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Foreword




Hi. I'm Back... I'm going back to my mob roots for a while. Less melodrama after this one. See you all again around Valentines Day.








[image: ]





Chapter one




'Cause baby, I'm caring 'bout you
Ain't playing no games 'bout you
I'll go to hell and jail 'bout you, boy

Summer Walker's lyrics hit different.

She didn’t just write songs—she wrote confessions. Every lyric felt like a blueprint for loving someone so deeply, so recklessly, that you’d risk everything just to be near them. You could feel the weight of her words, like she’d poured every ounce of herself into them, like she lived every moment she sang about. stringing out her pain and her hunger, her wild, until it was impossible not to feel it.

I wanted those feelings for myself. All of them—the pleasure, the ache, the surrender. But I also wanted a soft life that included long nights in bed, receiving deep strokes that left me breathless. A man who could press his lips to my skin and quiet the ache beneath it.. A man who loved me so hard it blurred the line between devotion and obsession.

I sighed, letting the book in my lap fall shut. It couldn’t compete with the lyrics, with the yearning. The story was good—some romance about a broken woman finding herself through the love of a man who was equally broken—but I wasn’t in the mood for that kind of fantasy tonight. Not when reality felt this heavy.

I left the book splayed open on the coffee table, the pages catching the glow of the lamp. My feet carried me to the window, where I pressed my forehead against the cool glass and looked out at the city.

What would it be like to be so gone over somebody that you’d risk your freedom for them? To love someone so deeply that you’d face anything just to stay close. Would it be like a raging fire, wild and exciting, or a steady flame that never stops burning?

What would it be like to look into someone’s eyes and see your whole future together? To have someone care so much that every goodbye hurts and every hello feels like coming home. Would it make everything easier and less lonely?

I closed my eyes, trying to imagine it. Warm arms wrapping around me from behind, a whispered "I love you" against my neck, the feel of someone else’s heartbeat matching mine. My throat tightened at the thought.

But instead, here I was, easing back into the reality of another Friday night, where I did nothing but lounge on my plush leather sofa. I was depressed. Loneliness had me in a chokehold.

I scanned my living room, my gaze drifting over the sleek black furniture and bold red accents that gave the space a chic, modern vibe. My 65-inch TV was mounted neatly on the wall above a minimalist console filled with gadgets that I barely touched. My three-bedroom, two-bath condo was curated down to the last detail—a testament to my success.

On paper, I should have been on top of the world. Managing one of the largest accounting firms in Florida, making six figures, and debt-free. But there was no warmth here, no laughter filling the empty corners. Just me, trying to convince myself that a perfectly curated life was enough to make up for the silence.

Tomorrow would be much of the same. I’d clean my already immaculate house, handle some errands, dive into another book, and then hit the sack by 10. Sunday wasn’t looking any brighter, with plans to eat lunch alone and spend the afternoon catching up on shows I’d recorded throughout the week. By Monday morning, I’d be back at my desk, facing another week just like the last.

For years, I tried to shake off the weight of the loneliness pressing down on my chest, but the more I tried to ignore it, the more it settled in. When ignoring it didn’t work, I started venturing out, seeking connection. I tried online dating. Going to bars. Letting people I worked with hook me up with this or that family member, only to end more disillusioned. It was hard to meet someone when most of my peers were tangled in their own dramas—family, kids, or still figuring out their paths.

But truthfully, I’d been keeping people at a distance long before I started dating. My daddy had a temper, the kind that made him explode over the smallest things—burnt toast, a misplaced pair of shoes. Out of habit, I kept people away so they wouldn’t see the cracks in my life. So they wouldn’t hear the yelling, the breaking dishes, or the way my mama’s voice would get smaller and smaller as he wore her down. I got good at making myself invisible, at pretending everything was fine, at living inside my own head where no one could touch me.

That habit followed me into adulthood. I kept people out because it was easier. Safer. Until I didn’t have anyone to let in

My reflection in the glass caught my eye. I stared at myself.

Thick chocolate thighs, a flat stomach, full breasts. My hips carved wide enough to birth babies I wasn’t sure I’d ever have. Standing five-eight and tipping the scales at two-hundred-ten pounds, I was all curves—soft in the places I wanted to be, solid in the places I needed to be. My skin was smooth, glowing from my religious skincare routine. After years of yo-yo dieting and picking myself apart in mirrors, I’d finally embraced the way I looked.

But loving yourself is a lonely thing when there’s no one to do it with you. The men who did approach me—if you could even call them men—looked at me like I was a challenge to conquer or a distraction from their real lives. They weren’t looking for me, not really.

I sighed again. I needed to stop thinking, stop dwelling. Exhausted from the sameness, I retreated from the window and headed to my bedroom. My bare feet skimmed the cold tiles, the chill crawling up my legs as if the house itself was trying to remind me that I was alone. I wrapped my arms around myself, seeking warmth, Seeking comfort.

When I climbed into bed, the tears started, like they always did. I was tired of crying, tired of feeling like this couldn’t be all life had to offer. With the TV playing low for background noise, I shut my eyes tight, squeezing out the last of the tears, and whispered a prayer into the dark. "Dear God, just send me someone—a whole man, a piece of a man, hell, even some friends who make the silence less loud. I’m not asking for perfection, just someone who’ll see me, hold me, and stay."


Chapter two




I was standing tall in a cheap hotel room. My Jordans still laced, jeans bunched around my ankles, shirt pushed up under my chin. My knees were pressed against the edge of the mattress, fingers digging into soft, sweat-slicked thighs. This was my ritual. Friday night. No strings. No complications. Just fucking.

Keisha was moaning—louder than necessary—but I didn’t care, as long as she didn’t say the wrong thing. She arched her back, throwing herself against me, her ass rippling with each thrust. Praising me.

“Oooh, Cass! That’s it, baby. Right there. Fuck me harder!”

Keisha wasn’t special. She was my fallback. She’s who I call when I can’t find anybody in the club worth fucking or when I didn’t feel like dealing with new energy.

“Oooh, shit, Cass, that's my spot. Fuck me faster, baby. Harder!”

There were plenty of Keishas. They came in all forms—women I met at the club, the grocery store, sometimes even on the street.

The routine was always the same. Take her to a hotel—never home. Fuck her hard and fast, pull her hair, slap her ass, pull the condom off, and nut on her back. At the end of the night, I’d send her home with a few extra dollars in her pocket, then rinse and repeat the next week. I don’t love or respect the females I deal with. Why should I respect them when they don’t respect themselves?

“Cassius, I’m ’bout to cum, don’t stop,” Keisha groaned.

I didn’t stop. I picked up my pace, ignoring her nails digging into my skin, ignoring the faint sheen of sweat dripping down my temples. I pounded into her faster until I felt her walls gripping me. My balls tightened. That was my cue.

Pulling out, I flipped her over. I snatched my condom off.

“Open your mouth!” I demanded, and she complied.

She grinned, licking her lips, then dropped to her knees. She fluttered her eyelashes at me. Keisha was pretty as fuck—looked like the thick sister who sings with her less-thick sister. With my heart pounding and my stomach muscles tight, my hand stroked my dick from root to tip until I was spilling on her face, her lips, even inside her mouth. It was the closest she’d probably ever get to a pearl necklace.

She moaned like it was a gift and purred, “Damn, daddy, you taste good.” Her words came out silky, like my cum.

I grunted, stepping back as she wiped her mouth with her fingers and sucked them clean.

I got a sick satisfaction from watching her swallow my babies. She wasn’t ashamed.

A second later, she strutted to the bathroom. The shower turned on. Before she came out, I got dressed. After leaving two hundred dollars on the dresser, I stepped out into the night, the chill barely touching me.

I got in my car, my hands gripping the steering wheel. Not tired yet, I thought about heading to Tampa, maybe hitting a strip club. Maybe I’d pay a stripper’s rent tonight. It wasn’t like I couldn’t afford it.

I’m rich.

My moms and pops won the Florida lotto when I was ten. Even though they had millions, they didn’t run from their upbringing. We lived in a big ten-bedroom, five-bath house two blocks from the trailer park my moms grew up in and three blocks away from the projects my daddy was born in. The same people they grew up with were the same people I grew up with. I saw some shit no young boy should ever see, and it molded me into the thirty-year-old I am today.

I don’t take no losses. My temper’s quick, and I don’t trust easy either. My parents’ situation taught me that. My daddy did the right thing when he found out my mother was pregnant with me and married her. She had no loyalty, though. Half of it was his fault—he was still trying to hustle and make a name for himself, despite the money he had. I think he just liked the thrill of being in the streets. He left Momma without attention too long, and she ended up fucking his friends.

For years, he didn’t see it. And then one day… he did. He came home. She was buck naked with his best friend. He shot her, Uncle Curtis, and then himself—leaving me alone.

The kind of upbringing I had toughens you, sharpens your edges, but it doesn’t prepare you to come home from college for spring break and find everybody you loved dead. They’d been in that house for more than a week.

I found out that day that ugly truths make broken men.

My childhood home, the one bought with all that lotto money, had become a tomb.

I could’ve sold that house, but I didn’t. It was all I had left of them, even if walking through it felt like dragging chains across concrete.

After they were gone, I didn’t have time to grieve. I had to figure out how to move in a world where I couldn’t trust anyone but myself.

Now the world was my kingdom, where I played hard and ruled supreme. I ran my shit like a dictatorship.

As I pulled into the parking lot, a bouncer glanced at my car, then leaned down to peer through the window. A smirk spread across his face when he recognized me.

“Back again?” he chuckled.

I glanced at the entrance of the club, then back at him.

“Nah.” My voice was flat as I shifted into reverse and made a tight U-turn out of the lot.

As I headed home, I felt the weight of the silence that was always there creeping in again. Maybe it was the house. Maybe it was me. Either way, I didn’t feel like a king tonight.





Chapter three




For some reason, Saturday morning crept in slowly, instead of cracking open like usual. I rolled out of bed without my alarm screaming me awake, but my nerves were already buzzing. The bright morning light poured through my windows, as if the sun had nothing better to do than mess with me. I closed the curtains and shuffled into the kitchen for coffee, but the caffeine did little to bring me to life. I couldn't shake the depressing feelings clinging to me like a rabid monkey on my back.

I wandered back into my room, contemplating returning to bed, but the pile of laundry in the corner dared me to. With a sigh, I gathered it up and prepared for a trip to the laundromat, where I'd drop it off. I had a washer and dryer at home but hated doing laundry.

A steamy shower didn't do much to lift the haze from my mind, but I dressed anyway. I slipped into my black skinny jeans and crop top, the fabric hugging me like a second skin. After lacing up my black and red Jordans—comfortable but not lazy—I tamed my wild curls into tight, springy coils framing my face. My reflection stared back at me.

"You look fine," I said to myself, applying a swipe of lip gloss. But even as I murmured those words, forcing a dimpled smile, my eyes gave me away. The light was gone. Pretty? Yes. Present? Barely.

“Fake it till you make it,” I whispered to the mirror. I didn’t believe it, but I kept smiling anyway.

Resigned and ready to go, I grabbed my keys and the bag of clothes, heading out the door. I dropped my laundry off quickly, then drove to the Brandon Town Center. I needed bras and panties that were too tempting to ignore. I made the trip worthwhile, blowing three hundred dollars on lace and satin that would make me feel good, if only for a moment.

I felt better than I had when I woke up. Shopping bags swayed from my arms as I headed to the food court. I spotted Naomi from work—petite, mixed-race, with a head full of pretty curls. One of those effortlessly gorgeous women with a great personality. She lit up when she saw me and headed straight over, her curls bouncing with each step.

"Hey, Mrs. Mars, look at you! I love the street-chic aesthetic. You look so different outside of work. More relaxed. And you thick. I ain't know you were hiding all this," she said, eyes sweeping over me. "What brings you out here? I thought you lived in St. Pete?"

I laughed, trying to shake off my awkwardness as I clutched my shopping bags tighter. “Thanks, Naomi. I do. I just drove over to spend some money. And outside of work, just call me Angel."

Naomi’s face lit up like she’d just remembered something. She dug into her oversized tote bag, pulling out a flyer with bright red letters and a giant grill plastered across the front.

“Okay, Ms. Angel. Look, I’m throwing a Memorial Day BBQ, and you have to come,” she said, thrusting the flyer at me. “It’s gonna be good food, good music, good vibes. You need this in your life. Address is on there. Don’t make me come to your desk and harass you about it Tuesday because you didn’t show up.”

I nodded and took the flyer without making any promises.

"I gotta go, Angel," she said, giving a quick wink before turning on her heel and jogging over to a man with dreadlocks leaning against a store display. They headed into Macy's hand in hand, and I stood for a moment, turning her invitation over in my mind. "Memorial Day BBQ" stared back at me like a challenge. I wanted something life-changing to happen—could this be it?

I stuffed the flyer into my purse and wandered over to the food court for teriyaki chicken.

Back home, the quiet of my condo felt like it would swallow me whole. I dropped my bags at the door and rushed to use the restroom. I ended up leaning against the bathroom sink, my reflection staring back as if it had all the answers but didn’t share them with me. I peeled off my clothes and took another shower, trying to let the hot water relax me, but I was anxious. I kept thinking about Naomi's invite.

After my shower, I went back for my bag. When I picked up my purse, the flyer fluttered out onto the floor. I stood, staring at it. I knew I should go to Naomi's party, but the thought made my nerves buzz. What if she hated me after getting to know me? Work would turn very awkward.

I paced around the living room a few times, trying to talk myself into going. When talking didn’t work, I took action. I stripped out of the pajamas I'd just put on and dug through my closet. I found a black and red sundress, its tags still attached a year after I bought it, because I rarely went anywhere. I picked out a new lace bra and panties, slipped them on, then tried on the dress. The fabric clung to my curves, hugging my waist and cupping my hips before flowing out. It showed just enough cleavage to be tempting. I slid my feet into black Tory Burch slides and spent time playing with my hair until it framed my face like a halo. I checked my reflection from every angle. I looked good. It took all my willpower to leave the house before my doubts could creep back in.

The drive to Naomi's was quick, and I could hear the music bumping a block away. Her white, ranch-style house was packed, with cars lining the street. The energy was high, and people spilled into the front yard, drinks in hand and smiles on their faces.

I parked and sat for a moment, nerves twisting in my stomach. After taking a few deep breaths, I got out of the car and strutted through the front yard like I was born to be there. I'd never been shy, just awkward around people. A couple of men looked hard, and I tried not to blush as I held their gaze just long enough to encourage them before moving deeper into the crowd.

I found Naomi in the backyard, easy to spot in the smallest pink bikini I'd ever seen, laughing and dancing with her dreadhead like they were the only two people there. Her ass was in his lap as she twerked. Sweat slicked down his pecs, his abs tight and defined—his body easily earning a perfect ten.

But as my eyes wandered to his face, it was clear he wasn't a ten up top. His nose and lips were disproportionately large for his round, beared face, and a scar ran jagged from his right cheek down to just above his pec. He wasn't ugly, just rough-looking.

I lingered at the edge of the crowd, watching them dance, contemplating the best way to approach—or whether I should at all—when suddenly, a deep voice rumbled in my ear, "You know it's not polite to stare."


Chapter four




I really wasn’t trying to go to this party, but Naomi kept hitting me up. She’s a nag at times, always trying to set me up with one of her desperate or reformed whore friends. Just because she now carries Jonas' nuts in her purse doesn’t mean I have to be ready to turn mine over.

Don’t get me wrong—I was happy for my friend. I don’t wish my lifestyle on anyone who didn’t have the heart for it. I know it’s human nature to want a family and all that B.S., but me? Sometimes I didn’t even feel human. I feel like I’m from another planet, and I’m the only one who sees that relationships and marriage are traps that suck the life out of you. If we were meant to be monogamous, there wouldn’t be more pussies in the world than dicks. I read somewhere that women outnumber men six to one. Nature didn’t even make it possible for us to be in monogamous relationships.

Jumping out of my truck, I walked around to the back of the house, pausing to chat up a few women I hadn’t fucked and dodging the ones I had. In the backyard, I found Naomi working her ass on Jonas. I still don’t know how this guy ended up with her. He’s lucky he met her first. Otherwise, she’d have a permanent spot on my roster. She had grown into and incredible woman. She cooks, cleans, makes her own money. If I ever lost my damn mind and decided to settle down, it’d be with someone like Naomi. The thought passed as quickly as it came. I shook it off and kept moving.

Out of nowhere, hands covered my eyes and a pair of breasts pressed up against my back.


“Hey, baby.”


Keisha. I didn’t have to turn around to know it was her. I removed her hands and walked off, ignoring her calling my name. I wasn’t in the mood.

I made my way over to a girl standing just a little ahead of me. Her dress was hugging her round ass and hips just right, and if I was into thick women, I’d have made my move. But I needed a woman I could pick up and handle the way I liked, you know?


I hadn’t been sure before, but now I was. She was watching Jonas and Naomi. I wanted to know why.

“You know it’s not polite to stare,” I said, sliding up close enough for my dick to almost graze her ass. She smelled good, like something sweet and sinful, like brown sugar with a dash of spice.

Her body went stiff. “I wasn’t staring.” Her voice was a silken, filthy blend of honey dripped over bourbon. She turned to face me, stepping back when she saw how close I was.

I was thrown off for a second and forgot why I approached her. I didn’t expect her to look like she did. She had one of the prettiest faces I’d ever seen—full lips, deep dimples, and cognac brown eyes that could hold you hostage. Her smooth brown skin looked baby soft. She was breathtaking, disrupting my equilibrium.

She tilted her head, giving me a slow once-over that was as deliberate as it was dismissive. “You get a good enough look?” she asked, crossing her arms over her chest, her tone dry.

I took a slow step back, taking my time to scan her from head to toe—those thick thighs, red-polished toes, pretty titties—and then back up to her face. She had this sultriness about her. But I could tell by the way she held herself, she wasn’t as confident as she should be.

“Now I did,” I said, flashing a grin.

The look she gave me would have put off a lesser man. She seemed ready to say something, but she stopped when Naomi voice cut through the air, “Angel.” She called.

She rolled her eyes at me before she turned and left me standing there without a word.

My eyes lingered on her ass as she walked away. I guessed Angel was her name. It fit her. I followed a few steps behind her, closing in on my best friend and his girl. Something Angel  was…different. I wasn’t sure what, but I knew one thing for sure—this night just got a whole lot more interesting.


Chapter five




I rolled my eyes at the cocky man, letting him know his antics weren’t cute, before walking away.
Naomi saved me from acting out of character in public and cursing him out. It’s not every day a man who looked like him flirted with me—it was flattering but teetering on the edge of disrespectful.
I could feel him watching me as I strutted over to Naomi. She spread her arms. "Hey, Ms. Angel, glad you made it!” She pulled me into a hug, then let go and complimented me again. “And damn, girl, you are slaying in that dress! You're absolutely killing it! Right, baby?" she asked her man. But before he could answer, that voice from earlier chimed in.

"Yeah, she looks damn good, Naomi."

I spun around and rolled my eyes at him harder this time, but his smirk only grew.

"Well, nobody asked you, Cassius. Fall back. She's not for you," Naomi waved him off, pulling me behind her like I needed saving.

“Avoid this one,” she mock-whispered, then looped an arm around him, hugging him tight.

I found it fascinating—how she was quick to warn me off him yet so comfortable in his presence. The contradiction wasn’t lost on me. But I didn’t need her warning—I wasn't too naive to know when a man would be bad for me. And he would be, It was written all over him.

But damn, he was fine. While Naomi hugged him, I took the chance to really check him out. Dude was way out of my league.

He was tall, draped in smooth tan skin, with neatly cut hair and a thick beard that framed his chiseled face just right. He had a thick neck and broad shoulders. His ice-blue eyes, lighter than usual, and his smile showcased perfect ivory teeth against his flawless complexion. But it was the ink covering his arms that really caught my eye. Without all the tattoos, he could pass for a pretty boy. Dressed down in a red T-shirt stretched across his chest and black swim trunks hung off his hips, even his feet were well-groomed in Nike slides.

This man was a problem.

When I finally dragged my gaze back up to his face, our eyes locked. He wore a smug smile that quickly turned into a wicked grin. I looked away, my cheeks heating up. Cassius was fine, and he knew it.

We were both decked out in red and black, you'd think we planned it.

“Naomi, you gonna introduce me to your friend?” he asked, looking down at her with that grin still playing on his lips.

“If you insist,” she sighed, rolling her eyes. “Angel, this is Cassius, but we all call him Cass. And that’s Jonas, my fiancé,” she added, nodding to the other guy. We all shook hands.

“Nice meeting you, Cassius. And thanks, Jonas, for inviting me over,” I said, feeling a bit more at ease.

"You ever played spades, Angel?" Jonas asked. He threw Cassius a pack of cards. I watched him pull the cards out, then flip them through his fingers like liquid silver while staring at me.

I couldn’t look away. with my eyes locked on him, I shook my head. "No, I don’t know how."

Cassius sat down in the patio chair. My middle ended up right in his face.

I felt a flush creep up my neck. If I wasn’t so dark, they’d know I was blushing. Then I remembered my dimples were probably giving me away.

Cassius's grin was a slow-burning fuse. My embarrassment reached its height when, in one smooth motion, he pulled me onto his lap. My breath caught as I realized what just happened.

"You can help me win. I’m going to teach you," he whispered, his breath brushing my ear, sending shivers down my spine.

"I don’t think I should sit on you. I’m too—"

"You’re perfectly fine," Cassius interrupted, his hands settling on my hips, anchoring me to him. "Now, let’s play."

My head was down for a whole minute, so I didn’t see the reactions from Jonas, Naomi, and another man had taken seats at the table.

His hands moved to cover mine, guiding them as he dealt the cards. "First, you need to understand the suits," he murmured, his fingers tracing mine. "Spades are always the trump cards, the most powerful."

He slid a card into my hand, his touch lingering. "Hearts, diamonds, clubs," he continued, each word a warm breath against my skin. "They’re important, but spades win."

Naomi watched us with an amused expression, occasionally offering tips but mostly letting Cassius take the lead. It took everything in me not to tremble in this man’s lap.

I learned nothing. His proximity made it hard to focus. Still, we won. After the game, I was still sitting in Cassius’s lap. He wouldn’t let me up. While he was distracted and collecting money from the other players, Naomi leaned into me, a smirk on her face. “Don’t fall in love, girl. I’m warning you.”

“I gotta use the restroom,” I yelled a little too loud as I jumped up. I didn’t wait for instructions. I’d find it.

As I hurried into the house, my heart was thundering in my chest. Somebody pointed me toward the bathroom, and as soon as the door clicked shut behind me, I leaned over the sink, gripping the edges like it might hold me together. The room was spinning—maybe from the drinks, maybe from Cassius. Probably both.

I splashed cold water on my face, desperate to cool my skin, to calm the heat pooling between my thighs. My reflection in the mirror looked just as flustered as I felt. "He is not for you, Angel. Don’t set yourself up," I whispered, staring at myself like I could talk some sense into the girl in the glass.

When I finally felt composed enough to return, I took a deep breath and stepped back into the warm night air. Naomi was waiting for me at the back door. “Let me introduce you to some more people.” She handed me a drink.

I learned so much about them—like how Naomi and Jonas had been together since their teens. She’d met him when he was a corner boy, still hustling, and she’d seen the potential in him before anyone else. Now he was mentoring at-risk youth, helping them find a way out of the same life he’d barely escaped. They were the kind of couple that made you believe in the whole “ride or die” thing—if you squinted hard enough.

Cassius didn’t divulge anything about himself. He was the type who cracked jokes. His arrogance was off the charts. He carried himself like he swore the air itself bent to accommodate him. That type of confidence was obnoxious in other men, but somehow it suited him. He was superficial and shallow—a hoe. Throughout the night, at least twenty women tried to get his attention, whispering in his ear or shooting me dirty looks. I brushed it off.

The party wound down around ten. I was tipsy. Naomi had been giving me drink after drink. But I still had manners.

“You all need help cleaning up?” I offered, noticing the paper plates and cups scattered around their yard.

“No, you just relax and finish your drink. We have people coming to clean up first thing in the morning. I’m gonna fix up the guest room for you—you’ve had too much to drink to drive,” Naomi said, turning to head inside.

“No, no, I’m good. Really, I’m not that drunk,” I protested, standing up too fast from one of the pool chairs. My head swam, and I nearly tumbled back down.

Both Naomi and Cassius laughed at me. Cassius helped me back into my chair—I didn’t know where Jonas had wandered off to.

“Okay, maybe I am a bit tipsy,” I admitted, giggling like a fool. “But I can still take an Uber home,” I added stubbornly, trying to salvage what little dignity I had left.

“No, I insist. Stay here, and Cassius will look after you, and he’ll be good. Won’t you, Cass?” Naomi said with a playful threat in her tone.

“Just go, Naomi,” he stressed.

I watched her retreat into the house.

Then it was just me and him. I tried to avoid his gaze. I failed horribly. When I did look, his eyes were already on me. “I told you, it’s not nice to stare,” he said, taking a pull of the blunt that had come from nowhere.

“I’m not staring at you—you’re the one staring at me!”

“If you weren’t staring at me, you wouldn’t know I was staring at you,” he countered.

“This is really childish, you know?” I giggled.

“I know you are, but what am I?” he rebutted.

We both burst out laughing.

He stopped suddenly, getting this real serious look on his face.

“What?” I asked.

“Can I kiss you?”

The question hung between us. I wanted to laugh it off, make a joke, anything to break the tension, but the way he was looking at me held me in place. His eyes were so serious, so focused, that I found myself trapped in his gaze again.

I shook my head. “No,” I breathed out real low.

“Why not?” he asked.

I took a breath, holding his gaze. “Your eyes,” I said slowly, trying to find the right words, “they’re sadder than mine. And I’m carrying a whole world of sad right now.”

He blinked. I could tell he was surprised by my answer. “Is that why?” he murmured, low.

“Yes,” I replied. “If we liked it and turned it into more, all we could do is add to each other’s sadness. I don’t want that for you. Not for you, not for me.”

He didn’t say anything right away, just stared at me, his jaw tightening like he was processing what I’d said and didn’t like it. I could see something flicker in his eyes—understanding, maybe, or resignation.

And then, just like that, the moment passed. He leaned back in his chair, taking another pull from the blunt, the tension between us easing. I let out a shaky breath, unsure if I’d just dodged a bullet or missed an opportunity.

He was too fine to like me anyways. The thought tickled me for some reason, and despite the heavy mood, a laugh escaped me.

“What are you two laughing at?” Naomi asked. I hadn’t heard her come back outside.

I laughed harder. I don’t know if it was the liquor, the absurdity of Cassius asking to kiss me, or the fact that, for the first time in forever, I didn’t feel alone that  had me acting like a fool, but I laughed all the way to the room, with Naomi and Cassius guiding me.

Naomi was giving Cassius questioning looks, but all he did was shrug.

The room they left me in was big and nicely furnished, with a four-poster bed and a matching armoire and dresser. I was tired, but I got off the bed and walked into the adjoining bathroom for a shower. It had been a hot day, and I hated the feel of dried sweat on my body. I peeled off my dress and noticed towels on the sink. When I picked them up, underneath them was a long USF T-shirt and a pair of basketball shorts. Jumping in the shower, I quickly washed and dried off.

In bed, the pillow was cool against my cheek, and before I could think too much—about Cassius, about the fact that I was lying in a stranger’s guest room—I was out. Sleep took me the moment my head hit the pillow, pulling me into a deep, dreamless oblivion.


Chapter six




I couldn’t shake off Angel's words. It was like they’d lodged in my ear and taken up permanent residence in my brain, but she was wrong. I wasn’t sad. There was too much going on in my life for that.

Grabbing my cell phone from the driver’s seat, I scrolled through my contacts until I found Keisha’s number, then dialed it. Sometimes, I tended to overthink things, but sadness wasn’t an option—I refused to entertain it.

The line rang once, then again. Keisha finally picked up, her voice bright. "Hey, Cass! What's up?"

“I’m down the street. Come outside.” I hung up without waiting for her response.

Pulling up in front of the duplex where Keisha lived, she emerged shortly after I parked, clad in a short pink pajama set. The tiny shorts barely covered her thick thighs and ass, her nipples pressing against the thin fabric of her top. Her breasts bounced as she made her way to my truck, her bedroom slippers slapping against the pavement.

She leaned down, smiling like she’d just hit the jackpot.

“Get in.”

She opened the door and slid into the passenger seat, her hand brushing my arm. “Hey, baby, why didn’t you say anything to me at the party?” she asked, her voice already starting to grate on my nerves.

“I was busy. Couldn’t you see?” My tone was rougher than I meant it to be.

She nodded, forcing a smile. “Okay, no big deal. Are you coming in?” She looked hopeful.

I let out a short laugh, unzipping my pants. “No, I’m not coming in,” I said, pulling out nine hard inches. “Think you can handle this for me?”

Her eyes widened for a moment before she giggled, her excitement barely contained. She got to work, leaning, she practically swallowed my whole dick.

She didn’t need coaching—she knew what she was doing. My head tipped back against the seat as she took me deeper. I could feel the head of myself at the back of her throat as she sucked, slurped, and licked.
I let out a low groan. “Good girl,” I said, smoothing my hand over the nape of her neck. “Now faster, and don’t choke,” I groaned.

She moaned around my dick, speeding up, using no hands until I felt myself getting ready to cum. Grabbing her head roughly, I pushed it further down and fucked her mouth. “Oh, shit, suck the nut out!” I groaned, and she did, swallowing every drop like it was nothing. When she pulled back, her lips were glossy, her eyes bright.

For this reason alone, I kept her around. She could suck like a Hoover vacuum. But as soon as my dick was back in my pants, my mind returned to Angel.

I thought about asking Keisha if she thought I was sad, but how could I take anything she said seriously? She’d run outside half-naked in the middle of the night just to please me. There are three hundred sixty-five days in a year, how many other dicks was she sucking?

Keisha sat up, smoothing her hair, looking at me like she was expecting more. I reached into my wallet, pulled out a hundred-dollar bill, and handed it to her. “I’ll call you in a few days, Keisha.”

She pouted but got out of the car without a word. I watched her walk back to her duplex before pulling off.

Some fire head was usually all I needed at the end of the night to put me to sleep, but I was wide awake. Thinking.

I busted a U-turn and headed back to Jonas and Naomi’s house. I had a bedroom there. I could ask Ms. Angel directly what she meant by me being sad in the morning.

Why did I even care what she thought?
Because for the first time ever, a woman had seen something in me that wasn’t superficial. Because she had a witchcraft-type smile. Because I liked the way she said my name. She took her time with it, enunciating each syllable.

What was wrong with me?

After letting myself into Jonas and Naomi’s house, I took the stairs two at a time, heading straight to the room Naomi had put Angel in. I paused at the door and peeked inside. She lay sprawled on top of the covers, drooling slightly in her sleep. The light on the nightstand was still on.

Quietly, I stepped into the room and took a blanket from the end of the bed. I draped it over her, making sure she was covered and warm because Jonas kept the temperature on Alaska.

For a moment, I just stood there, watching her sleep. Her chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm, her lips slightly parted. She was so damn pretty. Too pretty. And the way she’d felt sitting on my lap earlier…

I sighed, running a hand over my face. What the hell was she doing to me?

Before I could spiral any further, I slipped out of the room, closing the door softly behind me. I headed to my own room, my thoughts tangled in ways I couldn’t make sense of.

Angel said I was sad. Was I?


Chapter Seven




Waking up the next morning in a strange bed, in a strange house, wearing men’s clothes, and smelling like men’s cologne was disconcerting. This had never happened before. My head pounded. I didn't know where I was, who I was with, or what I was supposed to do. I was on the verge of freaking out until flashes of the night before assaulted me. I had been at Naomi’s house. I was in Naomi’s house.

Relief washed over me, but not enough to alleviate the awkwardness settling in my bones. I swung my legs over the side of the bed, letting my toes touch the cool hardwood floor. My head throbbed with every move, my body heavy with the kind of exhaustion that came from too much liquor and not enough dignity.

I peeked out of the cracked bedroom door, holding my breath as I listened for signs of life. Voices and laughter floated down the hallway, but I couldn’t make out who it was. Not ready to face the world yet, I darted into the attached bathroom and used it quickly. Grateful to find a new toothbrush and toothpaste, I brushed my teeth, staring at my reflection in the mirror. My curls were smashed on one side, my lips were dry, and my eyes were bloodshot. Beautiful, I thought sarcastically, rinsing my mouth out and splashing cold water on my face. What now?

The smell of bacon wafted through the air, and I assumed Naomi would be in the kitchen. I headed back to the bedroom door, peeking out again before opening it.

The stairs were to my right, leading down to where the sound of laughter grew louder. Before descending, I paused, taking in my surroundings for the first time. The house was pristine—white walls, white furniture, white carpet that looked like it could swallow my bare feet whole. Everything was so clean, so intentionally placed, like it belonged in a home decor magazine.

It wasn’t hard to find the kitchen. It was like the one at my grandmother’s house—not open concept. There was a door you had to open. I took a deep breath, exhaling the anxious energy bubbling in my chest before pushing the door open.

Cassius, Naomi, and Jonas sat at a long kitchen island, laughing. Cassius was the first to see me. He just stared. His eyes on me made me feel naked. I wished I’d taken the time to put on a bra. I wanted to turn back around and go upstairs, but I forced myself to stay put and match his stare.

I watched Naomi follow Cassius's line of sight. “Morning, Angel, how’d you sleep?”

I smiled at her before answering. “I slept well. I’m sorry to have inconvenienced you. I’m not a heavy drinker. I should have slowed down last night,” I said, looking away, embarrassed and hoping I hadn’t done anything I couldn’t remember.

“Girl, anyways. We all were drinking and having fun. Get a plate. I cooked bacon, eggs, waffles, and grits. Sit down. We were just talking about one of the many adventures of Cassius and Jonas—man-whore one and man-whore two over here.”

Jonas laughed, but Cassius looked away. I could’ve sworn he looked embarrassed.

Not even trying to be cute, I stacked my plate with food and listened as they told stories of the fun times the three of them had together: strip clubs, trips to exotic places, wild parties, and long nights. I felt some kind of way about not having my own story to tell, but no one seemed to notice. Again, Cassius spent the morning staring at me when he thought I wasn’t paying attention. I tried my best not to read into what the stare meant and ignored it as best as I could. Jonas and Naomi kept talking. Cassius, though, got quiet.

Naomi turned to me, catching my eyes. I paused mid-bite, fork in hand. I guessed I hadn’t participated in the conversation enough for her. I swallowed the pancake before speaking. “Y’all sound like y’all have a lot of fun. I don’t know anything about strip clubs and wild parties.”

“Not as much fun as Cassius. Tell her about how you once got so drunk at a strip club that you ended up blowing ten grand on strippers,” Naomi said, directing it at him, then turning to me. “We had to pull him out. I swear he’s got a sex addiction.”

Cassius’s face turned red. “Naomi, why in the fuck did you tell her that?!” he snapped, his voice tight with anger. He stood abruptly, his chair scraping loudly against the floor. “If I wanted her to hear the story, I’d tell her myself.”

“Why not?” Naomi challenged, crossing her arms. “We’re talking about the fun we had. Did you not have fun that night?” Her voice had an edge to it—mean and cutting.

Cassius glared at her before storming out of the kitchen, the door slamming shut behind him. The room fell silent, the tension thick.

Jonas shook his head at Naomi. “Why did you do that to him, Naomi?” He stood and followed Cassius out.

Naomi turned to me, her expression softening. “I’m sorry about that, Angel. I love Cassius like a brother, but he’s… complicated. He’s been staring a hole in your face since yesterday, and I’ve never seen him act like that around a woman. I just don’t want you getting caught up in something you don’t deserve. He’s not for you. Trust me on that. He’s on demon time.”

I nodded, swallowing hard. “I understand, Naomi. I appreciate you looking out for me, but I don’t want your friend mad at you because you’re trying to protect me needlessly. I’m not interested in Cassius.”

She gave me a look that said she didn’t believe a single word I’d just said.

What did she want me to do? Swear I didn’t want him? Draft a legally binding agreement? She was partly right though—despite what I said, there was something about Cassius that made me curious, but I knew better than to touch and open flame. Still, there was a little voice in the back of my head, whispering… What’s it like on the other side of caution?

I shook off the thought.  I finished eating.

After breakfast, I decided it was time to go home. I said goodbye to Naomi and told her I’d buy her lunch at work on Tuesday. Jonas wasn’t around. Cassius was waiting for me, leaning against a sleek black car when I made my way back outside in my borrowed clothes. His intense gaze locked onto mine, and my heart skipped a beat.

We met at the driver’s side door of my car.

“Leaving so soon?” he asked.

I nodded, trying to appear calm. “Yeah. I need to get ready for my week.”

He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure,” I replied, my curiosity piqued.

“Why did you say I was sad last night?”

I frowned, confusion knotting my brows. "I said that?"

He nodded, his gaze steady. "Yeah, as an excuse for why you wouldn’t kiss me after I asked."

My jaw dropped. "Wait—you asked to kiss me?"

Cassius grinned. Then he licked his lips—thick, soft-looking lips. "I did. And you said I looked sad."

I shook my head, trying to wrap my mind around this revelation. "I must’ve been really drunk. Normally, I’d tell you no because, honestly, I don’t know where your mouth has been."

He burst out laughing, the deep rumble of it making my clit flutter against my will. The tension eased, just a little, as he replied, "Fair enough."

We stood there, the moment stretching between us, I broke it, "Look, Cassius, your interest in me is… flattering. But Naomi’s right. I’m not looking for any drama."

His grin turned hard, his ice-blue eyes darkening, like he’d heard me but decided to ignore it. "You sure? You look like you could use some excitement." His gaze dropped, lingering on my lips just a beat too long, and I felt a shiver race up my spine.

I tried to laugh it off, keeping things light even though he had this way of making me feel completely exposed. "I’d ask you to elaborate, but I’m afraid of where that would lead. So…" I slid past him, keeping a safe distance as I opened my car door. "Have a good day, Cassius. It was… nice meeting you."

But, of course, Cassius wasn’t done. Before I could pull out of the driveway, he was at my window, tapping lightly on the glass. Reluctantly, I rolled it down, curious despite myself.

“We should be friends," he said, his voice smooth as Marvin Gayes. But the way he said "friends"—slow, and laced with heat—had my heart tripping over itself.

I tilted my head, studying him, trying to figure out what angle he was working. "Friends, huh? We’ll see, Cassius."

"Why we gotta see?" His voice dipped low.

I smirked, narrowing my eyes at him. "Because I already had you figured out before Naomi warned me. One look and I knew you were vain, problematic, surrounded by too many women, and way too reckless with your money. No ambition. But…" I paused, dragging it out just to mess with him.

"But what?" he pressed, leaning closer.

"But you’re handsome," I admitted, knowing I was feeding his ego.

He grinned even wider, cocky as hell. "You think I’m handsome?"

I couldn’t help it—I tittered. At least he had a good sense of humor. "Downright gorgeous," I said, rolling my eyes. "And that’s the problem. Men like you are nothing but trouble. Eventually, I’d get curious, then stupid, and it would all end badly for me."

Cassius’s head tipped back as he laughed. When the laughter faded, he leaned in closer, his face just inches from mine, and said, "Maybe you’re right. Maybe I am all those things. But maybe… you’re wrong. Maybe there’s more to me than what you see."

I raised an eyebrow, trying not to let him rattle me. "There’s not," I said simply, shaking my head. "And there’s nothing wrong with you being you, Cassius. Goodnight. Again."

As I shifted gears, ready to drive away, he leaned in once more. "Wait, wait," he said. His tone was curious now. "Are you sad, Angel?"

I froze for a moment, caught off guard. Then, tilting my head, I gave him the truth. "Yes," I said quietly. "Most days, I’m so sad and lonely I could cry."

The honesty of it hung in the air between us, heavier than I expected.

Cassius opened his mouth as if to say something, then closed it, the usual confidence in his expression faltering. For once, he seemed at a loss for words.

Before he could think of anything to say, I backed out of the driveway, leaving him standing there, watching me with an expression I couldn’t quite place.

I chuckled softly, shaking my head. I’d probably just shattered whatever illusions Cassius had about me. And maybe… that was for the best.


Chapter eight




I’d heard men talking about infatuation, but I’d never experienced it until now. It was what had me standing in the lobby of a high-rise building, carrying a bag full of food, feeling something unfamiliar tight in my chest. My heart pounded as I approached the front desk.

The secretary caught my eye and smiled, her gaze trailing over me, assessing me as if I were something valuable. I couldn’t blame her—I’d dressed to impress, wearing a black button-up, black pinstripe tailored dress pants, and black Giuseppe sneakers.

"Hi there," she purred, leaning forward, putting her titties on display. "How can I help you?" They were fake—strike one.

"I'm here to see Angel Mars," I replied, keeping my tone low. My eyes darted around. Anxiety had me paranoid for no reason.

She tilted her red head, her smile widening. "Do you have an appointment, sir?"

I shook my head. "No, but I'm sure she'll want to see me," I said, flashing my signature grin. Women loved it when I smiled with a little crookedness and a lot of confidence. It usually made things easier, smoother because they felt I was more accessible to them—less perfect.

She hesitated, leaning forward slightly. "You know, she's really busy. Maybe you can call me, and I’ll set up an appointment for you?" She slid a card with her number on it across the desk.

I picked it up, barely glancing at it, but I slipped it into my pocket. "Thanks, beautiful. But could you call her and let her know I'm here? I’ll still give you that call—maybe we can do something later." I let my gaze drop to where she wanted it to be—on her tits—and ran my tongue across my lips.

Her face turned beet red as she picked up the phone, her eyes never leaving mine. After a brief conversation, she hung up and nodded. "She'll see you now. Eighth floor, office 805."

I walked to the elevators. The doors opened immediately after I pressed the button, and I stepped in, feeling the secretary’s eyes on me. She was thirsty as fuck. That was unattractive. As the doors closed, I pulled the card from my pocket and dropped it onto the floor. My focus was elsewhere.

The elevator ride was quick, and soon enough, I was standing in front of Angel's office. The door was glass, and I could see her working inside, the city skyline at her back.

I knocked lightly and pushed the door open. Angel looked up. She didn’t look happy to see me, but she didn’t look displeased either. Why was she so fucking pretty to me? I could tell she didn’t trust me. I couldn’t blame her for that—I didn’t even understand my own motives.

"Cassius, what are you doing here?"

I waved the bag in her face, grinning. "Bringing you lunch. Naomi said you work too hard and don’t go out to eat. So, here I am."

She raised an eyebrow but smiled. “Why?”

I chuckled. “Because this is what friends do. And you don’t seem to have time to cultivate our friendship outside of work. You’re over Naomi’s often but suddenly have to go when I come around. So, I came to you so you can’t run from me.”

She stared at me for a long second, then her eyes trailed to the bag in my hand.

She simply shrugged, not acknowledging what I said. I didn’t like that.

"How can I say no to you feeding me?" she finally said.

I won’t even pretend like her lack of enthusiasm wasn’t blowing me. I should have turned around and left. Instead, I settled the bags on her glass desk. I unpacked the food: chicken and waffles, shrimp and grits, catfish and spaghetti. I handed her an empty plate—not paper, but one from a Williams Sonoma set I’d picked up on the way here. I had silver forks and spoons too. I let her take what she wanted.

She looked impressed, and that pleased me.

"Thank you for this," she remarked, picking up a fork.

We started eating. I watched her as she ate, feeling that unfamiliar tightness again. I wasn’t used to this—being open, playing nice. It grated on my nerves a little. This shit wasn’t the real me. Would she even like the real me? I opened my mouth to force myself to say something that would get me out of my own head.

"Tell me about your family, your siblings," Angel said, breaking the silence first.

I shrugged, feeling my expression harden. My parents were always a sore subject. "I ain’t got no siblings, and my daddy offed my momma and himself, so I don’t really have any."

She winced, her fork pausing mid-air. "I'm sorry. Mine died in a car accident together, so I understand loss. I’m an only child too. But now I don’t want to talk about family anymore. It’s depressing. Tell me something nobody knows about you."

I smirked. "Why?" I asked.

"Because we can’t sit here and eat in silence," she answered.

"I could," I replied, my voice low again. "You’re beautiful enough to just sit here in silence and look at."

She blushed slightly, deepening her dimples, making her even more attractive.

"Come on, Cassius. Give me something. Anything. Humanize yourself to me."

“Fine,” I muttered, exhaling. “I hate being alone for too long. It makes me think too hard.” I glanced back at her, watching her expression shift. "And when I start thinking too much, it’s like..." I stopped myself, raking a hand over my jaw, but the words came anyway. "It’s like I’m falling into a hole I can’t climb out of. So, I stay busy. I keep noise around me—people, music, strippers. Stay high or drunk—whatever I can get my hands on to drown out... myself."

Her fork hovered mid-air, her eyes fixed on mine. I hated the feeling crawling under my skin, so I cracked a grin to lighten the moment. “Happy now? Got me sounding like I need a damn therapist.”

She didn’t laugh. She simply nodded, her expression was filled with something, like she was seeing me for the first time. "Thank you for sharing that."

“What about you? Tell me something.” I needed to switch the spotlight off of me.

She tittered. “I will not.”

“Why not?”

“Because I can’t tell a man like you too much. You’d try to use it against me when it benefits you.”

I chuckled. “You aren’t wrong.”

We finished our meal in silence. When she set her fork down, I took it as my cue to clean up. I gathered the plates, throwing them away, wiping crumbs off her glass desk.

When I was done, I walked around the desk and stood in front of her, holding out my hand. When she slid her hand into mine, I gently pulled her out of the chair. She stood there, her lips slightly parted, her face tilting up toward mine like she was waiting for me to do something reckless.

I didn’t. Instead, I pulled her into me, wrapping my arms around her in a way that felt natural. Her head rested against my chest, and I could feel her breath against me. I didn’t know how long I held her, but it felt longer than it should have—and not long enough.

Then, without thinking too hard about it, I pressed a kiss to her forehead—quick, soft, and unspoken in its meaning.

“Have a good rest of your day, Angel,” I murmured, my voice low and rough.

She didn’t say anything, but I could feel her watching me as I walked away, my chest tight and my head spinning with thoughts about what came next.

As I exited the office, I ran into Naomi. She shook her head. “You’re a hard-headed fuck,” she said, bumping me with her shoulder as she pushed past.

I turned around and grabbed her arm, my grip tight—but not tight enough that Jonas would try and beat my ass. She was pissing me off. I hadn’t forgotten about the bullshit she’d pulled at breakfast a couple of weeks ago. She had been trying to embarrass me. “What’s your problem right now, Naomi? You ain’t never acted like this before.”

She yanked her arm away, her face hardening. “My problem? Angel is a good girl, Cassius. She’s not experienced enough for you. And though I love you, you’re not a good guy.”

“Funny, you never had a problem hooking me up with the rest of your friends,” I snapped, my voice rising with each word.

“Yeah, friends who have enough sense to know you’re for the streets and not get their hearts involved,” she shot back, her eyes blazing.

I balled my face up in anger. “Fuck you, Naomi!” I spat.

“Fuck you back, Cassius!” she screamed, her voice echoing in the hallway.

We stood there, glaring at each other. Finally, Naomi turned on her heel and stormed into Angel’s office, slamming the door behind her.

My chest was heaving like crazy. This wasn’t how I wanted things to go, but I couldn’t help how I felt about Angel. And Naomi… Naomi would just have to deal with it. Fuck her.

Over the next few weeks, I made a point of stopping by Angel’s office regularly. Sometimes I brought lunch, other times coffee, or small gifts that made her smile. Each visit, I pushed myself on her a little more, coaxing her into considering me.

One day, as I walked into her office with a bag of her favorite ribs, she looked up, a question in her eyes. She didn’t even know I’d been let up. I’d come so often, none of the secretaries even bothered to check me.

“Why are you doing this, Cassius?”

I set the bag down and met her gaze. “Because I like you, Angel. And I think you like me too.”

She bit her lip, a flicker of uncertainty in her eyes. “It’s not that simple.”

“Nothing ever is,” I said, taking a seat. “Let’s eat this food real quick. I got something to do after lunch.”

She nodded and got up to serve me. I liked that. She did it often.

After lunch, I slid into the driver’s seat of my car and sat there for too long, my phone resting in my palm. I gnawed at the inside of my cheek, my thumb hovering over the screen.

Angel’s face flickered in my mind. The way her dimples deepened when she laughed.

I dragged my hand down my face and exhaled.

I knew better than to do what I was about to do while aggressively pursuing Angel, but knowing better didn’t stop me. Finally, I swiped and dialed Keisha.

“Aye, meet me at the hotel in an hour,” I said, the words leaving my mouth before I could think too hard about them. I hung up without waiting for her reply.

The thing is—I liked Angel. More than I had planned to. But I wasn’t used to being patient, and Angel was all patience, all restraint. I told myself it wasn’t a big deal what I was about to do, that it didn’t mean anything. Keisha was a habit, not a priority.

But with Keisha, I didn’t have to be two people. I didn’t have to worry about who I was pretending to be. She didn’t ask questions.

I stared at my reflection in the rearview mirror. I frowned. Something about my own face pissed me off.

Maybe because Naomi’s words kept running laps in my head. That little voice of hers whispering that Angel was too good, too soft, too not for me. And yeah, she might’ve been right. Especially since Angel made me feel like two different versions of myself—the guy who wanted to be better, and the guy who knew better wasn’t in his DNA. Not right now, at least.

With everyone else, I was consistent. No pretense, no pretending to be more than what I was. But with Angel, I was different. And I hated that Naomi saw it before I did.

I let out a frustrated sigh and started the car, heading toward the hotel. I couldn’t help but wonder if Angel would like the real me—the guy who didn’t know how to slow down or wait or choose something good for himself. I couldn’t help but wonder if I’d ruin her before I could even figure it out.


Chapter nine




As soon as the elevator dinged open to the garage, I exhaled, relief flooding through me. My feet were screaming, my arches on fire, the price of trying to impress the board members with designer heels I had no business wearing all day. I rounded the corner, already reaching for my keys, and froze.

Cassius was leaning against my car like a scene from a movie. He looked too good—casually put together in a fitted shirt and surf shorts.

His eyes lit up when he saw me.

"What are you doing here?" I asked, not bothering to try and hide my surprise.

"You said you never watched the sunset on the beach. Me either. We’re about to do it together," he said with a grin.

I blinked, thrown off by the fact that he’d remembered such a random detail about me, and that he was acting on it like this was… a thing we did.I shook my head. "I can't go to the beach in a thousand-dollar suit and Giuseppe heels."

"That's why I bought you these," he replied, holding up a bag. "You can change in the bathroom five feet away."

I opened my mouth to protest, but he cut me off. "You know I'm not leaving until I get my way."

I sighed. "Fine."

In the bathroom, I changed into the outfit he’d chosen. The white shorts and tank top made me look like a Hooters waitress. He’d bought me white Nike slides too. Everything fit perfectly. How did he even know my size?

When I stepped out, Cassius's eyes lingered.

"Next time you buy me clothes, consider my taste and not yours," I said, trying to sound annoyed but failing.

He smirked, clearly pleased with himself. He led me to his SUV—I wondered how many cars he had because this was the third I’d seen.

The sky was already starting to shift, streaks of orange and pink stretching across the horizon. I stared out the window, the tension in my shoulders easing with every mile. Sade played softly in the background. I couldn’t help but wonder if he’d put it on for my benefit. He didn’t seem like the “Your Love is King” type.

We pulled up to a private bungalow in a gated community, the air thick with salt and the sound of waves crashing against the shore.

“This place yours?” I asked as he guided me down to a private stretch of beach.

“Nah,” he said, grinning. “A friend’s. But I come here when I need to breath.”

The beach was pristine, the sand cool as we reached a blanket he’d set up. There was food—a spread of sandwiches and drinks—but my focus was on the ocean, the horizon glowing with hues of orange and pink as the sun dipped lower.

I sighed, letting the salty breeze wash over me. “This is nice,” I admitted.

Cassius sat on the blanket, his long legs stretched out in front of him. He didn’t say anything, just patted the spot in front of him, motioning for me to sit.

I hesitated for a moment before lowering myself onto the blanket. I pulled off my slides, wiggling my toes in the sand and sighing again at the relief.

“Your feet hurt,” he said, his voice low, almost like a statement instead of a question.

I waved him off. “It’s fine. They’ll be better tomorrow.”

Cassius leaned forward, reaching for one of my feet before I could process what he was doing. He pulled it into his lap with a fluid motion, his large, warm hands wrapping around my heel.

“Cassius, what are you—”

“Shh,” he said, his voice a quiet command. “Let me take care of you.”

I froze, my body tense as his thumbs pressed into my arch, kneading slow circles that had me swallowing hard. His hands moved with a kind of expertise I hadn’t expected—his thumbs sliding up to the ball of my foot, his fingers squeezing gently along the sides, coaxing every knot out of my muscles.

A soft sigh escaped my lips before I could stop it, and Cassius’s lips twitched into a small, knowing smile.

“You’re always working,” he murmured, his voice low and smooth. “When’s the last time someone did something for you?”

I didn’t answer. Couldn’t answer.

He moved to my other foot, repeating the same slow, hypnotic rhythm. I bit down on my lip, heat pooling low in my stomach as his hands slid higher, past my ankle, up my calf.

My breath hitched when his fingers brushed the back of my knee, lingering for a moment before moving up to the soft curve of my thigh.

I made a sound—low, soft, somewhere between a sigh and a moan. His hands stilled for half a second, his gaze snapping to mine.

“Angel,” he said, his voice like smoke, curling and settling over me.

I swallowed hard under his gaze.

He leaned forward slightly, his eyes locked on mine, and my chest tightened at the intensity in his expression. “Do you know how badly I want to kiss you right now?”

I didn’t move, didn’t breathe.

“But I won’t,” he said, his voice soft but sure. “Because I want you to be sure about me when I do.”

I exhaled shakily, unsure of how to respond, unsure of what I even wanted to say.

He didn’t say anything either. Just continued rubbing my feet.

We watched the sun sink quietly.

In the dark, Cassius finally spoke again. “You remember when you told me you were so sad you could cry sometimes?”

“Yes, I do,” I said softly.

“I know how that feels. After my parents died, it felt like it would choke me. It’s better now, but it kind of lingers.”

“Have you ever tried to talk to someone about it?” I asked, my eyes fixed on the sky.

“No,” he admitted, his voice raw. “You’re the first person to ever make me think about it long enough to put it into words.”

“You can talk to me anytime about it,” I offered gently. “Maybe we can find a way to heal together.”

He didn’t say anything, so neither did I. The night enveloped us, and the stars came out.

Before I knew it, I had drifted off to sleep. The next thing I felt was Cassius rubbing his knuckles gently against my cheek to wake me up. “Come on,” he whispered, helping me to my feet.

We walked back to his SUV in silence, the night air cool against my skin. He drove me home, the ride quiet but not uncomfortable. When we arrived at my condo, he walked me to my door.

“I’ll pick you up and drop you off in the morning since your car is still at the office,” he said, pressing a kiss to my forehead.

“Thank you,” I whispered, resisting the urge to invite him in.

He smiled, a soft, genuine smile that made my heart flutter. “Goodnight, Angel.”

I opened the door and sank to the floor against it. I liked Cassius. Really liked him. And that was starting to scare me.


Chapter Ten




The heavy bass hit me the second I stepped into the club, the was air thick with sweat, alcohol, and perfume. I rubbed my nose, trying to shake off the overpowering scent.

“I can fuck you all the time…” Lil Wayne rapped.

Jonas was the first person I spotted. Lounging on a black leather sofa in a roped off area, drink in hand, his smile was wide and easy—like a man who had everything he wanted in life. He saw me and stood up, dapping me up.

“Cassius, what’s good, my man?” Jonas asked, leaning back into the sofa like a king reclaiming his throne.

“Appreciate the invite,” I said, settling into the seat beside him. “Good to see you, bro.”

“You've been missing in action, But, you already know you were getting an invite,” he raised his glass before taking a sip.

My gaze shifted to Naomi, who draped herself over his lap as soon as he sat back down. 

She glanced at me over the rim of her drink, her expression equally filled with annoyance and amusement.

“Naomi,” I said, giving her a nod.

She smirked. “Cassius.” Her eyes rolled to a space across the club, I followed her line of sight and mine landed on Angel. I could feel the nerve in my jaw start to tick.

My phone was burning in my pocket, reminding me of the texts she hadn’t answered. I’d expected her to be home, maybe wrapped in a blanket, waiting for my call. But instead, here she was.

Angel was in the fucking club instead of answering her phone. 

We’d been talking nightly for about two weeks since the beach, sharing more secrets in the dark. And now, here she was, bathed in neon and shadow, dancing with someone else. The fuck?

She was trying to piss me off. That was the only explanation as I watched her, though she was oblivious to my presence. Some random guy had his hand on her rounded hip, the other was splayed possessively across her belly. He guided her hips, their bodies grinding together, her dimples were deep as hell. She was lost in the music, in the moment. Her body moving like she was made of honey and heat. Men from every corner of the club watched her, drawn to her. She was so voluptuous, and the short, checkered skirt she had on barely covered her ass was forcing everybody to look.

I didn’t like it. Any of it. Jealousy coiled inside me, burning. I hated how at ease she was with him. 

“Don’t do it. Don’t act a fool and embarrass that girl,” Naomi hissed next to me. The music in the VIP section was just low enough so you didn’t have to scream.

"Jonas, get your girl," I replied to him instead of her as I pushed up off the sofa, heading straight in Angel's direction. Naomi groaned behind me, but I didn’t care. I was seeing red.

When Angel’s eyes finally landed on me, the smile on her face faltered for a split second, guilt flashing in her expression. But she didn’t stop.

She just shook her head at me like she thought I’d let it go because she shook her fucking head. I felt like she was daring me to do something about how I felt.

Challenge accepted.

Reaching her, I didn’t say a word. I grabbed her arm and pulled her off the dance floor, ignoring the way the guy behind her stumbled back, confused. I pulled her towards the exit.

“What the hell, Cassius?” she protested, trying to break free, but my grip was firm.

“We need to talk,” I growled, dragging her into the cool night air. I finally let go of her arm once we were outside.

She rubbed it, glaring at me. “What’s your problem?”

“My problem? You’re out there dancing with some random motherfucker,” I spat, anger simmering just below the surface.

“So what? I can dance with whoever I want, and I don’t need you acting like my man in front of people. We’re just friends, Cassius. That’s all we’ll ever be,” she shot back, crossing her arms defensively, pressing her lips together.

Friends, huh?” I stepped closer, closing the small space between us until there was barely an inch separating us. My voice dropped, low and sharp, every syllable cutting through the tension like a blade. “Is that why you let him touch you like that instead of letting me? Because I’m just your fucking friend? The friend you fall asleep with on the phone every night?”

Her lips parted, but no words came out at first. She looked caught, like a deer in headlights, the slightest quiver in her voice betraying her bravado. “Yes, friends,” she said finally, her chin tilting up. “And that’s the way it’s going to stay.”

That shit hurt my feelings. Why in the fuck was she fighting what was happening between us? That was supposed to be my role.

My frustration boiled over. Without thinking, I gripped her chin, and forced my tongue into her mouth.

She froze for a second, her body rigid against mine. Then, just as quickly, she softened, melting into me like she couldn’t help herself. Her arms moved up, clutching at my shoulders as I gripped the back of her neck, pulling her closer. Her lips tasted like strawberries and liquor, warm and sweet and completely intoxicating. I groaned against her mouth, deepening the kiss.

And just as fast as I had started it, I pulled away.

She whimpered, reaching for me instinctively, her fingers brushing the front of my shirt. Her eyes were glassy, her lips swollen and parted. I could probably fuck her right there, right outside of the club. But we were just friends.

I took a step back, needing space before I lost myself completely. “If that’s the way you want it,” I said, my voice low, “then fine. We’re just friends.”

The words tasted bitter as they left my mouth. She stared at me, her confusion painted across her face, but I didn’t give her a chance to speak. I turned and left her standing there.

My chest felt like it might explode as I jumped into my car, my hands gripping the steering wheel so tight my knuckles turned white. Every nerve in my body screamed for me to go back to her, to finish what I’d started, to make her admit what we both already knew—but my pride wouldn’t let me. Not tonight. Fuck that. I drove to Kiesha house.

She answered the door as soon as I knocked. Like she’s been waiting for me. “Cassius, what are you doing here?” she asked, stepping back to let me in.

I sank onto the couch, spreading my legs wide and leaning my head back, closing my eyes. The tension in my chest eased just a little.

Keisha was kind of rough around the edges, but her house was always clean and smelled good. Her place had a neo-soul vibe, with browns and greens everywhere, plants all over the place, even though she gave off Sexy Redd vibes.

"You want something to eat, something to drink?" she offered. I opened my eyes and took her in. She was wearing a crop top and short shorts that hugged her thick thighs, her hair wrapped up. Even without makeup, she was pretty—I had to admit that. She didn’t have to fuck with the likes of me. She could have done better.

She watched me watching her. When I didn’t answer, she moved to straddle my lap, her hands sliding to my belt. I caught her wrists before she could unbuckle it, stopping her movements.

I just want to sleep next to you," I said, exhaustion lacing my words.

I heard her breath hitch. She studied me for a moment, her expression softening in a way that made me feel exposed. Without a word, she slid off me, grabbed my hand, and led me to the bedroom.. I stripped down to my boxers and collapsed onto the bed, staring up at the ceiling.

Keisha lay beside me. I needed her warmth tonight. I knew she’d read too much into me staying all night, but it didn’t matter. I couldn’t go home to an empty house and let thoughts of Angel consume me.


Chapter eleven







“You’ve been avoiding me since the club night,” Naomi said, eyeing me over the top of her magazine.

I shifted in my seat, glancing at my toes. “No, I haven’t. It’s just that now that Jonas has retired you, we don’t see each other every day and it just feels that way.” Jonas had told Naomi he wanted to start a family, which included her being a stay-at-home wife and mother. I could never, but she seemed so ready.

Naomi smirked, her eyes flashing with amusement. “Nah, you’re lying. You didn’t want me to ask you about what happened with you and Cassius after he snatched your ass..”

She was right. I was embarrassed by how he had dragged me out of the club. The kiss had my nerves on edge too. He’d called me the next day and acted like nothing had happened.

Speaking of the devil. My phone buzzed with a text notification. It was Cassius, asking what I was up to. I replied, telling him I was getting my toes done with Naomi. He asked where.

Naomi snapped her fingers in front of my face. “That’s him, ain’t it? Y’all get on my nerves. He texts you, and you instantly start ignoring me. Y’all are going to do something reckless, and I’m going to end up in the middle.”

I shook my head. “That won’t happen. We’re just friends.” I lowered my voice. “But… he kissed me.”

Naomi gasped. “Oh, this is serious. Cassius does not kiss on the mouth. Oh my gosh, you’re in trouble.” She exaggerated, way too loudly.

“Girl, shut up. People are looking at us. I told him we couldn’t be more than friends, and he called me the very next day, acting normal, like he hadn’t acted a whole fool in public. We’re fine now.”

Naomi opened her mouth to say something, but my eyes went wide. She followed my gaze, and we both watched Cassius walk into the nail salon, a bag in hand. He wore a white T-shirt and white basketball shorts, his fresh haircut and trimmed beard making him look as sinful as the devil himself. Nearly every woman in the place turned to watch him. I myself, wanted to sigh at the sight. This man had me waiting to exhale.

He stopped in front of me, and for a moment, I felt seen in a way that wasn’t just about being looked at. He handed me a bag with food, gave the lady working on my toes a hundred-dollar bill.

Then he leaned in. Close enough that I could smell the soap on his skin. He pressed a kiss to my forehead, and I felt it like an echo, rippling outward through my skin.

“I just came by to say hi before I meet Jonas and them at the court. I’ll talk to you later tonight.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Naomi shaking her head, her face scrunched up like she smelled something bad.

“Okay,” I said softly as he walked away.

Naomi called out after him. “Where’s my food?”

“I ain’t messing with you until you apologize, sea witch,” Cassius shot back, making a few women giggle.

Naomi turned to stare at me as I opened the container of fresh sushi rolls he’d brought from my favorite Japanese restaurant.

“That man is going to break you, and you’re going to willingly participate and enjoy it. But I guess we all gotta be stupid over a man at one point in our lives.” She snatched the sushi platter from my hand. “Give me these.”

I laughed, but she was right, and that worried me.

As we settled back into our chairs, Naomi sighed. “So, what are you going to do?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. He’s... different. He makes me feel different.”

Naomi shook her head. “Just be careful. I’ve been his friend a lot longer than you, and we ain’t never kissed like you described.”

“I’ll be fine,” I said, trying to convince both of us. “We are just friends.”

Naomi arched an eyebrow. “sure.”

I stayed silent as she ate my food. Naomi was right, but I didn’t want to admit it. The lines between friendship and something more were already blurring, and I was scared of where it might lead.

As the pedicure wrapped up, I couldn’t help but replay the moment Cassius walked in. The way he looked at me, the way he kissed my forehead—it all felt so intimate.

Naomi nudged me. “You ready to go?”

“Yeah,” I said, standing up. “Let’s get out of here.”

We walked out of the salon, the sun setting in the distance. As we headed to our cars, Naomi gave me a serious look. “Just promise me you’ll be careful, Angel. I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

I nodded, giving her a small smile. “I promise.”

As soon as I got in my car, I called Cassius. The phone barely rang before he picked up.

“Hey, Angel,” he said, his voice warm.

“Thanks for the sushi. It was really sweet of you. Naomi ate it though,” I replied, my heart racing.

He laughed. “She’s evil. And no problem,” I could hear the smile in his voice.

“You busy?” I asked.

“No. Give me a second.” I heard him say, “Jonas, I’m about to leave.”

Jonas responded, “You just got here.”

He mumbled something, then spoke to me. “I’m back. What’s up?”

In that second, I forgot everything Naomi had said. I was too caught up in the whirlwind of emotions that Cassius stirred in me.


Chapter twelve




The knock at my door was unexpected—unexpected because I wasn’t used to people knocking at my door. I’d been toying with the idea of calling Naomi to see if she wanted to make good on her Jacksonville plan. It was a three-day weekend, and she’d been talking about getting a room, going out, eating good food, and just vibing in the city. I put my phone down and opened the door without thinking.

Cassius was darkening my doorway, wearing a polo and khaki shorts, white sneakers on his feet, and a cocky grin plastered across his too-handsome face.

“Cassius,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “What are you doing here?”

He leaned casually against the doorframe, his eyes dancing with trouble. “Thought I’d come see my friend. Is that a problem?”

“Without calling?” I arched an eyebrow, trying to keep my cool. “What if I had company?”

His whole being shifted. His grin vanished instantly, his jaw tightening as his eyes darkened. “You got someone else in there?” he asked like he was ready to whoop my ass and my imaginary company.

I pressed my lips together, but the laugh broke free anyway. I reached up, brushing my fingers along the hard edge of his jaw, trying to ease the tension that had settled there. “Not you, acting like a jealous boyfriend.”

Cassius locked on me, his eyes full of an intensity I’d only seen once or twice before. Then he leaned in just a little, his voice dropping low, all smooth and dangerous. “You love playing with my feelings, huh? Keep it up, Angel. One day, I’m not gon’ let you.”

My chest tightened. The way he said it wasn’t loud, but it hit harder than if he’d been yelling.

“Stop it, and come in,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. He was being too dramatic, but his words struck a bit of fear in my heart. What if he did leave me alone? Did I want that?

I stepped aside and waved him in, trying to shake off the weight of his words. Cassius walked past me, glancing around and taking everything in. This was the first time he’d been inside my home.

“This is nice,” he said casually, like we hadn’t just been toe-to-toe at the door a second ago.

He could turn his feelings off faster and better than me, I guess. I closed the door behind him, my heart racing, and leaned against it for a moment, watching him as he explored my space—touching things, smelling candles, flipping through a few books on the shelf.

I didn’t know what I wanted from this man. But I knew he was too much for me, too fine, too good at getting under my skin. And the way he’d looked at me had me wanting to risk everything, just for some stolen moments with him.

Shaking it off, I headed for the kitchen. I needed a minute. Or five. I grabbed a bottle of Hennessy Paradis from the fridge.

When I came back, he was sitting on my couch, his long legs stretched out. His shoulders were relaxed, his head tilted back slightly, and his eyes half-lidded. Relaxing in my space like he owned it—not just the couch, but everything around it.

I swallowed hard.

He eyed me as I set a glass and the bottle on the coffee table and sat down across from him. I hoped the distance between us would keep me steady, but the way he looked up at me, one corner of his mouth lifting into a lazy grin, told me he knew exactly what kind of effect he had.

He pulled a bag from his pocket and set it on the coffee table next to the liquor.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“I don’t even know if I want to share with you anymore,” he teased. “You so mean to me all the time, Sweetness.”

I rolled my eyes. “So I’m mean and sweet at the same time?”

He chuckled. “Yeah, you’re a fucking Sour Patch Kid. But I like that shit.”

I shook my head, trying to fight the smile tugging at my lips. “What’s in the bag, Cassius?” I pressed, nodding toward it.

He chuckled. “These?” He pointed. “These are edibles. You ever tried one?”

I shook my head. “No. I smoked weed once, but nothing happened.”

He locked eyes with me, his voice dropping just enough to make the air shift. “Do you trust me?”

I hesitated. My stomach flipped. “Yeah, I do.”

I shouldn’t have.

About thirty minutes later, I felt like my mind had left the building, and my body was running on pure chaos. The whole room felt alive, like it had been plugged into some electric current, and I couldn’t stop moving. We danced around the living room, rapping along to Lil Wayne at the top of our lungs.

“A millionaire, I’m a Young Money millionaire,” I belted, spinning in circles.

“Tougher than Nigerian hair,” Cassius shouted, his energy barely keeping up with mine.

I was a hurricane—laughing, running, twirling, unstoppable. Cassius watched, shaking his head, laughing so hard he couldn’t breathe. Then, a sharp knock at the door made me come to a screeching halt. My heart dropped into my stomach. The cops. It had to be the cops.

Cassius, unbothered and high as a kite, strolled over to answer the door. I stumbled after him, trying to pull it together. He opened the door, and there stood Mrs. Thompson, my old, nosy, disapproving neighbor, her face pinched tight with judgment.

“You’re being too loud,” she snapped, her glare landing on Cassius like a laser.

Cassius smirked, leaning against the doorframe like he couldn’t be bothered. “Relax, old lady. And why the fuck you knocking like the police?”

I gasped. “Cassius!” I stepped in front of him, all apologies. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Thompson. Just… wait right here.” I bolted to the kitchen, nearly tripping over myself, and grabbed the lasagna I’d made earlier. “Here,” I said, thrusting the warm pan at her when I returned to the door. “I know it’s your favorite. Take the whole thing.”

The smell of cheese and herbs softened her expression. She gave Cassius one last glare before nodding at me. “Thank you, dear. Just keep it down.”

As soon as the door clicked shut, we both burst into laughter. Cassius turned down the volume, letting Ari Lennox’s voice pour into the room like honey.

“Touch me, take me, kiss me
Love me, impress me…”

The vibe shifted, thick and heavy, like the air between us had its own pulse. Cassius stepped in close, his fingers brushing against mine before he took my hand, slowly, like he was letting me decide if I’d pull away. I didn’t. Instead, I let him guide me, his hands sliding down to grip my waist, pulling me flush against him. His hard dick pressed into my stomach. The music wrapped around us, closing in the space until it felt like there was no one else in the world.His breath brushed against my cheek, and his dark, steady gaze locked onto mine.

I just knew he was about to kiss me. My heart thundered in my chest. I wanted him to. But I pulled back, the moment too much for me while I was high. “I’m tired,” I whispered, my voice barely audible. “Come lay with me.” I reached for him.

He followed, fingers locked with mine, his grip firm, like he was scared I’d let go.
In the dim light, we undressed. His shirt hit the floor, then mine, then everything else until we were down to our underwear. Both of us breathing heavy. Both of us turned on but not acting on it. I think we were both too scared to, sharing the same mindset. We were damn near perfect in the place we were. Why would we risk ruining it by crossing a line we couldn’t uncross? We slid beneath the sheets, his chest pressing against my back, his arm curling around my waist, pretending like the tension wasn’t about to unravel us both. But somehow, I still managed to fall asleep feeling content, just being held.

When I woke up the next morning, he was gone.

Days passed, and I didn’t hear from him. I replayed the night in my mind, turning over every detail, wondering what I’d done wrong. I missed him.


Chapter thirteen




You can only run from ghosts for so long before they catch you, their cold fingers curling around your throat, dragging you back into the past. That’s what it felt like tonight, sitting on the cold floor of my darkened living room, shadows pressing in around me. The bottle beside me trembled in my hand as I took another swig, the amber liquid burning its way down my throat, trying to drown the memories that refused to stay buried.

It was the anniversary of the day my father killed my mother and uncle. The blood, the screams, the sharp metallic tang of violence—it all felt fresh, like it had just happened. Every year, the anniversary brought the same haunting memories I couldn’t seem to escape.

My hand trembled as I drank again, but the liquor wasn’t enough to quiet my head. I wanted to call Angel, to hear her voice, to have her calm me like no one else could. But I stopped myself. I didn’t want her to see this side of me—the broken, angry man who scared even himself.

The bottle flew before I even realized I’d let it go, crashing against the wall with a satisfying shatter. Glass rained down in jagged pieces, but it wasn’t enough. My chest heaved, my body moved on its own. I flipped the couch, sent the coffee table tumbling, ripped pictures off the walls. Everything had to go. The destruction felt like the only way to breathe.

When it was over, I stood in the middle of the chaos, glass crunching beneath my feet. My breath came out in ragged gasps as I looked around at the mess—my life, reflected back at me. I couldn’t take it anymore. I turned toward the garage, needing to escape, but froze when I saw Naomi and Jonas standing in the doorway.

Naomi held up a bag. The smell of food hit me hard—I hadn’t eaten all day. But it was the look in her eyes that disarmed me. “We hadn’t heard from you all day, and since today’s the day…” she said softly. “Figured you’d be in your feelings.”

I stared at them, my anger shrinking into a dull ache. I let out a low chuckle. “Yeah, well, you know how it is.”

Jonas patted me on the back as he passed, heading to the kitchen. I could hear him pulling out plates.

Naomi started cleaning up the mess in the living room. She didn’t say anything about the broken glass or the overturned furniture, just swept it up, clearing a space for us to sit.

We settled around the coffee table. For a moment, it almost felt normal, but the weight of the day made it too hard to pretend.

We ate in silence. I was grateful for their presence. They didn’t need to say anything—just being there was enough.

After dinner, Jonas brought out a deck of cards. "How about a game?" he suggested.

He dealt the cards. “I could use some spending money. How much you got on this game?”

We played for hours. I laughed, and I felt the knot in my chest loosen.

When we finally called it a night, Jonas gathered the trash and dishes and headed to the kitchen, leaving Naomi and me alone. She turned to me, her expression serious.

"We don’t always see eye to eye on everything, Cassius," she said, taking my face in her hands, smoothing her fingers over my cheeks. "But I want you to know you are loved. Stop thinking you have to bottle up all your feelings or hide them behind destructive behavior. Just call somebody."

Her words hit me hard. I could only nod, my throat too tight to speak.

Jonas returned and pulled Naomi from the floor, then me. I suspected he’d gone to the kitchen so Naomi could talk to me—he didn’t do emotions. "Come on, man. You’re coming with us. We can’t leave you here like this."

I started to protest, but the look in their eyes told me there was no arguing. They wouldn’t leave me alone tonight.

Reluctantly, I followed them out. The night air was cool, and I felt a little more grounded with each step away from the house.

In the car, Naomi turned to me. "Hand me your phone."

Confused, I passed it to her. She quickly typed something and handed it back. On the screen was a message to Angel: "Hey beautiful, had some business to take care of. I’ll call you when I’m free."

I glanced at Naomi. "I thought you didn’t want me dealing with her."

Naomi sighed. "That’s for her benefit, not yours. You should have at least texted her a couple days ago. She’s been worried."

I didn’t have a response because I hadn’t even thought about how she’d feel about me disappearing for days. How could I expect to be the man she needed if I couldn’t even think beyond my own bullshit long enough to check in with her? It wasn’t just selfish—it was careless.

Maybe walking away was the only way to keep from ruining the one good thing I had left.


Chapter fourteen




Saturday night, as I stood in front of the mirror, carefully removing the last roller from my hair, I couldn’t stop the smile spreading across my face. Four months had passed since Naomi’s cookout, and I hadn’t spent a lonely Friday night since. Life was… different now. Better.

Naomi had stopped warning me off Cassius, and we were growing closer. I didn’t know what the end game was, but I was enjoying his attention.

But I had to get going. Grabbing my bag and keys, I rushed out of the house, headed to meet Naomi and Jonas.

It was a shame I’d lived in Tampa all my life, and this was my first time in Ybor city. I felt myself getting depressed again—I’d missed out on so much.

My GPS alerted me that I’d arrived at my destination, pulling me away from my sad thoughts. I’d arranged to meet Naomi at a place called Hamburger Mary’s for dinner and drinks. Jonas would be showing up just before the start of the show at ten due to work.

Stepping out of the car, I adjusted my dress and admired myself in the car window. Feeling like I needed to continue my steps toward change, I’d been buying a few new pieces to add to my wardrobe each weekend. The red knee-length bandage wrap dress I was wearing fit my body like a glove. A pair of Spanx helped hold everything together and smooth out any problem areas. Black 4-inch pumps added height to my frame, and a simple diamond necklace and bracelet set the whole outfit off.

Walking away from my car, I headed down the stairs and picked up a Ybor City map. I followed directions to my meet-up spot, glad that it was less than two blocks away. These shoes were made for looking cute, not walking. Five minutes into my walk, I could see my destination clearly, less than a half block away on the second floor, sitting across from the Improv.

Someone bumped me from behind, causing me to almost fall. I teetered forward on my heels.

They caught me, wrapping their big hands around my waist and steadying me. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. Let me help you,” he said.

I looked up, my eyes taking in his face. To say that he looked good would be an understatement. I would guess his age to be about forty. Hispanic with nice light brown skin, he was dressed in an expensive black suit. His equally handsome but older and white friend stood next to him, looking at me with concern.

“Thank you,” I said, removing myself from his hold and fixing my dress.

He stared at me, licking his thick lips. “No problem, beautiful. I should have been watching where I was going.”

I blushed at him calling me beautiful. “No problem. I was distracted too.”

He cocked his head, his words came unhurried, like he wasn’t asking for anything he didn’t already deserve. “This might be forward, but I’m about to drop my business associate at his hotel. I could meet you back here, treat you to a drink, maybe dinner? That’s if you’re not tied up or don’t already have plans.” His smile stretched wide, dazzling.

I stood there caught in the absurdity of it all. How was I attracting all these unbelievably attractive me all of a sudden. It felt unreal. This was a version of myself I wasn’t sure how to inhabit. I could think about was how much safer it would feel to just turn and walk away, but my feet stayed planted, locked in the gravity of this fine ass man’s gaze.

He cleared his throat, snapping me out of my daze. Heat rushed to my cheeks. He was waiting for me to answer his question.

“I’m sorry,” I said quickly. “I’m meeting a friend for dinner and a show at the Improv, or I would.”

“That’s okay, beautiful. I wouldn’t expect someone like you not to have plans.” He reached into his wallet and pulled out a business card. “But how about this? Call me when you have some free time.”

I nodded, taking the card with shaky fingers.

“Now don’t say you’ll call and then never do,” he teased, Charm was oozing out of his pore. He had me about ready to hand him my damp panties. “And I’m sorry, I didn’t even ask your name.”

I blinked, momentarily thrown off. What was my name again? “Angel,” I finally managed.

His grin widened. “Yes, you are. I’m Solomon Fates.”

I offered my hand for a shake, but instead of taking it, he pulled me into a brief, warm hug and pressed a kiss to my check. He smelled like sin, recklessness, power and indulgence. He was overwhelming in the worst and best way. I was terrified he’d feel my hard nipple pressing into his chest. He held me for longer than necessary.

I pulled back and his hand lingered on my waist. “Nice to meet you, Angel. Be sure to give me a call.”

Before I could recover from the hug, he was already walking away, tossing a parting line over his shoulder. “Don’t forget about me, beauty.”

I watched him disappear into the parking garage, my heart racing like I’d just run a marathon. Looking down at the business card, I giggled. Solomon Fates. An accountant, apparently. Well, at least we had one thing in common.

My phone buzzed in my bag, pulling me back to reality. It was Naomi. I glanced at the time—I was already five minutes late.

“Hello!”

“Why are you standing there? Are you lost?”

I turned back toward Hamburger Mary’s and saw Naomi leaning over the balcony, her eyes locked on me.

“No, I got stopped, but I’ll tell you about it when I get there.” Hanging up the phone, I walked as fast as I could. Naomi met me at the elevator upstairs. She was looking real cute in a black and white babydoll dress and black pumps, her usually wild curly hair in a sleek bun with bangs. Her heart-shaped face was clear of makeup except for ruby red lips. She greeted me with a hug.

“I’ve already got us a table. Who stopped you? I’m not going to have to have Jonas and them hunt somebody down, am I?”

I laughed at her silliness. “No.” I showed her the card. “I was bumped by a guy who ended up asking me out.” I giggled.

“Aww, look at you, you’ve upgraded from no dating to picking men up off the street. What did he look like?”

I couldn’t figure out how to describe him, then I figured out a better way. I took my phone out and put his name into Google. His picture popped up, attached to a news article about his business. I shoved my phone in her direction.
“It’s him, and he just asked me out.” I squealed.

By the time the food came, I’d eaten way more than I should have, but thankfully, my Spanx were doing the Lord’s work, keeping me looking snatched in my dress.

At the Improv, we grabbed our tickets, and Naomi’s phone buzzed. Jonas was running late, as usual, and told us to go ahead without him. We found our seats just as the lights dimmed for the opening act.

And then, like a bad plot twist, I saw Cassius walk in. His arm was draped around a tall woman who looked like she’d just stepped out of a Victoria’s Secret runway show. I recognized her from Naomi’s BBQ—the same girl who’d been damn near stalking him that night.

A wave of jealousy settled in the pit of my stomach. I didn’t like the annoyance I felt toward the girl when she sat next to me, hating her for no reason. She hadn’t done anything to me.

Her tiny dress barely covered her ass, and her C-cups were practically spilling out the top. My stomach twisted as I watched them make their way to their seats. The way Cassius’s eyes went wide when he spotted me? Yeah, he hadn’t known I’d be here.

She didn’t let go of Cassius’s hand even when he introduced us. He gave Naomi a look, meant and nasty, and I realized what had happened. She hadn’t told him I was coming.

I was grateful the show had already started. I wouldn’t have to make conversation. Jonas came in a few minutes later. Feeling like the fifth wheel, I scooted closer to the wall, hoping that people around us didn’t notice I was the only one without a man at the table.

When the waitress came, I ordered a Long Island Iced Tea. I’d already had a few drinks at Mary’s but thought another would calm my nerves. It did, a bit, so I ordered another, then another. The alcohol made me bolder, I finally glanced at Cassius. He was looking at me. I frowned. His eyes were filled with guilt and regret. I looked away and tried not to feel anything, reminding myself that we were just friends.


Chapter Fifteen




Naomi was the devil, and she’d just pulled her latest trick. I shot her a look that I hoped burned a hole in the back of her head, but she only smirked, clearly pleased with herself. This was my fault, though. I should’ve told her to stay out of my business. Instead, I lied and told her I was spending more time with Keisha just to get her off my back about Angel. Of course, Naomi being Naomi, insisted I bring Keisha along to the show, and somehow, I’d let it happen.

Big mistake.

The whole night was a waste. I couldn’t tell you one joke the comedian made. The entire time, I was too busy trying to figure out how I’d explain this mess to Angel. Naomi’s meddling ass. Fuck her. I knew she meant well—she was Angel’s friend—but what about me? Wasn’t I her friend too? And first?

And Angel. Damn. She wasn’t making this easy. That dress she wore was tight in all the right places—had me thinking about things I had no business thinking about in public, had my dick hard. She was impossible to ignore, sitting there looking like dessert. Meanwhile, Keisha kept touching my arm, rubbing my thigh, thinking my tension was for her. If only she knew. Fuck Naomi again.

Angel wouldn’t even look at me. Not once. And I got it—she was pissed. She had every right to be. But that didn’t stop my stomach from twisting. By the time the show ended, I was ready to crawl out of my own skin.

Then came the check. Angel, stubborn as ever, insisted on paying her share, flashing this goofy little grin that didn’t match the storm I could see brewing behind her eyes. Before she could pull out her card, I snatched the bill from her hand and slapped my black card on the tray, handing it to the waitress.

She glared at me, and I just smiled back, because even angry, she was fine. Keisha, on the other hand, gave me a look that could kill. But she wasn’t stupid. If she acted up, I wouldn’t hesitate to leave her stranded in Ybor. She finally let go of my arm and stormed out ahead of us, heels clicking like gunfire.

As we headed for the exit, I stepped in behind Angel, using the crowd as an excuse to touch her. My hand slid to the small of her back, just above that perfect curve of her ass. She stiffened for a second, then glanced back, saw it was me, and let it happen. That tiny moment felt like a win. But then she caught Keisha watching us and pulled away.

When we got outside, Angel swayed on her feet, clearly drunk. Naomi saw it at the same time I did.

“We’ll take Angel home,” Naomi said, already making moves.

“I’ll take her,” I said. “We live in the same direction.”

Keisha, clearly irritated, chimed in, “Just call her an Uber.” Jonas shot her a warning look, but the damage was done.

Angel objected too. That was it. I was done arguing. I scooped her up, bridal style, and carried her to my car. She didn’t fight me, probably because we were in public.

On the way to the parking lot, some Rico Suave-looking dude stepped in front of us, blocking my path.

“You alright, Angel?” he asked, his voice dripping with concern.

“Who the fuck are you?” I snapped, already done with the night.

Angel lifted her head, her voice soft, almost too soft. “I’m alright, Solomon. Just drank too much.”

I didn’t like how gentle she sounded with him. “Move,” I barked, pushing past him.

“Call me,” he called after us, and I felt my blood boil.

Ignoring him, I reached my car and opened the passenger door, setting Angel down as carefully as I could. She looked up at me, her eyes filled with something that felt like disappointment and hurt, and maybe even a little confusion. Yeah, I’d fucked up.

I closed the door and walked to the back, holding the door open for Keisha.

Keisha slid in with a huff, her arms crossed like she was the one who had a reason to be mad. “Really, Cassius?”

“Yeah, really,” I said, climbing into the driver’s seat. The tension in the car was thick—Keisha glaring at the back of my head, Angel staring out the window like she wished she was anywhere else.

“Why’d you have to carry me? That was embarrassing,” Angel slurred.

“Because you were swaying like you were about to fall,” I said, keeping my tone even, my eyes on the road.

She sighed, her head leaning back against the seat. “I don’t need you to take care of me, Cassius.”

I glanced at her, just for a second, catching the way the streetlights lit up her face. “Maybe not,” I said quietly, “but I’m doing it anyway.”


Chapter Sexteen

Drinking away my feelings had been a terrible idea. It left me messy—horny, sad, and now I was stuck.

Cassius’s Audi hummed as I leaned against the window, trying to get through this ride without losing my mind. Keisha was in the backseat, sucking her teeth and sighing loudly every other minute, making her irritation clear. I didn’t blame her. The whole situation was awkward.

I didn’t understand why she was even dealing with Cassius. She was gorgeous, and I was sure she could’ve had her pick of men. Yet here she was, dealing with Cassius ass, who barely paid her any attention and was disrespectful to her on top of it all.

Then the music he had on made the awkward moment even worse. Slow, sexy tracks were the soundtrack to our little disaster— Usher’s “Little Freak” eased into Prince’s “Darling Nikki,” followed by Floetry’s “Say Yes.” It felt intentional. He wanted to see me squirm, and I hated how well it was working. It didn’t help that his hand was on my thigh, and I was too weak to push it away.

By the time Miguel’s “Pussy Is Mine” came on, I was too wound up, too aware of him, and too ready for the ride to be over. The tension was unbearable, thick enough to choke on. Every nerve in my body felt exposed. I shifted in my seat, desperate for some relief, and his hand shifted with me, crawling closer to what I wanted touched. My body betrayed me, leaning into it, even though I knew better.

When we finally stopped in front of my building, I was ready to jump out of my own skin. My fingers fumbled for the door handle, my voice barely steady. “Thanks for the ride,” I mumbled.

Cassius caught my hand. “What time should I come back tomorrow to take you to get your car?” he asked, tilting his head like this was just casual conversation, like Keisha wasn’t sitting right there in the backseat.

“I’ll take an Uber,” I said quickly, my voice clipped. I needed air. I needed space.

His jaw flexed. “Why take an Uber when I can just drive you?”

“It’s fine, Cassius,” I said, yanking my hand free and shoving the door open. My legs wobbled as soon as I stood, the rush of cool air making me realize just how drunk I was.

I muttered a half-hearted goodbye to Keisha, but I didn’t even look back. My focus was on steadying myself, planting my feet firmly on the sidewalk. Before I could take more than a step, Cassius was there, sliding out of the car and catching my arm, his grip steadying me like it was second nature.

“I’m fine,” I muttered, shrugging him off.

“You’re not,” he said quietly, his voice low but leaving no room for argument. His hand lingered for a second before falling away, his eyes fixed on mine, unreadable.

I sighed. “Thanks for everything. I’ll see you.”

But he didn’t leave. He followed me, and when I got to the entrance, he slid the key card out of my hand without a word.

“I can do it myself,” I said, trying to sound annoyed, but my voice came out too soft, almost shaky.

He ignored me, sliding the card into the lock and holding the door open. “Naomi told me to get you home safe. That’s what I’m doing,” he said, that cocky smirk making me feel like I was losing control of the moment.

He watched me the entire elevator ride. Eyes burning a hole in my face.

I felt too many things at once—annoyed, flustered, confused, turned on, mad, resentful. My stomach was in knots, and my chest felt tight. Why couldn’t I just tell him to leave? Why couldn’t I just say fuck him because I knew he wasn’t good for me?

“You don’t have to babysit me, you know. I’m not a fucking child,” I said, just to have something to say. I was being petty since I couldn’t be strong.

“I know,” he said, simple and calm.

“Then why are you doing it? Why are you even here when you have her waiting for you in the car? Ain’t that your girl?”

The elevator dinged, and he stepped out first, waiting for me to lead the way. “No, and because you need me,” he said.

I wanted to scream. He was acting so fucking calm, and I was a mess.

I didn’t comment. What would be the point? We reached my door, and before I could fumble with my keys, he took them from my hand, unlocking it.

I moved past him, and my chest brushed his in the tight space. His fingers lingered as he handed back my keys, his eyes dropping to my lips like he was considering something.

He leaned in, close enough that I felt his breath. For a second, I thought he was going to kiss me. My heart went crazy in my chest, but at the last second, I stepped back.

He frowned but didn’t say a word. Instead, he smirked, glancing at me like he knew exactly how I was feeling. Then he turned and walked back to the elevator.

I shut the door and leaned against it, overwhelmed. Kicking off my shoes, I sank onto the sofa, my chest tight and my eyes stinging.

Cassius was too much—too much to deal with, too much to handle. But I had already let him take up so much space in my life. Allowed him to make me want things I didn’t trust him to give me. What the fuck was I supposed to do now?


Chapter- Seventeen

Keisha had moved to the front seat by the time I got back from helping Angel to her door. She sat stiff, arms crossed, lips pursed in a tight, bitter line. She hated me right now, and honestly? I understood why. I just couldn’t bring myself to care. My head was still with Angel. I knew women—knew the signs—and Angel was turned on. Her heavy breathing, the way her nipples strained against her dress, her hazel eyes gone dark like storm clouds. She had wanted me to stay.

I’d already decided. Keisha was getting dropped off. I was going back. I’d grab some coffee for Angel to clear her head. We were going to talk. We were both going to get what we wanted, and this time I wasn’t letting her pull back.

Angel was mine now. I’d claimed her in my head already, and yeah, maybe that shit sounded crazy, but I didn’t care. I’d officially settled with the fact that she was under my skin, and I wasn’t even trying to shake her loose anymore.

Keisha sat there quiet the whole ride, arms crossed, face screwed up, until I pulled up in front of her duplex. Then she snapped, turning to me like she’d been holding it in the whole ride and couldn’t wait to get it off her chest.

“What?” I asked, staring her down, already irritated.

“Why you so fucking disrespectful, Cassius? Rubbing that fat bitch in my face, opening doors for her like she’s somebody. Why you treat me like shit when I do so much for you?”

The second she called Angel out of her name, I was done. Whatever little respect I had for her? Gone.

“Get the fuck out of my car,” I barked. “And don’t start crying, ‘cause I don’t give a fuck about a hoe’s tears. I pay your ass for everything you do for me, and I pay you well. Maybe after sucking my dick, if you’d turn down the money I offer you, I’d treat your hoe ass better.”

I leaned over and popped her door open. “Get out.”

She moved slow, on purpose, just to piss me off. Almost fell getting out, too, but straightened up quick, slamming the door so hard it rocked the car. I couldn’t help but laugh. She was a clown, and I wasn’t about to let her fuck with my mood.

“Fuck you, Cassius. Don’t call me anymore, you depressed, sad-ass, crazy fuck-ass little boy.”

Her words hit harder than I wanted them to. For a second, I just sat there, stuck, because hearing them twice—first from Angel, now Keisha—made them impossible to ignore. I felt a gnawing sense of unease settling into my gut. Keisha was still screaming threats and insults as I drove away, but her words echoed in my mind, bouncing around like they were trying to find a place to settle.

Was that really how people saw me? Depressed, sad, crazy? The words stung because deep down, I knew there was truth in them.

Not wanting to think about it anymore, I did what I usually did, shoving it into the back of my mind like an inconvenient memory.

I hit a U-turn on the empty streets, heading back to where I’d just come from, Angel’s building entry card still in my pocket. I drove through the McDonald’s drive-thru for coffee. I needed Angel sober.

I got all the way to Angel’s floor but couldn’t force myself to knock on her door. Was I really ready to prove Naomi wrong? Could I really change my whole lifestyle? Be a better man for Angel? The thought gnawed at me like a hungry pit bull.

I answered my own question. “No, you’re going to fuck it up,” I muttered to myself, running a hand over my face. I opened the door leading to the stairs and stepped inside. I pulled out my phone and called Jonas.

He answered on the first ring.

“You think I’m sad?” I asked him right out of the gate.

“Man, what? Are you calling me at two o’clock in the morning to ask me this?” Jonas groaned, sleep heavy in his voice.

“Man, just answer the question,” I insisted, rubbing my temples.

He yawned into the phone, then cleared his throat before answering. “Yes. You were never a joy-filled motherfucker in the first place. But after what happened to your parents, you were never the same. Naomi tried to tell you to get help, but your brain only holds onto information you want to hear. You think the strip club and throwing money at strippers is the same as a mental health facility.”

“Damn, that’s hard to hear.” I cleared my throat, my voice shaky.

“This is about Angel, huh?” Jonas’s tone softened.

In the background, I heard Naomi say, “What about my friend?”

Jonas mock-whispered, “She got my boy thinking about turning his life around.”

Naomi gave an exaggerated sigh. “Tell him I’m going to slap the shit out of him if he does her wrong.”

Jonas rebutted, “That ain’t none of your business.”

“It is because I brought him into her life,” Naomi raised her voice.

I hung up. The conversation was too much to handle. I ignored Jonas calling back. I stood looking down the staircase, coffee in one hand. I could walk away, and Angel would never know I was there. Sliding my phone into my pocket, I left the staircase, walked down seven doors, raised my fist, and knocked on Angel’s door.

I could be better for her.


Chapter Eighteen




The knock on my door jolted me upright. I’d been sprawled on the bed for the last hour, trying to sober up and make sense of what had happened tonight. My phone rang just as I stood; I knew it was nobody but Naomi. I was putting her on pause for a minute. I knew what she was trying to do by setting up the whole fiasco that had happened, but I didn’t like being embarrassed. She could have given me a warning or something. Tightening my towel around my body, I glanced through the peephole. My heart skipped a beat when I saw Cassius standing there.

Not considering my near-naked state, I swung the door open. His gaze swept over me, and a smile curled his lips, causing an involuntary step back from me. He stepped forward, closing the space between us.

“Cassius, why are you here?” I stammered, my voice barely steady.

He raised a cup of coffee and waved my key card at me. His silence was deafening, his eyes fixed on my exposed skin.

“I forgot to give you these,” he finally said after looking his fill. His voice was low as he stepped into my apartment, pushing me back. He shut the door behind him and moved closer, invading my personal space.

I fought the urge to retreat, planting my feet firmly. The old Angel would have, but I was determined to stand my ground. This was my space. His proximity allowed me to catch the scent of mint on his breath. He leaned in, his lips a breath away from mine.

Tilting my head back to avoid his kiss, I blurted, “Where is Keisha?”

His brow rose. “Are you really worried about Keisha?” Leaning in, he whispered, “Tell the truth,” in my ear before biting into my shoulder, his teeth sinking into my neck just enough to make me gasp.

“I—no, I'm not,” I managed to say, my voice trembling.

“Good,” he murmured, his tongue tracing the spot where his teeth had been, then trailing my cheek. His lips claimed mine. My arms, almost of their own volition, wrapped around his neck. His kisses moved from my lips to my chin, then trailed down my neck to the tops of my breasts. I shivered and pulled back when he started tugging at my towel.

“I can’t do this, Cassius. Please leave.” I turned to head into my room, but his arms encircled me from behind, pulling me against his chest.

“Do you really want me to go?” he whispered, his voice rough in my ear. His hands tightened on my waist. Unable to speak, I nodded.

“Okay,” he murmured, but he didn’t let me go. His tongue slid over the back of my neck. “Tell me then—say, leave, Cassius.”

He pressed his lips against my skin again. Each kiss he planted on my neck sent shockwaves through my body. I fought to resist the sensations he stirred between my legs, but it was a losing battle. I was so wet I could feel the stickiness on my thighs.

I couldn’t think, let alone form a sentence.

He turned me around to face him, his eyes dark with desire and something more—something raw. “Tonight, when I saw the look on your face when you saw me with her, I realized what I really wanted.”

I swallowed hard, the intensity in his eyes making it difficult to breathe. “Cassius, this is crazy. You were just on a date with somebody.”

He nodded, his expression softening slightly. “You know what that is. I spend every night with you or talking with you. I ain’t had no time for her since you.” His fingers traced the outline of my jaw, and I leaned into his touch despite myself.

“Cassius...” I whispered. I could feel myself about to give in.

“Just let me stay for a while,” he pleaded, his voice husky.

I knew if I said yes, we were going to cross the line. I needed a distraction and a minute to compose myself. I pulled away and turned to put some space between us. He moved fast, grabbing me from behind, digging his nails into my hips. I could feel every inch of him, hard and thick.
I felt faint as my mouth went dry.

“I won’t stay long,” he caressed my waist. My skin exploded in goosebumps.

“Shit,” I cursed, shivering. I knew what saying yes meant, but I couldn’t bring myself to say no.

“Please, baby,” he breathed, as he gripped my chin, forcing me to crane my head. He forced his tongue into my mouth.
I pulled away. “You make me feel confused.”

“Get out of your head.”

"I can't," I whispered, my voice barely audible.

"You can," he insisted, his breath hot against my skin. "Just let go, Angel."

His lips found mine again, and this time I didn't resist.


Chapter Nineteen




Right then, if I thought she would take it, I’d have given her everything in my bank account just to have her take the towel off. Her ass felt so good against my hard dick. I don’t think she realized she was grinding against me, moaning softly, sounding so sexy I was about to cum on myself.

“Can I taste you, Angel? Down there?” I asked as my hand slid around the curve of her hip. My fingers paused right above her pussy, pressing gently, making sure she understood exactly what I was asking her for.

“I just want to kiss it,” I murmured against her neck, my lips brushing her skin as I tugged at the edge of her towel. She didn’t stop me, didn’t tell me no. That was all I needed.

When the towel hit the floor, my eyes dropped to her body, taking in every curve, every inch of her. She was perfect. Thick, soft, everything I wanted. My hands moved to her ass, cupping it, caressing it, letting my fingers trace over her skin. It was big, round, and so damn pretty that I wanted to get on my knees and worship it. Shit, I wanted to trace every stretch mark on her skin with my tongue, make her feel how much I appreciated every inch of her.

“Damn, Angel,” I muttered, more to myself than to her.

I turned her around slowly, letting my hands slide up and down her thighs. She was trembling, her breath hitching, her body already responding to me, but she was holding back. I could see it in the way she crossed her arms over her chest, covering herself.

“Nah, don’t do that,” I told her, my voice soft but firm as I took her wrists and pulled her hands away. “Let me see you.”

Her breasts were bigger than I’d realized, her nipples dark and tight. I leaned down and ran my tongue across one, slow, before taking it into my mouth. My fingers pinched the other, rolling it gently as her soft cries filled the room.

“Cassius,” she whimpered, her body falling forward against mine, her nails digging into my arms.

“That’s it, baby,” I said, my voice rough as I kissed my way down her body. I stopped to swirl my tongue in and out of her belly button.

“Cassius,” she moaned again, this time louder, more desperate. Her fingers slid into my hair, gripping tight, pushing my head lower.

I let her guide me, kissing lower, stopping just above the place I knew she needed me most. I could feel the heat coming off her, smell the sweet scent of her arousal.

Taking her leg, I hooked it over my shoulder, letting my lips graze her inner thigh. Her skin was so soft, smooth, smelling like cocoa butter and sex. I kissed her mouth, then glided my tongue between her folds. Her body swayed like she couldn’t hold herself up, so I eased her down onto the floor, laying her out like the gift she was.

Sliding my finger between her folds, I felt how slick, warm, and ready she was. “Damn, Angel,” I murmured. “This pussy’s so damn pretty.”

Her moan was the only answer I needed.

“Please,” she whispered, her voice shaky, breathless. “Please, Cassius… make me cum. I need to cum.”

Hearing her beg like that? That soft, needy little whimper in her voice? It made my dick throb so bad it hurt. But I wasn’t rushing this.

Leaning in, I let my tongue slide along her folds. Then I did it again, this time flicking her clit. She bucked, her hips lifting off the floor, trying to push herself into my mouth. I held her there, gripping her thighs as I sucked her clit between my lips.

“Oh shit, Cassius… please don’t stop,” she panted, her voice breaking.

She reached down, her fingers tangling in my hair, pulling me closer, forcing me to go deeper. Her thighs tried to wrap around my head, but I wasn’t letting her close me in. Not yet. I pinned her legs open, keeping her spread wide as I sucked and licked and worked her until her hips were grinding against my tongue.

She was so close—I could feel it, the way her body tensed, the way her moans got louder, higher, sharper. But I pulled back before she tipped over the edge, my lips wet from her, my chin slick. She let out this frustrated little cry.

I knew it was dirty as hell, but there was no way I was leaving there without fucking her. I didn’t need her cumming in my mouth and then coming to her senses. I kissed my way back up her body, stopping at her breasts to pull my shirt over my head. She ran her hands up and down the planes of my chest as I sucked her nipple into my mouth, distracting her while I unfastened my belt and pushed my pants off.

I didn’t even bother taking my boxers off all the way. My dick was too hard. I pulled it through the hole, the head already slick with pre-cum, and pressed it against her wet pussy.

She gasped, her nails digging into my arms as she ground against me. “Cassius…”

Fifteen years and I had never been in anybody raw. But I wasn’t stopping.

Slowly, I started to push inside her, inch by inch. I couldn’t go fast—she was so tight. My head fell forward, resting on her chest as I fought to keep control.

“Shit, Angel,” I groaned.

Her hands slid down my back, her nails biting into my skin before she gripped my ass and pulled me deeper. The heat was too much, the way she wrapped around me was too good. I lost it.

I nutted harder than I ever had in my life, her pussy squeezing me, milking me, dragging every last drop of cum out of me.

I bit my tongue to keep from crying out, my chest heaving as I tried to catch my breath. She didn’t even realize what I’d done.

Lucky for me, it took more than one nut to make my dick go soft.

I kept stroking.

Every time I slowed down, she threw it back harder, her hips rolling like she was trying to make me lose my damn mind.

“Cass…” she whimpered again, her voice trailing off.

“You feel me?” I rasped, my voice low and rough. “Feel how deep I am right now?”

“Oh, my God, Cassius. I feel you,” she cried, her voice cracking, her body trembling beneath me.

“It feel good to you, baby?”

She nodded, her nails scraping down my shoulders. Then her voice broke, her words coming out rushed, frantic.

“Cass…” she whispered, her voice shaking. “I’m about to—”

“You’re about to what, baby? Huh?”

“I’m about to cum, Cassius. Please. Baby, bite it.”

Fuck. The way she said “please” had me gone.

I gave her what she needed. Grazed my teeth across one nipple, then the other, just like she wanted. She cried out, her fingers tangling in my hair, forcing my head against her chest.

Spreading her legs further and gripping her throat, I rocked my hips back and forth.

“Fuck,” I groaned, my voice breaking as I pushed into her one last time. I swear I was planning to pull my dick out of her before I came again. But I couldn't—she felt too good.

I woke up to the feel of Angel's hair brushing against my face and her warm body pressed up against mine. The scent of cocoa butter filled the air, pulling me into consciousness. I tightened my grip around her waist, feeling her curves against me. Damn, she felt good. She stirred, trying to slide out of my hold.

"Where you going?" I murmured, my voice rough with sleep.

"The bathroom," she replied softly.

Reluctantly, I let her go, watching her move gracefully out of bed. She was naked, her silhouette looking fine as hell in the morning light. Couldn’t help myself—I gave her a playful smack on the ass. She turned, glaring at me, but I just flashed a grin.

The bathroom door clicked shut, and I heard the lock. She wanted privacy. I lay back, staring at the ceiling, replaying last night. Twenty minutes later, she came out, wrapped in a towel, her hair damp and dripping. Her face was different now—eyes full of regret. It hit me like a sucker punch.

"What's wrong, Angel?" I asked, sitting up, feeling a knot in my gut.

"I think you should go, Cassius. This was a mistake," she said, barely above a whisper.

Her words cut deep. "What do you mean, a mistake? Didn't seem like a mistake when you were begging for more last night. Didn't seem like a mistake when you were riding me," I snapped, my voice rising, my anger bubbling like lava in my veins.

"Just calm down and listen, Cassius," she said, her voice trembling. "I'm not ready for this. I keep thinking about how you treated Keisha, and I don’t think I can handle that. Let’s just stop this before it gets to that point."

"What the hell does Keisha have to do with us?" I snapped, running a hand through my hair. "You're stressing over shit that don’t matter. We either are or we ain't. Don't use Keisha as an excuse 'cause you're scared." I was so fucking mad at her ass that I couldn’t even look at her to say what I had to say.

I watched her feet as she started pacing, hands wringing together. "Cassius, I just don’t know."

“Fuck it. Fine,” I muttered, jumping out of bed. Her insecurities were going to drive my ass crazy.

She flinched, stepping back. The fear in her eyes stung more than her words. I stormed out of the room, snatching my clothes from the living room. She followed.

I dressed quickly, my movements showing my frustration. She stood silently, watching. As I grabbed my keys, I paused at the door, taking a deep breath before turning back to her. That’s when I saw them—tears, slow and quiet, slipping down her cheeks. All my anger dissipated like smoke. I didn’t never want her hurting over me. I ran my hand over my face. “I’m sorry. I’m overreacting to your feelings when you have every right to feel how you do,” I said, my voice softer now.

“I’m sorry too,” she whispered, barely audible.

“What'd you say?”

“I said, ‘I’m sorry,’” she repeated, her voice breaking.

I stepped closer, closing the space between us, and gently cupped her chin with my hand. “Look at me, Angel,” I said softly. She hesitated, like she wasn’t sure she wanted to, but then her eyes finally met mine.

I saw everything in them—fear, doubt, yearning.

“Relax, alright? This is new for both of us. You ain't Keisha, and I’m not about to treat you like her.” I paused, licking my lips as I looked at her, trying to find the right words. “You’re different, Angel. Different in a way that fucks with my head. You make me wanna do better, wanna be better. I don’t even recognize myself half the time when I’m with you, but it’s not in a bad way. It’s like… you bring out parts of me I didn’t even know I had.”

She blinked hard at me, her tears threatening to spill over.

“I’m not used to this. I’m not used to somebody like you,” I confessed. “You make me want to protect you, take care of you, but at the same time, you scare the hell out of me. That’s why I need you to stop pushing me away, because I’ll run—and I don’t want to. I want to see where this goes. Fuck what you think you know about me and start getting to know me for real. We cool?”

She nodded, but that wasn’t enough. “Nah, you gotta say it. Use them pretty lips. Are we cool?”

“Yeah, we’re cool,” she said, a small smile breaking through her tears.

“Good. Now go make me some pancakes,” I said jokingly.

She surprised me by actually heading to the kitchen, her hips swaying. I gave her a playful slap on the ass, watching it bounce as she walked away.

I settled on the sofa, flipping to ESPN. But my mind wasn’t on the TV—it was on her. The way she looked at me, scared and unsure, like she thought I’d hurt her. I didn’t know what I had to do to prove her wrong, but I was gonna figure it out. Because this? Me and her? It felt too right to let go.


Chapter twenty




It had been a week since that morning with Angel, and shit was moving fast. Surprisingly, things were good—too good, maybe. Tonight, we were having dinner with Naomi and Jonas at some bougie-ass restaurant. The kind of place where you had to make reservations weeks in advance and the waiters wore tuxedos. I was on my best behavior, trying to show Angel I was serious about us.

“Here, try this,” I said, holding a forkful of seared salmon to her lips. Angel leaned in, taking it from the fork, her eyes lighting up as she chewed. Seeing her happy did something to me. She smiled, and my dick got hard. How the fuck was that supposed to be normal?

Across the table, Naomi sat there looking like she’d rather be anywhere else. I caught her watching us out the corner of my eye, her expression twisting when I fed Angel another bite.

"Seriously?" she muttered, loud enough for me to hear.

My jaw clenched instantly. Here we go.

"What?" I snapped, trying to keep my cool.

Jonas tried to step in, placing a hand on Naomi's arm. "Babe, mind your own business."

She shrugged him off, and I waved Jonas off.

“Nah, bruh. Let her talk,” I said, leaning back in my chair and smirking in Naomi’s direction. “Her emotions gon’ drive her crazy if she don’t say what she gotta say. Go ahead, kick yo dirt at me.” I lifted my glass to my lips, the gin burning its way down my throat, but it didn’t do much for my irritation.

Jonas shook his head. “Don’t even say nothing, Naomi. Y’all doing too much.”

Naomi wasn’t having it. She squinted her eyes at me and snapped, "Kicking dirt? That’s what you call trying to save you and Angel from yourself? Fine, but let it be known that I don't approve of this," she said, gesturing with her hands like she was giving some grand speech.

I bit back a sharp comment, gripping my drink tighter. Who the fuck asked for her opinion or approval? That was Naomi’s problem she didn’t know how to shut up.

Then Naomi turned to Angel, her expression softening like she wasn’t just throwing jabs a second ago. "Are you happy, Angel?"

Angel nodded, her eyes meeting mine briefly. "Yes, I am."

Naomi sighed, a dramatic exhale that made my blood pressure spike. She was doing too much.

"Then I'm going to shut up. I hope this thing lasts, or at the very least, y'all break up on good terms. I don't want to have to pick sides." She shot me a glare before smiling at Angel.

I leaned back in my chair, clenching my jaw as I forced myself to stay calm. “Naomi, I get that you're protective of Angel. But this is between us. We’ll figure it out.”

"Figure it out?" Naomi scoffed, her tone dripping with sarcasm. "Okay, figure it out..."

Jonas grabbed her hand, giving it a firm squeeze. “Let it go. Eat,” he said, giving her that look men give their girl when they’ve had enough of the bullshit. Naomi sucked her teeth, took a long swallow of her drink, and tucked her lips like she wanted to say more but thought better of it.

She’s lucky Jonas is here, I thought, my fists tightening in my lap. The things I wanted to say to her right now? Angel wouldn’t like it.

The rest of the meal was tense. Naomi kept shooting daggers at me with her eyes, but I couldn’t muster the emotion to give a fuck. She wasn’t worth my energy. I stayed focused on Angel instead, stealing little touches and brushing my hand against hers. She was all that mattered tonight.

As we finished dessert, I leaned into Angel, my lips brushing her ear. "You ready to get out of here?"

She nodded, and I could see the relief in her eyes.

We said our goodbyes, Naomi giving Angel a tight hug and whispering something in her ear. She didn’t even look at me after that. Jonas and I exchanged a few words, and then we headed toward the door.

As we waited for valet, Naomi and Jonas walked past us. Naomi glanced back, her face full of attitude, and I couldn’t help myself. I flipped her the bird, quick and low enough so Angel wouldn’t see while she fixed her dress. Naomi smirked and walked off. Fuck outta here, I thought, watching her smirk before walking off.

My car pulled up, and I opened the door for Angel. As I walked around the back to get to the driver’s side, my phone rang. Keisha had been calling me all day.

Of course, now she’s sorry.

She was full of apologies now. I won’t lie and say I didn’t contemplate calling her back. The pictures she sent me? They had me dick hard. Old habits were hard to break.

As I slid into the driver’s seat, I looked over at Angel. She smiled at me, soft and real, like I was the only thing that mattered to her.

And just like that, my decision was easy.

Before putting my phone down, I scrolled to Keisha’s contact and hit block.

Guess old habits weren’t so hard to break after all.


Chapter twenty one




The second I sank down on Cassius’ manhood, a rush of adrenaline hit me so hard it left me breathless. My thighs trembled as I gripped his chest for balance, and his low groan sent shivers through my body. His eyes fluttered open, still heavy with sleep. His hands gripped my hips, holding me steady, but I didn’t need him to guide me. I had full control.

“Ooh, if this how I’ll wake up every morning, I’m definitely moving in,” he groaned, his voice gravelly, still thick with sleep. I slammed my hand over his mouth, silencing him as I fucked myself faster. I was trying to get my nut real quick and fuck all day. The room filled with the sounds of our bodies slapping together. His eyes locked onto mine, filled with lust and something else I couldn’t name. I dropped my head back and closed my eyes. I didn’t want to do anything but feel. “Yes! Fuck yes!” I moaned as I clenched my walls around his dick and came with a loud muffled scream. My room started to spin and I saw little white stars all over. Every nerve in my body was tingling. Cassius wasn’t far behind me.  

Afterward, the room was filled with nothing but the sound of our breathing, still heavy from what we’d just done. Cassius was stretched out beside me, his chest rising and falling like he didn’t have a care in the world. His eyes were barely open, fluttering shut like he was about to knock out.

Oh, hell no.

Sliding closer, I watched him for a moment, waiting for his next deep exhale. Then I leaned in quick and sank my teeth into his cheek, biting down just enough to make him jump.

“The fuck—” he yelped, jerking away and grabbing for me, his hand missing as I dodged out of reach.

He glared at me.

“Aht, aht, don’t be mad.” Cupping my breasts, I bit into my bottom lip. “You owe me food for what I let you do to me last night. You promised,” I teased.

The grin that crossed his face was so arousing. “You were nasty for letting me do that to you though,” he chuckled.

"And if you ever want to do it again, get up," I said, turning and walking away. I added extra bounce to my step so my ass would jiggle as I headed to the bathroom. Over the past month, I'd felt a new sense of confidence, and it showed.

I heard the bed creak behind me, knowing he was following.

In the bathroom, the warm water of the shower hit my skin, washing away the sweat and tension from the night before. We took our time soaping each other up, Cassius’ big hands running over every curve while I let my fingers trace the cuts of his chest. He kissed me softly between laughs, and the way he touched me made me feel safe. It felt good—too good. As much as I wanted to lean into it, a part of me wondered how long this happy phase would last.

Once we were clean, I slipped into a white sundress, my hair straight and flowing down my back. Cassius dressed in black chino shorts that showed off his muscular thighs and toned legs, paired with a baby blue button-up. He always looked so put together. It drove me crazy that women were always staring. I was working overtime to keep my insecurities at bay.

Just as we were about to leave, his phone rang.

“It’s Silas,” he said.

Who was Silas? I waited.

After a short conversation, he turned to me. “He wants to play ball. We can go to brunch after?”

I wasn’t mad. “Sure, I’d love to meet him,” I said with a smile.

Cassius looked relieved. “You’re great,” he said, as if he expected me to say no, kissing me on the mouth before going to change.

Music came on in the background, and he rapped along as he pulled on white basketball shorts, a white T-shirt, and his Jordans. “She said, ‘Boogie boy, stop bitchin', ho, I’m not your last.’”

I watched his defined back as he bounced around, rapping, while thinking about how many of his clothes had accumulated at my place—even before we were more than friends. I had never been to his house, and I was waiting for him to invite me. I shook that thought from my head and decided I’d change too. I slid into a bandage dress and a pair of Converse sneakers, pulling my hair up into a messy bun. I didn’t want to look out of place.

The morning sun was bright as hell when we arrived at the park in South St. Pete. About thirty people walked around the large basketball court. Little kids played on the playground. As we walked to the court, I felt a mix of excitement and nerves. Meeting his friends outside of Jonas and Naomi felt like a big step. It made me feel like we would be long-term. I knew it was too soon, but I really liked Cassius.

Cassius introduced me to Silas.

Silas was striking as fuck—tall, about 6'7", built like he played pro ball at some point. He had the kind of chiseled features that gave him an unfair level of good looks, and he carried himself with that air of arrogance men have when they know they look good and don’t let you forget it. It was more obnoxious than Cassius, but pretty much the same vibe. Silas gave me a once-over, his eyes lingering a bit too long on my breasts and thighs.

“This is Angel,” Cassius said, his voice calm but with a slight edge, like he was already checking Silas before anything even popped off.

Silas smirked at me—strange and sly. Pulling me into a hug that was a bit too tight and a bit too long, his hand slid to the small of my back.

“Nice to meet you, Angel,” he drawled. Then he turned to Cassius with a grin. “Not your usual type, Cassius.”

Silas took a place at my side, slinging an arm around my neck.

Cassius chuckled. “Yeah, but that’s a good thing.”

What the fuck did he mean, not his usual type? Their laughter rubbed me the wrong way, but I forced a smile, trying to hide my annoyance. “Nice to meet you too, Silas.”

I couldn’t help but notice how Cassius watched Silas being touchy and flirty but didn’t say anything. If it had been anyone else, he would’ve said something. He’d cursed out some dude just for looking my way too long. I wondered what their dynamic was.

I sidestepped Silas’ embrace. “Y’all have a good game,” I said, hoping it would be over quick.

I took a seat on the bleachers, my legs bouncing as I watched the game kick off. Silas was loud as hell, talking shit every chance he got, hyping himself up and taunting the other team. The other team wasn’t backing down—they were giving as good as they got.

I could see Cassius was getting frustrated, his jaw tight as he tried to keep his cool. Somebody shoved him from behind as he went in for a layup, and the game got even more heated. Silas retaliated by shoving one of the other players. The gym erupted into chaos as people tried to separate them.

I didn’t even think about it. I jumped up and rushed over, grabbing Cassius’ arm to pull him back before it got worse. “Come on, let’s go,” I said. “You can’t be out here fighting.”

He snatched his arm away so fast, I damn near stumbled. The look he gave me was cold as hell, and when he spoke, his voice was sharp enough to cut. “Don’t tell me what the fuck to do, Angel. Who the fuck is you?”

I physically recoiled, hurt and surprised. It took everything in me to push down my anger. Cassius really didn’t know me well enough to be yelling at me like that.

We stood there, locked in a staring contest, until finally, he sighed and relented. “I’m sorry,” he muttered, his anger dissipating. “Let’s just go.”

I stared at him for a second longer, my heart still racing. The apology helped, but it didn’t erase what he’d said.

As we walked to the car in silence, the tension between us was thick. I kept glancing at him, wondering if this was a glimpse of the man I didn’t know yet.

Once we were inside, he turned to me. “I’m sorry for snapping at you.” He took my hand and kissed the palm.

“It’s okay,” I said, trying to sound reassuring, but it wasn’t okay. I was trying to work out in my head how to tell him without starting a fight. Cassius hadn’t met my temper yet, and we probably wouldn’t make it if he did—this early, anyway.

We drove to the restaurant for brunch in silence, the awkwardness lingering between us. I watched him closely, wondering about his friendship with Silas. He wasn’t as volatile with Jonas or even Naomi.

When we arrived, the lady at the front station seated us immediately. I was just starting to relax when my eyes landed on Silas. He had changed, and damn near every woman in the restaurant’s eyes were on him. My heart sank as Cassius waved him over.

“Hey, I invited Silas to join us. I hope that’s alright,” he said casually as Silas walked over.

I forced a smile. “Of course,” I said, but inside, I was fuming. Why didn’t he tell me?

His presence immediately dominated the table. He was loud and brash, making crude jokes and talking over me. I pretended it was okay, but inside, I felt uneasy. I watched Cassius, wondering if this was who he really was when he wasn’t trying to impress me.

Later that night, after we got to my house, Naomi called. I had to ask her about Silas.

“Who is Silas, Naomi?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady.

There was a long pause, and then Naomi sighed. “You know the lil’ devil on cartoon characters’ shoulders? He’s Jonas and Cassius’ lil’ devil.” I could hear her teeth gritting through the phone.


Chapter twenty two




Naomi had barely sat down across from me before I was asking, “Tell me about Silas?”

Naomi’s face dropped into a scowl, her voice low. “Cassius knew Silas since they were kids. They met Jonas years later at school. When Jonas and I first got together, Silas helped him sneak out and cheat on me. Lied like a dog for his ass. Let him fuck some stripper at his house and everything.”

My jaw dropped. “What?”

“Yeah, and Cassius enabled his ass. That idiot let Silas crash a hundred-thousand-dollar car racing. Then, to the police, he lied and said it had been stolen after they went and took him from the scene of the accident.”

I shook my head in disbelief. “Why would they do that?”

Naomi sighed, frustration etched on her face. “I think Cassius sees him as a brother since he’s the only person who stuck around after the mess happened with his parents. And it’s like they can’t help but fuck up when he’s around. I was so fucking happy when he left. He’s been off somewhere in Mexico, doing God knows what. I’d say his ass is probably running drugs. He ain’t had no job since I’ve known him, but he always got money. Got a luxury condo on Clearwater Beach.”

Just then, a familiar figure approached our table. Solomon, the man I had met a while back, walked up. He stared down at me for a second, then smiled at both of us, but his eyes were locked on me.

“Hey, Angel,” he said, his voice warm. “Hi, Angel’s friend.”

He gently pulled me from my chair, his arms wrapping around me. His hand settled at the small of my back, sending a warmth through my body.

Leaning in close, Solomon whispered in my ear, his breath hot against my skin. “I’ve missed you,” he murmured. “I don’t like that you’ve been avoiding me.”

As he released me, I swear my temperature shot up fifty degrees higher than before he came.

He excused himself, saying he was with a client but wanted to say hello. As he walked away, I felt flustered as fuck. Naomi, on the other hand, was freaking out.

I sat down, watching his back.

“What did he say?” she demanded, drawing the attention of some nearby customers.

“Shhh,” I looked around.

“Fuck them people,” she whispered. “What did he say? His damn tongue was nearly inside your ear.”

I hesitated. “He said he doesn’t like that I’ve been avoiding him.”

Naomi’s eyebrows shot up. “Ooh, that means you had to see him to be avoiding him. When did this happen?”

I dropped my head, feeling her gaze. “He ran into me at work and invited me to lunch the day after your little set-up at the club with Cassius and his date. We spoke a few times on the phone, but then I stopped responding.”

Naomi looked at me, amusement spreading across her face. “So, you’re going to let Cassius keep you from your husband?”

I frowned, annoyed. “Why do you always do that? Drag him like that?”

Naomi’s eyes softened, and she reached across the table to touch my hand. “I ain’t gonna tell his business, but it’s some shit about Cassius that he needs to work out. I don’t say what I say just for your sake. This man is walking around with demons hanging on his back like rabid monkeys. The regret from losing you when he fucks up might be the one thing that pushes him to the dark side, permanently. I love Cassius like a brother and don’t want to see him fucked up. When he was dealing with women like Keisha, there wasn’t any change for him. But adding heartache to the shit that’s already ailing him?” She shook her head.

I stared at her, her words settling over me. I knew there was truth in what she was saying. Cassius had his issues. I could see that, and I couldn’t ignore them forever.

“I care about him,” I said quietly.

Naomi nodded. “I get that. Just don’t lose yourself trying to save someone who might not want to be saved.” She changed the subject after that.

After we finished brunch, I was in my car heading home to meet Cassius when he called me and told me he was going out with Silas. I said okay, though it wasn’t okay.

Later that night, Solomon sent me a text, a simple hello.


Chapter twenty three

A month after meeting Silas, he had become a staple in my life with Cassius. It wasn’t that I was bothered by his presence—it was just that something about him didn’t sit right with me. I was trying to give him a fair shot, so I hadn’t asked Naomi anything else about him. But I did notice Cassius was different in a way I couldn’t explain.

Tonight, we were all at a lounge in Orlando for R&B night karaoke, enjoying a private room. Jonas, Silas, Cassius, Naomi, me, and some random blonde girl Silas had brought were all there. She was really pretty, with tan skin, but she had a BBL that didn’t look right on her small thighs. Naomi kept cutting her eyes at the girl. She was definitely the no new friends type.

Keyshia Cole’s "Love" came on, and I couldn’t help myself. I was on my feet, singing along, my voice mingling with Keyshia’s. Naomi started swaying in her seat, her eyes half-closed, vibing to the song. Tipsy from vodka and the brown liquor we drank before leaving the house, I was all offbeat.

Cassius was behind me, sitting, his hands roaming over my hips and down to my ass, rubbing and squeezing. He stood, and I leaned into him, feeling the heat of his body against mine. He wrapped his arms around my waist, and we danced for a few seconds. Then, I think he came to his senses—his need to look composed overriding his tipsiness. He left me to dance by myself.

As the song ended, I plopped down onto the couch. That’s when I noticed Silas, seated across from us, with the blonde straddling his lap. His hands were all over her, but his eyes were locked on me. I cut my eyes at him before looking away. It felt strange, him watching me so intently while he was touching her.

I swear I could feel his eyes still on me until I excused myself to the restroom. “I’ll be right back,” I said, tapping Cassius on the thigh.

The hallway that led to the bathroom was oddly quiet, and I used the wall to steady myself. In the bathroom, I peed a flood, then I took my time, splashing cold water on my face and taking deep breaths. I needed to stop drinking.

My face was puffy, and my eyes were red. I pushed away from the sink.

As I stepped out of the restroom, Silas was waiting, leaning casually against the wall right outside the door. He straightened up as soon as he saw me, a slick smile playing on his lips. His gaze traveled slowly from my eyes to my lips, lingering there before meeting my eyes again.

“You smell good,” he drawled to my back.

When I returned, Cassius was waiting with a warm smile, pulling me back into his arms. “You gonna let me suck your pussy tonight?” he whispered in my ear, his warm breath sending shivers down my spine. Suddenly, it was like the prior minute didn’t happen. All I could think about was his lips on me.

I nodded, and then I was being pulled out of his embrace. “Baby Daddy” by Kennedy Ryan had started. Naomi snatched me up next to her, and we put on a show.

Later, as Cassius and I were undressing for a shower, I decided to tell him about the encounter with Silas.

“Silas waited for me outside the restroom,” I said, my voice uneasy. “He got really close in my space. It was... weird.”

Cassius shrugged, dismissing my concern. “Silas is just over-friendly. He doesn’t mean any harm.”

I stared at him. “It didn’t feel harmless, Cassius.”

He pulled me into his arms, kissing my forehead. “Babe, he’s just like that. Don’t let it bother you.”

I opened my mouth to say something, but then decided to leave it alone.

The next day, I called Naomi and told her what happened.

Naomi sighed. “He does be wanting everything Cassius got, and you fine as hell, got your own. Men like Silas be preying on women they think ain’t hip to their games. Next time, knee his ass in the balls. He’ll stop playing with you.” She advised.


Chapter twenty four

Naomi's grip on the steering wheel had her damn near white-knuckled as she pulled up about two yards behind Jonas's car. He hadn’t gotten out of it yet.

Naomi was staring at the back of his head like she could shoot lasers out of her eyes. "I swear to God, if he's cheating again, I'm fucking done," Naomi muttered, her voice seething. "And just like before, I bet Silas got something to do with it. That man is poison."

I tried to stay neutral. "Naomi, you don't know that for sure," I said, hoping to calm her down. "Maybe it's just a misunderstanding."

She shot me a look that could kill. "A misunderstanding? So, he creeps out the house early in the morning and don’t answer his phone, and it’s a misunderstanding?" She sucked her teeth long and hard.

Jonas's car door slammed, and we both looked up. He walked up the driveway to the house, a ranch with a wraparound porch. He knocked on the door, and seconds later a woman opened it. She was older, fine, light-skinned, with big hair and an even bigger ass. She was basically Naomi in twenty years.

Shoot, it wasn’t looking too good for Jonas. My heart suddenly started beating fast as hell.

The sight of them hugging made Naomi's jaw tighten.

"Look, maybe he's just visiting a friend," I suggested, though even I didn’t believe it. "Let's not jump to conclusions."

Naomi was beyond reason. "I'm done with his lies," she spat, getting out of the car and marching to the trunk.

I watched in horror as she pulled out a tire iron. "Naomi, no!" I shouted, but she was already storming toward Jonas's brand-new truck—the one she’d bought him, on her credit. Frozen in shock, I couldn’t move until I heard the sound of shattering glass. Naomi had knocked out the back window.

I jumped out of the car and ran to her, grabbing the tire iron from her hands just as she drew back to swing again. "Naomi, get back in the car!" I hissed, trying to move her without actually carrying her. This shit was ridiculous.

But it was too late. Jonas came out of the house, confusion etched on his face, holding two garbage bags. "What’s going on?" he asked, his eyes wide with shock when he saw his car and the tire iron in my hand.

Naomi pointed a finger at him. "You lying bastard!" she screamed. "Who’s that woman?"

The woman in question appeared at the doorway, looking bewildered. A man stepped out behind her, moving to shield her. "What’s going on here?" he demanded.

Jonas looked at the woman, then back at Naomi. "Are you serious right now? Showing your ass on these people’s lawn? I was here to pick up clothes," he snapped. "She’s donating all her dead son’s stuff to the kids I help."

Naomi's face turned a shade of red, and she dropped her head.

My mouth fell open when she shouted, "I’m pregnant!"

Jonas froze. I stared at Naomi, stunned that she was telling him like that, but then again, she needed something to get her out of trouble. All I could do was shake my head.

Jonas’s face softened immediately. He dropped the garbage bags and took a step toward her. "Naomi, I... baby, you for real?"

Jonas nodded to the man and woman apologetically. Naomi was crying now. Jonas pulled her into the street, trying to calm her down. "I’m sorry, babe. I should have told you where I was going."

Naomi sniffled, wiping at her eyes. "I thought you were cheating on me again," she admitted, her voice trembling.

Jonas hugged her tightly. "No, never again. A nigga  promise that."

I couldn’t believe how quickly Jonas forgave her. I would have been mad mad if I was Jonas. Her embarrassing me and fucking up my car?

Then they left in Jonas's car, leaving me to drive Naomi's car home.

When I got to my place, Cassius was waiting for me, sitting on my sofa. He had his shirt off and boxers still on. I guess he had just gotten up from the bed where I’d left him.

"Baby, you won’t—" I started to tell him what had happened, then stopped when I noticed his face was twisted with anger.

"What’s wrong?"

"Why would you get involved with Naomi’s shit?" he yelled.

I took a step back even though at least twenty feet separated us. "I didn’t know what Naomi was planning!" I defended myself.

He sneered at me. "The fuck you didn’t. You around here acting like a typical-ass bi—" He started to call me out of my name but caught himself, though the damage was already done.

"Getting caught up in drama. It’s pathetic," he finished.

A surge of anger I hadn’t felt in a long time flooded me.

I covered the distance between us until I was right up on him and mushed his head. "Who the fuck you think you talking to?"

prided myself on not being like my daddy, on not letting my temper take over. But Cassius had me deadly mistaken if he thought he could talk to me like I was weak.

His face dropped, then softened. "Angel," he started, reaching for me like that was gonna fix it.

"Nah,” I snapped, stepping back. “As a matter of fact, I don’t want to hear shit you gotta say. Get the fuck out," I said quietly, my voice shaking.

He stared at me, stunned. "What?"

"I said get the fuck out!" I yelled, my voice echoing. "Ain’t shit in this house too good to hit your ass with, and that’s where I’m about to take it if you don’t get the fuck away from me. Fucking go!" I didn’t give a fuck that he was barely dressed.

Cassius glared at me for half a second before storming out, slamming the door so hard I thought the hinges would snap.

As soon as the door shut, I started pacing, my chest heaving, my blood thumping so loud in my ears it felt like I might explode. My hands were trembling. I couldn’t breathe right.

"Who the fuck does he think he is?" I muttered to myself, my voice rising with each word. "Coming in here, talking to me like I’m one of these dumb-ass bitches he used to fuck with? Like I’m Keisha or somebody? Nah. No. Fuck that."

I stopped pacing and pointed at the door, even though he wasn’t there. "If you EVER come at me like that again, Cassius, I swear to God, I’ll show you exactly who the fuck I am. Try me one more time, and it’ll be your last time, I promise you that."

I was so mad I could barely stand still, so I stomped off to the bathroom and got in the shower, hoping the hot water would cool me off.

About thirty minutes later, there was a knock at the door. I knew who it was. Against my better judgment, I opened it.

Cassius stood there, fully dressed now, flowers in hand. "I’m sorry," he said softly. "I overreacted." He ran his hand through his hair. "I don’t know how to do this shit right, Angel." He looked... tired. His eyes were red-rimmed.

I wanted to stay angry, but... "Cassius, don’t ever fucking talk to me how you did earlier. Don’t let these dimples fool you. I’ll fuck your life up."

He didn’t even flinch because I knew he wasn’t believing me, and that was my fault. He’d find out though if he tried me again.

"I really am sorry, Angel," he pleaded, stepping closer. "I don’t want to lose you."

With a sigh, my stupid, lovesick ass stepped aside and let him in.


Chapter- twenty five




Six months ago, I wouldn’t have believed this was my life—this warm, golden thing where I wasn’t lonely anymore. Now here I was, snuggled up with my man on one side and my best friend on the other, half-watching a movie, half-basking in the hum of good company. Cassius and I had been together for nine months now.

At first, I’d worried—like, seriously worried. I couldn’t stop thinking about the version of him I’d seen with Keisha: guarded, cocky, maybe even mean. I was scared that one day, the real Cassius would come out of hiding and ruin everything. But after that whole mess with Naomi dragging me into her drama? He hadn’t been anything but sweet.

I love him. I know I love him. And I think he loves me too—but neither of us has said it yet. I’m waiting for him to say it first because, God forbid, I read the signs wrong and make a fool of myself.

He was still a bit more guarded than I would like. And he’d disappear for days with only short phone calls or text messages, and I found myself wondering where he went and if he was fucking somebody else. But I realized those were my own insecurities. He had finally told me in detail what happened with his parents. I had cried for him. There was barely any emotion or inflection in his voice as he did. That couldn’t be healthy. Telling me about his parents helped me understand that he may need a little time to himself, so I let his disappearing acts go and trusted him since he hadn’t given me a reason not to..

When he finally told me what happened with his parents, it all clicked. I cried for him—ugly cried. Meanwhile, he told the story like it was an entry on a grocery list: detached, no emotion in his voice, nothing. That couldn’t be healthy. But it helped me understand him better, so I’ve tried to give him grace. If he needs his space sometimes, fine. I trust him because, honestly, he hasn’t given me a reason not to.

And then there’s the money. He inherited a small fortune after what happened with his parents, and when he showed me his bank statements, I caught this quick flicker in his eyes, like he was waiting for me to get all gold-digger-y. As if dollar signs were about to pop into my eyes like a cartoon.

I wanted to be offended, but I get it. Women probably tried him in the past. Still, I didn’t appreciate the assumption. So I showed him mine. Sure, my account didn’t look like his, but I was doing fine for myself. I didn’t need him. I wanted him. And there’s a difference.

The only bad thing I could think of was that I found myself cursing and wanting to drink and party more than I ever thought I would or wanted to. I had been to the club more times in the past few months than I had in my whole life before Cassius. He brought out this wild streak in me that I wasn’t sure I liked.

Naomi laughed, bringing me out of my thoughts.
I dropped my head to Cassius’ shoulder and tried to focus, but the next thing I knew, I was being shaken awake by Cassius.

“Baby, wake up. I’m about to go,” Cassius said softly.

I blinked, looking around. Naomi and Jonas were gone, the TV was off, and it hit me—I’d fallen asleep. Cassius was trying to ease me up off the sofa.

“Baby, where you going?” I murmured.

“I’m about to head out and meet up with Silas real quick. We’re gonna grab a few drinks,” he said casually, slipping into his leather jacket.

Fucking Silas. My stomach twisted just hearing his name. Naomi hated him, and honestly? I wasn’t a fan either. He was always calling Jonas and Cassius to hit the club with him like they were young boys who didn’t have shit else to do.

“Do you have to go?” I said, rising and wrapping my arms around his waist. Standing on the tip of my toes, I gripped his chin and slid my tongue into his mouth. He responded, sucking my tongue and gripping my ass. I thought I could change his mind.

Pulling away, there was a smirk curving his lips. “I’ll be back soon, and I’ll make it up to you,” he said, sliding his arms into his leather jacket. He knew I hated being alone on Friday nights, and he was about to leave me to go chill with Silas’s ass.

I stared at him, irritated. “Okay, bye. Have a good fucking night,” I said, my voice dripping with sarcasm as I stormed up the stairs.

I heard him laugh softly before the door closed behind him.

Oh, so he thinks this is cute?

I’d be damned if I sat in this house, waiting on him while he partied with Silas’ messy ass. Knowing Naomi wouldn’t be down because she was pregnant, I made a decision right then. I was going to the club. By myself.

I jumped in the shower, letting the hot water work out my frustration. Afterward, I moisturized with strawberry body butter, the sweet scent calming me a little. Walking to my closet, I slipped into the knee-length sweater dress I’d been waiting to wear all season. Black tights, ankle boots, and a red lace bra-and-panty set completed the look.

Before heading out, I stopped in front of the mirror, giving myself a quick once-over. My confidence was on one hundred, and by the time I left the house, I was ready—ready for drinks, fun, and a little attention.

When I pulled up to the club, the line was long as hell, and finding parking was a headache. For a second, I thought about turning around and going home, but the thirty-dollar valet and seventy-five-dollar VIP entrance called my name.

Walking straight to the front of the line was a rush. Men kept trying to stop me, throwing compliments and lame pickup lines, while women gave me the kind of side-eyes that could cut glass. I’d never been the type to threaten another woman’s confidence before, but tonight? Tonight was different.

The three hundred-pound, dark-as-night bouncer waved me in for free.

As soon as I stepped inside, Rihanna’s “Turn Up the Music” blasted through the speakers.

“Turn it up, turn up!”

And that was exactly what I planned to do, right after I got a few drinks in me.


Chapter twenty six




I was ducked off in the shadows, watching Angel from the second floor of the club. I’d been watching her for the last fifteen minutes, dancing up on some random guy—or at least, who I thought was some random guy. The dress she had on was riding up her thighs.

I guess the look on my face alerted Jonas to the fact I was no longer focused. He looked at me, then walked over to the balcony and peered down at the dance floor. He cursed, then glanced back at me. Then I watched him look around, probably for his wife. Her and Angel were thick as thieves these days, so it was rare that one went somewhere without the other.

“She ain’t here,” I shouted loud enough for him to hear.

He nodded, then walked off, pulling out his cell phone. I stood there, watching my girl let some motherfucker grind all up on her ass, his hand on her waist, and I felt enraged, disrespected, and agitated—to the point of wanting to lay hands on both their asses. But I stayed put because to expose her would expose me.

Keisha was behind me, sitting on the sofa ten feet away. Her girl messing with Silas caused us to end up in the same places sometimes. I hadn’t told Angel about being in proximity to her so often because I didn’t want to hear her mouth. It wasn’t like I was fucking her. But it wasn’t like she hadn’t tried. She practically begged for the dick every time I saw her.

My eyes wandered from Angel back to Jonas, and he was smiling into the phone. I assumed it was because Naomi was at home where she was supposed to be.

Silas had disappeared off somewhere.

Jonas walked over and stood next to me. “You gonna say something to her?” he asked, shoving my shoulder.

I ran my tongue across my teeth, then gritted them. “No.”

I wasn’t about to say shit to her and give her the chance to turn everything around on me. But then I glanced back—and that’s when I saw it. Angel’s dress was hiked up, her panties on full display.

That was it. I saw red.

Before I could stop myself or remember why I shouldn’t, my feet were already moving. I rushed toward the stairs, taking them two at a time, the pounding in my chest matching my pace.

Behind me, I could hear Jonas calling after me, but I didn’t stop.

By the time I pushed through the crowd, I no longer saw her in the spot she had been dancing in, but I thought I caught a glimpse of her head bobbing toward the exit. My heart pounded as I tried to catch up with her, but I kept getting blocked by people—bodies bumping into me, drinks sloshing everywhere.

"Move, man," I muttered under my breath, shoving past a couple making out in the middle of the floor. My jaw tightened with every second I lost.

Finally, I made it out of the club, the cold air slapping me in the face. That’s when I saw it—the bouncer cradling Angel like a baby, her arms lazily draped around his neck. Her head lolled to the side, a goofy, drunken smile plastered on her face.

“What the fuck is going on, Angel?” I barked.

She looked up at me, her eyes glassy and unfocused, but her smile only grew wider.

“Oh, baby,” she slurred, reaching out toward me like I was her savior. “You came for me.” She giggled, the sound high and bubbly. She held her hands out like a toddler wanting me to take her from the bouncer.

I stiffened, stepping back as if her touch might burn me. My fists clenched at my sides, and I could feel the muscles in my jaw flex.

A loud screech snapped my attention to the curb. A black G-Wagon came to a halt, its headlights bright as hell. The door swung open, and Naomi hopped out, her hair tied up in  scarf. She wore a long-sleeve pajama set, a coatthrown over it, and Timbs on her feet. Her round belly led the way as she marched toward us, her face tight with confusion and annoyance.

She looked me up and down like I was the one drunk and acting stupid. “Why is she calling me to pick her up when you’re right here to take her home? You drunk too?”

Her voice was sharp, and her eyes narrowed as she shifted her gaze between me and Angel.

Angel, meanwhile, was giggling again, her fingers now running along the bouncer’s bald head like she was petting a dog.

I didn’t answer Naomi immediately. My lips pressed into a hard line as my gaze flicked back to Angel. My chest felt tight, my hands itching to do something—anything—but I stayed rooted in place, staring at Angel in the bouncer’s arms, trying to piece together what the hell I was looking at.

“I thought you were going to give me a ride, Cassius? Why did you run out without telling me you were leaving?” Keisha’s nasally voice whined behind me.

I turned to see Silas and Jonas walk out right behind Keisha. Jonas’s face dropped, and Silas snickered, ready for the drama he already knew was about to pop off.

Naomi’s eyes suddenly went wide. “What the fuck, Jonas? I thought you were at the sports bar, not the fucking club. You lying again?” Naomi yelled.

I dropped my head. When the door opened again, and the friend of the stripper Jonas cheated on Naomi with stepped out, I wished I had stayed my ass in the club.

Naomi’s mouth fell open. “Oh, and this bitch? You really playing with me right now, Jonas?”

Angel was suddenly standing next to Naomi, somehow looking a lot more sober, both of them scowling in our direction. If looks could kill, all our asses would’ve been dead and buried.

Jonas walked around me, grabbing his pregnant wife and damn near dragging her mean ass off to the side of the building.

Angel stared at me, waiting for an explanation. I didn’t feel like giving her one after what I saw on the dance floor, so I turned to walk back towards the club.

Tell me why this silly bitch Keisha had to lose her damn mind at that very second.

“Yeah, this the fat bitch I told you ‘bout, Imanni. She broke me and Cassius up,” Keisha mock-whispered to her friend, knowing damn well Angel would hear her.

Angel sobered all the way up after being called out of her name.

“What the fuck you call me, bitch? You must want that cheap-ass lace front you got on snatched off your bald-ass head tonight,” Angel shot back.

I turned just in time to see her wrapping her long hair into a ponytail and throwing her cell into the passenger window of Naomi’s car. Stepping out of her shoes, she charged toward us.

I grabbed her halfway.

“Come on, Angel. You’re above this,” I said, keeping her and Keisha separated.

“You motherfucking right I’m above it, but that don’t mean I won’t sink to a bitch’s level before I let her embarrass me in public. Especially since the bitch been texting me, and I’ve been ignoring it.”

I spun on Keisha. “What the fuck does she mean you been texting her?”

Angel tried to push past me. “Move the fuck out of my way, Cassius.”


Chapter twenty seven




Cassius was really fucking with my head right now. I felt like he was trying to protect his ex-bitch. When she walked out of the club with Jonas and Silas, my tipsy buzz ran the fuck away from me. I thought Cassius had come because Naomi called him to pick me up, but his little entourage coming out behind him let me know differently.

His ass being in the club with this bitch was something we would discuss later, but Keisha’s ass was about to be handled now. Cassius was blocking my path to her, but I was determined to teach this bitch a lesson right then. I hadn’t told a soul she’d been texting me. I just ignored her, but now she was doing too much. People were standing around, laughing at me.

I reached around Cassius and snatched Keisha by her 24-inch wig, yanking her into Cassius. I sidestepped just as they went down.

I yanked again and realized Keisha had a sew-in, which made me chuckle. The Capricorn in me was amused at the thought of snatching her bald. Cassius was on the ground, Keisha was in my grip, and I was on that bitch. I made sure to connect every punch with her upper body, ribs, face, and chest so she’d feel me for days.

Keisha managed to bite me, so I kneed the bitch in her face. I was about to let her raggedy ass go before she did that. Stepping back out onto the street, I put enough room between us so I could yank her again.

The street was chaotic—lights from the club flashing, music still thumping in the background, and people shouting. Two bouncers were trying to separate me and Keisha, yelling at us to stop fighting. Two more were holding Jonas and Cassius back, preventing them from intervening. Naomi and Silas were yelling back and forth at each other, adding to the noise.

Keisha was crying and begging me to stop. I finally let her hair go.

Seconds later, I felt an unbearable pain in my head. I crumpled to the ground, the world fading around me as I lost consciousness.

When I woke up in the hospital a few hours later, the bright fluorescent lights stung my eyes. I felt like shit—I was alone, my mouth tasted sour, and the smell of the hospital room was nauseating. My head throbbed, and I winced as I tried to move.

A nurse appeared, a round older Black woman.
“You’re awake. How are you feeling?” she asked, checking my vitals.
“Like I got hit by a truck,” I muttered, my voice hoarse.
She nodded. “You have a concussion. You were struck in the back of the head with a bottle.”

I groaned, the memory of the fight flooding back. Keisha’s friend had snuck up behind me. Coward-ass bitch.

As the nurse finished up, a doctor came in, holding a clipboard.
“Ms. Johnson, you’ll be glad to know that the concussion isn’t severe, but you’ll need to take it easy for a while,” he said.
“Great,” I replied sarcastically, wanting nothing more than to get out of there.

He hesitated, looking at his notes. “There was no harm done to your baby.”

Baby? The word hit me like a ton of bricks. I stared at him, my mouth opening and closing, but no sound came out. Pregnant? How? I was on birth control. There was no way I could be pregnant.

I shook my head, extending my arm. “Do the test again.”

About an hour after the doctor left, I was still, trying to process everything. How in the hell... The door creaked open, and Cassius stepped in.

He frowned. “I didn’t want you to wake up and me not be here. I just stepped out to get you some things.”

He came to stand at my side, taking my hand. I let it lay limp in his.

“Angel, I’m so sorry,” he said, his voice soft and filled with emotion. “I should’ve been there. I shouldn’t have left you at home...”

I looked at him, my heart aching. “Cassius...”

“Listen to me,” he interrupted, squeezing my hand. “I swear I wasn’t with Keisha. I didn’t fuck her. Haven’t since I met you. I was there with Jonas and Silas. Keisha showed up, and I wasn’t interacting with her, so I didn’t think it would be a problem. I would never hurt you like that.”

I wanted to believe him, and the sincerity in his eyes made it hard not to. But I didn’t want to. I kept my mouth shut.

His expression went serious when he realized I wasn’t going to say anything. “I told the police everything. I made sure they knew you were the victim. So you won’t have to worry about that.”

He paused, waiting for my reaction. I tucked my lips and said nothing.

Sighing, he leaned in closer, his eyes searching mine. “I love you, Angel. I’ve been waiting for the right moment to tell you, and I know I’ve made mistakes, but I love you. I want to take care of you, and I’m sorry.”

“I love you” were the three words I had been waiting to hear, but instead of joy, I felt a strange emptiness. I couldn’t bring myself to say it back. I just nodded, squeezing his hand.

Cassius half-smiled, ignoring the fact that I didn’t say anything. “I’ve got a bag ready for you. Clothes, toiletries, everything you need. Let’s get you out of here.”

He helped me out of the bed. As we walked to the car, he kept up a steady stream of jokes and stories, trying to make me laugh. Despite everything, he managed to bring a small smile to my face.

When we got to the car, he opened the door for me and helped me in, tucking a blanket around me. “You’re gonna be okay, Angel. I’ve got you.”

I watched him as he walked around to the driver’s side, my mind spinning with everything that had happened. I was trying to figure out when would be the right time to tell him about the pregnancy. I wasn’t sure how he would react, and I needed time to process it myself.

The drive home was quiet, Cassius holding my hand the entire time. When we pulled up to my apartment, he insisted on helping me inside, carrying my bag and making sure I was comfortable on the couch.

“Do you need anything?” he asked, his concern evident.
“No, I’m okay,” I replied, leaning back against the cushions. “Just need to rest.”

I finally spoke, and I could see his shoulders visibly relax.

He nodded, sitting down next to me. “I’m not going anywhere. I’m here for you.”

As I closed my eyes, I felt his hand gently stroking my hair. Despite everything, I couldn’t deny how much I wanted to be in his presence. I decided to wait and see how things played out in the next few days or weeks before telling him about the pregnancy.

And give him a chance to show me the man I was starting to think he was. Maybe I was being naive, but this was my first love, and I wanted to believe in him.

“I got you, baby. You don’t have to worry about anything,” he said softly. I'm staying right here with you.

I nodded.

By the third day, I wanted to go home. He was overwhelming me. I started to feel suffocated. The way he watched me, as if waiting for the right moment to reveal something I wasn’t ready to hear made me uneasy.

I was talking to Naomi one night, and he kept hovering around the door. I told her about how he'd been acting.

She sucked her teeth. "He knows he fucked up, and now he's scared you're going to get rid of him."

What she said didn’t make sense until I told him he could go home, and he caught an attitude.

I didn’t want to argue with him, so I dropped the subject. Later that night, the doorbell rang. We both had been watching TV in my bedroom. He jumped up to get it. He came back with his hand behind his back, grinning.

"I have a surprise for you."

He flashed a small velvet box. My heart ceased in my chest. He opened it, it wasn’t a ring. I damn near sighed out loud in relief. I was so grateful it wasn't a ring. It was a necklace, a tiny diamond hanging from a silver chain.

He took it from the box to show me.

"What is this for, Cassius?" I touched the pendant.

He frowned. "I can't buy you something just because?"

"Thank you, it's beautiful." I said instead of telling him  the gift felt suspect as hell.  I took it, trying to make myself more excited.

Cassius leaned over and kissed my forehead. “You’re more beautiful.”

I rolled my eyes as he climbed back into bed, now thinking that Naomi was probably right about him being scared.


Chapter twenty eight




Cassius had finally gone home after a week, and I was grateful. It gave me time to think and do other things, like run to the drugstore and buy ten pregnancy tests. I knew the hospital doctor had to be wrong. This couldn’t be happening to me.

Back at home, I peed into a cup and lined up the tests on the bathroom counter, my hands trembling. One by one, I added urine to them. Waiting was agonizing, especially when, one after another, they displayed the same outcome—positive. My heart sank further.

"I fucked up," I whispered to myself, my voice cracking. This was not part of my plan. I got a man, and now everything was changing.

I sat on the side of the tub, and the tears came, wetting my cheeks as the reality of my situation hit me like a freight train. I felt dizzy but didn’t feel like walking the twenty short steps to my bed. My heart pounded in my chest. Sliding into the bathtub, I rested my head on the side.

What in the hell was I going to do? Cassius and I were in an awkward place. He kept saying he loved me, but I wasn’t motivated to say it back—even though I did. What did that mean?

I felt super tired. The next thing I knew, Cassius was waking me up. I wished I had never given him a key. When my vision cleared, I saw him holding a couple of the tests. His face was unreadable.

"You're pregnant?" he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

"Yeah," I answered, my voice hollow.

"Is that why you were crying?" he asked, his eyes searching mine.

"Yeah," I answered again, my voice breaking.

"Happy tears?" he probed, hope flickering in his eyes.

I shook my head. "I don't know what to do. I can't be pregnant."

His face hardened, a flash of anger crossing his features and darkening his eyes. "You shouldn’t have been fucking me raw and lying about birth control if you couldn’t be pregnant." He slammed his hand against the wall beside the door.

"I'm on birth control! I wasn’t lying," I yelled back, pushing myself up from the tub and wrapping my robe tightly around me.

Cassius's expression was one of pure frustration. He followed me and started pacing my bedroom while I sat on the side of the bed. I hadn’t meant to respond to him like I had. I wanted to talk about it like adults.

A crash echoed through the room. I looked up, and my six-foot mirror was in shards.

"This is not how this is supposed to happen!" Cassius shouted.

I sat there with my mouth open. What the fuck?

“Get out!” I screamed.

He stared at me with wide eyes as if he couldn’t believe what he’d done. Then a million emotions played across his face. The last one made him look like he was about to argue with me, but then his shoulders slumped. He took a step toward me, his face crumpling. "Angel, please... I..."

I shook, getting up from the bed, my heart pounding. "Get. Out."

Cassius's knees buckled, and he collapsed to the floor, sobbing. He crawled towards me, stopping and wrapping his arms around my legs, pressing his face into my stomach. "Please, don’t kill my baby," he begged, his voice muffled and broken.

The shift left me feeling drunk. How had he gone from throwing shit to crying?

"Cassius, I..." I started, but my voice faltered. I didn’t know what I was going to do, so I didn’t want to make any promises.

He looked up at me, tears streaming down his face. "I know I’ve made mistakes, but I want this. I want us to have this baby. We can figure it out together."

I stared at him, feeling trapped and overwhelmed. His grip on my waist tightened as if he was afraid I’d slip away if he let go. The room seemed to close in around me, the walls pressing in, making it hard to breathe.

"I don’t know if I can do this," I whispered, my voice trembling.

"You don’t have to do it. We can do this," he insisted, standing up and wrapping me in his arms. "I’ll be here for you every step of the way. I promise."

I wanted to believe him, but doubt gnawed at me. "What if I’m not ready? What if you’re not ready? We just met each other. Not even a year has passed since…”

He cut into my words. "We’ll take it one day at a time.”

I nodded slowly, but the panic in my chest wouldn’t ease.


Chapter Twenty Nine




"You let him get you pregnant?" she blurted out, her voice heavy with disbelief. "And your ass got fired?"

I sighed, stepping aside to let her in. "Yeah, come in, Naomi."

She walked in, her eyes scanning the apartment as if expecting to find evidence of all the mistakes I’d made. I shut the door behind her and leaned against it.
"How did you find out?" I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

Naomi turned to face me, her expression softening just a bit. "Cassius called Jonas, and Jonas told me. We were worried about you, so here I am."

I nodded. "My CEO called me personally to tell me how bad I made the company look," I said, my voice hollow. "I won't lie and say I care about being fired. It gives me time to get used to being pregnant and figure out what I’m going to do. I have money saved, private clients, and I can always get another job."

Naomi sat down, her eyes never leaving mine. "Are you okay, though? Like, really?"

I shook my head, feeling the tears start to well up again. I didn’t want to fucking cry, but I couldn’t help it. "I don’t know, Naomi. I’m scared. I didn’t plan for any of this. And now, I’m pregnant and unemployed. It’s like my life is spiraling out of control."

She reached out and took my hand, squeezing it gently. "Shit happens. But you’ve got people who care about you. We’ll figure this out together. And I actually believe in Cassius. He’s going to be a great father, at the very least."

I managed a small smile, my cheeks wet. "Thanks, Naomi."

She leaned back, crossing her arms. "So, what are you going to do about Cassius?"

I sighed, rubbing my temples. "I don’t know. He’s been overwhelming. He says he loves me and wants to take care of me and the baby. But it’s all so much. I feel like I’m suffocating."

Naomi nodded, her expression thoughtful. "Do you love him?"

"I think so," I admitted. "But it’s complicated. He can be so intense. Sometimes I don’t know if I’m seeing the real him or just what he wants me to see."

She was quiet for a moment, then said, without giving away too much information, "I understand why you feel that way, which is why you need to think about what you want first. Figure out what you want and need. Don’t let him push you into anything."

I nodded, appreciating her words more than she knew. "I will."

Wanting to change the subject, I asked, "What did you do to Jonas for being at the club with that girl he cheated on you with?"

Naomi rolled her eyes. "I didn’t have to do anything. He’s been groveling for days. I don’t believe he did anything with her, but the fact that he was there pisses me off and has me side-eyeing him."

Just then, the door opened, and Cassius walked in. His eyes met Naomi's, and they exchanged a polite nod.

"Hey, Cassius," Naomi said, her tone softer than it had been in a while when talking to him.

"Hey, Naomi," he replied. "How are you doing?"

"I’m good. Just checking on Angel," she said, standing up. "I should get going."

Naomi gave me a quick hug and whispered, "Remember what I said," before heading to the door.

Cassius watched her leave, then turned to me, trying to read my face. He didn’t have to—I was going to tell him what I was thinking.

"We need to talk," I said, my voice trembling slightly.

He looked devastated, as if he already knew what I was going to say. "Angel, please—"

I held up a hand to stop him. "Cassius, I’m not 100% sure about everything right now, but I’m more certain about having this baby than doing something extreme. I just need you to be honest with me from now on. Even if there comes a time you don’t want to be with me, just tell me. Don’t fuck me over. I’ll understand. We won’t have any problems as long as you’re a good father and honest with me."

“Oh,” he said, breathing. "I promise, Angel. I’ll be honest. I want to be with you and be a good father."

Before I could respond, he grabbed my hands and pulled me up from the sofa, dragging me toward the door.

"What are you doing?" I asked.

"We’re going shopping. We need a crib and a bassinet. And don’t worry about your job. Check your account," he said, a sly little cocky grin on his face. I hadn’t seen it in a while.

I pulled out my phone and opened my banking app. My eyes widened in shock. There had been a half-million dollars deposited into my account.

"Cassius, this is too much. I can’t keep this."

He shook his head. "You have to. It’s beyond me. It was my mom’s. She set it up when I was young.  She really wanted grandchildren, and she wanted to help take care of them. It’s supposed to take care of all your needs while you’re pregnant and your medical care. You’ll get a deposit every five years until they turn eighteen, and then they get a lump sum. She set up a trust fund for her grandchild way back before... everything happened."

For a moment, sadness flickered across his face. He avoided talking about his parents, so I knew this was hard for him.

I reached up, smoothing my hand over his cheek. "Your mother sounds like a great woman," I said softly.

He looked at me and asked flat-out, “Do you love me, Angel?”

I nodded. “I do. I love you, Cassius.”


Chapter thirty




Cassius hated the beach, but I had convinced him to come sit with me. There was something about the smell of saltwater and the way the waves crashed against the shore that soothed me. We were in the back of the Airbnb I’d rented just to spend a few days away, not thinking about anything—just resting. I felt exhausted. He looked exhausted.

We lay side by side on the king-size blanket I’d pulled from the bed. The sun had set, and the smell of rain was in the air. We were covered with a sheet. October in Florida was kind of chilly, especially by the water. Our fingers intertwined as we rested. Cassius had his eyes closed, peace relaxing his face. I turned my head to watch him. I knew he was stressing just as much as me, but he just hadn’t said it.

“You know,” he began, as if feeling me watching him had prompted him to speak, “my mother used to love shit like this. We used to spend entire days on the beach, playing in the sun. She would buy Publix subs, and we’d drink soda behind my daddy’s back. I miss her laugh. She did that a lot, you know? She was loud and boisterous.”

I squeezed his hand gently, wanting him to continue and letting him know I was listening, scared that speaking would stop him from sharing more. He kept his eyes closed, lost in his memories, I guess.

“She was always so full of life. People used to call her ghetto or trailer trash, and I’d fight them for it. She wasn’t either—just... real. No pretense, no bullshit. But sweet. She would do shit to make me smile. She said I was too gloomy to be so young. I used to hate it when people looked down on her. She was everything to me.”

He finally turned his gaze to me, a small, bittersweet smile on his face. I smiled back, feeling honored that he was sharing this part of his past with me. “Thank you for telling me about her. I know it’s hard to speak about her and your father.”

He nodded. “It is. But I’m going to talk about them more. I want our baby to know about them, to know about their grandparents. The good parts, at least/”

He took a deep breath, the tension floating away with it. “I promise, I’ll tell you everything. The good, the bad, all of it.”

We lay there in comfortable silence, the sound of the waves crashing around us. It was too quiet. I sat up suddenly. “We should go skinny-dipping.”

“Are you crazy?” he responded, but he was smirking.

I grinned and stood up, pulling off my dress, then my bra and panties, leaving him there as I waded into the ocean. The water was cool against my skin.

Cassius watched me for a moment. Then, laughing, he stood up and stripped off his clothes, one piece at a time, before sprinting into the waves after me.

The water made him gasp. We splashed each other. He caught me around the waist and pulled me close, his body warm against the chill of the water.

Our laughter subsided into a quiet moment. Cassius’s eyes were intense as he looked at me, a mix of emotions playing across his face. He cupped my face in his hands and kissed me, slow and deep. I felt it in my toes. Then he pulled away. “Race me.”

We played around for a while.

When the cold started to creep in, we made our way back to the shore, shivering. We grabbed the towels from the blanket and wrapped them around ourselves, trying to capture some warmth.

We took our place, lying back down, trying to catch our breath. Suddenly, Cassius rolled over on top of me, his eyes locking with mine. His breath was warm against my face. “I can see us being forever,” he whispered.

Before I could respond, he gently pushed my legs apart and slid his hard dick into the back of my pussy. An achy moan slipped from between my lips, and the world around us faded away. For a moment, all that existed was the two of us. As I looked into his eyes, I could see forever too.

Until a few days later when I was about to get my first real exam. My heart was breakdancing in my chest. I was freaking out inside but had a smile on my face. The waiting room was filled with other expectant mothers, some smiling and chatting, others flipping through magazines. Cassius sat beside me, tapping his foot nervously against the tiled floor. I wished he would stop. It was irking me, but I didn’t say anything.

When the nurse called my name, we both stood up, Cassius's grip tightening on my hand, as if he was afraid I’d run away. We followed her into a small, dimly lit examination room. I lay down on the examination table, the paper crinkling beneath me. The nurse instructed me to lift my shirt and applied some cold gel to my stomach.

Cassius hovered beside me.  The doctor entered, a warm smile on her face. Dr. America was Black and beautiful and educated. I didn't want anyone else delivering my baby.  "Ready to see your baby?" she asked, and I nodded, my heart pounding in my chest.

The doctor pressed the ultrasound wand to my stomach, and the screen flickered to life. For a moment, there was nothing but static, and then we saw it—a tiny, flickering heartbeat. The sound filled the room. Cassius’s eyes widened, and his mouth fell open slightly.

"That’s your baby," the doctor said softly, pointing to the small, pulsing dot on the screen.

Tears welled up in my eyes as I looked at the image. I felt a rush of emotions—joy, fear, and a profound sense of responsibility. Cassius reached out, his fingers trembling, and touched the screen.

"Three months along," the doctor announced. "Everything looks good."

"Three months," he said. Then he added, “That gives me six months to be better.” His voice was barely a whisper, and I don’t think he meant to say it out loud at all. It was endearing.

After the appointment, Cassius insisted on taking me to lunch. We sat inside a Black-owned restaurant in downtown St. Pete. It was the type with Black culture all over the walls and the smell of soul food in the air. Cassius was all smiles and excitement, talking about baby names and nursery colors. He was practically vibrating with energy.

"Can you believe it? We’re having a baby!" His grin stretched from ear to ear. He reached across the table, taking my hand in his.

But I couldn’t shake the cloud hanging over me. I knew I was being wishy-washy, so I was trying not to show it. I nodded and forced smiles, but my responses sounded flat to my own ears.

Halfway through lunch, Cassius put down his fork and looked at me. He was irked. I could see it in his eyes. "Why aren’t you happy, Angel? We just heard our baby’s heartbeat for the first time. You’ve been either horny,  sad or mad since we came back from the beach! What the fuck do I need to do to make you happy?"

I sighed, pushing my food around my plate. "I am happy, Cassius. It’s just... there’s a lot going on. I lost my job, we’re not married, and everything feels like it’s happening so fast. I’m trying to process it all."

His expression darkened, and he clenched his jaw. "We’re having a baby. Everything else will work itself out."

"Will it?" I shot back, my voice rising. "Because right now, it feels like my life is falling apart."

He sat back in his chair. “Is this a ploy to get me to marry you?” he accused.

“I didn’t fucking say that,” I whispered through gritted teeth, low enough so the table next to us couldn’t hear. He was pissing me off. It took everything in me to not ask him why I would want to marry a man-child.

"Good, because I’m not ever getting married." He shook his head and went back to cutting his steak.

He didn’t say anything else after that until I was done eating. He signaled for the check. The drive home was tense and silent. I didn’t care. He could not make me feel what I wasn’t feeling. When we arrived at my place, he didn’t even bother to help me out of the car. He drove up, waited for me to get out, then he just drove off, leaving me standing there feeling more alone than ever.








Chapter Thiry one




The lounge was dimly lit, and the music was loud, but my thoughts were drowning out the heavy bass coming from the speakers near my head. Angel had cold feet about the pregnancy, and I couldn’t figure out how to change that at the moment. I stood at the bar with Jonas and Silas, a glass of gin in one hand, darts in the other. We’d been here for a couple of hours, shooting and talking shit, trying to unwind from the stress of the week. I could tell Jonas was ready to go—his eyes kept darting around as if he was expecting someone, and I knew it was because of Naomi. That woman had him whipped, and now that she was about to give him the child he wanted, the leash she had around his neck had gotten even shorter.

“Nice shot,” Jonas said, nodding at the dartboard as Silas nailed a bullseye.

Silas grinned. “I know. I’m gonna grab us some drinks,” he said, disappearing into the crowd before either one of us really thought about what he said. We were already at the bar. I watched him weave through the mass of people, wondering what trouble he was about to get us in.

Jonas met my eyes, shaking his head. “It’s probably time for our asses to leave; Silas is about to be on some shit,” he predicted.

Sure enough, Silas came weaving back through the crowd a few minutes later, three women following. They were all fine—two pretty Black girls and a blonde.

“Look what I found,” Silas announced, a smirk on his face. He nudged one of the girls toward Jonas.

Jonas’s face twisted with annoyance. “Get outta my face,” he snapped. “My wife’s crazy, and now that she’s pregnant, she’s even crazier. I can’t fuck with you.” He didn’t even try to sugarcoat it.

Silas laughed. “Come on, Jonas. It’s just a little fun. Just some company while we play.”

“Fun?” Jonas shot back, his eyes blazing. “You think Naomi’s gonna let me live if she finds out I’m with a bitch? I’m not risking my relationship for this bullshit.”

I saw the frustration in Silas’s eyes as Jonas pushed the girl away. He turned to me for support, but before he could say anything, I stepped in.

“All of you, fuck off,” I said to the girls, putting enough bass in my voice to let them know I was serious.

“Fuck all three of y'all,” one said before melting back into the crowd.

I turned to Silas, my patience wearing thin as fuck. “I’m starting to see why Naomi said what she said about you. It’s like you’re living a fucked-up, lonely existence and want me and Jonas right there along with you. This bullshit ain’t getting old to you?”

Silas sneered, his usual charm replaced by a hard edge. “And you any different? You think Angel’s not gonna get tired of your ass when she realizes you’re just as fucked up as me? Has she spent one night watching you destroy shit and crying over your dead parents? She see that side of your broken ass yet?”

Rage flared in my chest, and before I knew it, I pushed Silas hard. He stumbled back into the bar, then straightened, his face contorted with rage. He lunged at me, and we tussled, fists flying. People around us yelled and tried to get away. It wasn’t long before the bouncers got involved, separating us and dragging us toward the exit.

Outside, I snatched my arm away from the bouncer’s grip, ready to walk off and leave this shit behind. But Silas ran up to me, blocking my path.

“I’m sorry,” he said, his breath coming in gasps. He threw his hands up. “We got our anger out. You’re right. I’ll chill. We’re brothers, no need to fight. I’m actually just jealous.”

I stared at him. He was like my brother, but what he said had been unnecessary.

“Fuck you very much, brother," I said, giving him two middle fingers, then shoved past him and headed straight for my car.

As I drove toward Angel’s house, I realized I needed gas. I pulled into a station and got out to pump. As I was filling the tank, a girl stepped up to me. She was curvy, thick, with long hair down her back, a Cuban accent, and light brown skin.

“We match,” she said, her smile striking and a bit mischievous.

I was confused but intrigued. “What?”

“Our cars,” she pointed back to a black Dodge Charger just like mine, except instead of black interior, hers was red.

She asked my name, and I told her. She said hers was Elisa and she was visiting from Miami. She asked for my phone, and I handed it over, liking her boldness. She typed in her number.

“I’m at The Tampa EDITION. Call me if you want to do something,” she said, her tone insinuating something sexual.

I joked, “The Tampa EDITION? So, you’re rich, rich.”

She giggled, and a friend called her name. She left, saying bye, and I watched her walk away. When I got back in the car, I stared at her number for a while. The interaction was the first time in a while I’d felt good about myself, like my old self. I didn’t delete it.

I drove to Angel’s, my thoughts still on Elisa. Angel was asleep in bed when I got there. I showered quickly, then climbed in beside her.

Sleep didn’t come easy. My mind kept spinning, thinking about how badly I was fucking up, even if it was just in my head. It wasn’t like I’d done anything wrong. Not really. But it felt wrong—keeping Elisa’s number.

I stared at the ceiling. Angel shifted beside me, murmuring in her sleep, and I turned to look at her. She looked so peaceful, her face relaxed, her hand resting protectively on her belly. Our baby was growing inside her, and here I was, lying next to her, feeling myself over a five-minute interaction with some woman I didn’t even know. What the fuck was wrong with me?


Chapter Thirty two




Fuck. How did people deal with guilt on an everyday basis without jumping off a building?

I sat on the couch, staring at my phone, my thoughts running in circles. I couldn’t stop thinking about the number I’d stupidly saved in my contacts—but I couldn’t even remember the bitch's name to delete it. Her name being in my phone felt like a ticking time bomb, a reminder of how close I’d come to fucking everything up. The thrill I’d gotten from the encounter had been intoxicating—a flash of my old life. The days when I didn’t have to think about anyone but myself. But was it worth how I was feeling now? Hell no.

"What the hell was I thinking?" I muttered under my breath, running a hand over my face. Stupid. If Angel found out, she’d fuck me up. I was an idiot for even entertaining the thought, especially after I’d just gotten in a fight with Silas about not being that guy anymore.

Just as I was lost in my thoughts, the door creaked open. I looked up to see Angel walk in. She looked beautiful, as always, but now she always looked exhausted. Pregnancy was kicking her ass, but I was grateful she was going through everything for our baby. I’d make sure she and my child never wanted for anything. I quickly plastered on a smile, hoping she wouldn’t read me. Was guilt visible?

"Hey, baby," she greeted, her voice soft but curious. "What's going on?"

I stood up, meeting her in the foyer, blocking her view as she took off her shoes. "Hey, pretty," I replied, walking over and pulling her into a tight hug. Her scent calmed my nerves. It felt like I was holding onto the one person keeping me from spiraling out of control.

She pulled back slightly, looking up at me, a frown on her face. "You okay? You seem... off."

For a second, I hesitated. The urge to spill everything, to snitch on myself, was strong, even though I hadn’t really done anything. But the fear of losing her kept my mouth shut. "I'm good," I lied, placing a kiss on her forehead.

Angel raised an eyebrow, clearly not convinced but willing to let it slide. “I have a surprise for you,” I said, taking her arm and leading her to the living room. Her face lit up when she noticed the setup I had arranged—lavender-scented candles, a massage chair, a foot bath, and all the necessary tools for a pedicure. The professional pedicurist I’d hired stood by—a young gal from one of the nail schools everyone in this one Facebook group recommended. Pretty, thick, skin the color of caramel. She smiled warmly.

"What's all this?"

"Just thought you could use some pampering," I said, trying to sound casual. "I wanted to do something nice for you."

She smiled, a small but genuine smile that made my heart ache with guilt. "It's sweet, Cassius."

I shrugged. "You deserve it," I insisted, guiding her to the chair. "Let them take care of you. You need a break."

As the pedicure began, I tried to relax, sitting back down on the couch. But my mind kept racing. What was that bitch’s name? I wouldn’t feel better until I could erase that mistake before it turned into something more. Sure, I had other women’s numbers in my phone, but this was different—intentional.

I watched Angel close her eyes, letting the tension slip away. I felt a pang of something—jealousy, maybe? She seemed so at ease while I was barely holding it together.

"What's wrong?" Angel's voice broke through my thoughts, pulling me back to the present.

I looked up, startled. "What?"

She sighed, her eyes searching mine. "You've been acting strange. Extra attentive. It's sweet, but... is there something you're not telling me?"

Panic flared in my chest, but I quickly smothered it. I forced a smile, hoping it didn’t look as fake as it felt. "Just wanted to remind you how much I love you," I said, leaning in to kiss her forehead. "That's all."

Angel didn’t seem entirely convinced, but she let it go. We continued the evening, trying to maintain a semblance of normalcy. During dinner, I kept the conversation light, talking about the future and our plans for the baby. But every word felt like a lie, a cover-up for the secrets I was keeping. The tension between us was palpable, and I hated it.

After dinner, as we lay in bed, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was on borrowed time. I held Angel close, trying to find comfort in the warmth of her body. But my mind kept drifting back to that stupid number in my phone, the one mistake that could unravel everything.

I kissed the top of her head, whispering, "I love you, Angel."

She snuggled closer, her voice muffled against my chest. "I love you too."

But as I stared up at the ceiling, the weight of my guilt felt heavier than ever. I knew I had to make a choice—either come clean and risk losing everything or keep the secret and hope it never came to light. But deep down, I knew that secrets have a way of surfacing, no matter how deeply they're buried.

For now, I chose silence. But as Angel’s breathing steadied, indicating she was asleep, I couldn’t help but wonder how long I could keep this up. How long before everything came crashing down? And would I be able to pick up the pieces if it did?


Chapter Thirty Three




Cassius had been acting secretive all morning, but I didn’t press him. We had been good for months since the Keisha incident, and everything felt normal. I was sitting on the sofa, playing Candy Crush while the TV droned on in the background, when he came out of the bedroom, fully dressed and looking determined.

“We’re going shopping,” he announced, a hint of excitement in his voice.

I dragged my eyes away from the screen, feeling a bit resistant. “I don’t want to,” I said, not really in the mood to go out.

“Please?” he pleaded, then smirked. “I’ll take you for oxtails and ice cream.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at his offer. He knew exactly what to say to get me on board. “Okay,” I said, giggling. Lately, all I wanted to do was eat. My body had changed so much—my ass had spread from a size 14 to an 18, and my belly was huge for six months. Cassius waited patiently while I changed, a small smile playing on his lips.

We drove to a small, upscale baby boutique, the kind where you had to be buzzed in. As we walked in, I noticed it was completely empty, except for the salespeople who greeted us warmly. A redheaded woman with an upturned nose approached us, her smile professional and polite.

"Where is everyone?" I wondered aloud, confused by the empty store.

Cassius leaned in and whispered as if he could hear my thoughts, “I shut down the store just for you. Take your time, pick whatever you want.”

My eyes widened in surprise. “Really?”

“Really,” he confirmed, his smile widening. “I want you to have the best.”

I spent the next hour picking out little boy clothes. Cassius had cried when he found out we were having a son. I didn’t care as long as the baby was healthy. When I was done, Cassius paid for everything without batting an eye. We left the boutique with bags in hand, my heart full.

“Where are we going now?” I asked as he started the engine.

“I have something to show you. Then I’ll feed you,” he replied, a mischievous glint in his eyes.

We drove from Tampa to Clearwater, the sun setting behind us. Cassius turned onto a quiet street, a few blocks from the beach. He pulled up in front of a beautiful two-story house with a large front yard and a wraparound porch. I stared at it, my heart pounding.

“Whose house is this?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

“Yours, if you want it,” he said, turning to look at me.

My heart skipped a beat. “What do you mean?”

He turned to face me fully. “You mentioned needing more space, and I thought it was time. I want to move you closer to me,” he explained. “I know everything is happening fast, but I want to make things easier for both of us.”

I looked at the house again, taking it all in. It was everything I had ever dreamed of. But a part of me felt disappointed. I had hoped that moving in together would be the next step for us, or maybe a proposal—some kind of commitment. But I reminded myself that we had only known each other for less than a year. This was a big step in itself, and I needed to give us time to grow.

“Thank you, Cassius,” I said, genuinely grateful.

He smiled, relief washing over his face. “I’m glad you like it. I want you to be happy, Angel.”

We got out of the car, and he led me inside. The house was empty, a blank canvas waiting to be filled with memories and love. The possibilities were endless.

"Come on, let me show you around," he said, taking my hand and leading me through the five-bedroom, three-bathroom house. As we walked around, I started to envision our life here. I could see our child growing up in this home, playing in the spacious backyard, enjoying the proximity to the beach.

In the master bedroom, Cassius came up behind me, wrapping his arms around my belly as much as he could and burying his face in my neck. “Does this make you happy?” he murmured, his breath warm against my skin.

I nodded, leaning back into his embrace. I thought back to the night before Naomi had invited me to her party, and how lonely I’d been. Despite the few hiccups we’d had, I was happy. I loved Cassius and knew our life together was just starting. We were going to be a family.


Chapter Thirty four




"Is that fucking Angel?" The words slipped out of my mouth as I drove down Central Avenue in Downtown St. Pete. I could hardly believe my eyes. It was just after noon, and my day had already been full of fucking stress. I'd just left my lawyer's office after finding out another one of my so-called family members, fresh out of prison, was trying to sue me. He claimed he had proof he'd lent my parents money and was demanding repayment. The loan was supposedly for 50k, which I would have been fine paying, but he was trying to get me for a quarter of a million. The whole thing had me pissed off and on edge.

And now this. Angel sitting outside a restaurant, laughing with some guy. But not just any motherfucker—the dude from Ybor. Solomon, she had said his name was, claiming she had met him that night. Then why the fuck was she with him now? My jaw clenched. All women are the same, I thought bitterly. My mind flashed back to my mother, who'd cheated on my father more times than I could count. I loved her, but she’d fucked up our family. Maybe Angel was just the same, smiling in my face while fucking me over.

Without thinking, I whipped the car around, cutting off a couple of drivers who honked their horns angrily. I didn’t give a fuck. My eyes were locked on Angel and Solomon. I parked the car in the middle of the street and jumped out, leaving it right where it was, adrenaline coursing through my veins.

Everybody sitting outside was already watching me, their eyes following as I stormed up to the table. They were waiting for a show, and I was about to give them one. I walked right up to the table Angel was occupying.

"What the hell is this? Not a fucking job interview?" I demanded. Angel and Solomon both looked up, shock written all over their faces. Angel's eyes widened in surprise.

"Cassius, what are you—" she started, her voice calm.

I wasn’t in the mood for explanations or excuses. My chest tightened, and my hands moved before I could stop them. I grabbed the edge of the table and flipped it over, the crash of breaking dishes and shattering glasses cutting through the patio. Conversations halted mid-sentence. Heads turned toward me. Eyes widened. People froze, while others leaned in to whisper.

"Is he crazy?"
"What's his problem?"
"Poor girl."

Solomon stood up immediately, stepping in front of Angel, shielding her from me. "Are you insane?" he shouted, his voice filled with disbelief. "You don't do shit like this. You don’t come at her like that."

My fists clenched at my sides, my body tense, muscles coiled. "If you don't like how I treat her, do something about it," I snarled, stepping closer to him. I could feel the eyes of the restaurant patrons on us, and it fueled my anger. How could she do this to me? How could she be like my mother? I should’ve treated her ass like Keisha.

Solomon's eyes flashed with anger, and for a moment, I thought he might actually swing on me. I could see he was ready for a fight, and I was going to beat his ass.

Angel, standing behind him, looked terrified. She stepped forward, her hand protectively on her pregnant belly. She bent down carefully, picking up a folder from the ground, then straightened up, her eyes blazing with too many emotions to name. She shoved the folder into my chest, her voice trembling as she spoke.

"I can't believe you embarrassed me instead of simply walking up and asking me a simple question," she said, tears welling up in her eyes. "I never lied to you. You have no reason to treat me like this."

I looked down at the folder in my hands, my heart sinking as I opened it. Inside was a contract. My stomach dropped. She had been telling the truth. I had let my anger, insecurities, and paranoia get the best of me.

The crowd around us seemed to hold its breath, waiting for the next move. Solomon's arm was protectively around Angel, and I hated it. But more than that, I hated myself for causing this scene, for letting my emotions fuck with my head.

Solomon looked at me, his voice firm. "I'm taking Angel home. You need to give her some time."

I wanted to swing on him, to tell him to fuck off, but the words wouldn’t come. I stood there looking dumb as fuck as he guided Angel away. She didn’t look back, and I couldn’t blame her.

I felt like a fucking idiot, standing in the middle of a mess I had created, with strangers judging me.

I’d fucked up yet again.


Chapter Thirty five

"I'm fine, Solomon," I lied, plastering a fake smile on my face to get him away from my door. My hands trembled with anger, and I felt like a volcano about to erupt. Solomon was about to become the target of my wrath if he didn’t get the hell out of my face. I couldn't let him see me like this, on the verge of breaking down. He hesitated, concern etched on his face, but eventually nodded and left.

As soon as the door clicked shut, the fake smile crumbled, replaced by a scowl. I kicked off the shoes I’d shoved my swollen feet into when Solomon called me and told me I had lost my job, but he had a better one for me. I wasn’t going to burn any bridges, so I met up with him despite having no intention of taking any jobs right now. Then here comes Cassius with his stupid ass, being a stupid ass.

I felt like a ticking time bomb, seconds away from exploding. I stormed around the house, the sound of my footsteps echoing off the walls. "Alexa, play me some music," I ordered. Ironically, "Emotional Rollercoaster" started playing softly in the background, each note pulling at the tangled mess of emotions inside me. "Alexa, turn that shit up." The volume rose.

I went to our—no, my—bedroom and yanked open the closet door. My hands shook as I grabbed Cassius's clothes, yanking them off the hangers and tossing them into a pile on the floor. Every item I threw felt like a piece of my heart breaking off because I didn’t want to put him out, but I couldn’t deal with his dysfunction. His scent wafted off the fabric—a mix of cologne and something uniquely him. It was a cruel reminder of what we had and what was falling apart. The drawers were next, and I emptied them, dropping his cologne and lotions on top of the pile. I needed garbage bags.

I was dragging out a full thirty gallon bag of Cassius's shit when the front door creaked open, causing me to pause. I looked up, and there Cassius was, standing in the doorway, his eyes darkening as he took in the scene. My anger got the best of me, and before I could stop myself, I grabbed the keys for the new house from the sofa table and hurled them at him. He dodged them easily, his face contorting with irritation.

"I'm sorr—" he started, but I cut him off.

"Get the fuck away from me," I spat, my voice low. I was seething. Instead of doing what my good mind told me to do—walking away, going in my room, and locking the door until he left—I stepped toward him, jabbing my finger in his face. "You don't know how hard I've worked to keep my daddy's temper from becoming a part of who I am, but you bring him out in me, and that makes me want to shoot you in the face. And I bring out the worst in you, obviously. I can't see you flipping tables for Keisha or any of those other bitches."

Cassius's face tightened, a dark shadow crossing his features. He took a step closer, his hand darting out to grab my chin, forcing me to meet his gaze. His grip was firm, almost painful. "Why you always have to bring that bitch up?" he hissed, his eyes boring into mine. "You think you're the only one hurting here? I flipped that table because I care, because I won't lose you to some other man, and I can feel you slipping away ever since you found out you're pregnant. Tell me it ain't true."

I tried to pull away, but his grip tightened. "Let me go, Cassius, and get out of my house," I said, my voice trembling. I was so angry.

"No, you listen to me," he snarled, leaning in closer. "I'm not going anywhere. You are carrying my baby. You can’t break up with me because I fucked up. We're in this together, whether you like it or not."

I could feel the tears threatening to spill. "None of what you say means shit to me after you just embarrassed me for no reason, and you didn’t just fuck up. You continually fuck up. I love you, Cassius, but you got me fucked up if you think I’m going to let you take your frustrations out on me. Get a therapist. Go to fucking church." I managed to choke out. "Now get out!"

Cassius's jaw clenched, his eyes flickering with something dangerous—something dark. He finally released me, shoving back a step. "I'll go," he said, his voice dripping with anger, as if he had the right to be mad at me. "I'll go so you can calm down, for the baby's sake. But don't think for a second that this is over."

I stood there, breathless, just staring at him. My chest heaving. His chest heaving. Our words hung in the air like a curtain between us.

His face finally softened before he walked away.

As soon as the door closed behind him, I sank to the floor, tears I’d been holding back finally spilling over. The anger that had fueled me moments ago now left me feeling hollow and drained. How had we ended up here? When I wished for an end to the loneliness, I didn’t expect it to be replaced by heartache.


Chapter Thirty six




The air was cool as fuck out on the  balcony of one of Sila's rich women’s condos, it kept the gin I’d drank from taking over. He passed me the blunt, and I took a deep drag from it, letting the smoke fill my lungs before slowly blowing it out. We were back in a good space for now. He apologized again for the shit at the bar.

“Man, I really fucked up,” I said, my voice just loud enough to be heard over the music coming from inside. “I flipped a damn table, Silas. Then I showed up to Angel putting my stuff out of her house. I saw the look on her face, and it screamed everything is falling apart.”

Three days, and Angel hadn’t answered the phone or come to the door. She’d had the locks changed. I was fucked up. I could only imagine how she was feeling—her heart was bigger than mine, more fragile.

Silas nodded, taking the blunt from me and inhaling deeply. He held the smoke in for a moment before exhaling. “Cheer the fuck up. You and Angel will be okay. Just give her some time to cool down. She’s pregnant, man. Emotions are high. I was skeptical about her at first, didn’t think she’d be there for you when you needed her. But she has been, and I’ve seen you changing for the better. Even I can see it, and I didn’t want to see it.”

His words made me feel a little better. I nodded, taking the blunt back from him. Maybe he was right. Maybe I should wait. Give her some time. I took another hit, the head rush calming me down, then handed the blunt back to Silas.

Before I could say anything else, a blonde chick who looked like she stepped out of a magazine came up to Silas, wrapping her arms around him. “Come dance with me,” she said, pulling him towards the sliding glass door.

Silas grinned at me and handed me the blunt. “I’ll be right back.”

I watched as he disappeared into the crowd inside, the sliding glass door closing behind him. Kanye West’s “Monster” was playing.

I stood there for a moment, thinking about Angel and our baby. What would our child look like? Would they have my eyes or her smile? I wished my mom was here for all of this, to guide me. The memory of her laugh echoed in my mind, and I felt a deep ache in my chest.

With a sigh, I decided to leave the party and head back to Angel’s place. Fuck waiting. I needed to fix things, to make it right. It was midnight, but I knew she would be sleeping. The baby kept her up at night. I opened the sliding glass door, and Megan Thee Stallion filtered out. I pushed through the crowd. As I made my way to the front door, someone grabbed my arm, stopping me.

I turned, ready to shake them off, but my mind went blank when I saw who it was. She was someone from my past, someone I hadn’t seen in years. She was the second most beautiful woman I’d ever seen—right after Angel. Different though.

The world seemed to shrink to just the two of us, the party fading into the background. Seeing her brought back a flood of memories, both good and bad, and for a moment, I didn’t know what to say.

“Cassius?” she said, her voice a mix of surprise and something else—something that I’d forgotten. She was someone I had tried to forget.

“What are you doing here?” I had to nearly yell to be heard over the music.

She smiled, a slow, familiar smile that made my stomach twist. “I’m here with some friends. I knew you lived in the area, but I didn’t think I’d run into you. It’s been a long time, hasn’t it?”

“Yeah, it has,” I replied, still trying to wrap my head around seeing her in the aftermath of the person I used to be.

We stood there for a moment. I knew I should walk away. But something in her eyes kept me rooted to the spot, and I couldn’t move.

“I’ve missed you,” she said softly, her hand still on my arm.

The guilt I’d been feeling started to fade, replaced by the pull of old memories. “I’ve missed you too.”

She stepped close, her body brushing against mine. She smelled expensive, her body not as soft as I was used to now. "Let’s walk to my car," she said. "You can roll this blunt for me."

I nodded. “Yeah, okay. But I gotta go after that.”

She intertwined our fingers and started pulling me towards the door.

As we left the party together, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was making another mistake, but I kept walking anyway.

I woke up immediately knowing I wasn’t where I was supposed to be and that the long brown body lying next to me naked in bed wasn’t Angel’s. The guilt about that was gnawing at me like a rabid dog, and it should have sent my ass running home. But I couldn’t deny the relief that came with waking up next to somebody who wanted me there. Angel’s absence was a void, but this—this was something different.

This was Ciara, the girl from before everything was fucked up. Back in college, before my pops killed my mom, Ciara was one of the few women I actually liked. She was long and lean, pretty in a way that was my usual type. No one knew about her, not even Jonas. Confident. She didn’t ask questions. She had no expectations of me. We were fucking around for about a year and a half.

I stared at the ceiling as my phone buzzed on the nightstand. Angel hadn’t answered my calls in days, and now she wanted to talk. I ignored it. I had more immediate concerns.

I turned to her, about to tell her she needed to go, but she cut me off, straddling me. Naked, she ran her hand up her flat stomach, then cupped her breasts. They were perfect. Big hard nipples, areolas a couple shades darker than her brown skin. She was so wet her bare pussy glistened. Before I could react, she grabbed a condom, rolled it onto my already hard dick, and sank down with a slow, deliberate motion. My guilt was momentarily drowned out by the sensation of sliding to the back of her pussy. I let out a groan.

Afterward, as she lay next to me, I knew I had to tell her I needed to go. But she cut me off again.

“Take me to breakfast,” she said, her tone firm. She wasn’t asking—she was telling me. That’s what I liked about Ciara. I didn’t have to guess.

I sighed, knowing I couldn’t refuse her. “Alright, give me a minute to shower and get dressed.”

She giggled.

I pushed myself up out of bed. At least ten condoms littered the hotel floor. I groaned. I had really fucked up, but there wasn’t shit I could do about it now.

After a short shower, as I pulled on my clothes, my phone vibrated again. I shoved it into my pocket, determined to deal with it later. We stepped out of the high-end hotel, and the morning sun was doing its big one, damn near blinding me. Ciara’s big-body Benz was waiting outside. She linked her arm through mine. “You drive. Take me somewhere expensive with alcohol,” she said, laughing, as the valet handed me her keys. His eyes trailed her body, getting stuck on her round, bouncing ass. It felt good not to care that he was looking. I would’ve tried to knock his fucking eyes out of his head if he looked at Angel like that.

Over breakfast, she started telling me about her life since we last saw each other. “I became a nurse, you know. It’s been challenging, but I love it.”

I nodded, half-listening as she spoke. Her voice was background noise; my mind was elsewhere.

“I missed you, Cassius. I thought about you a lot.”

I nodded. “I’m proud of you, Ciara,” I said, meaning it, instead of lying and saying I missed her. Now that I thought about it, I really hadn’t. “You always had a drive about you.”

She smiled, reaching across the table to squeeze my hand. “And what about you? How have you been?”

I hesitated, not sure how to explain the mess that was my life. “It’s been… complicated.” Ciara didn’t know the new me.

Her eyes softened. “You know you can talk to me about anything, right?”

I nodded, but before I could say anything more, my phone vibrated again. Ciara’s eyes flicked to the phone on the table.

“Who’s Angel?” she asked, probing.

I froze, my mind racing. “Nobody,” I lied, hoping she wouldn’t push further.

Ciara raised an eyebrow but didn’t press it. She started reminiscing about our nights at the strip club, the wild parties, and the spontaneous trips overseas.

“You remember our trip to the Dominican Republic?” she asked, her eyes gleaming with nostalgia. “That was one of the best times of my life.”

I chuckled. “Yeah, that was wild. We almost got kicked out of the hotel.”

“Good times,” she said, her laughter loud enough to draw a few eyes.

After breakfast, I walked her to her car.

My phone buzzed again, and Ciara glanced at me, curiosity in her eyes. “Who keeps calling you? Who am I keeping you from?”

“Nobody important,” I said. She was so fucking important; I was just treating her like she wasn’t.

Ciara sighed. “You seem stressed. Why don’t you come spend some time with me in Miami? It’d be just like old times.”

I knew I shouldn’t. Angel was pregnant, and anything could happen. But the allure of escaping my current reality, even for a little while, was tempting. “I don’t know, Ciara. Things are different now.”

She leaned in closer. “Just think about it. It would be good for you to get away, clear your head. Besides, you know you want to.” She gave me a seductive grin.

My phone vibrated again in my pocket. But as I looked at Ciara, I found myself wanting to go back to that time before everything bad happened.

“Okay,” I said, the word slipping out before I could stop it. “I’ll come to Miami.” 

I might as well. I had already fucked up.


Chapter thirty seven




I hadn’t found it strange that Cassius never invited me over to his house. We were still figuring things out between us, and I knew his place held bad memories for him. I didn’t push. But standing there now, with Naomi by my side, the reality of the situation hit me. I didn’t know a lot about the man I was about to have a whole baby with. I’d fucked up and knew better before I fucked up. I hadn’t heard from him in three weeks. His voicemail was full, and texts went unanswered. I was starting to worry. Jonas and Naomi were worried too. Even Silas, who I didn’t trust but knew Cassius had history with, claimed he hadn’t seen him.

The house was big, almost too big for the neighborhood. Across the street was a meat store, and a few blocks away, the projects. Next door, a group of old Black men were already drinking, even though it was barely noon. His house was a castle in the hood. Seeing where he came from made who he was make sense.

Naomi gave me a look I couldn’t understand before unlocking the front door. I hesitated but eventually stepped inside. The familiar scent of Cassius hit me immediately—something that had always made me feel at home but now felt strange and out of place.

Naomi didn’t care that we weren’t invited. She started moving through the house, calling his name. I stayed in the living room, trying not to focus on anything too much. I didn’t want to see what he didn’t want to share. But my eyes landed on a picture of a man who looked a lot like Cassius, just darker-skinned, mixed race. Cassius had never talked much about his race, but I kind of knew.

The house was filled with modern furniture and electronics, all dark—a bachelor pad, for sure. It felt more like a place to crash than a home. No wonder he didn’t stay there. Naomi came back down the stairs, shaking her head.

“He’s not here,” she said, turning off lights I hadn’t noticed were on. “Come on, let’s go.”

We headed out to the garage, where three foreign cars and an SUV sat inside. The Dodge Charger was gone.

“Let’s ride past the hotels he likes and see if we spot his car,” Naomi suggested.

My heart dropped at the thought. Was he alone? I was still mad, but I loved him, still wanted him. The idea that he might have moved on fucked with me as we drove around, checking every hotel parking lot she could think of. But we didn’t find him anywhere.

As we drove past Keisha’s place, I held my breath, praying I wouldn’t see his car there. But it wasn’t. Naomi reached over and squeezed my hand.

“We’ll keep looking after Jonas and I get back from the ceremony in D.C.,” she promised.

When I got home, I was exhausted. I took a long, hot shower, trying to wash away the stress and worry. But when I climbed into bed, sleep didn’t come easily. I tossed and turned, my mind racing. Eventually, I drifted off, only to be jolted awake by sharp pain in my stomach.

I fucking freaked out. I didn’t want anything to happen to my baby. I grabbed my phone and tried calling Cassius, but there was still no answer. Tears welled up in my eyes as I dialed 911, my heart racing with fear. Naomi and Jonas were out of town. I felt so alone.

The paramedics arrived quickly. The ride to the hospital felt like it took forever. Every bump in the road made me wince, and I couldn’t stop imagining the worst. Was the baby okay? Was I about to lose him? Fucking Cassius should have been there to support me, us.

When we finally got to the hospital, they rushed me into a room. Nurses moved around me quickly, hooking me up to monitors, checking my blood pressure, asking more questions. I was lying there, trying not to panic, when I heard the steady thump of the baby’s heartbeat through the monitor, and I calmed down.

One of the nurses gave me a small smile. “Everything looks good so far.”

The ER doctor came in not long after, reading the charts and examining me.
“You’re experiencing Braxton Hicks contractions,” she said. “It’s false labor, which is common at this stage in your pregnancy. Your body is just preparing for the real thing.”

Relief washed over me, but it didn’t completely erase the fear that had gripped me. After I was released, I was about to call an Uber when my phone buzzed. It was Solomon. He must have sensed something in my voice because he asked me what was wrong. I told him, and he insisted on coming to get me. He had been checking on me once in a while since the day Cassius showed his ass outside the restaurant.

“I’m fine, Solomon,” I tried to assure him. “I’m just tired.”

“Angel, let me help you. Please,” he insisted.

I was too exhausted to argue, so I agreed. I didn’t even care that I looked a complete mess in pajamas that had been washed so many times the thread was thin and see-through, and my hair was matted to my head.

Solomon pulled up twenty minutes later. He got out of the car in gym clothes; he smelled good, like expensive cologne and sweat—musky, manly. My mind didn’t have any business thinking about it.

I must have fallen asleep in the car because the next thing I knew, I was waking up on my sofa. I barely remembered him helping me into the house. The house smelled good—like food. I sat up, groggy and disoriented, to find Solomon in my kitchen looking like he belonged there.

He had made his momma’s soup, fresh-squeezed juice, and filled my fridge with fruits, vegetables, and a couple of meals he prepped.

“Solomon... I don’t know what to say.” I was so touched I could have cried.

“You don’t have to say anything,” he replied, wiping his hands. “I have to go. But call if you need anything. I left a few meals in the freezer. Just rest. Please.” When he bent and kissed my forehead, I damn near exhaled.

After he left, I sent him a text, thanking him again. His response was simple, but it made me feel less alone.

“Anytime, Angel.”





Chapter thirty eight

The doctor put me on bed rest at thirty-four weeks, but resting just made me restless. I couldn’t sit still, couldn’t stop my mind from racing. So, despite the doctor’s orders, I decided to go to the mall. I told myself I’d just pick up a few things for my son, even though he didn’t need anything else. Shopping always relaxed me, and I needed that.

At Nordstrom, I started filling carts with baby clothes—anything cute. It didn’t matter that they wouldn’t fit him for a year—I bought them anyway. Then I bought Naomi’s son clothes and shoes too. It felt like I was preparing, like I was taking control of something in my life. My feet were the ops that day though. Two hours of walking, and they were throbbing. I had to pee every few minutes.

Instead of going directly to the car, I headed to the food court. One of the restaurants had a gelato I knew I shouldn’t be eating. Shopping bags heavy in my hands, I turned the corner headed in the direction, and I froze. I blinked hard to make sure I was seeing what I was seeing.

It couldn’t have been Cassius sitting outside the Whiskey Cake bar—I just knew it couldn’t have been. Not when I hadn’t seen or heard from him in almost two months. That shit hit me directly in the heart.

He was sitting with a brown-skinned girl on his lap, laughing as if he didn’t have a care in the world. Two other women sat across from them, giggling and clinking glasses. In the middle of the table was a cake with a single candle burning. It was someone’s birthday.

My heart stopped. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t fucking breathe no matter how hard I tried. I just stood there, my eyes locked on him, hoping this was some horrible mistake. He had to have a twin, a doppelganger. As if feeling my gaze, Cassius looked up. Our eyes met, and everything else faded away.

He stood.

My first instinct was to run, to get as far away from this nightmare as possible. I panicked and turned on my heel, rushing into the first store I saw—a Macy’s—as fast as my big belly would allow. I could hear him calling my name, his voice echoing through the noise of the mall, but I refused to stop. My side started cramping, but I didn’t care. I pushed through the pain, heading straight for the family bathroom in Macy’s. Once inside, I locked the door behind me and leaned against it, my heart pounding.

Cassius was outside the door, knocking, whispering, begging. I ignored it. I sat there wishing I was strong. Wishing I could have smiled in Cassius’s face through the pain. Wishing my anger had taken over. Angry me wouldn’t have run. Angry me wouldn’t feel so broken.

With shaky hands, I pulled out my phone and called Naomi. As soon as she picked up, the tears I’d been holding back spilled over.

“Naomi,” I choked out, my voice barely a whisper. “I just saw Cassius. He was with some girl. She’s real pretty, like Keisha. I... I didn’t know what to do.”

“Where are you? I’m coming to get you,” she said.

I collapsed onto the toilet seat, feeling pathetic as the tears kept coming. All the emotions I’d been holding in for weeks—fear, anger, hurt—came crashing down on me.

I thought about the nights I’d spent alone, wondering where he was, what he was doing. I thought about the times I’d called him, only to be met with silence. And now, here he was, flaunting a new girl, as if I meant nothing. As if our baby meant nothing. But it was my own fault. Naomi had warned me, and I hadn’t listened.

I sat there crying until I heard a knock on the bathroom door. I heard an employee asking Cassius to leave the store. She asked me if I was okay. “Yes, ma’am. I just need a minute.”

About ten minutes later, there was another knock on the door.

“Angel, it’s me,” Naomi called out. “Jonas and I are here. Open up, sis.”

My racing heart slowed a bit. I wiped my face with the back of my hand, trying to pull myself together, but when I opened the door, the tears were still falling. Jonas was there too, and he helped me out of the dressing room.

Jonas carried the bags as we headed out of the store. “You okay, Angel?” he asked, concern etched on his face.

I nodded. “Yeah, I’ll be fine.”

As we approached the exit, I saw Cassius standing outside Macy’s, just across the way. Our eyes locked again. I could see the regret in his eyes, but I didn’t care.

The girl he’d been with was beside him, trying to get his attention. She was pretty, her skin glowing. When he didn’t look her way, she stepped in front of him. And the way he looked at her, his eyes softening, told me everything I needed to know. She wasn’t like Keisha. She wasn’t a mistake. She was someone who mattered to him.

“Oh my God,” I whispered to myself, the realization hitting me hard. “We’re over. It’s the end of us.”

Naomi was watching the same thing, her anger radiating off her in waves. “You a fuck boy for this, Cassius,” she spat, yelling at the top of her lungs. Jonas was blocking her from approaching Cassius. “Got this girl out here running from your stupid ass, while pregnant. I swear fore God, soon as I drop this baby in a few weeks, I’mma beat your ass.”

Cassius opened his mouth to speak, but Naomi wasn’t having it. “Shut the fuck up and tend to the bitch you with, fucking malcontent.” I wanted to laugh at her pulling out the SAT words, but I couldn’t. She grabbed my arm, guiding me out of the store and away from him.

“Let’s get out of here,” she muttered, her voice low and furious.

We made our way to the car, Naomi fussing the whole time. “I can’t believe he did this to you, Angel. After everything...” She was talking loudly, but I barely heard her. My mind was spinning, replaying the scene over and over again. How could he do this to me? To us?

I climbed into the backseat of Jonas and Naomi’s car, resting my hands on my belly. Jonas started the car. Naomi continued cursing, her words filled with the anger and frustration I was feeling but couldn’t express.

“I’m sorry I had to call y’all. I just didn’t know what to do.”

Naomi turned around to look at me. She opened her mouth to say something, but instead of words, she gasped.

“Naomi, what’s wrong?”

Her eyes were wide. “My water just broke.”

“What the fuck you mean your water broke?” Jonas’s deep voice echoed in the car, and he jammed on the brakes, sending us forward.

“What the fuck, Jonas! Drive to the hospital,” Naomi yelled, her breaths coming in quick, shallow bursts. “Jonas... drive!” she yelled, and he shook his head as if coming out of a trance and started driving again. My already frayed nerves felt like they were further unraveling, and all I could think was, “Cassius ruins everything.”


Chapter thirty nine




My nerves were frayed as I stood outside Naomi’s front door, gripping a baby gift bag of clothes I bought the day I saw Cassius at the mall,  It had been three weeks since she’d given birth, three weeks since my heart imploded, three weeks since I witnessed her child ripping her open so wide that they had to stitch her up. It was terrifying. Sent me into a depression. I was going to have to do all she’d done alone. It took me a while to finally feel ready to visit her and the baby—my godson. My stomach was in knots, but I took a deep breath, trying to push the anxiety away. When I rang the doorbell, the sound of a baby crying inside tugged at my heart. It was a reminder of what was coming for me—a future I wasn’t sure I was ready for.

Naomi answered the door, looking exhausted but glowing. Her messy bun and dark circles under her eyes didn’t take away from how pretty she was.

“Sis, you made it!” she said, pulling me into a hug.

“Of course, I wouldn’t miss this,” I replied, trying to match her smile as I stepped inside.

Naomi led me to the living room where Jonas sat on the couch, cradling their baby boy. When he saw me, he gave a nod of acknowledgment.

“Hey, Angel. Good to see you,” he said.

“Hey, Jonas,” I greeted him back before my eyes shifted to the baby in his arms. “Can I hold him?”

“Absolutely,” Naomi said, taking the baby from Jonas and gently placing him in my arms.

The second I looked down at his tiny face, I started crying. He was so small, so cute, so innocent. And all I could think about was the little boy growing inside me. My baby would be here soon, and the thought both terrified the fuck out of me and excited me.

“He’s beautiful, Naomi,” I whispered, feeling a tear roll down my cheek.

“Thanks, Angel. I didn’t think I was going to make it. Giving birth was scarier than I expected.”

I nodded, understanding the weight of her words. “I’ve started taking classes, trying to prepare myself.”

We sat in silence for a few moments talking. When Jonas got up and walked away with the baby, heading upstairs, Naomi got close enough to whisper.

“The bitch Cassius is with, her name is Ciara. Jonas doesn’t think I heard him talking to Silas about it. Supposedly, Cassius met her when he was in college and told Silas it’s easy to just be himself around her, but he ain’t in love. He’s just trying to get himself back in the right headspace,” she said, rolling her eyes.

My stomach flipped over, and I didn’t want to hear anymore.

All the drama with Cassius, all the pain he’d caused—it had started to feel like background noise compared to the journey I was about to begin. Fuck Cassius. There would be other men. I’d love somebody else. All I wanted from Cassius at this point was for him to be a good father. I was just mad at the way he had done things, and I didn’t really have the right to be mad about him. When I thought about it, I had basically broken up with him. He didn’t owe me anything, and I was too old to be bitter.

I interrupted Naomi before she could continue. “I know you’re looking out for me, but I don’t want to hear anything else about Cassius. He moved on, that’s fine.”

Naomi hesitated but nodded. I grabbed the bag I’d set beside me and shoved it in her direction. “This is for Anton.” I knew how to distract her. She clapped her hands, took the bag, and started pulling out clothes.

After about thirty minutes, I decided it was time to head out. I didn’t want to overstay my welcome.

Back home, I took a long shower, letting the water wash away the tension in my body. Afterward, I got comfortable on the couch for another Friday night alone. It’s funny that a year ago, I hadn’t appreciated the quiet, but now I craved it sometimes. I was just starting to drift off to sleep when my phone buzzed. It was Solomon.

“Hey, Solomon,” I answered, my voice still groggy.

“Hey, Angel. Just checking in. How are you feeling?” He’d been doing that a lot—just calling to make sure I was okay. I appreciated him for that.

“I’m okay,” I replied. “I just got back from visiting a friend.”

“That’s good. I’m glad you’re taking care of yourself,” he said. “Listen, I was thinking... You mentioned signing up for Lamaze classes. If you need someone to go with you, I’d be happy to join you. As a friend, of course.”

His offer caught me off guard. “Really? You’d do that?”

“Of course,” he said without hesitation. “You’ve been through a lot. I want to help if I can.”

I hesitated for a moment but then agreed. I hated being the only person in the class without a partner. “Okay. That would be nice. Thank you, Solomon.”

“Anytime,” he replied. “Actually, are you free tonight? I could make you dinner. Something Dominican, my mom’s recipes.”

The thought of a home-cooked meal made my mouth water. “That sounds amazing. I’d love to.”

“Great. I’ll see you around seven?”

“Seven it is,” I confirmed, feeling a small smile creep onto my face.

I slept until six, then got up and showered. I hated getting dressed while pregnant; nothing fit, and I felt so out of shape. I ended up in leggings and a cut pink blouse, not really trying.

Solomon texted me his address. I ended up in a gated neighborhood—not an apartment complex, but the entire community was gated and had its own grocery stores and apartments. Solomon lived in a gorgeous red brick, two-story ranch-style house with a wraparound porch. He was obviously doing well for himself.

I took my time going up the six steps that led to his front door. The door swung open before I knocked.

Solomon gave me a slow, easy smile, and it did something to me. He looked like he had just stepped off a GQ cover. He wore a crisp white button-down, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, revealing some type of cultural tattoos on his brown forearms. The shirt clung to his broad chest. His jeans were dark and fitted, hanging low on his hips. His dark eyes locked onto mine as he leaned against the doorframe, one hand in his pocket, the other resting casually on the door.

“Angel,” he said, his voice low, with that slight accent. “Glad you made it.”

I swallowed hard, trying to ignore the sudden rush of heat that spread through me. My hormones were out of control.

“Hey, Solomon,” I managed to say, my voice softer than I intended. “Thanks for inviting me.” He stepped back away from the door to let me inside. Everything was decorated in earthy reds and browns that matched his personality.

The dish Solomon made was something that looked like it had come straight from a high-end Dominican restaurant. Ropa vieja, he called it.

As I took the first bite, I couldn’t help but close my eyes, savoring the burst of flavors. “This is incredible, Solomon,” I murmured. “It reminds me of a dish I tried to make from one of my favorite books, Like Water for Chocolate. There’s a scene where the main character makes these stuffed poblano peppers, and she pours all her emotions into the food. This tastes like you did the same.”

He smiled, his eyes lingering on mine. “I’ve read it too. Found it among my mom’s books during a break from college. I ended up getting lost in it, couldn’t put it down. I can see why it’s your favorite. You seem like a passionate woman, Angel.”

The way he said my name, his tone all soft, sounded so—well, almost seductive. And the way he looked at me made my heart beat just a little faster. I felt a flush creep up my neck, glad I was too dark for it to show.

Before I could respond, his phone buzzed on the table, breaking the moment.

“Excuse me for a second,” Solomon said, reaching for his phone. He glanced at the screen, then stood up and took a few steps away before answering.

“Hey, baby,” he said into the phone. “I’m having dinner with a friend, but we should be done by the time you get here.”

My heart sank a little as I realized what he had said. Baby. I wasn’t the only woman in his life. Maybe I had misread the entire situation, thinking he was trying to start something between us. But then I couldn’t help but feel a sense of relief. I was pregnant, had just broken up with one man I could barely handle, and was about to become a mother—I didn’t need any more complications in my life.

When Solomon returned to the table, he looked as casual as ever, like nothing had changed. We finished our meal, the conversation light and friendly from that point.

By nine, I was leaving. A pink Jeep pulled up as I backed out. Halfway home, I got a text from Solomon telling me to alert him when I made it home safe and thanking me again for coming.

I had enjoyed Solomon’s company, and now that I knew our relationship was strictly platonic, I could see us as friends for real.


Chapter fourty




My day had gone nothing like I planned. Everything just seemed to be going wrong. First, the furniture I picked out for that fucking house Cassius bought me—and wouldn’t take back—was delivered. The company refused to return it, so now I was stuck with twelve thousand dollars' worth of furniture and another six thousand in appliances that I had no use for and had insisted on paying for out of my own pocket.

I didn't want shit to do with that house. I called Cassius to tell him so. I hadn’t called or texted since that day in the mall, and I thought he might answer, but he sent me straight to voicemail. It had been four months since I’d heard his voice. I hated cowards, and Cassius was showing me he was one of the worst kinds. He hadn’t even called or texted me about his child, but today I found out he’d requested info about our health from my doctor. I found that out after the doctor told me I’d have to have a C-section in two weeks instead of the natural birth I’d planned.

I should’ve been on bed rest, like the doctor ordered, but sitting idle made my mind spin.

For months, I tried to convince myself that I was too old, too established, had too much pride in myself to let bitterness take root where Cassius was concerned. I didn’t need him. I was above it all. But here I was, drowning in it. Anger and resentment clung to me like a second skin, and it wasn’t a good look. I swore I wouldn’t be the woman who stayed mad at a man who clearly didn’t want her. But I was mad as hell.

I found myself outside of Cassius’s house, wanting answers. Wanting to take my pain out on him. He deserved it. I’d blame it on my hormones and the Uber driver later. She played Lauryn Hill’s "Ex-Factor" on the way from the doctor’s office, and it hurt just listening to my pain being sung. I had transitioned from her car into mine and drove forty minutes in the rain to Cassius’s house.

He was home. I saw him moving around before he realized I was outside.

All I wanted was to scream at him. I needed answers. I wanted to make him feel just a fraction of what he put me through. But what was the point? How did I end up here? Because I made a fucking wish?

I was so lost in thought that I didn’t even notice Naomi approach until she tapped on the window. When I looked up, she was standing there, an umbrella in one hand, her face sad.

I rolled down the window, letting the rain hit my face. “He called and said you were out here,” she said, her voice soft.

A bitter laugh escaped me. “Fucking coward couldn’t even face me himself,” I spat out. Before I could stop myself, I shoved open the car door. Naomi jumped back. I stepped out into the rain, not caring that I was getting soaked.

Jonas was standing at Cassius’s door, which was half-open. My mind was set on the man hiding inside. I knew he was watching me.

“Cassius!” I screamed, my voice hoarse and trembling. “Come out here and face me, bitch!”

Jonas ducked inside, and the door closed. My anger spiked. I rushed toward the house, barely seeing through the rain and tears. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a brick half-buried in the flower bed by the door.

Without thinking, I grabbed it and hurled it at the nearest window. The glass shattered, and the sound cut through the downpour.

“You fucking coward!” I screamed again. “Come out here, you piece of shit!” I was acting a whole fool, taking a page out of his book. Seething mad.

Naomi was beside me now, trying to pull me back, trying to talk some sense into me. “Angel, stop! This isn’t going to solve anything!” she pleaded, holding the umbrella over us. But I was beyond reasoning. Lauryn Hill’s ass had sung out every emotion I’d bottled up for four months, and they were coming out in a rush.

I picked up another brick, but that seemed to sap all of my energy.

Just as quickly as my breakdown started, it stopped. The fight left me. My shoulders slumped, and the brick fell from my hands. I was just so damn tired. The anger drained out of me, leaving behind nothing. I shook Naomi off, turned around, and walked back to my car. Just as I settled in my seat, a curtain from the second floor pulled back. My eyes connected with the girl from the mall. She watched me, but I cut my eyes away from her. I didn’t care what she, Jonas, or Cassius, or anyone thought.

I slammed my door and peeled out of the driveway. The tires screeched against the wet pavement as I drove away. I didn’t go far. A few blocks down, I pulled into a small park and cut the engine. My hands were still shaking, my heart was racing.

I sat there, staring out at the rain-soaked swings, trying to get myself together.

A part of me felt lighter, like I’d finally let out everything I’d been holding in. Cassius had taken so much from me, and I wasn’t sure how to get it back. But now that the rage was out of my system, I knew one thing for sure—I would be okay.

I wiped the rain and tears from my face and took a deep breath. I wasn’t done, and  wasn’t defeated. Cassius might have fucked me over, but he damn sure wasn’t going to break me.


Chapter forty one




I took one last inhale of the breeze coming off the ocean as I stepped back inside the Airbnb Naomi had rented for my baby shower. The place was perfect—right on the beach, with huge windows that let in all the light. Naomi had really gone all out, inviting everyone from our old job, plus a few of my family members. I was getting gifts I didn’t even need. She planned everything, down to the pastel balloons and the cake shaped like a Louis diaper bag that was too beautiful to eat.

Solomon had come, leaving his woman behind. I told him to invite her, but he didn’t. I didn’t know how I felt about that. He went to a few Lamaze classes with me and was being extra touchy and flirty. I was making sure I didn’t read anything into it. He had been by my side all day, making sure I was comfortable, making sure I had everything I needed. I didn’t mind. It was nice to have someone so solid, so steady, when everything else in my life had been shaky. We danced a little, laughed a lot.

I had just sat down when Naomi came and plopped next to me. Solomon was sitting across from me. “Losing your mind got you glowing, girl,” Naomi teased as she picked grapes off a plate full of food.

I cut my eyes to Solomon. He didn’t know about the incident at Cassius’s house.

I laughed, rubbing my belly. “Blame it on this baby.” I widened my eyes in her direction and slightly shook my head.

Naomi laughed at me, throwing her hands up. “Okay. No more talk about that.”

Solomon had a brow raised. He was listening too hard for me.

Jonas came out of nowhere and whispered something in Naomi’s ear that caused her to frown. She put her plate down and excused herself. She came back about two minutes later and leaned in close, dropping her voice.

“Angel, I need to tell you something.”

I felt a chill. “What’s up?”

“Cassius is here,” she said, her eyes darting toward the door. “I think he saw the pictures on Instagram and decided to come. Silas is with him.”

Hearing his name immediately gave me an attitude, and all the joy I’d been feeling drained out of me in an instant. “What?” I couldn’t believe it. Now he wanted to show up?

Naomi placed a hand on my arm. “Do you want me to let them in, or...?”

“No,” I said firmly. “Don’t let them in.”

She didn’t hesitate. “Okay, fine,” Naomi agreed. “I’ll take care of it.”

She gave my arm a reassuring squeeze before heading to the door. I watched her go, my heart pounding.

“Could you go with her?” I asked Solomon, knowing he had heard everything by the way his face was scrunched up.

Minutes passed, me holding my breath, before I heard it—a commotion, raised voices, and then Cassius’s voice, loud and angry.

“Who the fuck are you, huh? Why is he always around, Jonas!” His voice was so loud the whole room went silent, everyone turning to see what was going on.

I moved to the side so I could see Jonas and Solomon blocking the door. My heart sank.

Jonas’s voice boomed, his usual calm gone. “Cassius, you need to leave, man. This isn’t the place for this.”

But Cassius wasn’t hearing it. “You’re going to let him be around her like that? You my friend?” he snapped at Jonas, ignoring the fact that he was causing a scene at my baby shower.

Solomon stayed silent, his expression unreadable. He didn’t engage with Cassius’s anger, but I could see the tension in his stance, ready to pop off if things got worse.

Finally, Jonas stepped out and closed the door behind him, shutting out the noise. All eyes were on me as Naomi walked back in, carrying a bouquet of roses in a crystal vase and a baby walker. I was so embarrassed. I wished in that moment I could do everything over.

Naomi walked straight to me, her eyes locking with mine. She had so much sympathy on her face for me.

I dropped my eyes as I took the things from her hands, then turned to head upstairs. My feet felt like they were dragging, and I knew it was because my heart was heavy. I walked out onto the balcony of one of the rooms that faced the front of the house. Cassius was standing outside, talking to Jonas. Our eyes locked. He looked worn out. The sadness in his eyes that had started to dissipate was visible again. I guess his new girlfriend wasn’t making him better. But I couldn’t feel anything for him—not anymore.

I lifted the walker and let it fall, hearing it crack as it hit the ground. Then I dropped the roses, letting them scatter, petals breaking apart.

I turned away, leaving him and everything he represented behind. I didn’t even watch for his reaction.

Two hours later, the party was winding down when I felt a sharp pain in my stomach. My breath caught, and I knew immediately what was happening. “Naomi!” I called out, trying to stay calm. “I think the baby’s coming.”

Everything after that was a blur. Jonas, Solomon, and Naomi were right there, helping me get to the car, rushing me to the hospital. The nurses got me settled in, and before long, the contractions were hitting hard.

Before I was due to go upstairs for surgery, a nurse pulled Naomi aside and quietly told her that Cassius and Silas had been escorted out of the hospital. They’d shown up drunk, making a scene. I couldn’t do nothing but shake my head. He couldn’t even act right on the day of his child’s birth. The drugs kicked in before I could think too much on it.

When I finally woke up after the C-section, I was groggy, still in pain, but the first thing I saw was Cassius. He was sitting next to me, holding our baby boy. He looked exhausted, like he hadn’t slept, but he’d cleaned up, looking more like himself again.

“Angel,” he started, his voice soft, almost pleading. “I know I fucked up. But I’m here now. I want to be here for our son, for you.”

I looked at him, feeling the weight of everything that had happened between us. But I couldn’t find it in myself to forgive him—not completely. “We’re good, Cassius,” I said, my voice calm, but I felt like we were so distant. “Just put in equal effort with our child, and we’re good. That’s all I ask. There’s no more us.”

He nodded, his eyes full of regret. But I didn’t need his regret. I needed him to be a father, to do right by our son.


Chapter fourty two

7 months later

My hands gripped the steering wheel so tight my knuckles damn near turned white. Ciara sat in the passenger seat, scrolling through her phone like she wasn’t clocking my every move. She thought I didn’t notice, but I did. She didn’t want me spending too much time around Angel. She wouldn’t say it outright, but I knew what the fuck it was. When I mentioned picking up Ekon, she insisted on coming. Claimed she wanted “fresh air.” Yeah, right.

We were pulling up to Angel’s new house—the one she bought after selling the house I gave her. That shit still didn’t sit right with me. Felt like she was trying to erase every trace of me. But good luck with that. She’d be stuck dealing with me for the next eighteen years, like it or not.

I parked and glanced over at Ciara. She was staring out the window, her face blank, but I knew better. She was watching me, watching the house, and probably making sure I didn’t breathe too hard when I saw Angel. She knew I still had feelings for angel. I wasn’t hiding it. Why bother?

Angel opened the door before I even made it to the steps. And damn, she looked good. Too good. Like, what-the-fuck-have-you-been-doing good. Her body was toned, and she’d dropped all the baby weight. She gave me this polite-ass smile, like we were strangers or something. Like she hadn’t crashed out and broken the window out of my house and I didn’t have chest hurting. I was still surprised by her behavior back then.

Then she waved at Ciara, who, of course, didn’t wave back. Angel shrugged, unbothered, and shifted her attention to me. That irritated the fuck out of me. I wanted her to care. I wanted her to feel something. Jealousy, anger, anything. But she didn’t give me shit.

“You look fucking lickable,” I said, just to get a reaction out of her.

She didn’t even blink. “Stop playing with me and go play with your son.”

“Let me in to get him, then,” I said, stepping toward the door.

She moved to block me, crossing her arms. “He’ll be here in a second.”

My whole vibe shifted when that Rico suave mother fucker came up behind Angel to hand her my son. Didn’t even say shit to me. Just handed Ekon over like I didn’t exist and went back in the house..

Ekon’s little hands reached for me as soon as he saw me, calling out, “Dada! Dada!”

I grabbed my son, holding him close. Then I leaned into Angel, my voice low. “Why the fuck is he around my child?”

She rolled her eyes and laughed like I was stupid. “Be for real, Cassius. I don’t ask you about the women you have around our son because I trust you to keep him safe. Give me the same courtesy.”

But I wasn’t trying to hear that. I couldn’t stop myself. “Were you fucking him before we broke up?”

The question had been sitting heavy on my chest for months. I hadn’t asked it before because my pride wouldn’t let me. But fuck pride. I needed to know.

Angel opened her mouth to respond, but before she could get a word out, Ciara leaned on the horn, letting it blare.

The sound made my blood boil. My jaw tightened, and I turned back to the car, pissed as hell. I didn’t even look back at Angel as I stomped away, though I could feel her eyes on me.

When I got in the car, Ciara was smirking clearly satisfied with herself.

I tried to calm down as I strapped Ekon into his seat.

But it didn’t work.

“Could you be any more fucking rude?” I snapped when I got in the drivers seat, slamming the door and yanking the gearshift into reverse.

“You mad now because I would let you spend time with your ex. Just take me to the airport, Cassius,” she said, her tone dry and flat. “I’m going home.”

“Fine,” I muttered, focusing on the road.

The car was dead silent, but my mind wasn’t. I couldn’t stop thinking about Angel, about Ekon, about that dude who had no fucking business being in my son’s life. And that was my fought. I fucked up.

Then there was Ciara. She was a distraction at first, but now her trips to Florida were starting to wear on me. I’d never say it to her face, but the less time I had to spend with her, the better.


Chapter forty three




Solomon sat on the edge of the table, his suit jacket discarded, sleeves rolled up to his elbows, looking like he had just conquered the world.
He had just landed a major client and was riding high on the victory. “Thanks for holding down the fort while Veronica’s been on vacation,” he said, his voice low and deep.

“No problem. You’re always so helpful to me. How can I say no to you?” I said, sliding the last stack of papers that had been left behind into a neat pile. I could feel his eyes heavy on me, making the air feel thick, almost humid.

“Come here, Angel,” he said out of nowhere.

There was something different in his tone—something commanding. I hesitated, my heart started racing. I turned to look at him and saw the same command in his eyes. The way his chest rose and fell with controlled breaths made me think he was stopping himself from coming to me. He wasn’t asking. He was telling me.

I knew curiosity killed cats, but I was curious. I swallowed hard and took a step toward him. Before I could fully make my way to him, he reached out and grabbed my wrist, pulling me against him. His other hand slid to the back of my neck, holding me in place. My breath caught in my throat as I stared up at him, our faces inches apart.

Within seconds, he lifted me like I weighed nothing and had me on the conference table, my skirt bunched up around my thighs, legs spread, his body pressed between them. His hands traced lines of heat across my skin. His touch was rough, almost desperate, and it made my heart race faster than it had in months. It felt good—too good. I was losing myself in it. His fingers slipped under my panties, making me arch against him.

But then reality hit me, cold and brutal, like a slap in the face. I pulled back, breathless and trembling, my mind scrambling to catch up with my body.
"I can't do this," I gasped, pushing at his chest but not really wanting him to stop. "I don't cheat."

He froze, his forehead resting against mine, our breaths mingling in the space between us, hot and heavy. For a moment, he didn’t move, didn’t say a word, just held me there on the brink of something dangerous.

“Angel, please,” he finally murmured, his voice thick with pleading. It made my skin prickle.

But I shook my head. “No, I can’t.” I pushed harder this time, managing to slip off the table, but my legs were weak, unsteady. “You have a girlfriend... or something. I’m not that person. I don’t cheat.”

He looked at me like I was speaking another language, confusion etched across his face. “What the fuck are you talking about? There’s no one else, Angel. It’s just you. It’s always been you.”

The way he cursed made my nipples hard. I blinked, trying to process his words while being so turned on at the same time—the thumping between my thighs was distracting. “But... when we had dinner, when I was pregnant, you were on the phone, calling someone baby...”

He sighed, stepping back, running a hand through his hair. “That was the night I ended it. I broke up with her, Angel. It’s just you.”

My heart stumbled, tripping over itself. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

He gave me a sad smile, his hands dropping to his sides. “I didn’t think I had to. I thought it was obvious. I’ve spent nearly every day with you since you had Ekon. I thought you understood and were on the same page.”

I swallowed hard.

“I knew you weren’t ready,” he continued, his voice softer but gravelly. “You were dealing with the fallout from Ekon’s father. You needed time to heal, to figure things out, and I respected that. But now...”

He reached for my hand, his fingers wrapping around mine, sending a fresh wave of heat through my body. “Now, all you have to do is tell me if it’s the right time for us.”

I didn’t have the words. Didn’t know how to untangle the mess of emotions inside of me. So, instead of trying to explain, I kissed him—soft, barely there. Then I pulled away, shaking my head. “I need to think,” I said.

He let me go, his hand slipping from mine, but his eyes stayed on me. I had to force myself to walk away and leave the conference room.


Chapter fourty four

Later that evening, I was still reeling from what had happened in the conference room with Solomon. I hadn’t been able to shake the way his hands felt on me, the way his voice had dipped low when he said my name, the way I almost lost myself in him before I managed to pull back. I was glad my son had given me a reprieve and had been sleeping since I’d picked him up from Naomi.

A knock on the door pulled me out of my thoughts.

Cassius was here to pick up his son for the weekend.

I opened the door, and there he was, standing there with that familiar cocky smirk that never quite reached his eyes. His eyes traveled behind me, and I could tell he was expecting someone else—probably Solomon.

“Where’s Mr. Rico Suave?” Cassius asked, his tone dripping with sarcasm.

“Cassius, don’t start,” I said, already tired of his attitude.

He threw his hands up, like he was surrendering. “My bad.”

I stepped aside, offering him a seat. He looked around the room, probably noticing the changes I’d made since we broke up. It was subtle, but everything felt more like me now—calmer, more grounded.

After a few minutes of awkward silence, I finally gathered the courage to ask what had been on my mind for a while. “Cassius... did you treat me the way you did because of me, or was it because of you?”

He frowned, clearly not expecting that question. “Why ask me stupid shit like that, Angel? It was all me, and you know it. I’ve been spinning since my parents passed. Naomi and Jonas have been telling me to get help for a long time now. It took losing you and having a child to even consider it.”

For the first time since I met him, I knew his words were true. They were heavy and full of the kind of honesty I wasn’t used to hearing from him. I could see it in his eyes—regret, maybe even some shame. It was like he was finally owning up to the mess he’d made of us.

I thought about it for a moment, letting his words sink in. Naomi had been trying to convince me that it wasn’t my fault, that everything that went wrong between Cassius and me was because of him. But I needed to hear it from him, to know if I had played a part in our demise before I even considered being with Solomon.

“Thank you,” I finally said, feeling a strange sense of closure washing over me.

He looked at me, confused. “For what?”

“For telling me the truth,” I replied, giving him a small, tired smile. “Can you lock up when you leave? I have somewhere I need to be.”

Cassius nodded, still looking a bit lost in his thoughts. He watched as I walked over to the rocker where Ekon was sleeping. I leaned down and kissed his forehead, inhaling his baby scent. This was what mattered now—not Cassius, not the past. I left Cassius behind, both literally and figuratively, as I walked out the door.

As I turned to leave, Cassius called after me, but I didn’t stop.

I got in my car and drove. The closer I got, the more the nerves kicked in, the more I felt that thing in my chest tightening, like I was on the edge of something big, something that could change everything.

When I pulled up to Solomon’s house, I didn’t even take a second to hesitate. I got out of the car and walked straight up to the door, knocking frantically like my life depended on it. My hands were trembling, and I could feel the adrenaline surging through my veins.

Solomon opened the door, and for a second, we just looked at each other, the air between us thick with everything that had gone unsaid. His eyes were intense, dark, and they made me feel like I was on fire, like the world had narrowed down to just this moment, just this decision.

“I want to try,” I said, my voice shaky, my eyes searching his for any sign of hesitation.

Solomon’s lips curved into a slow, knowing smile, and without a word, he reached out, pulling me inside the house, closing the door behind us.


Chapter fort five-

Solomon had been teasing me for days, making me squirm in my own skin, and I was starting to lose my mind. He was punishing me for holding back, for denying him in the conference room that day, and he was loving every second of it. I could tell he was doing it on purpose. It was in the way he looked at me, his gaze lingering too long, his eyes darkening when they met mine. It was the way his fingers brushed my skin, like he couldn’t help himself every time I passed by. He had been doing it ever since the conference room—pulling me in, kissing me like he was trying to carve his name into my fucking soul, and then stopping, leaving me breathless and fucking horny, ready to crawl out of my skin. It was like he was trying to make me break, to make me beg, and the worst part was, it was working.

Now, we were on his sofa, and it was all too much. His mouth was on my neck, my collarbone, tracing the line of my jaw, and I was grinding in his lap like I didn’t know better. His hands were everywhere, his lips tracing my neck, my cleavage, my face, and I was lost, completely wrapped up in him. I could feel the tension in his body, the way he was holding himself back, and it was driving me crazy too. I needed him to break for me.

Just when I thought I couldn’t take it anymore and was about to beg this man, the fire alarm went off, loudly. I should’ve cared, should’ve been concerned, but arousal had settled heavy and wet between my thighs, and all I could think about was sitting on his dick.

“Just let it go,” I murmured, my voice thick and raspy from need. I didn’t give a fuck about the alarm. I didn’t give a fuck about anything but him. But Solomon just laughed, a deep, rough sound that sent shivers down my spine, and lifted himself off the sofa, taking me with him as he stood. Then, just as easily, he set me back down, his hands lingering on my hips before he finally let go.

“Can’t let my place burn down,” he said, shaking his head at me. He didn’t even have the decency to hide his smirk. He turned and headed to the kitchen, leaving me sitting there, flushed and frustrated, my body still humming.

He came back a few moments later, the smell of burnt meat filling the air. “It’s burnt to a crisp. I’ll take you out,” he said, a small smile playing on his lips.

“I don’t want to go out,” I replied, my voice low. I dragged my tongue across my lips. I didn’t need to go anywhere. I wanted to stay right here, with him, and finish what we started. “I’d rather do something else right here. I ain’t even hungry.” I lied.

His smile widened, and he reached out, pulling me up from the sofa. “No. Let’s go.”

The next morning, I was still thinking about the night before as I made my way to Solomon’s office, bright and early before his staff would arrive.

I wasn’t supposed to be there—Veronica was coming back today, and my time playing his assistant was over. But I couldn’t stay away, not after last night.

When I walked in, Solomon looked up from his desk, surprise flashing in his eyes. He stood immediately, crossing the room to pull me into a kiss that made my toes curl.

“I thought Veronica was coming back today,” he muttered against my skin, his voice low, gravelly.

“She is,” I replied, stepping out of his hold and letting the trench coat I’d worn fall open, the red lace clinging to my wet pussy, barely covering anything.

He sucked in a breath. He didn’t say a word, just stared at me, his eyes raking over my body, taking in every inch of exposed skin. I laughed softly, enjoying the power I felt in that moment.

“Meet me in the conference room,” I said, my voice a command, not a request.

He didn’t need to be told twice. Solomon followed me, the door to the conference room barely closing behind him before he was on me, his mouth crashing against mine with a hunger that matched my own. It was all heat and desperation, his hands rough as they found their way under my coat, pulling at the straps of my lingerie.

He pushed my coat off my shoulders, tearing at the lace, gripping my thighs, my breasts. “You about to get me fired.” He lifted me like I weighed nothing, setting me on the edge of the table.

“You’re the boss, though,” I said as I tugged at his belt, unbuckling it with hands that shook, just a little, with anticipation.

My legs wrapped around his waist, pulling him closer. I could feel him, hard against me, and I couldn’t wait any longer. “Please, Solomon,” I breathed out, my tone impatient. With a rough tug, he pulled my panties to the side. He rubbed his dick up and down my pussy, then used the head to circle my clit.

“You made me wait, you can wait.” His eyes were on my slit like he was talking to her.

Leaning in and bowing his head, using his teeth, he ripped the lace covering my breast. Then he dragged his teeth across my dime-sized right nipple at the same time, with one swift motion, pushed inside me. He had so much dick, too much really. The stretch burned. My body was shaking, and my heart was racing.

“Shit,” he cursed. His hands gripped my hips, holding me in place as he moved inside me, hitting the bundle of nerves in the back of my pussy. He covered my scream by placing his mouth over mine, fucking it with his tongue.

I clung to him, my breath coming in gasps. I could hear his employees starting to come in. He moved faster.

The table creaked beneath us. I felt tension coil inside me, ready to snap.

It didn’t take long. The pleasure hit me like a freight train. Solomon followed a moment later, a low, guttural sound escaping him as he filled me with his cum, his body going rigid against mine.

When it was over, we were both breathless, faces slick with sweat, clothes askew. I pushed myself up on my elbows, watching him slide his cum-coated dick out of me. I looked up, and there was a satisfied smile on his lips.

He stared at me, shaking his head like the pussy had him at a loss for words. He hadn’t even started fixing his clothes.

It was my turn to smirk.

“You have to get back to work,” I said, my voice still a little shaky. I slid off the table, adjusting my coat over my torn lingerie, and without looking back, I left the conference room, leaving him standing there.


Chapter forty six




I showed up at Angel’s house a little earlier than planned, figuring I could help set up for my sons party. I used my key to let myself in and walked through the house to the backyard. It was empty except for a few workers setting up the bounce house. Angel was directing them.

After leaving her, my eyes fell directly on Solomon holding my boy, my son. Everything went rigid, and that old familiar anger I had been trying to get control of started bubbling up in my chest.

He was too comfortable, like he was part of my family. Like he had a right to be here, to be holding my son. And don’t be mistaken, it was my family. Me and Angel just weren’t together at the moment. My jaw clenched, and I started making my way over, ready to snatch Ekon right out of his fucking arms. I felt a hand on my arm. I turned to find Angel with that agitated look on her face, the one she got when I did something she didn’t like.

“What?” I snapped.

“Please don’t do this today,” she said quietly, pulling me off to the side of the house, away from all the eyes. “You’re in counseling. You’re being a good father. I’m thankful you’re taking the time to work on yourself. Don’t crash out because of Solomon. He’s part of our lives now.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Why are you talking to me like I’m a nutcase?”

Her right eyebrow rose, but she didn’t say anything for a moment, just looked at me with those soft eyes of hers. Then, without a word, she leaned in and pulled me into a hug. And just like that, all the anger started to melt away. She knew damn well I couldn’t stay mad at her when she was touching me. She smelled like fruit, sweet and soft, and her body felt like home against mine.

“I’ll behave,” I muttered, pulling away, but not before taking one last deep breath of her scent. When the fuck was I going to fall out of love with this woman?

I watched her walk back to the party, her hips swaying, ass bouncing, and for what felt like the millionth time, I wished I wouldn’t have fucked up. But it was okay. I was taking measures to rectify my mistake. Counseling was twice a week, AA was seven days. I wasn’t stopping drinking forever. I just needed not to do it to cope and to drink in moderation.

I kept my word to Angel, though. I played nice, kept my cool, even when I saw Solomon and my son together and wanted to put a bullet in his head. I focused on Ekon and my godson, playing with them and their little friends, making sure my son had the best birthday a kid could have. But once the sun went down, and the kids were finally in bed, the party shifted gears. It was time for the adults to unwind.

Dominoes hit the table like gunfire. I held a cold bottle of MD/2020, the blue liquid sweating like a whore in church on Sunday. I wasn’t sure where Angel found a case of them, but the blue liquid matched the party’s colors perfectly.

Jonas slapped down a domino with a loud crack, grinning. “Y’all better step it up if you wanna keep up,” he said, leaning back. With Naomi upstairs with the kids, he was more relaxed than I’d seen him in a day. I don’t know what he did to piss Naomi off, but I could tell she wasn’t really fucking with him.

Solomon sat across from me, chuckling, and it grated on my nerves. We locked eyes, and I held his gaze too long. Why in the fuck was he even here? What did Angel see in him? She wanted to be changing diapers in twenty years?

He ignored me, slamming down his own piece hard enough to rattle the table. “You’re talking a lot of shit for someone who just got lucky.”

Jonas shrugged, still smirking. “Luck’s got nothing to do with it,” he said, eyes on Solomon, completely missing the tension brewing in me. I clenched my jaw, the bottle nearly slipping from my hand. Why in the fuck were Jonas and him so fucking friendly?

Out of nowhere, things took a complete dive. Silas claimed Solomon was cheating.

Solomon smirked. “You calling me a fucking cheat, Silas?”

“I am,” Silas shot back, leaning forward. “What the fuck you gonna do about it?”

I kept quiet, watching.

“Man, it’s just a game,” Solomon said, but there was a warning in his voice. It sounded like, Chill the fuck out before you find out.

“Fuck that,” Silas snapped, shoving the table. He stood up, eyes locked on Solomon, his face all red. “You think you’re better than us? Talking about it’s just a game. You mature, huh?”

Solomon stood, his calm slipping. “I never said that, motherfucker.”

That’s all it took. Silas lunged, throwing a punch that connected with Solomon’s jaw. Chairs scraped back as Jonas and I jumped up, dragging Silas outside before it got worse.

We pulled Silas around to the front, near the cars. He was grinning. “Tell Angel I’m sorry,” Silas slurred. “I’m drunk. I’ll send them flowers or something.”

Jonas shook his head. “Why the hell did you hit that man, Silas?”

Silas grinned at me. “Because Cassius couldn’t without pissing Angel off, and I knew he really wanted to.”

The way I laughed physically hurt.


Chapter forty seven




I could feel Ciara's eyes on me as we walked through the mall, her fingers twitching at her sides, probably itching to grab my hand. She knew I didn’t do public displays with her, and I wasn’t in the mood to play along. I kept my hands stuffed in my pockets, sunglasses shielding my eyes from her. My head was pounding from last night's hangover, and I just wanted to get this day over with.

Ciara had been talking the entire time, but I couldn’t tell you a single word she said. Her voice was just background noise, something to ignore while I focused on not throwing up. We hit up a few stores, her dragging me along while she picked up shit she didn’t even need. I paid for it all without a second thought. That’s all it took to keep her quiet—a few bags, some new shoes, and she could pretend we were something real. The only reason she was still around was because I couldn’t get rid of her. At first, she was there to keep the loneliness away. But with my son, I didn’t have that problem.

When we finally sat down for lunch, I could tell she was pissed. She was silent for the first time all day, picking at her food like she was trying to find a way to start a fight. I didn’t give a fuck. The silence was a blessing.

“You going to my place or your hotel?” I asked, my voice flat, like I was asking about the weather.

Ciara glared at me, her fork clattering against her plate. “Your place,” she muttered, clearly annoyed that I wasn’t giving her more.

The drive back was silent. She was tense, sucking her teeth, cutting her little beady eyes at me. She had a little attitude and I still didn’t give a fuck.

She left me to get the bags, grabbing my keys and walking into my house like she owned it. I thought about driving off, but I gathered her shit and followed her in. I barely had time to set the bags down before she was on me with her bullshit.

“We’ve been officially together almost a year, Cassius,” she started, her voice rising with each word. “And our relationship hasn’t grown at all. You’re still in love with Angel, aren’t you?”

I leaned against the bar in the living room, crossing my arms over my chest, not even bothering to take off my sunglasses. “I never said I wasn’t.”

That stopped her in her tracks. She stared at me, shocked, like she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “What the fuck, Cassius? And you’re just admitting this like it’s nothing?”

I shrugged. “Look, Ciara, you want my money. I cash you out at the mall, buy you everything you want. Angel? She wanted my love. Y’all each got what you wanted.”

Her face twisted in rage. Before I knew it, she grabbed one of the shopping bags with shoes in it and slung that bitch toward my head. “You’re such a fucking asshole!” she screamed, the words echoing. Then, as if realizing what she’d done, her tone softened, trembling, sounding fake as fuck. “Cassius, I didn’t mean—”

But I was already done. I’d be taking those expensive-ass shoes back to the store. I picked up the bag and set it behind the bar just as my phone buzzed. I answered it without a second glance in her direction, turning my back on her like she wasn’t even there. When I hung up, I informed her I was leaving.

“I’ll be gone until morning. Maybe your ass will have calmed down by then,” I said, my tone casual on purpose. I wanted her mad.

I left without another word, leaving her standing there, looking stupid, probably still trying to figure out what the hell had just happened.

I ended up at the park, sitting in my car and staring at the empty basketball courts. My hands gripped the wheel tight enough to make my knuckles ache. I wanted a drink—God, I wanted it bad—but I said I was stopping after my son’s birthday party.

Hours later, I headed home. I walked through the door, tossing my keys onto the entry table, and froze mid-step.

Ciara was bare-ass naked, her glossy red nails clawing at Silas’s shoulders as she bounced on his dick like her life depended on it. Silas was slouched back on my sofa, his hands gripping her hips, his mouth open in a stupid grin.

The sound of skin slapping skin stopped when Ciara noticed me standing there. She turned her head, her hair flying, her eyes wide as saucers.

Silas didn’t even flinch.

“Oh my God,” she gasped, scrambling off him, grabbing for a throw blanket on the couch.

I lunged at Silas. We tussled, and he ended up on the floor with one punch.

I turned to glare at her again.

“Cassius, I’m sorry! I didn’t mean for this to happen. He was the one who—”

I didn’t want to hear it. “Get the fuck out of my shit,” I said, each word laced with disgust. “You know what happened between my parents. I can’t forgive you for this. Don’t come back, or I might end up doing some stupid shit.”

The color drained from her face. For a second, I thought she might cry, but then she scrambled to pull her clothes on, her fingers shaking as she struggled with the zipper on her skirt. Her heels clattered against the floor as she grabbed her purse and bolted out the door, leaving behind a few stray items—and everything I’d ever bought her.

As soon as her car screeched out of my driveway, Silas’s goofy ass opened his eyes, groaning as he sat up, rubbing his jaw but smiling. “Damn, man, you didn’t have to hit me so fucking hard.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “I had to make it look good,” I said, still chuckling. “Her ass didn’t even try to help you.”

Silas grinned, shaking his head. “If I was giving something other than some lazy dick, she might have. The pussy is trash, my friend. How’d you do it?”

“I don’t know how I did it either. Cover that shit up,” I said, nodding toward him. The condom was still hanging off his dick.

Silas blinked, looking down at himself. “Oh, right,” he muttered, grabbing his pants from the floor to cover himself.

“Thanks for that, though. I’ve been trying to get rid of her for months, but she’s been hanging on like a leech because she likes money.” That shit that had happened with Solomon at the party had given me the idea to set her up. I saw how she’d been eyeing Silas and Jonas. But Jonas obviously couldn’t help.

“Glad I could help. But man, you’ve got some serious issues.”

I nodded, my mind already drifting to Angel. It was always on Angel or my son. Silas was right—I had some serious issues. But at least one of them was out of my life, and hopefully for good.


Chapter forty eight




Sitting in my car outside my therapist’s office, I let out a slow breath. His words were still ringing in my ears, bouncing around my head like a bad echo. I hadn’t expected this shit to be easy, but damn, I hadn’t thought he would drag me through hell, either. A few sessions in and he wasn’t holding back.

“You sabotage yourself, Cassius,” the doctor had said, his voice calm and professional. “You pushed Angel away because deep down, you’re convinced you’re going to end up like your father. You said you look like him, have temper and jealousy issues. I think you’re afraid you’ll do something you can’t take back, like him.”

Hearing him say that shit had skewered me because as soon as he did, it was like he was putting words to my feelings. I wouldn’t hurt Angel, but back then I would have killed a motherfucker who got in our way. Even though in the back of my mind I knew she was a good girl and wouldn’t fuck me over, I couldn’t help thinking she just might.

I stared at my phone, Angel’s name glowing on the screen. My thumb hovered over the call button, hesitation freezing me up. But I had questions. With a quick swipe, I called her.

“Hello?”

Her voice was soft.

“It’s me,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady.

There was a pause, and I could almost see her frowning, trying to figure out why I was calling. She was almost over me now. But not completely. I could see her love for me in her eyes. Which was the only reason I was trying to fix myself. I had a chance to get my family back.

“Cassius? What’s going on? Everything okay?”

“Yeah... No. I mean, I need to ask you something,” I stumbled over the words, but fuck it, this was harder than I thought it would be.

“Okay...” She sounded cautious, and I couldn’t blame her.

“Were you ever scared of me?” I held my breath, feeling the tension in my chest ratchet up, it felt like I was waiting for a bomb to go off.

The silence on the other end felt like a lifetime. I could hear my heart pounding in my ears. Finally, she spoke, her voice softer than before, like she was afraid of what her answer might do to me. “Yes, Cassius. I was scared sometimes.”

I closed my eyes, the confirmation gave me the worst feeling in my chest ever. I knew it was coming, but hearing it—feeling it—was different. I leaned back against the headrest, trying to breathe through the guilt that was threatening to choke me. “Why?” I asked, my voice tight. “When? What did I do?”

Angel sighed, the sound heavy with memories I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear. “It wasn’t just one thing, Cassius. It was the way you’d get so angry, like a switch flipped inside you. You were a whole different person when you got mad. I knew you didn’t want to hurt me, but it felt like you wanted to physically fight.”

I clenched my jaw. “I’m sorry,” I muttered. A tear actually fell from my eyes. I had fucked up. “I never wanted to be my daddy. I never wanted to be him.”

“I know,” she said, her voice so soft I almost didn’t catch it.

“I really am sorry. I didn’t know how to love you without squeezing the life out of us both. I was afraid—never had someone like you before, and it fucked with my head. My jealousy, my anger... that was just me, scared shitless you’d slip through my fingers. I didn’t mean to hurt you, Angel. I just didn’t know any better.”

She didn’t say anything, and I hadn’t expected her to. I moved on, but I had to swallow the lump in my throat before I could speak again. “The doctor... my psychiatrist... he thinks it might help if you came to a session with me. Just one, to talk things out. I know I’ve got a lot to work on, our son, him, but maybe...”

I heard her take a breath, and I waited, holding my breath. “Okay, Cassius,” she finally said. “I’ll go with you.”

Relief washed over me, but it was short-lived. Just as I was about to thank her, I heard him in the background—Solomon’s voice. Old ass bitch. His ass ran my blood cold. He was a fucking trigger, one I couldn’t control. I was going to fuck around and pay somebody to off his ass.

“Thanks, Angel,” I said quickly. I could hear my tone was colder than before. The last thing I wanted was to hear his voice in the background while I was trying to fix my life.

“Cassius—”

“I’ll text you the details,” I cut her off, ending the call before I could let my temper get the best of me. Before I said something I’d regret. I tossed the phone onto the passenger seat, feeling like the air had been sucked out of the car. My mind was racing. All I could think about now was Solomon being there with Angel, in the space where I used to be with my son.

It took me about five minutes to calm down, then I realized I had actually improved myself. Old me would have knocked on Angel’s front door and dragged Solomon’s old ass out of the house.


Chapter- forty nine




The room was quiet—the kind of quiet that felt intentional, like the world outside knew to mind its business. The soft glow from the bedside lamp gave everything a warm, lazy feel, and the sheets were a tangled mess around us. Solomon was stretched out beside me, one arm tucked behind his head like he didn’t have a care in the world.

His thumb dragged across my knuckles, soft and slow, and every single pass made me feel a little more unsteady and turned on. I glanced over at him, and of course, he was already looking at me, like he’d been waiting for me to notice.

“Why are you staring at me?” I asked, trying to sound annoyed but failing miserably.

“Because I can,” he said, his lips curving into a lazy-ass smirk.

Everything about this moment felt... easy. But that was the thing about Solomon—he made everything feel easy, even when I wasn’t sure if it should. Yeah, that was dangerous. Because if I wasn’t careful, I’d start believing in easy.

Suddenly, the smirk fell, and he cocked his head. “Why are you helping Cassius after what he’s done to you?”

The question caught me off guard. I paused, trying to find the right words to explain why.

"That's my child’s father," I started, my voice low, trying not to sound annoyed and mindful of his feelings. "No matter what happened between us, no matter how much he hurt me, I can’t just cut him out of my life completely. Ekon needs his dad, a healthy dad. And if I can help make that happen, then I have to try."

Solomon was silent for a moment, his eyes searching mine. I could see the questions he was holding back. Finally, he asked the one that had been hanging in the air between us. "Do you still love him?"

I didn’t hesitate. "No," I said, shaking my head. "I don’t love him—not like that. Whatever we had is gone. It’s just... dead."

He nodded, but I could see the wheels still turning in his head. His gaze softened, but there was something else there—something I couldn’t quite place. "How can you be so sure?" he asked quietly, almost like he was afraid of the answer.

"Because when I’m with you, I feel alive," I replied, my voice steady. "With you, it’s different. It’s real. Cassius... he taught me what I want and what I don’t want. It makes it easy to know I want you. You’re my present."

He let out a slow breath, nodding as if my words were settling something deep inside him. Then, he glanced at the clock on the nightstand. "It’s almost eight," he said, his tone shifting. "I have to do something real quick. I’ll be back in the morning."

I blinked hard, thrown by the sudden shift—the way he pulled away like he couldn’t get out of there fast enough. “Okay,” I said, trying to keep my voice neutral, even though my stomach was tying itself into knots and my nerves were fraying. Had I said something wrong? I watched him get dressed, too scared to ask.

He kissed me, quick and soft, then left me alone in the dark, wondering if I’d pushed him away without even realizing it.

The next morning, I dropped Ekon off at Cassius’s and came back to find Solomon waiting for me at my front door. He looked as calm and collected as ever, in a suit on a Saturday—his day off—with an intensity in his eyes that I hadn’t seen before.

I smiled at him, relieved that he was here and not angry like I had thought. "Come on in," I said, opening the door wider to let him in.

I turned to close the door, and when I spun back around, my breath caught in my throat. Solomon was on his knees in the middle of my living room.

He held out a small, velvet box, opening it to reveal a ring that sparkled in the morning light. "Angel," he began, his voice steady but thick with emotion. "I’ve known for a while now that I don’t want to spend another day without you. I love you, and I want to build a life with you. Will you marry me?"

I stood there, frozen for a moment, my heart pounding in my chest as I took in the sight of him. Tears pricked at the corners of my eyes, and for a moment, I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. All I knew was that the answer was yes—it had to be yes.


Chapter fifty




Me and Angel were in the therapist’s office. Dr. Bailey was a Black dude with dreads. I’d chosen him specifically because he was younger, and I felt like he’d understand me better, like he could actually help me. His office was nice—clean and modern, set up like the living room of a luxury high-rise. It felt more like I was at a friend’s place to talk than sitting in some sterile room having my head played with. Angel sat across from me, her gaze locked on me, wanting answers I wasn’t sure I could give. Dr. Bailey, sitting off to the side, nodded at her and then turned his attention to me.

“Cassius, it’s important that you address the questions Angel has. Let’s start with the one she’s been holding onto.”

Angel took a breath, her voice calm, but there was a weight to it that made my heart kick up. “Why didn’t you open the door that day?”

My stomach dropped. It was a question I’d been avoiding. But now, there was no escape. I looked down at my hands, gripping my knees, trying to find the words.

“I... I begged you to have our baby,” I started, my voice thick with emotions I didn’t want to feel. “I wanted it so bad, Angel. But then, when it all became real, I got scared. Fucking terrified, actually. I started telling myself I’d fuck everything up. My daddy was there, but he was running the street. He didn’t teach me shit about being a father.”

I could see her out of the corner of my eye, but I couldn’t bring myself to meet her gaze. I kept talking, needing to get it all out before I lost the nerve.

“After what happened with Solomon... when you told me to leave... I took it the wrong way. Felt like you were giving up on me, and I just shut down. I convinced myself that I didn’t care anymore.”

The words started pouring out faster, spilling in a rush. “And when you showed up at the house, pissed as hell... I saw you out there, and all I could think was, ‘If I open that door, I’ll only make things worse.’ Ciara was inside, and you were already mad... I didn’t know how to fix it. So I froze. I told myself to stay out of it, and I let you go.”

The silence that followed was suffocating. Finally, I forced myself to look up at Angel. The pain in her eyes was hard to face.

“I need some air,” I muttered.

I stood up before anyone could say anything, heading for the door. I could feel their eyes on me, but I didn’t turn back.

When I stepped outside, I sucked in a deep breath, trying to calm myself. But it wasn’t working. All I could think about was Angel moving on while I was left to deal with the mess I’d made—by my fucking self.

I leaned against the wall. The more I tried to hold it together, the more everything unraveled. My chest tightened, until finally, I broke. The tears came hard and fast, and sobs ripped through me. My legs gave out, and I slid down the wall, burying my face in my hands, choking on regret.

I hadn’t cried like this in years. Not even when my parents had died.

I didn’t hear the door open or notice when Angel walked out. But then, I felt her. She got down on her knees, her warm arms wrapping around me. I didn’t deserve shit from her, didn’t deserve her comfort, but I couldn’t push her away. I needed her.

“It’s going to be alright,” she whispered, her voice soft. “We’re going to figure this out. You’re not alone. You have family now, Cassius. We’ll get through this.”

Hearing her say “we” made me cry harder because there really wasn’t a “we” anymore.


Chapter fifty one




Naomi was sprawled on the opposite couch, legs crossed, a brow raised at me. "So you’re telling me," she said, leaning in like she couldn’t believe what she was hearing, "Cassius was really crying in your bosom? Like, actual tears?"

I nodded. "Yes, Naomi. When I walked out of that therapist’s office and saw him like that, it nearly broke me. He could have asked me to do anything to make it stop, and I would have done it." I hesitated to finish my thought; the truth wanted to stick in my throat. "But a part of me... a small, twisted part of me wanted to tell him about Solomon and me. Just to make his chest hurt more."

Naomi threw her head back and laughed, loud and hard. "Angel, that’s fucked up."

"I know," I said, the shame of it sinking in. "That’s why I’m going to sign up for therapy on my own. Everything that happened back then... it wasn’t just Cassius. I was at my worst. Fighting Keisha, breaking his windows, keying his car—twice."

Naomi’s eyes went wide. "Twice? You didn’t tell me you keyed it once.”

I cringed, nodding. "Yeah. Before and after Ekon was born. He didn’t say a word."

"Probably because he knew he deserved it," Naomi said, her voice softening. "But you ain’t innocent. I told you back then he wasn’t ready. And you still entertained his mess."

Before I could respond, the front door opened, letting light and heat in. In walked Cassius, Silas, and Jonas. They were dressed for the court, all swagger and sweat.

Silas saw me first, his face lighting up like a kid. He sauntered over and flopped down on my lap, his weight pressing me into the couch. "Mother of my favorite person, where is our secret son?" I don’t know when we had gone from mortal enemies to him feeling like a bratty sibling, but after Ekon was born, he was all good. He’d show up just to play with him and bring him random things.

I laughed, pushing at his chest. "Get up, you oversized child. Ekon’s upstairs sleeping. You can go get him. We were just about to leave."

Just as Silas moved off me, the doorbell rang again. Jonas went to answer it, and a moment later, Solomon walked in. My heart did that stupid flutter thing it always did when I saw him. He was in khakis and a button-up, fresh off work. He greeted everyone, his voice smooth and easy, like he was already part of the family. Before I could make my way to him, Cassius was crossing the room, his eyes locked on Solomon. My stomach dropped to my feet. What was he about to do?

Cassius stopped in front of Solomon, extending his hand. "Man, I want to apologize. In front of everyone, for everything."

The room froze. Every pair of eyes was on them. Solomon shook Cassius’s hand, his grip firm, his face unreadable. "I appreciate that. Now that Angel and I are getting married, I think it’s important that we all get along."

The words might as well have been a grenade. Naomi knew, but the others didn’t. I watched as the light in Cassius’s eyes flickered, then died, his expression going blank. I wanted to reach out, to say something, but I knew it would only make things worse. Because then I’d have to deal with Solomon feeling like I did too much.

Cassius turned to me, his voice strained. "Y’all getting married?"

I hadn’t wanted him to find out like this. I nodded, my throat too tight to speak. A silence stretched between us. Finally, he forced a smile, but it looked more like a grimace. "Congratulations. Kiss Ekon for me. I’ve got an appointment."

And just like that, he turned and walked out. Silas shot me a look that was a mix of confusion, anger, and disappointment. "That’s fucked up," he said, so only me, him, and Naomi could hear, before following Cassius out. I heard him say something to Cassius about taking the keys, about driving, but the words were muffled, distant, behind the closing door.

And then they were gone, leaving the room heavy—or maybe only I felt it. Solomon was talking to Jonas and Naomi, but all I could think about was Cassius, about the look in his eyes. Damn, seeing him broken didn’t feel as good as I thought it would.


Chapter fifty two




I couldn’t stop pacing. My head was a mess, and it felt like if I didn’t keep moving, I’d lose it completely. The walls of my own damn house were closing in on me, and all I could think about was Solomon’s smug face when he told me about him and Angel getting married. Like he’d won something. Like he knew exactly what the fuck he was doing, rubbing it in my face.

Silas was leaning against the wall, watching me with that look, like he didn’t know if he should try to calm me down or just stay the hell out of my way. Smart choice.

Dr. Bailey was sitting on the edge of my couch, looking too casual to deal with the shit going on in my head. Silas had called him after I went looking for my .38.

“What’s going on, Cassius?” he asked, his voice too steady, too controlled.

“He’s talking crazy right now,” Silas said.

He had no idea how close I was to the edge. “I’m not talking crazy,” I snapped, stopping just long enough to glare at him. Then the words just spilled out. “I want to kill Rico Suave.”

The room went quiet—the kind of quiet that makes your ears ring. Dr. Bailey’s face didn’t change, but Silas shifted like he was ready to step in if I lost it completely and tried to leave the house. Like he could even stop me if I decided to go through with it. I’d beat his ass.

“Cassius,” Dr. Bailey said, his voice still annoyingly calm, “you can’t go around saying shit like that. You know I’d have to report it if you’re serious.”

“I’m not just saying shit,” I snapped, the anger twisting tighter, burning hotter. “When he told me about him and Angel getting married, I saw it in his eyes. He knew what he was doing. Naomi ass was always in my ear, trying to play relationship whisperer. She helped put that doubt that I had about Angel and a baby in my head, but she can’t see that he’s not right for Angel.”

Dr. Bailey leaned forward, locking his eyes on mine. “Cassius, you can’t threaten to kill anybody,” he repeated, ignoring what I had said. “I’d have to call the police. Are you serious?”

I stared at him, the words on the tip of my tongue. I wanted to say I was dead fucking serious. I wanted to make him understand how much rage was boiling inside me. But I knew what would happen if I did. After a long moment, I shook my head.

Dr. Bailey exhaled, relaxing just a bit, then leaned back, dropping the professional tone. “Look, Cassius, man to man, I know this feeling. But you’re not gonna be any good to anybody, including your son, if you don’t get yourself together. You’ve got to control this anger, let go of whatever idea you’re holding onto about you and Angel. It’s done, man.”

I clenched my jaw, trying to process what he was saying. “I get what you’re saying about the rest, but when Solomon told me, I looked Angel dead in the eyes, and I saw the regret and sympathy. I know she still loves me.”

Silas, who had been quiet until now, spoke up. “I don’t want to encourage him, Doc, but I believe it too. There’s something there. I’ve seen it.”

Dr. Bailey shook his head, but he didn’t argue with us. He just sighed like he was tired of both of us, like he’d seen this kind of mess before. “Cassius, you’ve got to focus on moving forward, not backward. Whatever Angel feels or doesn’t feel, that’s out of your control. But your future, your sanity, that’s in your hands. Don’t fuck it up by holding onto something that’s gone.”

I nodded, not because I agreed, but because I needed to end this conversation.

Dr. Bailey wasn’t done, though. He leaned forward. “I want you to do something for me, Cassius. Every time you feel that anger coming up, every time you feel like you’re about to lose control, I want you to stop and think about your son. Think about what he needs from you, not just today, but in the long run. Write it down if you have to. Keep that thought in the front of your mind, and let it guide you. Because if you let this anger take over, you’ll lose more than Angel. You’ll lose your chance to be a father to Ekon, and that’s something you can’t afford.”

“Fuck,” I cursed. Ekon’s name took all the wind out of my sails.

And as much as I hated to admit it, I knew Dr. Bailey was right. I couldn’t afford to lose control, not again. Not if I wanted to be the father Ekon needed me to be.

“Okay, Doc. Fine. You’re right,” I muttered, running a hand over my face, feeling the stubble that I hadn’t bothered to shave. “Since you have all the answers, tell me how to get over Angel.”

Dr. Bailey let out a laugh, shaking his head. “If I had the answer to getting over a woman, Cassius, I’d be a billionaire by now. There ain’t no easy fix for that, my friend. It takes time, and even then, sometimes it never fully goes away.”

I scoffed, not satisfied with that answer but knowing it was probably the most honest thing he could’ve said. “So, what? I’m just supposed to live with it? Knowing she’s out there with someone else, happy, while I’m... here?”

Dr. Bailey nodded. “That’s exactly what you’re supposed to do.”


Chapter fifty three

Solomon had me pinned against the kitchen counter, the cold granite biting into my skin, heat rolling off him in waves. His body was firm, solid, like a wall I could lean against. The air was thick with the smell of spices—something rich and warm. He was baking for me. The cake was in the oven, and his hands were on me—his touch greedy, sliding up under my shirt, leaving trails of goosebumps in their wake. I couldn't get over the way this man treated me like I was precious.

“You’re incredible,” he murmured, his voice rough, vibrating against my neck. His lips traced a path along my jaw. He kissed where my pulse was jumping and scraped the flesh with his teeth.

“So damn perfect, baby,” he complimented.

I arched into him, chasing the friction he was creating by grinding into me, needing more. My fingers tangled in his hair, tugging, pulling him closer like I could fuse us together if I just held on tight enough. “Solomon...”

“Shh,” he whispered, his breath hot against my ear, and then his hand was between us, slipping lower, touching my clit in the way that made my knees go weak. He knew exactly where to touch, how to touch. “Let me take care of you.”

He hooked my leg around his waist, and I felt his dick, hard and ready, sliding between my pussy lips, teasing. Then he was inside me, filling me. The slow grind of his hips against mine was unbearable. I tried to match his rhythm, but he was in control, setting the pace, dragging it out until I was a trembling mess.

“You feel so good,” he breathed, his voice a low, gravelly whisper that made my heart stutter. “I love the way you move, the way you melt against me.”

His words were gasoline, setting fire to every nerve in my body. I could feel the tension coiling tight inside me, trembling, the pleasure building into something unbearable, something that was going to tear me apart. “Solomon, I’m about to—”

“Let go,” he urged, pressing his lips to mine just as everything inside me broke open. “Thank you for wetting this dick, baby,” he groaned, holding me tight as he nutted inside me.

When he pulled away, I felt like I was still burning, still on fire. I felt so good I wanted to bite his ass. I lay back on my elbows, trying to catch my breath, watching him fix his shorts and wash his hands. Fuck, he was so fine. I slid down off the counter. My panties were uncomfortable as I readjusted them and sat down.

He turned back, pulling the cake out of the oven, the smell of it filling the kitchen, mixing with the scent of sex and sweat. He cut into it, offering me a slice. “I want you to taste it while it’s hot,” he said.

I took a bite, the warmth and sweetness hitting hard. “Damn, this is good. I want another piece, I won’t be able to stay,” I remembered. “I have to go get Ekon. Save us a piece.”

His expression shifted, something unreadable crossing his face. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that,” he said, setting the cake down like it suddenly didn’t matter. “You spend most of your weekends with him anyway. I want Cassius to drop him off here. I’m not comfortable with you spending alone time with him.”

I stared at him, the disbelief cutting through the haze of the bliss I hadn’t yet come down from. I immediately caught an attitude from his tone. “What, you don’t trust me to be alone with him and not fuck?”

“No, I don’t trust him,” he said, his voice steady, unflinching. “He still wants you.”

I shook my head, a knot forming in my stomach. “That still equals you not trusting me. Cassius can want whatever the fuck he wants; it doesn’t mean I’m going to give it to him.” I had already dealt with jealousy from Cassius; the fact that Solomon seemed so secure in trusting me was part of what had drawn me to him.

He tried to smooth it over, reaching for my hand, his thumb brushing over my knuckles in that way that usually made me melt. But this didn’t feel right—it felt like control, or maybe I was being too cautious because of my relationship with Cassius. I didn’t know.

“Okay,” I finally said, the word leaving a bad taste in my mouth. I agreed just to end the conversation, but I didn’t like it. I needed to think.

“You should call him now,” he said, his voice calm, but there was an insistence in his tone.

I reached for my phone, dialing Cassius as Solomon pretended to wash dishes, but I felt his gaze flicking toward me.

The phone rang once before Cassius picked up. “What’s up? You coming?” His voice was casual. He had been doing better. He was getting over me. He didn’t try to keep me on the phone longer or make small talk anymore. I guess therapy was working.

I hesitated, then said, “Cassius, can you drop Ekon off at Solomon’s place from now on instead of having me come get him?”

There was a pause, then Cassius chuckled, the sound low and almost amused. “Ol’ man Jedidiah issuing orders now, huh?” The chuckle deepened into a full-blown laugh. “I get it. Text me his address, and I’ll be there in an hour.”

He hung up before I could respond.


Chapter fifty four




Naomi’s backyard felt like refuge. The whole scene was perfect. It was warm but not too hot, I was tipsy, and everything going on was a little chaotic. I had missed this part of having friends. It had been three months since I’d really been out, spending most of my time lying up under Solomon. I needed this.

I was leaning into the music, dancing with Naomi, the brown liquor making everything blur just right. I could feel the night moving in slow motion.

Cassius had been off to the side most of the night, flirting with a group of women like the cocky bastard he always was. I heard him and Ciara broke up but nobody would tell me why. Silas knew. I could tell by the way he would laugh when I asked.  He was back to normal, feeling less toxic, charming everyone around him. Loving being the center of attention, laughing loud and pulling out that smile I used to fall for. He was even cordial to Solomon, but I could see his jealousy that always lived just under the surface. Or at least I thought I could.

Jonas was manning the grill. I started eavesdropping after Cassius made his way over to him, holding a beer, talking about how therapy was working wonders.

“Dr. Bailey says we’re making breakthroughs,” he told Jonas, his chest puffed out. “I feel brand new,” he bragged.

I saw Solomon watching me from the other side of the patio, a careful, measured look on his face like he was deciding if he wanted to interrupt my fun or not. He’d said I shouldn’t drink too much, but I didn’t care. Not right now.

The music changed, something slower that I couldn’t dance to—not alone, and Solomon claimed he didn’t dance in public. I headed over to grab a blunt from Jonas. I was stopped by Solomon’s hand wrapping around my waist. He sat down and pulled me down into the chair next to him. His eyes were all serious, scolding.

“I think you’ve had enough,” he said quietly, his grip firm.

I raised an eyebrow at him, half-laughing. “You’re right,” I admitted. “I gotta pee anyway.”

I pushed myself up from the chair. I stumbled my way inside, the alcohol catching up to me, making everything feel lighter than it should. The bathroom door was right there, but it seemed light-years away. I made it without falling, and I was just about to close it behind me when Cassius appeared out of nowhere, slipping inside before I could say anything. The door clicked shut, trapping us together in the small space.

He leaned against the counter, his eyes raking over me, slow and deliberate. “Damn, Angel. You look good.”

I couldn’t help but laugh, shaking my head. “Cassius, get out. Seriously.”

He stepped closer, his body heat filling the space between us. His fingers trailed down my arm, slow and teasing, the way he used to do when we were alone, back when everything was easy between us.

“I’m not playing. You look fucking amazing in that bathing suit,” he said, his voice low, rough.

I felt that familiar spark, the one that always lit up between us, no matter how hard I tried to ignore it. But I shook it off, pushing past him.

“Stop,” I said, my voice firmer now. “It’s not happening.”

I still had to pee but decided I’d hold it until Cassius went back out. My pulse was racing from being too close to him. I carefully made my way downstairs and found Solomon standing by the front door, jacket in hand, waiting for me.

“It’s only nine,” I said, my voice full of disbelief. “We’re leaving? I’ve got a sitter until midnight.”

“We’re leaving,” Solomon said, his tone leaving no room for argument. “I want to go home. We’re going to church in the morning.”

I frowned. “I’m not religious, Solomon. I’m not even Catholic,” I slurred.

“We’ll discuss it at home,” he replied, but I could see his attention shift behind me. I turned to follow his gaze, and there was Cassius, coming down the stairs with some random girl, her hand clinging to his arm like she owned him. She was giggling, drunk.

I rolled my eyes.

“Let’s go, Angel,” Solomon said again, his voice dropping into a tone I wasn’t used to. It was mean. I didn’t push back. Not tonight.

I shot one last look at Cassius, who caught my eye and raised his beer like he was giving a toast, like we were still playing whatever fucked-up game we used to play. “Have a good day at church tomorrow,” he said.

The girl on his arm giggled.

I turned back to Solomon, and without another word, followed him out of the house.


Chapter fifty five-

I'm Healing...

"Did you write down what we talked about?" Dr. Bailey asked, his voice calm, pulling me out of my thoughts. I sat across from him, staring at the piece of paper in my hands. He was waiting for me to man up, his eyes on me—patient, though I could tell I was wearing him thin with my hesitation. But I knew what I had to do to get better, no matter how awkward I felt. I was here to fix my shit, wasn’t I?

I nodded, my fingers smoothing out the paper that was already creased and worn from how many times I’d folded and unfolded it. I hadn’t let myself think too hard while writing it, just let the words flow. But now, I had to face them. Speaking them out loud was different.

"Go ahead," he encouraged, leaning back in his chair.

I cleared my throat, feeling like the words might choke me on their way out. But I started reading anyway.

“Dad, I never understood you. You spent so much time in the streets trying to prove you were the man, but never the head of our household. You couldn’t even hold onto Mom. You ignored her, made her feel like she didn’t matter. And then, when she found someone who paid attention to her, who looked at her the way she needed to be looked at, you lost it.

I paused, the memories of walking in and finding the three of them dead flashing through my mind.

“You fucking killed her. Killed the man you called your brother. You took everything from me because you couldn’t stand the idea that she wanted someone else. You couldn’t handle that you weren’t enough.”

My voice cracked, and I clenched my jaw, forcing myself to keep reading.

“Mom, I get why you cheated. You were lonely. I saw it. He made you feel invisible, and you found someone who made you feel seen. But you should’ve left. You should’ve walked out instead of sneaking around. Maybe if you had, you’d still be alive.”

I let out a shaky breath, my eyes stinging. “Maybe I wouldn’t have grown to not trust women. Thinking that if someone loved you, you had to hold onto them tight. Too tight.”

I went quiet after that. Dr. Bailey didn’t say anything at first, just let me sit there in my silence, in my pain.

Finally, he spoke. “Cassius, you did good, and I want to let you know it’s okay to feel all of this. The fact that you’re here, working through this, shows that you’re going to break this cycle.”

I wanted to believe him, but the weight of it all still pressed down on me. “I don’t know, man. I don’t want to fuck my son up like I am.”

“You’re here, aren’t you?” he said, leaning forward, his voice steady. “That’s more than a lot of people can say. You’re working to be better for yourself and for your son. You won’t.”

I shook my head, the doubt still gnawing at me. “It just feels like... I’m trying, but I don’t know if it’s enough. My anger’s always there.”

Dr. Bailey leaned in closer. "I want you to do something for me, Cassius. Every time you feel that anger bubbling up, every time you feel like you’re losing control, I want you to stop and think about your son. Think about what he needs from you, not just now, but for his whole life. Write it down if you have to. Keep that thought in your head, and let it guide you. Because if you let this anger take over, you'll lose more than anything else. You'll lose your chance to be a father to Ekon. And that's something you can't afford."

"Fuck," I muttered, hearing Ekon's name hit different.

Dr. Bailey was right. I couldn’t let this shit control me.

After leaving the doc, I hit up an AA meeting. Sometimes, just listening to others trying to get their lives back on track helped me make sense of my own.

I didn’t say anything during the meeting. Just sat in the back, arms crossed, watching. People took turns sharing their stories—about hitting rock bottom, about losing control, about trying to find their way back. I wanted to be able to get up there one day and tell everybody I was better.

When the meeting ended, I got up to leave, but this girl came over to me. She was dark-skinned, pretty face, small, like a fucking pixie—there was something about her that caught my attention. I couldn’t figure it out.

“Hey,” she said, offering me a soft smile. “I’m Charmaine.”

“Cassius,” I said, shaking her hand. Her grip was firm, warm.

“I’ve seen you here before,” she said, tilting her head.

“I haven’t seen you though.”

She nodded. “I’ve missed a few recently but started coming here years ago. Started drinking when I was young. My mom was heavy on drugs... some bad shit happened, and I tried to drown it all out.”

I didn’t know what to say, so I just nodded. Sometimes, there weren’t words for that kind of pain.

She smiled again, a little brighter this time. “I don’t know why... but today something about you made me want to come over and offer you my support. Maybe I could be your sponsor?”

I raised an eyebrow. “Why?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Something just drew me to you.”

I thought about it for a second, then nodded. Maybe this was what I needed—a fresh start, some motivation. Someone to help me who wasn’t tied to all the bullshit from my past.

As we walked out of the building, I saw Silas pull up. He had called me before I walked in and asked for the address. He hopped out. “I need my son’s car seat,” he said, referring to Ekon. Then he saw Charmaine.

His eyes widened, and I could tell right away what was coming next.

“Yo, Cassius,” Silas called out, lowering his voice. “Who’s this?”

I shook my head. “Just get Ekon’s car seat, man. Don’t worry about her.”

But Silas wasn’t paying attention to me. His eyes were glued to Charmaine, and she was staring right back at him.

I couldn’t help but chuckle. In the same second, I’d gained and lost a sponsor.


Chapter fifty six




The rain was coming down in sheets, pelting the windshield as I sat frozen in my car on the Howard Frankland Bridge, the whole thing shaking every time another car flew by. My hands were gripping the steering wheel so tight my knuckles were white. Ekon was in the backseat, crying—no, screaming—because he could sense my panic, and all I could do was stare straight ahead, unable to move, unable to think. The bridge, the height, the shaking.

I hated this fucking bridge.

Triple A said they’d be an hour, but I couldn’t wait an hour. My nerves were completely shot. I felt like the world was closing in on me, and I didn’t have time to figure out another solution.

I did what I told myself I wouldn’t do. I called Cassius. I couldn’t call Jonas or Naomi—they were in Miami. Solomon was out of town too, and as much as I wanted to keep my distance from Cassius, right now, I needed him.

He picked up on the second ring, and I could hear a woman in the background, giggling, like I’d interrupted some shit. But I didn’t care. Not now.

“Angel? What’s wrong?” His voice was calm, but I could hear the shift, the concern sliding into his tone.

“I... I got a flat on the bridge,” I stammered, trying to keep my voice steady. “Ekon’s in the car, and I’m freaking out.”

There was a pause. “You’re on the Howard Frankland?”

“Yeah,” I breathed, feeling stupid for calling, but I didn’t know what else to do.

“Stay there. I’ll be there in 15 minutes,” he said, his voice suddenly firm, all business.

“You gotta take an Uber home,” he told the girl.

I heard her say something before he hung up.

Fifteen minutes. I could wait fifteen minutes, right?

When Cassius finally pulled up, I could’ve cried with relief. He parked behind me, jumped out of the car, and ran straight over, no umbrella, no nothing. We were both soaked within seconds. Ekon’s cries got louder, more panicked, and I felt like the worst mother in the world for dragging him into this.

Cassius scooped him up, holding him close, shielding him from the rain as best he could. His shirt was plastered to his chest, showing off the muscles I tried not to stare at. Shit. Why did he have to look so damn good, even now? Maybe it was because I hadn’t seen him in a few weeks—two months, to be exact. He’d been picking up and dropping off Ekon at Solomon’s house, Solomon answering the door. I was still trying to figure out a way to tell Solomon I didn’t want to do it his way anymore. It made the situation more uncomfortable than before. Cassius and I had our issues, but we had done it 100% right when dealing with our son. This way made it feel like we weren’t co-parenting the right way.

“Let me get him in the car,” he said, already moving toward his own car, not even looking back to see if I was following. The bridge was swaying, I was crying, hoping the rain covered it up. This was my worst nightmare. I had to get too close to the edge to get in the passenger side, and I imagined myself falling into the black water. I was damn near about to have a panic attack.

Once we were inside, I thanked God he had the heat on. He pulled Ekon’s wet clothes off and dried him with napkins before getting in. Ekon quieted down—Cassius’s presence always worked magic on him.

Cassius glanced over at me from the driver’s seat, his polo and dress pants drenched. “You good?”

“Yeah,” I whispered. “Thanks for coming.”

“Anything for my son. You know that.”

Why did that kind of make me feel bad—for his son, not me too? I pushed it to the back of my mind. It was obvious my fear had me feeling weak and soft.

We drove in silence, the rain still coming down heavy.

Cassius jumped out and grabbed Ekon after taking my keys, leaving me.

I followed them inside, going directly to my room to jump in a hot shower. I made it quick, then changed into a pair of tights and a t-shirt.

Cassius was coming downstairs just as I was turning off my crockpot, and he ended up in the kitchen with me.

I turned to him. “I’ve left some of your old clothes in the guest bathroom if you want to change. You’ll catch a cold like that.”

I went to check on Ekon when he walked away. He was still fast asleep. I went back down to make Cassius a plate—the least I could do was feed him if he was hungry.

He came back downstairs, just wearing his gym shorts. His shirt was slung over his shoulder.

I tried not to stare, but he noticed. Of course, he noticed.

“You can have anything you see and like,” he teased, that damn smirk that got on my nerves playing on his lips.

I rolled my eyes. “Shut up and sit your ass down. I made chicken and dumplings.”

He chuckled, but he sat down on the sofa. I brought him a bowl, handing it over before settling next to him on the couch. The TV was on, playing some random show in the background, but neither of us was really paying attention.

“I know you haven’t watched the last episode of Evil,” he said, picking up the remote. “We could watch that while we wait for the rain to die down.”

He gave me a strange look. “You sure your fiancé is cool with me being here without him?”

“Please be quiet, Cassius, and let’s watch this show—or take the bowl and go away.”

He chuckled but said, “Turn it on.”

After the show, Cassius started talking. “I apologized to Keisha, too.”

My spoon of ice cream stopped halfway to my mouth. “You did?”

“Yeah,” he said. “I put her through some shit, and she didn’t deserve that.”

I was so surprised. “So y’all fucking around again?” I heard the anger in my tone with my own ears.

He laughed and shook his head. “No, she tried, but I told her my baby momma would kill me.”

I ignored his comment. “That’s... good, Cassius. Really good.”

He looked at me, his eyes searching mine. “I’ve been working on it, Angel. Trying to be better for Ekon. Thank you for him.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. You’re welcome didn’t seem like the right thing even though he was thanking me. Plus, there was something in his voice, something that tugged at a part of me, and I needed to change the subject.

Cassius was quiet for a beat, then he reached over, brushing a strand of hair away from my face. His fingers lingered. “Anything for you, Angel. I mean that.”

My breathing went all crazy. It was like the air thickened, like we had been pulled into our old orbit. For a second, it was like we never fell apart. Like he was still mine, like we were still us. And I couldn’t help it—I leaned in, closed the gap, because a kiss felt inevitable. My body remembered how good his lips on me felt, even if I didn’t want to. I went to press my lips against his...

He pulled back, standing up so fast I blinked and missed it. “The rain’s stopped,” he said, his voice strained, like he was holding something in. “I should head out before it starts again.”

I just stared at him, trying to figure out what the hell just happened. He didn’t even glance my way as he left, just grabbed his keys and walked out the door like it was nothing. It clicked shut behind him.

I sat there, my heart still racing, confusion curling up in my stomach. Was he... over me? Had he really moved on?

The thought—the idea that maybe he had—sat heavy in my chest. I hated that it bothered me, that it even mattered. I had Solomon. I shouldn’t even care. But I did, and I didn’t know what the hell to do with that.


Chapter fifty seven




“I should’ve kissed her,” I said as I slouched back in the therapist’s leather chair. “I should’ve kissed her and fucked the shit out of her, got her pregnant again. She would've let me. She was looking at me like she did in the beginning. Why the fuck is she so fucking sexy all the time? I wanted to. I really wanted to,” I ranted.

Dr. Bailey was sitting across from me with a raised eyebrow, but he didn’t say anything right away. He had that patient look on his face, like he was waiting for me to keep going, waiting to dig into my shit like he always did if I didn’t say the right thing.

I shrugged, feeling a little of the residual anger I was holding in start to rise up again. “But I didn’t. Because I know her. She’d probably say some dumb shit afterward, like it was a mistake or we couldn’t be together because of old fella.” I paused, shaking my head. “And then I would’ve lost it and done some stupid shit. Then all this money I’ve been throwing at you would be wasted because I snapped and probably would have choked her ass a little. Plus, I wasn’t letting her use me for some  dick because she was scared from sitting on the bridge and feeling all vulnerable and shit.”

Dr. Bailey’s face twitched, and I could tell he wanted to laugh but was holding it in. He cleared his throat before he spoke. “You know what, Cassius? I’m proud of you. You recognized the situation and left. That shows growth. You’re not reacting impulsively like you used to. That’s real progress.”

I shifted in my seat, scratching the back of my neck. His words didn’t make me feel any better, though. If anything, it pissed me off more because it felt like some kind of weird accomplishment to not freak out just because the world didn’t rotate my way. I could recognize how bad I was now. “Yeah, thank you or whatever,” I muttered.

Dr. Bailey leaned forward a bit, crossing his legs. “So, you’re ready to move on?”

I thought about it for a beat, let the question sit with me. My feelings for Angel hadn’t changed, but I also knew I couldn’t keep living like I was. “I still love the fuck outta Angel, but I ain’t gon’ keep hurting my own damn feelings, you know? I’m done with that. She can keep making her mistakes with the old man. That’s on her. I’m going to move on, start dating seriously. Angel taught me a lot. And even Ciara, too. I learned I’m more stable with one woman. In a relationship. I drink less. Party less. I need stability. It keeps me from spiraling, and I can’t keep leaning on Jonas and Naomi—and even Silas got a girl now.” I needed that grounding. Angel had given me that, but now she was someone else’s. And as much as it killed me, I had to let her go. Or at least try.

Bailey nodded, his eyes locking onto mine. “That’s good to hear. Recognizing what you need is a big part of growth. Remember that relationships aren’t just about what they can do for you. You need to reciprocate, think about their feelings. Make sure it’s balanced.”

I let his words sink in. He was right.

Bailey talked some more, throwing in his usual affirmations and encouraging bullshit. This was the part I didn’t think I needed. My mind was already drifting.

When the session ended, I got up, feeling like I always did after these talks—like I was better, but not fixed. Maybe I’d never be fixed. Maybe that was the point. I was working on it still. I wanted it so Ekon never had to pay to talk to anybody because I fucked him up.

I walked out to my car, pulling out my phone. I pulled up Angel’s number. I hadn’t changed the name on it. It still said Wife, even though she hadn’t been mine for a long time. I really thought we’d get back together.

But now?

Without thinking too hard about it, I tapped on it and changed the name from Wife to Angel. Just her name. Nothing more.

I sat back in the driver’s seat, staring at the screen for a second longer. It was a small thing, but it felt like a step forward. Like the start of something new. Or maybe just the end of something that had been dead for a while.

I took a deep breath, threw my phone on the passenger seat. Maybe what I was doing to cope wasn’t enough yet, but it was something.


Chapter fifty eight




When Solomon opened the door, his smile was warm but didn’t quite reach his eyes. He looked tired, like he’d been carrying something heavy all day and was still figuring out how to set it down. I hadn’t seen him in five days. He’d flown to the Dominican Republic to bring his mother here for a visit to meet me. I stepped inside, my nerves on edge. His place smelled of roasted garlic and herbs.

His mother was already seated at the dining table, a small, elegant-looking woman with neatly pinned hair and kind brown eyes that watched me closely, assessing. She reminded me of someone’s sweet grandmother—the kind who would slip you money when your parents weren’t looking.

“Angel, bienvenida,” she said, her voice sugary. “So good to finally meet you.”

“Thank you for coming to meet me,” I managed, forcing my nerves down. I could feel Solomon’s hand at the small of my back, guiding me into the space like he was presenting me. I took a seat, smoothing my dress down and trying to ignore the tremor in my hands. I knew I was being watched, every gesture dissected, weighed.

We sat down, and there was small talk—polite. She asked me about work, about Ekon and his father. I answered as best as I could without going into too much detail.

“I’ll go check on the food; it should be done now,” his mother said, her accent thick when things got silent. Solomon followed her. I fidgeted with my napkin.

I should have stayed put, but I started overthinking—maybe I should have offered to help. I pushed back my chair and followed them. As I approached the kitchen, I heard their voices, low, speaking rapid Spanish.

“She’s too young,” his mother said, her voice edged with frustration. “Esto no está bien, Solomon. You have responsibilities back home.”

I couldn’t catch everything, but I understood enough. The disapproval, the disappointment. She thought I was a distraction, a detour he couldn’t afford to take.

“Mami, this is my life now. I’m not going back,” Solomon replied, his tone flat, like he’d had this argument a hundred times before.

I froze, my heart hammering in my chest. What responsibilities? Was it another woman? Something else? I backed away. I went back to my seat, plastering on the biggest, fakest smile I could muster when they came out of the kitchen, acting like I hadn’t just heard him and his mother.

Dinner went on; the food was perfect—Dominican—but I barely tasted it. I kept replaying their conversation in my head, trying to figure out what it meant. Every time I looked at Solomon, he just smiled like nothing was wrong.

Later, in bed, after he had taken his mother back to the hotel she had insisted on staying in, I told him I had heard them. “What was that about?”

Solomon’s face twisted, his jaw clenched so tight I could see the muscle twitch. He sat up, eyes narrowing at me. “Were you eavesdropping?” he snapped. “Angel, that’s not okay. You don’t listen in on conversations that don’t concern you. You shouldn’t have been listening,” he continued, shaking his head like I’d disappointed him. “It wasn’t about you. It’s not something you need to worry about. I expect better from you.”

And just like that, I felt like a scolded child. Was this how Ekon felt when I talked to him? I was too stunned to say anything. I nodded and turned my back to him. I felt the bed move as he got up and left the room.

I lay there, staring into the darkness, wondering if I had jumped out of the pan with Cassius and into a fire with Solomon, feeling lonelier than I had in a while.


Chapter fifty nine




I hated roses, especially as gifts. Who wanted something that lasted such a short time, then died? Solomon had sent me five dozen red ones, big and showy bouquets, filling my house with their heavy scent. I stared at them, thinking that if you needed this many flowers to say sorry, whatever he was hiding was probably really bad. 

The card was short and to the point. Forgive me. I love you. Not even in Solomon’s handwriting, but neat and perfect like his secretary’s.

He showed up not long after five, still dressed in his daily suit, letting himself in, looking like he’d spent too much time thinking on the drive over, trying to figure out what lie to tell. I wasn't sure he was going to lie; I just knew whatever he was going to say wouldn’t be the whole truth about what I heard from his mom. He stepped inside, glanced at the roses, then looked at me like he was trying to gauge my reaction. He closed the door.

He came and sat next to me on the sofa. I still hadn’t said shit to him—not after how he’d talked to me.

“Angel,” he started, his voice careful. “My mother... she’s old-fashioned. She thinks I should be back home, taking care of family things, marrying someone from my own culture. She doesn’t think we’ll work because you’re younger and, well... different. But I don’t care what she thinks.”

I stood there, taking it all in. “Okay,” I said, trying to keep my tone steady.

He sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. “I’m sorry for the way I talked to you. But Angel, I’m older. I’ve seen things. I know what’s best.”

His words irked me. It felt like he was putting me in my place, like I didn’t have a clue. Like I wasn't grown. I wanted to argue, but instead, I swallowed it down and forced a smile. “I get it. It’s fine,” I said.

But it wasn’t fine. I didn’t like how he made me feel, and if I said what I really wanted to say, that would be the end of us. I needed to think first this time. I had already ruined one relationship.

I forced a smile, feeling my throat tighten. “I was actually just about to head out. Can we talk about this later?” I said, reaching for my bag. “I promised Naomi I’d meet up with her. She’s been waiting.” I didn’t give him a chance to respond. I grabbed my keys, avoiding his eyes as I rushed to the door. I needed to get out before I said something I’d regret.

I had no plans with Naomi, but I headed there. It had been about four months since we’d hung out. I’d been stuck up under Solomon so much. When I pulled up to her place, her driveway was full, and there was a sign that said Come in.

As soon as I walked in, I realized I was crashing a private celebration. The way Naomi’s house was set up, you could see the dining area from the living room. Jonas, Silas, Charmaine, and Cassius were all there, Ekon sitting happily on Cassius’s lap, all surrounded at the dining table. There were a few other people I didn’t recognize. It was like I’d walked into a moment I wasn’t supposed to see.

Naomi gave me a half-smile, clearly surprised. “Angel! What’s up?”

“What’s the occasion?” I asked, trying to sound casual.

Cassius glanced up, meeting my eyes. “I’m three months sober. And celibate.”

“Wow,” I said, nodding. “That’s... that’s amazing.” I didn’t even know he’d stopped drinking, and I damn sure didn’t know he’d stopped fucking. But after the time I almost kissed him, we really hadn’t talked much. He was eyeing me. Ekon didn’t even pay me any attention, he was stuffing his mouth full of food.

Cassius noticed. “Ekon, speak to your mom,” he said gently, but Ekon just shook his head, focused on his food.

“It’s okay, let him eat.”

I knew my son loved me, but in the moment, it hurt. I smiled through it.

Naomi stood. “I’ll get another chair,” she said, trying to get me to stay.

“No. I just stopped by to say hi,” I said quickly. “I have plans with Solomon, actually.” I think that was the problem. I had let Solomon get in between everything.

I lied, but I couldn’t stay. I left, feeling out of place and more alone than I had when I walked in. I hurried out. I drove aimlessly until I found myself at a quiet park, parking under a tree and just sitting there, staring at nothing.

I was lost in my thoughts when my phone buzzed. A text from Cassius: Are you okay?

I looked at the screen, my chest tightening. I wanted to say no, that I wasn’t okay, that everything felt like it was falling apart. But instead, I just put the phone down and leaned back. My problems, outside of Ekon, weren’t Cassius’s problems anymore.

I wished I could drown out everything I didn’t want to feel.

Then I thought of a better idea. I pulled out my phone, scrolled until I found Cassius’s therapist, and dialed the number. I asked his secretary for a referral. 


Chapter sixty




I pulled up to Angel’s place. Ekon was knocked out in the backseat, his little chest rising and falling like he didn’t have a care in the world. He’d had a long day, running around and wearing himself out. I carried him up the steps to Angel’s house, surprised she didn’t have me dropping him off at Grandpa Sol’s. Angel opened the door before I could even knock. She nodded. No hi, no hey.

Well okay, I thought. I let it go. “I’ll put him in his bed,” I offered, moving past her to put Ekon down upstairs.

When I came back down, Angel was in the kitchen, taking her frustrations out on some dough with a rolling pin. Baking. It was always baking when she was mad as hell. I watched her from the doorway. She was in a pair of denim shorts that barely grazed the tops of her thighs, frayed at the edges, hugging her curves. The white wife beater she wore was thin, clinging to her body in a way that made it look like a second skin, the fabric slightly see-through under the kitchen light. Her hair was pulled back into two thick braids, falling over her shoulders, framing her pretty face. How in the fuck had I fumbled her?

I felt the urge to ask her what was up, but we were on some polite co-parenting shit, and she’d made it clear as day—anything outside of Ekon wasn’t for us to talk about anymore. I tried to let it go, but it was irritating, knowing she was spinning out and I couldn’t help.

“Thanks for changing the drop-off,” she said, trying to keep her tone neutral. “Just bring him here for the next few weeks.”

She looked up briefly but didn’t say anything else.

“No problem. I’m about to head out,” I said. I turned to leave, got a few steps away, and then I heard her ask, “Why didn’t you tell me you were celibate?”

I paused, turning back to face her, my eyes narrowing slightly. “Why would I? You told me to keep our conversations about Ekon. So I did.” I shrugged, playing it off, but I was annoyed she was even asking me about it. No "hey, good job not drinking or smoking anymore," but why are you celibate and didn’t tell me? Why even ask? She wasn’t trying to fuck me.

“Have a good day, Angel.”

She followed me into the living room. I paused long enough to pick up my keys and phone from where I dropped them on her coffee table.

She was biting the hell out of her lip, looking like she was trying not to say something, but then she just blurted it out. “Why didn’t you kiss me that night?”

I stared at her, trying to read what was going on behind her eyes, but she was always hard to figure out when she was in her own head. I sank down on the sofa, patting the spot next to me.

“You need to talk, Angel?”

She hesitated but sat down, quiet as hell. She didn’t say a word, just stared at her hands like they held all the answers she was looking for.

“What’s wrong? You seem all over the place right now,” I said, watching her, waiting for her to say something, anything, but she just stayed silent. I sighed, running my hands over my face, feeling that old pull that always made me want to solve her problems. She remained silent. I decided to answer her question. Maybe it would get her talking.

“I’m celibate because I’m trying to be better,” I said. “Trying to learn how to handle my own shit instead of losing myself in women, instead of distracting myself from everything I don’t wanna deal with. My sex habits weren’t no better than my drinking or smoking habits.”

Angel just nodded.

I stood up, feeling the need to put space between us. “I gotta get going,” I said, ready to leave, but I couldn’t just walk out. Not without saying something.

“I didn’t kiss you because I didn’t want you to have another regret that involved me,” I confessed. “I’m not in a rush with you.

 I haf decided I was going to move on, now I changed my mind. If you were happy, I would let you be. But you aren't. And you’ve never stopped looking at me like you did that first day, like you saw something you wanted, needed. But I fucked up, and now I gotta let you find your way back to me on your own terms.”

Her breath hitched.

I smirked, leaning down close enough that I could see that something in her eyes—the something she was trying hard to bury.

“A little experience will do you good, Angel. 

 I see old man Solomon got you spinning, he running you ragged. So I probably won't have to wait long."

I shook my head. “When you’re ready, you’ll be back. I know you’ll appreciate me even more after him. Because even when I fucked up, I never tried to change you. You’re already too fucking lovable as you are. Don’t let Unc make you feel any different.”

I straightened up and walked out, leaving her to sit with her thoughts. I’d just put the ball back in her court. She wasn’t ready yet, but she would be and now she knew I'd be waiting.


Chapter sixty one




It had been a week since Cassius sat on my couch, looked me dead in the eyes, and told me he was letting me find my way back to him. His words had been sitting in my head. keeping me up. He had the audacity to be prophesizing on what I was going to do, with his smug ass. But then... was my reunion with Cassius inevitable?

Was that why I was in Solomon’s house, digging through his shit? Was I trying to find an excuse to break up. Or was it really there because something about him wasn’t sitting right? I’d been side-eyeing him since I overhead that conversation with his mother—the way he’d snapped at me when I brought it up made me think he was hiding more than he said.

I wasn’t proud of myself. But I wasn’t about to stop either.

I’d already gone through the drawers in his office, flipped through the papers stacked on his desk, checked his laptop history. Nothing. There were no signs of anything out of the ordinary, no hidden secrets about another woman or some kind of life he wasn’t telling me about. But the feeling that something was off gnawed at me.

I moved to his closet in his bedroom, pulling open the doors as quietly as I could, even though I knew he wasn’t home. Shirts, suits, all lined up perfectly like everything else in his life. It was kind of weird how everything was perfectly color-coordinated. I reached up to the top shelf, where he kept old boxes—things I figured he never really looked through. But as I was pulling one down, I heard a car pull up in the driveway.

Shit.

I checked my phone. Over an hour had passed since I started looking. I meant to do a clean ten-minute sweep and be out. I had been avoiding him like the plague since he’d been back. I was fed up with him talking to me like I wasn’t an adult. Naomi said a lot of older men do that when they deal with younger women, and it’s a major red flag because the next step is beating your ass like you’re one of their kids—that’s what she claimed at least. But I couldn’t really see Solomon putting his hands on me.

My heart was jumping into my throat as I hurried to put everything back into place. Some of the boxes were a little crooked, but I didn’t have time to fix them. I could hear his footsteps coming up the stairs.

I closed the closet door and rushed to meet him at the top of the stairs, trying to act casual, like I hadn’t just been tearing through his life looking for something I couldn’t even explain.

“There you are,” Solomon said, his voice smooth, a little too warm. He smiled, his eyes tracing over me in a way that made my skin prickle. He reached out, pulling me close, his hands sliding down to rest on my hips. “I missed you,” he murmured, pressing a soft kiss to my neck, then another, lower on my cleavage. His hand slid under the hem of the shirt I was wearing.

“Fuck, you feel good,” he praised.

I tried to focus, tried to let myself sink into his touch. His hands slid under my shirt, rough against my skin as he pulled me closer, grinding his hard dick against me just enough for me to feel him.

“Come on,” he whispered, his breath hot on my ear. “We’ve got time before you have to pick up Ekon. Let me taste you,” he whispered, tugging at my shirt, trying to pull it over my head.

His lips still felt good, but I wasn’t feeling it. Not now. I pushed him back gently, giving him a soft smile to ease the rejection. “I can’t,” I said quietly. “I’ve got therapy in an hour.”

His hands froze on my waist, and he pulled back to look at me, his brow furrowing. “Therapy?” he asked, the word heavy on his tongue. “Since when?”

“I just signed up,” I said, trying to keep my voice casual, like this wasn’t a big deal. But it was. To me, it was. “I need to figure some things out.”

He looked at me like I had just said I was joining a fucking cult. “You need to figure things out?” His voice was sharp. “I don’t believe in that therapy. You know that. I would rather us talk to my priest.”

I stepped back from him, going down a step, crossing my arms over my chest. “You may not believe in it, but I do.”

His eyes narrowed slightly.

I didn’t wait for him to respond, I headed downstairs, grabbed my bag, and headed for the door. “I’ll see you later,” I said over my shoulder. I walked out, I could feel his eyes on me, burning a hole in the back of my head. But I didn’t look back.

I wasn’t lying when I said I was going to see my new therapist. It took me twenty minutes to get there, and I was scared as hell when I pulled up.

How did it make me look, sitting in a therapist's office like I was broken or something? Sometimes it felt like there was no space in this world where a Black woman could be soft, and I was always taught that seeking help was weak. I was raised to handle my own shit, to keep my problems close. Black people didn’t do therapy. We prayed on it, we screamed into pillows, we buried it so deep it calcified in our bones—or we ended up in prison for splitting somebody’s shit wide open.

But then I sat with my thoughts for a second, letting them stretch themselves out. If Cassius, of all people—with his fists, his temper, his self-destruction—could sit down with some stranger, talk about his problems, and become better from it, then I could too.

The receptionist behind the desk was young, probably a few years younger than me, with long box braids pulled up into a bun. Her nails were neon pink, tapping against the keyboard as she typed something. She stopped to greet me.

“Hey, girl. You must be Angel, right?” Her voice was bright, almost too friendly for how I was feeling.

“Yeah,” I nodded, and she handed me a clipboard.

“Go ahead and fill this out, Beloved. Just the basics,” she said, flashing me a smile. The kind of smile that said she’d seen women like me walk in here a hundred times, unsure of whether they should stay—and she was there to make them feel comfortable. Her pretty, smiling ass was helping my nerves.

The door to the therapist’s office opened, and out walked a woman, probably in her mid-fifties, with skin the color of coffee and a head full of kinky grey hair that fell in thick curls around her face. She was pretty in a way that made you feel like you’d want to sit at her kitchen table and drink tea while telling her all your problems. She glanced at me, gave me a warm smile, and said, “Angel? Come on back.”

I stood, my knees feeling a little shaky, and followed her into the room. The office was cozy, the opposite of Cassius’s therapist. It fit me—he had chosen right for me. There was a long maroon futon-like sofa, but it was fluffy.

My therapist sat down across from me, crossing her legs and folding her hands in her lap, watching me for a moment before she spoke. “It’s nice to finally meet you, Angel.,” she said. Her voice was like when an older Black woman calls you “baby,” and it makes you feel warm.

I opened my mouth, but the words got stuck in my throat. I ran my hands over my jean skirt, feeling the rough denim beneath my fingers. Finally, I let out a breath and spoke. “I don’t know what I’m doing with my life. I keep fucking up. I’m engaged and don’t want to be married, and I always feel like hitting someone,” I said, the words tumbling out before I could stop them.

Dr. Reed didn’t flinch. She just nodded, like she understood. “That’s a big statement,” she said softly. “Let’s unpack it together.”


Chapter sixty two




Another session.

Another thousand dollars.

I sat across from Dr. Reed,fidgeting at the hem of my shirt. She was watching me, waiting. The way her eyes held mine made me feel uncomfortable, but I kept talking.

"My daddy never hit me or my mom," I continued, feeling the words thick in my throat. "But he’d punch walls, yell at the top of his lungs like he was trying to tear the house down. He had this booming voice, like thunder, and it used to send chills down my back." I always wanted to hide when he started yelling, but he made me stand there and take it.

Dr. Reed nodded, her face soft. "How often did that happen?"

"It wasn’t an everyday thing," I said quickly, feeling the need to defend him. "We’d go months, and he’d be okay. He could be really sweet, you know? Like, he’d fix things around the house, take me and my mom out to dinner, but then something would set him off. And it didn’t matter who was around when he got mad. He’d just explode." I hated the way he talked down to my mother. I said I would never be her.

I paused, the memories heavy in my chest. "That’s why I never really dated when he was alive. I didn’t make friends either. I didn’t want to introduce people to my daddy who didn’t care if there were people in the house when he was pissed off. He would go off regardless."

Dr. Reed’s expression didn’t change, but it felt like she was listening more closely, if that was possible. Waiting for me to give her the exact moment my life became fucked—well, not really fucked, just slightly off track. I grew up never wanting for anything, and my parents were loving most of the time. They wanted the best for me.

She let the silence stretch until I continued.

"I think that’s why I excused Cassius’s behavior so many times," I admitted, the realization hitting me as I spoke. He reminded me of my daddy. In a messed-up way, we had that in common. Cassius was the only person who could get under my skin like that, the only one who could make me act like my daddy. I’d yell, I’d throw things. I was out in the streets fighting, doing shit I’d never done with anyone else. But somehow, my anger felt... comfortable. Maybe because, with him, I wasn’t alone in it. I had company."

I looked down at my hands. "I guess I thought if I could handle my daddy, I could handle Cassius too. You understand what I mean?"

Dr. Reed leaned forward slightly, her hands resting on her lap. "Yes, Angel, sometimes we accept things as normal because it’s what we grew up around. We make excuses for behavior that crosses boundaries because it feels familiar. But that doesn’t mean it’s right, Angel. It doesn’t mean it’s what you deserve."

After the session, I was outside when I turned the corner and ran smack dab into Cassius.

"Hey," he said, stepping closer until we were sharing the same breath. He smelled good. I wanted to ask him what his new cologne was—it mixed with his body chemistry so well, it was heady as fuck—but I refrained. I wasn’t going to give him any ammo to add to his asinine thoughts—especially not since the whole "let you find your way back to me" talk. I still had it in my head that it was fuck Cassius, and anytime I thought otherwise, I made myself remember how I felt being pregnant, finding him celebrating the next bitch’s birthday after he hadn’t even checked in on me and his son. And besides, I was still with Solomon... for now.

"Naomi told me you were going to therapy. I know how this shit can be draining, so I’ve got a little surprise for you."

I blinked. It wasn’t often Cassius and I did things together anymore. I wanted my friend back. "A surprise?"

He grinned, the way that used to get me every time. "Yeah. Trust me, you’ll like it. You ready to go?"

"Where’s Ekon?"

He rolled his eyes. "Silas has him. You know if he ain’t with me or you, he’s with Silas." He was right. Silas said he didn’t want any kids of his own. He said he was just going to be Ekon’s second daddy and my second baby daddy.

"I’m not taking no for an answer," he said, grabbing my hand.

We headed out to his car.

We were pulling out of the parking lot when Brent Faiyaz’s voice spilled through the car speakers. Cassius started singing along to "Came Right Back," his voice deep, lazy, like he wasn’t trying too hard but knew damn well what he was doing. The lyrics floated between us. I shot him a side-eye. He knew I damn near melted when he started singing.

"You’re not slick," I said, laughing under my breath. I reached over and shut the radio off.

He smirked, his eyes still on the road but full of something familiar. "What? It’s just a song."

I shook my head, fighting the grin trying to come to my lips. "Yeah, okay. How about we ride in silence?"

He chuckled. "Okay, whatever you want, pretty girl."

We pulled up to Adventure Island about twenty minutes later, and I laughed. "Adventure Island, Cassius? What are we, kids?"

He smirked, parking the car. "We’re about to endure the lazy river together. I figured it’s the least stressful thing we could do, right? And I brought you something."

From the backseat, he pulled out a small bag and handed it to me. Inside was a tiny yellow one-piece bathing suit. I held it up, eyeing him with suspicion.

"You just wanted to see my ass in this," I teased, shaking my head.

He chuckled. "Maybe a little. But it’s cute, right?"

"You right." I gave him that.

We went through the lines easily—it was a Tuesday morning in October, not many people were there. I headed to the changing rooms, slipping into the suit. It fit me like a second skin, and when I stepped out, Cassius’s eyes lingered on me longer than they probably should have.

"You look good," he said, his voice low and heavy. I forced my eyes not to drop. I knew he was probably hard.

"Don’t start," I warned, though I couldn’t help but smile as I led him to the entrance to the ride.

We floated down the lazy river together, side by side, the water warm and soothing.

"Did you ever do stuff like this as a kid?" I asked, breaking the silence.

"Yeah," he said, looking up at the sky. "Me and Silas used to come here all the time. We’d fuck around in the water, race down the slides. You?"

"I never really did the whole water park thing," I admitted. "I never had too many friends."

He nodded, then went quiet for a bit, the sound of the water sloshing around us. Out of nowhere, he said, "I was thinking about some stupid shit last night and the night before."

"What?" I asked cautiously. Anything could come out of Cassius's mouth.

"That we’ve got a whole son together, spent all this time together, and I never even asked you your favorite color. That shit bothers me, not knowing for some reason, Angel."

There was something in his voice that hit different. He wasn’t just talking about colors. He was talking about all the little things we never knew about each other because we were too busy fighting or fucking or just trying to survive whatever our relationship was.

"Yellow," I said, glancing at him. "But I never asked yours either, so it’s okay."

He smiled softly. "It’s blue now. But pink when I was little. My daddy wasn’t having that, but he didn’t know I liked it because girls wore that color."

We both laughed. That sounded just like Cassius, mannish.

We floated in silence after that, lost in our own thoughts, the sun beating down on us. For the first time in a long time, I felt... peaceful. We were just... there. Just us. No labels, no expectations. Just us, drifting.


Chapter sixty three




I felt good after my day with Cassius. We ended up grabbing dinner, and for a moment, it felt like old times—easy, light, no drama. When I pulled up to the house, I expected a quiet night. Silas had offered to keep Ekon, and Solomon was supposed to be out of town. I had plans: take a long bath, maybe catch up on Reasonable Doubt or finally crack open that book I'd been meaning to read. Just something simple. Something peaceful.

But when I walked in and flipped the lights on, I stopped dead in my tracks.

Solomon was sitting in the dark, like he’d been waiting for me. His silhouette was barely visible, but the tension in the room was suffocating, wrapping around me like a noose. He didn’t move, didn’t say a word—just sat there, staring. My stomach dropped. This wasn’t going to be good.

His bad energy hit me like a wall, and all the good feelings I’d had earlier, floating in that lazy river with Cassius, vanished.

“Why are you here? Weren’t you supposed to be out of town?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady.

He didn’t answer right away, just dragged his eyes over me, lingering on my yellow bathing suit. I’d thrown a cover-up over it, but standing there in front of him, I suddenly felt too exposed. His stare made my skin crawl.

“You touched my things,” he said finally, his voice cold, accusing. “And what the fuck are you wearing?”

I blinked, caught off guard by the venom in his tone. I stepped inside, shutting the door behind me, trying to keep my composure. “What are you talking about, Solomon? What things?”

“I’m talking about you going through my stuff.” He stood up slowly, his movements deliberate, calculated. “I told you not to worry about what my mother said, but you didn’t listen. You went snooping because you don’t trust me, do you?”

My pulse kicked up, and I could feel anger rising in my chest. “I don’t trust what you’re hiding!” I shot back. “You wouldn’t tell me what’s going on, so yeah, I looked! What else was I supposed to do when you’re keeping secrets from me?”

His face twisted with disgust, curling his lip. “Now you wish to start inquiring? Now you want to assume the role of detective?” His voice dripped with disdain. "Tú eres nada más que una cualquiera con suerte," he spat, calling me a “lucky whore.”

“You were just somebody’s baby mama when I met you,” he continued, his words like poison. “Gorgeous, sure, but overweight, and you don’t even know how to act. I’m trying to treat you right, give you something better, but you don’t deserve it. You don’t deserve me. You keep getting in your own way. But I know we can fix this if you follow a few rules.”

My heart pounded in my chest, his words cutting deep. But I wasn’t about to let him see me break. “You must be out of your fucking mind if you think I’m gonna follow your rules,” I said, my voice shaking with barely contained rage. “Get the fuck out of my house.”

He didn’t budge. Instead, he stepped closer, his eyes narrowing. Before I could react, his hand shot out, grabbing my face, his fingers digging into my cheeks.

“I didn’t waste my time on you for nothing,” he hissed, his voice low and menacing. “You’re going to church with me, and you’re going to learn how to act like the woman I need. I don’t care what you think.”

“Let me go,” I screamed, my hands shaking. I shoved him back, my skin burning where his fingers had touched me. I was done. Done with him, done with his bullshit.

But he wasn’t done with me. His grip tightened on my face, and panic flared in my chest. My hand flew out, slapping him hard across the face, the sound cracking through the air like a gunshot.

His eyes went dark, and I saw the rage before he even moved. His fist came down like a hammer, crashing into my face, knocking me backward. I hit the floor hard, my vision blurring, pain radiating through my skull. I tasted blood.

He stood over me, cursing in Spanish—words I didn’t fully understand, but the meaning was clear.

Rage and fear became tangle together in my chest. I grabbed the closest thing I could reach—a lamp. Without thinking, I hurled it at him. Time seemed to slow for a split second as it flew through the air before smashing into his face with a hard, sickening thud. While he was thrown off balance, I scrambled to my feet and bolted for the door.

I pulled up to Naomi’s house, my body trembling.  My whole face throbbed, and the taste of blood lingered on my tongue.

I stumbled out of the car, my legs feeling like they could give out at any second. My head was pounding, and my chest felt tight, like I couldn’t breathe. I made it to Naomi’s front door, barely knocking before it flew open.

Naomi’s face twisted from a smile to shock when she saw me. I must’ve looked crazy—bloodied, that tiny-ass swimsuit clinging to my body, hair a mess.

“Angel?” Her voice was soft at first, like she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Then her eyes narrowed. “What the fuck happened?” she whispered, stepping aside to let me in.

I stepped inside, and the noise from the living room hit me—Cassius, Jonas, and Silas, laughing about something. They hadn’t seen me yet, but that shit was about to change. Ekon’s baby giggle hit my ears, and the tears came, hot and fast. Thank God he wasn’t with me when it all went down.

Naomi didn’t wait for me to answer. She grabbed my arm and yanked me into the living room. And that’s when they all saw me.

Silas was the first to react, his eyes widening as he took me in. “What the fuck?” he muttered, standing up.

Jonas followed, eyebrows shooting up in surprise. But then there was Cassius. His eyes darkened, that dangerous look I knew all too well. He stood up slowly, his fists clenched at his sides. The room suddenly felt too small, the air too thick.

“Angel,” Naomi whispered, her voice tight. “What happened?”

Cassius handed Ekon to Naomi, his eyes never left mine. Ekon busted out crying.

I didn’t speak up quickly enough,

“Tell me what happened,” Cassius he repeated, his voice low, controlled. But I knew that look. He was on the edge.

“We argued,” I stammered, my voice barely a whisper. “Solomon... he found out I was snooping through his stuff... and he... he went crazy.”

Cassius cocked his head, staring at my face. He was calm. Too fucking calm. That’s how I knew it was bad.

Silas was already heading for the door. Jonas stood up, and he and Cassius walked out together without a word.

“Cassius...” I started, but Naomi grabbed my arm, stopping me from chasing after him.

“You’re not stopping them,” she said, her voice low but firm.

“He’s going to kill him,” I whispered.

Naomi just nodded. “Yeah, probably,” she said, so casually.


Chapter sixty four




I pulled up to Solomon’s place, pissed the fuck off, already on ten. Heart banging in my chest, rage sitting in my gut like fire, and no matter how many therapy techniques I tried, I couldn’t put it out. All I saw was Angel’s face—bruised, bloodied, her eyes full of fear—and Ekon crying. That shit was on me. And now, I had to handle it.

Silas was in the passenger seat, quiet, but I knew he was ready. He was always ready for this kind of shit. I didn’t even turn off the car. This wasn’t gonna take long.

I hit the steps, fist raised to knock, but the old bastard opened the door before I could. His lip was busted, and his nose was swollen and blue. Angel got her licks in, and that made me proud—at least she’d defended herself.

“I knew she’d call you,” he said, smug as fuck, shaking his head. “She’s weak." Without missing a beat, he pulled a gun on me.

I didn’t flinch. His hand wasn’t even steady. I pulled mine, aimed straight at his face.

We stood there, both of us holding steel like two men willing to die. But I could see it in his eyes—he wasn’t. He was all talk. His safety wasn’t even off. Mine was never on.

“Do something, bitch,” I said, my voice low, calm.

Before he could decide, Silas came up behind him like a ghost. One hit to the ribs, and Solomon folded like a lawn chair. That’s when I stepped in. I slammed the door behind me and cracked him across the face with my gun. He dropped, blood pouring from his nose, his eyes wide with shock.

“Get the fuck up,” I barked, grabbing him by the collar and dragging him into a chair.

He groaned, clutching his ribs, trying to catch his breath. I wasn’t giving him the chance.

I stood over him, rage boiling under my skin. “Why the fuck did you hit Angel?”

He wiped his face, blood smeared on his hand, sneering at me like he had something to say. “She hit me first,” he spat. “She went through my stuff.”

That wasn’t an excuse. Not by a long shot.

I leaned down, my gun still tight in my grip, trigger finger itching. “What the fuck are you hiding, Solomon? Why’d you snap on her?”

He tried to keep that tough-guy act, but I could see him crumbling. “I’m not hiding anything,” he said, his voice shaky. “My mom. She thought Angel was too young, thought she wouldn’t understand me. She thought I’d hurt her.”

He stopped talking, like he realized he’d said too much.

“Hurt her?” I demanded, shoving the gun under his chin.

His eyes darted to Silas, then back to me. He swallowed, hard. “Like I did with... my ex. We fought. I hurt her. She ran. My mom thought I’d do the same to Angel. But I didn’t mean to. I just—”I hit him again, this time with my fist. His mouth started leaking faster.

“So you’re just a fucking abuser, and you met me and chose my woman to prey on? You definitely don’t like breathing.” I growled.

He didn’t say shit. He just sat there, holding his ribs, blood dripping down his face.

I wanted to shoot him. Put a bullet between his eyes and be done with it. But Angel didn’t need that. Ekon didn’t need that. And I wasn’t going to be the man I used to be.

Instead, I leaned down, close enough to see the fear swimming in his bloodshot eyes. My voice dropped to a whisper. “Stay the fuck away from Angel. If I even think you’re near her, you’re done. Dead.”

He nodded, trembling now.

“You ain’t shit, old fuck,” I spat.

Silas stepped up and slammed his fist into Solomon’s gut one last time. I heard something crack, and I didn’t care what it was.

On the way out, I grabbed his phone and keys. His nearest neighbor was half a mile away, and Jonas had already disabled his security system. Solomon would have to crawl for help. He’d probably have to hurt himself even more just to get to it.

Back in the car, I couldn’t shake the anger. My hands were still shaking, adrenaline pumping through me like a drug.

Silas lit a blunt, taking a slow drag, making me want to smoke, I had to fight the urge.. “I’ll call Grady,” he said, his voice calm.

Grady was a friend from high school turned sheriff. Silas didn’t need me to say shit. He already knew the drill.

As we drove off, all I could think about was Angel. This was my fault. If I hadn’t fucked shit up with her, she wouldn’t have been with that weak-ass piece of shit in the first place.


Chapter sixty five




My knee wouldn’t stop shaking under the kitchen table as I sat, watching the front door, hand on my pistol, while the movers hauled in Angel’s things. I told her she was moving in with me until Rico Suave got over whatever the fuck he was going through. He’d been calling and showing up at her house every day for a little better than a week, even after the ass-whooping. His old ass was limping around to harass people—that let me know something was seriously wrong with him.

I couldn’t stop thinking about how this wasn’t the way I imagined us living together. I thought it would be under different circumstances, not because some old man couldn’t keep his hands to himself. This shit was awkward because, even though we’d been together, she’d never even seen the whole house. Now, she was about to be living in it. It didn’t feel haunted by my parents anymore, not since Ekon was born, but still... this wasn’t how I pictured things.

Ekon was upstairs, sleeping in his room. I liked that none of the drama going on had touched him. I would’ve had to kill Solomon if he’d laid a hand on my child.

I glanced over at Angel, sitting across from me, arms wrapped tight around herself like she was physically holding herself together. She’d told me her daddy had a temper, but he never hit her or her mom. This abuse situation had her reeling, and I didn’t know how to help.

She was talking when I finally zoned back in, catching her mid-sentence:

“I should’ve known something was off,” she muttered, eyes glued to the boxes scattered around the room. “He was always trying to control everything—what I wore, who I talked to. I thought he cared, but... I don’t know. Maybe I just wanted to believe he did. Now I have to resort to doing this...”

Hearing her talk about him irked the fuck out of me. It made me angrier than I’d been the night he hit her. I was fucking livid, but I didn’t show it. Not to her. I couldn’t add to her worry. She was scared enough as it was. What good was my rage gonna do? I kept it together, nodding, listening. When she finally stopped talking and just stared at the wall, I got up, left her sitting there, and helped finish getting her stuff inside.

“I’ll be back. You should get some rest,” I told her after setting the security system and alerting the guard I’d hired. She didn’t say anything, just gave me a small nod. She was running on fumes—her eyes barely able to focus, her shoulders slumped. I wanted to do or say something to make it better instantly, but I knew it would take time. I had to get out of there for a minute, clear my head. Because inside, I was ready to explode.

Every part of me wanted to slip back into those old habits. A drink, a blunt. I wanted to fuck until I couldn’t think straight anymore. All the shit I used to do to numb myself. But I couldn’t. Not after everything I’d worked for. Before, I thought being a man meant being hard, meant pushing the pain down until I didn’t feel it anymore. But I’d learned it was the opposite—sometimes, you had to let yourself feel and talk about it.

I thought about calling my therapist, but he was probably tired of my ass. I backed out of my driveway and drove straight to an anger management meeting. They had one on the hour every day until ten PM at a community center not too far from my house. I’d been a few times. I hadn’t spoken yet, but it seemed like a place I could get some of this shit off my chest without being judged too badly. But fuck, it felt like all I did was talk these days.

Walking into the meeting felt like stepping into a room full of people who had nothing in common with me, even though we all did. The chairs were set up in a circle, too damn close together for my liking. Eyes turned to me as I walked in.

I wasn’t used to that. I didn’t like being the center of attention in places like this. The first time I came, I told myself I wasn’t like these people—I had control. I wasn’t angry all the time. But then I heard a few of them speak, and I realized I was exactly like them.

I took an empty seat in that circle, next to a blonde who looked like she was ready to explode. When the group leader asked if anyone wanted to speak, I immediately spoke up. He nodded for me to go.

“I feel like I’ve been doing nothing but talking lately,” I said, the words coming out rough. “I got a therapist. I’m in AA, NA, and now anger management. I’m fucked up, so it’s obvious I’m battling a lot of demons. I came here today instead of doing something stupid, and I’m proud of myself for that. But what I ain’t proud of is the anger I feel toward my son’s mother.”I ran my hand through my hair as I tried to gather my thoughts before continuing.

“She got herself in a little entanglement with this old motherfucker who tried to beat her ass. And I know none of this would’ve happened if she hadn’t gotten with him to spite me. She latched onto him quick, like she needed to prove something. She was trying to show me she could move on, trying to act like she was good without me. I could see it in the empty-ass smile she gave him, like she was forcing herself to be happy.”

I knew what I was saying was fucked up, but I had to get it out.

“She didn’t give herself time to heal from what I did,” I continued, my voice tight with anger. “And I get that. That’s on me. I fucked up. But him? That’s on her. She knew I hated dude from first sight. Told her to stay away from him.”

I explained everything that happened between us. Twenty minutes later, I finished.

The room was quiet for a second before Lisa, one of the Black women in the group, chimed in. “You ever think maybe she got with him because she was trying to fill the space you left when you hurt her, and not to spite you?” she asked. “When someone breaks your trust, you don’t always make the best choices. Sometimes, we settle for less just to feel something.”

“I hadn’t thought about that,” I replied.

Before I could put my thoughts into words, Derrick, a guy in the group, leaned forward. “Man, you sound like you’re just mad ‘cause she moved on. You fucked up, but now you’re pissed someone else stepped in. He shouldn’t have laid his hands on her, but you can’t complain about why she was with him or about her being with him when you were the one who did her dirty too.”

I narrowed my eyes in his direction but bit my tongue and simply nodded. He was halfway right, though. I leaned back, rubbing my hands together. I wasn’t mad because Angel had moved on—I was mad because she’d moved on to someone who didn’t deserve her. After the group saw that I wasn’t going to respond, they moved on. I stayed the entire hour out of respect. What would it look like, me dumping my shit on other people and then bouncing?

The next person to speak was Tamara.

“I used to beat my boys,” she admitted, eyes fixed on the floor. “Not because they did anything, but ‘cause they looked like him. Every time I saw their faces, it was like looking at their daddy, and I’d just snap. I was so mad at him, and they were just... there, you know? Easy targets. Now they live with him. They don’t even wanna see me no more, and I can’t blame them. I did that. I pushed them away. And now all I got is this anger and nobody to take it out on but myself.”

I sat there, listening to Tamara’s story, thinking how fucked up that was. I couldn’t imagine putting my hands on Ekon like that, no matter how angry I got. I’d hurt myself before I’d ever hurt him. It’s fucked up, but listening to her made me feel better about my situation.

After Tamara, the group leader called time, and everyone started getting up. I nodded at a few people, but I was done talking for the night.

I drove toward home—not to the strip club or bar like I wanted. I pulled into the driveway. Inside, the house was quiet despite it being a little after eight PM. I headed upstairs to check on Ekon, finding him asleep.

Then I checked in on Angel. She was in the guest room, lying on top of the covers, finally resting, wearing just one of my t-shirts. Her panties peeked from the hem. I stood there for a second, watching her, realizing that this—her being here, Ekon being safe in the next room—this was how it was supposed to be from the start. No bullshit. No Solomon. Just us.

I took a long shower, letting the water wash over me. My mind drifted to Angel, the way she looked. How soft her skin was, the feel of her plush thighs wrapped around me. One hand against the shower wall, I grabbed my dick and pumped it from root to tip, remembering how she used to feel. How she sounded moaning my name. Her pussy used to get so wet for me. I imagined her plump ass pressing against me as she fucked me back, and before I knew it, I was nutting all over my hand.

It was quick. Unfulfilling. Just something to take the edge off. But it didn’t help—not really. Celibacy was going to be the death of me, especially with Angel under the same roof.

Afterward, I pulled on some sweatpants and wiped the steam off the mirror, catching my reflection. I stared at myself for a long moment. There was something different in my eyes. Growth, maybe? Regret? Hell if I knew. I just wondered if anybody else could see it too.

Before I even realized what I was doing, I found myself standing outside Angel’s door. My hand hovered over the knob, hesitating for a moment, questioning whether I should go in. But the pull was too strong, and before I could talk myself out of it, I turned the knob and eased the door open quietly.

The room was dark, but I could see her lying on top of the covers, her back to me. She didn’t move, didn’t say a word, but I could tell she wasn’t asleep. I tiptoed across the room and slid into the bed beside her, careful not to disturb the space she’d created for herself.

I slipped under the covers, leaving just enough distance between us to respect the boundaries she hadn’t spoken aloud. She didn’t acknowledge me, but she didn’t tell me to leave either.

Neither of us spoke. We just lay there, side by side, breathing the same air, letting the silence fill the room. It wasn’t uncomfortable. If anything, it felt... necessary. Like we both needed quiet.


Chapter sixty six




When I woke up, Cassius was still lying next to me. His chest was rising and falling. He didn’t know how much comfort I would take from having him there, and I damn sure wasn’t about to tell him. He would use it against me. My eyes drifted to the window. The sun wasn’t even out yet. I could hear raindrops. I sighed. When I looked back down at Cassius, I noticed his eyes were on me . Watching. The softness that used to be there was muted.

“Why are you mad at me, Cassius?” I asked, sitting up slowly, feeling the shift in the air between us.

He blinked, like I’d caught him off guard, like he hadn’t expected me to notice. Then he turned his head, looking away for a second, the muscles in his jaw working as he tried to figure out how much to say. “I’m not mad,” he muttered.

I tilted my head, giving him a look. “You’re lying. You’ve been mad since that night. So don’t sit here and try to gaslight me like I don’t know you.”

He exhaled hard, running a hand over his face, dragging it down slowly. “It’s just...” His voice trailed off. He let out another breath. “I’m mad because you stayed with him for so fucking long,” he finally said, his voice tight and raw. “I get why you left after what he did, but why’d you let it get that far?”

I blinked, stunned. “Cassius—”

“No,” he cut me off, shaking his head like he needed to get the words out before they choked him. “That night at the party when he made you leave early, I saw it. I saw it in your eyes. You knew what type of person he was. And I thought, ‘Not my Angel. She’s too smart, too strong to put up with that shit.’ But then you did. And it pissed me off, because I thought you knew better.”

I didn’t even know how to respond. I stared at him for a beat before my mouth would work. “I thought I could handle it,” I whispered, my voice shaking just a little. “I thought if I just... handled it, I wouldn’t have to ask anyone for help. I didn’t want you to see me weak.”

He flinched, like my words had slapped him. “See, that’s stu—” He stopped himself, clenching his fists before letting out a frustrated groan. “Fuck, Angel. If you’d just told me, told somebody—” He stopped again, closing his eyes like he was trying to reel himself back in. “I know I fucked up. I know I put you in a position where you didn’t feel like you could come to me. But Naomi? Silas? Hell, even Jonas? Somebody, Angel. Anybody.”

I bit my lip, my chest tightening. “It wasn’t your responsibility, Cassius. Or theirs. This was my mistake to learn from.”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “Yeah, well, it was a dumb-ass mistake,” he muttered, his voice low.

I knew he didn’t mean it the way it sounded, but it still stung. I turned my head away, looking out the window as the wind howled outside, rattling the glass. The rain felt like it was feeding off the tension in the room. It beat hard against the windows.

After a moment, I sighed. “If you want me to leave, just say it,” I said quietly, testing him.

His head snapped toward me, his glare sharp enough to cut. “Stop saying stupid shit,” he barked.

I almost smiled at that. Almost.

He leaned back against the headboard, letting out a long breath. “I don’t like what happened and I’m resentful,” he said, his voice softer now. “But I gotta let this shit go. I ain’t talking about it again. I hope you stick with counseling, ‘cause I’m sticking with mine. It’s good for you. For both of us.”

I nodded, because he was right. Counseling was helping.

He gave me a small, real smile—not one of his cocky, Cassius grins. Something genuine. “We’re good now?” He asked.

I smiled back, my shoulders relaxing for the first time in days. “Yeah. We’re good.”

His grin widened, and I knew the teasing was coming before he even opened his mouth. “Now, since we’re good, how about you cook me some breakfast? I’m thinking shrimp and grits. I got some smoked sausage from the meat store, too. Oh, and for dinner? Crab boil.”

I rolled my eyes, shaking my head. “You’re out of your mind if you think I’m cooking for you all the time.”

“Maybe not all the time,” he said, his grin turning into that familiar smirk. “But I let you move in, and I ain’t getting no pussy. Least you can do is feed me.”

I threw a pillow at his head, laughing despite myself. “Shut up. I can’t stand you,” I said, but I got out of bed anyway and headed for the bathroom, then the kitchen.


Chapter sixty seven




The sound of heavy,  footsteps coming up from the gym downstairs made my hands pause mid-stir. Cassius stepped into the kitchen, shirtless, his skin slick with sweat, muscles flexing. The air in the room shifted. Thickened. My stomach did a slow, tight flip, and I bit my lip before I could do something stupid, like sigh out loud.

This was week one of living in the same house as him, and I was already losing it. Every day, he made it worse—looking like he looked. And it wasn’t just how he looked. It was him. Cassius had this way of being that pulled me in like gravity. Even now, he wasn’t doing anything but standing there, and yet, I could feel him everywhere, under my skin, in my chest, behind my fucking eyes.

I turned my head back to the stove and kept my back to him, pretending the eggs in the pan needed my full attention, but I felt his gaze, heavy and hot, dragging over me like he couldn’t help himself.

I nodded, swallowing hard. “Morning,” I murmured

“What do you have on?” he asked, his voice low, almost like a growl.

I glanced down at myself, confused. My legs were bare in some old cut-off shorts, and a tube top stopped mid-way over my slightly rounded belly. “Just shorts and a T-shirt.”

He shook his head slightly, stepping closer. “Yeah, with no bra, no panties,” he muttered, his eyes locking onto mine. “You’re killing me.”

I heard him step closer.

“You’re doing this on purpose,” he said, his voice dripping with accusation. When I should have been the one accusing him.

I swallowed hard, trying to push the heat between us away. “I’m not—” I started, but my words faltered when he reached out, his fingers brushing against the hem of my shirt, gliding over my flesh as he did, sending shivers down my spine.

“Yes, you are,” he said, his tone more sure now. “Let me eat your pussy... that’ll make up for it.”

I froze, every nerve in my body reacting to him, wanting him, but I couldn’t. I shook my head, pulling back slightly. “No, Cassius,” I whispered.

He stared at me for a long moment, his hand still resting on my shirt, then he sighed, stepping back like he was trying to rein himself in. “Okay,” he said, his voice calm, but the hunger was still in his eyes. “I need to shower anyway. Let me know if you change your mind.” He said it so casually, then he turned and walked away, leaving me standing there, my breath shaky, my entire body buzzing, thighs slick.

I watched him go. My mind raced, and I tried to focus on what I needed to do to start my day, but I couldn’t stop thinking about how close I came to telling him yes. The problem was... I wanted to. I really fucking wanted to.

I was trying to get my head straight when my phone rang. I picked it up absentmindedly, still caught in the moment, and answered without even checking the name.

"Angel," Solomon’s voice came through the phone, sharp, venomous, and way too loud, like he was trying to reach through the line to shake me. "You think you can just walk away from me? Like I’m some kind of fucking experiment you’re done with? ¿De verdad crees que te voy a dejar ir tan fácil? Who the fuck are you without me?" His words came rapidly, and were full of rage. He sounded like he was spiraling.

I froze. My stomach turned, bile creeping up my throat as his voice hissed on.

"You better come back," he growled, his tone low and dark, like he was daring me to defy him. "Eres nada. You’ll never be happy with him. Nunca. You belong to me, Angel. Don’t forget that—you know it."

I didn’t say a word. Not a single sound. I just hit the red button, ending the call as my chest tightened and my hands shook. I stood there staring at my phone. How the fuck had I ever loved him? The thought alone made me feel dirty, like I needed to scrub his energy off my skin.

Cassius walked back into the kitchen, looking fresh, relaxed. How long had I been standing there?

Cassius smiled at me, completely unaware.

I swallowed hard, trying to decide if I should tell him, but then I remembered how angry he got when it came to Solomon. I wasn’t trying to start any more drama. I didn’t need him in jail because he killed him, especially when I knew he’d probably move on soon. I forced a smile, turning back to the stove.

“Breakfast is ready, could you wake up Ekon?” I said, keeping my voice steady even though inside I was still shaking. I needed a minute.

“Okay,” he said easily, already heading out of the room.

The moment he was gone, I exhaled shakily, gripping the edge of the counter. My knees felt weak, my throat tight. I blinked back tears, refusing to let them fall. Not here. Not now.

I just needed a minute. A moment to pull myself together. I’d deal with all of it—Solomon, Cassius, my crumbling emotions—later. Right now, I just needed to survive the next few hours without breaking.


Chapter sixty eight




"I better not see a snake."

Camping was a stupid idea. That’s all I could think as we drove through the winding, narrow roads leading us deeper into North Florida’s woods. Naomi and Jonas had invited us out here—me, Cassius, Silas, and Charmaine—on a camping trip to some “glass cabin” Naomi had found. I wasn’t really with it. A glass cabin sounded too much like, “Let’s see how much danger we can put ourselves into.” But Naomi was insistent. She even got her mother to watch the kids. They loved going to her house—she spoiled them rotten.

“It’ll be a chance to get away. No stress, just friends and nature. You need this,” she had said.

And I thought, maybe I did. Things with Cassius were still weird. We were living together but not together, and Solomon was still a cloud hanging over my head. So, yeah, maybe a getaway wasn’t the worst idea. And as we pulled up to the cabin, I started to feel like it wasn’t.

The place was beautiful. Everyone was in awe.

"Whoa," Jonas muttered, stepping out of his truck.

The cabin had floor-to-ceiling windows that reflected the surrounding forest. You couldn’t see in—that was a plus. Wildflowers and moss covered the ground like a blanket. It was beautiful, sure, but it was still in the middle of nowhere.

Naomi’s face lit up. “Isn’t this perfect?”

“Yeah, it’s pretty. If we get killed by some hillbillies, it’ll be a gorgeous resting place,” I muttered under my breath.

Cassius, standing beside me, snorted. “Right? This is exactly how horror movies start.”

Silas chuckled as he walked up behind us. “Nah, we’re good. I brought guns.”

“That makes me feel so much better,” I said, my voice dripping with sarcasm. “Four Black people in the woods with two white boys who are known to be violent.”

“I’m only seventy-five percent white,” Cassius joked, smirking.

Naomi ignored all of us, brushing off the jokes with a wave of her hand as she clapped them together. “Okay, let’s get inside, pick rooms, and get dinner going. I’m starving.”

Inside, the cabin was even more stunning than the outside. It was modern, with a fireplace built right into the center of the living room and furniture that looked like it belonged in a home design magazine. The kitchen had sleek marble countertops, and every room had floor-to-ceiling windows showing nothing but trees and sky. It was like being in the middle of nowhere, but in the most luxurious way possible.

“This place is nice,” Cassius said, nodding like he approved.

We all dropped our bags by the door as Jonas started talking about the room arrangements. That’s when things got awkward.

“Okay, so, uh... there’s three bedrooms,” Jonas said, scratching the back of his neck.

I felt my stomach flip. Three bedrooms. There were six of us. Two couples, then Cassius and me. I glanced at Cassius, then at Naomi, hoping she had some kind of backup plan for me.

“You and Cassius can share, right? Y’all friends again,” Naomi said, looking at me like it was no big deal.

I opened my mouth to protest, but Silas jumped in.

“Y’all living together now. It’ll be okay.” He smirked, and Cassius just shrugged.

“It’s fine,” Cassius said, looking at me for confirmation. I didn’t trust my voice, so I just nodded, keeping my face neutral. It wasn’t fine—not after the way Cassius had been flirting and tempting me—but what could I do?

We all went to our rooms and unpacked. It got dark quickly since we spent most of the day driving.

Later, we all gathered around the kitchen table in our pajamas. Naomi had food catered for us. She had a menu and everything for each of the five nights we were supposed to be there. Jonas heated everything properly on the stove instead of using the microwave. The smell of grilled chicken and vegetables filled the cabin, and soon we were eating and laughing.

“So, Silas,” Naomi said, her voice was filled with pettiness, and immediately, I knew she was about to stir up some mess. “How’s it feel being in a relationship after all those years of whoring around, dirty dick?”

Silas burst out laughing, shaking his head like he’d heard it all before. “My dick was never dirty, thank you very much. I keep it wrapped up. Always. But yeah, I’m learning. Charmaine keeps my ass in check, so I couldn’t fuck up even if I wanted to.”

Charmaine’s cheeks flushed crimson as she shoved him playfully. “I’m not that bad!”

Silas raised an eyebrow, grinning. “The fuck you ain’t. You damn near bit my head off because I looked in the direction of some chick. And I wasn’t even looking at her for real!”

Naomi waited until everyone was catching their breath, then leaned forward, looking all sneaky. “Okay, let’s play a game,” she suggested.

“What kind of game?” Silas asked, already suspicious.

“Truth or dare,” Naomi said, her grin downright wicked.

A collective groan echoed around the table. Even I rolled my eyes.

“Nah, nobody’s trying to play truth or dare with your crazy ass,” Jonas said, pointing his beer bottle at her. “Last time you had Silas waving his dick around. I still can’t unsee that shit.” He shuddered dramatically, making everyone laugh again.

“Alright, alright, fine,” Charmaine said, holding up her hands like she was about to be the voice of reason. Except, she wasn’t. “Let’s play spin the bottle instead. But when it lands on someone, they get seven minutes in heaven. In the bathroom upstairs. No questions asked about what happens.”

The room went silent for a beat, then my head snapped toward Charmaine.

“Spin the bottle?” I said, blinking. “What are we, sixteen? We’re grown as hell.”

“Exactly,” Charmaine shot back with a sly smile. “Do grown-as-hell things.”

The way she said it made me really not want to play. Knowing this group, things were about to get messy real fast.

I laughed nervously. “I’ve never played it before. I didn’t have friends for this stuff.”

“Even better,” Silas said with a wink. He downed the last of his Corona, then placed it on the table, spinning the bottle without hesitation. It spun fast on the wooden table, everyone’s eyes following it. And then it stopped.

On me.

My whole face went red-hot as Naomi and Charmaine hooted and hollered. Silas stood up, offering me his hand.

“Seven minutes,” Naomi reminded us, laughing.

I hesitated but took his hand, letting him lead me upstairs to the bathroom.

“So... Ekon’s been—” I started, thinking we’d waste the time talking about Ekon. That’s what we usually talked about. But Silas cut me off, his lips crashing into mine before I could finish. His hand gripped my waist tight, pulling me against him as his tongue slid into my mouth, tasting me. I moaned against his lips, my hands instinctively gripping his bare shoulders, holding on as the kiss deepened. His hand slid down, gripping my ass, squeezing as he pressed his hard body against mine, his dick hard against my belly.

“Fuck,” he growled against my mouth. His hand slid up under my shirt, fingertips brushing over my bare skin, grazing my breast, teasing the hardened nipple with his thumb. I felt like I was fucking melting as I kissed him back, my hand gripping his hair, his skin so hot.

His other hand slid down my waist, fingers brushing the waistband of my pajama shorts. He was so close to touching what I needed him to, my head was spinning.

Bang, bang, bang.

The sharp knock on the door cut through my haze like ice water being splashed in my face. My eyes snapped open, and I stumbled back a step, my lips still tingling.

“Time’s up!” Cassius barked from the other side, turning the handle of the door. I hadn’t even realized Silas had locked it.

Silas let out a low breath, his chest heaving as he stepped back too, dragging a hand down his face. His lips curved into a slow, cocky grin, like he wasn’t fazed at all.

“It was fun while it lasted,” he shrugged.

I didn’t trust myself to respond. I just nodded, swallowing hard. Because what the fuck just happened?

I didn’t even look at anybody face when I left the bathroom.

I made my way back downstairs, trying to act normal with everybody on my heels. I was panicking inside. Nobody said anything or asked any questions, but I could feel Cassius watching me. I bet his eyes were narrowed and he was scowling. He wasn’t stupid. He knew something was off, but thankfully, he didn’t say anything—at least not yet.

Silas acted like nothing had happened. He was laughing, cracking jokes with Jonas and Naomi like he hadn’t just had his hands all over me in the upstairs bathroom. I tried to avoid looking at him, but my eyes kept drifting in his direction. It wasn’t even because I wanted him—it was because I was terrified someone else would notice how weird I was being and that I kind of wanted him. Just once, to see how it would feel. But that was stupid. I dismissed the thought all together.

After about half an hour, people started breaking off to do their own thing. Cassius stood up, stretched, and announced he was heading upstairs.

He gave me a look. His eyes locked onto mine, daring me to play dumb. He didn’t even have to speak it aloud. I knew what it meant. Bring your ass on.He was about to run me crazy about what happened with Silas, when he could have just asked Silas.

I pretended not to notice, stayed behind, busying myself with nothing—wiping the counter, fixing a drink I didn’t even want. My pulse was wild in my chest. I wasn’t ready to face him.

But I couldn’t avoid him forever.

When I finally got back to the room Cassius and I were sharing, he didn’t waste any time. Soon as the door closed he started in.

“What happened with Silas in that bathroom?” he asked, his voice low and calm, but the truth was in his eyes. He was ready to cut up.

I tried to look unbothered. “Nothing, Cassius. We were just talking.”

His expression didn’t change, but the way his eyes narrowed slightly let me know he didn’t believe me. “Just talking?” he repeated, his voice flat.

“Yes,” I said firmly. “Just talking.”

He stared at me for a long moment, like he was trying to decide whether or not to push further. Then, he shook his head, muttering under his breath. “I always thought Silas had a crush on you.”

I didn’t respond to that. I didn’t know how to. Instead, I turned the tables on him. “What about you and Naomi? I’ve always thought you two had a little thing for each other.”

That shut him up. He shot me a sharp look but didn’t say anything else. Instead, he turned over in bed, his back to me.

I got into bed after a quick shower, my back to him. I thought I’d be able to sleep, but the tension in the room was suffocating. After two hours of tossing and turning, listening to Cassius breathing all heavy. Mad in his sleep. I gave up. I slipped out of bed as quietly as I could and headed downstairs.

When I reached the kitchen, Silas was already there, leaning against the counter, a slice of pie in his hand. He was shirtless, and his tattoos seemed to gleam under the soft kitchen light.

“I caught you,” I said, trying to sound casual, when I really wanted to run away. “Naomi said that pie was for tomorrow. You’re hardheaded.”

He smirked, popping another bite into his mouth. “I’ll just blame it on Cassius. You know she’s still salty with him.”

I crossed my arms, watching him. There was something about the way he looked at me, like he could see straight through me, that made my skin prickle.

“What’s up?” he asked, his voice light but his eyes serious.

I hesitated for a second before stepping closer. “What was that earlier?” I finally asked.

His grin widened as he set the pie down on the counter. He turned toward me, his full attention locked on. “Just something I had to get off my chest,” he said casually.

“Just something you had to get off your chest?” I repeated, my voice rising slightly. “You kissed me, Silas.”

“And you kissed me back,” he said, stepping closer, his voice dropping lower. “So, what does that mean?”

I opened my mouth to respond, but nothing came out. I didn’t know what to say because I didn’t know what it meant. I wasn’t even sure how I felt about it.

He smirked again, that same cocky smirk that always made me roll my eyes. “Relax, Angel. It’s not that deep. We don’t have to make this a thing. It’s out of our system now.”

I watched him reach into the fridge and pull out the pie, cutting it neatly and handing me the slice on a paper towel. “Here,” he said, his voice lighter now, like we hadn’t just been talking about the most confusing moment of my day. “Eat some pie. Everything’s fine.”

I hesitated for a moment, then took the pie from him, my fingers brushing against his, the tingled. What did that mean? I took a small bite, the sweetness melting on my tongue.

“MMM…”I moaned.

“See?” he said, leaning back against the counter, his grin widening. “Good isn’t it.”

I nodded slowly, still not sure how to feel about anything, but for the moment, I let it go. I’d deal with it later. For now, I ate the pie.
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My eyes scanned over everything laid out across the counter. Eggs scrambled just right—fluffy, golden, with a sprinkle of cheese melting into them. Bacon, crisp but not too crisp, piled high on a platter. Grits, creamy and smooth, with  butter melting and salt, not sugar because sugar on grits was nasty. The pancakes were stacked in neat towers.

I took a deep breath, trying to convince myself this was enough to make the day better. It had to be. I’d been up all night, pouring all my energy into this breakfast. Trying to block out my thoughts.

Last night was still lingering in my head, flashing in pieces every time I stopped moving. The kiss. The heat. The way my body felt. How doing something I knew I shouldn’t felt good. Too good. And now, the guilt was twisting and turning in my gut like it was trying to punish me.

Naomi was the first to reach the kitchen, snatching me from my thoughts, giving me a sleepy grin. “Damn, Angel. You’re trying to make us fat before the hike.”

Jonas came next, followed by Charmaine, who was rubbing her eyes. “Bacon is the best alarm clock ever.”

Silas strolled in, shirtless, with a cocky smile. He didn’t even try to look embarrassed as he winked at me. “Good morning, baby mama,” he teased.

I had to look away before my cheeks gave me away, my dimples were damn near caving in my face. How was I going to keep myself from falling apart?

Cassius came down last, his hair damp from a shower, dressed in a plain white T-shirt and basketball shorts. He shot me a quick glance. There was something in his eyes, but it was gone before I could read it. He knew I had lied last night when he asked me about the kiss. He could read me too well. The fact that he hadn’t called me on it was scary.

Everyone started piling food onto their plates, talking over each other about the upcoming hike and cracking jokes. When Freak Me by Silk started playing on the radio, everyone broke out singing: "Let me lick you up and down…" It was off-key and loud, but for a moment, it felt like everything was back to normal. Like I hadn’t kissed my son’s father’s best friend.

I cut my eyes at Silas, but he was staring at Charmaine’s cleavage, not a bit guilty, while I was dying inside. Cassius was watching me. I could feels it. I dropped my gaze to my plate.

Naomi getting up from the table drew my attention. She went to the fridge, grabbed a water, then paused. “Who in the fuck cut into the pie last night?” she asked, frowning.

Before I could  stop myself, I blurted out, “Silas did it and gave me a piece! And we... we kissed in the bathroom, a lot, and there was touching.”

Everyone stopped moving. The room went silent, and I immediately regretted opening my mouth. My face burned hot with embarrassment as I stared down at my plate, wishing I could just disappear for thirty minutes.

Naomi burst out laughing. “We know. Silas had you trembling.”

Charmaine elbowed Cassius. “You said she wouldn’t make it past breakfast!”

Cassius just shook his head, a smirk curving his lips, but his eyes didn’t match it. They were dark, almost unreadable. “I know Angel,” he said. “She doesn’t deal with guilt well. She’s a good girl.”

Everybody kept laughing, making jokes. Silas just shrugged it off.

I forced myself to laugh along, but I was screaming inside my head. After breakfast, everyone went upstairs to change for the hike. I stayed behind, gathering the dishes and trying to calm the fuck down. Cassius stayed behind too, leaning against the counter, watching me.

“You alright?” he asked.

I looked up, trying to keep my voice steady. “Yeah, just... embarrassed. I’m sorry.”

He stepped closer, his eyes never leaving mine. “Why are you sorry? We’re not together anymore, Angel. You don’t owe me anything.”

I swallowed, trying to find the right words. “I know, but I... I’m sorry, Cassius.”

He cocked his head, a smirk tugging at his lips. “Stop apologizing,” he said, his voice dropping lower. “Unless you still care what I think.”

I felt a rush of heat, but I tried to keep my face neutral. “It’s not like that.”

Cassius’s eyes narrowed, and before I could react, he was in front of me, grabbing my waist and pushing me back against the wall. He trapped me with his weight, his face so close I could feel his breath on my skin.

“You still love me, Angel?” His eyes pinned me in place, and I hated how much I still loved the way he looked at me like this—like he knew he was in control.

“Cassius, don’t,” I whispered.

“Answer me,” he insisted, his hand sliding up my side, dragging his fingers down the curve of my waist. “You love me, don’t you?”

I closed my eyes, trying to find my voice, trying to pull myself together. But all I could do was shake my head, and even that felt like a betrayal of the truth sitting heavy in my chest.

“Angel.” My name was a warning before his other hand gripped my jaw, holding it tight, his fingers digging in just enough to keep my eyes on him. Then he was tasting my mouth. The kiss was raw, messy, all tongue and teeth, violence that tasted like desperation. Like hunger. kissed him back—harder.

His hand traveled down, gripping my thigh, and I gasped as he lifted it to wrap around his waist, pulling me tighter against him.

When he finally pulled back, we were both breathing hard, his forehead resting against mine. “Did he kiss you better than me?” he asked, his voice thick with all things possessive. “Does he make you feel better than I do?”

I couldn’t answer, couldn’t speak. I just shook my head.

“Exactly, and nobody will,” he said. His fingers still lingered on my skin, ghosting along my waist, like he was weighing the decision to leave, like he didn’t want to break contact but knew he had to. “And nobody ever will.”

My fingers curled into the hem of my shirt, twisting the fabric as though I could wring the tension out of my body. All this was too much for my poor little heart.


Chapter seventy




Hiking after breakfast had me lethargic as hell, the sun was trying to scorch my pale ass, and the humidity was relentless. Adjusting my backpack, I fell into step behind Angel. She wore tight-ass leggings that clung to her curves, and I knew she felt me staring. After what happened in the kitchen earlier, though, I could tell she wasn’t ready to deal with me. I liked that she was flustered.

Naomi led the way, walking fast as hell, pointing out random trees and spouting facts she probably Googled the night before, like any of us cared. Silas and Charmaine trailed in the back, laughing and flirting. It was strange seeing Silas this into someone. Charmaine seemed good for him, but I doubted it would last—she was too clingy, and Silas thrived on challenges. She wouldn’t be around long. I almost felt bad for her. Almost.

The hike wasn’t anything crazy—just a dirt trail winding through pines and oaks, but my Jordans were getting fucked up in the mud. That was on me. Eventually, we reached a clearing, and Naomi declared it would be our spot for roasting marshmallows later. The area was nice—a fire pit surrounded by logs, a small lake nearby, and a few other campsites around. Just as we settled down to rest, two women came walking along the trail. One was Black, the other white, both in crop tops and shorts. They looked like something out of an Instagram ad, all smiles and soft giggles. Not my type, though. I didn’t do the whole girl-next-door thing.

Naomi, ever the social butterfly, waved them over. “Hey! We’re having a campfire here later. Y’all should join us. They introduced themselves,”

The taller one, Alyssa, with dark curly hair, perked up. “That sounds fun,” she said, her eyes targeting me.

I nodded at her, giving her a polite smile, a quick flash of teeth. I wasn’t trying to be rude, but I wasn’t trying to entertain her either. That didn’t stop her from walking right up to me and plopping down like she’d known me for years.

Everyone else fell into conversation. I could see Angel from the corner of my eye. She was sitting with Charmaine, but her focus wasn’t on the conversation. It was on me and Alyssa. Her jaw was tight, her shoulders stiff. I knew that look. She was annoyed. And instead of leaving it alone, I leaned into it. I turned up the charm with Alyssa, making her laugh loud enough for Angel to hear. I was being petty as hell, but I couldn’t help it. I needed to see Angel react, even if it was just a glare. As long as she reacts it meant she cared.

Naomi wasn’t having it, though. She got up, grabbed her water, and shut it all down. “I don’t even think I want s’mores anymore,” she said, side-eyeing me hard. “Let’s head back before it gets too hot.”

She didn’t wait for anyone to argue. She walked right between me and Alyssa, effectively ending the conversation.

“C’mon on, Cassius.” She damn near screeched.

I laughed and stood, following the group without a backward glance at Alyssa.

Back at the cabin, everyone else went inside to cool off. Jonas, Silas, and I hung back, passing around a blunt. I wasn’t smoking anymore, but the smell was tempting. That itch was always there, even when I didn’t want to admit it. But my reason for quitting were my motivation to ignore the temptation.

I shifted my weight, crossing my arms over my chest, my eyes narrowing in Silas direction. “You know,” I said, “first time you piss me off, I’m using it as an excuse to beat your ass for kissing Angel.”

Silas blew out a slow stream of smoke, watching it curl in the air before glancing at me with a smug grin. He leaned back even farther, arms stretched out like he owned the place. “Figured you’d feel that way,” he said, flicking ash onto the ground. “That’s why I made sure to enjoy it. She’s soft as hell and tastes like—”

“Don’t,” I warned.

Jonas chuckled, lazily scratching his chin as he shook his head. “Y’all need to chill before these turns into some Wild West shit.”

“Relax, Cass. I ain’t about fucking her, though I wouldn’t say no if she offered. But she grew on me.” he added with a shrug, his eyes cutting to mine. “I just like her around. Ekon’s my boy as much as yours. So don’t fuck up again, or I might just step in and take your place.” Silas grinned, holding the blunt out to Jonas.”

Smug ass mother fucker, as if he could take my place. I narrowed my eyes but didn’t argue.

I intercepted the weed, took a hit, the flicked it into the woods. They both laughed.

I left them outside and headed into the house.

The cabin was quiet. I dropped my backpack in the room. I heard the shower running in the ensuite. Angel’s phone buzzed on the nightstand, the screen lighting up repeatedly. I glanced at it, and before I could stop myself, I picked it up.

Seventeen new messages from Solomon.

I read them. Each one was worse than the last. Threats. Insults. My grip tightened, knuckles going white as my jaw clenched so hard it felt like my teeth might crack. The motherfucker was still trying to intimidate her.

The water shut off, and Angel stepped out of the bathroom wrapped in a towel, her skin still damp. She froze when she saw me holding her phone.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, her voice hesitant.

I held up the phone, the screen still lit with his vile ass shit. “What is this?” I demanded.

Her eyes widened, and she fumbled for an explanation. “Cassius... I was going to tell you.”

I let out a humorless laugh. “When? Before or after he hurt or killed your hard-headed ass?”


Chapter seventy one




Cassius’s eyes blazed with anger. His entire face was red and tight, his jaw clenched so hard I thought it might snap.

“You seriously didn’t think to tell me about this?” he demanded, holding up my phone like it was some kind of damning evidence. He waved it in my face, and it took everything in me not to knock his hand away.

I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself. “Cassius, just let me explain,” I gritted out.

“Explain what?” he shot back, stepping closer. “You’ve got this crazy-ass motherfucker still threatening you, and you didn’t think I needed to know? You think I wouldn’t protect you? Protect Ekon?”

I stepped forward, desperate now. “It’s not like that—”

He interrupted again. “What, Angel? You still want him? You planning to go back to him? Is that why you kept it quiet?” The accusation cut deep, his voice raw with hurt and jealousy.

I blinked, caught off guard. “What? No! Cassius, that’s not—” I started, but he wasn’t letting me get a word in.

“You don’t get it, Angel!” he yelled, pacing now, eyes wild with frustration. “You’ve already fucked up enough in your life, but you’re still playing these games. Do you know what I would’ve done if something happened to my son because of this shit?”

Before I could respond, the door swung open, and everybody barged in. Naomi, Silas, Charmaine, and Jonas crowded into the room, their faces filled with confusion and concern. The air was so thick with tension you could cut it with a knife.

“What’s going on?” Naomi asked, looking between us.

Cassius clutched the phone in his hand as he explained, “This piece of shit Solomon’s been threatening Angel. He’s still calling, still sending messages, and she didn’t tell me a damn thing!”

I sat down on the side of the bed, suddenly feeling a lot more tired.

Everyone’s eyes turned to me, their expressions filled with judgment. I just sat there, silent, tears welling up but holding back. Cassius finally stopped talking, his chest heaving.

“Are you done now?” I asked quietly, my voice trembling but firm.

“What?” he snapped. “Am I done? That’s all you have to say?”

I stood up slowly, wiping the tears from my cheeks, but my voice was still clear. “No. That’s not all I have to say. Ever since y’all met me, y’all been treating me like I’m dimwitted. I might be naive about some things, but I’m not stupid. I know how to protect myself and my child.” I looked away from Cassius; he was on my last nerve.

I cut my eyes to Naomi. “I didn’t tell Cassius about the calls because he’s a fucking nut. Him and Silas already beat Solomon once, and all it did was make his ass angrier.”

Cassius flinched at my words, but I kept going. “I didn’t just sit around waiting for him to hurt me, okay? I went to the fucking police, you know, the people you’re supposed to let handle shit like this, and I reported the threats. I documented every single message. I took out a restraining order against him. And I even took my pistol out of storage.” I paused because I felt myself about to start cursing at everybody. “I’ve been on my own long before I met any of you. I can handle my fucking self.”

The room was silent. No one spoke, not even Silas, who usually had something to say about everything. They just stared, shocked, as I wiped my tears away angrily. My heart was beating so fast in my chest I thought it might explode.

“And no, stupid ass. I don’t want to go back,” I spat at Cassius, my voice cracking. “I knew when to leave. I did leave. What the fuck I look like going back? You’re the only motherfucker I keep playing stupid for. Keep letting hurt me.”

I felt the tears coming again, but I batted them away. I wasn’t about to break down completely in front of everyone. “Can y’all just get the fuck out of my room so I can change?” I screamed, my voice raw with frustration and exhaustion.

Everyone filed out slowly, giving me space. Naomi tried to give me a comforting look, but I turned away, not wanting to be coddled. Cassius was the last to leave, hesitating by the door.

“Angel—” he tried one last time, his voice soft now, like he hadn’t just called me an idiot.

I shook my head, backing away from him. “Fuck off, Cassius.”

He looked wounded, but I didn’t give a fuck.

“Angel, I’m sorry—”

“I said get out,” I repeated raising my voice. I was fed up. I understood them wanting to protect me but at this point they really did think I was incapable, but that was my fault. I had

He finally stepped out, closing the door behind him.

The moment I was alone, I collapsed onto the bed, the tears coming hard and fast now.


Chapter seventy two




Cassius wasn’t talking to me. Not really. He was there, present in the same house, but the distance between us was so thick, it felt like another wall had gone up. It reminded me of the first time he left, the silence he weaponized back then, and how it crushed me in ways I didn’t think I could recover from.

I thought we were better than that now.

He was there for Ekon, though. Feeding him, laughing with him, building Lego towers like nothing else mattered in the world. He was everything I’d always wanted him to be as a father. But it was like I suddenly didn’t exist. Like I’d faded into the background of his life.

I kept myself busy, cleaning rooms that didn’t need cleaning, folding laundry that didn’t need folding—anything to keep from spiraling. I would catch him out of the corner of my eye, moving through the house, ignoring me like I was just furniture. His eyes would flick to me for a split second, then slide away. It felt like rejection.

I was afraid that it was only a matter of time before it all came crashing down, and when it did, I knew it would shatter us in ways we couldn’t take back.

That’s how I found myself sitting on Dr. Reed’s couch again, gripping the pillow in my lap. She watched me with her usual calm, patient expression. “What’s going on, Angel?” she asked gently.

“Cassius is mad at me,” I started, the words falling out like broken glass. “On the phone I told you about the camping trip. About Silas?” She nodded, so I pressed on. “But after all that, Cassius saw the threatening messages Solomon was sending me. I thought I could handle it myself, so I hadn’t told him it had been going on for weeks. I thought if I just ignored it long enough, it would stop.”

I hated the way my voice broke on the last word, hated how weak it made me feel to admit that Cassius’s silence was breaking me. I shouldn’t even care—not after what he’d done to me, not after the nights I cried myself to sleep because of him, not after he abandoned me. But I do, and it pisses me off because no matter how much I tell myself I’ve moved on, his opinion still feels like it matters.

Dr. Reed leaned forward slightly, her elbows resting on her knees. “Why didn’t you tell him, Angel?”

“Because I was scared of what he’d do,” I admitted. “Cassius... he doesn’t think before he acts. I didn’t want to make things worse.”

She nodded like she already knew. “So, you were trying to protect him, too?”

“Yes. I was trying to protect him—from himself, from his anger, from what I knew he was capable of if pushed too far.”

“I thought I was doing the right thing,” I said quietly. “But now... it feels like everything’s just ruined. Like no matter what I do, it’s never enough.”

Dr. Reed leaned back in her chair, her expression thoughtful. “It sounds like Cassius is trying to protect you, too, Angel. Maybe his anger is coming from a place of fear—fear that he could lose you, or that you’d put yourself in harm’s way to avoid involving him.”

“So, you think this is my fault?” I asked, sharper than I intended.

“I didn’t say that,” Dr. Reed said calmly. “I think you’re both acting out of fear instead of trust. You care about each other—that’s clear—but you’re letting fear drive your decisions, and it’s creating distance between you.”

I looked down at my hands, the truth of her words settled heavy in my chest. “I don’t know how to fix it,” I whispered. “It feels... broken, all the way broken.”

Dr. Reed’s voice softened. “Do you still have feelings for Solomon?”

I shook my head. “No. Not at all.”

“And do you trust Cassius?”

“Yes,” I said immediately. That part was easy. I trusted him with Ekon, with our son. With our friends. With me, though? With my life, yes. With my heart, no. That was the part I couldn’t  say out loud.

“Then tell him,” she said simply. “You can’t make him forgive you. But you can be honest. Tell him why you made the decisions you did. Tell him you trust him and that’s not the reason you didn’t tell him. Let him process that in his own time.”

I swallowed hard, her words sinking in. “I just want us to be okay,” I said, my voice small. “Even if we’re not together, I want us to be good for Ekon.”

Dr. Reed smiled gently. “That’s a good place to start. Take it one step at a time. Start with honesty. Start with trust.”

When I left her office, I didn’t have all the answers, but I felt better because at least I was trying to find them.


Chapter seventy three




"So you're really not gonna talk to me, for real, Cassius?" I asked, my voice laced with irritation.

He didn’t even pause the game. Just glanced at me, expression blank, and then turned back to the screen like I wasn’t standing there. Like I wasn’t right here.

That stung.

I clenched my fists, frustration boiling over. I wanted to punch his ass right in the fucking eye. Instead, without another word, I stomped up the stairs, my mind racing as I paced the floor of the guest bedroom. Every day, the same shit for two weeks. I tried to do what the therapist told me—let him get over it at his own pace, give him space, let him cool off—but I was at my breaking point.

I needed him to listen. Really listen. And if he wouldn’t listen to my words, I was going to do something drastic.

The doorbell rang, interrupting my thoughts. I heard Silas’s loud ass come in.

Without thinking too hard about it, I stripped out of my clothes. Everything. I caught my reflection in the mirror. My breath felt shaky, uneven, but I forced myself to stand tall. If this doesn’t get his attention, nothing will.

With a steadying breath—in, out—I coached myself before leaving the room. I walked downstairs. When I reached the living room, Cassius was still glued to the TV, one arm draped over the back of the couch like he didn’t have a care in the world.

Silas noticed me first, his eyes widening slightly, and then—of course—his mouth opened. “Damn, Angel,” he muttered, his tone a mix of shock and humor. “You got some pretty-ass titties.”

Cassius turned then, his head snapping in my direction. The moment his eyes landed on me, his entire body went still.

"Go," Cassius barked at Silas, his eyes still locked on me, his tone low and dangerous.

Silas shook his head, but he wore a smirk, standing with Ekon tucked against his chest. “Alright, alright. I’m going, but my son’s coming with me. Too much freaky shit going on in this house,” he said as he walked out the door, still muttering under his breath.

As soon as the door clicked shut, Cassius moved. He stood up and strode toward me so fast it made my breath catch. His hands wrapped around my throat, his touch firm but not tight.

His eyes raked over my body hard enough I could feel it, lingering on every curve, every inch of exposed skin. "I’d love to know what the fuck you think you’re doing."

"Making you listen," I shot back. “You want to ignore me? Fine. But you're gonna hear me out first.”

His jaw tightened, the muscles flexing under his skin as he closed the distance between us. His grip on my throat tightened just slightly, his eyes burning into mine. "Stripping down and making a fucking scene? In front of Silas? You like the little attention he gives you?"

“Fuck Silas and his attention. Are you going to listen?” I said, raising my chin. “Or are you just gonna keep lecturing me?”

He clenched his jaw again, his hands tightening before he finally let out a frustrated breath and took a step back, dragging a hand over his face. "Fine," he muttered. "Talk."

“You made up a story in your head, and it has you angry. You think I was trying to protect Solomon.” My voice was shaking, but I held his gaze. “You think I’m stupid enough to want him back after everything he did? Cassius, I didn’t tell you because I knew exactly what you’d do—you’d go out there, guns blazing, and get yourself thrown in jail, or worse. You think I want that?”

His expression twisted with anger and something else—hurt. "Do you know what that feels like? To know the woman you love thinks you’re incapable of protecting her? Do you have any idea what that does to a man?”

“Do you know what it feels like to watch you explode?” I shot back, my voice trembling. “You think I didn’t want to tell you? You think I didn’t want you to protect me? I was protecting you. Us. I do—but not at the cost of your life.”

He flinched, his hands clenching at his sides. But he still shook his head, scoffing. "Okay, fine. I would have done something stupid. But that ain’t our only problem. Every day I sit here, trying to be better, trying to get you back. And you keep me at arm's length, making me feel like I’m some fucking monster. I hurt you, I get it. But I spent the last year fixing myself so I can be the man you deserve. The man who doesn’t fuck everything up. But it’s hard as hell, and I can’t keep hurting myself trying to be with you if you don’t want me.”

I blinked, his words hitting me somewhere deep, somewhere tender. I didn’t want him hurting over me, not anymore. “I never said I didn’t want you,” I whispered, the words slipping out before I could stop them.

"Then why the hell do you keep pushing me away? Why do you keep acting like I’m the fucking enemy still?"

"Because you make everything about you," I snapped. My chest was tight, my emotions felt dangerous. "That makes me want to scream sometimes, Cassius. That’s what fucked us up the first time. You thinking about your trauma. How you feel. But I don’t want to fight you anymore. I just… I want to leave that shit in the past, and you continuing to be selfish makes it impossible. I didn’t want to lose you, Cassius. I..."

His gaze softened just a fraction. "What are you trying to tell me, Angel?"

I met his gaze, my heart racing. "I still love you, Cassius. I just don’t think we’re going to make it." My voice cracked as the words left my mouth.

His reaction wasn’t one I expected. My back hit the wall, and my heart skipped in my chest. He trapped my hands above my head. Every muscle in his body was tensed, and I couldn’t move an inch. For a moment, I was scared, but I recovered quickly.

“Don’t say that shit if you don’t mean it.” His glare bore into me.

“I mean it,” I said, breathless. His body pressed harder against mine, and I could feel every inch of him.

“I’m going to hold you to it,” he said. I was caught off guard when I felt his dick pushing against my pussyhole, then he thrust into me roughly, no prelude, no warning. I liked it—liked how much my body remembered him.

The shock of it made my back arch and my inside stretch to take him, a small, broken sound tumbled from my lips. His jaw tightened, a muscle in his cheek ticking as he bottomed out. “Damn, I’ve been dreaming about this pussy since you took it back. Ain’t no way I’m letting it go again.” His hand slid up my leg, hooking it around his waist, opening me wider, deeper. His body pinned me to the wall. He moved like he was angry, like he was making a point.

I didn’t say anything—I couldn’t. My brain short-circuited the moment he started moving.
“Angel,” he rasped, his voice thick and erratic as he buried his face in the curve of my shoulder. His lips found my skin, his teeth grazing as his hand slipped between us, his fingers finding my clit, circling it like he already knew exactly how to ruin me.

I moaned, my nails digging into his back, my body arching into his touch, chasing the way his fingers and dick worked together, pulling me apart. “Cassius,” I gasped.
“Angel,” he rasped again, burying his face in my neck as his hips jerked, driving deeper.

I crashed into my orgasm head-on. I heard him curse as he followed, his hips jerking, his breath ragged. He buried himself deep one last time. His forehead dropped to mine, our breaths mingling.

Neither of us spoke for a moment. When he finally did, he murmured, “Promise me something,” his lips brushing my forehead.

“What?”

“No more stripping in front of Silas. He’s damn near already in love with you.”

I snorted, rolling my eyes despite the way my legs were still shaking. “Maybe if you stop ignoring me like a damn child.”

His mouth curved into a grin, his teeth grazing my bottom lip as he kissed the corner of my mouth. “Maybe.”

We stayed there for a moment longer, tangled. And even though I knew we weren’t fixed, even though I knew we weren’t close to being okay, for the first time in a long time, it felt like we weren’t breaking anymore.


Chapter seventy four




The nail salon hummed with noise—dryers whirring, drills buzzing, and women chatting. Naomi and I were in our usual spots, me soaking my feet in warm water as the massage chair worked out knots in my back that Cassius had put there. I closed my eyes for a second, savoring the moment of calm.

Naomi, sat next to me sipping her iced matcha latte and scrolling her phone or was pretending to. She had that look on her face, like she was just biding her time, She was waiting for the right moment to pry into my business. She couldn’t help herself—it was her love language.

“You’re quiet today,” she said finally.

I shrugged, leaning my head back against the chair as it kneaded my shoulders. “Just soaking up the silence,” I told her.

“Unhuh.” She hummed.” Why have you been MIA since the camping trip?” she asked.

I kept my face neutral, refusing to give her an inch. “I’ve been around.”

Her eyes finally flicked over to me. I could feel it, I looked over and she had them narrowed and on me like she was a human lie detector. “Mmmhmm.”

I sighed dramatically, deciding to block her interrogation. “Y’all really hurt my feelings that last day of the trip,” I said, my voice dripping with mock sadness. “All that judgment and jumping to conclusions. I didn’t deserve that, Naomi.”

Her face softened instantly, and I had to fight back a smirk. Got her.

“My bad,” she said, sounding genuinely apologetic. “We shouldn’t have doubted you, but...” Her words trailed off, her attention shifting past me. I turned to follow her gaze, and my heart stalled.

Cassius.

He strode into the salon like he owned it. I waited for heads to turn. And turn they did. Women were shamelessly staring, but his focus never wavered. It was locked on me. I was going to ban his eyes from showing up when I was around a bunch of women. But then maybe not. It gave me a little tingle to know they wanted him and he was mine.

He was carrying a paper bag. The scent of oxtails and rice and peas he even reached me hit me like a wave of nostalgia.

He stopped in front of me, holding out the bag.

I took it, my fingers brushing his for the briefest second. “Thanks,” I murmured, barely meeting his eyes, but I could feel the heat of his gaze.

He turned to Naomi next, handing her a bag too. She lit up like he’d just gave her a lottery ticket.

“For me?” she asked, clutching it to her chest all dramatically.

Cassius ignored her theatrics, leaning down to kiss me—a quick, soft kiss on the lips that sent a ripple through me. “Hi, beautiful,” he said, his voice low and intimate, meant just for me.

Then he kissed me again. This one lingered, his lips pressing just a little harder, a little longer. My eyes darted around the salon, and sure enough, all eyes were on us. People were definitely watching.

“Bye, beautiful,” he said, standing back up with that infuriating smirk of his. He gave Naomi a nod, his tone teasing as he added, “Bye, sea witch.”

And just like that, he was gone, striding back out the door .

“Ahhhhh, I knew it!” Naomi screeched, loud enough to draw even more attention. Half the salon turned to look at us.

“Keep your voice down!” I hissed, ducking my head as my cheeks flamed, dimple going deep.

Naomi slapped a hand over her mouth, but her eyes sparkled. She leaned closer, whispering loudly enough for only me to hear, “Silas said you were walking around that house naked. Y’all been back doing the dirty for two months or more and you didn’t tell me? I thought we were friends!”

I groaned, already regretting the decision that had led to Silas having that kind of information. “Silas talks too damn much,” I muttered.

Naomi grinned, her fake pout vanishing as she opened her bag and peeked inside. “Oh my God, these oxtails smell amazing,” she said, popping a piece into her mouth like she hadn’t just been clowning me.

I sighed again, shaking my head. “It’s not like that,” I said, my tone serious now.

Naomi raised an eyebrow, skepticism practically radiating off her. “Mmmhmm.”

I sat back in my chair, choosing my words carefully. “I just didn’t want a repeat of the past. I didn’t want you telling me it’s not a good idea. We’re not back together, but we’re working on it. Cassius has grown so much, Naomi. He’s really trying—for me, for himself.”

Naomi’s expression softened, and she leaned back. “I understand,” she said finally, nodding slowly. “And I agree. He’s changed for the better. That’s why I’m rooting for y’all this time.”

Her words caught me off guard. Naomi had always been Cassius’s biggest critic, the one who’d side-eye me every time I tried to defend him. Hearing her say she was rooting for us now? It hit me in a place I didn’t even realize I needed it to.

“Really?” I asked, my voice laced with cautious hope.

She grinned, popping another piece of oxtail into her mouth. “Really.”

I smiled, a small but genuine one. “Thank you, Naomi.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” she teased, pointing her fork at me. “You know I’ll still cuss his ass out if he steps out of line. Then Imma cuss your ass out for giving him another chance to hurt you. Y’all better make it work.”

I laughed. “That’s fine with me.We can jump him together if he fucks up this time. And your cussing don’t scare nobody. You do it too much.”

Naomi laughed too.

The rest of the appointment flew by, the two of us slipping back into our usual rhythm of easy conversation and laughter.

As I stepped with freshly done nail, I felt something that had been absent all my life. It felt foreign.

Maybe this was what it looked like when life started to align. Maybe this was what it felt like to reach for something better, something solid.

But then again, maybe it wasn’t. Time would tell.


Chapter seventy six

four months later




The smell hit me first—bacon, buttery pancakes, something sweet like syrup.  Homemade. My stomach growled loud enough to wake the dead. I cracked one eye open, blinking against the thin sunlight creeping through the blinds.

Angel’s side of the bed was empty. That wasn’t normal. She would usually wait for the alarm to go off.  If she was cooking, she was happy. Or maybe it was because I had eaten her pussy so good last night I’d damn near given myself lockjaw and she felt I deserved it. I smirked to myself. That celibacy shit? Trash. But I was glad I’d done it because it made sex feel different—bette now. Or maybe it was just that sex with Angel hit different.

I sat up, rubbing the sleep out of my eyes before getting up and heading to the bathroom. I took a piss, brushed my teeth, then threw on some sweats. Ekon’s little giggles floated up the stairs, mixed with Angel’s laugh. That sound? It had me smiling before I even made it out the door.

I followed the noise down the stairs, the hardwood cold against my bare feet. When I hit the doorway to the kitchen, I stopped in my tracks.

Angel was at the stove, flipping pancakes like she was auditioning for some Food Network special. She was wearing one of my old T-shirts—it was hanging off her shoulders, barely brushing the tops of her thighs. Her legs were bare, smooth, thick, and when she shifted her weight, her ass jiggled just enough to have me locked in place, watching. 

Ekon was in his high chair,  banging his spoon on the tray like it was a drum set. He was grinning like the happiest kid in the world. The sight of them together made my chest ache in a good way, like my heart was finally in the right place.

I stayed in the doorway for a second, soaking it all in.

This was my family. My life. And I wasn’t fucking it up again. Every misstep, every bad decision, every time I’d hurt Angel, every time I’d hurt myself—it all felt worth it just to get to this moment. I didn’t think I deserved this for years. And now that I had it? Nothing was taking it from me.

Angel must’ve felt my eyes on her because she turned, catching me staring. Her lips curved into that soft smile that always messed me up, her eyes still a little sleepy but warm, like she didn’t hate me for all the shit I’d put her through.

“Good morning,” she said, her voice soft and light.

“Morning,” I replied, stepping into the kitchen.

I didn’t even think. I walked up behind her, wrapping my arms around her waist. She smelled like vanilla, butter, and syrup, and I wanted to bury my face in her neck and forget about the rest of the world.

“You cooking for me, baby?” I teased, pressing my lips to the side of her neck.

“Maybe,” she said, laughing softly. “But only if you get to Ekon before he throws that spoon.”

I turned just in time to see Ekon winding up like a damn pitcher, ready to launch his spoon in our direction. I scooped him out of the high chair, and he squealed, throwing his little arms around my neck.

“Daddy!” he shouted.

“Hey, little man. You ready to eat?” I asked, balancing him on my hip.

“Yeah!” he said, grinning.

Angel set a plate of pancakes and eggs on the table, sitting down with us as we ate. She cut Ekon’s pancakes into tiny squares while I helped him with his juice. We were in sync. Exactly where we were supposed to be.

The rest of the day moved like that—easy, smooth, like the universe was finally cutting us a fucking  break.

We dropped him off at daycare. He didn’t even look back, he ran straight to the toys.

“That boy ain’t got no loyalty,” I joked, shaking my head as we walked back to the car.

Angel laughed.

We went to counseling, sitting on Dr. Reed’s couch. I still went to Bailey, but only alone.

"It sounds like you’re both committed to making this work. Small steps, day by day.”

That's all i needed to hear. We  walked out of that office hand in hand.

We hit the grocery store next, bickering over what to buy, Angel pushing the cart while I grabbed random shit off the shelves just to mess with her. Even arguing with her over cereal made me happy.

Lunch was at Angel’s favorite soul food spot—fried catfish, collard greens, and cornbread so good it practically melted in your mouth.

WE picked up Ekon.

Back at home the smell of roasted chicken still clung to the air as the day wound down. Ekon was laid on the sofa, knocked out, Angel had was humming while cleaning up toys and I was thinking about what I was going to do to her when we put Ekon to bed.

Then Silas ass came walking in, duffle bag slung over his shoulder. He hadn’t knocked or rang the door bell. Just used his key.

He brushed past me. “I’m here to see my son,” he said, dropping the bag with a loud thud right in the middle on the floor.

“What are you doing here, and with your duffle bag?” Angel asked.

He flopped down on the couch like he was at home, stretching out like he was home. “What does it look like I’m doing? I came to see Ekon,” he said, dead serious. Then, without even waiting for a response, he added, “I’m taking the guest room tonight.”

“Excuse me? You asking or telling us?” she asked.

Silas gave her a lazy shrug, pulling out his phone. “I said what I said,” he muttered, scrolling through his texts like we weren’t standing there.

“Alright. “What’s really going on? You’re too subdue.”

He sighed, shifting Ekon on his lap. “That girl is annoying the hell out of me,” he bitched about Charmaine, rubbing his temple. “She’s always there. Breathing my air. Asking me dumb-ass questions like, ‘What are we doing?’” He mimicked her voice, rolling his eyes dramatically. He threw his arms up like he was about to fight the air.

I smirked. “That’s called a relationship, idiot.”

Silas shot me a look of disgust. “If that’s what a relationship is, I’m out,” he said, standing, picking up Ekon. “ I’m putting my son to bed. Leave me alone.”

Angel busted out laughing. Silas, ignored her completely, heading straight for the stairs.

“That fool is a fool,” she said, shaking her head.

“Always has been,” I agreed.

The house eventually quieted down. Angel and I went to bed, her body pressed against mine, her scent filling my senses. I was on the edge of sleep when I heard something—an almost imperceptible sound. A creak in the hallway. I dismissed it as Silas moving around.

But then, my bedroom door creaked open.

My eyes snapped open, and I froze when I saw him.

Solomon.

He stood there, shadowed in the doorway, with a gun in his hand.


Chapter seventy seven

The silence that followed was deafening. Fury contorted Solomon’s face, his chest rising and falling like he was trying to control his rage, but it was barely working. My eyes crept to the gun, then back to his face. Before, when he’d been holding it, I was almost a hundred percent sure he was too pussy to shoot, but now I wasn’t so sure.

Angel woke up mid-sleep as if she could feel the threat. Her gasp sliced through the quiet, trembling, as her hand flew to her mouth. She sat upright, frozen. I was already moving, legs swinging over the edge of the bed, blood rushing hot and wild through my veins. I was going to kill his ass, gun or not. But before I could stand, Angel’s hand shot out, gripping my arm.

“Don’t,” she whispered, her voice shaking. Her eyes locked on mine, begging. “Please.”

Solomon laughed. “You scared, Angel?” His voice was venomous, but his words were slightly slurred. “You should be. You ruined my life!” he roared, stepping into the room, the gun trembling in his grip. “You think a restraining order can stop me? After everything I did for you? You were nothing before me—just some baby momma. I made you better!” He jabbed a finger at his chest. “And this is how you thank me?”

Angel’s fingers dug into my arm as she sat straighter. “Solomon, I didn’t ruin your life. We broke up.”

The words landed like a blow, his face twisting further in rage. “Bullshit!” he spat, stepping closer. The gun shook, and I thought it might slip from his grasp. I was ready.

“You cost me—clients, deals, respect.”

Angel’s voice remained steady, her calm an anchor in the chaos. “I was protecting myself and my son. You hit me, Solomon. I wasn’t staying.”

His laugh was cold, hollow. “Protecting yourself? From me? You’re pathetic, Angel. And then you leave me for him?” His eyes flicked to me. “He left you while you were pregnant. I was there.”

“You were, and that’s why I want you to just turn around and leave before you do something you can’t take back,” Angel said softly.

Solomon flinched, his rage faltering for just a moment before it surged again, more dangerous than ever. “He’s going to kill you just like his father did his mother,” he hissed, his voice dropping to a menacing whisper. “I might as well do it before he can.” The gun shifted, the barrel aimed directly at Angel.

I moved to block her, every muscle tight with instinct, but Angel’s hand pressed firmly against my chest. “Cassius, no,” she said. “Let me handle this.”

“Angel—” I growled, but she shook her head.

“Trust me,” she whispered, turning back to Solomon with her hands raised in surrender. “Solomon, listen to me. You don’t want to do this. This isn’t you. Think about everything you’ve worked for. Don’t let your anger destroy what’s left.”

The crack of impact that came next made me jump. Solomon’s eyes went wide as he staggered forward, the gun clattering to the floor. He crumpled, revealing Silas standing behind him, his chest heaving, a football trophy clutched in his hand like a weapon.

“Dumbass,” Silas muttered, tossing the trophy onto the bed. He crouched down and picked up the gun, unloading it before setting it on the dresser.

I guess Silas was why Angel had kept me from reacting. She was trembling next to me, her nails digging into my arms.

“I’m going to end up calling CPS on y’all. Y’all seriously living a whole fucking soap opera in here with my Ekon in the house,” he said, shaking his head.

I couldn’t tell if he was serious or joking. You never knew with Silas.

“You couldn’t have come five minutes earlier?” I snapped. I knew he had to have heard him. I wasn’t even mad, just the adrenaline had me amped.

“I took Ekon outside and left him with your neighbor first,” Silas said. He didn’t look at me or Angel. His eyes were locked on Solomon like he wanted him to move so he could hit him again. “I like y’all,” he continued, “but Ekon getting hurt wasn’t an option.”

He frowned like even thinking about it pissed him off. He drew his foot back and delivered a swift kick to Solomon’s ribs. The sound of it reverberated through the room. Solomon groaned, and I knew something was broken, but at least he was alive.

“Old hardheaded ass,” Silas muttered, shaking his head like he couldn’t believe the audacity of the man at his feet. He kicked him again. “You’re lucky I didn’t knock your whole head off, showing up here on some movie-villain bullshit.” Then he blew out a breath. “I don’t think I’ve ever been so scared in my life.” He turned and walked out as police sirens sounded outside.


Epilogue




Our reception was quiet, intimate—the way we wanted it. Just us, our closest people, gathered in our new backyard. A few tables were set up under strings of twinkling lights Naomi had hung herself. Silas was in charge of the playlist,  and Jonas paid for the food. We had money, but we didn't want extravegant.

Angel had sold her house because she couldn’t stand the memories of Solomon that lingered there like a bad smell. I’d sold mine to finally let go of my parents’ ghost. Together, we’d found a four-bedroom, two-bathroom house that was just right for now. When our family grew—and I hoped it would—we’d upgrade.

Solomon wasn’t a part of this story anymore.

He went to jail after his trial. Turns out Angel and the girl he told us about weren't the only women he’d hurt. Angel the first one who didn’t need his money and demanded justice. She stood up for herself. She stood up for all of them—even when his lawyers tried to tear her apart on the stand, painting her as a gold-digging liar. When it was over and other women came forward, Solomon was sentenced to fifteen years.

I wanted to laugh in his face when the gavel hit, but Angel didn’t celebrate. She didn’t cry. She just... exhaled. She only ever wanted it to be over. 

The guest list at our reception was simple. Naomi, Silas, Jonas, both our therapist and a few friends I’d made in AA, and Ekon, who was running around in his tiny suit.

The wedding itself had been earlier that morning—a courthouse ceremony. No long aisles, no packed pews, no grand entrances, no elaborate white dress. Angel wore a simple, cream-colored sundress. Her hair was pinned up, and she carried a small bouquet. It was just us standing there, looking at each other, promising to do better, to be better. Not just for Ekon, but for ourselves.

And now we were being celebrated by the people who’d stuck with us through the messiness, the chaos—people who never gave up on us, even when we almost gave up on each other.

Silas stumbled to the mic, a gin glass tipping  in his hand as he swayed a little too much to one side. Sloppy drunk. This, right here, was why he and Charmaine were doomed from the jump. She’d fought like hell to stay sober, and he... didn’t. She mentioned it in a few meetings. Said it hurt when he told her it wouldn’t work out, but honestly, I was sorry they ever met because of me.

“Alright, alright!” Silas slurred, raising his glass.

Angel leaned into my side, already laughing. “This is about to be a disaster,” she whispered.

“You’re not wrong.”

Silas cleared his throat. “First off, let me say... Cassius is my brother. My boy. But Angel...” He paused dramatically, letting the crowd hang on his every word. “If I had met you first...”

Angel groaned, covering her face with both hands.

“I’m just saying!” Silas defended himself, grinning. “She gave me the perfect son, and you know he’s mine because he looks just like me.” He said about my brown eyes, caramel colored son, who had my whole face. He winked at Angel.

I couldn’t help but chuckle.

“But seriously,” he said, his voice softening. “I’ve never seen Cassius this happy before. And that’s because of you, Angel. You bring out something in him—something good. You’re strong, beautiful, and I’m glad you got your happy ending.”

He raised his glass again. “To Angel and Cassius. May y’all love each other through the hard shit, ‘cause Lord knows there’s gonna be some.”

Naomi didn’t even wait for him to finish before snatching the mic from his hand. “Alright, Silas, that’s enough!” she said, shooing him off like he was a fly.

The crowd chuckled as she turned to face us. “I’ll admit, I wasn’t feeling it when y’all first got together,” she began, her gaze bouncing between Angel and me. “Not because I didn’t think you two weren't good for each other. I did. But I was scared. Scared of watching either of you get hurt.”

Angel’s hand found mine under the table, her fingers lacing through mine as Naomi continued.

“But watching you two over this past year...” Naomi’s voice caught slightly, and she took a deep breath before smiling again. “You’ve proven me wrong in the best way. Angel, you’re my best friend. And Cassius... you’re family. I’ve seen you both fight for this, fight for each other, and I’m so damn proud of the love you’ve built.”

She lifted her glass, her eyes glistening. “To Angel and Cassius. Here’s to the trust you’ve earned, the love you’ve built, and the life you’re creating. May it be everything you deserve.”

The rest of the night passed quickly.  Ekon passed out halfway through.  Silas carried him to the car. He was taking him for two weeks while Angel and I went on our honeymoon.

“You good?” Silas asked, standing by his car, Ekon’s head resting on his shoulder.

“We’re good,” I said, clasping his hand.

He nodded. “Good. I’m gone.”

The house was quiet when we walked in—our house.

Angel kicked off her heels the moment we stepped inside, groaning as she stretched her arms over her head. “I don’t think I’ve ever been this tired,” she said, laughing softly.

I pulled her close, wrapping my arms around her waist. “This is it. We did it,” I said, my voice low.

“This is it,” she echoed, her hand resting over mine.

We didn’t need to say anything else.

I bent down and scooped her up into my arms bridal style. “Put me down,” she laughed as I carried her up the stairs.

 I couldn’t help but think about everything it had taken to get here. The mistakes, the pain, the healing—it all led to this.

And for the first time in my life, I wasn’t looking back. Only forward.




The end
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