubted anybody would remember, and nothing was working  to get me out of my slump. I used to get so high having men fawn over me when dancing, but I wasn't even feeling that. Anton's attention was replacing the strip club for me. He was nice and funny. And his dick was immaculate. But I couldn't bring myself to just call him and say that. Just thinking about being open and vulnerable paralyzed me.

The next move didn’t surprise me at all. I kissed him. Sex was easy than emotions.




Standing on my tiptoes, I gripped his chin and slid my tongue into his mouth, tasting him. All tongues and teeth. He kissed me back with the same aggression, his hands tangling in my hair, pulling me closer until there was no space left between us, he tasted like expensive bourbon and sin.

When he pulled back our gazes locked, his hand slid to the nape of my neck as he nibbled at his thick bottom lip. The desperation in his eyes stirred a few emotions in me. Seeing him so open and needing something more made me feel sad because I didn’t have more to give him.

“You’re going to be my ruin, and I don’t even understand why I’m going to let you,” he said leaning forward, whispering against my skin.

I couldn’t think of how to respond. All types of sirens were going off in my head, telling me to walk away, to protect myself, but I couldn’t. I didn’t want to be anywhere but with him at that moment.

I guess my silence made him angry.

He snatched away from me.

"Get on your knees, Chelle," it was an order. He started to unzip and unbuckle his pants as if he knew I would follow his directions. His dick sprang out, hard and ready, pre-cum leaking from the tip. He used it like lube, fisted his dick, his hand worked over it, from root to tip.

I lightly kissed his Adams apple before sinking to my knees.

His strange eyes met mine as his big fingers raked through my hair, getting a good hold of the thick strands. His free hand guided his dick into my mouth. I brushed my tongue against the shaft, before relaxing my jaw allowing him to go deep, until my nose touch his six pack. Anton started moving his hips, "so damn good... "he moaned. Slow strokes turned into him fucking my mouth. I could barely breathe. I gagged while he wrapped his fingers in my hair even tighter.

"Suck it," he groaned. A tear dribbled from my left eye. I started moving with him. A grunt left his mouth as I did. He peered down at me, "My pretty dancer looks so good with her mouth full of my cock," he growled.

I sped up.

He sagged back against the door and pressed a hand to the wall for support.

"So fucking pretty, my cum slut.". He had such a filthy mouth. My leotard was saturated. My shorts were next. Sweat slicked my skin, and heat burned my belly.

"Your mouth is so damn wet and warm, I'm about to cum already," he warned, "Suck it." My scalp burned from the grip he had on my hair. "Suck it," he groaned again, shoving my face into his pelvis. Saliva ran out of the corners of my mouth.

The muscles in his stomach flexed I wanted to touch myself. My eyes rolled up to his face. I wanted to see him fall apart.

His head was thrown back. His eyes were closed and his lips parted as he exploded in my mouth. I swallowed most but has to pull away to not choke. Hot cum hit my lip and chin.




Still breathing heavy. Anton was on me without a word,. He pushed me to the floor. Pulling at my shorts off. Easily pulling apart the snaps on my body suit.. He pushed into me in one swift motion, his dick stretching my soft flesh. While I was distracted by the feeling of cold tile against warm skin, he pushed my right leg back towards my shoulder and splayed his big hand across my belly, holding me in place as he went deep.

My back would have arched off the floor if it could have.

He dropped his weight on me.  His dick was in my chest cavity.

“Too deep” I tried to push at his stomach.

He knocked my hand away.

A slow smirk creeped up on his lips. “No, Take it. You may disregard me tomorrow, but you’ll remember this dick. The feeling of it in you.

My pussy get wetter. Cockiness was unfortunately an aphrodisiac for me.


"I'm going to try something different with you, take my time," he groaned. He leaned forward, his mouth French kissing me my neck.

He practically had me in a bear hug.

"Ooh! Oh! fuck!" slipped between my lips. The head of his dick was rubbing against a bundle of nerves in my pussy I hadn’t even known existed, making my heart beat in my ears. It felt good, too good.

Anton fucked me slow, caressed me, kissed me deep, sucked my titties until I oozed cream all over him, making a mess. Then he filled me with his cum and played in my pussy until it leaked out.

Just before I fell asleep in his arms, simply because I was too tired to move—I think that was his plan all along—he whispered against my hair, “I hope this is the beginning of something different between us.”

I felt kind of sorry for him, good sex, no matter how earth-shattering couldn't erase what life had taught me from my mind. But I was aware of my own bullshit. I wanted a family and kids, but how was I to have either if I didn’t change the way I moved? I didn’t even want to think about it. I was so confused.

I still whispered “okay,” just in case, by some miracle Aton was the one man that had the power to put up with me and stay around long enough to help me to undo all the complex knots that had tied themselves inside of me.


Chapter 10-

Should I stay or should I go…
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Waking up felt weird because I immediately knew I wasn't in my bed. It took me a few seconds to remember where I was. Once the fog cleared, I could feel Anton next to me. I turned to watch him. His arm was thrown over his face. He was shivering in his sleep. Light filtered through the blinds enough to let me see the sheen of sweat on his forehead his skin seemed unnaturally flushed. The sheets under him were wet.

Raising my hand to his forehead, I frowned at how hot he was. His breathing was rough and uneven too, like his nose was stuffed. 

“Shit,” I cursed under my breath. The first thing that came to mind was Zara telling me that she and Nic both had the flu. It seemed like Anton caught it too. Just as my thoughts shifted to me leaving before he woke up and letting him take care of  himself, a cough erupted from his chest, the kind that sounded painful.

He isn't going to die. Most likely not. You could just slide out of bed and go home, the toxic part of me was loud in the back of my mind.

But my conscience had me sitting there watching his chest rise and fall. I didn't want to just leave him sick and alone, even though part of me wanted to avoid the awkwardness that would be there when he woke up. I could call someone, but then I'd have to explain why I was there.

Fuck, he had helped me with my tires, offered me money. It sucked to be sick on your birthday too or the day after. It could be my birthday present to him, or an apology for ruining his birthday, I reasoned with myself why I needed to stay.

I should go, but…

I couldn’t think of any buts.

“Wah!” I tied an imaginary noose around my neck and hung myself from it f because I knew I was going to stay, at least long enough to help him until he felt better.




I didn't feel right walking around his house looking for medicine. In my head, that would have crossed the line. This was me helping a man who fucked me well. Not me doing something for my man. Women walked around their boyfriends' houses all willy nilly.

I looked to the Alexa device on his nightstand; it was 8:40 in the morning. There were plenty of stores open.

I slid out of bed easily, trying not to wake Anton. I backtracked to the hallway where my duffle bag was and grabbed my cell from it. My gaze drifted to the money strewn across the floor of the room I'd dressed in. I could have just taken it and left, but then what type of person would that have made me? I was a bitch sometimes, but I wasn't shady. I walked away.




I used my phone to order orange juice and cough syrup, lemons, honey, and cheap bourbon, the kind that burned when you swallowed it. Spending a few dollars was easier and less invasive than rummaging through his things.

I tried not to think about what I was doing as I showered. Because I would have just left.

After a shower I brushed my teeth with my finger and gargled because it was the best I could do. There were no extra anything except towels and hand towels in his cabinet.

At least I knew he didn’t have women coming over all the time. I smelled like him because I had used his soap. It was a musky scent that smelled harsher on my skin than his.




I met the delivery person at the door when the notification went off on my phone in  Anton's borrowed T-shirts and boxers.

First thing on my agenda was getting him hydrated. I found his kitchen. It was one of those that most rich people had with white cabinets and stainless-steel appliances, a custom gas stove. I moved around carefully, trying to find where he kept his mugs and spoons without disturbing anything.

I used his microwave and a mug I got from one of the cabinets and made a hot toddy, a drink my grandma used to make when someone was sick. I don’t know if it actually worked like she said it did, but I was never sick for long after drinking it. I grabbed a cup from another cabinet and water bottles from the fully stocked fridge.

I made a couple of trips to make sure I had everything. Anton was sitting on the side of the bed with his head in his hands when I came back. His head came up when I entered the room. "Chelle?" he managed to say, his voice barely above a whisper. He sounded surprised to see me.

"I think your brother gave you his germs. Take this." I poured him some cough syrup to drink. He frowned at it. I frowned at him. “Take the medicine. At your big age, you shouldn’t be glowering in disgust at any medicine.”

Reluctantly, he took the cup, downed the syrup in one go, and grimaced. Handing back the empty cup, he muttered, “Thank you.” His throat sounded like it hurt.

I nodded. “You’re welcome. I made you a potion, at least that's what my granny called it. It might help with your fever." I handed him the hot toddy. He sneezed. It was my turn to grimace. I could see the germs floating in the air. “EWW.” I took a shot of cough syrup right out of the bottle to the head. Maybe I wouldn’t get sick. I probably would. That's how my luck was set up. Plus, we had exchanged a lot of bodily fluids just hours earlier. I sighed.




That’s how the rest of the day went. I took care of him, giving him meds and soup and making sure he drank water. It felt weirdly intimate, taking care of him like this. I had to keep reminding myself that this was just a temporary situation, nothing more. I stayed in bed next to him while he slept, watching movies but not really paying attention.

I kept thinking about all the times my momma would take care of my daddy and how unappreciative he was. It was hard for me to stay when I got lost in those thoughts, but also I kept hearing Vincent's voice telling me that I needed to get over the past. It was harder than he thought, especially when you watch your mother die, knowing she wanted to kill you too. All over a man who drove her crazy, then moved on with his life like she didn't exist.

Sometimes, it felt like I was drowning in the past. That type of hurt you didn’t get over, it seeped into your pores and made you bitter. It haunted me.

I cut my eyes to Anton lying in the bed with the covers up to his neck. I had to admit, he wasn’t like daddy. I could see him going out of his way to make me happy if I gave him a chance. We’d be happy for a while. For a while, I could see that, but not forever. Then what?

By six, I could tell he had started feeling better. His cough seemed less severe, and the fever was gone. He didn’t say anything when he set up abruptly and got out of bed. He gave me a strange look before he headed to the bathroom. I heard the shower come on. By then, I had given in to my curiosity and went looking through his house. I knew where he kept his clean bedding. I stripped off one set of white sheets and a white comforter and remade it with the same. That’s all he had. His entire house was very sterile, devoid of personality. It seemed opposite of him.

I was by the door stuffing the clothes I’d worn the night before in my bag when he came out, naked, wet, his dick laying thick on his thigh. He was lethal with that thing. He had twisted and turned me in all types of position. He wrung orgasm after orgasm out of me. I was still sore. My nipples started to harden. I needed to stop.

Anton eyed my bag, then me. His face was unreadable as he slid back into bed.

His silence made me nervous, forced me to speak. “I’m glad you're feeling better, I’m about to go. I hope you don’t mind I borrowed a t-shirt and a pair of your joggers. I’ll wash them and bring them back.” Rushed out my mouth.

He looked at me and asked in a quiet voice, "Stay with me?" His eyes were hopeful, and I felt a tug at my heartstrings.

“I need to —”

“Chelle,” he cut me off. My name a plea.

I wanted to go home so I could get my mind back right in solitude. Not be cupcaking in bed with his sick ass.

“Please.” His tone was all soft and needy.

Fuck, I cursed myself mentally. I was really about to stay. But only because I was a good person, not because he looked and sounded all vulnerable and shit and I couldn't tell him no.


Chapter 11-

Jealousy and other deadly sins…
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I got sick, just as I knew I would, right on time for Anton to recover and reciprocate the favor of taking care of me. I recovered in two days. The question I kept asking myself was why, three sunsets later, I still hadn't returned home. I had even canceled my dance classes. I knew the answer but refused to acknowledge it, as if thinking it would make it too real. At least I could admit I had enjoyed my time with him. We laughed, we made love slow, we fucked hard.

I was going against my own rules. I wasn't supposed to be there with him at all. When I quit stripping and stopped doing drugs, I was supposed to find someone the opposite of Anton, someone not like me,someone without secrets and issues.

Yet, here I was. We were lying on his oversized convertible sofa in the basement of his house, my body molded to his, my chest pressed against his back, we were both only in our underwear. Denzel Washington was on the TV, taking down bad guys, and Anton was engrossed in the action. My attention, however, was on the intricate dagger tattoo that ran up Anton's ribcage. 

"You've got more tattoos than I have stretch marks," I whispered absentmindedly, tracing the blade with the tip of my acrylic nail, watching goosebump break out over his skin. "Are these like some kind of Russian mob initiation?"

Anton paused the movie and turned to face me, my hand falling away from his body.

"Russian mob? That's quite a leap of imagination you have there." These are just stories, memories, lessons learned.

I side eyed him but let his lie slide. He didn't know me to be telling me his business, but Zara had already told me that him and his family were acquainted with the criminal organization.

"As far as how many." A cocky smirk curved his lips, his voice a rumbled low, "I've traced every stretch mark on your body with my tongue. If I were to guess, you have about thirty to forty-five. I don't know the exact number because I’ve lost count each time. I always get distracted when you start making that little moaning noise in the back of your throat."

I found myself leaning into his space, remembering how good his mouth felt on me.

He noticed the change and kept talking but his eyes grew darker. "There are a hundred and thirteen tattoos inked on my body. You can count if you'd like. With your tongue preferably. " he offered, then fell silent, staring at me in a way that felt like he was trying to delve into the depths of my soul, causing a fluttering warmth to spread from my belly to my face.




I dropped my head, breaking the intense eye contact. "I'm good I believe you." Came out barely above a whisper.

"Nichelle." There were so many questions in just the way he said my name. Questions I wasn't about to answer.

I changed the subject. "You said when the movie was over you would take me to get my ice cream." The credits were rolling on the screen behind me.

"I will," he reached out and circled my right nipple with his finger, causing me to suck in a sharp breath, both nipples immediately hardened. "Let me take off your thong with my teeth before we go." His eyes traveled down my body. "Did I mention how good it looks on you?"

"Yes, and then you insisted I wear only it, which is why I'm squashed behind you in your cold ass house, trying not to freeze to death. As a matter of fact, let me get up and get dressed."

His hand snaked upward, resting around my neck, applying slight pressure to my throat. "Are you sure you don't want to take me up on my offer?" Instinctively, my head rolled back, my eyes closed, my heart racing, a slow throb built between my legs.

Yes, please, almost slipped out of my mouth, startling me out of my lust-induced haze.

What are you doing, Nichelle? Do not let this man control you so easily, I thought to myself as I pushed his hand away. I needed to keep my head clear and proceed cautiously with Anton. Liking him was okay, but I couldn't let it go deeper.

I realized I had changed my tune again when it came to Anton, but I couldn't help it. He was slowly getting under my skin. Fuck. I need to take my ass home.

"No," I shook my head. "I want oxtails and ice cream. Feed me, or I'll leave and feed myself," I threatened.

The pout on his handsome face was cute, but his wicked eyes saved me from falling victim to it.

---

An hour later, we sat across from each other at an ice cream parlor in Tampa, planning to get oxtails to go afterward. I was a dessert-before-my-meal type. The shop was slightly busy, but we managed to find a nice spot at a table in the back. Anton looked up at me and smiled.

With a raised eyebrow, I asked, "What?"

"You nursed me back to health. I think I'm growing on you."

Before I could deny his accusation and wipe the smirk off his face, the waitress arrived. "Hi there," she chirped, notepad in hand, her eyes fixed on Anton. "Do I know you from somewhere?" She asked, sounding all cutesy.

He shook his head politely but didn't say a word. His eyes were on me.

"You just look so familiar, I —" she continued, her blue ponytail bouncing as she spoke.

Anton looked up and cut her off to order. "I'll take chocolate, I like the taste of chocolate best. " His eyes retuned to me, ensuring I understood the double meaning in his words. My irritation was replaced by lust. I crossed my legs, then ordered.

Anton waited until she was gone to say, "You ordered Butter pecan. Are you trying to tell me something?"

I stared at him, confused. "What?"

A mischievous smirk curved his lips, and his eyes sparkled. "You licked it off me the first day we officially met."

The memory clicked, and I chuckled. "I did not lick you."

"But you wanted to."

"Okay, I'm not going to dispute you if that's your story and you're sticking to it."

The waitress returned with our order, nearly throwing my ice cream cone at me before turning to Anton once again. "I know where I thought I knew you from," she said. "You look like a young Viggo Mortensen. Cuter though,"

The young Viggo look-alike chuckled.

I rolled my eyes, murmuring under my breath, "You look like a young Viggo Mortensen," mocking the waitress loudly enough for her to hear it while standing. Wishing the fuck she would say something in response so I could embarrass her. Why in the fuck was she playing in my face? He didn’t even look like fucking Viggo.

"Take this and get up," I shoved my ice cream cone at Anton. "Some people are so disrespectful, acting like I wasn't sitting here," I snapped, my gaze still locked on the waitress. Anton stood, chuckling softly as he took the ice cream cone from my hand.

"Go," I waved him towards the door. He walked ahead of me. I pulled out a twenty from my bag and left it for her, knowing damn well the ice cream cost at least eighteen of those dollars. She didn't deserve a tip with her flirting ass.

I smoothed my hand down the dress Anton had ordered for me to wear. I had woken up a couple of days ago to countless bags filled with things to make me comfortable in his house. I'm not going to lie; it made me like him a little bit more. I pushed past the bobblehead. The red converse on my feet carried me to the door. I ignored the people who had overheard us.

After we left the parlor, Anton handed me my ice cream cone back. Walking side by side, I kept my head forward.

"Was that a display of —," Anton started, the amusement in his voice that made me want to push him into traffic.

"Don't complete your statement unless you're ready to take me home."

"Okay, I won't say another word about you being jealous," he laughed, pecked my cheek, and let his hand fall to the small of my back.

I focused on my melting ice cream, letting its cold sweetness distract me from the fact that I had been as jealous as I'd seemed. Fuck, I was in trouble.


Chapter 12-

Getting caught…
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I had been watching Nichelle pace her apartment since she'd arrived home about two hours ago. She was dressed in a leotard, sweatpants, and incredibly high heels, and she looked distressed. I wanted to know what was wrong so I could fix it. It bothered me, her reluctance to reach out, to share whatever was burdening her. I hated the sight of her, conflicted and alone.

I dialed her phone number again, then on my TV, I watched her pick up the phone, look at the caller ID, then hit decline.

I loosened my tie and stared long and hard at the screen. I could feel the vein jumping in the side of my forehead. Why is she doing me like this? Why had she gone home at all. My grip on the phone tightened. It felt like I'd called her and watched her hang up on me a hundred times, it had only been three.

I sat up straighter on my sofa. I thought we had turned a corner after she spent a week with me. She had only been gone for three days, not even long enough for her scent to dissipate. I could smell her all around me. What had changed so quickly to have her ignoring me now? I missed her. I missed her voice, her laugh. She was so fucking mean, and I missed that too. I was half a second away from doing something drastic.

I knew the disappointment, the anger and, rejection I was feeling was my own fault. I’d gotten attached, despite the fact that she had outright told me she would do this, not want to be bothered. But I couldn't help myself.

I stared at the screen coldly when she answered the next call that came through when she hadn’t answered mine. I listened.

"Hey, Zara," she said, pausing to put the phone on speaker, placing it on the coffee table, then she bent to pull off her shoes. Her pants were the next to come off before she sat down, tucking her legs under her. The shirt she was wearing fastened between her thighs, and set between her puffy pussy lips, giving me a peek.

She turned off the speaker and placed the phone back to her ear and listened, finally frowning after a few seconds. "I didn't tell you it was my birthday."

Her birthday? She was with me for a week didn't even say anything. My lips twisted into a scowl.

She continued, "because I didn't want to celebrate." She then paused again to listen. "I wasn't alone; I didn't get drunk or high. I spent the day eating oxtails and ice cream with a friend." I chuckled at a friend. Did she let her other friends do dirty nasty things to her? Maybe she did with Vincent. I had met him through Zara. He was an okay guy, but I'd kill him before I watched her be happy with him. Even the thought of him touching her made my jaw tight.

I wish I could say "fuck her." Part of me knew the only reason she even entertained me was that there was no one else, but the air of indifference she wore like armor made me want to be the one to break through it with a sledgehammer.

"What in the —. You put cameras in her apartment?" The indignation was loud in Lev's  tone.

I didn't react to my cousin Lev coming in. He knew all my secrets, what was one more added to the pile? My eyes never left the screen.

"This is why you didn't show up to the drop?"

I cursed under my breath. "I lost track of time. You can keep all the profits brokered from the deal."

Lev chuckled darkly. "That goes without saying. What's more important is why you're sitting here in the dark, in the middle of the day, watching some stripper."

I shot Lev a glare, my jaw clenched. "She isn't just a stripper."

"What is she then? Is this because she rejected you?"

"I can handle rejection. What I can't handle is her ruining..." My voice trailed off. I felt so frustrated with myself and Nichelle. I ran a hand through my hair, trying to compose myself.

Lev leaned against the doorframe, his expression unreadable. "I know she left an impression, but this is different. You're losing it over her. I've never seen you like this."

"She's different, Lev. She's under my skin, and I can't shake her off. I don’t even want to."

Lev sighed and walked over, taking a seat beside me. "You can't just watch her life like some TV show. It's not healthy for you, and it's not fair to her."

Who in the fuck was he, Dr. Phil? He tortured people for fun, but now he had a conscience?

"Did I ask you?" I snapped.

Lev threw his hands up defensively before getting up. "When psycho shit backfires, don't call me."

I chewed at the interior of my jaw, refusing to engage with him any further.

He stormed out.

I barely acknowledged his departure, my attention already snapping back to the screen. Nichelle had ended her call and was now lying on the sofa, staring at the ceiling, lost in thought.

I decided to send her a text. I grabbed my phone and scrolled through the many pictures we'd taken, until I came to one of us laying naked, her back to my chest. Her head was thrown back, my hand around her throat. her eyes closed.

I sent it. She picked up her phone right away to check the message. She chuckled. Her fingers worked over her screen. Seconds later, I received a text.

Wife: Delete that shit. LOL

Me: Cum make me.

She read the message and chuckled while shaking her head. The disappointment I felt when she replaced the phone on the coffee table almost had me throwing mine, but then slowly she moved her hands between her legs, palmed her pussy, and squeezed. Then she was unsnapping her shirt and sliding her panties to the side.

I wish she would turn so I could see.

The fact that I knew she was touching herself, most likely thinking about me had my pulse beating so fast, I could hear it. My dick became uncomfortably swollen as I watched her. Unbuckling then unzipping my pants, I pulled it out. Wrapping my hand around it, I stroked myself. It was hot to the touch.

I groaned and closed my eyes and remembered how good she felt, her pussy like silk. I imagined her lips on mine. The taste of her skin. The sounds she maid when she exploded.

Fuck!

Her moans drew my attention, and my eyes popped back open. Her fingers worked her clit fast...

I wished she was there so we could get each other off.

I worked myself faster until we were both peaking together. Both of us panting, skin flushed. I pulled my shirt off and used it to clean the cum off my hand. She picked up the phone.

Wife: You should come to my place so I can make you. Bring me tacos.

grinned like a wolf catching its prey. Just like that, my day went from shit to sugar.


Chapter 13-

Eat the cake…
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I was sitting next to Anton, snuggled deep in the seat of his black-on-black BMW, surrounded by new car smell, being driven to my surprise. I caught myself staring at the side of this man's face as if he were something decadent to eat, and just as bad for my hips.

The moment I met him, I knew he'd be trouble. Not even the kind that sneaks up on you. It was visible in his odd eyes. Looking into them was like watching fire dance—dangerous but mesmerizing. I told myself not to like him. I put up every wall I could think of, but it was no use. There was something about him and the way he treated me, touched me, took care of me, that made my resistance seem stupid. I was finally admitting it to myself, I liked Anton, no matter how much I didn't want to. I didn't trust him, but I liked him. Maybe a month from now, I wouldn't, but at the moment, I was gone.

He caught me looking as he pulled up to a red light. He turned and shot me a knowing grin. "What's on your mind?"

I struggled to think of something mean or snarky to say out of instinct, but nothing came. "Just thinking," was all I could muster.

"Anything you want to discuss with me?"

"No," I shook my head.

"Have I told you that you look beautiful?"

I rolled my eyes then. "You have, but I think it has more to do with me allowing you to dress me like your doll than with me, though."

I had on a black silk leotard with a tulle skirt and eight-hundred-dollar Rossi Ballerina flats. I had let him help me slick my hair back into a bun at the nape of my neck. My entire outfit cost more than my rent, and he gifted it to me. I looked expensive.

"I told you —you were beautiful this morning when you were in your ripped t-shirt, barefoot, with your hair wild on your head like a lion's mane, did I not?"

He had. I nodded.

"Because you're beautiful at all times, Nichelle. You have a mirror. Do you not look into it? Do you even see yourself? Because the way you downplay yourself outside of being a stripper infuriates me. And it’s not just the symmetry of your gorgeous face, your body, or the way you move. You radiate it, it draws people to you. It makes people want to be around you, to care for you. It’s in your resilience and the way you care for people. So next time I tell you you’re beautiful, know that I mean at all times and don’t question it, it pisses me off.

I dropped my head to keep him from seeing I was blushing. I didn't blush. I changed the subject. "Are we almost at my surprise?"

He pulled up in front of my dance studio. "We are here."

I frowned.

Anton threw up his hand. "Let me speak first, then everything will fall into place." I nodded for him to continue, really curious as to what he was about to say and surprise me with.

"I don't know why you didn't tell anyone about your birthday," Anton began as he turned off the engine, his voice gentle. "Maybe it's because you've been let down so much in the past, you stopped expecting anything. But you should have expectations. You deserve to be celebrated."

I opened my mouth to say something. What, I don't know. How did I respond to him reading me so well, twice in the same five seconds? I was glad he cut me off.

"I'm going to get out of the car and open your door, then you're going to follow me quietly." He  said, not leaving room to argue.

I got out and followed him, our hand intertwined.

What in the world was going on? I wondered but nodded. My studio, usually so quiet and still in the early morning, was filled with my students and parents when I walked in. A banner reading "Happy Birthday, Chelle!" hung across the mirrored wall. There were purple and silver balloons and decorations.

I was speechless. Everybody else seemed to be too, just looking at me, as the opening strains of "Sinner Man" filled the space. Nina Simone's voice pulled at something in me.

"Sea, won't you hide me, run to the sea. Sea, won't you hide me, run to the sea."

A handsome black man, with wicks down his back, shirtless, wearing only white pants, his feet bare, with a long lithe body took his place in the middle of the studio, then he started dancing, and I was in awe. It was like watching light being created. I found myself completely captivated. His dance had been choreographed by Alvin Ailey's as part of his Revelations show. It was one of my favorites. I had mentioned that to Anton once and he remembered.

As the performance reached its climax, with the dancer's movements growing more frenetic, more desperate, my heart raced. I didn't want it to end. But it did. Then everybody sang me "Happy Birthday" while I stood half-dazed.

"There's food and cake in the back. Eat as much as you want." Anton took over.

After the studio was clear, I turned to him. He had his signature smirk on his face, but there was a softness behind it. "How did you...? Why did you?"

"Because you deserve it, Chelle. Stop playing a role in your own suffering and let people in."

I felt tears prickling at the sides of my eyes. I didn't like that. He had me out here acting soft. In true Nichelle fashion, I tried to ruin it. I crossed my arms. "You think a surprise birthday dance will make me change who I am and what I believe? At most, what you'll get is a blowjob."

I didn't expect his response. He chuckled. "I know what you're little evil ass is doing, Nichelle, and it's not going to turn out the way you want it. Because I will take that blowjob, and you will gag, and then you'll eat fucking cake and be happy.." He grabbed my hand and started pulling me towards my office. I let him.


Chapter 14-

Crazy, crazy, bad…
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"We were supposed to be watching a movie, but it was paused, and we were lying in bed back to back. I was trying to explain to Anton why trust was such an issue with me.

"I remember her calling him, begging him. I remember thinking how sad and weak she sounded. I never wanted to be that way."

I felt him nod, then he spoke. "I know how you feel. When you said you saw your mother as weak it resonated with me, I felt the same way about mine. My father cheated on her so much her friend laughed at her. She would cry and throw fits but never leave. She just gave up and told him to keep his affair discreet."

"That sounds sad. Are you a cheater, Anton? Will you break your woman’s heart?"

The bed shifted, and Anton maneuvered us so that he was hovering over me, holding his weight up on his elbow. We watched each other for a second.

I wondered if he was wondering, like I was, where this thing between us was leading. I hadn’t left his side in almost two weeks since my surprise birthday dance. I had nearly as many clothes in his closet as I had in mine, and he’d paid for them. My rent was paid at both my apartment and studio for six months. He paid for that too.. He went to work with me daily. I’d gone grocery shopping with him. I hadn’t been inside a grocery store in years, since delivery services took over during COVID. This thing was deep. What the hell happened to me? Seriously, how did I go from 'no commitment, no strings attached' to practically playing house with this man, a whiteboy no less? I was full of contradictions.

He used his finger to softly trace my jawline. "Are you asking in general or for personal reasons?"

I knew what he wanted me to say. I said instead, "We’re just having a conversation."

His forehead dropped to mine. "Why is it so hard for you to just let me have one victory?"

His fingers trailed up the side of my knee, I shivered.

"Why can’t you say, ‘Anton, I wanted to know how you would treat me because I like you.’”

His fingers continued their journey up my thigh, leaving a trail of electric sensations in their wake.

He seemed frustrated. I wished I could be easier for him.

Taking a deep breath, I decided he deserved his victory. "Okay, you listening?" I teased. “Anton, I wanted to know how you would treat me because I like you." I left the part about not wanting to like him out because I was trying to be nice.

His face broke into a warm smile. "If I responded to you right now about how I feel, you’d probably run out of here, screaming," he taunted.

"You're right, keep it to yourself." It hurt my cheeks trying not to smile back. My heart started thumping differently in my chest thinking about he might say.

"I can show you, though," he added.

I lost his gaze when he tilted his head until his lips met mine. I tilted my head up to taste him. He tasted like steak and bourbon. His kiss was slow and calm, calming.

Using his free hand, he slid it up my stomach until he was pushing up my shirt, exposing my breasts. Pulling away, he ducked his head and teased my puffy nipple with his tongue. His mouth was warm against my cool skin. My pussy started leaking immediately. I liked sex with Anton too much. The way he worked my body was sinful. My fingers tangled in his hair,” fuck me with your fingers,” I plead and when he did, I got lost in the sensation of it until the doorbell disrupted the moment.

Anton ignored it until I mentioned it. Stopping, he grabbed his phone and pulled up surveillance of the front door. I freaked out when I saw it was Zara and Nikolai. 'What are they doing here?' I was glad I hadn’t driven my car. I could feel myself about to panic. Anton frowned.

"Don’t tell her I’m here," I pleaded with him.

We heard Zara calling his name. They must have let themselves in. I shoved at Anton, but he didn’t budge.

He used his weight to push me further into the mattress.

'Why isn’t it okay for them to know about us?' He asked.

My eyes went wide. They could be coming up the stairs, and he wanted to play twenty questions. I rolled in the opposite direction of his body, my feet sinking into the carpet as I stood. My phone started ringing at the same time. I grabbed it from the nightstand. Anton was scowling at me as I rushed into the bathroom.

I didn’t want to deal with any opinions or judgments where Anton was concerned just yet so he was going to be a secret for a while. He would get over it, or he wouldn’t. I started the shower, placing my phone on the sink, after turning off the ringer.

After a shower, I wrapped the towel around myself, stepping out of the steam-filled stall. The air cooled quickly, making goosebumps rise on my skin. My phone, lying on the counter, flashed with a string of missed calls, all from my sister, Lakeisha. With a deep breath, I tapped the screen to call her back.

"Chelle, finally!' Lakeisha's voice crackled through the speaker; I could hear the relief in her words. 'I've been trying to reach you. Dad needs to see you."

I leaned over the sink. “Dad, as in Frederick Porter? Why would he want to see me, Lakeisha?”

“He wouldn’t say over the phone. But he sounded desperate. He gave me an address for you to meet him at in an hour,'” she rushed out the details.

A sense of foreboding crept over me. “I haven’t seen my Dad in years. Why now?”

"I said I don’t know," She snapped. "Please, just go and see what he wants. For me?'

I sighed, my mind racing. “Okay, okay. Text me the address. But this better be important.” My curiosity was the only reason I was going. I ended the call, and left the bathroom, peeking out the door to make sure the coast was clear before I did. I  went straight to the closet. As I dressed, Anton’s voice echoed from downstairs. He was telling Zara and Nick goodbye. Anton appeared in the doorway just as I pulled on a white sundress. I eyed his boxers that he’d answered the door in, feeling some kind of way about him being half dressed in front of Zara but I kept it to myself.  His eyes searched mine, a question lingering in his gaze.

“What?” I asked?

"Why don't you want Zara and Nick to know about us"' he asked, his voice low.

I groaned mentally. Here he goes with his soft-hearted ass. I met his eyes, feeling a twinge of guilt.

"What do we tell them? We haven’t even figured out what we are yet. When we do, we can talk to them then." I was lying my ass off. I was going to wait as long as I could.

I didn’t give him time to respond. I grabbed my purse and key. He linked our fingers and pulled me to a stop just before I walked out of his bedroom.

“Where are you going, and without a bra?”

I backtracked to give him a quick kiss on the cheek. "I don’t have on panties either. You can’t tell I don’t have on either so it’s fine. I’ll be back in like an hour," I promised.

“You can’t tell me where you’re going?” It was a question but also a lowkey demand for information.

“Nope.” I headed towards the door. Whatever we were. We weren’t at the point where I was telling him where I went or when I went.

“I’m meeting someone really quick.” I felt bad and told him smoothing over my nope as I exited his room. Fuck, he was making me soft.

The drive to the address Lakeisha had sent me was quick, taking less than fifteen minutes. When I arrived, I spotted him – my father, immediately. He stood out, a big black giant. He was a part of my past I wished would stay behind me. He was leaning against the rundown restaurant, looking the same age as he did when I had been a teen. Evil seemed to make people age slower. He saw me and smiled.

"Chelle, baby, it's been too long," he began, stepping forward with open arms.

I sidestepped his embrace. My patience was thin already. "Let's not pretend, Daddy dearest. What do you want?"

He hesitated, then his face fell. "Some bad people are threatening to kill me if I don’t give them twenty thousand. I heard you're doing well, girl. I need you to help me out."

I scoffed, disbelief and anger swirling inside me. This bitch had been absent from my life for damn near twenty years. He was the reason my momma was dead and had almost killed me, and he wanted my money? The thought was so outrageous it was almost laughable. If I had it, I’d rather wipe my pussy with it and set it on fire.

Before I could tell him any of that, I caught a glimpse of Anton and Lev. They were striding quickly towards us, Anton's expression darker than clouds before a storm. My heart skipped a beat. Had he followed me? Lev was in a suit, Anton in a jogging suit, with a baseball cap low on his head.

I opened my mouth to speak, but only a scream came out as Anton lunged at my father, his hand swinging back with a gun, and then he brought it down hard on daddy head. The sound of the impact echoed in my ears as my father crumpled to the ground. Daddy hadn’t even seen them coming.

My back hit the hard, cold, rough wall as Anton crowded my space.

“You leave my house to come see another man with your pussy and titties out. What the fuck is wrong with you?” He accused.

I struggled to get my words out. My fear and confusion had them stuck in my throat. He towered over me, blocking out the light, triggering something in me. Memories of my first boyfriend, Kenneth, holding me against the wall and punching me in my belly over and over and over until I miscarriaged flashed in my head.

“No, please!” I screamed. In my mind, Anton was about to do the same.

Suddenly, he let me go. I heard Lev say, “The fuck are you doing, Anton? Stop! You're fucking scaring her!”

I didn't wait to see what happened next. I ran. My phone crashed to the ground. I left it there. My heart was in my feet, my hands trembling. I could hear Anton calling my name.

Fuck him. I managed to unlock my car door, threw myself inside, and slammed it shut, then pushed my car to start. In the rearview mirror, I saw Anton jump into his. My daddy was still crumbled on the ground.


Chapter 15-

Who can I run to…
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I didn’t feel like dancing or teaching, but I couldn’t keep canceling my classes. I couldn’t pay rent without students. Pushing open the door to my dance studio, I was met with devastation. My mouth fell open. All of my floor-to-ceiling mirrors had been smashed, the barres ripped from the walls, and my dance floor was scattered with shoes and torn costumes. I raised my hand to rub away the ache in my chest. My heart felt like it was in a vice as I stepped into the chaos.

Why was someone always destroying my property? First, Bones. Now this. I had a feeling my daddy and sister were responsible for this, though.

I'd gotten a new phone after hiding out in a hotel for four days. They had left so many threats, like I was the reason daddy owed money and this was all happening after I’d found out somebody had hacked my Cash App and sent themselves seventy-five dollars. I suspected Keisha. She was the only one I used Cash App with. The customer service agent at Cash App seemed indifferent, and my bank was still 'investigating'. Most of the money Anton had given me was now gone, and so was he. I wasn’t fucking with him anymore. My instinct had been right. He was a nutjob. But I couldn't afford to dwell on that. Not now.

I didn’t want to think about anything. I didn’t even want to call the police and have to talk to them. I thought about calling Zara for support, but she had a baby to take care of.

I felt so alone as I unlocked my office and took a seat at my desk to call my students' parents and let them know classes were over for a while. What had I done to deserve all this in life? I didn’t want to cry either. I put my head down on my desk. I let out a heavy sigh, feeling the weight of everything that had happened on my shoulders.

"Nichelle, what happened?" I heard Anton's voice a few minutes later. I knew he’d probably show up sooner or later. He’d been calling and texting me like crazy.

I kept my head down. "I don’t want to see you ever again, Anton. The only reason I’m talking to you is that I want you to feel like shit about what you did. The man you pistol-whipped was my daddy, and though I don’t give a damn about him, you topped off your caveman act by making me mentally relive one of the worst beatings my first boyfriend gave me, beating a baby right out of me. All because you couldn’t trust me.”

Nichelle, I had no idea... I would never fucking hit you. I wouldn’t..."

I interrupted him, "I believe you wouldn’t hit me, but you would manhandle me and scream in my face without even asking me a question first. I can deal with jealousy, but seeing you that day, your anger, it just... I can't be around that kind of energy again. It's too much."

I heard him step closer. "I'm sorry for scaring you. I was out of line. I was jealous, angry, but that's no excuse."

"Bye, Anton. I need to put this place back together. My life, my studio... everything. We had been good while we lasted."

"I want to help you,"

I finally looked at him. He looked scared, almost lost. "I’m good by myself."

He nodded. "I get it. I’m going to leave you alone right now, but I’m not giving up on us. I fucked up. I’m not used to what I’m feeling. I swear I’ll make it up to you.

I twisted my lips into my mouth and nodded.

He walked away.

When I finished cleaning all I could, the sun was going down. I walked out, locking up. I made my way to the car. Out of my peripheral, I caught a glimpse of Anton in his car. I pretended not to see him but sighed in relief. I had been scared all day. To know he was there made me breathe a bit easier. Maybe after some time passed, I’d call him again. 
 

I got in my car and drove to my apartment. I was tired, all I wanted was a hot shower and my bed where I could just collapse and forget the world for a while. But as I opened the door, my heart sank. My apartment looked worse than my studio. I backed out immediately and made my way to the elevators.

I stood there, numb waiting for it... I felt tears welling up, blurring my vision. I called the police. They said they were sending someone out.

The next call I made was out of instinct. I dialed Anton's number. The phone rang, and for a moment, I almost hoped he wouldn’t answer, so I didn’t have to ask him for anything. I couldn't stay mad at him and have my hand out. But the problem was, he was the only person I felt like could help me without me feeling like a burden. Zara and Nick did not need me adding my problems in their world. They were navigating through a new marriage. Anton answered. His voice gave me so much relief. I had to admit mentally I just wanted to forget the day and  lay up under him and feel safe.

"Anton, it's... it's," I stammered, my voice barely a whisper.

"Nichelle? Are you okay? What's wrong?" His voice was laced with concern.

I choked back a sob. "My apartment... it's been trashed. Just like the studio. I... I don't know what to do."

There was a pause, and then, "I'm coming."


Chapter 16-

Secrets are for the grave…
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Three days. It had been three days since Nichelle's world had been turned upside down. The destruction of her dance studio and her apartment had brought her to my doorstep. I'm almost positive this was the last place she wanted to be. But the fact that she'd reached out to me spoke volumes. She needed me to feel safe whether she liked it or not. Or maybe I was looking too deep into her calling me and I was just the only bystander in her tragedy at the time.

I'd been watching her slowly unravel and didn't know how to stop it. I was trying to give her space to work everything out but be close enough to catch her when she fell. But she barely acknowledged I was in my house with her.

And the silence was maddening! 

Maybe this was the price I was meant to pay for treating women like shit for years. 

I'd walk in a room, and she'd walk out. She was sleeping in a guest bedroom, and if I did say anything to her, I got one-word answers or remarks in return.

At the moment, I was watching my house cameras from my phone as she danced around upstairs, a glass of wine in one hand while she spun around the living room, lost in her own world.

"I used to not think that a God in Heaven ever seen my soul looking down," a male singer's voice crooned about souls and heaven. She looked pretty lost in her darkness; it was haunting. I couldn't look away, even as guilt gnawed at the edge of my heart because I was part of the reason she was lost.

Abruptly she stopped moving, as if someone had pressed pause. She stared at the door that led to me, then her feet were moving in my direction. The glass she'd been holding shattered when it hit the tiled floor.

I could feel my pulse quicken as she approached. Clicking off the surveillance app and burying my phone between my right thigh and chair cushion, I pretended to watch the TV that had been watching me for hours.

The door creaked open, then I heard her footsteps slapping against the steps as she descended them. She came to a stop in front of me, the robe she was wearing had come open. She was completely naked, as always.

My eyes got caught on the apex between her round hips and her thick thighs. How the fuck was she even real and so fucking perfect? Her deep dark brown nipples were a shade different than her heavy brown tits and those were a different color than her silky umber skin. She looked like she was made of earth, her hair defied gravity. Looking at her had all my blood in my dick.

Watching her walk around like this in her own home hadn't been as torturous. Inside my home, it was an entirely different kind of agony.

For a long moment, she just stared at me, eyes narrowed. Her gaze locked onto mine, searching, accusing, seeking something I wasn't sure I could give.

"Nichelle," I started, not really knowing what I was about to say, but she cut me off.

"What's so special about my broken ass that you can't stay away?" She paused but didn't give me a chance to answer. "You think you love me, don't you," she slurred, her voice dripping with danger.

I knew whatever answer I gave her would be met with aggression and doubt, so I told the truth.

"I do, since that first day," I confessed, realizing in just that second what I had been feeling.

She threw her head back and giggled and waved me off. "You love this pussy, I'd believe. How can you  love that actual me when my own blood doesn't?" She wobbled on her feet, then straightened herself. "Hell, my momma tried to kill me."

Her doubting my feelings pissed me off. I was on the verge of losing more than just my patience with her. Locking her in a room until she gave in was very tempting.

"You're too strong for self-pity, Nichelle," I glared.

She scoffed, a bitter sound that echoed off the walls. "Strong? You call this strong?" She gestured to herself. "I'm falling apart, Anton. And you... you're just standing there. And you – you're part of it. Part of this mess that's..." She paused and shook her head, her wild hair bouncing around her face. "You know what? Fuck you. I'm leaving."

I shook my head before standing and moving to block her way.

"Where are you going? You can barely stand."

She glared at me. "Move out of my way, Anton."

I stood my ground, despite her anger. "Nichelle, think about this. You're not in any state to go anywhere right now."

Her glare intensified. "I don't need you to tell me what state I'm in," she retorted, her voice sharp. "I just need you to get the fuck out of my way with your fucking nagging."

She caught me off guard when she shoved past me. I turned, caught her by her wrist, and spun her around. Her hand flew toward my face. My nostrils flared as I caught it. She started to fight to get away. I wrestled her body to the ground, using my weight to restrain her.

"Get off of me," she yelled so loudly my ears rang, while digging her long nails into the flesh on my arms.

"No," I tried to keep my voice calm as she continued to squirm under me.

 "I fucking love you, Nichelle. If you want me to kill your father, and your sister because of what they did, I'll do it. You want me to buy you another house, a studio? I'll do it, but what I won't do is keep letting you push me away and throwing tantrums or running every time things don't go your way." I was done playing games with Nichelle.

She went stiff. Her response was to kiss me. She tugged at my lip with her teeth. I kissed her back just as aggressively, caressing her soft skin. I'd never felt a woman this soft before. We were all spit and tongues while her hand found its way down my shorts. She gripped me tight.

"Fuck me, Anton. Gimme a baby. I’ll have someone to really love me then," she cried.

I nearly came on her hand at just the thought. I'd give her as many babies as she wanted but I came with them. But I knew what she was doing. She always initiated sex when shit got too real, but I let her continue. I needed her. I needed to touch her. Feel her.

Rising, I guided my dick into her wet hot flesh.A shiver flowed through me. She felt so fucking good.




She was right, I loved her pussy, but I loved every other beautiful broken piece of her too.

Chelle's hips moved. She arched into me, pushing her breast into me. I wanted to feel them against my skin but her arms were wrapped around my neck and she clung to me making it impossible to remove my shirt.

She started thrusting upward, undulating her hips. Our skin slapped as we moved together. She was shaking violently in my arms.

I fucked her deeper than I ever had before, held her tighter. I wanted her to feel good, even if for a moment. My sweet broken doll moaned and panted for me until we were both covered in sweat.

The buildup in my belly and balls intensified. Her pussy clenched around me, trying to milk me of everything I had.

"Oh my... gosh, Anton. This feels so good, you, ooh, I'm about too--." Her hands fell to the side.

I pulled her hair, making her head tilt back and her eyes meet mine. They fluttered open halfway.

I kept stroking as I spoke. "You're mine, Nichelle. No more games. No more running. This is it for us. For the both of us. You understand?" I was tired of begging her. It was us or us, no other choices.

She nodded as tears started to creep out of the sides of her eyes, her mouth formed a pretty little O.




"I'm scared," She whimpered. I stroked her faster, letting her hair go and kissing away her tears.

"I'm the only thing or person you need to be scared of and I won't hurt you again," I grunted. Trying to keep myself from cumming before her. I could see it on her face she was close but wasn't there, and I needed her to explode first.

Her lips were slightly parted as she gasped for air. "OOOh." She moaned, and her body tensed, and I lost it, spilling into her as she squirmed underneath me. When I finally rolled off of her, she moved to get up. I wrapped my arms around her waist, holding her in place. She didn't fight, she curled into my side, resting her head on my chest.

"I meant what I said, Nichelle. No more running."

She didn't respond, and I didn't care. I meant what I said! She would see a very dark part of me if she did.

When she was sleeping, I straightened my clothes, picked her up, and carried her to the sofa. I removed her robe and covered her with a blanket.

Too many things were running through my mind to fall asleep with her. I retreated to a chair across from her and watched her for a while. When I figured out what I had to do, I carefully dug my phone from under her, and sat back down. Then I scrolled to the surveillance footage I needed to delete. I watched myself tear through her apartment in a rage.

When she'd run from me the day I hit her father — before I knew who he was. She didn't return home, and I'd thought she was with him. I blacked out. Though I had no hand in the mess at her studio. I'd take what I'd done to my grave, and I would make up for it tenfold. Starting with her father. He would either fix the damage he'd done where she was concerned or end up like Bones.


Chapter 17-

No daddy of mine…
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It was eighty degrees out, and the sun was shining too brightly, but the park bench suddenly felt cold beneath me. I was learning another lesson hard today. The truth is so very fucking ugly and will rock you to your core, shaking the very foundations upon which you've built your life, leaving you to question what you thought was irrefutable.

When Anton said I needed to talk to my father and arranged a meeting between us, I didn’t know it would mind fuck my world, but as I sat there listening to everything —I thought I knew —being exposed as a lie, I knew my world would change permanently.

"I ain't your daddy, girl. You’re the only one that doesn’t know that. I never told you because you got it in your head that I was the bad guy in your story, and I didn’t want to sully your momma's memory any further so I let you keep thinking I was."

My father—or the man I had always believed was my father—looked away, his gaze got lost somewhere in the distance. "I didn’t mess up your apartment or studio, neither did Keisha. ’m sorry for using you. I was desperate, and Lakeisha said you were making good money, so I did what I had to. To make up for that, I’m going to tell you the truth then I’m going to wash my hands of it for good."

I was speechless but managed to nod for him to continue, my heart hammering against my chest.

He sighed, "Your momma only loved one man, and it wasn’t me, no matter how many love songs I sang to her she just couldn’t love me. It was this guy from New York named Ricardo that she wanted. She and her best friend got pregnant by him, use to fight like wild cats over him. They both found out he was happily married up there in New York." He chuckled bitterly. "When your momma and I got together, she was already a couple of months pregnant. I wanted her so badly I didn’t even care."

He sighed again, a sound that seemed to carry the burden of years. "She was so beautiful and full of life," he continued, his voice softening with the memory. "I loved her, you know? Really loved her." His voice broke a little during the confession. "So much so, it didn't matter to me that you weren't mine by blood. I would have been a good father to you. But your momma, she was hung up on that dude from New York. He would come to Florida, and she would wait her turn. After he saw the friend, she would sneak out on me and go see him. After a while, I started doing my own thing."

Before he continued, I asked him. “It wasn’t you she was talking to that night, was it?" I was referring to the night love had changed everything, the night that bitterness and heartbreak had taken my mother from me.

He shook his head. "Nope. I had been gone by then for more than a year, was engaged, sometimes I’d sneak back over. I couldn’t help myself. I still tried to do right by her after she died by taking care of you when I couldn’t find your daddy. I planned to tell you after you had healed some from your momma, but you were so angry. You bucked up on me. Accused me of stealing her house, though it was mine. My name had been the only name on the deed since my own momma passed and left it to me fifteen years before I met your mother, and me and your momma had life insurance in each other's names. When you met Keisha and y’all hit it off as sisters, I didn’t have the heart to tell you. I didn’t want to be the one to take something else from you."

Silence fell between us for a long while. The wind picked up, carrying with it the scent of impending rain. We would need to leave soon, but I had another question. "And Ricardo?" I found my voice, curious.

He shook his head. "Ricardo never knew about you. Your momma decided it was for the best, considering he had his own family. It was a different time, choices were made...choices your momma thought were right."

The first drops of rain began to fall, mingling with the tears I hadn't realized I was shedding until I tasted them. The man I had resented most of my life looked at me with a softness I didn’t deserve. He gripped my hand and squeezed, leaving behind a piece of paper. "I’m sorry, Nichelle, again, for everything. I should have told you this years ago, but I just didn’t know how to. But I hope that phone number makes it right. I did some digging and found your daddy. "

He stood, took a step back, preparing to leave. I grabbed his hand, stopping him. I swallowed, the lump in my throat heavy with years of bitterness. "I’m sorry for every mean and nasty word I ever said to you." I plead his forgiveness.

His gaze drifted towards the sky, a few raindrops landing on his face. "Ain't nothing I didn’t deserve for something else. I'll pay you back your money, I promise." He squeezed my hand, let go, and turned and walked away.

I didn’t move from the spot for a whole thirty minutes, being slowly drenched by a light downpour of rain. What I had found out today had everything feeling surreal. I had siblings, a daddy that didn’t know about me. Wouldn’t know about me if I didn’t call.

Was I ready for another disappointment if he wanted nothing to do with me? The piece of paper in my hand was now damp from the rain. My hands trembled as I unfolded it carefully and then took a picture. I continued to sit there until the next thing I knew I was being covered. I looked up to find Zara standing over me with an umbrella. Her eyes were full of warmth and understanding. "You're soaking wet," still, she sat down and hugged me, the warmth of her body spreading to my flesh.

"I know," I whispered, my voice barely audible.

"Your dad—" she started but corrected herself "I mean, Frederick called Anton. Told him what happened. I happened to be with Anton on our weekly meet-up, and he told me everything, about y'all two, everything."

She asked me. "What are you going to do?"

"I don't know," I admitted. "Part of me wants to call, to reach out and find...something. But I'm scared. What if he doesn't want me? What if it's just another disappointment?"

Zara's grip on me tightened. "Then it's his loss, but I doubt he will not want you. You know my experience, it’s been great. And if he does reject you, fuck him, you have sisters and siblings and me and Anton, and Nic. But we can continue talking about all that when we get you dry." She stood, held the umbrella with one hand, and pulled me up with the other.

 "Anton is in the car, looking like a traumatized puppy dog. How did you two go from barely speaking to him being lovesick?"

I chuckled. "He’s persistent as fuck. And horribly excellent. "


Chapter 18-

Love is just a word…
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I was too scared to make the call to the man who could have been my father. The fear of rejection was a constant presence in my life.

“What are you thinking about?” Anton's voice brought me back to reality. We were sitting across from each other. The breakfast I had cooked for him sat untouched, much like mine. This had become somewhat normal over the past two weeks since I found out about my father. Anton had taken me to his home, bathed me, washed my hair, dried my tears when I cried, and ate my pussy when the sorrow got too much and I needed to feel good.

I found myself not wanting to go home or the studio, though they’d both been cleaned. I didn’t even want to think for myself. I was tired. Like deep down. I let Anton handle everything. That felt good, being taken care of.

“Nothing,” I lied, deflecting. “What are you thinking? And don’t say nothing, the little vein on your neck is going crazy.”

His response caught me off guard. “I confessed that I loved you, and I don’t know if you were too drunk to remember or if you were just going to pretend you were.”

I nodded. “I remember,” I admitted, feeling a rush of emotions I couldn't quite name. I knew we would have to have this conversation eventually. I just wished it was at a much later time.

“What do you think about me loving you now that you’re sober? How do you even feel about love?” he asked, leaning in slightly, his eyes locked on mine, searching for an answer.

I didn't immediately respond. I tried to find a way to answer his question without sounding bitter, but I couldn’t. "From my experience, I believe people use love to exploit and manipulate," I tried to sound as even as possible, but bitterness still crept into my voice because what I was telling him felt like a truth that had been carved under my skin.

He frowned. “Let’s try this another way. Do you want to be with me, Chelle?” he asked, smoothing his hand over mine.

“Yes,” I surprised myself by answering truthfully.

Anton's expression softened. Then, softly, he said, “That’s all that matters.”

In that moment, something shifted. The barriers I had built up from past hurts began to fall. It was a scary feeling but also freeing.

“And what do you want, Anton?” I needed to hear his answer.

Without hesitation, he confessed. “I want you, Chelle. Everything about you—your fears, your dreams, your scars. I want to be there for you, through it all.” He confessed.

“And if I’m never able to believe in love, to say I love you?” I needed him to know the reality of my situation. I felt want and lust and other things, just not love in the way I know most people did.

"All I want is for you to believe in me," he said, his voice steady.

“This sounds too good to be true.”

Ignoring what I said, I watched him stand and take the few steps that separated us. He cupped my face in his hands, leaned down, and kissed me softly, and everything went oddly quiet. I inhaled his fresh scent, wrapping my arms around his neck, running my fingers through his thick hair. His fingers dipped under the hem of my shirt, tracing the curve of the small of my back. The sensation was electrifying, sending shivers down my spine to my core.

He pulled back.

I reached for him keep him from movie too far away.

“Can we... fuck now?”

He chuckled and took another few steps back.

“No, now eat breakfast. We have to meet my investigator, Lyfe Mansa, at noon. After he tells you everything he’s found, it might help you make a decision about calling your family.”

"You didn't have to do that," I murmured softly. But I was glad he did. I hadn’t even thought about hiring anyone.

"I know," he said simply. "But I’ll never just stand by and watch you struggle alone."


Chapter 19-

Only person he aint met is God...
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My front door clicked open, sounding louder than usual. My apartment felt alien to me as I walked inside. I hadn’t been back in weeks. I was basically living with Anton, which was taking some getting used to because he was so heavy-handed with emotions. He was always wanting to talk about feelings, always wanting to talk about where we were and where we were going. It was intense. But I also found comfort in his presence so I put up with it.

Moving further into my apartment, the shadows seemed to move strangely, and the smell was different, making me uneasy. I ignored it. I needed to get my driver's license and birth certificate. I would be leaving for New York the next day.

Lyfe, the investigator Anton had hired, owed me nothing. He had found my daddy, my five siblings, orchestrated the first telephone call between us, and handled the DNA testing. He even found out that my sister Raven, my mother's best friend's child, and I had gone to the same elementary, middle, and high school together. She was only twelve days younger than me. When I saw the picture, I didn’t even recognize her, but we looked a like.

To think that I’d walked the halls with someone who shared my blood, unknowingly, was surreal. I wracked my brain for days imagining scenarios where we bumped into each other, wondering if we would have recognized something familiar in each other.

The irony that we never did meet, not even once, made my heart ache. I could have used a sister back then. She probably could have too.

 Her house had burned down with her stepfather in it the night after my mother killed herself.

There were so many more coincidences between us. Her husband Eric had arrested me when I got into a fight with a chick at the strip club. I had dated her EX Lennox, right before he was found in Tampa Bay.

It pissed me off that my mama hid so much from me. So much time had been wasted. She was selfish. How different might things have been if we had known the truth? 

I had been working on not letting it all make me more bitter than I already was, but the weight of it all was so heavy. But now I had people willing to help me, I just needed to learn how to let them.

Raven had hung up on me the first time I called. I cried like a baby. But she called back an hour later and apologized. She said she needed to call our father soon as I’d finish telling her my story. She said she had been asking him what had happened between her mother and him for years and he would dodge the question or flat out tell her to mind her own business. 

My mama had happened — was the answer to that question. He was a hoe and trying to hide it.  His wife knew it. Even though I was the second daughter he had out of wedlock, his wife was sticking by him. It couldn’t have been me.

In my bedroom, I sat down on my bed so I could look through the nightstand. But then I paused before even starting, struck by a sudden thought. Why was my bed unmade? Anton had had my place cleaned, top to bottom. And why could I smell cologne like it had been recently sprayed? I felt a cold shiver run down my spine. Then out of my peripheral vision, I saw movement. I snatched my head in that direction. My breath hitched. “Kenneth?”

I closed my eyes because they had to be playing tricks on me. When I opened them again, he was still standing, blocking my bedroom door, in jeans that hung around his hips and a white t-shirt. 

I was so confused.

I hadn’t seen him in so long I almost didn’t recognize him. Did I look as old? His light skin didn’t glow anymore. He’d lost the muscles he used to be so proud of, and he looked tired. He was still handsome, but just looked worn. Seeing him brought a rush of old memories back, reminding me that he was dangerous.

Kenneth Ingram, the ex that helped ruin me. Our relationship had been toxic from the start. I’d met him when I was fourteen and he was nineteen. He was from the projects. I wasn’t, but I lived close by. I had to walk past him to get to the bus stop every day.

 He was always there, looking at me, giving me candy and a few dollars. He had McDonald's money. That shows how immature I was. I was all googly eyed over chicken nuggets and a ten-dollar bill once in a while. By the time I was fifteen, I was sneaking him into the house when Mama was at work. She never even suspected. 

I had heard rumors about him that I ignored. Rumors about him being abusive a sociopath. He was from Jamaica, and his whole family was crazy. I would find out how true that was when he had his mother and sister jump on me for being “disrespectful” towards him a few times. I had stayed with him too long because I felt that he was all that I had after my momma died.

I stood. My heart pounded with fear and anger. "How did you get in my house? Why are you in my house?"

"You didn’t ever expect to see me ever again, did you?" He taunted in a cold, bitter voice, Instead of answering my questions and continued on before letting me answer him. “I didn’t expect to see you again either. Not after you left Polk County without a word. Then one night, I’m delivering liquor to a party and I spot you. You were preoccupied at the time." He chuckled. " Some white boy was blowing out your back in the parking lot. had your pussy talking. Sounded wetter than it ever got for me."




I sighed, ready for whatever this was to be over. “That still doesn’t answer my questions?” I snapped.

"Fuck your questions, bitch. Sit down, Nichelle. We need to talk." The way he spoke made it clear this wasn't a friendly chat.

“Talk about what?” I asked without sitting.

“Talk about where my seed at.” He nearly growled.

My heart nearly stopped. “You beat them out of me,” My hand trembled.

His face morphed into a mask of rage. “You know that’s not what the hell I’m talking about,” He yelled at the top of his lungs, enraged. He calmed down just as quickly, “I saw the pregnancy test in the garbage the night you left, and  don’t lie to me again, Nichelle. I’ve been following you. You ain't got no children. So..."

I told him the truth. I had an abortion," I said, my voice steadier than I felt inside. The words hung between us.

His face, already tight turned sinister.

"You what? Say it louder, you evil bitch." Kenneth's voice was barely a whisper, laced with venom. The air in the room felt charged suddenly.

I had never wanted him to know, had hoped to keep this part of my past buried deep away from everybody’s judgment. But here I was, standing in my bedroom, being confronted with it by the boogie man who made me do it.

"I did what I thought was best," I said just as softly. I felt a migraine coming. I raised my hand and tried to rub it away. "For me, Kenneth. It was the only way I could think of to escape the control you had over me. I couldn't bring a child into that world, our world filled with violence and court dates, and jail visits."

He nodded slowly like the bobblehead he was. “That’s all I wanted to know. I thought when I fucked your studio up it would make me feel better, but it didn’t."

It all made sense now. My tires, my studio, my apartment. He was the one to do it,  when I had been accusing Bones. Who was somewhere minding his own business.

“What happens now, Kenneth?” I couldn’t keep the aggravation out of my tone. I hated this fuck ass nigga with everything in me.

“This.” He reached behind back and pulled out a gun. The sight of the weapon in his hand slowed time. But I didn’t let it paralyze me. I stood my ground, not because I wasn't afraid—I was terrified—but because I wasn’t giving him the satisfaction of cowering.

I dropped my head to the side, frowning. “So, you’re going to kill me for having an abortion? Are you going to kill yourself for the one you aborted with your fist?

“Shut up,” He yelled.

I shook my head.” No. You took so much from me, even after I gave you nearly everything I had. You did everything you could to break me. You whopped my ass and fucked up my self-esteem, made me feel unlovable but you’re the one that feels the need vengeance? Yo' hoes ass can't be serious?"

I couldn't help the laugh that escaped me, though there was nothing fucking humorous about this situation. I could feel tears running down my face, I was sad and mad and scared,  but he was still funny to me.  The absurdity of it all, the sheer madness was just funny.

“You think I'm not serious. You think I'm funny??” He demanded?

I balled my fist at my side. I wanted to beat his ass. “I know you're deadly serious. No. It's not funny, it's funny. But I’m not even going to explain it to you. Just do what you have to do. If I die or if I don’t, one way or another, I'm not living with the weight you put on my shoulders anymore.”

I raised my hand and swiped away my tears. I wanted to throw a fit. “For years I reasoned that some of your abuse was deserved for stupid reasons. But fuck that. Now I know you're just a narcissist who preyed on little girls. Kill me.” I yelled. Gunfire drowned out my voice.

I closed my eyes and waited for the pain. I wasn’t as sad or scared. I had found the love of family and a good man before I died. That's more than a lot of people would get out of life.

“Chelle, Baby, are you okay?” Anton's panicked voice had my eyes flying open. He was stepping over Kenneth, and I realized I wasn’t the one who had been shot. Anton grabbed me, ran his hand all over my body checking for injuries.

Lev came in seconds later. “Get her out of here, I got this,” he advised.

“No,” Anton responded. “I want to have a few minutes with him at the warehouse.”

I was barely hearing any of what they were saying. I watched blood ooze from Kenneth's chest. This would be the second man that bled because of me. 

I felt nothing but contempt for both.

"Chelle, look at me," Anton urged, his hands framing my face, forcing me to meet his eyes. They were filled with concern, fear, and relief all mingling together. "I need you to go home. Don’t tell anybody, not even your sister or Zara."

Everything felt too real. I had thought I was going to die. My heart wouldn’t slow. My anger was the size of a skyscraper.

I nodded, my gaze moving past him to where Kenneth lay on the floor, Lev standing over him. There wasn’t as much blood as there had been the night I killed Eddie.

Did that mean he wasn't suffering as much? I wanted him to suffer.  He was part of the reason I could barely feel any good emotions.

Anton guided me towards the door. I stopped short of stepping over Kenneth. He was alive. He glared up at me as if I was the reason he was about to die. I had left him alone, he should have done the same.

He opened his mouth to say something.

“Don’t you say a fucking word to her,” Lev barked. It was the first time I heard him raise his voice. Our eyes connected. His weren’t like his cousins. They were pitch black, and something even more disturbing lay behind them. I couldn’t hold his gaze, my attention fell back to Kenneth.

He looked so pitiful.

I wished I had on tennis shoes so I could kick him dead in his mouth for the old and the new. 

Instead, I simply said, “Goodbye, Kenneth.” I was saying goodbye to him and the past. “Tell God I said hi.”  I turned to Anton and said “Kill him slowly,” before I walked away.


Epilogue




My heart was beating in the back of my throat as I stood in the corner, watching Nichelle pirouette in the impossibly high heels on her feet. She was five months pregnant and living life too dangerously for me. If I had my way, she wouldn’t be wearing heels at all, or the dress she was wearing, that clung to her and barely covered her ass cheeks. She was glowing. Her hair was free, in big curls. She attracted too much attention. 




There were too many men in the room who had at least taken one long look at her. I hadn’t mastered my jealousy yet. I was on the verge of snapping at the next mother fucker who eyeballed her, but Chelle didn't care about any of that. She would do what she wanted and I would let her. She controlled me. Plus she had agreed to stop teaching for a few years to stay at home. I could give her some leeway. 




She looked beautiful though, dressed in all white surrounded by her sister Raven and Zara and her sister Nova. They encouraged her. 




We were at the engagement party Zara had thrown us.

I broke my silence despite swearing I wouldn’t, I found myself raising my voice over the music. "Careful, Chelle!"

All the lady's eyes turned in my direction. “Calm down, don’t you see us standing here? We have her,” her sister Raven snapped, then sized me up, judging me with her eyes before rolling them and turning away, effectively dismissing me.

She was so much like her sister, distrusting, harsh sometimes, hiding behind the scars created from her trauma. A year ago, she barely spoke to me, saying something in my eyes made her not want to fuck with me, her words, not mine. 

I was growing on her, though; I could tell. She had stopped threatening me about her sister.

The first time she did was the day we met them  for the first time in New York.  We were at her father's house, a few days after the incident with Chelle’s ex.

 She was blunt with her words about killing me if I hurt her sister. I’d laughed her off. She was offended. She must have told her husband Erick because he approached me minutes later.

He was smiling, which caught me off guard when he said, “My wife makes threats she won’t keep, but I will,” then he slapped me on the back and handed me a beer. I believed him. I knew dangerous men, and he was one of them, but not in the way the streets knew danger. His was cloaked by a casual demeanor and eyes that hid his true nature. He had managed to do what I couldn’t... master the art of veiling behind a good-guy persona. 

Nichelle waved a few fingers in my direction and blew me a kiss. I knew it was a way to smooth over her sister's rudeness. There was no need; Raven didn’t bother me. I would take whatever she put out because she was good for Nichelle. She had her going to counseling and talking about her past.

I waved back then pointed to Lev, who was entering the ballroom Zara had rented out. I met him halfway then directed him to the private room just beyond the dance floor.

“It’s done,” he said as soon as the door was closed.

My neck untightened. Chelle didn’t know that Bones' brother had been looking for him and accusing her of having something to do with him missing. I tried to send him away amicably. I told him she hadn’t seen him and even offered him money to hire an investigator. He would not let up.

"Thank you,"  I patted his back.

He shook his head. "Bones, his brother, and the ex. The gators in Miami are starting to look bloated. We can’t keep killing and dumping people over your personal shit; it’s reckless. These men aren't in the life, they have families and coworkers who will eventually notice they’re missing.” He volunteered.

I shot him a hard look, my irritation flaring. "Since when did you start playing the saint, huh? You’re suddenly really big on being morally upright these days,” I sneered.

Lev didn’t flinch; he met my glare. "It's not about morality," he countered. “What happens when it all catches up to us? What happens to this family? You think Chelle can live with the fallout if it does? Don’t you have enough secrets? What if she finds out you’ve been watching her like a fucking movie? That you were the one wrecked her apartment, flattened her tires? Will she stick by you?”

The tension between us was thick as the blood we shared. 

I leaned in, closer to him, cocking my head. “Will you be the one to tell her, Lev?” The threat was evident in my tone.

His response was calm, almost maddeningly so. “Yes, if it comes down to it, I’ll be the one to tell her. She will have to be a part of cleaning up your mess, because I’m not willing to watch everything we’ve built crumble because you can’t control your demons.”

Despite the anger coursing through my veins, a part of me acknowledged the validity in his words. Bones and his brother I should have never killed, but her ex, he needed to die. It was a good thing I had never taken the camera's out of Nichelles apartment or she might have been the ones dead. I had spent hours punishing Kenneth for all his trangressions against her.

 “You let me deal with the fallout,” I spat. "But remember this—every action has its consequence. And when your past comes knocking, don’t expect me to have your back.”

He nodded. “Fine, but handle your own fucking bodies from now on,” he rebutted before turning and leaving the room.

I let him, knowing he would eventually come to his senses and get off his high horse.  

Walking out directly behind him I watched as he headed straight for the exit.

 The girl who’d moved into one side of the duplex he was renovating followed behind him. I couldn’t remember her name, but her interest in Lev was obvious, even if he seemed oblivious.

Pushing that thought and all others aside, I redirected my focus to Nichelle. The rest of the world faded away as I made my way to her. All I wanted to do was dance with my soon-to-be wife. Any and everything else was just background noise.
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