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Introduction

I was finishing another book and got this idea out of nowhere. Some folks got in my inbox and told me to keep it light.  Ain't no kidnapping or nothing. I kinda wanted to add some violence but I refrained. LOL




See yall again in a couple weeks. Baalil is coming. 
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Bambi-

Cold brick bit into my back as I leaned against the wall of the corner store, watching Karla take a long, slow drag on her cigarette. She was wrapped up in a big, white faux-fur coat, looking every bit like Sanaa Lathan, her neon-green nails tapping against her phone screen.

Karla was my next-door neighbor. She smoked too much, was too loud and blunt, but she looked out for me and my sister like we were family, so she was perfect to me. She had moved into our neighborhood right after my mother passed away and filled the space she left behind. She was like fifty, looked forty, and acted like she was twenty-five. She’d curse you out one minute and fix you a plate the next. She didn’t give you space to second-guess her.

She kept glancing over at me as she scrolled through profiles on some new adult site called Intimate Exchange.

“I know things are tight, girl,” she said, blowing out smoke and watching me through the haze. “I’m showing you this because it’s your way out. Just a few nights here and there—nothing too crazy. Not saying you gotta sell pussy on the regular. Just keep a few clients, get some money. That’s how I made ends meet when times were hard back in my day.”

I opened my mouth to tell her I had morals, that I couldn’t go there. But Karla was already looking at me like she knew I was going to do it. So, I didn’t bother trying to act like it was above me.

The truth was, I had already started to consider it and many other things, like stripping and scamming—something that didn’t require a regular schedule. I was barely holding my life together financially. My part-time job waitressing paid damn near nothing. I couldn’t work full-time because I had to take care of my sister, Nica. Because of her sickle cell, most days she could barely get out of bed. I’d already lost my mama to it—Nica was all I had left, and I’d do anything to keep her healthy and happy.

“Your sister’s not gonna get better with you struggling along at that diner,” Karla said, her voice soft, like she was trying to coddle me. “I’m not saying do this forever. Just do it until you can breathe.”

I really wanted the breath she was talking about. I couldn’t even remember what it felt like to take a deep breath. And Nica needed a lot.

Prescription medications.
Doctor’s visits.
Hydration therapy.
Heating pads and blankets.
Healthy food.

I took a hit from the blunt Karla had handed me earlier, letting the smoke burn its way down my throat. Being high made it easier to talk myself into doing what the fuck I needed to.

I left Karla at the store and walked the two blocks back home. I couldn’t afford wasting gas, so I’d left my car sitting at the house when Karla called me.

As soon as I got there, I checked on Nica. It was after ten. She was sleeping in her room, the oxycodone she had taken an hour earlier making her breathing slow and soft. She only had two more pills left but eight days until her refill. I’d have to pay out of pocket for more from one of the corner boys.

I headed to my bedroom to pick out an outfit, then to the bathroom to shower the cold that had settled under my flesh away.

After, I slipped into the fishnets Karla had given me a while ago, the zigzag pattern stretching across my thick thighs. I went to my closet, grabbed a bodysuit, and the shortest pair of cutoff shorts I owned, and pulled them on over the bodysuit. They clung snugly to my hips.

I left my blown-out hair alone and added a trace of crimson to my plush lips. I grabbed my phone and angled the camera above me, sliding my finger over the screen. The click was audible. I lowered my phone to inspect the shot. Too blurry. My hand was trembling, and the room lighting wasn’t doing me any favors.

I went into the bathroom, turned on the light, and tried again, this time with one hip popped to the side, so whoever was searching could see how thick I was. Another click. I examined the result, biting my lip. Not bad, but not great either. I took a breath, smoothed my shirt down, and tried again. Click. Another pose, different angle until I got the perfect picture. You could see all of me in it.

I grabbed a half-gone blunt and lighter from the sink drawer, lit it, and held it between my fingers as I leaned against the cracked bathroom sink. Smoke curled lazily in front of me, making my reflection in the mirror look hazy. Bringing it to my lips, I took a deep inhale, closing my eyes and letting the purple do its job, softening my edges and getting rid of some of my worry, some of my fears.

When I opened my eyes, Bambi Cruz stared back at me.

Tall, thick in all the ways that some men liked and some didn’t. I had a runner’s build, big thighs, soft belly, and shoulders wide enough to match the double D’s on my chest. I just stared at myself for a beat, then looked back down at my phone.

“Just post it, Bambi,” I murmured to myself.

Without letting myself think even a second longer, I opened Intimate Exchange. I had already made a profile with Karla’s help.

The name “Bambi” looked strange on the screen, like it was fake, but it was the one my mama had given me. She said the Disney movie was her favorite as a child.

I’d left the bio simple, a few words hinting at availability, like the other profiles had. I pushed post.

The screen went blank for a second, like it was pausing to make sure I was sure… I was sure then it flashed confirming… Posted

I put my phone down and headed to Nica’s room, peeking in at her again. I felt a strange kind of calm settle over me. Everything I did, I did for her. This was just another thing on the list.

Back in my room, I lay on the bed. My high was fading. I was exhausted. I stared up at the ceiling. The second I shut my eyes, my phone buzzed. My heart dropped into my stomach. I reached for it, my hands trembling. I picked it up and stared at the screen. A single "Hi." That was all.


Apollo-

I shot up in bed, heart pounding, pulse racing. The entire terrain of my body was sticky from sweat grown cold. I was tired, mentally and physically. Every night it was the same fucking nightmare— the pain was first, then the gunshot, the scream, the silence after.

I swung my legs over the side of the bed, clenching my jaw against the bile rising in my throat. The nightmare was filled with tragedy that happened when I was twenty-six. A long time ago. I was about to be forty in a few years, but I felt older. Guilt had a way of clinging to you, sapping away your energy, so I was always tired.

I wanted to move on—I had in some ways. I have four auto shops now, making seven figures. A nice house. A life that should’ve been enough by now. I’d gone from college, the streets, to prison for a few years. I had overcome. I healed physically. I changed. But every night, without fail, the nightmares came. I had everything but peace.

In the bathroom, I turned the faucet to cold and splashed water over my face. I kept my eyes on the sink, knowing what I’d see in the mirror and not sure I wanted to face it. But eventually, I looked up, and there he was—Apollo King, the scarred motherfucker staring back. Burned skin on the right side of my face ran from my cheekbone down to my jaw, a permanent reminder of the night I learned never to play with anybody's feelings.

Belinda. I met her in high school. I’d loved her the way young niggas with no sense do—hard but reckless. I was out running the streets every night, lying and cheating, while she stayed solid, my ride-or-die. She was there for me even when I was in prison. She was sweet as fucking sugar when she wanted to be. Girls like Belinda loved with their whole soul—until you made them cross that line between love and hate. And when I crossed it, she made damn sure I’d never forget.

A year after I got out of prison for drug and gun possession, it happened. One night, out of nowhere—or maybe I should’ve seen it coming—she threw boiling grits on me. While I screamed and cried, she stood over me, calm as hell, listing every reason I’d made her hate me over the years. Then she walked into the bathroom, locked the door, and the coroner carried her out.

I wished I could go back in time and do better.

It wasn’t like I didn’t know how to. My parents had been married forever. I knew how to treat a woman—my daddy had taught by example. It was just something in me that just didn’t want to do right back then.

Sighing, I ran a thumb over the scar, causing old rage simmering under my skin. I’d been handsome as fuck once—built like a truck, a college football star at Miami U, with the world in front of me. But I wanted to be in the streets more.

I still had the build, still put in the hours at the gym. I was just a shadow of my former self, though.

I left the bathroom, dragging my feet back to bed. I sat on the side and glanced over at my phone on the edge of my nightstand. I was lonely, and melancholy had me in a chokehold. I needed somebody.

I had no one to call to come to make me feel better. I wanted to call no one. But then I remembered the app my brother had shown me.

“Use it to get back out there,” Aamon had said. “It’s been years, Apollo.”

Aamon was the good one, always had been. My parents still favored him to this day. But I understood why. My big brother kept himself on the straight and narrow, did everything right. Every time he looked at me, I could see it in his eyes—that hope that maybe I’d man the fuck up and pull myself together mentally and emotionally.

I didn’t think my pride would let me actually pay for company though. It wasn’t that I couldn’t get women the old-fashioned way—it was just that I didn’t want to deal with the baggage of explaining everything that had happened or wondering if they were with me for all the wrong reasons. It wasn’t like I’d been without pussy. I had friends. But that bred attachment. And I wasn’t ready for that. It had been months since I even called one of them.

Stifling a yawn, I picked up my phone from the nightstand and set it back down. This wasn’t me—at least, it hadn’t been.

But the quiet in the room felt louder than ever

I picked the phone up again. Against my better judgment, I opened the app and started scrolling. Profile after profile flashed by, faces blending together. Nothing hit me. None of them looked like what I needed.

“This was a waste,” I spoke out loud. But just as I was ready to back out, delete the whole damn thing, one profile stopped me.

Bambi.

There were prettier women I passed on, but there was something about her.

Her main picture was low-lit and messy, like she didn’t give a fuck about it being perfect. The fishnets she wore were stretched over her thick thighs, cutoff shorts clung to her wide hips. Her breasts were more than a handful, and I had big ass hands. She was built for sex. But her eyes were big and brown and soulful. A hooker with innocent eyes?

Something twisted in me, making me feel… I don’t know exactly what. Protectiveness? Desire? Curiosity? Maybe all of it.

Before I could overthink it, I typed out a quick "Hi" and hit send. Surprised at the rush that came with it. One word, barely anything, but my heart was thudding like I’d just done something strenuous.


Bambi-

Four hundred dollars. We had exchanged texts for about an hour, going over the formalities. His name was Apollo, like in the movie. I sent him two more pictures of me, and that’s what he offered for a few hours. It was enough to keep the lights on, to get Nica’s meds, and maybe give her something small for Christmas. It wasn’t much, but it was enough.

I left my sister a note telling her I’d be back by eight if she woke up early. I had called Karla and told her to keep an eye out. She lived two doors down. I took a breath, locked my door behind me, and stepped out into the cold night without a coat because I didn’t have one cute enough to pretend to be a hooker in. Three in the morning was dead quiet.

My nerves were wound tight as fuck. I kept telling myself I was doing this for Nica, for both of us, but it still felt like a risk. I checked my bag for my knife and stun gun. Just in case.

I made my way down my drive towards my Dodge Charger, a gift Mama’s boyfriend had given her before she died two years ago. It was a beater by the time he did give it to her. He told me to keep it, then disappeared like he hadn’t been in our lives for almost ten years. I didn’t hold it against him, though.

Suddenly, the night lit up. I glanced across the street, and my eyes landed on Rock. He was inside his parked car. Smoke curled out of the cracked window as he eyed me, his face half-hidden in the shadows.

My shoulders sagged. Fuck. I didn’t need this shit.

I tried to speed-walk to the car, but he was already out of his, coming my way, his steps heavy by the time I got there.

“Where you going at this hour, Bambi?” His voice was low.

Rock was the kind of man that could ruin you before you even knew what hit you. Dark skin smooth as silk, low waves that always stayed giving sea sickness, tattoos covering every inch of him like a Chipotle bag. He was the type of trouble you get in on purpose. And for a minute, I indulged.

“Leave me the fuck alone, Rock. Go back to bother your wife.” I’d gotten involved with Rock before I knew he had a wife. They were separated, but he didn’t tell me that—or that she even existed. If that wasn’t bad enough, he liked to tussle. He smiled sweet when he wanted you but swung on you when he got mad. It took me a year to leave him alone. I wasn’t stupid. Just grieving, since he came into my life right after my mother passed. That was almost a year ago, but he was still harassing me about leaving him alone.

He reached out, grabbing my arm, his grip tight, nails digging into my skin. “Since when you talk to me like that?” he sneered, too close, the smell of weed and smoke filling the air between us. “Better watch your mouth, little girl.”

I yanked my arm free, fixing him with a cold glare. “Better watch yours,” I hissed, “or I might knock on your front door and tell your wife you’re harassing me.”

His eyes narrowed, but he stepped back, watching me as I got into the driver’s seat. His gaze burned into me as I pulled away, but I didn’t look back. Fuck him.

The city transformed as I drove, the streets going from rundown and dark to well-lit and pristine, like I’d crossed some invisible line that kept the haves and have-nots separated.

The house my GPS directed me to was all concrete and looked like money. I parked in the driveway and checked myself in the mirror. I’d showered and put on what I’d worn in the picture—exactly what he’d asked for. I adjusted my top, took a deep breath, and reminded myself this was about the money, nothing else.

It was a short walk to the door. It opened before I made it. A tall, broad man stood filling up the doorway. Shirtless, his skin was dark, smooth like obsidian. He was muscular in the way some men are when fat has settled over the muscles, like he worked out but ate what he wanted. It was too dark to see his whole face, but he had a salt-and-pepper beard. There was something sad in his eyes that pulled at my heartstrings as he looked me over without a word, taking me in from head to toe, slowly.

Then I noticed the gun in his hand, resting by his side. He glanced behind me, scanned the area, then slipped the gun into his pocket and stepped back. “Come on in,” he said, his voice low, deep, and rough. “I know how setups go. Seen too many niggas fall prey. Had to make sure.” His voice lingered as he walked away.

I hesitated but then said fuck it. He’d invited me to his home. I told him I was giving a friend his address, and I had. I doubted he wanted to hurt me. I followed him in. His back was hard and wide, and he wore a pair of black dress pants and no shoes.

The house was modern, cold though, a place where everything looked expensive and untouched. It reeked of money in a way that expensive places smelled expensive. I followed him through wide hallways, past walls lined with abstract art. His bedroom was at the end of the hall—huge, decorated in all black. It felt bigger than my whole house. A huge custom bed set in the middle. A black sofa sat near the window, and he dropped down onto it, placed his pistol on the floor, picked up a bottle of bourbon, unscrewed the cap, and held it up in the air.

“You want a drink?” he asked, glancing over at me, his gaze heavy, unreadable.

I shook my head. “No. I’m good.”

He clicked on a lamp, illuminating his face in a soft, yellow glow. A healed burn cut across his cheek, covering one side of his face. He was still really handsome, even with the scars. Big, about thirty-five or forty years old. He was not what I was expecting. I’d always thought men who paid for company would be a little sad, maybe even a little broken. It seemed that he might be both. But I also thought they’d be unattractive. Men you’d look at once and never twice. But he wasn’t that. He’d offered to send me a picture before I came, but I declined, afraid if he was ugly, I wouldn’t have come.

“You sure you don’t want one now?” His lips curled into a smirk, something self-deprecating in his eyes.

I swallowed, feeling my nerves spike as I held his gaze. “I’m sure.”

He looked me up and down, studying me, and I couldn’t tell what he was thinking. “Then why do you look so fucking scared?”

His bluntness threw me off, caught me off guard. “I… I ain’t never done this before,” I mumbled, feeling my cheeks warm, but I didn’t look away.

He chuckled, low and rough, like he didn’t believe me. “Yeah, right. They all say that.”

I pressed my fingers to my lips, shaking my head. “I ain’t got no reason to lie,” I rebutted, feeling myself getting an attitude. A nigga who uses a hooker ain’t no better than a hooker. What was I lying to him for?

“Everybody lies.” He leaned forward, his eyes narrowing, like he was trying to figure me out.

“Not about this,” I shot back.

“Then why are you here?” His voice was quiet but hard, like he already knew the answer.

I took a deep breath, telling him the whole truth. “My sister has sickle cell. I need the money for her meds, for the lights, for food… Christmas is around the corner, and I want her to have something, anything.” My voice cracked, but I held his gaze.

For a second, he just looked at me, then reached into his wallet, pulled out four crisp bills, and held them out. “Here. Go home, Bambi.”

I stared at the money, my pride fighting my need, but I shook my head. “I’ll do something for it. I said I would. I hate owing people anything.”

“You want to fuck me for this money?” He cocked his head and waited for me to answer.

I shook my head. “I don’t, but I will.”

He nodded, a small, almost sad smile crossing his face. “Alright. Just lay with me till I fall asleep. That’s it. No sex, just stay.” He looked me in the eyes. “The money will be on the nightstand. The door will lock behind you when you decide to leave.”

What a strange request, but then I could see some type of loneliness in his eyes. I understood that.

I nodded. “I can do that.” He stood, moving slow like he didn’t want to spook my timid ass.

I watched him stand, my heartbeat a little louder than it should’ve been. His hands went to the button on his pants. He unfastened them and let them fall, leaving him in nothing but his boxers. He had thick, solid legs, big thighs that looked like they could hold weight, like they’d been tested. His dick was semi-hard against his thigh. It was big, too, like the rest of him.

Looking at him made my skin tingle.

I was almost disappointed that there wouldn’t be any sex involved—almost. It had been a while. And watching him had my body reminding my brain just how long it had been. Yeah, I would have fucked him and most likely enjoyed it. It would’ve been easy to get lost in something without strings, just skin, heat, and money as the cherry on top.

He got into bed and pulled his black comforter over himself. I slipped off my shoes and shorts, leaving on everything else, and slid into the bed beside him.

He was not shy or timid. He wrapped an arm around me, his head finding the curve of my neck, his breath warm and heavy against my skin. I could smell the bourbon on his breath. He was wearing something expensive that hid his natural scent, but he smelled real good. His whole body was tense, like he was holding back from relaxing or was scared to sleep. I reached for his hand, tracing small circles over his knuckles, then moved to massage his fingers one by one. Slowly, I felt his body start to relax, his breathing slow. Within minutes, he was drifting off, his arm heavy over me. I could feel his chest rising and falling in a steady rhythm.

I stayed still, barely breathing.

After a while longer, I eased my arm free, careful not to make a sound, sliding one leg off the bed. He whimpered. I turned and found his body tense. His face twisted, brows pulling tight, jaw clenched, like he was wrestling with something in his sleep. His hand was clenched in the sheets.

He looked tormented, trapped by something he couldn’t shake. I thought of Mama, the nights when her pain got so bad I’d sing to her, real low, just enough to soothe her until she could sleep. I laid back down.

“I gotta find peace of mind, I gotta find peace of mind…” Lauryn Hill’s words slipped out, filling the quiet. “He says it's impossible, but I know it’s possible.” His breathing settled, his grip on the sheets loosening as he reached for me, dragged me to him. I kept singing until my own eyes grew heavy. I fell asleep right beside this strange man without even a thought about it.


Apollo-

I watched her on the security feed from my kitchen. Her plush body was stretched out on my bed, her breathing slow and even. Sunlight crept in, brushing across her face, and I saw her blink herself awake. Confusion came first, like she was trying to piece together where she was. Then a quick flash of panic followed. She glanced around, caught her breath, then grabbed her phone. Her eyes widened when she saw the time—it was almost eleven a.m.

I’d had a similar reaction when I woke up an hour earlier, though for completely different reasons. I didn’t sleep. Not for long. Not as long.

Watching her now, sober and clear-headed, I realized just how stunning she really was. Her pictures hadn’t done her justice. She had a round, pretty face with dimpled cheeks, a button nose, plush lips, and skin like brown sugar. And a head full of natural hair that was thick and hung past her shoulders. Then there was her voice—velvet and honey smooth. Soft like fingertips trailing over bare skin. It had stayed with me in my dreams, chasing away the nightmares.

She sat up, moving fast, her fingers brushing through the tangled halo of her hair. She grabbed her clothes and pulled them on. That’s when she called someone on speakerphone, her voice low. I could barely hear the other end, but the girl sounded young. Probably the sister she spoke of. Maybe she wasn’t lying last night after all. I leaned forward, watching her hang up, then pick up the cash from the nightstand. My Rolex sat right there next to it, untouched. She didn’t go through my drawers, didn’t try to take anything that wasn’t offered. I respected that.

I kept second-guessing myself about the deal I wanted to offer her. Was I making my life more complicated than it needed to be? Than I wanted it to be? I had structured my life to avoid intimacy and entanglements. But if I didn’t, what would I be giving up? I answered my own question. The calm of having someone who didn’t wince at my scars. A good night’s sleep.

She’d only been here one night, had only sung one song to me, and I was feeling less hollow. Less empty and more like my old self. That was dangerous. It wasn’t what I wanted—or at least, it wasn’t what I deserved.

When she headed toward the door, I made up my mind. I moved from the kitchen to meet her halfway, catching her in the hall. “Can I talk to you in the kitchen?”

She turned to face me quickly, sending herself off balance. Her hand brushed the wall to steady herself. She paused, her head tilting slightly as her gaze swept over my face. Her lips pressed together, like she was debating whether to say no. She finally gave me a small nod. I turned, and without a word, she followed.

I had coffee brewing, eggs on the table. I could tell she wasn’t expecting breakfast. She stood, glancing from the food to me, cautious, like she wasn’t sure what kind of game I was playing. I poured myself a cup and gestured for her to sit.

“Eat.” I took a sip of my coffee, watching her closely. I noticed she didn’t flinch when looking at me or stare at the damaged side of my face. Other women noticed—whether they tried to act like they didn’t or stared a second too long. But not her. Last night, she’d looked right at me, met my gaze, like the scar wasn’t even there. I could actually see desire in her eyes.

After a beat, she sat down, finally taking a bite of eggs, her eyes shifting over to me every few seconds. I could feel her sizing me up.

I didn’t waste time with small talk. “You said you needed a job,” I said, keeping my voice matter-of-fact.

She glanced up, eyes still wary as they had been last night, but I loved the eye contact shit she did. Most people didn’t look me in the eye. Whether it was the scars, my size, or the way I carried myself.

She nodded. “I didn’t say I needed a job, But I do. You got one that’s part-time, pays well, I can do at night?”

I nodded. “Yeah. I got one.”

She raised an eyebrow. “And what is it?”

I put my cup down, looking her dead in the eye. “What you did last night. I slept six straight hours, uninterrupted. Haven’t done that in years.”

She stared at me, her expression a mix of confusion and disbelief. “All I did was rub your hand and sing a little. That was enough?”

I nodded. “Yeah, it was. You coming here, your presence was enough. I want you to do that. Just like last night.” I liked sleeping beside her. Her body felt right against mine. Her smell was already scratched into my brain in a way I didn’t understand.

“Why can’t you sleep?” she asked.

I shook my head. “Doesn’t matter.”

She was quiet for a second, her eyes searching mine. “So I’m supposed to come here at night, sing to you, just… lay there with you?”

“Yes.”

She sat back in her seat. “Will this involve sex?”

I leaned back, letting my eyes roam over her for a second before meeting her gaze again. My voice dropped lower, deliberately. “That would help me sleep. If we get comfortable, there could be sex. Could you see yourself being kissed by me? Fucked by me?”

She dropped her eyes and took her time, letting her gaze drop to my mouth, lingering there for a beat too long before coming back to my eyes, a faint smirk playing on her lips.

“Yeah,” she said, her voice low. “I could see that.”

Oh, she’s a bold one. I wasn’t expecting her answer to be so… I don’t know, she had seemed so scared last night. For a moment, it threw me. I searched her face, looking for a sign she was bluffing. But her stare locked on me and stayed steady.

All the blood in my body rushed to my dick.

“Alright,” I said, clearing my throat, adjusting my position in the chair. “I’ll pay you a weekly rate. You come in the evenings, stay until I fall asleep.” My voice dropped, and I let her feel the weight of each word. “We’ll see where it goes from there.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it,” I said, not breaking eye contact. “Name your price.”

She hesitated, then blurted out, “A thousand a week.” She said excitedly. As if that was a lot of money.

Before I could respond, my phone started buzzing on the counter. I sighed, already knowing it was my brother. I raised a finger, signaling her to hold on. If I didn’t answer, he’d show up on my doorstep.

I picked up. “Hello? Yeah, I’m good,” I said, then covered the phone. “Say something so I can hang up.” She leaned in and called my name softly—almost a moan, her voice low and smooth.

My brother’s voice echoed loud in my ear. “You got a woman over?”

“Yes, I got to go.” I clicked off, shaking my head as she smirked across the table. I leaned forward. “You’ve already proven yourself more valuable than I though. I’ll give you two thousand a week.”

“Deal,” she said grinning.


Bambi-

“I gotta get going.” After we’d finished breakfast in silence, I still couldn’t believe I’d agreed to come to some strange man’s house and basically rock him to sleep every night, but...here I was. As I stood, I realized that neither one of us had asked the most important question: How long would this arrangement last? Was this just for a few weeks, a few months, or until one of us decided it was over? I guess we were both just willingly skipping over the details. At least I was.

I pushed away from his table, nodding, feeling awkward. I headed toward his front door. He was a step behind me; I could feel his eyes all over me. He reached past me to open the door. His smell hit me—a mix of soap and something dark, musky, like cedar or smoke.

“Thanks,” I muttered, stepping out into the cold.

I glanced back to find him standing on the steps outside, face unreadable, watching me as I got to my car, opened the door, got in, and cranked the engine.

It sputtered to life, groaning. Before I could back out more than two feet, he raised his hand, signaling for me to stop.

I rolled down my window, frowning. “What?” I said harsher than I meant, hoping he wasn’t about to change his mind about our deal.

He stepped off the porch and leaned in my window, his face serious. “Get out of the car.”

“What?” I repeated, blinking at him.

“Get. Out.” He sounded mad. “You’re driving a death trap. I can hear the engine struggling, and I’m pretty sure your brakes are bad.”

I shot him a look. “Are you some kind of mechanic?”

“That’s exactly what I am,” he replied, giving me a hard stare. “Get out.”

I gave him a look like he was crazy. He didn’t look like any mechanic I knew—more like a GQ model. My eyes trailed down to his nails; they were clean and well-manicured. “I gotta get home.”

“Then I’ll take you home and have your car towed.” His voice was firm, leaving no room for argument.

I didn’t want to piss him off and have him thinking I was difficult before I even got a chance to earn some money. I sighed, sucked my teeth, but finally stepped out. “Fine.” I pouted.

He shook his head, muttering to himself. Turning, he walked back toward the house. “Let me grab my keys,” he called over his shoulder, then stopped mid-step and turned to fully take me in, his eyes trailing from my breasts down to my thighs, making me self-conscious.

“What do you sleep in?” he asked, his voice even rougher than before.

I frowned. “Panties and a T-shirt.”

He nodded, like he’d just made some decision. “We’ll make a stop on the way to your place,” he said, still not looking at me directly.

“A stop where?” I called after him, but he was already inside.

When he came back, he held out a sweatshirt with Ice Cube’s face on it. “Put this on.”

I hesitated but shrugged, figuring it was better than having to explain to Nica why I was out in a bodysuit and booty shorts in the dead of winter. I took off my coat, slid the shirt on over my clothes, and zipped my coat back up.

“I can’t be making stops,” I muttered. “I need to get back to my sister.”

He watched me put the shirt on, his gaze steady. “How old is your sister?”

“Nineteen,” I said, pulling my coat closed.

“And she can’t spend a few more hours without you?” He tilted his head slightly, his tone harsh.

“She can, but—”

“No buts,” he cut me off, placing a firm hand on the small of my back, steering me to his car. “Come on.”

I huffed, rolling my eyes. “You’re bossy as fuck.”

“I’m a boss.” He smirked just as a tow truck pulled up. He ran a hand over his beard, his gaze shifting to the vehicle.

I ignored his remark. “Should I write down my address for him?”

He shook his head, waving the driver over. “No, it’s going to my shop down the street.”

My heart sank. “I can’t afford to fix everything wrong with that car. As a matter of fact, I can’t afford to fix just one thing wrong with it,” I blurted, feeling my panic rise. Why would I have shown up at his place for four hundred dollars if I had thousands to fix my car? He was irking me.

Apollo turned to me, looking unaffected by anything I had said. “I didn’t ask if you could.” He waved the tow driver over. “The car will be fixed.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I told you, I don’t like owing people anything.”

He gave me a look, so unbothered it was almost offensive. “Fine. I’ll take a hundred out of your pay every week until it’s paid off.”

“One hundred? That’ll take forever to pay back. There’s a lot wrong with it.”

“It doesn’t matter, I wasn’t going to take it anyway. I just wanted you to stop whining.”

My eyes bugged out of my head. Before I could reply, the tow driver, a young dude, light-skinned, cute, about my age, came over, eyes roaming a little too freely over me.

Apollo’s expression hardened, his voice turning dark. “Take your eyes off her, and get her car fucking loaded. Fix what’s needed and call me when it’s done.”

The driver’s gaze dropped immediately. He turned to do his job as Apollo opened his car door on a nice Lexus SUV for me. I closed my coat, not wanting to give him any reason to use the tone he used with the driver on me. I slid into the passenger seat, sinking into the buttery leather.

“Where are we going?” I asked as he got in.

“Shopping,” he replied, starting the car.

“Shopping for what?”

“Stuff,” he replied.

I gritted my teeth and left it alone.

A while later, we pulled up in front of a lingerie shop. I shifted, uncomfortable, as we walked in. The woman behind the counter gave me a look, like I was dirty.

I would have cursed her out, but I didn’t want to show my ass in front of Apollo.

Apollo ignored her altogether.

“What’s your size?”

“Uh... I’m a size 14, 10 in panties. For bras, a 36DD. And... for everything else, usually a large or extra-large. Depends on the brand.”

He nodded and headed straight for the racks, picking out pieces. He called over one of the women and started ordering her around. “She’ll need a few sets in her sizes. Something classic and something…” He trailed off, his eyes meeting mine briefly. “...special.”

I inhaled. I didn’t even know what I should do or if I should try to give any input. I stood there, watching him until he handed me an armful of lace. “Try these, let me see.” It was an order. He did that a lot, making commands, ordering me. I didn’t exactly hate it, coming from him.

I hesitated, glancing around at the women watching us, I felt my cheeks heat, but I took them and went into the dressing room. I slipped into one of the sets he’d chosen. I avoided the mirror. If I thought about what I was doing too much, I might freak out.

He was sitting right outside the dressing room, relaxed, legs spread wide, lazing like he had all the time in the world, but everything about him made him seem like he was anything but a patient man. His fingers drummed against his thigh, slow and steady. He looked… good. Several women in the store were watching him, hard, but he didn’t seem to notice. He dragged his eyes from a spot on the floor to me when I exited.

His Adam's apple bobbed, as his tongue glided over his lips like he was imagining tasting something sweet.

“Turn around.” His voice was deeper now than before.

Heart banging, I turned slowly, my eyes closed, my skin heating under his gaze, feeling his eyes on every inch of my exposed flesh. Then suddenly, he was behind me, his hand warm on my hip. He leaned in, his mouth close to my ear. “I like it,” he murmured, splaying his hand on the curve of my waist as he spoke, gripping me. “Does it feel as soft as it looks?” He wasn’t talking about the lingerie.

It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him to touch it and find out. I bit into my jaw to keep from doing that.

His fingers moved, tracing a slow line up my spine, his touch was light but left a path of heat as he went. Every nerve in my body came to life.

He was hard against my back.

I was wet.

He was holding his breath.

So was I, my body on the verge of trembling as he stepped back, his hand falling away.

“Try on the red one I gave you next,” he instructed, his voice low and rough. “The lace one.” I opened my eyes and caught the reflection of us in the mirror. There was a slight smirk tugging at his lips, like he knew exactly what he was doing to me. Breathing heavy, I scurried my ass into the dressing room. I needed a moment.

I tried on piece after piece, feeling myself become more and more turned on by his response to each set.

“I like it.” For the red boy shorts and t-shirt bra.

“Turn around.” When there was a thong.

He liked a white g-string a lot. “Damn,” the word so low it was almost a growl. He sat back, dragging a hand over his beard, shaking his head like he needed a second to process.

The last set was a black La Perla, see-through lace bra and thong. I had only heard about the brand and never dreamed I’d be wearing it. It was silky soft against my skin. “Come closer,” he said, and I stepped toward him without thinking, my feet moving on their own. He reached for the lace strap, adjusting it slightly on my shoulder, his knuckles brushing my nipple. “This one,” he said, his voice quiet but firm. “You make this one look… expensive.”

I couldn’t fucking breathe and was scared he’d notice my thighs were wet.

By the end, I was horny and restless and glad when it was over.

After changing into my own clothes, I held the last pair of panties I tried on behind my back. They were soaked. “I’ll pay for this one,” I murmured.

Apollo raised an eyebrow, walked over, and took them from my hand, stuffing them into his pants pocket. “I’m paying for all of it.”

I had never been shy or timid, but I felt like I was in that moment. I couldn’t even meet his eyes. “I’ll wait for you outside by the car.”

Back in the car, I dug through the bag in search of the wet panties. While adding up the tally of what he spent in my head, I let my thoughts slip. “I can’t believe you paid all that for this. I look just as good naked.”

He glanced over at me, his expression unreadable. “You planning on sleeping naked next to me? Because I’ll take it all back if so.” He sounded so serious.

I hurriedly shook my head, feeling my cheeks burn. “No, that’s not what I meant.”

“Too bad,” he said and started the car.


Bambi-

He didn’t take me home after the shopping.

We pulled up to a high-end restaurant called Prime Ocean. The second I realized where we were, I shook my head, not even bothering to hide my reaction.

“There is no way I’m going in there dressed like this,” I said, crossing my arms. The valet guy was already walking towards the car.

Apollo barely glanced my way, his hand already reaching for the door handle. “You’re coming in,” he said.

“No, I’m not,” I shot back, voice low but sharp. “Look at me. I’m not going in there.”

He let out a small sigh but was still calm, too calm, as if he’d already decided what I was going to do and I was annoying him by delaying the inevitable.

“This is where I planned to eat today,” he said, glancing at me with that hard look. “Now, you can either walk in, or I’ll carry you in.”

I laughed, half in disbelief. “Nigga, please.”

His gaze didn’t waver. “Try me.”

“Apollo, I’m serious. I’m not going in there like this.”

He leaned in close, his voice dropping low. “And I’m serious too. You’re walking in, or I’m carrying you. Either way, we’re eating here.”

I turned to stare him in the eyes. He was serious.

“Fine,” I muttered, even though I wanted to test him.

One valet opened my door, a young white dude. He eyed me hard until Apollo cleared his throat, putting a fire under his ass. He walked around and grabbed Apollo's keys. Apollo came around and guided me to the door, his hand on the small of my back. He held the door open like the situation was completely normal. Him dressed like he was ready for a day in a corporate office, and me dressed like I was going to the club.

The hostess gave us a quick up-and-down look. I wanted to crawl into my own skin. Apollo didn’t even blink. She smiled at him like she knew him, then after a beat, spoke to him using his first name and led us to a table, her eyes darting between me and him, like she was trying to figure us out.

This man was beyond being embarrassed. He held his head high.

After being seated, Apollo leaned back in his chair, watching me. I caught myself looking at the scar on his face, wondering about his story. The unasked question was sitting on my tongue, heavy.

He must’ve noticed because he raised his chin a little and cleared his throat. “You want to know what happened to my face?”

His expression didn’t change, but his eyes went a little darker.

I nodded.

He ran his finger through his healthy-ass beard before speaking. “I treated somebody who loved me badly,” he said, getting to the point. “She decided to make sure I remembered her. She threw hot grits in my face before killing herself.”

The bluntness of his answer was jarring. I felt for him, but I felt for her more.

“I’m sorry that happened to you. You say you treated her badly. What exactly did you do to push her that far?” I was wondering if he was like Rock. Did he like to put his hands on her? He didn’t seem the type.

His eyes locked on mine, and for a moment, I thought he might not answer. But then he leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table, tense shoulders. His fingers laced together like he was bracing himself for my judgment.

“I lied. I cheated. I made her feel small. I took her for granted. I made her cry. I made her hate me.”

I tilted my head. “So, you were trash,” I said, my voice flat.

He let out a humorless laugh. “Yeah. I was trash.”

“And the grits? That’s extreme.”

His jaw clenched, his gaze dropping for a moment before he looked back at me. “I guess she was fed up. She packed her bags long before resorting to this, told me she was leaving, and I begged her to stay. Promised I’d change, that I’d do better. She stayed. She held me down. I didn’t change.”

My chest tightened as I listened, my grip on the glass in front of me tightening. “And then?”

“And then one day she walked into the house like everything was normal. She didn’t yell. Didn’t cry. I was laying on our bed when she came into the room and just… looked at me. Like I’d broken something in her. I should’ve said something, but she was always so angry, and I was tired... I went to sleep. Pain worse than anything I ever felt woke me up an hour later.”

I watched him for a moment, the way his eyes carried a kind of guilt that seemed too big for one person to hold. “So… what are you doing now to be better?”

The question seemed to catch him off guard, his eyes widening slightly before he leaned back in his chair. “I don’t lie. Don’t cheat. Stay away from anything that feels like it might hurt someone else. But it’s not like I get close to anyone to even have the chance to fuck it up.”

“Sounds sad, but did you learn anything else from it?” I asked, genuinely curious.

I shouldn’t have been trying to dig into the details of his trauma, but I did want to know how much it had changed him. Men were good at ruining shit and continuing to ruin shit despite the consequence.

He tilted his head slightly, studying me. “What lessons should I have learned from it, other than what I told you, Bambi?”

“I don’t know. I just think something like that—something that big—should leave more than guilt and a scar behind. Like, maybe it should’ve taught you how to open up, not shut down. But it sounds like all you did was cut yourself off from life. You’re rigid as fuck.”

He looked at me for a second, real hard, then gave me a quiet nod. “If you say so,” he snapped.

We didn’t speak again until the waitress interrupted the tension. After our order was taken, he leaned back into his chair. “Tell me something about you,” he said, his voice low.

I guess it was my turn to be interrogated.

I shrugged. I ain’t know what to really tell him. Wasn’t shit interesting about me, but I answered anyway. “I’m twenty-two. My mom passed a couple of years ago, so I dropped out of college to take care of my sister.”

He nodded, looking at me like he was really taking it in. “That’s a lot of weight for someone your age.”

I gave him a nod and leaned in a little. “I’m stronger than I look,” I said, then asked, “How old are you?”

“Thirty-five,” he answered, watching my face for a reaction. “Too old for you?”

I laughed, shaking my head. “Depends.”

His eyebrow rose. “On what?”

“On if you act your age, like a grown-ass man or not,” I said, but I really didn’t care what age he was. He had already begun changing my life, and I planned to pour into him whatever he needed or wanted. Plus, on a baser level, for some reason, I really wanted to fuck him. The way he carried himself made me think it would be an experience.

The waitress interrupted again. She set the plates down. We ate in silence.

Leaving the restaurant was less brutal than the walk of shame of entering it.

When he finally drove me home, he didn’t just drop me off—he parked and got out, helping me carry my leftovers up to the door.

Out of my peripheral, I could see Rock across the street, propped up against his car, arms folded, watching us. His wife’s car was gone, so there was a fifty percent chance he was going to show his ass.

“You leave in the middle of the night. You selling pussy now, Bambi?” Rock called out, loud enough for the whole damn block to hear. “That’s what we doing these days?” He was trying to embarrass me.

Before I could respond, Apollo turned, “Watch your mouth when you’re talking to her.”

Rock straightened up, his eyes narrowing, sizing Apollo up and down. “Was I fucking talking to you, nigga?”

Apollo didn’t blink. He just stood there, calm as hell, hands loose at his sides, but there was something about the way he looked at Rock that made my skin buzz. “You’re talking to her, that’s fine, but you’re gonna do it with some respect.”

They stared each other down.

Rock backed down first. He muttered something under his breath before going into his house. Rock wasn’t dumb. He could read the room, and Apollo was a man who didn’t need to raise his voice to be heard. I would remember that.

Apollo turned back to me, an unreadable expression on his face. “You alright?”

“Yeah, don’t ask, please.”

He held my gaze for a beat longer, something unreadable in his eyes. “If he comes at you again, let me know.”

I didn’t know what to say, so I just nodded.

He gave a slow nod back, his eyes holding mine, reading me for a second longer, like he was making sure I was okay. Then he turned and walked back to his car, unbothered, like he’d already put Rock behind him. I stood there, watching him slide into the driver’s seat.

He rolled down the window,

“Give me your phone.” He held out his hand.

I covered the distance needed, while putting in my code. I handed it over, a little embarrassed. He had one of those Samsung phones that folded, and I had bought a no-name brand phone from Family Dollar.

He didn’t seem to notice, or didn’t show he did, as he swiped over the screen, then his phone rang.

He handed me my phone back. “I put my number in there.” He said, giving me one last look. “I’ll be in touch.”

As he went to drive off, I cleared my throat. “Aye, can I get those panties back?” My eyes went to his pocket. I had tried to forget he had the panties I’d saturated in his pocket for hours, but I couldn’t.

His mouth curved into a filthy smirk, his eyes flicking over me with an intensity I had never seen before from any man. “No,” he said simply. “Go inside, Bambi.” His smirk was still in place.

I frowned but did as he said, walking back up the sidewalk. He didn’t pull off until I was safe inside.


Bambi-

When my alarm went off the next morning, I was already awake—exhausted but awake. I was dreading the day, knowing I’d have to drag myself out of bed to make breakfast for Nika before catching the bus to my shift at the diner. My car was still wherever Apollo had it taken. I should’ve asked about it, but I’d been too overwhelmed.

I still couldn’t believe what I had agreed to. But then, I needed the money, and laying next to his fine ass in bed and singing to him was better than any other job I could think of.

Too bad it wasn’t a payday for my new job. The four hundred he’d given me was already gone. I’d used it to buy Nika a new phone without a cracked screen—if I was going to be gone all night, she needed a reliable way to reach me. The rest went towards bills. Until the money from Apollo really started flowing in, I had to make things work however I could.

I headed to the shower, letting the water wake me the rest of the way up.

After a quick scrub, I got out, dried off, and headed back to my room to check my phone. I noticed a new message: “Rise and shine. Your car’s outside your house. Check your bank.”

I looked out of the window.

My breath caught.  I couldn’t what I was seeing. I grabbed a towel, wrapped it around myself, and ran outside. When I saw it up close, then started it, I nearly cried. It looked and sounded like a brand-new car—polished, detailed, and humming like it had just come off the lot.

Back in the house, I was about to text him a thank you when I remembered he said to check my bank. I did that. And oh my fucking gosh. There was an eight thousand dollar Zelle deposit in my bank account that had only fifty-two dollars in it when I went to bed.

I stared at my screen for a while, trying to wrap my head around having that much money before texting Apollo back: Who the fuck are you?

He had to be Santa or the devil. He had to be because regular human men didn’t do shit like this—show up out of nowhere and flip your whole world upside down without breaking a sweat and for nothing. I hadn’t done anything for him, really. Ain’t even have to give him no pussy.

What kind of backward shit?

A few seconds passed, then his reply popped up: Pardon?

I typed: Never mind. Thank you!!

My first thought was I needed to use the money to get everything we needed before this man changed his mind or came to his fucking senses and asked for his money back.

With renewed energy, I skipped to Nika’s room. I bent over her, nudging her until she finally stirred. Her big brown eyes flicked up to my face. “Get dressed. We’re going shopping,” I told her.

Nika groaned, rolling onto her stomach, burying her face in the pillow. I barely caught her muffled, “Five more minutes.” The word “shopping” must have finally penetrated her sleepy brain. She froze, lifted her head, and blinked at me, her face still creased from the pillowcase. “Shopping?” She almost smiled. With a dramatic sigh, she pushed herself up, grumbling under her breath as she shuffled off to get ready.

When she stepped out of the house, I had already thrown on some leggings, a graphic tee, and sneakers, called and quit my job and was waiting by the car. I kept hoping Rock didn’t come out to bother me. I would tell on his ass, like Apollo said. Maybe he’d finally leave me alone for good if he got punked again.

I watched Nika bound outside. She was in those tiny-ass shorts I told her were too little for her, legs all out, paired with a crop top that barely hid the bottoms of her breasts. Her light brown skin caught the morning sun, glistening—she’d just moisturized. Nika didn’t look like me or Momma. I think she probably looked like her daddy's side, whoever he was. She was petite, delicate, with an energy that seemed to draw attention. She knew what she was doing. She kept a little boyfriend. She liked the stares. The way people’s heads turned when she walked by. Nothing was wrong with that. I wanted her to understand all attention wasn’t good attention, but I swallowed the lecture. I didn’t have the energy today.

I slid into the driver’s seat, keeping my mouth shut as she got in the passenger side.

We were halfway down the street when Nika said, “I wasn’t going to say anything, but where’d you get the money to fix the car up and go shopping?” She eyed me with suspicion.

“I got a new job,” I replied, trying to keep my tone casual. At the stoplight, I opened the glove compartment and handed her a new phone to distract her from any more questions. It was nicer than mine. “You’ll need to be home alone at night, so make sure to call me if anything happens.”

Her mouth fell open. “A new phone? For real?”

“Yeah, for real.”

“Thank you,” she said. She didn’t even pay attention when I pulled up and went to the ATM. She was so preoccupied.

We made it to the mall, and Nika’s eyes lit up as we stepped inside. It had been a long time since either of us had splurged on anything, let alone a real shopping spree. I reached into my bag, pulling out a small stack of cash and handing it to her.

“Here,” I said, pressing a thousand dollars into her hand.

She looked down at the money, her eyes widening, then glanced back up at me with a skeptical look. “All this for me?”

“Yes,” I replied, smiling a little at her surprise. “Go crazy.”

I followed her from store to store. After a while, I started seeing she was skipping over the clothes that she could wear to school and leaning towards things for the club.

“Nika,” I said, as we left one of the stores, bags already piling up. “How about you start looking for some school clothes? We can go register you for class after this.” She graduated high school more than a year ago. I gave her some time, but she had promised me school was in her future.

She rolled her eyes, shifting her bags on her arm. “For what, Bambi? You didn’t even finish school. Why do you care if I do?”

I took a deep breath. “I didn’t finish school because I had to take care of you and Mama,” I said. “But nothing is stopping you from going. You can go to school and do well, Nika.”

She crossed her arms, shifting her weight. “Easy for you to say. You don’t know how I feel hurting all the time.”

“You’re right, I don’t. But that’s not an excuse to give up.” I sighed, trying to keep my voice calm. “I know it’s not easy for you, and I know there are bad days. But I also know you just don’t want to go. And that’s fine, but you can’t just lay around all day.”

She looked away. “Whatever,” she muttered, shrugging me off.

I shook my head, feeling anger and sadness creeping in. I wanted to snatch her little ass and shake her. It was hard watching her not wanting to do shit with her life, but just go out when she was feeling well or sit in the house when she wasn’t. But I didn’t say anything else. Something was going to have to give eventually, though.

Things didn’t go better at the grocery store. Nika started filling up the cart with junk food, and I tried to steer her toward something healthier. “You need to eat better,” I told her, placing some vegetables in the cart.

She snorted, tossing a bag of chips into the basket. “You’re the one who’s fat, not me.”

I swallowed my retort, glancing away as she popped a pain pill. That left one. I’d have to get in contact with the dude who sold me pills when Nika overindulged. But I couldn’t even tell her to stop. I didn’t know how much pain she was in to argue with her. I loved my sister, but she was exhausting.


Bambi-

I was halfway through unloading the groceries when my phone buzzed in my bra. I set the grocery bag down and pulled it out, glancing at the screen. It was Apollo.

Apollo: I’ve got plans tonight, but I want you in my bed when I get home. There’s a copy of my key under your seat. Everything I want you to wear is already laid out for you.

I stared at the message for a second, my heart doing this weird little flip. I didn’t know if it was nerves, excitement, or something else entirely, but it was there. I shook it off. Setting my phone down, I grabbed the last few bags from the trunk and headed inside.

Nika was stretched out on the couch, eyes on her new phone as I set the groceries on the counter and started unpacking. It annoyed me that she didn’t even try to help.

“I’m heading out for work later,” I said, loud enough for her to hear me over the TV. “You’ll be good, right?”

She glanced over at me. “Yeah, I’m fine,” she said.

“I need you to put up these groceries and hang up everything you bought,” I added.

“Yeah, I got it,” she replied, and I could hear the attitude in her voice, but I didn’t care.

“Not later. Now, Nika,” I said, raising my voice.

She sucked her teeth but got up as I grabbed my phone and headed to get ready before she could really argue. Nika was too spoiled.

In the bathroom, I turned on the shower and let the steam fill the space. As I undressed, my thoughts wandered to Apollo and the arrangement we’d fallen into. I still didn’t fully understand it, but I was going to make it work. The money he’d already sent me had done more for me in a week than I’d managed to pull off in months. I couldn’t afford to question it too hard.

The water hit my skin, warm and soothing, washing away the stress of the day. By the time I stepped out, I felt a little calmer. I threw on a body-con dress, leaving the underwear where it was since he said he had something for me to wear. I grabbed my keys, a cardigan, and stepped into my Converse. I checked to make sure Nika had done what I asked, then I knocked on her door. “I’m heading out,” I said, waiting just long enough to hear her hum in response.

With that, I turned and headed for the car, the cool night air hitting me as I stepped outside. With Christmas less than two weeks away, you’d expect it to be constantly freezing, but Florida weather never cooperated with the holidays.

Sliding my hand under the driver’s seat, my fingers hesitated when they brushed against cold metal. I pulled out the key he said would be there, turning it over slowly in my hand. My stomach tightened, a flicker of doubt creeping in. Why would he even trust me with this? What if this was some kind of test and I failed it?

When I got there, it felt strange being there alone. I took my time walking through, taking in everything, but not getting close enough to break anything. I didn’t know why, but nothing in the house felt like him to me. I dismissed the thought because I didn’t really know him. I sped up my walk to his bedroom. On the bed was a lace lingerie set I hadn’t tried on, soft pink with intricate details. I traced the fabric with my fingertips. Next to it was a bottle of perfume and matching lotion and body wash. It smelled like the cheap stuff I wore, but expensive. I wondered how he figured it out. He’d thought of everything.

I caught my reflection in the mirror across the room and froze. Standing there in my cheap dress, about to put on things that probably cost more than my groceries, I felt out of place. Like I’d stumbled into a world I had no business being in. But then I shook it off. This was what I signed up for, wasn’t it? I headed into his ensuite bathroom for another shower. There was no tub, just a standing shower with no glass. Everything was stark white, almost blinding with the lights on. Two sinks sat opposite each other. There was brand new towels and wash clothes set out on one. A toothbrush and mouthwash.

I brushed my teeth, washed using the body wash he’d left, then put the lotion on wet, letting my skin absorb the scent.

When I slipped into the lingerie, the lace hugged my curves perfectly, soft against my skin in a way that felt both indulgent and foreign. The lotion smelled delicious, edible. It lingered in the air as I climbed into his bed.

The sheets smelled faintly of him—clean, masculine. I checked the time. It was barely eight, and I had no idea when he’d be back. I told myself I’d wait up, play on my phone, but as I sank into the softness of the bed, my eyes grew heavy, and before I knew it, sleep was pulling me under.


Apollo-

Aamon had me trapped. I didn’t even want to be there, but my brother had a way of making shit sound like it wasn’t optional. And he was good at showing up at my place announced I didn’t want him showing up at the wrong time.

Dice hit the table in front of me and groans filled the room, but I wasn’t paying attention to the game. I was nursing a drink, half-listening, and waiting for the night to end.

“You sitting there, stiff as fuck,” Aamon said, grinning across the table, a cigar dangling from his fingers. “You could at least pretend to have a good time.”

“I’m not. You made me come,” I muttered, taking another sip of whiskey.

“And you needed me to. What else were you gonna do, sit in that big-ass house all night? You’re welcome,” he said, tossing the dice.

I didn’t respond. I couldn’t stop checking my phone, and my mind was back at my place, wondering if she was actually there. Aamon wasn’t going to let it go, though.

“Oh, yeah,” he said, leaning back with that smug-ass grin. “You had a girl over. Did you use that app?”

I tightened my grip on the glass but kept my expression blank. “Nah. I didn’t use it. She’s just somebody I met.”

“What she look like?” one of his frat asked.

“Big fine. Curly hair, pretty eyes, dimples, round ass, thick thighs, big legs.” She is... I zoned out, staring into my glass, the whiskey swirling in lazy circles. My mind flashed back to the conversation we had at breakfast. The show at the lingerie shop. Did she really want me, or was she just saying what she thought I wanted to hear, doing what I wanted to get paid? She didn’t seem like the type to just talk to talk. She had been so blunt at lunch, calling me trash to my face. She was different. “She’s... different,” I said out loud. She was trouble, I thought. She had me thinking about her too much. I kept seeing flashes of her in the lingerie I bought. I almost groaned thinking about how wet the panties I’d taken from her had been. They were at least proof that she was attracted to me.

Aamon cleared his throat, drawing my attention. He stared at me like he was trying to figure out if I was lying. “Where you meet her?”

“Nigga, mind your business,” I rebutted.

He stared me down like we were still kids and I was supposed to be scared of him.

When I didn’t flinch, he shrugged, letting it go, but the look on his face said he’d circle back to it later. I stayed silent. I took another drink. My mind was now fully occupied with her. Bambi. Sweet but frayed around the edges, I could tell. I wanted to know more about her. Maybe I’d ask her later.

I’d left her everything she needed to get into my house, but I didn’t know if she’d actually show up—not after I’d already given her money. And if she did… what the hell would happen when I got there? Anxiety crawled under my skin, and the whiskey I was drinking wasn’t doing shit to drown it out.

“You good?” Aamon asked, cutting his eyes at me. “You keep looking at your phone.”

“I’m good,” I said.

But I wasn’t. I wouldn’t tell him that.

The drinks kept coming, but my nerves stayed shot as fuck. By the time Aamon called it a night, I was drunk as hell, my words slurring when I tried to tell him I didn’t need the Uber he called. He didn’t listen, shoving me into the back seat with a laugh.

The Uber ride home was quiet, and the whiskey in my veins wasn’t helping me calm the fuck down.

When I finally got there, her car was outside. My steps were heavy as I walked in. I could smell her immediately. Her being there changed the way I felt walking it. It was warmer.

I headed straight for the bedroom, my chest tight, my nerves strung too tight. The door was cracked open, and when I pushed it open, I saw her.

She was stretched out on my bed, her curls spilling over my pillow, her skin catching the low light, glowing. The pink lace I’d left for her clung to her body, framing every curve, soft in all the right places. My throat tightened just looking at her, the sight of her doing something to my chest I couldn’t explain.

She wasn’t just here—she was comfortable, her breathing even, her body loose like she didn’t feel the need to be on guard. That trust, that ease, it hit me in a way I wasn’t ready for. It wasn’t something I’d earned, not yet, but it felt like something I didn’t want to let go of.

I didn’t even realize I’d been holding my breath until it escaped. “Fuck.”

The sound must’ve startled her because she woke up, her eyes fluttering open. She blinked at me, then sat up, brushing her hair out of her face.

“You’re home. How was your day?” she greeted, her voice low and a little groggy.

“No small talk needed. Stand up now,” I ordered, my voice coming out rougher than I meant it to.

She gave me a look, but she didn’t hesitate. She slid off the bed and stood in front of me, the lace shifting with her movements, and I couldn’t look anywhere else. My eyes traced her from head to toe, soaking her in, my dick hardening with every second.

“Turn around,” I ordered, sounding real demanding. She had a perfect ass. Round with a jiggle that made me imagine fucking her from behind.

She didn’t ask why, because she knew why. She didn’t argue, just turned, her movements deliberate. The way the lace clung to her hips, the soft curve of her back, the dip of her waist—it was too much. Her ass looked so good. I felt my hands twitch. I clenched them at my sides to keep from reaching out.

“You’re dangerous,” I muttered, mostly to myself.

She turned back to face me, a small smirk tugging at her lips. “You’re drunk,” she said softly.

I was. The brown liquor had chased my ass down, and now my head was buzzing.

“And you’re fucking perfect,” I shot back, taking a step closer, feeling a bit like the old me. When I felt like I ruled the world.

A smirk rose on her lips. She crossed the room and reached for me, her hands going to my shirt. “Let me help you,” she said.

She guided me toward the bathroom. She slid my shirt off, the fabric falling to the floor, then moved to my belt. I watched her hands, the way they moved.

When she had me down to my boxers, she turned the shower on, the steam filling the room almost instantly. I leaned against the sink, my body heavy but my mind buzzing.

“You know,” I said, my voice low and rough, “you could really take advantage of me. Two days, and I want to buy you shit. Make you happy.”

“I guess drunk men do tell lies,” she laughed lightly.

I reached for her wrist, holding her in place. “Like you, I don’t lie,” I said, my eyes locking with hers. “Not about this. You’re under my skin already, Bambi.”

“Get in the shower, Apollo,” she said, her voice quieter now. “Cool off.”

I let her go, watching as she turned to leave. Before the door closed behind her, I couldn’t help but call after her. “You might not believe me now, but I meant what the fuck I said.”

When I came back into the bedroom, she was sitting on the edge of my bed, waiting for me.

“I didn’t expect you to be here when I came home,” I confessed. She looked up at me.

“You told me to be,” she replied simply, like it was obvious. Her eyes connected with mine, and in that second, I realized why she was affecting me. She didn’t remind me of her. She didn’t remind me of Belinda. Every woman after her reminded me of her, reminded me of the mistakes I made. Bambi made me feel like I could finally stop looking backward. Like maybe there was still something good ahead of me.

“Come lay down, Apollo. You look tired.”

I didn’t argue. I let the towel wrapped around my waist fall to the floor. She watched me, not shying away from my nakedness. Sliding into the bed next to her, the cool sheets felt good against my skin.

“What do you want me to sing tonight?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper, her tone soft enough to settle the air between us.

“Anything,” I murmured, leaning closer, my lips brushing against her ear. I let my arm slip around her waist, pulling her against me, her warmth meeting mine. She didn’t resist, didn’t hesitate.

She started humming softly, then singing, her voice low and sweet, pulling me under. I tightened my hold on her as her words wrapped around me, the sound lulling me into a ty[e peaceful sleep I hadn’t had in years.


Bambi-

I woke up to the sound of voices downstairs. One was Apollo's, the other lighter, teasing. I froze, my heart skipping as I strained to hear.

“You look well-rested,” the second voice said, the words sharp and playful. “Not well fucked. Who got you sleeping?”

Apollo’s reply was low, almost a growl. “Go home, man.”

“No,” the other guy shot back, laughing. “Where she at?”

I held my breath as footsteps echoed down the hall quickly, sounded like two people running. I didn’t have time to get up and put on clothes. My chest tightened, and I pulled the sheet up to cover myself just as the door swung open. A man stepped in—tall and lean, with lighter skin than Apollo but the same strong features. He had a smirk on his face. A brother—his brother.

“You’re real,” he said, looking me over.

Before I could respond, Apollo appeared behind him, his eyes dark and annoyed. “Get the fuck out of my room,” he barked.

“I’m going, I’m going,” the guy said, holding up his hands in mock surrender but not moving an inch. “But not before you both get dressed and come on. We’re going to eat breakfast. Doll’s already expecting us.”

“We’re not going anywhere,” Apollo barked.

“She didn’t say that, and it looks like she wants to go,” the brother pushed. “Don’t you, pretty?”

Apollo’s jaw tightened as he turned to me, his expression softening slightly. “You don’t have to go, Bambi. I’ll handle my brother.”

From the hallway, the brother called out, “Oh, yes, she does. Or I’m calling Momma and telling her to come make breakfast for all of us.”

“This nigga,” Apollo threw his hands up, his shoulders tense, cutting his eyes to me. “Can you go to breakfast with me? Pretend for an hour?” he asked, his voice lower now, almost apologetic. “Save me from my momma?”

I couldn’t help but laugh at the way he said it, like he was genuinely worried. “Yes,” I said, smiling. “For free breakfast and to save you from your momma. You looked like you saw a ghost when he said that. I’ll go, but I have to go home right after, though.”

Apollo exhaled, relief flashing across his face before he disappeared into his walk-in closet. I slipped out of bed, grabbing the toothbrush and towels he’d left out for me. The bathroom smelled like him—like he’d just showered.

When I came back, I slipped into the dress I’d worn last night, smoothing it over the lace lingerie I hadn’t taken off. It would have to do. Apollo came out of his closet a moment later, dressed in a polo and jeans—a simple outfit, but he looked good.

“Thanks for doing this,” he said. He stepped closer, his hand brushing mine before he leaned down and pressed a kiss to my forehead. I froze, surprised—Apollo didn’t seem like the forehead-kiss type, but I didn’t really know the man. Before I could dwell on it, he laced his fingers through mine and tugged me toward the door.

I wanted to ask him about the night before. What he’d said, if he had slept while. But I didn’t get a chance.

His brother was sprawled out on the couch when we walked out, one leg propped up as he scrolled through his phone. He looked up when he saw me, his eyes sweeping over me before he shot Apollo a grin.

“She’s nice,” he said, nodding toward me. “Real nice.”

Apollo didn’t say a word, but his grip on my hand tightened as he guided me to the door, his brother’s laugh echoing behind us.

“Let’s go, Aamon,” Apollo barked, waiting until his brother pushed past us to lock the door.


Bambi-

These two were children.

Apollo and Aamon, both grown-ass men, were pushing, shoving, and elbowing each other like they were still in grade school. We were seated at this nice brunch spot in Ybor City. I had seen the place on Instagram but knew I wouldn’t be able to afford to go. I was trying to absorb the atmosphere—there were tons of Black people surrounding us, pretty murals decorating the walls—but they were acting a fool. Suddenly, Aamon gave Apollo a hard shove, laughing.

“Can you act like you got some damn sense?” Apollo growled, his face set. He was the serious one.

“What?” Aamon said, leaning back like he was the picture of innocence. “I’m just trying to wake your grumpy ass up.”

Apollo shot him a glare that could’ve leveled a building, but Aamon just grinned, completely unfazed.

I shook my head, trying not to laugh. “You two are ridiculous.”

Aamon turned to me, his grin widening. “You gotta make him participate in life, or he’ll sit around staring into space.”

“Keep talking,” Apollo muttered. “You’ll be walking home when I flatten your tires.”

Before Aamon could fire back, his attention shifted to the entrance, and he froze mid-laugh. I turn to see a petite woman with light skin and a pixie cut walk in, her posture confident, her eyes scanning the room like she was looking for trouble. So of course she was looking for Aamon. He immediately straightened up, his playful grin turning into something softer.

This had to be Doll, the one Apollo told me was on her way. She looked like Nia Long but a couple of shades lighter.

She didn’t even glance at Aamon at first. Instead, she walked straight over to me, her smile widening as she extended her hand.

“Aamon, you didn’t tell me she was beautiful,” Doll said, ignoring him completely as she focused on me, pulling me into a hug, then pulling back to look at me.

I blinked, a little taken aback by how friendly she was. “Uh, thank you.”

Doll turned to Aamon finally, giving him a quick once-over. “You’re gonna introduce me, or do I have to do that myself?”

Aamon cleared his throat, suddenly all business. “Doll, this is Bambi. Bambi, this is Doll—my everything.” He breathed.

Doll smiled all soft at Aamon when he said that. I wondered how it would feel to be somebody's everything.

“Nice to meet you,” I said, trying to match her energy, though her type of vibe had never come naturally to me.

Doll slid into the seat beside Aamon, her gaze flicking back to me with curiosity. “So,” she started, leaning forward, “how did you two meet?” She flew right past small talk to ask the big questions.

I glanced at Apollo, unsure how to answer, but he didn’t miss a beat. Leaning back in his chair, he shot me a smirk.

“She came into the shop with her raggedy-ass car. I could tell she wanted me. She practically begged me.”

My jaw dropped, and I shot him a glare. “That is not what happened.”

“Then what happened, Bambi?” He raised an eyebrow. “How did we meet?” He was daring me to tell the truth.

I bit my tongue. What was I supposed to say? That we met two nights ago after I tried to sell him some pussy?

“That’s exactly how it happened,” I conceded.

“How long ago?” Aamon pushed.

“Mind your business,” Apollo rebutted.

Aamon laughed, turning his chaos my way. “And what are your intentions for my brother?” I couldn’t tell he was joking.

“I have none, all I want is his money and some good dick,” I smirked at Apollo, getting payback. We could both play games.

Apollo’s face tightened, his jaw clenching as his eyes narrowed on me. Doll burst out laughing, her head tipping back, while Aamon slapped the table.

The waitress, a young, slim, cute light-skinned girl, came over, interrupting, her notepad in hand and a fake smile plastered on her face. It faltered as soon as her eyes landed on Apollo's scars.

I leaned forward, snapping my fingers in her direction. “Ho, is you okay? Take the order.” I didn't like the way she was staring at him like he was a zoo animal or some shit.

Her face turned red, and she fumbled with her pen. “Uh, yeah. Sorry about that. What can I get you guys?”

Apollo didn’t even blink. He ordered, “I’ll have a BLT and scrambled eggs with chili crunch,” and handed her the menu like nothing had happened, his expression cold and unreadable.

“Chicken and waffles,” I said.

Doll and Aamon both ordered chicken and waffles too.

The waitress practically tripped over herself to get away. I watched her go, then turned back to the table, changing the subject.

“So, Aamon,” I said, shifting my focus. “What do you do?”

He grinned, relaxing into his chair. “I’m a lawyer.”

“A lawyer? And your brother’s a mechanic? How’d that happen? I would expect it to be the other way around. Apollo had the type A personality of a lawyer.” I joked but he really did.

Aamon smirked, his gaze sliding to Apollo with a glint of mischief. “Apollo wanted to be Big Meech when he grew up. You know, King of the South. He’s a felo—”

Apollo’s face darkened, his jaw tightening as he cut him off. “Aamon, don’t start.”

I felt the shift immediately in the atmosphere. Aamon leaned back, looking like he was ready to press the issue. The brothers looked ready for war. I wasn’t about to let them spiral—not over a question I asked.

So, I did the first thing that came to mind.

I tilted my head, letting my voice dip low and playful as I started singing. “My daddy was a gangsta, so I love 'em…” I leaned into Apollo, reaching up to grip his jaw, turning his face so he could only see me. He looked so angry. I didn’t like that. I wanted to make him feel something softer than whatever storm was brewing inside him. “You was slanging them thangs, baby?” I joked. Then I kissed him.

It wasn’t some quick brush of lips, either. I lingered, letting him feel the softness of my lips against his. He kissed me back, his mouth tasting like the sweet coffee he’d been drinking. His hands moved under the table, finding my hips, and in one swift motion, he spread his legs, pulling me toward him. My chair scraped loudly against the floor as his grip on me tightened. His tongue slid against mine, deepening the kiss. We got lost in each other.

“Damn,” Aamon's voice faded in, followed by a slow whistle. “So, y’all just gonna act like Dolly, me and everybody else ain’t even here, huh?”

Hearing them broke me out of the haze tasting his mouth had put me in. I pulled away, breathless, my lips tingling. Apollo just stared at me until I turned away and scooted out of his space.

“You good, bro? You don’t look well. ” Aamon’s voice was laced with amusement.

Out of my peripheral, I could see Apollo’s jaw was tensed as he leaned back slightly, his eyes still on me. “I’m good,” he said, his voice low.

My heart was racing like crazy, but I wasn’t about to let him see how much that kiss got to me. I’d been kissed before—kissed men I wanted, kissed men I didn’t—but this wasn’t the same. It caused a full-body ache. I had never yearned before. My skin felt alive in a way that scared me. I kept my face forward.

Thank goodness our food arrived a second later, so I didn’t have to think about what I’d just done.


Apollo-

Dolly was bossy. She had made Bambi agree to go to an antiques fair with her. It was not how I wanted to spend a Saturday afternoon, but Bambi had agreed, and after the way she kissed me, I would do whatever the fuck she wanted. At the moment.

I couldn’t even explain how it felt with my words. One minute, I had been so angry with Aamon. My brother was too fucking loud about everything when it came to me. He didn’t know how to let the past go. Sometimes, I thought he held on to it just to downplay the bit of progress I made. I was pissed at him for telling her about me being a felon, but then she kissed me, and all my anger dissipated.

I gripped the wheel tighter as I took another glance at her. She was singing along to Coco Jones. She wasn’t even looking at me—completely lost in the music as she stared out the window—but I felt like she was singing to me.

“Why’d you kiss me?” I asked. Needing to know.

She turned to look at me, her expression unreadable at first. Then she shrugged, like the answer she was about to give me would be the simplest one in the world. “Because I didn’t want you and your brother arguing over something I started,” she said. Her lips tugged into a small smile, her voice dropping slightly. “Plus, I wanted to. Been thinking about it since you first opened your door,” she said, looking me right in the eyes.

That made me glance at her. “The first night?”

She nodded, turning slightly toward me, her eyes flicking to my mouth for a quick second. “Yeah, the first second of the first night. You’ve got some really nice lips, Apollo.”

The way she was blunt and how she said my name did something to me, stirred something in me. I opened my mouth to respond, then, I shut it. I didn’t even know what I was going to say, but I knew it shouldn’t have been said.

She kept singing, watching outside the window.

It had only been two days since I’d invited her into my life.

Two fucking days, and she already had me twisted up, overthinking my every word, every move. I needed to chill. Whatever this was, it wasn’t supposed to feel like this. It was an arrangement, plain and simple—money for her time, her presence, her voice. She was doing it for the money.

But it didn’t feel that simple anymore.

I cleared my throat, shifting in my seat. I kept my eyes focused on the road.

Aamon and Dolly were waiting for us in the parking lot at the fairgrounds in Tampa. There were thousands of people out. I hated crowds. Bambi let Dolly pull her off ahead of us.

She and Dolly started talking, laughing at something I couldn’t hear.

“You keep staring like that, she’s gonna notice,” Aamon muttered, nudging me with his elbow.

I had been watching her ass. It jiggled every step she took, and knowing how it looked in the g-string I’d picked for her to wear had me fixating on it.

I shot him a glare, but his grin was already too wide, too knowing. “Mind your business,” I said under my breath.

“Mind your business, that’s your fucking motto now.” He just laughed, shaking his head.

I think Bambi heard us because she turned to look at me. She tilted her head to look up at me. “You good, baby?” she drawled, doing that eye contact thing again.

My blood thickened, and every nerve in my body responded to her calling me baby. Her baby.

I cleared my throat, dragging my eyes away, but it didn’t help. “Yeah,” I finally said, my voice deeper than I meant it to be. “I’m good.” But I wasn’t. Not even close.

Her eyes flicked over my face, then down to my mouth, lingering. She smirked, her head tilting just enough to make it clear she didn’t believe me before giving her attention back to Dolly.

I licked my lips, the memory of how her mouth tasted flashing in my head, I almost groaned.

Her smirk grew like she knew what I was thinking before turning her attention back to Dolly.

She had me fucked up in the best way, but I reminded myself for the second time in the same day to stop. Get yourself together, you’re too old for this shit, Apollo, I chastised myself.

“You okay, baby?” Aamon mocked, whispering so only we could hear.

“Shut up. Before I tell Dolly how much money you lost last night.”

“Snitch.” He shoved me then sped up to walk beside her.

I hung back.

Aamon started talking loud like he always did. Dolly was halfway ignoring him, picking up random shit at the booths, holding Bambi hostage.

I was ready to go. People were staring. I was big as fuck, so people had always stared. But that blatant gawking that came with my scars pissed me off.

One dude was looking too long, so I stared him down until he looked away.

I exhaled sharply, dragging a hand over my beard.

Aamon dropped back to tell me, “We about to stop for food.”

The smell of powdered sugar and fried dough hit me as we approached a stall, making my stomach growled, but I didn’t eat shit like that, and I wasn’t about to stand in any long lines for real food. I pulled out a hundred-dollar bill, handing it to Bambi. Her eyes flicked to mine.

“Get whatever you want for this too,” I said, grabbing a beer from the cooler next to the stand and heading to the picnic tables that were set up not so far away.

I sat down, leaning back as I sipped my beer, my eyes tracking Bambi’s movements. She was in line for about ten minutes, then she was walking back toward me with a funnel cake in hand, wide hips shifting.

I inhaled.

She slid into the seat across from me, placing the food between us and trying to hand me the change. I pushed it back in her direction. “Keep it.”

She nodded, tearing off a piece of churro and popping it into her mouth. She moaned from deep in the back of her throat, a slow smile spreading across her face.

“You want some?” she asked, holding out a piece.

“Yeah,” I said, contradicting myself.

She offered it to me, holding the piece just close enough for me to take it. I leaned in, letting my lips close around her fingers. Her eyes widened slightly as I licked the sugar from her skin.

“That’s good,” I said, sitting back and watching her carefully. Her lips parted, and she blinked like she wasn’t sure what had just happened.

Before either of us could respond, Aamon and Dolly came out of nowhere, plopping down with their own food. Aamon was fussing.

“It’s ridiculous that you’re trying to spend mortgage money on some busted-ass lamp,” Aamon grumbled, shoving a fry into his mouth. “We don’t even got a place to put the shit anyways.”

Dolly shot him a look, unbothered. “You don’t have to like it. You just have to carry it.”

I heard them, but my focus stayed on Bambi. She hadn’t taken her eyes off me either. Her fingers brushed her lips, like she was still feeling where my mouth had been. Her body shifted slightly, her legs crossing under the table.

I bet she was wet.

The air between us felt heavy, thick, like it had taken on a shape of its own and was living. The chemistry wasn’t just there—it was tangible, pressing us to do something about it.

A voice broke the moment.

“Dolly!”

everybody turned as a dark-skinned woman in a bright floral dress came rushing over, heels clicking against the pavement.

“Oh, great,” Dolly muttered, forcing a smile before the woman pulled her into an overly familiar hug.

“Aamon.” The woman barely acknowledged him. He simply nodded. I didn’t know who this woman was, but she had my brother looking about ready to explode.

The woman stepped back, her eyes darting to the table. “And who are these two?” she asked, her gaze landing on Bambi and sticking there a little too long.

“This is Apollo, Aamon’s brother, and his girl, Bambi.”

We both followed Aamon's lead and nodded, not bothering to ask her name or even speak. I liked that. She saw my brother didn’t like the woman so she dismissed her.

The lady didn’t seem to care. She turned back to Dolly with a laugh, staring at her ring finger. “Still not married yet, huh?”

Dolly’s smile tightened, her body stiffening, she dropped her hand under the table. “Nope,” she said simply.

“Don’t worry,” the woman chirped. “You’ve got time, right? No rush. I’m sure Aamon will eventually marry you.” She said, being messy, then she excused herself shortly after. The mood changed. Dolly stood and stormed off as soon as she walked away.

I watched Aamon jog off after her before I caught Bambi glancing at me. She opened her mouth, hesitated, then shut it again like she thought better of whatever she wanted to say.

Finally, she leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms over her breasts. “It ain’t none of my business,” she started, her tone cautious, “but they’ve been together sixteen years. Why aren’t they married?”

I shrugged, taking a swig of my beer. “He loved somebody before. She left him, and it messed him up. Maybe she’s scared of being abandoned. I don’t know. They both have issues.”

She tilted her head, watching me closely. “What about you? You believe in marriage?”

Her question hung in the air for a second. I put the bottle down, my fingers drumming lightly against the table. “Yes. But that ship sailed for me a long time ago. I fumbled my shot, and I don’t think life hands you more than one real chance at something like it.”

Her eyes went to my scars, then softened, like she figured out what put the weight behind my words.

“What about you?” I asked, turning the question on her before she could dig deeper into my answer.

Her lips twitched like she wanted to smile. “I do. I believe in it all. I want to be desperately in love. I want commitment, the forever. It’s just… life don’t make that shit easy.

I couldn’t agree with her more.


Apollo-

I said I was hungry after leaving the fairgrounds. Now she was cooking lamb chops for me. She didn’t ask what I wanted, just took my phone and started ordering ingredients from the grocery store to be delivered. I wasn’t even sure if I liked lamb chops, but I was going to eat them and act like I did. The way she moved around my kitchen, like it was hers, had me forgetting about everything else.

Jill Scott was playing now, her voice blending with Bambi’s, filling the corners. Bambi didn’t just sing the words; she felt them, her voice dipping at all the right moments, her hips moving to the rhythm.

She was really into R&B, the type that made you want to sit in your feelings for a while.

I hadn’t realized how lonely quiet was until she was here.

I leaned back in the chair, a glass of brown liquor in my hand, watching her. She was barefoot, her hair piled on top of her head. I pretended not to notice that she’d removed her bra and panties, and now her dress was hugging every curve like it was painted on in an obscenely filthy way. She was even more enticing like this than in the expensive lingerie I’d bought her.

I kept thinking I should look away, focus on something else, but my eyes wouldn’t listen. She wasn’t trying to be sexy. That was the problem. It was natural. She didn’t even realize what she was doing to me.

My grip tightened around the glass as she turned slightly, her dress riding higher up her thick thighs with every movement. I dragged a hand over my beard, forcing myself to take another sip to keep from saying something reckless. She turned and caught me staring, her eyes locking with mine for a moment.

“You okay over there?” she asked, her voice light, teasing.

“Yeah,” I said, my voice coming out rougher than I intended.

She wiped her hands on a towel, a smirk still teasing at the corners of her mouth. “You gonna sit there the whole time staring at me and breathing weird, or you gonna help me fix plates?”

I licked my lips. “I’m good right here.”

She rolled her eyes, but she plated the food and brought it over.

I frowned down at the plate. I was really childish when it came to eating. I’d order pizza or a hamburger. I didn’t like onions. I only ate steak and shrimp in high-end restaurants.

“Try it before you start making faces,” she laughed.

I cut into the lamb chop, taking a bite. She watched me like her life depended on my reaction.

“Damn. This is good,” I said finally, half-lying. I hated the texture.

The smile that broke across her face made it better.

We ate in silence, her drinking through a whole bottle of the wine she’d ordered, then taking a few shots of bourbon. I didn’t mind the quiet now. Not with her near. She seemed comfortable in it, too, glancing at me now and then.

When the plates were cleared, she turned the music up. She started moving again, dancing around as she cleaned up.

I stayed in my chair, nursing my drink, unable to take my eyes off her. She caught me again, turning with that teasing grin. “You don’t relax much, do you?”

“I’m relaxed,” I said, even though we both knew it wasn’t true.

“You should get more fun out of life,” she said, walking over to me.

“Define fun,” I challenged, tilting my head.

Her grin widened as she leaned against the table. “Anything that makes you stop looking so fucking serious all the time.” She swayed a little, and I knew she was tipsy.

“I got a lot on my shoulders, but you don’t see me looking like I’m about ready to murder somebody.” She caught my eyes. “I should’ve gone home,” she said, her voice dropping, “but I’m tired, you know?”

“Tired of what?” I asked, my gaze following her as she stepped closer.

She didn’t answer, just climbed into my lap, straddling me like it was the most natural thing in the world, her thick thighs bracketing mine. She removed the glass from my hand, swallowed what I hadn’t drunk, then slid the cup onto the table. Her lips curved into a smile as she started to sing softly.

Floetry. “Say Yes.”

Her hands slid over my shoulders, her lips brushing against my neck as she kept singing. She only stopped to kiss me, sliding her tongue into my mouth. I had been hoping she would again.

I let her have her way for a moment. Her hips rolled against my dick, which was too hard to comprehend. I could feel the heat from her pussy nearly scorching me through my pants. Everything she was doing to me made it hard to think straight. But she’d been drinking. It took everything in me to pull back.

“Bambi,” I said, my forehead resting against hers. “We gotta stop.”

She leaned back and frowned down at me, her lips parted, her breath warm against my mouth. “Why?”

“Because you’re drunk,” I said.

She pouted, her lips brushing my neck, her teeth grazing the skin there. “But I want to make you feel good,” she said softly, her breath warm against my throat.

In the next second, she started sucking my Adam’s apple. A low, involuntary sound escaped my throat. My hands gripped her hips instinctively, pulling her closer without thinking.

She moaned real pretty for me, and I almost gave in. Almost.

“Bambi,” I called her name, but I didn’t move to stop her. I couldn’t.

“You like that?” she whispered, her teeth grazing the sensitive skin on my throat just enough to make me tense.

“Yeah,” I admitted, my breathing uneven.

She started placing kisses all over my face, like she didn’t want to miss an inch. When her tongue glided over the roughness of my scar, a hiss slipped from my lips. That was it.

I stood up, my chest tight, her scent clinging to me like a second skin. I set her to her feet and took her hand, guiding her to the bathroom without giving her a chance to argue.

The light flickered on. I turned on the faucet, letting the steam rise. With the shower running, I reached for the hem of her dress. “Can I?”

She nodded, her lips pressing together as I slid the fabric up and over her head, leaving her bare in the glow of the bathroom light. My throat tightened. Her body was beautiful, full, soft, real. Stretch marks curved around her hips like a map. Her belly was slightly rounded. Her smooth brown skin glowed under the light. I forced my focus. If I let my eyes wander for too long, I’d lose the battle I was fighting to keep my dick to myself and my thoughts where they needed to be.

She stepped into the shower, and I followed. The water soaked my clothes, carving paths along her curves, making me jealous. My jaw clenched, my pulse pounding as I grabbed a washcloth, wetting it under the stream before lathering it with soap.

“Turn around,” I said, my voice lower now, rougher than I meant it to be.

She did as I asked, her head tilting slightly, her edges curling in the steam.

I ran the cloth over her shoulders, watching the soap slide down the curve of her back. She sighed softly, the sound almost making me pause, but I kept going, moving over the length of her arms, her waist, everywhere but where my hands were aching to touch.

“You’re driving me crazy right now,” she breathed out.

She was accusing me of doing exactly what she was doing. I ignored the way my pulse spiked, shaking my head as I rinsed the cloth. “Just relax.”

When I finally reached between her legs, my hands slowed. I tried to keep my touch clinical even, but the second the cloth moved between the folds of her pussy, she let out a soft moan that sent a ripple through my entire body.

Head back, eyes closed, she wound her thick hips, shifting slightly in a way that tested every bit of restraint I had left. “Bambi,” I warned.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she breathed out.

“You have nothing to be sorry for,” I rebutted. Turning off the water, I stepped back to gain a semblance of control. “I want you, just not like this.”

I grabbed a towel and held it open, waiting as she stepped out of the shower. She didn’t say anything, just let me wrap her in the soft fabric. Gently, I took my time drying every inch of her.

She swayed a little. I steadied her with a hand on her waist, guiding her to the bed. She sat down heavily, the towel slipping away. By the time she stretched out on the mattress, she was already asleep.

I stared at her for a minute. The whole time, I was breathing heavy, trying to calm myself down, trying to think past her.

Then I walked away.

If I was going to get any sleep tonight, it would have to be with her right next to me. But neither one of us would sleep if I kept thinking about wanting to put my dick in her.

I needed that sleep. Bad.

I made my way to the bathroom, stripping down as I went. The door clicked shut behind me. I turned on the water, letting the steam rise around me as I leaned over the sink, the mirror beginning to fog. My reflection stared back, unfamiliar. Not because my face had changed—same scar, same sharp angles—but because of something else. I couldn’t pinpoint it.

Pushing away from the sink, I stepped into the shower, letting the hot water pound into my back, beating at the tension in my shoulders. I tried to relax my entire body, forcing deep breaths, but it wasn’t working. She was stuck in my head, keeping me on edge. Thoughts of the way her hips moved against me earlier, the way she smiled, the quiet moans that spilled from her lips when my hands were on her? Fuck. My hands braced against the tiles as I let my head fall forward.

Every part of me was telling me to make her mine. Get a grip, Apollo.

The water went cold, snapping me out of my thoughts. I shut it off and grabbed a towel, drying off quickly before wrapping it around my waist. My steps were slow as I made my way back into the bedroom, the cool air hitting my damp skin.

She was still curled up under my covers, the soft glow from the lamp brushing over her skin. Somehow, her hair that had been in a bun minutes ago was now wild against the pillow.

I stood there for too long, just watching her, before finally forcing myself to move. I grabbed a pair of boxers from the drawer and slipped them on, knowing I couldn’t trust myself to sleep naked next to her. Not tonight.

Sliding into bed, I tried to keep my distance, my body stiff as I lay on my back, staring at the ceiling. But her warmth was there, pulling me in. My chest felt tight, my heartbeat too loud in the quiet, but I stayed still, hoping sleep would come quickly.

Then she shifted, curling into me like it was the most natural thing in the world. Her leg slipped over mine, her hand rested lightly on my chest.

I let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding, my arm coming up to pull her closer. For the first time in years, I felt something other than dread when the day ended. Something close to peace.

I closed my eyes, knowing my nightmares wouldn’t come.


Apollo-

I woke to find her watching me, propped up on her elbows, her head tilted. There was deep curiosity in her eyes, like she was trying to figure something out about me.

“You just sitting there watching me sleep?” I asked, my voice gravelly from sleep.

She smirked, leaning back a little. “You sleep hard. I wasn’t sure you were breathing for a minute.”

I chuckled, shaking my head as I sat up.

She caught me eyeing her outfit—my T-shirt, my boxers.

“I hope you don’t mind. I didn’t have anything to put on but my dirty dress.”

I blinked at her, still half-asleep but fully aware of how damn good she looked in my clothes. “Nah,” I mumbled. “You look better in it than I ever did.”

She laughed softly, her shoulders shaking. “You slept all night—well into the morning too,” she said, tilting her head. “And I didn’t even sing to you. Didn’t wear any of the pretty panties you bought me. Does that mean I’m out of a job?”

Before I could stop myself, I leaned in and pressed a quick kiss to her lips. They were so swollen and pouty in the morning. I wondered what my dick would look like sliding between them.

“No,” I said. Maybe it wasn’t her singing but her presence that was like a sleeping pill.

Her first reaction was her full lips parting, then she smiled wider, biting her bottom lip. “I’m sorry about last night, trying to molest you,” she said, her voice a little softer now. “I can’t hold my liquor for shit.”

“I told you last night there’s nothing to apologize for. Just do it sober next time so I can participate.”

We ended up staring at each other for a beat too long, her gaze locked on mine like she was trying to see right through me. If she did, she’d run.

“I gotta piss,” I muttered, pushing the covers back and getting out of bed before I said something like, marry me, have my babies.

She knew I was running. Her laugh followed me into the bathroom. I stayed there a little longer than I needed to, splashing cold water on my face and brushing my teeth. When I left the bathroom, I found her sitting on the side of the bed, scrolling through her phone.

“You got time to take a ride with me?” I asked, leaning against the doorframe.

She hesitated, glancing at her phone.

My heart sped up.

“I shouldn’t. I should go home,” she said, then sighed and looked back at me. “But I already talked to my sister, and she said she’s okay. So… yes.” She smiled.

A knot in my chest loosened. I wasn’t ready to let her go yet, didn’t want to risk her not coming back. Fear of abandonment wasn’t something I’d ever dealt with before. I was comfortable in my own company, but with her…

“Good.” I turned toward the closet. “You’re gonna need something warmer to wear.”

When I came back, she was standing by the window, a slight frown on her face like she was lost in thought.

“Put this on,” I said, handing her a pair of joggers and a sweater. Clothes I was too big for now—they would fit loose on her. Which was good since we’d be going into a few of my shops. I didn’t want to fuck one of my employees up for looking too hard.

Then came the lingerie. It was deep red lace, intricate floral patterns tracing sheer fabric that barely hid anything. The panties were small—almost too small—with sheer panels that would cling to her fat pussy. There was a garter belt too, for another time.

She looked me straight in the eye when I handed it to her, like she was daring me to say what I was thinking.

I licked my lips, knowing how good it would look on her, her body juicy as fuck. I wanted another show, but I kept myself in check. I wanted her to stay. I wanted her to trust me. I didn’t want her to think this was just business. Telling her to try it on right now would ruin everything in my head—or maybe I was overthinking.

Her fingers brushed mine as she took it. She looked at me like she already knew the war going on in my head and was enjoying my torment.

She held the lace up, tilting her head.

“Nice. This is new,” she said, her voice light, doing that eye contact thing she did.

I cleared my throat. “Yeah. I thought you’d like it,” I said, trying to keep my voice even, dropping my gaze to the floor. This wasn’t me. She was fucking my brain up. “Get dressed,” I added, retreating back into the closet.

She changed in the bathroom, coming out fully dressed. I was wrong—she had too much body for the clothes to fit like I wanted. Everything she wore clung to her in all the right places, and the thought of what was underneath my clothes made my throat tighten.

“I should stop and get some of my own clothes so I won’t have to keep wearing them.”

“Uh-huh.” We were not stopping. I’d buy her new clothes if I had to.

I tossed her an old trench coat and watched as she slipped it on. It dwarfed her, but somehow, she made it look good too.

She caught me staring and raised an eyebrow. “What?”

What the fuck are you doing to me? I wanted to ask her. “Nothing,” I said instead, shaking my head and heading toward the door. “Come on.”

The ride to the shop was quiet, the radio low, some old-school R&B playing in the background. She hummed along to a few songs, her fingers tapping lightly on her knee. I kept thinking about ways to engage her without seeming like I was prying.

When we pulled up to the shop, I sighed. “This won’t take long,” I told her, stepping out and opening her door.

“Take your time,” she said, already heading for the waiting area like she’d been here before.

I had ten employees, all men. They all slowed down when they saw her walk in, eyes flicking to her and then back to me. I shot them a look that made them straighten up real quick. She didn’t notice, or maybe she didn’t care.

“Good morning,” she smiled, speaking to everyone before settling into one of the chairs with her phone in hand.

I went into my office and forced myself to concentrate on what I was supposed to be doing. About twenty minutes later, she appeared at my door, leaning against the frame. She was smiling. She had taken off the coat. My eyes traveled down her frame and back to her face.

I wanted to tell her to put my coat back on—the cold had her nipples hard, pressing against the fabric of the sweater. I didn’t want my employees seeing her like that—seeing what was mine.

Mine.

The word hit me hard. My chest tightened. I was getting ahead of myself, way ahead. She wasn’t mine. But she felt like mine. She felt like she belonged to me.

I forced myself to relax, my grip loosening on the edge of the desk, but the thought didn’t leave.

“You run all of this?” she asked, a small smile on her lips.

“Yeah,” I said, focusing back on the papers in front of me. “Why?”

“Just seems like a lot. You don’t really strike me as the ‘piles of paperwork’ type.”

I smirked, shaking my head. “I’m not. I had someone else doing it, but she quit.”

She cocked her head. “You fuck her?”

There wasn’t a need to lie. “Yes,” I answered. Tricia, my office manager, caught me on the wrong night, and I gave her what she’d been begging for—for months. Then she wanted more than I could give her. We parted ways amicably.

Before she could respond, one of my employees poked his head in, looking nervous. “Boss, we’ve got a problem with that parts order I went to pick up. They’re saying the price went up last minute, and we’re short—”

“Are you fucking serious right now?” I snapped, pushing back from my chair and standing. My frustration was already at its limit, and it boiled over before I could stop it. “How does this keep happening? Didn’t I tell y’all to triple-check the damn invoices?”

The guy shifted awkwardly, mumbling something I didn’t care to hear. I brushed past Bambi, ignoring the way her eyebrows lifted slightly as I stormed onto the floor.

“Everybody!” My voice echoed through the shop, and all heads turned toward me. “If I have to keep eating costs because of stupid mistakes, I’ll start taking it out of your paychecks. You think I’m fucking playing?”

They stared at me, some nodding quickly, others exchanging uneasy glances.

“Hey.” Bambi’s voice was in my ear suddenly. I turned to find her standing behind me, arms folded, her expression unimpressed. “Can I talk to you for a second?”

I clenched my jaw, holding her stare before nodding. “Fine.”

I followed her back into the office, shutting the door harder than I meant to.

“You should apologize,” she said, her arms still crossed.

“What?” I frowned, leaning against the desk and crossing my own arms. “For what? They keep fucking up.”

“And you think yelling at a bunch of grown-ass men like they’re your children is the way to fix it?” she fired back. “They’re working on a Sunday before Christmas, Apollo. A day they could be spending with their families. And instead of respecting that, you’re out there barking at them.”

“They fucked up!” I shot back, my tone sharper than intended. “You think I’m gonna smile and hold their hands when they’re costing me money?”

She didn’t flinch. Her expression stayed the same. “What you looking at me like that for?” she asked. “I’ve worked jobs where people yell at you for every little mistake. It doesn’t fix anything. You go home, and you don’t stop thinking about it. You feel small, you feel stupid, and it makes you hate your job.”

I threw up my hands. “I don’t care,” I said. “I’m not apologizing.”

She rolled her eyes so hard I thought they’d get stuck. “Then take me home.”

My heart skipped. “What?”

“Take me home,” she repeated, her tone filled with attitude. “I don’t want to sit here and watch your grouchy ass bully people all day. You don’t pay me for that.”

I stood there, frozen for a beat. She wasn’t wrong. She didn’t owe me shit, and maybe she wouldn’t come back. That thought wrapped around my chest like a vice, making it hard to breathe. I didn’t want to piss her off, didn’t want to lose whatever the fuck this was between us.

Finally, I let out a heavy sigh, my teeth grinding together. “Fine,” I said through gritted teeth.

She raised an eyebrow, waiting.

I turned and walked out of the office, swallowing my pride as I called out to Marcus. “Yo, Marcus! My bad for snapping. I’ll fix it. My bad to everybody else too.” I glanced around at the surprised looks on their faces. They looked like they were surprised I could apologize. That pissed me off further. I wasn’t some hard nigga to work for. I paid them well. I wanted to tell them to fuck off and take my apology back. Bambi’s ass was going to have me looking weak.

Marcus blinked like I’d just grown a second head. “Uh, yeah. Sure, boss.”

When I turned back to Bambi, she was smiling, and it made my heart feel funny. She was so fucking pretty.

“That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

“The fuck it wasn’t,” I muttered, but even I could hear there was no heat behind my words.

She raised up on her tiptoes and kissed me, right there in front of everybody. Her hand slid up to my jaw, holding me. Her tongue brushed mine, her mouth sweet and wet. She pulled back just as soon as my hands found her hips and I pulled her closer.

“Now hurry up,” she said. “Before you find something else to be mad about.” She laughed.

I watched her walk away, my pulse racing, my dick hard enough to split an atom. I didn’t know why she affected me like this, but whatever it was, I didn’t want her to stop.

I could feel all my employees’ eyes on me.

“Get back to work,” I barked without looking at them.

I wrapped everything up I needed to do, and we left a few minutes later. As we walked to the car, I overheard one of the guys muttering to another behind us.

“Whatever he did to get her young, pretty ass, he better keep doing it, because she’s got him acting like a whole different man. That nigga almost smiled.”


Bambi-

The spot Apollo took me to after leaving the shop was a vibe—Black-owned, with walls adorned in vibrant murals and the aroma of soul food thick in the air. Me and Apollo slid into a booth near the back. A stage in the corner was lit up, karaoke in full swing, with an older man crooning a Smokey Robinson classic to the delight of the crowd. Midday on a Sunday. Christmas was a few days away, and everybody seemed so happy.

“This place is cute,” I said, scanning the room. “Very us.”

Apollo raised an eyebrow, the corner of his lips twitching like he wanted to smile but wouldn’t dare give me the satisfaction. “Us?”

“You know what I mean,” I nudged his leg under the table. “Look at the menu. I want to order, I’m hungry. What are you getting?”

He glanced at it briefly before setting it down. “Whatever you’re getting.”

I rolled my eyes. “No. Have a little personality. Pick your own food.”

He smirked, leaning back in his seat, his eyes settling on me in that way that made my stomach flip. “Still having what you’re having. Not because I don’t have personality, but because I’m a simple eggs, bacon, and toast type of man. I want to experience something new with you, though,” he said, his voice blunt.

His words made me feel like I’d leaned too far over the edge of something high. I reached for my glass of water to cover up my reaction.

He knew he was affecting me. He didn’t look away, didn’t even blink. I shifted in my seat, trying to ground myself.

I needed a distraction.

The intro of No Chill started.

“We should do that.”

“Do what?” he asked, staring at my lips like he was expecting me to tell him to kiss me. I liked kissing him. His lips were so thick and soft, and his mouth always tasted sweet, and the way he kissed me back made me tingly all over.

“Sing together,” I answered.

He chuckled and shook his head. “Not a chance,” he said, sipping his water.

“Come on,” I pressed. “Loosen up. Sing with me.”

He shook his head. “Not happening.”

“You’re no fun,” I pouted, but let it go. Before the situation we were in ended, I was determined to change something in him. I wanted to see the sadness in his eyes gone. He had all this money, his health, a life most people could only dream of, but he moved like the world was always on the verge of ending.

I was very well aware that he was letting me get away with things I doubted he allowed anyone else to, and I was going to use that to my advantage.

The waitress arrived a few seconds later, and I ordered for both of us—fried catfish, waffles, and collard greens. We watched karaoke performances. We ate. I drank mimosa after mimosa. He drank orange juice. I guess I wouldn’t be getting anymore drunken declarations from him.

We were waiting for the check when I was about to ask him about Dolly and his brother, but then I remembered the conversation I almost started in his shop, where he said he fucked the chick that worked for him.

I leaned across the table, lowering my voice. “How long has it been for you?”

Apollo’s brows furrowed. “How long has what been?”

“You know,” I said, my eyes meeting his. “Sex,” I whispered.

His jaw tightened, and he looked away for a second before answering. “Months.”

“Months?” I repeated, letting the word hang in the air. “No wonder you’re always wound so tight. You need somebody to make you cum.”

His breath hitched. “Watch yourself, Bambi,” he warned, but there was no real heat behind it.

I tilted my head. “What’d you do with those panties I leaked on?”

His face was unreadable, but his Adam’s apple bobbed, and his eyes narrowed. “I’m not answering that.”

“Oh, come on,” I pressed, leaning closer. “Did you sniff them? Keep them in your pocket like a souvenir? Or…” I lowered my voice, “did you use them? How did you use them?” I lowered my voice even further. “That night after you took them, I imagined you shoved them in your mouth and jacked your dick while tasting me.”

His chest rose and fell faster.

“Bambi,” he said, his voice sharp enough to cut glass. I could hear the warning in his tone, but I was too tipsy to stop.

“Your mouth gets real fly when you’re drunk,” he said.

I shrugged, sipping the last of my mimosa. “My mouth’s fly when I ain’t drunk, and I’m tipsy, not drunk. Mimosas make me horny. That’s all.”

His eyes darkened, his hand gripping the edge of the table. “Stop playing with me. I’m on the brink.”

I chuckled. “I know,” I whispered, biting my lip. “Your dick’s always so hard. I bet it’s hard right now. Let me see.”

The mood shifted immediately. Apollo tossed cash on the table, his movements stiff as he slid out of the booth. “Let’s go.”

I had drank enough to find his frustration amusing. I was laughing as he waited for me to get up, then he damn near dragged me to the car.

He opened the door for me and helped me in. He had driven his Range Rover this time.

He gave me a look before closing the door and barked, “Don’t say shit else to me or sing until we get home.”

I raised my hands in mock surrender. I mimed locking my lips and tossing away the invisible key.

His jaw tightened, and his nostrils flared, his frustration crackling between us. “You think this is funny, huh?”

He didn’t let me answer. He closed the door and made his way around to the driver’s side.

He didn’t look at me, but I stared at the side of his face.

The ride was silent. He cranked the music up, the bass rattling the doors as rap music filled the space. Maybe I had pushed him too far.

When we pulled up to his house, I moved to get out, ready to head to my own car and go home to give him some space, hoping he didn’t fire my stupid ass. But his hand caught my wrist, his grip firm when he saw me head in that direction.

“Where you going?” he asked, his voice low, almost a growl.

I looked at him, my heart thudding. “Home?”

“No.” He shook his head. He steered me toward the house, his hand still on my wrist. Once inside, he closed the door behind us, locking it. His eyes were so dark they looked black. “Strip. Leave on the lingerie,” he ordered.

He moved to the armchair, sitting down heavily, his legs spreading wide as he settled back, watching me like he was expecting me to do exactly what he said without question.

And I was going to.

I didn’t even hesitate.. Slowly, my fingers went to the hem of his sweater, his breath hitching as I pulled it over my head.
 

I felt my fingers trembling slightly as I pushed his pants down my legs, leaving me standing before him in nothing but the lace.

He let out a low breath, shaking his head slightly. "I knew you’d look good, but this… this is unfair."

I almost said thank you—would have, if my brain hadn’t short-circuited, leaving me mute. My whole body was vibrating, wired so tight I couldn’t tell if I wanted to scream, cry, or beg. All I knew was that I was so fucking turned on, I could barely breathe

"Turn around for me."

I turned slowly.

"Good girl," he whispered,

Those two words hit me harder than they should have. My body responded, tightening my nipples and making my pussy weep. They settled under my skin without permission. I wanted to be a good girl for him—needed it in a way that made me hate myself a little. I was getting attached too fast, but I didn’t even care.

He let me stand there for a long moment, just taking in the sight of me. His gaze was a physical thing, slow and deliberate, gliding over me like silk dragged across bare skin.

My pussy was getting wetter and wetter.

"Now, come here," he finally said.

My feet moved before I could think, closing the space between us until I was standing so close I could feel his breath ghosting over my skin. He lifted his hand, brushing along my arm, fingers trailing a path so light it felt like a whisper. He didn’t rush, taking his time. He took hold of my waist.

“Who gave you permission to be this perfect?” he asked, and I swore my body melted into his touch, his words shaping me into something pliable, soft, eager to be molded into how he saw me.

He stood, tilted my chin up, his thumb brushing my jaw as his eyes searched mine, something unreadable passing through them before he leaned in.

“Can I have you?” he whispered.

He didn’t need to ask permission, and it was embarrassing how fast I nodded.

"You're not drunk?"

"I'm not drunk."

That's all it took. His lips met mine softly at first, until I opened my mouth for him. The kiss deepened, his tongue teasing against mine, tasting me. I clutched at his shirt, needing something to anchor myself.

His hands slid lower, gripping my hips, pulling me against him. His hard dick pressed into my stomach. His lips left mine, trailing along my jaw, down my neck, planting slow kisses that made me shiver.

“Do you know how frustrated you make me? I want you so badly,” he murmured against my skin, his voice filled with what sounded like reverence. He was taking his time stroking me, like every inch of me deserved to be savored. His touch felt like worship, like I was something sacred under his hands.

I wanted to be worthy of it, wanted to give him something in return, to say something, to tell him how he was making me feel. But all I could do was feel, my breath hitching as his hands moved again, one settling on my lower back, the other sliding up to tangle in my hair. He snatched my head back, making heat settle low in my stomach.

My pussy throbbed.

He kissed the hollow of my throat, his lips lingering, his teeth grazing ever so slightly—just enough to make me gasp.

Why did everything suddenly feel so… consuming?

“You’re so beautiful,” he said, kissing me again, slower this time. Too slow.

I tugged at his shirt, pulling it over his head, my hands trailing over the hard lines of his chest. My fingers moved to his belt next, unbuckling it quickly. His jaw tightened, his breathing uneven, but he let me.

Naked, he was beautiful. I stepped back to take him all in.

He grabbed my neck, forcing my eyes wide and backing me into his living room wall.

He licked his lips. “You’ve been teasing me for three days—kissing me, touching me, driving me fucking crazy. What if I did that to you?” He dropped his free hand, gliding it over my belly into my panties.

He closed his eyes and shook his head. "So fucking wet," he growled, his voice vibrating through my body.

His hand tightened around my neck, a delicious pressure that made me gasp. Two fingers slipped between my folds, sliding slowly, teasingly. My breath caught.

"Apollo," I whimpered. I wanted him to push his fingers inside, to fill me up, to ease the ache he'd created. My knees nearly buckled when he finally did. A moan slipped out. My nails dug into his wrist for support.

He paused, his fingers going still, his eyes locking onto mine. "Beg me," he demanded. “With the same mouth and energy that you teased me with.”

I swallowed, the memories of earlier flashing in my mind—how fucking turned on I had him. The power had been intoxicating. The reversal of power was even more so.

My lips parted, my voice cracking. "I'm sorry," I whispered, my fingers tightening around his wrist.

"Don't be sorry," he hissed, his eyes narrowing. His fingers twitched inside me, the brief pleasure making me shiver.

"Beg."

"Please, Apollo," I gasped. "Please. I need you. I need you so bad it hurts."

He started moving his fingers in and out of me. "Is this enough personality for you?" he asked, his voice a low rasp, thick with arrogance.

Apollo watched me, smirking, dark eyes heavy-lidded and almost amused.

I tried to answer, to spit something back, but the words died somewhere between my throat and my lips, my eyes rolling into the back of my head.

He didn’t give me time to think. He let go of my neck, removed his fingers, then lifted me effortlessly. My back hit the wall again, the air rushing out of my lungs in a gasp. My legs wrapped around him, instinct taking over as his body pinned me in place. I was trapped, helpless against that cold wall and his hot body.

His hands shifted to my ass, lifting me higher.

“Your panties—pull them to the side,” he ordered.

I slid my hand between us, doing as he said. Looking between us, his long, fat dick was in his hand. He pressed it against my pussy hole, starting to push into me—slow, agonizingly slow, like he wanted me to feel every inch, every vein.

A moan caught in my throat, my head hitting the wall, my eyes squeezing shut against the pain. He had so much dick. My pussy was being stretched to accommodate him.

“This is fucking heaven,” he groaned, rolling his hips.

My arms wrapped tighter around him, and my fingers trailed down his back, feeling every flex, every muscle. My toes curled each time he thrust.

The slap of skin on skin was loud. In and out, hard, fast, and so deep. I started rocking my hips against him. His dick was starting to feel amazing going in and out of me.

“That’s it, fuck me back,” he said, spreading my ass and slipping deeper.

I moved my hips, matching him stroke for stroke.

He started rambling little praises, his voice thick and raspy, each word tumbling out like he couldn’t hold it in. “Shit, baby, you feel so good... tight, warm... fuck.”

His grip on my hips was unrelenting, pulling me down harder, deeper.

“You’re so fucking perfect,” he groaned, his hips jerking slightly out of rhythm, like he was trying to hold back but couldn’t. “Taking me so good... this pussy was made for me.”

His head fell forward, his forehead pressing against my shoulder, his voice a low growl in my ear. “Give me you—all of you,” he demanded, going deeper. “Damn, baby... you’re gonna make me—”

I could feel his dick twitch inside me just as I creamed. My eyes fluttered open to meet his shuttered gaze.

“Don’t cum in me.” I shoved at his chest, dropping to my knees before he really had any time to react.

His dick was covered in my juices. I grabbed him, stroked him, until he started to rock his hips.

I wrapped my lips around his shaft, and he wrapped my hair around his fist, his grip on my hair tight as he set the pace, his hips moving in and out of my mouth.

I swallowed, taking him deeper, and the low groan that slipped from him sent a shiver down my spine.

“Fuck,” he muttered, his voice rough.

I sucked harder, my lips tight around him, feeling the tension in his body build. His hand pulled my hair harder, the sting in my scalp forcing me to suck faster.

“Yeah, just like that,” he growled, his words coming out like a warning. His hips bucked, his whole body trembling. “Shit—oh, fuck.”

His release hit, hot and heavy, and I swallowed it all, not letting a drop go to waste. I pulled back, licking him clean, his thighs still shaking under my hands.

When I looked up, his eyes were on me, dark and hungry, like he had more to give, even though I’d just taken everything.


Apollo-

I leaned back in the chair, trying not to stare at her, but my eyes refused to listen. She was lying on my pool chair, naked flesh exposed, fresh from the shower after I fucked her against the wall again, her skin still damp and glistening under the dim lights from the pool. Her nipples were hard from chill, goosebumps dotting her skin, even though we were protected by the dome that surrounded my heated pool. The cold was managing to slip in. Her hair was loose, wild around her shoulders, and the way her legs were crossed, her puffy ass pussy was on display. My dick lay half-hard on my thigh, under my swim shorts.

She caught me looking and raised the blunt she’d been smoking in my direction.
“I shook my head.”

“You don’t smoke?” she asked.

“Nah, I don’t partake.”

“‘Partake’? Who even talks like that anymore?” she teased, taking another pull and blowing the smoke out slowly, it lingered in the air. Even her doing that was sexy.

I shrugged, letting the corner of my mouth twitch up for half a second. “It’s just not my thing.”

Her gaze didn’t leave me as she took another pull, her eyes narrowing slightly. “So, what is?”

I dipped my hand into the warm water, my fingers drawing aimless patterns on the surface, trying to ignore the way her voice pulled at something low in my stomach. “What do you mean?”

“What do you do for fun?” she asked. “And don’t say work, Apollo. That’s not fun.”

I scoffed, leaning back on my hands. “Had enough fun when I was younger.”

She laughed at me. “Fun doesn’t run out. You don’t hit some limit and get cut off like, ‘Sorry, sir, you’ve reached your lifetime cap on joy.’”

I couldn’t help but smirk at that, even though I tried not to. “Maybe for some of us, it does.”

She tilted her head, blowing out smoke like she was sending it to the stars. “That’s boring as hell. I’m sorry, but it is.”

She went quiet after that. I wished she wouldn’t have. I needed a distraction.

I wanted to touch her again. Needed to. The memory of me pressed against her was still fresh—her moans, the way her nails scraped my back. What was fucking with me was that I had no idea if that was her wanting to fuck me or her doing her job. The uncertainty was driving me crazy. She seemed like she wanted to fuck me.

Did she like it? Or was she just good at pretending? I’d been with women who faked it before, but with her, it didn’t feel like that. It felt real. Too real.

My dick twitched at the thought of her lips wrapped around me, the way she’d looked up at me like I was all she wanted in that moment.

She had me acting like a young jit, obsessing over her. Thinking about how soft she felt, how tight she was, how her body moved against mine like we’d been made for each other.

I watched her stretch, arching her back just enough to make her breasts shift, and I swore I forgot how to breathe.

“You’re staring again,” she said, her voice teasing, her eyes barely opening as she spoke.

“Am I?” My voice came out rough, my throat dry.

She smiled lazily, her lips curving in a way that made my pulse jump. “Yeah. You are.”

I licked my lips, leaning forward, resting my elbows on my knees. I didn’t even try to deny it. “You’re hard not to look at.”

She tilted her head, studying me like she was the one in charge. Like I was the one naked in front of her. “What are you thinking about right now?”

“Do you want the honest answer?” I asked, my voice dropping, rougher now.

She nodded, her eyes locking on mine. “Always.”

I didn’t say anything at first, just let my gaze drop, taking her in one more time before meeting her eyes again. “I’m thinking about how good you felt,” I said, my voice low. “Did you like it? And how much I want to do it again.” I confessed. “And I’m wondering if you really want me or if you’re just doing what you think you’re supposed to because of our arrangement.”

Her lips parted, but she didn’t answer right away. Instead, she sat up and ashed her blunt. Her eyes never left mine as she stood and made her way over to me, stopping close enough that I could feel the heat radiating off her skin. Her pussy smelled wet.

“You want to know if I liked it?” she asked, her voice soft but heavy. She reached out, her fingers tracing the line of my jaw, her touch making me shiver. “Let me show you. Give me your hand.”

I hesitated for half a second, then I lifted my right hand, my palm open, waiting for her to take it. She did, her smaller hand wrapping around mine as she guided it slowly between her thighs. She pressed it against her pussy, the slickness there coated my fingers. Squeezing my eyes tight, I groaned. She was soaked and swollen.

My dick jumped, and my breath left me in a sharp exhale, my chest tightening as her eyes burned into mine. “This is what just thinking about what you did to me… does to me,” she murmured.

I couldn’t speak, couldn’t think. I moved my hands to her ass. She was in the right position to feed me. She allowed me to guide her forward. I tapped her thigh, and she draped her leg over my shoulder. When my mouth touched her, she let out the filthiest whine.

My tongue traced slow circles around her clit, making her thighs tremble. Her body moved, grinding against my face. She tasted like candy—wet, sticky, sweet, addictive.

“Damn, you’re so fucking good at this,” she murmured, her voice breathless. Her fingers gripped my head, her nails grazing my scalp. Her hips bucked. Her grip on my head tightened.

All my blood left my brain. Her taste. Her scent. It was driving me crazy.

“Suck my clit,” she ordered, her voice tight. I answered without words, doing as she said. She cried out, her body tensing. Her juices flowed. I drank the liquid spilling out of her. I sucked it from her pussy hole.

Even when she sagged against me, her legs shaking, I wasn’t done. I eased my tongue into her, chasing the last of her sweetness.

Her hand brushed my head, a weak attempt to stop me. I finally eased up, kissing her right then then left thigh as she caught her breath.

“Shit,” she whispered, her voice shaky. She sank to the ground next to me, staring up at the sky.

I stayed still, my chest rising and falling fast, my thoughts tangled. I wanted to touch her again, pull her back to me, do something—but I was terrified to do the wrong thing.

“You’re thinking too hard,” she said suddenly, her voice soft but teasing. She turned her head to look at me. Her hands reached forward to touch my face. Her small fingers trailed down my jaw, her lips curling into a knowing smile. “Remember what I said earlier? About fun?”

I frowned slightly, her words pulling me out of my haze. “Yeah?” I said, then, not being able to help myself, leaned in close, tracing the tip of my tongue around her dark areola.

Her soft moan turned into a hiss when I pulled the nipple into my mouth, grazing it lightly with my teeth. The sound she made drove me to suck harder.

Pre-cum leaked from my dick. I was about to nut all over my leg.

She started squirming. The way her body moved, undulating, her hips fucking the air, was like watching magic being made. I switched breast. Just when she slid her hand between her thick thighs, I pulled away.

Her eyes flew open, wide with shock and frustration.

“What were you saying about our conversation earlier?” I asked, calmly, letting her know I wasn’t in a rush.

Her lips parted like she wanted to pick the conversation back up, but she snapped them shut just as quickly, shaking her head. “Nothing,” she muttered, standing. Before I could process her next move, she was straddling my lap, her slick thighs gripping me as her hands found their way into my swim trunks. She wrapped it around my dick, tracing the shaft with her fingertips, making my spine tingle as she rose up on her knees and then slid down onto it, without patience, stealing my air and whatever control I thought I had left.

Her head fell back, a low moan slipping from her lips. I gripped her hips, holding her still.

“You can at least sing for me while you use me,” I said. I couldn’t resist the chuckle that followed.

She blinked, her lips curling into a slow, wicked smile. Then she leaned in, her mouth brushing my ear, she started singing, her voice sultry and sweet, melting into the humid night air.

“Baby, you don’t know what you do to me…” Her voice flowed into the first verse of Addicted by Tweet.
So long.
Waiting for you.
That I just can't feel my (that I just can't feel my)
Feet on the ground.

The sound of her, the feel of her—it was too much, too perfect.

And then her hips started moving again, matching the rhythm she sang in, and I was done. Completely un-fucking-done.

Bambi-

“Why you staring at me?” Apollo’s grouchy ass asked.
I was sitting on the opposite side of the sink he was using, watching him shave and shape his beard. He had steady hands. He was naked, and the muscles in his back flexed with every movement he made. This man had me following him around his house like a fucking puppy for two days after the pool incident. Nobody had ever sucked my titties so well I almost nutted.

I didn’t say nothing. I was thinking about the app we met on.

“You are staring kind of hard, though,” he reiterated, his voice low, cutting through my silence.

I tilted my head. “You… you handsome as fuck, you know that?”

He searched my face in the mirror, gauging to see if I was lying. The little bit of insecurity he had about the scar on his face was actually endearing. Men like him needed something to keep them as close to earth as possible. The slight imperfection on perfection grounded him.

His jaw tightened, his eyes narrowing slightly as if he was trying to figure me out. “You’re something else, you know that?”

“Yeah,” I said, leaning forward, letting my gaze trail slowly over his face. “And so are you.”

He broke eye contact first, his lips twitching like he wanted to say something but thought better of it. That little flicker of vulnerability in his eyes? It only pulled me closer. And I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or the worst idea I’d ever had. He had me in my feelings.

“Have you ever used the app you found me on before?” I tried to sound casual instead of jealous. It wasn’t even the thought of him fucking anybody else that had me ready to fight over him. It was the thought that he had what we seemed to have with anybody else.

“No, and I won’t use it again,” he answered quickly, with more emotion than I’d heard from him in the five days we’d spent together. Five days. That was a crazy short time to be feeling anything for anybody, but I was feeling… everything. My chest was tight, my stomach was flipping, and my throat felt like it was holding back words I wasn’t ready to say. None of this made sense.

He put the razor down, rinsing his face, and patted it dry with a towel. There was a tension in his shoulders that hadn’t been there before I’d asked the question. When he turned to look at me, his face was unreadable.

“Why you asking me that?” he said, leaning back against the counter, arms crossed over his chest. His tone was low, cautious.

I shrugged, playing with the hem of his shirt I’d taken. “Just wondering. You know, trying to figure out if this is, like, your thing. If you’ve got a whole roster of women you… hire.”

He laughed, but it wasn’t warm. It was almost defensive. “A roster? Nah, Bambi.”

He turned back to watch me through the mirror. “I don’t operate like that.”

I nodded slowly, my gaze dropping to the floor. “Good.”


Apollo-

Good. That one word echoed in my head. What did it mean? I thought about asking her, but I caught movement in the mirror before I could.
She had pushed herself off the sink and was walking over our eyes locked. Without a word, she slid between me and the sink, sliding onto it. The wife beater she’d borrowed barely covered her. it rode up her thick thighs and settled around her hips. She grabbed the hem and tugged it off, letting it fall to the floor, exposing smooth brown skin.

She dropped her head back. "Kiss me right here," she said, her voice low and smoky, pointing to the curve of her neck.

I didn’t hesitate, leaning in to press my lips against the spot she offered. Her skin tasted faintly salty from the heat of her body. I could feel her pulse beating against my lips.
When she sighed, soft and breathy, I couldn’t stop myself from biting down, just hard enough to leave a mark.

Her legs spread, one bare thigh pressing against the counter as she reached down, gripping me and guiding me where she wanted. The heat of her hand, the way she positioned me like she owned me, made my head spin. I closed my eyes and slid inside her slowly, her warmth welcoming me in, making me forget how to breathe.

“Why can’t I get enough of you?” she murmured, her voice shaky as she rocked against me, her head tipping back to give me more access to her neck.

I hoped she never did.

I bit down harder, my teeth grazing her skin as I pushed deeper inside, her pussy tightening around me in a way that felt like she was never going to let me go. Her nails dug into my back, her breath catching as I moved, slow but deliberate, making her feel every inch.

“Fuck,” she hissed, her hips meeting mine with a rhythm that was both urgent and maddeningly controlled. “Right there. Don’t stop.”

I didn’t plan to.

“Fast and hard,” she ordered, her voice breathless and demanding.

I liked when she commanded me.

Her nails raked down my back, her body meeting mine. With her permission, I didn’t hold back, gripping her hips tight as I drove into her, her gasps and moans filling the room.

“I’m so close already. Fuck me harder,” she whispered, her head falling back, eyes squeezing shut as her thighs clamped around me. The way she said it, like she was on the edge of something she couldn’t control, pushed me closer to the edge myself.

I began to move faster. Faster and deeper.

I felt my nut creeping up, and when it hit, it damn near took me out. My knees almost gave way, but I caught myself, bracing against her body. I tried to pull back, but she wouldn’t let me. Her hands gripped my waist, pulling me closer, deeper. She locked her legs around my ass, and I could feel her pussy tightening and constricting, her body trembling.

I painted her insides. She had let me cum on her mouth, on her stomach. It was the first time she let me cum inside her, and it was everything. The heat, the pressure, the way she moaned my name like it was a prayer. Fucking her felt like worship.

My forehead ended up resting against hers as I tried to catch my breath, my hands still gripping her thighs hard enough to leave marks there too. For a second, there was just silence as we tried to pull ourselves back to reality.

Then, so casually, she pushed me off. “I’m hungry,” she said, caressing my face, then sliding off the counter, her legs wobbling slightly before she steadied herself. “I’ll order a Plan B and breakfast.”

I stared at her as she walked toward the shower like nothing had just happened. But my cum was leaking down her thigh. The water turned on, and I watched her soap herself up. She moved without a care, but I fucking cared. I was stuck, trying to make sense of the tightness in my chest, the way my body still ached for her.

I tried to put what I was feeling into words but couldn’t. I just stood there, watching her hum softly to herself. I was mesmerized. It wasn’t just about fucking either. I was enjoying her company. Her presence. And her reactions to me. Her eye contact.

When she stepped out, water dripping from her skin, she didn’t bother with a towel, just padded across the room, leaving damp footprints in her wake. She went straight to my drawer. Pulling out another one of my shirts, she slipped it on, the hem barely brushing her thighs, the fabric clinging to her damp skin.

“Hurry up and shower, Apollo.”

I couldn’t decide in that moment if I wanted to fuck her again or propose.


Apollo-

An hour after the bathroom, I watched her pop the Plan B pill she ordered, quick and matter-of-fact, like she was trying to prove something to me. Like it was nothing for her to do it. It was, though. At least to me. Again, I couldn’t put words to what I was feeling, but I had to bite my tongue to keep from telling her not swallow it. It wasn’t my place. Not yet. I shouldn't have even been thinking about what was going through my head.

She moved around the kitchen, plating the food that had arrived. When she set the plate down in front of me, it was filled with bacon, eggs, and toast. She’d listened and taken note of what I liked. How was she this perfect?

I picked up my fork, but I wasn’t thinking about eating. I was thinking about her—how much I liked having her here, how her presence filled spaces in this house I hadn’t realized were empty. She didn’t just take up space; she transformed it. I was losing the careful control I’d built around my life, and I didn’t care enough to stop it.

She sat across from me, her own plate in front of her, scrolling on her phone with one hand and using her fork with the other. She frowned suddenly, and before I could stop myself, the words were out of my mouth.
“What’s wrong?”

She didn’t look up immediately, just turned her phone toward me. On the screen was a picture of a huge, overly bright Christmas tree, filled with to many ornaments and garland. It was gaudy.

“I like it,” I said instead.

“My sister decorated without me,” she said, her voice filled with disappointment. “Christmas was my mom’s favorite holiday. It’s my favorite too.”

I simply nodded. I hated Christmas—the forced cheer, the memories it dredged up. Belinda loved Christmas too. But before I could think better of it, I heard myself saying, “You can decorate here if you want.”

Her eyes widened, and for a second, she just stared at me, like she wasn’t sure she’d heard me right. “Really?”

I nodded again. “Yeah, why not? I meant to go and buy stuff to do it myself,” I lied. I was just looking for another reason for her to stay.

Her smile was immediate, bright enough to rival the ugly ass tree on her phone. “Alright,” she said. “You’re not going to regret this. It’s going to be so pretty.”

I wasn’t so sure about that.

She jumped up out of her chair and came to stand next to me. She playfully gripped my face and kissed me. Not just once, but all over—my cheeks, my forehead, even my chin. I couldn’t help but chuckle.

She pulled back. “Hurry up and eat so we can go and come back home.”

Home echoed in my ears. She was making herself at home in a house and places I’d sworn I’d keep locked. And I wasn’t going to stop her.

I felt myself smile before stuffing a couple of forks of food in my mouth and following behind her.

In the bedroom, I was pulling on a hoodie when she came out of the bathroom, dressed in a pair of snug white jeans, a white T-shirt, and an oversized cardiga. Her hair was pulled back, her lips shiny like she’d just applied her gloss.

She raised her hand. “I ordered this stuff after ordering breakfast and the oops pill. I’m wearing the silver lingerie,” she volunteered, smiling at me.

I walked over to her, wrapping an arm around her waist, filling my palms with her ass, my fingers squeezing lightly. Her body was warm, soft.
“Let me see what it looks like.”

She stepped out of my hold and slapped my hand away with a laugh. “Boy, stop. It’s Christmas shopping time. I’m not playing with you.”

I smirked. “Why can’t we do both?”

Her face went serious. “Tell me what you did with those underwear and I’ll do whatever you say.”

I shook my head. “Let’s go.”

She laughed at me. “Exactly. Let’s go. I’m about to make the house look like a Black Hallmark movie.”

We ended up in one of those big-box stores. I hadn’t been in one forever and was regretting coming. There were so many people. It was so loud. She grabbed a cart and took off. I followed behind her, watching her ass. How the fuck was it jiggling in jeans?

She tossed things in without hesitation—ornaments, lights, garlands, and way too much tinsel. She was like a little kid, stopping every few seconds to admire something before throwing it in the cart.

“You’re really into this, huh?” I grimaced.

“You said I could decorate, right?” she shot back, grinning at me over her shoulder. “No reneging, negro.”

I couldn’t help but laugh under my breath. “Alright, alright. Do your thing.”

By the time we made it to the register, we had two carts stacked with decorations. She reached for her card as the cashier rang up the total, but I was quicker, sliding my card into the reader.

“Don’t insult me,” I said, giving her a look that dared her to argue.

She scoffed, loud enough to draw attention from the cashier. “Oh, excuse me, Big Money. Let me just step aside so you can flex.”

The cashier, a middle-aged woman with twinkling earrings that jingled when she moved, burst out laughing. “He a good man, Savannah!” she said

I frowned, confused. “Who’s Savannah?”

“I’ll explain in the car,” Bambi said, amused.

As we left the store, she turned to me. “It’s from Waiting to Exhale,” she explained. “It’s what the auntie in the movie says about her niece’s man.”

I raised an eyebrow, smirking despite myself. “So I’m your good man now, huh?”

She caught my eyes for a second, then changed the subject. “Let me help you put these in the car.”

I didn’t press her.

By the time we finished, the trunk and backseat of my Range Rover were full of Christmas shit.

When we pulled back up to my house, I noticed my brother’s car parked out front. I frowned.

“The fuck is he here for?” I asked nobody in particular.

Bambi answered, looking all innocent-like. “I thought it’d be nice to have some help. Decorating’s more fun with a group so I texted Doll and told her to come over..”

I wanted to tell her no, to send them home so it could just be the two of us, but I didn’t. If this was what she wanted, I’d deal with it. I’d do anything for her—even if it meant sharing her time.

Aamon’s eyes connected with mine when I walked in. He had made himself at home on my sofa, watching ESPN.

“I’m gonna need my key back,” I said. “You could’ve waited outside.”

Aamon smirked, standing and pulling the key from his pocket, tossing it to me without a word. He didn’t even look bothered.

Dolly came out of the kitchen, walking right up to me, throwing her arms around me in a quick hug before turning to Bambi and pulling her into a warm embrace. “I don’t know how you got him to decorate, but I can’t wait to see what a tree looks like in here,. The ceilings are so high.” Dolly said, all bubbly.

“He suggested it.” Bambi told, looking back at me

Dolly eyebrow rose “That’s something. But I’m glad here did. The boys can get the stuff from the car,” Dolly called over her shoulder as she guided Bambi into the kitchen. “We’re getting eggnog.”

Aamon groaned. “Why we gotta do the heavy lifting?”

I shot him a look, not bothering to respond. Heading for the door.

Outside, Aamon leaned against the car instead of getting anything out of it. “Is she living here now?”

“Mind your business,” I snapped, grabbing one of the bags of decorations from the backseat.

He chuckled, low and knowing, before reaching for a bag. “She got you pussy-whipped already. I can tell.”

I almost smiled because he was right.

“What happened to you and Dolly after she stormed off the other day?” I changed the subject.

“We worked it out,” he said, nodding toward the house. “Look at her finger when you go back in. I’m gonna marry her.”

I smiled, genuinely happy for him. “About time. I thought she was going to leave your stupid ass.”

He chuckled. “I’m moving on from the past. Your turn,” he smirked.

I froze, my jaw clenching. “Don’t start.”

“I’m just saying—”

“You trying to piss me off? I don’t wanna talk about her or moving on with you,” I cut him off, my voice hard enough to end the conversation.

I could feel his eyes on me, but I didn’t look back as I walked away. If he wasn’t bringing up my criminal past, he was bringing up Belinda and me moving on from her. Didn’t want to hear that shit.

Two hours later, the living room didn’t feel like mine anymore. Boxes of ornaments and lights were spread across the floor, and the scent of eggnog and cinnamon candles filled the air. Dolly was in her element, directing everyone with her bossy ass. Aamon hung lights, and Bambi had been relegated to attaching hangers to bulbs that Dolly saw what she had bought. But Bambi looked happy just to be there.

I stayed to myself, sipping cognac and watching her. The way her body moved, the way her laugh carried through the room—I couldn’t look away.

“You gonna help, or just sit there looking grouchy?” she teased, her voice pulling me out of my thoughts.

I rolled my eyes but stood and stepped forward, taking the ornament she held out. “Where’s this one going?”

“Right there,” she said, pointing to a spot near the top.

I hung it where she wanted.

“See? Isn’t helping better than being a Scrooge?”

Aamon was watching us. I didn’t want him reading into our interaction and fucking with me.

“No,” I said flatly, retreating back to my chair. Her eyes rolled so hard I thought she might pull something, but she didn’t press me. She just got back to work, humming under her breath.

By the time everything was put together, there was a black Christmas tree with gold bulbs occupying half my living room. She’d placed candles on the coffee table, and there was even a reindeer statue perched in the corner of the dining room.

“What do you think?” she asked.

I stared at it all for a moment, sipping my drink. “I don’t hate it,” I admitted.

Bambi-

Dolly dozed off on the couch, her head tilted back, snoring softly. She was gone off eggnog. Apollo was in the kitchen, damn near slamming his dishes. He’d seemed annoyed all night, specifically with his brother, who liked to poke at him, but Apollo reacted too much. I could tell decorating wasn’t exactly his thing by the way he kept grunting every time one of us asked him to participate. But he’d gone along, and I knew it was because of me. And for that, I liked him even more.

Aamon was sprawled out on the floor like he owned the place, sipping on something brown. He glanced over at me, his eyes a little too focused for someone who should be drunk.
“I’m surprised he let you decorate,” he said, his tone casual.

I frowned, turning toward him. “Why?”

Aamon leaned back, smirking like he was itching to tell me why. He was a fucking menace. But I still liked him.

“Belinda made him hate Christmas.

“Really?” I said, keeping my voice neutral even though my curiosity was at a hundred. “I thought she was the love of his life or something like that. How could she make him hate Christmas?”

Aamon laughed loud and sharp. “That bitch? Nah, she was evil. If he didn’t get her the perfect gift every year she would throw a fit.”

I blinked, caught off guard by the venom in his tone. He sat up, swirling his drink, ready to spill secrets he probably shouldn’t.

“Her and Apollo both did dirt, but she always threw his in his face and acted innocent. He went out of his way to make her happy, but she was never satisfied. He was young and stupid back then, and she fed into all his worst impulses. Then she fucked up his face and killed herself when he was trying to do better.”

I opened my mouth to respond, but Aamon kept going. “He probably told you the same bullshit he tells everybody else—that he cheated, that he hurt her, blah, fucking blah. But he left out all the shit she did to him. All through high school and college, she encouraged his bullshit and supported it. I’m not saying she’s responsible for all his bad behavior, but she didn’t help. She dragged him down, too. Apollo was already an asshole, but before her, he was at least fun and productive.”

I didn’t know what to say. The way Aamon spoke, it seemed like he didn’t know whether he wanted to paint Apollo as a victim or villain. And honestly, I didn’t know where the truth began or ended.

Before I could figure out how to respond, Apollo’s voice cut through the room.

“Why in the fuck are you telling her this shit?”

I whipped my head around. Apollo stood in the doorway a few feet behind me, his jaw clenched tight, eyes locked on his brother.

“Because you won’t,” Aamon shot back, standing now. “You probably got her thinking you’re just an asshole when there’s more to the story.”

He sniffed, turning to me. “Don’t leave my brother alone because he makes you think he’s a bad guy. He ain’t been happy in years. You make him happy.”

Apollo’s fists clenched at his sides, and in two strides, he was in Aamon’s space. Aamon jumped up. They stood toe-to-toe.

“What the fuck is your problem?”

“My problem?” Aamon barked, sounding cold and bitter. “You. You let that bitch ruin you. Dead bitch been haunting you for years.”

Apollo shoved him, “You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.”

Aamon stumbled back a step before shoving him right back, chuckling, but it wasn’t in a humorous way. “I know this is the first time in years you look like you rested.”

Dolly stirred on the couch, groggily opening her eyes. “What’s going on?”

Apollo and Aamon ignored her, their voices rising as they went chest to chest.

“You run your fucking mouth too much,” Apollo spat.

“Fuck you,” Aamon snapped, his voice low and dangerous.

Dolly jumped up, rushing between them and pushing Aamon back.

“He’s drunk, Apollo,” she said to Apollo. “Just let it go. You know how he is.”

Apollo glared at his brother for a beat before turning and storming out of the room, his footsteps heavy as he headed to his bedroom.

Aamon muttered something under his breath, grabbed his coat, and left without another word.

Dolly sighed, giving me an apologetic look as she gathered her things. “Sorry about that,” she murmured. “I’ll talk to him and make him apologize. They’re always butting heads, but they love each other.”

“It’s okay,” I said, even though it wasn’t. I didn’t like how he picked at Apollo. If he didn’t want to talk about the shit, he just didn’t want to talk about it. “Goodnight,” I said.

After Dolly left, I stayed behind to clean up the mess and give Apollo some time alone. I thought about going home. But then, what if he couldn’t sleep? He might need me. My hands shook as I picked up stray ornaments and tossed empty cups into the trash. My mind raced, replaying everything. I wanted to know more about Belinda. But I wouldn’t ask. She was probably the reason he couldn’t sleep.

When I finally made it to Apollo’s room, he was already in bed, his back turned to the door. I didn’t bother him. I went to the bathroom, brushed my teeth, and showered quickly, letting the hot water calm my nerves, then slipped into bed naked beside him. Immediately, his arm wrapped around me, pulling me close.

“I’m sorry for what happened. I wouldn’t have invited them if I knew it would turn out like that,” I whispered, my voice barely audible. “You want to talk about it?”

He pressed a kiss to my forehead, his lips warm and soft. “It’s not your fault. And no. Not really,” he said, his voice heavy. He sounded exhausted.

I didn’t know what else to say, so I started to hum Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child. I felt his body relax against mine, his breathing evening out as he drifted off to sleep.

Then I was drifting when my phone buzzed, the sound startling me. I grabbed it quickly, my heart pounding.

“Bambi!” my sister’s voice was frantic on the other end. “The AC unit is on fire!”

I shot up, my body going cold from the panic that gripped me. “What? Are you okay? Is it out?”

“I don’t know! It just caught fire out of nowhere!” she cried, her voice shaky.

Apollo sat up, his eyes alert. “What happened?”

I explained quickly, my words tumbling out in a rush. Without hesitation, he threw the blankets off and stood.

“I’m driving you,” he said, his voice firm.

I didn’t argue. We got dressed and rushed to the car.

Bambi-

I was so tired. It was six in the morning, and all I wanted to do was sleep. The firefighters who put out the fire had just left. I sighed, too drained to even feel embarrassed by how differently I was living compared to Apollo. But he didn’t seem to notice.

Smoke lingered in the air, clinging to everything, even though the fire had been out for hours. I stood just inside the doorway of my living room. We were only now being allowed back in. The firefighters had done their job, but an entire wall was gone, causing the chill from outside to creep in where the wall had been. The old HVAC unit sat useless in the backyard. The damage was worse than I expected. Everything was soaking wet. This Christmas tree and all the ornament had been melted. That was devastating in itself. It was the tree we had since we were kids, it couldn’t be replaced. And we’d need new furniture along with a wall. I couldn’t afford to fix any of it. I wanted to cry, but I couldn’t—not in front of Nika.

Apollo walked through the house like he owned it, inspecting every corner. He glanced back at me, and I wondered how he was holding up. He hadn’t even had time to recover from the shit with his brother before being forced to deal with mine. I sighed again.

“Bambi,” he called, in that commanding tone of his. “Where are the insurance papers?”

I blinked, still in a haze. “Uh… they’re in the kitchen drawer.” Thank God it was one of the payments I made sure was always paid.

“Go grab them,” he said, turning toward the front door as the fire chief walked in.

I did as I was told, going into the kitchen and fumbling through the drawer until I found the stack of papers Mama had always kept in the same spot. When I came back, Apollo was leaning against the charred doorway, talking to the fire chief. I handed him the papers, and he took them without a word, flipping through them. He finished up with the chief while I just stood there, not really listening. I was numb.

“Pack up your things,” he said, still not looking at me.

“What?” I frowned, confused.

“You’re coming with me,” he said firmly, his tone leaving no room for argument.

Nika sat in the corner of the living room, wrapped in a blanket, she had just came back from Karla’s house. She was staring at Apollo like he was an alien.

“Who even is he?” she asked.

I sighed. “This is Apollo, Nika. I’ll explain the rest later. Just… do what he says.”

Nika raised an eyebrow but didn’t push. She was too tired—I could see it in her eyes.

“We’ll get a hotel,” I said to him, shifting my weight from one foot to the other. “We don’t want to be a burden.”

Apollo turned to me, his eyes narrowing. “No.”

Nika perked up. “A hotel sounds fun, though.”

She was probably thinking of one where she could order room service and such—tuh.

Apollo ignored her completely. “No hotel. Pack your things. You’re staying with me. At my house.”

It wasn’t a suggestion. I opened my mouth to argue, but he cut me off.

“Bambi, go get your things, and let’s go.”

“Fine,” I said. But I was worried this was going to end badly.

Nika’s jaw dropped as soon as we walked into Apollo’s house.

“This is your house?” she asked, spinning in a slow circle, taking everything in.

Apollo nodded. “Your room’s down the hall, all the way to the end, first door on the left.”

“I don’t even have to see it to know it’s perfect. I’ll be in there doing my TikToks,” she said, already heading that way, pulling her bag behind her.

Apollo’s heavy black timberland boots echoed as he walked toward the other side of his house. “I’ll be back. My brother’s been calling me, and I want to call him back,” he said.

I let out a long breath once he was gone, then followed Nika’s path.

“So,” Nika said as soon as I entered the room. It was just like Apollo’s room—everything in black. She even had her own bathroom. “Who is this man? And why does he care so much?”

I hesitated. “I work for him,” I said carefully.

Her eyebrows shot up. “Doing what, exactly?”

“Helping him,” I said, keeping it vague.

Nika gave me a long, searching look before nodding. “I guess. Whatever you’re doing, keep it up.”

Before I could respond, she turned on her phone camera and put her face in it, dismissing me. I left her alone and headed toward Apollo’s office. I wanted to know how we were going to work out me and Nika living with him but stopped just outside the door when I heard voices.

“…you don’t have to live like this anymore,” Aamon’s voice crackled through the speakerphone. “I just want you to stop feeling guilty, man.”

“I’m good, Aamon,” Apollo said, his tone clipped. “Stop explaining yourself. We’re good.”

There was a brief pause, then Aamon spoke. “Don’t forget to grab a present for Mom and Dad,” he said, his voice back to normal now, with a hint of amusement. “And one for me too, if you’re feeling generous.”

Apollo let out a low chuckle before the call ended. I stepped away before he could notice me eavesdropping. I went to the kitchen to prepare something to eat.

Nika found her way into the kitchen as soon as I started cooking bacon. The girl was greedy.

She sat at the counter, her chin propped on her hand, her eyes fixed on the Christmas tree.

“You feeling okay, Nika? No pain?”

She rolled her eyes. “You’ve asked me that a thousand times since you showed up at the house. I’m fine.”

I was feeling guilty for being laid up with Apollo instead of there with her.

“That’s a nice tree,” she said, pointing. “But no presents.”

Apollo walked in at that moment. He looked between us, then to the tree, his expression softening. “We’ll fix that after I nap,” he said, his voice firm but not harsh. “We’ll all go shopping. It’ll make y’all feel better about the house.”

Nika’s eyes lit up, a grin spreading across her face. “Shopping? I’m in!”

I glanced at Apollo and knew from the look on his face not to even bother arguing.

I sighed and nodded, flipping the last strip of bacon onto a plate.

We ate in relative quiet. Nika was the first to excuse herself from the table to go take her meds. Apollo was watching me, his eyes heavy with exhaustion. He turned to me, his voice low. “Come nap with me.”

I nodded. “Okay.” I was so tired.

I followed him to the room and into the bathroom. I don’t think either of us was awake enough to realize we were both climbing into the shower together. I was too tired to even think about what Nika would think.

He turned on the water, and steam curled around us as the water beat against our skin, warm and soothing against my tired body. Apollo’s hands moved slowly as he used a rag to soap my shoulders and down my back. Neither of us spoke much—there wasn’t any need to.

I turned to face him, taking the soap from his hand and running it across his chest. He watched me, his expression unreadable but soft—the one I had noticed he usually only wore when he thought I wasn’t watching. I leaned up to kiss him.

“Thank you for being kind,” I whispered, my lips brushing against his.

His hand came up to cradle my face, his thumb brushing my cheek. “I’d do anything for you, Songbird,” he said, his voice rough with sincerity.

The nickname made me blush, a warmth spreading through my chest. “I like the new nickname,” I admitted softly.

He nodded.

The sheets were cool against my skin as we climbed into bed naked, the exhaustion of the past hours heavy. Apollo pulled me close, his arm draping around my waist, and I tucked myself against him.


Bambi-

The car was quiet except for the soft hum of the engine and the heater. I didn’t want to yell at him in front of Nika, but he deserved it. My sister was inside his house, giddy as hell, bags surrounding her like she’d won the lottery. She was probably already doing the little TikTok haul she said she was going to do, and all I could do was shake my head.

“Apollo, she just walked out of the mall with nearly five grand worth of stuff. Five grand. I’m trying to teach her the value of a dollar, that she needs to earn her own money, at least go to school and be rewarded. Then you just handed her your card like it was fake money.”

He didn’t flinch, just grunted as he leaned back against the seat, his fingers drumming against the steering wheel like I was getting on his nerves.

“She’s a kid,” he said, his voice even, low. “Her house just burned down, Bambi. It’s three days until Christmas. Let her have this.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but the way his eyes cut to mine had me pausing. He wasn’t budging, and the truth was, I didn’t really want him to. My sister deserved this break. But still… five grand?

Before I could find another way to press the issue, Apollo reached over, his hand gripping my arm and tugging. “Come here,” he said, his tone soft.

I resisted for a second, mostly out because he had annoyed me, but he wasn’t having it. Another tug, and I found myself being pulled into his lap. He situated my thighs on either side of his. The trench coat I’d borrowed from him fell open as I settled against him.

“Kiss me right here,” he said, his voice dropping as he touched a spot on his jugular, mimicking what I’d done in the bathroom. His eyes locked on mine, daring me to refuse. “I want to see how it felt when I did it to you.” He confessed

“No,” I muttered, trying to sound annoyed, but I leaned in, brushing my lips against his skin, then grazed the flesh with my teeth. His reaction was instant—his hands tightened around my hips, pulling me closer. He grabbed my face, bringing me into a kiss and slipping his tongue into my mouth as his fingers drew circles on the small of my back.

My body moved on its own, grinding against him, the layers of fabric between us doing little to dull the feel of his hard dick pressing against me. His phone vibrated against the console, an annoying buzz that neither of us acknowledged. But then it buzzed again. And again.

He groaned, pulling back just enough to mutter, “Shit,” before hitting the Bluetooth button. “What?”

“Apollo,” a feminine voice came through the car’s speakers. “You don’t call your mother for more than a week during the holidays, and now I hear from Aamon that you’ve got some girl living with you? Care to explain?”

I froze, my cheeks heating as Apollo exhaled hard, his head falling back against the seat. “Mama,” he started, his tone tight, “I would have told you eventually.”

“Who is she? Is she coming with you for Christmas? Because you know Aunt Lorraine—”

He cut her off. “Yes, Mama, she’s coming. Her sister too. I gotta go.”

His words settled in my brain. My eyes went wide.

He ended the call with the press of a button, the car falling silent as he leaned back and closed his eyes. His hands slid to my thighs, holding me there when I went to slide off of him.

“You just told your mother I’m going to Christmas with you?” I asked, my voice rising with a mix of disbelief and panic. I knew damn well he hadn’t.

“Apollo, I’ve known you for a week. A week. I don’t even know your last name! I’m not going to see your momma.”

His eyes opened, locking onto mine. His hands moved to my face, his thumbs brushing against my jaw as he tilted my head to meet his gaze. “Calm down. We’ve got all the time in the world to get to know each other. I’ve decided I’m keeping you,” he said, like it was the simplest thing in the world.

I blinked, my mouth falling open as I stared at him. Then I laughed—I was laughing at him. “You’ve decided you’re keeping me? What the fuck do you think this is, some backwards-ass romance novel?”

For the first time since I’d met him, Apollo laughed for real—a deep, full laugh that filled the car and made his eyes crinkle at the corners. It was unexpected, disarming.

“It’s a Christmas miracle—you laughed,” I muttered, rolling my eyes but unable to fight the small smile creeping onto my face.

“You’re annoying,” he said, brushing a thumb against my cheek.

“Annoying enough to keep, apparently,” I shot back, climbing off his lap and opening the car door and sliding down to my feet and started walking away.

“King,” he called after me.

I turned. “Huh?”

“King,” he said, smirking. “That’s my last name.”

“King,” I repeated, shaking my head. “Oh, that figures.”

“Get inside, Bambi, It’s cold out here. I’ll bring your bags.” he said, nodding toward the house as if I wasn’t already going in. His Bossy ass just liked telling people what to do.


Apollo-

It was the morning after my mother called. I’d slept peacefully again, without a song. Now I was sure Bambi’s presence was the reason.

The room was quiet, save for the soft rustle of sheets and the occasional sound of her giggle as Bambi squirmed under me. She was sprawled out on the bed, her hair a wild halo against my pillow, her laughter soft and sweet. My lips brushed her skin, tasting her, from the curve of her collarbone to the sensitive dip of her stomach.

“Apollo, stop,” she protested, her hands half-heartedly pushing at my chest, making me grin against her skin. My hands gripped her hips, keeping her right where I wanted her.

“Not until you say yes,” I murmured, moving lower, pressing kisses along her ribs.

She let out a dramatic sigh, throwing an arm over her eyes. “I’m not meeting your family. It’s too early. We ain’t there yet.”

Her last four words annoyed me. We were there as far as I was concerned.

“You’ve already met Aamon and Dolly,” I countered, my mouth brushing her hip, my hands gripping her thighs to keep her still. “They like you. My parents will love you.”

She peeked out from under her arm, raising an eyebrow. “Is that supposed to be a selling point?” she laughed.

“Bambi,” I said, my voice dropping, my hand sliding up her side, making her shiver. “You’re going.”

Her eyes narrowed, but there was a hint of a smile tugging at her lips. “You really think you can bully me into going?”

I trailed my hand up her thigh, gripping her pussy. “Yes. I believe I can be very convincing if I stroke you the right way.”

I rose up onto my knees, spreading her legs apart. Her center glistened as I weaved my tongue between her pretty toes.

She moaned, biting her lip.

I moved up her body, kissing my way back up, settling between her thighs, hovering over her, pressing a soft kiss to her lips.

I was ready to lose myself between her thighs again when a knock interrupted us.

“You two done working in there?” Nika’s voice called, dripping with sarcasm. “Because there’s no food, and I’m starving.”

I groaned, dropping my forehead against Bambi’s shoulder. “I should have gotten her the hotel,” I muttered.

Bambi’s laugh vibrated against my chest, and she pushed at me. “You feed her. I nap. Get to know each other.

Reluctantly, I rolled off her, running a hand over my face as I sat on the edge of the bed.

She snuggled under the sheets. The doorbell rang.

“Who’s that?” she asked, her voice muffled under the covers.

“Dolly,” I said, grabbing a shirt. “I asked her to bring over some dresses for you and your sister for tomorrow since she was going shopping.”

Her head popped up, and her glare cut through me. “When did you do that?”

“Last night,” I said, smirking as I shrugged. “I told you—you’re going.”

Her glare deepened, her lips pressing into a line. “I might get a hotel with my sister,” she said, her tone dripping with mock defiance.

I grinned, leaning down to press a kiss to her forehead. “Fine. We…” I put emphasis on the we. “...can do everything there that we do here.” She was stuck with me.

“I liked it when you were a man of few words,” she laughed. “Now go answer the door,” tossing a pillow at me. “Our last name is Robinson by the way.”

I caught it mid-air and threw it back before heading toward the door. “I already knew that. I went through your purse.

Her laugh followed me out of the room.

When I made it to the living room, Dolly was sitting with Nika, getting acquainted. There were surrounded by bags.

“You didn’t have to bring all this,” I interrupted. Nika’s eyes cut to me. She gave me a look like she was trying to figure me out. After a few seconds, she shook her head like she didn’t care, then went back to looking at clothes.

“Please. I needed an excuse to hit the mall without Aamon hovering over me,” Dolly said, drawing my attention. “And girls need options.”

I shook my head. Dolly glanced toward the bedroom, her brow arching.

“You convinced her to go tomorrow?”

“Working on it,” I said, running a hand over my beard.

Dolly smirked. “You’re lucky she hasn’t run screaming yet.”

She wasn’t wrong.

“So you’re her boyfriend, not her boss?” Nika asked.

“Boss?” Dolly questioned, her eyebrow arching.

Nika’s smirk was a problem. Dolly’s question just made it worse.

I froze for half a second, my mind running through all the ways I could answer without making this worse. But then I realized I didn’t have to explain shit to either one of them.

“Dolly, feed her, please,” I said, pointing to Nika. “Let me know if y’all need anything else that doesn’t involved me do anything.” I was already heading toward the bedroom. I could feel their eyes on my back. I’d let Bambi handle them.

When I stepped into the bedroom, she was curled up under the covers, knocked out, her soft breaths the only sound in the room. I kicked off my shoes, stripped down to my boxers, and slid into the bed beside her. I wrapped my arm around her waist and pulled her close, letting my hand rest low on her stomach. She stirred, mumbling something in her sleep, as I pressed my face into her hair. Closing my eyes, I let the tension in my body bleed out.

I didn’t know what the Christmas day would bring, but it didn’t mattered right now. I was fucking content. And I hadn’t been that way in a long time.


Bambi-

The drive to Apollo’s parents’ house felt longer than it should have. Forty-five minutes stretched themselves out to test my fucking nerves. I just wanted to get it all over with. Apollo’s hand rested on my thigh, his thumb moving in slow circles—a calming gesture that wasn’t doing a damn thing to calm me.

Nika was in the backseat, scrolling through her phone, looking as unbothered as ever.

“You okay?” I asked her, twisting around in my seat to check on her.

“For the third time in ten minutes, I’m fine,” she said, sounding like she was tired of me. “I told you, I feel good. Better than I have in months.”

I nodded, but my eyes lingered on her for a second longer. She gave me a look that said, Stop babying me in front of him.

Apollo smirked, catching the exchange. “She’s fine, Bambi. Leave that girl alone.”

I shot him a glare.

“don’t bitch at her. She’s just nervous,” Nika took up for me. “She ain’t never met her man’s family before.”

“Shut up, Nika. I’m not nervous. And he is not my man.”

Apollo didn’t say anything else, but he grunted and moved his hand.

I rolled my eyes.

“Liar,” Nika said from the backseat without looking up.

“Shut up and make a TikTok or something.”

The rest of the ride was done in silence.

When Apollo pulled into a driveway and stopped, my stomach tightened. The house was beautiful—big and welcoming, decked out in lights, I knew there light bill was astronomical. The porch had a huge inflatable Santa next to a sleigh/ The whole scene looked like something out of a holiday commercial.

“We’re early,” Apollo said, as if he could read my thoughts. “You’ll have time to settle in before the chaos starts.” It was eleven in the morning.

His words didn’t ease the knot in my chest. He got out and helped me out, then helped Nika. I  adjusted my outfit—a pair of high-waisted pants and a cropped sweater instead of a dress. I thought I looked more put together.

The door to the house flew open before we made it up the driveway.

My stomach fluttered as Apollo’s parents stepped out onto the porch, dressed like Santa and Mrs. Claus. They were grinning ear to ear, and my nerves spiked even higher. His mother was short and wide, with a pretty and welcoming smile. She shared her light complexion with Aamon. Apollo’s father looked just like him, only older. Apollo said they were both retired school teachers. They looked like it.

“Oh, look at y’all!” Mrs. King exclaimed, her face lighting up as she came down the steps. She hugged Apollo first, fussing over him like he was still a boy. “And these must be the girls!”

Her gaze landed on me, and I froze. Her face softened, welcoming. “Bambi, is it? You’re gorgeous,” she said, pulling me into a hug that smelled like cinnamon and vanilla.

“And this must be Nika,” she turned to my sister. “Oh, honey, you’re stunning.”

Nika beamed. She liked compliments.

Mr. King stepped forward, his voice deep and warm as he gave Apollo a hard pat on the back. “Aamon said she was real, but I thought you had paid him to lie.” His booming laugh felt warm.

These were Apollo’s parents? It didn’t make sense, considering how he was the opposite of the disposition wise.

Before I could figure out what to say, Aamon’s voice rang out from somewhere inside. “Told y’all he didn’t make her up.”

I laughed, but it was shaky. Mrs. King looped her arm through mine, guiding me up the steps. “Come on in, honey,” she said. “Let me show you the kitchen. We’re just finishing up some pies.”

The inside was homey, it looked like my grannies house used to, suspended in the seventies. It smelled like the holiday.

Apollo started to follow, but she shooed him away. “Go on with your daddy and the boys. We’ve got this.”

Aamon came downstairs, waved, then disappeared into another room, carrying gifts. Dolly had already told me she wouldn’t be arriving until evening because she wanted to spend some time with her own family, who were not happy with Aamon for not marrying her. I guessed that would work itself out now that he had proposed.

Mrs. King turned to Nika. “Young lady, you can go upstairs. There’s a few young people up there you can gram or TikTok with.”

Nika did as she was told.

Apollo looked at me like he wasn’t sure if he should leave me, but I waved him off. “I’ll be fine,” I said, though my voice didn’t sound as convincing as I wanted it to.

He walked away slowly with his daddy.

There were so many women in the kitchen. They all turned to look at me when I walked in, their gazes curious but not unkind. Mrs. King introduced me to everyone—cousins, aunts, family friends.

I braced myself for the questions I knew were coming.

But none came.

I was relieved. I didn’t want to discuss my dead mama or my sick sister. I just wanted to enjoy a holiday for the first time in a long time.

“Well, look at you,” one of the women said as she handed me a dish towel. “You must be something special. Apollo hasn’t brought a girl home in, what… years?”

“Years,” another chimed in. “I mean, we thought he was just gonna stay alone forever—or he was gay.”

They all laughed.

Another added, “Aamon couldn’t stop talking about you yesterday. He didn’t like that other girl, but he likes you.”

“Leave her alone,” Mrs. King instructed them, then turned to me, smiling. “You know how to make a pie crust?” she asked, handing me a rolling pin.

“Not well,” I admitted. She guided me through it.

The knot in my chest loosened bit by bit as I worked. The women were loud and funny. I liked that.

After about an hour, Mrs. King said quietly, out of nowhere, “Apollo’s lucky. I can tell you’re going to be good for him. This is the first time his daddy didn’t have to go drag him here in years. He was ready to show you off.”

My cheeks burned. “I hope so. He’s been good to me,” I said softly, not divulging any details. She didn’t press, and I was grateful.

Apollo-

“Dolly said you’re Bambi’s boss?” Aamon asked, coming out of nowhere just as I was about to enter the den. “Since when?”

I stopped short, grabbing his arm. “Come here,” I muttered, tugging him down the hall and into my old bedroom before anybody else heard him.

I closed the door behind us, hiding the conversation from the rest of the house. My old room hadn’t changed at all—posters of Biggie and Pac still hung on the walls, and the old dresser still had clothes I’d left behind when I moved out.

Aamon leaned against the wall, arms crossed, one brow raised.

“Bambi told her sister I was her boss,” I said, running a hand over my beard. “She didn’t want to explain how we really met to Nika.”

Aamon studied me for a beat, his expression unreadable. “And?”

“And nothing,” I said flatly. “You already know how we met. I already told you.”

His head tilted. “Bullshit. You met her on the app, didn’t you?”

“Yeah,” I admitted, my tone low. “But what does it matter? I was the first and only person she met, and she only got on there to help her sister.”

“I don’t care how you met her,” he said, surprising the fuck out of me.

“You happy?” he asked.

“Yeah.” I couldn’t help but smile. “I am.”

“Then fuck where you met her. Or why she was there. But let me say this… I know you don’t like to talk about it,” he said, his eyes meeting mine. “But what happened with Belinda? That wasn’t on you.”

“Aamon, don’t start. We were doing good, nigga,” I said, shaking my head. He couldn’t help himself.

“She knew you were pulling away,” he continued, ignoring me. “When you got out of jail, you weren’t the same. And she saw that. The bitch was off in the head. She wanted to fuck with your mind on some ‘if I can’t have him, no other bitch can’ shit. That’s not your fault.”

I leaned back against the dresser, crossing my arms. “I know. But it doesn’t negate how I treated her,” I said quietly. “I wasn’t good to her. I can’t pretend otherwise.”

Aamon sighed, rubbing a hand over his face. “I’m gonna leave it alone because you insist on playing the role of villain in that story,” he said finally. “But I just hope you don’t let it ruin what you’ve got with Bambi. She’s different, like you said, Apollo. She’s got you out here talking in complete sentences and shit.”

That pulled a small smirk from me, and I shook my head. “You’re an idiot.”

“Nigga, you a bigger one,” he said, shoving me.

“Now let’s go whoop some ass in dominoes.”

An hour later, Aamon was back to being Aamon.

He slammed a domino onto the table. “Domino, niggas!” he shouted, leaning back in his chair and throwing his arms up.

“Man, fuck you, Aamon,” our cousin Derek muttered, shaking his head. “You always gotta do too much.” He was mad because he was a hundred down.

Aamon leaned forward, stacking the remaining pieces. “It’s not my fault y’all don’t know how to play. I’m just out here trying to teach life lessons.”

I rolled my eyes. “You’re a whole clown, you know that?”

Before he could respond, Mom’s voice carried through the house. “Dinner’s ready! And bring those extra chairs from the den, Apollo and Aamon!”

Everyone else, including our father, rushed out of the room, not wanting to do the manual labor.

We gathered as many chairs as we could quietly, knowing Momma was listening for us to start arguing. We were both grown as fuck, but neither of us wanted to piss her off. She looked short and sweet, but she was scary when she wanted to be.

I was anticipating seeing Bambi again.

As we turned to leave, another of our cousins, DeMarcus, walked in. He was short and fat, his mom had married into the family. “Yo, who brought the hooker?” he asked, his voice loud as fuck.

“What the fuck are you talking about?” I asked.

DeMarcus held up his phone, showing me the screen. My stomach turned when I saw it—Bambi’s profile on the app I met her on. I don’t know why I never thought about telling her to delete it. “This,” he said, snickering. “She’s in the kitch—”

I moved before I thought, dropping the chair and stepping toward him. My fist connected with his stomach, cutting off whatever bullshit he was about to say next. He doubled over, coughing and gasping for air.

“Delete that shit,” I said whispering, my voice tight. “And don’t call her out of her name again.”

DeMarcus straightened, his face twisted in anger. “Man, what the—”

Before he could finish, Aamon stepped in and shoved him against the wall. “Do what he fucking said,” Aamon growled. “And don’t fucking mention it to nobody.”

Me and my brother fought among ourselves, but he always had my back.

DeMarcus looked terrified. He cursed under his breath but nodded, tapping at his phone until the screen went blank. “It’s gone,” he muttered, glaring at us. “Happy now?”

Aamon and I exchanged a look before grabbing the chairs, pushing past him, and heading to the dining room. We heard the front door close.

When we got to the dining room, Bambi was sitting in the middle of the table, smiling at something Nika had said. The way she looked so gorgeous had me forgetting for a second what happened just a minute ago.

She caught me watching her and smiled, waving me over. I set the chairs down and walked over to her, taking the empty chair next to her and leaning in close so no one else could hear me. “Give me your phone,” I said quietly.

She frowned but slid her phone out of her purse and handed it over without question.

“Code?”

Her frown deepened. “1317,” she answered.

I put it in and went directly to the Encounters app. I purposely blocked her view so she couldn’t see me scrolling through her messages. There were a lot. All were unopened except mine. There was one from a neighbor who had been fucking with her, filled with nasty comments. I made a note to handle him personally.

“You forgot to delete this,” I said, showing her the phone as I cleared the account and deleted it.

Her frown deepened. “Thanks, I guess? I wasn’t going to get back on there,” she clarified.

I gave her a small nod. “I know you weren’t,” I whispered.

She rolled her eyes. “I will if I want to,” she challenged.

“I’ma let you have that one because you don’t know better,” I chuckled.

Her head tilted, her smirk widening. “Oh, is this a personality I see peeking out again? You possessive. You finally showing me another glimpse of who you are? Talk your shit then, Daddy.” She tittered, squeezing my thigh under the table.

She was playing, but I was dead-ass serious.

Before I could respond, my father’s booming voice cut through the room. “Alright, everyone, let’s gather and bow our heads. It’s time to give thanks.”

I handed her phone back, brushing my fingers against hers, and leaned back in my chair, watching her as she shifted her attention to the head of the table.

She was more than I deserved, and maybe she didn’t realize it yet—but I wasn’t letting her go.

Everyone bowed their heads, the hum of quiet prayers filling the room, but my thoughts stayed on her. Always on her now.


Apollo-

The house was quiet when we walked in. Nika didn’t waste any time, heading straight to her room. She seemed tired. She hadn’t even wanted to drop by their friend Karla’s house to drop off her presents.

“Do you want to open your presents?” Bambi asked her.

Nika stopped just long enough to toss a look over her shoulder. “No. I’m tired. Y’all left me with teen children for hours. Like a fucking babysitter. I’ll do it tomorrow.”

I was kind of responsible for that. I forgot her age and told my parents she was fifteen or sixteen at the most. She acted like it, and Bambi treated her like it. I watched her disappear down the hallway, heard the click of her door.

“She’d probably be more into it if you hadn’t let her blow five grand at the mall,” Bambi said, crossing her arms and leaning against the couch.

I smirked, kicking off my shoes and shrugging out of my coat. “You’re really not letting that go, huh?”

“Nope,” she said, as she fell back onto the couch, her legs curling under her. “I’m just happy to be home.”

“That’s three,” I said, moving toward her.

Her brow furrowed, her lips curving into a small frown. “Three what?”

“The third time you’ve called this your home,” I said, watching her carefully.

She hesitated, shifting a little. “You know what I meant.”

I didn’t respond. Instead, I moved closer, sitting down beside her. What I wanted to say was heavy in my chest. I pulled her into my lap, her body fitting against mine just right.

“Tell me something,” I said, reaching into my pocket and pulling out the small box I’d been holding onto all day. I held it between us. “It’s been nine days. Have you wanted to leave my side, even once?”

She blinked at me, caught off guard, but she didn’t look away. Finally, she sighed, her voice soft. “No. It felt… weird even that first day when you dropped me off.”

I nodded, and the knot in my stomach untangled. “That’s how I felt,” I said. There was no point in pretending otherwise.

I handed her the box, watching as she hesitated before taking it. Her hands were shaking just enough that I could see the nerves she tried to hide. When she opened it, the key inside caught the light, shining against the dark velvet of the box.

“I want you to move in permanently,” I said. “You and your sister. I’ll fix the house, and you can rent it out for extra income.”

She froze, her breath catching, and I could see her mind racing, coming up with every reason to say no. “Apollo, it’s been nine days.”

“I don’t care.”

She shook her head, her lips parting as if to argue. “It’s insane. I barely know you. You barely know me. And Nika—”

“I. Don’t. Care.” I brought my hands up to grip her chin, forcing her to look at me. “I’ve never wanted anything like I want this. You make me feel like the man I was supposed to be.”

“In nine days?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.

“In nine days,” I said, making sure my tone was firm, leaving no room for doubt. “I felt the same after nine hours, nine minutes, nine seconds.” I confessed.

She laughed, a nervous, disbelieving sound. “If you tell me what you did with those panties, I’ll agree.”

I shook my head. “No.” I wasn’t about to embarrass myself.

“Damn. Whatever you did must have been nasty as fuck.” She laughed again. “I don’t know, Apollo. This seems…”

“I’ve been trying to be, but I’m not a patient man, Bambi. I’m tired of talking about it.” My hands tightened on her just enough to keep her from pulling away. “You’re moving in.”

She looked at me, her eyes searching mine for something, and whatever she found must have been enough because she finally sighed, her shoulders softening. “Okay, fuck it. This is your Christmas and birthday present. But we have to be intentional about what we are doing. I got baggage. You got baggage. We need to talk about everything.” She shook her head suddenly. “This ain’t going to work.”

I sighed. “What if it does?”

She exhaled slowly. I could feel her heart thudding in her chest. “Okay,” she whispered. Her voice grew steadier as she added, “But if I agree to this, you have to promise me something.”

“Anything,” I said without hesitation.

“If it isn’t working. If my sister and I start to feel like a burden, tell me. Let me walk away with some piece of me intact. Without you resenting me.”

“I promise you, it’s not going to happen, Songbird.”

I leaned in, pressing my lips to hers and feeding her my tongue, cutting off whatever else she was about to say.

Everything about the situation was reckless, maybe even stupid, but it felt right. It felt inevitable. And in that moment, that was all that mattered.


Bambi-

It was the night after Christmas. Something woke me up. A feeling. My fingers brushed against Apollo’s chest, finding him tensed. I opened my eyes, wide awake.
“Apollo?” I murmured. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” he replied quickly, but his tone was off—too flat, flatter than usual.

I pushed myself up on one elbow, my eyes adjusting to the dim light. The faint glow from outside crept through the curtains, illuminating his face. His jaw was tight, his gaze fixed on the ceiling.

“You’re lying. Do I need to sing?” I asked, reaching out to touch his arm. “Talk.”

For a long moment, he didn’t say anything. “I don’t think I deserve this.”

I frowned, confused. “Deserve what?”

“This,” he said, gesturing vaguely around us. His voice was raw, barely above a whisper. “You. This life. Aamon was right—she’s still haunting me.”

I shifted closer, sitting up fully now. “Belinda?”

He nodded, exhaling. “Yeah. It’s like I can’t escape it. The shit I did. The way I treated her… the way she treated me. Even now, it feels like she’s still here, reminding me I’m not good enough. I’m just waiting for you to see it too.”

I swallowed hard. “Apollo, that’s not true.”

“But what if I mess this up? What if I hurt you, too?”

“You won’t,” I said, running my finer through his beard. “

His hand came up to cover mine. “You say that now…”

“I’ll say it every day if I have to,” I interrupted, my voice  firm. “You deserve happiness, Apollo. Even if it doesn’t end up being with me. You do deserve it.”

He closed his eyes, leaning into me as I continue talking.

“When my mom died, I felt like I had to be everything for everyone. For Nika. For the house. For myself. But I couldn’t. I was drowning, and I didn’t know how to save myself. That’s why I got on that app—to try to fix everything. And you showed up, and for the first time, I didn’t feel like I had to do it all alone. You gave me something I didn’t even know I needed. I decided that first day to do the same for you.”

He squeezed my thigh.

“You’re not alone anymore,” I said. “And I’ll beat a ghost’s bitch ass if I have to, call a priest for an exorcism or something. Whatever helps”

He really laughed. The second time in ten days.

He shook his head. “You barely take anything seriously.”

“I can’t with you, or we can’t both be grouchy as fuck.”

I rolled over on top of him before he could say anything more. We were both already naked. I slammed one hand over his mouth and gripped his dick, stroking it a few times until it was hard.

“Since you’re awake…”

Already wet, I slid down on him, slow and easy. He gripped my hips.

“…we might as well make the best out of it.”


Epilogue-

The house was full of life—wrapping paper was scattered all over the floor. There was laughter, holiday music, and the chaotic energy of our eight-year-old, Elijah, darting around the living room. His grin was pure Apollo, but he had my personality. He was darker than both of us and growing fast as hell.

“Eli, slow it down before you trip!” I called out from the couch. He glanced back at me with a mischievous look and kept running, narrowly avoiding Ayla, Nika’s three-year-old daughter, who was toddling around the tree with a half-wrapped present clutched to her chest. She didn’t want anybody to help her open it.

Across the room were Nika and her husband, Caleb. Nika, now a nurse, had come such a long way. Three weeks after I met Apollo, we got married—yes, three weeks. The man didn’t believe in wasting time. He’d bribed Nika into going to school, making sure she had everything she needed and wanted, from tuition to a car to get her there, to clothes to wear. That first month had been chaos. He didn’t really want her living with us, because their matching attitudes clashed constantly. Caleb was a fine ass Haitian doctor she met at work. Tall, slim and with coal black skin that flawless and locs down his back.

“Bambi.” Apollo’s deep voice pulled me out of my thoughts. He settled behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist. “When are they leaving?”

I leaned back against him, laughing softly. “Soon.”

He groaned, his lips brushing against the shell of my ear. “I can’t take it much longer,” he muttered, as if he had actually been interacting with everyone. He’d disappeared as soon as dinner was over and had been MIA for over two hours.

“Patience is a virtue,” I teased, but we both knew patience had never been his strong suit.

Aamon and Dolly emerged from the kitchen, carrying trays of desserts. Aamon, of course, was cracking jokes, being loud. Ten years later, nothing had changed.

Well almost nothing. Apollo stopped from his demons—he faced them, reluctantly at first, but he did it. I insisted on counseling, because I knew no matter how many times I sang him to sleep—the past would still haunt him. He deserved to feel whole. We didn’t talk about it. He didn’t want me to see the man he had been before. I didn’t push. The Apollo I knew, the one I loved, was enough for me.

"Elijah came flying back into the room, this time running headfirst into Apollo’s leg. Without missing a beat, Apollo scooped him up, holding him at arm’s length like he weighed nothing.

“What did I tell you about running in the house?” Apollo asked, his voice stern but his eyes soft.

Eli wriggled, grinning up at him. “Not to do it.”

“And what are you doing?”

“Running.”

Apollo’s smirk widened as he set him back down. “Go see if your mama needs help. In your bedroom.”

“I’m right here,” I pointed out, but Eli was already off, his tiny feet moving fast as he ran toward his room.

Apollo turned back to me, his eyes narrowing just enough to make my stomach flip. He reached into his pocket and held up a small wrapped box. “Merry Christmas.”

I frowned, feigning annoyance as I took it from him. “We agreed no gifts.”

“You agreed,” he said with a smirk. “Open it.”

I tugged at the wrapping, revealing a gold chain with a small charm shaped like the key to our house. My heart clenched, the memory of his first gift—the actual key to his house—flooding back. That had been his way of asking me to stay, just nine days after we’d met. And three weeks later, we stood in front of a courthouse judge, his mother crying happy tears while Aamon cracked jokes about shotgun weddings and hinted at me being pregnant.

“I love it,” I said softly, my fingers brushing over the charm.

Apollo leaned in, his lips grazing mine before pulling back to murmur, “Good. Now let’s get these people out of here so you can sing to me. I left something on the bed I want you to wear.”

Before I could respond, Nika’s voice rang out from the corner. “If y’all sneak off, I’m sending all the kids to your room. Leave this room if you want to.”

Apollo shot her a glare. She shot one right back.

“Your sister gets on my nerves,” he whispered.

I laughed. “But are you happy?” I asked, my hand wrapping around his.

“Yes,” he said, his voice low and steady. “Always will be as long as you’re with me. Song bird.”


Want to know what happened to those panties? Check out my Patreon @ patreon.com/user?u=55885778

If you like this book check out Summer’s Rain.
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