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Hi, Yall...




This is not erotica, y’all.
I know the name makes it seem like it will be. It aint.

This is a love story. A messy, complicated, bruised-up, healed-over kind of love story.
About second chances. About what happens when love ain’t clean, or safe, or even sane. Y’all know I love writing broken people finding love and this is me at it again.

Yes, there’s sex. Explicit Sex. They’re fucking, fucking.
But that’s not the point. The point is why they’re touching each other.

I just wanted to write something different than my usual. Aint nobody kidnapped or bribed. No murders.

It’s kind of long for me. I wrote it on Patreon, so it's very reader inspiried. I hope you all enjoy.

I’ll be back next month.

Check out my Patreon for new stories. 









































This one is for readers who like characters that love hard, fuck loud, forgive slowly, and still believe in soft endings.


Playlist

In My Mind - Lyn Lapet (feat. rum.gold)

POV - Ariana Grande

Family Feud - Jay-Z (feat. Beyoncé)

Lost One - Jazmine Sullivan

All I Got - H.E.R. (feat. BJ The Chicago Kid)

The Weekend - SZA

Nobody But You - SZA (feat. Justin Timberlake)

PLASTIC OFF THE SOFA - Beyoncé

All Mine - Brent Faiyaz

Cozy - Beyoncé

We Might Even Be Falling in Love (Interlude) - Victoria Monét

Woman - Doja Cat

Broken Boys - Jazmine Sullivan

NOBODY ELSE - Snoh Aalegra

3Way (feat. Ty Dolla $ign) – Teyana Taylor


One- Jordin

The bass wasn’t just a sound; it was a physical presence—a deep, throbbing heartbeat that climbed up through the floor, vibrating through the soles of my shoes and settling deep in the marrow of my bones. It traveled up my thick thighs and created a relentless, intimate pulse that made the silky fabric of my halter dress feel like a second skin. I tried to anchor myself, leaning back in the leather chair, crossing my legs, using my notepad as a flimsy shield against the energy in the room.

And all that energy was coming from him.

Ciarán was sprawled on the couch like a king, legs spread, head nodding to the rhythm. His shirt was open, a deliberate tease, revealing a canvas of dark ink that mapped out a history I wasn’t supposed to wonder about. I loved my husband. So Ciarán was not supposed to be an option. Not a thought. Not a temptation.

But temptation had a way of making itself comfortable—like him.

I told myself it was the music that pulled me in, not him.
But it was him.

For three months, his gaze had been constant. I’d be lying if I said he wasn’t affecting me. But like I said, I loved my husband.

He was tempting though. I swallowed, fingers tightening around the arm of my chair.

Ciarán caught me watching. He tilted his head back. His voice, when it came, was a low roll of thunder that matched the track’s beat.
“You know you look good in that dress, right?”

The words slid over me, warm and dangerous. I dropped my eyes back to my notepad, staring at it until the words blurred.
“Ciarán, focus on the music,” I said, trying to sound firm—but there was a breathy edge to my tone. “We gotta finish this verse tonight.”

He laughed, and I looked up. His grin in my direction was wicked, filthy. And God, I hated how my body responded. Liquid heat spiraled down my spine, pooling low in my belly, making me shift against the cool leather beneath me.

I sighed. I was ready to go home. I’d blame my reaction to him on missing my husband, because men like Ciarán weren’t even my type.

He was younger, a storm of trouble wrapped in flawless dark skin and a jawline that could cut glass. A fuckboy with a legendary temper and a roster of Instagram models. Even if I wasn’t married, I wouldn’t fuck with him.

But the way he looked at me… it wasn’t just looking. It was consuming.

I couldn’t help how it made me feel. But I wasn’t stupid enough to fuck up my marriage over a little sexual chemistry.

He interrupted my thoughts. “If I hit these notes right,” he whispered, leaning forward, letting the scent of his cologne and pure male confidence wrap around me. I forced myself not to breathe him in.
“Can we get a drink after? I been wanting to take you out, but you stay running from me like you scared.”

The laugh that escaped me was thin and frayed with disbelief. He was bold. Terrifyingly attractive.
“I’m married,” I said, enunciating both syllables.

He leaned closer, his grin reckless.
“I know. But if it’s to the white boy you always show up with at industry parties, it don’t count. Nobody scared of him.”

This time, my laugh was louder.
“You say that until you got that white boy knocking at your door. He’s crazy, Ciarán. And I’m not exaggerating. Oak don’t play about me.”

His eyes darkened with a flicker of something—amusement, maybe a challenge.
“So your pussy that good?”

I shook my head, a fresh wave of heat flushing my skin.
“If that’s what you got from what I said…” I pointed a trembling finger toward the vocal booth, a desperate attempt to reclaim control. “Take these and get your ass in there and sing.”

He slid off the couch with a predator’s grace.
“All right, boss lady,” he teased. “I’ll behave. For now.”

The moment he was in the booth, I let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. The air felt lighter. Cooler.

I called the sound engineer and his producer back into the room. Ciarán liked to write in private—but really, I just think he made any excuse so we’d be alone, hoping I’d fall for one of his lines.

Moments later, his voice poured from the speakers, and my world narrowed to that sound. Smooth. Raw. Hungry.

It was aural silk, dripping with need and lust.

And then it got filthy. He deviated from the script, grabbed my eyes, and wouldn’t let go as he sang:

“I could spread you open slow, taste every inch, make you quiver…
Have you screaming my name, dripping wet, begging me to go deeper.
If you let me.”

My eyes snapped shut. The lyrics I’d written were there, but he’d twisted them—poured his own filthy, beautiful truth into them.

He wasn’t just singing the song.
He was singing to me.

Hours later, the session ended, and we were alone again. He emerged from the booth glistening, sweat tracing the paths of his tattoos. He grabbed a towel, his eyes performing a slow sweep of me—from my heels to my eyes and back again—leaving a trail of fire in their wake.

“So… where you headed, Jordin?”

I blinked, pulling my gaze from the sparrow on his pec.
“Home,” I said, my voice barely a whisper as I gathered my things. “To my man. I’ll be back in a few days. I informed your manager.”

He stepped into my space, and the air changed. Whatever was dripping from his pores must’ve been some type of primal aphrodisiac, because my nipples hardened to aching points against my dress.

“How you thick and tiny at the same time?” he mused, his tongue swiping his bottom lip like he could already taste the answer.

“Where your woman at, Ciarán? One of the girls you fuckin’?”

“I don’t have one or the other. I’ve been celibate for the last few years.”

I shook my head, rolling my eyes.
“You lying.”

His head snapped back. “Why I gotta lie?”

I waved him off. “It don’t even matter, really. It’s none of my business. Goodnight, Ciarán.”

He moved—a fluid step blocking my path to the door. He leaned into my space, his face inches from mine, his breath warm on my skin.

“You really love your husband like that, really?” he whispered. “A lot of women say they do, but just don’t give a fuck when faced with the chance to fulfill a fantasy.”

A shaky chuckle escaped me.
“So you think you’re my fantasy?”

“I do. But you didn’t answer me. Do you love your husband, Jordin?”

I nodded.
“I do love him,” I said confidently. “And this—whatever you’re trying to start—isn’t happening.”

He tilted his head, a lazy smirk tugging at his mouth.
“Isn’t happening,” he repeated, like the words amused him. “You sure? ’Cause the way you be looking at me says something else.”

“That way I look—” I cut myself off, waving him off. “Don’t even answer that. I don’t want to hear what your crazy ass has to say.”

“But I want to answer you.” His eyes dropped, tracing the curve of my mouth. “I know hunger when I see it in a woman’s eyes. You want me,” he said.

I stared at him for a full second before shaking my head.
“Goodnight, Ciarán.”

I pushed past him and out the door, dismissing him from my mind. I was ready to go home.
I’d book a flight from Atlanta to Tampa in the morning.


Two- Jordin




It wasn’t until after putting my keys down on the entrance table that the fact there was another car in my driveway, besides my husband’s, at eleven in the morning when he was supposed to be at work, registered to me. He wasn’t supposed to be home and he wasn’t expecting me.

"Oak!" I called his name. When I got no response, I kicked off my shoes, left the foyer, and headed to the living room. It was empty. So was the kitchen. I went back into the living room and froze because why was there a pair of red bottoms sitting at the foot of my stairs? They weren’t my shoes.

My heart started pounding in my chest, a sinking feeling taking over me. But I had to be tripping for no reason because Oak—my best friend, my confidant, my world—would not fuck another bitch, let alone fuck one in my house. I made myself give him the benefit of the doubt. I took a deep breath and headed upstairs, each footstep feeling heavier than the last.

The door to our bedroom was slightly ajar. I pushed it open, and my world shattered.

My eyes landed on Oak, lying on his back. His secretary, a petite blonde with fake nails, a fake tan, and fake tits, was straddling him. She was putting her back into riding him, hollering like he was the first big dick she ever had. I don’t know if I made a noise or if he felt me there, but Oak’s eyes opened and widened as he jumped up, knocking her off of him, pulling the sheet around his waist.

The secretary—Jenny or Janet, some name with a J—looked up from the floor, just as shocked to see me. Why, I didn’t understand, because she was in my house fucking my husband.

The room was a mess, clothes strewn everywhere, the smell of sweat and sex hanging heavy in the air. Oak’s shirt was draped over the lamp, her bra was hanging off the chair, and the bed—her panties were on the floor.

I snapped. I swear I lost my mind. “You motherfucker!” My rage was a live entity, and it took control of me. I didn’t think. I reacted. Oak approached me, palms out, slowly like he was approaching a wild animal. I felt wild. When he got in reaching distance—whap—my fist connected with his face. He staggered back, eyes flashed angry, then the guilt took over. My hand hurt like hell from hitting him, but I wanted to do it again.

“Jordin, please, let me explain!” he begged, but his words were drowned out by the sound of my fists hitting him dead center in his chest. Whap, I hit him in his mouth, and it immediately started leaking blood. Whap, I kicked him in the stomach, my sneaker connecting with a satisfying thud.

Tears were falling down my face, my vision blurry. I felt my heart crack, felt it split right down the middle. The secretary was screaming too loudly to ignore. I heard her start telling someone—probably the 911 operator—to send the police.

I was not built for jail, but I was too far gone to see straight and just walk away before I got in trouble. I swung at my husband’s head. Oak didn’t defend himself. He just stood there, taking it all, like he knew he deserved it. That’s what I had liked about Oak since the beginning—he was rational.

I drew back my fist and punched him in the eye. I knew it had to hurt.

“Jordin, please!” Oak begged, but I didn’t care.

He tried to grab me. I shoved him back, then kicked at his shin as hard as I could. “Fuck,” he cursed and doubled over. He tried to straighten up, but I came at him again, a wild punch landing on his temple. He fell against the bed, and for a second, he looked like he might actually collapse, but he didn’t and I wasn’t done. I kicked him again, in the stomach.

“You make me fucking sick,” I yelled. I wanted him to hurt like I was hurting. I raised my fist again, ready to swing. I heard police radios, then an officer grabbed me from behind, pinning my arms to my sides. I tried to break free, kicking out blindly, my heel landing somewhere on Oak’s thigh.

It took another officer to help pull me away from Oak. They cuffed me. Oak, still naked, scrambled to put on boxers, his face a mess, blood red and purple.

“I don’t want to press charges,” Oak pleaded with the officers. “This is between us.” He was using his sophisticated white-man-who-sells-insurance voice.

One of the officers shook his head. “We don’t need you to press charges. We caught her in the act of assaulting you.”

Oak was covered in red marks. He wasn’t exactly pale, but his olive complexion was telling on me.

“I said no charges!” Oak roared. He lunged toward the officer who was holding me, but the others were ready. One officer pushed him back. The secretary tried to calm him down, placing a hand on his arm.

“Oak, please, just let them handle this,” she said softly. I watched her try to calm my husband and regretted not whooping her ass too.

He snatched away, his dark brown eyes darker. “Get the fuck off me! This is between me and my wife! You shut your fucking mouth.” He didn’t care that he was almost naked, didn’t care about being arrested. The police officers tightened their grip on me, pulling me toward the door.

Oak tried to grab me while cursing the officers. This was the true Oak. He was brash and loud, a bully. He had actually bullied me all throughout high school, and then told me in college that it was because he liked me. My stupid ass fell for it, and now look what it had gotten me.

“Sir, you need to calm down,” one officer advised when he followed us downstairs still running his mouth, making threats about the officers’ jobs. “We’re taking her in. Do you want to go too?”

He gave up then. “I’m sorry, Jordin,” Oak shouted, trying to push past the secretary who was now crying, pleading with him to stop.

A few neighbors were out. I was so fucking embarrassed. I dropped my head.

“Jordin, please!” Oak yelled as they put me in the back of the squad car. His eyes met mine, and I saw the tears. But I turned away. Fuck his tears.

The ride to the police station was silent. What had just happened settled in my chest like a stone. I had fucked up, let my anger get the best of me. My hands were shaking. At the station, they processed me, taking the money and cellphone from my pocket. They searched my thick hair locs. Cut the underwire out of my bra. Face hot, I kept my eyes low, humiliated. They took my fingerprints and led me to a holding cell. I was lucky to be the only one in it.

Hours passed. I kept debating on who to call. My momma wouldn’t be any help. She’d moved to Ghana with some young dude she met on Facebook. All I really had was Oak and clients I wrote songs for. I was screwed. I didn’t cry though. I couldn’t. I was numb. I knew I didn’t really have to call anyone. Oak would come for me. I just had to wait.

Finally, an officer came to get me about five hours after I was arrested. “Your bail’s been posted,” he said, unlocking the cell door.

I processed out, given everything they had taken from me but my dignity. I walked out to find Oak waiting in the lobby. I took my time studying him—6'1", with dark eyes, dark hair, and an athletic build. Handsome in a volatile, dangerous way that always made my heart race. He was in jeans and a polo shirt.

His eyes met mine as I approached him. I walked right past him and out of the door.

“I’ll take you home,” he said when he caught up with me.

I shook my head. “No. Stay away from me, Oak. I mean it. Don’t fucking come near me again.”

“But you need—”

“If you say one more word, I swear I won’t talk to you ever again,” I threatened. He knew I would. He knew my temper. I cut people off for less.

I saw the guilt in his eyes flash to anger for a second. He had the nerve to be mad? For why? I was the one that might end up with a fucking domestic violence case on my record, and he had fucked somebody else. I didn’t.

He ran his hands through his hair and tugged, then growled like a wild animal.

“Fine, I’ll leave you alone for now.”

I turned and walked away. I didn’t look back. The cool night air hit my face and kept me grounded in reality when I was ready to check the fuck out. I kept walking until I found a bus stop. I caught the first bus that came, not caring where it was headed. I just needed to get away. It was empty, I assumed because it was after seven. I rested my head against the cool window and forced myself not to think. I rode until the bus driver said it was the last stop.

I got off and started walking. I kept replaying the story of us in my head.

I had to send for an Uber to take me somewhere to sleep when it started getting too hard to keep my tired eyes open and I got tired of walking. I had been on the road with Ciarán, writing new songs for him and reworking his old songs. I was exhausted. I thought I was going to go home and lay up under my husband for a few days. My ass had been wrong about that. I chuckled to myself, though everything felt grim.

I ended up at my best friend Leyani’s house. She lived in a high-rise in downtown St. Pete. But she was working out of town for the next two years, but I knew the codes to her door and system. I let myself in and collapsed on the couch. My eyes closed immediately. When I woke up a few hours later, what had happened was waiting for me. I turned over on my back and stared at the ceiling. Tears streamed down my face as I curled into a ball, clutching Leyani’s couch blanket tight. What the fuck was I going to do now that this motherfucker had broken me?


Three- Jordin




Three days later…

The whiskey burned going down, but it was the only thing keeping me from screaming into the empty condo. Tyrese sang in the background about the shame he was experiencing. Leyani’s place smelled like vanilla candles and money. I sat curled on her white leather couch in a black hoodie I found draped over a chair, a bottle tucked between my thighs.

I was drunk. Sloppy drunk. That crying-while-laughing, voice-cracking kind of drunk. I let my head fall back against the couch and stared at the ceiling, the city lights bleeding through the floor-to-ceiling windows. My chest was tight, my eyes swollen, but I couldn’t stop replaying that day. The shoes at the bottom of the stairs. The smell of sex in the air. Oak’s face when he saw me.

I tipped the bottle up again, gagged on the taste, then laughed at myself. “Stupid bitch,” I muttered.

Oak was a stupid bitch from the very beginning. My mind pulled me backwards, dragging me through the history I swore I’d outgrown but never had.

I was seventeen, standing in the hallway of the private school my mama swore would “elevate” me. Plaid skirt too short, thighs thick enough to draw whispers. My locs were half-formed, awkward. I was one of maybe three Black girls in the whole damn building, so of course I stood out.

Mama thought she was doing right by me, sending me to private school. By then she had just gone from being a CNA to a registered nurse and decided her daughter needed “better.” A “better” school, “better” opportunities. What she never gave a fuck about was whether I wanted it. But she never really cared how I felt.

She was barely there. Always chasing something—money, men, a life outside of me. Even now she was halfway across the world in Ghana with some dude she met on Facebook, not giving a damn about what her daughter was going through.

That’s why Oak hit different. Even back then. Even when I hated him.

He noticed me. In his cruel, twisted way, he saw me when the rest of the students pretended I didn’t exist. He was mean, but at least he wasn’t silent. I could hear him now.

“Hey, Fatty!” he’d yelled across the hall the first day, loud enough for everyone to laugh. His green eyes sharp, his mouth curled in that cocky grin he’d never lost. I’d flipped him off, called him a bitch-ass.

The second week, he upped the insults. He sneered when we crossed paths by the lockers. I snapped before I could stop myself, swung on him in front of everybody. He just laughed and caught my wrist on the second swing like it was nothing. I got suspended. He walked away clean.

After that, it was constant. A shoulder check in the hallway. A smirk every time he saw me. My name always on his tongue, always with an insult attached.

I hated him.

But hate has a way of turning into other things.

By the time he graduated, I was relieved. He was gone, finally out of my space. I thought that would be the end of it, but life had other plans.

Two years later, I was at USF. I’d forgotten about Oak, or at least pushed him to the back of my mind. But then I spotted him on campus. He was different—quieter, more serious, but still carrying that same aura, like the world should bow down to him. He didn’t say anything to me, didn’t push or taunt. He just stared at me from across the quad, his gaze cold and unreadable, like I was beneath him. At least that’s what I thought at the time.

One night, there was a knock on my dorm door. I was ready to curse out whoever it was for interrupting my studying, but when I opened it, there stood Oak. He looked almost...nervous. He blurted out his feelings, no finesse. “I like you,” he confessed.

I laughed in his face. “Eat a dick, Oak.” I slammed the door.

But he didn’t let up. He’d show up at the library when I was studying, bringing me coffee. He’d ask me out to eat. He’d walk me to class, always persistent, always acting like the past was nothing. Eventually, he wore me down.

The memory faded, leaving the bitter taste of whiskey and regret. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, wishing I’d stayed away from him. I wished I’d let our life together end at “eat a dick.” Maybe then I wouldn’t be here, with my chest hurting.

Wiping my mouth again, I breathed out. “Look at me now,” I said to the empty room. I felt pitiful.

I grabbed my phone, thumb hovering over his name in my contacts. I wanted to call Oak. To scream. To ask why.

Instead, I slammed the phone face down, the crack of glass against glass a satisfying punctuation to my pain. I took another long, burning swig. It pissed me off that the world pulsed on, alive and utterly indifferent to the fact that my world had ended.


four- Oak




I’d spent the day chasing Jordin’s ghost, trying to find out where she went and the night drowning out the fact that I couldn’t find her and the silence she left behind. The vodka in my gut helped dull the edge but couldn’t thaw the ice in my chest.
I wanted to cry; tears blurred my vision. I was drinking and driving.

I almost missed the driveway in front of my house. My tires screamed as I jerked the wheel, the car lurching onto the pavement. In my rearview, I could see I’d taken out the garbage cans. They lay sprawled in the street, their contents bleeding across the asphalt. Fuck it. I’d deal with it tomorrow. My hands were clumsy, stupid things, fumbling with the door handle before I finally made my way out of the car. The half-empty bottle I’d been drinking from slipped from my grasp and shattered, the smell of cheap vodka drowning out the smell of darkness.

The porch light next door snapped on.
Mrs. Hawkins came outside, wrapped in an ugly floral robe, her arms crossed like a neighborhood watch sign. That old, snooty bitch who’d always looked at Jordin like she was a smudge on her perfect, white-picket world. I didn’t like her at all.

“Mr. Black!” her voice was a dry crack. “It’s after midnight! Do you have any idea how much noise you’re making?”

I stopped, swaying on my feet, and turned toward her. The world tilted. “You want to see how much more noise I can make?” I slurred, pointing a shaky finger. I raised my voice to a roar that tore at my throat. “I can make enough to let the whole goddamn street know I never liked your miserable ass! Now go back inside and mind your fucking business!”

Her jaw unhinged. For a glorious second, she was just a horrified old woman. Then she vanished, slamming her door so hard it echoed. “That’s right! Goodnight, bitch!” I yelled at the empty space.

At the door, my key wouldn’t find the lock. It took three tries.
The house didn’t just feel empty; it felt dead when I stepped inside. A tomb I’d built with my own two hands.

“Jordin!” My voice echoed back at me, a hollow, pathetic sound. “Baby, I’m home. I know you’re here!” The plea cracked, revealing the boy underneath the bully. “Just… please.”
Silence. I knew she wouldn’t answer.

“Jordin. My baby, my everything.” I started to sing, a ragged, off-key fragment of a song she loved. She used to smile and would press her face into my chest when I did that. Now, the notes just died in the still air. I staggered through the rooms, flipping on lights, each one illuminating another space she’d vacated. Nothing.

Back downstairs, my eyes landed on the photo on the mantle.
I grabbed it, holding it up in the lamplight. My hand trembled. It was us on the day I proposed to her. God, she was beautiful. Radiant. She was holding my hand, looking at me like I was her whole world.

I’d loved her from the first second I saw her in that high school hallway. She walked in like she owned the place, and I, the arrogant little king, had to try and break her, mold her to fit me. I pushed, I insulted, I bullied. But she stood her ground. I gave in, took her how she was. I was glad she never crumbled under the weight I put on her.

But my insecurity festered when we got together. I felt like I was always playing catch-up. Jordin was everything I wasn’t. She was better. Better at life, better at love, just… better. Too good for me.

And that truth ate me alive. It gnawed at me day and night, this sick, gnawing fear that she’d finally see the hollow man I was. And that—right there—is how I ended up in this mess. Because I felt she didn’t need me, and I was terrified. Terrified of being left, of being nothing, of watching her walk away. She was gone all the time. Working with men better than me, younger than me.

I went in search of something to quiet that fear. A distraction. A hit of attention. Proof that I was still wanted, still a man. I went looking for validation in all the wrong places. Each time I crossed that line, it wasn’t about sex. It was about proving to myself I still mattered.

Maybe if she gave me a chance to explain why I did what I did, she’d understand I didn’t mean to hurt her.

I felt the tears coming again. The glass of the picture frame blurred. My breathing was ragged, tearing from my lungs.

“How could you?” I whispered, my voice shaking. “How could you leave me for one little mistake? We had everything. Everything.”

In that moment, I hated her for it. I hated her for being so perfect. For making me love her so much it felt like dying to lose her. For never loving me with the same desperate, clawing need. She couldn’t have, because if she did, she would have already forgiven me.

The picture frame left my hand before I could think. It flew across the room and exploded against the wall.

“Goddamn it, Jordin!” I roared.

The sound was a release that devolved. I kicked over a lamp, relishing the sound of shattering glass. I felt good. I upended the bookshelf, and I felt better. I became a storm of my own making, tearing through the home we’d built, reducing it to rubble.

When the destructive energy finally left me, I sank to the floor, my back against the kitchen cabinets. I was surrounded by the wreckage.

She wasn’t here.
And I knew, with a certainty that turned the vodka in my stomach to acid, that she wasn’t coming back.

I had no one to blame but the motherfucker sitting in the ruins. Me.


five- Ciarán




A floorboard groaned. My eyes snapped open.
The sound was wrong. It didn’t belong in the 2 a.m. silence of my house.

Nobody should have been here. This place was my sanctuary. My fortress. Nobody knew about it.

I was on the studio couch again. The room was pitch black. My hand slid under the cushion. My fingers found cold steel.

The safety clicked off with a whisper in the dark.

I pushed myself up from the sofa. Moved through the darkness, holding my breath.

The sound came again—hangers scraping. From my bedroom closet upstairs.

At the top of the stairs, I froze. My room was dark, but I could make out a shadow moving inside. My heart hammered against my ribs. Adrenaline made my hand tremble around the pistol grip.

Fight or flight kicked in.
I never chose flight.

A shadow shifted behind the slatted closet door. Somebody was digging through it.

“The fuck you doing here?” I barked, squinting to make out the face.

The shadow turned around. My fucking daddy stared back at me. The little bit of fear in my chest burned off, turning into rage.

I clicked on the light.

He stood there, blinking in the sudden brightness. He looked rough as fuck. Skin sagging. Eyes bloodshot. A worn-out shell of the man who used to scare and beat the shit out of me as a kid. Everybody used to call the nigga Luke Cage because he was so big. Now he just looked pitiful.

“Cia,” he slurred, trying to stand up straight. He was holding something shiny. I moved forward and snatched it out of his hand.

My diamond bezel Rolex. The one I bought when I made my first big check. My whole body tensed.

“Nigga, I ain’t seen you in over a year, and you come back here to steal from me?” I yelled.

He tried to backpedal, his hands shaky as he waved them around. “Nah, son, I wasn’t gonna take it. I just needed to look at it, that’s all. Just needed to feel somethin’ nice for once.”

A dry, humorless laugh escaped me. “Bullshit. You came to rob me. Don’t play me for a fucking idiot.”

His face twisted, resentment sliding into place. “What, you think you better than me now? A little money and you’re too good for where you came from? Gonna fight your own father over a cheap watch?” He stumbled forward, weaving like a drunk tree in the wind.

I just watched him, disgust curdling in my gut. He kept coming, trying to use the same bulky presence that used to make me flinch as a kid. It didn’t work anymore. Now it just made my fists itch.

“Look at you,” he sneered, voice gaining strength. “Your little house. Your little cars. You think you’re the man? Just crazy in the head like me. But think you better.”

My hands curled into fists at my sides. I was holding on, but he kept pushing.

“You out here living soft now,” he went on, voice rising. “You ain’t no man, not really. You a spoiled-ass kid with a check. That’s all you are—a weak singing-ass nigga. You wouldn’t have none of this without me.”

Something snapped in me.

“The fuck you just say?” I growled.

I closed the gap between us, stepping into his space. His sour breath hit my nose, but I didn’t back down.

“You think I got all this because of you? Nigga, you didn’t do shit! You didn’t want to actually help me. You gave me some names to connections and let me do the work. You weren’t a father before then either—you were a fucking menace. Coming around just long enough to fuck with my momma and my head, to beat my ass or bark orders at her until she died. Even after all that, I tried to help you, and now you think you can come up in my house—my house—and talk to me like this? I oughta bust you upside your head like you used to do me.”

He opened his mouth, but I cut him off. “You ain’t shit, and you never been shit,” I hissed. “And now you lookin’ like death, smelling like death, trying to take from the son you didn’t even raise.”

My momma had been the sole provider for me until she died when I was sixteen. He was around when he needed something. He went from traveling musician to drunk, then to fucking crackhead in just a couple years before I made it big at eighteen. I tried to help him. Threw at least a hundred grand at his addiction, put him in rehab, but he refused to help himself. I cut him off.

His hand came up like he was about to push me, but I didn’t give him the chance. I shoved him hard, my palms slamming into his chest. The air whooshed out of his lungs. He fell, hitting the edge of a dresser. My anger went volcanic, watching him play the victim, burning through the last of my restraint.

I didn’t even realize I still had the gun in my hand until I was pointing it at his head.

“Get the fuck out of my house!” I roared, my voice shaking the walls. “I don’t owe you shit. You hear me? Nothing.”

He didn’t say anything back. Just lay there coughing and groaning. That’s when I noticed the carpet staining red.

“Shit.”

I pulled my phone from my pocket and dialed, my manager. He answered on the second ring, his voice groggy. “Yo, C. What’s up?”

“I need you to come over, man,” I rasped. “It’s my pops. He broke in, and I think we gotta call someone. He’s leaking from the head.”

Tyrell sighed heavy. “Damn, Ciarán. What the fuck your angry ass do this time? Fuck. Alright, I’ll be there in a few.”

I didn’t feel bad about waking Tyrell. I paid his ass enough to get out of bed anytime I called, and I damn sure didn’t give a fuck about Darryl’s stinking, thieving ass. I was more pissed that the motherfucker was bleeding out on my expensive carpet.

I left him there, taking my watch and gun. Went downstairs to the bar and poured myself a glass of cognac. It burned going down but didn’t burn away my anger. “Fuck-ass coming into my shit to steal—he better be glad I didn’t shoot him.” I grabbed the entire bottle, hit the living room, and turned on ESPN.

About fifteen minutes later, Tyrell showed up. He didn’t even say anything when he walked in through the front door. He was the only person I trusted with a key.

I nodded toward the stairs, then pushed myself up to follow him.

He looked at my dad on the floor, shook his head, then looked back at me. “This shit is gonna end up on social media,” he muttered. “We gotta call the police so he can’t twist the story later.”

Tyrell crouched to check on him. “You alright, old man?”

My father didn’t respond. He was still on the floor, trying to get up and failing.

“He’s good,” Tyrell declared before stepping out. I heard him making the call, his tone calm and professional, like always. My father and I just glared at each other.

I hated to admit it, but I was just like him.

The police and EMTs came soon after. They took him away on a stretcher. I didn’t even watch. I sat in the bathroom on the side of the tub, popping gummies to calm my frayed nerves. Tyrell handled everything, smooth as always.

He only called me downstairs to back up the story he’d told the cops. “He fell, right, C?” Tyrell asked, nodding slightly.

I nodded. “Yeah. Slipped and hit his head.”

“See, officers,” Tyrell continued. “He slipped and hit his head. He’s alive. It’s no big deal, right? Since he was breaking in?”

The cops seemed skeptical. I had a reputation for putting my hands on people. But there wasn’t much they could do since my father already admitted he broke in. I was surprised to hear him say it, but it worked.

“You good?” Tyrell asked once the cops were gone, his eyes searching my face.

I nodded, but my chest still felt tight, the anger stuck there, refusing to let go. “Yeah,” I managed, though it felt like a lie.

“Cool. I’m going home. My wife mad as fuck I got up out our bed to fix shit for you.”

Tyrell was a big-ass ex-NFL linebacker turned manager—light-skinned, pretty-boy type. Used to bodyguard entertainers after he fucked his knee up, then decided to use his business degree. I’d known him since we were young. I didn’t trust many people, but I trusted him. He was married to an ex-porn chick turned holy-roller. I didn’t see how he put up with her self-righteous ass. We butted heads all the time.

As we headed toward the door, my mind shifted to Jordin. “Jordin? She coming back anytime soon?” I called behind him.

I’d been trying not to mention her, but her pretty ass constantly stayed on my mind. Ever since the first day I met her. Women didn’t always bring out the best in me, but Jordin—she was different. With her, the noise in my head just… quieted down. “I know she requested time from the label, but she didn’t say how much,” I said.

He turned to face me, a sneaky smile curving his lip. “Nah, she won’t be back for a while.”

I rubbed a hand over my face, exhausted. I was barely getting three hours. “What happened?”

He blurted it like he’d been waiting to tell me. “Her husband cheated on her. It’s been all over the place for weeks. Thought you’d have seen it on social media, considering how much you stalk her.”

I stiffened, shooting him a glare. “Stalk? That’s a strong-ass word, Tyrell.” My voice was defensive as hell. “I don’t stalk her. I just… like to know what she’s doing. Big difference.”

She had this pull, this energy I couldn’t shake no matter how much I tried. It wasn’t just about wanting her. It was deeper. She got under my fucking skin, made me think about shit I didn’t want to think about.

Tyrell laughed, shaking his head. “Yeah, sure, C. Whatever makes you sleep at night.”

I ignored him. Truth was, I hadn’t looked at her socials in weeks—not because I didn’t want to, but because I’d told myself I needed to stop. Last time I saw her, she made it clear she was off-limits.

“Damn. So she’s free now?” The news brought a smile to my face.

Tyrell nodded slowly. “Yeah. You’ve been wanting her for a while. Maybe this is your shot.”

I turned away, looking out into the dark beyond my window. “Shit, maybe it is. Book me a flight from Atlanta to Tampa for tomorrow,” I told Tyrell.


six-Oak




Jordan had accused me of being destructive when I was angry. The proof was staring back at me. The house was a disaster. In the two weeks since Jordin left me standing at the police department, I’d torn through it a few times. Furniture was overturned, pictures were shattered, and remnants of my rage littered the floor. The smell of stale vodka lingered, but the surfaces were clean. I couldn't bring myself to care about the chaos; I just needed to feel something other than the gnawing emptiness inside.

I grabbed the bottle of top-shelf vodka from the counter, popped the cap off, and took a long swig. The alcohol burned as it went down, but it dulled the ache in my heart. I stood in front of the mirror, looking at my reflection. I was dressed in clean clothes—a crisp white shirt and dark jeans—but the pain in my eyes was unmistakable. My face was a mask of anger and hurt.

The door burst open, and Marcus walked in, his face twisted with disgust. “Damn, Oak. You look like shit,” he said, looking around the room. “And this place looks like a war zone.”

I shrugged, taking another swig. “What do you want, Marcus?”

He made his way into the room, grabbed the remote, and turned off the TV. “Get up,” he ordered, his tone filled with that familiar older-brother authority he loved to wield. We were too fucking old for that now.

“Fuck off. I don’t need a big brother lecture,” I snapped.

Suddenly, his hand was wrapped around my arm. He tugged, pulling me to my feet.

“Yes, you do,” he shot back. “You think destroying her house is going to bring her back? She’ll hate you more.”

I glared at him, my anger bubbling to the surface. “Fuck you, Marcus.”

Marcus’s face hardened. “Fuck me? I know you’re hurting, but that doesn’t give you the right to be an asshole.”

I stood up abruptly, the chair scraping against the floor. “Fuck you, Marcus, again. You don’t understand. Nothing you say matters. You didn’t even like her.”

He stood up too, his eyes blazing. “I’m trying to help you, Oak. But if you want to wallow in your own misery, go ahead. Just don’t expect me to watch you destroy yourself.”

We stared each other down, the tension crackling in the air. My entire body felt hot; I was burning from the inside out, and before I knew it, I shoved him. Marcus stumbled back but quickly regained his footing.

“What the fuck, Oak?” he shouted, shoving me back. “You want to fight? Is that what you need?”

I lunged at him, slamming into his chest. He shoved back, his hands grabbing at my arms, but I swung wild, catching him in the ribs. He grunted, then swung at me, his fist connecting with my shoulder.

We stumbled, our feet tangling as we wrestled. My elbow caught his jaw, and he grabbed my shirt, yanking hard enough to make me lose my balance. We hit the floor with a thud, fists still flying, until we both lay there, panting, too tired to keep going.

I was hurting. We hadn’t fought like this since we were teenagers, back when I was still stupid enough to think I could win. My ribs ached, my jaw throbbed, and my hands were raw. But the pain didn’t matter. I deserved it.

I stared up at the ceiling, my chest heaving, his groans next to me loud in the quiet room.

“You done?” Marcus panted, looking over at me with a mix of anger and pity.

I pushed myself off the floor, feeling the adrenaline drain away, leaving me hollow. “Yeah, I’m done.”

We sat there for a few minutes, catching our breath. Marcus finally broke the silence. “You need to get your shit together, Oak. This isn’t helping anyone.”

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. The words were there, but they felt stuck, tangled in my throat.

My mind immediately drifted back to Jordin. When I thought about it, she was half responsible for the affair. She just made it too easy. Always traveling for work, always leaving me alone to fend for myself. She knew I needed her, but she didn’t care. She put her career above everything else, above us. She made me feel… disposable.

Before I knew it, I was on my feet, my thoughts spilling out. I started pacing, my fists clenching. “She’s so fucking selfish. Always traveling, always chasing her fucking dream. She put me second. No—third, fourth, last! And now she’s acting like I threw it all away, like I’m the one who ruined everything. I gave her my whole damn self, Marcus. My whole fucking self! And what did she give me?”

“Bro.” Marcus’s voice cut me off. “Oak, shut the fuck up,” he shouted, staring up at me like I’d lost my mind.

My chest deflated. “She’s gone, though. She’s everything, Marcus. I don’t know how to live without her.”

He shook his head, pushing himself up off the floor. “You need to start by forgiving yourself,” he said softly. “You made a mistake. A huge one. But you can’t let it destroy you.”

His words made sense, but they felt hollow. Forgiveness was impossible when the person I needed it from the most wasn’t around to give it.

I sat on the couch, feeling the exhaustion seep into my bones.

“We’ll get through this, Oak. You’re not alone.”

I nodded as tears started streaming down my face. The pain was a constant ache. Marcus sat beside me, not saying a word while I cried like I’d never cried before, and I appreciated him for that.

The next morning, Marcus was still there. He had crashed on the couch, not wanting to leave me alone. I appreciated it more than I could say. I got up, showered, and dressed, feeling like a shadow of my former self.

We went out for breakfast. He cracked jokes, talked about work, and tried to distract me. It worked, a little. I managed to eat without feeling like I was going to throw up.

When we got back to the house, he dropped me off. I found an envelope waiting for me in the mailbox. My stomach dropped, but I forced myself to open it. It was a letter from Jordin’s lawyer, outlining the terms of the divorce she wanted.

I read through it, my hands shaking. She didn’t want anything from me. She deserved it all. Seeing the end of us in black and white made it real. It made it feel final.

I crumpled the letter and threw it in the trash, then grabbed a bottle of tequila from the bar. I couldn’t deal with it right now.


seven-Jordin




They say grief comes in stages—denial, anger, bargaining. I didn't know which one I was in, and frankly, I didn't give a damn about a textbook explanation. All I knew was the hole in my chest,from the cold, heavy fact of being with the same man for almost twenty years and losing him—not to fate, but to a two-bit secretary.

The leather of Leyani’s couch squeaked under my thick thighs as I shifted, but the sound was muted by the blood pounding in my ears. I was seated cross-legged, gripping my phone so tightly the muscles in my right hand hurt.

I swiped through my phone gallery again, a ritual of self-torture. My lip caught between my teeth every time Oak’s face flashed on the screen.

This picture was of him smiling like the perfect husband on our trip to Miami, his arm slung over my shoulder like he owned me. I liked that possessive shit he did. It made me feel like I was his whole world. Like nothing else mattered but me.

Which is funny, considering he cheated—like I was just another thing he thought he owned, not someone he actually respected.

I stared at his face, my heart twisting like I’d just found out all over again.

“Fucking liar,” I muttered, swiping again, my thumb moving faster now. Another photo came up—his birthday last year. He’d been grinning, holding up a glass of whiskey like he was some kind of king. “You really thought you were better than everybody else, huh**?**”

“Oak, a fucking cheater with a God complex,” I said, my voice sounding louder and more bitter. “You really got me out here looking stupid.” I was being ridiculed all over social media. The secretary bitch sold the story. I was either an angry Black woman, a jealous Black woman, or a bitch who deserved to be cheated on, according to half the internet.

I leaned back against the couch, the tears still falling as I scrolled through the photos faster. “Look at his ass. Always up under me, at every party. Anti-social, narcissistic ass.”

I clicked on a video. It was from that time we went to a karaoke bar, and he’d gotten up to sing some off-key version of Luther Vandross. His cocky, pale ass had thought he was killing it, and I’d laughed so hard I couldn’t breathe. I smiled for half a second before the pain came rushing back.

I put the phone down on the sofa, telling myself I was done, then picked it right back up, swiping again, even though I knew I shouldn’t. I landed on a picture from our anniversary dinner. Oak had been all dressed up, his tie slightly crooked, that smirk on his face that used to drive me crazy. I stared at the photo until my vision blurred, a lump forming in my throat.

My hand tightened around the phone. I wanted to throw it. Smash it. Burn it. But I couldn’t. I just sat there, staring at his face, the tears spilling over before I could stop them.

“How could you?” I whispered to the empty room, my voice trembling. “How the hell could you?”

I sniffed hard, swiping at my cheeks. This wasn’t me. I wasn’t the woman who sat around crying over a man. But here I was, on my best friend’s couch, no makeup, no pride, just a mess of emotions I couldn’t get a handle on.

“This is your fault, Oak. You aren’t even all that to be acting like this over,” I snapped, wiping my nose on my sleeve. “So much shit I let slide. Your temper, your little mood swings, the way you always had to be right. I let it go because I loved you. But you—” My voice broke, and I tossed the phone onto the table, burying my face in my hands.

“You were selfish,” I choked out, my voice muffled by my hands. “You were so fucking selfish, Oak. And I let you be. I let you think it was okay to make everything about you.”

I sniffled, reaching for the wine glass on the table. The alcohol burned as it went down, but it didn’t burn enough. Nothing was ever enough to make this shit hurt less.

“I should have cheated on you first. You ruined us,” I whispered, staring at the ceiling, the tears spilling over again. “And for what? A secretary with a bad sew-in? God, I hate you.” I couldn’t believe this motherfucker had me out here talking to myself. I wished Leyani would bring her ass home.

My phone buzzed on the table, pulling me out of the spiral. I reached for it, wiping my eyes to see the screen clearly. A message from Ciarán lit up the display.

Ciarán: How are you feeling, J? I’m sorry for your grief, mamma. I’m in your city and was thinking about you.

I stared at the message, my heart thudding. I shouldn’t respond. I knew I shouldn’t. But then I thought about sitting here alone with these pictures, these memories, this pain that wouldn’t let me breathe.

My fingers moved on their own.

Where are you? Come get me.

The response came fast.

Ciarán: On my way.

I set the phone down, my chest tight as I leaned back into the couch. Maybe fucking Ciarán would make me feel better. My tears stopped at the thought, but the ache in my heart stayed, heavy and unmoving. Maybe this wasn’t the best choice, but right now, it was what I was about to do.


Eight- Jordin




Silence filled the space in the car between me and Ciarán as the road stretched ahead, dark and endless. We’d been driving for hours without a word. I leaned against the cool glass of the passenger-side window, my head throbbing from the wine I’d drunk. My stomach kept flipping—caused by a combination of the hangover and the weight of everything that had gone wrong in my life over the past month.

Ciarán drove with one hand on the wheel, posture relaxed like he had no worries in the world. But I’d already seen on social media there’d been some incident between him and his father. He didn’t seem bothered. I wondered what their story was, but not enough to ask.

We hadn’t said much since I got in the car. He’d pulled up, texted me that he was downstairs, and I went down. He told me to get in—that we were going to his house in Miami to get away. I didn’t have clothes or anything, not even a toothbrush. I was wearing a pair of leggings and an Ice Cube T-shirt with Hello Kitty slippers. I didn’t even care. I just got in.

Maybe it was my fault we weren’t talking. I didn’t exactly feel like making conversation. Maybe I should’ve asked him about his dad.

I cut my eyes to the window and was met with nothing but darkness before they returned to him.

I eyed his profile, faintly illuminated by the dashboard glow. His side view was deadly. This man had the type of face that could make you forget your own damn name if you weren’t careful. He wore a simple white T-shirt, joggers, and Nike slides, like he’d just rolled out of bed to come get me. It was the first time I’d seen him dressed down. I wondered why he wasn’t with anybody.

I broke the silence, suddenly feeling like talking. “You ever think about marriage? Kids?”

He didn’t answer right away. Didn’t even glance at me. Just kept his eyes on the road like I hadn’t said anything.

When he finally spoke, his voice was calm, but there was something underneath it—something heavy. “Nah. Not really. Not something I want.”

I turned in my seat to look at him fully, trying to figure out if he was serious. “Why not?”

“Because I know myself, Jordin. I have issues. My moms was sweet as pie… But my pops… I took after him. Got the same fucked-up chemical imbalance. Temper like fire, mean streak a mile wide. I’ve seen what that shit does to a family. I don’t want to do that to anybody, especially not kids.”

His honesty caught me off guard.

He shrugged, still not looking at me as he continued. “But, I mean, I could see myself with someone long-term. Someone who gets me, you know? Someone who understands when I don’t want to be bothered for days. Somebody who gets that I ain’t gonna always have time for them. But papers and promises? Nah. That shit don’t mean anything if you can’t back it up. My dad used to give my mom all kinds of promises, and you know what they added up to? Zero. I can’t do that to anybody. Won’t do that.” His voice was so calm, so matter-of-fact, like he’d convinced himself a long time ago.

I sat back, trying to absorb what he was saying without judgment. He was too young to be this jaded. I had just caught my husband cheating, and even I wasn’t as cynical.

“You talk like that and it makes me want to hug you.”

His head turned toward me, his jaw tight. “I don’t need your pity, Jordin,” he snapped, his tone cutting into me. “Not everybody wants that fairy tale shit.”

The air in the car shifted, heavy and tense. I studied his face. “I’m just saying, it’s sad to close yourself off from something that could be good, just because you’re scared.”

“I’m not scared,” he said firmly, his voice low. “I’d rather be alone than fuck someone up because I tried to give them something I can’t.”

I exhaled slowly, letting his words settle in my brain. “So you think you’re protecting people by shutting them out? You’re not. All you’re doing is isolating yourself. Keep doing that and you’ll never find somebody who’ll love you through all that you mentioned.”

He smirked, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “You sound like a fucking motivational poster. But let me ask you something. How are you still this big on love and relationships when your husband was just balls deep in another bitch? That shit don’t make no sense.”

Ouch. Shocked by the heat behind his comment, my mouth dropped open. “Low blow, Negro,” I replied. But I couldn’t even be mad. I was the one who started the conversation.

“Am I wrong, though? You telling me you not bitter?” he rebutted.

I leaned back in my seat, crossing my arms. “Yes, I’m bitter, but that doesn’t mean you can throw that shit in my face because I said something you don’t like. I’m not out here preaching love cures all, Ciarán. I’m saying it’s worth trying.”

He raised an eyebrow, his smirk fading into something more serious. “You’re right. It was low. My bad.”

I turned and stared at him for a second, surprised by the apology. “Thank you,” I said, a little softer.

“But for real,” he continued, leaning one hand on the steering wheel. “How you still believe in all that shit? After what he did to you?”

I sighed. “Because what he did doesn’t define love. It just defines his stupid ass. I can’t let his bullshit ruin the way I see the world. I don’t want to be that forever bitter, closed-off person who can’t trust or feel anymore.”

He nodded slowly, his gaze fixed on the road. “I get it. Doesn’t mean I agree, but I get it.”

I needed to change the subject before I turned into a mess, crying in his car or cursing his ass out. “It’s good to know you don’t want a relationship or kids,” I said, forcing a small laugh to lighten the mood. “If we ever fuck, I’ll know not to take you seriously.”

His tires shrieked. My body snapped forward, seatbelt biting into my shoulder. The bottle of water in the console toppled, rolling under my feet as the car screeched to a stop in the middle of the empty highway. My pulse slammed against my throat.

“What the hell, Ciarán?” My voice cracked.

He turned slow, eyes locking on mine. “So, us fucking is a possibility now?”

The way he said fucking, low and deep, sent warmth sliding down my spine. I stared at him, caught between wanting to laugh and wanting to smack him.

“You goofy as hell,” I said, shaking my head. “I was just saying.”

He leaned back in his seat, smirking as his hand drummed lazily on the console. “You didn’t say no, though. And you usually just say no outright. So, what you’re really saying is... there’s a chance.”

I rolled my eyes, trying to hide my grin. He was too much. “You’re being weird.”

“Nah,” he said, his voice low, “I’m just making sure you know there’s a chance. But I won’t press you about it. We both know damn well it’s only a matter of time before you let me have you the way I want.”

“Here you go.” I rolled my eyes.

“I’m right. I know it. Why else would you be here with me?” He chuckled.

“You’re too cocky for me,” I shot back, crossing my arms over my chest. I was lying—I loved me a confident man.

He leaned in, his face too close, his eyes pinning me where I sat. “Nah, I’m real. I already seen how I affect you. You just don’t want to admit it yet,” he said, his voice dipping into the dangerous, hypnotic tone he sang with. He grabbed my jaw, forcing eye contact. “When you finally stop fighting it…” His thumb brushed the corner of my mouth, slow, “I’m going to stretch you out in my bed. I’ll take my time with you, learn the rhythm of your body, every sound you make, every shiver. Have you begging, wanting all of me at once, fast and hard.” He tilted my face up, his eyes flicking down to my throat, then back to my lips. His mouth curved into something lethal.

“You’ll let me kiss that spot on your neck that I notice you rub when I say something that makes your pussy hot.”

The car was suddenly too small, too hot, his voice filling every corner. My throat worked around a swallow, my palms pressed against my thighs like they could hold them together. He kept going.

“And I’m gonna touch every part of you. Make you forget who you’re mad at, how he hurt you. And you’ll love every second of what I do to you,” he added.

I had to breathe through temptation.

“You’re ridiculous,” I said, but my voice shook, a weak laugh dragging itself out of me.

He let my face go and started the car again. “No, you’re ridiculous for denying yourself,” he said.

I didn’t say shit else after that. He was right. My intention had been to fuck him—that was the reason I came—but now I was forbidding myself to. He was too intense for me. I was too soft. I’d end up in love with a man who didn’t even believe in love. And I wouldn’t get to blame him when he broke me. He’d already told me the truth. He laid it out plain. He wasn’t about promises or forever, just the moment. And I couldn’t trust myself to keep it casual.

I leaned my head back against the seat, trying to calm the storm in my chest.

About thirty minutes later, the Miami skyline came into view, the sunrise painting it in soft hues of orange and pink. The sight pulled me back into memories of Oak, of the life we had shared over fifteen years. We’d spent a lot of nights in Miami, tangled in expensive hotel sheets.

It had been a month since I left him at the police station, and the pain hadn’t dulled. Marriage wasn’t supposed to end like this. I wasn’t supposed to be sitting in another man’s car, wondering how I’d let my life get so far off track.

Ciarán didn’t say anything as he pulled into the driveway of a black glass house that looked like it belonged in a music video. He cut the engine and turned to me, his eyes searching mine.

“You good?” he asked, his voice softer than I expected.

I nodded. He reached out, his thumb swiping across my cheek, showing me the wetness. “Then why you crying?”

I blinked, realizing too late that tears had slipped down my face. I turned my head away, embarrassed, trying to pull myself together. “I’m not crying,” I mumbled, lying even as I felt the tears.

“J, you ain’t gotta do that,” he said, his voice firm now. “Cry it out if you need to. Nobody’s gonna judge you here. Least of all me.”

I blinked again, still trying to hold back the tears, but his words broke something in me.

“I’m just so tired,” I whispered, barely audible.

“I know,” he said simply. He reached out and pulled me into him.

His body was so warm. I let myself melt into it.

“Let me take care of you for a while. With everything that happened and the fact that you’ve been working nonstop, you need to breathe,” he offered.

For a moment, I hesitated, knowing this was a door I might not be able to close once it opened. Still, I found myself saying the one word that felt like surrender.

“Okay.”


nine- Oak




The boardroom was freezing, but the chill couldn’t touch the numbness wrapped around me. I sat at the head of the table, arms crossed, while some analyst droned on about performance metrics. His voice was just a buzz in my ears. I hadn’t heard a word.

One month and one week.

That’s how long it had been since Jordin left me standing at the police station. A month of unreturned calls, ignored texts, and divorce papers piling up on my desk like accusations. I wasn’t signing shit. She’d made her point, but she was taking it too far. She would have to look me in the eye and tell me she wanted to end fifteen years over one mistake.

I’d let my ego and my dick talk me into the biggest error of my life. And now, the woman I built my world around was giving me a taste of what that world would be like without her in it—devastatingly silent.

“Mr. Black?”

I looked up. The entire boardroom was staring. The mid-level exec had frozen mid-sentence, his face pale, as if I’d fire him for the crime of interrupting my thoughts.

“Good work. Wrap it up,” I barked, having no idea what he’d said. I stood, the chair screeching against the floor, and walked out, leaving a wake of whispers behind me. Let them talk. I didn’t give a fuck.

Back in my office, I ripped my tie off like it was a noose and collapsed into my chair. The panoramic view of Tampa Bay usually centered me. Now, it just looked like a postcard from a life I was no longer living. I felt hollowed out. My family was worried. I was worried. The desperate, ugly thoughts were starting to whisper—thoughts about doing something drastic to get her back, or just… giving up.

The door burst open without a knock. I didn’t need to look up; the cloying, floral perfume announced Olivia.

“Do you knock?” I asked dryly.

“We need to talk,” she said, her voice trembling. She shut the door and stood there, arms crossed, one foot tapping impatiently against the tile.

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “There’s nothing to talk about, Olivia.”

I was still figuring out how to fire her without a lawsuit. Keeping her anywhere near me was a guarantee Jordin would never come back. For now, she was banished to another department.

“Don’t!” she whined, her voice rising to a shrill pitch. “Don’t act like we didn’t have something. Like I didn’t mean anything to you.”

A sharp, humorless laugh escaped me. I finally looked at her. “You didn’t. It was a fuck. A few of them. And not even that good.”

The bitter thought of Jordin casually dismissing her as “Jenny or Janet” flashed in my mind. That’s all Olivia was—so insignificant my wife couldn’t even be bothered to remember her name.

Her face crumpled, tears welling in her eyes even as she forced a laugh. “You’re a liar. You’re just mad because Jordin’s playing house with that singer, Ciarán, and it’s killing you.”

My stomach twisted into a cold knot, but I kept my face a blank mask. “Get out, Olivia.”

“You’re pathetic,” she hissed, her voice shaking with rage. “She’s gone, Oak. She’s on a private beach with another man—a richer, more famous one—while you sit here crying over her.”

“I said, get out.” My voice was dangerously quiet.

She wiped her tears with a furious swipe of her hand. “I’m reporting you to HR.”

“Do it.”

The door slammed behind her, the sound echoing in the sudden quiet. I stared at it for a long moment before grabbing my phone. My thumb hovered over Jordin’s name, but I opened a browser instead.

It didn’t take long to find it. A grainy paparazzi shot of her on a sun lounger in Miami, the sun making her skin glow. She was laughing, a real, unforced laugh frozen in time. And next to her was him. Ciarán. Shirtless, a drink in his hand, his focus entirely on her like she was the only thing in his universe.

I told you he wanted you, I thought, the memory a fresh burn. You said you didn’t care. You said you only wanted me.

The ugly, insidious thought slithered into my brain: Was she fucking him all along?

My grip on the phone turned white-knuckled. No. Jordin wasn’t that woman. But then, I wasn’t supposed to be the man who cheated on his wife, either.

I stood so abruptly the phone clattered to the desk. My gaze swept the room, landing on the framed photos of us—the ones I couldn’t bring myself to take down.

I moved before I could think. My arm swept across the shelf, sending glass and memories crashing to the floor. The sound wasn’t enough. I snatched the stack of divorce papers and threw them like confetti. The lamp followed, then the pen holder, anything I could get my hands on, until the office was a testament to my rage.

“Fuck!” I roared, my chest heaving.

I stood amidst the wreckage, nothing left to break. I thought about hurling my chair through the window, but the fight drained out of me as suddenly as it had come. I sank into it instead, my head in my hands, too exhausted for the tears that had already been spent.

Maybe Olivia was right. Maybe I was a fool.

But I wasn’t signing those papers. I wasn’t giving Jordin up.

Not yet. Not ever. She was mine, even if she didn’t want to be.
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“So, when are you going to start cooking dinner?” I asked, leaning back in my chair, watching her scribble something down in her notebook.

Jordin glanced over her shoulder, her eyes narrowing. “Who said I was cooking?” She was wearing this body-hugging dress with cut-outs in the back. She had this lil' roll I wanted to lick peeking out.

I shrugged, smirking. “I overheard you telling Andrew you were craving shrimp and grits earlier. You ain’t about to act like you didn’t mean to cook them.” Andrew was the sound guy; I didn’t like his ass anymore, even though he’d been with me for years. He was always in Jordin’s face.

Her head snapped up, and she gave me that look. The one that said I was on her last nerve, but she still found me amusing. “I thought I was your guest, not your personal chef. You’re supposed to be taking care of me.”

“You are my guest, and I am taking care of you mentally, baby,” I stood up, slowly walking toward her. “But you’ve been cooking every night since you got here, spoiling me. How am I supposed to go back to Uber Eats now?”

She rolled her eyes but didn’t move when I stepped into her space. She actually turned to face me. Her scent hit me. It was new. Something warm and sweet that clung to her skin, made me wanna lean in closer.

“If you’re spoiled,” she muttered, shaking her head, “that’s not my fault.”

“It is, though.” I let my hand graze her exposed skin. Just a touch. Soft and intentional. “We both know you like taking care of me. Admit it.”

She shifted back a step, her eyes narrowing at me. “Ciarán, are you trying to convince me to cook for you, or are you trying to seduce me?”

“Why can’t it be both?” I asked, taking another step forward, invading her space again.

Her laugh was low and disbelieving. “You’re full of shit.”

“I’m serious.”

Her lips parted slightly, like she was about to say something, but instead, she moved back again. Her hands came up, blocking me.

“I’m still married, you know,” she reminded me, her voice firm now.

I let out a slow breath, my eyes never leaving hers. “I don’t care. I’d share you if I had to. You’re the type of woman that’s worth it. But your husband fucked up, so I don’t even have to.”

She stepped back again and frowned.

I closed the space again, lowering my voice as I leaned in like I was about to kiss her. I really wanted to. But I wouldn’t. Not yet. I just wanted to gauge her reaction.

Her eyes fluttered shut for a second; she puckered her lips. Like she was bracing for it, ready for it. I pressed my phone into her hand.

“Order the ingredients on my account,” I said, stepping back. “We both know you’re gonna make shrimp and grits tonight.”

Her eyes snapped open, narrowing at me, but she took my phone anyway. “You’re so annoying.”

“I know,” I said with a grin. “I’m gonna shower. I’ll meet you in the main house.”

The shower was supposed to clear my head and calm my dick, but it didn’t. Instead, it made me think about her.

I liked Jordin here, with me. I liked her more than I should. She felt like a friend, something I didn’t have many of. Like family. It wasn’t even about fucking her. I just wanted to share space with her. I had meant what I said. I didn’t give a fuck about her husband. She could go back to his fuck-ass tomorrow, and I’d still find a way to have her in my life. Under any circumstances.

The first time I saw her, it was like hearing the sample for a perfect beat. That foundational piece you build a whole track around. I didn't believe in fairytales, but denying how she made me feel would have been like trying to un-breathe air.

Some part of me had already decided. Recognized her. Marked her as mine in a way I couldn’t undo.

I stepped out of the shower, dripping, grabbing a towel. I dried off then dropped it in the clothes basket. I needed to hurry up. I wanted to chill with Jordin while she cooked.

I pulled the bathroom door open and she was walking into my room. She froze. Her gaze traveled from my head to my toes, then paused on my dick, which was growing harder by the second just because of the look on her face.

When her eyes finally made it back to my face, I couldn’t help the smirk that tugged at my lips.

“I told you,” I said, my voice low. “Anything you see in this house, you’re welcome to use. Even me.”

She blinked, her lips pressing into a thin line as she tossed my phone onto the bed. “I’ll be done cooking in an hour. Put some damn clothes on and come eat.” She was kind of breathless, and her chest was rising and falling fast as hell before she stalked out.

The door closed behind her, leaving me standing there, naked and amused.

She was affected.

I wasn’t gonna push to fuck her, though. Her being here wasn’t even about that. But the way things were going, it felt like it was only a matter of time before I was rocking her to sleep. Then she wouldn’t be able to tell me shit, and it would be fuck her husband for real.
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What was I really doing here?

The truth was, I didn’t know why I was still here.
I told myself I had run away with Ciarán for escape, revenge, distraction—sex as self-medication, to rid myself of the curiosity now that Oak had given me an excuse.
My motives felt murky now, or murkier than before. What was supposed to be physical started brushing up against something emotional, something I didn’t plan for or want.

I was now here because Ciarán made me feel something—shit that Oak hadn’t ever.
Things that went beyond the heat and the thrill.
I liked him.

And that terrified me.
I pressed the heels of my hands to my eyes, trying to block it all out—the memory of Oak’s betrayal. I felt my heart speed up. This shit was giving me anxiety.
“Breathe,” I whispered to myself. “You’re not a weak woman. This will not break you.” I coached myself.
The sound of pots and pans drew my attention to the kitchen door. Ciarán was washing dishes. He also cleaned his house himself. I found that interesting because he didn’t come off as a man who did anything for himself. I assumed outside of the studio he was the type who always had people—assistants, managers, women—moving around him, smoothing over his life. But that was my prejudice. I had been in the industry for years, and that’s how it was for most.
I shook my head and tucked my legs under me, grabbed the remote, and flipped through the channels, ready to numb myself with something forgettable. My body was tired, but my mind was louder than I wanted it to be.

Before I could settle on anything, Ciarán came walking into the living room—all slow like he knew I was watching. His ever-present cocky-ass smirk sitting pretty on his face. No shirt, just smooth skin and tattoos, muscles flexing like he did that shit on purpose. My gaze, against all my better judgment, dipped south to the loose waistband of his basketball shorts. Every step, that fabric molded against his dick print, teasing me. My eyes shot back to the TV when I saw him noticing me watching him.
“You good over there?” he asked, stopping at the edge of the couch, staring at me.
“Fine,” I said quickly, trying to sound indifferent. But my heartbeat was in my pussy.
He grinned like he didn’t believe me, but he didn’t push.
“I got a surprise for you,” he said, not waiting for me to respond before heading to the corner where an old record player sat.

The needle dropped, and a soft crackle sounded before a woman’s voice—rich, aching, and from another era—filled the room.
“I waited too long… and now we’re apart…”
“LaVern Baker,” I said softly.
He smiled without looking at me. “You sound like her. You both have the same honey-dipped tone.”
“I know, I’ve heard it before,” I said, a little breathlessly. “But what do you know about her? Since when do you listen to music that wasn’t made on a laptop?”

He smiled sadly. “My mom used to play this when she cleaned the house. Said it was good luck to let love songs live in your walls.”
The image of him cleaning, all small and cute, was so vivid, so tender and domestic, it annoyed me. This was a side of him I didn’t want to know. It made me care. I didn’t want to hear any more of his memories.

“Is this really a love song, though?” I asked.
He leaned a shoulder against the wall, crossing his arms. The movement made the ink on his bicep shift and my breathing speed up.
“Sounds like one. A woman singing about waiting, losing her man… what else would it be?”
I drew my knees up to my chest, wrapping my arms around them.
“I don’t know. Sounds less like love and more like a warning. She waited too long, and now she’s alone. It’s about regret. About the cost of not acting when you had the chance.”
I met his gaze, the intensity in his dark eyes a tangible force across the room.
“It’s not a love song. It’s a ghost story.”

Ciarán was silent for a long moment, just watching me as LaVern’s voice swelled between us. It felt like we were sitting in a space of shared ache. The air grew thick, charged with everything we weren’t saying.
“You ever felt like that?” I asked. “Felt that sense of loss?”
He smirked faintly.
“Yeah. Once.”
I stared at him. “What happened?”
His smirk turned into a full-blown smile.
“The only woman I think I ever came close to feeling something akin to love for told me every time I tried… that she,” he paused, “loved her husband.”

His words landed with the weight he wanted them to. Something in my chest tightened.
The only woman I ever came close to feeling something real for replayed in my head.
I should’ve looked away, but I couldn’t.

Finally, he pushed off the wall. He crossed back to the couch and sat beside me. The leather dipped under his weight. I could smell the expensive dish soap he used.
“Don’t overthink what I said, Jordin.”
I felt my eyes narrow. How could I not? He had basically just confessed to loving me—or something close to it. The way he said it, all soft, unashamed. I was freaking out. I wanted to make him say it plain, to explain why to me, but that was a step too close to a line I shouldn’t cross. Not with a husband and unmade decisions.
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I lied, eyes fixed on the needle tracing LaVern’s voice.
“Good,” he replied.

He reached for my ankle casually, like he’d done it a hundred times before, pulling my foot into his lap.
He didn’t say anything else. His thumbs began to move, kneading at the flesh. The first press made me sigh, involuntarily. I hated that he heard it.

“You like that?” he teased again, his voice a lazy drawl that vibrated right through the sole of my foot and up my spine.
“Don’t start,” I muttered, the warning feeble even to my own ears.

He only hummed, low in his chest, a resonant sound that tangled with LaVern’s voice from the record. He started to sing along, his voice rougher, but soulful enough to make something deep in my chest flutter dangerously.
“I waited too long… to say that I love you…”
I closed my eyes, trying not to get swept away in the warmth of his hands, in the ache of his voice, in the feel of his skin but when his thumbs pressed into the arch of my foot, working a tension I hadn't even named, something inside me shivered.

It was too much. Too tender. Too intimate.

I pulled my foot back slightly.
“Ciarán… stop,” I whispered, the plea raw.
“Relax,” he whispered, his grip getting firmer, not letting me retreat. His thumb continued its slow, maddening circles.
“Ain’t gonna bite.”

He leaned forward, his gaze dark and heavy-lidded. The cocky smirk was gone, replaced by a look of pure, predatory focus.
“I might lick, though. Right here on this sensitive spot just below your ankle. See if you taste as sweet as you sound when you sigh when I touch it. Or I might suck… gently… on each one of your toes until you forget your own name.”

My breath hitched, and got trapped in my lungs.
“Or,” he continued, his voice dropping to a husky whisper as his hand slid from my foot to my calf, his fingers branding my skin,
“I could just keep going. See how long it takes before you’re not telling me to stop anymore… but begging me not to.”

Oh yeah, this was too much.
“No, really. Stop,” I said, making sure I sounded firm, though I didn’t feel it.

He froze,looking directly at me. For a moment, the air between us was electric—thick. Then he smirked.
“You sure?” he asked softly, his hand still hovering near my ankle. “You don’t sound like you really want me to.”
I swallowed, forcing a small laugh to break the tension.
“You’re so full of yourself. Let my foot go, negro.”

With that, he pushed my foot off his lap and stood, stretching.
“I’m calling it a night.”
“Good,” I replied, pretending to be unbothered. “I need my space.”
He paused, looking at me for a beat longer than necessary, his eyes taking me in.
“Goodnight, J.”
“Goodnight,” I mumbled, watching as he disappeared down the hall, leaving me alone with my thoughts.

Ciarán was dangerous. Not in the way Oak had been—reckless, possessive, and volatile.
No, Ciarán was dangerous because he was deliberate.
He knew exactly what he was doing, exactly how to pull me in without making it feel forced.
He was patient with me, easy, and, most importantly, he saw me.
Saw how I needed the patience he offered.
Saw how I needed to rebuild what I’d lost—and was actively helping me do that.
He wanted me happy.

That scared me more than anything.

Click.
The soft static crackle of the vinyl gave way to silence.
LaVern’s voice was gone.
And I was alone again—with nothing but my pulse, and everything I wasn’t ready to admit.
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The club was packed; Miami’s finest had turned out to see me in droves, like they always did. There were women twerking, dudes flossing. I’d been in spaces like this a thousand times, but tonight felt different. Probably because Jordin was here, sitting at my VIP table, sipping on her drink, waiting for me. And still, she stood out more than any other woman in the room in her simple bandage dress, her natural hair hanging down her back. She’d wet it and smoothed some oil through it before we left. She didn’t have on a stitch of makeup, but she was still gorgeous.

I leaned into the mic ; the crowd was hyped as fuck from the set I just finished. My DJ was cueing up the next song.

“I got someone special in the building tonight,” I said. “Songwriter extraordinaire, Miss Jordin Black.”

Jordin’s head snapped up, her wide eyes locking onto mine from across the room. She shook her head slightly, mouthing a hard "don’t do it," but I wasn’t about to let her hide. She wanted more work with bigger artist. This was the way she’d get it.

“She 's gonna kill a nigga later, but y’all give her a warm welcome,” I added, waving for her to join me on the stage. The crowd cheered, phones going up.

Jordin groaned visibly, setting her drink down and throwing me a mean mug. I grinned at her, daring her to say no to all these eyes.

After a beat, she stood, her steps slow and reluctant as she made her way to the stage. She was tipsy, swaying just a little. The crowd parted for her. I could see the men watching her. She didn’t realize how magnetic she could be.

She took the mic from me, rolling her eyes as I whispered, “You’ll thank me later.”

The DJ dropped the beat for “Next Lifetime” by Erykah Badu. This song reminded me of us, but I just wasn’t waiting for a next lifetime. I didn’t have it in me to wait. Jordin was right here, in my space, in my life, and every second I spent next to her made it harder to imagine her being anywhere else.

When she sang the first line, her voice soft, like silk sliding over bare skin, the energy in the club shifted.

I didn’t even have it in me to join her. I just watched her. The way her lips brushed the mic, the little sway of her hips, the way her fingers tapped against her thick thigh to the beat—it wasn’t just her voice; it was her. And for a second, watching her own that stage, I saw a future I know I wasn’t allowed to want. And it scared the shit out of me. Because I wanted it and her.

Her eyes flicked to mine, grabbing hold of my own, and I swore my heart skipped a beat.

When I finally picked up my mic to join her on the hook, I kept my voice low, letting it wrap around hers like a thread pulling us together. This was the most intimate moment I’d shared with anyone, and it was happening in front of a crowd full of strangers.

When the song ended, the crowd went crazy. I leaned into her, whispering, “You. Are. Everything, baby. You know that, right?”

“Shut up.” She shook her head, smiling as she passed me the mic and headed off stage back toward the VIP area.

I watched her weave through the crowd, not caring that I was being watched.

The way I was feeling had me thinking… maybe I loved her for real.

But what the fuck did I know about love? Love, to me, had always looked like a trap. Like something you gave to people just for them to weaponize it. I didn’t even know what love was supposed to feel like , and I’d spent my whole adult life making sure nobody got too close.

Still, I was going to lean into the feeling. Into her.

When she sat down, I said my goodbyes to the crowd and ducked into the back where my manager and publicist were waiting for me in the dressing room.

They were both staring at me strangely when I entered.

“What?” I snapped.

“She’s good for you,” Tyrell said, leaning against the wall, arms crossed.

“Who?” I asked, playing stupid.

“Jordin,” he said, like it was obvious. “Older, stable, thick, pretty, all her own body parts , and. Regular women will eat that shit up. Y’all could be a power couple.”

I laughed, shaking my head. “Jordin is off-limits for your publicity schemes. She’ll be pissed if you pull anything.”

Tyrell frowned, his eyes narrowing. “Since when do you care about boundaries? Or pissing people off, for that matter?”

I ignored him. Lila, my publicist, was nodding in agreement , though, and chimed in.

“He’s not wrong,” she said, tucking her phone into her purse. “She’s got that everyday woman appeal. Smart, talented, gorgeous. It could change the narrative around you, especially after the shit with your dad.”

I shot her a look that shut her up quick. “I said no. We done here?”

Neither of them answered, so I walked out, ready to get back to Jordin and enjoy the rest of the night.

When I stepped into the main area, I spotted her right away. She was near the bar, her arms crossed over her chest, her face tight. Some random nigga was standing too close, leaning into her space.

I didn’t even think. My feet moved before I told them to, my vision turning red. By the time I got close enough to hear them, I saw him grab her arm.

I snapped.

“Let her fucking go,” I yelled over the music.

The guy turned, his grip still on her arm. He didn’t look scared. Just annoyed. That’s what was wrong with Miami niggas—they didn’t know when they’d already lost. I was going to beat his ass for touching Jordin and treating me like a bitch.

“Mind your fucking busi—

Glorilla’s voice over the speakers distorted into a dull, throbbing hum in my ears, as a red haze clouded my vision. My fist connected with his jaw before he finished his sentence. The crack was loud enough to be heard over.

I didn’t stop hitting him. My knuckles met his face again and again. He couldn’t even fight back; he settled for trying to block, but I was on him.

“Ciarán, stop!” Jordin’s voice broke through the haze. She was pulling at my arms. Despite her voice calming me a bit and knowing everybody probably had their phone out, I couldn’t stop. He should have never touched her. Him and anybody else, I’d kill them for touch her, and the little voice in the back of my head, the one I kept locked in a deep, dark box, whispered, Don't stop .He deserves to die. .

Suddenly I was rushed. It took two bouncers to pull me off him. My chest heaved ; my knuckles were raw and throbbing. I came back to my senses. The guy was curled up on the floor, leaking.

“Get the fuck off me!”

My guards came out of nowhere to handle it.

I grabbed Jordin’s hand, pulling her toward the exit. “Let’s fucking go.”

She didn’t argue.

Outside, my two security guards I had hired to watch her specifically were leaned up against the car. I swear I had to stop myself from taking the rest of my anger out on them. Useless motherfuckers.

“Where the fuck were you two?” I snapped, my voice echoing in the parking lot.

They opened their mouths, trying to explain, but I wasn’t hearing it.

“You’re fired,” I said, my voice cold. “Both of you. Get the fuck out of my face.”

I didn’t wait for a response. I pulled Jordin toward the car, opening the door for her before getting in myself.

The silence in the car was heavy, her fingers twisting in her lap as I gripped the wheel. A few blocks down, I pulled over, cutting the engine.

“Are you okay?” I asked, turning to face her. I didn’t like that she was upset.

She nodded, but her hands were still shaking. “I’m fine,” she said softly. “But you’re not. You’re going to end up all over social media for this. You don’t need that.”

“Fuck social media,” I said. “I don’t care about that. I care about you. He shouldn’t have had his hands on you.”

She blinked, her lips parting like she didn’t know what to say.

“You’re my priority, Jordin. Fuck everything else.”

She didn’t have a comeback. She was just staring at me like she wasn’t sure what to do with what I’d just said. Then she simply nodded and turned to look out the window.
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I was stretched out on my back, staring at the ceiling fan, watching the slow, hypnotic rotation of the blades. My fists were still sore from earlier. Tyrell and Lila had been blowing my shit up all night, probably trying to do damage control. I knew that video was already everywhere. Twitter. Shade Room. All that. I didn’t give a fuck. I’d do it again if it meant Jordin was safe.

But she hadn’t said much since we got home. Not a word, really. That shit was eating at me. Because her quiet left too much space for my own thoughts to get loud. Was she replaying all that had happened in her head and seeing me for what I was—just another volatile nigga? Was she scared of me?

Suddenly the door creaked open, but I didn’t move. I knew it was her. I watched as she crossed the carpeted floor, soft as a whisper. The bed dipped under her weight, and then she slid next to me, laying her head on my chest. Her palm slid beneath my shirt, her fingers stretching wide over my stomach, just resting there. Her skin was warm. Silky. My heart was kicking against my ribs so loud I was sure she could feel it. But all my negative thoughts vanished.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “For protecting me.”

My hand settled on her lower back. She was in a little silk set—shorts and a matching top. I could smell the cocoa butter still clinging to her skin. I was trying to act like I had some self-control, but my dick wasn’t hearing it.

“You don’t gotta thank me for that, J. I’ma always protect you.”

“Yes, I do,” she said. “But don’t do it again.”

I huffed out a dry laugh. “I’ll do it again.”

“I know, because you violent,” she said, her voice softening again. “That’s the problem with you.”

She started tracing little circles on my six-pack with her fingertips, like she was trying to work up to whatever she was holding back.

“Just say what you want to say, Jordin,” I muttered. “You over there thinking too loud.”

She sucked her teeth long and hard. “You don’t know me.”

“Better than you want me to,” I said, my voice low.

“Whatever,” she said, brushing past it. “I want better than tonight for you, Ciarán.”

I turned my head toward her, snapping before I could stop myself. “The fuck does that mean?”

“It means you ain’t gotta be angry all the time,” she said, propping herself up on one elbow. Her eyes met mine and my anger dissipated. “You have more to give than the rage people expect from you. I’ve seen it. And I like that side of you. But if you keep letting that other part of you take the wheel, it’s going to catch up with you. And I don’t want to be around to watch that, because I care.”

I didn’t say anything. I didn’t know how. Because she was right. But it wasn’t as simple as she was making it out to be. I wouldn’t be the way I am if I knew how to control it. But for her... for the promise of more nights like this, I was willing to learn.

She continued. “I need you to promise me something.”

I raised an eyebrow. “What?”

“Control your temper,” she said. “Promise me you’ll start learning how to breathe through that shit.”

“J…”

“If you want me to come back after mediation,” she said, brushing her thumb across my heart, “then you’re gonna have to meet me halfway. I’ll come back and stay one more uninterrupted month. Here. With you. I’ll stay. I’ll cook. I’ll lay up like this every night so you sleep all cuddled up like you like. But you gotta try, Ciarán. Even when I leave.”

I sat up a little, forcing her to lay flat against me. My hand slid under her top, spreading wide over her back.

“You bribing me with your presence and oxtail and shrimp grits?”

She smiled against my chest. “And cornbread. And that peach cobbler you liked.”

“No pussy?” I teased.

She pinched my side, hard enough to make me jump. “No pussy for a crash-out. Just control your temper.” She leaned closer, her lips brushing my ear. “Imagine it. A whole month. Just us. No distractions. No one touching me but you, but no sex.” She laughed.

I rolled, pinning her beneath me in one swift motion, caging her with my arms. Her eyes widened, but she didn’t look scared. She looked excited.

“Fine,” I said, dipping my head to nip at her bottom lip. “I promise.”

She smiled up at me, a real, triumphant smile that did something to my chest.

“Good,” she murmured. “But I was coming back anyway. Living with you has been like a little vacation I didn’t know I needed. But I’m definitely gonna need another month after dealing with Oak’s dramatic ass.”

She pushed me off. I lay next to her again, her body melted into mine. I smirked but said nothing. I didn’t want to talk about her husband, divorce or not.

Eventually, her breathing slowed, and I realized one, she’d drifted off and two, this was the first time sharing a bed on purpose. I let myself close my eyes, too.
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I couldn’t stop watching the TikTok of Jordin in the club with him. The way he was holding her hand, pulling her through the crowd after pummeling some fucker for touching her. He was doing my job. Protecting her. Touching her. That shit burned.

He was so cocky and confident—Jordin would love that. And to top it off, he seemed broken in a way that made people like her want to help. She was probably trying to fix him. That’s what she did. And knowing her, they were going to end up together because he wasn’t going to want to let her go.

The idea made my stomach twist. Before I could even think about it, I was slamming my phone down, face-first onto the table.

The screen cracked beneath the force, the sharp sound cutting through the low hum of conversation around me.

“What in the fuck, Oak?” Marcus hissed from across the table.

I’d forgotten he was even there, forgotten we were sitting in the middle of my parents’ Sunday dinner. The noise bled back in, and when I looked up, twenty pairs of eyes stared back at me—judging me.

The long dining table stretched across the room, filled with my big Italian family. Aunts, uncles, cousins, siblings, nieces, nephews—all of them frozen, mid-bite, watching me like I was an animal.

I stood abruptly, the chair scraping against the hardwood floor. “Fuck this,” I muttered, storming out of the dining room.

“Real mature,” Marcus called after me, but I didn’t care.

I made it as far as the front door before he caught up to me, his hand grabbing my arm.

“You said you’d have a conversation with our parents before you left,” he reminded me, his voice tight.

“I changed my mind,” I snapped, yanking my arm free. They were trying to talk me out of reconciling with Jordin.

I didn’t make it out of the door in time. I could see our parents were already walking toward us. My father’s broad frame filled the space in the foyer, his heavy steps making the floor creak. My tiny, dark-haired mother was close behind him, her lips pressed into a thin, disapproving line.

Marcus stepped in front of the half-open door, blocking my way out.

“You’re not walking away from this,” he muttered under his breath.

I braced myself for the bullshit about to come out of their mouths.

They never liked Jordin. They didn’t hate her, but she didn’t fit into their ideals of what a wife was supposed to be. My mother had raised two kids, been a stay-at-home wife for over forty years. She cooked, cleaned, and planned every holiday dinner. She enjoyed taking care of her husband and her kids. My father had drilled that image into me since I was a kid—what a wife should be. And Jordin, with her career and her independence, never quite fit into that box.

“Oak,” my mother started, her tone calm but firm. “We know you are going to see her tomorrow. You need to sign the divorce papers and let her go. This isn’t healthy.”

“I’m not signing shit,” I bit out, my jaw tightening.

“You’re being ridiculous,” my father said, stepping closer. “You’ve been separated for months. She’s not coming back.”

“You don’t understand,” I shot back. “There is no moving on without Jordin. She’s mine. She’s always been mine.”

My mother’s brow furrowed, her hands clutching the edges of her cardigan. “You need to let her go. She was never meant to be for you.”

My father’s voice cut through. “No man is supposed to love a woman more than she loves him. That’s why it was so easy for her to walk away while you’re falling apart.”

The words hit like a slap, and I snapped.

“She was supposed to walk away!” I shouted, my voice echoing through the foyer. I could hear feet moving. My other family was coming to watch the spectacle.

My father’s eyes narrowed, his jaw ticking, but I didn’t stop.

“That’s what she was supposed to do. She’s supposed to leave when I fucked up. She’s supposed to protect herself, her sanity. And I’m supposed to fix it. That’s how this works!”

“You sound crazy,” Marcus muttered, but I ignored him.

I turned to my mother, my chest heaving. “You didn’t leave, and look what it got you. How many times did Dad step out on you? How many times did you stay, hoping it would change? You think we don’t know you still cry over it sometimes?”

Her eyes filled with tears, her face crumbling.

“Don’t you dare,” my father barked, stepping in front of her. “Don’t you fucking dare talk to your mother like that.”

Marcus shoved me hard, forcing me back a step. “Apologize,” he demanded, his voice cold.

I laughed bitterly, brushing him off. “Fuck that. I’m not apologizing for telling the truth. She deserved better, and so does Jordin.” It was the truth. For years he fucked who he wanted while having our mother cater to his every need. Jordin didn’t do that. She walked away and even thought it hurt me I respected her.

My father pointed a finger in my face. “You’re lucky you’re my son,” he growled. “You ever speak to your mother like that again, and I’ll knock you on your ass, boy.”

I stared him down, my fists clenched, my breath coming fast. But I didn’t say another word.

Instead, I turned and walked out the door, not looking back.

The cold night air hit me as I stepped onto the porch, but it didn’t cool me down. I didn’t care about their judgment, their disapproval. They didn’t understand.

Jordin wasn’t just my wife—she was my life. And tomorrow morning would be my chance to get her back. I wasn’t about to let anyone—or anything—interfere with that.


fifteen-Jordin




The mediator’s office was suffocating. Oak had requested this. He wanted to try to talk through our problems. I wanted to leave and avoid them. This was the kind of place that seemed deliberately designed to crush your spirit with its beige walls, dim lighting, and uncomfortable silence.

I adjusted my burgundy sweater dress. It hugged my curves and ended just above my knees. My hair was slicked back into a bun. For Oak, I needed to look put-together, unshaken—even though I felt like crumbling inside.

Oak sat across from me in one of the leather chairs that seemed too small for his broad frame. His crisp white shirt stretched across his chest, the top button undone. He wore dark jeans like he was trying to be casual, but the second our eyes met, I saw it—the storm brewing underneath.

His brother sat on one side of him, his lawyer on the other. Marcus seemed annoyed. Knowing him, he’d want Oak to be even more of an asshole to me than he already was. Marcus was bitter as hell, and his specialty was projecting his relationship failures onto anyone who would listen—and unfortunately for me, I’d been his favorite target since the day I married Oak.

The mediator’s voice droned on, her words blurring in my mind. All I could focus on was Oak. His gaze was fixed on me like he was searching for a hole in my defense. The anger, the longing, the regret—it was all visible in his eyes. My stomach twisted, and a wave of sadness overtook me. I didn’t want to feel for him. But I knew he was probably hurting just as much as I was.

“Excuse me,” he interrupted, cutting the mediator off. “Can I have a few minutes alone with my wife?”

The air in the room shifted instantly. His lawyer leaned in, whispering in his ear, and Marcus joined in, his expression filled with irritation. Neither of them seemed to approve, and they weren’t being subtle about it.

Meanwhile, I sat still, my hands folded in my lap, my face blank. I hadn’t bothered to hire a lawyer. I didn’t want anything from Oak—not his money, not his apologies, not even his last name. I just wanted out. Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice? I ain’t fucking with you no more. I had forgiven him for his high school bullshit. My forgiveness ended with that.

The mediator adjusted her glasses, her tone patient. “Mr. Black, we can discuss anything you have to say during the mediation process—”

“I said I need a minute,” Oak barked, his voice rising, jaw tight with frustration. His fist slammed down on the table, rattling the water glasses. “Everybody out.”

Marcus muttered something under his breath, but he got up, glaring at me as if I were the one causing trouble. His lawyer hesitated, glancing at the mediator for guidance, but even she stood, gathering her things with a tight nod. One by one, they all left the room.

The second the door clicked shut, Oak was on me. He moved fast, making his way around the table. Before I could react, he was pulling me from my seat. His hands were on my waist, lifting me effortlessly onto the cold surface of the table that had separated us seconds earlier.

His body pressed between my legs. His lips found my neck, teeth grazing the sensitive spot just beneath my ear.

For a single, weak moment, I gave in. My breath hitched as my hands gripped his shoulders, pulling him closer. His scent washed over me, making my head spin. One of his hands slipped under my dress, gripping my thigh, his fingers digging in just enough to make me gasp.

“Fuck, I’ve missed you, baby,” he murmured, his voice a low growl that sent a shiver down my spine.

For a moment, I let myself feel it—him. I had missed him too. Everything about him. Our connection, the familiarity, the chemistry that had always been there. But then, I remembered where we were—and why we were there.

My hands flattened against his chest, and I pushed, shoving him hard enough to create space between us. “No,” I said, my voice shaky.

“You don’t get to touch me like that anymore,” I snapped, sliding off the table and adjusting my dress. “Not after what you did.”

His jaw tightened, his hands curling into fists at his sides.

“Where the fuck have you been?” he demanded. “Who have you been with?”

I opened my mouth, but he cut me off.

“Don’t lie to me. I’ve seen the TikToks. You really thought I wouldn’t see what you’re doing? You’re all over social media, letting him lead you around like I’m not still your husband?”

I flinched.

“Are you fucking him?”

I blinked. “What?”

“Don’t play stupid, Jordin!” He slammed his hand down on the table, making me flinch again. “Ciarán. Is he the reason for you leaving? You’ve been with him, haven’t you?”

“Stop talking to me, Oak,” I mumbled, my head starting to pound.

His face twisted, something wild flashing in his eyes. “Why don’t you want to talk about him?” he spat. “Is he the reason you won’t forgive me?”

My voice dropped, cold and steady. “What I do is none of your business anymore.”

That pushed him over the edge. His face turned red, jaw tightening. He grabbed my chin. “None of my business? You’re my wife, Jordin!”

“Not for much longer,” I snapped back.

“You’re divorcing me to be with him? Is that it?” Spittle flew from his mouth.

I knocked his hand away from my face. “You’re fucking unbelievable,” I said, shaking my head. “You cheated on me, Oak. You broke us. Don’t you dare try to turn this around on me or bring Ci into the conversation. I was faithful.”

He nearly growled, pacing a few steps away, then back again like he couldn’t stay still. His fists were clenched at his sides, the veins in his neck bulging. “I don’t have to turn this around on you, Jordin. You played your own part in breaking us. I talked to you, begged you to cut back. You agreed we would start a family before thirty. You went back on that. You agreed you wouldn’t spend weeks away from home. You spent weeks away from home!”

“You think that justifies you sticking your dick in someone else?” I spat. “You think me chasing my dreams gives you a free pass to destroy everything we built? You think me staying in one place would’ve made you faithful?”

I felt tears prickle my eyes. I was on the verge of crying, and I really didn’t want to cry in front of him.

“It wasn’t about staying in one place, Jordin!” He slammed his palm against the wall, his voice booming, the force of it echoing like a bomb going off. “It was about being there for me. For us. You had one foot in our marriage and the other in your career, and I was the one left standing there, waiting for you to decide which mattered more. I made a mistake, but don’t you dare sit there and act like you weren’t pushing me away every damn day.”

I stared at him, my chest heaving, anger and hurt swirling together in my gut. “You don’t get to blame me for your lack of control, Oak. If you were unhappy, you should’ve left. Instead, you broke every promise we made, and now you want to pin it on me? Fuck you. Sign the divorce papers, because I’m not doing this shit with you anymore.”

We must’ve been loud, because a second later, the door opened. Marcus, his brother, stepped in, looking between us with a scowl.

“Enough,” Marcus said, his tone firm. “How does yelling at each other solve anything?”

“Fine. I can solve it by leaving.” I grabbed my purse and stormed out, my heels clicking loudly against the floor. Outside, I took a deep breath, trying to calm the shaking in my hands.

I didn’t even get another full breath in before he walked up. The air kind of shifted. I swear I felt his presence.

I saw his feet first. Then smelled his sweet, spicy cologne.

“Thought I left you in Miami,” I said, raising my head, my eyes locking with Ciarán’s. I immediately tried to fix my face. I didn’t want him seeing me upset over Oak’s ass.

He smirked. “You were too far away,” he said, his voice low. “I started to feel it. Had to get back in proximity of you.”

Before I could respond, the door burst open behind me. Oak stormed out, yelling my name.

“Jordin! Don’t you fucking walk away from me!”

Ciarán’s eyes narrowed as he stepped closer to me, putting a protective arm around my waist.

I knew the minute Oak recognized who he was. I heard his feet pounding the pavement. Marcus grabbed him just in time.

“What in the fuck is he doing here?” Oak raged. “You fucking my wife?”

Ciarán chuckled. “Not yet. But something tells me it’s coming.”

I groaned.

Oak tried to break his brother’s grip. “Come here, motherfucker, say that shit to my face!”

“Oak, calm the fuck down,” Marcus barked, struggling to keep him in place. Oak thrashed, still shouting, his voice hoarse with rage.

Ciarán took a step forward, a dangerous smirk on his face. He was ready to fight. As if we hadn’t talked about him controlling his temper.

My hand slid across his chest, pressing flat against the warmth of his skin through his shirt. “Please,” I whispered, just for him. “Ignore him. Let’s just go.”

For a second, he didn’t move.

But then his gaze dropped to mine, like it always did—like I was the only thing that could touch him when he was like this.

He gave me a short nod, his fingers brushing the back of my hand.

Then, he looked at Oak—calm but coldly. “Next time, ex-husband,” he said, voice low, controlled, but filled with violence. “We’ll have this conversation next time.”

Still, he didn’t move.

So I laced my fingers with his and gave a gentle tug. “Ci…”

As we slid into the car, it was hard not to look back. Oak’s face was contorted and crimson as he fought against his brother’s hold.

“Jordin, don’t you dare! Get back here! WE ARE NOT DONE!”

His voice was raw. And I felt it in my chest; even though he hurt me, I felt bad for him.

“You think I’m going to let him have you? No. Never. You hear me? You’ll always be my wife!”

Marcus grunted, heaving him back as Oak’s hand shot out, pointing a trembling finger at our car.

“And you! You deadbeat singer motherfucker! I’ll see you in a ditch! You touch her, I’ll kill you! JORDIN!”

Ciarán rolled the window down as he started the engine, giving Oak a wave. “Jordin, say goodbye to your soon-to-be ex-husband,” he said with a grin, taunting Oak.

We pulled away, my heart racing. I turned to glare at him. “You’re an asshole for that, you know that, right?”

He shrugged, unbothered, throwing me a sideways glance. “For you? I’ll be that.” His voice was calm. “He shouldn’t have been yelling at you like that. He was hurt before—now he’s really hurting, and he deserves to be. Don’t tell me it didn’t make you feel good to see him all pissed off.”

“Shut up, Ci, and drive,” I said, but couldn’t help but laugh. It was better than crying.
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I wasn’t drunk enough.
Not for this. Not for the way my chest felt like it was caving in every time I replayed what happened earlier. Her driving away with him like I didn’t exist. Like I wasn’t the man she’d once promised forever to.
I kept thinking about it all, obsessing; it kept looping like punishment.
And now? She was gone.
How the fuck did we get here? To a place where she couldn’t even look me in the eyes.
I fucked up, I get it, but did she have to be so cruel?

I sat slouched in a chair at the strip club, a glass of whiskey sweating in my hand. Marcus thought this would help, dragging me here to “blow off steam.” But it wasn’t working. Nothing was working. Even the bass from the speakers couldn’t drown out the noise in my head. I kept thinking about Jordin and how she walked away with him. How did we get here? Where there was another man in her life?

My eyes traveled the room. Across from me, a girl danced under flashing pink and blue lights. Her moves were fluid, practiced. She didn’t care who watched. But I didn’t see her. I saw Jordin.

“Why are you sitting here looking off into space? Enjoy yourself. Today was a victory,” Marcus said, leaning close so I could hear him over the music. He sounded annoyed, like he was tired of me already. “It’s over. She’s going to sign the divorce papers. And she wants nothing. Move the fuck on.”

I used to tell Jordin she imagined Marcus not liking her. But now I wasn’t so sure he was wrong. I didn’t respond, though. My grip tightened around the glass as I downed the rest of the whiskey, the burn in my throat barely registering.

I wondered if she was with the singer. I was thinking about hiring a private investigator. Was he taking care of her? Was she with him for money? I admit, I didn’t know how much Jordin made because I’d never ask her for money. How was she going to live without my support since she asked for nothing?

A stripper approached, sliding into my lap without an invitation. A brunette with big tits, a small waist, and no ass—typical. She smelled like cheap perfume and desperation, but I let her sit there anyway. Maybe this was what I needed—to forget. To let go.

“What’s wrong, baby?” she purred, her hand trailing down my arm.

I laughed, but it came out bitter. “What’s not wrong?”

She tilted her head, trying to look interested. “You want to talk about it?”

I did. Staring at the melting ice in my glass. “She’s gone,” I muttered, more to myself than her. “Just fucking walked away with another man.”

The stripper raised an eyebrow, clearly unsure what to say. Marcus groaned from his seat nearby, rubbing his temples like he regretted bringing me.

“She was everything,” I said, my voice rising. “Everything I ever wanted, and now she’s gone. And you know what? Fuck her. She left me.”

The stripper tried to pat my shoulder, but I shrugged her off, standing abruptly and nearly dropping her from my lap. She sprang to her feet like a cat. My vision swam for a second. The alcohol was making my blood boil.

And then I heard him.

The beat shifted. The heavy bass was replaced by a smooth, soulful piano riff I recognized instantly. It was the song from the club video—the one she had written for him. Ciarán’s voice, slick as oil, flowed from the speakers, singing about a love he wasn't worthy of.

He’s haunting me.

My whole body went rigid. A few months ago, I hadn’t actually heard one of his complete songs. I’d listened to all of them now. Now they felt like the soundtrack to my life falling apart. And they were good songs. That was the fuck me. The air grew thick, too thick to breathe. Red blurred in my vision, the neon lights smearing into a nauseating haze.

“Turn it off,” I rasped.

Marcus looked up from his phone. “What?”

My hands curled into fists, nails biting into my palms. His voice seemed to wrap around my throat, squeezing. “Turn that shit off!”

I didn’t wait. I started walking towards the DJ booth, sending glasses and a bottle crashing to the floor from the tables in my way. The music swelled, his voice taunting me.

“Turn it fucking off!” I roared. As I got closer, people were backing up, or maybe I was shoving them.

Strong arms locked around me from behind. “Oak, stop! What the hell is wrong with you?” Marcus grunted, hauling me back.

“Get the fuck off me! You hear that? That’s him! He’s doing this on purpose!” I thrashed against his hold, my focus locked on the DJ booth. “Turn it the fuck off!”

Security came out of nowhere. Two big linebackers. Marcus was already shoving a wad of cash at a bouncer, his voice a low apology. “He’s leaving. We’re gone.”

He didn’t let me go, half-dragging, half-carrying me through the gawking crowd, out of the exit and into the parking lot. The music faded, but the echo of it was still ringing in my skull.

He wrenched open the door of an idling car and shoved me inside. I collapsed against the leather, my breath coming in ragged gasps, the fight draining out of me as quickly as it had come.

Marcus leaned in, his face a mask of fury and pity. “Go home. Sober up. And get your shit together.”

The door slammed shut, sealing me in silence. As the car pulled away, I squeezed my eyes shut, but all I could see was Jordin’s face, and all I could hear was his song.

When I stumbled through the door of my house and made my way to the living room, my eyes landed on a framed photo of her on the mantel. She was smiling, her eyes bright, so full of life.

“I fucked up,” I choked out, grabbing the photo. My knees buckled, and I fell onto the couch, holding the picture like it was the last piece of her I’d ever have. “I fucking ruined us.”

The tears came hard, unstoppable. My chest ached like someone had ripped my heart out, and I let myself drown in the pain.
At some point, I passed out.

I sat on the couch I’d slept on the next morning, my head pounding, my body feeling heavy, trying to figure out how I could fix what I fucked up. And I couldn’t think of anything. There wasn’t a manual for this kind of shit.

Was there even a way to unbreak a broken heart? Did I even deserve a second chance? Jordin had given me everything—her trust, her love, her loyalty—and I’d stomped all over it. I didn’t deserve her forgiveness, let alone a second chance.

With a heavy sigh, I pushed up from the sofa. Dragging myself upstairs, I forced my legs to carry me to my office. The divorce papers were sitting on my desk, her signature already in place. Seeing her name written so neatly made my stomach turn. It was like she’d already moved on, like I was just a chapter she’d closed.

For a long time, I just stared at the papers, my pen hovering over the dotted line. Signing them felt like admitting I’d lost her for good. Like giving up.

But I didn’t deserve her. I’d destroyed us, and she deserved better than the mess I’d turned our marriage into.

With a shaky breath, I scrawled my name across the line. The sound of the pen on paper was like a fucking death knell.

When it was done, I slumped back in my chair, staring at the papers like they might disappear if I blinked enough times. But they didn’t. It was done. I’d let her go.

“I hope you’re fucking happy,” I muttered to the empty room, my voice breaking.

I closed my eyes, leaning back in the chair, but the weight in my chest didn’t lift. It just sat there, a reminder of everything I’d lost. Everything I’d thrown away.
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The only light in the room came from the moon shining down through the skylight.

Jordin sat across from me, curled up on my leather couch with a glass of wine in her hand. She was mumbling under her breath every so often—motherfucker this, motherfucker that.

We’d been sitting like this for hours. I didn’t mind, but I hated the way her annoyance took over her whole energy. It made me mad that I hadn’t gotten a chance to lay hands on her husband myself.

Men like him pissed me off. Lied with a smile. Promised things they never intended to honor. That wasn’t me—I never lied to women, never pledged fidelity I couldn’t give. But if I did? I’d damn sure honor it.

The thought of Oak throwing away what he had with her made my jaw clench. Jordin wasn’t just any woman.

She sipped her wine, her foot tapping on the edge of the couch. The mean look on her face didn’t suit her.

I leaned back in my chair—legs spread, one arm draped over the armrest—and watched her for a beat before speaking. She needed something to pull her out of her own head.

“So,” I said, “what’s with all the tats?”

Her head snapped up, brow furrowing. “What?”

I gestured to her right arm, where thorny flowers climbed her skin. “The ink. You don’t seem like the type.”

She rolled her eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You just… I don’t know. Seem clean. Like you were too busy being good at everything to sit down and let somebody needle you up,” I teased, a grin tugging at the corner of my mouth. “How many you got?”

Her lips curved slightly, despite herself. She set the glass on the table.

“More than you’d expect. Leyani—my best friend—talked me into the one on my neck. Said it would make me look sexy.” She touched the heart tucked under her jaw. “I was always the cute, chubby girl. I wanted to be sexy. I ended up liking the pain.”

That caught my attention. My eyes sharpened, tracing the line of her throat.

“The pain?” I leaned in. “You like it? Why?”

“Yeah,” she said softly, like she was testing the weight of it. “It reminds me I’m alive.”

I stayed quiet. She always talked more when I didn’t push.

Suddenly, she stood. One fluid motion.

She turned her back to me, fingers gripping the hem of her dress. Slowly, she pulled it up, sliding it over her thighs, her hips, until it dropped in a pool of black at her feet.

She was left in nothing but a brown lace bra and panties that matched her skin.

The low sigh I let out would’ve been embarrassing if she’d heard it. The sight didn’t just ache—it consumed.

She didn’t meet my eyes when she turned and smoothed a finger over the tattoo above the curve of her mons:
what if this body etched in cursive.

“It’s from a poem by Adrienne Maree Brown,” she said, voice low. “A reminder to honor the body I was given, no matter how flawed it feels.”

“Recite a little,” I murmured, my voice rougher than I intended.

She nodded, gaze far away.

“What if this body is the promise of a lush future,
perfect for holding on to through another night of grief
that is not even shocking
because we all know
we all die.”

Her voice cracked. Then she looked at me.

She turned her arm over, revealing the inside of her forearm. A small music note inked in simple black.

“My first one,” she said. “Got it the day I sold my first song. A reminder of where it all started.”

Then her hand drifted to her ribs. “Still I rise,” she whispered, tracing the words. “For my mother. For every woman who ever had to.”

When I still didn’t say anything, she turned again, and I saw it—
imperfectly beautiful, inked just under the crease of her ass.

My fingers twitched.

This moment felt like a sin and a sacrament—holy in the way it quieted something in me, dangerous in the way it stirred everything else. I wanted to touch her anyway.

I sighed.

Too bad this moment wasn’t real. She was taking her anger out on me, showing me everything I couldn’t have. This was her lashing out at her ex. Teasing me because it made her feel in control.

Under different circumstances, I’d hand her that control—gladly. Just to see what she’d do with it.

But not like this.

A laugh slipped from me—low, dark. I leaned back, tilting my head as I watched her.

“You playing with me,” I said. “Trying to seduce me and don’t even mean it.”

My gaze dragged over her slowly, taking in every curve, every deliberate inch of skin. Searing it all into memory like a photograph.

“But I’m not falling for the bait. You’re angry. And you’re trying to use me to burn it off.”

Her eyes flared. Her fists balled at her sides.

I wasn’t going to let her turn this into something dirty. Not when the feelings I had for her were anything but.

I stood, took three long strides into her space. Close enough for her to feel the heat rolling off me. My hand lifted like I might touch her—but stopped just shy of it.

“I want you, Jordin. I’d give everything just to have you.” My voice softened. “But not like this. You’re not about to use me to patch up a hole he made.”

Her chest rose and fell a little quicker. Her lips parted, but she didn’t speak.

I let my hand drop, stepped back, even though it gutted me to do it.

“This happens when you’re ready for me,” I said. “Not when you’re mad at him.”

Her jaw tightened. But she didn’t argue. Didn’t push.

Just stared at me, like I’d done something she didn’t expect.

I leaned in, brushed a kiss across her forehead.

“Goodnight, J. Sleep in the guest room.”

Then I turned and walked away.
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“Cum for me, J.”

His voice was velvet, low and commanding. The words were so vivid they jolted me awake. My eyes snapped open, heat flushing my cheeks as I stared at the ceiling, my chest rising and falling like I’d just sprinted a mile.

I sighed hard, running a hand over my face as I tried to shove the remnants of the dream from my mind. But the images lingered—the way his hands had gripped me, the low growl of his voice in my ear, the things he’d done that felt too real to be imagined.

“Why the hell am I suddenly having sex dreams about Ci?” I muttered, pressing my palms against my face. He was just a friend.

My mind raced for excuses, landing on the most obvious one: the liquor. Wine mixed with his presence was dangerous. It was almost too much sober—of course it would tip me over the edge with alcohol in my system.

I blocked out the blinding sunlight with my arm. My head throbbed in protest as I sat up slowly, rubbing my temples. On the nightstand sat a bottle of Tylenol and a glass of water. Ciarán’s doing, of course. I popped two pills and washed them down.

Then it hit me—the memory of the little show I’d put on for him. Me standing there, baring my body and my bruised heart. Reciting poetry like a broken fucking muse. And him—watching, letting me unravel without a word.

I sighed. I had fucked up.

“Get it together,” I muttered, rolling out of bed. I needed a reset. A shower to clear my head, then I’d find Ci and make up for the emotional warfare I’d put him through.

By the time the hot water pounded away my self-pity and embarrassment, I knew how to apologize: feed him. And maybe write him another song.

I threw on a T-shirt and tights, slid into comfortable shoes, and headed downstairs. The kitchen was covered in Post-it notes—blue, green, pink—stuck to every surface like a rainbow of reassurance. I peeled one off the refrigerator:

You are a masterpiece, J. The world tries to dim Black women’s light, but yours burns too bright to touch.

I blinked hard and reached for another stuck to the cabinet:

Your presence? Magic. Your voice? Divine. Don’t ever doubt it.

They were everywhere. On the sink, the counter, the microwave:

Divorce isn’t the end of you; it’s the start of something that’s been waiting all along.

A broken heart isn’t permanent. It’s just a place to grow.

Let go of the past. It’s too heavy to carry into your future.

I read each one, tears welling, and stacked them neatly. He knew exactly what I needed.

I was about to go find him when I noticed a plate in the warmer. I lifted the towel and laughed—toast, scrambled eggs, and bacon, all burnt to a crisp. He’d tried.

Then it hit me: the house was too quiet.

“Ci?” I called, moving through the living room. No answer.

I checked his room, the studio, the patio, the gym. Nothing. Back in his bedroom, I found a note on the bed:

J,
I had to go to Atlanta for a few days for an event. Was going to ask you to come, but maybe you need time to yourself. Miss you already, best friend.

I read it twice. He’d left me space to breathe. But the quiet felt heavy, and the space just gave my thoughts room to echo. I didn’t need space from him—I needed the opposite.

I knew he was headed to the Lyric Awards. It was his first big event since the incident with his dad, and the media would be all over him. He wasn’t the type to ask for support, but he deserved it.

Emotional and determined, I pulled out my phone, booked the next flight to Atlanta—leaving in two hours—and sent for an Uber. I didn’t bother packing; I’d buy what I needed there.

Slinging my bag over my shoulder, I headed out. It was going to surprise Ciarán.
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“Stop mean-mugging these people and answer my question,” Avian said, smacking my arm playfully. She adjusted the strap of her purse and smirked. “You famous. People are gonna stare.”

“That shit’s rude, though,” I shot back, scanning the hotel lobby. I went to high-end hotels expecting the people who were able to afford them to gawk less. This fame shit was starting to get on my nerves more and more lately.

Avian rolled her eyes, leaning against the counter like she owned the place. Hell, in Atlanta, she probably did. She had gone from dancing to owning several businesses; she was taking care of her momma and daddy and her sister’s kids. People didn’t see how she was because they were too busy looking at her ass. She didn’t drink, didn’t do drugs, didn’t fuck no NBA players for money. She just happened to use her god-given talents to propel her ahead of a lot of people.

“You act like you ain’t used to this by now,” she said.

I shrugged, my jaw tightening. “I’m used to it. Doesn’t mean I gotta like it.”

She laughed. “You been famous too long to still care about people looking at you sideways. Now, back to what I was saying—have you talked to him?”

I didn’t need to ask who she meant. She was always rooting for me and her uncle’s relationship. “Nope. Don’t plan to either.”

Avian shook her head, exhaling like she was tired of me. “You can’t keep ducking him, Ci. He’s still your father. He went to rehab after you beat his ass.”

I waved her off. “He’s still full of shit,” I said, my tone flat. I wasn’t about to let her guilt-trip me into dealing with that man. “Let’s drop it.”

She tilted her head, studying me. “You know he’s gonna pop up eventually, right? You might as well get ahead of it.”

I opened my mouth to respond, but the air in the room shifted, pulling my attention. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her. Jordin.

She stepped into the lobby, her eyes scanning the space until they landed on me. Her face froze. Her lips pressed into a tight line, and she turned on her heel, heading right back out the door.

“Well, damn, she looked like she wanted to beat both of our asses,” Avian muttered, raising a perfectly arched brow. “Friend of yours?”

I didn’t answer. I was already moving, leaving her by the counter as I followed Jordin outside.

“Jordin,” I called, catching up with her just as she reached the curb.

She stopped but didn’t turn around. “I didn’t mean to interrupt you and your... company,” she spat it out like the words tasted nasty. “I just wanted to say thank you for the Post-its. The food.” She waved a hand like she was brushing off the words, her eyes refusing to meet mine. “It was sweet, Ci. I just... I didn’t want to disturb you.”

Her voice was calm, but I could hear the edge underneath. She was jealous.

“You’re mad why,” I said, a grin pulling at my lips.

“I’m not mad,” she snapped, her eyes finally locking with mine.

“Jealous, then.”

Her laugh was sharp, humorless. “Tuh. Of what? You and some stripper?”

“You walked in, saw me with Avian, and bolted. That’s not jealousy?”

“I’m not jealous,” she snapped, her cheeks giving her away. “I just didn’t want to interrupt.”

“Sure,” I drawled, stepping closer. Before she could throw another excuse my way, I bent down, lifting her off the ground with one arm around her waist.

“Ciarán, put me down!” she hissed, her voice low, probably to avoid making a scene.

Ignoring her, I glanced at the concierge as we passed. “Grab her bags and bring them to my suite.”

“People are staring!” she gritted through her teeth, squirming in my arms.

My hand landed heavy on her ass and she gasped. “Let them stare,” I said.

A noise like a kitten growling came from her mouth. I laughed louder.

By the time I set her down in front of Avian, she was practically vibrating. She smoothed her dress and glared at me, her lips pressed tight.

“Avian, this is Jordin,” I said, leaning against the counter. “The woman I’ve been telling you about.”

Avian’s face lit up as she extended a hand. “So this is Jordin. Girl, he’s been talking nonstop about you. Every time I call, I be hearing you giggling or singing in the background. He got you up in his house and everything. That is not Chester’s way.”

Jordin’s eyes shot to me, narrowing. “Has he?”

“Oh yeah,” Avian said, her voice dripping with amusement. “It’s nice to finally meet you.”

“She got jealous when she saw us,” I added casually, watching Jordin’s reaction.

“I did not,” she said quickly. “I was just—” She paused. “Who is Chester?” Her eyes cut to me. “Don’t tell me your real name is Chester.” She tittered.

My face heated. “I don’t know what she’s talking about. What my Wikipedia say?” I had gotten that shit changed when I was sixteen. What the fuck I look like being a Chester? My moms was wild for that shit...

I cut my eyes at Avian.

She laughed. “Y’all are too fucking cute. You both should come to my club tonight after the ceremony. First round’s on me.”

Jordin hesitated, her gaze flicking to me.

“We’ll be there,” I answered for both of us before she could object.

She sighed, crossing her arms. “Fine. But I’m checking into my room first.”

“You’re not checking into a room,” I said, grabbing her hand.

“Ciarán—”

“You’re staying in my suite,” I said firmly, tugging her toward the elevator.

The faintest hint of a smile curved her lips. “If I stay, can I call you Chester?”
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I had won Songwriter of the Year, as I expected.

Jordin had convinced me to go out to celebrate when Avian offered. But the second I stepped into Avian’s club, I knew this wasn’t what either of us expected. But I wasn’t mad either.

The energy in the air was heavy, sultry, and electric. The lighting was dim, punctuated by red and purple hues glowing from the ceiling and hidden corners. A faint bassline thumped in the background, paired with the occasional crack of a whip and the soft whisper of voices. There were half-naked and fully naked men and women walking and crawling around the room. I saw nipple clips, dildos, and strap-ons in every direction I turned, and it was mostly Black people. This was Atlanta, though.

I glanced over at Jordin. Her eyebrows had lifted slightly, and her lips parted just a bit as she took in the scene. The way her eyes darted around told me she was as intrigued as I was.

Avian was ahead of us, turning back with an amused grin that lit up her pretty face. “Y’all ain’t scared, are you?” she teased, tossing her thick braids over her shoulder. Her gold hoops caught the light when she laughed.

“What the fuck kind of club is this?” I muttered, my head on a swivel. To my right, a pair of women passed by wearing nothing but leather harnesses and thigh-high boots. To my left, a group of topless men lounged, their nipples pierced with silver clips. I winced just looking at them.

Avian smirked. “Fix your face, Ci,” she said, laughing and motioning for us to follow her deeper inside. “This is my kind of club.” She threw me a wink over her shoulder, her heels clicking against the polished floor. “Welcome to Obsidian. Every room here has its own… theme. You’ll see.”

Jordin shifted closer to me, her voice low. “Your cousin is wild as fuck, Cia…”

“Tell me about it,” I said, already feeling the adrenaline pump through my veins—'cause even with all this wild shit, a part of me felt like maybe this place knew something about me I didn’t.

Jordin kept glancing around like she couldn’t decide if she wanted to run or stay forever.

Avian led us into the first room, her voice lilting as she explained the layout. “Some folks in here like to watch. Some like to be watched. Some like both.”

My eyes hit the platform in the center of the room, and my whole body went still. Two couples were tangled together—one woman riding a man’s face, smearing her pussy all over his lips, while another dude slow-fucked a thick girl from behind, gripping her hips tight, making her ass ripple. Their bodies were slick with sweat, and they were all moaning loud, fucking under the spotlight aimed at them like they ain’t give a single fuck who saw.

Jordin’s hand brushed against mine, and I glanced over to find her biting her bottom lip. Her gaze was locked on the scene ahead. Something was swimming in her eyes—like curiosity, heat, maybe even jealousy. Like part of her wanted to climb up there and show out.

And fuck if that didn’t make my dick twitch.

Watching her watch them turned me on more than the scene itself.

Suddenly, I could see us on that platform—bare-ass naked, brown skin glistening under red light. I wanted to fuck her right there. Wanted to drag her to that platform, pull her dress up, bend her over…

“Come on, there’s more,” Avian called, interrupting my thoughts. I cleared my throat and snatched my gaze away from Jordin before I grabbed her. We were led out the door and down a hallway, then through a set of black curtains.

This room was darker, lit only by flickering candles. Chains hung from the walls, and a faint metallic scent lingered in the air.

“This is the restraint area,” Avian said, her tone casual, like she was showing us a new brunch spot. “A lot of people like the idea of giving up control here.” Chains hung from the walls, leather cuffs dangled from metal frames in the corner, and a padded table with built-in restraints took up the center of the room like an altar.

I pointed toward the large X-shaped structure in the corner. “Yo, what’s that?”

Avian followed my gaze, then grinned. “That’s a Saint Andrew’s Cross. It’s used for bondage—keeps the arms and legs spread out, restrained. You can cuff someone to it, spank them, tease them, whatever you’re into. Classic tool for dominant play.”

I blinked. “That’s wild.”

She smirked. “You’d be surprised how many folks volunteer to get strapped up there.”

I couldn’t help but glance at Jordin again, wondering what she was thinking. Her face was calm, unreadable, but I could feel the tension rolling off her in waves. She was holding it together, only the slight shake of her hand giving her away.

Avian led us around a corner in the same room.

“And here’s the submissive section,” Avian said as we stepped in.

My eyes swept the room, trying to take it all in at once.

A woman was on her knees, head bowed as a man traced her jaw. A man in silk shorts coiled at a woman’s feet like a pet. Across from them, another girl lay with her head in a woman’s lap, eyes closed while her hair was being stroked slow and gentle. A dude stood in the corner, arms behind his back while someone whispered in his ear and dragged a fingernail down his chest. Another woman was on all fours, licking wine off a tray while her man just watched, calm as hell.

Trust, power, obedience, control.

The air felt thick with it.

Avian turned to us with a smirk, but there was something else behind it this time—something unreadable in her eyes as she looked between me and Jordin. Almost like she knew something we didn’t.

“This is where I’ll leave y’all,” she said smoothly. “Looks like you two are real interested in this room.”

Her gaze lingered on Jordin a second too long, then slid to me.

“Wait—” I started.

“Nah,” she said, waving her hand. “I know these things. This? This y’all room. Ask the attendants for whatever you want or need.” She winked and walked off.

Jordin let out a low breath, her hand brushing her hair back. “This is… a lot,” she said, her voice quiet.

I nodded, scanning the room. “Yeah. You wanna leave?”

She hesitated, her gaze moving through the room.

“No,” she said finally. “Let’s stay a bit.”

We found a small couch near the back of the room, and I couldn’t help but watch Jordin as she sat, crossing her legs and adjusting her dress, it was tight, red and hugged every curve on her body. The tension in her shoulders was easing, but her eyes were still scanning, taking in every detail.

“What do you think about all this?” I asked, leaning back casually, though my pulse was anything but calm.

She glanced at me, her lips curving into a faint smirk. “It’s… interesting.”

“Interesting how?”

She shrugged, her fingers tracing the edge of her clutch. “I’ve never really thought about stuff like this. Submission. Giving up control. It’s not… me.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Never?”

“Never,” she said firmly. Her eyes met mine, a challenge sparking there. “What about you?”

I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. “I could do it. For the right person.”

Her laugh was filled with disbelief. “You? Submissive? Please.”

“Why not?” I asked, my gaze steady on hers. “I’m comfortable enough in who I am to let someone else take the reins. It’s about trust.”

She tilted her head, studying me. “I don’t buy it.”

“You don’t have to,” I said, a smirk tugging at my lips.

Her gaze flicked over my shoulder, landing on a woman who was staring at us. She leaned closer, her voice low. “Stay here.”

Before I could ask what she was up to, she stood and crossed the room, stopping in front of one of the women. A light-skinned, petite twenty-something with hair down to her ass. They exchanged a few words, and then the woman nodded, her eyes darting toward me.

Jordin returned, her expression unreadable as she sat back down.

The woman approached us a few seconds later. She stopped in front of me, her head tilting slightly.

“May I?” she asked, her voice soft, her gaze flicking to Jordin before returning to mine.

I frowned, looking between them. “May you what?”

Jordin answered. “She’s asking for permission to do what I told her to. You said you could be submissive, right?”

My chest tightened, heat creeping up my neck. “What did you tell her?”

Jordin’s smile was slow and wicked. “Agree, and you’ll find out.”

I hesitated, rubbing the back of my neck as my mind raced. But the look in her eyes—a mix of challenge and something darker—was impossible to resist.

“No,” I said, licking my bottom lip. “I’ll only agree if you’re the one giving out the orders.”

Jordin’s smirk deepened. She stepped in a little closer, dragging her nails lightly down my chest. “You sure you want me to do that?”

“Yes,” I nodded, voice low.

She chuckled, soft and dangerous, then reached up to tug at the collar of my shirt. “You gonna do anything I say?”

“Yes. Do your worst, baby.”

She turned to the woman who had been waiting patiently.

“Can you show me how this works, real quick?”

A smile curved her pink lips, and she nodded. “I can do you one better since you’re a VIP. Follow me.”

Jordin and her disappeared through a door near the back of the room. I watched her go, my pulse pounding in my ears.

I was locked in place, barely breathing. Mind racing.

What happened when she came back?

My fingers tapped against my thigh, anxious now. The anticipation was a slow drag, the kind that made a man pace even when he’s sitting still.

I kept replaying the look in her eyes. The lust, the need. The want.

I swallowed hard, shifting in my seat. Too wired to sit still.
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Twenty minutes later, she emerged. Her eyes found mine for a heartbeat, then flicked toward the woman who had led her out. The woman gave a simple command: “Everybody out.” Without a word of protest, the handful of people in the room stood and drifted out, leaving a heavy silence in their wake. My lungs tightened.

Jordin was wearing a black leather leotard, her thick legs and thighs bare, long legs stretching down into six-inch spiked heels that looked illegal. She looked like power. Like pain. Like pleasure dressed in skin.
I didn’t just groan—I suffered.

I had song lyrics come to me, ones about fucking a good girl turned bad in the back of the club, my name on her tongue, her pussy on mine. I groaned. I had signed up for this, but seeing it… this was rewiring my whole fucking brain. I wasn’t walking outta here the same man.
Her eyes locked on mine, and for a moment, I forgot how to breathe.

She sauntered over, hips swaying.
My mouth opened, awestruck.
“Damn, J. I didn’t—”

She grabbed my jaw, cutting off my words, leaning over me, her cleavage spilling out nearly into my face.
“Only speak when spoken to, and only address me as Mistress,” she said, her voice firm.

My dick jumped. I groaned, nodding.
Her grip tightened. “I need your words.”
“Yes, Mistress.” This shit felt foreign, but terrifyingly right.

Her nails skimmed along my jawline, sending a rush of heat down my spine. My breath hitched. Her fingers lingered a second longer, tracing the line of my throat before she stepped back, her heels clicking softly against the floor.
“You’re overdressed,” she said, her voice silk wrapped in steel. “Fix that.”

My Adam’s apple bobbed, but without hesitation, I stood and reached for the hem of my shirt, starting to drag it over my head. But before I could pull it off, she let out a sound—a soft, disappointed sigh that made my hands pause mid-motion.
“Not like that,” she said. “Slow. Make it worth my time.”

I did as she said, letting it drop, then re-dragging the fabric up inch by inch. Her eyes stayed locked on me, watching me for a reaction. She was getting off on it—the control, the power. And goddamn, she was turned on by it. Her nipples were hard peaks against the leather, her teeth worrying her bottom lip, her pupils black and bottomless.

When my shirt hit the floor, I moved to undo my belt, the sharp clink of the metal echoing in the room. I made a show of it, unbuckling it with deliberate slowness before letting my pants fall to the floor in one fluid motion, stepping out of them completely.
“Better,” she murmured, closing the space between us. Her gaze swept over my body, hot and appraising, before returning to my eyes. “Now the boxers.”

I held her stare, let it burn through me. I hooked my thumbs under the band and shoved them down, slow and steady, stepping out like I was offering up a sacrifice.
My dick slapped against my stomach, thick, hard, leaking.
Her breathing was heavy.
“Good boy,” she said. Her words ran down my spine like a hot blade through honey. She circled me once, slow.
“Now… stand. And turn.”

And I did. Because what the fuck else could I do?
She owned me now.

When I did, she moved smoothly, taking a seat right in front of me. My dick ended up inches from her plush lips, so close I could feel the heat of her breath.
A deep groan tore out of me. She was trying to fucking kill me, and the worst part was, I’d let her. My mind spun, latching onto the idea of another song—one about craving something so bad it tore you apart, left you bleeding and desperate, knowing you’d never survive the taste but willing to die trying anyway.

She tilted her head, looking up at me, eyes gleaming with heat and amusement. “Do you dream about me?”
I nodded before I could stop myself. “Yes, Mistress.”
Her lips curved. “Fantasize?”
“All the fucking time.”
“Tell me what you dream about, baby. Filthily.”

I blinked. My throat dried. “You really wanna know?”
She raised an eyebrow. “Wouldn’t ask if I didn’t. Go ahead. Filthily.”

My dick twitched. My whole body felt wired, like I was being dared to jump.
“I dream about you sitting on my face,” I said, voice rough. “About waking up with your thighs around my head, your pussy soaking my mouth, grinding until you come so hard your legs shake.”
She didn’t blink. Didn’t breathe.
I went on.
“I dream about bending you over the kitchen counter, yanking your panties to the side, and shoving my dick in while you beg me to go deeper like you ain’t already full of me.”
Her mouth parted just a little, but she didn’t speak.
“I dream about missionary, too,” I said, tone almost reverent. “But the filthy kind. The kind where your legs are hooked over my shoulders and you’re looking me dead in the eyes while I’m in you. While I kiss you and fuck you at the same time.”
A shaky breath dragged out of her.
“And sometimes, when you used to deny me,” I added, voice low, guttural now, “I dreamt about tying you up. Riding you slow, cruel, until you’re crying for it. Until you’re shaking. Until you’re begging to cum but I won’t let you. Make you touch yourself in front of me. Edge you for hours and then whisper in your ear: now you know what it feels like to want me.”
“Jesus,” she whispered.

But I wasn’t done.
“I dream about licking your cum off my fingers. About fucking you in the shower. About you spitting in my mouth and then sliding down my dick.”
I was hard as steel now, precum wetting the tip.
She just stared—flushed, breathing heavy.
“You said filthily,” I whispered. “That filthy enough for you?” I paused. “Mistress.”

She leaned back, crossing her legs with an air of ease, blowing out a breath.
“You touch yourself dreaming and thinking about me?”
“Yes, Mistress.”
A grin curled her lips despite the heavy lust in her eyes.
“Show me,” she said. “Show me exactly how you’ve pleased yourself thinking about me.”

Wasn’t even any use in objecting. I’d been beating my dick constantly since she’d been in my life. I wanted to do it for her.
“Help me out,” I said, voice rough as gravel.

I lifted my hand and held it out toward her, waiting.
Her gaze flicked down. She knew exactly what I meant.
She leaned in, took my hand in both of hers. Then her mouth parted, and she let a thick string of spit fall onto my palm.

Swallowing hard, I wrapped a hand around myself, the heat of my palm barely enough, but just enough to feel close enough, combined with the wetness. I started slow—long strokes from base to tip, thumb swiping over the leaking head with every pass.
My breaths came hard; my body was so tense my muscles hurt. Her gaze stayed fixed on me like she was studying the movement, dissecting every stroke, every flick of my wrist, learning me.

My head was filled with images of what it would feel like to have her bare thighs straddling me, the weight of her body pressing against me, the softness of her skin against my fingertips.
I was so close. Just as I was about to fall over the edge, she shifted. She sat back, her voice low and commanding. “Spin your silk on me, baby,” she said, dragging her top down slowly, taunting me. Her breasts spilled out—full, round, heavy with the kind of weight a man could lose himself in. Teardrop-shaped and perfect, each tipped with a dark, thick nipple that made my mouth water. They were more than I ever imagined. Everything I ever wanted.

My knees nearly gave out as I nutted, the feeling wrung the breath from my lungs. “fuck,”

My cum landed on her breasts, and I swore I saw the faintest curve of a smirk tug at her lips.
My head dropped to my chest. I bit my tongue before I said something I shouldn’t.

“Now clean it up,” she said, drawing my attention. When I looked up, she handed me my shirt I’d just discarded, her tone thick.
I did as she asked, wiping her skin, my hands unsteady. Then, like nothing happened, she rose, leaving the room. When she returned, she was back in her dress, her hair smoothed, her face serene—back to normal.

“You ready to go?” she asked.
I stared at her, still reeling, my body buzzing with the aftershock of my orgasm.
“Did that really happen?” I managed, my voice rough.
She laughed low. “Yep,” she said, heading for the door. “Come on, Chester.”

I followed her out of the club, in a cum stained shirt, my legs unsteady, my mind racing. The tension between us wasn’t just heavy—it was mind-numbing. She had me scared.
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I leaned against the wall by the hotel door, a glass of whiskey in hand, swirling the liquid around but not drinking it. I told myself it was because I needed a clear head for the talk we were about to have, but the truth was uglier—I might actually have to start taking my meds again. And you don’t mix that shit with liquor. Everything that happened tonight had that familiar, staticky unease crawling back under my skin. The crash after a high always threatened to be a hard one. But I’d handle it.

“J,” I said finally, breaking the silence.

Jordin was sitting on the edge of the hotel sofa, her knees pulled up slightly, scrolling through her phone like she wasn’t aware of my eyes on her. But I knew better. She was always aware—of herself, of me, of the tension that lingered like static electricity whenever we were in the same room.

She looked up, her eyes meeting mine. “Yeah?”

I pushed off the wall and walked over, sitting down in the armchair across from her. I set my glass on the coffee table, leaning forward with my elbows on my knees. “What are we doing here?”

Her brow furrowed, and she set her phone aside. “What do you mean? Here, as in this hotel?”

“No,” I said, my voice soft but steady. “Here, as in you and me. Us. This thing we keep dancing around but not really saying out loud. What are we doing?”

She sighed, leaning back against the couch cushions. Her hand came up to fiddle with the charm on her bracelet—a nervous tic I’d noticed she did when trying to collect her thoughts.

“I don’t know,” she admitted.

“I’m not trying to push you into anything. You know that. But… with everything going on—with your divorce and all the emotions that come with it—and after what happened tonight, I need to know. Are you here because you want to be? Or because you need a distraction from how your life blew up?”

I almost rolled my own eyes. She had me out here sounding like a woman.

Her lips pressed together, and her eyes dropped to her lap. For a moment, she didn’t say anything. Then she looked up, her gaze locking onto mine with a seriousness that made my chest tighten.

“I’m here because I want to be,” she said softly. “But I’m scared, Ci. I’m leaning on you too much, using you to fill a void I’m supposed to heal on my own.”

I nodded slowly, her words hitting me like a weight. “I get that. But J, I don’t want to be your rebound. I’d rather just be your friend. As far as you leaning on me? I want you to. It makes me feel less like I’m taking from you.”

“You’re not a rebound,” she said quickly, her voice firm. “I promise, you’re not. But this… whatever this is between us—it’s not something I’ve figured out yet. And I don’t think you have either.”

She wasn’t wrong. I hadn’t figured it out. All I knew was that she consumed my thoughts, my dreams, every fucking breath I took. But I didn’t want to scare her off by saying that. I also knew that once we crossed the line, there wasn’t any going back. I was keeping her, and I didn’t know if I was ready for that yet.

“Maybe we don’t need to figure it out right now,” I said finally. “Maybe we just… take it one step at a time. See where it goes.”

She nodded. “I can do that. One step at a time.”

The tension in the room eased slightly, but a different kind of charge took its place—the memory of the night, of the club, of her hands on me and the crowd screaming my name. Her name.

“About earlier,” I said, my voice dropping lower.

She knew exactly what I meant. A slow, knowing smile touched her lips. “What about it?”

“The club,” I said. “What happened there… I don’t think I’ve ever…”

“Let go like that?” she finished for me, a teasing glint in her eyes.

I chuckled, shaking my head. “Yeah. That.”

She laughed softly, and the sound was like a balm to my frayed nerves.

“I didn’t think you’d actually go through with it,” she admitted.

“You don’t know me as well as you think,” I said, smirking. “I don’t back down from a challenge.”

Her smile softened, and she leaned forward slightly. “I’ll admit, it was… different. Seeing you like that. Trusting me like that.”

“What about you?” I asked, my gaze steady on hers. “How did it feel to be in control?”

Her cheeks flushed slightly, and she looked away, a small laugh escaping her. “It felt… powerful. But also kind of scary. Controlling somebody like that…”

I nodded. I heard her. But I had a question. “So when’s my turn, Mistress?”

She rolled her eyes and stood. “I’m going to take a shower.”


Twenty three-Oak




I hung up the phone after leaving Jordin my daily message. My brother and parents weren’t happy about my new mindset, this desperate hope I was clinging to. But I wasn’t letting go. The moment I’d signed the divorce papers, I’d noticed her new number scribbled neatly in the corner of the last page by her lawyer. Clear as day. It was a sign. It had to be.

That was three months ago, right after the mediation. I’d called her every morning since. She never answered. I left messages. Sometimes it was a simple, “Good morning, Jordin. I hope you’re doing okay.” Other days, I rambled—apologies, explanations, confessions of how badly I’d messed up. I knew she listened because she didn’t block me, didn’t change her number. It was the smallest, thinnest thread of hope, but I was hanging from it.

Every time I left a voicemail, I pictured how her face would look when she heard it. Jordin’s face was always an open book of her emotions.

The silence on her end was its own special kind of torture, a constant, quiet agony.

I dialed her number again. It rang twice and then clicked over to voicemail. I breathed through the spike of annoyance and waited for the beep.

“Hey, Jordin. It’s me. Again. I heard this line in a poem, and it sounded like you: ‘You were the sigh before the fall. The soft place I hit on the way down.’ That’s what you were for me. Even when things were loud between us, you were still the silence I trusted. I know I broke that. And maybe you’ll never call back. But I’ll still call. Anyway... I hope you smiled at least once today.”

I hung up and stared at the phone in my hand, my knuckles white, willing it to ring. When it did, my heart jumped into my throat. But the name on the screen wasn’t hers—it was my mother.

As soon as I said hello, she started talking in the middle of a conversation like always. “Oak, darling, you can’t live in the past,” she said, her voice crisp and certain. “I’ve set you up with someone. She’s lovely, Italian, from a good family. Just meet her. It’ll be good for you to get out.”

I didn’t argue. What was the point? I didn’t have the energy to resist her. Besides, a dark, defeated part of me whispered that maybe she was right. Maybe I needed a distraction from the ghost of my wife.

The next evening, I walked into the upscale restaurant she’d told me to go to, the smell of garlic and fresh bread wrapping around me. At the far corner table, I saw her. A petite, dark-haired woman with big, expressive eyes and a smile that seemed a little too perfect. She was maybe ten years younger than me, dressed in a black dress that probably cost more than my first car. She looked exactly like the picture my mother had sent.

When I reached the table, she stood, extending a manicured hand. “Hi, I’m Valentina.”

“Oak,” I said, shaking it. “You’re very beautiful, Valentina, but I’m going to be honest. I’m only here because my mother forced my hand. We have no chance of working out. I’m… trying to get my wife back.”

Her eyebrows shot up, and then she laughed—a light, melodic sound that caught me off guard. “Good,” she said, her eyes sparkling with amusement. “Because I like women. Well, mostly.” She shrugged, sipping her water. “We can sit, eat, talk, and then tell our parents it didn’t work out. Deal?”

I blinked, surprised by her candor, and then felt the first genuine relief I’d felt in months. “Deal.”

We ordered, making polite, effortless small talk. She asked about my work, my family. I asked about hers. It was easy, comfortable even, but the entire time, I couldn’t shake the heavy, cold weight in my chest.

After the food came, she leaned back in her chair, studying me with a perceptive gaze. “So, tell me about her.”

“Who?”

She smirked. “Your wife. The one you’re trying to get back.”

I hesitated, my fork hovering over my plate. “Jordin. She’s… everything. Smart, beautiful, talented. Fiercely loyal.” My voice cracked on the last word, and I cleared my throat. “And I cheated on her.”

Valentina nodded, her expression thoughtful rather than judgmental. “Why?”

I didn’t even have to think about it. The ugly truth was always right there. “Insecurities. She’s incredible, and I never felt like I deserved her. So, I sabotaged us.” I paused, the memory a fresh bruise. “Not even sabotaged—that sounds too planned. I did something monumentally stupid to get a reaction, to test her. I think some part of me believed she would stick by me no matter what, after she got over the anger. Don’t ask me why; I’m a fucking idiot,” I admitted, the words tasting like ash.

“And now?” she asked, her tone gentle.

“Now, she’s with someone else.” I pushed my plate away, my appetite gone. “A famous singer. Ciar… something.”

Her eyes lit up with recognition. “Ciarán? Oh, I love his music! And he’s so—”

I glared at her, the possessive anger flaring hot and immediate.

She laughed, holding up her hands in surrender. “Sorry, sorry. Couldn’t help it. So, what’s your plan to win her back?”

“Plan?” I repeated, the word feeling foreign and useless. “I… don’t have one. I just call her.”

She leaned forward, her elbows on the table, her therapist mode clearly engaging. “Well, first off, you need to figure out what you actually want. Do you want her back because you love her, or because you can’t stand the idea of someone else having her? There’s a big difference.”

I stared at her, unnerved by how directly she’d sliced to the core of my turmoil. “What are you, a therapist?” I muttered.

She smiled, a slow, knowing curve of her lips. “Actually, yes. I am.”

I blinked, and then a dry, humorless laugh escaped me. “Of course you are. Figures.”

When dinner ended, I walked her to her car. The night air was cool, a gentle breeze rustling the leaves above us.

“Thanks for tonight,” she said, unlocking her sleek sedan. “And for being honest. It’s rare.”

I nodded, shoving my hands into my pockets. “You… you really are a therapist?”

She grinned. “I am. Why? Finally considering it?”

I hesitated, the words feeling awkward and heavy. “I might… I might actually call you for a session. Someday.”

Without another word, she reached into her purse and handed me a crisp, professional card. “Call me. We’ll set something up. No pressure.”

I stared at the card as she drove away. I probably wouldn’t use it. I wasn’t a "therapy guy." But holding it in my hand, knowing the option was there—that maybe I could actually fix what was broken inside me instead of just begging for forgiveness—made me feel, for the first time in a long time, like I might be moving in the right direction.


twenty four-Jordin




Three months had passed since the mediation, weeks since the club incident. I was back in Miami and I was still with Ciarán. Our whatever-it-was felt strange, like living in this in-between space that resembled a relationship in every way except for the sex. The no-sex part was driving me crazy. Everything about Ciarán was sexy—the way he spoke, the way he moved, the way he looked at me like I was the center of his universe. The chemistry between us was palpable, suffocating.

The only reason I hadn’t initiated anything was Oak. His messages were getting to me. Every voicemail reminded me of the mess I left behind. I knew I should’ve closed that chapter before starting something new with Ciarán.

Pushing away from the soundboard where I’d been for hours trying to write something—anything—I headed to the kitchen. Before I even made it out of the room, I heard Ciarán’s voice thundering through the house.

“Why the fuck would you bring him here?”

My feet moved quickly, and I made it to the front of the house in seconds. Ciarán stood in the center of the living room, his face a mask of fury, with his manager Tyrell standing to the side, shaking his head. And then there was Ezra Lane, the artist I had worked with once, standing about twenty feet away like he owned the room, his cocky smirk making my skin crawl.

Ezra looked like every woman’s R&B fantasy come to life—silky brown skin, a razor-sharp lineup, and a jawline that could cut glass. But his eyes were cold, dead, like he’d left whatever soul he had in some dimly lit VIP room years ago.

I couldn’t stand his ass. He’d tried to corner me in the studio once. I maced him for putting his hands on me, and he got me fired. I sued him and his label because I had recorded the entire thing. I got a nice little six-figure settlement from him. He had other sexual assault cases he’d been paying off since then. It pissed me off that he’d probably never end up in jail because he only targeted Black and Hispanic women. If he had pulled that shit on one of his white groupies, they’d have put his ass under the jail. But this was the way of the world. Black and brown women had to scream twice as loud to get half the justice.

“Ciarán, let me explain—” Tyrell started.

“No,” Ciarán cut him off, his tone sharp enough to slice through steel. “You don’t bring motherfuckers like him here. Ever. Get him out of my house. Now. Fucking bad energy and shit.”

Ezra smirked, crossing his arms. “Relax, Ci. I’m not here to start trouble.”

“Fuck trouble. I thrive on it. What I don’t do is fuck with rapists, nigga,” Ciarán growled, his fists curling at his sides.

The room felt like it might implode from the tension. My heart raced as I stepped forward.

“Ciarán—”

“Don’t start,” he snapped, his eyes cutting to me.

“I wasn’t going to say nothing,” I said quickly. “But you need to calm down.”

“Calm down?” Ciarán’s laugh was dark, humorless. He turned his glare back to Ezra, stepping closer. “Do you know how much restraint it’s taking for me not to beat this nigga’s ass right now? I’m calm as fuck!”

Ezra shrugged, his eyes landing on me. “You wouldn’t risk your career over something stupid like her overreacting.”

Ciarán tilted his head, the way he smiled made me take a step back. “My career? You think that’s what’s stopping me? Let me be clear—it’s not. I will kill your ass and then sing at your fucking funeral.”

“Ciarán,” I warned, stepping between them. I placed a hand on his chest, trying to put his focus on me, but his body was taut, coiled like a spring ready to snap.

“Move, Jordin,” he said through gritted teeth, his eyes never leaving Ezra. Now I wished I had never told him about what happened.

“No,” I said firmly. “He’s not worth it.”

“Listen to her,” Ezra said, but you could hear the amusement in his voice. He was the type who thought his money and fame made him exceptional, and bulletproof.

Ciarán lunged. I threw my arms around him, holding him, knowing he might hurt me trying to get to Ezra.

“Enough!” I planted myself between them, my back to Ciarán's chest, and grabbed his wrists, holding him tight. My focus was on Ezra.

“What the fuck did you tell him, Jordin?” Ezra sneered. “You signed an NDA. You can’t say shit. I’ma sue your ass—and him if he lays a hand on me.”

“That NDA was voided the second you wrote me that check," I shot back. "So you can shut the hell up about suing people. I yelled, my voice echoing. “What are you even doing here, Ezra? What the hell do you want?”

“I want to work with you again,” he said, as if it were the simplest thing in the world. “Despite our… misunderstandings, you’re the best. And I need the best.”

I shook my head violently. “I’m not working with you,” I snapped. “But I’ll finish the song we started, and I’ll send it over. That’s it.”

Ezra’s grin faltered slightly, but he nodded after a beat. “Fair enough,” he said, his tone light, but I could see the anger in his eyes. “You know where to send it.”

Tyrell, who had been standing off to the side like a fucking coward, finally spoke up. “That will only work if—”

Ciarán’s glare snapped to Tyrell, cutting him off mid-sentence. “Shut the fuck up, Tyrell,” he said coldly, his voice like ice over fire. “The fact that you’re still managing him after the shit he’s done—that shit don’t sit right with me.”

“Ci, listen, the label was pressuring me—”

“I said shut the fuck up,” Ciarán barked. He took a step forward, and Tyrell flinched. “Get the hell out of my house. Both of you. Now.”

Ezra looked like he wanted to say something but thought better of it. Tyrell opened his mouth to protest, but Ciarán’s glare shut him down. They both headed toward the door, Ezra throwing one last glance over his shoulder before disappearing.

The door slammed shut, and I turned to Ciarán, my chest still heaving.

“Ci…” I started, but he held up a hand, cutting me off.

He stared at me, his chest rising and falling, his eyes blazing with anger. “What the fuck was that, Jordin?”

I frowned. He wanted to keep being angry. Well, I wasn’t going to let him take it out on me.

“I’m not arguing about this. Let me finish the song, and this will be over with.” I walked off, heading toward the studio. I could hear his bare feet slamming against the ground as he followed me. I sighed.

I made it into the studio before he stopped me, grabbing my arm.

“I’m sorry,” he murmured, his voice low and hoarse. “I just… I can’t stand the thought of anyone hurting you.” He looked so sad.

His words broke something inside me, and I reached up, pulling him down into a kiss. It was desperate, frantic—a clash of teeth and tongues as we poured every ounce of frustration and longing into it.

He pulled back and pinned me against the wall like he owned me, his hands gripping my waist while his lips dragged heat down the side of my neck. My house dress bunched up around my thighs as his fingers dipped beneath, grazing bare skin, making my chest tighten.

A soft moan escaped my lips before I could catch it, and he took it as encouragement, his fingers sliding to the wet heat between my folds. My nails sank into his shoulders, my body arching into him as his fingers moved with purpose—starting slow, teasing me, dragging out the moment before picking up speed, working me into something I couldn’t control.

“Ciarán,” I gasped, his name breaking off my tongue like a prayer and a curse at the same time. My head fell back against the wall, the cool surface grounding me while everything else spiraled into chaos.

The red light on the studio equipment blinked in my peripheral, catching my attention.

“Are you recording this?” I managed to whisper, my voice shaky, barely holding together.

He smirked against my neck, that low, gravelly voice dripping with possession. “Just your voice, baby. When you cum for me. I’m going to add it to the song you send him, so that nigga has to think about what he can’t have every time he presses play.”

My heart skipped, the heat in my belly coiling tighter at his boldness. It wasn’t just about what he said—it was how he said it. Like he wasn’t asking for permission, like he’d already decided. I couldn’t help but like that strong-arm shit.

“You with me?” he asked, his voice low. His eyes locked on mine, waiting for my answer.

I nodded, my lips parted as I tried to find words, but all I could do was exhale a shaky breath. “Yeah,” I whispered, my voice barely audible.

“Good,” he said, his lips curving into the faintest smile, the kind that made my stomach flip. “Stay with me.”

He kissed me again, soft at first, then deeper, slipping his fingers inside me. He watched every reaction, studying me as he fucked me with them.

“Breathe, J,” he murmured against my lips, his fingers finding just the right rhythm. “I got you. Just let me.”

I clung to him, my nails digging into his shoulders as my body arched into his touch. The heat in my belly built slow, climbing higher and higher. My breaths came in short gasps, and I was barely holding on.

“Ciarán,” I breathed, his name a soft plea as my head fell back against the wall. My voice cracked, but I couldn’t help it—he had me fucking spiraling. If he could do this with his fingers, what the hell were his tongue and dick going to feel like?

“You’re almost there. I can feel this pussy vibrating for me,” he said, his tone calm, soothing, but there was a smirk hiding in his words. “Let it happen.”

“Oh, my damn,” I breathed out, panting.

“You hear that? That sound you’re making right now? Too beautiful. Everything about you is beautiful,” he said, looking me directly in the eyes.

The words and the eye contact. He knew exactly what they’d do to me. My body seized up, every nerve lighting up at once, and then I broke, shaking and moaning, no control left. His fingers kept going, like he wasn’t satisfied until I gave him every last bit of what he’d worked for. The pleasure was blinding, my legs couldn’t even remember how to hold me up.

“Damn,” he said, his voice low and gritty, his forehead leaning into mine. His hand slowed, dragging the feeling out just enough to keep me in that haze. My thighs trembled around him, my breaths coming in short, ragged bursts, but he didn’t let go.

“You straight?” he whispered, his lips brushing mine when my body calmed down. His fingers slipped away, leaving me empty.

I nodded, my eyes fluttering open to meet his. “Yeah,” I whispered, still shaky but anchored by his presence.

“Good,” he said, stepping back just enough to give me space but not too far to feel distant. The tension between us hadn’t disappeared; if anything, it was heavier now.

I adjusted my dress, smoothing it down, but my hands were still unsteady. He didn’t say anything as I did, just watched me, his gaze damn near unbearable.

“I should… I should get back to this song,” I murmured.

He nodded, and then, like it was nothing, he raised his hand—the same hand that had been inside me—and licked his fingers. One by one. Slow. Like he was savoring the taste of me.

I gripped the edge of the table for support, my breath hitching as I stared, unable to look away.

The slightest smirk curled his lips before he turned and walked away, his back broad, his steps steady. No words—just him, leaving me there with my heart racing and my body still humming.


twenty five-Ciarán




The rain was coming down in thick sheets, relentlessly drumming against the windows like a frantic heartbeat. I stood at the edge of the living room, leaning against the window frame, watching her. Midnight painted everything in shadows, but I could still see her sitting out there on the steps, her silhouette blurred by the downpour.

Her black lace nightgown clung to her like a second skin, the fabric transparent in places against her glistening brown skin. Her shoulders were slumped, and her hair was plastered to her face, her knees drawn up as if she was trying to fold into herself. She looked like she was in a trance. She looked like she was begging the rain to rinse her clean. I knew that feeling in my bones—the desperate hope that a storm could wash away what you hated about yourself. I couldn't let her drown in it alone.

I pushed away from the window, the sight of her tugging something deep inside me. I cracked the door open, the storm spilling in. “Jordin,” I called out. “Come inside before you catch a cold.”

For a moment, she didn’t move. Then, slowly, she turned her head, her eyes meeting mine. The storm between us was louder than the one outside. She stood, her bare feet splashing in the puddles as she walked toward me, rain trailing down her body.

The image would be burned into my mind forever—the way her dark hair was plastered to her skin, the lace clinging to her curves, and the way her eyes held mine. I was past the infatuation stage. This was something else. Something more.

She was my muse, my purpose. Why else would God have given her to someone like me? Had He heard my quiet prayers from back when I was young, when I just wanted an anchor in a world that always felt like it was shifting under my feet?

My heart was beating fast as hell in my chest.

I held the door open, stepping aside as she passed. The scent of rain and her perfume filled the space, wrapping around me. She stopped just inside, her breathing uneven. Then, without warning, her hand reached out, running over my bare chest.

“I need you to make love to me,” she said, her voice trembling.

The words hit me like a spark to dry timber. I didn’t answer. I didn’t need to. Instead, I reached for her, my hands finding her waist, pulling her close.

Her breath hitched, and I felt her tremble.

I lifted her, her legs wrapping around my waist as I carried her to the bedroom. The rain was our backdrop. I laid her down on the bed, peeling the soaked black lace from her body.

I took my time, kissing every part of her—her shoulders, her arms, her stomach. I wanted her to feel it, to know that this wasn’t just about lust. It was about her. About everything she was and everything she made me feel.

I kissed all the way back up. I stopped at her middle. She was already soaked and swollen. I pressed my face between her thighs. I worked my tongue in her, licking and sucking. She ground into me, her moans driving me wild, making me want to take every ounce of her.

“You’re doing so good, Ci,” she moaned. Her words pushed me further, making me want to please her more. My hands gripped her thighs, holding her wide.

She reached down, spreading herself open. “Right there,” she demanded, her words hitching. “Suck my clit.” Saliva dripped down my chin as I latched on. She spread her legs wider, gripping my head, pushing me down until I couldn’t breathe, but I didn’t care.

“I’m cumming, Ci, I’m coming.” Her orgasm had a melody—soft moans, rising cries, and a breathless chant of my name that was more beautiful than any song I’d ever written. I stayed with her, my tongue working her through every shudder, until she finally collapsed back against the sheets, her hands loosening their grip on me.

The way her body shook, the sounds she made—it was all I needed.

I kissed my way back up, leaving her body shivering in the wake of my lips. I stopped at her breast. I sucked her right nipple, taking it between my teeth and tugging on it gently. I hovered over her, watching her squirm.

Impatiently, she pulled me down on top of her, her hands reaching into my pajama pants, gripping me.

She protested when I slipped from her hold, reaching for me. She watched through cloudy eyes as I discarded my pants on the floor.

I grabbed both her hands, pinning them to the bed, and took my place between her spread thighs.

“Tell me what you need, J,” I whispered, my voice low and gravelly. “I want to give you everything. Just tell me.”

“I need you,” she said, her voice breaking. “I need you inside me, Ci.”

I slid into her. I took my time, slow and steady, letting her feel every inch, letting her body adjust to me. Her walls clung to me; she was so tight. Her nails dug into my skin, and she kept resisting like she wasn’t sure if she could take it all. I paused, resting against her.

“Relax, baby,” I whispered, my lips brushing the corner of her mouth, soft and reassuring. “We got all night.”

Her chest rose and fell, her breaths shaky as she nodded. I rolled my hips, trailing kisses until I finally sank all the way inside of her. My weight pressed her into the bed, my chest flush against hers, grounding her. The rain outside was still pounding. Her eyes met mine, and I kissed her again, slow and deep, my lips telling her what words couldn’t.

“You feel like heaven, J. Like you were made for me.”

Her hips started rising to meet mine, her breath catching every time I pushed deeper.

“Don’t stop,” she whispered against my lips, her voice breaking. “Please, don’t stop.”

I didn’t. I couldn’t. Her body opened up for me, her wetness making every stroke smooth. Her thighs shook around me, her back arching off the bed as I found a rhythm, slow but deep, my hips pressing into hers with every push.

Her first release hit her slow; she whined through it. Her body trembled, her nails clawed at me, and her cries pushed me closer to the edge. I kept moving, chasing my own release, losing myself in her.

"You drive me crazy," I admitted, my hands firm on her waist like she might slip away if I loosened my grip. "This body, this mind, this soul… it’s all you, J. You’re everything."

Her hands skimmed over my scalp, pulling me closer. I groaned against her skin, heat rushing through me. "You’re fire," I whispered, my lips moving lower, tasting her like I needed her to survive. "And I’m burning up for you."

My release was creeping up my spine. I moved faster, chasing it. And when it hit, it was like the world split open. My body trembled, my breath caught, and for a moment, I thought I might break apart. I pressed my face into her neck, holding her like she was my only lifeline.

It took a moment to steady myself. I just stared at her, my heart still hammering a rhythm only she could create. "I don’t even know what the hell that was," I muttered into the quiet.

When she didn’t respond, I realized she was asleep. A low laugh escaped me. Here I was, ready to pour my heart out, and she was sleeping.


twenty six-Ciarán




I rolled over in bed, reaching for Jordin, but the sheets were cold. Low music and a faint voice from another room caught my attention. I swung my legs over the edge of the bed, threw on a pair of pajama shorts, and headed toward the kitchen.

Jordin stood at the counter, wearing one of my shirts, her hair tousled, her head tilted down as she listened to something on her phone. Her teeth tugged at her bottom lip, and her fingers toyed with the hem of the shirt. She was so lost in the words she didn’t even hear me walk in.

"...Just wanted to say I miss you, J. I’m trying to be better, for you. For us. Please call me back," the voice said. Oak.

I stopped halfway into the kitchen. She looked up, her eyes widening when she realized I was standing there. Her grip on the phone tightened, like she was bracing herself.

“Ci, I—” she started, her voice rushing out. But I held up a hand, cutting her off.

“Don’t.” My voice was calm. I felt calm. “You don’t have to explain.”

Her brow rose, confusion flashing across her face. “I don’t?”

I closed the space between us. “No,” I said firmly. “I don’t care if he calls. I don’t care that you listened to him. You don’t need my permission, Jordin. As long as I get to have you too—love you too—that’s all I care about.”

Her lips parted, but she didn’t speak, her eyes searching mine for... something. Maybe she expected anger, jealousy, a fight. Instead, all she’d find was the truth. I wasn’t letting her go. Not to him. Not to anyone.

“I’m not asking you to stop loving him,” I said, my voice low but steady. “I’m just asking you not to walk away from this. From me.”

There were parts of me—dark, messy parts—that she didn’t know about, secrets I wasn’t ready to tell. Because of those hidden things, I wasn’t selfish enough to try and make her choose between me and him. I just couldn’t let her go. Not now. Not ever.

I couldn’t give her everything. But what I could give her, she wouldn’t have to ask for; they were already hers.

“I need you, J. Just... need you to want me as much as you want him. And I know you do.”

Her lips parted, but no words came out. I didn’t wait for her answer. Instead, I lifted her onto the counter, her legs parting instinctively to make room for me. My hands slid over her thighs, my fingertips tracing the soft skin there, and she shivered.

“You’re mine,” I whispered. I dropped to my knees, brushing my lips against her thigh, then biting into the meaty flesh. I felt her breath hitch, saw her fingers curl into the edge of the counter like she needed something to hold on to. I let my hands and lips do all the talking, I let everything else—the secrets, the fears, the doubts—fade to black.


twenty seven-Jordin




“Stop moving,” I snapped, tightening my grip around his dick as he tried to stroke upward.
“I didn’t say you could,” I added, and smiled, because this was the kind of thing he liked. This game. This give me your body and I’ll give you the illusion of control thing. Some nights he played God. But tonight he was a man—a man with his dick twitching in my palm, leaking like he owed me.

I owned him.

He groaned.
I tightened my grip, dragging my fist up his shaft—slow and teasing. Precum spilled from the tip like lava, warm and sticky against my palm. His cock twitched in my hand, thick and so damn hard, the skin flushed and veiny.

“Don’t cum.” My voice was calm. Cruel. I met his gaze and held it. “You’re not allowed to cum without my permission.”

“Please, baby. Why not?” His voice cracked—rough and desperate, his body strung tight like a bow.

My pussy clenched. I was soaked, slick like something spilled. I could feel the mess I’d made on my thighs. I wanted to bottle it, smear it on his chest, write something obscene in it.

“Because I said so,” I murmured, tilting my head slightly, taunting him. “And you’re a good boy, right?”

His lips twitched. “Yes, ma’am.”

I grinned. Because Ciarán—the walking thunderstorm—was now reduced to trembles under my control. His jaw clenched, his hands fisted in the sheets like they were the only things keeping him from breaking every rule.

I rewarded him with a firmer stroke, squeezing just enough to make him groan from deep in his chest. The sound shot straight through me.

“See how good this feels?” I whispered, brushing my lips along the shell of his ear. “You’re going to stay right here, in this space—teetering, holding back—because I told you to.”

His jaw clenched harder. His entire body trembled. “You’re killing me, Jordin.”

I smiled darkly. “You’ll survive.”

I leaned back and guided him to my entrance, letting the head of his dick nudge against my slick folds. I was drenched—hot and tight and already pulsing with need. Just teasing myself with him made me gasp.

“You like that?” I asked, my voice low, soaked in filth.

He bucked forward without thinking, trying to push deeper.

I rose up immediately. “Don’t test me, Ciarán,” I warned. “Stay still, or I’ll leave you like this.”

He groaned in agony. “Yes, baby. Please don’t.”

I took my time, dragging his tip along my pussy, letting him feel the wetness. Then I slowly slid down—just enough to fuck the head—while I stroked the rest of his shaft with my hand. His breath hitched. His forearms flexed, veins bulging as he gripped the sheets with white knuckles.

“You’re doing so good for me,” I purred, voice softer now but still commanding. “You want this pussy, don’t you? You want me to strangle your dick?”

“Yes,” he growled, like it hurt to speak. “Please.”

I felt drunk off the power, gone off the way he looked—sweat forming at his hairline, pupils blown wide, lips parted, chest heaving.

“Since you asked so nicely…” I whispered, “you can have it. But don’t touch me.”

I slid down on him inch by inch. The stretch made me moan low in my throat. He was thick, and the deeper I took him, the more my walls fluttered around the invasion.

“Fuuuck, Jordin,” he groaned, head falling back, neck taut.

His hands hovered at his sides like he was begging for permission to grab me, but he didn’t. Obedient.

“Don’t move,” I said again, pressing both palms flat against his chest. “You don’t get to fuck me yet. You just get to feel me.”

His abs tensed under my fingers. I rocked slowly, deliberately, letting him feel every wet squeeze.

“Why are you doing this to me?” he damn near whimpered.

“I’m making you better,” I breathed, my hips circling. “You’re gonna learn how to wait. How to control yourself. When I do let you move, you’re gonna make me feel every inch of you.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he rasped, eyes wild with need.

I started riding him—slow and deep. I wanted him wrecked. His hands trembled at his sides from holding back, and every time I lifted off and slid back down, I could feel his control slipping.

The sounds of our bodies meeting were wet and obscene. The squelch of my pussy, the quiet slap of skin, the way I moaned on purpose—low and breathy—just to torture him. I wanted to wreck him so he couldn’t be good for anyone else.

When I leaned back and rocked harder, chasing my orgasm, his hands flew to my hips. I almost stopped him.

“Now,” I whispered. “Now, you can fuck me.”

He flipped me onto my back, sat up, and slammed into me like the world was ending and I was the last thing he wanted to feel. Skin on skin. Slap and slide. My nails dug into his shoulders. My mouth opened but no sound came out—just breath, just need.

“Shit, Jordin,” he groaned, his weight pushing me into the mattress. His hips slammed into me, rough and sure. “You feel so fucking good.”

He held me still and pounded into me with filthy precision. I could barely speak, only gasp and moan, nails clawing at his shoulders.

“Harder. Don’t stop,” I panted.

“Yes, ma’am,” he growled, snapping his hips, fucking me like he meant it now. His control had shattered. He was feral. And I loved it.

“I’m gonna cum,” he warned, breath choppy.

“I know,” I moaned. I was cumming too. My whole body tensed around him. He fucked me through it, rough and grateful, his mouth near my throat like maybe he was thinking about biting down, about marking me for real.

His whole body stiffened, hands gripping me like he needed to anchor himself, and I felt him spilling inside me, warm and deep.

We collapsed together.

He rolled off me onto the soft mattress. My heart was pounding, my thighs still twitching. He pulled me into his chest, his breath warm against my shoulder.

“You keep doing that,” I joked, “we’re gonna end up going half on a baby.”

“Won’t happen,” he said before I could even laugh. “I had a vasectomy.”

He said it like it was nothing. Like he hadn’t just fucked me into oblivion and whispered a baby into the sheets.

“Oh.” It slipped out small. Flat.

I don’t think he heard me. His breathing had already slowed.

I stared at the ceiling, suddenly feeling empty in a way I couldn’t put words to.

I needed to slow down with Ciarán. Pull back before I got caught up.

He wanted something different. I wanted a family.
And I wasn’t giving that up.


twenty eight-Oak




The rain wept down the floor-to-ceiling windows of the restaurant, smearing the world into a watercolor of gray. I watched it, a glass of whiskey untouched in front of me. The sound of it was a hollow echo, reminding me of everything I’d lost and the nothingness that was left.

I was waiting for Jordin. We had been separated officially for seven months. I was suddenly seeing her everywhere with him—that singer—but she still hadn’t blocked my messages. Her lawyer had stopped calling about the divorce. I was going out of my mind because I couldn’t figure out her angle. Was she trying to torture me? To push me into being the violent, volatile Oak she said she hated?

I didn’t know.
I wasn’t that man anymore—or at least, I was trying not to be.

I picked up the glass I’d been avoiding and drank it down in one gulp. The whiskey was a familiar burn, a punishment I deserved.

The door to the restaurant opened, and even before I turned, I knew it was her. The air in the room stilled and shifted, charged with her presence. My heart hammered against my ribs, a frantic drum for a song she no longer wanted to hear.

Jordin.

She looked… whole. Healthy and strong in a way that felt like a personal reproach. Her skin glowed, and her hair was longer, tied back in a simple but elegant way that made my chest ache. She wore a bodysuit paired with a flowing white skirt that moved like a ghost as she walked. But it was her eyes that undid me. They held a light I hadn’t seen in years—a light I had extinguished.

It wasn’t me who put that light back in her eyes. It was him.
That fucking singer. He was the reason she was blooming in a life I wasn't part of. The realization was a physical blow, a sharp, cracking pain behind my sternum. I took a steadying breath as she walked toward me. I stood, pulling out her chair, the gesture feeling like a relic from a dead civilization.

She hesitated for a moment, then sat down. Her scent wrapped around me; it was a particular kind of devastation. Our house no longer smelled like her. I wanted to press my face into the curve of her neck and breathe until I memorized her all over again.

“Thanks for meeting me,” I said, my voice sandpaper rough.

She nodded, her expression a placid lake, giving nothing away. “You said it was important.”

“It is.” I sat down across from her, my gaze drinking in the familiar lines of her face. She didn’t look like she wanted to run—that small mercy felt like a lifeline.

“You want to order?” I asked.
She shook her head, a single, definitive motion.

I gestured toward the rain outside. “This reminds me of Anse Source d’Argent,” I said, the memory soft on my tongue. “That boat ride we took to that little island. Remember?”

Her eyes softened, the ice thawing just at the edges. “I remember,” she said, and for a second, we were there again.

I wanted to reach across the table and cover her hand with mine, to feel that familiar warmth one more time and let it sear my skin. But I kept my hands to myself, fists clenched into weapons under the table, fighting the old instincts.

“The boat was supposed to come back for us after lunch,” I continued, a ghost of a smile on my lips. “But then the storm hit. We were stranded in nothing but those bathing suits and that little picnic blanket. We made love in the rain, while the storm crashed all around us. Then we slept so close we were breathing each other’s air.”

Her lips twitched into a small, bittersweet smile. It was a knife to my heart. “That was a long time ago,” she said, her voice so quiet it was almost lost to the rain.

“It was the best two days of my life,” I admitted, the truth laid bare between us. “I had you all to myself.”

Her smile faded, and she looked down at her hands, shutting me out. “Why are you in Miami? Why did you call me here, Oak?”

I leaned forward, my forearms heavy on the table. “Because I needed to see you. I needed to tell you that I’m sorry, Jordin. For everything.”

Her jaw tightened. “You already told me this in your thousand messages.”

“I know,” I said, my voice fraying at the edges. “But I needed to say it to your face. I needed you to see that I mean it. I know I’m the last person you want to hear this from. But I need you to understand. I wasn’t enough for you. I knew it back then, and instead of trying to be better, I set us on fire. I hurt you because I was a coward, terrified you’d see how small I was and leave me anyway.”

Her eyes finally lifted to meet mine, and in their depths, I saw the wreckage I’d caused.

“I’m sorry, Jordin,” I continued, the words scraping my throat raw. “I’m sorry for being selfish and weak and for trying to make my pain your fault. That day at mediation… that wasn’t the man I wanted to be. That wasn’t the man you deserved. I don’t want to be that man anymore. I want to be better—for you. For us. I want to be the man you can trust, the man who never gives you a reason to doubt how much he loves you.”

Her lips parted slightly, a silent gasp I felt in my soul, but she didn’t speak.

“I want to try counseling,” I said, the words tumbling out in a desperate rush. “I want to work through this. I want a family with you. To grow old with you. I’ll do whatever it takes, J. Just… give me a chance.”

She studied me for a long moment, her expression a locked door. “I’ll think about it,” she said eventually, and it was both a sentence and a reprieve.

I nodded, swallowing the boulder of frustration in my throat. “That’s all I’m asking.”

Her gaze escaped to the window, seeking an exit.

I couldn’t help myself. The poison of jealousy seeped out. “Will he make your decision harder?” I asked, the question a live wire in my chest. “The singer?”

Her head snapped toward me, her eyes sharpening. “No,” she said, her voice firm as stone. “He’s just my friend.”

The tension in my shoulders eased a fraction, but the green-eyed monster still gnawed at my insides. “Do you still love me?” I asked, the whisper a fragile, breaking thing.

“Yes,” she said, her voice impossibly steady. “I do.”

A wave of pure, unadulterated relief washed over me, so potent it was dizzying.

“But I don’t like you, Oak,” she added.

The words were a physical blow, knocking the air from my lungs.

“After making my life a living hell in high school, you could have at least not cheated on me.”

I flinched, the truth of it a brand on my skin. “I deserve that,” I whispered.

She stood, the movement final. “I need to get back,” she said.

I stood too, my heart trying to beat its way out of my chest. She started walking away, and it felt like my soul was being torn from its moorings. I’d fucked up. I was always fucking up.

“Jordin, wait.” She turned slightly, her brows lifting in a silent question. I stepped closer, my voice low and urgent with a lifetime of need. “I’ll sacrifice whatever it takes. I’ll do anything, become anything, to have you back. You’re the best part of me—hell, you’re the only part of me that’s ever made sense. I know I don’t deserve you, but I’m not too proud to get on my knees and beg. I’ve always needed you.”

Her lips parted slightly, but she held her silence.

I kept talking, the words a river I couldn't dam, because she was still listening, and her listening was the only oxygen I had. “You are everything to me, Jordin. My joy, my peace, my hope. I don’t care what it takes—space, time, the singer. Whatever you need, I’ll give it to you. Just… don’t shut me out. Don’t walk away from what we could still have…”

Her eyes softened for a single, heart-stopping second, a crack in the armor. But then the wall slammed back into place, higher and harder than before. I knew Jordin long enough to recognize that look. It was the same one she used to give me back in high school when I was the bane of her existence, the boy she was forced to endure.

“I really do need to get back,” she said, and the finality in her tone was an execution.

I nodded, my hands falling to my sides, utterly useless. The old me wanted to grab her, to force her to stay, to make her hear me until she understood. But she hated that crazy, possessive side of me. Most of the time.

“Thank you for meeting me.”

She didn’t respond, just gave a small, dismissive nod and walked away, taking all the light with her.


twenty nine-Oak




Sunday dinners at my parents’ house were always a spectacle. My mother thrived on appearances—plating food like she was competing for a Michelin star. Everything was always perfect. The house was a curated masterpiece of marble floors, chandeliers, and elaborate floral arrangements. This Sunday was no different.

My mother was in the kitchen, directing the staff with the authority of a general, her petite frame draped in a dress that probably cost as much as some people’s rent. At sixty-five, she looked closer to forty-five, her olive skin smooth, her dark hair falling in soft waves around her shoulders. She thrived on being a rich housewife and spoiling her sons.

It was the reason Marcus and I were the way we were. We didn’t know boundaries. Not growing up in this house, where money solved every problem and love came without expectations because money buys everything, even success. My father worked hard, took us out to do “manly stuff,” and never cheated. He had been disappointed in me when he found out what I’d done to Jordin. He said he didn’t think we were right for each other, but the look in his eyes the day he found out said he expected better from me.

I didn’t bother my mother. She was in her element; I’d talk to her eventually.

When I walked into the dining room, my father was already seated at the head of the table, scrolling through his phone. Tall and broad-shouldered, with salt-and-pepper hair and a perpetually serious expression, he had the presence of a man who closed multimillion-dollar deals before breakfast. Finance was his world, and he ruled it with the same precision and control he applied to everything else. We didn't always get along. My mother said it was because we were so much alike.

“Oak,” he said, looking up as I walked in. “You’re late.”

“Traffic,” I muttered, taking my seat.

His eyes narrowed slightly, but he didn’t push.

I was about to ask where Marcus was when I saw Valentina sitting in the corner, looking just as uncomfortable as I felt.

She spotted me and gave me a tight smile—more of a grimace, really. “Hey, Oak.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Val?” I glanced toward the kitchen, where my mother’s laughter drifted out, followed by a shrill counterpart.

Val waved me over. “That’s my mother in there laughing with yours,” she explained quietly, leaning in so my father wouldn't hear. “She and your mother… are apparently best friends now. Surprise.”

“Surprise,” I muttered. I wanted to leave.

She didn’t look like she wanted to be here any more than I did, judging by the way she was clutching her wine glass.

Just as I opened my mouth to respond, her best friend—but really her girlfriend—strolled in from the kitchen, carrying a platter of bruschetta. Dani was tall—nearly six feet—her long frame swallowed by baggy clothes. With her sharp cheekbones, pale ivory skin, and severe buzz cut, she looked intimidating. Like a fucking vampire. I’d met her right after my date with Valentina.

“Your boyfriend finally showed up, Val?” she asked, her lips curling into a grin as she set the platter down. “Damn, y’all are gonna have the cutest little Italian babies.” She thought it was hilarious to mess with us about our mothers' expectations.

Valentina froze, and I watched both our mothers stick their heads out of the kitchen at the mention of grandkids.

I leaned down, my voice a low murmur in her ear. “You want to shut this down, or should I?”

She tilted her head toward me. “Let’s just play along. It’ll be easier.”

So that’s what we did. For the next two hours, we pretended to be a picture-perfect couple. I pulled out chairs, Valentina laughed at my half-assed jokes, and Dani fucked with us, her commentary a running stream about our “future kids” and how “blessed” the family would be.

“You both make such a cute couple,” she said, winking at Valentina across the table. “So very Italian. Oak all broody and macho. You all domesticated, Valentina.”

Valentina kicked her under the table, and Dani howled with laughter, completely unfazed.

When dinner finally ended, I was halfway to the door before Valentina caught up with me.

“Wait,” she said, grabbing my arm as I reached for the door handle. “What’s going on with you?”

I sighed, glancing behind her to make sure neither of our mothers were listening. “I talked to Jordin,” I said simply.

Her eyebrows shot up. “And?”

I hesitated. “She said she’d think about counseling.”

“That’s good,” Valentina nodded. “That’s something.”

“Yeah,” I muttered, shoving my hands into my pockets. “Really fucking something. She also said she doesn’t like me.”

Valentina sighed. “That’s hard. But, Oak, you can’t expect her to forget the past overnight. You fucked your secretary. From what you’ve told me about her, you’re lucky she didn’t hit you with something heavier.”

I let out a low laugh, shaking my head. “Thanks for the pep talk, Val.”

She squeezed my arm. “I’m rooting for you, okay? She’s still communicating with you. That’s half the battle.”

“Yeah,” I said again. “Thanks.”

I watched her walk to her car with Dani, the two of them laughing about something I couldn’t hear—probably me. I slid into my car, sitting there for a long moment before starting the engine.

I was half a block away from my parents’ house, thinking about Jordin—the way she had looked at me in the restaurant—when it happened.

A blur of movement to my left—a chrome grille filled my window. There was no time to brake. The glare of headlights bleached everything white.

The impact was a deafening roar of tearing metal and exploding glass. A white-hot spear of pain shot through my shoulder as the seatbelt locked, yanking me back with brutal force. My head snapped forward and then whipped back, cracking against the headrest with a sickening thud. For a single, disorienting second, the world was a violent, spinning carousel of noise and impact.

Then, an eerie, ringing silence descended, broken only by the ticking of the dying engine.

When my senses crawled back, the world was wrong. My car was canted at a nauseating angle, the driver's side door pressed against the asphalt. The air was thick with the acrid smell of deployed airbags and gasoline. A million shards of glass glittered in my lap, on the dashboard, like a grotesque constellation. I tried to breathe, but a searing, burning pain bloomed deep in my chest with every ragged inhale, a clear, terrifying signal that something inside was broken. My head throbbed in a brutal, pounding rhythm, and a warm, sticky trickle of blood seeped from my hairline, blurring the vision in my right eye. I was trapped, folded into a wrecked metal cage, and for the first time, the unshakable Oak Black felt a cold, primal fear clawing its way up his throat.

I heard footsteps—fast and frantic. Then, Valentina’s voice.

“Oak!” she screamed. I watched her red-bottom heels splash through a puddle as she ran toward me.

Her voice was the last thing I heard before the world went black.

But my last thought was a prayer for Jordin.
Let her be happy.
With or without me, just let her be happy.


thirty-Jordin




Who would’ve thought my husband cheating would land me in a tug-of-war between the past and the present?
Seeing Oak again made me realize how much I still cared—but what about Ciarán?

I sat curled up on the opposite end of the couch, a wine glass in my hand, trying to act normal.

It had been three days since my meeting with Oak, and he was still heavy on my mind. Sitting just as heavily in the back of it was the fact that Ciarán had a vasectomy and hadn’t told me. But then, why would he? We weren’t in that kind of situation.

Was I tripping… or just looking for an excuse to pull back from him and run to Oak?

I’d gotten my revenge. I’d fucked someone else. I’d let another man see the parts of me Oak used to swear were only his. But now I felt like I was right back at the starting line, staring at the ruins of my marriage and wondering if I was supposed to rebuild them or just walk away for good.

I sighed, my eyes landing on Ciarán. He was sitting across from me, one arm draped over the back of the couch like he didn’t have a care in the world. His legs were stretched out, relaxed, as he watched me silently unravel in real time.

He looked fine as fuck in an army green polo and camo pants, like he was ready for war. It pissed me off how beautiful he could look while being emotionally absent.

But he was also direct. That was the thing about Ciarán—he didn’t do hesitation or uncertainty. He said what he meant, and he meant what he said, no matter how you felt about it.

And somehow, that made it worse. Because you can’t change a man who refuses to flinch. He was stubbornly committed to his own truth, his own boundaries, and his own way of being.

He wouldn’t bend, even for me.

That was the disconnect between us.
He got on my nerves.

I sucked my teeth, rolling my eyes.

He stared at me, face and eyes unreadable. Then, after a short beat, he spoke.
“So, you ready to talk about what happened with your husband? Instead of mumbling and sucking your teeth like I did something to you?”

I’d told him I didn’t really want to talk about Oak and me, and he had respected that. But now…

I nodded, staring down at the deep red liquid in my glass.
“I met him.”

“I know. And?”

I swallowed, shifting in my seat. “He wants to try counseling,” I said quietly. “He said he’s sorry. That he still loves me.”

I could feel him studying me, but I couldn’t bring myself to meet his eyes.

His voice was even when he asked, “And do you still love him?” like the answer didn’t matter.
He was so confusing.

My fingers tightened around the glass. I didn’t want to answer, but I did. I was trying to be more open. Like him.

“Yes,” I admitted.

He didn’t say anything for a long time. Then, just as I was about to look up, he spoke again.
“And me?” His voice was low. “How do you feel about me?”

I lifted my gaze to his, searching his face, trying to find the right words.
“I care about you,” I said slowly. “But we don’t want the same thing. I want a family.”

He let out a short laugh, shaking his head. “The white boy wants to be a husband and father,” he rebutted. “You got your lick back. Got the best dick you ever had. You want him back, tell him.”

He moved then.

His hand found my thigh, and the air changed. His fingers began to trace something—a hypothesis—on my skin.

A soft, traitorous moan escaped my throat before I could catch it. My hips made a small, involuntary arc toward his hand.

His eyes locked on mine.

“But keep me too. I understand parts of you he doesn’t,” he whispered, his voice like smoke—thick and heavy in the space between us. “Why not have the best of both worlds?”

I was confused, but still, somehow… heat spread through my body, pooling low in my belly as his touch got firmer.

I forced myself to whisper, “What does that even mean?”

His lips brushed my jaw, a ghost of a touch that sent a fracture line of lightning down my spine.

“It means I’m not a contingency plan,” he said, voice rough. “If you want to go back to your husband, go back. But on your terms. Tell him I come with you.”

Then his mouth was on mine. He kissed me like it was a form of persuasion, an argument his tongue was making against mine. His hands gripped my thighs, pulling me into his body until there was no space left for reason.

My fingers twisted in the fabric of his shirt.
My breathing turned ragged, broken against his mouth.

Then—my phone rang.

Oak’s Evil Brother Calling.

The name flashed across the studio monitor and echoed overhead through the Bluetooth voice.

Ciarán pulled back and stared at me.

“I’m not answering.”

He nodded.

The soundboard lit up again.

Oak’s Evil Brother Calling.

My heart dropped into my stomach. Marcus never called me. And he never called twice in a row. Not me. Not ever.

The phone rang a third time.

Tampa General Hospital.

My hand hovered over the phone.
The ringing stopped.

I picked it up and dialed Marcus back.
“What?” I rasped, my throat suddenly dry.

Marcus’s voice was urgent, clipped as always.
“Jordin, it’s Oak,” he said. “He’s been in an accident. It’s bad.”

My breath caught.
“What?” I whispered.

“You’re still his wife. You’re on his living will,” he said. “You have to make the decisions.”

I felt like the air had been knocked out of me.

“I—I’m on my way,” I choked out before hanging up.

The second the call ended, it hit me—I had no idea how I was going to get to Tampa.

Driving would take too long, and it was the middle of the night. I probably couldn’t even get a flight.

My mind was spinning. My chest was tight.

“How the fuck am I supposed to get to Tampa?!” I shouted, gripping my phone so hard my fingers ached.

“I got you,” Ciarán said immediately, already grabbing his keys. His voice was steady. Controlled.
“I got a friend with a private jet.”

I barely registered his words. I was too busy trying to breathe. Trying to think.

Then he was pulling me up, guiding me toward the door, his phone already to his ear.
“Yeah,” he said when someone answered. “I need a favor.”

I couldn’t focus.
Couldn’t stop my hands from shaking.

What in the fuck was I going to do if Oak died?

He had been in my life so long…
What if I didn’t know how to live without him?


thirty one-Jordin




With Ciarán’s help, I got to the hospital in Tampa in two hours. The flight had been a blur—my mind stuck in a loop. I kept replaying my last meeting with Oak. Thinking about how I told him I didn’t like him.

What if that was the last time I saw him?

This didn’t feel real. It couldn’t be real.
But it was real. The pain in my chest, the fear in my heart made it real.

The waiting room was tense. Divided.

Ciarán sat next to me, his arm draped along the back of my chair, his fingers tracing slow circles on my shoulder. Every now and then, he’d reach down and squeeze my hand like he was trying to keep me grounded.

On the other side of the room was Oak’s family—his mother, his father, his brother Marcus, a couple of cousins.
They kept their distance, but their eyes were on us the whole time.

Marcus had been glaring since the moment I walked in. His knee bouncing, fingers drumming against his thigh. He was pissed. I could feel the heat rolling off him.

Out of nowhere he shot up from his seat, like he couldn’t hold it in any longer. His feet slammed against the tiled floor as he head in my direction.

“You have a lot of nerve being here with him while my brother is fighting for his life,” he spat, voice sharp and cutting.

I inhaled, trying to keep my pulse steady. I was too tired for this.
“Your brother cheated on me,” I said flatly. “You have no right to talk to me about who I bring where.”

His expression twisted. “You’re a heartless bitch. I wish Oak had never met you.”

Before I could react, Ciarán was on his feet, stepping in front of me so fast I barely saw it happen.
His voice dropped—low, controlled—but he sounded like he was seething.

“Watch how you talk to her, motherfucker. I’ll put your head through the motherfucking wall,” he damn near growled. His chest was heaving. Nostrils flaring.

Oak’s father jumped up from his seat, his voice booming. “Get the hell away from my son.” He stepped forward like he was actually going to do something.

I stood and grabbed Ciarán’s arm, trying to pull him back before this turned into a full-blown scene.
“Ci, don’t—”

The doors to the waiting room swung open, and a woman rushed in.

“What is going on—for Christ’s sake?” she said, walking straight into the tension.

“Valentina, thank God you’re here,” Oak’s mother said, her voice full of relief as she stood and pulled her close. Oaks mother shove her towards me. “See? This is the type of girl Oak should have married,” his mother said, nodding toward the woman beside her. “She wouldn’t have brought trash to the hospital.”

That was it.

I let out a tired laugh and shook my head. I was just so done.
“You know what? Fine,” I said, my voice flat. “I put up with you all when I was with Oak. I don’t have to anymore.”
I pointed at the woman. “Since you’re so perfect and his mom loves you, you can make the decisions about his life.”

I turned to Marcus and flipped him off. “I hope you break your fucking neck, you neadrathug.”

Then I grabbed a handful of Ciarán’s shirt and pulled him toward the exit. My chest felt tight. I couldn’t stand there and listen to another word.

We had just made it into the hallway when I heard Valentina behind me.
“You’re not leaving.”

I spun around to face her. “Excuse me, bitch ?”

She stepped in front of me, letting out a frustrated breath. “Look, this isn’t my decision to make. I’m gay, and I’m not his wife.”

I just stared at her. “You’re… what?”

Valentina ran a hand through her hair, looking from Ciarán back to me. “I’m sorry. I’m messing this up. I need to tell you something, and it has to be now. Our mothers set us up on a date.”

I crossed my arms, waiting.

“The moment he saw me,” she continued, “Oak told me he was trying to get his wife back. He said you were beautiful and confident, and that he loved you more than anything.” She let out a soft huff. “That’s not his exact words, but it’s close.”

My throat felt thick, but I kept my expression still.

“We’re not together,” she said firmly. “We just decided it was easier to pretend than to deal with our mothers.”

Then she turned to Ciarán, a sudden grin spreading across her face. “And you—I love you.”

Ciarán smirked. “Yeah?”

She nodded and sang a few lines from his song Midnight Love, completely off-key.

His smirk widened. “Don’t do that again,” he said, shaking his head. “I hate when fans sing to me. Especially when they can’t.”

Valentina burst out laughing. Then her face grew serious again as she looked back at me.
“Come back inside. Oak would want you here.”

I hesitated for a second. Then she grabbed my arm and started pulling me gently back toward the room. This time, I didn’t fight it.

When we got back to the waiting room, she grabbed my hand and pulled me to stand beside her.
“Jordin’s staying,” she said firmly.

Oak’s mother walked over and hugged her side—while glaring at me and physically separating us.

“You’re such a good girl. Thinking about Oak first.”

I rolled my eyes and sat back down.

A doctor walked into the room, scanning a clipboard.

He cleared his throat.

“Jordin Black?”


thirty two-Oak




Six months later.




The beige walls of the rehab center felt like they were closing in on me today, making it hard to breathe. I dropped my head into my hands, rubbing my temples as a fresh wave of frustration washed over me as I sat in my wheelchair, staring down at my fucking useless legs. My physical therapist, Michelle, a plump, middle-aged woman, stood in front of me with her clipboard tucked under her arm, giving me another one of her “You have to be patient” speeches.

Patience?

Fuck patience. Patience felt like a luxury for people who could still feel the ground beneath their feet. What I wanted was to stand on my own.

I wanted to walk again. I wanted my dick to work like it used to.

The memory of the accident flashed behind my eyes, and my jaw clenched so tight it ached. If the motherfucker who hit me hadn’t killed himself, I would’ve done it for him.

A familiar, cold pressure began to crush my chest, making each breath a conscious effort. My throat felt thick.

“This is bullshit,” I snapped, slamming my palm against the armrest. “I should be walking by now. Why the fuck am I not walking?”

Michelle inhaled slowly, like she needed to borrow calm from the air around her.

“Oak, you were in a serious car accident. Multiple fractures in your femur. A crushed kneecap. Spinal trauma. You’re making progress—but it takes time.”

I ground my teeth. “Not fast enough.”

“Pushing too hard will set you back.”

I rolled my eyes. “Then maybe I should just quit.”

Her mouth tightened, but she didn’t flinch the way I wanted her to.

“That’s your choice.”

I grabbed the wheels and shoved myself backward. I didn’t want to do this shit today. My body hurt. My pride hurt. Everything fucking hurt.

And on top of that—

The door to the workout room opened, and I already knew who it was before I looked.

Jordin.

And him.

Fucking Ciarán.

My whole body coiled. It always did when I saw them together.

Seeing them was like someone picking at one of my open wounds over and over with a smile.

For six months, Jordin had been by my side daily, and he was always by her side. The irony was a bitter pill I had to swallow daily. Wasn’t it both funny and pitiful? My wife and her boyfriend.

I turned myself around to watch them walk my way.

Jordin looked good. Too good.

She wore a flowy white dress, and looking at her still made my chest ache.

She always looked good. I remembered when just seeing her would make my dick hard as a diamond.

Now it just lay across my thigh—dead weight.

And next to her, standing too fucking close, was him.

We hadn’t talked about him.

We talked about everything—her staying in Tampa until I was better, her making Miami her permanent residence, about postponing the divorce until I was better.

But we never talked about him and who he was to her.

I didn’t even dislike the guy.

He was personable and funny.

But it was the way he looked at Jordin that undid me—with a kind of reverent awe, as if she single-handedly held the stars in place. I understood that feeling. I remembered the gravitational pull of her, the way my own world used to orbit around her smile.

What I didn’t understand was, if he was her present—if he was the man who shared her bed and her life in Miami—why was she still here, pouring her energy into me, into her past? Why was he letting her? It felt less like kindness and more like a special kind of torture, forcing me to witness the happiness I’d forfeited.

Ciarán strolled ahead of her, dressed in designer sweats and that smug-ass smirk.

“Michelle, how are you doing, beautiful?”

His voice was smooth as hell.

Michelle lit up. “I’m great,” she giggled, before excusing herself like she suddenly had somewhere to be.

He stopped in front of me. “You’re looking well today, old-timer.”

I ignored him. Rolled right past.

He chuckled and dropped into a chair behind me.

Jordin smiled softly. Too softly. “Hey, Oak.”

That pissed me off.

I glared at her, my jaw so tight it ached. My options in my head in response to their presence were stark. It was either say nothing, scream at the top of my lungs, or break down crying.

I didn’t have anything to say.

I wanted my old life back.

Maybe this—being broken—was my punishment for ruining it.

She frowned, glanced at Ciarán, then looked back at me and continued like I’d asked her a question. “I came to see you.”

“Well, you’ve seen me,” I said flatly. “You can go now.”

Ciarán let out a low chuckle, but his nostrils flared. “Don’t do that,” he warned me.

“What are you going to—” I started.

Jordin cut me off. “I just wanted to check on you.” She exhaled a breath.

She was trying hard not to snap at me.

She pitied me.

And that pissed me off more.

I ran my tongue over my teeth. “Yeah? You’re checking on me before you go fuck him?”

Her face dropped.

Good. Now she felt a fraction of what I did.

She turned without a word and stormed out.

Ciarán stepped forward. “You’re fucking up, bruh,” he said, shaking his head. “This shit’s already hard on her. Seeing you like this. She’s feeling guilty, and you’re punishing her on top of that—for standing by you?”

“I didn’t ask her to do anything for me. She doesn’t fucking care. Save it.”

He leaned down, planting his hands on the arms of my wheelchair, caging me in. “Don’t make me push your broke ass out this rehab window. I will if you keep hurting her feelings.”

I didn’t flinch. I just held his stare, letting out a long, weary breath through my nose. “Fuck you.”

He straightened up, shaking his head as he looked down at me. “Tighten the fuck up,” he said, jabbing a finger in my direction. “You keep acting like this, she’s gonna leave you to rot.”

I dropped my gaze to my useless legs, a bitter smirk twisting my lips. “Fuck you again.”

He laughed as if I was a joke. “Bye, Oak.”

My fists clenched in my lap, nails digging half-moons into my palms.

I spun my chair around and wheeled myself out of the therapy room, the hum of the fluorescent lights suddenly loud in my ears. I navigated the hallway back to my private room, my jaw working, grinding my teeth until my temples ached.

I already regretted what I’d said to Jordin.

I didn’t know why I couldn’t stop being angry.

A few minutes later, my parents walked in.

My mother started fussing immediately, brushing imaginary lint off my shoulder with her perfectly manicured nails.

“How are you feeling, sweetheart? We saw Jordin on the way out.”

I groaned inwardly. I didn’t want to hear a damn word about Jordin.

“Oh yeah,” I said flatly.

My father stepped up beside her, watching me with his usual unreadable stare.

“We’ve been talking. We think you should come home. We can take care of you.”

I didn’t hesitate. “No.”

My mother pursed her lips. “Oak, be reasonable. You need 24-hour care. Someone to take you to your doctor’s appointments, therapy—”

“I’ll stay with Jordin in Miami,” I said, leaning back.

She scoffed. Her mouth opened—

But Marcus, who I hadn’t even noticed in the room, cut her off with a loud laugh.

“Oh, so you’re willing to play cuck for your wife while she fucks some singer?”

I glared. “Shut the fuck up, Marcus.”

Truth was, I’d rather be with Jordin and the singer than stuck in my parents’ house.

And I didn’t want a nurse—some stranger in my space, telling me what to do.

He smirked. “Just saying.”

I ignored him and turned back to my parents. “I’ll be fine. I’m going to Miami.”

They exchanged a look. I didn’t care.

Right then, Valentina walked in. Our eyes met, and her expression turned hard.

“Everybody out.”

She had read me perfectly.

Marcus glared but left. So did my parents.

They didn’t like Valentina anymore—ever since she started being herself. Gay and not interested in me. They also saw her partying on social media with Jordin and Ciarán.

She pulled up a chair next to me, crossing her legs. “You look like shit.”

I nodded. “Feel like it too.”

We talked. About nothing. About everything.

Eventually, I told her I was tired.

Instead of calling the nurse to help me into bed, I sat in my chair, staring at nothing. I was just starting to doze off when I heard footsteps.

I opened my eyes.

Ciarán.

He stood over me, holding his phone up.

“Since you don’t want to get your ass up and try—just because you should—I figured I’d give you some motivation.”

I stared. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

He smirked. Tapped the screen—

And suddenly I was looking at a video.

Jordin was in the white dress she’d worn earlier. It was pushed up around her waist.

She was bent over the balance beam I’d used in therapy.

He was fucking her from behind.

Her head was thrown back, eyes closed, mouth slack.

His dick was coated in her. My vision blurred, and every muscle in my body seized. I jerked forward, ready to lunge at him.

But my legs didn’t move.

Not even a twitch.

I gripped the wheels of my chair so tight my knuckles went white.

I wanted to flip the whole thing over. Slam into a wall. Throw something. Break something. Scream.

Instead, I shook.

My body trembled like a man coming apart at the seams.

Ciarán was unnervingly calm.

“See how much of this dick I’m pushing in your wife’s pussy? Do you remember how she damn near sings when she cums?” he said, tapping the screen like he was showing me a highlight reel. “Listen to the way she moans—ready—begs for it? You want to experience that again, don’t you?”

My hand shot out and slammed a nearby tray table, sending a water bottle flying.

The sound echoed.

I wanted to destroy the bed, the chair—everything in this room. I wanted the whole building to collapse on top of us.

But all I could do was shake. My arms, my hands—my whole body trembled like it was coming undone from the inside out.

I was stuck.

Stuck with rage.

Stuck with shame.

Stuck with the sound of my wife’s moans for another man echoing in my ears.

And that motherfucker?

He just smirked.

He tapped the screen again. The video disappeared. He slid his phone into his pocket and leaned down.

“Work harder on getting better,” he said. “And stop being mean to her.”

Then he straightened up and walked out.

I sat there.

Body stiff.

Jaw locked.

What the fuck was his angle? Did he want Jordin or not?
 


Thirty Three- Oak




The wheels of my chair squeaked as I rolled myself toward the hospital entrance, my cane resting across my lap. My legs were starting to feel like they belonged to me again but were still weak, unsteady. But I was walking. Barely. And that was enough for me to be leaving.

Jordin was waiting for me outside, leaning against her car with her arms crossed. The Florida sun illuminated her face, making her glow. For a moment, I forgot how to breathe. She looked beautiful, effortless. My chest tightened. I hated how much I still wanted her. How much I still needed her. But did I even hate it? No. I hated the fact that I had needed her, wanted her, and had fucked it all up and couldn’t have her. Now I was stuck working my way back in.

“You ready?” she asked, pushing off the car and opening the passenger door for me.

Before I could answer, the redhead nurse pushing my chair let out a dramatic sigh. “You better be ready. You’ve been terrorizing this whole hospital long enough.”

I smirked. “You’ll miss me.” And I knew she would. She enjoyed the baths and showers she helped me take more than I did.

Jordin got this look on her face that let me know she wasn’t amused with the nurse. I held back a smirk. I liked that she was jealous.

“Goodbye, Nurse Williams,” I dismissed her, keeping my tone even but detached enough to let Jordin know I wasn’t interested. Gripping the armrests of my chair to hoist myself up, my legs trembled, but I managed to shuffle into the seat without collapsing. Jordin folded my wheelchair and stashed it in the trunk. It bothered me that she had to do this. I hated how much she had to see me like this—broken, dependent, weak. I loved my wife too much to want to lean on her. I was supposed to be the one she leaned on.

The drive started quietly. “I’m so proud of you, Oak,” she said after a while. “The doctors didn’t think you’d be well enough to leave for at least six months, and you’re leaving in three. Are you sure you won’t tell me what motivated you?”

I chuckled and shook my head, staring out the window. “Nah, it’s nothing.”

But it wasn’t nothing. The memory of that video Ciarán had shown me flashed in my mind—Jordin, in that white dress, his dick covered in her. My blood ran hot just thinking about it. Ciarán’s voice echoed in my head, taunting me.

“See how much of this dick I’m pushing in your wife’s pussy? Don’t you want to fuck her like this one day again? I know you miss how she damn near sings when she cums. The way she moans, ‘ready,’ and begs you to make her cum.”

There weren’t words to explain how much I missed it. I could feel my dick growing on my leg as I clenched my fists, despite the fact that my body was shaking with rage all over again.

I didn’t know if Ciarán had shown it to me to piss me off or to push me, but it had worked. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw it. Every time I tried to sleep, I heard her moans. It was torture, but it was also fuel.

It almost got Ciarán killed. I had enough money to make him disappear, but I knew that would hurt Jordin, and I didn’t want to do that. But I probably would have if I thought she wouldn’t suspect me.

I cut my eyes in her direction. She was looking straight ahead, a slight smile on her face, her fingers tapping lightly on the steering wheel to the rhythm of some song only she could hear. Did she love him? Did she love him more than me? I wanted to ask her but wouldn’t. The words stuck in my throat.

Halfway to Miami, I saw the sign for one of her favorite hotels. One of those boutique-type places where she liked to go on her self-care trips. A plan started forming in my head. It was sneaky and desperate, but I didn’t care. My heart raced as I leaned back in my seat, letting out a low groan.

“I don’t think I’m going to make it all the way to Miami without resting,” I said, wincing for effect, my hand rubbing the small of my back. “My back is killing me. I thought I could make it the entire way, but…” I trailed off, letting the sentence hang in the air like a fishing line waiting for a bite.

Jordin’s eyes flicked to me, concern etched across her face, her brows knitting together. “Do you need to stop?” she asked, her voice soft but urgent.

I nodded, trying to look as pitiful as possible, my shoulders slumping forward. “Yeah, that might help. Maybe for the rest of the night, and then we can start fresh tomorrow?”

She didn’t hesitate, pulling off at the next exit. As we pulled into the hotel’s driveway, Jordin’s eyes widened, and she turned to me, a smile coming to her face. “You remember the last time we were here?” she asked, her voice tinged with nostalgia.

I chuckled, snapping my fingers as if it had just come to me. “Oh yeah, that’s right! How could I forget?”

Once we were in the room, I ordered couple’s massages and a bottle of wine while Jordin was in the bathroom. Jordin raised an eyebrow at me but didn’t argue when she came out and found the bottle on ice. We sat on the balcony, the warm breeze carrying the scent of salt and flowers, and for the first time in a long time, it felt like we were us again.

We talked and laughed over dinner, the champagne loosening both of us up. She reached across the table to touch my hand, and I didn’t pull away. Her fingers were warm, familiar, and it took everything in me not to grab her and never let go.

“Why are you doing this for me?” I asked finally, my voice low. “What’s going to happen to us? What’s with our marriage? Are we getting divorced?”

She hesitated, her eyes searching mine. “After your accident… I realized I didn’t want to lose you. So I’m okay with just seeing where things go.”

It wasn’t the answer I wanted, but it was enough.

I leaned back in my chair, pretending to be casual. “I can deal with that. For now. But what about Ciarán?”

Her expression tightened, just for a second. “He’s going to be here. For now.”

I didn’t push. I couldn’t. Not yet. I had to keep reminding myself that I fucked up so I wouldn’t revert back to my old ways and get too heavy-handed.

We sat on the balcony while the massage therapist set up the room.

The room was thick with the scent of lavender and eucalyptus when we returned. Low, soft music was playing from invisible speakers. There were two women masseuses because I didn’t want a man rubbing all over Jordin—I already had to deal with one. As she worked over my back, kneading into the sore muscles that hadn’t been stretched right in months, I barely felt it. My mind was somewhere else.

Jordin was lying next to me, her face turned toward mine, her skin glowing in the dim candlelight. She looked relaxed, her lips slightly parted, her breathing even. But I knew her. She wasn’t relaxed. Her mind was probably running a mile a minute just like mine.

I turned my head slightly, watching her, my fingers twitching against the sheet.

“You know,” I started, my voice rough, thick with something I couldn’t name, “right before that car hit me, I wasn’t thinking about the shit I thought mattered—car, money, success.”

Jordin’s eyes fluttered open, her brows pulling together slightly.

“I was thinking about you,” I admitted, staring at her, willing her to understand. “I was thinking about the first time I ever saw you. How I didn’t understand why you got under my skin so much.”

She swallowed.

“You weren’t like the other girls in school. You didn’t give a fuck about impressing people. You didn’t throw yourself at me. You walked like you knew exactly who you were, like you didn’t need anybody to tell you what you were worth.” I let out a low breath. “That shit fucked me up. I wasn’t used to that. I was used to girls who made it easy. Girls who looked at me like I was something special.”

I exhaled, my jaw tightening. “But you? You looked at me like I was just like everybody else. Like I wasn’t shit.” A dry laugh left my lips.

Jordin’s lips parted slightly, her eyes softening, but she didn’t say anything.

“I bullied you for it… You were too much for me back then—too sure of yourself, too fucking beautiful, too much of everything I didn’t know how to handle.”

I sighed. “I’ve done a lot of fucked-up things in my life, Jordin. But the way I fucked us up? That’s the one regret that haunts me the most. And it almost followed me into death. And right before that car hit me,” I whispered, my chest tightening, “I thought about what I’d lost, about what our kids would look like. If they’d have my eyes and your smile. If they’d have your fire or my stubborn ass. I thought about what it would be like to have a second chance to fix this.”

Silence stretched between us, thick and heavy.

I reached for her, my fingers grazing her cheek, tilting her chin slightly. My heart hammered in my chest.

“I know I don’t deserve it, but I hope you’ll give me another chance to spend the rest of my life making up for it.”

She didn’t move away.

I was going to kiss her.

I leaned in slowly. She didn’t stop me. Her breath hitched, her lips parting just a little, and for the first time in what felt like forever, I felt like she was mine again.

But then, just as my lips were about to brush hers, she pulled back, her eyes shining with unshed tears.

“I can’t,” she whispered, her voice breaking.

Then she got up and left, locking herself in the bathroom for an hour. I left her alone for the rest of the day. I hadn’t meant to make her cry.

I heard her talking to him later. I wondered what it was about him that made her cling to him and how I could separate them. I figured I’d figure out how when I moved into her place. It would be me and her for the most part.

Later, as we got ready for bed, I acted like my back was still bothering me. “Can you rub it for me?” I asked, lying down on one of the beds.

She hesitated but climbed onto the bed behind me, her hands warm and steady against my skin. I closed my eyes, savoring the feel of her touch. It didn’t take long for her to fall asleep.

I turned slowly, careful not to wake her, and wrapped my arms around her. She fit against me like she always had, like she was made to be there. I grinned into the darkness, my mind formulating other plans.

Her phone buzzed on the nightstand, and I reached for it without thinking. Ciarán’s name flashed on the screen. I answered before the second ring.

“My wife is asleep,” I said, my voice low so I didn’t wake Jordin. Then I hung up and turned the phone off, tossing it back on the nightstand.

Jordin stirred but didn’t wake. I tightened my arms around her, my grin widening.

This was just the beginning of the war I was going to wage against her singer.


thirty Four-Oak




I knew something was off the second we pulled into the driveway of my temporary home. The house was too big, too ostentatious, and completely devoid of her warmth. We used to live in a three-bedroom ranch-style house because she didn’t do gaudy. Didn’t do extravagant. She liked comfort—things that felt like home.

She didn’t even help me out of the car. She parked, got right out, and let me make my own way. I actually preferred that.

When I reached the front door, she was fidgeting with the keypad, avoiding my eyes as she unlocked it. I was suspicious, but I wasn’t about to blow up before I even got inside. Not yet. Maybe I was reading the entire situation wrong. Or maybe that singing motherfucker had bought her a house.

She pushed the door open, and it became abundantly clear: This wasn’t her house.

Standing in the middle of the living room, barefoot in black joggers and a fitted T-shirt, drinking from a glass of water, was Ciarán. He looked like he owned the place.

Because, apparently, he did. His awards were everywhere.

“Welcome home,” he said, flashing that same cocky smirk—the one he’d worn the night he showed me that video of him and Jordin.

I gripped the handle of my cane so tight my knuckles turned white. “No fucking way.”

I didn’t move from the doorway, still trying to process what was happening.

Jordin dropped her bags and rubbed the back of her neck, looking guilty as hell. “I was going to tell you,” she started, her voice hesitant.

“When?” I cut her off, my voice sharp. “After I walked in and found this motherfucker in your house? Because that’s when you’re telling me.” I wanted to shake her. This was cruel.

Ciarán chuckled, setting his glass down on a table. “Technically, our house,” he said easily. “But you’re welcome to stay.”

I stared at him, my jaw tightening so hard it ached. I turned back to Jordin, trying to keep my voice steady. “You live with him?”

She sighed. “Yes.”

I let out a bitter laugh, shaking my head. “So what, I’m just supposed to move in with you all? Live with you, listen to him fucking you from the next room?”

Ciarán held up his hands like he was trying to keep the peace. “Look, I get it. It’s weird. But I already had a guest room set up for you, and I made sure the gym had the right equipment for your rehab. We can make this work.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Why the fuck would you do that?”

He shrugged, completely unfazed. “Because she cares about you.” His voice was annoyingly even, like he wasn’t threatened at all. “And as much as I hate to admit it, I don’t hate you enough to ignore how she feels.”

I scoffed. “Could’ve fucking fooled me. This feels hateful.”

Jordin sighed and touched my arm lightly. “Just… come inside, Oak,” she said softly. “Please.”

I had no choice but to go in. I had plans to get my wife back. Now that I knew they lived together, I would have to work twice as hard to get between them. If I let her stay with him, he would win.

I could still feel the anger bubbling under my skin, but I gritted my teeth and stepped inside. This was not how I expected this to go.

Ciarán ran a hand through his beard and flashed a look at Jordin, who gave a slight nod. “Hey man, I just figured since we’re gonna be living under the same roof, it might as well be comfortable.” He gestured toward the hallway. “Let me show you around.”

Jordin excused herself.

Ciarán walked ahead, motioning for me to follow. “Your room’s down this way. It’s got a big-ass bed, a TV, and—” he paused, “—a lock on the door. Just in case you were worried about me sneaking in at night. I’ve got a feeling you’re reading this wrong. I’m not gay or bi. I don’t want you.”

I shot him a glare. “Funny.” But I was thinking it.

He grinned. “You were thinking it.”

He pushed open a door and stepped aside, letting me enter first.

I hated to admit it, but the room was nice. Big, with dark furniture, a massive bed, and a window overlooking the backyard.

“You’re all set up,” Ciarán said. “Bathroom’s attached. If you need anything, J’s upstairs with me. Tell Alexa to call her.”

I turned to face him fully, gripping my cane. “Why are you being nice to me?”

He tilted his head. “Because, like I said, she cares about you. And whether I like it or not, that means something.” He let out a short laugh, shaking his head. “Besides, it’s kinda fun watching you deal with this. Jordin was fucked up over what you did to her. This is payback.”

I took a slow breath, willing myself not to react. “You really think I’m just gonna accept this?”

Ciarán shrugged. “Doesn’t really matter what you accept, Oak. You’ll find a way to live with it.” He chuckled.

I clenched my jaw so hard I thought my teeth might crack. This motherfucker was really enjoying this.

Jordin walked up behind me, placing a hesitant hand on my back. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I knew you wouldn’t come if I did, but I really want to be here for your recovery. Can we just… try to make this work? At least for now?”

I didn’t answer. I couldn’t.

Ciarán clapped a hand on my shoulder, all fake sympathy. “Look at it this way—you get a front-row seat to watch me take care of your wife.” His smirk widened. “How lucky are you?”

My grip tightened around the cane, knuckles whitening as I imagined the satisfying crack it would make against his skull. I tapped the cane once against the floor, just to keep from driving it straight into his smirking face.

Jordin knocked his hand away from me. “Stop it, Ci.”

This was gonna be hell.


Thirty Five-Jordin




My conscience had a heartbeat, and it was pounding a guilty rhythm. Lying in Ciaran's bed felt like a betrayal playing out in real-time.

his was too much. I was doing too much thinking this would work.

Ciarán slid his arm around my waist, his breath warm against the back of my neck. “Relax, love,” he whispered, his lips barely grazing my skin. “You’re stiff as hell. That mean you’re thinking about him?”

I let out a slow breath, willing my body not to react to the way he was touching me. “I just don’t know how this is gonna work.”

Ciarán massaged my hips and chuckled low against my ear, his hands sliding lower. “It works however we want it to work.” His fingers trailed over my hips, teasing. “We could invite him up. Let him watch. Or he could be the one to fuck you while I watch. Would you like that?”

I stiffened, my breath catching. “Stop,” I said, trying to sound stern, but my nipples stiffened.

“We’ve talked about it before.” He turned me in his arms so I was facing him, his gaze dark and unreadable. “You want a family. Marriage. Stability. I don’t. Oak does. We both want you. And I’m willing to share.”

His words made sense in a way that sent a shiver through me. It sounded... right. But not easy. And I liked easy.

“You make it sound simple, but it’s not.”

Ciarán smiled, dragging a finger along the strap of my tank top, slipping it down my shoulder. “Then make it simple. Tell him what he has to do to be in your life. Tell him straight up you were on some fuck-him type shit until the accident, and now this is what you want. He can participate, or he can move the fuck on. He no longer has the right to make demands of you.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but his hands slid down to cup my ass, squeezing, distracting me.

“You got enough to share,” he teased, his lips ghosting over my jaw. “He can have the left cheek. I have the right.”

I swallowed hard, heat rushing through me.

“I have the right nipple,” he said, pinching it through my shirt. “He can have the left.” His mouth trailed down my throat, his tongue flicking over my pulse. “When the kids come, I’ll be goddaddy. I like kids. I want to spoil them, love them. I just want their momma and daddy to raise them.”

My head tipped back, giving him better access to my neck. His hands made slow, deliberate strokes over my body.

“This is strange,” I whispered, even as my body melted into him.

“Yes,” he agreed, kissing the top of my breast before flipping me over so I was beneath him. He hovered over me, his eyes burning into mine. “But we’re creatives. We can blame it on that. Or we can blame it on nothing. It’s nobody’s fucking business what we do. How we survive this world.”

I trembled as his lips brushed lower, his fingers slipping beneath the waistband. His voice was softer now, more serious. “Tell me you don’t want him, and he’s gone. But I know you need him. I’ll never meet your expectations, Jordin, and I wouldn’t lie to you by saying I would.”

I inhaled sharply. “But I really want you.”

His eyes searched mine. “And you want him, too.”

I couldn’t deny it. I couldn’t even try. I nodded.

His hand slid lower. He pushed his fingers into my pussy, his mouth swallowing my moan as he kissed me—deep, slow, and easy.

“You don’t have to choose,” he spoke against my lips. “Not everything has to be black and white. Let it be messy.”

I gasped as his fingers curled inside me, my hands gripping his shoulders for balance. My thoughts blurred, but all of my fears and doubts melted under his touch. For a moment, I let myself believe it could work—this strange, tangled arrangement.

Ciarán’s lips found my ear, his breath hot as he whispered, “Tell me you’re mine, even if you’re his too.”

And I did. My voice broke. “I’m yours.”

He chuckled like he didn’t even need the answer. Like he knew, no matter how complicated this was, I wasn’t going anywhere.


thirty Six-Ciarán




Jordin was asleep next to me, her body soft and warm, her breathing even. The way she knocked out so easily after I fucked her was good for the ego, but I wasn’t anywhere close to sleepy. My mind was racing. My thoughts were looping, speeding up, then crashing all over again.

I needed my meds.

They were in the bathroom, just a few steps away, but I didn’t move. I was in that headspace where I thought I could be good without them. That dangerous space where I convinced myself I had control. That if I just breathed through it, just pushed through the static in my brain, I’d be fine. It’s fucked up that I was aware enough to know I wasn’t fine and still wouldn’t do anything about it.

I’d been doing this dance for years. Taking them when I was supposed to, skipping doses when I felt good, thinking I was past it. And Jordin had me feeling too good. Now I had it in my head that I’d beaten it. It would stay that way until it reminded me I hadn’t. Until my brain started running too fast, my emotions swung too wide, and I found myself staring at the ceiling, restless as fuck, feeling mean as fuck.

Jordin shifted beside me, pressing her face against my chest, sighing softly in her sleep. She was everything to me. My light. My peace.

She didn’t know.

I hadn’t told her. Not about the meds. Not about the real reason I don’t want marriage, about why the thought of kids makes my chest tighten. I’m scared they’d end up fucked up like me. This is why she needed Oak. I just didn’t trust myself to be everything she needed. I was man enough to admit that.

She deserved stability. She deserved someone who didn’t have to check a fucking prescription bottle to make sure he wouldn’t wake up one day too high, too low, too fucked up to be what she needed.

I wanted to tell her. I’d eventually tell her. My fear wasn’t that she’d leave. I just didn’t know if I could handle the look on her face when I did. The look that said she’d rearrange her whole life just to make sure I was okay. I didn’t want that. I didn’t want someone giving up their world to make sure I didn’t slip. I didn’t want her staying up at night wondering if I’d taken my meds or if I was about to spin out. If the next time I disappeared into my own head, she’d have to pull me back. I didn’t want her watching me out the corner of her eye. Like she was bracing for the day I’d stop being me.

The sound of Oak moving around in the kitchen was the excuse I needed to not take the pills and get out of my head. I was fine. Just restless. I pushed the thought away and slid out of bed quietly, careful not to wake Jordin. She mumbled something in her sleep but didn’t wake up.

Downstairs, Oak was struggling.

I could hear him before I even stepped into the kitchen. I found him with a carton of eggs in one hand, his grip shaky as he reached for a pan with the other. He wasn’t moving right, and he damn sure wasn’t balanced enough to be standing this long, not without the cane he’d left sitting by the fridge.

I sighed, stepping in. "You really about to bust your ass over some eggs, old man?"

Oak’s head snapped up, his jaw already tight, his glare sharp enough to cut. "Fuck off," he muttered, turning his back to me like he wasn’t seconds away from dropping everything.

I shook my head. "Jordin tried to feed you. You were being pissy. Now you're hungry?"

He didn’t answer, just kept fumbling around like he had something to prove.

I rolled my shoulders and stepped past him, pulling the eggs from his hand before he cracked them all over the counter. Oak’s nostrils flared, but I didn’t give him the chance to argue. I set the eggs down, grabbed a pan, and turned on the stove like I belonged here. Because maybe, in this fucked-up way, I did.

"You want a drink while I fix you these steaks and eggs?" I asked, glancing over my shoulder.

"You drinking with me?"

I turned back to the stove, grabbing a steak from the fridge. "Nah, I don’t indulge often," I said, dropping butter in the pan. Not when my brain chemistry is already a gamble.

Oak exhaled through his nose but didn’t argue, finally easing into a chair at the island. He sat back, watching me like he was trying to solve a puzzle.

I grabbed him a glass and poured him a drink from the good bottle of whiskey, placing it next to him. The kitchen filled with the sound of the steak sizzling, the smell of butter and seasoning cutting through the tension.

"You know," he muttered out of nowhere. "You never would be here if I hadn’t fucked up."

I flipped the steak, didn’t look at him. "Yeah?"

"Yeah," he said, his jaw tight. "She told me about you. About you flirting."

"You’re absolutely right, I did. I flirted with her, I didn’t give a fuck about you. Jordin's special. But she was always loyal. You fucked up, Oak. But I won’t. Not like you."

His jaw clenched. I could feel the heat of his anger from across the island.

I slid the plate in front of him, pouring him another glass of whiskey. "I don’t want to fight with you. You’re her husband. That’s why you should be open to whatever she suggests when she does get ready to talk to you. If you want to stay that way."

He didn’t say anything, just stared at the plate in front of him like it held all the answers.

I clapped him on the back, grabbing a water bottle before heading back upstairs. "Eat your food, old man."

“Jordin’s the same fucking age as me. Is she old too?” he yelled behind me.

I laughed and kept walking. Oak was going to have to learn to lighten up if we were going to be brother husbands.


thirty Seven-Oak

Why the fuck was I still here?
Why was I torturing myself by staying here?

That was the question that had been looping in my head, over and over, for the past week.

I heard them fucking.
I caught them kissing in the kitchen, Jordin’s body pressed into him like she couldn’t get close enough. Like he was hers. And she was his. Like I was never even a thought.

It made me realize what my marriage had been lacking.

Jordin and I had never been so feverish for each other. The sex had been good—great, even—but we had never been so desperate. So reckless. So fucking consumed by the need to touch, to taste.

Not like this.
Not like them.

It was like watching a fire I couldn’t put out. Like watching someone take a match to everything I’d built with her, knowing I’d be the one left standing in the ashes.

And he knew how to light her up. Gifts for no reason. Whispered words that put a smile on her face. It was like watching one of their songs come to life.

I should leave. Pack my shit, call a driver, and leave this whole fucked-up situation behind. But I couldn’t.
Because deep down, I still thought she was mine.
And I couldn’t stand the thought of letting her go.
Not like this.

Jordin hit a high note, pulling me from my thoughts.
I tipped my glass to my mouth and drank.

The whiskey burned as it slid down my throat, but it didn’t dull the sharp edge of whatever the fuck I was feeling.

Jordin had forced me to participate in the “activities” tonight—dinner and a movie that turned into them putting on a show, singing to each other in front of me. She and Ciarán had turned it into a full-blown production.

I wasn’t in the mood, but she had asked me with the smile she used to get anything she wanted from me, and I didn’t have it in me to tell her no.

So now I was tipsy, she was tipsy, and she was in the middle of the living room, singing along to some old R&B record, her body moving in that slow, lazy way that told me she was feeling good.

She danced around in a simple little black dress. It hugged her curves, and the thin straps kept sliding down her shoulders.

She was so sexy. The type that crept up on you, slow and intoxicating, like good cocaine. She wasn’t trying to be sexy—she just was. The kind of woman who could make a man ruin himself.

At the very least, I knew my dick was back to working fine.

My attention kept drifting to Ciarán.
He wasn’t grinning like usual, wasn’t cracking jokes or running his mouth. He was leaned back on the couch, wearing shorts and a T-shirt, one arm draped over the back, his other hand holding his drink. Watching her.

He looked like he had a headache, or maybe he was working through something.
I wondered what was wrong.
I wondered why I cared.

Jordin noticed it too. I watched her walk over to him, her bare legs brushing against his knees as she leaned down, cupping his face with both hands. She whispered something that made him smile.

My hand flexed around my glass.

The moment was too intimate for me to be witnessing without wanting to pummel him. Then she kissed him. It was the kind of kiss you give someone when they don’t need words—they need love and affection.

Ciarán whispered something against her lips, too low for me to catch.
Jordin glanced over at me.
And then she was walking toward me.

My pulse jumped, confusion mixing with the heat already simmering low in my gut.

Her fingers brushed over my jaw before she grabbed my face, tilting my head up to hers.
And then she kissed me.

It was deep, slow—the full-body kind of kiss that made the room spin a little.
She tasted like whiskey and whatever lip gloss she had slicked over her mouth, like something sweet but dangerous.

Her fingers slid into my hair, nails scratching lightly at my scalp, making me groan against her lips.
I didn’t know what the fuck was happening.
But I wasn’t about to stop it.

Because for the first time in months, I didn’t feel like an afterthought.
I felt wanted.
Not pitied. Not tolerated. Not like a shadow of who I used to be.

She kissed me like she remembered every good thing about us.

My grip tightened, pulling her down onto my lap, my mouth moving against hers—harder, deeper. I could feel the heat from her through her thin dress.

She let out a quiet moan, and fuck if I didn’t feel it move straight through me.

I wanted more.
Needed more.
I didn’t even care that Ciarán was watching.

Jordin pulled back just enough to catch her breath, her forehead pressed against mine, her lips slightly parted.
Her hands slid down my chest, her fingers curling into my shirt. I was wearing the same thing as Ciarán.

I could feel her pulse racing against my own.
I reached for her, pulling her back.

“Hold on,” she breathed out to me while looking back at him, like she was asking for permission.

“Don’t stop on my account. Tell him what you need,” he said, taking another slow sip of his non-alcoholic drink.

He was the only one sober enough to make a good decision, but he was encouraging a bad one.

I cut my eyes toward him.
He was smirking.
And then he leaned back, stretching his arms over the couch, completely unbothered.

Jordin’s eyes flicked toward him again, her lips parting like she was about to say something—but then she stopped herself.

I didn’t know what the hell was happening, but I didn’t care. Not when she was this close, not when her lips were still swollen from mine, not when every nerve in my body was screaming for more.

Fuck it.

My hands slid up her thighs, and I could feel the way her body responded, the way she arched into me like she couldn’t help herself.

Ciarán’s low chuckle echoed in the background, but it was distant—like white noise now.

All I could focus on was Jordin—the way her breath hitched when my fingers brushed against the bare skin of her thigh. She wasn’t wearing any panties and was already slick.

She pulled back just enough to look at me, her eyes dark and unfocused, her lips slick and swollen.

“Do you want this?” she whispered, her voice barely audible over the music.
“Are you willing?”

I didn’t even need her to elaborate. She was asking me to share.

“This is why I’m here?”

She nodded.
I didn’t trust myself to speak, so I just nodded too, my hands sliding up to cup her face, my thumbs brushing over her cheeks.

And then she was moving, her hands sliding down to the hem of her dress, pulling it up and over her head in one smooth motion.

My breath caught in my throat as she tossed it aside, leaving her in nothing but a pair of lace panties and the faint glow of the dim light.

She was beautiful—always had been—but like this, with her skin flushed and her chest rising and falling with each breath, she was breathtaking.

She leaned down to kiss me again. This time, it was harder, more desperate—like she was trying to pour everything she couldn’t say into the press of her lips against mine.

I could feel Ciarán’s eyes on us, could hear the faint rustle of fabric as he shifted on the couch, but I didn’t care. Not when Jordin was straddling me, her body moving against mine in a way that made my head spin.

Her hands slid under my shirt, her nails dragging lightly over my skin, and I groaned, my fingers digging into her hips as I pulled her closer.

She broke the kiss, her breath coming in short, uneven gasps as she leaned her forehead against mine.

“I need you,” she whispered, her voice trembling.

I had to ask. I was so fucked up and insecure, I wasn’t sure who the fuck she was saying it to.

“You miss my dick inside you? You want me to fuck you?”

She whimpered, “Yes,” nodding. And God, I nearly cried.
I didn’t need to be told a third time.

My hands slid down to her thighs, lifting her just enough to adjust her position. I pulled her panties to the side, and then she was sinking down onto my dick—warm, tight, and wet.

She let out a soft moan, her head falling back as she moved, her hands gripping my shoulders for balance.

“Oh fuck,” I groaned, my grip bruising on her hips. “Baby, I’ll do anything—just don’t stop. Please.”

The music was still playing, the low, sultry beat of the R&B track filling the room, but it was background noise, drowned out by the sound of her breathing.

My hands slid down to her hips, guiding her, helping her find the rhythm that made her shudder, that made her grip my shoulders tighter, her nails digging into my skin.

I could feel Ciarán’s eyes on us. I didn’t care.

“I miss you,” I gasped. “I miss you so fucking bad.”

She shuddered, tightening around me. I kissed her neck, her collarbone, her shoulder.

“I’ll be better this time. I’ll change. I’ll beg if you want. Just keep fucking me like this.”

I could hear myself begging and didn’t care. I’d beg again tomorrow if I had to.

She spread her legs, making me go even deeper, and I groaned, my eyes closed.
I was so close.
I came so hard my toes curled. It had been so long.

To cover it, I slipped my hand between her legs to feel, and let out a few curse words when I noticed our combined mess dripping down her legs, even with her panties there to absorb most of it.

Bringing my fingers to her pussy, I started rubbing her clit as I moved my hips to thrust upward. She let out a loud moan and pushed herself against me in motion with my thrusts.

“Oak, I’m gonna…” she stopped herself and held her breath for a few seconds as I kept fucking her. “Oh my god, I’m cumming!”

The throbbing around my dick got even more intense, and I kept rubbing my fingers on her clit until she was collapsing against me, her body limp and boneless as she buried her face in the crook of my neck.

I buried my face in her neck. Held her tight enough, hoping she wouldn’t leave again.

The room was quiet again, except for the low hum of music and the racing in my chest.

His voice cut through our moment.

“Well,” he said, with the kind of laugh that didn’t come from humor but from entitlement. “That was… titillating.”

He said, then he sang.

“She split her sins between us... a careful, even cut...”

Jordin let out a breathy laugh against my neck.

He stopped abruptly.
“Come here, Jordin,” he said. No inflection. No warmth. Just possession, spoken soft.

She kissed me long and deep before standing, like it was a thank-you.

She sauntered toward him, panties crooked and useless, catching what they could of the mess we made.

And I sat there.
Dick still hard.
Heart stupid.

Watching my wife drop to her knees for him and take him into her mouth like it was second nature.

Ciarán’s hand settled on the back of her head like a crown. He locked eyes with me while she sucked him, slow and messy.

And he smiled.

And it felt like I’d been fucked into a trap he orchestrated.

And the fucked-up part?
I wasn’t even mad.
I’d rather be a pawn in her world than king of one without her.


thirty Eight-Oak

The next morning.
Everything felt different in the light.

Last night, I’d told myself I was cool with what happened. While it was happening. I let myself believe I was taking back control—reclaiming something. That if I could just be part of what had developed between them, then maybe it wouldn’t hurt so bad. But now?

Now, even with the sweet taste of her was still on my tongue. The imprint of her nails still burned down my back. I could still see her—on her knees for him, looking up at me like I should’ve understood.

What the fuck was I thinking?

I stood, legs stiff, heart even stiffer. Walked to the window because I needed something to anchor me.

It didn’t work.

I was raw. Sober in the worst way. Watching your wife suck another man’s dick will do that to you.

. I wanted to scream. Break something. Punch Ciarán in the fucking mouth. Crawl inside myself and disappear.

But I couldn’t do shit. Because I’d said yes.
I’d let it happen.
And now I had to live with it.

Hearing footsteps behind me, I didn’t need to turn around to know it was her. I could feel her presence, the way the air shifted when she was near. My grip went from my cup to the kitchen table.

“Good morning, Oak,” she said softly.

I didn’t respond. I couldn’t. My throat felt too tight, my chest too heavy. My eyes burned, but I refused to blink.

She stepped closer, I could hear her bare feet padding against the hardwood. I could smell her—soap, and the  cocoa butter on her skin, and something that was just Jordin. That scent used to calm me. Now it made my stomach turn.

“Look at me,” she said, her voice firmer this time.

I turned slowly. My eyes met hers.

She was standing there in nothing but one of my old t-shirts, her hair messy, lips a little chapped. She looked like she belonged here. In his house.

“What the hell was that, Jordin?” I asked, my voice rough, scratchy from silence and swallowing too much.

She didn’t flinch. “You know what it was.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head slowly. “I don’t. I don’t know what you want from me. From us.”

She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, her hands resting at her sides like she was trying not to reach for me. “I want you, Oak. I want our life. I want the house, the kids, the future we talked about. I want all of it.”

“Then what the hell was that?” I snapped, stepping toward her, my jaw tight. “Because it sure as hell didn’t feel like you wanted us.”

She sighed and ran a hand through her hair, tugging slightly at the ends like she was trying to pull the right words loose.

“It’s not that simple.”

“Then explain it to me,” I said, my voice breaking. I dropped back into a chair, my shoulders slumped. “Because I don’t understand. I don’t understand how you can say you want me, want us, and then… and then do that.”

She paused, biting her bottom lip before releasing it with a soft pop. “Ciarán… he speaks to a part of me that you don’t,” she said finally. “You’re a provider, my protector. You’re steady, reliable. You’re everything I need in so many ways. But Ciarán… he’s different. He’s romantic, creative. He sees the world in a way that I do, and he makes me feel things I didn’t even know I needed.”

Her confession felt cruel.

I stared at her, my chest tightening, one hand curled into a fist against my thigh. “So what? You’re saying I’m not enough for you?”

“No,” she said quickly, shaking her head, stepping forward. “That’s not what I’m saying. You’re enough, Oak. But you’re not everything. And neither is Ciarán… he’s not you. He’s something else. And I want both. I want you, and I want him.”

I laughed, the sound bitter and hollow. My head dropped forward and I let it hang for a second, then looked up at her again. “You want both? You want to have your cake and eat it too? Is that what this is?”

“Yes, Oak. That’s the fucking point of cake,” she snapped.

“And if I say no?” I asked, voice low.

She scoffed. “You were my bully in high school. You made my life hell. And then, when I gave you another chance—when I let myself believe you’d changed—you cheated on me. You lied to me. You tried to gaslight me into believing it was my fault. You say no, then it’s the end of us.”

I stumbled back a step, my hand gripping the chair for balance. My mind reeled. She was right. I had done those things. I had hurt her in ways I couldn’t even begin to make up for. And now, she was standing in front of me, telling me she wanted to stay married to me, to build the life we’d always talked about… but she also wanted him too.

I stared at her, heart pounding, throat dry. “You’d really choose him over me?”

“I’m not choosing him over you,” she said. “I’m choosing me. I’m choosing what I need. And if you can’t accept that, then It’s the end.”

I didn’t know what to say. I loved her more than anything. But I didn’t know if I could do this. If I could share her. If I could live with knowing that I wasn’t enough.

She stepped closer, gently cupping my face with both hands, thumbs brushing my cheekbones. “I love you, Oak,” she said, soft but certain. “But I need this. I need him. And if you love me… if you really love me… you’ll let me have it.”

I closed my eyes, her words echoing through the quiet like thunder. I didn’t know what the right answer was. I didn’t even know if one existed.

All I knew was I couldn’t lose her.
But I wasn’t sure I could keep her, either.


thirty Nine-Ciarán




I hadn’t thought this shit through.

I’d overheard Jordin and Oak’s conversation last night. Thought I could sleep it off. I was wrong. Now it had me thinking.

If Oak said no, Jordin would leave him. And if she left him, what did that mean for me? I wasn’t naïve enough to think I could give her what Oak could. I wasn’t the one she could build a life with—not the life she wanted. I was the escape, the fantasy. And if Oak wasn’t in the picture, she’d find someone else. Someone whole. Someone who could give her everything she wanted.

And I’d be out.

The thought made my stomach fucking hurt, and the static in my head multiplied. I couldn’t fucking lose her. She was the only good thing that had ever happened in my life. Even stardom didn’t give me the same feeling—the high of being with her.

I went looking for Oak.

He was in the living room, sitting on the edge of the couch with his head in his hands. He looked… broken. And for a moment, I felt a flicker of guilt. This was my fault, wasn’t it? I’d pushed her, encouraged her, made her believe she could have both of us.

But no. That wasn’t entirely true. Jordin had always known what the fuck she wanted. I’d just given her the words.

I stepped into the room. Oak didn’t look up, but I knew he’d heard me.

“We need to talk.”

He laughed, the sound coming out hollow. “What’s there to talk about? You already know what she wants. She’s saying fuck our marriage.”

“It’s not that simple,” I said, stepping closer. “And you know it.”

He finally looked up, his eyes dark and accusing. “What do you want, Ciarán? You got what you wanted, didn’t you? You got her.”

I shook my head. “It’s not about that. It’s about her. About what she needs. And if you say no—if you walk away—then what? You think she’s just going to settle for me? I’m not you, Oak. And I don’t need to be. But you and I both know I’m not the one she built dreams with.”

He stared at me, jaw tight, the anger simmering beneath the surface. “So what? You’re saying I should just… what? Share her? Let you have her?”

“I’m saying you need to think about what she said,” I replied, my voice steady. “For both of our good. Because if you don’t—if you let your pride get in the way—then she’s going to leave. And she’s not going to look back.”

He stood suddenly, fists clenched at his sides. “You think this is about pride?”

“I think you’re scared,” I said, holding his gaze. “And I get it. But this isn’t just about you. It’s about her. And if you love her—if you really love her—then you’ll do what’s best for her. Even if it’s not what you want.”

He took a step toward me, chest rising and falling hard. “You don’t get to tell me what’s best for her. You don’t get to act like you know her better than I do.”

“You keep missing the fucking point on purpose. I don’t know her like you know her—and you don’t know her like I know her. And if you don’t realize that, you’re going to lose her. And so am I.”

He took another step. His breath was ragged. For a second, I thought he was going to say something. Argue. Yell. Maybe even agree.

But then—without warning—he swung on me.

His fist connected with my jaw, the force sending me stumbling back. Pain exploded across my face, and I tasted blood.

I flexed my hand at my side. It had been a long fucking time since a motherfucker hit me and I didn’t beat their ass. But what the fuck would that look like to Jordin?

I gritted my teeth and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. My fingers came away red. I grilled him.

“Feel better?” I asked, my voice calm despite the throbbing in my jaw.

He didn’t answer. Just stood there, chest heaving, fists still tight.

Then, without a word, he turned and walked out of the house, slamming the door behind him.

I stood there, heart pounding, and let out a shaky breath. I didn’t know if I’d gotten through to him. I didn’t know if anything I’d said even mattered.

But I knew one thing for sure:

If Oak said no—if he walked away—then this was over.

For both of us.


forty- Oak




The studio was louder than I expected. Not just the music, but the people. The energy. It was like stepping into another world—one where time didn’t exist, and nobody gave a fuck about anything but the beat. Jordin had invited me because she said we need time to be away from the house, something to occupy our minds. I had been thinking a lot about what she had said and I was considering see how thing went if we did it her way.

I looked over to my right and Ciarán was in his zone, head bobbing, eyes closed, rapping under his breath while the engineer fine-tuned the levels. I stayed posted on the couch, arms crossed, trying not to look as out of place as I felt in khakis and a button-up.

I couldn’t believe this was my first time in a studio with Jordin. And just then, it hit me—
That might’ve been one of our problems.

The rapper, “Kold-B,” was treating the space like his personal throne room.

I watched Jordin move through it all, a diplomat in a den of wolves. She was correcting a lyric sheet with Kold-B’s producer when it happened. His hand—thick-fingered and dripping with gold—slid from the small of her back down to her hip.

My entire body went rigid.

The pen in Jordin’s hand—a Montblanc she borrowed from me—stilled.

Before I could even stand, Ciarán was there. It was like he materialized at the man’s shoulder, leaned in close, and spoke in a low, venomous whisper that somehow carried over the beat.

“You got a death wish, playa?” Ciarán’s tone was deceptively calm. “Keep your fucking hands to yourself. She ain’t part of the track.”

Kold-B pulled back, sneering, trying to save face in front of his crew. “Relax, man. Just showin’ love.”

“Show it from a distance,” Ciarán replied, eyes flat and cold. The threat hung in the air—more potent than any shouted insult. I almost grinned.

Jordin looked back at me and gave a slight nod. Let him handle it. This isn’t the place for you to go off.

Kold-B threw his hands up. “I got it, jit. No hands.”

The session limped on after that, tension stretched thin like a live wire.

An hour later, we stepped into the dimly lit parking lot, the humid Miami air a slap compared to the cold studio. Jordin was already at the car, digging for her keys. Kold-B and his entourage swaggered out behind us.

He spotted me.

“Yo, Mr. Dress Pants,” he called, voice slurred. “I thought she was your bitch—why the nigga checking me about yours? What, ya’ll running a train on ole girl?”

The word bitch echoed in the quiet lot.

It was the match to the gasoline already simmering in my veins.

Everything—the accident, the wheelchair, the constant, gnawing presence of Ciarán, the helplessness—all of it coalesced into a single, white-hot point of rage.

I didn’t think. I moved. Dropped my cane.

My left hook wasn’t a wild swing—it was the focused, brutal strike of a man who’d boxed downtown for fifteen years just to manage his temper. It connected with his jaw with a sickening, wet crack. The most satisfying sound I’d heard in a year.

He dropped like a sack of bricks.

My leg didn’t even hurt anymore.

His crew moved toward me, but Ciarán was already beside me. He didn’t throw a punch. He didn’t have to.

He just stood there, a predator’s grin on his face, wild energy rolling off him. One hand at his side, a pistol clearly visible. Finger tapping the trigger.

“Anyone else wanna continue the conversation?” Ciarán asked, voice dangerously pleasant.

They backed off.

Ciarán looked at me with a flicker of something that almost resembled respect.

We stood there for a second, chests heaving, adrenaline coiled between us like a wire—tight, volatile, unspoken.

Then Jordin stormed over. “Are you two insane?” she hissed, eyes darting from my bloody knuckles to Ciarán’s smile. “Y’all trying to get us shot in Miami?”

“He called you a bitch,” I said. “What was I supposed to do?”

“And he touched you earlier,” Ciarán added. “He did exactly what he was supposed to do,” he said like that settled it.

She just shook her head, muttering something about fucking children as she got in the car. “Let’s get breakfast.”

It was two in the morning. Not much was open.

We ended up at a diner. None of us really spoke during the fifteen-minute drive.

We slid into a booth—Jordin on one side, Ciarán and me, improbably, on the other. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead. A waitress with tired eyes took our order for three burgers and fries.

Jordin sipped her water, eyes moving between us. “You realize you just assaulted a client. His label’s gonna want answers.”

“He won’t press charges,” Ciarán said, snatching a fry the moment the plate hit the table. “He’d never live it down. Got his ass kicked by a businessman—a white, middle-aged one, at that.” He smirked. “It’s poetic.”

“This is what you deal with all the time?” I asked, softer now. “This… posturing? These egos you have to constantly manage?”

She let out a short, bitter laugh. “Welcome to the music industry, Oak. It’s not all Grammys and creative freedom. It’s babysitting grown men with toddler emotions and bank accounts big enough to make them think they own you.”

She pointed a fry between us. “And it’s cleaning up everything that happens when they don’t.”

Her eyes locked with mine—and something cracked open.

All the things I’d misunderstood. All the ways I’d minimized what she did, all the ways I’d resented the time and space her career demanded.

This wasn’t a side hustle.

She wasn’t just a songwriter.

She was a negotiator. A strategist. A therapist. A crisis manager. A warden.

And somehow, still an artist beneath it all.

It was a profoundly humbling realization.
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Time is the fire in which we burn.

I read that somewhere. Some dead philosopher or poet who knew shit I didn't. Someone who understood the way time eats at you, burning slow at first—just a little heat, a flicker—until suddenly, you’re fucking engulfed.

I felt it now. The heat licking at my heels. The smoke thick in my lungs. Time was slipping through my fingers, fast as fuck, and I couldn't grab hold. Couldn't slow it down.

I was running out of time.
With Jordin.
With everything.

I needed to talk to her.
But how?
Hey, Jordin. I'm bipolar. How the fuck would that sound?

I ran my tongue over my teeth. I was sitting by the pool, a half-empty bottle of whiskey in my hand. I still hadn’t taken my pills and was now resorting to drowning out the noise in my head the unhealthy way. I knew I should take them, knew I was walking the edge, but I wasn’t ready to pull myself back.

My phone rang, the screen lighting up with an unknown number. Fuck it. Probably Tyrell on some bullshit about the new album.

It rang again. And again. Until I finally answered.

“Ciarán?” The voice was unfamiliar, cold and clinical. “This is Sergeant Daniels from the county jail. I’m calling to inform you that your father, Darryl James, was found deceased in his cell earlier this evening. It appears to be a suicide. I’m sorry for your loss.”

Loss.

That word stuck, but nothing else did. The rest turned into background noise, muffled and distant, like the static in my head had swallowed it whole.

The bottle in my hand felt heavier. Or maybe my arms just felt weak. My whole body felt hollow, like someone had sucked the air out of me.

I sat there, frozen, the phone pressed to my ear as the world spun.

“What?” I finally choked out.

The sergeant repeated himself, his voice cold and matter-of-fact, like he was telling me my car had been towed, not that my father had hung himself in a fucking cell. I didn’t hear most of it. All I could think about was the last time I’d seen him—after he’d broken into my house. When I pointed a gun at his head.

I hung up without saying goodbye, my hands trembling as I set the phone down. I didn’t cry. I didn’t scream. I just sat there, staring at the water, feeling like I was drowning. It was too hot. I yanked my shirt over my head, dropped it on the ground, and pulled in a ragged breath.

Jordin found me like that an hour later. She’d been asleep. I don’t know how much time had passed. She walked out onto the patio, her hair messy from sleep, her eyes wide with concern.

“Ciarán?” she said softly, kneeling beside my chair. “Why aren’t you in bed? It’s three. What’s wrong?”

I didn’t answer. The words were stuck in my throat, like if I said them out loud, they’d become real.

“Ciarán,” she said again, her voice firmer. “Talk to me.”

“He’s dead,” I finally said. “My father. He killed himself. In jail.”

Her eyes widened, her lips parting slightly. For a moment, she just stared, waiting for me to take it back. When I didn’t, her hand reached out, fingers brushing my arm.

“Ciarán, I’m so sorry.” Her voice was soft, careful. Like she was talking to a child. That pissed me off.

I ripped my arm away.

She flinched, but I didn’t give a fuck. My head was too loud, my chest too tight. I was burning from the inside out.

She dropped her hand. “I care because I care about you,” she said, her voice rising. “I know this is hard, but you don’t have to push me away.”

“You think this is hard? My father hated me, Jordin. I hated him, and now he’s dead, and it’s my fault.”

“It’s not your fault,” she said, firm. “You didn’t make him do this.”

“I might as well have!” The words exploded from me. I was on my feet, knocking the chair over behind me. The crash barely registered over the pounding in my ears. “I put him in that fucking jail! I pointed a gun at his head and told him to get out of my life! What the fuck did I think was gonna happen?”

Jordin’s eyes blazed. “You didn’t think he was going to kill himself! And so what if he did, Ciarán? He made his choices! You didn’t do this! You are not responsible for somebody else’s actions, and from what you’ve told me about him, he probably knew this would be the result! You blaming yourself doesn’t change shit!”

I gritted my teeth. “You don’t get it!” I roared, my voice shaking. “You don’t know what it’s like to hate someone and still need them! To wish they were dead and then feel like shit when they are!”

“You’re right, I don’t,” she shot back. “But I know what it’s like to lose someone, and I know what it’s like to feel alone. But you’re not alone, Ciarán. You have me. You have people who care about you. People that aren’t trying to rob you and pull you back into some bullshit.”

I didn’t respond. The anger and guilt were a whirlpool inside me. I turned and walked away, leaving her standing there as I stormed out.

I didn’t think. My car keys were in my hand before I realized it. The engine of my Dodge Charger roared to life, and I was gone, tires screeching.

The speedometer climbed. 80. 90. 100.

The road stretched out, dark and endless. Streetlights blurred into gold streaks. The hum of the engine drowned out everything.

It’s your fault. You did this. You killed him.

I gripped the wheel tighter, breath coming in short gasps. I didn’t know how long I drove, but eventually, the storm inside me calmed. The anger faded, leaving a hollow ache.

I pulled over, the car idling on the shoulder. My hands trembled as I let go of the wheel. I stared out at the empty highway.

Why? Why can't I get a fucking break?

I turned the car around and headed back.

Jordin was waiting on the couch, arms wrapped around herself, eyes red. She looked up when I entered, sighing in relief.

“Ciarán,” she said softly, standing.

I didn’t speak. I just crossed the room and pulled her into my arms, holding her tight. She didn’t complain. She just held me back, her hands rubbing soothing circles on my back.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, my voice breaking. “I’m so sorry, Jordin. Please don’t leave me.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” she promised. “I’m here, Ciarán. I’m not leaving you.”

We stayed like that until the tears stopped and the ache dulled to something bearable. She led me to the bedroom and held me until I fell asleep.

But sleep didn’t last.

I woke up hours later, mind racing, body restless. I slipped out of bed and went back to the pool. The night air was cool, the water still and dark.

I heard his heavy footfalls approaching.

“Ciarán,” Oak said, his voice low and hesitant.

I didn’t look up. I just stared at the water, fists clenched on my knees.

It's your fault, the voice in my head repeated.

I felt Oak watching me. He stood for a moment, debating. Finally, he sat on the edge of the pool a few feet away. He didn’t speak at first, just stared at the water with me.

“I’m sorry about your loss,” he said after a long silence. His voice was quiet, but there was something in his tone that made me look up.

“You don’t have to do that,” I said, my voice rough. “You don’t have to pretend you care.”

“Honestly, I don’t give a fuck about you, but Jordin does, and I don’t want her hurting,” he said, meeting my eyes.

“Damn, tell me how you really feel,” I chuckled.

He chuckled back. “I read about you and your father. I don’t know what your feelings are, but… I know what it’s like to lose someone complicated.”

I stared, surprised by his honesty. “What do you mean?”

He sighed, running a hand over his face. “My grandfather. He died a few years back. My father hated him—used to tell stories about how abusive he was. But to me and my brother? He was just Grandpa. He taught us how to fish, how to throw a football. He was… different with us. Kinder.”

I listened.

“When he died,” Oak continued, “it hurt. Bad. But my dad? He didn’t shed a tear. Just said he was finally free. And I… I couldn’t even grieve. Not without feeling like I was betraying my father.”

I looked away, my throat tight. “That’s fucked up.”

“Yeah,” Oak said. “It is. But that’s family, right? You love them, you hate them, and when they’re gone, you don’t know how to feel. You just… feel everything at once.”

I nodded. That was exactly it. Everything at once. “I didn’t want him dead,” I said, my voice breaking. “I didn’t like him, but I didn’t want him dead. And now… I’m angry. I’m sad. I’m… I don’t even know.”

Oak was quiet for a moment, choosing his words. “You don’t have to figure it out right now,” he said. “It’s okay to just… feel it. Even if it doesn’t make sense.”

I laughed, though I shouldn’t have. “Will I be as wise as you when I’m old as you?”

“Fuck you,” he laughed.

I blew out a breath.

“Thanks,” I said. “For coming out here. Under the circumstances.”

He nodded, stood, and walked away.

I turned back to the pool. The water was dark and smooth as glass. My reflection stared back—a hollow-eyed stranger, burned down to embers.
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The morning of the funeral, Ciarán looked like he was ready to just give up. I fumbled with his tie, my fingers brushing against the exposed skin on his neck, hoping that some kind of contact would pull him back to me. Something. For the past few days, he was so unlike himself. He wasn’t sleeping. Some nights, he was up until the sun rose, staring at the ceiling, lost in thoughts he wouldn’t share.

His hands were shaking. I don’t even think he noticed. His face was unreadable.

“There,” I said softly, smoothing the fabric against his chest. “You look good.”

He didn’t respond. Just stared past me, his jaw clenched so tight I could see the muscle twitching.

Oak walked into the room then, dressed in a black suit, his cane tapping lightly against the floor. He looked at Ciarán, then at me, his expression hard to read.

“You ready?” he asked, his voice flat.

Ciarán didn’t answer.

“He’s ready,” I said, glancing at Oak. “Thank you for coming. It means a lot.”

Oak nodded but didn’t say anything. He just turned and walked toward the door. Oak had been helpful. He’d made all the arrangements that didn’t require Ciarán’s personal input. I hadn’t expected this from him. I think his accident might have changed him. He seemed less selfish and self-centered these days.

The church was empty when we arrived. Not a single car in the parking lot, not a single person in the pews. Just the three of us, the pastor, and the casket at the front of the room.

Ciarán froze in the doorway, the muscles in his shoulders twisting, his breathing accelerating. “Where is everybody?” he muttered, I think to himself.

I didn’t know what to say. I reached for his hand, but he jerked away, striding down the aisle toward the casket.

The air inside was thick with the scent of lilies and old wood. I followed a few feet behind him, the echo of my heels sounding unbearably loud and sad.

Ciarán stopped at the casket, his hands curled into fists at his sides like he was ready to flip it. I prayed he didn’t. For a moment, he just stood there, staring down at the man who had shaped—and ruined—him in equal measure. His father’s face was still. I hated funerals for that reason, the stillness.

I watched the muscle tick in Ciarán’s jaw. His fingers gripped the edge of the casket as he leaned down slightly, his lips barely moving as he muttered something under his breath. Low. Sharp. Maybe it was an insult. Maybe it was I love you. Maybe it was a final fuck you. Maybe it was both.

Then he looked up at the pastor, who had just stepped up to the podium. “Don’t even worry about it, bruh,” he said flatly, shaking his head. “There’s nothing to say about this motherfucker I ain’t already said.”

The gravesite was worse. The wind was cold, biting at my skin as I stood beside Ciarán, my hand resting lightly on his arm.

He was quiet at first, his eyes fixed on the casket. Then, “Ain’t nobody here!” he shouted, his voice echoing across the empty cemetery. “You hear me? Not a single soul! You fucked over everybody! Everybody!”

“Ciarán,” I said softly, trying to pull him back, but he shook me off.

“I spent days crying over you!” he yelled, his voice breaking. “Days! And you didn’t fucking deserve it! You didn’t deserve shit!”

His words were raw and mean, like they were tearing out of him. I reached for him again, but he shoved me away, his eyes wild.

“You were a liar! A thief! A fucking coward!” he screamed, stepping closer to the casket. “You think this makes it better? You think dying makes it okay? It doesn’t! It doesn’t fix anything! You could have at least left a fucking note, telling me this wasn’t my fault.”

“Ciarán, stop!” I pleaded, my voice trembling.

But he didn’t. “You were supposed to be my father! You were supposed to—!”

Oak moved then, faster than I thought he could with his cane. He grabbed Ciarán by the back of his suit jacket and yanked him away from the casket, his voice sharp and commanding. “Enough!” he barked, shoving Ciarán hard enough to make him stumble.

Ciarán spun around, his eyes blazing. “Don’t touch me!”

“I’ll do more than touch you if you don’t get your shit together,” Oak snapped, stepping into his space. “This isn’t good for you. He isn’t worth this.”

Ciarán’s fists clenched, and for a moment, I thought he might swing. Oak saw it too, bracing himself. But Oak didn’t back down.

“You want to be mad? Fine. Be mad. But don’t you dare take it out on Jordin,” Oak said, his voice low and dangerous. “She’s been here for you every step of the way, and this is how you repay her? By making a scene? By scaring her?”

Ciarán flinched, his eyes flicking to me for the first time. I could see the guilt and shame buried under the anger.

“Let’s go,” Oak said, his tone leaving no room for argument. He shoved Ciarán forward.

Ciarán didn’t fight him this time.

We drove back to the house in silence. When we got home, he went straight to our bedroom, closing the door. I wanted to follow him, but Oak stopped me. “Give him some space,” he said. “He’ll come out when he’s ready.”

I waited for hours before going in.

I don’t know how long I was asleep, but I woke up to the sound of thrashing. At first, I thought it was a nightmare, but then I felt the bed shaking, heard the guttural sounds coming from Ciarán’s throat.

I sat up, my heart pounding as I turned on the lamp. Ciarán was convulsing, his body jerking violently, his eyes rolled back in his head.

“Ciarán!” I screamed, scrambling out of bed. “Oak! Oak, help!”

Oak burst into the room, his cane forgotten as he rushed to the bed. He grabbed Ciarán’s shoulders, holding him down so he wouldn’t hurt himself. “Call 911!” he yelled at me.

I fumbled with my phone, my hands shaking so badly I could barely dial.

“Is he on something, Jordin?” Oak demanded, his voice tight with panic. “Coke, pills? What the fuck did he take?”

“I don’t know!” I yelled back. “He doesn’t do drugs!”

While we waited for the ambulance, Oak searched the room. He pulled open drawers, rifled through Ciarán’s things, until he found a small duffel bag hidden in the back of the bathroom closet. He unzipped it, his eyes widening as he pulled out a handful of pill bottles.

“What is that?” I asked.

Oak didn’t answer right away. He just stared at the labels, his face pale. “Mood stabilizers,” he said finally. “Antipsychotics.”

I felt like the floor had dropped out from under me. “What? He never said… he never told me…”

Oak shook his head, his jaw tight. “Why wouldn’t he tell you?”

Ciarán went still. I could tell he was still breathing by the rise and fall of his chest. I didn’t know what to do. The sound of sirens grew louder as they approached the house. Tears spilled down my cheeks.

“Why didn’t he tell me?” I whispered, my voice breaking.

Oak didn’t say anything else. He just knelt beside the bed, his hand resting on Ciarán’s shoulder.
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I was fucked.

I didn’t know what I’d said to the doctor, but it was enough to get me slapped with a 72-hour hold. I hated these places—sterile, cold, full of people with problems way bigger than mine. I’d been in a few in my teens. The walls were always too white, the lights too bright, the air reeking of bleach and bad decisions. Of which I’d made plenty.

That first night was the worst. They stuck me in a small room with a bed bolted to the floor and a window that didn’t open. I sat on the edge of the thin mattress, head in my hands, trying to piece together the wreckage. My mind was a tornado I couldn’t control.

At some point, I heard footsteps. I looked up and saw a figure staring through the small window in the door. Their face was blank, eyes empty, and for a terrifying second, I thought it was my pops.

Then they screamed.

A raw, guttural sound. My skin tried to crawl right off my bones. My heart hammered, but I didn’t move. I just stared back until someone yanked them away.

I didn’t sleep. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw my father’s face—angry, broken, lifeless. I felt the weight of everything I’d carried for years, and it was finally crushing me.

When the doctor came in the morning, I was in the same spot, hands clenched into fists.

“Mr. James,” he said, calm but firm. “How are you feeling?”

“Like shit,” I muttered to the floor.

He nodded, as if that was the expected answer. “I’ve reviewed your case. You stopped your medication for several weeks, then started again, doubling the doses. Combined with the stress of your father’s death, it triggered the seizure.”

I said nothing.

“You understand how dangerous that is?” he asked, his tone sharpening. “Stopping and starting like that can have serious consequences. You’re lucky it was just a seizure.”

“When can I get out?” I cut him off.

He paused, studying me. “You can leave now. The hold was a precaution. You were… agitated. Saying you wanted to see your father, that you wanted to visit him in hell.”

I recoiled. I couldn’t even deny it. I didn't know what I'd said. I’d just woken up confused, tired, and nauseous.

The doctor sighed, setting the chart down. “Mr. James, you need to take care of yourself. Your mental health is as important as your physical health. If you don’t take your medication consistently, this will keep happening. Next time could be worse.”

I didn’t respond. I just nodded, my mind racing with one thought…Jordin had seen me at my worst.

Not just angry or reckless. But helpless. Weak. A convulsing mess on the floor. I’d heard her scream my name. Heard her beg Oak for help. Then, nothing.

I imagined the fear in her eyes.

Would she look at me differently now?
Would she pull away?
Would she stay?

And if she did, how long before this shit became too much? How long before she realized she didn’t sign up for this? For me? Especially when she had a whole husband.

And what about Oak? Before, I was a rival. Now? After seeing me convulse on the floor, lost in my own head... he must see me as a pitiful half-man. Broken. Unreliable.

The real question isn't whether I see him as a threat anymore. It's whether he'd ever trust me to protect her. To not be the one who ends up hurting her. After what he witnessed, I doubt it. How could he? I can't even trust myself.

I rubbed my hands over my face, swallowing the thick lump in my throat.

I was supposed to be stronger than this. She didn't need my shit added to the weight she already carried.

But now she knew.

The doctor handed me a new prescription and a list of therapists, then left. I stared at the papers. I’d been tripping, thinking I could have someone in my life with this mental shit going on. I knew what I had to do.

I called Tyrell as soon as I got my phone back.

“C, where the hell are you? Jordin’s been blowing up my phone, she’s worried sick.”

“I’m at the hospital. You know the one,” I said, my voice rough. “Come get me.”

A pause. “Why didn’t you call Jordin?”

“I don’t want her to see me like this,” I said, my voice breaking. “I fucked up, Tyrell. I don’t want her to see me.”

He sighed but didn’t argue. “I’m on my way.”

When he got there, he started in immediately. “You should call her.”

I ignored him.

“Ciarán.”

Nothing.

Tyrell let out a hard laugh. “Man, you’re really about to do this, huh?”

I clenched my jaw.

“She’s been blowing up my phone since the ambulance left. The staff wouldn’t tell her anything. She’s worried as hell about you.”

I swallowed hard, staring at the floor. “She doesn’t need this shit.”

“She doesn’t need you shutting her out either.”

My head snapped up, a glare fixing on him. “Back the fuck off, Ty.”

He shook his head, lips pressed thin. “Fine. I’ll take you wherever you wanna go. Just say the word. I ain’t gonna fight you. You know what you’re doing. You know what you’re throwing away. You prayed for this chance with Jordin. You gonna fuck it up pulling away now?”

My fists tightened in my lap.

“Fuck you still sitting here for? You want to leave, get up. It smells like piss and bleach in here.”

I couldn’t look at him. I could barely breathe past the weight on my chest. But I got up and followed him out.

The moment we stepped outside, my day went from bad to catastrophic. Microphones were shoved in my face.

My head pounded. The cameras. The voices. It made it hard to breathe.

“Ciarán! Can you comment on your father’s death?”
“Ciarán, are you suicidal?”
“Did you try to kill yourself?”

My hands clenched. My breath turned shallow. The static in my head roared so loud I thought my skull would split.

And then—
I swung.

I didn’t think. My fist connected with a camera, the crunch of metal and glass vibrating up my arm. It hit the pavement with a sickening crack. The guy holding it stumbled back, eyes wide.

Gasps. The press recoiled like I was a rabid animal.

Tyrell’s hand was on me before I could swing again, his grip vise-tight on my arm, his voice a harsh whisper in my ear. "Nigga, what the fuck? Get your ass in the car."

I barely heard him. My chest was a battlefield. My jaw ached. My fingers curled, ready for more.

Tyrell snatched me by the shirt, forcing our way through the crowd, past the flashing lights and judgmental stares. I was a headline waiting to happen.

He shoved me into the car and slammed the door. My body jerked as he peeled out of the parking lot.
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I saw his release on the news. I couldn’t believe he hadn’t called me.

It was shocking, seeing Ciarán outside the hospital, looking wrecked. Cameras flashed. Reporters barked questions. The way his body coiled, I knew he was about to snap. When his fist connected and the camera hit the ground, shattering, I had to look away.

The headline scrolling at the bottom of the screen said it all: Ciarán James, Fresh Out of the Hospital’s Mental Ward, Spirals in Violent Outburst.

Some CNA had sold his information to the press. She was out of a job, but I doubt she cared after pocketing six figures for the story.

I’d been calling him for days without an answer.
I called him. No answer.
Again. No answer.
Again.
Again.

Now I was pacing his living room, gripping my phone so tight my fingers hurt, my heart pounding with each ignored call.

I called again. Straight to voicemail.
“Ciarán, please call me back. Please.”

Where the fuck was he?

He’d had a seizure lying beside me in bed less than three days ago. I’d spent hours at the hospital, fighting for scraps of information. And now this?

I ended the call and threw my phone onto the couch, my hands shaking. The anger, the helplessness, the fucking worry—it was eating me alive.

Oak walked in, looking too damn calm. Like he hadn’t just seen my world unravel on television.

I turned on him. “You don’t care, do you?”

He raised an eyebrow. “What?”

“You don’t give a shit about him, about any of this! You don’t even like him! So this is easy for you!”

Oak sighed, rubbing a hand down his face. “Jordin, what the fuck do you want me to do? Magically fix him? Drag him back here?”

“I want you to care!” My voice cracked. “I want you to—” I stopped myself, breathing hard. I didn’t even know what I was asking for. I was just angry, looking for a target.

Oak stared at me for a long moment before shaking his head. “That’s not fair.”

I exhaled, long and shaky, and dragged my hands down my face. “I know.”

I knew I was wrong. I knew I was being unfair, taking my fears out on him, but I didn’t have anyone else.

You cheated, and he left.

I didn’t know if I meant Oak or Ciarán. Maybe both.

“I’m sorry.” I tried to sound calmer. “I didn’t mean that.”

Oak shrugged like it didn’t matter, but I saw the tension in his shoulders. “Whatever,” he muttered.

I needed a drink.

I walked into the kitchen, grabbed a glass, and poured a shot of whiskey. Slammed it back. Poured another. My stomach burned, but I didn’t stop. I reached for the bottle again, but Oak was there, his hand closing over mine.

“That’s enough.”

I yanked my hand away. “You ain’t my fucking daddy, Oak.”

He sighed. “So you’re going to drink yourself into liver damage?” His eyes locked on mine.

I let out a bitter laugh. “You wanted him gone, didn’t you? You wanted me all to yourself. Now you got me.” I was challenging him instead of sticking to the subject. I was driving myself crazy.

His face twisted, then he shook his head. “No, Jordin.” His voice was tired. “I don’t want you with me just because you’re mad he left and I’m the only option. I don’t know what to say to you anymore, Jordin.”

Something about the way he said it made my chest ache.

“I don’t know if I even should say anything at all.”

He hesitated, but then he just… gave up. I saw it happen. His body sagged. He turned and walked away, the weight on his cane making his steps heavier.

I squeezed my eyes shut, the reality of what I’d just done settling deep in my chest.

And I felt like the biggest fucking asshole in the world.

“Fuck.”


Fourty Five-Oak




I wasn’t the type to ask for advice. Not about shit like this.

But here I was, standing on the balcony, phone pressed to my ear, waiting for Valentina to pick up. It was late, but she was one of those people who never really slept.

The phone barely rang twice before she answered. “Oak?” Her voice was alert, but I could tell I’d woken her.

I exhaled, dragging a hand over my face. “Yeah, it’s me.”

She was quiet for a second. “Alright… what’s wrong?”

I hesitated. I didn’t even know where to start. “It’s Jordin,” I said finally.

A pause. Then a knowing hum. “Of course it is.”

I let out a humorless chuckle. “Yeah. And I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing anymore.”

“Okay.” She didn’t rush me. Just waited.

I ran a hand through my hair, staring out at the dark skyline, and told her everything, finishing with, “She says she wants me. That she still loves me.” I swallowed hard. “But she wants him too.”

Val sighed. “And?”

I frowned. “And I think she doesn’t really care about me anymore. Not in the way I care about her. She just… feels bad for me.”

That was the part that burned the most. It wasn't just that she wanted Ciarán—that I could’ve wrapped my head around. But now, after everything? It felt like I wasn’t even a choice anymore. Just something she was holding onto out of obligation.

Val was silent for a long moment. “What makes you think that?”

I huffed out a breath. “I don’t know. It’s just… different now. The way she looks at me, the way she talks to me.” I let out a dry laugh. “And I think she only has me here because she thinks I need her.”

Val sighed again, deeper this time. “Oak…”

“Don’t fucking ‘Oak’ me in that tone,” I muttered.

“You don’t see how she is with him. It’s not like how it was with me. She lights up. She laughs different. She looks at him like he hung the stars, and I’m just—” I clenched my jaw, cutting myself off.

“Like you’re just the past.”

I exhaled sharply. “Yeah.”

There was another long pause. “You’re not giving her enough credit.”

I frowned. “The hell does that mean?”

“It means, if she was only staying with you out of pity, she wouldn’t still be here at all,” Val said bluntly. “Jordin’s not the type to do shit she doesn’t want to do. You know that better than anyone.”

I didn’t respond. Because she was right.

Val pushed. “Does Jordin do anything she doesn’t want to do?”

I swallowed hard. “No.”

“Exactly.”

I ran a hand down my face and let out a slow breath.

“She still loves you. I could see it when she talked about you,” Val said. “I don’t care what you think you see. She still loves you. Maybe not the same way she used to, but that’s your fault.”

I leaned forward, my forearms resting on the balcony railing. The cool air kept my temper even.

“I saw the news, Oak.”

I tensed. “Yeah?”

“Yeah,” she said. “What the hell happened? He looked… bad.”

I sighed, rubbing a hand down my face. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?” she echoed, disbelief clear.

“I don’t. I know as much as you, from the news,” I admitted. “He’s not answering her calls. He’s not answering mine either. Not that I’ve tried much.”

“So you just gonna leave it at that?”

I hesitated. “He’s not my fucking problem.” She was starting to annoy me.

“Oh, but he is,” she said, and I could hear the smirk. “Jordin is tied to him now. So yeah, he’s your problem.”

I didn’t respond.

“Look,” Val said, her voice shifting. “I get that this isn’t easy. But if Jordin loves both of you, then you’re both in this. You can either make it work, or you can let it fall apart.”

I clenched my jaw. She was saying the same thing the singer had.

“And another thing,” she added. “You need to talk to Ciarán.”

I scoffed. “For what? I don’t.” I’d already been nice to him when his father died—that was all I had in me.

“Because you need to figure out what the fuck this is actually gonna be. You can’t keep dancing around it, waiting for him to fuck up or for Jordin to change her mind. If you’re really gonna stay, you need to figure out how this works.”

I clenched my jaw.

“You don’t gotta like him, Oak,” she said. “But you gotta deal with him. He’s not going anywhere.”

“After this, he might be,” I rebutted.

“I doubt it. Jordin might be mad now, but she’s not going to give up on him while he’s going through something. She’s a bleeding heart,” she laughed.

I hated that she was right.

She continued, choosing her next words carefully. "Oak... have you even considered that this could be a good thing for you all?"

I frowned. "The fuck are you talking about?"

"Ethical non-monogamy," she said, like it was the simplest thing in the world. "People do it. People make it work. You already got proof she loves you. She also loves him. And instead of sneaking behind your back, she came to you about it. She gave you the choice."

I clenched my jaw. "That ain't love, Val."

She laughed softly, but there was no humor in it. "Oh, but you cheating on her was? That was love?"

My whole body went tight.

"That was different," I muttered.

"How?" she challenged. "You stepped out on your marriage without telling her, without giving her a choice. And she forgave you. But now she’s asking for something that makes her happy, something that’s honest, and suddenly it’s a betrayal?"

I blew out a harsh breath, dragging my fingers through my hair.

"It’s not about that," I said, my voice strained. "I just don’t know if I can do it, forever." Watching them fuck was one thing; I could get over that. Sex was just sex. But watching them be in love hurt.

"Then talk to him," she said simply. "Figure out your boundaries. Figure out what Jordin needs from both of you. And open your fucking mouth and tell them what you need."

"And if I can’t?"

She sighed. "Then walk away."


fourty six- Oak

The first thing I felt was warmth spreading through my body when I woke up—or really, I was snatched from sleep by the feeling.

I blinked against the early morning light, my body responding before my mind could catch up. All I could do was feel. The warm, wet slide of her mouth on my dick, the press of her fingers digging into my thighs, the way she was taking her time. Up and down. Slow and patient. Heat threatened to singe my insides.

She hummed against my shaft, sending vibrations through my entire body. She pulled back, her tongue teasing the sensitive tip before her lips slid back down. She watched me through her lashes.

“Shit, Jordin…” My voice was hoarse, still thick with sleep.

She did this thing with her tongue that curled my toes before she pulled back to look at me.

“Morning,” she whispered, kissing the head.

I stared, caught between dream and reality, pleasure and doubt. When I’d gone to bed after talking to Valentina, Jordin had been sleeping in the other room after crying for hours. This wasn’t how I expected to wake up.

I wanted to stay in this moment, to let her pull me under. But I couldn’t hold my tongue.

“Jordin… what are you doing?”

She tilted her head, her fingers trailing up my stomach, nails dragging over my skin. “Apologizing.”

I sat up slightly, reaching for her and pulling her up my body so she lay on top of me, my grip firm on her hips. I exhaled through my nose when she shifted, straddling me fully, the heat of her making me grind my teeth.

“Apologizing for what?” It was trivial, but I needed to hear her say it.

She didn’t answer right away. She just held my face, her thumb grazing my jaw, her gaze sweeping over me like she was weighing her words.

“For taking my frustration out on you. For not considering your feelings. For making you feel like you don’t matter,” she said finally.

I froze, something in me locking up.

Because that was exactly what I’d been feeling. Like I was just here. A safe, familiar placeholder.

I sat back against the headboard, studying her. “And now?”

She swallowed, searching my face. “Now,” she whispered, “we work on us. Whether Ciarán comes back or not.”

I laughed, but there wasn’t any humor in it. “Come on, Jordin. You really expect me to believe that?”

She frowned. “Why wouldn’t you?”

I ran my hands over my face. “Because I’ve seen how you are with him. You love him.” I said it like a fact. Because it was.

Her lips parted slightly, but she didn’t deny it.

I huffed out a breath, shaking my head. “That’s what I thought.”

Her jaw clenched, frustration flashing in her eyes. “That doesn’t mean I don’t love you, too.”

“Then why does it feel like I’m just—” I swallowed, forcing the words out. “—a backup plan?”

Her eyes softened, and I hated the pity I saw there.

I started to shift away, but she grabbed my face. “You’re not,” she said, her voice quiet but steady. “Oak, you are my home. My best friend. My safe place. And I never want you to feel like you don’t belong here.”

I exhaled through my nose, my hands gripping her thighs just to have something to hold onto.

“So what now?” I asked, my voice rough.

She let out a slow breath, smoothing her hands over my chest. “The first step?” She licked her lips. “Moving out of his house.”

I lifted a brow. “You serious?”

She nodded. “You have a company to run in Tampa. Whenever you’re healthy enough, we’ll go. But for now, I found a condo on Biscayne. I have new clients, new songs to write.”

I studied her, my fingers flexing against her skin. “You sure? You don’t want to wait and see what happens with Ciarán?”

Her lips curved. She tilted her head, her nails trailing down my chest. “You wanna wait for my lover to come back?” she teased, rolling her hips over me. “You like watching him fuck me, huh?”

Heat licked up my spine, my fingers digging into her waist as my dick throbbed.

“Jordin,” I warned. Even though she was somewhat right.

I liked seeing her being given everything she needed. Everything she craved. Everything she deserved. I liked watching the pleasure play out on her face, the way her body melted, the way she let herself feel everything without walls. It was different than being the one giving it. It felt like worship. Like devotion. And she deserved that.

I signed up for this. For her. For her happiness.

She smirked, leaning down until her lips brushed against my ear. “Admit it, Oak. You wanna see me cum for him again, looking you dead in the eyes. I saw how you responded that night.”

My jaw clenched. “The only thing I want to see right now,” I replied, flipping her onto her back, “is you underneath me.”

She gasped, but it melted into a laugh as she pulled me down, her legs wrapping around my waist. I pressed my lips against hers, and she slipped her tongue into my mouth as I pushed into her wetness.

She felt so fucking good. Like her pussy had been made just for me. There was no way I was walking away. I was in until death do us part, and I wasn’t fucking up this time. And deep down, I was hoping this was the last of her Ciarán phase.

But I also knew it probably wasn’t.


Fourty Seven- Ciarán




Four years later.

I sat slouched in a leather chair, fingers drumming against my knee, eyes fixed on the gold plaques lining the wall. My name was on a lot of them. Platinum-selling artist. Most streamed R&B album of the decade. That shit felt like a lifetime ago.

“Ciarán.”

The voice was loud. Clipped. My label’s owner, Gerald fucking Whitmore, stood at the head of the table, his silver hair perfect, suit pristine. Old, rich, arrogant, and white. Typical.

I barely lifted my eyes. “Yeah?”

His face twisted in disbelief. “We’ve been waiting for this album for four years. You haven’t toured in five.” He spat the words. “You’ve been idle for fucking years, Ciarán. Are you even an artist anymore?”

I shrugged. “And?”

“And?” he repeated, shaking his head. He started over, his voice lowering into a condescending lilt. “I get what you went through. You should be over it by now, though.”

My jaw ticked. My hands curled into fists in my lap.
How do you put a time limit on nearly losing your mind and the woman you loved?

“Finish the fucking album,” he growled, slamming a contract onto the table, “or I sue your ass—and Jordin Black.”

I flinched. Jordin Black. I hadn’t purposely spoken her name in four years. I thought about her every minute of everyday but couldn’t bring myself to actually say her name. I hadn’t even gone back to my own house because it screamed of her. I knew she was gone; the security system had been armed and never disarmed again. After the first year of calls, she’d stopped. I wasn’t disrupting her life anymore.

I swallowed hard, my throat burning, then leaned back and lifted my chin. “How much to get out of it?”

Tyrell—my manager—spoke before Whitmore could. “Whoa, now. Wait.” His voice was tight with warning. “That’s forty-five million to buy out your contract. Another fifteen for breach. That’s sixty fucking million, C. That’ll make you broke.”

“I don’t care,” I said, and I meant it.

Tyrell slammed his hand on the table. “The fuck you mean, you don’t care?” He turned to Whitmore. “Can I talk to him alone?”

Whitmore let out a laugh. “You better talk some sense into him.” He shot me a final glare before storming out.

The second the door shut, Tyrell let loose. “You lost your damn mind?”

I exhaled, rubbing a hand down my face. “I ain’t singing, Ty. I don’t feel like it. I haven’t felt like it in years.”

He stared at me, a portrait of disappointment. “I get it, man. I do. But you gonna go broke on purpose? What about Jordin?”

I stiffened. “This is about her. I’m saving her from me. From this.”

Tyrell rolled his eyes. “So you don’t want to see her? Work with her again?”

“No,” I lied. But what the fuck was I supposed to do to make up for ignoring her for years? I didn’t want her to see me at my worst—and I’d made worse.

“Then why you be spraying her perfume on your bed? All over your house. You miss her.”

I snapped my head up, glaring. “You watching me now, nigga?”

“I manage you, motherfucker. And you’ve been walking around like a ghost for four years. So yeah, I notice shit.” He exhaled, trying to calm down. “Look. I can make it so you don’t have to see her. She can work with you like she did Ezra Lane.”

I froze. Glaring at him? He had dropped Ezra as a client, which was the only reason I still was one.

Jordan had written for Ezra. They’d never been in the same room. Never interacted. Just files sent back and forth. I still had the recording where I made her cum on beat.

The thought of working with Jordin again, even from a distance, made me feel something for the first time in years.

I ran my tongue over my teeth and sighed. “Fine.”

Tyrell nodded, relieved. “Good. We’ll figure this shit out. Just don’t do anything stupid.”

Later That Night

I was halfway through a blunt—medical marijuana—staring out at the city lights from my penthouse in Atlanta when my phone rang.

Avian. It had been a couple of weeks since she’d called.

I smirked. “Birdy,” I answered.

“You finally picked up, you piece of shit,” she said, all attitude. “You better be dying or working on an album.”

I huffed out a laugh. “Neither.”

She clicked her tongue. “Mhm. Figures. All you do is lay around and drown in your own sorrows. Not getting no pussy. Not living.”

I ignored her and changed the subject. We shot the shit for a while, but she kept circling back to my lack of motivation.

“You thought about Jordin lately? You should call,” she said.

“Birdy.” A warning. It was the first time in four years she’d directly brought up Jordin, though I knew they were friends now. I’d seen them together on vacation, on her Instagram before I deleted the app.

“You should call her. You might find the motivation to get back to you after just a conversation.”

I exhaled, my jaw clenching. I wanted to call her. I’d seen that she’d blown up in the industry right after we split. Her songs were everywhere for months. Then, she’d disappeared out of nowhere. No new music. Nothing. I wanted to know what happened. I’d picked up the phone to call so many times. But I couldn’t. Too much time had passed.

“You should come out,” Avian said when I got quiet.

“Come out where?”

“My birthday party. You owe me, nigga. You missed the last two.”

I smirked. “I hate parties.”

“You love me, though.”

I sighed, leaning my head back.

“Ciarán,” she said, her tone softening. “I miss you.”

That shit hit me in the chest. Because after losing Jordin, after losing music? I couldn’t afford to lose her too.

I tapped my blunt against the ashtray, my throat tight. “Fine.”

“YES!” she shouted.

I rolled my eyes. “Chill the fuck out, damn.”

“Nah, fuck that. This is major. I’m breaking you out of your recluse stage.” She chuckled. “I’ll text you the info. The party will be in Tampa at some close friends place. Don’t stand me up, dumbass, or we are going to have problems.”

She hung up before I could reply.

I sat there for a long time, staring at my phone, my stomach in knots.

I wondered if Jordin would be there.


Fourty Eight-Ciarian




I flew into Tampa the night before Avian's party to prepare myself. I’d been in solitary confinement for years. I needed to give myself time to back out, but be close enough to convince myself to go.

I decided to show up.

I was sitting outside the two-story traditional home she’d texted me. I was surprised she was having a party in the middle of the afternoon instead of at her club. But this was better, I supposed. My therapist said sunlight is healing.

The driveway was packed, so I had to park on the street. I didn’t pay attention to the black SUVs and minivans instead of the sports cars Avian's friends usually drove—until I saw balloons on mailboxes and heard kids' music thumping low in the background.

I double-checked Avian's text, wondering if I had the wrong day.
It looked like a kid’s party.

I kept walking to the back of the house like Birdy had instructed.

The smell of barbecue hit me first. Then I saw a bounce house, folding chairs, little girls running in tutus, faces painted, laughing loud.
What the fuck?

Then another what the fuck. I remembered Avian’s birthday wasn’t until February—it was August. I ran that through my head again as I stepped onto the grass.
This wasn’t her party. What was she up to?

Then my eyes landed on Jordin. My heartbeat tripled.

She was standing near the porch, a summer dress hugging her just right, hair wild and soft around her face, smile lighting up for whoever she was talking to.

Time didn’t touch her. Or maybe it did, but it made her softer, fuller, better.

I didn’t breathe.
I didn’t blink.
My chest got tight as hell.

I couldn’t even lie to myself in that moment. I missed her. Missed her so deep it felt like my ribs couldn’t expand right.

My feet moved in her direction before I could think, but just as I was approaching, I was snatched back. I spun and came face to face with Oak.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” His voice was sharp. Low, but loud enough to sting. “We haven’t seen you in four years, and now you just show up?”

I lifted a brow, trying to keep it cool even though my chest was tight. “Damn, relax. Avian invited me.”

His jaw ticked. He wasn’t trying to hear it. I didn’t blame him. I had interrupted his life and then disappeared, leaving him to deal with Jordin. I owed him an apology.

I opened my mouth to respond, but Avian rushed over, sliding between us.
“Stop, Oak,” she said, voice tight. “He should know. That’s why I invited him before it’s too late, if it isn’t already.”

“Know what?” I asked, my gaze still locked on Jordin across the yard. She hadn’t seen me yet.

Avian looked me dead in my face, hesitating before spitting it out.
“Jordin had your baby.”

Everything stilled.

My ears rang. The world tilted. Like my brain couldn’t hold that shit at first.
“What?” I breathed.

Oak groaned, frustrated. “This ain’t how she wanted to tell you.”

“What?” I turned to him, eyes sharp. “That’s impossible. I had a vasectomy. Jordin would’ve told me.”

Oak’s jaw clenched. “She tried. She called you a thousand times. I told her to stop hurting herself trying with you. You made it clear you didn’t want her.”

I stumbled back a step, suddenly needing air. Too much. Too fast.

I turned and walked away. Fast. Didn’t even know where I was going, I just needed to get the fuck out of there.

My car was halfway down the street. I moved like I was being chased. My mind blank, my chest full of shit I didn’t wanna unpack. The grass felt like it was moving under me.

I was unlocking the door when I heard it.
“Ciarán!”

It stopped me cold.

I turned, slow.

My eyes landed on a little brown girl with afro puffs and a purple dress, grabbing tight to Jordin’s shirt while peeking over her shoulder with curious eyes that looked too much like mine.

Time. Stopped.

It all hit me at once. The weight of four years. The missed milestones. The birthdays. The first words. The moments I didn’t even know I was supposed to be there for.

I couldn’t breathe.
I didn’t move. Just stared.

The toddler looked at me. She looked like me.

I didn’t want children—not because I didn’t like them, but because I didn’t want to fuck them up the way I’d been fucked up.

But I wanted her. I already loved her.

This was too much and too heavy to carry right then. It felt like I was dying, with the sun beaming down and the music still playing.

Jordin stepped forward like she might come closer, but I got quickly in the car and shut the door. I heard her yelling my name, begging me to stop.

But I couldn’t.
I couldn’t face that yet.

I pulled off fast, leaving dust and pain behind me. I didn’t go far, though. Just down the block. Parked under a tree. Sat there with the car running, staring at the street, feeling like my insides were exposed to the air.

I broke.

My head fell forward. Shoulders slumped.

Tears came.
Silent. Heavy.
No ugly crying, no loud sobbing shit.
Just wet and raw and full of every mistake I ever made.

I had fucked up.
Fucked up bad.

And this time, the cost had a name.
And a face.
And little hands I’d never held.


Fourty nine- Ciarian




I stayed parked down in Jordins neighborhood all night and well into the next day. I didn’t sleep.

How could I?
Every time I closed my eyes, I saw her—that little girl in purple, staring at me with my own eyes. My eyes. Looking at me like I was just some man. A stranger who drove away from her.

I spent the night choking on the truth, right there in that fucking car. Seat leaned back like I was resting, but my mind was screaming. Playing it all back. Jordin’s face when she saw me. Not anger. Not even hurt. Just... resignation. Like she’d been expecting me to run.

The sun rose, painting the sky in colors I didn’t deserve to see. I was still there. Same parking spot. Same fucking clothes. Same hollowed-out shell of a man who’d just discovered he’d been a father for years and didn’t know it.

My phone buzzed. Avian.
I let it go to voicemail. Twice.
The third time, I answered, my throat felt scraped raw. "What."

"Get up," she said, no greeting, no bullshit. "They can see your car from the house. You look like a stalker. Or a ghost. Get your ass over here and face this."

"I can't." The words felt like gravel in my mouth.

"You can. You have to. Jordin's locked in her room. Your daughter asked why the sad man left." Her voice broke on the last words. "She saw you leave, Ciarán. A three-year-old felt your rejection."

The air left my lungs. I actually couldn't breathe. My hand pressed against my chest, like I could physically hold my breaking heart together.

"I didn't know," I whispered. "I didn’t reject her. I already lo—"

"You did," she cut me off, merciless. "You just did, you rejected her. By driving away. You’re too good at that, ain’t you? Leaving. You don’t feel ashamed"

Each word was a nail. Hammering me into this seat. Into this failure.

"What do I even say to her, Birdy?" The plea was pathetic. "What words exist for this?"

"You get on your knees if you have to," she said, her voice trembling with fury and tears. "You say you're sorry. You say you're a coward. You say you're so fucking sorry you missed her first steps, her first words, the first time she looked at the sky and pointed. You apologize for every single second you weren't there."

A sound tore from my throat—half sob, half choke. I was crying. I couldn't stop it. Hot, silent tears streamed down my face, and I didn't even bother to wipe them away.

"I have a daughter," I said, the words a brutal, beautiful agony. "And her first memory of me is watching me drive away."

The silence on the other end was heavier than any yelling.

"Yeah," Avian finally said, soft now. Devastated for me. "It is."

I couldn't speak. Just sat there, broken open, crying in a rental car down the street from my own family.

"I'll make it up to her, later," I managed,

"No," she said. "You'll do it now. Or I will personally make sure you never get another moment's peace. She is a part of you, Ciarán. You don't get to abandon yourself."

She hung up on me and the finality in it make me nauseas .

I sat there, the phone slipping from my hand.

I had a daughter.
I had a daughter, and I wasn't there when she learned to walk.
I had a daughter, and I didn't know the sound of her laughter.
I had a daughter, and I'd rather sit in this car and drown in my own shame than go look at the living, breathing proof of my greatest failure.

My head fell against the steering wheel. The sobs came then violently. I cried for the little girl who didn't know her father. I cried for Jordin, who’d carried this alone. I cried for the man I should have been, the man who deserved them.

I was that little girl’s first disappointment.
The thought was a knife, twisting.

I looked at myself in the rearview mirror—red-rimmed eyes, trembling jaw. A fucking mess. Is this the man I wanted her to see? Is this the father I would be?

"No," I whispered to my reflection.

Starting the car, I pulled away from the curb. But I didn't drive toward the house. I drove away. Again.

But this time was different. This wasn't running. This was a retreat. I was going to get my shit together. I was going to become a man who deserved to kneel at their feet and beg for a another chance. A man who could look his daughter in the eye without seeing his own failure staring back. I never wanted her to look at me like I looked at my father.

I texted Avian, my hands shaking.
I'm not ready to be her father. But I'm going to get ready. I swear to God.

The road was stretched out ahead, empty. For the first time in four years, I had a destination. I was going to find the man they deserved.


Fifty-Jordin

“It wasn’t her fucking place.”

I slammed my water bottle on the console in the studio, the plastic crinkling loud in the quiet room. Oak didn’t flinch. He just sat back on the worn leather couch, watching me pace. Calm. Too damn calm.

It had been three days since the birthday debacle, and I was still mad about it. Every time I thought about the look on Ci’s face, I got a little bit more pissed.

When I found out I was pregnant, I thought it was Oak’s since Ciarán claimed he had a vasectomy. I didn’t even think about the timeline or nothing until a brown baby, who was very obviously not mixed and had her daddy’s eyes, came into the world screaming in melody.

Oak hadn’t flinched then either. From day one, he was Olivia’s father.

“I get it, though. I do,” I kept going, wiping my palm down my face. My voice cracked a little. I was feeling too emotional. “Avian been riding for me since the day we met, but she should’ve stayed out of this. She didn’t have the right to tell him.” But maybe she did. She had been there through my entire pregnancy, despite not knowing the baby was Ci’s and when she found out she made sure she was there every other weekend and birthday and holiday so Olivia knew she had family on her fathers side there for her. She was like a sister to me now.

Oak raised a brow like he was waiting for me to get it all out before commenting.

I sighed and dropped down next to him, rubbing my temple. “But I can’t even be mad at her. Not really.”

I sucked in a shaky breath, my eyes fixed on nothing across the studio. “I should’ve told him... like you said. But every time I even thought about it, it felt like I was dying. What if he didn’t want her, Oak? That shit would’ve broke me.” I sighed.
“What if he just—” I cut myself off, shaking my head. “It bothered me that I would’ve had to chase him down, force him to even hear me out just to tell him he had a daughter. My ego wasn’t built for that. It was fighting me every step of the way, even though deep down I knew what was right.”

I let out a bitter laugh, my throat tight. “And now... after seeing his face at the party? I regret not doing it sooner. Not tracking him down and making him listen.”

My voice dropped, sharper now. “But then? Fuck him too. He should’ve been here. He should’ve had more faith in me. Faith that I could’ve helped him through whatever crisis he was in instead of disappearing like I didn’t matter.”

I blinked fast, fighting the sting in my eyes. I’d fought that fear every single day since I knew I was pregnant. That maybe he’d say, I don’t want nothing to do with her. Or with me. That maybe she’d grow up asking me why her daddy didn’t come.

Oak let me sit in that for a second, then reached over and squeezed my knee in support. He had learned when to listen and not try to talk over me these last years. Dare I say it, his cheating had brought us closer together and made him better.

I wiped my eyes, cleared my throat, and sat up straighter. “But it don’t even matter anymore, right? He knows now. But I’m dreading seeing him again. Now that I’ll be forced to work with him since the label locked us in again.”

Before I could get too deep in my own head, my assistant — Nia — pushed open the door. She looked weird. Like nervous weird. Nia was a pretty girl, tall and lithe with light skin. A USF grad who could sing but would rather not. She wanted to learn the producing and business side.

“What’s wrong?” I asked immediately.

She didn’t answer. Just came closer, holding her phone out. “You need to see this, J.”

I grabbed it and stared at the screen. It was TikTok. Someone had posted a video... from the party.

My chest tightened instantly.

It was shaky, but clear enough. Oak. Avian. Me. Ciarán. His face when Avian told him. Him storming off. Me yelling after him with Olivia in my arms.

The caption read:
“Whew... so Jordin been cheating on her husband with Ciarán? This messy af. She for the streets lmao.”

My blood ran cold. I scrolled, and a comment stabbed at me: "Deadbeat dad and a side chick mama." My vision blurred. This was our deepest hurt, our most private moment, packaged as messy gossip for the world to chew on.

“What the fuck—” I couldn’t even finish.

Nia gasped, her hand flying to her mouth. Oak sat up, looking at me with narrowed eyes like oh shit.

But neither of them were looking at the phone. I turned and found him behind me.

Ciarán. Dressed in a black polo shirt, black pants, and black and red Jordans. His line-up was fresh, beard perfection.

Standing right in the doorway.

Too fine to look so damn broken and tired. Tattoos still peeking out beneath his sleeves. That cocky smirk he used to wear was gone though. Replaced by something... else. It made me feel sad for him when I should’ve felt anything but.

“Long time no see. Well, sort of.”

My whole body locked up.

I wasn’t ready. No part of me was ready, though I knew this day would come. But I thought I’d at least get a phone call first—not him dropping his irksome ass into the same space as me after he ran from me not three days earlier.

He kept talking. Stepping inside, voice rough and low.

“I had a plan,” he said, dragging his hand over his beard. “I was gonna get all these mental health evaluations done. Prove to you and everybody that I could be trusted with my daughter. I was gonna use my mental health as an excuse... to explain why I disappeared. Try to make it sound good.”

He laughed softly, but it was filled with lemon-type bitterness. “I bought her a car too... but then I was thinking she’s four. She can’t fucking drive. And in 12 years she’ll need a new car anyway because my child will only have the best and newest.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Oak’s lips twitch like he wanted to say something or smile, but he didn’t interrupt.

Ciarán went on, eyes flickering between us, his voice breaking down little by little.

“I went to my daddy’s grave. Prayed on being a father. You know that ain’t even my thing. I ain’t hear shit, no holy voice or nothing like people say you’re supposed to... but I felt my momma. And I just knew... I knew she would be ashamed of me because I ruined everything—the only thing I had good and for no reason.”

I pressed my lips together so tight they hurt.

“And then I saw that TikTok.” He shook his head, his lips curling like the shit disgusted him. “Watching myself run away... watching myself behave like a fucking coward? Erased everything else I planned to do before I came to you.”

He looked at me. Not through me. Not over me. Dead-ass at me.

“That’s why I’m here,” he finished. His chest rose and fell heavy. “So where do I even start? How do I get you to forgive me? You too, Oak,” he added, glancing at him. “I owe you an apology... and a thank you, ‘cause I know you took over when I fumbled and I know my child is good and been good because you were there, old man.”

He was trying to lighten the tension, but to me, the room felt tighter than a jab could loosen.

Oak spoke up. Voice low. Cool but with something like understanding underneath.

“Start by asking her name.”

Ciarán frowned, looking confused.

“Our daughter,” Oak said. “Her name’s Olivia.”

The moment he said her name, I swear time slowed. Or at least Ci looked like he slowed.

Ciarán’s lips parted. His eyes glossed over. He whispered her name like it was scripture.

“Olivia…”

Something inside me cracked right then.

Because I thought I didn’t have anything left for him. I thought I hated him. Thought time had hardened me past softness.

But watching his face shift... watching him say her name like it was sacred?

I wanted to stay angry with him. I wanted to yell at him, hit him.

But my heart wasn’t participating.

And I wasn’t even mad anymore.

That scared me.

Because... how do you build a future on a foundation of four years of silence? What do we do now?


Fifty one- Oak




The front door clicked shut, soft behind me. The house was quiet, lit by a single golden light over the stove that Jordin always kept on. I dropped my keys in the bowl. The day was over.

I stepped into the living room and my eyes landed on Jordin and Olivia, curled up together on the couch, fast asleep. Olivia’s head was on Jordin’s chest, her little hand still holding a juice box. Jordin’s arm was wrapped around her. A familiar warmth bloomed in my chest. Watching them sleep felt sacred—like I’d be committing a sin just by disturbing them.

I just watched them breathe for a beat.

When I turned to head upstairs, I found Ciarán sitting in the armchair in the corner, still as a ghost. Intense, like he was trying to memorize this moment forever. I had chosen to work on a Saturday so he could spend time with Olivia alone for the first time.

I met his eyes and tilted my head toward the back door.

He unfolded himself from the chair and followed me without a sound.

We stood on the deck, looking out on the dark backyard he’d run from six months ago.

“Jordin said you got a place nearby,” I said, breaking the quiet.

Ciarán nodded, leaning his weight on the railing, his gaze fixed on the dark water. “Yeah.”

I gave a low, quiet chuckle. “That’s gonna be interesting.”
I noticed how different he was now. Less confident. Reserved. I couldn’t help but feel a pang of something that wasn’t quite pity—it was closer to recognition. He, like me, had been humbled by his own mistakes. Now he was trying to find his footing on ground he’d broken himself.

I cleared my throat. My voice was low, but clear. “I’m not fighting you, Ciarán. Not for Olivia. Not for Jordin. And I’m not going anywhere. This is my life.”

“I’m not fighting you either,” he said, his voice rough. “You stayed. I ran. I know how this works.”

“We’ve both made our mistakes,” I acknowledged. “But you helped me once. After the accident. You showed up for her, which helped her take care of me. So I’ll give you the same grace now.”

He finally looked at me then and arched a brow.
“You gonna show me a video of you fucking her and move me in? I’m all for the second part, but keep the video to yourself, old man.”

The laugh that escaped me was real, but it faded into something more profound.

“What I’m saying is... I won’t get in the way of what makes Jordin happy. Even if that includes you.”

He nodded.

And just like that, it was done. Not fixed, not perfect, but settled.


Epilogue- Ciarán




The studio lights were too bright, hot against my skin. It was a different kind of heat than the stage—this one felt surgical. Like they wanted to cut me open just to see what I was made of. I hated the podcast cameras in my face. I didn’t want to be there, but my label insisted. It wasn’t enough that in two years I’d given them two more hit records and was still touring. They wanted me to do press too.

Tasha Rene, the host, smiled with perfect teeth.
Her cohost, Radio, didn’t say shit to me—which meant Tyrell had warned him. He’d made too many jokes about my stay in the mental hospital. I threw him a glare just in case. He looked away.

I leaned back in the chair, the leather cool through my shirt.

I already knew I was gonna be annoyed before she even opened her mouth.

“So, what are you, Jordin, and Oak—officially?” she asked. “The world’s been speculating for two years now. We’ve seen the red carpets. The vacation photos. The fact that you walk into award shows with both of them like it’s normal.”

She paused for effect, eyes sharp.
“Ciarán, are you in a polyamorous relationship?”

I stared past the lights into the shadows where the producers hid. I could feel them holding their breath. They were always waiting for me to crash out.

I smiled. “Yeah. We are. In a way.”

Someone gasped. Tasha’s eyes widened—just for a beat. She had her headline, but she didn’t stop.

“People have a lot of questions,” she continued. “About the dynamics. About you and Oak.”

I let out a laugh. “Man, I know what y’all thinking. And hell no. He’s like my brother. We don’t… interact. Let’s just say he’s not my type. We have a partnership,” I added. “We love the same woman. We raise our daughter. Everybody else be trying to make the shit more complicated than it is.”

“So you all live together?”

“Yes.” I nodded. We had all moved into a bigger house a year ago.

And he’s legal married to her?

I nodded again “yes.”

Tasha pressed forward. “But you were so adamant before. No marriage. This is like a marriage. No kids, but you have one. You said you were too broken.”

“I was right,” I said, my voice quieter now. “I am broken. In ways I can’t always fix. I got a temper. There’s days when the world gets too loud, and I gotta disappear. I’ve been battling mental health shit my whole life. I swore I wouldn’t bring that to anyone. Especially not a child.”

I looked into the camera, like I could see Jordin watching.

“Then I met her. She was married. He’d fucked up. I took her home. She bribed me to do better—with food and her time. She made me wanna do better.”

I paused. Pressed my palm to my chest.

“But I knew I could never be everything for her. I’m not the rock. My love ain’t quiet—it’s a song written at 3 a.m. It’s possessive. It’s intense. But I remember anniversaries. I blow money on her and my daughter. I dance with her in the kitchen. I’ll kill for them. But I’m not... safe. Some times I need to be alone for days or I’ll blow up. ”

I took a sip of water.

“But Oak is safe. He’s the foundation. I trust him.”

I set the glass down.

“So this... this arrangement? It worked. My daughter gets the best of both worlds.” Oak's parent's and brother thought the opposite, but did they really matter. 

Tasha tilted her head, voice getting slick.
“Do you think your time in a mental hospital has anything to do with why you agreed to an arrangement like this?”

I blinked once.
And just like that—I flipped.

“You playing with me?”

Her mouth opened. I didn’t let her get the words out.

“What the fuck me being in a mental hospital gotta do with anything? That’s where we going? You just wanted to bring that shit up” I almost called her a bitch. 

The door to the studio slammed opened and Tyrell and Oak walked in. Jordin had sent Oak to babysit me since it was my first interview in seven years. He looked out of place in his suit.

“We told y’all not to bring that shit up,” Tyrell snapped at the producers.

I held up a hand. “Nah. They good. I’m gone.”

Oak barked, “Handle it, Tyrell.”

I was about to leave peacefully but then the cohost opened his damn mouth.
“So y’all both be fucking her or not?” He had a big fucking cheese-eating grin on his fat fucking face I would’ve loved to remove.

I slapped both hands on the table.

“I’ll flip this whole fucking set and beat your ass, bitch.”

My phone rang. I already knew it was Jordin, the podcast was live. She was gonna be pissed if I did anything too volatile.

I looked down. Exhaled through my nose.

Then I turned and walked out.
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