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I'm back. Hi, y'all!
I'll see you in a few weeks with Him Too.
Honestly, I don't think you need to read Broken Clocks before this one, especially if you' re here for the romance and want to skip the trauma. But I would recommend reading Session 33. Silas makes an appearance, and you'll get a glimpse of him before the self-improvement era. Trust, he was already a personality.




chapter one- Eshe



Six months after Donte.
That’s how long it took me to untangle myself from Donte’s grip—physically, emotionally, spiritually. I moved out of the house he “helped fix” before I had to kill his ass with my bare hands because he wouldn’t stop popping up. I would figure out what to do with my granny's place later. I got a new number, blocked every person he knew, and our messy-ass mutuals—including his wife and his mama. I even changed jobs and got a new hairstyle. I had my locks combed out and was wearing my hair any way I felt when I woke up. Now I was working for a private defense attorney, making six figures. It felt like leaving Donte was the best decision I ever made. My granny would have said he had been blocking my blessings. And he had been. I realized that now.
“Earth to Eshe.” West’s voice brought me out of my head.
I turned to find him standing behind me now, holding a plate of lemon pepper wings he’d arranged with surgical precision, like we were on Chopped instead of pre-gaming for the Super Bowl.
“This really is a nice place. Is nice as hell,” he said, admiring my living room. “…Grown woman shit.”
“It better be,” I said. “The rent feels grown too.” I had a mortgage now.
He handed me a cold beer, already open. “You earned it. Fresh start. Peace.”
I sipped. Didn’t respond. I don’t speak on peace. That’s how you jinx it.
Behind him, Aja floated out of my kitchen with all her fine-ass energy and a wooden spoon in her dainty little hand. She was barefoot, her puffy curls in a pineapple, freckles across her nose, looking like a walking Pinterest board. She was so cute. I would have hated her if she wasn’t so nice. Her chef coat hung off her shoulder.
“You got paprika?” she asked.
“Third drawer, behind the garlic powder.”
She kissed West on the cheek and disappeared.
I side-eyed him. “Y’all cute or whatever.”
He grinned. “Don’t hate ‘cause you missed out. Blame fate and that married man.”
I rolled my eyes.
It started after the restaurant. After Donte cornered West in the men’s room. West said he walked out just as she was walking out , and he felt something electric pulse between them when they bumped into each other. She was a chef at the restaurant. They exchanged numbers and his whole life changed.
Of course it did. Fate had been doing overtime for everybody but me. I was so jealous. I didn’t really want West anymore. Once I got to know him, he really wasn’t my type. It’s fucked up to say, but he was too nice. I would walk all over a man like him. But he was the perfect friend. After I called him to apologize about what happened, he asked me to dinner. I went, dressed up to entice him, in a lace bodysuit. Imagine my horror when he was sitting there with a smiley woman. I had been so embarrassed and mortified.
His phone rang. I listened as he gave directions to his friends on the line and hung up. “That was the people I invited. They ’re upstairs now; I told them to come right in.”
“That’s cool,” I said, waving him off.
A few seconds later, the door opened.
I was walking toward West when my feet stopped working.
The dude from the club walked in, holding a toddler. He was in a pair of expensive jeans, a band T-shirt, and those expensive sneakers rich white dudes wear.
This was West’s friend?
Butterflies took flight in my belly.
“What the fuck…” I whispered.
The man was grinning like a devil. “Told you we’d meet again.” I almost took a step back.
West looked up, confused, pointing between me and the man. “Wait. This is her? The woman you’ve been calling your wife?”
He didn’t miss a beat. “Yes.”
He stepped right up into my space like he belonged there. I had to crane my neck to look up at him. He looked me dead in my face.
“Hello, Eshe.”
“How do you know my name?”
“West told me. Before I knew you were you.”
I ignored the part of my brain that could feel everybody watching us.
“You’re not going to ask my name?”
“What’s your name?” I asked, before I even registered I was doing so.
He put the little boy down gently. “Go to your mama, Ekon.”
He waited a beat, just long enough for the boy to scamper off, before his eyes locked back on me. Then he closed the distance between us in one stride...
He wrapped his thick fingers around my wrist and pulled me aggressively forward. I slammed into him. His arms wrapped around me, holding me in a tight embrace. My face ended up pressed flush against the hard plains of his chest. My breath caught. My brain said push him off. But my body… stayed still. His warmth made me feel hot. The hug went on too long. Long enough to notice he smelled really fucking good—clean, crisp, and masculine.
I heard a woman say, “Oh shit, she ’s in trouble.”
Then the man, who still hadn’t told me his name, whispered in my ear, “You are, in fact, in trouble. But the best type.”




Chapter two- Eshe

“So anyway,” West said, raising his hands like he didn’t still have that good-boy charm sitting soft in his voice, “I’m at the urinal, minding my business, and dude just walks up behind me.”
I stiffened, cutting my eyes at him because he was being messy. “So you wouldn’t tell me what happened with Donte and you when I asked, but now you wanna share it in front of everybody?”
West shrugged, unapologetic. “You don’t know Silas. He asked me. He would’ve bothered me until I did.”
“That is true,” Silas said. I was sitting on the arm of my sofa, but I was damn near on his shoulder because he had sat so close to me. I didn’t move. But I was too aware of how close he was —and I wanted to be closer.
“I kept it cool,” West said, looking at Silas, then back at me. “Dude came in hot, ice-grilling me, saying stuff like ‘You know who she belongs to,’ and ‘Don't get too comfortable.’ My dick was still out. I was so, ironically, uncomfortable.”
The whole room cracked up, except me. I was chewing my lip.
“What’d you say?” Angel asked from the floor. She and her husband Cassius were so nice. I could see myself being friends with them. The Naomi girl was a little brash, but she was cool too. She and her husband had left early. Ekon was in my bed, knocked out. We were waiting for the game to start.
“I said, ‘Sir, I’m just trying to piss in peace.’” West took a sip from his glass. “He stepped in close, real close. Sizing me up and shit. He told me Eshe wasn’t over him and never would be, so I didn’t stand a chance.”
I felt the room tilting. Or maybe it was just my stomach. I hated how familiar this all sounded. Donte was always threatening people, and I had dealt with his jealousy by ignoring it.
“What ’d you say?” Cassius asked, with his brow raised.
West nodded. “Nothing. I had to literally count backward from ten because I wanted to beat his ass. But I controlled myself. Not for him—for me. Because I like my job and I don’t want my face on the news. The fuck I look like being under the headline ‘Public Defender Needs Public Defender’? I left the bathroom, told Eshe what happened, left, and ran into my dream girl.” He grinned at Aja, and her whole face lit up. I hated them both; they were so cute.
“You know what,” I said, “I wish y’all didn’t have this happy-ass origin story built off the back of my heartache. I ain’t even mad though. Here’s to heartache turning into forever, for somebody else.”
I held up my glass for Silas to clink. I wanted to change the subject.
I looked at him. Full-on. “So Angel’s your baby momma and Cassius is your friend?”
Silas nodded. “Yup.”
“How y’all navigate that?” I asked, tilting my head and looking in Cassius's direction. “Knowing your boy was with your wife?”
Cassius snorted and nearly choked on his drink. “I’m going to let him answer.”
I looked back to Silas; he just shook his head. “I never had sex with Angel.”
My brow furrowed. “Artificial insemination?”
“No.”
“Okay, I’m even more confused then,” I said, brows pulling tight. “How’s Ekon your son and Angel your baby momma?”
He stretched his legs out and his arm came to rest around my waist. I didn’t move it because he would have just put it back. He was pushy in that way. He had been following me all night, sitting too close, but I could tell he was harmless. He smiled this devilish grin at me that made the butterflies in my stomach soar. “Once,” he said, pausing for dramatic effect, “I almost made her cum from a kiss.”
Everybody exploded with laughter. Except Angel; she was responsible for the pillow that flew towards his head. Cassius clutched his chest like he was dying.
“I wish you would stop bringing that up,” Angel muttered.
“That doesn’t make any sense. How does a baby come from a kiss?” I asked.
Silas leaned back into the couch.
“I’ve been in their relationship since the beginning,” he said. “I watched Cassius make a lot of mistakes. Honestly, there were times I encouraged them. Told him to enjoy his freedom, not to settle down too fast. I didn’t really understand what he had in front of him. The power Angel possessed.”
He glanced at Angel briefly.
She blew him a kiss and he smiled. They had a close relationship, but it wasn’t giving sexual.
“I don’t think Angel liked me much at first,” he continued. “I wouldn’t have blamed her. I didn’t give her much reason to. But she was never cruel, never disrespectful, even when she had every right to be. If she would have told Cassius to tell me to fuck off, he would have—but she didn’t.”
He paused to take a sip of brown liquor, then rested the glass on his knee.
“I fell in love with Ekon when I first saw him. I felt like he was mine too. Angel let me be there.”
He sniffed like he was lowkey emotional before continuing. “When her ex came back and things got dangerous, I saved her and Cassius. So now she ’s mine too. I know there’s some myth or something that says that’s how it works.”
“I don’t think that’s how it works,” I said.
He narrowed his eyes like he was dead ass serious. “Yes it does.”
I raised my hand. “Okay, it does.”
He continued with a nod. “But seriously, she helped change me. Made me a better man at the same time she was fixing Cassius. She might not be mine in the traditional sense, but she’s mine in the ways that matter. Her and Ekon. That’s my family. So when I say she’s my son’s mother, that’s what I mean. Not because of biology.”
“I get that,” I said. “You have a beautiful son.” Who was I to tell people how to live their lives? Found families mattered too. If I could have play-play cousins, he could have a play-play son and baby moms.
Silas’s face cracked into this big, goofy grin, lit up like a lightbulb. Then, loud as hell and proud about it, he turned to the room and yelled, “I told y’all she was my wife!” He was clearly tipsy.
I blinked. “How does that make me your wife?”
He didn’t even pause. “Because when I’ve dated other women, none of them ever got it. They couldn’t understand why Angel was important in my life, or why I prioritize Ekon like I do. They’d say they were cool with it, but after a while, the questions would start. The attitude. The side-eyes. The resentment. The jealousy. I didn’t even want to be with them for real, but with them nagging me, it made a relationship even less desirable.”
I raised a brow. “Jealous of what? Angel has a whole husband. Her husband clearly doesn’t have an issue. Why would they?”
Like a choir, everybody in the room sang, “Exactly.”
I looked around at them.
“Y’all are… interesting.”




Chapter three- Silas



The TV was muted. This was supposed to be a Super Bowl party, but nobody was watching it. Angel was half-standing at the spades table, slamming down cards with unnecessary force. She got real competitive when she was drunk.
“We win, motherfuckers,” she yelled.
Cassius was wasted enough that everything made him wheeze-laugh. He passed a blunt to West, who had his girl tucked under his arm, feeding her cold fries. Everybody was fucked up.
I was flat on my back on Eshe’s brand-new carpet, one arm behind my head, her bare foot propped on my stomach like it was furniture. I wasn’t sure how it got there, but I knew I was probably the reason. I couldn’t stop touching her.
I really liked this woman—after just a few hours, I could tell. Especially after her response about Ekon and Angel.
I was enjoying myself, taken by everything she did: Eshe rolling her eyes at my jokes, Eshe smiling at me, Eshe letting me rub her soft-ass thigh. I could tell she was humoring me for the most part. I’m attractive; she liked the attention I was giving her but wasn’t as interested as I wanted her to be. Still, I was staking my claim.
Her eyes were low, her grin a little goofy. She was so gorgeous with her pretty, round face. She didn’t have to do much to pull my attention—just sit there and breathe. She looked so soft.
She shifted, and the heel of her foot dug into my ribs, but I didn’t move it. I could’ve. But I didn’t want to. I massaged her calf instead.
“You don’t take me seriously, do you?” I mumbled, my thumb tracing the arch of her foot.
She peered down at me, her braids slipping over one shoulder. “’Cause you’re…”—a hiccup—“…a clown.”
I poked my lips out, hoping it gained me some sympathy. “Clowns are scary. I’m not scary.”
She nodded. “You’re not. But that’s only part of why I don’t take you seriously.” She poked my cheek with her big toe.
If she hadn’t moved her foot so fast, I would’ve put her toe in my mouth. She had pretty feet.
“Is it because I’m white?”
She busted out laughing, loud, not mean—somewhere between mocking and surprised. “I mean… I do have a habit of dating Black men,” she said. “You cute, though. I just don’t see white men as sexual beings.”
My whole face screwed up. “I’m a sexual being,” I yelled—louder than I meant to. Loud enough for the whole room to hear.
The table went quiet. Everybody was tuned in now. But I didn’t break eye contact with her.
I caught her ankle. Held it. Her skin was warm. “Try me.”
“Try you?” she frowned.
“Yes. Try me. Kiss me,” I said. “And see how fucking sexual I can be. I dare you.”
She raised a brow. “Nah. You’ll get your feelings hurt if I don’t like it. And you’re a nice guy—I don’t want that for you.” She smirked.
That sounded like a challenge.
I pushed myself up onto my knees, leaned in, grabbed her wrist, and pulled her toward me. She came willingly. No hesitation.
I missed her mouth on the first try because she was giggling—hit her chin. She didn’t pull away. Fuck, she’s actually gonna let me do this. Second try was a success. Her mouth tasted like the strawberry moonshine she’d been drinking.
I didn’t go in soft. I couldn’t—not with her testing me. I kissed her like I’d been starved for her, and I felt like I had been since that night at the club.
My hand slid up her jaw, holding her still so she couldn’t look away, couldn’t run. Her lips were full, warm. I’d kissed plenty of women. None of them ever tasted like this.
She gasped, soft and quick.
Determined to show her what the fuck I meant by “sexual being,” I slipped my tongue past her teeth.
She kissed me back, slow at first. Then deeper. Hungrier. Sucking my tongue. My heart was racing, and my dick was hard, pressed against her soft belly.
There was so much heat between us.
So we just… kept kissing. Despite the fact that we were being watched.
I knew I had her when her hand fisted in my shirt. I finally pulled away—not because I wanted to, but because I needed air. She looked up at me, eyes hazy, lips swollen, chest rising and falling like I’d snatched the breath from her lungs.
Then she blinked, straightened, pulled herself together, smoothing her hand down her braids.
“Damn,” one of the girls said behind me. I still didn’t look at them.
“Okay,” Eshe said. “You win that one.”
I grinned, proud and smug. I stood, pulling her up, and did a little victory dance, making her move her arms.
She snatched away. “Calm down. You kiss well. But still. I’m fresh out of a relationship—a toxic one at that. We can be friends. Friends only.”
I shrugged and stepped forward, crowding her space. Her body heat radiated into me. “That’s how Angel and Cassius started out,” I said. Then I sat down and dragged her into my lap.
She didn’t fight it.
Angel threw a napkin at us. “You’re being way too easygoing with him,” she told Eshe. “Don’t encourage him ’cause he’s cute and kisses well. He’s treating you different, which is scary ’cause I ain’t never seen or heard about him being this clingy.”
I looked over my shoulder and grinned. “Shut up, Angel.”
Eshe tilted her head back and frowned. “You tell her to shut up often?” she asked.
I smoothed my hand over her hip. “Not in a bad way. Only when she’s right. And I need her to be quiet right now. I can tell you’re a runner. I don’t need her scaring you off.”
She rolled her eyes.
“Roll your eyes, pretty. But I noticed you didn’t deny it,” I said, brushing my hand down her thigh like I had the right to touch her.
And in that moment, I kind of felt like I did.




Chapter four- Eshe



The rain had started in the middle of the game we hadn’t watched and hadn’t let up.
It had that steady rhythm that tapped the windows just soft enough to feel like ASMR and make me sleepy.
Everybody else—except Silas—had left a few hours ago. Angel packed up her man and her son. West and his girl left hand-in-hand, giggling like they were headed home to do some grown-up shit.
Silas had volunteered to help me clean up. I woke up and my apartment was immaculate, which I hadn’t expected from him. Then he helped me upstairs because I’d had too much wine and not enough water or food.
Now I was lying on my back in bed, wondering why I let this man stay over when he asked—claiming he came with Cassius and Angel and would drive their car back in the morning since they took an Uber.
I didn’t even pretend to object.
I was pulling a Donte all over again. Getting too excited, too fast, about a too-fine-ass man.
And I didn’t know shit about dealing with a white man, but then again, they were probably just like Black men and I was overthinking.
But then also… Silas felt different.
I can look back and see how it was my fault for forcing something with Donte that never really had a future. He told me that from day one and I hadn’t listened. I was trying to find comfort in chaos, hoping if I loved him enough, he’d become the man he wasn’t.
But Silas—he made the space feel lighter, and nothing felt forced between us. I could tell he was a fuckboy in the past, but he seemed like he wanted better for himself. And who was I to judge him?
I heard the bathroom door open before I turned to look. I had showered before him and was snuggled under the covers in a pair of tights and a t-shirt. No lingerie or cute little pajama shorts like I wore when I usually let a man stay over. I didn't need him thinking he was fucking tonight.
He came out with a towel slung around his neck, gym shorts hanging from his hips, no shirt, wet hair slicked back like he was auditioning for a movie.
And God damn—his body was everything.
He was toned, lean, and cut. My gaze drifted down. There were tattoos everywhere.
The centerpiece was a phoenix. It wasn’t a cheap tat—it looked like something you paid a few thousand for because you wanted to show off.
There was a jester’s hat that matched his personality. Under it was script: If a clown wore a crown, I’d be a king.
And a peacock feather in all different shades of blue.
I ran my tongue across my teeth, thinking about the kiss from earlier.
Okay, I admit it—he was sexy.
He walked over and sat on the edge of my bed, his eyes scanning my face.
“You’re so pretty,” he said.
“I know,” I replied. I wasn’t being rude or cocky. My granny always said never take the truth as a compliment—because then you’ll start doubting it when nobody says it out loud.
I lifted a hand, curious and drunk-bold. Well, I had always been bold, but I’d blame it on the liquor tonight. My fingers landed on the peacock feather. I traced it with my fingertips—his skin was hot to the touch.
“You’re braver than I expected,” he said, catching my wrist. He pressed my hand flat against his chest. His heart was thumping fast.
“You see what you do to me,” he said, all smooth. That sent a ripple through my whole body—
I swallowed hard.
My mouth had suddenly gone dry, and my pussy was hot enough to melt my panties.
He continued.
“And now you gotta take responsibility for it.”
I sighed.
Ooh chile, Jesus be some discernment—because he had me ready to do something I was almost positive I wouldn’t regret in the morning, which was exactly why I didn’t need to do it.
I was healing. Trying to work on myself.
I needed to be alone for a while.
I tilted my head, let my eyes trace his face. “Silas…” I started, not even knowing what I was about to say. I stopped myself and switched gears.
“You don’t even look drunk,” I said, squinting at him.
“I’m not.” He smirked. “I did a lot of coke when I was younger. A few glasses of liquor do nothing to me. I tricked you into letting me stay because I just needed a few more hours with you.”
I pulled my hand back, blinking. “You always this honest?”
“Not always. Hardly ever.”
I studied his face.
He wasn’t joking.
“Damn,” I said. “Well, thanks for the honesty. Why now?”
He just shrugged, like it didn’t cost him anything to share.
“Because lying didn’t get me anything worth keeping, so I stopped.”
Then he laid back on my bed like it was his. Arms folded behind his head. Hair still wet, dripping onto my pillow.
I didn’t know what to do with this. I wasn’t used to honesty from a man.
A beat of silence passed before he spoke again.
“So what happened?” he asked, voice low. “Since the club. With him. Your eyes aren’t so sad anymore.”
I rolled my eyes. “You’re nosy.”
“I am. West told you that. And I’m persistent.”
“I don’t want to tell it,” I said honestly. “It’s embarrassing.”
“Tell me anyway.”
I turned toward him, one leg bent up on the comforter.
“You’re pushy. But what happened was… he got married. To my ex-best friend.”
His brows lifted slightly. “Really? One of the women at the club?”
I nodded. “Yes. They got a baby on the way and everything. Real happily-ever-after type shit. Or so it seems on Instagram. My loss always seems to be another woman’s win.”
Silas stared at me for a beat, then said, “What’s his name and address?”
“What you mean?” I asked.
“I’ll go beat his ass.”
I laughed. Loud and real.
“You sound crazy.”
“Not crazy. I just don’t like to think about you hurting.”
“You don’t even know me.”
“Don’t need to,” he said. “He hurt you. That’s enough.”
I looked at him for a while. Let the silence fill the room between us.
The rain picked up again outside, tapping harder on the windows.
He didn’t say anything else. Just stayed there. Existing. Calmly.
I should’ve been suspicious of this man, saying all the right things, but for some reason… I wasn’t.
“You’re different,” I whispered.
“Is that a good thing?” he asked.
I nodded. “We’ll see.”
We talked after that. Not about Donte.
About dumb stuff. About Ekon.
I told him about my granny and how much I missed her.
Eventually, my eyes got heavy. My words slowed. I could feel myself drifting, my body relaxing into the mattress.
“You falling asleep on me, Eshe?”
“Mmhmm.”
“Goodnight then,” he whispered.
And right before I slipped under, I felt him brush his lips against my forehead.
That shit would have been my undoing if I wasn’t so sleepy.
I would’ve given him some coochie.
And that was worrisome, I thought—just before I slipped into Neverland.




Chapter Five- Eshe



I woke up to the smell of food and the sound of a man singing off-key in my kitchen to Paramore’s “Misery Business.” I blinked against the sunlight spilling through my curtains, stretched, and frowned.
Silas was still in my house.
Everything that happened the night before flooded back—the kiss, the drinking, us talking and falling asleep in my bed. I didn’t even want to think about the implications of it. Especially now, when I had to pee, my mouth tasted terrible, and my head was fuzzy. I pushed myself up and dragged myself to the bathroom.
Freshly showered, I padded into the living room and found him there—still shirtless, gym shorts slung low on his hips, holding a paper bag from some bougie breakfast spot. Like he’d just answered my door. He was listening to E-40 now. I didn’t say a word. If I didn’t give him credit for anything else, I had to give him this: he had the ability to make my stomach feel tight and my pussy clench.
“You drank a lot,” he said, noticing me watching him, as if I’d asked why he was still in my house looking so comfortable. His honey-brown eyes connected with mine. “You needed something greasy and decadent to sop up all that wine.” He gestured toward the coffee table where he knelt, unpacking the bag.
I nodded and sat on the floor to eat, lost in my own thoughts, running through reasons why I should kick him out. We didn’t really talk—just ate. I ended up sitting between his legs after we finished, because somehow he talked me into letting him help take down my braids. It was helpful, but it felt a little too domestic, like we’d done it a thousand times before. And I kept thinking about the fact that I’d known this man for two days and had more of these couple-like moments with him than I ever had with Donte.
It made me sad… how does a man I barely know manage to show up in ways the man I begged for years never did? But instead of letting myself slip back into that melancholy, I concentrated on Silas’s fingers.
He was gentle with my hair. No tugging, no rushing—just quiet patience as he unraveled me, one braid at a time. I turned just enough to give him a half-smirk.
“You done this before?”
“Helped Angel. Naomi. A few times,” he said, voice casual like it wasn’t a big deal.
“Well,” I mumbled, “you’re good at it. I almost feel pampered.”
“Shh.” He dropped the synthetic hair into my lap and nudged my shoulder with his knee. “You’re missing the best part.”
Eurotrip was playing, and he was right—it was dumb as hell, but also hilarious. I wouldn’t have picked it on my own, but I found myself laughing way more than I expected to.
By the time the credits rolled, he had finished my hair. I leaned my head back against his leg, stretched my arms out, then craned my neck to look up at him.
“So when you going home?”
He shrugged, like the idea of going home hadn’t even crossed his mind.
“You’re not a hobosexual, are you?” I asked, giving him side-eye.
He blinked. “A what?”
“You know—a man who dates women for a place to stay. Gives you dick and a sob story in exchange for shelter and utilities.”
Silas burst out laughing. “That’s the name for it?”
“It is, and you better not be one.”
He grinned, and I noticed he had the nerve to have dimples you could only see if you looked real hard.
Before he could answer, the doorbell rang.
I frowned. “I wonder who that is?”
He gave a lazy shrug, and I got up to check the peephole. It was Cassius, holding a duffel bag.
I opened the door. “Um. Hi? What’s up?”
Cassius smirked and shoved the bag in my direction. “I came to pick up my car and I brought a change of clothes for your boy.” As soon as I took the bag, he turned and left.
Silas was picking up hair from the floor and couch when I turned around, avoiding looking at me.
“Why did he bring you a change of clothes here?” I asked, stepping back into the living room and holding up the duffel like it was evidence in a trial.
Silas rubbed the back of his neck, eyes darting toward the bag.
“Oh. Uh…” He hesitated. “I got a thing later. Like a meet-up. I figured I’d just go from here. Less running around.”
I tilted my head. “You figured you’d get ready at my house?”
He shrugged again, trying to look innocent, but there was a little smile playing on his lips. Like he knew damn well what he was doing.
“I mean, I was already here. Didn’t want to waste time going back and forth.”
“Mmhmm.” I narrowed my eyes and sucked my teeth. “You’re lucky you cute.”
He nodded like he agreed. “I get that a lot.”
I tossed the duffel bag onto the couch. “Fine.”
Again, I don’t know why I was letting him do what he wanted—but I was.




Chapter six-  Silas



I hadn’t meant to invade her space for so long. Even though I’d originally lied and said I only planned to stay Saturday, I found myself making excuses to stay until Sunday.
And Eshe let me.
She let me hold her in bed. She cooked for me. We had long conversations. I didn’t even have to try that hard to stay.
I could tell she wasn’t used to being alone—and I was taking advantage of that, because I really didn’t want to be away from her.
She let me wash her hair.
That’s how I knew.
Angel and Naomi always said Black women don’t just let anybody play in their hair. I understood why now.
It felt like the most intimate thing I’d ever done with a woman—more than sex, more than any confession whispered in the dark.
I felt this stupid, possessive pride because she trusted me.
Then I felt bad for Charmaine, because that was what she’d always wanted—and I just couldn’t give it to her.
That left me wondering why.
Was it me? Was it her?
Why couldn’t I give Charmaine what she wanted—or the women before her?
Maybe I couldn’t give that part of myself to anybody else because I was saving it.
Not consciously.
But in some deep, dormant part of me, I was waiting.
Waiting for the woman I kept seeing everywhere.
Waiting for her to finally see me back.
And now that she had—I was all in.
Logic be damned.


Looking up from my thoughts, my eyes landed on Eshe. She was at the stove, peeking into one of her pots. I was leaning against the counter, watching her.
“Tell me again why we’re not just going to Buya?” I asked, teasing.
“Ain’t nobody going downtown St. Pete to pay thirty dollars for ramen. The gentrifiers have taken over,” she said, cracking an egg with one hand.
“Touché,” I murmured, watching the yolk fall into the broth she’d been stirring.
She looked so damn good in my hoodie with the sleeves rolled up.
She was that domestic kind of fine that made a man want to cancel plans and claim space.
She turned around and stared at me, and I couldn’t help myself.
Stepping closer, I crowded her space.
“You are so fucking beautiful, inside and out,” I said, dragging my fingers down her cheek.
Her breath hitched.
“He was out of his mind to let you go.” I leaned in, brushing my mouth against her jaw.
“But his mistake? That shit’s a blessing for me.” I pulled back.
She just looked at me.
Her eyes did that thing they always did—searching mine, searching my face like she was trying to figure out if I was full of shit or something else.
I held her gaze, waiting.
“You’re doing too much right now. Too soon,” she finally said—but she didn’t mean it.
Her words were breathy, shaky.
I’d fucked with enough women to know when one was turned on.
She tried to pull away.
I caught her wrist gently.
“Let me kiss you again.”
“Silas…”
“Just one kiss,” I said, brushing her blow-dried hair over her shoulder.
“Unless you really don’t want to.”
When she didn’t move, didn’t speak, I leaned in.
Our lips met—soft at first.
Then her mouth opened against mine, warm and tasting like the peppermint tea she’d sipped earlier.
I kept the kiss slow—lips pressing, retreating, then catching hers again.
My thumb brushed her jaw.
Nibbling at her bottom lip, I swallowed the tiny sounds she made, and they shot straight to my dick.
I couldn’t help myself.
My hands slid under her shirt, palms meeting smooth, warm skin.
We smelled the same—like her soap.
She felt so good, her hips arching just enough to tell me she was right there with me.
I tugged her shirt up, inch by inch, until she was bare in front of me.
God, she was beautiful.
She had the prettiest breasts I’d ever seen.
She gasped when I kissed her collarbone, one hand cupping her waist.
She was melting into me, and I was dangerously close to forgetting every reason I told myself I was gonna take things slow with her.
Then—like a switch—she stiffened and pulled away.
“I can’t do this right now, Silas,” she said, voice breathy but firm.
I froze, heart thudding.
I nodded. I wasn’t mad.
I grabbed her shirt and helped her slip it back on like it was nothing, because a “no” right now wasn’t stopping me from my long-term goal.
I kissed her forehead and let my lips linger there as I spoke.
“Damn,” I whispered against her skin. “Gonna have to talk to my therapist about how you keep rejecting me.”
She let out a soft laugh. “I’m sorry.”
I shook my head. “Don’t feel bad for protecting yourself. Set boundaries for me, baby. I’ll wait,” I said.
“I’ve got time for you.”
I sighed dramatically, trying to lighten the mood.
“It would’ve been easier waiting if you’d let me get a titty in my mouth before stopping me. I learned my lesson—straight to the nipples next time.”
She laughed and shoved me away. “You’re stupid.”


We ended up on the couch for the rest of the day, watching TV and talking.
Sitting side by side.
Then laying down, her back to my chest.
She fell asleep first, and I stayed still, head buried in her hair, breathing her in.
When I woke up, it was early Monday morning.
I watched her sleep for a while—her lips parted, a tiny line of drool at the corner of her mouth.
I smiled and eased off the couch.
I ordered her a coffee like she liked it—black with vanilla, no sugar—and a breakfast sandwich with turkey sausage and a hash brown.
I waited for the delivery to be dropped off, then scribbled a note on the bag:
Have a good day at work. You deserve that and more. —S
I left quietly, locking up behind me.
I didn’t want to distract her from getting her day started—and I knew if I stayed, I’d try to convince her not to go to work.
When I stepped outside and the morning air hit my skin, all I could think was—
I smiled at the rising sun, feeling a sense of calm, I hadn’t known in years.
Eshe felt like a fresh start.




Chapter Seven- Silas



The clock on Dr. Bailey’s wall ticked louder than usual today. Or maybe I was just edgy—it had only been a couple of hours since I’d left Eshe, and I missed her already. I slouched back into the leather couch, legs stretched out, trying to look relaxed, but I kept fidgeting with the hem of my hoodie. I could still smell her all over it. It was driving me crazy.
“So,” Dr. Bailey started, tapping his pen on his knee, “you gonna tell me what’s got you grinning like a kid who just found his daddy’s old Playboy stash?”
I huffed out a laugh. “Was I grinning?”
“And you still are,” he shot back. “Talk to me.”
I rubbed the back of my neck. “Her name’s Eshe.”
He nodded slowly. “Ah. So we got a new hurricane forming.”
I smirked. “She’s not a hurricane.”
“Yet.”
“No. She’s different.”
He chuckled, relaxed, leaning back in his chair like he had all damn day. “Tell me what happened.”
So I did. I told him everything—from the night at the club, to how I ended up at her house, ordering her coffee, and watching her sleep this morning. How I’d kissed her in the kitchen and almost lost all sense. How she stopped me, and I didn’t even get mad.
“I kissed her fucking forehead,” I finished, staring at a crack in the ceiling tile. “As Angel would say, ‘She don’t play about herself.’ And I like that.”
Bailey nodded again. “Sounds like she might be different.”
“But?” I said, eyeing him. “I hear a ‘but’ coming.”
He nodded. “Because you’re smart enough to know there is one.”
He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, hands clasped.
“You’re moving fast, Silas. Like... real fast. You been in this girl’s life for how long now? A day? Two days?”
“Four, if you count today,” I muttered, like that made a difference.
“And already playing house?”
I rolled my eyes. “It’s not like that.”
“Then what’s it like?”
“I don’t know,” I said, voice low. “It’s not logical—I get that. But it feels... right. Like it’s supposed to be happening.”
He paused. “You believe in fate now? You explicitly told me you didn’t.”
“No, not exactly. When it comes to her, maybe. But also no. I believe in intention. I’ve been fucking around for years, Bailey. Sleeping with women I barely liked, staying with one I didn’t even love, trying to be something I wasn’t. Eshe? She makes me feel like I can be loved—and I can love.”
Bailey studied me for a long second, then nodded slowly. “Alright. So maybe this is real. Or maybe it’s another escape.”
I blinked. “What?”
“You’ve spent your whole adult life chasing comfort, Silas. Whether it’s women, money, drugs, control—you run toward stimuli hard and fast. And now you’ve found something that feels good and clean, so you want to drown in it. But drowning kills you, Silas.”
I opened my mouth, then closed it. He might be onto something.
“But,” he said, holding up a hand, “that doesn’t mean it’s not worth pursuing. It just means you’ve gotta make sure you’re not skipping the work.”
“I’m doing the work,” I said quietly.
“Are you?” His eyes locked on mine. “Then let’s talk about your parents so we can figure out how to get you healthy and ready—mentally—for this woman you want.”
I stiffened immediately. “No.”
“Silas.”
“I said no. I don’t want to.”
Bailey sighed and set his pen down. “One day you’re gonna have to unpack that shit. You aren’t the only rich white boy with mommy and daddy issues who’s sat on my couch, so I can tell you—not dealing with it isn’t going to make your issues with them go away.”
“I have to go pick up my son,” I said, standing suddenly.
Bailey gave me a slow nod, not pushing. “Same time next week?”
“Yeah.”
He stood and offered a handshake. As I took it, he offered one last piece of advice.
“Just... try not to assume this woman is just good pussy and pretty eyes, alright? Before jumping in?” he said bluntly. But that’s why I paid him. I didn’t need anyone coddling me. I was self-aware enough to know that’s exactly why I was in this chair.
I gave a half-grin. “I’ll try.”
“And Silas?”
“Yeah?”
“Let her take her time. Don’t push her. It’ll backfire.”
I nodded, though I knew I was probably about to apply even more pressure.




Chapter Eight- Eshe



It had been two weeks since I’d seen Silas.
Not that I was counting. But I was. It was my fault.
He’d been calling and texting, but I hadn’t really been replying. I’d been busy. Mr. Welling, my boss, had taken on two high-profile cases that demanded my full attention.
And I was also kind of avoiding him.
The days we’d spent together had me thinking we needed to take a few steps back. I said we could be friends, but we were heading in the wrong direction if that was all I planned on being. It was all I could deal with right now.
I knocked on my boss’s door, balancing a stack of files against my hip before pushing it open.
He looked up.
He was older, but he still carried himself like he’d probably been the shit in the ‘90s. Tall, salt-and-pepper hair always perfectly combed. Expensive suits and shoes. A Bentley in the parking lot. He talked slow and soft, but there was power behind his words. I liked working for him.
I got to the point. “You still have jury selection at nine,” I said, flipping through the printout I’d made. The pages were warm from the printer, the ink still smelling faintly chemical—just how he liked it. “Judge O’Dell moved pretrial to Thursday. And your client in the Lennox case—” I paused, wrinkling my nose at the memory. “He needs to show up early. And sober. Don’t let him come in here smelling like a vape pen again. The bailiffs were talking about it.”
Welling chuckled from behind his big oak desk, swirling a glass of something amber. Ice clinked. “You always make me look more competent than I am.”
I gave him a tight smile and turned to leave just as the office door swung open.
“Hey, Dad.”
Jace, his son, walked in, nearly knocking me over.
I’d only seen him twice before—once at the firm’s holiday party, another time when he’d stopped by to borrow his dad’s car. He had that beach-boy look—tall, with wavy dark hair that looked purposely tousled, and slight almond eyes because his mother was a pretty-ass Chinese woman.
Today, he was dressed in rich-boy casual: a linen button-up open at the collar, sleeves rolled to his elbows, and sneakers that probably cost more than my rent.
He was a flirt. Attractive. Nice slim body—but he was cut.
Welling greeted him, then excused me with a small nod. I stepped past Jace, but he turned and followed me into the hallway.
“Hey, Eshe.”
I paused, adjusting the files in my arms. I turned to look at him, putting on my best fake smile. I didn’t really want to be bothered today.
“You got plans after work?” he asked casually, like it didn’t matter whether I said yes or no. “I was thinking we could grab a bite. There’s this Thai spot downtown I’ve been wanting to try.”
I hesitated. Two weeks. Fourteen days. Three hundred and thirty-six hours—not that I was counting.
For some reason, my mind went right to Silas. That decided my answer for me.
“Sure,” I said. “Dinner sounds good.”
I’d already played this game with Donte—moving too fast—and look what it got me. I needed to chill. I needed a distraction. But tell me why I felt guilty. Like I was about to cheat on my boyfriend?
I smoothed my hand down the lime silk dress that hugged my curves. I’d roller-set my hair, and it had curled into these big ‘80s-style waves that made me look kind of sexy. Jace had picked a restaurant that played jazz and served small plates. The silverware was heavy, so I knew whatever we ordered was going to be expensive. I wasn’t even about to act cute and offer to pay—he had it.
We were waiting on our food, and he was talking. About himself.
He leaned back in his chair, fingers drumming the stem of his wineglass. “So there I was, halfway down the Alps, when I realize—merde—I forgot my poles.” He flashed a grin, waiting for me to respond. I had nothing.
I nodded on cue and curved my lips.
Merde, he repeated, slower, making sure I appreciated his linguistic prowess.
I was so bored I could scream. Instead, a dry, forced chuckle escaped me. I let my eyes drift away from his face, scanning the room for a distraction, any distraction.
The air shifted.
A shadow crossed our table. I looked up.
My heart did this stupid lurching thing, then started hammering against my ribs like it was trying to escape.
Silas.
He wore a black crewneck, sleeves pushed up to his elbows, dark jeans that fit him just right. He had a fresh haircut. Don’t ask me how I knew—it wasn’t like he got a line-up or something. He looked good.
The restaurant was full, and I could see other women looking too. That annoyed me for some reason.
He just stared at me for a second, then turned his attention to the other man.
“Jace,” he said. His voice was smooth, easy, like he wasn’t bothered—but his eyes looked bothered. “Didn’t know you were back in town.”
Jace stood to greet him, grinning. “Yeah, been back a few weeks. Dad’s got me running errands and kissing ass.”
Silas glanced back at me. “Eshe.”
“Hey,” I said, suddenly hyper-aware of the neckline of my dress, the way it rode up my thighs. It looked like I was on a real date. I didn’t want him thinking that. My fingers tightened around my fork.
“Didn’t expect to see you here,” I said for lack of something better to say.
“I bet you didn’t,” he said, voice low.
Jace sat back down like he didn’t notice the tension. “You two know each other?”
Silas didn’t answer. He gave me one last look—something unreadable, something that made my stomach twist—then walked off.
I turned to watch him. He ended up at a table with two men that looked like they were there for business. He didn’t look in my direction, even though he was sitting in my direction.
The air felt heavier after he left.
I turned back around.
“You okay?” Jace asked, biting into a spring roll.
“Yeah.”
“You sure?” He leaned in, lowering his voice. “You’re not dating him or anything, are you?”
I shook my head.
He nodded. “Good. I mean, you know he’s bad news, right?”
I raised an eyebrow.
He kept going. “Silas. He got cut off by his parents and turned it into a personality. Dropped out of college, started dating women twice his age to live off of them. Him and that friend of his—Cassius? They were selling drugs. That’s why Cassius is so rich. They’re the delinquent type.” He smirked, like it was funny.
I didn’t say anything. Just took a slow sip of my water, the ice clinking against the glass—because I knew Cassius wasn’t a drug dealer.
I didn’t like people who talked behind folks' backs and smiled in their faces. Jace was officially somebody I wasn’t fucking with.
Jace shrugged. “Just saying. Don’t get involved with that type of crowd. You’re better than that.”
I almost rolled my eyes.
When the check came, he offered to take me home.
I smiled. “No offense, but I don’t know you like that. You could be crazy.”
He laughed like it was a joke.
I wasn’t really joking. I was deadass serious.
I had to take an Uber home because he’d driven me, which meant I’d need one to work too. A $60 orange chicken entrée with an obnoxious rich boy wasn’t worth it.
I made my way to the elevator and rode it up to my place.
As soon as I stepped off, I spotted Silas.
He was standing at my door. He’d changed into gym shorts. His hoodie was pulled low, and there was a duffel bag at his feet.
I sighed, digging in my purse for my keys. “What are you doing here?”
He raised his head slowly. “You been dodging me.”
“I’ve been busy.”
“You’ve been avoiding me.”
I didn’t deny it.
He stepped closer. “You go out on dates now? I thought you weren’t ready.”
“Don’t do that.” I shook my head.
“Do what?” His eyes flashed. “Don’t be pissed off because you’ve been ignoring me and then I find you sitting across from pretty boy.”
There wasn’t much heat behind his words; he was just whining.
I chuckled. “You’re the pretty boy in this situation.”
He had the nerve to crack a smile then. “I’m glad you noticed.”
“I did. And you should note that we’re not together, Silas. And questioning me like we are is crazy work.”
His jaw flexed. “No. We’re not. But still—why were you out with him?”
“I don’t owe you an explanation.”
“I don’t want one,” he snapped. Then softer, “I just want to know if you’re not going to do it anymore.”
I blinked.
He continued, “Because if you are,” he said, stepping close enough that I could smell his cologne—same one he left on my pillow, the one I had purposely not washed—“I’ll walk away.”
“Okay. Bye,” I said, sounding serious but just wanting to see if he’d actually walk away. I was playing with my own emotions again, because I knew my feelings would be hurt if he did.
He frowned, then reached down and slipped my keys out of my hand. “Lady, stop talking nonsense, move so I can go inside. It’s Friday. I’m staying the weekend.”
Then he opened my door like he lived there. Walked in and left me standing outside of my own shit.




Chapter Nine- Silas



As soon as Eshe came in, I turned to face her, dropping my duffel bag next to her sofa.
“So you really went out with him,” I said, the words tight as I thumbed the edge of my phone case over and over. “My feelings are hurt. How are you going to make it up to me?”
I could feel myself pouting. My feelings weren’t just hurt. They were fucking bruised. I’d played it cool at the restaurant, nodded at Jace like his proximity to her didn’t grate on my patience. But seeing her there, in that dress, looking like a fucking dream for him… it lit a match in my chest.
She rolled her eyes like I was being dramatic.
“You gonna be mad about it all night?” she asked.
“I’m not mad,” I said, even though I was mad.
“You’re acting like you’re mad.”
“I’m annoyed and jealous.” I shrugged. “Big difference.”
I saw it in the arch of her brow.
I stepped a little closer to her.
“Look, you’re not mine. You never said you were. So no—I don’t have a right to be mad. But I know you’d prefer I wasn't.”
She crossed her arms tighter, lips pressing into a line.
“You don’t know what I want.”
“I know you let me in.”
“You let yourself in.”
“And you’re letting me stay,” I countered.
“I didn’t say you could stay,” she rebutted.
“You didn’t say I couldn’t. And you won’t,” I leaned in, “because one, you like me here. Two, you can’t say no to me and you know it.”
That shut her up for a second.
She looked away first. I changed the subject to one that would prove my point.
“Will you cook for me?” I asked, grabbing her hand and sliding my fingers into hers. “I was so upset I couldn’t eat,” I claimed, laying it on thick.
She muttered something under her breath, snatched her hand from mine, and walked into the kitchen.
I snickered low and followed her, watching her pull out chicken and vegetables. I sat down at the counter, watching her work. She looked good. Hair big and soft around her face, skin glowing.
Thinking about her looking this good for him pissed me off.
“Jace isn’t your type,” I said.
She didn’t even look at me as she started chopping a bell pepper.
“And what is my type, Silas?”
I got up slow, came up behind her. Not too close. Not touching. Just letting her feel me there.
“Not safe,” I said. “Not polite and predictable. Not ‘let me tell you about my ski trip and my daddy’s yacht.’”
She didn’t say anything. I knew she was probably rolling her eyes at me.
“I know what it looks like when a woman is trying to convince herself she wants something easy,” I said, my voice low. “But that’s not you. You don’t do easy. You want real, even if it’s complicated. You just want the man to be honest about it.”
I leaned in just enough to whisper into her ear and heard her breathing change.
“That’s why you keep letting me in. You can feel it. We are gonna be something real once you stop fighting it. One of those stories people don’t believe when they hear it. Because I’m gonna be the man you never thought you’d find,” I whispered. “The one who loves you out loud, even when you try to make it hard.”
Still no words. Just the deep breath she took.
I brushed her hair off her shoulder, let the backs of my fingers graze her skin.
Then I stepped back, just a little.
“I’ll wait for you to get to where I’m at,” I murmured. “But I’m not backing off.”
She turned to face me. Her pupils were blown wide as she searched my face. I let her read me, to see how serious I was, until she dropped her eyes and cleared her throat.
“Dinner will be ready in twenty,” she said. “Sit your ass down.”
I smirked, walked around, sat my ass down, and watched her cook for me.
I took a different approach from my usual. I didn’t say another word. I let my words marinate in her head and heart.




Chapter Ten- Eshe



I said Friday night that I was going to put Silas out Saturday morning, but it was Saturday afternoon. He was still there. He came out of my bathroom dressed to kill, wearing that little smirk he wore.
“Where you going looking like you looking?” was what I asked, even though the voice in the back of my head was screaming, What bitch you dressed up for?
He had on a dark navy button-up, the sleeves pushed to his forearms just enough to show the hint of a watch that probably cost somebody’s mortgage. The shirt was tucked into tailored charcoal slacks that looked custom-fit on him. Clean white leather sneakers. His hair was brushed back—I could see the little lineup he’d gotten. He was giving rich-boy casual, and he smelled like good credit and custom cologne.
He was fine, and I hadn’t thought white boys could be fine before him. And it almost made me want to forget I ever said we could only be friends. I had to take a deep breath and remind myself to stick to the boundaries I’d set for myself.
But he was testing me.
“You mean, where are we going. I got a surprise for you,” he said, holding a long white box out to me.
I raised an eyebrow. “What is this?”
“Take it,” he said, handing it over. “Open it.”
I lifted the lid and peeled back the tissue paper. It was a dress—black, silky, with a high slit and thin straps. My fingers brushed the fabric. It looked expensive.
“What’s this for?”
He shrugged like it was nothing. “I’m taking you to a Jill Scott concert tonight. Cassius and Angel are meeting us there.”
I looked up at him. “You serious?” I asked, feeling myself getting giddy. He knew I loved me some Jill Scott, but her tickets at some private VIP spot were twelve hundred dollars. I ain’t got twelve hundred dollars to see nobody sing.
“Dead serious.” He stepped closer. “Put them big curls in your hair that I like. And get dressed. I’ll wait.”
I shook my head but couldn’t stop the smile from curling my lips. “Is this a date?” I tried to frown, but I could still feel my smile.
“Yes,” he said.
“But I said—” I started to remind him that we were just friends.
He stopped me. Reaching out, he gripped my chin, running his thumb across my lips with this serious look on his face. “Don’t argue with me or say something I won’t like. You owe me this.”
I cocked my head. “How I owe you?”
“For Jace. You feel guilty about that date because you know what we have and still went. That’s why.”
His hand dropped away from my chin, and he tugged at my ear playfully. “Don’t deny it. Go get dressed, woman.”
He sat on the couch like he owned it, dismissing me. I stared at the side of his head, wondering how he had read me right.
It took a few seconds before I walked away and did what he said. I went in the bathroom, pulled out my curling wand, and got to work. Forty-five minutes later, I stepped out of the room dressed, hair big and soft around my face, lips glossed, heels strapped on tight. The dress fit like he knew my measurements better than I did.
His eyes traveled slow. “Yeah,” he said, nodding. “I knew you’d look beautiful.”
The way he was looking at me had my whole body feeling like it was blushing. I looked away and rushed to the door.
In the car I sang along with SiR to distract my thoughts from thinking too much about Silas and what was obviously developing between us:
Can you breathe underwater?
Should I dive any deeper?
What’s the name you want me to call you
Whenever I need you?
Silas was quiet as we rolled past a row of restaurants in downtown Tampa. He tapped the steering wheel, like he was thinking something over.
He was the one to interrupt the silence. “How would you have felt if you saw me in a restaurant on a date?”
My eyes snapped over to him. He didn’t even look at me, just kept driving. Why was he still on this?
I leaned back in my seat. “I wouldn’t have felt anything. You’re grown and single. You can do what you want.”
“Mmhmm.” He gave a short nod, like he was about to let me lie out loud in peace.
I hurried up and tried to steer the conversation away from my date with Jace. “So, what song you think she’s opening with tonight? ‘The Way’? Or you think she’s saving that for last?”
“You would’ve been sick,” he said, like I hadn’t said a word. “Not because we’re together, but because you feeling me like I’m feeling you. I don’t like that you’re lying to me about it.”
I sighed. “It was just one date I didn’t even enjoy.”
“But still,” he said, “seeing you with him… it did something to me.”
I glanced over at him, but he was still watching the road. Jaw tight. Brows low.
“I felt scared. Scared of losing whatever it is we have going on. And I don’t even have you yet. Not fully. But I felt like somebody reached inside of my chest, grabbed my heart, and squeezed.”
My throat went tight. I didn’t know what to say.
“And I was mad,” he added. “Mad that I don’t have the right to be mad. Mad I didn’t have the right to make you get up and leave…”
He laughed under his breath, no humor in it. “I’m mad it ruined that night for me because you let me walk right in your house like I had the right to be there. I should have been celebrating that victory, but I was mad as fuck.”
He went silent after that.
Guilt sat in my throat. Because he was being so vulnerable and emotionally intelligent, and I was playing in his face.
“…You’re right,” I said finally. My voice was smaller than I liked it. “I would’ve been sick.”
He glanced at me then, one hand still on the wheel.
I sighed. “I’m sorry.”
A grin broke out on his face. “If you’re really sorry you’ll sit on my face when we get back home.”
I scoffed, narrowing my eyes. “There is something wrong with you.”
He laughed. “It’s you. You’re what’s wrong with me.”
I didn’t say anything else to him. This man had me ready to risk peace for passion, and that scared the hell out of me—because I knew exactly where that road led.




Chapter Eleven- Eshe

We spotted Angel and Cassius near the stage, on a purple velvet couch shaped like a cloud. The lounge was packed, it usually was because it was known for it’s food and famous guest. I had meant to come when I saw it on Instagram, but then I saw their menu prices and changed my mind. Music played low in the background. Angel was in a yellow dress that made her skin look edible. Cassius looked good too, fresh line-up, dressed similar to Silas. Cassius gave Silas a chin nod and dapped him up.
Angel stood. “I didn’t think he was going to actually bring you. He be trying to keep you to himself,” she  said, pulling me into a hug. “You look good, girl.”
I laughed. “So do you,” I said, returning the compliment and leaving the rest of it alone. I wasn’t trying to unpack Silas and me tonight, especially after what he’d said in the car. I would overthink and wouldn’t be able to enjoy the show.
We sat, ordered drinks, got comfortable. The music started  and Jill took the stage before we could start a conversation. Silas slid his arm behind me on the couch—not touching, but close enough that I could feel the heat from his body. I had to exhale long and deep to ignore the way my body reacted.
Midway through the show, the band took a break. A piano player came out to keep the vibe going while they told us to refresh our drinks, hit the restroom, all that.
That’s when a shadow crossed the table.
I looked up.
And my eyes landed on Donte and Sinica. I hadn’t seen Sinica since her reception, and I hadn’t seen Donte’s ass since that night we argued.
He looked good. Suit jacket, no tie, watch gleaming under the lights. Sinica had on a white dress, makeup done to perfection. Her stomach was flat, which meant they’d had their baby. I had been avoiding looking at her social media without blocking them and making them think I gave a fuck. I really was over the entire thing. It’s funny how watching the love of your life get married could make you let go. I let myself stew in that shit so it hurt so bad God himself couldn’t have talked me into going back.
Donte’s eyes were locked on Silas.
I stood up slow, keeping my voice neutral. “Hey, Sinica.”
“Eshe. Didn’t expect to see you here,” she said in her snooty tone—saying I didn’t think you could afford it without saying it.
I motioned to the group. “This is Silas, Angel, and Cassius. This is my childhood friend Sinica and her husband Donte.”
Silas stood and gave a lazy smile. “Donte, huh?” He turned to me, tone casual. “As in… your ex? With your childhood friend.” He looked between them, then at me. “Y’all together?” he asked, knowing damn well I had told him they were weeks ago.
Sinica’s face twitched.
“You didn’t tell me they were together,” Silas said, eyes on me now. “You’re such an understanding person. I would not speak to people who betrayed me like that.”
He leaned in, kissed my forehead. “I’m sorry they treated you like that,” he said, looking me in the eyes, laying it on thick.
Then he looked directly at Donte. “Show’s about to start again. Y’all should probably go back to your seats.”
They walked off without another word.
I smacked his arm. “What is wrong with you?”
Cassius chuckled. “Yo, you wild.”
Angel grinned, sipping her drink and shaking her head. “You just couldn’t help yourself being messy.”
I crossed my arms. “Why you being petty?” I said, though I was feeling good having somebody stand up for me once.
“I’m being protective. I’m protecting your peace,” Silas said, voice low and steady. “Big difference.”
I sighed. “All you probably did was put batteries in his back, and he’s gonna find a reason to bother me again.”
Silas looked pleased. “Good. Let him. Give me a reason to rearrange his face.”
I shook my head and looked back toward the crowd. Donte and Sinica were on the other side of the lounge, standing by the bar. His eyes were on me.
I could feel them the rest of the night. Even when Jill came back out, even when the lights dimmed and the music picked up again.
“I’m about to run to the restroom before we leave,” I told Silas, grabbing my little clutch off the table.
“Want me to go with you?” he asked, glancing up from his phone. We had decided to have a few more drinks before we left, to give traffic time to thin out.
“No, man, I don’t need you to go to the bathroom with me.”
I moved quick, weaving through the thinning crowd and heading toward the hallway lined with glowing restroom signs. I needed a minute to breathe. A minute to process how the night had shifted—from sweet to messy in seconds—before I was stuck in the car with Silas. And I had to pee real bad.
Coming out, I looked up, and leaning against the wall like he’d been waiting for me was Donte’s ass.
I sighed. I had hoped he’d left.
I tried to walk right past him, but he stepped into my path.
“Really, Eshe? You move without saying a word, change your number, and then I see you for the first time in months and you’re cuddle up with some random?”
I exhaled, trying not to let his presence pull any more emotion out of me. “Donte, we’ve already done this back and forth. Can we just skip to the part where we pretend to be strangers?”
“No. I want answers.”
“You got them. At the reception. At your wedding. When you stood up there with her. When you married her. When y’all had a baby.”
“That don’t mean you had to ghost me. We were friends too.”
“You married my best friend!” I snapped. “You expect me to sit around and play friendly with you? Like you didn’t betray me in the most disgusting way possible?”
He shook his head. “You know that’s not how it went down.”
“I don’t give a damn how it went down. I care how it ended. It ended with my aborted baby. It ended with you saying fuck me. So now it’s fuck you.”
His jaw clenched. “You ain’t even give me a chance to fix anything between us.”
I could feel my blood pressure rising. It was moving so fast through my veins it was thumping in my ears.
“And you think now’s the time?” I looked him up and down. “You cornering me in a hallway while your wife’s at the bar and your baby at home?”
His face twisted, but he didn’t back down. “I just miss you. You don’t even look at me the same.”
“You’re right. I don’t. And I don’t miss you.”
“Because of him?”
I laughed—sharp and mean. “No, Donte. Because of you. I let go of you before he ever came around.”
Donte took a step closer. Too close. “You think he’s permanent? You think that man gonna love you the way I did?”
I reached up and mushed his head because the urge to put hands on his ass was too much to ignore. “I hope the fuck not.” I yelled louder than I wanted to. He had a lot of fucking nerve.
He didn’t get the chance to respond.
Silas walked up behind me, eyes locked on Donte, jaw ticking. I was seeing red, so my mind wasn’t comprehending what would probably happen—or I probably would have grabbed Silas and just walked away. Donte didn’t deserve the attention.
“You need to step back from her,” he said, voice low and steady.
Donte didn’t move.
Silas reached in between us and shoved him. Not hard, just enough to make him stumble back a step. “I said back up off her.”
“Silas,” I whispered, reaching for him. His body was tense. Hands balled into fists.
Donte pointed at him, eyes never leaving mine. “You temporary, man. A placeholder. She’ll be back, white boy.”
I stepped back, predicting the future.
Silas swung.
It was a clean, sharp jab to the jaw. Donte’s head snapped to the side.
When he righted himself, he stared at me as if I had hit him. But then I could feel myself smiling. Maybe that’s why.
Then he came back swinging, catching Silas in the mouth.
“Yo, yo!” Cassius appeared out of nowhere, sliding between them, staring at Donte. “Easy, you big motherfucker. I’ll shoot you if you hit me.”
Donte paused, chest heaving, eyes wild.
Silas growled like a wild animal, and it gave my coochie a tingle—which was so inappropriate at the time. He wiped blood from his lip. “Leave Eshe the fuck alone.”
Donte didn’t say anything. Just stood there breathing hard.
I stepped up then, pushing Silas back with both hands. “Let’s go. Please.”
Silas didn’t take his eyes off Donte, but he let me guide him down the hallway, Cassius following close behind us until the exit. Nobody exchanged words. Silas and I left and Cassius went back in for Angel. I was so embarrassed. My bullshit past had fucked up the night.
Silas and I didn’t speak until we hit the parking lot. The cool air hit my face, but my chest was still hot with adrenaline.
“You okay?” I asked.
Silas looked down at me, blood at the corner of his mouth, lip starting to swell. “I’m okay.”
“Thank you,” I said, voice soft.
“I know you probably mad at me for hitting him,” he admitted, voice low. “But seeing him try to intimidate you like that? No. I couldn’t over look it.”
I looked up at him, heart heavy. “You didn’t have to fight for me like that.”
He gave me a small smile. “Yeah, I did.”
I stood there staring at him—bloody lip, fucked-up shirt, jaw still clenched like he hadn’t fully cooled off yet. He was so fucking handsome and caring. I even liked that he had a hot temper. I liked that we could be in a room full of women and he never eyed one. I loved that he loved a Black woman’s son like he was his own. And something about the way he looked at me, like I was the only thing anchoring him to calm, made me want to kiss him.
I stepped close. Close enough to breathe the same breath. He smelled like cologne and sweat and something warm and masculine underneath it all.
His eyebrow rose, but he didn’t move an inch.
Then I reached up, stood on my tiptoes, and grabbed his face.
His breath hitched and his lips parted. I slid my tongue into his mouth and kissed him. I tasted the copper tang of blood and didn’t care. His hands found my ass, lifting me to stand on his expensive sneakers, giving me a few extra inches.
He groaned low in his throat, and the sound went straight through me. My fingers slid into his hair, tugging gently, while he palmed my ass.
I pulled back to breathe, lips tingling, my fingers still on his jaw.
He blinked at me, dazed for half a second, then licked his split lip and smirked. “If this is what I get for getting punched in the mouth, I might start picking more fights.”
I rolled my eyes and stepped back off of his feet.
This man.
This man was mine.
I just wasn’t ready to admit it to him yet.




Chapter Twelve- Silas



“Are we going to talk about the kiss?” I asked, leaning against the kitchen counter, watching her pour oat milk into her coffee—after I’d already told her she didn’t need caffeine after work, because she’d be up until two or three o’clock.
Eshe didn’t even blink. “Are we going to talk about why it’s Wednesday and you’re still in my house, even while I’m at work?”
“Yeah,” I said, taking a sip from my mug and shrugging. “I live here now.”
She rolled her eyes and turned toward the fridge. “You don’t live here, Silas.”
“I kind of do,” I argued—and had facts to back it up. “I’ve slept here four nights in a row, cooked twice, took the trash out… I went online and changed my mailing address.”
“—You didn’t change your mailing address,” she cut in, shooting me a look over her shoulder.
I grinned. “Yes I did.”
I had, because I was planning to spend all my free time with her—and I had important mail.
She walked past me without responding, because she knew I was telling the truth. Her heels clicked against the tile. She was dressed in a soft green blouse and high-waisted pants that hugged her round ass and made it real hard not to reach out and grab her.
She smelled like vanilla and wet pussy. The last part might’ve been my imagination.
I stepped in front of the door before she could leave. “So we’re really not going to talk about the kiss?”
Eshe raised one brow. “You mean that it happened?”
I dropped my voice, inching a little closer.
“That kiss changed my whole brain chemistry. I can’t think straight since it happened. I see you when I close my eyes. I taste you when I’m eating food. My body reacts to you before my mind does—like you rewired me. You kissed me once, Eshe, and now every cell in my body thinks it belongs to you. And all you can say is it happened?”
“I’m going to make you get out of my house, Silas, if you keep bothering me about a kiss. You can’t be this dramatic about a kiss.”
“I can. And you’re gonna miss me.”
“I doubt it.”
She pushed past me, and I stood there grinning like an idiot.
I liked her when she was being mean and dismissive. It meant She was  avoiding her feelings, which meant she had some for me.
I let her go shower, knowing she wasn’t about to make me leave. I’d find a reason to stay either way. I liked her coming home and me being there. I hadn’t planned on staying this long, but every morning when I thought about going home, the idea felt dumb. Quiet. Empty.
Eventually, I followed her to the bedroom. I knocked on the bathroom door.
She cracked it open, head poking out, hair tied up in a scarf. “What?”
“I want to talk to you about something serious.”
She narrowed her eyes. “Right now? While I’m showering?”
“You can shower while I talk,” I said, leaning against the doorframe. “I won’t look.”
She looked skeptical but pulled the door open wider. “Fine.”
She stepped back, a towel wrapped around her body. She got into the shower and dropped the towel behind the glass door. My heart sped up, knowing she was naked on the other side. I could only see a shadow behind the frosted glass.
“I dare you to open the shower door,” I said.
Her head poked back out. “Hell no. Now what did you want to talk about?”
“The kiss,” I said, looking her dead in the eye.
She rolled her eyes and disappeared behind the steam again as the water turned on.
I leaned against the sink. “I just—I keep thinking about it. About how soft your lips were. How you tasted like strawberries. I understand what it means to swoon now.”
No response.
“What were you thinking just before you kissed me? Did you do it because I hit your ex?”
Still nothing. I heard the water splash.
“I’m serious, Eshe. That kiss was... more than a kiss. You kissed me like I belonged to you. What are we now?”
She started humming louder—just loud enough to drown me out.
I kept talking anyway. “You can ignore me if you want. But I know you felt it too.”
Steam rolled out over the shower door. I stared at her silhouette through the frosted glass. I could probably join her and she’d let me. But would she want to let me?
“You’re really not going to respond?” I asked.
Nothing.
But I swore I heard her laugh, low and smug, over the sound of the water.
“I think I’m in love,” I whispered to myself, low enough so she couldn’t hear.




Chapter Thirteen- Silas



“You like her?”
Dr. Bailey raised an eyebrow and leaned back in his chair. His office was warm, walls painted a calm, earthy green, and the couch was the same shade of gray as every therapist’s couch I’d ever seen on TV.
“I like her,” I said.
“Love her?”
I looked away, jaw tight. “That’s the thing. I don’t know.”
Dr. Bailey nodded, letting the silence stretch the way he always did, waiting for me to fill it.
“I mean… it feels like love. I think about her all the time. I like how I feel around her. Safe. Seen. But also… I don’t know if I’m just addicted to how she makes me feel. If I’m just… using her to fix some hole in me.”
“You feel like she’s filling a void?”
“Yeah.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “We haven’t known each other that long. But everything just clicked. I’ve been staying at her place. And not because she invited me. I just show up. I know her coffee order. I know what shoes she kicks off first. I know she hums when she’s mad, and she smells like vanilla and peace.”
“But you’re not sure if it’s love,” he said, writing something down.
“No. I think… I don’t know what real love is. I know I want to protect her. I want to show up for her. I want her to be proud of me.” I laughed once, dry. “But then, I might be in love. I kissed her and started thinking about ring size. Is that healthy?”
“It could be healthy,” Dr. Bailey said. “But what you’re describing sounds more like you’re trying to figure out if the way you’re attaching to her is about her… or about you.”
“Exactly.” I sank lower into the couch. “I don’t want to mess this up. I don’t want to make her into some kind of emotional life raft. That’s not fair to her.”
“You’re already ahead of most men by asking that question.” He folded his hands. “So let’s go deeper. You said she makes you feel seen. Who didn’t see you? Your mother, your father?”
I flinched. It was always that part of therapy—the part where we stop talking about now and dig into back then.
“No. I don’t want to talk about them yet. Not when talking about her. But I did realize… that it was them. Not me.” I exhaled. “I didn’t do anything wrong. I was too young to be blamed for anything.”
Dr. Bailey smiled. “You’re trying to do my job now.” He chuckled and leaned back again. “But seriously, that’s progress. You’re seeing the origin of the void you say you feel. Now you’re scared Eshe is filling it. Maybe she is. It doesn’t mean your feelings aren’t real. It just means you need to keep checking yourself to make sure you’re loving her for who she is, not what she gives you.”
I sat with that. Let it settle. Then nodded slowly.
“Got it.”
“Good. So,” he said, clicking his pen closed, “what are you going to do next with your day? Meeting with Cassius? Your baby momma?”
I grinned. “I got another question for you before I go that’ll determine my answer.”
He gave me a look.
“It’s about Eshe’s Ex,” I said. “Would it be healthy if I go knock on his door and just have a man-to-man with him… fist-a-cuff style?”
Dr. Bailey laughed, shaking his head. “Get out of my office, Silas.”




Chapter Fourteen- Silas

“When we get in this store,” Eshe said, pointing a perfectly manicured finger at me, “don’t get anything that’s not on the list. No childish behavior from you today.”
I pressed a kiss to her forehead, grinning. “I’ve got grown-up money of my own though, so I can buy it if I want to.”
She rolled her eyes but didn’t argue. We were grocery shopping for the weekend—I’d finally convinced her to visit my place for a few days and we needed real food. Well, she said real food. I just wanted snacks.
The second we turned down the cereal aisle, my heart sped up.
Charmaine was in the exact same aisle in a black hoodie, chunky rings on every finger, her hair had grown out into a head full of thick natural curls. She spotted me before I could pivot and backtrack. It had been months since I’d last seen her. But she had called me a few times, trying to tempt me with her vagina.
“Oh Jesus, be a fence,” I muttered, stealing one of Eshe’s lines, while grabbing the biggest box of cereal I could find and trying to hide behind it.
Eshe grabbed my arm. “What are you doing, Silas?”
I snatched away. “Unhand me, woman. I’m trying to hide.”
Charmaine’s voice cut down the aisle before Eshe could respond. “Silas?”
I sighed and lowered the box. “Hey, Charmaine.”
She walked up. She looked me up and down, then looked at Eshe. “This your new girlfriend?”
Eshe smiled and said, “No.”
“Yes,” I said at the exact same time.
Charmaine smirked. “That’s different. I know you just met her from Instagram, but you are already calling her your girlfriend. I was with you almost a year and you kept saying we were just vibing.”
I winced. “I blocked you on Instagram.”
Eshe looked unbothered, like she was watching a rerun of some TV show. It was almost insulting.
“Angel didn’t. We’re still friends.”
I responded, “Only because I didn’t tell her you’re jealous of her,” I mumbled under my breath.
Charmaine’s eyes narrowed. “Say it louder so we can all hear.”
Eshe chuckled, touched my arm, and said, “I’m gonna grab some milk to go with your cereal.” She started to walk off.
I panicked and grabbed her wrist. “Don’t leave me with her.”
She looked back at me, amused.
“Angel said she thinks she’s going to try and put roots on me,” I whispered. 
Eshe blinked.
“I don’t want to be a love zombie for her.”
Eshe shook her head and walked off laughing.
Charmaine raised a brow. “So you’re just going to talk about me like I’m not here?”
“You’re right. Sorry. Bye?” I shot back. I jogged off to catch up with Eshe before she could respond.
“You handled that so smooth,” I said.
She shrugged. “How was I supposed to handle it?”
“With jealousy and violence. You’re very good at controlling yourself.” I kissed her on the cheek. “But don’t worry. You’re my favorite girl, number two in my life, after Ekon.”
“So I’ve surpassed Angel?”
I grabbed her arm and stopped her movement. “Yes, because I only see Angel as family. You—I want to eat strawberries out of your pussy.”
Eshe’s breath caught. Just for a second. Her eyes widened and flicked over my lips, then they narrowed like she was trying to keep her expression in check. She was failing miserably. The look on her face made my dick thump. I was pleased I affected her.
I pressed on, dropping my voice an octave. “All you gotta do is say yes, I know you want to. Look at you, I bet it’s wet.”
She stepped back, shaking her head.
“Your duality is dangerous.”
I smirked. “Explain.”
“The way you switch between sweet and filthy like it’s nothing.” She shook her head hard, biting into her lip. “Sometimes you be having me so close to giving in.”
I reached up and dragged my thumb down the line of her jaw. “Baby, I promise you, when you do? It’ll be the best decision of your life.”
She shoved me away. “Stop that. Before I call your wannabe girlfriend over here, she’s right down the aisle behind you.” She looked over my shoulder.
I snatched around. Nobody was there.
“That’s mean, Eshe.”
She threw her head back and laughed at me.




Chapter Fifteen- Eshe

“This where you live?” I asked, leaning forward in my seat as Silas pulled the car into a long, curved driveway. The house was ridiculous. Big as hell. Too big for one person. Modern, clean lines, floor-to-ceiling windows all lit up.
“Yes,” he replied like he hadn’t just pulled up in front of a mansion.
“And none of your friends have been here? Like, ever?” I turned to stare at him. “Not even Ekon?”
He smirked. “Nope. I have a condo in downtown Saint Pete. I got this a couple years ago as part of my inheritance.” He cut the engine and turned to me. “I just never wanted to bring anybody but you here. Ekon can’t appreciate it.”
I wanted to ask him why I earned these privileges, but instead I asked,
“Why are you always at my house when you got this?” I shook my head. “You don’t make no damn sense.”
“Because you’re there.”
He got out before I could respond. But I didn’t even know what I would have said.
He popped the trunk, grabbed my bag, opened the car door for me, helped me out, and wheeled it through the massive front doors.
“Come on.” He grabbed my hand, pulling me into a foyer.
The inside looked exactly how I expected. Big. Clean. Expensive. Marble floors. Abstract art on the walls. A kitchen that probably cost more than my student loans. He showed me each room, but he didn’t stop until he hit the master bedroom.
“This is where we’ll be sleeping.”
I looked around. His master bedroom looked like it belonged in a magazine—wide, open space with soft gray walls, floor-to-ceiling windows, and a bed big enough to swallow a person whole. The furniture was all sleek and low, dark wood and leather. It fit him. It smelled like him.
“You got six other bedrooms in this house. I don’t get my own?”
“No,” he said, rolling my bag into the corner like I’d already agreed. “I’m used to sleeping with you now.”
“Mostly on the weekends,” I reminded him, giving him side-eye. “What do you do when you’re alone?”
He didn’t hesitate. “Insomnia.”
“That’s why you sleep like the dead on the weekends?”
He nodded. I didn’t say anything else back, just watched him unpack my stuff like he was living for this moment. He refolded what needed to be refolded and hung the rest.
Later, we were in the kitchen, half-cooking, half-playing around with ingredients because Silas didn’t believe in recipes and was goofy. I was standing at the stove stirring a concoction of ground beef, mashed potatoes, and gravy that he swore would taste good once baked with cheese.
I wanted to be nosy and ask him how much he was worth. And why the hell he had all this and was chasing me. We were obviously from two very different worlds.
The question came out of my mouth before I stopped it. “If I give in to your little delusion and become your girl,” I teased, “and we get married… how much money do I get access to?” I turned to face him, back to the stove.
He grinned over his glass of wine. “I’ll deposit half of forty-two million into your account tonight if you agree to marry me now.”
I blinked hard, my mouth falling open. “Forty-two million? That’s a lot of money. I was kidding. You shouldn’t tell women that upfront. One might take you for everything you got.”
He didn’t say anything right away. His grin faded. His eyes softened. He stood and walked over, leaning at the waist until he met me eye to eye, close enough I breathed in the breaths he took. His eyes locked with mine. “I would give it all to you, Eshe. Can I kiss you again?”
I blinked again as my heart sped up and butterflies went crazy in my stomach. I wanted to say yes.
“No. Because you’ll think I said yes because you offered me my weight in gold.”
He laughed, low under his breath. “Fair.” He didn’t move though, and his closeness had my nipples tightening.
I cleared my throat and pushed him away. It was ridiculous how much he affected my body and heart no matter how many times I tried to remain indifferent.
Donte had been on demon time, but Silas? Silas was something quieter. More dangerous. Patient. I’m scared of saying yes to him because what if he really means everything he says? Am I healed enough not to ruin a man like him?
Because he’s good—better than I think he even realizes. He oozes loving, caring energy. But there’s a sadness behind his smile, tucked beneath all that charm. And I don’t want to be the one to add to it.
“So,” I said, sidestepping him and leaning against the counter, breaking the chemistry between us, “what movie are we watching tonight, rich boy?”




Chapter Sixteen- Silas

I was on the second-floor balcony of Silas house, sunk into a cushioned lounge chair, a half-smoked blunt burning between my shaking fingers. Silas was supposed to be asleep. I couldn’t. Summer Walker’s “Girls Need Love Too” was on repeat on my cellphone, her voice seeping into my bloodstream like the smoke curling from my lips.
I was almost high, I felt floaty. Aroused. Torn apart.
My thought wouldn’t slow down, the main one was… What if Silas got tired of this back-and-forth? Of me? What if he woke up one day and decided I wasn’t worth the monumental patience he was pouring into me? That girl from the grocery store—Charmaine—still wanted him. I didn’t like her ass, I’d played it cool, but the green-eyed monster had been clawing at my ribs. But then he was the hiding behind a cereal box from her, while begging me for scraps. We were not the same. But… what if my hesitation finally broke him? What if he slid back into something easy and familiar because I was still straddling the fence?
Which would hurt more? To lose him without ever knowing what it felt like to be fully his? Or to lose him after being his?
I dragged hard on the blunt, my chest tightened eyes burned. I hadn’t really smoked since the night before Donte wedding so the smoke stung, but it wasn’t enough to blur the ache. I blamed Donte for all of it—for the mess I was, for the trust issues I was putting Silas through. If he had just loved me the way I’d begged him to, maybe I wouldn’t be sitting here second-guessing a man who hadn’t given me a single reason to. This mother fucker had ruined my ability to trust peace. And I hated him for it because now the realest man I’d ever felt was sleeping in that bedroom, and I was too terrified to go claim him.
The sliding door creaked open behind me.
I stubbed out the blunt.
“Hey.” Silas said. Voice thick with sleep.
I looked over my shoulder. He was barefoot, sweatpants hanging low on his hips, T-shirt wrinkled from sleep. His hair was messy, but his eyes were sharp, locked on me. I hadn’t even had sex with him yet. But my body was begging for it, like it remembered how good it could be.
Heat crept up my neck. I looked away.
I jumped a little as he sat behind me, he slid his arms around me from behind, pulling me back into the solid warmth of his chest. The night was cool, but his body was a furnace. I could feel his lips, warm against my neck, then the hard press of his dick against the small of my back.
“What’s wrong?” he whispered into my skin.
“Nothing. You were supposed to be asleep.”
“I was. But you’re loud when you’re in your head. I can feel it.”
I scoffed. “You can’t feel me thinking.”
He pulled me around to face him. “Bet I can.”
He drew a circle on my palm that made my spine tingle.
“You were thinking about your ex. About my ex. About what we’re doing here.”
I was speechless.
He pressed a soft kiss to my shoulder blade. “You don’t have to say it out loud, Eshe. I already know you. It sounds illogical, but it’s the truest thing I’ve ever felt. My soul recognizes yours. It’s that simple—and that complicated.”
His hands slid around my waist, holding me there like he was grounding me.
“You’re scared, and I understand that. I told you that first night—I knew what to do with you. So let me handle this. I won’t lead us wrong. Just… stop thinking for a minute and be here with me.”
My chest squeezed. I couldn’t look at him.
I didn’t answer with words. I leaned down and kissed him.
No warning. No easing in. I just grabbed his face and kissed him like I needed to steal the air from his lungs. Because I did. I was done being scared.
His hands roamed my body, leaving trails of fire. I moaned into his mouth as his fingers found my nipples, teasing and pinching them into hard peaks. The kiss stretched—deep and hungry. I tasted him, let my teeth scrape his bottom lip until he groaned. His hands gripped my hips and pulled me out of the chair like I weighed nothing. He stood and maneuvered me. My back hit the balcony door, and he didn’t stop kissing me as he slid it open, walking us backward into his bedroom.
His clothes came off between kisses. He dragged my nightshirt over my head—I wasn’t wearing a bra or panties. He kissed my mouth, my throat. His hands were everywhere, like he couldn’t decide where to touch first. His T-shirt hit the floor, then his shorts. His chest was solid and warm under my palms. He tasted like weed and chocolate. He hovered over me.
“You’re so beautiful,” he murmured, his lips going back to my neck, nipping at the sensitive skin. “So fucking perfect.”
I gasped as he moved lower. His teeth scraped against my nipple, and my hands flew to his hair, tugging him back up.
“No.” I shook my head, breathless. “I’ve been waiting too long for this. Put your mouth on my pussy later. Just—fuck me. Please.”
His eyes flashed, darkening with heat. “You sure?”
His hand palmed my thigh, sliding up slowly to my ass. “I don’t mind taking my time.”
“No.” I kissed him again, messy and needy. “Just fuck me. You talk too much sometimes. Be less thoughtful right now.”
He grinned against my mouth, pushed my legs apart, and settled between my saturated thighs. He was breathing hard, his droopy eyes fixed on me as he slid a hand between us. I reached for his dick, but he knocked my hand away.
“Let me do this.”
Then I felt him—pushing into me. He slid in slow, watching my face like he was looking for a specific reaction. My body tensed at the delicious burn, then yielded, cream already flowing. He was stretching me, filling me in a way I’d only imagined.
He was thick. Deep. Stretching me.
My body clenched around him, greedy. Cream leaked down my thighs as he filled me to the hilt, every inch lighting me up from the inside.
“Fuuuuck,” he groaned. “This pussy’s already sucking me in.”
“Fuck, baby. You’re so wet for me. This how you been sleeping next to me? Pussy soaked, pretending you weren’t thinking about me?”
I moaned, unable to form words. My legs locked around him. I wanted to cry, it felt so good.
“That’s right. I got you speechless.”
His hips rocked in a slow, devastating rhythm. “Took my time with you. I was patient. And now you’re giving it to me. It’s mine now.”
I clawed at his back when he shifted, grinding deeper, hitting a spot inside me that pulled a raw, unrecognizable sound from my throat.
“I bet you don’t think I’m goofy right now.”
I wanted to tell him he was always goofy, but all that came out was a broken, “Ohhh, fuck… Silas—”
“There she goes,” he whispered, capturing my mouth with his. “Say my name again, baby. Say it like you mean it.”
“Silas.”
“That’s it. Keep talkin’ to me. Let me know I’m fucking it right.”
He sped up, the bed creaking under us, his head bowed to watch himself slide in and out like he couldn’t believe it was real. His praises were a filthy, sweet litany against my skin.
“You feel too good, baby. Too good. Ain’t nobody else ever getting this again. I swear to God.”
I was shaking, my hips meeting every stroke, his name a prayer on my lips. His hand slid between us, his thumb finding my clit, rubbing slow and steady circles that made me see stars. I hooked a leg over his arm, and he drove into me harder, his hips slamming into mine.
“That’s my girl. Give it to me. I want it all.”
His face was a mask of pure pleasure, holding back for me. That was all it took. I shattered around him, a wave of pleasure so intense it stole my breath, my voice cracking on a sob as I came.
He followed a moment later, a deep groan tearing from his chest as he pulsed inside me, filling me up as my body milked every last drop from him.
When he collapsed on top of me, he was still hard inside, still twitching. He buried his face in my neck, breathing me in.
“You good?” he asked hoarsely.
I laughed, soft and tired. “No. Because that was too intense.”
He kissed my temple. “Either way, you’re stuck with me now. I gave you my second-time-around virginity. You gotta take responsibility for me now.”




Chapter Seventeen- Eshe



Silas was possessed. That was the only excuse for how he was treating me and the words coming out of his mouth.
He had me on my knees, my hands tied above my head, wrists bound with his belt, the leather biting into my skin every time I squirmed. Not that I could move much—not with his hand gripping the back of my head, holding me exactly where he wanted, and his other hand in control of the belt. When he said no hands, this was not what I expected.
His dick hit the back of my throat again, making my eyes water, spit stringing down my chin—a filthy mess of pleasure and control.
“There you go,” he growled. “Open that throat for me, filthy little thing.” His hips snapped forward, forcing himself deeper.
I moaned around him, whimpering when he held me in place, letting me feel every inch before dragging out slow—then plunging back in.
I should’ve hated this. I should’ve been humiliated.
But I felt my thighs clench, my pussy throbbing with every brutal thrust of his hips. Heat burned through me. I liked it.
“You’re a mess,” he said, voice thick. “Look at you. You love it like this, don’t you? Tied up, throat-fucked, you’re nothing but a hole for me to use.”
His words made something twist low in my stomach, hunger clawing at me.
I couldn’t speak, but I was sure he could feel my answer—the way my tongue moved.
“Swallow it when I give it to you.”
His grip tightened in my hair, pulling my head back just enough to force my teary eyes up to his. His dick rested heavy on my tongue as he looked down at me, smirking like the devil himself.
“Look at you,” he said again, almost in wonder.
I had never even thought about this scenario happening to me, let alone thought I’d be enjoying it.
He started moving, fucking my mouth, in and out, his grip on my hair and the belt tightening.
“I’m about to cum,” he warned, and his strokes got jerky. I could taste the salty beginning of the end.
“Swallow, baby. Now.”
He held me there, and I couldn’t do anything but what he said.
I swallowed as much hot, thick cum as I could, my throat working, my eyes wide, my whole body shaking from the lust crawling through me.
When he finally let go, I coughed, gasping—spit and cum coating my chin and chest. I blinked up at him, trembling.
“You made such a mess,” he murmured, running his finger over my lips and chin, catching the drips left behind. He offered it to me.
Without hesitation, I sucked his finger between my lips.
“Good girl,” he drawled, voice dark with approval. “My perfect little slut.”
He pulled his digits out of my mouth, and the throbbing in my clit intensified.
What the fuck was wrong with me?
Silas stared at me, eyes droopy.
“You’re so fucking sexy like this—on your knees, with my cum painting your body.”
He reached down and cupped my breast, his thumb brushing over my right nipple before snatching his hand away.
He let his grip on the belt go.
I was breathing heavy, chest rising and falling.
I wondered what he was thinking—what he would do to me next.
He walked off like he hadn’t just left me tied, still trembling.
I could hear him moving around in the bathroom, running water, humming under his breath.
When he came back, his entire demeanor had shifted—back to soft, doting Silas, warm rag in hand. He knelt and gently wiped my mouth, my chest, my cheeks. Whatever sex demon had possessed him was gone. I was disappointed.
He sat on the edge of the bed and carefully wiped my face, then my breasts.
“There we go,” he said, like he was proud of himself. “Can’t have my girl looking a mess. You know I got standards.” He chuckled.
He untied my wrists, rubbing at them with his thumbs where the pressure had been.
He rubbed at the red marks on my wrists and kissed each palm like they were sacred. “Are you okay?”
I nodded, still a little breathless. I stared at him in awe.
“What is wrong with you? You switch up too fast. I was just tied up and choking on your shaft, now you being sweet and wiping my face.”
“That’s my range.”
He flashed that boyish grin again and stood, stretching like a cat.
“Now, what do you want to eat? I’m about to order something.”
I stared at him like he’d grown a second head.
“You askin’ me what I want to eat… after what you just did to my mouth?”
My voice came out dry, still recovering.
He laughed. “Yes. You burned calories. You need to replenish.”
“Your duality is… something else. I don’t even know if I like it.”
I lied.
He grinned wider at that, leaned down. He leaned in, kissed my temple—and before I could breathe, his hand was in my panties. Two fingers slid inside me without warning. I gasped, clutching his arm.
“Silas—”
“Shh,” he whispered, fingers curling until my body arched. “You like it,” he whispered, right against my jaw, slipping two fingers inside of my wetness.
I did like it. I really did.
I started moving against his hand. His fingers curled and pulled an inhuman sound out of me.
Then, just as quick as he started, he pulled his hand back, leaving me right at the edge, breath caught, thighs trembling.
“Why?” I whined, dropping my head to my chest.
“This is punishment for making me wait so long,” he said, laughing as he licked his fingers like I was something sweet.
I stared at him, panting. “You’re going to hell.”
“Maybe, but I’m hungry right now. I’ll get you Thai food. Your favorite. Then I’m coming back for that pussy.”
He walked out still grinning, leaving me there—glaring, and way too turned on to function.




Chapter Eighteen- Silas



I wasn’t playing cards. That’s what I was supposed to be doing, but instead, I was watching her.
Eshe.
She was drunk off tequila and whatever else she and Angel could find. They were on the makeshift stage in my backyard, leaned into each other on the mic, screaming out “Not Gon’ Cry” like it was a personal testimony. They were off-key, too loud, but having the time of their lives. I just smiled into my drink like a man too far gone to care. Eshe was it for me. There would be no other women. I didn’t want to love anybody else. Didn’t even see the point in trying.
She knew it, and I felt like she was playing with my feelings a little bit. She knew how I felt but wasn’t giving in fully. She took what I gave her—attention, protection, comfort, maybe even sex—but kept her heart guarded.
Watching her dance around how I felt stung a bit.
But I still gave her what she wanted when she asked. I didn’t throw parties. I liked other people’s parties—fucking up their shit, leaving messes for them to clean. But Eshe asked me to with that mouth of hers, and I could never say no because of what she could do with it. I groaned low in my throat.
Now my house was full of people, some I barely knew, music shaking the windows, and Eshe glowing in the center of it all.
“You’re staring at her again.”
I turned. Naomi was back—smudged lip gloss, crooked ponytail, with a woman standing behind her in all black and a scowl. She looked familiar, but I couldn’t place where.
“Who’s this?” I cut in before Naomi could ramble.
“Me and Jonas were leaving,” she slurred, jerking a thumb toward the door. “And she was just… there. Knocking. Demanding to talk to the owner.” Naomi rolled her eyes. “So I brought her to you. You’re welcome.”
I looked at her again and immediately knew why I recognized her.
Sinica.
Eshe’s ex-best friend. The one who married her ex.
I snorted. “We’re neighbors?” Of course we were. Life loved its little jokes. I knew she was there to complain. I could see the Karen all over her face.
Sinica smiled like she tasted something bitter. “A few houses down. I was going to call the police about the noise—”
I cut her off. “It’s nine o’clock. Ordinance says no noise complaints until after eleven on Saturdays. Look it up. Go home, lady.” I waved her off.
Her mouth twitched. “Rude.”
“To you? Correct.” If Eshe didn’t like her, I hated her.
Sinica sucked her teeth, spun on her heel, and stalked off.
Naomi laughed, glassy-eyed, and walked off behind her.
Not two minutes later, she was back. This time with Donte. Tall. Smug. Dressed like he’d just stepped out of a magazine shoot in a polo and tailored pants. I ground my teeth. His eyes locked onto Eshe first, and for a second, his face flashed with emotions. Hunger. Regret. Fury. Love. Hate.
I was on my feet before my brain caught up, the alcohol in my veins burning off like fog under a blowtorch. My tipsiness dissipated.
“Rolling in the deep,” Eshe sang loudly.
“And you had my heart inside of your hand,” Angel sang even louder.
I stopped in front of Donte. He looked me up and down. And then he shoved me. Just like that. No words. No reason.
Big mistake.
I lunged forward, shoving him so hard he stumbled into a table. Cups toppled. Someone yelped.
“Who the fuck do you think you are?” I snarled.
“Who are you to talk to my wife like you did?” he shot back, chest heaving.
The music cut.
A hush rolled over the backyard.
Somebody from the party stepped in front of us, but I had tunnel vision—could only see him and his smug, punchable face. He had broken Eshe’s heart.
I looked over, and Eshe was stumbling our way barefoot, mic still in hand, hair wild, eyes narrowing as she took it all in. She was sweating, so I knew she had had too much to drink.
She stopped in front of Donte. Stared at him, then at Sinica. “What the fuck is this?” Her words were slurred, but the venom in them was crystal clear. “Why are y’all even here?”
Sinica spoke first. “I came to ask—”
Eshe cut her off. “Shut up, bitch. I can’t even have one night? One night without y’all fucking it up for me?”
She was yelling now.
“You married my man,” she pointed at Sinica, “and now you can’t even let me be happy without him and sing some fucking karaoke? I hate y’all. I really do.”
Sinica rolled her eyes like none of it mattered.
CRACK.
The slap echoed. Sinica’s head snapped sideways, her hand flying to her cheek. For a second, no one breathed.
Sinica’s eyes went wide, and she took a step backward like she was scared Eshe would do it again. Donte stepped forward to say something.
“I’ve been wanting to do that for so long,” she hissed.
She turned like it was over. She got about ten feet away, then turned around. And launched the mic at Donte’s face.
It hit him square in the mouth. Blood leaked from his lip.
He started in her direction. I didn’t even get to step forward. Angel’s cousin blocked him, sizing him up. Everybody loved Eshe within just a few months.
“Nigga, go that way,” he said, pointing Donte toward the door.
Angel cheered.
Cassius laughed so hard he almost dropped his drink.
Everything felt surreal.
Especially when people circled in, pushing Donte and Sinica toward the door, talking shit the whole way. I didn’t have to say a word.
Eshe picked up the mic like nothing happened.
“DJ, run it back,” she said.
The Adele song picked up where she left off, and Eshe was back to singing, arms around Angel—loud, terrible, happy.
I watched her.
She didn’t look back to find out what happened to Donte. She was smiling again.
I should’ve been happy. She’d won.
But she didn’t look to me either. It was like neither of us really mattered.
And I wondered.
Why had she slapped Sinica and mentioned her stealing her man? Was it because there was still something she hadn’t let go of when it came to Donte?
But she had also hit him too, my brain reasoned.
I didn’t like asking myself any of these questions.
Didn’t like wondering if her life with him wasn’t fully buried yet.
But I didn’t say anything.
I wouldn’t force her to let him go until she was ready.
Even if it meant sitting here, wondering how long it’d take for her past to stop knocking on the door.




Chapter Nineteen- Eshe

I woke up alone.
Mouth dry. Head pounding. Eyes crusty from sleep. My lashes felt like bricks. I blinked a few times, then groaned. My tongue was stuck to the roof of my mouth like Velcro.
Silas wasn’t in bed.
My first instinct was to call for him, but my voice sounded like gravel. I sat up slowly, holding my head like it might fall off if I moved too fast. The house was quiet. The digital clock on the nightstand read three a.m. My toes hit the floor, and I stood on shaky legs, grabbing one of Silas’s shirts from the end of the bed to throw on.
I padded out of the room, the faint sound of gunfire pulling me toward the living room. I found Silas sitting on the couch, bare-chested in boxers, headset around his neck, PS5 controller in his hand.
I didn’t say anything. Just walked past him, dragging my nails across his back as I headed to the kitchen. He shivered under my touch, a little muscle in his shoulder twitching. I smirked to myself.
I pulled two bottles of water from the fridge, cracked one open, took a few sips, then walked back toward him.
He didn’t look up.
I stood in front of him, popped the controller from his hand with one finger, and crawled into his lap, facing him. My thighs spread across his, my bare pussy in his lap. He blinked at me. There was something in his eyes, but it wasn’t annoyance.
I kissed the dip of his throat, right where his Adam’s apple bobbed when he swallowed. I felt his dick twitch. I held up the water bottle and pressed it to his lips.
He drank slow, watching me the whole time.
When he reached for the controller again, I hit play and settled against him, laying my head on his shoulder. He didn’t start playing though. Just stared at the screen like it owed him answers.
“What’s wrong?” I whispered, rubbing his thigh slowly, trying to ease whatever tension he was carrying.
He sighed. “Don’t wanna say. Makes me feel stupid and insecure.”
I tilted my head up. “Silas. Nothing you say could make me think you’re stupid. Say it.”
He looked at me, conflicted, like he was debating if it was worth it. Then finally said, “You sure you’re over Donte?”
The question hit like a cold splash. But I answered without flinching and truthfully.
“Yes, I’m over him. What else you want to know?” I didn’t like the tone of his voice, and I wanted to reassure him.
He paused the game again.
His voice came low, careful. “Were you in love with him?”
“Yes and no. At first, yes. In the middle, no. But I thought I was.”
“Did you fuck him recently? Since I’ve known you?”
“No. Not since before we broke up. It’s been a minute. A long one.”
“Did you think about him when you kissed me the first time?”
“Not at all. I was thinking about how bad I wanted to kiss you.”
“Last night… when you hit Sinica. Was that about him?”
“That was about her. But when I hit him with the mic? Yeah… that was about him.”
“Why?”
I laughed a little. “‘Cause I been wanting to hit both of them for years. And I was just drunk enough to do it.”
Silas laughed too. That deep, sexy kind of laugh that makes you feel like you just told the best joke in the world.
“Last one,” he said. “Are you sure you don’t want him back?”
I looked at him, dead serious. “I’m sure.”
I kissed him soft—no tongue, no heat—just lips. Tender. Solid. Then I reached between us and tugged his dick out of his boxers. He was already hard.
I shifted, lifted my hips, and sank down on him slow.
His head tilted back against the couch, eyes rolling as he moaned.
“Fuck…”
I started moving, up and down, from root to tip. I rode him slow, hips grinding deep. He grabbed the top of the T-shirt I was wearing—his favorite one—and tried to yank it up, but I stopped him.
“Don’t,” I whispered, breath catching. “I like this one.”
He didn’t care. He ripped it down the middle trying to get to my tits.
“I’ll buy you another one,” he growled, wrapping his mouth around my nipple, sucking hard.
I rolled my hips faster, grinding against him, our bodies slipping into rhythm like we’d been made to fit.
“Don’t I feel sure about you?” I asked him, teasing.
He didn’t answer. Just gripped my ass and thrust up into me hard enough to steal the breath from my lungs. Holding me steady, his with one hand, the other holding my breast to his mouth.
I draped my arms around his neck.
I swayed my head side to side. I was about to cum for him and I wanted him to cum with me. I held him tighter.
Fuck Donte and Sinica.




Chapter Twenty- Silas

The night felt easy, though my emotions were ragged.
Cool breeze, cold beers, charcoal smoke hanging in the air. We were outside on my patio, coals crackling in the grill, ribs slow-cooking while Cassius nursed a bottle of tequila and Jonas stirred something that might’ve been jerk marinade—but smelled like gasoline and hate. I would definitely not eat it.
Angel, Naomi, and Eshe were inside. From the open window, I heard SZA playing low. Somebody was laughing. Probably Eshe.
I should’ve been relaxed.
Instead, I was turning a beer bottle over in my hand, jaw tight, trying not to let a moment I should’ve already shaken fester in my chest. I was hurt and didn’t want to admit it.
Cassius caught me staring off and nodded once, eyes still on the grill. “You good?”
I shrugged, then took a sip. “You ever get stuck on some something dumb?”
He laughed. “Every day of my life. What kind of dumb we talking?”
I sighed—real deep. “She called him ‘her man.’”
Cassius blinked, not following at first.
“At the party,” I clarified. “When Eshe was going off on her ex and his wife. She said, ‘You married my man.’” I took another sip. “She was talking about him. Donte. Like he was still hers.”
Cassius leaned back in the patio chair, shoulders stretching under a black tee. “Damn. She did say that. But I don’t think she meant it.”
“I know it doesn’t mean anything,” I added quickly, before either of them could say shit. “I know it was just the way she said it. She was drunk. Angry. But I heard it. And it stuck.”
Cassius stared at me for a long second, then nodded slowly. “I don’t even know what to say. I’d feel the same way.”
That didn’t help.
Jonas looked up from the grill and wiped his hands on a towel. “You know how long it took me to stop thinking Naomi would leave me?”
We both turned to him. Jonas didn’t talk much about that shit.
“I got a face full of scars, a record, and a past. Naomi looked like she walked out of somebody’s damn dreams—slim thick, pretty, head full of hair. She mean, and I liked that shit. The first year we were fucking around, I couldn’t sleep right. Every time she got dressed nice, I assumed she was doing it for somebody else.”
He took a long sip of water. “Then one day, I stopped making her pay for my insecurities. I believed her. That she chose me.”
Cassius nodded. “We all got something that messes with us. Angel called me ‘her friend’ when she knew I was in love with her. I ain’t let that go yet.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Seriously? After all you did?”
His eyes narrowed. “Fuck yeah. I know what I did, but that played a lot into what happened with us at the beginning.”
I let that conversation alone, because Cassius had been in the wrong from beginning to end. I was there—fed into some of it.
I looked toward the back door.
“I just…” I ran a hand over my face. “She’s everything. And I’m scared I’m gonna fuck it up before we even start. By being insecure.”
“You’re already in it,” Jonas said. “Scars and all. Just lean in and don’t talk yourself out of it. She’s good for you. We all see it.”
Before I could reply, the patio door swung open. Eshe stepped outside holding a glass tray of baked beans with steam rising off the top. Her hair was piled on top of her head in a lazy bun, curls spilling out, skin glowing under the patio lights.
She walked right over, bent down, and kissed me. A quick kiss. “You can’t eat these beans, Silas. Naomi made them extra spicy. And make sure you take your antacid before eating any BBQ.”
I just stared at her, bottle loose in my hand, because all that dumb shit I’d been carrying fell away the second her lips touched mine. She wasn’t even thinking about him. She wasn’t carrying Donte into this moment. That was me. That was my weight.
She turned to go back inside, but I caught her wrist.
She looked down at me. “What?”
“Nothing,” I said, voice low. “Just… I really like you in my house.”
She smiled, soft and real. “Good. I plan to be in it a lot more. I probably will never be able to afford this by myself. I’ma mooch off you as long as you let me.” She laughed.
And then she was gone again, back through the sliding door.
I turned back to Cassius and Jonas.
“Did you all see that? Hear how she takes care of me?”
They both nodded.
“I don’t want to lose her,” I said quietly.
Cassius clinked his bottle against mine. “Then don’t.”
I nodded, staring after her through the glass like maybe she’d turn around and catch me still looking.




Chapter Twenty-One- Eshe

I knew he didn’t want to do anything for his birthday. He’d said it three times.
“I don’t need gifts, Eshe. It’s just another day. Don’t make it a thing.” Cassius told me it had something to do with his parents. I left that alone. I’d let him bring those issues to me when he felt comfortable.
But some days aren’t meant to be regular days. Some people aren’t either.
I made it a thing.
My phone notification went off. I checked it. It was Angel saying Silas was on the way up. She told him she needed him to pick up Ekon from her cousin because we knew he would without question.
The hotel room was quiet, lit only by the flicker of a candle and the soft glow of a lamp shaded in gold. I’d spent all morning moving slowly through my nerves because of what I had to say, booking the dinner, setting out the clothes I knew he liked best on me, rehearsing what I was going to say and immediately forgetting it.
He knocked on the door just after seven. I opened it and he was leaning against the frame in a T-shirt and gym shorts, Nike slides on his feet. He smelled like his cologne and wind. I told him to dress casual and meet me at the Westin off Bayshore. He didn’t ask why.
He frowned. Then took me in, eyes rolling down my frame. I was wearing a silk red robe and nothing else. Lust flashed in his eyes, then confusion.
“What are you doing here? I thought you were tired from work?”
“I made Angel lie to you. Happy birthday, goofy. I know you didn’t think I was going to at least show up for your birthday?”
I grabbed his hand and pulled him into the room.
Silas stepped through the door and just stood there for a second, blinking hard like he couldn’t comprehend what was going on. His eyes swept across the table set for two, the wine chilling in a bucket, the way the curtains billowed from the balcony like some unseen force was helping set the romantic mood.
“You did all this?” he asked, his voice already quiet.
I nodded. “You said you didn’t want anything. But I couldn’t do nothing. At least I could offer a change of scenery.”
He stepped closer, his hand brushed my side, resting there like he was grounding himself. “I don’t deserve this.”
“You do,” I whispered. “You do and more. Now go wash up so we can eat.”
The chef came while he was in the bathroom. She had brown skin, full lips, lashes so long they blinked in slow motion. She wore all black and gold hoops, a fitted black blouse and skirt, and she was smiling like she knew exactly who she was and how good her food tasted.
Silas froze mid-step when he walked out and saw her.
He blinked. “Wait…”
She was plating the lobster mac.
Silas turned to me, grinning. “You didn’t.”
I sipped my wine, shrugged. He had been talking about hiring her for a private party for a while, then he’d try and reassure me that I shouldn’t be jealous.
I wasn’t, but I did notice she looked like she and Angel could be friends. He had some kind of complex when it came to her, but I understood she was one of the people in his comfort zone.
“She was available,” I said, tossing my legs across the loveseat.
She introduced herself. “I’m Chef Vixen. And you’re very handsome, Silas.”
Silas’s grin got wider.
She waved her hand over the plate with a little flourish, the gold chain at her neck catching the candlelight. “Lobster mac, three cheeses, black truffle on top—just how you like it, birthday boy.” Her voice was low, syrupy.
Silas raised a brow. “You know how I like it, huh?”
She smiled, slow and knowing. “Yes. You look like a man who appreciates flavor.” Then she leaned in a little too close and whispered, “And a little heat.”
I didn’t blink. Just watched him turn into the male version of a fangirl.
She disappeared until after dinner. She came back with dessert.
I watched her feed him chocolate-covered strawberries like she did on Instagram to the men that hired her.
She fed him slowly, and sucked the leftover chocolate off her fingers afterward.
Silas kept looking at me. I didn’t flinch. I smiled and nodded, reassuring him. I wouldn’t have done shit like this for Donte; his ass probably would have tried to fuck and marry her. I thought that without the bitterness or sting I used to feel. I was proud of myself for moving on and not backtracking.
I raised my glass. “Happy Birthday.”
After dessert, I had him lie down on the massage table I’d ordered to the room and rubbed his shoulders with oil I’d made myself—peppermint and lavender.
He let out a breath so heavy it felt like something left him. I worked my fingers into the knots he carried like armor, the places he never let anyone touch.
“You okay?” I asked.
His eyes were closed, face turned into the cradle. “Yeah. This just feels… good.”
He nearly fell asleep. After, we lay down together, the sheets cool against our skin.
“I have a confession to make.”
He mumbled, “Go ‘head,” under his breath.
“I love you.”
His hand paused. I could feel him hold his breath.
“We haven’t known each other a full year,” I continued. “And maybe that sounds ridiculous. Maybe it is. But I’m saying it because I know you. And I know you need to hear it.”
He didn’t speak.
I sat up, pulled the sheet to my chest, and turned toward him.
“I’m in love with you, Silas. I’m still figuring myself out. But Angel talked to me after that whole Donte mess, and she made me realize… you deserve clarity. You deserve to know that it’s only you. I’m not gonna have you walking around questioning it.”
His voice was a whisper. “You’re sure?”
“I’m sure,” I said, like it was gospel.
His eyes closed. A single breath left him. And then his hand reached for mine beneath the covers, threading our fingers together.
I rolled over on top of him, straddling him, reaching in between us. He stopped me.
“I don’t even want to have sex,” he murmured. “Not tonight.”
I blinked. “What?”
“I just want to lay here next to you. And talk. Let you love me out loud.”
I leaned in and kissed his temple, then his cheek, then the corner of his mouth. Slowly, for a few seconds. Then I pulled away.
“It’s your birthday. Whatever you want.”
We stayed in the bed, sleeping and talking until morning.




Chapter Twenty-Two- Silas

Donte was just getting out of his car when I pulled up into my driveway.
Of course. I rolled my eyes.
He had on a fitted button-up like he was coming from a damn photoshoot—arms all flexed, gold watch catching the sun, smile too easy for a man with that much nerve. He didn’t even look like Eshe’s type.
I cut the engine and stepped out. I thought about staying in the car, but he was already looking in my direction. I didn’t want him thinking he intimidated me.
“Silas,” he said, like we were cool. Like he hadn’t shoved me at a party full of witnesses. “Can I talk to you for a second?”
I didn’t respond. Just folded my arms and leaned on the hood.
He walked over anyway.
“Look, man. I know you think you and Eshe got something right now, but don’t get too comfortable.”
My brow lifted slow. This motherfucker had nerve.
“She always comes back,” he said, like it was fact. “We’ve been through worse than this. She’s using to prove a point.”
I rolled my head on my neck. “You sure you want to say that out loud?” I asked. “You should have kept this to yourself because when it doesn’t happen, it would have hurt less.”
He kept going anyway.
“She hates losing. And right now, she feels like she’s winning with you. But it’ll pass. It always does. I paid for her granny’s house, you know that? That car she drives? I bought that too. She doesn’t go nowhere without a piece of me.”
My fists twitched. “You done?”
Donte shrugged, his face all smug-like. I could tell he wasn’t used to being hit.
“Just figured I’d give you a heads up. Let you know what’s coming.”
I took a step forward—close enough to smell his cologne.
“Let me be clear. If you ever talk to her again, or pull some stunt like showing up at my party, I’ll make sure your medical bills bankrupt you. Then I’ll buy your house and demolish it.”
His eyes narrowed, jaw twitching. “You threatening me?”
“No. I’m promising.”
I heard a car. Out of my peripheral, I saw Eshe turn onto my street.
And maybe I should’ve just walked in the house and pretended this conversation never happened.
But I was Silas. And I was petty. And this smug motherfucker annoyed me.
I counted to three, grabbed his hand, and threw myself onto the driveway like Donte had just sent me flying.
Flat on my back. I flailed my arms a little for drama.
Donte just stared down at me, hand extended, dumbfounded. “Yo, what the hell are you—?”
Tires screeched. Doors slammed.
“Silas!” Eshe yelled. I could hear her feet pounding against the grass.
She dropped to her knees next to me, hands flying all over my chest and face like she was checking for broken bones.
“What did you do, Donte?!”
I coughed once. Weakly. “He pushed me,” I answered, before Donte could get a word in.
Donte’s face twisted—confused, then outraged. “I didn’t—”
“You didn’t what?” Eshe snapped, standing and spinning on him like a storm. “You didn’t harass me for months? You didn’t show up here uninvited? You didn’t threaten my man?”
“My man,” I repeated from behind her. “That’s me. And you pushed me.”
She turned to glare at him, and I flicked him the bird.
His mouth got wider.
Angel choked on a laugh behind me.
“You are so full of shit, Donte,” Eshe kept going, finger jabbing toward his chest. “You can’t take rejection. That’s your problem. I said it was over, and you just... lingered. Like a bad fucking smell. I don’t want you no more, Donte.”
Donte’s mouth closed, then opened again. He blinked like someone had unplugged his brain.
I leaned around Eshe, still lying on the ground.
“I told him I didn’t want to fight—because you said I had to be mature instead of kicking his ass,” I added, puppy-sad eyes.
Angel lost it and started full on laughing. “Alright, get up, fool,” she said, grabbing my arm and hauling me off the pavement.
Eshe didn’t even notice we were laughing—she looked like she was about to fight. She kept yelling at him.
Angel looped an arm around my shoulder and pulled me toward the house. “Eshe, bring your ass…” she yelled.
As we reached the door, Eshe caught up and grabbed my other arm like I needed the support.
I looked back over her shoulder.
Donte was still standing there, mouth still open.
I winked.
He sneered.
Eshe slammed the door in his face.
“Let me get you some ice, Silas. Your face is all red.”
Angel shook her head as Eshe ran toward the kitchen.
I went to the window and watched Donte stomp back to his car, his expensive loafers kicking up gravel. He yanked the door open so hard the whole car rocked.
Before he got in, he turned back toward my house and muttered something to himself.
His engine roared to life, tires screeching as he peeled out so fast his back end fishtailed.
A neighbor’s trash can took and angry hit—the plastic lid spinning through the air like a flipped coin before clattering to the pavement.
Angel snorted. “He mad -mad. He’s going to find a reason to beat your ass eventually.”
I grinned, draping an arm around Angel’s shoulders.
“I’m going to quote you, baby momma. I wish he motherfucking would.”




Chapter Twenty-Three- Eshe

It was pitch black, hiding everything from sight. The only sounds that filled the room were our ragged breaths and the soft rustle of sheets as I wound my hips counterclockwise.
I sighed. I could feel the heat radiating from our bodies, the hardness of his dick as it slid in and out of me. He had this way of stretching me that felt like possession.
“Fuck, Silas,” I moaned, my hands gripping his chest as I rode him harder. “You feel so damn good.”
The air between us was thick with heat. My thighs bracketed Silas’s hips, his hands possessive even in stillness—fingers splayed across my lower back like he was memorizing the shape of me. Sweat-slick skin caught the dim light as I rocked against him, slow and deliberate, our breaths tangled in the quiet.
He responded with a low growl, hands gripping my hips tighter as he thrust up into me. I could feel the tension building inside me, my orgasm just out of reach. I was so close. So damn close—
SLAM.
A door burst open. The sound cracked through the room like a gunshot.
“Silas Alexander Whitacker!”
A woman’s voice. Sharp. Echoing.
My body locked.
Silas’s grip turned to iron.
My heart stopped, my body freezing above him as his thrusts didn’t stop. His hands clutched my hips tighter.
I jerked back.
Silas dragged me down against his chest, his heartbeat wild under my palm.
“Don’t move,” he rasped, voice low and frayed.
“We tried calling you,” came a deeper voice—thunderous. His father. “Of course you didn’t answer. But I see why.”
“Get out!” Silas yelled.
He didn’t speak again until the door slammed shut.
He lifted me off him once they were gone.
My brain was foggy as hell from lack of sleep, lust still clouding my thoughts as I tried to figure out what the fuck had just happened. I didn’t even get to ask who they were—but I assumed, by the way the woman screamed his name, that it was his parents.
He’d never talked about them.
I clutched the sheets to my chest while he yanked on a pair of sweatpants, his movements sharp and tight with anger.
He was mad.
He paused at the door, spine rigid.
He didn’t look back when he said, “Stay here.”
I waited until his footsteps faded down the stairs before pulling on a shirt and creeping into the hallway. I couldn’t hear much from the top of the stairs. Shit. I wished his house was bigger.
“—starting a family?” his father scoffed. “With her? That’s your answer to us telling you to mature?”
A glass shattered.
“Don’t talk about her!” Silas roared.
“She has nothing,” his mother snapped. Her voice was precise, surgical. “No connections. No legacy. Is this love, Silas? Or are you just punishing us?”
A fist hit wood. The house shook.
“I didn’t ask to be your fucking heir!”
Silence. Then—
“You took the money. You’ll regret this.”
“I already regret every second I spent as your child.”
“Get out of my house,” Silas ordered.
Seconds later, the front door slammed hard enough to rattle the frame.
The silence that followed hit harder than the yelling.
I crept back into the bedroom and shut the door behind me, heart still thudding like a drum in my chest.
I hadn’t ever thought to Google Silas before. But I did that night.
I typed in his full name: Silas Alexander Whitacker.
Pages came up.
His parents owned the largest sports marketing firm in the state of Florida. Offices in Miami, Tampa, Atlanta, and New York. High-profile deals with NBA and WNBA players. Golfers. Agents. Billion-dollar contracts. Legacy.
He was a rich white boy with parent issues.
It was cliché as hell. But this wasn’t a TV show. I wasn’t about to let some snooty-ass parents run me off like the sniveling girlfriend in the second act.
They didn’t know me.
And I wasn’t leaving.
I held on to Donte’s ass despite all the outside interference, and he wasn’t worth it. Silas was.
I wanted to go find him, but I gave him space.
I peeled off the shirt I’d thrown on and stepped into the master bathroom. I let the water run hot over my skin until steam covered every mirror in the room. I let it soothe me. Let it quiet the voice in my head that was already rehearsing what I’d say to him when he came back.
I found him hours later at the kitchen island, a bottle of Spirytus half-gone, his knuckles split.
He’d probably punched a wall.
I watched him take a shot and use my Black Girl Magic wine as a chaser.
He didn’t even look up when I approached—just rolled the glass between his palms, watching the swirl like it held answers.
I stepped behind him. Let my fingers trail the tense line of his shoulders before wrapping my arms around him. My lips brushed the knot at the base of his neck.
He shuddered.
“I love you,” he said. Sound raw inside.
I turned his face toward mine. His lashes were damp.
“I love you too.”
He pulled back just enough to look at me—eyes bloodshot and unsure.
This was the first time I’d seen him like this. And it made my throat feel tight.
I was gone.
“Tell me in a prettier way. I need it,” he murmured.
I cupped his face, thumb brushing his cheek.
“"I love you in ways I haven’t figured out how to name yet," I said, my voice barely steady. "I love the way you laugh like no one’s watching, like the world is yours. I love how you take care of people without needing credit, how you never make them feel like a burden. I even love your terrible jokes—like, actually love them. And the way you look at me—like I’m rare, like I’m whole, like I didn’t come with all this damage."
He didn’t say anything. Just closed his eyes and leaned into my touch like it was the only thing keeping him from falling apart.
I kissed his forehead.
Then his lips.
Then took his glass and walked it to the sink.
“You don’t need this tonight,” I said. “You just need rest.”
He let me lead him back upstairs.
I tucked his drunk ass in and laid down beside him.
“No matter what ghosts come knocking next,” I whispered, “I’m not going anywhere.”




Chapter Twenty-Four- Silas

Dr. Bailey’s office was warm. Not in temperature, but in the way the light filtered through the blinds, and the familiar way he always said my name when I walked in. Men weren’t supposed to notice things like that—the quiet kindness in a voice, the way a room could feel safe. We were supposed to measure ourselves in grit and endurance, in how much we could carry without buckling.
Men were supposed to deal in silence.
Cassius going to therapy changed my entire mindset.
I sat on the couch, leaned forward with my elbows on my knees, fingers twisted together.
“I think I’m ready to talk about them.”
Bailey tilted his head. “Your parents?”
“I think I hate them,” I said, voice low. “I grew up rich. Handsome, as you can see.” I tried to smile, but it felt cracked. “No limitations. Had everything most kids didn’t. Nanny. Private schools. Summer in the Alps, winter in the Keys.”
Bailey waited, pen resting on his pad but not moving.
“My nanny was Anna. She was from the Netherlands. Blonde, tall, quiet. She had a daughter, Freja, a couple years younger than me. My earliest memories—birthdays, holidays, even just nights watching cartoons—they were there.”
I swallowed.
“I was eleven when I walked into the sunroom and found my father on top of Anna.”
Bailey’s expression didn’t shift, but I felt the air in the room tighten.
“I knew she didn’t want it. My father told me not to say a word, and she backed him up. I kept it in.”
I ran my hand over my head.
“I was nineteen when I came home from school—don’t even remember why I stopped by. I was never particularly close to my parents. Lived the typical life of a rich kid: nannies, maids, empty rooms. My dad’s car was there at 9 a.m. I thought something was wrong.” I paused, blinking down at my hands.
“He was in the guest house. On top of Freja.”
Bailey exhaled. Quietly.
“She had just turned eighteen. She was crying.”
“I pummeled him. Threw chairs. Screamed. Told my mother everything. You know what she did?”
Bailey didn’t answer.
“Nothing. She told me to be quiet and said she’d handle it.”
I stood up. Started pacing.
“Anna didn’t show up the next day. I went to their house. She opened the door and said they’d signed an NDA. That they were being paid a few million dollars to stay quiet. She smiled like it was okay. Like it made up for it.”
I stopped in front of the window, jaw tight.
“Freja caught me in the driveway. She was a few weeks pregnant. Said it was my father’s. Said she was getting an abortion because he was making her—but it was okay.”
I pressed the heels of my hands into my eyes.
“I sat outside their house thinking about why I didn’t see it coming. Why I couldn’t save her. She was like a sister to me. He had been there when she was a child. He groomed her. All the presents and parties. I watched that.”
Bailey’s voice came gentle. “What did you do after?”
“I packed my shit. Dropped out. Refused to take a dime from them. Sold two properties my grandfather left me. Lived off that for years.” I finally sat down again, my throat raw.
“I said fuck that money. Until Eshe.”
Bailey nodded. “Why until Eshe?”
I looked at him, heart heavy.
“I took the inheritance. Because I thought, fuck it, they owe me. For every missed milestone, every birthday they bought their way out of. For fucking me up mentally. And I wanted to make sure Eshe never wanted for anything. I want to spoil her. I want her to quit her job so I can monopolize all her time.” I chuckled.
He was quiet.
“I didn’t think they’d show back up,” I said. “Didn’t think a money transfer would make them care again. But they came to my house. They saw Eshe. I didn’t even let them look at her.”
“You’ve carried this for a long time,” he said.
“Too long.”
“Any of your friends know?”
I shook my head. “Not even Eshe. I feel ashamed. Like my father’s crime is mine too.”
Bailey nodded slowly. “There’s no version of love that doesn’t come with risk, Silas. And what happened to Anna and Freja—what your parents did—is not your shame to carry.”
“I know that logically,” I whispered. “But it lives under my skin, in my chest, like it belongs to me.”
Bailey leaned back in his chair, set his notepad down. He looked at me like a friend—not a patient.
“Can I say something unprofessional?”
I blinked, startled. “Okay.”
He tapped his fingers against the armrest once.
“Your parents are evil. Not complicated. Not misunderstood. Evil.”
My throat closed up.
“They don’t deserve your silence, and they damn sure don’t deserve to be the ones who make you question your worth.”
Something in me cracked. My chin trembled before I could stop it. A single tear slid down my cheek. I wiped it fast, but another followed. Then another.
Bailey didn’t say anything. Just let me sit there. Crying.
“I hate them,” I said finally, voice shaking. “I hate them so much.”
“And that’s okay.”
When the session ended, I stood up slowly, still wiping my face.
“Thanks,” I said, voice low.
He gave me a nod. He hadn’t written anything down, and I appreciated that.
When I stepped into the daylight outside, it felt a little warmer than before. I didn’t feel lighter—not yet.
But I knew I would eventually.




Chapter Twenty-Five- Eshe

Silas was quiet the whole ride, staring out the window like his thoughts had more weight than the road under us. Usually, he’d be talking or joking, but he hadn’t been himself since his parents showed up. I wanted to shake him, force the words out of his mouth, because the silence felt like a third party in our new relationship—but I didn’t want to be pushy. I gripped the wheel tighter and bit back the urge to just ask, “You gon’ keep shutting me out, or you gon’ let me in?”
The tires crunched over gravel as we turned past a carved wooden sign that read Serenity Forest in curly letters, then another that said Luxury Wilderness Retreat. Pines lined the road, tall and dark, until the trees broke open to reveal glass-front cabins tucked back in a clearing.
I leaned over and tapped his shoulder. “We’re here.”
He blinked like he was just noticing, then pushed his door open. The air hit him first—crisp pine and damp earth—and he raked a hand through his hair, eyes sweeping the cabins like he couldn’t decide if it was real or some trick. A low whistle slid out of him.
“This is the surprise?” he asked.
I hopped out and came around the hood, flashing him a grin. “You like it?”
He looked at me then—really looked—and his whole face shifted. Like he wanted to kiss me right there in front of God and everybody.
“You did this?”
I shrugged, trying to play it cool. “You’ve been down since your parents came. You kept bringing up that camping trip with Angel and them. This is the second part of your birthday. Everybody can celebrate together since me and Chef Vixen monopolized your actual birthday.”
His hand slid around my waist, tugging me in close. He pressed a kiss to my forehead, and my heart sped up.
“You really thought all this out?”
“I did.”
“I hate my birthday”
“You anymore won’t if you stick with me.” I rebutted.
“My birthday was five months ago.”
I hit him with a “so.”
“I hate surprises,” he said, teeth flashing in the biggest smile I’d seen on him in weeks.
“You don’t,” I shot back.
He chuckled, shaking his head. “I really don’t.”
I laced my fingers through his and tugged him toward the cabin before the others even climbed out of their cars. The place looked like somebody built it straight off a rich-people Pinterest board—floor-to-ceiling windows wrapped in reclaimed wood, hammocks swaying between trees, a hot tub steaming on the deck. Inside was all warm light and soft touches: thick comforters on king beds, rain showers, an espresso machine on the counter.
We’d barely dropped our bags in our room when Naomi’s voice rang out from downstairs.
“Y’all standing around like this ain’t a celebration. Grab your bags and get unpacked!”
We went downstairs, and everyone was unpacking trunks and backseats, dragging duffels and food coolers to the main room in the cabin. There were five rooms total—West and Aja, Jonas and Naomi, Cassius and Angel. Everybody had their own room. The fifth was supposed to be for Ekon and his nanny, but Cassius said he needed to stay home.
“I like this, Eshe,” Angel said, tossing her curls as she met us at the stairs. “You did good.”
Cassius flopped onto the plush sectional in front of the fireplace and said, “This ain’t camping. This a retreat for soft folks.”
“Shut up, Cassius.” Angel laughed.
After that, everybody went to do their own thing. I left Cassius to go help Aja and Angel unpack the kitchen.
Later, I found Silas in our room. He was barefoot, standing near the wall of windows, shirtless, a beer in one hand. The view was beautiful—the sun was leaking through the trees, casting everything in gold and fire.
I slid up behind him and wrapped my arms around his waist. “You so fine, you should be on a magazine cover. You know that?”
He smirked, glancing over his shoulder. “You look like you should be on a Smooth magazine cover.”
I squinted at him. “What you know about Smooth Magazine?”
He laughed. “Jonas showed me one freshman year. I started my own subscription. I used to beat off to them nightly.”
I gasped, covering my mouth. “Pervert!”
He turned, catching me around the waist and pulling me against him.
“But you like it,” he murmured, leaning down, his tongue brushing against my bottom lip.
Heat spread through me. “I shouldn’t…” I whispered, though my hands were already tracing his chest.
“You should,” he said, kissing me—slow at first, then deeper, until the taste of beer and him blurred everything else out.
I pulled back after a short while.
“I do.” I tapped his chest. “Now let me go. Me and Angel are cooking.” I shoved off of him and left before he could retaliate.
I hoped his birthday week would let him relax enough to stop stressing.
If it didn’t, I didn’t know what to do to get back old Silas.




Chapter Twenty Six- Silas

Everybody was fully drunk. Angel had to be. She leaned back in her chair and said out of nowhere, “We should play spin the bottle.”
Eshe was sitting across from me, eyes low, head lolling.
I put my glass down harder than I meant to. “Absolutely not,” I said before anyone could even nod. “I will not be cuckolded in front of everybody like Cassius was when Angel dry-humped him last time.”
Cassius barked a laugh, shot up, and got me in a headlock before I could react.
“Keep bringing that up and I’ma beat your ass,” he teased, dragging me side to side while I fought him off.
Angel pried us apart, swatting at Cassius. “I was kidding! You two are ridiculous.”
Cassius dropped back onto the couch.
Angel clapped her hands. “The real game this time. Never Have I Ever—drinking edition.”
Everyone cheered except me.
I leaned back, beer sweating in my hand, trying to ignore the knot in my chest—left over from my parents showing back up in my life like a bad sequel. But it was starting to loosen.
Angel went first. “Never have I ever… skinny-dipped.”
West and Aja both drank.
“Never have I ever… faked an orgasm,” Aja cut in, grinning like she knew something everybody else didn’t.
Angel and Eshe drank at the same time. Naomi too. I raised my glass and took a long pull.
Eshe asked, “You faked an orgasm?” She wanted to know if I had with her.
“Never with you,” I said.
“But yes.” I didn’t sugarcoat it. “When Cassius had me fuck his ex so he could pretend he caught us cheating and finally get rid of her.”
The whole room went still.
“Explain that to me. Like, the entire story.” Eshe’s voice was lower now, heat creeping into her words.
Cassius shifted. “No. We don’t talk about those days anymore.”
Angel’s eyes sliced to him—sharp and cutting. “We talk about it. Just not when you’re around.”
Naomi laughed.
Angel finally broke the tension. “Never have I ever… thought about fucking somebody at this table. That you haven’t already.”
She drank. Naomi drank. Everybody drank.
Except Eshe.
Not right away, though.
Her fingers wrapped around her cup. She lifted it to her lips slowly, her eyes never leaving mine—and drank.
My head tilted. “Who? Which one?”
Her mouth curved like she’d been waiting on me to ask. “West. And Cassius. And Jonas.”
My chest went hot. “Excuse me? All three?”
“At the same time if possible.” She tittered.
Everybody started laughing and hooping and hollering, but I didn’t find anything funny. She continued.
“You’re saying this because you’re drunk and being petty.”
“I’m honest.” She stretched like a cat, all lazy satisfaction. “Would’ve done West if Donte hadn’t scared him off our date.”
Something in my ribs snapped.
“Game over.” I stood so fast my chair toppled.
I now understood how Charmagne felt.
I slapped my beer down on the table, foam spilling over. “That’s it. I’m not friends with any of you men anymore.”
“Me too?” Jonas pointed at himself, already laughing.
“Yes. You. You. And you.” I jabbed my finger around the circle. “West, Cassius, Jonas. You’re all dead to me.”
Cassius smirked. “Silas, come on—”
“No, don’t ‘come on’ me. You’re on the list. Officially unfriended.”
West opened his mouth to say something.
“Shut up. I don’t even like that you exist anymore. Too tall. Too smug. Too…” I gestured wildly at his stupid symmetrical face. “Handsome motherfucker.”
Eshe’s laughter spilled over, muffled behind her cup. “Silas—”
“Nope.” I hauled her up fireman-style, her shriek drowned by the room’s roar. Glass shattered as her drink hit the floor.
Aja’s voice cut through the chaos—“But he drank too!”—as I took the stairs two at a time.
The bedroom door was kicked shut behind us. She bounced once on the mattress, still grinning, as I removed my shirt.
“Now I have to ruin you for other men.”
Eshe threw her head back and laughed. “Don’t threaten me with a good time.”




Chapter twenty seven- Silas

The fire popped and hissed, sparks spitting up into the night sky. We’d been sitting outside in the elements for a while—passing around drinks, trading stories—but my tongue felt heavy in my mouth. I hadn’t said much of anything, just watched the flames chew through the wood like it held all the anger I couldn’t spit out.
Cassius leaned back on his elbows, his eyes flicking toward me. “What’s up, Silas? You been quiet all night. That ain’t you.”
I shrugged, staring at the glow, but everybody was looking now. Angel tilted her head, Naomi leaned forward, even Eshe rested her chin on her hand like she was waiting on me to open up. The weight of their stares pressed against me until my chest ached.
Finally, I let out a shaky breath. “It’s my parents.”
The whole circle went still.
“They came back,” I said, voice low. “And it’s like… I hate them.”
My throat burned. I hadn’t planned to say this much, but once the words started, they wouldn’t stop. I told them everything I’d told Bailey.
“I knew you had issues with your folks, but I didn’t know they were straight-up monsters.”
The fire blurred through the tears pooling in my eyes. I pressed my palms to my face, but it didn’t stop the words from ripping out of me.
“I should’ve done more. I should’ve protected them better. I should’ve burned the whole house down that night instead of just running. And now, every time I see them, all I can feel is how weak I was. How I let it happen.”
I turned to Eshe. “I wanted to tell you. I wasn’t trying to hide it from you, I just…”
She cut me off. “You don’t have to explain them to me.” Her voice softened. “Just say you don’t fuck with them… and I don’t fuck with them either. I won’t judge you because of your parents. My daddy could be alive, could be dead. Don’t even know his name. And my momma?” She scoffed, shaking her head. “Last I heard, she was somewhere in the city, living her best life. Hasn’t seen me in over twenty years.”
There was no bitterness in her voice—just a tired acceptance that made my chest ache. Bad parents and an ex that nearly broke her. It made me feel even more protective of her.
Angel spoke next, leaning forward, elbows on her knees. “My daddy was a piece of shit too. Took me a long time to even say that, because he was a provider. He didn’t do what your dad did or kill anybody, but he passed down all his wonderful traits—his temper, his self-destructiveness, his inability to let shit go.” She smirked, but there was no humor in it. “Took me years to unlearn what’s in my blood for Ekon.”
Naomi, who had been unusually quiet until now, let out a slow sigh. “My parents are alive. Still together, even.” She shrugged. “But that doesn’t mean they were good at it. Love shouldn’t feel like walking on glass, but that’s all I remember. One wrong word, one wrong look, and the whole house would freeze over for days.” She picked at the label on her drink. “I don’t talk to them much now. And I don’t feel guilty about it.”
Silence stretched between us—heavy, but not suffocating. For the first time, I realized—none of us had come out unscathed. We were all carrying something.
Cassius let out a humorless laugh. “Damn. We’re all fucked up, huh?”
Eshe snorted. “Understatement of the century.”
“But we’re still here,” Angel said, nudging my shoulder. “Still breathing. Still fighting. That’s gotta count for something.”
I swallowed hard, looking around at them—at Cassius, who carried his anger like armor; at Eshe, who wore her abandonment like a challenge; at Angel, who fought her own blood every day to be better.
Then there was me.
Feeling broken, angry, guilty—but not alone. If they gave out crowns to clowns, I’d be king. And somehow, they still wanted me as family.
Surprisingly, it was Naomi who moved first—sliding close and looping her arms around me in a hug. Angel followed, pressing into my other side. Cassius wrapped me in that clumsy bear hug of his, and finally, Eshe squeezed herself in front of me, her forehead pressed against mine.
“You were a kid, Silas,” Naomi whispered.
“You did more than most grown men would’ve done,” Angel added.
“It ain’t your fault,” Cassius said firmly. “None of it.”
“You don’t carry their sins,” Eshe said, her voice fierce. “Stop blaming yourself. Stop letting them live in your head.”
I tried to shrug them off, but they wouldn’t let go. And then… I cracked. I broke. Ugly, shaking sobs I hadn’t let out in years. And they didn’t move—not one of them. Just held me, like they could absorb it. Like they weren’t going to let me drown in it alone.
I don’t know how long they hugged me, but Eshe clapped her hands, breaking it up and rolling her shoulders. “Alright, enough trauma-dumping for one night. We came out here to celebrate, remember?” She grabbed a cake I hadn’t seen her bring down—or even store in the refrigerator—holding it out to me. She lit the one candle.
“Make a wish, Silas.”
The candle flickered, a tiny flame against the dark. I didn’t know what to wish for. Forgiveness? Peace? A time machine to undo the past?
None of that felt possible.
So instead, I wished for this—for the people around me, for the family I’d built instead of the one I’d lost.
I blew out the candle.
The group erupted into cheers, Jonas slapping me on the back hard enough to make me cough. Angel stole the first piece of cake, grinning as she licked frosting off her fingers. Naomi rolled her eyes but couldn’t hide her smile. And Eshe—Eshe just watched me, her dark eyes knowing.
“You good?” she asked quietly.
I took a breath. Let it out.
“Yeah,” I said. And for the first time in a long time, I almost believed it.
The fire burned on, sparks spiraling into the sky like tiny, fleeting stars. And for tonight, at least, that was enough.




Chapter Twenty Eight- Eshe

I was getting my feet and toes done—the Supreme, or whatever they called it. A week in the woods had wreaked havoc on my nails, and I could still smell campfire in my hair.
The salon was full, and we were waiting on our techs.
Angel laughed. “I told you we could’ve done anything except camping, and Silas would’ve loved it.”
Then her eyes narrowed, her gaze trailing behind me.
I didn’t even look up. The smell of overpriced vanilla invaded my nose, and the look on Angel’s face told me exactly who was behind me. I sank a little deeper into the chair, scrolling through my phone, hoping whatever dusty spirit had conjured her would send her right back out the door.
No such luck.
Click-clack.
Her designer purse hit the armrest next to me.
“Eshe?” That too-sweet voice I hated. Like the smell of rotten apples—sweet, but something ain’t right.
I sighed before I even turned. “Hey, Sinica.”
She smiled like she was expecting an Oscar for Woman Who Did Nothing Wrong.
“You look good!” she chirped. “So good. I was hoping I’d run into you after the incident at the party. I didn’t mean to cause any trouble…”
“Oh, I bet you didn’t,” I murmured, still not looking up from my phone.
Out the corner of my eye, I saw Angel mean-mugging her. Now that was friendship.
“I thought you were over Donte and me, but you seemed upset that night. I mean, people can’t help who they fall in love with, right? Y’all were only together, like… what? A year?”
I set my phone down slowly and finally turned to look at her.
Her lashes were curled to perfection, lips lined, gloss poppin’. She was a pretty woman on the outside.
If only the inside matched.
I let out a short laugh. “You think we were only together a year?”
Sinica blinked like she didn’t understand English.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked, voice rising.
I just waved a hand. “Don’t worry about it.”
“No—say what you mean.”
I looked at her fully now. “I mean I got tired of being fake with you, Sinica.”
Even I was surprised at how tired my voice sounded. Not angry. Not bitter. Just worn. Like she didn’t even hold enough weight in my life to piss me off anymore.
Sinica frowned, confused. “Fake?”
“You always acted like you didn’t know what you were doing when you took your little digs at me. Or when you sat there laughing while your friends clowned every man I dated.
That was fine. But I won’t let you sit here and pretend like you tripped and fell into Donte’s bed. Let’s not lie to each other. You planned that shit. I knew you added him on your fake little LinkedIn months before he went to Atlanta.
Bitch, I was your friend. I watched you chase successful or upcoming men like it was your sport.
You researched them. You plotted.”
I tilted my head, smiling like this was casual conversation.
“You made sure to be where he was. I bet you even wore the perfume that would remind him of me. Which was stupid. The nigga would’ve fucked you either way.”
“I didn’t—”
“Girl.” I laughed, shaking my head. “You can keep pretending. But I’m not part of the audience anymore. Donte told me about it.”
She tried to look hurt. Like I was the villain.
“As far as it all goes?” I leaned back, relaxing into the seat.
“Thank you. For real. Thank you for taking that manipulative, disloyal, gaslighting motherfucker off my hands. I was exhausted, but stupid.”
“I love him,” she snapped, defensive now. “He chose me.”
“I feel sorry for you. Because you probably actually believe that. But one thing I know?
He still loves me. He looks like he’s about to cry every time he sees me.
You? He did choose you,” I said. “You have a man who tolerates you because the alternative is poverty. Congratulations.”
Sinica’s jaw dropped. “You always think you’re better than everybody—”
“No.” I gave her a calm smile. “You always thought you were better than me.
And you wanted people to think so, too. That’s why you kept me around—to show off.”
Her eyes glossed over fast. A tear slipped out before she could blink it away.
She stood abruptly, purse swinging, pride unraveling. “Fuck you, Eshe.”
“Your husband did it already. Probably would again if I let him.”
She stormed out, shoes clacking loud and dramatic.
The whole salon went quiet for a beat.
I turned to Angel, gauging her reaction. Her eyes were wide.
She shook her head. “My temper would never. I mean never allow me to be that calm.”
I grinned. “That was calm to you? Who is you hiding behind this innocent face and name?”
“A bitch who would still be dragging her around this nail shop by her hair.”
I laughed.
Angel did too, though she frowned a little.
“Too bad she a bitch, ’cause I wanna know who do her silk presses.” She added.




Chapter twenty nine- Eshe

The food court was loud. We were surrounded by a couple hundred people, but I still heard it loud and clear when Angel said, “Oh my God.”
I looked up from my smoothie.
“What?” I asked, already uneasy from the way she was staring past me.
She smiled awkwardly. “Charmaine. Hey!”
I blinked. “Charmaine… why does that name sound familiar?”
Then I saw her. Tall. Pretty. She had in faux locs now that made me miss my own.
Why the fuck had I messed with my hair?
Silas’s ex.
I sucked my teeth. “What the fuck is going on? Why is God throwing exes at me like dodgeballs?” I muttered.
Angel tittered. “The moon is in retrograde,” she joked. “It’s bringing out all the unresolved issues.”
“Hey, Angel,” Charmaine said, coming over with a Sephora bag on her arm. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”
Angel stood and hugged her. “Yeah! We were just grabbing lunch. You wanna join us?” She said I could see it in her eyes she didn’t actually want her to join us.
“If you don’t mind.” Charmaine accepted.  She slid into the seat across from us. “I’ve been meaning to call you, Angel.”
“Mmhmm.” Angel nodded and took a sip of her lemonade.
Charmaine turned her attention to me. “Hey again. Eshe, right? I met you a few months ago... back with Silas.” She looked over my shoulder like she expected him to pop up.
I nodded. “Yeah, I remember,” I said cordially.
She nodded back. “Silas has a way of making everything memorable,” she said just as cordially—but there was some bitterness under the tone.
I sat there quiet after that and let her and Angel talk. I was somewhere between zoning out and fantasizing about being anywhere else when Charmaine turned to me again.
“So, Eshe,” she started sweetly and it sounded like a trap. “How do you feel about Silas calling Angel his baby mama? And claiming Cassius’s kid like he his own?” She looked at Angel. “I don’t mean no harm by asking this, Angel,” she clarified.
Angel gave a simple “okay.”
I blinked. “It doesn’t bother me.”
“Really?” she asked, like that was a shocking answer.
“I like people who show up for kids,” I said. “Blood or not.”
Angel let out a long breath and stood up. “Bathroom. I need to use it.” She left, leaving me and this patchouli-scented bitter lady alone. And I wasn’t even judging or being mean—just recognizing myself in her a year ago.
Charmaine’s voice dropped to that fake-concerned tone. “Look, I just want to be honest with you, woman to woman.”
Woman to woman, huh? I sighed mentally. Okay Mrs. Shirly. Here we go.
“Silas… he’s immature. And he can be really sweet when he wants to, but he’s emotionally unstable. You probably won’t last long with him.”
I stared at her like she’d grown another head, hoping she’d shut up. I had already dealt with Sinica less than an hour ago. I wasn’t ready for this...
She kept going though. “I tried with him for a whole year. I gave him everything—patience, space, support. He still shut down. Still disappeared when I needed him. I’m just saying… be careful. He drains you. Like, emotionally.”
I didn’t say anything at first. I just sat back and studied her. The way she spoke like a martyr, like she’d done Silas a favor by sticking around. Like I was supposed to thank her for the warning.
I finally spoke. Calm. Calmer than I felt. “Your Silas and my Silas aren’t the same person.”
Her whole face frowned.
“I’m not saying he’s perfect,” I added. “But I haven’t seen him shut down. I’ve seen him try. Every day. With me.”
“Yeah, because you’re new.” She refuted.
I shrugged. “Or maybe I’m just not you.” I stood up, grabbing my drink. I thought about throwing it on her.
Charmaine looked thrown. “So… that’s it? You don’t want to talk to me when I’m trying to help you—”
“That’s it.” I gave her a tight smile. “I wish you healing and closure, for real. But don’t talk to me like I’m in the same situation you were. You’re not some Silas expert. You’re just a woman who couldn’t love him the way he needed—because him loving a child and another woman hurt your feelings.”
I turned to leave—
I saw Silas jogging our way, hoodie half-zipped, keys in hand like he’d just dropped everything to get here. Full-out running in basketball shorts and a T-shirt. I knew he’d gone to play ball with Jonas earlier.
“You good?” he asked, out of breath.
“I’m fine.”
He turned to Charmaine, jaw already tight.
“Angel called me. I told her to leave, she said she’ll call you,” he said, then muttered, “I’ll be right back.”
Silas walked over to the table, voice low but venomous. “Don’t speak to her again. Or Angel. Don’t look at them. Don’t wave at them. You’re pissing me off, Charmaine—don’t do that.”
She tried to open her mouth, but he was already turning back to me.
“Hey, beautiful,” he said, stepping into my space all normal-like, like he hadn’t just threatened somebody’s self-esteem. “You ready to head home?”
I stared up at him in awe for a second. This man protected my peace.
He was my protector—unapologetically.
He was my mirror—he made me see myself.
He was the grace I didn’t think I deserved.
Will you marry me and spend the rest of your life with me, was on the tip of my tongue. He had me in my feelings, but I simply nodded and said, “Yup.”
He grabbed my hand, interlaced our fingers, and walked us out like nothing happened.
Behind us, I could feel Charmaine’s eyes burning a hole in the back of my head.
But I didn’t care.
Not even a little bit.




Chapter thirty- Silas

I leaned back on Dr. Bailey’s couch, tapping my knee. He always sat the same way—legs crossed, pen balanced on his notebook like he was just waiting for me to crack. Most days, I resisted. Today, though, the words were pushing.
“Yeah.” I let out a laugh that wasn’t funny. “That camping trip? That was the first time I told anybody everything. And I didn’t even plan it. It just… came out. I thought I’d feel weak after. Thought they’d look at me different. But nah. Eshe didn’t flinch. She looked at me like I wasn’t broken. Like I was just… me.”
“You felt accepted,” he said—not even asking, just naming it.
“Yeah. And ever since, I can’t shake the thought that maybe I should put a ring on Eshe’s finger. Not ‘someday.’ Soon. Like… real soon.”
Dr. Bailey tilted his head. “You’re looking at me like you want permission.”
I sighed, rubbing my palms against my jeans. “I guess. Should I do it? Am I ready, or am I about to screw her life up?”
He gave me that measured look—the one where he didn’t rush. “Silas, readiness isn’t about perfection. It’s about willingness. You’ve already chosen her in a hundred small ways—by letting her in, by telling her the truth, by not running. You’re asking me, but it sounds like you’ve already made your decision.”
I stared at the floor. My chest felt tight, but not the old kind of tight. This wasn’t dread. It was the weight of something big. Maybe he was right. Maybe I’d already chosen her.
I cleared my throat, changing the subject. “My parents called. A lot. I don’t pick up. They leave voicemails.”
“What would happen if you did?” Dr. Bailey asked.
I snorted. “I’d cuss them out, hang up. Either way, it’d be short. I don’t need to hear anything else from them. Not now, not ever.”
“Not even closure?”
“Closure?” I leaned forward, elbows on my knees. “Man, closure would be them leaving me the hell alone. Never talking to me again. That’s it. That’s the only peace I want from them.”
He studied me, tapping his pen once against the paper. “Then maybe that’s your answer. You don’t owe anyone—family included—continued access to you if they’re not healthy for you. Cutting them off isn’t cruelty. Sometimes it’s survival. But—”
He paused.
“But make sure you’re not just reacting. Make sure it’s a choice—not your wounds and trauma running the show.”
I leaned back again, nodding to myself more than to him. “I’m not reacting. I just don’t want to deal with them. I’m not looking back. All I want is Eshe, and my friends, and my son. That’s it.”
Dr. Bailey smiled faintly. “Then you have your answer.”




Chapter thirty one- Eshe

I blinked hard, staring at the man behind the oversized mahogany desk.
"This couldn't be real life," I muttered under my breath. It had been three months of quiet since the camping trip. I knew something would happen that we wouldn’t like.
The office smelled like leather and power, with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking downtown. Of course Silas’s father would have the kind of office that screamed, I think I’m God.
He sat like a judge, hands folded, waiting to sentence me.
“Thank you for coming, Eshe,” he said smoothly. Too smooth. His voice had the kind of practiced weight that made people listen whether they wanted to or not. “I know this is… unconventional.”
“No problem,” I said flatly. “But I don’t understand why I’m here. Silas doesn’t even speak to you.”
A faint, cold smile touched his lips. “Which is precisely why you’re here. He’s making emotional, short-sighted decisions. Cutting off his legacy, his potential, over… sentiment.”
He said the word like it was a disease.
“He’s a Rutherford. That name carries weight. It opens doors he doesn’t even know exist yet. It comes with expectations.”
He leaned forward, sliding an envelope across the desk like we were in a mob flick. My eyes cut down, then back up at him. I didn’t touch it.
“One hundred thousand dollars,” he said. “Tax-free. For you. Today. All you have to do is make a clean exit. No drama. No messy goodbyes.”
I paused, my brain connecting his words. I barked a laugh. Couldn't help it.
“This is a line straight out of Days of Our Lives.”
His eyes narrowed, the politician’s charm fading.
“This is reality, Ms. Eshe. Let’s not be naive. What do you offer him? A few months of passion? My son isn’t built for that. He’s built to lead. He needs a partner who understands the world he was born into. Someone who can navigate a charity gala. Someone with a family name that complements his own.
You’ll only ever be a distraction. A story he tells later about the girl he almost derailed his life for.”
I crossed my legs, leaned back, and folded my arms.
“Instead of trying to buy his life, why not just… I don’t know, be a dad? Leave him alone like he wants? That’s what fucked-up parents who actually want redemption do.”
He didn’t flinch.
“I don’t want redemption. I want my son to fulfill his destiny. This isn’t about love—it’s about legacy. It’s about ensuring the empire I built doesn’t end with a boy playing house with a girl who sees him as a rebellion.”
It sounded so cold. My heart sped up. He didn’t even pretend he loved Silas. He wanted an heir. A puppet, not a child.
I tilted my head, fighting a smile.
“You hear yourself? That’s sick. And sad.”
His jaw flexed. The mask slipped completely.
“You think this is a game? I’ve spent my life building something. I will not let a child’s infatuation tear it down. I can make your life very, very difficult.”
That did it. I laughed so hard the secretary outside probably heard me.
“Sir, please. I’ve survived worse on purpose than an old rich white man threatening me. You're easier than my ex to handle.”
His nostrils flared. “Watch your mouth.”
“No—you watch yours.” I leaned in, elbows on his precious desk, invading his space.
“See, you think money means control. You can’t scare me. You threaten me again, I’ll fuck your whole world up in five to seven business days. TikTok, Instagram, Twitter—I’ll go live, cute as hell, crying, and I’ll say my boyfriend’s white multi-millionaire daddy tried to pay me off to leave his son. I’ll insinuate it’s because I’m Black.”
I laughed again.
“You think your Black clients will like that headline? Think NBA stars and WNBA players wanna sign contracts with your company? I did my research. I know what you are, deep down. You’re scared.”
His face turned blotchy—mottled red and white.
“You have no idea what you’re playing with—”
“No. You be careful. Because I’m not some desperate woman gonna take your hush money. I love your son. He loves me. And unlike you, I actually give a damn about what he wants.”
The silence stretched thick between us. He sat there, stone-faced, but I could feel the rage vibrating off him. He wasn’t used to being told no.
Finally, I stood. Smoothed my skirt.
“This meeting’s over. Silas is your son. I can’t speak for him, but for me? Leave me the fuck alone.”
I walked out before he could say another word.
Boy, I was hot.
Angel was waiting for me outside, leaning against the car, sipping a smoothie. She’d insisted on coming for back-up. Waited outside—said if I didn’t come back in ten minutes, she was storming in.
“Well? What the old pervert want?” she asked, eyebrows raised.
I blew out a breath, then laughed.
“Girl, he really tried to bribe me like I’m some side chick off a reality show. Slid a whole envelope across the desk like we in The Godfather. Gave me the whole ‘you’re-not-good-enough-for-my-legacy’ speech.”
Angel cackled, shaking her head.
“You should’ve taken the money.”
I paused. “What you mean?”
She shook her head.
“Tell him yes and don’t do it. I bet you when you tell Silas what happened, that’s what he say.”
“Oh shit,” I groaned.
“What?” Angel asked, voice high-pitched.
“Silas is just getting back to normal since his parents popped up.”
My stomach turned. Because I knew him—he’d either explode or shut down, no in-between. And either way, his father would’ve gotten exactly what he wanted: chaos. And Silas didn’t need more chaos. Not now. Not ever.
“Now I gotta tell him this shit.”
Angel nodded slowly.
“I see what you’re saying.”




Chapter thirty two- Silas

Dr. Bailey’s office always smelled the same—cedar and paper—but it didn’t feel the same.
I was slouched on his couch, one leg bouncing, eyes locked on the bookshelf like if I stared long enough, the spines might rearrange themselves into answers. Eshe sat beside me, her hand warm against my thigh. I loved Eshe. God, I did. But I didn’t want her here. This was my church. My confessional. And I wanted to be the only member.
She had just finished telling me about her encounter with my father. The mahogany desk. The envelope. The hundred grand. The “legacy” speech. With every detail, a cold, familiar rage began to burn in my gut. It was an old friend, that feeling. The one that made me want to break things.
Dr. Bailey steepled his fingers.
“Silas? How are you feeling right now?”
I looked from the therapist to the woman I loved. The rage was a fire, but her face was a bucket of cold water. She’d stood up to him. For me. She’d looked that powerful, terrifying man in the eye and told him no.
A laugh burst out of me. Harsh, surprised even me.
“You should’ve taken the money.”
Eshe’s jaw dropped. “Really?”
“I’m serious.” I leaned forward, elbows on my knees. “You should’ve said yes, taken the cash, and then just... never left. What’s he gonna do, sue you for breach of verbal contract? He’d have to admit he tried to pay you off. That’s a hundred K you could’ve blown on me.”
I was joking. Mostly. It was the only way I knew how to process it without letting the rage out. If I let it out, it would consume everything.
Eshe stared at me, then a slow smile spread across her face.
“Angel said you’d say the exact same thing.”
Dr. Bailey almost smiled.
“So you’re not angry?”
“Oh, I’m pissed,” I said, the humor fading from my voice. “Angry that he’s still trying to pull my strings. That he thought he could get to me through her. That he looked at the best thing that’s ever happened to me and saw a transaction.”
I looked at Eshe. “Are you okay?”
She nodded, her shoulders relaxing.
“It didn’t bother me at all. The worst part was trying to figure out how to tell you without you crashing out.”
The rest of the session was a blur. We talked about boundaries. Dr. Bailey called what my father did a “profound violation.” I called it “some typical Rutherford bullshit.” We were both right.
We left the office, and I laced my fingers through Eshe’s. Her hand was warm and solid in mine. The sun was too bright. The world felt too normal after the bomb she’d just dropped.
“So,” she said, squeezing my hand. “What now?”
“Now,” I said, pulling her closer, “we go about our day.”
I wasn’t wasting a Saturday with her thinking about my father.
And we did. We got lunch at some expensive Thai place Eshe had wanted to try. We picked up Ekon and went to the park and watched him try to feed his entire peanut butter sandwich to a pigeon. I even managed to answer a few emails. I was fine. I was handling it. The rage was a low simmer, a pilot light in my chest, but it was under control. I was a new man. A therapized man.
But the whole day, in the back of my head, was a single, persistent thought:
He contacted her. He was in the same room as her. He could have hurt her.
I never thought Eshe would actually take him up on his offer, but still... the violation of it itched under my skin.
As we were getting ready to figure out dinner, something in me snapped. The image of him sitting across from her, sliding that envelope like she was a problem to be solved, flashed behind my eyes. The pilot light flared.
“I gotta run out for a second,” I said, my voice casual. “Forgot I had to... check on something for Ekon. His birthday coming up...”
She looked up, a slight frown on her face. “Right now? Dinner’s almost ready.”
“I’ll be back before it’s done.” I kissed her, quick. “Promise.”
I jumped in the car and hurried out of the driveway. Donte was driving into his house next door when I left. That annoyed me—his presence a reminder of the normal, domestic life I was supposedly heading toward, while I was actively driving away from it.
My hands were steady on the wheel, though. The GPS said it would take forty-five minutes to get to my parents’ vacation house on the water. I made it in thirty.
The house was a monster of glass and steel, looming over the dark water like a spaceship that had landed and decided to stay. Every light was on. Of course.
I killed the engine and just sat there for a minute, watching. The pilot light in my chest was a bonfire now. All the calm from the day was gone, burned away by the drive.
This was who I was. This was the old Silas, the one who burned bridges just to feel the heat. This is who I was trying to get rid of. And yet—my father wanted this version of me. If he didn’t, why would he have contacted her?
This was the feeling I had the night I saw Solomon enter the house that Ekon lived in, looking like he was ready to murder someone. A primal, possessive fury.
I got out of the car. The air smelled like salt. My footsteps crunched on the crushed-shell driveway. I didn’t have a plan. I was just going to walk up to that giant glass door and—
“What the fuck are you doing here?” a voice drawled from the shadows.
I froze.
Cassius stepped out from behind a giant live oak, arms crossed, looking disappointed.
A second later, Jonas materialized on my other side, leaning against the car like he’d been there the whole time.
“What the hell are you two doing here?” I snarled, my fists clenching.
“Preventing you from getting a murder charge,” Jonas said, pushing off the car. “And saving you from yourself. Again.”
“Eshe called,” Cassius said, walking toward me. “The second you left. Said you had that look in your eye—the one that says you’re about to do something stupid and irreparable.”
He stopped in front of me. “We broke every speeding law known to man to get here before you did.”
“Maybe you should’ve married Angel,” Cassius joked, a grim smile on his face. “She said you’d end up right here before the night was over. We’ve been waiting all day for Eshe to call and say you snapped.”
I stared at them, the fight draining out of me all at once, leaving me hollow and tired.
They knew. They all knew me better than I knew myself. The therapy, the progress... it was all just a thin veneer. Underneath, I was still the same explosive bastard, ready to torch my entire life over a slight.
Cassius clapped a heavy hand on my shoulder.
“He’s not worth it, brother. He’s not worth your freedom. He’s not worth having to see Ekon and Eshe through prison glass.”
“Let’s go get a drink,” Jonas said. “A real one. And we can talk about your feelings if you want. We’ll listen if we have to. It’ll be more tolerable after some whiskey.”
I looked past them at the stupid, beautiful house. I pictured my father inside, probably sipping a scotch, completely unaware that his son was standing in his driveway—and that two of my friends, the brothers he’d never understand, had just saved us all from me.
I took a deep breath.
The salt air didn’t feel like money anymore.
It just felt cold.
“Yeah,” I said, my voice rough. “A drink sounds good.”
I let them lead me back to the car.
I didn’t look back.




Chapter Thirty Three- Eshe

Three months later.
India.Arie’s “Good Mourning” curled through my speakers, a balm on the raw edges of my spirit. I was on Silas’s back patio, tucked into a plush lounger with a book I wasn’t reading. I was just… relaxing.
The sliding glass door was open, letting the evening air blend with the music. I was waiting for him to get back with takeout, content in the quiet.
This—whatever this was with Silas—was calm. It was… easy.
The peace shattered when a voice cut through the music from the other side of the tall wooden fence that separated Silas’s yard.
“Eshe? Life?”
My entire body went rigid. The ghost of my past was rattling the gates of my new paradise.
Literally.
I didn’t answer. I held my breath.
“Life, I know that’s you. I can hear your music.”
I hated that he still called me Life now.
Slowly, against every screaming instinct, I stood and walked to the fence. There was a narrow gap between two slats. I didn’t look through it—just leaned my forehead against the cool wood.
“What do you want, Donte?” I asked, my voice flat, drained of the energy it took to fight him.
A beat of silence.
“The universe has a fucked-up sense of humor. I guess this is my punishment for what I did to you.”
“You’re not being punished by my happiness, Donte.”
“I am. Was I really that bad, Eshe?” His voice was muffled by the barrier between us. “Bad enough for you to just… give up on me? Throw away everything we had? You’re over here… and it’s like I never existed.”
Compassion rose in me like a tide—a stupid, traitorous reflex conditioned by years of loving him. I wanted to reach out, to smooth the worry from his brow.
I hated that part of myself.
I stayed quiet for a long moment.
“Talk to me. Please.”
I sighed. I didn’t owe him anything. But maybe… maybe I owed it to myself to say this—here, where I felt safe, with a wall between us.
“You were bad,” I said quietly. “You weren’t a villain. That would’ve been easier—just be outright evil. You were more like slow, sweet poison. You brought me banana pudding and held me when my granny died. You knew I depended on you. Loved you. And that’s what made the bad parts so much worse.”
I heard him shift on the other side of the fence, the creak of a floorboard under his weight.
“You broke me in the quietest ways,” I continued, the words flowing easier here, in Silas’s yard. “It wasn’t just the abortion. It was you asking for it. It was you marrying her. It was you showing up at my door, smelling like her perfume, and expecting me to wait. You made me an accomplice in my own heartbreak. You made me complicit.”
My voice grew steadier.
“You broke me by making me believe that crumbs from your table were a feast. You broke my faith, Donte. You made me stop believing in love. You made me look at my own reflection and see a fool.”
I could almost hear his breathing.
“I know you didn’t mean to,” I said at last. “You’re just selfish, and nobody taught you not to be. But intention doesn’t erase impact. You can’t put a bandage on a wound this deep.”
I stepped back from the fence.
“And beyond all that… the fundamental, unchangeable truth?” I drew a breath. “We were never meant to be, because you chose to be someone else’s.”
The silence on his side was absolute.
Then I heard it—the sliding sound of his back door, followed by it slamming shut.
Out front, a car door closed. A moment later, Silas walked onto the patio. I was still standing near the fence.
“Everything alright?” he asked, his voice a low rumble that instantly soothed the frayed nerves inside me.
Before I could answer, his eyes flicked to the fence, then back to me—curious but calm.
I walked toward him, away from the ghost next door and into the solid, present reality of him. I took the bag of food from his hands and set it on the counter.
“Everything’s fine,” I said—and for the first time, I truly believed it. “The past was just stopping by to say a final goodbye.”
The war was over.
I was on the right side of the fence.




Chapter thirty four- Eshe



The Scrabble board was my battlefield, and I was determined to win.
My tongue pressed against my teeth, eyes scanning my tiles. Silas sat across from me, looking smug as hell with his goofy self, lounging back like a king waiting for me to fail.
“You cheating,” I said, narrowing my eyes when he dropped EXACTING across the board.
He leaned forward with that cocky smirk. “Nah, just smarter.”
“Smarter my ass.” I flicked a tile at him.
He caught it and laughed, the sound bouncing around the room—warm and alive.
Then his phone started buzzing. Once. Twice. Again. Relentless.
He ignored it.
“You gon’ answer that?” I asked.
“Nope. We playing Scrabble.” He grinned, proud of himself.
The buzzing didn’t stop.
I raised an eyebrow. “Oh, you can’t answer your phone in front of me?” I wasn’t really serious—just curious about who kept calling.
He rolled his eyes, then finally snatched the phone up and pressed it to his ear.
I watched his face. Watched his jaw go tight. Then, just like that, he hung up.
He didn’t look at me. He reached out and mechanically started placing tiles back on the board, rearranging them into meaningless patterns.
“Silas? What’s wrong?” I asked again, a knot of dread forming in my stomach.
“My parents,” he said, his tone disturbingly casual. Flat. Emotionless. “Car accident on US-19. A semi lost control. They didn’t make it.”
The words landed like physical blows. I recoiled, my hand flying to my mouth.
“Oh my God, Silas. I’m… I’m so sorry.” My mind raced, useless. “What are you going to do? Do you need to go to the hospital? The… the morgue? I can drive you—”
His head snapped up, and the look in his eyes was terrifying. Raw, unfiltered pain sheathed in a layer of pure ice.
“I’m not going to do a goddamn thing,” he said, his voice low and sharp. “Stop talking. Change the subject. Right now.”
I flinched. Silas had never talked to me like that. But I saw it—the agony threatening to swallow him whole. He wasn’t pushing me away; he was barely holding himself together. I remembered that feeling when my grandma passed. Being angry at the world. I let it slide.
“Okay,” I said softly, my heart breaking for him. “Okay.”
I reached out and slowly started helping him gather the tiles. Afterward, we sat in a heavy, suffocating silence for what felt like an hour.
Eventually, he stood without a word and walked upstairs. I heard the bathroom door close and the lock click.
He needed space. He needed time.
The only thing I could think to do was something normal. I pulled out my phone and ordered food from the first place that was still open.
Twenty minutes later, a knock at the door.
I hurried to open it—and froze.
Donte stood on my porch holding a brown paper bag. A smirk played on his lips.
“Hey, Eshe. I got your order at my house by mistake.”
I didn’t even get to say anything or grab the bag before I heard the creak of the floorboard behind me.
Silas was on the stairs.
Donte’s eyes flicked over my shoulder, his smirk widening.
Silas brushed past me, a blur of motion, and his fist connected with Donte’s jaw with a sickening crack. The food bag went flying, containers scattering across the porch.
Donte staggered back, shock quickly replaced by fury. He lunged at Silas. Blow for blow, they went at it—raw, ugly, and violent.
Silas wasn’t just fighting Donte. He was exorcising a demon. Pouring all his grief, his shock, his unimaginable pain into every punch.
“Stop! STOP!” My voice broke, but neither of them heard me.
Neighbors’ lights flicked on. Someone yelled that they’d called the police. Nobody came outside. I imagined them peeking from behind curtains or watching through security cameras, witnessing the clusterfuck that was my life.
It felt like seconds before red and blue lights painted the street.
Two officers pulled them apart. Donte was a mess—his nose bleeding, one eye already swelling shut. Silas stood there, chest heaving, his knuckles raw and bloody, eyes still blazing.
“You both are under arrest,” one officer said.
“No, wait—” I started, panic clawing my throat.
“Ma’am, step back,” another officer snapped.
Next thing I knew, they were both in cuffs, being read their rights.
What in the fuck just happened?
I think I stood there for ten whole minutes, just watching the street. I couldn’t piece together how we went from Scrabble to Silas’s parents’ death to him and Donte fighting like wild animals.
A car screeched to a halt at the curb. Sinica came running out, her face a caricature of distress.
“You! This is all your fault! You just can’t leave him alone, can you?”
Something in me snapped.
The grief for Silas. The years of her playing the victim. The sheer audacity of her showing up at my house to blame me.
I crossed the lawn in three strides and slapped her. The sound cracked through the night. It felt good.
“Bitch, are you crazy? You know I want nothing to do with that motherfucker.”
She reeled back like she was about to swing.
Her face twisted. Spit flew as she let loose.
“Homewrecker! Ugly ass! Nothing but trouble—always dragging him down, making everything worse!”
The insults poured out like a dam breaking, her voice cracking with rage. She jabbed a manicured finger in my face, trembling with the effort of hating me.
I stepped forward. “Please, Sinica. Swing—so I can beat your ass for the old and the new.”
She jerked back, spun on her heel, and stormed off. Her heels clacked against the pavement. Her curses lingered in the air like poison.
I stood there, chest heaving.
And in that moment, one thing was clear.
Me and Silas needed to move. And I needed to call him a lawyer.




Chapter Thirty five- Eshe



Silas’s lawyer worked fast. Money always made things move, and by the time the sun crept through the blinds, Silas had been set free—exhausted.
When he walked out of jail, he looked… hollow. His clothes were rumpled, his knuckles bandaged. He wouldn’t meet my eyes.
The car ride home was silent. The only sounds were the rhythmic click of the turn signal and the heavy weight of everything unsaid.
I avoided looking toward Donte’s house as we pulled in.
Inside, Silas stopped in the middle of the living room and ran a hand over his face.
“Eshe, I…” His voice was rough, gravelly. “I am so sorry. I am so fucking sorry. I lost my mind. I yelled at you. I pushed past you. None of that’s okay.” His voice cracked. “There’s no excuse. What happened with my parents… it’s a reason, but not an excuse. The way I spoke to you. The fight. The way I let Donte bait me—God, I’m groveling here. Just tell me what to do. Please.”
“You didn’t put your hands on me,” I said softly, cutting off his spiral. “You pushed past me. There’s a difference.”
“It’s still not acceptable,” he whispered.
The shame in his eyes gutted me.
For a second, I just looked at him. Part of me wanted to be furious—to tell him that if this was the man he turned into under pressure, maybe I should be scared. But the bigger part of me—the part that had seen him hold me steady when I crumbled, that knew how hard he fought to be better—wouldn’t let me.
“You don’t have to get on your knees,” I said, walking over to him. I took his bandaged hand in mine. “I accept your apology, Silas.”
He sagged in relief, but I held up a finger.
“But you only get one time,” I said, my voice firm but not unkind.
He nodded immediately, like he’d been waiting for me to draw that line. “Understood.”
“Good. Now, you need to sleep.”
I led him upstairs. He didn’t argue. He took a quick shower, then collapsed onto my bed naked, asleep almost instantly. I pulled the comforter over him and then did something I hadn’t planned—I lay down beside him, on top of the covers. Just to remind him he wasn’t alone.
I must have dozed off too, because the next thing I knew, voices were carrying up from downstairs. I slipped out of bed carefully. Silas didn’t stir.
Downstairs, Angel, Cassius, and West were letting themselves in, arms full of takeout bags and bottles. The smell of fried chicken and garlic noodles filled the air—sharp and comforting all at once.
Angel’s voice was soft with concern. “How is he?” She was holding a sleeping Ekon against her shoulder.
“Asleep,” I whispered. “He’s… processing.”
They nodded. No one offered platitudes. They just unpacked food, spread bottles across the counter, and made space for me to breathe. It wasn’t loud, but it was solid. Present. That’s how you knew who really loved you.
“Put Ekon on the bed with Silas. He’ll be happy to see him when he wakes up,” I said.
Angel went upstairs. When she came back, we all settled in the living room, picking at food, drinking, trying to fill the silence with something normal. The clink of bottles, the rip of foil containers, the crunch of fries—mundane sounds in a house that had carried too much heaviness for one night.
A sharp voice rang out from upstairs. “Daddy! Up!”
We froze. Then came the sound of a slap. “UP!”
A moment later, heavy footsteps descended the stairs. Silas appeared, hair mussed but with a spark of light back in his eyes. Perched on his hip was Ekon, grinning like he’d just conquered the world.
“Our son,” Silas said to Angel and Cassius, “has a violent wake-up call. He slapped the hell out of me.”
He tried to smile—and this time, it stuck.
Cassius raised his beer in a mock toast. “We’re so sorry, man.”
Silas just nodded, taking a long pull from his own. “I know. Thanks for coming. I don’t really want to talk about it in front of Ekon.”
The silence that followed was heavier than the food in our stomachs. Everyone shifted uncomfortably, trying not to make it worse.
And then West blurted, “Me and Aja broke up.”
We all turned to stare at him.
Silas cut his eyes at me, ever the observer. “Eshe. Why do you look a little too happy about that?”
Heat crept up my neck. Damn him. I tried to school my features, but failed.
“I can’t help it,” I admitted with a shrug. “I liked Aja—she was sweet. But the way y’all got together? It always irked me. Who wants to be reminded of that all the time?”
West gave a sad, half-smile. “Yeah. I’m starting to see how fucked up that was, talking about it now.”
Silas shook his head, but for the first time since that phone call… he really smiled.




Chapter thirty Six- Eshe



A week later.
I woke up to the sound of heavy breathing and lips dragging fire up my thigh.
Silas’s tongue flicked out, hot and hungry, and I damn near choked on air. He was between my legs, lavishing my pussy with his tongue. His head was buried deep; I could feel his curls brushing my skin.
I gripped the sheets, my thighs trying to close around his head, but his hands slid under, palms splayed wide, keeping me open.
“No,” he muttered against my clit. “Keep them open or I’ll stop.”
My hips rolled on instinct. He flattened his tongue, dragged it up slow, then sucked my clit so hard I yelped.
My moans were loud, reckless, damn near disrespectful. I didn’t care.
“Fuck… Silas…” My voice cracked, high and needy.
I grabbed his hair with both hands, curling my fingers in it, grinding against his face like my life depended on it. He didn’t stop. Just growled low in his throat like I was doing something to him—like this was his pleasure too.
Then that finger slid inside me, thick and smooth, curling just right—right there.
My back bowed. “Shit!”
His mouth was locked on my clit, tongue flicking with precision, nasty and greedy. I couldn’t do anything but take it. Shake through it. Drown in it.
“Right there, don’t stop—don’t you fucking stop…”
He didn’t. He was on a mission.
That pressure built fast, coiled tight, then snapped. I shattered—legs trembling, body jerking, eyes rolling back. I screamed his name like it was a prayer and a curse, my release soaking his face.
He didn’t move.
Kept licking, slow now, soft licks like he was cleaning me up.
My chest rose and fell like I’d run a marathon, my whole body still twitching.
When I finally managed to look down at him, he was staring at me, lips and chin wet, smiling like he knew he’d just rearranged my soul.
“Silas… baby…” My voice cracked. “Come here, I need—”
He pulled back, lips glistening, jaw tight. “No.”
“What you mean, no?” I panted.
“No dick. Not tonight.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, eyes dark and sincere. “I yelled at you. I hurt you. I’m not allowing myself the pleasure of being inside you. That’s my consequence.”
I blinked at him. “Oh. Okay.”
He stared at me like he didn’t hear me right. “Okay?” he repeated, incredulous.
“Yeah. Okay.”
He narrowed his eyes, jaw ticking. “You were supposed to beg, Eshe. Cry a little. Tell me you can’t sleep without this dick.” He shook his head like I disappointed him. “See. That’s what I get for being noble.”
I laughed, still breathless. It was good to see him returning to normal after the whole thing with his parent’s death. “Boy, shut—”
Before I could finish, he flipped me onto my stomach. Rough. Possessive.
“You know what?” he growled. “I lied.”
He shoved into me, his dick thick, the stretch enough to steal every word from my throat. I arched, mouth falling open on a breathy moan.
“Fuck—Silas…”
He leaned down, voice right in my ear. “Say it again. Say my name just like that.”




Chapter Thirty Seven- Silas

Dr. Bailey was waiting. His silence gave me the urge to fill it—with jokes, with deflection, with anything but the truth. But I’d promised Eshe I would talk to him—be real, be truthful about how I felt. I couldn’t let her down.
“My parents died.”
The words should’ve had a ripple effect, but they just sank.
“I’m very sorry, Silas,” Dr. Bailey said. His voice was calm, steady—not dipped in that syrupy sweetness everyone else had been feeding me. I appreciated that.
I nodded, eyes fixed on the bookshelf behind his head, on the neat rows of spines. “Yeah.”
Pressure built in my chest, a scream lodged behind my sternum. I picked at the frayed edge of the bandage on my knuckles.
“I should be… sad,” I forced out. “Just… gutted. Right? That’s how other people are when they lose a parent. I lost both, and I feel nothing.”
“Is that what you’re feeling?”
“Yes,” I admitted, tapping my chest. “Inside me, it’s this… empty hole.”
“What created that hole?”
I finally met his eyes. “Guilt.”
The word tasted like ash.
“It’s just… guilt. A three-ring circus of fucking guilt.”
He didn’t pounce on the metaphor. He let it hang between us, ugly and true.
“What does the guilt tell you?” he asked.
“That I wanted this,” I said quickly, the words scraping out of me. “That I wished them gone. And now they are, and I can’t stop thinking maybe I caused it. Like my hate summoned it. And the fucked-up part? I don’t even feel bad about that.”
My voice cracked, but I pushed on.
“And then there’s the company. Already I’m getting calls—lawyers, board members, strangers who somehow got my number. They’re talking about ‘succession,’ about me stepping in, about legacy. And all I can think is, I don’t want it. I don’t want anything that belonged to them. But then I feel guilty for that too.”
My throat tightened. I wanted to cry but forced it down.
I leaned forward, elbows on my knees, staring at the carpet until it blurred.
“I hated them. Both of them. But I still feel like I’m failing them—and part of me is glad about that. What the fuck is that, Doc?”
He studied me, then spoke. “That’s the conflict of the human condition, Silas. It’s the complicated, often contradictory nature of our relationships with the people who shaped us—for better or worse.”
He leaned forward slightly.
“You’re holding two truths that feel like they should cancel each other out, but they don’t. You can feel relief that a source of conflict and pain in your life is gone, and you can also feel the hollow loss of their absence. You can be angry at them for the people they were. And yes, a part of you can even feel a dark satisfaction in their death.”
I kept my head down, listening.
He was putting words to the mess I couldn’t.
“No guilt isn’t a sign you’re a bad person,” he continued. “It’s a sign you’re a feeling person caught in an impossibly painful situation. The fact that it’s confusing, that it’s a tangled knot of anger and relief and obligation—that’s the most normal thing about all of this.”
I finally looked up. “So how do I untangle the knot?”
“We—how do we,” he corrected. “We don’t try to untie it all at once. We just look at one strand at a time. We acknowledge it. We name it. ‘This is my anger.’ ‘This is my relief.’ ‘This is my guilt.’ We hold them separately for a moment, and we understand that no single one of those feelings defines your entire relationship with your parents. They’re just parts of a whole that was… complicated.”
He let the words settle.
“The calls about the company—that’s a tangible strand. The feeling of not wanting it—that’s valid. The guilt you feel about not wanting it is also valid. They can coexist. Your job right now isn’t to make a decision. Not until you’re ready.”
I sat back, drained, but the pressure in my chest eased just a fraction.
“It’s a lot,” I said.
Understatement of the century.
“It is,” Dr. Bailey agreed. “And you don’t have to carry it all today.”
We sat in silence for a long stretch. I don’t know how many minutes passed before he added quietly,
“We can stop here. Go do something that makes you happy—with Eshe. Or Ekon. Or both.”
I nodded. “Okay.”




Chapter thirty eight- Silas

The weight of the session with Dr. Bailey sat on my shoulders like a lead blanket. His final words echoed in my head: “Go do something that’ll make you happy.” It felt less like a suggestion and more like a prescription.
The door swung open before I could knock. A tiny tornado in footie pajamas stood there. “’Las!”
“Hey, little man.” I scooped Ekon up, the solid weight of him an immediate balm—a shot of pure, uncomplicated joy straight to the veins. “We’re going on an adventure.”
An hour and one obscenely expensive children’s boutique later, we were both suited up. Ekon wore a miniature black suit, looking profoundly serious as he examined his tiny leather shoes. I’d opted for a charcoal grey Tom Ford. I buckled him into his car seat.
“Okay, soldier. Mission: Make Eshe Say Yes.”
Ekon pretty much ignored me, kicking his little legs in the backseat, grinning like he’d just won the lottery while watching something on the tablet he was holding. He had no idea what was about to happen.
The rich, savory scent of caramelized onions and garlic hit me the second I opened my front door. Eshe was in the kitchen, back turned, stirring a pot. The domesticity of it—the sheer normalcy after the emotional wreckage of the day—stole the air from my lungs. This. This was what I wanted. It could erase everything else.
I set Ekon down and gave him a gentle nudge. “Go show Eshe how handsome you are.”
He waddled into the kitchen, arms outstretched. “She, she! Look!”
She turned, already smiling. It widened at the sight of the tiny suit. “Oh my goodness! Look at you! You are so—” Her eyes lifted past Ekon, landing on me. Her smile faltered, replaced by warm confusion.
“What’s all this? You two about to pose for GQ, father-son edition?”
I walked to her, heart hammering like it wanted out of my chest. I took her free hand—the one not holding a wooden spoon.
“Dr. Bailey told me to go do something that made me happy today.”
“Okay…” she said, laughing softly. “And playing dress-up did it?”
“This is the pre–happily ever after,” I said, thumb stroking her knuckles. “The main event is this.” I took a breath. “Marry me.”
She blinked. Then she laughed, a full, throaty sound I usually loved. She tried to pull her hand away. “Silas, stop. You’re emotional. It’s been a hell of a day. You don’t mean that.”
“I have never meant anything more in my life,” I said, my voice low, steady. I held her gaze, hoping she’d see the truth in it. “I have a ton of decisions to make—big, life-altering ones. And I want you right in the middle of all of them. I want you legally entitled to tell me no. I want you able to tell my family and board members to go fuck themselves. I want you protected. I want you to be my next of kin. I want you to be my wife.”
I nodded to Ekon, who was patiently holding the small black velvet box I’d given him. I took it and flipped it open. The emerald-cut diamond on its platinum band glinted in the kitchen light.
Eshe’s free hand flew to her mouth, her eyes glistening. “Silas…”
“Ekon,” I said, not breaking eye contact with her. “If she says no, you gotta cry. Big, ugly tears.”
Ekon’s little face immediately scrunched into a theatrical pout that was almost too convincing. He was definitely Angel’s child—dramatic and ready to help.
“Don’t you pressure me with that baby,” she whispered, her voice thick.
“I’m pressuring you with all I’ve got. Remember, you get half my money, too.” A slow grin spread across my face. “So? What’s it gonna be, Eshe? You gonna make my son cry?”
She was still silent.
“I’m serious,” I said, voice softening. “Say yes, Eshe. Please.”
A tear slipped down her cheek. She looked from my hopeful face to Ekon’s faux-tragic one, then down at the brilliant stone. She let out a watery, overwhelmed laugh. “Yes. Okay. Yes, you ridiculous man.”
I slid the ring onto her finger. It fit perfectly—like it was always meant to be there. I pulled her into a kiss, tasting the salt of her tears and the wine on her lips.
“Good,” I whispered against her mouth. “Because I already set up an appointment at the courthouse… in an hour.”
I walked to the foyer and returned with a garment bag and box. Inside was a simple, exquisite ivory silk slip dress and a pair of blood-red Christian Louboutins. Her size.
“You were awfully sure of yourself,” she said, fingers trailing over the fabric.
“I hedge my bets,” I said, kissing her again. “Now go get more beautiful. We’ve got a date with a justice of the peace.”
An hour Later
In a small, wood-paneled room that smelled like lemon polish, we stood facing each other. Ekon held a tiny pillow with our platinum bands. Two strangers who were scheduled to marry after us had agreed to witness.
The justice of the peace closed her book. “Silas, you may now share your vows.”
I’d asked earlier if I could.
I took both of Eshe’s hands in mine. I hadn’t written anything down. I just looked at her—and I knew.
“Eshe,” I began, my voice rough but steady. “You are the best decision I never saw coming. You’re my peace. You’re my fight. You’re the reason I’m trying to be a better man. I promise to love you, to piss you off, to make you laugh every single day for the rest of my life. I am yours. Completely.”
Tears streamed freely down her face now. When it was her turn, she opened her mouth—but nothing came out. Too choked up. All she could do was squeeze my hands and nod, over and over, a silent, fervent yes.
The justice smiled. “I’ll take that.”
I grinned and wiped her cheek with my thumb. “That’s okay, baby. You can owe me the words. I’ll collect on our fiftieth anniversary.”
Then I kissed her—not waiting for permission. It wasn’t a fairy tale. It was better. It was ours.




Chapter thirty nine- Silas

The heavy courthouse door shut behind us with a final echo. The late afternoon sun poured golden light over everything. Eshe clutched my hand, the new ring on her finger catching the sun. Ekon was on my hip. She turned to say something—and then the world exploded.
In sound.
Brilliant blue and silver sparks burst in the air.
Standing on the courthouse steps, grinning like madmen, was Cassius, lighting another fountain firework with the tip of his cigar. Anel, Jonas, Naomi, and West stood nearby, shaking their heads.
“What the hell?” I laughed, pulling Eshe closer.
“Are you crazy?” Eshe shrieked, still smiling. “Cassius, that’s illegal! The police are right here! The jail is right there!”
Right on cue, the courthouse door opened again. Two sheriff’s deputies stepped out, looking deeply unimpressed. They glanced from us to our crew.
Cassius, unfazed, waved with his cigar.
A tense silence followed. Eshe held her breath.
One of the deputies, an older man with a thick mustache, cracked a smile. He nudged his partner. “Relax, Henderson. It’s their wedding day.” He looked at Cassius. “You got a permit for those, son?”
“Nope!” Cassius called back. “But I’ll donate to the sheriff’s office!”
The deputy shook his head, smiling wider. “Go celebrate somewhere else. And clean up your mess before you go.”
He turned and went back inside with his partner.
The second the doors shut, Angel screamed, “YOU’RE MARRIED!” and sprinted up the steps to crush us in a hug.




Chapter forty- Eshe

“Who would’ve thought we’d end up like this?” I whispered, my voice barely louder than the breeze spilling through the open glass doors. The night air was warm, thick with the scent of salt and blooming jasmine. The waves played percussion in the background, soft and steady.
“One day, you just showed up at my house and never left.” I let out a low laugh, my fingers trailing down Silas’s arm where it rested heavy across my waist.
We were stretched out naked across the bed, fresh off the plane, finally starting our honeymoon. Our skin was still damp from the shower, the sheets cool beneath us, the air conditioner humming low in the background. Silas's fingertips moved in slow, lazy circles on my hip like he was trying to memorize me all over again.
He chuckled, deep and husky. “Not me. I always knew.” His lips grazed my temple. “Back then, I didn’t even believe in happy endings. But you…” He exhaled, voice catching just a little. “You gave me mine.”
We lay there for a beat, soaking in the quiet, the comfort, the miracle of it all.
“Feels like a song,” I murmured. “Some ‘90s R&B joint… We’re in the music video—me, you, this bed, the ocean just outside.”
Silas smirked. “If it’s a song, then you gotta give me the hook. Sing it to me.”
I laughed, burying my face in his chest. “You don’t want me to sing. I’d sound terrible.”
He tightened his arm around me, pulling me closer until I was flush against him, our legs tangled. “I know. I’ve heard you.” He laughed. “Doesn’t matter. I’d still want it.”
His voice dropped, quiet and serious now. “I’d take your off-key forever over anyone else’s perfect.”
That made me pause. Made me swallow hard.
He kissed my forehead, then my cheek. “Thank you,” he whispered. “For choosing me. For staying. For seeing me through the worst parts of myself and still loving me anyway.”
I blinked back sudden tears. “You don’t have to thank me. We chose each other.”
“I know,” he murmured. “But I still thank you. Every day. You made me believe in things I thought I’d buried a long time ago.”
I wrapped my arms around his neck, resting my head against his shoulder. My throat tightened. I turned to face him, eyes locked on his. “I wrote vows for you. I couldn’t find the words when they counted… but I want you to hear them now.”
His hand stilled. His gaze sharpened. “Say them, baby.”
I took a shaky breath.
“Silas Wright…
You are my proof that broken doesn’t mean unworthy. That a man can carry scars and still hold a woman gentle. You’re my protector, my peace, my mirror. You make me brave.
I promise to never let you forget who you are when the world tries to break you down.
I promise to laugh with you when it’s good, hold you when it’s bad, and remind you, always, that you are enough.
You’re already enough.”
Tears welled in his eyes, but he smiled through them—slow and reverent. He leaned in, kissed me long and deep, until I felt like my soul was pressed against his.
Then he rolled over, his weight covering me, his mouth still on mine. His voice was a growl against my lips.
“I want to make love to my wife.”
And as he pushed into me, the ocean roared, the wind rushed through the room, and the world blurred into nothing but him.




Epilogue
Four Months Later
Silas

I used to think peace was a myth. Some shit people talked about, but I didn’t think I’d ever get to live it.
But this? Right here?
Watching Ekon make a mess on the living room rug while Eshe and Angel whispered like teenage girls on the couch—this was it.
We’d finally moved out of that house next door to Donte. Should’ve done it sooner.
I was this close to putting that man in a grave.
He was persistent.
Every time I saw him, I remembered what Eshe told me he did to her. It wasn’t healthy being that close to him. Wasn’t smart. And I wasn’t gonna let that energy bleed into the life we were building.
So we moved into Eshe’s grandmother’s house.
It was different now. Again.
Different from what she grew up in.
Different from what Donte had paid for.
Renovated. Reinforced. Reborn.
Like us.
The walls were ours. The future was ours.
I stood in the hallway, just out of sight, listening to her and Angel talk. I was eavesdropping on purpose.
“I don’t know how to tell him,” Eshe said. “He said he didn’t want kids. And what happened with Donte got me scared as fuck.”
My chest tightened—not from surprise, but from knowing she still questioned how deep this thing between us ran.
Angel whispered something back, but I didn’t catch it. Didn’t need to.
I stepped into the room, voice even.
“I already know you’re pregnant.”
Eshe damn near jumped out of her skin.
She whipped around. “What?! How—how do you know?”
I grinned, leaning against the doorframe.
“I told you, I was there for Angel’s whole pregnancy. I know the signs. You’ve been throwing up every morning.”
She gave me a doubtful look. “You didn’t know…”
“I knew. Why do you think I bought you that vitamin dispenser filled with supplements? They’re all what the doctor said would be good for prenatal care.”
I stepped closer. “I was just waiting on you to say something.”
Her mouth dropped open, speechless. That alone was worth it.
“I thought you didn’t want kids,” she finally whispered.
I stopped in front of her, reached out, and tucked a curl behind her ear.
My voice came out softer than I expected.
“It’s true. I didn’t. But with you?” I said. “I’ll take anything. All of it. Whatever comes with loving you—I want it.”
Her eyes filled up, but she didn’t cry. Not yet. She just stared at me like I’d given her something priceless.
I crouched and scooped Ekon into my arms, holding him close.
I didn’t want to make a big deal out of the pregnancy.
If I just showed her I was ready—that her being pregnant changed nothing—she’d calm down and be happy too.
“You’re about to have a little sister,”  “You ready for that?”
He didn’t answer—just kept play fortnight on his phone.
I leaned over, kissed Angel on the crown of her head, then kissed Eshe on the lips.
Slow. Sure. Like the promise it was.
Then I pulled back, shifted Ekon on my hip, and headed for the door.
“Let’s go get something to eat,” I told him. “Let the womenfolk keep talking.”
We stepped out into the light.
Me and my boy.
Making space for the life that was coming next.






Ekon- Bonus



The music was too loud, the drinks too sweet, and the house was too full of people who wanted to shake my hand and tell me how proud they were. I smiled through it, let them hug me, slap my back like I’d just cured cancer instead of finishing grad school and coming home to take over one of my father’s businesses.
He wasn’t my father—technically.
I was Cassius’s son by blood. Silas’s son because he had always been there.
He gave me the legacy his parents left behind because he didn’t want it—
and I did.
When I was sixteen, I overheard him telling Momma Eshe he planned to sell it. I didn’t understand why—something about “bad stuff” and wanting peace. I just knew it meant I wouldn’t get to tag along to meetings with famous athletes anymore. That agency was my dream. He told me if I got a business degree, it was mine.
I was twenty-eight now. Three months post-grad. Ready.
I stood near the bar, watching people dance and laugh and orbit both sets of my parents like they were royalty. Silas had his arm around Eshe’s waist. She looked good—like peace. They were still in love. My mother and father were still in love. Uncle Jonas and Aunt Naomi? Still in love too.
“You good?”
Lena—my girlfriend—kissed my cheek and handed me a drink. Her lashes fluttered when she looked across the room.
“Is that your sister?”
I followed her line of sight.
Fallon.
She stood near the fireplace in a silk dress that didn’t belong on an eighteen-year-old. Her curls were wild, lips glossed, eyes mean—like always. We were both light-skinned, tall, mixed. I called Silas Daddy, so people who didn’t know better drew their own conclusions.
I’d only known Lena four months. I hadn’t told her the full family breakdown yet.
I didn’t usually correct people. But I corrected Lena.
“Don’t call her that,” I said sharply. “She’s not my sister.”
Lena blinked. “Damn. Okay.”
I set my drink down and made my way through the crowd in Fallon’s direction. I didn’t even know why. She saw me coming and turned her back, disappearing into the kitchen. I followed.
She was standing at the fridge, sipping water when I found her.
“You not gonna say hello?” I asked. I’d been home all day and hadn’t seen her. It’d been like this for a few years now—her dodging me whenever she could.
She turned slowly, one eyebrow raised.
“No. I’m not saying hi,” she said, deadpan. “I never liked you.”
My mouth twisted. “The hell did I do to you?”
“You took up all my father’s time. Like you didn’t already have a daddy.”
She stared at me, unblinking. “You always acted like you belonged more than me.”
I scoffed. “You deadass right now? You mad about that? And you lying. Everywhere he took me, he took you. You lived with him. How could I take up all his time?”
She snapped, “So maybe I just didn’t want him spending any time with you. That’s my right as his daughter.”
I stepped closer. “You sound real entitled for somebody with a seven-figure sweet sixteen.”
She rolled her eyes. “I can’t stand how everybody treats you like the golden child. And now he’s giving you a multi-million dollar business that should rightfully be mine.”
I raised an eyebrow. “So this is about money?”
“It’s not just the money. Maybe I just don’t want to have it.”
Her lip curled. “You think you’re slick. If you say you don’t want it now, everybody will think I’m the petty one.”
I stared at her, baffled. “You’re impossible.”
Then it just... spiraled. We started arguing back and forth, voice low but heated.
The kitchen door swung open.
“What’s going on in here?” Silas asked, looking between us.
My momma and daddy were right behind him, both waiting for answers.
Fallon wiped the scowl off her face in an instant and turned sweet.
“Nothing, Daddy,” she said.
I echoed her. “Yeah. Nothing.”
We brushed past opposite sides of the island and left the kitchen in silence.
But it wasn’t nothing.
And I had a feeling me and Fallon weren’t done clashing.
Not by a long shot.
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