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Noah-

By the time I was five, I knew my mother didn’t want me. She’d said it enough times for the words to stick, like gum pressed into concrete, leaving me feeling unwanted. Unloved. Unnecessary. I was only here because she thought a baby would trap my father—her rockstar, her ticket to the life she wanted.

He was gone before he even knew I existed. Took his life. She sued his estate, though. She got half of everything he left behind—for me, supposedly. And then she hired a nanny, turned her back, and pretended I wasn’t there.

Then came my sister, Maine. The second chance. The baby who was supposed to land her another rockstar husband. But he wanted nothing to do with her. So, she gave him Maine—spitefully, like a poisoned gift. Sent the baby off to be raised by him and his wife, thinking it would shatter them. And maybe it would have, if he hadn’t exposed her first. He went public, called her out for what she was. The coercion, the manipulation—the things she did to try to keep him. Her career went up in flames.

When she couldn’t get a job and the money for the nanny ran out, she blamed Troy and Scarlett and decided to pawn me off on them too. She would leave me with them for weeks and months at a time, always managing to show up and snatch me away before I got too comfortable.

The fact that they took me in without hesitation always made me wonder why. Part of me thought they had an ulterior motive. My mother always did, but after years of being around them, I realized they loved each other enough to endure anything, including outside children.

Troy was obsessed with Scarlett to the point that it should have been criminal, but despite their dysfunction, they were loving. Scarlett treated me better than my own mother. Still, I couldn't look at her without seeing Tiffany's disappointed face. Scarlett was living the life Tiffany wanted, and I was supposed to side with Tiffany because she was my mother. But deep down, I knew she was in the wrong. Nevertheless, she was my mother. So, I tried to make myself an outsider in a family that welcomed me with open arms.

However, no matter how much I tried to distance myself, I found myself drawn back to them. Their warmth and loyalty were magnetic, a stark contrast to my mother's cold indifference. I was tethered to them, not all the time by choice, but their imperfect love felt more real than anything Tiffany had ever shown me.

"Noah," I heard my name loud and clear. I looked up from where I was sitting in the back of the auditorium. Troy was waving me over. "Come take a picture with the rest of the family." He had the biggest smile on his face.

Wiping my sweaty hands on my new jeans, a gift from Scarlet, I rose. She had bought Jason a suit for graduation; that was his thing. Expensive suits and quiet luxury. For me, she had purchased black jeans, a vintage Kurt Cobain T-shirt, and a fresh pair of Jordans. It drove me crazy how considerate she always was; it made it hard to pretend not to like her. And I did like her. I loved how she was protective of me—from the very beginning.

We only had one storm that brewed between us. Back in sixth grade, this kid Adam used to bully me for having a Black mom. I told her I didn’t want her to drive me to school anymore. I knew it hurt her, but she didn’t hold it against me. Then, one day, Adam punched me in the mouth. She was livid. She marched me right to his parents’ house and knocked on their door. When his mom answered, she was starstruck. She had the Scarlett Rose at her door. But Scarlett didn’t care. She snapped on her.

“If your son hits mine again, I’ll kick your ass for raising a little thug,” she said, hand on her hip. She leaned close, her usually sultry voice going cold. “I’ve got enough money for bail and a good lawyer, so play with me if you want to.”

Adam never bothered me again.

I pushed my way through the crowd to join them. Scarlett and Troy were standing a little apart from everyone else, flanked by half a dozen bodyguards in dark suits who kept the rest of the graduates at a distance, making sure no one got too close to my “family.”

A bittersweet tangle of emotions hit me when Scarlett looped her arm through mine and Troy's hand found its way to my shoulder. What would I do when it all ended? I had no reason to be around them anymore now that Maine had moved, but I didn't want to think about it. I stood sandwiched between them. Ebony and Ivory stood in front of Troy, holding hands. They acted as if they were twins sometimes, instead of half-siblings born three months apart.

My back went stiff when I saw Creed walking our way/ I hadn’t seen her in nearly a year on purpose. She was dressed more for a tennis match than her siblings graduation, in her white, too-short tennis skirt and white polo. She had tamed her wild hair into a bun, showing off her pretty face. She smirked at me before taking her spot right in front of me. She took my hand and pulled it around her waist. She was fucking with me; she wanted me to snatch it away and make the situation awkward. She seemed to enjoy testing me, pushing my buttons just to see how I’d react. But in the last year, it had shifted into something… more charged, and it was becoming hard to ignore.

Not rising to her bait, I splayed my hand over her soft belly. She was hot to the touch. I exhaled.

Her gaze flicked up to meet mine. “Shit,” I muttered under my breath, her and these fucking eyes of hers. They were like a shot of whiskey, causing warmth in my chest, which spread out, making everything else blur around the edges. Something dark crawled up my spine. She knew the effect she had on me, too. I looked away.

This is why I avoided her. She was an equal mix of her father and mother—sneaky chaos, trouble. Always trying to pull a reaction from me. 

She had been that way since she got her first tooth. I was six or seven, and she would crawl right up to me and sink her one tooth into my arm or leg, doing it over and over until I pretended it hurt. Then, she'd crawl off about her business, violent and happy.

She didn’t stop until her bites actually started to hurt, until I was flinching every time she got close.

I wanted her to bite me now. I'd sure as fuck bite her back, on her plump—. I stopped myself from finishing the thought.  

“Say cheese,” the professional photographer Scarlett had hired screamed.

Creed leaned into me, her back warm against my chest, her fingers grazing mine just enough to make my skin prickle.

I forced a smile, holding it a beat as the camera flashed over and over, blindingly bright.

“Perfect! Got it!” the photographer announced.

As soon as she said the words, Creed slipped out from under my arm, shaking me off like she’d had enough of me. She shot me a quick glance before turning on her heel. Curious as to where she was going, I followed her a few feet behind into the school while Scarlett and Troy started arguing.


Creed-

"It’s the last day before summer. I won’t see you for a whole three months," I whined, pulling Mr. Zimmerman's hand into mine and guiding it between my legs. I’d taken off my panties in the bathroom, so he met bare, hot, wet flesh. I loved the way his callous fingers felt.

"See how wet just thinking about you made me?" I was telling the absolute truth. Mr. Zimmerman had been one of the speakers at my sister and brother's graduation. Just looking at him up on stage had my pussy wet. He was fine—6'3" with dark midnight skin, wavy hair, and this "fuck me" Latino accent—and all that was wrapped in an expensive, tailored suit. I would have fucked him on stage in front of everybody if he had allowed it.

He groaned, rolling his head on his neck. "Creed, I can’t. I plan to fix my marriage," he claimed, but he didn’t push me away.

I stepped closer and slid my hand down his pants, stopping at the bulge straining his zipper. Mr. Zimmerman had a big-ass dick, and he knew how to use it too. And my day had been stressful. I needed him.

My parents were famous nutjobs who were either eating each other's faces off or yelling at each other. Today, they were yelling. 

My mother was thee, Scarlett Rose. She was fucking hot. She barely looked a day over thirty but was almost fifty. So many college dudes eyes were on her. My dad is the jealous type, so her smiling at a few of the men giving her attention was equivalent to her giving them hand-jobs —in his head. 

My brothers, Ebony and Ivory or Maine and Jason, whose college graduation it was—were used to their fuckery and found it funny. And Noah was his usual indifferent self. I was annoyed. They didn’t have to make a spectacle out of themselves everywhere we went. I had ducked off from my family just to find Zimmerman. I needed him to make me cum really hard, but he wanted to be difficult. He knew damn well that he barely cared about his wife. He’d been fucking students long before me, while married to her.

"But you haven’t yet, so let’s say this is the last time," I coaxed.

He narrowed his coffee-brown eyes at me and said, "Little girl, what the fuck do you have me about to do to you?" His Adam's apple bobbed as he eye-fucked me.

"Nothing you ain't done before," I encouraged. He was acting as if we hadn’t been fucking most of my freshman year.

Want to fuck a professor? Drop a few pencils in front of him while you’re panty-less, and he’s bound to put some dick up in you. At least, that was my experience.

He chuckled in response.

Taking a step back from him, I climbed up on his desk. The whole time, he was staring at me like I was something good to eat. I spread my legs.

"Kiss her goodbye, at least," I nodded.

He shook his head before falling to his knees in front of me. Something about him on his knees in his expensive tailor-made suit caused fresh cream to ooze from my pussy. His fingers dug into my soft flesh as he spread my legs.

My back hit the desk, as he dragged his long tongue along my slit, I hummed in satisfaction and let the world around us fade into insignificance.

The rattle of his classroom door handle ruined everything. 

Mr. Zimmerman jumped to his feet.  Swiping his hand across his face as he went. He damn near ran to the door, opened it, and looked around. Nobody was there.

He turned to stare at me as I fixed my skirt. His face was contorted with anger and frustration. His voice was laced with irritation as he instructed me, "You have to go. Fucking around with you, I'm going to lose my fucking job."

I rolled my eyes as I grabbed my purse from his desk. "Fine. Goodbye, Zimmerman." I pushed past him and out the door. I was kind of sad that I was going to have to find a new dick for sophomore year, and the summer was gearing up to be boring as fuck.

Fuck my life.


Creed- 

Just as I left the classroom, I swear I saw the back of Noah's head. I was almost positive it was him. He and my sister Ivory shared the same blond hair and the same mother, but my father was only hers. Noah’s conception had caused a big controversy for a while because his mom, Tiffany, had been bribing my daddy, Troy, for sex and money. Then, out of spite, Tiffany left Ivory in the hospital for him to  raise, but she came back when Ivory was about two years old, saying five-year-old Noah needed to know his sister.

My momma was better than I am because I would have said, "fuck them kids," but she had raised Ivory as her own and included Noah in everything that we did as children, even though he had a huge chip on his shoulder—acting as if my momma stole Troy from Tiffany when it was Tiffany who damn near imploded my parents marriage with her shenanigans. My momma still talks about the ass whooping she wants to put on Tiffany one day.

I confirmed it was Noah when I walked outside, and he was loading stuff into the minivan Ivory and Ebony shared, since they acted like they were inseparable. My parents figured they only needed one means of transportation. Their weird soccer mom van made it easier for them to go everywhere together. I didn't see Ebony, so he must have gone home with our parents or one of his friends.

I turned fast to head back inside before they saw me. I had been avoiding riding back home with any of my family.  My own car was in the garage at home, locked away by my overprotective ass daddy because I fell asleep at the beach in it. I had just needed a quiet place to think for a while. There was always so much going on at our home. I was gone not even twelve hours without answering the phone, and Father Dearest acted a whole fool, like I'd been kidnapped or something. He took my car, saying he would give it back when I learned to act responsibly, but that was okay. I could always call an Uber and charge it to his credit card...

Before I could disappear, I heard Maines voice. "Don't you dare take your wide behind back in that school, Creed. Get in the van. Nobody has time to play the disappearing games with you today. You said you would help me set up for my party."

I rolled my eyes and turned back to face my gorgeous, skinny, blue-eyed, blond-haired sister who sounded more like my Black momma than her own momma. She was standing with her hand on her hip, staring me down. Her brother's ocean-blue eyes were on me too. He was weird to me, always so quiet, brooding, acting like a stranger though we had been raised together, or maybe he was just older and more mature. He'd graduated college already, had his own place, and did drop-shipping for some company. I flashed him a smile, putting all thirty-two of my pearly whites on display, and got nothing in return. He walked around the van, disappearing.

I clucked my tongue. Well, fuck him too.

"The van is full, Tiffany." And it was, to the brim. The seat that wasn't occupied with stuff from her dorm room was the seat her brother was in. "I'll take an Uber back to the house."

She shook her head. "No, you won't, because you say you will, but I won't see you for ten days. Sit on Noah's lap."

I opened my mouth to protest but then noticed the horrified look on his face.

The evil part of me that reveled in a bit of chaos took over. I agreed because Noah really never talked to me or even looked at me for long, and I wanted to see his reaction to being forced to be close to me.

There was a huge pile of junk separating the third-row seat from the rest of the car. Ivory couldn't see us. At first, it was funny—me straddling his big jean-clad thigh, him sitting stiff as a tree, with his hands balled at his sides, trying to do everything but touch me. But then we got on the highway, and every bump and turn I started to feel in my pussy, making me wetter than I already was and uncomfortable. The heat in my belly was spreading. The fact that we were fifteen minutes into our ride and there had been nothing, but awkward silence made it worse. I decided to break it to distract from my throbbing pussy.

"Do you have a girlfriend, Noah?"

"No," he answered.

Noah had this real deep voice, so when he said no, it sounded like he growled it.

"Why not?"

"Because."

"Are you shy?"

"No."

"Why are you giving me one-word answers?" Just as I asked, we hit a bump, and I slid into the legs of a nightstand beside me. I moved and rocked my hips to get back into a comfortable position on him, and the pressure against my pussy felt good. I rocked again.

"Sit still," he hissed.

"I am. It's the road," I lied and kept rolling my hips. From just the little bit of friction against my clit, I could already feel myself getting closer and closer to the orgasm I'd missed out on with Zimmerman.

"Stop." Noah wrapped his big hands around my waist, trying to hold me still.

"No." I gripped his right hand and pulled it under my shirt to grip my right breast.

"Play with my nipple, please," I ordered, barely above a whisper, trying to control my breathing so Ivory wouldn't hear me.

I rocked faster. My ass bucked against his very prominent hard-on with every move I made.

I sucked in a breath as he moved his thumb flicking my nipple through my lace bra.

"Shit," we both breathed out harshly as I reached back and grabbed a handful of his shaggy, silky-feeling hair and tugged his head, bringing him forward. Suddenly I craved to feel his mouth on my skin.  I dropped my head to my right shoulder, and without instruction, he kissed and sucked the spot on my neck that I liked, as if  he had done it before and knew exactly what it did to me. He kissed and sucked my spot until my skin prickled, until I could feel the skin bruise. A sound slipped out of me, something soft, needy, as I exploded, popping my pussy on his leg, cumming so hard everything faded to static.

The van pulled to a harsh stop ruining the moment. His hair slipped from between my fingers. I slumped forward, resting my forehead against the back of the seat in front of me, breathing deep, trying to find something resembling composure. I heard the door slide open.

Noah's hand slid away from my breast just as Ivory dug us a way out.  I pushed the seat forward and climbed out, waiting for Noah to follow, and when he did, he looked dazed. The expression on his face was almost enough to make me laugh, but instead, I just looked him over, taking in the things I already knew too well—the way he stood at six feet even, with that lean, but muscled body. It wasn’t fair how he was so well put together when the cardio he got was running from trauma. His band T-shirt clung to his chest. His  sleeve tattoos ran from his shoulder down to his wrist,  a chaotic mix of images—winding vines, shattered glass, and symbols woven together in black and gray, a beautiful mess inked into his skin.

He also wore the wet spot I’d left on his jeans that hung low on his hips. With Jordans on his feet— it gave cliché, he was anything but.

I rose to my tiptoes and pecked him on the side of the lip. "Thank you for the ride."

He squinted his eyes at me as if trying to figure me out.

Maybe the summer wouldn't be so boring...

I shrugged and laughed, then turned and walked towards Ivory's side of the duplex that she and our brother Ebony, or Jason, would share. It was a gift from our parents.

"You're not going to help unpack?" Ivory yelled behind me.

I shook my head. "No, get your brothers to do it. I said I'd help cook and prepare your graduation party, not play mover because you feel awkward about spending our multimillionaire parents' money to hire movers. I need a shower before I start cooking."


Noah-

"Noah, please come downstairs and help me." Maine dropped in on me through Alexa. She had it sitting on her guest bedroom nightstand. She sounded angry.

I had to force myself to get out of bed after taking half of an Ambien and an Abilify. Sometimes I couldn’t sleep, and the fact that I was being woken up every night irritated me.  I was reconsidering spending the week at Ivory’s place. I pulled on a white T-shirt, a pair of gray sweatpants, and Nike slides.

When I got to the backyard where the graduation party was supposed to be, the vibe was completely different from the scene I’d left earlier. There was no music, nobody was in the pool, and the twenty or so people left looked like they were being held hostage.

I quickly understood why. Ivory was shouting, "Who the hell gave my little sister Molly? Everyone here knows who my dad is. Do you really want him showing up because you drugged his daughter while she was drunk? Now she's passed out! What the fuck I’m supposed to do now?"

"All y’all some stupid mother fuckers," she yelled at everyone. Maine was standing on the DJ podium, her face red, her long hair sticking to her skin. She was pissed.

She'd probably be more pissed if she knew Creed had taken Molly before. Once, Jason had me pick her up from some listening party about five months earlier. She was high as fuck.

Everybody at the party was looking around as if nobody knew who did it, which seemed to piss Maine off even more. She was protective over Creed. She had called her “her baby” when she was born and had been treating her as such since then.

She turned her heavy gaze on me when nobody answered. She stared at me accusingly, like I had given them to her.

"Noah, pick her up and take her to her room.” She order then turned back to the crowd

“Everybody's got to go. I ain’t really feeling this shit anymore. Everybody’s got to get the fuck out." She clapped. "If I drove you, hurry the fuck up so I can drop you the fuck off, before you have to catch an Uber."

I sighed inwardly. I really didn’t want to deal with Creed after the incident in the van. I couldn’t believe she'd fucking dry-humped my leg to orgasm after being spread wide on her professor's desk. That was the last thing I expected to see when I followed her. But then, I really wasn’t surprised. Creed was chaos, and chaos turns into a catastrophe. After what I'd seen and what she'd done, I was staying as far away from her as possible. 

“Noah, take her…” Maine barked at me with fire in her eyes. 

I nodded. Starting tomorrow, I was staying away from Creed. Right now, I was going to do what I was told.

Carefully, I scooped Creed up from the patio chair and into my arms. She had a damp towel wrapped around her shoulders, clinging to her skin. Her body was limp and heavy, when she stirred, half-awake, her arms ended up around my neck, her fingers curling into my hair. "You smell good," she mumbled, barely audible, as she snuggled into my chest. I clenched my jaw, trying to ignore how good she smelled, like vanilla and lavender.

As I trudged up the stairs, each step echoed in the quiet house, keeping me distracted enough not to think about how good she sounded earlier. I had nearly cum on myself when she forced my hand on her breast.

I kicked open the guest room door and laid her gently on her bed, brushing a loose strand of hair from her sweaty face. Her eyes fluttered open for a moment, meeting mine. She mumbled something incomprehensible, then she pushed the towel that had been covering her off.

Divine intervention could not have stopped me from looking. I wasn’t prepared. Earlier she’d been in a swimsuit covering. Now all she had on was  the smallest white bathing suit that I’d ever seen. Her tits were barely restrained.

She mumbled something else I still couldn't understand, then spread her thick legs open. Her flimsy bottom was folded between her thick pussy lips. Light brown and pink, it looked like something sweet to eat. A deep groan pushed past my lips.

My eyes had a mind of their own as they roamed over the outline of her dark areolas, then down to her thick thighs. Her entire body was thick and smooth, the color of milk with a little bit of coffee.

I made a conscious decision—which I would later blame on the Ambien and other meds—to reach out and touch her. I moved my hand to her breast, pushing her top away. I told myself what I was doing was okay, she’d put it directly in my hand earlier. I smoothed my thumb over the nipple. They were huge and dark brown, almost black. I wanted to taste them, but I wouldn’t, and I didn't linger too long playing with them or I might have done something worse than I already was doing. I trailed a finger down to her waist, then downward, and massaged her fleshy right thigh. She lightly snored through it all. My eyes got transfixed on her pussy. She was wet, and I wanted to suck the cream directly from her pussy hole. At that thought, I walked away.

Troy, Scarlett, and Maine would fucking kill me if Creed told them she woke up and found me there, groping her.

My dick throbbed so badly that it hurt. I went straight to the hall bathroom, stripped. The glass door clicked shut, sealing me in like I needed to be, away from her.  I pressed my palms against the slick tiles, and stepped under the cold spray gasping  as the water hit my shoulders, the shock numbed me a bit.. I could still feel the urge low in my stomach, but I forced myself to stand still, to breathe through it. I wanted to jack off so badly, but I didn’t want to find pleasure in thoughts of Creed. That was dangerous. I had issues. I’d fixate on things I wanted, until I was too far gone to remember what restraint looked like.  One day, I’d want to know what the real thing was like. I stayed in the water until my dick went down, I dragged myself into the guest room, skin still raw from the cold, and slid under the covers, naked and exhausted. I reached for the pill bottle on the nightstand, shook out a whole Ambien, and dry-swallowed it.I didn’t dream when I took them, and the last thing I needed was for thoughts of Creed to follow me to sleep. Once she crawled in my head, I wouldn’t be able to root her out

I don’t know when I drifted off but I woke up feeling like only minutes had passed. There was weight on top of me. It was hard as fuck to open my eyes. At first, I thought I was dreaming until I felt the wetness. I forced my eyes open and saw a silhouette of Creed. I had to be dreaming.  My head felt heavy, foggy, like I’m underwater, and for a second, I let myself believe it was. Then I felt her. She had my dick caged between the slippery, warm folds of her pussy, grinding on it. My heart pumped like mad in my chest. "What are—" was all I got out before she slammed her hand over my mouth.

She laid her body down, pressing against me, her naked skin against mine. Her soft breasts pushed into my hard chest. She felt so fucking good.

She traced my ear with her tongue before whispering, "Shhh, sissy is asleep, wouldn't want to wake her up. Don’t worry, I'm not going to put it in, just let me make us feel good.”

I tucked my lips into my mouth and closed my eyes tight. The last thing I wanted to do was wake Maine up. I would probably be blamed if we got caught. 

Trapped under Creed, she used me, sliding her pussy back and forth across my dick.

I fisted the sheets. It was hard not to grab a hold of her and take over, shove my dick inside her and fuck her hard and nasty like she was begging me to do by pulling these stunts of hers.

"Yes, yes, god yes, yes,yes,yes—" she panted in my ear.

I was having a hard time keeping quiet.

The friction she created was delicious torture. She was trying to fucking kill me.

She slowed her movements down. No, that wouldn't do. Out of pure fucking physical need to cum right then, I gave in and touched her, grabbed her hips, and dragged her back and forth at the pace I needed until y cum shot out all over us and her body went stiff. "Noah, I'm cumming," she moaned in my ear, and my fucking  spine tingled. Only a few seconds passed before she raised her head, pressed a sweet kiss against my lips, and then, with energy she shouldn't have had, she pushed herself from the bed to stand. "Goodnight, Noah," she said in a sugary sweet tone that made no sense coming from her when she was covered in my cum. I raised my hand to rub my eyes. Maybe I was dreaming. I didn't get to dwell on it long because she disappeared out of my bedroom door, and the sleeping pill I'd taken was stronger than my bafflement. 


Noah- 

It was well after one when I found myself out on the balcony attached to the room I’d been occupying. Leaning against the railing, I looked out at all the new houses being built. I was ready to go home. I had only been awake for thirty minutes, but it felt like a lot longer since my thoughts were racing. I was still trying to figure out if Creed sneaking into my room had been real or a wet dream. I woke up smelling like her and covered in my own cum, so I was leaning towards it being real.

I went stiff at the feeling of feminine arms wrapping around me until I smelled strawberries and knew it was Maine. 

“You should stop sneaking up on people," I cautioned. Turning to face her, I saw she was dressed in a bathing suit cover-up, a sun hat, and flip-flops, with a bag on her arm. I raised an eyebrow.

She rolled her eyes. “Don’t tell me you forgot about the lagoon in Pasco.”

“I didn’t forget,” I lied. "I was just thinking... I might not go. I might not stay the whole week. I might leave today.” I fumbled my words. 

Maine frowned. Then came a soft, "You promised, Noah."

"I know I did, Maine. It’s just... I have a lot on my plate right now.” I ran a hand through my hair.

"But you never visit anymore." Her voice quivered, her blue eyes turning watery. "I barely see you. I was looking forward to having my big brother around for a while. Don’t think I don’t see you pulling away. You’ve always been pulling away no matter how much the family tugs you towards us. I love you, Noah, but your cold indifference reminds me of our mother. And I really don’t see us being as close as we are if you continue down that road. You’re loved and wanted, so stop acting like you aren't."

Her words hit me, guilt spreading through my chest like a wildfire. I hated that she knew me so well. "You're right," I finally said, a sigh escaping me. "And since I made you upset, I’ll stay two weeks." I heard myself say it and immediately wanted to take it back.

“And you ain't bullshitting me?” She smiled. Just like that, she was happy again.

"No, I'm not bullshitting you."

“Then let’s go.” She grabbed my hand to pull me back into the bedroom.

“But I don’t have anything appropriate for swimming."

"I thought you didn’t forget." She rolled her eyes.

"You knew I forgot." I rebutted.

"That’s fine. We can stop. Creed needs to pick up some things too. You can all shop for clothes while we gather food and essentials for the trip. I’ve rented an Airbnb."

I almost cringed at the sound of Creed's name. But speak of the devil and him—or one of his spawns—shall appear. She didn’t come into the room, just leaned against the door, staring at me.

What in the hell was she wearing? The blue denim distressed booty shorts she had on crawled completely up her thighs, drawing attention to her thick pussy print. Even the simple black V-neck shirt she was wearing was a sin. It floated around her hips but molded to her waist and breasts. More than a handful of cleavage peeked out.  I caught myself licking my lips, and I hated it. She saw it too so the damage was done, and my dick was already starting to rise, like it had a mind of its own.

Her eyes dragged over me, slow and deliberate, and for a second it was like she could see straight through my clothes. Then, just like that, she flicked her gaze over to Maine, a lazy smirk pulling at the corner of her mouth. She knew exactly what she was doing. I should’ve gone home when I had the chance. “You ready, Maine?” She asked.

“Yes, as soon as I get my wallet,” she said, Maine left the room, leaving me behind with temptation.

Creed tilted her head and held back a smile. She had the prettiest, plumpest lips. “It’s hot outside, Noah. You’re going to sweat through that shirt in ten minutes.” She let her gaze trail over me, taking her time. “Maybe you should change out of those joggers, too. I can wait. Or help, if you need it.”” she rocked on her Converse-covered feet, the picture of innocence but I knew better.

I kept my features and tone schooled. “No, thank you, Creed.” I grabbed my clothes at the foot of the bed and went to walk past her, headed for the bathroom. She stopped me.  Her fingers wrapped around my wrist, warm and soft, holding me there. She rose up on her tiptoes, eyes locked on mine and pressed her mouth to mine in a kiss that was slow, almost lazy, as if she had all the time in the world to pull me under her spell. She pulled away before I could even think about kissing her back. 

She batted her eyes at me. “Thank you for last night. I slept so much better after you helped me." Then she turned and left the room. Her words hung in the air, tangible and thick, confirming that she had indeed used me like a human dildo. What was she going to do next? The thought made my heart beat faster. 

The doorbell rang and squealing followed, which meant Maine’s friends were here. Dropping my head, I took a deep breath, forced myself to move, and headed for the bathroom to pull myself together.


Noah- 

Creed was trying to kill me, and Maine was her unknowing accomplice. Maine had left the cabana she’d rented with her two friends, Mike and Iggy, to get drinks and told me to wait for Creed, who was changing in the bathroom. She came out as soon as they left, claiming it made her feel claustrophobic. She was now giving me a show I didn’t ask for. 

She was watching me in the mirror as she adjusted herself. “My tits are falling out of this one,” she said before unclasping the hook between her breasts. Her tits fell and settled perfectly on her chest. Then she bent, pulled off the bottoms, leaving me to look at her pussy from behind. Precum oozed from my dick. She picked up the bathing suit she had already tried on and put it on. I was over it. One more bathing suit change, and I was going to do something I knew I shouldn’t.

“That’s it, let’s go.”

She laughed. “You don’t think I should try another?"

“No!” I nearly yelled the word. My dick was so fucking hard it felt like it would pop like a balloon.

"What’s wrong with you?” She frowned.

Right then, I decided enough was enough. I reached out, gripping her chin, making sure her eyes were locked on mine. “You need to stop playing with me, Creed,” I said, voice low and steady. “I’m not that little boy who let you  push them around for fun. You don’t know me now, not well enough to keep poking at me like this.”

My gaze dropped to her lips where she was biting into the bottom one. I forced myself to look away, to focus on the task at hand, even though she made it almost impossible.

My grip tightened, just enough to let her feel it. “I’m holding back, believe me. But you keep pushing, and one day, I might not. You don’t want me to give in. Because if I do…” I let my thumb trace her jaw. “I’ll break you apart, just to see if I can put you back together.” I let her go, stepping back, putting space between us. She looked a little stunned, maybe even hurt. But I had to do this.

Smirking, I grabbed the door handle, ready to leave, thinking I had made my point.

She stepped into my space, blocking me. Her hand slid under my shirt, tracing the hard lines of my stomach. Every nerve in my body sparked alive.

"I think you meant your words to be a deterrent, but they do the opposite. she murmured, voice low, silken and filthy. This tone, this demeanor, it makes you so much more interesting. Break me, I dare you to try." Her hand slipped into the waistband of my swim trunks, fingers curling around my dick, her stroke, slow and devastating as she slid her hand from the root to the tip. My head fell back against the door, and a low sound escaped my throat, something close to a growl. I was so fucking turned on I was about to let her do whatever she wanted to me, then I would do what she was begging me to do.

The door handle I was holding jiggled in my hand. That to me was a sign I shouldn't be doing what I was about to do.

Creed's fingers lingered on my dick, then withdrew, with one last torturous brush of her nails against my skin. 

She turned away. "Better let whoever that is in."

I exhaled a rough, uneven breath. I tried to get my heart rate back under control as I dropped my hand from the door knob, then turned to face the door.

Iggy walked in.

Her eyes settled on me. She gave me a slow once-over. She was a cute girl, tiny, with bleached blonde hair and blue eyes. She reminded me way too much of my sister for me to ever consider fucking her. She wanted me to fuck her, badly. Not in the way Creed did. Creed wanted me because I was resisting. She wanted to break my resolve. Everything about her spoke to the baser side of me. Iggy was just making a desperate attempt to give her pussy away. I hated desperation.

"Maine told me to come see what's taking you both so long," she looked behind me to Creed.

“I bet you volunteered to come,” Creed laughed. Then walked past both of us. I watched her ass bounce and jiggle until Iggy cleared her throat.

I looked down at her, staring up at me, her lips pressing into her thin lips.

“How are you doing?” She asked.

“I’m fine,” I answered, then followed Creed's trail out of the door. Creed had me feeling like the old me, and I was a second away from using Iggy to relieve some aggression.

The rest of the day I spent avoiding Iggy and watching Creed dance and twerk up on half the men, old and young. She craved attention.

Laying back in the beach chair surrounded by people I didn’t know, who Maine had made friends with, they had pulled up a table and were playing Spades. No matter how many times Maine had tried to teach me, I couldn’t figure out how. I downed my drink, something fruity with vodka in it that Maine had given me, feeling the burn go down, centering me. I was ready to go, but didn’t want to ruin Maine's fun.

Creed appeared out of nowhere, dropping herself right into my lap like it was exactly where she belonged. Her arms looped around my neck, pulling me close enough to feel the warmth radiating off her. My body responded instantly. I became very aware of how good her weight felt on top of me, making me remember last night—a heady mix of weed and vodka that clung to her skin like perfume.

“Hello, Mr. Grumpy Pants.” She giggled, a little too loud, her pupils wide. “You should come dance with me.”

I looked down at her. 

"I don’t know how to dance," I muttered, half-hoping she’d lose interest and go find someone else to bother. Half-hoping she wouldn’t.

She leaned in, lips brushing my ear, voice a low purr. “I can teach you,” she said, soft enough that it was meant for me alone. And then, barely above a whisper, “In exchange, you can teach me how you like your dick sucked.”

Before I could react, she was gone, slipping out of my lap and into Ivory’s. I watched her whisper to Ivory,they laughed.

Then she said “Your brother’s weird and boring,” loud enough for me to hear, her laughter spilling out of her. 

Ivory laughed, swatting her playfully. “Teach him a few things. You’re wild enough for both of you, Creed.”

If only Ivory knew the conversation we’d just had. She would not be giving out sucky advice. 

Creed threw her head back and laughed again, the sound reckless. And all I could do was sit there, pulse hammering, wondering how far she was planning to push me—and how much longer I’d be able to resist pushing right back.


Creed- 

With my head resting against the shower wall, I let the hot water run down my hair in an attempt to wash away the remnants of last night's debauchery. Each drop of water, pelting against my skin, eased the dull throb of my hangover headache, but my stomach wouldn’t stop constricting like  it wanted to rid itself of everything I'd ever drunk. My momma would whoop my ass if she knew how fucked up I got. She had already been nagging me. 

I could still hear her words from earlier in the week: “What do you want to be, Creed?” It sounded like an innocent question, but asked by my momma, it wasn’t. She didn’t think I was dedicated enough to any one thing. “At eighteen, I was heading to Paris to study opera,” she would brag, as if she hadn’t already told us that it was Granny's idea for her to do that.

I remembered how my throat had constricted, words refusing to form when I realized she wanted me to really answer. The only answer my lips could manage was a forced smile. How the hell was I supposed to know? The fact that I didn’t have an answer annoyed me though. I was about to be twenty and had very little knowledge of self, outside of knowing what I wanted to do at the very moment I was about to do it. I had never thought of the future. My major was still undeclared. I sighed, reaching down to turn off the water. I grabbed my towel, dried my face, and headed to my temporary room to get dressed. Maine wanted me to cook, and I couldn’t say no after I drunkenly made out with two random middle-aged men and dry-humped Noah in front of her friends. She was pissed—more so about the middle-aged men than Noah. She thought he needed to have a little fun. He was always so uptight.

Putting on a white T-shirt and cut-off jeans, I made my way barefoot through the Airbnb, heading to the kitchen. It was only nine, but I needed to prepare if I was going to make enough of my momma's famous shrimp and grits for a noon brunch for six of my sister's friends who were driving from all over the state to visit. She was really doing too much for graduation. Did she really need a whole month to celebrate? I didn’t think so, but Momma and Daddy had financed it because Maine was their good girl. 

In the kitchen, the smell of grilled meats had me heading outside instead of the fridge. When I reached the door, I could hear someone singing—soft, low, almost like a confession. Coldplay. "Fix You." I paused, barely cracked the door, and listened. Without even seeing the person, I somehow knew it was Noah. I didn’t know he could sing. His voice was sad but really damn good. I quietly stepped out into the backyard. For some reason, I needed to see him actually singing the words. He was standing with his back towards me, in front of the big built-in grill, in jeans and a white T-shirt, like me. The smell of sausage and bacon scented the air. I guessed Maine was making him work too.

I took a step toward him, but my toe hit a rock, and I hissed out a curse, "Fuck." His voice cut off immediately. The last notes of the song floated away. I looked up to find Noah's gaze on me. The look of surprise in his eyes made me feel a small stab of guilt for intruding. I had intruded on his private moment and didn’t have enough sense to walk away.

"Your singing voice is as sad as your eyes," I blurted out. I saw him stiffen at my words. It felt like I had hit a nerve, but I continued, my curiosity was getting the better of me. "Who are you singing about fixing?" I asked.

His gaze met mine, his eyes full of emotions I couldn’t quite read. Silence stretched between us, thick and tense, and I thought he might just leave it there. But finally, he broke it, his voice barely above a whisper.

"No one in particular," he said, glancing up at the sky like he was searching for answers somewhere beyond. Then he let out a chuckle, hollow and unconvincing.

I knew I was about to put my nose where it didn’t belong, but I couldn’t help myself. "Maybe it’s you you’re singing about fixing?"

He looked back at me, his voice steady but his eyes not quite sure. "Why would I need fixing, Creed?"

I hesitated, knowing I was treading on thin ice. Everyone talked about Noah’s issues in whispers, but no one ever brought them up to his face. Tiffany was a wound everyone tiptoed around. But I kept going. "Because when you're abandoned by someone who’s supposed to love you unconditionally, I imagine you spend a lot of time questioning what you did wrong. Was it something you said? Something you did? Or are you just… intrinsically flawed?"

He raised an eyebrow, the hint of a smirk on his lips. “Intrinsically flawed… You might be on to something. Scarlett said you have no idea what you want to be. I’m thinking a psychiatrist might be a good fit. You read people.”

"Wait, what?" I blinked, thrown off. "My mother talks to you about me?"

He chuckled and nodded. “Every Sunday, she calls me to check in on how my week went and to vent about how her other kids are driving her crazy. You, in particular, with your indecisiveness and stubbornness.”

I rolled my eyes. I shouldn’t have been surprised that Momma treated him like one of her own, calling him weekly to check in. She reveled in parenthood—probably the only thing she’d ever trade music for. Thank goodness four kids were enough for her, though.

"Why did you always bite me?" he asked, catching me off guard before I could reply.

I laughed. "Because you always looked sad, and I liked making you laugh. I like your laugh. Plus, you never stopped me, so I liked that too. You let me do whatever I wanted. Now I figure maybe you were the one getting a kick out of it. Got a lil’ odaxelagnia fetish?" I teased, bucking my hips in his direction. "You into biting? Want to bite me back as payback. What's your safe word?"

He shook his head, trying not to smile. "I thought we’d make it through one conversation without you sexually harassing me. You better get inside and start cooking. Maine woke up in a mood." He turned back to the grill, effectively dismissing me.

Honestly, I was just surprised we’d made it through a conversation at all.

I decided to let him be, for now. As I turned to head back inside, I paused at the door and glanced back at him. “You know, Maine and Momma aren’t going to let you pull away just because Maine’s not living at home anymore. You’ve been part of this family too long to get away that easily. Stop running," I said, and then slipped inside, leaving him to his thoughts.


Noah-

I knew Lil Compton was Creed's godfather. Troy hated that fact, so he brought it up often. But I never realized how close they were until now. Creed had called him, saying she was bored and sad. Sad because Ebony—aka Jason—had decided to join his mother on a short tour in the Caribbean to "learn the business" instead of spending his summer messing around with Creed and Maine. And bored, claiming she couldn’t spend another day at the lagoon or in the Airbnb. He’d left L.A. on his private jet, within hours of her call to come entertain his "evil diva," as he called her.

No wonder she was spoiled.

Now, Creed, Maine, me, and a few of Maine's friends are in a strip club in Miami. "Back That Ass Up" was blaring through the club speakers. I was tucked into the plush VIP section with a fresh gin in my glass, tipsy—almost drunk. I don’t usually do strip clubs. They were like dangling meat in front of a hungry man, and I didn’t like being teased. This place was next level though. The dancers here were acrobats in string bikinis, climbing and spinning down from the ceiling, shaking perfectly round asses. But my eyes were on Creed.

Dressed all in black, she wore a mini skirt, a crop top, fishnet stockings, and combat boots. Her hair was a wild halo of curls. From where I sat, I could see the "Love Me" tattoo on her inner thigh, and I found myself staring at it, dick already half-hard, thinking about what she’d said to me about being "intrinsically flawed." Maybe she was right. My mother was a selfish narcissist, and my father killed himself because he couldn’t handle fame. I’d been diagnosed with a few things. I was a part of them, so of course there’d be something wrong with me. I’d tried to put words to it for years, but it took Creed to put a label on it. I still couldn’t believe I’d agreed with her, out loud. I wished I could take it back. She was snooping now, trying to learn more about me, which could only lead to trouble. I'd overheard her asking Maine about why I never brought anyone around. I didn’t stick around to hear the answer—or to find out if she asked anything else.

I watched her get up and walk to the bar, then suddenly she was having a heated conversation with a man who looked twice her age. A rapper or a bodyguard, maybe, since he’d come in with Lil Compton. He was dark-skinned, with locs braided down his back, heavy-set, dressed in skinny tailored chinos and a button-up. I knew something shady was going on because he’d waited until Lil Compton said he was turning in for the night before approaching Creed. Whatever it was, I was sure Ivory was aware of it. But I couldn’t ask her. She was down on the dance floor, dancing with her friends and minding her own business, leaving me to play guardian and wonder who this guy was. With Creed, it could be anyone.

I took my eyes off her for a second to check on Maine down on the dance floor. When I turned back, I saw Creed’s hand connect with the guy’s cheek. What the hell? Anger twisted his face. His hand was balled into a fist. He yelled something at her. Before I knew what I was doing, I was up and shoving the guy. The impact sent us both sprawling to the floor. We grappled for a few seconds before we were pulled apart. We both scrambled to our feet. He swung first and missed. I landed a solid punch on his jaw. Troy had me in the boxing gym with him since I was ten, until a couple of years ago. I knew how to crack a jaw when needed. He crumpled, out cold.

Grabbing Creed by the wrist, I pulled her toward the exit, out of the club, just in case the guy came looking for us.

We ended up on a staircase that led down to the beach. I pulled her off to the side where some bushes provided cover.  In the dark, I could barely make out her face.

“What was that about?” I started out yelling but dropped my voice to a whisper.

“He’s a fucking asshole. He ate me out once, last summer, and now he claims I owe him some pussy,” she said calmly.

My nostrils flared at her words. Before I could respond, her phone chimed. She checked the message, the light from her phone illuminating her sweaty, frowning face. I watched as she texted.

“I just told Maine we’re outside,” she said. “She’ll be out as soon as she finds her missing friend.”

I heard her, but my mind was still stuck on her confession. “Why would you engage in any type of sexual act with someone old enough to be your father?” I nearly growled.

The light from her phone disappeared, plunging us back into darkness. She let out a humorless laugh and shoved me, her body colliding with mine, then retreating. “You’re one to talk. Maine was just telling me about how your first and last girlfriend was your mom's forty-something-year-old friend. Fell in love with her, too, didn’t you?” Her voice was mocking. “Are you like me and just like them older and more mature, or were you looking for a mommy figure?”

Maine had a big fucking mouth. And the answer was somewhere between the two choices. I had abandonment issues, which caused me to fixate on people. That was why I didn’t do girlfriends. A quick hookup with someone from Tinder or the club was all I needed to scratch the itch.

“Maine talks too much. Mind your fucking bus—”

Her teeth sank into my chest, stopping me mid-sentence. “Stop yelling at me,” she muttered.

Something in me snapped.  I felt it break, physically. I leaned down to where I knew her breast would be and sank my teeth into it through her shirt.

She hissed. I pulled back 

“See, I can bite too.” I taunted

“Why the hell did you do that?” she demanded, shoving me.

“You bit me first.”

“That doesn’t give you the right to bite me on my tit,” she yelled, shoving me again.

“What gives you the right to use me like a human dildo?” I shot back.

She laughed, unfazed. “Mad it wasn’t your  mothers old lady friend?”

That was it.  I reached out and shoved her against the stairs, pinning her with my body.

Her teeth sank into my tricep, hard enough to leave marks. I pried her mouth away and wrapped my hand around her neck, pushing her head back against the stairs again. The liquor burned through my veins, fueling my every reckless impulse as I used my knee to spread her legs. With my free hand, I unbuckled my belt, then pulled down my zipper, freeing myself. When I reached under her skirt, there was nothing but heat and wetness.

I lifted her off her feet, using my body weight to press her against the wall. Instinctively, she wrapped her legs around my waist. It happened so fast I don’t think she had time to process it—or maybe she didn’t want to.

I pressed against her, my hard length finding her slick opening, and she let out a scream as I pushed in. I clamped my hand over her mouth, letting go of her neck. “Too big,” came her muffled voice.

“No. It’s not. Take it all,” I whispered, tugging on her earlobe with my teeth. “You started this. You wanted this. Now I’m giving you what you’ve been begging for. And you’re going to be quiet unless you want Maine to find us down here, you impaled on my dick.” She felt so good I wanted to finish right then, but I had a point to prove. I was going to fuck her until she was sore, until maybe she’d think twice about torturing me.

I moved with no finesse, just raw intensity, pumping into her with reckless abandon. She was tight, her body squeezing me in a way that felt damn near possessive. Her muffled screams softened into moans, and I dropped my hand from her neck, gripping her ass for better leverage. Spreading her. I pushed deeper, wishing I could see her face.

She started moving against me, her body rising and falling on my length. “Good girl,” I murmured. “Fuck me back.” She was close, her body tightening, contracting around me.

“Oh God… I’m cumming,” she hissed.

“That’s it, give it to me.” I felt her release, her warmth coating my fingers and my pants. I gritted my teeth, holding back just long enough for her to finish before pulling out, releasing myself all over her thighs.

As the last pulse of satisfaction faded, reality hit. I heard Maine calling my name, and I dropped Creed’s legs, pulling my polo over my head to clean the mess I’d made between her thighs, 

then dropped it. Then, without a word I left her, I walked down the beach, my mind reeling.

What the hell had I done?

You gave her exactly what she’d been begging for, that little voice in the back of my mind whispered, twisted and dark. And that was a fact. Suddenly, I felt disturbingly justified to do whatever I did next.


Noah-

The music blared, drowning out any sound of me entering the kitchen. It smelled like blueberry muffins and bacon. Creed was absorbed in the moment, oblivious to my presence. I watched her, waiting for the guilt to hit me for how I’d taken her the night before, but it didn’t come. In my mind, my actions had been acceptable. She had set the precedent between us. She used me, and I used her. At least for the next week.

Creed's eyes were closed, lost in the rhythm, swaying to the beat. She was wearing one of her barely-there outfits again, always dressed in so little. A pair of pink shorts hugged her ass and hips, and a crop top covered her slightly rounded belly. Her curves were mesmerizing. Her bushy, untamed hair hung down her back, and it had me fantasizing about wrapping it around my fist. She sang along to Kirby's "Velvet," belting the sultry lyrics with a voice that rivaled her mother’s.

"He said, 'That for me? All that, and it's free?'" She rocked her hips in circles, completely lost in the moment.

"They don't make 'em like this.

You can't find this on the gram,

'Cause I keep mine private."

This was a side of her I hadn't seen before, and I liked it. The lyrics she sang resonated with me because of her.

As she sang, I couldn’t help but join in, altering the lyrics slightly to reflect my own feelings. "I can’t help it, 'cause it’s high, high-priced velvet. Ooh, the type that she’s blessed with. Yeah, it’s high, high-priced velvet." It was a fact—her insides had felt like velvet to me.

Startled by my presence, she turned with her hand on her chest, glaring at me. 

I smirked in return. "I didn’t sneak up on you. You were singing about your velvet pussy too loudly to hear me." I walked fully into the luxury Airbnb kitchen and took a seat on the plush high-back stool at the granite island, where plates had already been set out. Creed had been doing all the cooking because, frankly, neither I nor Maine could.

"Don't sneak up on me like that." She snapped.

These were the first words she’d spoken to me since the club. Now the dynamics between us had shifted, and Creed was avoiding me. No more late-night visits or randomly sitting in my lap. The slight apprehension I saw in her eyes when she did look at me amused me now.

Right now, I could see the range of emotions playing across her face. She wanted me to leave the kitchen to make her comfortable, but I wouldn’t.

"Why don't you have a boyfriend, Creed?" I asked, narrowing my eyes at her. I could tell she was taken aback by the question.

"Because I don’t want one. Why does it matter to you?"

"You’ve been asking Maine about me, gathering information. Instead of doing that, I thought I'd get the answers straight from the source—out of curiosity."

Before she could respond, Maine walked in, looking too well-rested for someone I’d had to pick up from a house party because she got drunk and couldn’t drive, and didn’t want to leave her van at someone else’s house. I’d had to catch an Uber, then drive her back. It seemed she was trying to go to every party in Miami while we were here.

"The smell of your muffins woke me up, sissy." She kissed me on the forehead, then did the same to Creed, then took a spot next to me. "We won’t be doing anything today but sitting around the house watching movies, if that’s okay with you two." Maine advised.

Creed rolled her eyes at both of us before turning back to the stove.

Maine’s two friends, whose names I couldn’t remember, joined us, and they all started talking. My focus, however, remained on Creed. I wanted to mess with her the way she had been messing with me. I’d noticed her limping the day after the club, but I couldn’t ask her about it. After she set out all the food and took her spot at the table, I asked, "Hey, Creed, who had you walking funny after the club?"

Everyone stopped talking, and she glared at me. "None of your business."

I nodded, opening my mouth to say more.  Maine's foot connected with my shin under the table. I turned to look at her, and she shook her head slightly. I chuckled internally. 

After lunch, I intended to take a two-hour nap but woke up to find it was already dark outside. Vacation was kinder to me than I thought it would. I hadn’t realized how hard I’d been working until I wasn’t working anymore, and it was easier to sleep when you weren’t dealing with shady mother fuckers in dark warehouse and alleys.

After brushing my teeth and taking a quick shower, I left my room to find that two mattresses had been pulled off the beds and moved into the living room. They were pushed together in front of the TV. Maine was on the right, the blondes were in the middle, and one of Jason's frat brothers, Devon, sat next to Creed on one side. Devon was a linebacker for their football team, a big guy from Miami who wore gold grills and claimed Miami was a different state than the rest of Florida. Maine had had a crush on him for years, which was probably why she was paying more attention to him and Creed than to the movie. I took a seat next to Maine.

"You alright?" I asked, speaking low enough for only her to hear.

"I'm okay," she replied, her voice lower than usual.

"I thought you were going to tell him how you felt on graduation night?" I asked.

She shook her head. "I did. He explicitly told me he doesn’t like me. I can’t make him." She shrugged.

"Does Creed know?" I probed further.

She shook her head. "Let's just watch the movie."

I shrugged, and Maine leaned into me, resting her head on my shoulder. I kept cutting my eyes at Creed, and every time I looked, she was looking back at me. A smirk curved my lips, and it stayed there until she came over to tell Maine that she and Devon were about to go get something to eat after she showered. I waited about five minutes before I made an excuse to follow Creed into the room.

"I need to call Scarlett back," I told Maine, not waiting for her to reply.

Creed was in the shower. I stood outside the bathroom door until the water turned off before entering. I swear I’d only followed her to talk about Maine and Devon—at least that’s the lie I was sticking with. But when I saw her, all the blood left my brain. My only thought was how much I wanted to trace the stretch marks on her hips with my tongue. Her naked skin was flawless, her flesh soft.

Before she could react, I moved toward her, lifting her and setting her on the sink. A gasp escaped from her mouth.

"What the hell?" she protested, using force as she dropped her hands to my chest and tried to push me away. "Stop, Noah."

I chuckled. "You don’t get to say no or stop. You didn’t ask me for permission, and I never told you to stop. I get the same freedom. I’ll touch you when I want to. Fuck you when I want to. Taste you when I want to."

Leaning down, I grazed her right nipple with my teeth while pinching the other one between my thumb and forefinger. Her response was a purring sound that made me ache all over. My dick twitched painfully as her head lolled back against the mirror, her eyes shut.

I needed to feel her insides before... before what, I didn’t know. I just needed to be inside her. I pulled away from her breast, dropped my hand, and played with her pussy, using my thumb to massage her clit. I pulled my dick free from my joggers, lined it up with her opening, and spread my fingers across her belly, feeling her heartbeat hammering under my hand. Holding her still, I slid into her slowly, savoring the feeling. She wrapped her legs around my hips without instruction. I was surprised when she pulled me down into a kiss. I pressed my lips to hers, sliding my tongue into her mouth. She tasted like her blueberry muffins. The deeper I pushed into her, the harder she sucked my tongue. Her hands gripped my hair, tugging at my scalp as we exchanged breaths.

Fully inside her, I wanted to pound into her, send her limping to her dinner date, but I also wanted to prolong this moment. The feeling was almost too much to bear. My balls were already tightening. My fingers found her clit, rubbing fast circles as I continued fucking her, my thrusts becoming sloppy. I pulled my mouth away from hers. Her breathing was erratic, bouncing all over the place.

She raised both hands to my neck, applying pressure to my throat, and started meeting my thrusts. Her eyes never opened, her skin slick with sweat. My stomach tightened as her hands tightened around my neck, restricting my airflow. My eyes rolled back. I struggled to keep them open. "I’m about to cum. Where do you want it?" I managed to choke out, forcing air into my lungs.

"In me," she pleaded, her voice sultry and unrestrained. I could feel her clenching around me, wetting me. She squeezed my throat harder as she came, moaning her release. I exploded inside her, not stopping until I’d pumped everything I had into her. Panting, I pulled away dripping cum. she slumped against the mirror. Her legs were spread wide enough to see my cum leaking from her.

Feeling satisfied, I leaned down to her ear, my voice a low murmur. “Enjoy your dinner date,” I whispered, letting my lips brush against her skin before I forced myself to step back. 

I adjusted my pants, glancing at her one last time, the marks of what we’d just done visible on her flushed skin, my cum still glistening on her thighs. The sight alone stirred something dark in me, but I pushed it down. I knew I needed to leave before I let it all get to my head.

Without another word, I left the bathroom, shutting the door softly behind me. I made my way back down the hallway, my mind buzzing, trying to process. I was supposed to feel regret, maybe even shame, but all I felt was the want, no need to do it again.

The voices from the living room drifted toward me. They were all oblivious to what had just happened a few doors down. I took a deep breath and walked in, forcing myself to join the group,  take a seat beside Maine as and watch Creed walk out of the door with Devon, as if nothing had changed.


Creed-

I hate the beach. I can't quite explain what exactly I despise about it. Maybe it’s the sand in my pussy, the smell of dead fish, or how hot it gets outdoors. I don’t know, but I never voluntarily choose to go. Yet there I was, sitting on a blanket that Maine had laid out for us at ten o'clock at night. It was Maine's time to shine, and if she wanted to go and play on the private beach behind the BNB house, then I was going to the beach. With my toes buried in the cool sand, I tried my best not to let my annoyance show as I watched Noah talk and laugh with Ashley. They were nauseating to watch. They looked perfect together, like they’d have little Hitler Youth children.

Why did Maine have so many blonde, big-boobed friends when she came from such a diverse background? This one had shown up last night from Tampa, and now she and Noah were all buddy-buddy less than twenty-four hours later. I could see why he’d be interested. She wore a flowy white sundress as a cover-up for her pink bikini. She had a nice body, she was pretty and self-assured—qualities I usually admired in a girl because I wasn’t one to hate. But when I returned from dinner with Devon, I found her and Noah sitting a little too close in the dark living room. She was smiling and giggling. Noah barely spared me a glance and spent the rest of the night talking to her. He didn’t even have long conversations with his family. What was so interesting about her? And what was the whole bathroom incident about? Was he jealous? I couldn’t deny that he wasn’t entirely wrong for his actions. After all, I was the one who had introduced a sexual element to our interactions. I just hadn’t expected him to ramp it up and start ambushing me for pussy though.

"Quietly contemplating life?" a voice interrupted my thoughts. I looked up to see Devon, his smile too wide for my liking. I wanted to tell him to shut up and go away, but he was Jason’s best friend. I didn’t want any awkwardness in the future, so I planned to entertain his interest—barely and hopefully briefly—until he gave up. Don’t get me wrong, Devon was attractive, recently accepted into law school in Georgia, and had a great personality. I’d heard the rumors that he fucked well too, but he was too easy for me.

My parents were annoyingly in love with each other, and though they drove me crazy at times, I wanted their kind of love. They had ruined me for anything soft and sweet. Now all I could imagine or want was the type of love that rattles your bones and shakes your soul—the kind that challenges and scares me, the kind that makes me feel alive. I wanted it to be raw and messy, twisted and complex, something that tears me apart just to put me back together. That’s what I wanted, years in the future though. I was too young for all that now. For the time being, I was going to fuck up, fuck off, and fuck around. But when the time came, I knew Devon wouldn’t be able to give me that.

“Yeah, something like that,” I responded to Devon, forcing a small smile that didn’t quite reach my eyes. I met his gaze, and he took a seat next to me on the sand. He was shirtless, wearing only a pair of blue swim trunks, his gleaming white teeth on display instead of his grillz.

"I guess you could say I'm just sorting things out in my head," I continued, trying to keep the conversation light. "You know, life, the future, the usual stuff." I shrugged.

"Do you see me in your future?" Devon asked, his voice louder than the crashing waves.

I nodded, avoiding direct eye contact. "Yes, five seconds from now, five minutes from now, maybe even five days from now..."

He chuckled, seemingly entertained. Before either of us could say more, Maine flung her wet body across mine, smelling of the ocean and outside. My back hit the blanket I was sitting on. She had been swimming. She loved the water and took to it like a mermaid. I could swim, but the ocean scared me. It was too vast, too wide. I used to have this dream about being swept out into it. I wasn’t going to fuck around and end up dead in some dolphin rape cave.

"Sing, Creed! I want to dance," Maine exclaimed.

I shoved her, causing her to land on Devon. She made herself comfortable in his lap, wrapping her hands around his neck. Their contrasting appearances struck me—her pale skin against his dark, silky flesh. I was surprised he wasn’t trying to fuck her; most of Jason’s friends would have been. But even with Maine sitting in his lap, he was staring at my tits in my teal bikini top.

Out of nowhere, Noah took a seat beside me, his arm brushing against mine. "Are we about to go?" he asked, sounding lighter than usual.

Maine shouted, "No, we're about to play jukebox dance-off!" She was referring to the party game we always played with our parents. Someone would shout a word, and we had to sing a song with that word while everyone did the appropriate dance. Neither Jason, nor Maine could sing, so when our parents weren’t there, it fell on me. I hated it. Singing was something I only did in my moments of solitude, when the world got too quiet and I just wanted to hear my own voice. I didn’t want to sing for people and have them compare me to my mom or dad. It was exhausting.

"What's the first word?" I asked, trying to sound more interested in playing than I actually was.

"Everybody get a partner!" Maine yelled. Noah and Ashley, Maine and Devon, and the two blondes paired off. I lay back on the blanket and closed my eyes.

"The word is 'love,'" Maine announced.

"That was easy," I muttered to myself. "Love, so many things I've got to tell you, but I'm afraid I don't know how, 'cause there's a possibility..."

Luckily, after throwing out the words "sex" and "power," they got bored with dancing and started running up and down the beach like children. I just couldn't bring myself to participate. I stayed put on the blanket, enjoying the cool breeze on my face and the sound of the crashing waves. Out of nowhere, Noah was next to me again.

"How did your date go?" he smirked.

I cocked my head to regard him, trying not to stare at his bare chest and abs. He was fucking hot.

"Great," I smirked back. "I see you and Ashley are hitting it off."

Noah chuckled, leaning back on his hands. "She's fun to be around." He glanced over at Ashley, who was now splashing in the water with the others.

I raised an eyebrow. "Fun, huh? You’ve spent your life doing everything but trying to have fun. You should have told us that a blonde with big tits was all it took. Daddy would have gotten you one. This seems like more than her just being fun from where I'm sitting."

Noah's smirk widened. "Well, who knows? Maybe there's potential there. You sound jealous."

I sucked my teeth, rolling my eyes. "If I sound jealous, what exactly were you when you cornered me in the bathroom last night? I hope she hasn't fallen victim to one of your episodes."

"Episodes?" he chuckled. "Is that what you call what happens after you seduce me?"

My mouth fell open, shocked by his response. "Seduce you? I said I was going on a dinner date, and you tried to break my back in the bathroom before I left. How is that seducing you?"

Instead of acknowledging what I said, he reached out and took my hand in his, his gaze fixed on my lips. "Speaking of back-breaking, you should help me gather drinks at the empty house for everyone." He emphasized the words "empty house."

I rolled my eyes. "We're not having sex anymore." The thought of him thrusting into me sent a tingling sensation through my body. If he persisted, it wouldn’t be hard to convince me. I secretly hoped he would.

"But your eyes are begging me for it," he retorted.

I dropped my head back and laughed. "You're fucking cheesy. First, you were all like, 'I'm going to break you apart just so I can put you back together.' Now you say my eyes are begging for it? You're a 40-year-old in my eyes right now." I waved him off. "I need you to jump into your Lexus convertible sports car and drive away from me with your midlife crisis."

He smirked again. "Isn't forty the age of your professor? You didn’t seem to have an issue with having sex with a forty-year-old."

"So you did see us?" I questioned.

"I did, and it was..."

Before he could finish his sentence, Devon took a seat next to me again, diverting my attention. I hadn’t even heard him approach. Ashley followed, taking a seat next to Noah. Ashley’s cover-up was gone, and her tits were nearly falling out of her pink top. I almost rolled my eyes. Why did everyone keep interrupting us? Cock blockers.

"What are you two talking about?" Devon asked, his eyes shifting between me and Noah.

Noah answered before I had a chance to think of a response. "Breaking backs and sex with professors." He actually told the truth, and I couldn’t believe it.

Ashley narrowed her eyes. "Weren't you two raised as brother and sister?" Her tone held a mix of suspicion and judgment.

"No," we both said in unison.

"He was more of a chew toy than a brother," I added quickly, trying to brush it off with a laugh.

Before she could dig any deeper and push my patience, I cut in, turning to Noah with a smirk. "You know, you should get Jennifer here to help you with those drinks at the empty house."

"My name is Ashley," she corrected, visibly irritated.

"My bad," I said, shrugging. "All of Maine's friends look alike. Sometimes I get you confused." I stood up and grabbed Devon’s hand. "Come on, I want to go in the water. You’re my anchor. You gotta keep me safe. My daddy will kill you if you let me get swept away or kidnapped by mermen." I pulled him along, leading us into the ocean just deep enough to cover me up to my waist.

Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Noah and Ashley head back toward the house. I tried to shrug it off. Oh well, no more big dick for me, I thought. He's found himself a new plaything. Maybe it was for the best.

I spent the next hour playing in the water with Devon until Maine announced that we'd be sleeping on the beach. She ordered pizza, beers, and wings, and we all sat around, talking and laughing as the night settled in around us.

With Devon on my left and Noah on my right, I participated in the conversations as best I could, pretending that Noah wasn’t the sole focus of my attention. I made a conscious effort to avoid dwelling on what that might imply. No guy had ever occupied my thoughts the way Noah had over the past few days..

The implications were dangerous. I needed to stop entertaining things I shouldn’t be entertaining. But the truth was, I didn’t even know what I was entertaining.

At some point, I must have dozed off, because when I woke up, the world was quiet, the fire had dwindled to embers, and the night was heavy around us. Devon was lying in front of me, facing me, lightly snoring while holding my hand in a death grip. I lifted my head. Everyone else seemed to be asleep, sprawled out on blankets and sand.

I laid back and realized my head had been resting on Noah’s arm, and he was pressed close up on me. I felt my bikini being pushed aside, then I felt his dick. His hand slid over my mouth as he whispered, "Shh, just rock into me."

Dazed and half-asleep, I instinctively rolled my hips, feeling him slip inside my slick warmth. He guided me by my hips, making my movements slow and rhythmic, his breath was hot against my neck as we moved in silence. His hand never left my mouth, muffling my quiet gasps until my body tightened, and stars burst behind my closed eyes.  I felt him shudder, spilling into me as we came together in the dark, hidden from everyone around us.

As I drifted back into sleep, he planted soft, butterfly kisses along the back of my neck, one after another. The entire time Devon was holding my hand.


Creed-

Noah was getting on my last nerve. Every cell in my body was irritated. The annoyance sat low in my belly, twisting and curling into something I didn’t even want to acknowledge as I watched him from across the room.

He was acting like last night hadn’t happened. Like he hadn’t held me just hours ago, his body pressed up against mine in the dark, my back arching, his hand covering my mouth, his fingers sliding over my skin like silk. And now? Now he was playing. Laughing with Ashley, leaning way too close, his hand resting on the small of her back like she was something precious.

It wasn’t even jealousy. It was just the principle of it that was pissing me off.

My fingers clenched around the strap of my bag as I stuffed the last of my things into it, keeping my face neutral. If he wanted to pretend like nothing happened, I’d do the same. But I kept watching. I couldn’t help it.

He doesn’t look at you that way, a voice whispered inside me. Not like that. Not with that softness.

I shoved the thought down, but it burned as it sank. And then another one rose. I had forced him into whatever we had. No wonder he was ignoring me in the light of day.

The sun was high, making the air sticky as everyone left the house and started to gather by the cars. We were loading up, stuffing bags into trunks, and making plans to head out.

Noah hadn’t said a single word to me all morning. But it felt like he was making sure I could see him with her now. He was talking loud enough for me to hear. She was clinging to his arm, and he was tapping his number into her phone, his mouth curving into that small, rare smile.

I stopped watching. I turned on my heel, tossing my bag over my shoulder, and made a beeline for Devon, who was standing by his car. He looked up as I approached.

“Can I get a ride with you?” I asked. It wasn’t a request. I wasn’t riding back with Maine and Noah. They both could go fuck themselves. Maine had been acting brand new too, for days.

Devon’s grin widened. “Yeah? Sure thing, Creed. I thought you’d be going with Noah and Maine.”

I shrugged. “Plans change.”

I could feel Noah’s eyes on me as Devon slung my bag over his shoulder, his hand lingering on my hip, fingers pressing into my skin. I looked over my shoulder, just for a second, and met Noah’s gaze. His face was a blank mask, but his eyes were darker than usual, that hard, unreadable look was back.

For a moment, I thought he’d say something. I thought he’d step forward, demand I go back with him and Maine. But he just stared, and then he turned away, slipping his hand around Ashley’s waist.

The sting of watching that was worse than I’d expected.

Devon led me to the driver’s side—a dark blue luxury sedan that smelled like Baccarat. I slid into the passenger seat. We pulled out of the driveway, leaving the beach house behind.

My mind got tangled up with thoughts of everything that had happened. Noah’s body pressing into mine, his hand covering my mouth as he whispered, the rough scrape of his stubble against my neck, how rough his hands had been on my skin. My back against the cement wall on the beach. And the way he’d looked at me.

“Hey,” Devon’s voice broke through my thoughts. I blinked, realizing he was watching me at the stoplight. “You okay?” he asked.

I forced a smile, nodding. “Yeah, just... tired.”

He took my hand, his thumb tracing small circles over my knuckles. It was too intimate, and I hated it.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Noah in the rearview mirror, driving behind us.

For the next hour, he stayed right behind us.

I forced myself not to look in the rearview again. You don’t get to want him, I told myself. We weren’t supposed to be doing any of what we were doing in the first place. Momma and Daddy would have a fit.

It was done and over with, I told myself.


Creed-

From my bedroom, leaning against the cool windowpane, my gaze was stuck to the scene below my window. My parents were the life of the party they were hosting. They were drunk, grinding on each other and singing at the top of their lungs, entertaining everyone. To the outsiders who had been invited to celebrate the Fourth of July with us, it was the epitome of rock-and-roll heaven. To me, it was just another night, like every other holiday.

I had learned a long time ago that our home wasn’t for family bonding. Family gatherings were never just that—gatherings of family. We never spent time together, just us. Holidays were just an excuse for another wild party, another photo op. Another venue for Troy and Scarlett Rose to put their love on display. My family would be different. I wanted kids I spent quiet weekends at home with.

Being my parents’ child was exhausting, and I was tired. I had shown my face for the five obligatory hours my momma demanded; now I was leaving. A quiet hotel room was calling my name, since I knew I wouldn’t find peace at home for at least the next three days. I was thinking about moving out again, but my momma would have a fit.

Just as I decided to leave, a set of teeth sank into my neck. I whirled around, meeting Noah's gaze. His eyes twinkled. Noah’s eyes didn’t usually twinkle—not before Ashley. It had been two weeks since they’d met on the beach during Maine's graduation week, but according to Maine, Noah and Ashley had been spending their days together.

Whatever.

He smelled like Tom Ford and cocoa butter. Wearing a white polo shirt and khaki shorts, he was giving off preppy white-boy vibes, but he still looked good enough to make my body react. He must have just arrived at the celebration since I hadn’t seen him outside.

“You just bit me?” I asked, arching an eyebrow at his audacity.

He smirked. “Yes. I was feeling nostalgic. And you’ve been avoiding me.”

I had been avoiding him. After everything that went down at Maine graduation trip, I’d created a careful distance between us before I fucked around And hurt my own feelings.

“I wasn’t avoiding you.”

He leaned in closer, his voice turning serious. “Yes, you were. We need to talk about what happened.”

A knot twisted in my stomach. I shook my head. “It was fun, Noah. That’s all it was. And now, it’s over.”

His eyes held mine, refusing to let go. “Is it, though, Creed? Or are you just running away?”

Noah watched me, waiting for an answer, his eyes narrowed slightly.

“Fine. I’ll be truthful. I can’t keep having sex with you. If one or both of us catches feelings, it’ll get messy. It’ll make our lives messy. Despite the fact that we aren’t blood-related, Maine is both of our siblings, and you’re the son of the woman who caused a worldwide scandal between my parents and sexually assaulted my dad. The moment somebody finds out about us, my parents’ fame will make sure it’s plastered all over the media. The last thing I want is to be splashed across the internet, especially with Troy and Scarlett being step-siblings. The jokes write themselves.”

Noah ran his hand across his head, looking like he was processing what I’d said.

Before I could react, he closed the gap between us. My back hit the wall next to my window, his body pressing into mine, leaving no room for denial or escape. His fingers dug into my waist.

“What if I tell you I don’t care?”

“You should,” I barely managed to whisper. I was so turned on. My breathing was a mess.

Without warning, he leaned in, sliding his tongue into my mouth.

He kissed me so vulgarly it nearly made me cum. I froze for a second, startled by my body’s reaction. Why did he feel so good to me? This was so wrong.

I stopped thinking when he slid his hand down the waistband of the biker shorts I’d worn. He pressed his thumb to my clit and gave it a stroke. It was already swollen, so the feeling was amplified. Despite knowing this would end badly, my body loved every second. Every nerve in me surged to life as he glided two fingers between my pussy lips.

I groaned as his fingers slid inside me. It felt so good. My free hand found his shoulder as began moving, in and then out. He finger fucked me while, using the palm of his hand to apply delicious pressure to my clit. I sank into the sensation, forgetting my anger and fear.

His lips left my mouth and peppered my neck with stinging bites that made my breathing hitch.

“You gonna cum for me, Creed?”

“Yes-s,” I stuttered.

Noah hissed. “Then cum. Give me what I earned.”

My legs shook, and the muscles in my stomach seized tight, but somehow the rest of my body went limp. He waited until my quivering stopped to pull his fingers away from my pussy. He lifted them, wet and shining, and pressed them to my lips, watching as I took them into my mouth, tasting myself. Then he leaned in and kissed me, deep.

Right on cue, my phone rang in my hand. We both jumped, startled by the sudden noise. On instinct, I raised it to see who was calling. Devon’s name lit up the screen. Fuck, I had forgotten I’d invited him over. I needed someone to entertain me. I peeked out the window, and Devon was sitting next to Maine. She was talking to him, and he was looking around. I ducked back so he wouldn’t see me. Noah removed my phone from my hand.

“Let’s go, Creed.”

It was my turn to frown. “Where to?”

“Does it matter? I could see it on your pretty face that you were ready to pull one of your disappearing acts. Might as well be with me.”

“I don’t want to talk about anything concerning what we’re doing, Noah,” I said, putting my foot down. “Let’s just leave it as we're having fun.”

Noah shook his head. “No. We’re going to talk—after I fuck you until I’ve had my fill.” He was staring me dead in the eyes when he said it, low and filthy.

I folded, biting down hard enough on my lip to almost draw blood. I was gone. “Okay.” Like a puppet, I did what he said and followed him out. We snuck down the stairs and out the front door.

I guess we weren’t done and over, yet.


Creed-

"Mhmm, your mouth feels so good, baby," Noah groaned in a deep voice. His validation had my panties slippery and wet, but I was concentrating on getting him off, not myself. I continued bobbing my head up and down, slowly building up his nut until I saw his stomach muscles contracting and his thighs beginning to shake. He was almost there.

I reached up raked my nails over the inked skin on his abs.

Gripping a handful of my hair, he wrapped it in his fist and used it to guide my head, shoving himself into the back of my throat, forcing me to breathe through my nose. I cut my eyes to his face. I watched his features twist as he floated through his own orgasm.

"Shit, Creed, I’m going to come. Fuc-!" I sucked hard until I felt him explode in my throat, his dick throbbing. As soon as I swallowed, I pried his hand out of my hair and took my place next to him in his bed.

"Now tell me about her," I rushed out.

Noah blinked, staring up at the ceiling. "You're blowing the fuck out of my high."

I shook my head and said, "I don’t care. You said if I blew you, you’d tell me about your mothers’ friend."

He took a deep breath, his fingers absentmindedly toying with the edge of the sweat-slickened sheet that lay under us.

"She... she was my babysitter first, Mrs. Morgan, Lydia. I stayed with her sometimes for weeks to keep myself from feeling like I was intruding on your parents. Nothing happened then." he said, swallowing hard, like telling the story left a bitter taste in his mouth. " When I was nineteen, I saw her one day at this coffee shop. She was... forty-two." The age gap meant nothing to me. She was hot with big tits. She was the first woman to pay me attention. She was beautiful, confident, and knew exactly what to say to make my attention-deprived ass feel special. We fucked for almost two years, then she tried to ghost me. "I thought... I thought I was in love with her. I thought she was in love with me," he said, his voice laced with self-loathing, as if he were the culprit of some grand deception he plotted out and not the victim of some cougar his mom should have been watching with her child.

"Being with her felt electrifying. Exciting, dirty. I... I fixated on her," he confessed.

"I called her twenty times a day when I wasn't with her. I started following her. She said I was stalking her and got a restraining order against me so her husband wouldn't find out. The husband I didn't even know she had."

"Wow, what a fucking creep-ass bitch, fucking child-molesting manipulator," I said, and his head snapped in my direction.

"Is that what you call your professor?" he snapped back.

I shook my head adamantly. "No. I seduced him. Damn near begged him to take the pussy. He resisted, and I was persistent. I'm not saying my professor isn't fucked up for fucking a student, but he didn't manipulate a fucking student he babysat into fucking him."

Before we could say more, our cell phones both went off at the same time, which meant our sibling group chat. We both grabbed our phones, running away from the tension.

I read the message and cursed. "Mommy's birthday is in three days. We gotta meet Maine at the mall in an hour to go shopping. I don't know how I forgot." I did know. I'd spent four days laid up with Noah, fucking, arguing, watching TV, and eating. I was in bliss. I wasn't thinking about my parents.

He sighed. "Fine, but we're coming right back here." The way he said it brooked no argument.

"Fine."

Two hours later we were in the mall. And yet again my patience were being worn thin.

“I’ll be back,” cutting into the middle of Maines rant. I turned and walked in the direction opposite of them.

"Where are you going, Creed?" Maine yelled behind me.

I heard Noah say, "Leave her alone for a while."

I picked up my pace, walking away from Maine, Ashley, and Noah. I didn't want to hear Maine's mouth anymore, talking about what my parents thought or how I should be more considerate. I was grown, and if I wanted to leave the house, I could.

"Fuck them," I muttered to myself.

I had already planned on getting matching Jordans for myself and Mommy. That was our thing. When I was younger, randomly we’d pick a day and we'd wear matching outfits and she'd take me to get ice cream all by myself. She said it was so I didn't feel like the neglected younger child. Somehow, I still ended up feeling that way. But I didn’t harbor any resentment towards my momma. She was being pulled into so many directions. I understood I could not be the center of attention all the time.

I wandered through the nearly deserted mall in search of a Foot Locker.

When I found it, I headed straight for the Jordans they had on display. My browsing was interrupted by the scent of someone's cologne and I immediately thought about how good it might smell on Noah’s skin. I looked to my right and found an older man, about thirty, with dark skin and brown eyes, standing about twenty feet away from me. Being me, I decided to ask him what cologne he was wearing. I liked the fragrance and thought I might wear it myself.

"Excuse me," I said, putting on my fake friendly smile. "I hope you don't mind me asking, but what cologne are you wearing? You smell good."

The man looked surprised by being approached, then all his thirty-two pearly white teeth went on full display. "It's called Midnight Noir by Blackfire Fragrances," he replied.

Just as I was about to thank him and return to my shoe shopping, a voice interrupted from behind him. "Seriously? Are you flirting with my man right in front of me?"

Flirting?

I turned to see a woman—I guessed it was the man's girlfriend. Her arms were crossed, and her face was all frowned up.

"Oh, no, not at all. I was just asking about the cologne he's wearing," I explained.

"Don't play fucking innocent with me. I saw you looking at me. You Black bitches stay hating," the woman accused.

My face flushed with embarrassment. Everybody in the store was looking at us now. "Hating for what, lady? I don’t want him. " I retorted, letting my attitude seep into my tone.

The woman had clearly lost her mind. She was a heavy set girl with a cute face and blond hair, but her piercing blue eyes held nothing but hostility.

"Save your lies," the woman sneered, clearly not believing me. "You Black bitches can't stand to see a Black man with a white woman."

The situation was escalating too quickly for me to stay in my right mind. I snapped, "Bitch, are you out of your mind? My daddy's a whole-ass white man. I don't give a fuck about who you're fucking. Move the fuck around and let me buy my fucking shoes," I shot back, ready to punch her in her mouth.

Her boyfriend tried to calm her and usher her out of the store, but she wanted to keep going. We kept yelling back and forth, and the space between us closed. My fist was balled at my side. I was ready to swing.

"Creed, what's going on here?" Noah stepped in between us, his voice firm with concern. Ashley and Maine were standing next to him.

"She called me a fucking Black bitch," I said.

Noah shot a look at the woman. "You called her a Black bitch?" The anger in his voice calmed me down a little.

Maine stepped in. "Maybe she didn't mean it like that." Ashley cosigned her bullshit.

I lost it. "What the fuck do you mean she didn't mean it like that? A Black woman raised your ass. You know what the fuck she meant and should be just as angry."

Maine sneered at me. “You’re just playing the victim yet again,” she accused. 

What did that even mean? She had been talking a lot of nonsense recently. Before I could respond the lady that started the entire thing chimed in again. 

"I mean what the fuck I said. She's a hating Black bitch," she declared. 

I saw red. My fists clenched, nails biting into my palms as I lunged forward. Just as my fist was about to connect with her face, I felt a strong grip wrap around my waist, yanking me back. Noah’s arms locked around me, holding me inches from her.

Two Black girls, who looked like sisters with long braids and petite figures, stepped up in my defense. They had pretty faces, and were a shade or two darker than me. One looked my age, and the other was about fourteen or fifteen.

"Get your fucking hands off her," the older girl barked to Noah. Stepping in between us, forcing him to let me go.  She then turned to me and said, "Calm down, lil sis. That bitch, like everybody else here, knows who your momma and daddy are. She is trying to get a payday. You hit her and she’ll sue you.”

She turned to the man that was with the woman and said, "Luther, you know my daddy. If I beat this bitch's ass for playing in this girl's face, you know there won't be any lawsuit money, and she might come up missing."

I didn’t know a Black man could turn white. He left with the woman without saying a word. I wanted to know who these girls were. As if reading my mind, the older girl introduced herself. "My name is Tempest. This is my lil cousin, Ava. Your daddy knows my daddy, Demarco."

I nodded, knowing exactly who she was talking about. Last year, Demarco tried to hire my momma to perform a burlesque-type show at his club. Some Vegas-type shit, for a lot of money, but Daddy had nearly blown a fuse. He decided to confront the man, and it was the first time I ever saw Daddy back down. He didn’t even talk about him anymore.

A man stepped through the crowd. He was light-skinned, mixed race, about six feet two inches tall, two hundred pounds, with an athletic build, and low waves in his hair. He was gorgeous, like really fucking gorgeous.

He gave me a once-over before dismissing me, turning his head to look down at Tempest. "What are you into now?"

"Somebody was fucking with my friend, so I helped." She wrapped her arm around me.

He frowned. "Tempest, you don't know her."

Their dynamic was giving off serious grumpy-and-sunshine boyfriend-girlfriend vibes. I liked that for Tempest, even though I didn’t know her well.

Tempest rolled her eyes. "This is Creed, Scarlett Rose's daughter. In my mind, she's been my friend since I was five and she was six."

I laughed, despite all that had happened.

"Do you want a ride, Creed? AJ will take you wherever you want to go, and nobody will fuck with you."

The gorgeous one, AJ, nodded.

I didn’t hesitate to say yes. Something told me that meeting Tempest, AJ, and Ava was going to change my life for the better.

Maine stepped up. "You're just leaving? With strangers?"

I narrowed my eyes on her. "Yes. You're looking mighty unfamiliar right now. I don’t feel like being around you with your ‘she didn’t mean it that way’ ass."

Noah went to step forward, but I shook my head slightly, stopping him. I wasn't in the mood to be around them. 

Noah ignored me.  Reaching out, gripping my arm. "Creed, you can’t just walk off with them." His voice was tight. "You’re not thinking straight."

I yanked my arm away, my patience already worn thin, but before I could say a word, AJ stepped forward, planting himself between me and Noah. He didn’t say anything at first, just fixed Noah with a cold, unblinking stare. AJ was calm, too calm—the kind of calm that was scary.

Noah didn’t seem affected, he scoffed, glancing at AJ like he was something stuck to the bottom of his shoe. "Move. This is a family thing."

AJ’s jaw tightened, and his voice went dangerously low. "Seems she doesn’t feel like being around ‘family’ right now. Let her go, or we’re gonna have a problem."

The look that flashed in Noah’s eyes, like he wanted all the problems, had me stepping forward. “I’m good, Noah,” I said, my voice firm. “Just...let it go. I’ll call you tonight.” I turned and left Noah, Ashley, and Maine standing in the middle of the shoe store, gawking after me. my new friends on my heels. 

Just as we stepped out of the mall, my cell rang. It was one of the numbers associated with my godfather. I never ignored his calls. As I stood at the valet with Tempest, I answered.

"Hello?"

The news I got hit me like a ton of bricks. I didn’t even realize my knees had given out until AJ caught me before I hit the ground.


five years later


Creed-

I took a deep breath as I pulled into my parents' house. A mixture of nerves and anticipation churned in my stomach. It had been five years since I’d been in the presence of all my family at once. My momma and daddy visited me, but I hadn’t seen or really talked to my siblings. Things got awkward after the incident at the mall. Jason tried to explain to me how Maine "didn’t know any better," I felt like he was taking her side, so I distanced myself from both.

Noah had reached out but ignored him. What had happened between us needed to stay in the past. I did apologize for walking off that day.

Everything that day was just so weird and surreal, and it ended up becoming one of the worst days of my life. That was the day I got the call that my godfather, Lil Compton—Percy Simmons—had been murdered. Openly bisexual, he was known for running through men and women, but nobody knew he had one partner for years. Eddie Fletcher, his bodyguard of twenty years. I guess Eddie had enough of him and snapped when God daddy decided to propose to one of the women he was seeing. Murder-suicide. I was left to deal with God daddy’s estate since he left me everything.

It was a lot at first. His old flings came out of the woodwork with babies, claiming they were his, and random relatives showed up with their hands out—it was a mess. I was only twenty and completely unequipped to handle any of it, but I did. It matured me.

“Hey, are you okay, baby?” Devon squeezed my hand, pulling me out of my thoughts.

I forced a smile to reassure him. “I’m good,” I replied, though the truth was I wasn’t ready to be back home. It had been easier, less stressful, to stay away. But my momma would kill me if I missed her fourth or fifth “fiftieth” birthday party.

“Are we telling your parents we’re engaged?” He asked.

Two years ago, I’d run into Devon in Atlanta. He was in his second year of law school, and I was lonely. He was familiar. We became friends, then one day we started dating. Long, sweaty nights turned into a relationship. I hadn’t thought Devon and I would be compatible, but he kept me grounded. I wanted babies and a marriage young, and he was good for both.

My eyes fell to the ring on my finger. “I’ll kind of have to, with this on my hand,” I said, glancing at the 4-carat princess-cut diamond. Devon had bought it for me with his new lawyer bonus. It was gaudy, not something I would’ve picked, but I appreciated that he wanted me to have something nice.

Devon’s smile showed his excitement for our future. “I think your father likes me, so I can see us hanging out and doing stuff together. Maybe I could even become his lawyer.”

“Yeah, he does,” I lied.

Daddy did not like him. He thought Devon was pretentious, and my momma thought he was boring—the type you accidentally cheated on, she’d said.

“We should go in,” I hurried to change the subject and got out of the car, leaving him to follow.

The front door was open as always. As I walked into my childhood home, memories flooded back, stirring up my nerves. Here, I’d always been the little sister, begging for an ounce of attention. Back in Atlanta, I ran a successful record label and real estate venture. I wanted to go back so badly. The house looked different now too—more sterile, with white furniture and expensive art. Momma said she hired a decorator to make the space feel more “mature.” If by “mature” she meant like a hospital, then sure, it was mature. Devon came in and grabbed my hand, maybe for support.

I held my breath when Maine walked out of the kitchen, dressed in a pretty yellow sundress, with her four-year-old son DJ on her hip. I loved my nephew to bits, he was the cutest little, light-brown, chubby-cheeked boy with hazel eyes. My parents used to bring him along when they visited, and I’d spoil him rotten, hoping to piss his momma off. Maine had gotten pregnant during her graduation celebration and didn’t know who his father was. I remember Noah telling her to slow down on the parties and drinking, but she hadn’t. Pregnancy had done her some good. she looked thicker, healthier now.

“Hey, Creed. Mom and Troy said they’d be back in a couple of hours,” she managed dryly.

“Nice seeing you again,” Devon offered with forced cheer, trying to play peacekeeper.

I wanted to roll my eyes so badly but didn’t. “Hey, okay,” I said back, just as dry. She called herself mad at me for not forgiving her when she wanted me to. What she didn’t understand was that she really hurt me. I expected her to have my back no matter what. Then when I left she started talking shit about me amongst the family and throwing shade on social media.

I put my purse on the sofa table, then took DJ from and sat on the couch with him in my lap, dismissing both Maine and Devon without saying it.

"I’ll take these upstairs,” Devon said, planting a quick kiss on the back of my head. He grabbed our bags and headed up the stairs, while Maine disappeared back in the direction of the kitchen. DJ, meanwhile, was babbling a mile a minute in my lap, waving his little hands around as he told me about his favorite superheroes.

One minute, I was laughing with DJ. The next, someone was shaking me awake. Disoriented, I blinked my eyes open to find myself staring into a pair of familiar blue eyes. Noah. I awkwardly jumped up, coming to my feet.

Noah looked good. He had aged but was still handsome. I looked around for DJ, and Noah answered my unasked question. “I put him in his bed for a nap. You were sleeping pretty hard,” he said before he reached out and pulled me into a hug.

“Welcome back, Creed.” The way butterflies fluttered in my stomach was ridiculous. He smelled so good. I had to pull back. I didn’t like feeling anything for him.

He stayed close. He was smiling at me too hard, and that made me think of Ashley. They’d been officially together for nearly four and a half years. He hadn’t really waited at all to jump into a relationship. It had thrown me for a loop when I heard, because before I’d left, I’d been lying in his bed with him pressuring me to talk about where we were going. I was not bitter though—not much.

“How have you been, Creed?”

“Why are you smiling so hard, Noah?” The more I looked at him, the less genuine it seemed, and just like that, his smile dropped.

Before he could answer, Ashley seemed to materialize out of nowhere. She attached herself to Noah.

“How are you, Creed?”

I pulled my eyes away from Noah to answer her. She had aged. She looked older than both of us. Petty, but that made the situation better.

“I’m fine. Thank you for asking, Ashley. How are you?”

She answered, and then nobody said anything for a cool thirty seconds. Feeling awkward, I excused myself to go find Devon to escape the situation. I couldn’t find him in any of the rooms upstairs, so I took the back stairs to the kitchen. The house was empty—until I passed the pantry and realized it wasn’t. I paused just outside the door, hearing voices. I could hear Maine and Devon talking, no, arguing. Something was wrong. Why in the hell were they in the pantry?

“You don’t get to marry her and play happy husband and pretend your son doesn’t exist.”

“Maine, if you tell her, you’ll ruin everything, and I still won’t choose you.”

“Well, you may not want to be with me, but Devon Junior will always be in your life. He’s getting too old to be tricked with ‘let’s play a secret.’ Last week he cried for the entire day when you left. He keeps asking to go live with you and her.”

My mind moved slowly, piecing together what was going on. When it did, I snapped.

I burst into the pantry. The door hit a shelf, causing products to fall to the floor. “Devon, what the hell is going on? Please, please tell me you’re not fucking Maine!”

He stood there in shock, not answering.

Maine answered for him. “We were together before you two were.” She sounded and looked so smug, with her arms folded over her chest.

That snapped Devon out of whatever trance he was in. “I fucked you a couple of times because you practically begged me to. We were never together. You didn’t even tell me about DJ until you found out Creed and I were together,” he spat angrily.

She cut her eyes at him. “So?” she yelled back.

My mind was reeling. What did she mean “so”? She was playing with people’s lives. She had always needed to be the center of attention, and I let her be, but this was too far. Devon wasn’t innocent, but I believed him.

I lunged toward Maine. I was going to beat her ass for the old and the new. I swung, and my fist connected with the side of her head. If she’d gone to boxing lessons with Daddy when Jason and I did, she might’ve been able to fight back. I got in at least three good blows to her face before Devon pulled me off her and carried me into the kitchen.

“Get the fuck off of me!” I yelled, jerking out of his arms as we started arguing back and forth.

“I told you to tell her.”

I hadn’t heard Noah come into the kitchen, but I heard him say that. My head snapped in his direction. Maine was sitting on a stool at the center island, and he was wiping blood from her nose.

“You knew?” Who in the hell else knew?

Noah dropped his head. “She told me when she was pregnant. I told her to tell you.”

I shook my head. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“That wasn’t his place, Creed,” Ashley answered for him. Both of our heads turned in her direction. Noah looked as displeased as I did by her putting in two cents.

“You bobblehead bitch, did I ask you anything? Did I say, ‘Bobblehead bitch, speak for Noah’? No. So shut the fuck up.” I barked at her.

I turned my wrath back to my siblings.

“I know why you didn’t tell me. It’s because you’re both your mother’s children, deceitful and dishonest. Fuck you both.” I started pacing the kitchen, head down. I couldn’t stand the sight of any of them. “I shared my mother with you, Maine. I shared my toys, everything. I guess I should have expected to share dick, too.” At that point, I was just ranting.

Devon tried to interrupt. “Can we go somewhere and talk, Creed?”

I shook my head. “No. Do you know how many pep talks I had to give myself just to deal with you? You’re exhausting but I put up with you anyway. Is DJ why my parents don’t like you? Don’t tell me my parents knew, too.”

I looked at Noah. His face told it all. I threw my hands up. “Everybody fucking knew and let me make a fool of myself?”

I kept eyeing the knives in the butcher block, tempted.

“Aunty Creed, what are you fussing for?”

I turned to find DJ standing right outside the kitchen door. With new eyes, I immediately saw the resemblance to Devon. I’d been an idiot.

“Nothing, baby. I’m over what made me mad now already.”

I pretended like everyone in the kitchen didn’t exist, grabbing DJ’s hand on the way out. None of this was his fault, and I wouldn’t ever act differently toward him.

I picked up my purse, pulled out and handed him the Lego set I’d bought him. It was a miniature spaceship. DJ loved nothing more than Legos. I sent him to play before I took out my phone and dialed the person who had become my lifeline, Tempest. I needed to hear her voice. When I met her in the mall, I didn’t know she and her family would become like a second family to me. She stayed with me for weeks after god daddy died.

“You home?” She lived twenty minutes from my parents.

“Yeah,” I answered simply.

“what’s wrong? You sound strange.” She picked up on my emotions.

I changed my tone. Tempest was six months pregnant. I didn’t need to stress her. “Nothing. I was just calling to tell you we made it. I missed you and will see you in a few days.”

“Nah, sis. You don’t sound right. Do you want me to send AJ to fuck something up?”

I laughed genuinely. Tempest really leaned into the fact that she was surrounded by crazy men who would do anything to make her happy..

“Stop threatening people for no reason with your crazy baby daddy. Keep feeding into his violent tendencies, and he’s gonna end up in the news. I’m going to go before my momma comes back, though. I haven’t unpacked anything. I love you,” I said, then hung up.

The whole time, Noah was standing behind me. I ignored him like he wasn’t there.

“We should all talk about this, Creed. Nobody kept quiet to hurt you. We stayed quiet because of the exact opposite reason.”

I walked out of the house without responding. I was in my car, backing out of the driveway when my momma and daddy pulled in. They tried to wave me down. I kept driving. Fuck everybody. I was going back to Atlanta.

I was halfway down the road when I got a call from Ebony. I always answered for my brother, Jason. 

“I know you’re mad, Creed, but you have to come back. The cancer returned, and I have to tell everyone this time.”

I cursed and busted a U-turn.


Creed-

“You fucking asshole.” I was hysterical, I couldn’t think. I couldn’t catch my breath. I had never been so pissed off in my life. Shoving Jason, he barely budged, but I pushed him again, ready to swing at his head. I couldn’t believe he lied about something as serious as his cancer returning. My heart was still pounding erratically at the thought.

“I’m sorry, Creed. We couldn’t just let you leave with things unsettled.”

“We? Where is the 'we'?” I looked around the mother-in-law suite, a small two-bedroom my parents used for guests they didn’t want in the main house. It was fully furnished and stocked, and Jason had told me to meet him here.

Jason shook his head, his face full of pity. “Everybody is terrified to say the wrong thing to you right now.”

“So they sent you to do the dirty work, or did you volunteer because you know I’ll feel too guilty about yelling at you?” Jason had found out he had testicular cancer last year. It was early stage, and the doctor promised recovery. He got a testicle removed and froze some sperm. He was good. When he asked me for money for medical bills and not to tell the family, I had not said a word. We all had secrets. I couldn’t bring myself to be mad at him because I’d spent months thinking he’d die.

I didn’t give him a chance to answer. “Why did you all keep the secret about Maine's baby from me?" I demanded, my voice trembling. It wasn’t just that Devon was DJ's father—Maine could have him—but I couldn’t believe my family hadn’t told me. I felt like they’d picked Maine's feelings over mine, which was the norm. Maine always got special treatment because her mom was a piece of shit.

“How could you not know? Look at DJ. He’s the spitting image,” Jason said.

“She was too self-absorbed in your pity party to notice. She didn’t even see that Maine’s been in love with Devon since she was a teenager.

I whipped my head toward the new voice and found Noah leaning against the bedroom door frame, wearing a T-shirt and joggers, barefoot.

My eyes narrowed on their own. He should have kept his mouth shut like he had for the past five years. “No, I didn’t notice. But nothing kept her from telling me. She could have opened her damn mouth and said something. My life doesn’t revolve around what Maine wants like everyone else’s,” I spat at Noah. “But the real question is... Why the hell are you here, Noah? You’re barely family, and this is family business.” I knew it was a low blow, but I wanted him to hurt as much as I did. He should have told me, of all people.

“Creed,” Jason objected, sounding indignant.

Without looking at him, I said, “What? Am I lying? He has no blood relation to any of us but Maine, so of course, he’s going to be on her side. Hell, you’re my brother as much as hers, and you took her side too.” I was a minute away from throwing a tantrum—or throwing a lamp. My fists clenched and unclenched at my sides.

“I didn’t take her side, Creed. I did what I thought was right. Protecting you. Protecting Maine. That doesn’t mean I don’t know she was wrong.” Jason claimed.

“Then you should have told her she was wrong, and then told me I was screwing the man she had a baby by.”

Jason sighed and ran a hand over his face. “When I caught them together last year, I gave her until Momma's birthday to tell you.”

For a moment, everything stopped. I saw the shocked expression on Noah’s face and knew we were both hearing this news for the first time.

“Damn,” Jason muttered, realizing his mistake.

“Last year?” I screamed.

I watched Noah move towards me as I lunged, my fist swinging towards Jason. Before I could connect, Noah grabbed me from behind, lifting me off my feet.

“Jason, I think you should go.”

Jason didn’t need to be told twice. He apologized as he slipped out through the front door.

The second Noah let me go, I turned on him, raising my knee to hit him in the stomach, but he barely flinched when I connected. I tried again, but this time he was ready. With a swift movement, he grabbed me, backing me against the wall.

“How is fighting me or Jason going to make this any better, Creed?” His voice was strained and he looked really fed up..

I shoved against him, my frustration boiling over. “Stop talking to me like you’re not part of the problem! Everyone kept secrets, thinking it was for the best, but nobody thought about what it would do to me! Fighting you would make me feel better.”

I don’t know why I did it—maybe out of sheer frustration—but I forcefully pressed my mouth against his. To my surprise, he kissed me back without hesitation. It was all teeth, tongue, and anger.

I rubbed myself against him, reaching down his joggers. His dick was hard and hot. I stroked him, spreading the precum over the head with my thumb.

“Stop, Creed,” he growled, trying to pull my hand away.

“No.” My teeth sank into his bottom lip, drawing blood before I let go. “Just fuck me.”

He tried to shove me off, but I had already wrapped my hand in his shirt, and he wasn’t exactly trying very hard. He was way bigger than me; if he wanted me off, he could have pushed me away.

“Fine,” he spat, spinning me around and pressing me over the back of the white tuxedo sofa that took up half the room.

He hiked up my skirt, fingers catching the edge of my panties, and then a quick, rough pull—the sound of fabric tearing echoed the room . Cool air rushed over my skin, raising every nerve in my body. A low sound escaped my throat, raw and filthy.

“Fuck,” I cursed loudly as he slammed himself into me.

He set a rough pace, I panted out, while he fucked me hard. Wetness slipped from my pussy, wetting him.

“Shut up,” he growled, shoving two fingers into my mouth, to silence me. I bit down, hard, tasting the salt of his skin.  With his free hand, he grabbed a fistful of my hair, yanking me upright until my back flushed against his chest. I could feel every rough breath he took as he pounded into me, splitting my wide open.

And then he froze, buried deep, moaned my name and dug his fingertips into my skin, grinding into me, filling me with his cum.

Breathless, I slumped to the floor, legs raised as if to catch his sperm.

Noah angrily shoved himself back into his pants, muttering to himself.

I lay there, staring at the ceiling.

“What the hell are you doing?” he snapped.

I opened one eye, meeting his shocked expression. “No use in wasting good sperm. I’m ovulating. It’s a good day to get pregnant.”

His eyes went wide, and for a moment he looked like he’d seen a ghost.

“I just had fertility treatments. I’m trying for twins,” I continued, my tone icy. “ If I do get pregnant with your baby, you’ll be as silent as you were for Maine. Nobody will know they’re yours. Now get out before I scream.”

Noah stared at me like I’d lost my mind, then stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind him. I waited until I heard his footsteps fade away before letting the tears fall. After a few minutes, I got up and left the suite.

As soon as I stepped outside, I saw my father striding toward me, a serious look on his face.

I wasn’t in the mood. I turned and started walking the other way.

“I’m not trying to hear it, Daddy.”

“Creed,” he called after me, his tone grave. “Your grandmother had a heart attack an hour ago.”

My heart dropped. Unlike Jason, I knew my father would never lie about something like that. Without a word, I turned back around and walked toward him. I would put my anger aside for now, for my grandmother.

But once she was healthy again, it was still going to be "fuck the rest of them."

The fact that the next day would be the anniversary of my godfather’s death didn’t escape me.


Noah-

Sunlight poured through the living room curtains, but it didn’t do much to lift the heavy atmosphere hanging over us. The room was silent, everyone avoiding Creed. The looks she was giving said everything—she was still furious, barely holding herself together for her mother’s sake. I stayed off to the side, trying to ignore Ashley’s insistent questions. She kept trying to piece together what had happened earlier between Creed.

Part of me wished I’d never gotten involved with Ashley. After Creed left, I’d convinced myself that what I wanted with her—was impossible. Ashley felt safe. Normal. I’d thought that was enough to replace Creed. But lately, Ashley’s toxic positivity, and her tendency to follow Maine around like a shadow… it grated on me in ways I could not put into words.

My mind was stuck on what Creed had said earlier. She now had me imagining her belly, round with my child. I knew I shouldn’t even let myself think that, but I couldn’t shake it.

Suddenly, the door banged open. Scarlett walked in, and the room snapped to attention. Her eyes were bloodshot, her expression strained, and Troy hovered right behind her, ready to catch her if she fell apart. We’d all been waiting for her, desperate for any news. Her voice was shaky, but she was doing her best to sound strong.

“My mother’s had a heart attack. It’s serious,” she said, pausing to compose herself. “She’s in a coma, but the doctors say she’s strong, and she has a good chance to pull through.” Scarlett’s gaze swept over the room, heavy and tired. “I know after everything that’s happened, you’d all rather be anywhere else, but I need you here—yes, even you, Devon.” Her eyes lingered on him, making sure he knew he wasn’t off the hook. “DJ needs a father, and he needs his entire family on his side.”

Finally, her eyes landed on Creed, who stood stiff and unreadable in the corner.

“We need to stick together, Creed.”

For a moment, I thought Creed was going to respond, maybe explode with everything she’d been holding back, but she just clenched her jaw and looked away.

Her anger was understandable. We’d kept a huge secret from her, something that affected her entire life. I’d meant to tell her, hand to God, but after she ignored what felt like my thousandth call, I’d given up. A part of me had thought, "Fine. Let her find out on her own." But I never thought she’d actually get engaged to Devon. My eyes drifted down to the ring on her finger.

She hadn’t taken it off. I didn’t even want to explain to myself why that bothered me.

“Creed, honey,” Scarlett said, “I think you should stay in the guest house for a bit. Give yourself some space. Devon, you can take the basement.”

Creed just nodded, her face blank.

Scarlett turned to me. “Noah, can you help her move her bags out there? I need to shower, take a quick nap, and get back to the hospital.”

Devon stood up from the sofa, looking like he wanted to step in. “I can do it,” he volunteered. Every glare in the room became fixed on him. His shoulders sagged, and, he eased himself back down, without another word.

“I got it,” I said, grabbing Creed’s Hello Kitty suitcases from the corner. She’d had the same ones since she was ten. Creed led the way out, both of us silent, but I could feel the tension radiating from her.

As soon as we got into the guest house and I clicked the door shut, she was on me, mouth hard, hands rough. She gripped my face like she was trying to mark me, fingers digging in skin, her tongue forcing its way between my lips. The kiss was all teeth and anger. I barely had a second to catch my breath before she yanked my zipper down, her hand sliding into my boxers.

I pulled back, breathing hard. “Creed, you’re not in your right mind. Let’s just focus on what’s happening with your grandmother, and then we can figure out...whatever this is.”

“I know exactly what I’m doing,” she said, her eyes hard. “I’m ovulating. I’m going to get pregnant, then get the hell away from all you lying motherfuckers. My grandmother won’t be affected by what we do.”

“Do you even hear yourself?” I asked, frowning.

“Yes,” she replied, reaching for me again.

I sidestepped, raising my hands. “Creed, I’m with Ashley now.”

She gave me a cold smirk. “I don’t give a damn, just like she didn’t give a damn about my relationship. And you didn’t either.”

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “I’m sorry, Creed. I wanted to tell you. But maybe if you’d answered my calls once, I could have. But I’m not playing this game.”

Her finger drove in my chest. “You will, or I’ll go out there and tell everyone exactly what we were doing all summer during Maine’s graduation.”

I dragged my palm over my mouth, shaking my head. “You’d do that? Now? With everything that’s going on?”

“Yes,” she nodded, her eyes wild. “I damn near hate all of you. And if you push me, I’ll make sure you hate each other too.”

Then she dropped to her knees, reaching into my boxers. My resolve shattered. She was blackmailing me, but I couldn’t bring myself to stop her. As she took me in her mouth, I tried to disconnect, tried to stay detached, but the way she worked me, the flick of her tongue—it was impossible.

“Tell me when you’re about to come,” she murmured before taking me deep again. She worked me until I was right on the edge, then pulled back just as I was about to lose it. Before I knew it, she was straddling me, sliding down onto me, taking me in. Her nails dug into my shoulders as she started moving, hard and fast, grinding down with every thrust. She was using me, and I was letting her.

I bit back a groan as she rode me, her breaths coming short and sharp, eyes locked on mine like she was daring me to look away. The heat, the tightness was too much. I gripped her hips, holding her close as I came hard inside her.

A knock on the door jolted us both back to reality. Ashley’s voice called out, “Hello?”

Creed clamped her hand over my mouth, her other hand still on my chest. I tried to move, tried to push her off, but she just kept grinding, her body trembling as she found her own release. The look on her face was everything, but I forced myself to stand as soon as she moved.

Standing and stepping back, she adjusted her skirt like nothing happened then walked into her room.

I went to wash the smell of her pussy off my hands and dick in the kitchen sink, trying to clear my head. Then I fixed my clothes. Ashley’s voice called out again, snapping me out of the daze I was in.

When I opened the door, I stepped outside, blocking her view of the room.

“What took you so long?” Ashley asked, eyes narrowing.

I forced a calm expression. “I was just helping her move a few things.”

She eyed me suspiciously, clearly not buying it. Taking her by the shoulders, I gently guided her away from the guest house.

“You were probably indulging her in one of her tantrums,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Maine said she’d try to get everyone on her side, make everyone hate her.”

“Nobody’s taking sides, Ashley. We all know Maine was wrong. She needs to apologize to Creed.”

Ashley’s face twisted in frustration. “For what? Devon and Maine were together first.”

I felt my patience snap. “Together in her head,” I replied, voice sharp.

Ashley pulled away from me, her arms crossing defensively. “Unbelievable. You’re already taking her side.”

“Ashley, Maine told me herself that Devon turned her down. Devon told us all she begged him. Creed didn’t know. They both hurt her, not the other way around.”

Ashley huffed, crossing her arms tighter. “And what about Maine? She’s your sister,  your real sister. Do you know how hard it’s been for her, watching Creed and Devon together? She’s been hurting too.”

I took a deep breath, trying to keep calm. “Ashley, this isn’t your fight. Even if Maine says it is, it isn’t. Creed’s grandmother is in the hospital. Help with that or leave.”

She looked shocked, but I didn’t care. She opened her mouth, as if to argue, but I was done.

“ Just stop meddling.” With that, I turned and walked away, leaving her standing there, stunned.


Creed-

"You're forcing the man to be your sperm donor, just like his momma did with your daddy. That’s very fucking ironic."

Tempest threw her head back in laughter, and I instinctively leaned away from her. Some Black folks liked to playfully hit you when they laughed, but Tempest's heavy-handed ass was extra with it. Had my ass wanting to hit her back for real.

After an awkward family breakfast at my parents'—which my momma insisted on having—I had left their house. The mixture of sorrow for my granny and the fucked-up amount of tension between all of us made the house feel suffocating, even the guest house.

We were sitting in the living room of Tempest's condo on Clearwater Beach. Her legs were propped up on the table, her swollen feet resting uneasily. The way they looked like they were about to burst, and the way her nose had spread, had me reconsidering pregnancy. She was still beautiful, though, even if she looked like she was in pain.

I frowned momentarily before quickly straightening my expression. "I don’t even think he sees the irony. He’ll get it eventually. Hopefully, I'll be pregnant and back in Atlanta by then."

She made a face. "Are you sure this is what you want to do, though?"

Was that really what I wanted?

I had sat up all night worrying about my grandmother and plotting my revenge. Keeping my child from my family would devastate them, especially Noah. He’d have to deal with not seeing his child and not telling anybody it was his, but he’d do it because he knew I could make life unbearable for Maine if I chose to. We might share a father, but my mother was mine, and I knew I could sow discord between them. I’m sure Noah realized that too. Who would Maine have beside Noah if I made it uncomfortable for her to be around? Not her momma. Tiffany didn’t give a fuck about them. Noah would do anything for Maine to be happy because he was always trying to compensate for their deadbeat momma. For DJ's sake, I hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

"Yes," I finally answered. "This is what I want to do."

Tempest shook her head, her face contorted. "You look like your momma, but you're as spiteful as your daddy. I hope none of this backfire," she said, just before her front door slammed open.

We both turned our heads in the direction of the noise just in time to see her father stride in. It was ten in the morning, and I knew for a fact he had nowhere to be. But he dressed in an expensive black suit. He looked damn good in it too, with his big muscular body and salt-and-pepper hair. Old Creed would have been on some taboo, "fuck-your-best-friend's-daddy" type shit. The new me dropped my eyes and pushed away the nasty thoughts before they took root.

"Hello, Father," Tempest greeted cheerfully. She didn’t say a thing to him about busting into her house with his face fixed in a near scowl.

Mr. DeMarco was interesting. I wasn’t sure where he fell on the spectrum, but I knew he was somewhere on there. Or maybe he had a personality disorder. Unlike most people with issues, he didn’t mask himself. The only person who could make him smile was his wife, Momma Nova. And she took pleasure in getting a reaction out of him. Even though she wasn’t there, I did what she'd recently taught me to do when he walked into a room. I got up and walked right up to him, offering a side hug. I looked up at him, putting on my best puppy-dog eyes, and called him Grandpa.

Tempest burst into laughter.

His scowl softened a bit. I knew he liked me. He had offered to kill for me. He and AJ had replaced ‘I love you’ with, ‘who do you want dead?’

When they said little girls looked for men like their fathers, Tempest was the perfect example. AJ was exactly like DeMarco. Though his father was the opposite of DeMarco. Mr. Atticus was a peculiar blend of smooth criminal mafia type, and country boy all in one. It didn’t make sense. He and his wife, Grace. They mostly lived in their hometown of Moss Point, Mississippi, but he spoke fluent Italian and had a villa in Northern Italy. AJ said he'd tell me his daddy's story one day, but something told me I was better off not knowing. AJ talked more than DeMarco, even more than Mr. Atticus, but usually about gruesome shit no one wanted to hear about. I teased Tempest about him being a serial unaliver. When I first met him, that was my best guess, but he turned out to be an FBI agent. Tempest's entire family was an odd bunch, but I liked being around them.

Mr. DeMarco stepped out of my embrace. "Creed," he said—his way of acknowledging my presence.

Then he turned his attention to his daughter.

"Your mother didn’t think a phone call would be enough. She wanted me to lay eyes on you personally." He shoved his phone in her face. "She's on FaceTime." With that, he walked off.

I excused myself to let Tempest speak with her mother and stepped onto the terrace overlooking the beach. Immediately, my mind drifted back to my situation with Noah. Was I being unreasonable? I didn’t think so. He played a role in fucking up my life. I should return the favor.

My cell vibrated in the side pocket of the strapless maxi dress I was wearing, interrupting the background laughter of Tempest's phone call with her mom. I pulled it out and saw that Devon was calling me. I let it ring, and as soon as it stopped, a text message came in: "I'm outside Tempest's condo. I know you wouldn't go anywhere else. Can we talk?"

A sigh escaped my lips as I scratched my scalp in annoyance. I had to go down and talk to him. I didn’t want his stupid ass to do anything dumb and end up missing because he upset Tempest.

When I walked back into the house, Tempest was still on the phone, laughing with her mom. Mr. DeMarco was staring at her feet in disgust. I knew as soon as his wife couldn’t hear him, he would say something blunt that could be interpreted as an insult. But Tempest would just laugh it off. She understood how her dad and husband were—honest to a fault.

I signaled to Tempest that I'd call her later before stepping into the elevator and taking it downstairs. Devon was standing next to my car. Just looking at him irked my nerves.

"Get away from this girl’s house before her husband gets back," I hissed, my words laced with warning. Tempest didn’t like him, so AJ didn’t either. I didn’t want AJ fucking him up in my honor.

He reached out to grab my arm as I tried to sidestep him and reach for the driver's door. "Let’s go somewhere and talk," he urged, his fingers tightening around my arm.

I snatched my arm away. "There's nothing to talk about. You fucked my sister. You were actively fucking her during our relationship and have a child with her."

"But that's not what happened," he countered.

I couldn’t help but laugh at his whiny tone, but I also cocked my head, curiosity getting the better of me.

He ran a hand over his hair, a nervous habit of his. "Maine told me she liked me before graduation. I always knew, but I never saw her in that light. I made it clear to her that I was interested in you."

He let out a sigh. "That last night on the beach, when I woke up the next morning, you had left without a word. I figured you weren’t interested. I was disappointed, but I wasn’t going to bother you again."

I dropped my head, recalling that morning. I had gotten up before everybody so I could wash Noah's scent off me and his cum out of me.

Devon continued after another sigh. "I got up from the beach, went to the hotel to take a shower and pack. Maine walked into the bathroom, completely naked. She claimed it was a mistake. Then told me how you told her you weren’t interested in me. She kissed me, and I kissed her back. It escalated. We fucked. I didn’t think I did anything wrong. You and I weren’t together. When you called to invite me to your parents' fourth of July party, I planned to tell you what happened. You didn’t even come down. I left, thinking I’d never see you again. In Atlanta, I tried to tell you, but you told me to leave past relationships behind. I took the out. It wasn’t until a year after we’d been together that I found out about DJ. Maine convinced me it wasn’t a good time to tell you because you were still hurting from losing Compton. I never touched her besides that one time."

I frowned. "Jason said it was last year when he caught you two having sex."

"That’s complete bullshit. It never happened," he spat vehemently. "I put that on my momma. You know Jason will do anything if Maine tells him to. After I found out about DJ, I was pissed. I didn’t want to interact with Maine at all. I had my mother pick DJ up from Maine’s so my family could spend time with him, and when I was in town. I haven’t been in a room alone with Maine in five years."

Taking a moment, I processed everything he’d said, feeling both lost and exhausted. I didn’t know who to believe anymore. Everybody had lied, twisted the truth, kept secrets. And now Devon was standing here, trying to convince me that he’d just been caught up in the middle, that he’d only messed up once. But how could I trust any of it?

After a deep breath, I shrugged. "In the end, it doesn’t matter how it happened, Devon. The fact remains that you lied to me. You let me build a life with you, knowing all along that DJ was yours. That’s something I can’t forgive."

He opened his mouth to protest, but I raised a hand to stop him.

"We’re done. This whole mess has shown me exactly who you are. Go be with Maine, or don’t—I don’t care. But don’t ever think about coming back to me. Whatever we had, whatever we could have had, it’s gone."

I pushed past him, and slid into the driver’s seat of my car. I didn’t wait for him to respond. I shut the door and started the engine. As I backed out of the driveway, I caught a glimpse of him standing there, looking lost, maybe even hurt. But I was done with his excuses and his guilt-tripping. He’d made his choices, and so had I.

As I drove away, my phone buzzed on the seat beside me. I glanced down and saw my father’s name on the screen. My chest tightened.

"Daddy?"

"Creed." His voice was strained, and in the background, I could hear my momma crying.


Scarlett-

“I don’t care anymore, Scar. You can't bribe me with pussy. I’m not scared of your anger. I’m telling Creed that I didn’t know anything about DJ being Devon’s until the same day she found out.” He wouldn’t stop pacing the length of our bedroom. I watched him from the chair in front of my vanity.

“No, you aren’t going to do that.”

“Why not?” he yelled. “My own daughter won’t even look me in the eye right now.”

“Because it's not the right time, Troy. My mother is in the hospital. And I understand why you’re upset. I know you don’t realize it and never did it on purpose, but everybody else knows Creed is your favorite. Your tether baby. The only one you can look at and not have to think about drama.”

His eyes locked onto mine, his expression a mix of anger and disbelief. “Are you accusing me of loving my kids unequally?”

I shook my head. “That's not what I said.” He was purposely being difficult.

“Creed is just your favorite. She was the one you absolutely wanted. You tricked me into having her. You're the reason she acts the way she does. The way Maine acts is a direct result of how you've treated Creed. Jason didn’t need to be coddled, so he didn’t care about the extra time you spent with Creed, or how you gave her special little gifts, or went out of your way to make her smile. You used to walk around holding her like she was a baby doll. You rarely put her down. For God’s sake, you cried like a baby in front of all of us when we had to leave her with my parents for a tour. Maine saw all of it. She also had to deal with the stigma of who her mother was. Kids used to tease her about what happened between you and her mother. They called her a rape baby. So, of course, she has some issues.

“Tiffany, I had a fucked-up past. I still don't like her, but I never mistreated Maine, and I poured as much of myself into her as I did Creed. Even if I didn’t, that doesn’t excuse Maine’s behavior. Creed's been good at turning the other cheek when it came to her siblings. She shouldn’t have to in this situation.”

I shook my head. “I’m not excusing her behavior. I’m explaining it.”

He shook his head. “Maine is the way she is because she's manipulative, just like her mother. I would never say this in front of her, but she is. Look at the Devon situation. I sat down with him and refrained from hurting him because I wanted to hear his side. He said he told Maine he didn’t want her, told her he planned to pursue Creed. Went on a date with Creed, only for Maine to tell him Creed wasn’t interested without ever talking to Creed. That doesn’t sit right with me, and it shouldn’t with you. But you always overcompensate when it comes to Maine because you don’t want her to feel left out or neglected. By doing so, you’ve unintentionally fostered an environment where she feels entitled to everything and manipulates us. Like when she moved out. We bought her and Jason that duplex. She turned down our help to pay for movers to move her furniture from her college apartment, saying we’d done too much and she'd do it herself, just to turn around and ask us to furnish the whole place with new furniture. And when I said no, what did she do, Scar?”

He didn’t give me a chance to answer, he did it for me.

“She cried to you, and you gave her a furniture allowance, and we still had to pay someone to move the previous furniture we’d bought her only seven or eight months earlier. She's a brat. A bigger one than Creed ever was.”

He stared me down, daring me to say anything, and I wouldn’t, because he was right. I wouldn’t tell him it out loud, but sometimes I felt like I was the reason Tiffany had abandoned Maine. The feeling was irrational. She had done the same to Noah, but I always felt the need to make up for it.

Troy nodded, as if he’d made up his mind and it couldn’t be changed. “As soon as Creed gets back, I’m telling her, “He said before he left the room.

I was left alone to dwell on what would happen next. His anger and frustration were justified, and I couldn't fault him for wanting to tell the truth, but I just wished he’d wait. Yes, it was for purely selfish reasons. I didn’t want to have the type of standoffish relationship with Creed that I had with my mother, and if Troy told her that I knew about Devon and he didn’t, that’s exactly what would happen. What’s messed up is that I’d known since the day DJ was born. I walked into the room while Maine was asleep, and the paperwork for the birth certificate was just lying there and Devon had signed it. I honestly didn’t know what to do or say, so I did and said nothing.

I shook my head. I couldn’t believe the mess Maine had made of our already dysfunctional family. The ringing of my phone pulled me out of my thoughts. I rushed to grab it from the nightstand. It was the hospital. I said a silent prayer that they were calling to tell me my mother had woken up and was going to be okay.


Noah-

"What the hell are you doing here, Tiffany?" The mention of my mother’s name sent my eyes flying from the floor in the direction of Troy's voice. Everyone in the room had gone quiet because everyone knew about the situation with Tiffany and Troy. I was sitting too fat across the room to see the expression on Scarlett’s face, but I knew she wasn’t happy.

But I could see my mother clear as day. She was wearing self-satisfied smirk on hers. She had come simply to cause trouble. Tiffany was angrier at Troy for outing her than anyone would know. She saw him as a payday, a way to legitimacy, and when he didn’t choose her and exposed her for what she did to him, he became her mortal enemy. Some nights she would get drunk and talk about ways she could get back at him for ruining her. I was supposed to be one of those ways when she dropped me off at his home. She had hoped that I would be the straw that broke the camel's back of Scar's and Troy's marriage, but I had been welcomed and treated kindly. Which is why just seeing her face at a time like this, in their home, made me feel protective of them.

I had been sitting in the corner, trying to be invisible. Either I had accomplished that, or everyone was too occupied with Tiffany to notice me when I stood.

"I came to check up on my children in this trying time," Tiffany responded, her answer sounding rehearsed.

Troy's voice boomed through the house. "Everybody that doesn't live here or has never lived here, get out!"

The last time he’d seen Tiffany was three years earlier at Christmas. She had called Scarlett a bitch at the dinner table. Troy, while holding Scarlett back, had told Tiffany she was no longer welcome in his house. Us children were too old for him to continue with the fake niceties.

I stood still, letting everyone who was leaving go. People filed out quickly. Nobody really wanted to interact with Troy when he was angry.

When the house was empty, I could now see Troy and Tiffany. My mother always wanted to be the center of attention, so of course, she was dressed in a figure-hugging dress, not a blonde hair on her head out of order, her face fully made up. Ashley and Maine were whispering back and forth to each other. Creed and Devon were noticeably absent. The thought of them being together made me want to let Troy handle the situation at hand and go look for them. The thought that Creed would forgive Devon for what he’d done made me want to gnash my teeth. But I couldn't leave Tiffany to fend for herself.

Tiffany's smirk faltered a bit as she met my gaze. I had asked her to respect the family's wishes for my sake, and she’d promised she would. But then it wasn't above Tiffany to break promises.

I held her eyes until I closed the space between us.

"Mother, what are you doing here?" I made sure to step in between her and Troy; he was already trying to hold Scarlett back.

She leaned forward to kiss me on the cheek; it took everything in me not to wipe it off.

"I was invited." I could hear the mockery in her voice and knew the day wasn't just going to end with her leaving quietly.

I turned to glare at Maine.

She threw her hands up. "I am not the reason she’s here." Maine said.

Tiffany chimed in, "Which surprises me. I thought we were doing better in our relationship, Maine. We talk nearly every day."

I cocked my head to stare at Maine. She’d been talking to Tiffany? We'd have to discuss that later. Who had invited Tiffany?

"Who invited you then, bitch?" Scarlett yelled.

Tiffany chuckled. "Your daughter."

As if on cue, Creed and Devon came walking from the kitchen. I don't know why he was still here.

All eyes turned to them.

"Yes, I invited her. I thought her kids could use their mother in a trying time."

The silence that followed her confession was suffocating. If looks could kill, Creed would have dropped with the way her mother was glaring at her.

"Welcome, Ms. Tiffany. Mom, your mother wants you upstairs." Creed ignored the storm brewing in the room, knowing mentioning her grandmother would distract Scarlett. Her grandmother had had one of her heart valves replaced, and the doctor said she would recover well from her heart attack. That's what the party was for, her coming home. Scarlett had hired nurses but felt she needed to have a hand in everything. She immediately shifted gears and headed for the steps that would lead to the guest bedroom where her mother would be staying, but not before giving Creed one more dirty look.

Feeling the need to be the peacemaker, I spoke up before the yelling began.

"You were invited here, and despite Creed's vindictive invitation, you know that you’re not welcome. I'll walk you to your car, or call you an Uber."

"But why can't she stay?" Maine stepped forward.

I closed my eyes for a second to dispel some of my annoyance.

"You and Creed are behaving like children. Creed knew what trouble inviting her here would cause, and now you want to add to it."

“Is Creed mad because she finally found out her husband wants Maine and gave her his baby?” Tiffany cut into my words to say.

“Creed doesn't have a husband, and how in the fuck did you know what's going on in my family when I didn’t?” Troy yelled.

“You didn’t know, Daddy?” Creed sounded hopeful.

"No," Troy shook his head, "not until the day you found out, and then everybody told me I shouldn’t tell you."

“And you listened to everybody?” Creed shouted indignantly.

“Let’s just go somewhere and privately talk about this." He took a step in her direction.

She raised her hand, stopping him. “No. You stay here with your baby momma and the daughter she forced on you. You made your choice when you lied to me. I’m going back home, away from you people, and none of you better come by. I’ll have you kicked off my property." She turned and stomped off.

The sound of glass breaking drew our attention from her retreating back. Troy had kicked the glass cabinet that held his and his wife's awards.

Breathing hard, he turned and started doling out orders. “This is not the time for our family melodrama. Tiffany, get the hell out of my house and don’t come back, no matter who invites you. Noah, go make sure Creed doesn’t leave, no matter what she says. And Devon, find Jason and have him drive you to the airport. Whatever you and Maine need to do to be amicable for DJ’s sake can be discussed over the phone."

I didn’t wait to see who followed his directions. I went after Creed, like I'd wanted to do since she left the room.

When I got to the suite out back, she was throwing around her belongings, searching for something. I had an idea what.

My eyes, as if on their own volition, strayed to her ass that was straining against the fabric of her yellow sundress. It had only been three days since I’d been inside her. The whole pregnancy thing was crazy, but I was enjoying the madness. If she did get pregnant, I hoped she didn’t think she was going to run away with my child. But I figured she was bluffing. She was trying to punish me; I at least hoped that was it.

She turned to glare at me when I entered.

“What the hell do you want?” She snapped

"Troy told me to come and make sure you don’t leave. Why would you invite Tiffany here?" I asked from the doorway, blocking her in.

Her neck snapped back. "I’m grown. I can go where I want. And I invited her so Mommy would know what it felt like to be betrayed.”

"That was mean, Creed, and you can't go anywhere. Not without your wallet and ID, which your mother took and hid. We all know you, Creed, you’d rather run away than talk."

She narrowed her eyes at me. "So y'all want to talk? Fine."

The glint in her eye told me what she was about to do would not be pretty.

She shoved past me and headed towards the house.

“We should talk first,” I tried to grab her arm, but she snatched away.

She stormed into the kitchen.

Everyone was sitting around the kitchen island talking. They all went silent when she entered. They had obviously been talking about her. Jason was standing next to Devon, holding his keys. Scarlett was half sitting, half standing against Troy, and Ashley was there, but Maine was nowhere to be seen. I knew she was chasing after Tiffany.

Creed slammed her hand down on the countertop then held it in Scarlett’s direction. “Give me my wallet, Mother.”

Her mother shook her head. "No. Not until we talk through things as a family. My mother was saved by a miracle, so it should be easy for us to ask God for help over this petty squabble and get it."

I was taken aback by Scarlett's mention of God. They had never been religious.

“Fine, you want to talk, I’ll go first.”

Creed turned her head to look at Troy. “When I moved into God daddy’s house, I found a letter and divorce papers he had his lawyer draw up for Mommy. She asked him to, so you wouldn’t find out, right after Maine was left in the hospital and you decided you were going to raise her without talking to Mommy about it first. But don’t feel too bad though, Mommy." She pointed to Troy. "Father Dearest gave Tiffany two million to sign over her parental rights when she came back with a sob story, he paid for her Botox and those lopsided titties she has now."

She pivoted to face Ashley. "Ashley and Maine used to bump coochies, probably still do, which is why they’re always stuck at each other's sides. So, Noah, I’m not the only one who shared bodily fluids with our witch of a sister. Devon told me your business, Ashley, trying to get back in my good graces. You’re very judgmental for someone who gave nearly an entire frat house blow jobs."

"And the biggest secret of all, Jason had cancer and didn’t tell y'all. He owes me over $90,000, which I wasn’t going to ask him to pay back, but now, fuck it. I want my money since he helped y'all keep secrets."

She paused to look at everyone's stunned faces. “See now, secrets don’t feel too good when they come out, do they?"

Nobody responded. Nobody could, I think.

She nodded curtly. “Bring me my wallet so I can get the hell out of this place, or I’ll be exposing more."

She turned and left the kitchen, headed back outside, leaving ashes from the fires she’d started in her wake.


Creed-


Maine was staring a hole in the side of my head, and I was bothered by it. Everybody was acting as if my outburst had come out of nowhere. The truth was it had been a long time coming. For the longest, instead of saying anything about the way my family behaved, I would just separate myself from them. They hated when I disappeared for days or weeks once I turned eighteen, but what they didn't realize was that I was trying to prevent exactly what happened from happening. I knew if I snapped one day, there would be havoc, and that's exactly what had happened. Daddy had left the house, and nobody had seen or heard from him in days. Jason was mad that everybody was mad at him for keeping his medical status to himself, and Maine thought I had let her secret out of the bag, but her being a ho wasn't anything surprising. We were raised by a sexually liberated woman who sent us videos on how to make ourselves orgasm at sixteen. The fact that both the girls she raised enjoyed sex was nothing to be ashamed of. Maine's problem was that she always wanted to be seen as the good girl. Tuh, bitch, cat's out of the bag.

We were in the kitchen alone. She was eating a sandwich she had come in to make when I was already there. Noah and Ashley walked in, she started to audibly sigh.

“What, Maine?” I snapped.

“Did I say anything to you, Creed?” She had the nerve to have an attitude. Like her brother Jason, she was trying to make herself a victim to my pain. Jason had left with Devon, claiming he wouldn't speak to me again until I apologized to him. For what?

I hadn't been looking at her, but so she could get the full effect of my attitude, I swiveled my head in her direction.

"No, you didn't say anything, but you're staring at me like you want to."

“I just think it's funny when…”

"I just think it's funny" was how my mommy started a conversation where she was about to curse somebody out in the end. I just knew Maine wasn't about to play with me. I'd embarrass her so much she wouldn't be able to show her face.

Between what I learned when people spoke around me when I was little and unnoticed, and what I found out from inheriting God Daddy's estate, I knew a lot more secrets I could expose. I found no harm in keeping them quiet before the Devon and DJ situation happened. It wasn't like them keeping Maine's secret for her. Mine could ruin people I loved. They were better off kept quiet.

“You think it's funny when what, Maine?” I asked in warning. Ashley and Noah stood, waiting to see what happened next.

She rolled her eyes. “Nothing, Creed.”

"Exactly. Now go back to eating your fucking sandwich." I went back to eating my ice cream.

"Fuck you, bitch," Maine yelled. She slammed up from the chair, leaving the kitchen altogether. She knew I was not in the mood. I still hadn't gotten my wallet back, and now my keys had disappeared too.

Ashley followed Maine.

Noah took a seat beside me with a bottle of water. I could feel his aggravation with me wafting off of him like heat waves.

Neither one of us said anything right away.

He was the one to break the silence. “Is this what you wanted? Everybody afraid to say anything to you? Your parents' marriage in shambles? What's your end game?”

I didn't bother to spare him a glance. “All y'all had to do was give me my wallet and ID so I could leave, and none of this would have happened. By the way, how's your drop-shipping business going? Selling a lot of drop-shipping stuff?”

By my shoulder, Noah snatched me around to face him, his hand coming up to grip my jaw. My spoon clanked against the countertop. The smirk on his face said he had succeeded in doing what he set out to do, startle me and get my full attention.

"What is it that you think you know about me, other than that I indulge you in your brattiness?" His voice had dropped an octave. His grip on my jaw tightened.

"I know enough, Noah. Enough to know that not everything about you is as perfect as you all like to pretend," I spat out, knocking his hand away from my jaw. I stood up to get right into his face. With him sitting, we were eye to eye. “You forget who my best friend's father is, her husband? The whole time, you wouldn't take my parents' money because you're running around playing merchant of death by night and making millions.”

Imagine my surprise when AJ told me he knew Noah was in business with an A. Jackson, an arms dealer, and the son of a Russian, Nikolai, another arms dealer. Jackson was AJ's godfather. I had never met him or his wife, Lolita, but AJ bent the rules and made sure he didn't stay on the FBI's radar for too long, so Noah was safe from prosecution by the law, but not from persecution by me. The only reason I hadn’t told his secret was that he didn’t deserve my full wrath. Truth be told, I didn’t want my parents looking at him any differently." I had a soft spot for Noah that I couldn't make hard.

I leaned into him as he glared at me. "Your secret’s safe with me, though. It actually makes me wet." I grabbed his hand and slid it down into my biker shorts. His eyes fluttered to my mouth on contact with my pussy. "See," I said, leaning in and pressing my lips to his, then slid my tongue along the seam of his lips, until he opened his mouth, kissed me back, and used his ring finger to circle my clit.

“You’re not going anywhere!” Someone shouted from the other room.

Noah snatched his hand from my shorts as we both looked in the direction of the living room where the shout had come from. He was the first to move, pushing past me and heading that way.

When we entered the living room, Daddy had his rolling luggage at the front door, and Mommy was sprawled against it, crying. She looked a mess, with dark red eyes and snot all over her face.

“Move, Scarlett,” he sighed, sounding really fed up. Daddy stood about ten feet away from Scarlett.

“You’re not leaving me because of some shit that happened nearly fucking twenty years ago, after all you put me through!”

I could only see the back of his head, but I heard him sigh again.

“I said I’m fucking taking a week, not fucking leaving you, Scarlett. Cut out the melodrama.”

"Melodrama?" she echoed him. Straightening her long locs and wiping her face with the back of her hand, Mommy straightened and moved out of the doorway. “Fine,” she gestured, “Go. But when you're strung out and popping pills, stay where the fuck you're at and call Tiffany.”

Daddy's hair brushed his shoulder as he shook his head. “Low fucking blow, whatever the fuck you say, Scar. This is exactly why I'm leaving. You're being mean for no reason.”

Mommy walked upstairs, and Daddy walked out of the front door. Neither seemed to notice that Maine, Noah, and I had joined them. I could feel both sets of eyes on me when they disappeared.

Fuck, I didn’t mean for what I said to turn into my father leaving. Regret had my heart beating fast as I stared at the door.

“You see what the fuck you did?” Maine yelled.

I turned and walked away, going to the guest house and lying down, thinking maybe I should have considered the consequences of my actions before I had opened my big mouth.


Creed-

I must have fallen asleep after going into the guesthouse. When I opened my eyes, I knew Noah was in the room with me before he spoke. It was dark outside, and it had been about noon when I laid down. I wondered how much time had passed.

“You didn’t answer my question,” Noah said.

I shifted off of my back and cleared my throat. “What question, Noah?” I didn’t bother hiding my annoyance.

“What's your end game? Will tearing your family apart make you feel better?"

I shook my head in the dark as if he could see me.

“Maybe. You know what God Daddy said to me that night during Maine's graduation when he took us all to the club?” I didn’t wait for him to respond. “He said, 'Maine is so jealous of you, even though you've taken the back seat in your own life for her.' It pissed me off. Maine's my sister, he didn’t have the right to accuse her of anything. I was supposed to spend the Fourth of July with him, and I canceled. If I hadn’t been mad, maybe I wouldn't have been there.” I felt so guilty sometimes. Maybe I could have been there and he wouldn't have been murdered. Which makes her betrayal worse.

“So, this isn’t about Devon? It’s about you being able to—"

I cut him off. “It’s about Devon too, but it's fuck Devon too. Maine could have had him. But whether I wanted Devon or not isn’t the point. I could have wanted him with everything in my heart and none of you would have cared because poor fucking Maine was sad that one boy didn't want her. Y'all considered her feelings without even a thought of mine. You didn't even have to take my side, just tell the truth. A little honesty goes a long way.”

“You want the truth? Fine, here it is.” His voice dropped low, to a dangerous rumble. “I thought about your feelings, Creed. Really thought about them. And then I said, ‘fuck them.’ You left me standing in that mall like a fucking fool, made me look weak. And when you ghosted me—didn’t answer, didn’t give me the chance to explain—I’ll be real with you, I wanted you to hurt. I wanted you crying. If you weren’t with me, why would I want you happy without me?”

The way he said it was toxic and backward as hell, but I could feel my pulse pick up, heat pooling low, making my thighs press together. I hated him for making me feel this way. But my body didn’t seem to care.

“Where’s Ashley, Noah?” I asked, trying to sound unaffected, trying to deflect.

I felt the bed shift as he leaned closer. “Fuck Ashley. Take these off,” he tapped my hip, indicating my shorts.

Like a puppet, I was suddenly willing to go along with whatever he wanted. I didn’t know what it was about Noah that made me lose all common sense. I couldn’t even hold onto my anger where he was involved. I lifted my hips without thinking, letting him drag my shorts down, feeling them catch around one ankle.

He settled between my thighs, his heat swallowing me up. He hovered over me. My thighs spread wider, inviting him in. I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him closer. It was too dark to see anything but his intense blue eyes. He stared at me, and I could see anger and desire swirling in those blue pools.

“Glad you finally let me know you see me for who I am,” he murmured, voice like gravel scraping against my skin. “No more masks, no more pretending to be the good guy.” His lips brushed my ear. “I don’t have to hide how much I want to see you swollen with my babies, don’t have to pretend I give a damn if your parents find out how many nights I’ve spent dragging orgasms from you. You’ve trapped yourself now.”

He thrust his whole dick into me, slow at first, letting me feel every inch, his hand sliding up to wrap around my throat. He didn’t squeeze—not enough to cut off my air—but just enough to make my nipples harden and my head swim. He felt so damn good that the implications of what he was saying barely registered in my mind. I couldn’t think straight, couldn’t focus on anything but the rhythm he was setting and the way my body responded to him. He sped up. His first thrust hard made me forget how to breathe. the second knocked the air out of my lungs entirely.


Creed-

"He was all like, 'Take this pregnancy test now, Creed,' He tried to physically make me pee on it. Luckily, Ashley came looking for him, distracting him long enough for me to leave."

It had been two days since Daddy left Momma. She was sulking around the house, and I felt bad about that, which was one of the reasons I wasn't there. The main reason was that Noah really thought I was pregnant. It had barely been a month since the first time we had sex. Wasn't it like six weeks before a test would even come back positive? He was worrying about the wrong thing. He should have been trying to get my wallet, keys, and driver's license back before I got loose-lipped again. But I guess he didn't care, since he said his days of being a peacemaker were over. I shook my head.

Tempest squinted at me and lowered her voice, leaning in closer after looking around the half-empty coffee shop. "I know you like to tussle these days, but let me just ask you this without you squaring up. What exactly did you expect when you started forcing this man to impregnate you? This is the same man you said has a restraining order out against him because he was obsessed with his momma's old-ass friend. You thought he wouldn’t get attached to your young ass pussy, especially when you're forcing it on him and fucking him like a porn star? The same man you were having passionate, raw sex with five years ago. Mind you, you said you knew he had deeper feelings for you, which is why you didn’t answer his calls back then. You didn’t want to put a label on what y’all had," she shook her head. "I'm thinking you're not actually mad. You're enjoying all this attention. And you're enjoying fucking Noah." She shook her finger at me. "You have middle child syndrome and commitment issues," she frowned.

"Okay, Freud," I waved her off, though she wasn’t too far off from the truth. It was messed up, but it was true. I was enjoying being the center of attention for once.

Shifting in her seat, Tempest tried to get comfortable by switching her weight from one hip to another. She looked like she was ready to blow, and I didn’t think she should have been out of the house, but she’d threatened me that if I didn’t drive her somewhere, she would drive herself. She claimed to be bored in that big mansion with everything in it. I almost called AJ, but she started giving me what she called love taps to persuade me from doing that. Tempest was one of the sweetest people I knew, but she was violent. I think that had something to do with who her daddy was. I chose to drive her to where she wanted to go instead of dealing with her heavy-handed ass pouting and playfully hitting me.

I picked up and handed her the bottle of water from which she’d been sipping.

"How does it feel?" I asked, looking down at her belly. "Being pregnant?" I was changing the subject before she remembered the question she asked me about Noah. I didn’t know my end game. I just knew I was still angry and hurt, and I wanted everybody else to be. I knew I couldn't continue my maliciousness, but at the moment, it was all I had.

She took the water from my hand and took a sip before answering. She looked really serious. "Terrifying. It feels like I'm walking on a tightrope, one step away from falling into the abyss, but also exhilarating, to know in just a few weeks I'll be able to hold my daughter."

I thought about what she said and the fact that I could indeed be pregnant, wondering if I would feel exhilarated too. I knew the fear would be present.

"Tempest." The sound of her name being roared made me jump. I brought my eyes up to Tempest in time to watch her face go as red as a Black girl's could. Then I snapped my head in the direction of a very angry AJ stalking our way. He didn’t seem to notice the very nervous-looking customers pulling out their phones. I wanted to run. I wanted to pick Tempest up and run with her. She was in trouble, and we both knew it. I could see the lie being created in Tempest's head, but she wasn’t quick enough to formulate it before AJ was on us. So she just sat there, looking about ready to cry.

"What are you doing away from the fucking house, Tempest?" AJ's voice boomed like thunder when he yelled.

Tempest did what I would have never thought to do; she burst out crying.

The anger fell from AJ's face immediately. Shushing her, he bent and swooped her up in his arms. He glared at me without a word before walking off with his very pregnant wife in his arms.

The faker had the nerve to look back at me over his shoulder and wave. AJ was so soft on Tempest; she could get away with anything. I wanted that.

Everybody was whispering and gawking in my direction after they'd left the coffee shop. That was my cue to leave. I stood and smoothed down my parents’ band T-shirt and then my red knee-length bandage skirt to make sure everything was in order before I ducked my head and headed towards the exit. I knew I wouldn’t be hearing from Tempest for a few days.

I almost dropped my phone when I was snatched into the bathroom by the exit. A hand was slammed over my face. My heart was beating erratically. I always told myself I’d be able to defend myself in a situation like this, but I just froze. Then time sped up when I realized it was just Noah. I wanted to hit him, but instead, I just glared. “What in the hell are you doing here?” I whisper-shouted.

He kept his hand wrapped around my arm as he explained. “I went looking for you at Tempest's place. I didn’t find anyone home, then AJ pulled up and went apeshit when he found out you had taken his wife, who is having a high-risk pregnancy, out of the house. He tracked her here, and I followed."

I didn’t even try to explain that Tempest had insisted. I knew better, but we were ten minutes from four hospitals; she would have been alright."

"That doesn’t explain why you’re here or why you pulled me into the bathroom like you were about to snatch me up," I retorted.

He was wearing a white polo and blue jeans. He pulled a pregnancy test from his pocket. It was one of the good ones, with "Find out seven days sooner" scrawled across the box.

“You want me to take that here?” I scoffed.

"You’re not leaving until you do..."

I reluctantly took the pregnancy test from Noah's hand, my fingers trembling. I stepped into one of the stalls, closed the door, and locked it. I followed the instructions on the test carefully, my mind racing, even though I doubted I was pregnant. I waited.

After what felt like an eternity, I emerged from the stall, holding the test in my hand. The results were clear and undeniable. My eyes met Noah's, and I could see the hope in his gaze.

I was dying.

"It's positive," I whispered.

What had I done?


Noah-

Right, right, jab. Troy shifted his weight to one foot, broadcasting his right hook. I purposely moved into the path of his fist to be met with a jab. His left fist rocketed toward me, colliding with my jaw. It stung, but it didn't hurt. Troy didn’t put enough weight behind his punches. I was bored but still remembered to throw my right, right, jab. I knew Troy would duck, and he did. I knew his every move. Troy and I had been going to the boxing gym once a week since I was about eight or nine. Even if he was on tour, he made sure to fly back once a week just for me.

By the time I was fifteen, I started going after school every day without him. Now I was a far more advanced fighter than he was, trained in both boxing and MMA. It was hard holding back in a sparring match with him and even harder not to correct his punches, but I never said anything and stuck to his routine because I knew him thinking he was teaching me something meant a lot to him. It was Troy. He was soft when it came to the people who were important to him.

While he danced around the ring, I eased into the conversation I had wanted to have with him. I had rehearsed what I wanted to say plenty of times—yesterday and the day before. That was when I thought Creed would actually be an adult and talk to me about what happened next. But today, I was pissed off and not in the mood to play nice.

"Creed's pregnant, and the baby's mine..."

It took a few seconds for him to register what I’d said. Troy's face contorted with rage. "What the hell did you just say?" This time he didn't telegraph his punch, an uppercut rocked me on my feet. He threw a jab, jab, punch, and I felt my ribs rattle, leaving me dazed. The blows kept coming—jab, jab, punch, body shot. I felt like a freight train was hitting me. I guess I wasn’t the only one who’d been holding back in our sparring sessions.

Out of sheer reflex, I threw a right hook—one of my best—catching Troy off guard. The impact landed squarely on his jaw, and he staggered back, his face turning even redder. He glared at me, slammed his gloves together, and yelled, "Come on."

As the ringing in my ears subsided, the world around me blurred as Troy showed me his right hook was just as powerful as mine. He was trying to take my head off. We were both breathing hard. Troy's face was bright red, and my heart was pounding in my chest. If I made the wrong move, this could be the end of a lifelong relationship and the beginning of some awkward family holidays because, for the next eighteen years, I’d be around. Instead of bowing out, I regrouped, readjusting my stance.

"We might as well get this over with," I said before jabbing Troy in the nose. We’d have a hell of a lot to talk about when we finished beating the hell out of each other.

The owner of the gym and his son had to break Troy and me apart. Everything above my waist hurt, and Troy was breathing like a heart attack was imminent. We both had swollen, bloodied faces. We were sitting on the back of his truck in the parking lot, his rolling suitcase beside him. We’d been sitting there for over thirty minutes, but neither of us had spoken a word.

"This still surprises me, though I should have foreseen it—Creed and you." He shook his head. "I've seen how you look at her, just like I looked at her mother. How long?"

I told him about the summer after Maine's and Jason's graduation, then about Creed forcing me to impregnate her, leaving out the part about me doing it willingly.

Troy chuckled and shook his head when I finished.

"What now? What are you and Creed going to do?" he asked, his eyes locked on mine.

"Creed and I are starting our life together."

His eyebrow rose. "And if Creed decides she doesn't want a life with you?"

I shook my head. "She won't."

"It's really none of my business. But she better not." He threatened without saying it directly, before sliding off the truck. I followed suit. He started to walk around to the driver's side, but before he made it around, I asked him, "When are you going back home? Scarlett is losing her mind." I felt bad for her. Scarlett and Troy had been joined at the hip for years. It had to be hard functioning without your shadow.

Troy paused. "Good, she drives me crazy all the time. But I'll be back in a few days. If the media gets any wind of problems between us, they broadcast it, and then out come the wolves. I'm too damn old to be fighting for her love anymore," he joked before raising his hand to rub his jaw.

"Could you not tell her about Creed, just yet?" I knew Troy would mind his business unless Creed included him in ours, but Scarlett was a different story. I didn’t need her adding to my already uphill battle with Creed.

"I won't tell her anything for the next few days, I can promise you that. But only if you promise to go back to pretending you can't fight the next time we spar," he added with a smirk.

I chuckled, and so did Troy. He hopped in his truck, waiting for me to get into Creed's Tesla. I drove it, hoping to piss her off. He drove one way, and I drove the other. The entire time, I was thinking about Creed and her pregnancy.

When I pulled up to Troy and Scarlett's house, Maine was standing in the driveway, having a heated conversation with her head stuck in the window of Tiffany's Audi. Maine looked back at me with a panicked expression before gesturing for Tiffany to leave.

Tiffany waved as she backed out. I would be calling her. I’d asked her to stay away, and if she didn’t, I’d tell her I’d take her allowance next. I’d been giving Tiffany money for years. She was the reason I was in the position I was in now. She owed some very dangerous people money. Troy and Scarlett used to take us on vacations all over the world. To pay back my mother’s debts, I’d gotten the idea to stash away guns and drugs on their private jet. Troy and Scarlett never had to worry. If I got caught, I would have taken the fall. I got good at moving illegal goods to make money.

I jogged to catch up with Maine, who was about to enter the front door. She glared at my hand around her wrist, holding her still.

"What was she doing here, Maine?"

She narrowed her eyes. "You mean our mother? I’m here, so she should be allowed too."

"Since when is she your mother? Scarlett raised you."

"Leave me alone, Noah. You're always on their side," she hissed.

I frowned. "When has there ever been a 'their side,' Maine? You're referring to your father and the woman who took you in when Tiffany left you at the hospital. Creed is your sister, Maine. There is no 'you versus them.'"

"Whatever," she yelled, snatching her arm away and entering the house. I let her go.

Ever since that incident in the mall, it was like my blinders where Maine was concerned had been taken off. I noticed that she’d make little snarky remarks about Creed. She’d talk about how Lil' Compton's death had gotten Creed everything without her earning it. Maine acted as if she wasn’t unemployed, living in a remodeled half-a-million-dollar duplex. Troy paid her credit card bills, and every expensive piece of jewelry or handbag Scarlett got, she bought the same for Creed and Maine. I didn't understand why Maine had it in her head that she was being slighted.

I let her go, though. I just hoped whatever she and Tiffany were up to didn’t get her left out in the cold. Tiffany would not be there for her. But I understood why Maine trusted her more than I did. She had not spent years in the same house as her, watching her be manipulative and use people.

I followed her into the house, finding Creed in the kitchen eating fruit at the kitchen island. My eyes immediately fell to her stomach; it looked the same, slightly rounded, but I imagined what it would look like in a few months. Damn, I couldn't wait to hold my baby.

Our eyes connected, and she coughed, nearly choking on a piece of pineapple. "What happened to your face?"

"Your father. I told him you're pregnant, and its mine. He agreed not to tell your mother, I’ll do it myself."

Her face twisted into a scowl. "Why would you do that? I don't even know what I want to do."

I replied calmly, "You don’t have but one option, and that’s having our baby." I washed my hands, then grabbed an ice pack from the freezer and pressed it to my jaw.

She stood from the stool. "Yes. I'm having my baby," she emphasized. "And I want you to sign over all parental rights."

I tilted my head, staring at Creed, searching her face for signs that she was out of her mind. She stared right back, challenging me. After a few seconds, I simply shook my head and walked away. My body ached, and I needed my meds to deal with Creed without saying or doing something I'd regret. I heard her chair scrape against the tiled floor and assumed she'd taken a seat again as I left the kitchen.

I realized then that I was going to have to take drastic measures to make Creed understand that I was not her parents, or Maine, or Devon. I wasn’t scared of her wrath.

She should have been scared of mine.


Creed-

My momma gave me a nasty look before she left the living room as I entered, heading back upstairs granny room. She hadn't been fucking with me since Daddy was still gone. Whenever I entered a room, she'd leave after giving me a look like she wanted to beat my ass. She was acting like I wanted to be here when it was her keeping me trapped. She still hadn't given me my wallet or driver's license, and in Florida, you needed two forms of identification to get it replaced. She had my birth certificate, too. So, I was stuck between a rock and a hard place unless I just got fed up and called in a favor, which would cost me a lot.

When she buzzed in over the intercom and told me I had a visitor, I hadn’t expected it to be Devon. I hadn’t even heard from him since he’d left.

He was sitting in my daddy's favorite reclining chair, wearing a plain white T-shirt and basketball shorts. I frowned. He didn’t usually go anywhere public dressed this casually.

“What are you doing here?”

His fingers tapped an erratic rhythm on the armrest of the chair as he stared at me. “Were you going to do me like Maine and just not tell me until it was convenient for you?”

I blinked several times, confused as hell about what he was talking about. “What are you talking about?”

Suddenly, his hand slammed down on the coffee table with a loud thud. My heart skipped a beat, I recoiled..

“What in the hell is going on? Why are you tripping?” I’d never seen Devon really mad, not even with the whole Maine situation. The menacing scowl on his face didn’t even look right.

“I go back home, go to your place, and while I’m gathering my things, I come across receipts for fertility drugs. Then yesterday, I got a call from Maine. She’s crying hysterically, saying that you’re pregnant and that our child won’t replace DJ.”

I was going to beat Maine’s ass. She was doing way too much. She better thank God she had taken DJ to a birthday party, or I’d be on her ass. Yes, I had been taking fertility drugs. Nobody but my momma and daddy knew I suffered from PCOS, and I knew it was an issue without a doctor telling me. I’d spent the entire summer having unprotected sex with Noah and no babies, so I decided to take the next step to secure the family I wanted.

“You were snooping. Those papers are in a box in the back of my closet. I am pregnant, but it isn’t by you.”

“What the hell do you mean? We’ve been broken up less than a month. I demand a paternity test.”

“Lower your voice in my parents’ house. You can’t demand anything from me,” I hissed.

Devon scowled at me and stood, but he sat back down just as quickly. Footsteps on the marble floor made me aware of someone else joining us. Noah glided through the living room and past me, holding one of my momma’s fancy ceramic ramen noodle bowls, noodles hanging from the chopsticks he shoved in his mouth. His face was still battered and bruised from where he and my father had gotten into an actual, real-life fight. I still could not believe he had told Daddy I was pregnant with his child. When I tried to talk to Daddy, he told me to figure it out without causing any more trouble in the family, then hung up on me. I guess he was fed up with me, too.

Before taking a seat on the sofa, Noah lifted the band T-shirt he was wearing, revealing a holster. He casually took a shiny black gun out and placed it on the coffee table before sitting down. For a minute, he stared at me, some unspoken words passing between us. He was about to start trouble. I shook my head slightly, but he ignored me.

Nodding, he said, “I heard y’all from the kitchen and thought I needed to be part of this conversation.”

“When did you start carrying a gun?” I asked, trying to change the subject and distract Devon. Noah had already told my daddy, which caused a fight. What would happen when Devon found out?

“I’ve always had one, with my profession and all. I just usually leave it in the car.” He pointed to it and winked at me. “This one’s legal, though. Don’t worry, baby.” He chuckled, then shoved another chopstick full of noodles into his mouth.

“Why would you need to be here?” Devon asked, making my heart speed up because I wasn’t sure what new Noah was about to do. I kept glancing at the stairs, hoping my momma didn’t come down.

“Well, because I’m the father,” he let it out.

Devon’s head jerked back like he’d been slapped. “What kind of game are you playing here?”

“I’m not playing any games. It was all Creed with the games. When she found out about my nephew—your son—she thought me getting her pregnant so she could run away with my offspring would be some kind of punishment, one that I’d tolerate. I told Creed a long time ago I was trying my hardest not to break her. Now I have no choice, because she has some very stupid ideas swimming in that pretty little head of hers.” Noah turned his gaze to me, his eyes locking onto mine. I hated how he was looking at me like he could see right through me. I hated even more that I couldn’t look away.

“It’s ironic that we’re here together. Did you know I fucked her on your first date?” Noah’s eyes never left mine, and mine never left his.

“What the hell is he talking about, Creed?”

“It’s complicated,” was the only answer I could think of.

“You being involved with your brother is more than complicated.”

That snapped me out of the haze Noah had me in.

“He isn’t my brother. And not too much on me. I was going to let your lie about you being with Maine while we were together slide. I actually believed you at first, but then, in trying to prove she wasn’t the liar you tried to make her out to be, she sent me screenshots of your texts to her. Even then, I let you off the hook. But if you insist on playing the victim, I can go fuck your brother.”

“What in the fuck, Creed? I’m sitting right the fuck here!” Noah admonished.

Devon stood and took a step toward me, clenching his fists, his jaw ticking.

Noah sat up and tapped the gun on the table. “Don’t do that,” he drawled, sounding bored.

Devon snapped, “Are you threatening me?”

Noah chuckled. “No, I’m warning you that Florida is a stand-your-ground state. A person is justified in using or threatening to use force against another when they reasonably believe that it’s necessary to defend themselves or another against imminent unlawful force.” He quoted the law verbatim, I think, then continued before Devon could respond. “I really don’t want to leave DJ without a father, so I advise you to just go. You fumbled, you lost. Don’t make things worse than they already are. And if it makes you feel better, I never fucked her while you two were together. Only after, when she made me, though I really wanted to.” He taunted Devon and me with his words.

Devon’s eyes darted from mine to Noah’s, then to the gun, before he shouted, “This isn’t over.” Then he stomped to the front door, flung it open, and slammed it shut.

I stood. My eyes immediately went to Noah. “Why would you tell him that?”

He shrugged. “Why not? Eventually, everyone will know the entire story.”

“Then you pulled out a gun on him. You know his best friend is the Attorney General of Florida. He’s going to find a way to cause trouble for you now. You’re crazy.”

He nodded, setting down his bowl on the coffee table. He stood then picked up his gun and tucked it back into its holster before getting right up in my face. I took a step back, but he stepped forward, crowding me against the living room wall.

“I am crazy, you know this. What were the pretty words you used?” He tapped my chin before answering his own question. “Intrinsically flawed. But you said you liked me as I am.” He chuckled, then leaned in so close our breaths mingled. He surprised me by pressing a soft kiss to my lips, making my body react. He was so annoying. I caught his bottom lip between my teeth and bit down until I tasted blood.

He reached between us and flicked my hardened nipple.

I let go.

“Bite me again, Creed, and I'm going to fuck you right here on this floor and make you sore for that shit you said about his brother,” he dared me, his gaze unwavering.

I believed him. “Whatever, Noah.” I sidestepped him, trying to leave. He wrapped his big hand around my arm, pulling me back to him.

“We still need to talk, Creed, and not about the bullshit of me signing over my parental rights.”

I rolled my eyes. “Then we have nothing to discuss.”

He nearly growled in my face. “Then I’m going to have to do something drastic.”

“What are you gonna do, Noah? Nothing.” I taunted. “Arms dealer, gun wielder, crazy sociopath. You’re all the, but in the end, you’re still also softy Noah. When I leave, you’ll let me be and leave me alone. You've already shown me that. Go find Ashley, impregnate her, and be happy.”

He opened his mouth to respond, just as the front door swung open. I used the distraction to pull away from him, slipping out of his grip.

Maine walked in, her eyes flickering between us. She must have sensed the tension, and maybe she even enjoyed it. It was just like her to come in and add fuel to an already burning fire.

"Why in the hell would you tell Devon that I'm pregnant?" I snapped, turning my attention to her before she even closed the door.

She gave me a blank look and shrugged. “Because you are. You did it on purpose, trying to ruin my life,” she accused, her tone dripping with resentment.

“What life, Maine?” I shouted. “You don’t have a job, no hobbies, and your son spends more time with our momma than with you. What life are you talking about?” My hands clenched into fists as the anger inside me surged, and before I could stop myself, I reached for a heavy bookend on the table.

Noah was on me in an instant, grabbing me around the waist and pulling me back before I could do something I might regret. He hoisted me off the floor, carrying me out of the main house and into the guest house where I’d been staying. Maine followed, her and I were yelling at each other the whole way. My mother came to the back door, her eyes widening as she took in the scene, but she didn’t say a word. She just shook her head and then retreated inside.

Noah dropped me onto the sofa, and I immediately jumped to my feet, ready to lunge at Maine if I had the chance.

“Sit down!” he roared, his face flushed with anger, the vein in his neck pulsing visibly. For a moment, I could have sworn he looked as close to losing it as I felt.

I sat down, reluctantly, but I kept my glare on him.

“Enough is enough,” he said, his tone hard as steel. “I get that you’re hurt, but you’re taking it out on everyone around you. You’re ready to attack your own sister with a blunt object while you’re pregnant. This has to stop.”

I clenched my fists, my frustration bubbling over. “I’ll stop when I get the hell away from all of you!”

He gave me a long, cold stare before turning and walking out of the guest house. I jumped up, pacing, my mind racing with everything I wanted to say, everything I wanted to do. Just as I was about to head for the door, he came back inside, dropping my keys and wallet on the sofa beside me.

“Go then, Creed,” he said, his voice flat. I saw a hint of something raw and broken in his eyes that made me feel guilty and sad. And with that, he walked away, leaving me sitting there with my escape in hand, feeling more alone than ever and wondering if maybe, just maybe, I’d pushed him—and everyone else—too far.


Creed-

"Stop looking at my daughter like that, Creed," Tempest swatted at me with a diaper.

I scrunched my nose. "But should all that be coming out of her? How can she stink this badly when she only drinks milk?" My hand did little to shield my nose from the assaulting smell.

"What do you think your baby will smell like?" Tempest shot back.

My eyes went wide. "I hadn’t thought about it." Tempest's comment made me realize I'd never changed a diaper or even smelled a baby. I was the youngest of my parents' children; that wasn’t my responsibility. I didn’t want my kids raised by a nanny. I was going to have to figure it out. I admit I had not thought about what raising an actual child would be like. I had not considered many things, like involving Noah. I believed him when he said he tried to tell me about Maine, especially after he confessed, he wanted me hurt. I had no reason to involve him in my wrath, but I think subconsciously, I wanted him to be my child's father. A funny feeling stirred in my stomach just thinking about it. That was why I decided to have the talk with him. We could co-parent.

"So you’re leaving today?"

Turning my attention back to the task at hand, I handed Tempest a diaper and nodded. "In six hours, I'll be back at home."

"Aww, friend," she pouted, "I'm going to miss you."

After Noah had given me my keys, I went straight to Tempest's house because AJ called and said she was going into labor. After the three-day hospital stay, I’d been at their house for just over a week, but I needed to get home. I had a business to run and baby plans to make on my own.

"I’ll miss you too, and little stink stink here," I laughed, just as my phone rang.

I pulled it from my pocket and checked the caller ID. My heart skipped a beat when I saw it was Noah. He hadn’t called since I’d left. I let it ring a few more times, sensing Tempest's gaze on me. I wanted to walk out before answering but didn’t.

"Hello?"

“I need you to meet me after you get your things, before you leave.” He spoke.

An hour later, I was all packed and heading toward my grandparents' old house. They had moved into something smaller when I was a child and never sold the old place. Now, Noah was talking about buying it. He said he was there with the bank assessor, and we could talk privately afterward.

It took about twenty minutes to get to the house. I didn’t feel the nostalgia I expected, but I could envision Noah living there, raising a family. But when I thought of him with me and our baby, I quickly shook the thought away. I exited the car and headed into the house. Noah said he'd leave the door open for me. The inside was empty, so when I called his name, he responded right away.

"Creed?" I heard his voice coming from the kitchen.

I followed the sound. He wasn't in the kitchen but must have heard me.

"Creed, down here."

I descended the steps to my father's old bedroom, chuckling to myself. I thought of Uncle Kyle's book. He claimed that he, my dad and my mother had a wild night here, but I doubted it. My dad didn’t like men even looking at Mom. He certainly wouldn't have shared her with one.

I frowned, surveying the room. It was fully furnished with a bed, sofa, and even a kitchenette. It looked like a high-end studio apartment. But where was Noah?

He emerged from the bathroom right on cue. His full smile was on display when he saw me, and I couldn't help but smile back. I thought he'd still be mad at me. He had been right. I shouldn't have tried to fight Maine while pregnant. But I had a score to settle with her for when I wasn’t, and it was on sight.

Dressed in red basketball shorts, compression leggings underneath, a black t-shirt, and matching Nikes, he looked like a Nike model. "You came?" he beamed.

He walked over and gave me a kiss on the head, making my insides tingle.

"Hey," I began, "I did. So, you're thinking of buying this place?"

He nodded, running his fingers through his disheveled hair. "Yeah. I thought it might be a good place to start our family."

I ignored the last part of his statement. "I don’t mean to rush you, but I have a flight to catch. What did you want to discuss?" I inquired amicably.

He took a seat. “Come sit," he beckoned, patting the cushion next to him before leaning over to pick up a remote. I found that strange. Were we talking or watching TV? But I kept silent.

I sat, noticing that our knees touched.

"I want to start by saying I apologize for my reaction to the last incident with Maine. I shouldn’t have gotten so mad at you. Just the thought of something happening to our child made me angry, you know?"

I nodded.

"With that being said, I'll never sign over my rights, so you can drop that idea."

Curious about his stance on the situation, I asked, "What do you think we should do?" Even though I had already settled on us being co-parents.

He ran his hand through his hair before meeting my gaze again. "I think we should get married and figure out whether we're staying in Florida or Georgia before the baby arrives." He kept tapping the remote against his thigh, drawing my attention to it.

"I’m not marrying you, Noah, and my home is in Georgia. That’s where my child and I will live."

He chuckled darkly. "See, I don’t like that you keep referring to our child as only yours, or that you turned down my marriage proposal. You love me, Creed. I love you. You're pregnant. Marriage is the next logical step." He said it as if that was all there was to it.

Did I love Noah? Yes, probably since I was a little girl. But I wouldn't admit it. Our family was already complicated.

"No, it’s not logical, Noah." I stood up. "I think we should discuss this later, closer to the baby's due date. We've just been through a lot. I don’t think you’re thinking clearly." I stood to leave.

He got up from the sofa and crowded me. "I'm thinking very clearly, clearer than ever. You know, I used to always fantasize about life with you, but I made excuses as to why I wouldn't and couldn't have you. The issues between our parents, and how close I was to yours — Troy and Scarlett really treated me well, considering the circumstances. I never wanted to do anything to hurt them or make them look at me differently. So, I put on this mask. I played the peacemaker, kept Tiffany away, and hid my true nature. But then that incident in the van happened, and you kept picking and pulling at the mask I wore until I just said 'fuck it' and indulged.”

He threw his head back and closed his eyes. “Oh, how I loved indulging," he groaned, as if reminiscing about all the times we had indulged. My back hit the wall. I hadn't realized we'd been moving.

His warm body pressed into mine. "I even convinced myself to leave you alone while you grieved for Lil Compton. I knew you would come around. When you told me you wanted to give me a baby, I knew you had. But you don't know how to make anything simple. You could have revealed my secret like you did all the others, but you didn't. And by doing that, you let me know you wanted me as much as I wanted you. I told you, if you didn't come to your senses, I would do something drastic. Now here we are, you forced my hand. Just remember I warned you," he said, taking a step back.

My heart raced in my chest. What was he about to do?

He raised his hand, pointing the remote towards the steps. I jumped when the door slammed shut. Noah dropped the remote to the ground, then raised his foot and stomped down on it, scattering the pieces everywhere.

"Now we have a month to figure everything out without interruption."

My brain caught up to what he was saying a few seconds too late. I jogged up the stairs to try the door. It wouldn't budge. Panic set in, and sweat beaded on my forehead. I turned back, hoping Noah was joking, just in time to watch him stomp on my cell phone.

"Now, everyone will think you're back in Atlanta, just not answering calls, like usual. Don't worry, we aren't trapped here. I have someone coming out to let us out in a month. It's not that long of a time, so we better start talking and figuring out some things."

I didn't know how to respond. I thought Noah being a little off was endearing, but now I could see that this man was fully unhinged, and I had unleashed him on myself.


Creed-

Noah’s soft hum filled the room as he cooked dinner. It sounded like "Take Me to Church," one of my favorite songs. The initial shock of him locking me in my father's old room had worn off, replaced by a growing anxiety. I was so anxious I could barely think. I took a deep breath and tried to calm myself. My priority was to get out of this situation, and that meant understanding Noah so I could talk him into letting me go. There was no way I was about to talk about co-parenting.

"You're shaking; you’re scared," Noah said, breaking the silence. I hadn’t realized he had stopped cooking to stare at me.

I met his blue gaze. "No, I’m not scared. I’m frigging perplexed as to why the fuck you would lock us down here."

He chuckled. "I didn't want it to be this way. I wanted you to be reasonable, to work with me like an adult, but you couldn’t, so here we are."

"We don't lock up people because they aren’t behaving the way we want them to, Noah," I replied, trying to reason with him.

He sighed, his fingers raking through his hair. "We shouldn’t do a lot of things, Creed. Should I list all the things you’ve done to me that you shouldn’t have? Let's start with the incident in the van and work our way to 'you’re going to give me a baby.'"

I sneered at him. "That’s not the same."

"It’s exactly the same. Sometimes, you have to push boundaries to get what you want."

"I was horny, Noah. I used you because you were there."

He shook his head, wagging the spatula he was holding at me. “See, lying won’t get us anywhere,” he said before he turned back to the stove.

My chest tightened. I wanted to scream. It was clear Noah had created a narrative in his mind, one that justified his actions. Nothing I said would get through to him. I’d just have to play along until he let me out. I was almost certain he really intended to keep us locked away for a month. What if an emergency happened?

"When did you even do all of this? As far as I knew, this place had been empty," I said, looking around. With new eyes, I could see that everything here was meant to make it feel like an actual home.

"When I found out Tempest had her baby, I knew you would be in Florida for a while longer. Then this plan came to me. I had contractors come by. It took them three days."

"So you had this all planned out? What about Tempest? She calls me three to four times a day, and I always answer. She’ll know something's wrong when I don’t."

He turned and smirked. “Don’t worry. I enlisted AJ for some help.”

My mouth fell open. "How?"

He chuckled again, something he seemed to do a lot now. “Everybody has secrets, Creed. Aj has secrets.” he said before he walked in my direction holding two plates. The chicken Alfredo made my stomach growl. I could have protested and said I wasn’t eating, but I was too hungry for that. I’d figure out how to get out without starving myself.

He set each plate on the raised coffee table and took a seat across from me on the loveseat.

After a few bites, I asked, “How did you even start selling guns?”

When he didn’t say anything after another two bites, I looked up. Hesitation was written all over his face.

"Noah."

He sighed. “Three Six Deuces.”

I frowned. “What did he have to do with you?” Two years earlier, I’d dealt with him. He was signed to my godfather's record label. He was a menace. I paid out nearly ten million to women he had assaulted, then another fifteen to him after I broke his contract. Whenever he was confronted about his misdeeds, he claimed, “the man was trying to keep him down because he was a Black man.” When I publicly stated I was letting him go because I didn’t want my godfather's company associated with violence, he couldn’t use that excuse. He threatened to beat my ass. Tempest didn’t like that and had her husband and father pay him a visit on my behalf. He didn’t even glance my way in public after that.

"When his daddy tried to buy his way into music, Tiffany took a lot of money from him. She was supposed to take Three Six on a world tour. He played a few nightclubs. They told her she would end up missing if she didn’t get the money back to them. When she came to me, I didn’t know how serious their threat was, and I couldn’t ask your parents for the money. Someone I never planned on doing business with until then offered me a lot of money to be the middleman and run logistics on a big gun sale. According to him, the person would do business with me because of personal ties. That person ended up being my cousin.

“I didn’t know you were in contact with your father side of your family.”

“I’m still not. They don’t deal with him, just like they don’t deal with me. But don’t worry, that part of my life is officially over.”

I wanted to unpack the part about his family not dealing with him, but that wasn’t my business.

"You saved your mother's life. Three Six and his family are not above hurting women."

"I know, but I don’t want to talk about that anymore." He pushed his half-eaten food away.

Noah leaned back into the cushion of the chair, his eyes darting around the room. Our conversation seemed to have put him in a mood.

Silence settled between us.

I pushed my plate back too, the fork clattering against it.

“So, what is your endgame here, Noah?”

“Us. Married with our kids, doing this family thing right.”

“And you think this will lead to that?”

He nodded. “Just as sure as your father was when he did it."

I rolled my eyes. "You're back to that story again. My daddy did not kidnap my momma," I half-yelled, and only half believed it. I hated that tell-all book my uncle Kyle wrote about my parents, but I wasn't so sure it was all lies.

A sinking feeling settled in the pit of my stomach. He was really planning to keep me there.

He snickered, "Sure he didn't, Creed."


Troy-

Exhausted was an understatement. I was drained, running on empty. Every muscle in my body ached, and my throat was sore. I had spent all day preparing for a charity event, and the way I felt reminded me why I retired. My eyelids felt like they were made of lead, constantly threatening to shut. When I opened my hotel room door and saw Scarlett naked in my bed, I thought I had fallen asleep standing up.

My eyes roamed over her body. Fuck, she looked edible. Her dark skin glowed against the white sheets. Her hair was wild, just how I liked it—long enough to wrap my fist around when I fucked her from the back. Her thick thighs were spread, giving me a perfect view of the pink and brown flesh I loved stroking into. It felt like forever since I’d indulged in my favorite pastime— fucking the hell out of my wife.

I groaned and closed the door. My dick strained against the jeans I was wearing. I had already taken a few steps in her direction before I remembered I was mad at her.

Lust turned to aggravation.

"Scarlett, please leave," I said, trying to keep my voice steady.

She propped herself up, looking directly into my eyes. "I'm not going anywhere, Troy." She spread her legs and ran her fingers through her slick folds.

Resisting the urge to get trapped in her little web, I looked away, bent down, and removed my boots. She was trying to kill me.

"Fucking you won't make me forget you had divorce papers drawn up."

"But it'll make us both feel better," she shot back.

"I'm going to shower, Scarlett," I said, heading toward the bathroom. "I hope you're gone when I come back," I muttered, hoping she heard the frustration in my words. It was crazy that she thought I would just forgive her after she planned to divorce me and lied to our daughter about something that drastically affected her life. Forgiveness would take work.

A loud crash startled me. My feet were suddenly wet. I looked down to find the vase of flowers left on the nightstand every morning, by the housekeeper on the floor.

I spun around to face Scarlett. "What the hell is wrong with you?"

Her legs were hanging off the bed, and the sheet covered her. Her eyes were narrowed, and her nose flared. "Fight with me." She screamed. "This is what we do. We fight, have sex, and make up."

I shook my head and took a deep breath, trying to find the right words. "It may be time we broke that cycle."

Her eyes brimmed with tears as she bit her lower lip. "Why now, after everything that's happened? After everything you've done."

"Don’t start with the Tiffany bullshit, Scar. You said you forgave me. Stick to it. And even though I didn't ask you at first about Maine because I was panicked and didn’t know what to do, I did ask you just days later, and you agreed to help raise her. You insisted. If you changed your mind, you should have talked to me instead of running to Compton. This is part of the cycle we need to let go. You can't keep using what happened twenty years ago to dig your way out of the holes you dig."

"Why change now, Troy? When I mess up," her voice was shaky, "I'm terrified. You being away from me this long has me terrified of losing you."

I felt bad because she was crying. "You're talking stupid. I married you to spite our parents. If I leave, they win," I said, trying to lighten the moment. "But I do think we need to break some old habits. Like this." I pointed to the broken vase. "Fighting, then fucking, then letting whatever happened fester until it gets to this point doesn’t work for me anymore. We have adult children. We’re too old for this. We need counseling. The entire family. Our children are messed up because we're dysfunctional as hell."

She nodded. "We get counseling as a family, and you'll return home?"

I nodded. "Yes. But you also have to apologize to Creed and talk to Maine and tell her why she was wrong."

She sniffled, her lip poked out. "But Creed is mean."

I shook my head. "Where do you think she got it from?"

She wiped her eyes with the back of her hands, rolling them. "Can I stay with you until you move back?"

"Yes, Scarlett. And put on some clothes—no dick for you. You’re on punishment."

Just like that, her demeanor switched. Her crocodile tears cleared right up. "Sucker," she slid back into bed and chuckled. "I knew the tears would get you. You said you're coming back and can’t take it back."

Part of me knew she wasn’t really crying. Scarlett was a lot more violent when her tears were real. I wanted to choke her a little bit, but I had a better way to get her back for her little performance.

"Can I take a bath now that your little show is over?"

"Sure, then we can watch Love After Lockup and order room service."

I gritted my teeth. "Sure." I hated reality TV, only pretending to like it because I wanted to be laid up with her. I just wanted to go to sleep but knew I'd be up for hours discussing that nonsense.

Before walking into the bathroom, I hit her with the news I dreaded telling her but was happy to tell her now. "By the way, Creed is pregnant by Noah, and I gave him my blessing to marry her. Tiffany's son is marrying into the family."

"What the fuck did you just say?" she screamed as I closed the door and locked it.


Noah-

"You're going to have to kill me to keep me down here." Creed’s tilted brown eyes shot glares in my direction.

She looked like a wild woman with her dress tied around her thighs, her hair standing on end, and mascara running down her cheeks.

I frowned. "You're being dramatic right now. The only thing I'm going to hurt is your pussy. Now put the weapon down and answer my question."

"Come here, and I'll show you dramatic," Creed yelled as she circled the coffee table, trying to get to me. I was standing behind the chair it faced.

All morning, she'd been acting like a child. She was holding a toilet plunger, trying to hit me with it. I was amused at first, but now she was annoying me. We'd only been here two days, and she was acting like years had passed.

"Answer the question, Creed, and I'll leave you alone for today."

She jabbed the plunger in my direction. "I'm not answering shit. You're the one who needs a therapist, Dr. Jekyll."

I had asked her if she thought she would have benefitted from more attention from her parents. Creed needed some introspection. It helped me. I was now very well aware of my own issues and had the tools to deal with them constructively—not in this situation. This situation didn’t count. Creed had pushed me to this.

Sighing, I walked over to my duffel bag, keeping Creed in view so she didn’t charge me. I stuck my hand into my bag and pulled out my bottle of pills. They rattled inside the bottle as I did. I turned back to Creed, who had inched closer.

I raised them so she could see them. "You see these?"

"I'm not fucking blind, asshole," she shouted.

I continued as if she wasn’t being obnoxious.

"These pills keep me even, stop me from doing all the things I think about doing to you, keep me patient. They give me a few seconds to think first before reacting."

I turned and walked over to the kitchen sink and dumped them down the drain.

"What are you doing?" Creed yelled, sounding frantic.

"Getting rid of my restraints." I hit the garbage disposal. I had been taking mood stabilizers since I was ten. Hearing them being destroyed was kind of freeing.

I turned and grabbed Creed around the waist as she approached me from behind.

"Let me go. You need those pills with your crazy ass.” She struggled.

I sniggered. "I haven’t taken them since you've been back. They kept me from showing you how I truly feel."

I carried her to the bed and placed her down on it. Straddling her waist and thighs, using my full weight to keep her still, I pulled her hands above her head. "I knew you were going to give me trouble. That's why I installed these." It only took seconds to pull out and cuff her right hand. I cuffed the left in the leather restraint, then rose off her. She screamed and called me all kinds of names.

Pain exploded in my head when her foot connected with my ear. I sighed, swallowing my anger, as I continued to restrain her.

"Let me fucking go, Noah. You're going too far."

I paused as I was about to open the nightstand next to the bed.

Was I going too far? Maybe kidnapping her was a bit much, I thought, but then I remembered how she had told me she would take my baby away after forcing me to impregnate her. I could go a long way before I caught up with her.

"No, not too far."

She went still when her eyes connected with the shears I pulled from the drawer.

"Wha... What are you about to do with those, Noah?" she choked out, licking her dry lips.

A smirk curved my lips. "I specifically bought this dress here to cut you out of it. I've been thinking about it obsessively since you wore it on that date with Devon that summer. He’s so fucking perfect for you, you know that? If not for that little mishap with Maine, y'all would have been the perfect power couple. I hate him for that. I'm so glad he fucked up." I hated this dress. It was a white sundress with flower shapes. It made her look angelic. She had worn her hair spread like a halo on her head for him. I had been fuming that night while she was gone. I would have gone after her if Ashley hadn't distracted me.

"Don't do that." Her voice had a hitch in it. She was scared.

I shrugged. It might do us some good if Creed was a little frightened of me. She was so used to running over me.

I leaned down and untied the part of her dress that kept it sitting at her thighs, then raised the scissors to my lips. "Be very still and quiet unless you're answering my question. Then, by all means, talk, but remain very still. Wouldn’t want to leave any marks on your pretty skin," I said, purposely mind-fucking her.

She closed her eyes, her nails biting into the palms of her hands.

I reached down and moved a few strands of hair behind her ear, and her entire body started to tremble.

My heart was thundering in my chest. Fuck, I might have a new kink. She might also. I noticed her nipples had started to strain against the fabric of her sundress.

I snaked my hand out, cupped her breast, and massaged it until she moaned.

"Why—" She swallowed hard, cutting herself off. She must have remembered my rules.

Going to my knees, I started at the hem of her dress and cut upward. The material cut like butter. I repeated the same on her left side. She only had a bra underneath, and when I pulled the fabric from her body, I used the scissors to travel down between the valley of her breasts and then snipped her bra. A sharp, hard breath left her mouth when her breasts bounced free.

"Absolutely beautiful," I murmured, leaning down to brush my lips against the skin of her neck, making her back jolt off the mattress.

Moving further down, I pulled her nipple into my mouth, drawing a soft groan from her. My dick leaked precum.

Standing straight up, I removed my T-shirt and boxers. "I'm impressed by your stubbornness." I situated myself on the bed so I could suck on her pussy. It was glistening with her juices and begging me to taste. I dipped my head between her thick thighs, using my tongue to lick, then circled her clit.

She moaned, bucking against my face.

I slipped two fingers inside her, sucking and finger-fucking her until she was panting. Then I stopped.

She bucked her hips, trying to push her pussy back into my mouth. She finally spoke when she realized I wasn't going to finish.

"What the hell, Noah?"

I chuckled. "If you want to cum, answer my question."

"Then I won't cum."

If Creed wasn’t anything else, she was stubborn, but I was even more persistent.

I used two fingers to circle her clit until she squirmed and panted again, then stopped. It took three times before she rushed out an answer. "I was the fucking third child of a famous couple obsessed with each other. Of course, I would have benefited from more attention."

"We can unpack that later."

I latched onto her clit with my tongue, and less than a minute later, she was cumming. I drank her juices down, savoring it. Then I stood over her and jacked my dick while she regained her composure. I gave my dick long, languid strokes until I spun cum like silk all over her body as she lay prone. That was another thing I had always wanted to do—to paint her in my cum. She watched me with half-mast eyes.

"Should I fuck you now?" I asked, voice trembling.

Without hesitation, she nodded.


Jason-

My foot wouldn’t stop tapping as I waited for Maine to open her front door. The keys in my hand were useless; seems she’d changed the locks. This bitch was about to have me crease my Jordans.

The door creaked open, slowly.

She looked a mess. Hair matted to her head, makeup smeared, wearing a sparkly red club dress that had seen better nights, and she smelled like expensive hookah. I wondered where DJ was, along with where her mind had been. It was like finally being able to be with Devon had made her lose what little bit of it she had. And I told her that wasn't a good idea. I'd been friends with him since the fourth grade. I knew he was only going to take Black girls seriously after that time when Kelly, a little blonde girl in class, tried to kiss him. He'd pushed that girl halfway across the park. He'd been raised in a staunch Black Love family. You married a Black man or woman, and you made it work. Devon didn't even like white girls talking to him for too long. In college, he would date them, but that was it. The problem was, Maine thought she was the exception because our mother was Scarlett Rose. She was the BLM, "fuck you, I'm a Black woman despite who I married, as a matter of fact, he's Black too,” type of momma. I told Devon not to go to her graduation party because I knew she would be persistent, but he wanted a shot at Scarlett and planned to take it before he decided where to go to law school. I had also told him Creed and he would not work out. Our little Creed is chaos, and he was the opposite. And look where that got us.

"Why in the hell is your mammy in my house, Maine?"

Maine leaned against the door, blocking me from seeing inside. “She needs a place to stay because her place is infested.”

"Get her a hotel. Move," I said, shoving past her, and immediately, I was hit with the smell of weed and sour sex. My eyes landed on a pale, naked ass.

I spun around to stare at Maine. She knew she was in trouble. "If my nephew is in this house, bitch, I'm on your ass this morning."

She sucked her teeth. "Do you have to be this gay, this early?"

I scoffed. "Bitch, I'm not gay. I'm bisexual. And you didn't answer my question. Where is my nephew while you have some random person laying up in your living room with their ass out?"

"He's with Scarlett and Troy."

I gasped. "Since when do you call Mommy Scarlett?"

She rolled her eyes. "That ain't my momma." She walked past me, heading for the kitchen.

I wasn’t even going to try and make sense out of her sudden animosity against the woman who raised her and our sister. She needed counseling or a fucking exorcist. I followed behind her into the kitchen, raising my hand to cover my nose. There were moldy dishes in the sink, and the smell coming from the refrigerator was rank.

"What is going on, Maine? Why are you suddenly living like this, acting like this?"

"Because I'm fucking tired," she snapped, raising the bottle of water she pulled from the refrigerator and taking a long swallow. We both took a seat at the kitchen island; it was the only clean space in the industrial-sized kitchen.

I wanted to laugh. "Tired of what?" She didn't have a job, she spent our parents' money however she wanted, and she could have easily hired a cleaning service for this mess. DJ was either in daycare, with a nanny, or with Mommy and Troy. What was so tiring about her life?"

"Every fucking thing. There are too many fucking expectations. Too much to do, too much of everything."

I sighed. I kind of understood what she was saying, and I wanted to sympathize. We were kids of famous people, always in the spotlight and being scrutinized. I was planning tours for my parents, Scarlett had inherited her godfather's multimillion-dollar empire before she was barely twenty-one and had no problems making her new life work for her. Our names stayed in the blogs, on TikTok, and Instagram. Then there was Maine. She was barely mentioned anymore. When we were younger, she was the young, blond-haired, thin, beautiful blue-eyed socialite mentioned every day. I think her issues had more to do with the lack of attention than anything else.

I was going to go easy on her. "How can I help? Should I start by calling you a cleaning person and getting your mother a hotel?" I asked sincerely.

She cut her eyes at me. "She needs a few months. Your house has been empty for months."

She was right. I never stayed home, at least not in the duplex I shared with her. I rented a loft in downtown Orlando, where there were a bit more people my speed, but that was beside the point. I chuckled. "Keyword, my house. You can't just welcome people into it. What happens when Mommy and Daddy find out?"

She glared at me across the island for a few seconds. "I don't care."

I pulled out my phone and flashed it. "Then you won't care if I call them and tell them she's here."

She pushed long blonde strands of hair behind her ear. "If you want me to tell them that you've let Uncle Vance bend you over for the past five years, nightly," she threatened.

I grabbed for my imaginary pearls. "Bitch, first of all, I don't do the bending—" I started, but she cut me off.

"Or how about I tell Creed that your little cancer scare was bullshit, and you used her money to send your old lover's adopted daughter back to some province in China to have your child without him knowing?"

I gritted my teeth. She had me between a rock and a hard place. I had been involved with my parents' ex-bandmate since the summer I graduated. We clicked. I love how he called me "Papi" when he came. It was so messy and fucking beautiful.

What he didn't know is that I'd been fucking his adopted daughter, Ana, since I was fourteen and she was nineteen. She got pregnant, but it ended up not being by me, though she threatened to tell the news and my parents it was. It would have been a clusterfuck. It was easier to help her just leave the States like she wanted than to explain to everyone. It wasn’t as messy as it sounded. When you grow up with famous parents, there's a small circle of people you deal with. Shit happens. My parents didn’t know I was bisexual or that I was fucking Vince, who happened to be married. I didn’t need the drama.

But I didn’t really care if they found out. What would they do, ground me? It was Creed I was worried about. If she found out what I really used her money for, she would probably hit me with her car. Creed had an epic anger issue, as evidenced by her recent blow-up at the family. I needed to pay her back her money before she found out what it was used for and that I had lied. I was pretending to be madder than I was at her so I wouldn’t have to be around her when she was home. She made me feel guilty. The smirk that curved Maine’s lips let me know she knew she had me boxed in.

“Fuck you, Maine.” I pushed away from the counter.

“Don’t come looking for me for help when your no-account mammy fucks you over and nobody else wants you around. You know that bitch don’t have any bugs but the ones in her pussy and probably got evicted. I don’t care where you send her, but get her out of my house before the month is over.” I stood, smoothing my hand over my Nike tech, before leaving her kitchen. On the way out I stopped and leaned down into her guest's ear, and as loud as I could without risking blowing out his eardrum, I yelled, “Get your lazy ass up!” Then I walked out, slamming the door behind me.

I was incensed. Maine and I had been close, but too close, it seems, because now she knew too much of my business.

After getting into my truck, I dialed Vince. He answered on the first ring. “I can’t talk right now,” he whispered, a sign he was with his husband.

I smoothed my hands over my waves and sighed into the phone before pulling it away and pressing the end button. Maine wouldn’t have Vince to hold over my head for too much longer. Getting involved with a married man was stupid. I wasn’t under the illusion that he’d leave his husband  when I started the affair with him, but he started making promises, and like a dummy, I listened and started expecting things. But I was kind of over it. I didn’t really see spending the rest of my life with a man anyway.

Backing out of mine and Maine’s shared driveway, I looked back at the house in time to see Tiffany peeking from behind my curtains. I turned north, headed back to Orlando instead of south to my parents' house. I’d be back in a few months, but not too soon. I wanted no part in the blow-up that was about to happen. I hoped whatever Maine was doing with her momma didn’t end up with her out on the street too, because there was one thing for certain and two things for sure. If Tiffany was involved, it had something to do with Troy and Scarlett. And Troy and Scarlett weren’t going to be torn apart by anything and damn sure not by anybody. They were for life, and they would steamroll anybody in their way.


Maine-

"Momma, wake up," I whispered urgently. Tiffany turned over, her bloodshot eyes staring blankly at me. She smelled like weed and bourbon. Jason had given me until the end of the month to get her out, but now, completely sober and freshly showered, I was scared. I didn't want Troy or Scarlett to find out she was here. Now that they were back together, they could easily drop by to pick up DJ or something for him and see her here. Then I'd be screwed, because Scarlett did whatever Daddy said, and Daddy would cut me off if he found me associating with Tiffany. I didn't know what they wanted from me, why couldn't I speak with the woman who gave birth to me?

"I told you not to call me that," she snapped.

I rolled my eyes. "What, Momma? You are my mother, though."

I left out the fact that she didn't have a problem with Noah calling her "mother."

"What do you want, Maine?" she asked, ignoring my question.

"I need you to get up and pack so I can take you to a hotel. Jason doesn't want you here."

"I'll go later, Maine. Just let me sleep." She waved me off and turned away, burying her head in the couch pillow.

I clenched my fists, trying to keep my emotions in check. "Momma, I can't let you stay here."

I was met with her light snore. Fuck, I wanted to scream. I knew I should have left her where she was. I hadn't seen her in years before Creed called her out of spite. I had been talking to her, though. She'd call when she wanted something. Everybody acted as if I was supposed to hate her for abandoning me, but I didn't know how to hate her. Deep down, I understood the choices she made, the predicaments she found herself in. Despite it all, she was still my mother, the woman who carried me, who brought me into this world. How could I simply shut her out?

Running my trembling fingers through my hair, I gave her one more glare before leaving the house. I would make sure to move her as soon as she woke up and got herself together.

My phone rang just as I clicked the door shut. "Devon's" name flashed across the screen, and I couldn't help but smile. Now that he and Creed weren't together anymore, he'd been calling more often. He'd even sent over papers for me to sign. We would be sharing joint custody. He sent a twenty-thousand-dollar check for child support. I could feel it in my bones that we would end up a family. Devon just needed to let go of some of his hang-ups about what a family looked like. They didn't all have to be the same skin color or race.

"Hello," I sounded too cheerful to my own ears and cringed.

"I'm only calling you because they're DJ's grandparents, but your father attacked me when I picked up DJ and told them he would be living in Atlanta with me."

My heart fell to my stomach. "What do you mean he'll be living with you? I never agreed to that."

"Yes, you did, Maine. You gave me full custody after I wrote you a check."

I shook my head as if he could see me. "That's not what you told me." He had lied.

"You should have read the papers, Maine, and they'll stand up in court. I can't have my son living in an unfit environment. You party every night, leaving him with your parents who fight all the time, and now your sisters and brother are having an incest baby."

"What?" I shouted. "Jason and Creed are not involved in incest."

"I'm talking about Creed and Noah," he said.

"They're not involved, and they're not brother and sister. Why would you even say something like that?" He was calling me unfit but making up stories.

"He told me right to my face that the baby she's pregnant with is his."

I paused to think. "Could they be?" I ran all the times they'd been together in my presence through my memory. "Oh my fucking god." It was true. The looks. The touches. I thought Noah liked Creed since he was about eighteen, but he wouldn't admit it.

"Tell your parents to have their lawyer speak to mine about visitation." He hung up the phone, leaving me numb. Creed had messed up everything. She had a perfect momma. Our daddy liked her better, and now she was using my brother to get under my skin because her man didn't want her.

I stood there. My mind raced, trying to process everything that had just transpired. My entire family was falling apart, and it was Creed’s fault. I knew now I had to make everybody see how awful she'd become. Starting by letting everybody know how she was using Noah. Noah didn't have the best mental judgment when it came to women. He'd become fixated with them to his own detriment. I tried to rectify that by hooking him up with Ashley. She was perfect for him, but he ruined that, had her scared of him. I raised my phone to call Jason. He needed to know what his sister was doing.


Jason-

I liked it when they gagged and didn’t stop. It showed commitment. The way they kept going even when they could barely breathe, their eyes watering and their throat tightening. It told me they wanted it, wanted to please, wanted to push themselves just a little further. It was the way they looked up at me, eyes wide and desperate, that made me feel like I had them in the palm of my hand.

The alley was dark, barely lit by a single, flickering streetlight. The sounds of the city—cars passing, distant shouts—echoed around us, but all I could focus on was the warm, wet mouth wrapped around me, the soft gagging sounds as he took me deeper.

I could smell rain in the air. It was even stronger than the smell of rotting food coming from the dumpster we stood near.

A car passed, illuminating the alleyway behind the club, giving me a glimpse of the twink on his knees in front of me. Deep-set blue eyes and a soft face stared back at me. I usually preferred the older, alpha types. I liked to see them squirm underneath me. There was something about reducing a powerful, masculine-presenting man to whimpers that fed a dark part of me.

This one was too pretty. I pulled my dick from his mouth and slapped it against his face, smearing precum and his saliva on his skin, feeling an urge to dirty his beauty. He moaned, then knocked my hand away and slid me back into his mouth, relaxing his jaw. I slipped into the back of his throat with no buildup, no ease. His mouth was so wet. I grabbed his hair, pushing him down further. He gagged again and placed his hands against my legs, bracing himself before he started moving, up and down. He pulled my dick out, spat on it, then swallowed me whole again. Wax on, wax off. Chills crept up my spine. I could feel his hand moving against my leg as he jacked his own dick to the same rhythm he sucked mine. I wondered what he tasted like. His hair had smelled like strawberries when we danced.

He twirled his tongue against my shaft, causing me to curse, “Fuck, you suck a good dick.” I sounded breathless, my knees shaking. I was so close when a car's lights illuminated us and crept up the alley, but I didn’t dare stop him, and he didn’t seem to notice.

I sucked in air like you suck a cigarette when an SUV stopped right in front of us; the window slid down slowly. My eyes met Vince's. A dangerous glint danced in his. My dick got harder. I stared at a very angry Vince while I continued to fuck my little twink's mouth without regard. It wasn’t long before we came at the same time. He was groaning around my dick as he swallowed ropes of my cum. He set a fire in my spine that stayed there even after the euphoria from my nut wore off. I hoped he didn't nut on my brand new Jordans.

My cocksucker slid up my body off his knees. He buttoned my jeans, then zipped them, all while sucking at the spot right below my chin. The fact that someone was watching us didn’t seem to bother him at all. I grabbed his short red hair, tugged him away from my neck, and slammed my tongue into his mouth. He tasted like me and fruity alcohol. I pulled away when he purred like a cat in my mouth. “I’ll be back Saturday, four days—be here.”

Then I walked around him. I thought about heading for my car, but I knew it wouldn't get rid of Vincent that way. He’d just follow me or have his bodyguard driver cause a scene. That would upset DeMarco. He’d been keeping my secret about coming to his sex club for years. I wouldn’t ruin that.

I slid into the car without looking back.

I could see the grimace on Vinces face out of the corner of my eye. He tapped at the divider that separated us from the driver, and the SUV started moving.

“You promised you would stop coming here.”

I smirked, looking straight ahead. I could see my reflection in the black divider. My waves were on point. My beard framed my chiseled light brown face perfectly. I didn’t look like I had just been doing nasty things in an alley. “You made a lot of promises you did not keep. Without me asking for anything, might I add. Which makes it worse.”

“Look at me, Jason.”

I did, with a smirk on my face. Vince had aged into a Javier Bardem lookalike, but with dark Moreno skin, long hair, and a slim but muscular body. Wearing a white V-neck and khaki skinny-legged trousers, he looked fifteen years younger than he was.

"Everything I promised you, I’ll make good on. You just must give me time," he pleaded.

I ran my tongue across my teeth. “And if I no longer want any of the things you promised?”

His voice was monotone, and his gaze was blank, but he still managed to roll his r’s when he threatened me. “You’re playing a very dangerous game with me. You're mine.”

I laughed. “I’m not scared of you—”

His hand wrapped around my throat, cutting off my words. He brought our faces close together.

“You should be.” My breath whooshed out when he jabbed me in the ribs. I retaliated without thought, punching him in the side of the head. He let me go. I shoved him into the door, jabbing a finger in his direction. “I told you the last time you put your hands on me would be the last time." Nobody but me and Vince's husband knew he had a penchant for tussling. He had a temper and didn't like being told no, which was why he left my parents' band. They had no problem telling him no when he made ridiculous demands.

He stared at me in shock. The last  time he’d actually hit me, I was twenty and scared to hit him back. I wasn’t that Jason anymore.

His face twisted with anger, his eyes big. He held his face. I knew his ear was ringing like a motherfucker. Good.

I banged at the partition. It shook under my fist. “Let me out of the car.” The driver lowered it and waited for Vince's instructions. Vince nodded, and he pulled over. I got out. I cursed as a car zoomed past me. I was standing on the side of the highway on I-4. The SUV window rolled down.

I pulled the iPhone from my pocket and threw it into the window; it hit Vince in the chest. “You can have your fucking phone.” I knew it was how he tracked me down. My everyday phone was in my pack, strapped across my chest.

Vince sneered.

“While you were getting your dick sucked, your crazy mother and father were arrested.” He yelled.

I ducked as the phone flew back out the window. The SUV took off. I walked until I was safely away from traffic to dial my mother and then my father's number, but both went to voicemail. I called Maine, wondering if that’s why she’d been calling me all day.

“Why the fuck didn’t you answer your phone, Jason?" she went off. "Scarlett and Troy were arrested. Daddy has no bond! Your fucking friend kidnapped DJ, and we can’t find Creed; she never got on her plane, and she’s fucking my brother.” The least surprising news was about Creed and Noah. That was bound to happen. But most of my family was too self-absorbed to see it coming.

I knew I wouldn’t get anything worthwhile out of her. I hung up and dialed a number I knew by heart.

“Jason, I told you not to call me ever again,” Tempest hissed. She was always so hostile now, so different than four years ago when she let me suck every inch of her flesh until she nearly crawled out of it. She didn’t want her Top Cop husband to know that while he was off in Quantico, ignoring her, she was wetting my lap. He thought he was the only man she’d been with. I don’t understand how. Where did he think she learned the things she could do with her mouth? But that was the past. “Where is Creed? Nobody knows where she is; she didn’t make her flight.”

“Um,” she hesitated, “Noah kidnapped her, but she’s okay. I helped, and I’ve checked on her. She couldn’t have their baby alone.”

“Noah did what?” I yelled.

Then the rest of what she said sunk in. “Baby?” I yelled louder.

Creed-

"Alright, I fucking hear you." I woke up to Noah yelling and pacing the room, completely naked.

He hung up the phone and looked as if he was ready to throw it against the wall.

“What is it?”

He stared at me with that perturbed look he sometimes had when he was angry. “Maine claims Devon had her sign custody papers under false pretenses. Then yesterday morning he went to your parents' house with the police to pick up DJ. Troy busted his jaw. Now he’s been arrested, and they won’t give him bond because of his two other assault charges.”

Devon had lost his fucking mind. I pulled myself up from the bed, feeling my stomach twist. I ran to the bathroom. After throwing up and brushing my teeth, I went back into the room. Noah had dressed by then.

“I have to go see what I can do for your father.”

I hurried to throw on some clothes, silently thanking the heavens that I was getting out of that basement. Noah had been making me FaceTime with an actual therapist. I was Black; we didn’t do the whole head-shrinker thing. It felt awkward, spilling my feelings to a stranger.

After getting dressed, I waited for Noah to stop typing on his phone and let us out. I knew he had a way out besides the one he claimed.

He looked up at me, his eyes scanning me from head to toe.

“I said I was going. The only way you get out of here today is if we’re married.”

My mouth fell open. Instinctively, I took a step back. “There’s no way I’m marrying you,” I yelled.


Creed-

"How in the hell do you have my momma's wedding dress?"

When I was thirteen, Momma and Daddy got remarried for some reality show money. Momma wore a black, gothic-style mermaid dress with a silk train attached. I talked about that dress for weeks. I said I would get married in it, but the show took it back, so I knew it wasn’t really hers, but it was still her dress.

“I had it made for you.”

My heart skipped a beat. He remembered.

“When?”

“Five years ago.”

I frowned. “Why five years ago?”

He gave me this cheesy smile that annoyed me and endeared me to him at the same time. “I knew when you took my innocence in the back of Maine's van that I was going to marry you.”

This man was truly crazy, but I couldn’t let him know how much he affected me in a good way.

Before I could say something slick or sassy, there was a knock at the door. We were in the house of the judge who was going to marry us. Everybody knew if you needed something to look legal and had the money, Scarpetta was the judge to call. I wouldn’t say I was getting married by force, but I was under slight duress. It was better to go along with the things Noah made up in his head than to fight. I’d get an annulment, but at least I’d get to wear the wedding dress I’d dreamed of.

Of course, Noah couldn’t just take us to the courthouse. He had to be extra.

But I guess getting fake-married at a beautiful Victorian-style house was better than waiting in line at the courthouse, surrounded by strangers, while also waiting for the lawyers Noah had hired to get Daddy out. Daddy’s own lawyers were too busy and had sent a junior associate to handle things for him. I was all for supporting Black women, but this lady, Simone, just didn’t look like she could dominate a courtroom like we needed her to. Daddy had assaulted one too many people in his career. This might be the one that actually got him put in prison if Devon wanted to be an asshole.

Noah let in a makeup artist to get me ready.

“Noah,” I called after him before he closed the door to get himself ready, “your mother’s best friend took your innocence. Don’t put that lie on me.” I sniggered.

He shook his head. “We have a lifetime to teach you to express your feelings for me without snark. Love you too, Creed,” he said before closing the door.

Two middle-aged Black women, who looked like sisters with relaxed hair and natural faces, cooed and hooted.

“White boys were never my thing, but they didn’t look like him back in the day,” one lady said.

“Or we didn’t notice,” the other chimed in.

After an hour and a half, I looked at myself in the mirror. I looked gorgeous with my hair all blown out and curly. The dress hugged every curve I had—all the right ones, at least. I’d seen my reflection countless times, but today was different. My eyes seemed more alive, my skin had a glow, and my lips had this soft, rosy hue. But it wasn’t just the makeup and hair that made me look this way. It was the fact that, for the first time, I was actually okay with the thought of marrying Noah. If I closed my eyes, I could see a future with him and our child in it, and that freaked me out.

“Oh, she’s a runner,” I heard one of the ladies say. That’s when I realized I was moving, had already opened the door, and was halfway down the hallway. Something in me was determined to save me from my own foolishness, even if my heart was ready to give in.

I had tunnel vision. I made it down three flights of stairs and then collided with what felt like a wall—until the wall reached down to help me up from the floor.

“Jason? How are you here?”

“I came to rescue you, little sister, only to find out I’m about to be an uncle and you’re about to get married.”

I stared at his face. “I’m not getting married. How did you know I was here?”

“Because of me,” Tempest stepped out from behind Jason.

“What did you do, Tempest?” I had seen that guilty look on her face before. “Where’s your child? Why are you here?”

She squared her shoulders and raised her chin. “I helped Noah kidnap you,” she blurted out, then took a step back.

I surprised myself by laughing. Jason and Tempest stared at me like I’d grown another head.

“You know this means you owe me, Tempest. Anything. And you know what that means.”

Her face dropped. “The whole thing?”

“The entire penis.”

She nodded. “When all this mess is over. I did it for your own good, you know. You’re just being a butthole.”

She’d dangled the fact that AJ’s equipment was legendary in my face days after we met, like I wasn’t going to want to see it. Now I was finally going to get my chance.

Satisfied, I pushed past Jason and headed for the front door. I pulled it open and came face to face with Noah and the judge, a tall, elderly white man with almost no hair, who looked like he was having trouble standing upright. Somewhere, someone started singing.

“You’re the jagged edge to my torn-out seam. In a world of crumpled pages. Two hearts, battered but not broken. A love raw, real, and genuine…”

I looked to my right and saw Mrs. Justice singing my momma’s song better than she ever did.

Mrs. Justice grew up with my momma. She was rumored to be involved with two brothers whose parents had adopted her. My momma told me to mind my business and not believe rumors when I asked, but I was almost positive it was true. I remember when I was little, peeking through the fence and seeing her dancing naked and singing for one or the other brother, sometimes both. Everybody said she was crazy because she’d watched her entire family be killed by her daddy, and she still didn’t believe her sister was gone. Her story was sad, but she always seemed happy and taken care of. The brothers were always with her, like now, watching her like she was their world.

“Here.” Noah shoved a bouquet into my arms. “I knew you’d run.”

“You don’t know me.”

Tempest stepped up next to me, and Jason joined her. I hadn’t even noticed Jason was wearing a black suit with a vest and jacket, and Tempest had on a flowy floral dress with her hair big and pretty. Noah… he looked so handsome in his black tuxedo. The sun was at his back, framing him like an angel.

I heard the judge say something, and then Noah started speaking.

“Creed, I’ve loved you since before I even understood what I was feeling. I just knew I would do anything to see you smile and laugh, even if it meant I had to endure your bites with those little chipmunk teeth. As broken as I am, I never thought I had a chance, but then you…” he smiled, “I won’t tell that part. You know what you did. But even after everything, you’re everything I don’t deserve, and yet everything I’d give all to have. I embrace every part of you. Your passion, your anger, your crazy, your spoiled, your mean, your vicious, and your loving and caring. I want to spend the rest of my life with you.”

Tempest leaned in to wipe my face. I hadn’t even realized I was crying. That pissed me off. I hated crying. I wasn’t weak. Everybody was watching me, waiting for me to say something, to do something other than cry. “You suck,” I sobbed. “But I love you too. Those are my vows.” I wiped away my tears with the back of my hands, rose to my tiptoes, and pecked Noah on the lips.

“Now, can we go get my daddy? I really need one of his hugs. Bye, Tempest,” I said without looking at her. She didn’t need to see me crying. I pushed past Noah and headed for his car parked in the driveway. I didn’t want to talk about anything that had happened in the last hour. My brain couldn’t process it.

I was sitting in the passenger seat with my train in my lap and my heels in the backseat when Noah joined me in the car. He gently took my hand and slid a ring onto my finger—a single band of diamonds—before making a show of sliding an identical band onto his finger. “Instead of taking you home and ripping you out of this dress, I’m taking you to your daddy now, wife. You better behave when we see Scarlett. I have a feeling your snark and her shock at seeing you in her dress, combined with our news, might be too much for her. She might combust or beat your ass.” He laughed.

Jason tapped frantically on my window. Noah lowered it.

“You look beautiful, sister, and congrats on your marriage. I’m telling you this now, before Maine can weaponize it against me, and I want to start by saying I’m sorry for lying, but I never had cancer. I used the money you gave me to send Vincent’s daughter away because I didn’t want him to find out I might have impregnated her while also having an affair with him.”

“What in the fuck, Jason? Why would you tell her that now?” I heard Noah curse.

Shocked, I watched Jason jog off towards the street as I sat there, thinking about how fucking toxic and dysfunctional my family was. How in the hell were me and Noah the most stable ones?


Noah-

I was going to kick Jason's ass. He had made my wife cry. I couldn't believe he had stooped so low as to lie about cancer. I thought, of all our family, he was the most well-balanced. I knew he did all types of kinky shit, but he usually kept that private. How in the hell had his lifestyle gotten so out of hand that he was bribing women to go away? I wanted answers. Unfortunately, despite my persistent calls, he wouldn’t answer, and I suspected we wouldn’t be seeing him for a while. Jason was known for his disappearing acts, even more so than my wife.

My heart kicked up at the word wife.

I wanted to smile, thinking about how I had managed to marry the love of my life, but I kept my expression neutral, not wanting Creed to direct her anger towards me. She’d been crying for a while, mumbling under her breath.

"Are you alright? Are you sure you'd rather not go home?" I asked, adjusting in my seat to get a better view of her.

We were parked outside the Pinellas County Jail in visitor parking. I thought it would have been a better idea to stay away from the family, but she wanted to see her daddy, and I wouldn’t deprive her of that. Troy was about to be bailed out and would be exiting the jail any moment.

"Yes, I'm fucking alright," she snapped, then frowned. "I feel like I want to cry and scream all at the same time. Is this what pregnancy will be like for the full nine months?" She sniffed, looking so sad that I wished I could carry the baby for her.

"I don’t know, Creed, but we’ll find the best doctors and get your questions answered," I reassured her. She turned to stare at me, and for a moment, we just looked at each other. I could stare at her forever, mesmerized by her beauty.

Finally, she moved, taking my hand in hers, which I allowed. I yelped when her teeth pressed into my ring finger, right above the knuckle. I quickly snatched my hand back. There were teeth marks. Creed’s little chipmunk teeth hurt. If she kept biting me, I would start returning the favor.

"Why did you do that?" I asked, my eyebrows raised in surprise.

She frowned. "Because everything feels surreal, like a dream. I needed to know it was real."

"Most people just pinch themselves in these situations, not take a chunk out of their husband’s fucking finger, Creed."

She rolled her eyes. "It’s always 'husband this' or 'wife that.' You’re really enjoying our fake marriage, aren't you, fake husband?"

Frowning, I reached out and gently caressed her soft cheek with the back of my hand, traced her lips with my fingertip, and gripped her throat just enough to get her attention. "Do I feel fake to you?" I squeezed.

She chewed her bottom lip, her eyes lowered as I massaged her right breast. "Answer me, Creed," I insisted, squeezing her neck harder.

She shook her head no. My hand traveled down the curve of her hip. But our moment was interrupted by the shouts of "Troy, Troy, Troy." About thirty feet away, the paparazzi were suddenly going wild.

The lawyers I’d hired, one of Tampa's best firms, escorted Troy beyond the jail gates. He could have been picked up inside, but they wanted to sway public opinion and pressure Devon and the county prosecutors into dropping further charges. Absent were his usual jeans and graphic t-shirt that made him look youthful. Instead, he wore orange sweats and a white t-shirt, resembling the clothing they gave inmates. He looked haggard, a stark contrast to his usual appearance. Scarlett stood at his side, her sultry curves hidden behind a maxi dress.

A car cranked nearby, drawing my attention. I watched as Maine and our mother backed out of a parking space a few spaces down. I could see trouble written all over their faces.

"Why is your mother here?" Creed asked, panic in her voice, amplifying my disdain for my mother.

"You stay in the car. I'm going to see what’s happening," I said.

"I'm not staying in the car," she barked, stepping out before I could stop her.

I dropped my head to the steering wheel. "Fuck!"

Barefoot, in her wedding dress, and pregnant, she half-walked, half-jogged away from the car. I hurried after her.

We reached the crowd just in time to hear Tiffany accuse Troy of child trafficking. "He paid me to relinquish my parental rights, then launched a campaign to paint me as a deadbeat mother. He and his wife are no better than the people who buy and sell kids on the black market," she alleged. She was crying and even dressed the part of grieving mother in a demure black dress. The fact that Maine was at her side pissed me off more. After all Scarlett had done for us...

The crowd was in a frenzy and too thick for us to approach our parents. Nobody noticed us as we watched Scarlett lunge at Tiffany, grabbing her hair and swinging her like a ragdoll. It was like Scarlett was blinded by her rage and couldn't see the police officers, jail security, and paparazzi. This was going to be an entire other mess to clean up. I ran my hands over my head. Then I felt Creed's nails dig into my arm. Turning to her, I saw her double over, the smell of vomit filling the air. I bent down to hold her hair as she violently dry heaved.

Tears streaked her face, and her eyes were bloodshot. It was all too much. Lifting her up bridal style, I carried her back to the car and laid her in the backseat. I knew what I had to do. I drove directly to the airport, bought her clothes from an airport store, helped her clean up, and then booked a flight to Atlanta. Creed remained silent throughout it all. She said she wanted to go home. I was taking her home. I was determined to protect my wife and unborn child from our family's fuckery. Even if that meant we would have nothing to do with them until they became an asset rather than a burden.


Noah-

I turned to stare at my beautiful wife. She was dressed in all black, wearing a black ruffled button-up shirt and a pencil skirt that was so tight it molded to her like a second skin. Her hair was in a slicked-back bun, her pretty face absent of makeup, but there was determination painting her features, giving her a glow. She looked ready to command some shit.

She tilted her head to stare at me, then shook it. “You wanted to come here today. Don’t make me regret allowing you.”

I reached out and ran a thumb across her soft lips, then wiped a stray eyelash from her cheek. “Thank you for allowing me,” I smirked. Truth was, I told her I was coming, then listened to her tell me all the reasons I shouldn't, and in the end, I told her I was coming. And here I was.

She glared back, slapping my hand away. “I’m serious. I don’t need you doing the he-man shit your crazy ass is good at. I don’t need you saving me. Behind those doors,” she pointed, “voices will be raised, and threats might be made. I work with volatile individuals. Don’t let them trigger you into thinking you need to protect me. I carry my protection on me.” She patted the purse she was holding, “and know how to handle it, just like my daddy taught me. In here, I’m not your wife. I’m HNIC.” She declared.

My eyebrow rose at her acronym.

She nodded, “Yes. Head nigga because these niggas signed to this label, Black, Brown, or White, don’t respect bitches and pussies. they fuck them and discard them. It’s 90% males on my roster, from some of the worst places in the US. God-daddy didn’t deal with posers. These men have done and do what they rap about. If I go in here and lose their respect because my husband, a white boy at that, feels he needs to step up and defend me, I’ll never gain it back. So back down your unhinged alpha man when you feel him about to take over and let me handle what goes on in my company.”

I raised my hand in my defense. “I’ll let you handle it all.” I was half lying. I would let her deal with what I saw fit. I had read about the controversies going on behind the record label's doors when Lil Compton was still alive. There was infighting, backstabbing. One artist had actually put a hit out on Lil Compton for parting ways with him and was now in prison doing twenty-five years for conspiracy to commit murder. That wouldn’t be happening to Creed. That's why I came. If the first day didn't go smoothly, she was about to spend the next eight months away from the office.

Her phone rang. She looked at it, then turned it in my direction. It was her mother. She had been calling back to back since we left. They hadn’t known we’d been at the jail until our pictures started popping up in news feeds and on social media. The cat was out of the bag. The world now knew Creed and I were married.

Creed frowned and pressed end. We had agreed we weren’t talking to them and  going back to work. It was either-or.

“She’ll get the hint eventually,” I said.

Creed sighed, then tapped on the window. The SUV door opened, and she slid out as I exited the vehicle and met her at the double doors that led into her record label. Pulling them open, I let her walk in.

"Welcome to Death Row," she threw over her shoulder, then laughed before heading to the elevator. I was confused because the label she ran was called Compton Ave. I found out later why she said what she said.

Biting back a scowl, I watched rapper 727 size Creed up. She was giving a PowerPoint presentation about his record sales. He wasn’t even discreet about how he eyed her. He’d barely flicked me a glance when he and his manager entered, but his eyes stayed glued to Creed's thighs, ass, or hips. I couldn’t blame him. She had so many appealing parts. I found every inch of her 'fine as fuck,' as she would say. When he licked his lips seductively at her, I had to tilt my water bottle to my mouth and take a long gulp, remembering what Creed had said earlier to keep from saying something.

The guy he introduced as his manager—I couldn’t remember his name—tapped him on the shoulder to grab his attention. He whispered something in 727’s ear. 727, or Montae Jenkins, nodded, his wicks—as Creed called them—bouncing around his head as he interrupted her. “So forget all that. When is my new album coming out? I need my advance.”

Creed took a deep breath before turning to face him. The smile on her face was one hundred percent fake. “We already talked about this a few days ago. When this album meets expectations. You haven’t yet paid the label back.”

She triggered him. They started arguing back and forth. “I won’t go on stage tonight. Fuck you and this record label,” he stabbed her finger into the conference table.

Creed had told me he was a handful. This was the third handful of the day, and she had two more artists to meet.

"Then I'll sue your ass, take your fucking dunks and them platinum teeth you left at home, and send you back to Jordan Park."

"I made y'all a lot of money,” he rebutted.

“If you consider being in debt a lot of money,” she spat, without raising her voice again, only arching her eyebrows upward.

“Bitch, you better—” 727 started.

Calling her a bitch put a sour taste in my mouth. I couldn’t help myself. I interrupted. “Watch how you talk to my wife.” I leaned further back into the office chair. The table and 727’s chair scraped as he stood. Why were so many angry rappers so small? Napoleon complex maybe? He couldn’t have been more than 5’8, one hundred seventy pounds. I wanted to punch him in his trachea, but I also wanted to make a point that he would not forget.

"And if I don’t?” he huffed, cocking his head. Creed and his manager were both speaking, but I couldn’t hear anything above the blood rushing in my ears. As soon as he entered my space, I grabbed him by the collar of his Gucci shirt. The entire conference room was made of glass. I slammed his head into a panel with one hand. My other hand had a firm grip on the Desert Eagle that was pointed at his manager. “I will toss your ass out this fucking window and won’t see a day in prison for it because you're a fucking malcontent, and everybody will know you deserved it. So lower your voice and watch your fucking tone, or next time we have a talk like this, you’ll meet the fucking concrete below.” I was so angry. Who did he think he fucking was? She was the one giving him the opportunities.

Creed pulled me away from him. He and his manager left the room in a hurry. She stared at me in disbelief. “What in the hell, Noah? Did you snort insanity before you came in here?”

I shook my head. “This is not going to work, Creed. We’re going to have an evil child if you stay here, fussing and fighting. Or you’ll stroke out. High blood pressure during pregnancy and gestational diabetes run in your family. You don’t need this.”

Her eyebrows were on her forehead. “How do you know these things about my family’s medical history?”

"I called your grandmother, but that’s beside the point. Get your stuff, and let's go."

She hesitated. I cut my eyes at her. "I can embarrass you and carry you out?" She rolled her eyes before going to do what I said.


Creed-

Noah had me sitting between his spread legs, my back to his sweat-slicked chest. He was using two thick fingers, tracing slow, deliberate circles around my clit while his free hand played with my titties. This was too much, I thought as I coasted into another orgasm.

A breathless “Oh…” escaped my lips. “I’m cumming,” I panted, my legs shaking.

His fingers sped up. “Baby, thank you for cumming for me again,” he praised, talking me through my orgasm.

Ooh, it was really too fucking much. I wanted to bite his ass.

My eyes were heavy as hell. For over an hour, he’d been wringing orgasm after orgasm from me. He had made me cum more than five times, each climax more intense than the last, and it seemed like he thought he was owed five more. This was the consequence of me joking and saying our marriage could be annulled if we didn’t consummate it. I didn’t know if it was true or not. I was just taunting him. He got all red and angry. I wish I hadn’t said it because now he was relentless, and I just wanted to curl up and sleep.

My entire body went slack in his arms.

Once I composed myself, I knocked his hand away from my pussy.

“Noah?” My voice was a tired whisper, but he heard me.

“Hm?” His fingers traced idle patterns on my skin, covering me in my own cum.

I tilted my head back to look at him, meeting his gaze. “I get the point. I think we’ve… consummated enough?”

Kissing the top of my head, he chuckled, “Nope. My turn.” He grabbed and flipped me onto my stomach so fast I didn’t have time to even gasp. He pulled me to my knees, my head smashed into the mattress.

He ran his fingers through my hair, pulling it free of the ponytail, then grabbed a handful, wrapping it around his fist, snapping my head back, before he slammed his dick into my drenched pussy. My breasts slid against the Egyptian cotton sheets as he fucked me hard and fast. He was ready to cum.

“Would you call our marriage consummated now, wife?”

“Yes!” I whimpered.

He started moving, rolling his hips. Skin slapping against skin. He was so deep in me. I neck strained and my pussy clenched around him. It wasn’t long before his dick throbbed, swelled. We came together. I smothered his dick with all my creaminess, him pumping his cum into me.

Breathing heavily and glistening with sweat, I fell forward onto the bed.

Noah pulled himself from inside me. He leaned forward, tapping me on my ass. “Nope, wake up. There’s no rest for the wicked. Your doctor's appointment is in an hour.”

My eyes flew open. “There’s no way I'm going to a gynecologist after what we just did.” The bed shifted when he got up.

“Yes, you are. You’ve had several spikes in your blood pressure. Remember, when your blood pressure is high, so is the baby's.”

Since that day in the office, Noah had been monitoring my blood pressure and sugar. I had a telehealth appointment with a friend of his who was a gynecologist in metro Atlanta, but when I found out by "friend" he meant an old fuck buddy, he got her to recommend us a new doctor. I was not about to have her comparing our coochies.

“Shit,” I cursed. He was right. I was about to go see my gynecologist with a swollen, leaking vagina. “Maybe I can get them to reschedule the vaginal exam for another day.”

Noah laughed as he disappeared into the bathroom.

Exactly an hour later, we were sitting in the doctor’s office, wearing matching sweatsuits and Nike slides. Noah had picked out our clothes. He loved the corny shit, which was why mine had “wife” spray painted on the back and his had “husband.” I went along because it wasn’t too much to ask.

Noah was staring dumbfounded at the pictures of the two gynecologists who owned the practice. “Looks better than Idris Elba,” I heard him mumble. One of the ladies in the small, stark white waiting area with us chuckled.

He turned to look at me. “So one of them is supposed to play in your vagina?” he asked a little too loudly.

I dropped my head, avoiding the eyes of the two other women and the receptionist, who I was sure heard him.

“Stop it,” I hissed under my breath.

“Fine,” he said back, sounding normal. I thought he was going to behave normally too until he got up and walked over to the receptionist. “Do they have a female doctor they can refer my wife to?”

“You can ask Dr. Solaris that when you get back there,” the pretty dark-skinned receptionist said politely, a small smile curving her lips. She was too amused for me. All I could do was shake my head.

“Creed Washington.” An older Black woman called my name from an open door.

It was the first time someone had called me by my new name. I involuntarily cringed at the fact I shared it with Tiffany. It was even more ridiculous that I was married to and having a baby with her son.

Scarlett was outraged about the marriage part, especially after being arrested for dragging Tiffany. She had no bail because she’d shown her ass in front of all types of law enforcement—bailiffs, guards, the sheriff, Pinellas County police, Largo police, probation officers. And she wasn’t ashamed. She even bowed and sang "Whoop That Trick" as men in the jail cheered her on from the yard. She spent an entire week in jail, waiting for a judge. Somehow she still managed to send me a hundred or so voicemails screaming at me. I’d only listened to a few before I got the gist and deleted them.

The thing is, I don’t think Momma was mad at me for marrying Noah, but more so angry that Noah was attached to Tiffany, which meant I had cemented Tiffany’s permanency in our family. But the gag was, at this point, I wasn’t even sure if I was going to deal with my parents, let alone Noah’s crazy-ass momma, ever again.

I got up and followed the nurse back to the room. Noah was right behind me. The nurse told me to get undressed and handed me a paper gown.

Noah opened his mouth to say something.

“Don’t you dare,” I growled under my breath. I was already dreading having to show a doctor my beaten-up vagina. I think his ass did it on purpose.

Noah slammed his mouth shut as I got undressed. He stared at me the entire time with the goofy grin he only has for me.

A knock on the door signaled the doctor’s arrival. Noah was by my side as I lay on the examination table.

When the door opened, revealing the doctor, I had to exhale. His picture in the lobby hadn’t done him justice, because damn, he was fine. I’m talking tall, dark, and handsome, like Idris Elba and Trevante Rhodes had a baby. Dark-god fine.

“Breathe like that again and I'll embarrass you,” Noah threatened. He was always with the threats to embarrass me.

The Dr. spoke, introducing himself.

“It’s nice to meet you, Dr. Solaris. That accent doesn’t sound like it’s from Atlanta,” I remarked, purposely trying to push Noah’s buttons.

The doctor chuckled. “No, I’m originally from Barbados but moved here when I was young. The accent just stuck.” He let go of my hand before turning to wash his and put on gloves.

“You’re not from Atlanta with that accent,” Noah mocked me, leaning so he could whisper in my ear. I cut my eyes at him. The rest of the appointment he behaved. I was about eight weeks along, and my blood pressure was normal.

We left the office with Noah bitching.

“I’m serious, you’re getting another doctor. He was down there too long, probably smelling it,” he said as we stepped out of the doctor’s office. I didn’t get to respond to Noah’s nonsense.

Then I knew my mind had to be playing tricks on me. I saw Devon, my ex, my nephew’s father, the man I had been engaged to less than four months ago, standing too close to his very pregnant, supposedly best friend Maria. Devon leaned in, kissing her forehead. Then I heard him say, “I love you. I'll be right back after picking up DJ. Shouldn’t take more than ten minutes. I’m sorry times got mixed up,” he said, his voice filled with a warmth I had never heard.

Realization crashed into me like a tidal wave—Devon and Maria. All the late nights at their law office. Sometimes I’d catch Maria looking at me like I stole something from her. I guess I had.

“I can’t believe this fucking shit!” The words erupted from me, startling them both. The way Devon’s face went white should have been impossible.

Maria’s face crumpled. “Creed, it’s not what it seems—" she started, her mousy voice carrying. Everything about Maria was mousy. She was tiny but curvy, with a plain face. A white Cuban, Devon met her in freshman year. She was not his type, so I never thought they’d be messing around behind my back. I guess I was wrong.

I was beyond listening. “It’s exactly what it looks like. He was fucking with you and my sister. Had a whole son I didn’t know was his, and you’re good and pregnant.” I paused to look at her finger. “And you’re wearing the ring he bought me.”

Devon had yet to talk.

My eyes moved to him. “Did you buy two of the same rings or give her mine after I gave it back?”

“It’s like she said. It’s not what it looks like,” he said plainly, though I could see the gears in his head working, trying to come up with a lie to explain the pregnant woman away.

I chuckled, though the situation was messed up. “It’s exactly what it seems.” I shook my head. “You called my family immoral and a bad example, but here you are with not one but two baby mamas, not a single wedding, and lying to me right to my face. Then, on some vendetta crap, you came and took my nephew from my sister.”

I pointed my finger in his direction. “You need to look in the mirror, Devon. You’re a whole cliché wrapped in an expensive suit, hiding behind respectability and a law degree. And you two are fired.”

I had hired them to handle the artist contracts for Compton Ave. Fresh out of law school, they hadn’t done much work before that, but Devon had rich parents to fall back on, so it probably wouldn’t hurt him as much as Maria, who sent money back to Florida for her parents. Still, I guess Devon could beg his parents to support both of them.

Maria grabbed her stomach and started crying, shoving Devon away when he tried to comfort her. A part of me enjoyed watching that.

“When I’m done with your dirty-dick ass, you won’t have enough money to keep DJ. I’m throwing dirt on your name to every company I know, to everybody I know,” I said, practically hysterical.

Noah stepped in. “That’s enough, Creed. Let’s go.” He wrapped an arm around my wrist and nearly dragged me to the car.

I was still cursing as he drove off.

I noticed Noah wasn’t saying anything, and his grip on the steering wheel was tight.

I let him have his silence. There were all kinds of emotions raging in me, and I needed to process them too.

As we pulled into the driveway, I finally asked, “Noah, why are you so upset?”

“Why does it matter to you who Devon got pregnant?” He wouldn’t look at me.

I gawked at him. “Did you see her? She is almost ready to pop. That means he was fucking with her during our relationship. I’m not supposed to be mad?”

He banged his hand against the steering wheel. “You’re supposed to be mad, not furious, threatening to ruin him. I asked you if you loved that guy, and you shouldn’t have lied, Creed.” He opened the car door and got out, slamming it.

I got out right behind him. “You’re nuts. I didn’t love him like I love you. I cared, but there was no love.”

“Whatever, Creed. You... you wouldn’t have reacted that way if you didn’t love him.” He said without turning around. He left the front door to my three-story ranch-style home open, and I was standing outside. Did I love Devon? I didn’t think I did. Noah had me feeling confused. I didn’t think I loved him. There weren’t any warm and tingly feelings when I thought about him like there were when I thought about Noah.

I made my way into the house. I could hear Noah upstairs, grumbling to himself. He was in the closet, pulling his clothes from the hangers when I made it to the master bedroom.

I scoffed. “So you’re leaving now?” My heart was racing at the thought. It was supposed to be me and him against the world. No matter how much I tried to deny it, I wanted Noah with me. I wanted to raise our child together.

He turned to glare at me. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? No, I’m not leaving. I’m moving downstairs to the basement, with all my guns. Devon or that doctor better not show up here, or I’ll use them.” His face was red, and he was sweating as he went back to throwing clothes out of the closet.

I stood there, staring at him until he plopped down on the chair in his closet. I had forgotten who I was dealing with. Noah had told me he had been diagnosed with anxiety and Reactive Attachment Disorder. I left the room, went into the bathroom, and opened the bathroom sink drawer, pulling out his medication before returning to the room to retrieve my phone. I went back downstairs, grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge, then dialed a number I had recently saved.

“Hello, Dr. Carlisle,” I spoke when she answered. “This is Creed, Noah Washington’s wife. Noah is a little stressed out, and I think he could benefit from a session.” I pressed the speaker button on the phone and handed it to him, the water and his meds. Then I leaned down, forcefully spread his legs, and sat down between them to start folding the clothes that were in reach. His therapist was speaking when he gripped a handful of my wild hair, pulled my head back, and pressed a kiss to my lips. I mouthed, "I love you," and got my goofy smile in return.

I made a mental note: Don’t trigger the crazy man. I would call my daddy and tell him about Devon when Noah wasn’t around. Maybe his lawyer could use what I’d just found out against him, but otherwise, fuck him. I did not want Noah to think Devon meant something when he had been a non-factor from nearly the beginning.


Creed-

A week had passed since finding out that Devon had gotten his friend Maria pregnant while we were still together. He'd sent me more voicemails than Scarlett had, trying to explain Maria away. He claimed it was a one-time thing because he could feel that I wasn't committed to our relationship. This motherfucker tried to gaslight me, blame me for his weak pullout game. I deleted all his messages after that and blocked him everywhere.

But honestly, I wasn't even mad anymore. I never truly loved Devon, so his betrayal didn't hurt as much as it should have. I told my daddy what I knew about him, that he was now unemployed, and then I washed my hands of it all.

I shook the thought of Devon from my head and turned right, following Noah. Either Noah's craziness was rubbing off on me, or I was my father's child through and through because following a significant other was his thing. So much so, I think he invented it. I couldn't count on two hands and both feet how many times I'd been with Daddy when he followed Scarlett. I think in the back of his mind, he always thought she would try to get some type of revenge for Tiffany. Honestly, I think she did. There were too many rumors for at least one of them not to hold some type of weight. I actually think she had an affair with the African giant for a while. They made music that seemed a little too intimate together, but Mama was sneaky, and Daddy would never find out if she did.

Noah had been acting strange since that day he threatened to move out. He would leave the house every day at the same time and come back a couple of hours later, smelling like Florida water or nag champa incense. There were a lot of Erykah Badu-type women in Atlanta, looking for a man, and they were willing to share. I wasn't.

I followed Noah to a house in a quiet neighborhood outside of metro Atlanta. I stopped driving and pulled over when he slowed. I watched him pull into the driveway of a pretty craftsman-style house. It was all white, even had a picket fence. He knocked, and the door swung open to reveal a woman with wild hair like mine, but it was dyed silver. I didn't get a good look at her face though. She welcomed him with open arms and a warm smile, burying her head in his chest.

I swear I saw him smell her hair and kiss the top of her head.

My mouth fell open.

I knew damn well, after the hell he'd put me through, he wasn't cheating.

I opened the door of the car and got out. I thought about walking right up to the door and knocking, but I wanted proof. I made sure I grabbed my phone. I ran towards the house. It was mid-daylight, so I couldn't exactly hide. I pretended to bend down and inspect the flowerbed in the front yard. Then I thought about what I was doing. There was no way anybody would think I was doing the gardening in my expensive cardigan dress. I gave up pretending and ran to the side of the house, out of view of the neighbors. The windows were too tall on the side, so I made my way around to the back. Her yard was nicely manicured, but there were large pallet crates. I wondered what in the hell she had them for.

I didn't dwell on it. I dragged one back to the side, then went back and got two more, stacking them. Then I stepped up on them. There were curtains blocking my way, but I could hear low music playing in the background.

"Hold me right here, baby. That's it," I heard a female voice say, real low-like, sounding breathless.

Immediately, tears welled up in my eyes. I wiped them away in frustration.

I felt like a fool. I'd only had two relationships, and both men had cheated on me. The thought of losing Noah was unbearable, but there was no way I would stay with him.

I went to step off the crates.

I lost my balance. My hand hit the window hard as hell, but I didn't fall. I stepped down off the crates and went fast-walking towards the front yard. The woman and Noah came from the house just as I got to the front.

I stopped in my tracks, my fists balled at my side as I glared at Noah.

He said something to the woman only they could hear. The woman stepped behind Noah, and before I got a good look at her face, she was covering her mouth. She was laughing at me.

There was nothing funny about her breaking up my happy home. I was going to pull that fake lace wig off her head.

My heart ached. I had so many questions. Why make me marry him if he was going to cheat? My tears blurred my vision as I tried to get my mouth to work.

I wanted to yell, to scream, to beat his ass...

"Why are you here, Creed? Did you follow me?" He looked amused. They were both laughing at me.

All of a sudden, my mouth worked. "You're damn right I did."

I started walking in his direction. Tears streamed down my cheeks.

Noah met me halfway, concern all over his face.

"Why are you crying?" He reached for me. I knocked his hands away.

"You sneaky, conniving, cheating mother—"

He interrupted. "Cheating with who?"

"With her." I shot my finger in the direction of the lady who was still on the porch. Then I looked at her, like really looked at her. She reminded me of Debbie Allen and was as old as her, with graying sister-loc’d hair.

Confusion and frustration had me frowning. This lady was not having sex with Noah.

"What are you doing here, Noah?"

He shook his head. "It was supposed to be a surprise."

I tilted my head to stare at him. He was still perfectly put together in a black polo, khaki chinos, and black Gucci sneakers on his feet. He hadn't been fucking.

"What type of surprise?"

"I've been taking lessons to help Mrs. Auta. I want us to switch to a doula. I didn’t like that doctor we went to."

His words hit me square in the chest. My entire body turned red.

Noah took a deep breath and gently cradled my face in his hands, wiping away my tears with his thumbs. "Did you follow me here because you thought I was fucking her? You were bloodthirsty at the idea, huh?" He leaned and rested his forehead against mine and whispered so only we could hear. "Your jealousy makes me hard as fuck, Chipmunk." I hated his new nickname for me. He said I had chipmunk teeth.

I shoved him off me. "This is the hormones. Ignore me, forget I was ever here." I threw a wave at Mrs. Auta. She had a knowing smile on her face. I wanted to curl up and die for just an hour. I rushed back to my car with both of them laughing at me. I got in the car. I was halfway down the block before I fully processed what Noah said. I pulled over at a corner store. I needed to. I was about to lose it. I had embarrassed myself so badly. I was surprised Noah even let me leave. Then he pulled up beside me. His blue eyes shone bright. He was too amused for my liking. He gestured for me to roll down the window. I did. "I was going to follow you this time."

I resisted the urge to give him the finger. Instead, I said, "You're out of your mind if I'm having a holistic birthing experience. I want to be in the hospital, with three or four Black and/or POC doctors, who get paid a hell of a lot to make sure I make it home. Black women die in childbirth. Won't be me. Now come get in the car and hold me," I said before I busted out crying. I don't know what the fuck Mother Nature put in pregnancy hormones, but I wish I got less of it.


Creed-

"This attack was premeditated. She's been threatening to kick my ass for years. I can't even tell you how many times I recall her telling me, 'I'mma beat your ass on sight, Tiffany,'" Tiffany said, swiveling her neck dramatically while mimicking Momma's voice.

I sighed. Noah shook his head, and Tempest chuckled. She was enjoying the drama. She had left my god baby home with her daddy to come be entertained in person. I couldn't blame her. Her husband had been acting like he couldn't do anything for the baby without her. She needed a break, and I was glad I could help her get one.

Momma clapped her hands, drawing everyone's attention away from Tiffany's testimony. "Bitch, and I did... beat your ass until you begged me to let you loose!" Momma jumped up from where she was sitting next to three high-powered attorneys in nearly identical five-digit black suits. They were all trying to get her to calm down, but she kept trying to take a step closer to Tiffany. They didn’t know what to do with her most of the time, and her court case had turned into a debacle. There were paparazzi outside, entertainment reporters, TikTok and Twitter reporters in the courtroom. And they had good reason to be there. It was nearly six weeks after the incident on the day Daddy got out of jail, but Tiffany had shown up in a neck brace, like she'd been in a car accident or something, not a simple fight.

Momma wouldn’t stop interrupting court proceedings, and even though Donovan had dropped charges against Troy, Daddy was on the brink of catching another charge because he couldn't stop fighting with the people who showed up to support Tiffany. They stood outside the courthouse, calling Momma all kinds of names. I had said I wasn't dealing with them until after the baby, but seeing my Momma break down crying on TV after being called so many pejoratives—I had to come. I booked Noah and me on the first flight from Atlanta to Florida.

"Ma'am, sit down," the judge yelled, banging her gavel. The sound of wood hitting wood echoed in the courtroom. The judge was a petite redhead, reminding me of a less stacked version of that chick Elisabeth on the show with the fine Hispanic dude. Her face was redder than her hair. Momma had been wearing this lady's patience thin. You'd think, for once, she’d act right, just so she could go home at the end of the trial instead of doing jail time, but for Scarlett Rose, that would be too much like right.

The bailiff walked toward Momma with a serious look on his face. One of her lawyers jumped up. "Can we have a recess, Judge?" he rushed, trying to save her.

The judge glared at him but dismissed us. "I want you back here in three hours, ready to act appropriately in my courtroom," she directed at Scarlett.

The courtroom erupted into disarray as soon as the judge disappeared into her office. Mommy was ushered out and into the room next to the courtroom. Even Tempest left. Noah and I waited until everybody had left to follow them out.

Noah turned to me before I could stand up, piercing me with those blue eyes of his. I was ready to go. The smell of multiple people's body odor and perfume was making me nauseous.

"We’re going to talk to your parents. You stay calm. The minute things get out of hand," he paused to make sure I was looking at him, "and you know they will—we’re leaving."

We walked out of the courtroom, and the halls were empty except for Maine and Tiffany. Both their heads made a slow turn in our direction as soon as we exited.

"Here we go," I sighed.

"Fuck," Noah cursed under his breath.

Maine rushed toward Noah. Tiffany stood behind with a smirk curving her thin lips. Her blue eyes damn near twinkled. She was causing trouble and enjoying it. At her big age, it was kind of pathetic. "Why haven’t you been calling me back?" Maine got up in Noah's face, not acknowledging my presence at all. I stepped back out of the way. Noah had already let me listen to a few of the voicemails she sent decrying our marriage.

She looked different. I kept staring, trying to figure out why. Oh, she was high as fuck.

His eyes narrowed into slits. "Because you don’t want to talk; you want to fight about things that don’t concern you. Like DJ."

"There’s nothing I can do about DJ when Troy took everything from me." After the incident at the jail, Troy had cut Maine off for bringing Tiffany there. But being "cut off" didn’t mean what it sounded like. She still owned her home and car and received a three-thousand-dollar monthly payment from her trust fund. She just couldn’t use our parents' credit cards and have them pay the bill.

A laugh bubbled out of my mouth before I could stop it.

"What are you laughing at?" Maine turned and all but screamed in my direction.

Noah stepped between us. I stepped out from behind him, not worried one bit about Maine.

"I talk to DJ daily. It’s been weeks since you’ve called him."

Maine’s face went red. "It’s none of your business," she screamed.

I shook my head. "What is wrong with you, Maine? Like really. We had a good relationship up until five years ago. I know it can't be Devon. You were shady way before then." I shifted my weight to my right foot.

"This isn't the time or place," Noah chimed in.

I shook my head. "No, let her get whatever she has to say off her chest. This might be the last time she has the chance." I'd rather just cut her off than deal with her attitude. Yeah, I loved my sister, but not at the cost of my peace.

Maine started with her voice raised but lowered it after looking at Noah. I didn't have to see his face to know he was scowling at her. "You did everything I did. The drugs, being promiscuous. You even fucked the married professor, and you got everything. Compton's record company. The man I wanted. The life I wanted. I’m living in a duplex with my son, and his father barely tolerates talking to me, then he took him to spite you."

Tears had started running down her face. I felt something for Maine's sob story, but no sympathy, just pity.

"We all had equal opportunities in the world we were brought up in. You just chose to never grow up after graduating. What happened to going to business school?"

"Why, so I could still hear about how much better you were? Then you committed the ultimate betrayal—you turned my brother against me."

She turned to look at Noah. "She doesn’t love you; she only wants to get back at me because of Devon."

Before Noah could even open his mouth to entertain her foolishness, I said, "How much? How much to make all this bullshit go away? To make your mother disappear?" I knew this all stemmed from money, at least where Tiffany was concerned. I just thought Maine was having some kind of mental breakdown from being in a family like ours, but that she would eventually rebound and beg us all to forgive her. Maine had never had to thrive on her own, and it was probably hard for her.

"Five million," Tiffany said, moving so quickly I didn’t register her taking her place at Maine's side.

"Momma, I don’t want her money," Maine whined.

"What are you doing?" Noah tried to get me to look at him. I shrugged him off.

I could give them five million and not even miss it.

"Check, or would you prefer cash? It would take a few days, but you have to drop the charges on my momma and tell the prosecutor you provoked her on purpose that day," I directed to Tiffany.

"Deal," she readily agreed.

Maine snapped. She elbowed her mother out of the way. "We don’t want your money!" She yelled and lunged for me, so quickly I was surprised. Noah held her back as mayhem ensued. Maine's outburst brought out our parents and the media. The paparazzi crowded around Troy and Scarlett, keeping them from getting to us, but you could hear them yelling.

Noah shoved Maine away and rushed me out of the courthouse like I was some crime lord and he was my bodyguard.

"Why did you do that?" Noah asked when we were inside our SUV; the driver took off. Noah's face was red, and I knew he was doing everything in his power not to yell at me.

I pulled my cellphone from my pocket and hit play. Tiffany agreeing to drop the charges played back. "There was a method to my madness. The guy from TLX who was sitting behind us probably got part of the conversation too."

"What if she would have actually hit you?"

I frowned. "I knew you wouldn’t let her."

Noah shook his head. "I told you to behave. We can’t be causing problems everywhere we go."

"Since when? That’s all our family does."

Noah turned and looked out the window. "We’ll discuss this later," he replied firmly. I texted Tempest, then my daddy. I couldn’t do anything about Noah being mad.

When we pulled up to his house where we were staying, there was a couple standing outside. Older, white, dressed too warm for Florida winter, in trench coat-style jackets. They looked as if they’d just knocked and were waiting.

Our driver pulled to a stop, and Noah opened the door but didn’t step out. "May I help you all?" he asked just as they turned around. The woman and I gasped at the same time. Me, because the man was an older exact replica of Noah. I knew who they were then.

Wolfgang Engel was Noah's father; he had committed suicide before Noah was even born. Rumor was he was another one of Tiffany's victims. But he'd already been depressed. These people had to be his parents. I had never thought to Google them because they had never been a part of Noah's life. It was suspect that they showed up now. And now I would have to tell Noah about their offer to me.

I sighed. As soon as news of Noah and I getting married became public, his family's business manager contacted me and said they wanted to combine "empires." I told them no, outright. I had an empire. They had a small record label that produced music the exact opposite of what I put out, and they were only surviving because they kept publishing their son's music. It would not have been a symbiotic relationship. It would have been them eating off my godfather's hard work. And besides, Compton Ave was one of the few Black-owned and controlled record labels in the world, and it would remain that way.

I didn’t hear how they responded to Noah's question, but whatever they said put him on alert. "Stay here," he said before getting out. I rolled my eyes but didn’t object. I watched as he got out of the car, and the woman, his grandmother, pulled him into a hug.

Without even knowing why they were here, I knew that whatever was about to happen was just going to add to the messiness of our lives. I took a pic and sent it to Tempest. Then I closed my eyes and rested my head against the seat. Might as well enjoy the quiet for a while.


Creed-

Everybody but Noah was gathered in the dining room at my—well, our—house in Atlanta for breakfast. We had brought his grandparents back with us. We didn’t need both families in the same city acting a fool. Noah decided to sleep in while I dealt with his grandparents, which I was grinning and bearing through only because he was angry at me for not telling him about his family being in contact with me. He didn’t believe I wasn’t being deceptive or trying to hide anything from him. I tried to explain to him that since they had called me about business and not about him, I didn’t make it personal. In hindsight, I see why I probably should have told him.

Maybe he would have worked something out with them before they came looking for him, because they were testing my patience more than my family ever did, and they had only been around for three days.

I placed a plate of sausage, toast, scrambled eggs, and a bowl of grits on the place setting in front of Noah’s grandmother and forced a smile before doing the same for her husband. Mr. Neil wasn’t anywhere close to as bad as his wife, but he had his moments.

“I like my eggs poached,” Mrs. Greta volunteered.

“And you’re welcome to go in the kitchen and poach as many as you like,” I replied, trying to keep my tone even. “It’s not my forte,” I added, to smooth over the harsh edges of my reply. This woman complained about something at every meal, but she always ate everything I cooked.

"Why don’t you get a maid? Surely, you don't expect to attend to us all by yourself while we visit for the next few months."

I damn near choked on the fresh-squeezed orange juice I was drinking. “What?” I sputtered.

The grandmother nodded, and I could swear I heard her sprayed-stiff hair move with her head. “Noah said he was going to talk to you about it this morning at breakfast. We want to get to know our only grandson.”

I wanted to ask them why they hadn’t wanted to get to know him nearly thirty years ago, but I kept that to myself.

I forced a smile. “I guess I’ll have a talk with Noah about that when he gets up.” I shoved my mouth full of eggs to keep from letting anything else slip.

The next few minutes were filled with the sound of forks hitting plates. My thoughts were filled with excuses I could use to get these people out of my house. Hell, I’d rent them their own apartment if I needed to.

Just as I was about to excuse myself from the table, Noah’s grandfather spoke. “So, Creed. What makes you qualified to run a record label?” he asked out of the blue, his tone and expression filled with condescension.

But I didn’t want to jump to conclusions, so I asked, “What do you mean?”

“You’re young, female, and Black. It’s not the type of business you all usually succeed in. You should let Noah take control of the company.”

I mentally took back what I said about him not being as bad as his wife.

“First, my company is my company. Compton Avenue will never be run by someone who doesn’t have my godfather's or my blood in their veins, married or not. Second, I don’t see how any of those labels would keep me from running a label. I was born into music. My godfather showed me the ins and outs of the business for as long as I can remember. I know good music because my parents are some of the most famous artists in the world. What don’t I have that I need to possess to run the company I have been successfully running for five years?"

The grandfather opened his mouth to say something, and something told me he was about to really piss me off, so I cut him off. I knew how to walk a bitch back to the place they belonged. “What made you qualified? Because you two lived in a trailer in St. Pete, Florida, up until your depressed, drug-addled son lucked up and became the leader of a band that happened to make it. Then, when he offed himself, you took over the company he built, and it hasn’t grown since then.” I gave him a pointed look. I had had them investigated since Google didn't have much on them. They came from nothing, which was fine. My momma came from nothing. But she damn sure didn’t down-talk other people.

Mr. Neil's face reddened, his mouth opening and closing, his anger even turning the tips of his ears red. But I was beyond caring. "Creed, you have no right to speak to us like that!" he finally burst out.

"Actually, I do," I shot back. "This is my house, and I'm not going to be disrespected in it. Not by anyone."

“This is why I found our grandson marrying you to be imprudent. Your parents are trash, and you’re trash.”

My chair scraped the wood floor as I stood. “Filthy rich, born-with-a-silver-spoon-in-my-mouth, multi-million-dollar company-owning trash. And that’s just me. My mother and father are world-renowned. Better than just being the plain old trailer trash you two are. Y’all are acting as if you didn’t call me weeks ago begging. Now you want your grandson to bail you out, so you're trying to get me to give him my company. The audacity. No wonder your son..."

Before I could finish, Noah walked in. "What's going on in here? I heard you all from upstairs," he asked, looking from them to me.

"Your wife is being incredibly rude and disrespectful," Mrs. Greta snapped, her voice quivering as if she was about to cry.

Noah turned to me. "Creed, what did you say?"

I felt a surge of frustration. I almost called this man a bitch. He was immediately taking their side, assuming I was at fault. For what reason? He didn’t know these people, and he knew I wasn’t naturally disrespectful, especially not to old people.

“Not too much on me now. You didn’t even take a second to wonder what they said to me. Maybe if you hadn't been hiding upstairs to avoid telling me you invited them to stay without talking to me, you would have heard what they said."

Noah's expression softened slightly. “I apologize. What happened, Creed?”

“Ask their old asses,” I spat. The damage was done, and I wasn’t going to stand there and let them team up on me and tell me how I was wrong. Without another word, I stormed out of the house, got into my car, and drove. To say I was pissed was an understatement.

“I don’t even like his pale ass like that. Fuck Noah. We can get a divorce, and he can go stay with those two snooty motherfuckers.” I was in my car cursing out all three of them for about twenty minutes. But the anger subsided, and I started to think about how I was already having issues with Maine and my mom. I didn’t need the stress of having problems with my husband. I needed my baby to be healthy. That meant calming my ass down. I still didn’t feel guilty about cussing out the two geriatrics. And they damn sure weren’t staying in my home for months now.

I turned and drove home. His grandparents' rental car was gone, and I hoped they had left for good.

I went and checked their room and found their stuff still there. Disappointed, I reconsidered trying to be mature because why, when I didn’t want to be and they didn’t deserve it.

I found Noah in the kitchen, cleaning up the mess from breakfast.

I took a deep breath and approached him. "Noah, can I talk to you for a second? Don’t say anything. Just let me talk."

He turned and leaned against the sink and nodded.

I cleared my throat before starting.

“I almost fell back on old habits that I don't want to teach my child," I began, my voice calm now. "I want us to communicate better. I'm going to tell you how I feel, and then I want you to tell me how you feel, or vice versa, and we'll find a way to compromise. I can’t be Troy and Scarlett, arguing all the time."

His eyes met mine. "I'm listening," he said, though his tone sounded angry. He had no reason to be mad, though. I swallowed my aggravation.

"I felt attacked. Your grandparents, they don't know me, but they made some very abusive comments to me, and I won’t even dwell on it or repeat them. But when you walked in and immediately thought I was the one in the wrong, it hurt. I know I got a slick mouth, but I don’t just snap on people without provocation. And your response was Maine-like, circa five years ago in the mall.”

"I'm sorry, Creed. I should have asked what happened first, not assumed. If you want to tell me what they said, I’ll correct them.”

I shook my head. “It’s okay. But about them staying for a few months..." I wasn't going to tell him what they said. I might have been about to go a step too far mentioning his father's suicide, so if they didn't tell, I wouldn't rehash it either.

He sighed. “I really would like to get to know them. I want to know their motives for being here. I swear I’ll keep them in line if you let them stay."

I wanted to scream no. “Fucking fine. Better tell them to keep their opinions to themselves if they want this to be a peaceful few months,” I said just as the doorbell rang.

“You expecting someone?” I asked. I rarely had company.

Noah followed me out of the kitchen to answer the door.

When he opened the door, it was his grandparents. Why they were knocking when I gave them a key was beyond me.

“And who is this?”

“We meant to tell you. Your grandfather sent for his nurse. His gout acts up from time to time. We didn’t want to have to put the responsibility of taking care of him on your wife."

They invited a stranger to my house? I sighed.

When I stepped from behind Noah, his grandmother's mouth pulled into a smirk when she saw me.

“This is Elin.” She moved so we could see her.

A petite blonde with huge boobs and light blue eyes stepped into view. She was gorgeous.

I chuckled, just loud enough to make Noah look down at me, curiosity in his eyes. Not interest, not lust—he was wondering why I was laughing. I shook my head, thinking to myself. His grandmother was a trip. I saw her plan a mile away. By some chance, Noah did cheat on me with her little plant, they still wouldn't have access to my company. Sure, Noah had me a bit dick-dizzy, but I was my mother's child. He signed a real, iron-clad prenup. He'd leave with what he came with if he did leave.

I had nothing to worry about, really. I put on a fake smile and said, "Welcome."

Time was a mighty revealer. Soon Noah would see his family wasn’t up to any good. And I'd count the next few months as a lesson for us on how not to be toxic, entitled, manipulative, and greedy.

I also thought maybe it was time to call Daddy and take him up on the family therapy. He said we could all do it over Zoom. It would be irresponsible of me to bring my baby into my family without at least trying to repair it.

My fake smile actually turned into a real one as I made my way upstairs, leaving Noah with his company. I wanted to pat myself on the back. I was actually maturing.


Creed-

It couldn’t have been more than seven in the morning when I felt a gentle nudge. My eyes fluttered open, and I found Noah, fully dressed in a navy blue polo and black jeans. He stood beside the bed and whispered down at me, "Wake up, I have something to show you."

I frowned, pushing my head further into the pillow. I was still annoyed with him and his family, so I had gone to bed early the night before.

“Please, Creed. I swear it’ll be worth it. It’s a surprise."

Damn him. He knew I liked surprises.

I sat up. "What is it?" I asked, curious despite my anger.

"Just come with me," he said, a smirk playing on his lips.

I gave him the finger before swinging my legs over the side of the bed. “I’ll get dressed.”

“No. Don’t. You can keep on your ugly pajamas." He eyed them and frowned.

I snickered. They were red-striped flannel, covering nearly every inch of my body below my neck. My grandma had given them to me for Christmas. Noah hated them. I did take off my hair bonnet and switched out my house slippers for Nike slides.

I followed him out of the house and into the crisp morning air. We drove in silence, the traffic not yet overflowing. I watched out the window as the city slowly came to life around us. Eventually, we pulled up in front of a duplex.

Noah got out and came around to open the car door for me. I was so confused, but I let him lead me inside.

"Whose house is this?" It was nice. It was decorated in a maximalist style meant to boost serotonin, with bright colors and mismatched patterns. It looked like my Pinterest board. The walls were painted in a kaleidoscope of bright, cheerful colors. High-end mismatched rugs and furniture took up the center of the room. A winding bookshelf that looked like stairs sat in the back of the room, filled with books.

"This is for you," he said, handing me a key. "I know you don’t like my family being here, and I’m sorry about yesterday. There's a method to my madness when dealing with them. If you bear with me until I do what I need to do… I’ll love you even after eternity." He stared down at me.

I was taken aback. "Why all this? When did you do this?" I had questions I wanted to ask him about what he meant by dealing with his grandparents, but I swallowed those. I would step in only if he asked me.

“This is a wedding gift. I showed a decorator your Pinterest board, gave her my card, and she did this. Do you like it? You and Tempest can come here for your girls' nights, and you can have book club or whatever here. I know you like to run away sometimes. Now you can run away, but I’ll be okay because I know you’re here, safe."

“Wow. I don’t even know what to say." I really didn’t.

“Say nothing." He leaned down and pecked me on the lips, then took the keys from my hand and laid them down. He guided me to the kitchen, where a breakfast spread awaited. Fresh fruit, pastries, eggs, and coffee—all my favorites.

After breakfast, a professional manicurist and masseuse arrived, turning the apartment into a mini-spa. I was pampered thoroughly, with a manicure and pedicure followed by a relaxing massage. The tension I hadn't realized I was carrying began to melt away.

Noah woke me as I dozed on the massage table. I hadn’t even realized the masseuse had left.

Noah picked me up from the table bridal-style. There was no way I would have been able to walk; my bones felt like liquid. He carried me to the bathroom, where he had prepared a bath that looked like something out of a dream. The tub was filled with steaming water, surrounded by candles. The air was fragrant with vanilla. He eased me into the warm water. The heat on my skin made me want to fall asleep right there.

Noah knelt beside the tub. I side-eyed him when he reached for the shampoo but bit my lip. I didn’t want to ruin the moment by talking about not wetting my freshly blown-out hair. He carefully wet my hair, his fingers tender and skilled as he massaged the shampoo into my scalp, moving in slow, circular motions. My eyes rolled shut.

Rinsing my hair, he applied conditioner, combing through and braiding it into big, sloppy plaits. He didn’t do a good job, but if he asked, I’d lie. He bathed me, then helped me stand, turned on the shower, and rinsed me off.

I was so sleepy when he helped me out of the tub. I could have slept standing up. He dried me with a big, fluffy white towel, then dried my hair with a T-shirt, just like I always did, before sliding a bonnet he got from somewhere over my head. He helped me into a sleep T-shirt and into bed. I watched with half-closed eyes as he took off his shirt and jeans before sliding into bed next to me. If he wanted me to forgive him, he was forgiven.

Just before sleep took me, I felt Noah’s breath on my ear. "Would you like me to suck your pussy for you? You sleep better after you’ve nutted."

I would definitely take him up on his nasty offer later.

I shook my head slightly. He wrapped his arms around me, and the last thing I remember was the kiss he placed at the nape of my neck. Today was a good day.


Scarlett-

"So tell me about your relationship with your mother," my therapist inquired, her light brown eyes were fixed on me from behind her laptop screen. Ms. Avery Shug was in her early seventies. I had picked her as my therapist because something told me she would be able to help. She just had this aura about her. She was tiny, oak-colored, with a full head of gray hair hanging down, and she had one of those voices you just wanted to listen to. But sometimes she was annoying.

I hesitated, caught off guard by how serious the first question of our session today was. She had never asked about my mother. Mostly, she asked about how I’m feeling or felt in the past mentally. "Uh, why does that matter?" I asked, my reluctance evident in my tone.

Ms. Avery leaned back, her expression unreadable. "Understanding your past relationships can help us make sense of your current feelings and behaviors," she explained gently.

I sighed. I didn’t want to participate, but I knew my relationship with Creed and my marriage depended on me participating in the solo sessions and then the family ones that would soon start. I hated talking about myself. But I started. "My mother was my world, you know? Because my father wasn’t there. She used to talk to me like I was a grown-up. But everything changed when she got married." My voice trailed off, a lump forming in my throat.

"How did it change?" Ms. Avery prodded softly.

"I became an afterthought. All her attention was on my stepfather and on trying to get my stepbrother not to hate her. Her relationship with my stepfather was shady as fuck. She was his dying wife's nurse. I still remember the whispers that started when she married my stepfather.

I married my stepbrother, by the way... She didn’t even talk to me for years after that." I fidgeted with the hem of my shirt. I loathed telling people Troy was my stepbrother. Despite the fact we had never seen each other as siblings and were entirely different races, people looked at us like we committed incest. I avoided Ms. Avery's eyes.

"And how did her changing make you feel?"

"Forgotten. Worthless. Especially when the only time she paid attention to me was to tell me what I needed to do with my life or to tell me I was messing up..." The words tumbled out, sounding bitter. Truth be told, I was. But I don’t see how this information helps. I’m being accused of treating my stepdaughter better than my blood daughter.

Ms. Avery nodded. “Do you think you treated Maine better than Creed?”

I paused to think. “No, I treated them differently, but neither better. Maybe I overcompensated with Maine sometimes so I wouldn’t look like the angry, jilted stepmother mistreating the child her husband created while cheating on her."

Ms. Avery's expression softened. "It sounds like you were trying to navigate a complex family dynamic, Scarlett. It's understandable to make mistakes in these situations. Have you talked to Creed about it, explained your side?”

I shook my head. “I don’t think Creed would care. She just wants someone to blame for her anger."

"And what is she angry about?”

I told her about the DJ situation.

When she took her glasses off at the end, I knew she was about to say something I wouldn’t like. I braced myself for it. “I have been a fan of you and your husband for a long time. I’ve spoken to Troy. I know that he didn’t tell you about his issues, which resulted in his affair and the conception of Maine. How did you feel when he kept that from you?" She didn’t give me a chance to reply. “Now imagine how Creed felt. It’s not the same, but you did something darn close to her to what Troy did to you."

“Fuck,” I sat there, stunned, as her words sank in. The parallel had never occurred to me.

"How do I even begin to make this right?" I asked, feeling overwhelmed.

"An apology would be a good start," she advised.

“I tried to apologize, but she was so angry,” I said, feeling defensive.

Ms. Avery shook her head. “I don’t think you actually tried to apologize, not from the way you responded earlier. You said she wants someone to blame for her anger. But the fact is, she has every right to be angry, and you are to blame for it. You lied to her. This time, make sure it comes from a place of genuine understanding and remorse, not just as a way to smooth things over because you no longer feel she should be angry."

I narrowed my eyes at the screen, bristling at her bluntness. She was right, but it still pissed me off.

“And when she doesn’t accept my apology? Creed was always so stubborn when she wanted to be. She’s gotten married and is planning on having my first blood grandchild without me being involved.” I folded my arms across my chest and leaned into the sofa cushion. “Even if I grovel, she might not be receptive, so what’s the point of groveling?”

Ms. Avery let out a hard sigh, clearly frustrated. "Scarlett, you seem to be purposely missing the point here. The issue isn't about whether Creed will accept your apology or not. It's about you acknowledging your role in this situation and genuinely trying to make amends so she will at least think about accepting your apology. You’re speaking from a selfish place; take accountability." Her voice was firm, almost scolding.

I blinked, taken aback by her tone. Ms. Avery dropped her head for a second, letting her hair fall forward to cover her face. She took a visibly deep breath, then sat back in her chair, composed once more. “I’m not trying to be harsh with you, Scarlett, but we’ve been doing this push and pull for weeks. You have a breakthrough, then talk yourself out of it. It’s not groveling to admit when you've hurt someone, especially someone you love. It's being responsible.”

I opened my mouth to say something, but she cut me off. “That’s our time for today, Scarlett. I hope you think about what I said.”

Troy had been sitting quietly in the corner of our bedroom, shaking his head as he listened in. “So, what are you going to do?”

I had wanted him to sit in on the session to show him I was trying. He had not been happy with me for months because when Creed shut me out, she shut him out too. Now, I almost wished I hadn’t let him listen.

“I’m going to apologize. Just give me time to figure out what to say.” I knew my tone was defensive, but I couldn’t help it.

Troy’s face started reddening. He pushed up from where he was sitting, his voice hard. “Don’t take too much time. I want to be there for my daughter as she prepares to become a mother. If I have to choose between that and you, I’ll choose her, and when I leave this time, I won’t come back.”

I gritted my teeth to keep from saying something that would truly anger him because, deep down, I knew he was right. Everybody was right. I owed Creed an apology, but a part of me still felt like she owed me one too.

It wasn’t the fact that Troy knew about the divorce that hurt. It was the fact that Creed was the one who had told him. The secrets we kept for each other were a part of our relationship dynamic that worked. All the times I’d kept secrets for her when she wanted to remain perfect in the eyes of her precious daddy—those were still locked away. Even now, angry at her, I wouldn’t tell him. She hurt me, and I needed her to understand that too.

As for Troy knowing… he had a lot of nerve being angry at me for even weighing my options after he sprung the news that I’d be raising another woman's baby. He only had a little bit longer to hold that over my head before I said, "fuck him." I could leave too.


Troy-

Ms. Avery smiled when she appeared on the screen. I let my lips curve upward, trying to smile back, but I wasn't feeling it. I'd been up all night. Even the good news that Scarlett’s charges had been dropped by the prosecutor didn’t make me feel better. I was running on empty and didn’t know how to fix the mess my family was in. I usually fixed things—with money, through violence, or with my fame. None of that would help me now.

"Good morning, Doctor."

"Good morning, Troy," Ms. Avery replied, resting her elbows on the arms of her lounge chair and steepling her fingers. "Are you ready to begin today's session?"

I nodded. Even if I wasn’t ready, I would say yes. I was tired of being in limbo with my family.

Her brows arched above her black-rimmed glasses, and then she dropped a bombshell.

"You're a manipulative narcissist with the temper of a teenage boy. How do you feel about that?"

Eyeing her angrily, I tensed in my seat. “What the fuck did you just say to me?"

Ms. Avery didn't flinch. "You heard me, Troy," she replied calmly. “Now answer me. I asked how you feel about that."

I took a deep breath to calm myself before I ended up saying something that could cost me the one therapist Scarlett and Creed were both willing to talk to. "I feel like you're making unwarranted assumptions about me."

"Let me make them warranted then." She straightened in her chair to look at me directly through the camera. She was wearing a blue caftan-style dress that made her look like someone’s grandma, but I had a feeling what she was about to say was not going to be very grandmotherly.

“You practically forced yourself into the life of a girl you bullied for years because of her mother's actions. Lied to her so you could keep her close, participated in an affair rather than tell her you were having mental health and addiction problems, then brought the evidence of that affair into her home. And then you feel entitled to her undying devotion? Doesn’t that make you everything I accused you of being?”

I shifted uncomfortably because it hurt to hear her version of the truth. "I know I've messed up, but I'm not to blame for everything." She was talking to me as if I were a monster. I just went after what I wanted. That's how you're supposed to live life.

"Troy, this isn't about blame. This is about accountability. I told Scarlett she needed to take some, and you also. You hurt Scarlett, then you placed burdens on her shoulders before she even had time to heal from what you did to her. Quite frankly, if it were me, I would have left you, very loudly and publicly, the same way you embarrassed her."

My head jerked back like she'd just hit me. "Damn, don’t therapists usually adopt a gentler approach when confronting their paying clients with hard truths?"

She chuckled. “What did you ask of me when you hired me?"

"But that was—" I began.

She held up her hand, stopping me. “You said you wanted me because you heard I wasn’t a traditional therapist. You said you needed me to help you and your family mend, you said don’t sugarcoat anything. And here we are. If you would like, I could refer you to a colleague who might be more to your standards." She chastised.

I swear I could see a smirk on her face.

I hesitated for a second, then shook my head.

She nodded. “Then let's continue.”

I sank deeper into my chair, ignoring my frustration.

“A few sessions ago, you told me you resented Scarlett's mother and still do. Do you think you look for reasons to take some of that anger out on Scarlett still, like when you were younger?”

“Yes,” I answered truthfully. “Our parents, even my own father, practically disowned her for marrying me. Scarlett never tells anyone that she and her mother finally came together again because they bonded over talking about what a piece of shit I was for going to the hospital and getting Maine. Here I am, a multimillion-dollar rock star, but I was supposed to leave my child in the hospital to be adopted away by Lord knows who.”

Her voice softened. “I empathize, Troy. I really do. But what would you have done with Maine if you talked to Scarlett and didn’t make the decision to take her on your own, and Scarlett said no? What would you have done?”

I paused, the question giving me a headache because I didn’t know what I would have done. Leaving Scarlett wasn’t an option. Even now, as I make threats, the thought kills me. The silence stretched between us until I felt too much time had passed, and I had to answer. "I... I don't know," I admitted finally. "I guess I never thought about it that way. I just acted."

"Think about it."

I did. "I can't make that decision."

“Because it's a complex decision to make, and I suspect that's why you didn't ask Scarlett—you didn't want to risk losing her. You were being selfish. To fix what’s frayed, you'll have to admit that and learn to think before you act. That's something we need to work on if you want to be an emotionally intelligent adult," Ms. Avery pointed out. "Impulsive decisions, especially ones that deeply impact others, can be damaging. It's crucial to consider all perspectives and involve those who will be affected. Your knee-jerk anger is another thing we’ll work on in the future."

I nodded slowly, the reality of my actions settling in. Fixing my family wasn’t going to be something that happened quickly. But where did that leave my relationship with Creed? I would never admit it out loud, but Creed was special to me. She came after all the struggle and strife. I wanted to be a part of her life and her baby’s life. But could I do that without Scarlett? And could I keep Scarlett?

As the session drew to a close, I started to understand that if I even had a chance at holding my family together, Scarlett and I were going to have to lay our egos aside, work everything out between ourselves, and approach our kids as healthier people—mentally and emotionally.


Troy-

Scarlett's voice broke into my dream, then my world was being shaken. As my grogginess faded, I blinked myself awake and could hear relentless rain beating against our living room window. It had started raining during my therapy session and had now ended.

When I became aware of my surroundings, I realized I’d fallen asleep on the sofa in the living room. Scarlett's face hovered inches from mine.

“What?” I snapped. I had tried to talk to her about what I’d discussed with Dr. Avery, but all she wanted to do was argue. I was tired of it. Our conversations these days were like walking through a minefield, never knowing what would blow up in our lives. Not like the old days, where we’d fight and make up hard and love each other harder afterward. This fighting had me looking at Scarlett differently, seeing how vindictive and emotionally stunted she was.

"Troy, wake up," she demanded, her tone laced with anxiety. "Something is wrong with Maine."

In an instant, I sat up, fully awake, and took in the fact that Scarlett was soaking wet. My heart began to race because I suddenly felt an overwhelming sense of dread.

“What’s wrong?”

"I heard something outside, went to look out the window, and saw Maine pacing back and forth in the rain. I tried to get her to come in, and she wouldn’t. When I went out to get her, she started yelling gibberish at the top of her lungs."

Without a second thought, I got up and made a dash for the door. Adrenaline surged through me as I flung it open and stepped out into the pouring rain. Cold water instantly soaked through my clothes.

Maine stopped pacing in front of her car to stare at me, as if seeing me for the first time. Her car door was open, and the engine was still running.

"Maine, sweetheart, what's going on?" I asked, my voice filled with genuine concern and confusion.

"What I need to say can’t be done here, Daddy." She nervously glanced around the yard, as if expecting somebody to jump out at her.

The rain was relentless, leaving a chill in my bones.

“Okay, Maine. Let’s go inside, and we can talk."

Maine nodded, her eyes wide and filled with an unspoken fear. As we turned back toward the house, I couldn't help but notice her trembling. Once inside, Scarlett rushed to get towels, wrapping one around Maine and another around me. Scarlett stood in the corner by the door as Maine settled on the sofa, and I took a seat across from her. Maine kept cutting her eyes at Scarlett.

“Can you give us a moment alone, Scar?”

For the first time in a long time, she didn’t argue. She walked upstairs.

I waited, giving Maine the space she needed to speak.

"Daddy, I need you to tell me why you hate me so much.” Tears began to form in her eyes. “I thought you loved me when I was younger. But lately, it seems like you only care about everybody but me. You even seem to favor Noah over me. Why can't you love me like you used to, Daddy?"

Her words cut deep, and my heart ached. I opened my mouth to say something, wanting to reassure her of my love, to explain, but before I could respond, Maine's voice grew louder, her words drowning out the sound of the rain tapping the window.

"Don't lie!" she yelled, her voice filled with accusation and hurt.

“My son is gone, and you took everything else but the house I feel trapped in.”

I searched for the words to say to her but couldn’t find them. I was caught off guard by everything she was accusing me of. Had I been a neglectful father? There was a time when Maine would look up at me, wide-eyed and trusting. How did we end up here?

"You’re not even listening to me now. The only person you listen to is your precious fucking Scarlett. If I gave you what she gave you, would you listen to me then? I can be like Scarlett for you, Daddy," she yelled, her voice shaking. With trembling hands, she pulled open her wet robe and let it slip to the ground. The living room was dim, lit only by the occasional flash of lightning, but I could clearly see that she had lost so much weight. Her body was emaciated. How had I not noticed?

Then, in a shocking move, she lunged towards me.

I stumbled backward, the chair behind me toppled over, sending me to the ground. She jumped on top of me and grabbed for the waist of my shorts. I was horrified. I wanted to cry. I bucked her off me and tried to restrain her. Maine fought me, swinging her fists, grabbing my hair, all while screaming.

"Daddy! Daddy!" she cried out, her voice filled with anguish.

My heart ached as I grappled with her, trying to get her under control.

"Scarlett! Call for help!"

I heard Scarlett enter the room.

"Maine, baby. What are you doing?"

Maine stopped suddenly. She jumped up, looked around the room as if she was waking up from a dream, then ran out of the house naked.

I jumped up to run after her. I made it to the door in time to watch her speed off.

“I have to go get her. Something's wrong. Call the concierge doctor service and have them here ASAP." I grabbed my keys from the entry table. What in the hell was going on? I knew Maine dabbled with drugs, but what had she taken to make her act as she was?

Thunder cracked the sky, lighting up the night as I pushed my car to start and backed out of the driveway. I drove half a block before I heard tires squeal and then metal meet metal.

As I raced towards the sound of the crash, the streets were slick with rain, each turn and swerve adding to my rising panic. I prayed. I hadn’t prayed in so long it felt wrong. But I prayed hard and loud. When I finally arrived at the scene, I was still in a residential area. People were coming out of their houses to look, even in the rain.

I saw Maine's car, then the truck she collided with.

I stumbled out of my car, my heart pounding against my chest as if trying to break free. I was dying. The way Maine's car was nothing more than twisted metal told a truth I wasn’t ready to face. I ran to the car anyway. I only had access to the passenger side. I pulled and tugged at the handle, trying to pry it open.

"Help me!" I screamed over and over. But nobody did until a huge man rushed out of the crowd to help me.

Together, we pulled at the door until the metal groaned and gave way.

There was so much blood.

The airbags were in the way. A police officer and another came out of nowhere and pulled me away before I could get to Maine.

Sirens wailed as the EMTs and ambulance arrived.

I knew Scarlett's laugh, cry, voice from anywhere. But I think her screams of anguish would replace all of those memories and linger in my nightmares forever.

Scarlett was beside me now, her body shaking with sobs. I reached out, wrapping my arms around her. We watched as Maine was loaded into the ambulance. I heard Scarlett praying, begging God to forgive her, making promises to be better. It sounded like a song coming from her.

I knew following the ambulance to the hospital would be useless.

I had never fainted before, but I felt light-headed. My heart was beating a million miles a minute. I stumbled. Scarlett righted me. “What's wrong, Troy?”

“My heart's breaking," I replied, grabbing my chest. I could feel it physically breaking. My chest burned and tightened. Then my weight was too heavy for my legs.

I hit the street hard. Scarlett screamed for help.

I felt hands on me and heard, “I think he’s having a heart attack," seconds before I blacked out.


Creed-

Daddy dealt with mental illness. Noah dealt with mental illness. Tiffany was crazy as fuck. Why hadn't anybody thought to stop for a minute and ask themselves what was behind Maine's erratic behavior? Not even Jason, who was the ebony to her ivory, her shadow, had recognized the signs she was slipping. We could have helped her if she had asked for help. Had she asked for help, and we'd been silent to her cries?

In hindsight, Maine had always shown signs of being a little imbalanced—the promiscuous behavior, the mood swings. We went to her house and found her mental health diagnosis. She had pills she wasn't taking and missed appointments with her doctor. I didn’t feel like anyone had the right reaction to finding out. Everybody sort of nodded and said, "Oh, that makes sense," but no one thought deeper or felt accountable. Why hadn't any of us at least reached out and asked if Maine was okay when her personality changed? Me included. For five years, I'd isolated her because she didn't have my back a few times in our lifetime. I got lost in my own grief and self-righteousness and shut her out. Maybe if I had tried to be more empathetic instead of reactive, I wouldn’t have buried my sister so early. She'd never get to meet her niece. She wouldn’t see DJ grow up, graduate, or get married. Thinking about it left a heavy, suffocating sorrow that seemed to have no end, sitting in the center of my chest.

Despite all that happened, Maine was my sister. I never wanted anything bad to happen to her. I just wanted to kick her ass a few times. She had been a good sister most of my life. When Mommy and Daddy were wrapped up in Troy and Scarlett's world, Maine was my distraction. She made me never feel alone as a kid. There were so many good things about her that far outweighed the bad.

I looked around, my eyes meeting relatives I hadn't spoken to in years, and Maine's friends, who she had drifted from. Our grandparents were surrounded by people. Grandmother was recovering well from her heart attack. Jason and DJ were missing—Jason refused to participate, and we all thought DJ was too young to come.

Nobody seemed sad enough for me. I saw relief in their eyes where I expected tears. Maine had burned a lot of bridges, hurt a lot of people. Except Daddy. He was drowning on dry land. Scarlett told us they thought he had a heart attack because he’d passed out at the scene of Maine's accident.

They thought he had a panic attack. I think he was actually feeling his heart breaking. Despite what any of us thought, Daddy loved us all hard and equally. He just loved Momma differently, obsessively.

At the moment he was sitting in the corner of the room in a wheelchair, his hands and legs bandaged. He had run into flames barefoot, trying to get to Maine, and he passed out from the pain and a panic attack. He said he didn’t even notice there was fire. He just had tunnel vision and wanted to get to Maine. The man who helped him had run into the flames with him and also suffered a few burns. Ironically, he had been homeless, a veteran. He would never have to worry about money again.

I stared at Daddy until he looked over at me. He tried to smile, but it turned into a frown halfway.

I wanted to make it all better for him, but didn’t know how or where to start. Could I even? How do you unbreak someone's heart? How do you fix the unfixable, mend a shattered soul? A parent should never have to bury a child. It's against the natural order of things. Witnessing him in this state was like watching a mountain fall.

Suddenly I felt the urge to sing. There was this movie Daddy, Maine, and I watched – Funny Valentine. That was Maine's and our favorite song. Maine sang that song a lot, even though she was one of the only people in our family who couldn’t sing. Mommy had asked me to sing it at the church or graveyard for her. I didn’t feel like singing then. I felt like singing now. I felt as if, if I didn’t, I’d scream.

Noah's hand wrapped around my arm when I stood. So lost in my own head, I had forgotten he was there. His eyes found mine. He hadn’t shed a tear. I don’t think he knew how to process his sadness, so the energy from it turned into servitude. He had planned the entire funeral, had been taking care of everybody. I was determined to be there for him when it all hit him square in the chest like it had done to us. "Are you okay?" he asked me.

"Yes, I need to do something. Stay here." I walked off before he could say more. My feet felt heavy, as if I was walking in quick sand as I made my way cross the room.

Noah had been my rock, but I wanted my Mommy. I needed her comfort. This didn’t mean we didn’t have issues to work out or that I’d instantly forgive her. I just knew now I wouldn’t stay mad at her forever. If she gave me time, we’d be alright.

I found her at the tables of food we had set up. Dressed in black silk, she looked beautiful but totally defeated. Her hands held mine when I attached myself to her back and wrapped my arms around her waist. “My Funny Valentine,” I started singing. She started rocking.

As the words left my lips, memories of Maine singing off-key flooded me. "Sweet comic Valentine. You make me smile with my heart."

As I sang, I hoped Maine was somewhere listening to my apology. I was so sorry I didn’t ask, just once, if she was okay.

By the end of the song, I opened my eyes. Mommy's tears were silent, her grief quiet. Daddy was next to me now, his tears flowing freely. I ignored the stares of everybody and searched the room for Noah. He was standing by the door that led to the dining room, talking to one of the guards. He briefly glanced back at me and gestured that he’d be back. There was so much tension in his shoulders. I wondered what was going on. I excused myself and followed him.

I walked into the kitchen to find him and Tiffany in a face-off. "You shouldn’t have come here, Tiffany."

"Maine was my daughter. Why wouldn’t I come?" she rebutted. It was déjà vu over and over again with Tiffany. She used her children as an excuse for her bad behavior.

Noah looked like he was about to explode. His entire face was red. "You know—"

I beat him to combustion. My grief turned to anger. "Because you're part of why she's dead!" I yelled. "You manipulative, conniving bitch." I advanced on them. "You never cared about her, just what she could do for you! Her entire existence came about because you wanted a meal ticket.” I shoved Noah out of the way.

I was so close to Tiffany now, our faces inches apart.

"What are you doing, Creed? Put the knife down."

My hand trembled, and I looked at it. I didn’t even remember picking a knife. But here it was, cold and heavy in my hand, the blade pressed against Tiffany's throat. It felt like I was having an out-of-body experience. Noah's words barely registered as I stared into Tiffany's cold eyes.

"I've barely said a hundred words to you in twenty-five years, but I hate you so much," I confessed. "I could put everybody and you out of our misery if I just applied five or six pounds of pressure to your jugular." Tiffany's eyes were wide with fear but showed no regret or remorse. My hand trembled as I pressed the blade just a little deeper, feeling the resistance of her skin.

"I want to stab you so badly that the thought of not doing it is making me angrier. Because why do you deserve to live when Maine's dead?" I taunted, but she remained silent, a deer caught in the headlights.

"I want you gone, Tiffany. I'm not my mother. I won't spend thirty years fighting back and forth with you. I'm telling you right now, if I see you again—" I let the rest of the threat hang in the air.

Noah came up behind me. "It's not worth it, Creed. Think about our daughter. You don’t want to watch her grow up from prison," he said softly. He was right. As much as I despised Tiffany, my actions now would affect the future of my daughter. But I needed her to understand I wasn't playing.

"That's the thing. It would be worth it. But you and I both know it—I could gut her right here and call Tempest, and she'd have it cleaned up for me within the hour. Nobody would ever know what I did, but me and you, and we ain’t talking," I said. But I relaxed my grip, I eased the blade away from her throat. I stepped back, forcing myself to breathe, to feel the ground under my feet. I let Noah take the knife from my hand. Tiffany practically ran out of the door. I turned back to Noah. He was staring at me in disbelief. I grabbed his hand, placing it on my belly. "Feel. She would start moving while something violent is happening." It was the first time I felt my daughter move. A little bit of my grief dissipated.


Noah-

Everyone was gone. Creed and her parents were sleeping. I waited patiently until the staff had finished cleaning and left for the night, before making my way to the backyard. The cool night air enveloped me. I loosened my tie so I could breathe a bit more easily, leaving it, along with my jacket, on a pool chair. Then I picked up one of the pillows. Tears streamed down my face, and I hated myself for it.

Passing the pool and the guest house, I walked to the edge of the property. Once I stepped onto the grass, I kicked off my shoes. At the very edge, I stopped and raised the pillow I’d taken, pressing it over my mouth to let out the scream that had been trapped in my chest for a week—since the night they called and told me my sister was dead. I felt so much guilt because I should have noticed the signs that she wasn’t doing alright.

This outpouring of anguish allowed me to breathe more freely. Tears streamed down my face, unrestrained. In front of everyone, I needed to be the one holding it together, to share my strength with others. Nobody had asked me to, but I knew I was strong enough. I just needed a second. The pain was too real, too deep. If I took just these few minutes to be weak, I knew I could live the rest of my life strong. Creed needed me, and my makeshift family needed me.

I didn’t hear her approach, but I didn’t startle when she wrapped her arms around me, covering me with something warm—the comforter from our bed. She lowered herself to the ground, pulling me down with her, and we sank into the cool grass. I felt myself fall apart all over again. Creed didn’t say anything, didn’t try to fix it or offer empty words, she just held me, humming softly until I stopped sobbing.

“Nobody would think any less of you if you cried for our sister in front of them, Noah. But I understand why you don’t want to,” she said softly.

In that moment as she held me in silence, I realized that Creed had become my anchor. In the face of everything—my family’s loss, my guilt, and my grief—I knew we would make it. No matter what life threw at us.


Creed-

To my beautiful daughter Creed,

You know I've always found solace in written words, where thoughts can find clarity that spoken words sometimes lack. And as you’ve witnessed, my words never come out right when I say them, so I decided to write you an old-fashioned letter.

I want to start off by saying I’m sorry. I’m profoundly sorry, Creed, for the words I left unspoken, the hugs I didn't wrap you in, and the praise that should have been yours but wasn’t given. It took a hard talk with my therapist and what happened to Maine for me to finally sit back and do some real self-reflection.

I know that after what Maine did, some people might expect me to disown her or talk down about her. But I won’t. I loved that little girl for so long that I couldn’t stop if I wanted to. I grew up feeling unwanted at times, and once she was in my care, I didn’t want that feeling for her. So, I overcompensated. I was very aware of what I was doing but didn’t think it mattered. Jason didn’t mind how much time I spent with Maine because he didn’t want the attention from me, he and your father were close. And yes, I treated you differently. Now, I wish I had been there for you more. I would have been, if I’d known my absence would make you think I loved you less. I just thought you needed me less.

If anyone didn’t need coddling, it was you. You were your father's and my love child. The first who had nine worry-free months to grow. You came out of the womb swinging and running your mouth—such a fierce little thing. You were strong and resilient from day one.

But I knew, with your father's and my careers, and you being the youngest, you wouldn’t get the amount of attention you might have needed to thrive. That’s why you’re the only one with a godparent. The day Compton saw you for the first time, he was enamored, and he stayed that way until the end. Now, I understand some of his criticisms about how we raised you and why he spent so much time with you.

He saw you, really saw you, in ways I now wish I had. So yes, I thought you’d be okay. And I’m sorry for not being emotionally intelligent enough to know that one kind of love doesn’t replace another.

I’m sorry for not knowing how to express that love.

So, I’m turning a new leaf. From this day forward, I swear to love you like the most loving person I know—none other than your father. And here’s where the letter goes south, because to your father, love is action, it’s forceful. He tells you what he’s going to do to love you better, and then he does it, whether you want it or not (smile).

So here is my version of a Troy love declaration.

I’m sorry I hurt you, but we can’t keep going on like this. I miss you. I need your energy in my life. I have a grandbaby on the way, and she won’t grow up with me in the shadows of her life. I will be at the hospital when you give birth. I’ll pay to have someone sneak me in if I have to—and you know I have money, influence, and I can talk people into anything. I will show up at birthday parties, the first day of kindergarten, and graduations. God Himself won’t be able to keep me away. And every time you see me, I’ll beg your forgiveness until we’re back to the point where we tell each other our secrets and buy matching sneakers for our birthdays.

I know you’re hurting right now. And I want to be there for you, but I know you need time. So, I’m giving you space, because I know Noah will move heaven and earth to make sure you’re alright.

But not too much time. I will call you tomorrow to start my apology tour. Then I’ll be seeing you in a few months, Creed. I love you!

Love you!!

After reading the letter my mother sent me, all I could do was sit for a moment and cry. She didn’t realize that these were exactly the words I needed to hear. I’d been worrying whether I could be a good mother, but now I was almost certain I could be. Mom was learning from her mistakes, and in her own way, she was teaching me, too.

So, as I wiped away my tears, I made a decision. I would let her in. It wouldn’t be easy, and it wouldn’t happen overnight, but I owed it to both of us to try.


Creed-

Noah startled me when he approached. I think I’d been sitting looking out the windows for hours, mind blank. He crouched to my chair. “Tell me what you need, Creed—what you really need to get through this sadness I see in you. I know Maine's death has been hard on you, but I don’t want us to go backwards. Your blood pressure is finally stable, and you’re due for a healthy pregnancy. Just tell me what I can do to make things better… anything,” he paused, then added, “anything that isn’t dangerous.”

I felt tears starting to well up again. Scrunching my nose, I stared into Noah's eyes, feeling the weight of his concern. “I don’t know… Just fix it.”

He pulled me into a hug. "Let's get away for a while, just the two of us," he whispered. "Somewhere peaceful, where you can heal. I know the perfect place."

Two hours later, I woke up on a plane. I blinked, disoriented, and found Noah lying in the bed beside me, his eyes watching me with quiet intensity. He smiled when he saw I was awake, reaching out to smooth my hair behind my ear.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” I asked, feeling the heat of his gaze.

“Because you’re beautiful, and you’re mine.” He pressed a tender kiss to my nose, making my heart flutter.

Then he pulled out a small velvet box and opened it to reveal a necklace with a delicate diamond pendant. "It’s made from a strand of Maine's hair," he said softly.

“Noah… this is the most thoughtful gift.” My voice broke as I placed soft kisses on his face.

He carefully fastened the necklace around my neck, his fingers lingering on the clasp. "I wanted you to have a part of Maine with you, always."

I pulled him closer, letting my lips trace over his face, starting gentle but turning hungry, greedy, until I was tugging at him, silently begging for more. "Ohhh, please…” I whispered, a soft whine escaping, fingers clutching his arms, digging nails into his skin. He finally shifted over me, filling the space I’d left open for him, and my thighs parted instinctively, giving him all the access he needed. “Noah, please.”

He teased me, gliding his hard length between the folds of my wetness, just enough to make my breath hitch.

“Creed…” he breathed, hovering over me before bending his head to drag his tongue over and between my breasts. He circled his tongue over my right nipple, and it felt so good that a tiny moan slipped from between my pursed lips. He grazed his teeth over my collarbone while still rocking against me.

I was nearly delirious. He nipped at my bottom lip while his big hands massaged my hips, his fingers digging into the flesh. “Tell me you love me, Creed.”

“I love you,” I whispered. It was true, but at that moment, I would have said anything he wanted me to.

"Open your eyes and tell me."

I hadn’t realized they were closed. I shook my head, struggling to comply. “Please, just fuck me.”

“Give me what I want, and I’ll give you what you need.” His hand slipped between us, and he pressed himself to my opening, poised, holding himself back until I met his eyes. “Tell me,” he murmured, his lips brushing mine. “Say it again.”

“I love you,” I nearly yelled.

With a smirk curving his lips, he finally started to sink into me. I wanted to wrap my legs around his waist, but I couldn’t because of my stomach; I settled for gripping his ass, pulling him deeper. He groaned from the back of his throat. “So fucking wet.” He ground his hips into me, repeatedly brushing against my overly sensitive clit. His mouth was on me, his hands everywhere, as if he wanted to worship me and devour me at the same time. His thrusts were precise, hitting their mark over and over. My breath got stuck in my lungs, and his kisses made it even harder to breathe. Our noses brushed up against each other's as our lips and bodies moved together, chasing ecstasy.

Finally, Noah sucked in a deep breath and groaned. My body shuddered, clenching around him as wave after wave of pleasure washed over me. He held me through it, rocking into me, spilling into me draining us both. When Noah’s breathing returned to normal, he pulled out of me and shifted us so I lay with my back to his chest. He pulled me close, peppering kisses along the nape of my neck. “I love you, Creed, and everything will be alright."

I heard him, but I was so tired. My eyes felt too heavy to keep open. I wanted to tell him I believed him, but I couldn’t. I let sleep take me.

Hours later, I woke up in the back of an SUV, fully dressed in jeans, a sweater, and a thick wool coat. Blinking, I sat up and saw nothing but snow stretching as far as the eye could see outside the windows.

I looked over to find Noah reading through papers. “How long was I asleep? Where are we?” My voice was a hoarse whisper.

“Twelve hours. You slept through everything but sex,” he chuckled, looking at me with that soft expression he reserved just for me. “We’re in Valdez, Alaska.”

“Alaska?” I said, confusion knitting my brows. “Why?”

He folded the papers carefully, like they were something precious. "This is why I let my grandparents stay with us. I needed them away from their office and home so I could gain access to their records and figure out their angle. Going through paperwork, I found an unopened bill—one from almost fifteen years ago. It was from an accounting firm that’ is still paying the bills for a house my father bought here before he died. Car note, electricity, water—the whole nine yards."

I frowned, trying to understand. “Who do you think is living here?”

He shrugged. "I don’t know, but we’re about to find out." Just then, the SUV came to a stop. Another car pulled up behind us, and I glanced back to see four men climbing out.

“And who are they?”

“Security,” he said, giving me a look. “You don’t think I’d come and bring my pregnant wife to a strange house in the middle of nowhere without protection, do you?”

I shook my head, still trying to process it all. Noah reached for my hand, his grip warm and reassuring. “Ready?” he asked.

I nodded, swallowing the knot of anxiety that had formed in my throat. Together, we stepped out of the SUV. The frigid air bit at my skin, and I pulled my coat tight around me.

The house was a large, two-story structure with blacked-out windows, giving no hint of what lay inside. As we approached the front door, the bodyguards fanned out, creating a protective barrier around us. Everything felt surreal—like a scene from a movie, except there were no cameras, no director, and no script.

Noah pressed the doorbell, and we waited in silence, listening to the faint chime echo beyond the door.

Seconds ticked by, each one feeling longer than the last. I glanced at Noah and saw the slight clench in his jaw, the only sign of his own tension. Finally, we heard footsteps approaching from inside the house…

Troy-

"What’s wrong, Troy? You've barely spoken to me in days, and you're in bed at noon." Scarlett's concerned voice pulled me from my thoughts.

I looked up to find her, head cocked, eyes narrowed, watching me from the doorway of our bedroom.

I ran my hand down my face before answering. “I was just thinking… Where would we be if I hadn’t forced you into my room that night?” I had been high as hell and angry, not thinking straight.

“Sometimes I feel like I forced you to love me, to have children, to do everything—and that’s why it’s all a clusterfuck now.” I could feel tears prickling in my eyes. Maine was dead, Creed barely spoke to me, and I found out my bandmate was having an affair with my son when I had to send an investigator looking for him after he didn't show up to his sister’s funeral. My life was spiraling.

Scarlett walked into the room, her bare feet silent on the rug. She looked so beautiful to me in her Erykah Badu T-shirt and big panties. We’d changed a lot over the years, gained weight, our hair was turning gray, but her beauty never changed for me. The bed shifted when she sat, then lay down next to me on her back, looking up at the ceiling fan. I was on my side, just staring at her cheek.

“Do you really think you could have forced me to spend nearly thirty years with you? I didn’t need you for money or fame—I had my own."

“No, But—” I started, but she cut me off

"I love you, Troy. I love the life we built. That’s why I didn’t actually sign the divorce papers. I thought about what life would be without you, and my chest got tight. I know what happened to Maine has you feeling like you failed. But you didn’t. Life is just fucking chaotic. Did we get lost in our own little bubble and miss things we shouldn’t have? Yes. But that’s just life."

My throat clog up at hearing Maine’s name. Burying my daughter had felt like burying a piece of my soul, and the pain felt like it would never go away. I reached out and took Scarlett's hand, wishing I could feel the softness again, but my burns had messed up the nerves in my hand. I was still healing.

She turned her head to look into my eyes, her own filled with tears.

"I'm sorry, Scarlett. We’re supposed to be working on our marriage, and I can’t even get out of bed.” I sighed, feeling defeated. "I just... I miss Maine so much, and everything seems so messed up right now." I kept thinking about how I could have saved her if I’d done this or that. “I didn’t know what to do with the guilt.” I felt like I was drowning in it.

Scarlett reached up and brushed a tear from my cheek, her touch soft. "I miss her too, Troy, every single fucking day. But we can't blame ourselves for everything that's happened."

I nodded, trying to regain my composure, but a sob slipped out. I felt so weak, crying like this.

Scarlett crawled on top of me, blanketing me with her body. She held me tight, her mouth close to my ear as she began to sing softly, "I gotta find peace of mind, I gotta find peace of mind... I know it's possible."

Her voice and the words calmed my racing heart.

It took me a while to compose myself. Evening had turned to night, and the only light came from the tiny slivers peeking through the slats on the window. Scarlett had long ago stopped singing, but she remained by my side, lying next to me.

“I think we need to separate,” she finally said.

I opened my mouth to object, but she cut me off.

“Just for a few weeks. You need to go to Creed, visit DJ while you’re there, and I’ll go to Jason. Dr. Avery said they need time, but she doesn’t know our family like we do. If we give Creed or Jason too much time, it’s not going to get better. When my granddaughter comes, I want our family healing. I want DJ to be able to visit and not see us sad.”

She was right. We needed to find a way to heal our fractured family, and maybe some time apart was the first step toward that goal. With a heavy heart, I nodded in agreement, willing to do whatever it took to mend what I knew I had a hand in breaking.


Creed-

Noah’s restless pacing outside in the snow was both distracting and worrying. He’d just learned that the father he thought was dead was actually alive, right here in this house. And instead of speaking to the man, Noah had just looked at him, said, “I’ll be back,” and walked outside. I don’t know if he’d expected to find his father here, but he definitely hadn’t prepared himself for it.

Noah had sent the bodyguards away, but in their absence, a massive husky from somewhere nearby had taken on the role of protector, standing watch over him as he walked in tight circles. Inside, I turned to our now-host—what else could I call him? I needed answers.

“Why did you do it?” I asked, my voice low but firm.

He sat across from me on a brown leather sofa while I curled up in his recliner, the fire crackling behind us. He looked so much like Noah—just older, more worn, his frame lean beneath his sweater and jeans.

He ran a hand through his hair, eyes heavy with regret. “I did it because I was losing my mind,” he said. “The fame, the pressure, my parents... every day I thought about closing my eyes and never waking up. I’d been that way since my parents found out I could sing when I was eight. We lived in the foothills of Kentucky, in a double-wide, and they saw me as their way out. They took me to every audition they could find, trying to get me into every boy band. I finally hit big at eighteen, first with modeling, then as a singer in my first band. I felt obligated to do it for them, even though I wanted to be anything else.”

"But faking your death?” I could hardly believe it. Although I had heard my own father say some of the same things about the pressure of fame, this was on a whole other level.

He sighed. “It was the only way I wouldn’t actually kill myself.”

I nodded, starting to understand. “Alright, but... did you know about Noah? Tiffany told him you didn’t, but she lies.”

He winced at her name, like I’d struck him. “No. I would’ve never left my child with her. Tiffany was always more barracuda than woman. When I met her, I was drinking every day, smoking every morning. Living up to the whole ‘sex, drugs, and rock 'n roll’ stereotype. She was a PR rep for my first label, and she liked to party. She made me feel understood. I thought she was ‘the one,’ but then I found out she was a plant—reporting everything I said back to the label to help them control me. My own parents didn’t care; they just wanted the money I brought in.”

His jaw tightened as he continued. “I finally broke free, started my own label after selling nearly everything I owned. I had a few friends who trusted me enough to sign, and then more artists started coming. I was making money again, going to AA and NA, getting clean. Then the IRS showed up. I’d been trusting my father to handle the taxes, but he’d left me deep in debt. I had to cut ties with my parents, and I thought maybe Tiffany was different, maybe she actually cared about me.” He scoffed. “I was wrong.”

He looked down at his hands. “I spent three years with her. Built my company back up from nothing. But the pressure, the money, the drinking, it all came back. One day, I was standing on the beach, thinking about just walking into the ocean and letting it take me. That’s when the idea hit me—maybe I didn’t have to die. Maybe I could just... disappear.”

I listened, my mind racing. This man had faked his death to escape, leaving behind a son he didn’t even know existed. It was surreal, like something out of a twisted family drama.

He continued. “So I planned it. Set up a company beach day, made sure everyone saw me acting out of character. Then I made it look like an accident—a drowning. I walked into the ocean. No body to be found, but enough left behind to make it believable.”

I shook my head, still struggling to grasp it all. “And you never looked back?”

“Not at first,” he admitted. “But after a few years, I got curious. I looked up my old life and found out about Noah. I hired an investigator and found out everything. I saw that he was living with Scarlett and Troy. Saw he was actually thriving.”

He reached into a drawer and handed me a file. Inside were photos and documents, some going back more than a decade. Pictures of me, Jason, Maine, even my parents. He’d been watching us all from the shadows, knowing but never reaching out.

“I thought about coming back,” he said softly. “But by then, it felt like too much time had passed. I thought I’d only make things worse. So I kept my distance, watched him from afar.”

“So that was the excuse you used to just stay away?”

Neither of us had heard Noah come in, but he was standing in the doorway now, eyes stormy.

His father’s face went pale. “Noah... I’m sorry. I thought I was protecting you.”

"No. What you did was leave me alone with a conniving bit--," he started, but composed himself. “You protected yourself," Noah countered. "You chose a life of hiding over facing your problems. And in doing so, you left me to face mine alone."

The air in the room grew heavy.

"I'm sorry, Noah," he said finally, his voice barely above a whisper. "I know that doesn't change the past, but I am. I've spent every day since I found out about you regretting my decision. I thought about going back every day, but then time slipped away too fast. So I lived in the shadows of your life, watching you grow and thrive.

“Did it hurt? Not being a part of it. Watching from afar?” Noah asked him.

His father's eyes were pools of sorrow. "Every single fucking day," he answered, his voice cracking with emotion. "It was agony, knowing you were out there without me. Even if it was unknowingly at first. Watching you from afar, seeing your life unfold without me... it was a constant reminder of the mistakes I made. What I was losing because I was a coward."

Noah nodded. "Part of me wanted to hate you for all of this. I spent so many years feeling like a burden to Troy and Scarlett. To my mother, I was only a pawn. I might have had something closer to a normal life with you present." Noah took a deep breath before continuing, "But I won’t dwell on what ifs. I’m tired of being angry and sad. I just lost a sister, but I also found a father. I don't know if we can ever have a normal father-son relationship. Too much has happened. But maybe we can start over from this moment. Because when I think about it, if I thought I could hurt my child or Creed in any way, I’d relegate myself to the shadows too."

Noah cocked his head to look at me. “Besides, we already have a family trying to piece itself back together. You came at the right time."

One tear after another trickled down Noah's father's cheek. “That would be great, starting over."

I let out a breath. I hadn’t expected this meeting to go so smoothly. I had imagined a nine-millimeter being thrown on the coffee table and Noah forcing his dad to explain himself at gunpoint.

They stood for a while, just staring at each other, maybe trying to find themselves in each other’s faces. Or maybe they just didn’t know what else to say.

I broke the awkward silence. “I know you told me to call you Wolfgang, but my parents would have a fit. Can I call you Daddy Wolf instead?”

He nodded.

I gushed, clapping my hands excitedly. “My momma is Scarlett Rose, my daddy Troy the hothead bad boy of rock. My god daddy was Lil Compton, and now my father-in-law is Wolfgang Engel. Zella is going to make money hand over fist when she takes over Compton Ave."

Noah's eyes softened at the mention of his daughter. “Zella, huh?”

“Yeah, you remember I told you we should name Zella something wild. My name has to do with having principles. Your name means peace. Neither one of us matches our name. We’re Chaos and crazy. Give Zella a wild name and she’ll be the opposite.”

Noah shook his head. “Not Zella, though. What does it even mean?”

“Wolf, like your dad, Wolfgang. We can be like, ‘Zella a.k.a. Wolf, we’re going to see granddaddy Wolf.’”

Wolfgang, now known as Daddy Wolf, chuckled softly. You could hear a trace of pain in his laugh. "Zella, huh? That's quite a name. But I don’t want her bullied on my behalf.

“No, Zella. We’ll keep trying,” Noah said.

I pretended to pout. I wanted to cry about the entire situation, but I also wanted the tension between the two gone. It sounded selfish of me, but I wanted to act normal about it.

I volunteered to cook and let them talk. The rest of the night was spent getting acquainted. Just before we were heading to the guest room for bed, Noah stopped us and turned to his dad, who was staring into the flames in the fireplace. I wondered what he was thinking. He wasn’t a talker, but a good listener. Would he want to return to his old life now? Could he?

Noah spoke to him even though he didn't look our way. “I didn’t want to bring up anything that might bother you, but when we leave here, I’m taking over your record company. Your parents are running it into the ground. I’m meeting with the board to buy it outright. I don’t know what going back would entail, but it seems you might be tired of this life. We can help you start over if you want,” he said, then we walked away, leaving the man who had been reborn hours earlier with his thoughts.


Scarlett-

A surge of anger and disbelief twisted in my stomach, like something alive and venomous, as I drummed my studded, leather-booted toes against the worn carpet of the hotel hallway. My knuckles throbbed from pounding on the door, but no one had answered yet. The wait stretched thin, like my patience. Tracking Jason down and finding out he was with Vince in a hotel in Jacksonville had taken just two days. I still couldn’t wrap my head  around him having an affair with Vincent. But I’d seen pictures.

Vincent's husband thought he was in Atlanta working on a deal with Creed. Imagine his surprise when I informed him that he wasn’t.

When the door clicked open, I shoved my way in without even getting a good look at who had opened it.

“Momma, what are you doing here?” Jason asked, his eyes big as saucers.

I raised my hand to cover my nose from the smell of stale sex in the air. “The better question is, what are you doing here with Vincent?” I knew Jason had proclivities towards kink and was a open to both men and women, but this was too much.

My eyes were fixed on the messy bed. The sheets were strewn all over it. Vincent stepped into my view, his hands held up in surrender. He and Jason were both only wearing boxers. I closed my eyes and sighed.

“This is too much. You both are foul as hell for being here.” I was warring like hell with the urge to slap the hell out of Vincent. He had practically helped us raise Jason, and when he broke his hand fighting with one of his stupid exes, it was me who talked the record label into not replacing him. I was the one who talked Troy out of getting rid of him when he couldn’t play the same. I thought we were better than this, but I guess I was wrong.

But I hadn't come there to fight or fuss. I had done enough of that for a lifetime. Jason and I were meeting Creed, Noah, and Troy in Atlanta. We needed to sit down face-to-face and talk about our issues.

"Jason, get dressed, get your stuff, and let's go.” I waved Vincent off.

“Jason's not going anywhere,” Vincent said, stepping into my line of sight, blocking my view of my son.

I chuckled, rolling my eyes at Vincent. “He isn't?” I could feel my blood pressure rising.

Vincent puffed his chest out and raised his chin. “No, he isn’t. Tell her, Jason.”

“I’m not, Momma,” Jason said, sounding robotic, as if he’d rehearsed these lines. “When Shawn and Vincent get divorced, he and I are getting married. I’m going to be with him.”

My face got hot. Why was I being tested? I tried to keep my voice calmer than I felt. “Jason, you missed your sister's funeral. Vincent is twenty-five years your senior and married. You aren’t in the right state to make decisions right now. You are not marrying him.”

Jason opened his mouth to speak, but Vincent held up his hand, silencing him. Jason's eyes dropped to the ground.

I cocked my head. There was no way he had just hushed my son. And Jason's reaction had me really looking at him, noticing the few bruises that were visible.

“What is going on, Jason?” He looked at me for a second, then turned his head away, a clear sign that he was hiding something. Why were his eyes red? Was he high? I reached out and traced a purplish bruise on his arm. Vincent pushed him behind him.

"Move," I said, shoving Vincent aside. “Is he hitting you, Jason?” There were rumors that Vincent was abusive and a little too rough with groupies, but he had to know better.

Jason’s eyes flicked to Vincent. Vincent’s eyes narrowed, a silent warning for Jason.

“Jason,” I called his name like I did when he was a child. “Tell me the truth.”

Jason hesitated for a moment, then nodded slowly, tears welling up in his eyes. “Yes, Momma. He's been hitting me... a lot.”

My heart sank at his admission. I should have known something was going on with him when he missed his sister's funeral. I was so shamed of myself for missing obvious signs again. I pulled Jason into a tight hug, my anger at Vincent momentarily replaced by overwhelming concern for my child. Then something in me snapped. I pulled away from Jason and opened the door, calling out to one of my two guards stationed in the hallway.

“Demetrius, could you come here?” Demetrius had been with me for six years. He was huge, an ex-college football linebacker. We called him Big Boom.

“Could you please take my son to the car, after you help him put on a robe?” Jason looked defeated. I wanted to cry.

Vincent’s defiance faltered when Demetrius walked in, towering over him. Vincent’s eyes darted between me and Demetrius. “Scarlett, you can’t just barge in here and—”

I cut him off. “Shut up before I lose my temper. Don’t say a word to me until my son is out of this room.” Demetrius glared down at Vincent before walking Jason towards the bathroom. The door was still open, but I needed Jason gone before I called for Clay Walker, an ex-biker and Troy's biggest fan, now retired from the Marines.

Less than two minutes passed before Demetrius emerged from the bathroom with Jason wrapped in a robe, his eyes avoiding mine. Demetrius escorted him out, his large frame shielding him from Vincent’s angry glare.

“I’ll be right down, baby,” I said to Jason before he was led away. I waited a few seconds to hear the elevator ding before calling for Clay.

He came in, looking straight out of a 70s movie. I closed the door behind him before addressing Vincent. I took a deep breath to keep my rage from causing me to do something I’d regret. Vincent, he was practically family. But he had crossed a line.

“Vincent, I don’t know why you chose Jason for... this." I paused, unable to find the right words for my disgust. I wanted to call Troy. I wanted to get Jason somewhere safe. Expressing my anger to Vincent was pointless—I just wanted him hurt.

“Clay, I’ll give you ten grand to make sure Vincent regrets ever meeting my child. Boot to chest, please.” I wanted him to feel like he could barely breathe, like I was feeling in this moment.

Vincent's face contorted in disbelief. “What? You can’t have him assault me!” he yelled.

I nodded. “Oh, but I can, and I will. I've done it before—you’ve witnessed it.” I smirked. “Take what you deserve and live with it, or I’ll tell your husband everything I know. I have pictures. Losing fifty percent of your dwindling income doesn’t sound so great, does it?”

Clay grunted in agreement. He wasn’t much of a talker unless he was drunk. With one last glance at Vincent, I turned and strode towards the door. My hand on the doorknob, I paused.

“You might want to gag him, Clay. He screams like a bitch,” I advised before walking out. I heard my directions being followed just before the door closed. The sound of steel-toed boots hitting flesh was sickening, but Vincent deserved every bit of it. I cried in the elevator, then composed myself. Jason needed my strength.


Troy-

It was disconcerting to have my daughter's front door opened by people I didn’t know, but somehow, I recognized them. It didn’t take long to realize I was looking at Noah's grandmother.

“May I help you?” she asked, her voice dripping with that polite tone that snooty people seem to rehearse.

I didn’t respond. I just turned and walked back to my car, wondering what was going on. I wanted to hug my daughter, not deal with strangers. Why hadn’t Creed told me they were visiting? How long have they been here? From inside the car, I watched as the husband and a blonde woman joined the grandmother. They all came out to stare at me as I called Creed's number.

She answered, sounding happier than she had in a while. “Where are you?” she asked, which was strange,

“Where am I? I’m sitting outside your house, being watched by Noah's grandparents and a blonde chick. Did they have another child? Why did you ask me where I was?”

“That’s the nurse. Why are you there?  No, don’t answer. Leave, now, I was going to call you and tell you to come to Atlanta anyways. Leave my house though” she urged. “I’m going to text you an address and a code to the front door. Go there. We left Alaska about 10 hours ago; we’ll be home soon.”

“Alaska?” Confusion laced my voice. "What were you doing in Alaska?" Before I could ask anything else, the text notification dinged in my ear, and I realized she had hung up.

I sat in the car, debating whether to call her back. Instead, I sent her a text telling her I had to pick up her mother and brother and take them to their hotel first. I was surprised when she told me to take them with me to the address she’d sent. Actually, I was relieved. At this point, I needed my family, broken or whole.

Instead of leaving right away, I got out and made my way back to the front door. Noah's grandparents had gone back inside with the nurse. I struggled to remember their names. It wasn’t Engel like their son Wolfgang, if I recalled correctly—he’d legally changed his. They were as inconsequential to me as Tiffany was, so I’d never taken the time to learn much about them. Noah didn’t need them. He’d been like one of our children from the day Tiffany dropped him off the first time. We knew he was better off with us on the days she decided to leave him.

I used my key instead of knocking. This was my daughter's house; they were visitors. I found the grandparents in the kitchen, arguing. I must have made too much noise because they stopped as soon as they noticed me.

They were sitting at the kitchen island, side by side with their heads down. When they turned to look at me, their eyes went wide.

I came right out with it. “What are you doing here?” I’d heard about them. They were notorious for being grifters and had nearly ruined their son's music legacy through dirty dealings.

The wife, with her wrinkled nose in the air, spoke up. “We're here to see our grandchild and his baby.”

Hmm. I ran my hand across my stubbled chin. I needed to shave. “I don’t believe that,” I said, shaking my head. “We never got a call from you all when Noah was growing up. Even when we contacted you for his high school and college graduations, we never got a response. From what I hear, you were terrible parents to your own son, too. Why are you here now? You’ve been old for a whole, it can’t be fear of death that’s suddenly brought you around.”

The wife looked insulted. For what? She was old as dirt.

The husband went to open his mouth, but I raised my hand to stop him. “You’ve probably heard I lost my oldest daughter recently. I just found out my son is in some kind of trouble, and I’m worn, tired to the bone, and feeling violent.” I kept my voice steady, calmer than I felt. I wanted to hurt someone just because I was hurting. I walked further into the kitchen to make sure they could hear me clearly. “I refuse to lose anyone else in my family, or see them hurt. This includes Noah. So, if you two are here for anything nefarious, leave now. I will dig a hole, put both of you motherfuckers in it, and pour the goddamn cement myself if my daughter so much as gets annoyed with you people.”

Somebody gasped behind me. I looked back to find the nurse, her eyes wide. I caught her gaze, ensuring my message was clear. “Yes, I’m threatening their lives. Make sure you remind them, just in case they didn’t hear what I said.”

As I turned to leave, I realized my threat would probably end up public. I didn't care. They needed to understand the seriousness of the situation.

Tears slipped down my cheeks, surprising me when I felt the dampness on my chin. I let out a shaky breath, trying to steady my hands as I wiped my face with the back of my sleeve. The ache in my chest was heavy. I gripped the steering wheel, leaning forward, taking deep, slow breaths. For a long moment, I just sat there, staring at nothing, watching my reflection in the rearview mirror as I tried to pull myself together. Something was going to have to give because I refused to give up. I composed myself, then started the engine.

The drive to the airport was a blur, my mind racing with thoughts of Scarlett, Jason, Creed, and Noah. When I arrived, I parked and made my way to the arrivals gate, my eyes scanning the crowd for my wife and son.

Finally, I saw them. Scarlett, looking exhausted but relieved to see me, and Jason, who didn’t look at me at all.

I was going to murder Vincent with my own two hands. Scarlett believed that Jason was too strong to be groomed, but he had been, and there was no way around it.

We walked to the car in silence. The ride to the address was done in silence. Jason and Scarlett were asleep when Noah and Creed came in.

I was sitting on the sofa, watching Naked and Afraid, wondering why they even had a second house when they walked in.

As soon as the door opened, I started speaking before they were even inside. "Why were you two in Alas—" my words trailed off mid-sentence as a dead man walked in behind Noah. "Wolfgang Engel!!?"


Creed-

My momma told me what happened with Vincent. Said he was in the hospital after he'd been beaten until he begged Uncle Clay to let him go.

His daughter had the nerve to be talking about suing us. I told her I'd pursue charges against her father for what he did to Jason. She shut up.

I thought Jason would be happy. He wasn’t.

Jason only cried. He cried and slept, and something in me knew that if he didn't find a way to cope, to process his grief, he might never recover.

What he had with Vince was proof. He was strong. He fought. He was my big brother who'd never let anyone harm me or Maine or himself. This wasn’t him.

The weight of his sadness made me want to cry.

I purposely waited until everybody was occupied with Wolfgang to go knock on the door of the room Jason had been staying in for the past three days. I knocked once, then twice. When he didn't answer, I let myself in. He was lying in the fetal position on the bed, just like we'd left him. I eased onto the bed with him. At least he wasn't crying, I thought as he turned over and buried his head in my chest.

"Jason," I said softly, "let's go for a walk. Just around the block. Some fresh air might do us good, and I need to get some exercise for this baby."

I felt him nod. I knew using the baby would get him out of bed. I waited for him to put on shoes and ignored the fact that he was in his pajamas. I was wearing an oversized T-shirt and gym shorts. We would look raggedy together.

We walked in silence, the cool night air calming my nerves. So much was going on. Wolfgang was back, and we'd talked to tons of lawyers to make sure he wouldn't face any legal repercussions. Pseudocide wasn’t exactly illegal, but people usually committed illegal acts when planning it. It seemed Wolfgang was in the clear, but we wanted to make sure. He and Noah were so weird. Neither knew exactly how to deal with being in each other's presence, so there were tons of awkward platitudes.

A block away was a park. We walked to it, and I took a seat on the bench to rest my swollen feet and stared up at the moon. I felt Jason take a spot next to me. I turned and looked at the side of his face before asking, "Is this grief or guilt?"

"Both," he responded, barely above a whisper. "I was closest to Maine. I saw signs that she wasn't alright, and all I did was chastise her and leave her by herself."

I reached out and wrapped my arm around him. "It's not your fault," I whispered. "We all missed the signs. We were all caught up in our own lives."

He leaned into me, his breath shaky. "But I should've been there for her. We were special together. You remember I used to be so afraid when we'd go anywhere, Maine, not even a year older, wore that dirty cape daddy gave her everywhere for like two years and called herself my hero and would keep everybody ten feet away from me." He chuckled, and I did too.

"I'm going to say this and leave it alone, Jason. Holding onto guilt won't bring Maine back. It'll only eat away at you. I want to curl up in bed right along with you and cry, but I can't." I rubbed my belly. "Your niece won't let me, and I need you to get yourself together so Daddy won’t wallow. Quiet as kept, he's the weakest amongst us all. He loves so fiercely," I finished, my voice steady despite the emotion welling up inside me. "And right now, he needs us to be strong for him, or he's going to die of a broken heart." I felt myself succumbing to grief just at the thought of a life without my daddy. Life with a bitter Scarlett. Troy leaving her, in life or in death, would be met with hostility.

Jason and I sat in silence for a long time.

"Hey, I wondered where you all went," Noah took a spot next to me on the bench. He was dressed in a suit, having dealt with lawyers all day with his father. He looked good. Taking my chin in his hand, he made me face him, then used his handkerchief to clear away tears on my face that I hadn't even realized were falling. He gave me a soft smile, then he turned his attention to Jason. Jason still had his head down, looking like he was lost in his thoughts.

"I want my turn on the swings," Noah gently knocked into me so I'd bump into Jason.

"Huh?" Jason finally looked up from the ground.

"The swings. I want you to push me, and I want to soar." He chuckled. "You used  being smaller and younger than me as an excuse for me to push you on them for what felt like forever. You're as big as me now." He clapped his hands. "Let's go." Before Jason could protest or say no, Noah stood and grabbed him by the shoulders, hefting him up, then shoved him in the direction of the swings.

"I'll be right back," he spoke over his shoulder to me.

Just before Noah sat down on one of the swings, he whispered something to Jason.

Jason's eyes glazed over for a moment, then he nodded. There was a subtle shift in his demeanor. Noah's words, whatever they were, seemed to reach him in a way mine hadn't. Jason began pushing Noah on the swings as they talked. I couldn't hear what they were saying and didn't care, as long as it helped Jason.

I watched them, a small smile tugging at my lips despite the ache in my heart. Then everything went sideways. I watched Noah stand up, turn around, and punch Jason square in the face. Jason retaliated with a right hook to Noah's jaw. Noah slammed Jason to the ground, and they wrestled. I was too stunned to process what was happening quickly enough for me to do anything, and when I did finally react, they were already walking back in my direction, talking as if nothing ever happened.

Are they serious right now? I thought.

Sweaty, faces red, covered in grass and dirt, they stood in front of me looking like they hadn't just gone full MMA on each other in front of my eyes.

I stared at them both like they were crazy.

Jason was the first to speak. "I'm sorry for lying, Creed, and for stealing from you. It won't happen again." Jason didn’t play contrite well. His apology was awkward. He wasn't used to having to say sorry. None of Troy and Scarlett's children were. We were spoiled almost rotten.

Noah shoved his shoulder into Jason's ribs. "Ok, fuck. Stop hitting me before we end up fighting for real." Jason barked at Noah before turning to me again. "I really am sorry and will be working with Noah at his father's label until I pay back every cent."

I blinked hard. "Y’all just pummeled each other, and that’s that? Is everybody in our family crazy? Sheridan ain't gonna be okay."

Noah cocked his head. "Who is Sheridan?"

I sucked my teeth. "Our daughter."

"No, I'm not naming my child Sheridan," Noah protested.

"But—"

"No, Creed," he reached for my hand. "It's getting cold, let's go in."

I shook my head. "I want to swing first." I declared, feeling childish. They didn’t let me play with them when I was younger. "You push me, and Jason can stand in front of me and catch me if need be."

They did as I said, both taking turns pushing me. We played tag. I waddled after them. For the first time in what felt like forever, Jason laughed, and just the sound of it made me feel as if everything would be okay.

Later that night, when the house was quiet, I knocked on Jason's door and asked him what Noah had whispered to him. Jason shook his head. "He told me I need to apologize to you or it was on sight until I did. I told him to give me a few days, and his crazy ass hit me." Jason laughed like he was back to normal. Maybe he needed some sense knocked into him. "Then he told me I deserved the ass-whooping Vincent gave me for allowing his geriatric ass to hit me without breaking his jaw."

I went straight to my room where Noah was lying in bed, shirtless.

"Why would you tell Jason he deserved what Vincent did to him?"

Noah sighed. "Because he did. Because he allowed it. He was using Vincent to punish himself for what happened to Maine when he should have been trying to help the family patch itself back together. Everybody needs to start being confronted with the truth and held accountable for their own sins. Pretending they don't exist or sugarcoating them doesn't make us better."

All I could do was shake my head. He was somewhat right, but also wrong. But I understood the tough-love approach.

He added, "You need to do the same thing with your mother. Tell her how you feel, uncensored, without yelling or anger, before everything between you two festers further."


Creed-

I was so embarrassed. I couldn’t believe Noah had told the therapist everything that ever happened between us, and I mean everything. The incident in the back of Maine's van, the nights I snuck into his room, the damn near forced wedding—if I could die for just an hour and come back to life, I would.

This is not what I thought therapy would be like. I was glad I had my first session with Noah before I had one with my mother. I had a feeling that would be exhausting, and I wouldn’t want to do another for a while.

I also had a session scheduled with my dad and Jason. I didn’t think Jason and I needed one. He needed to focus on himself. We’d just dropped him off at rehab. Turns out, he had been indulging in all types of drugs and risky sex and kinks.

Even through the laptop screen, I could sense Ms. Avery’s discomfort after what she’d heard, but she stayed professional.

“Though I don’t agree with a lot of things you two have participated in, you both find them acceptable. So, my role here isn’t to judge but to help you navigate through these waters together.” She paused, letting her words sink in.

“Today, I’d like to talk to you both about the five love languages,” she continued, holding each of our gazes. “It's how we express and receive love, which can be different for everyone. You both have unique ways of expressing and experiencing love, and sometimes, those ways don’t naturally align.” She raised her hand. That’s okay. It’s about finding common ground and learning to speak each other’s love languages fluently. I’d like to start with the mister. For Noah, it seems that physical touch and words of affirmation are his primary ways of feeling loved and secure. Am I right, Noah?” She gave him a moment to answer, and he nodded.

“This is just an assumption, but I think you need reassurance from Creed that she loves you as much as you love her, and that despite how your relationship began, she’s with you, not because you...” she paused, clearing her throat, “kidnapped her and made her marry you under duress.” She murmured.

Noah cut his eyes toward me but kept his head forward, and I realized that was exactly what he needed. I thought we’d moved past what happened nearly seven months ago, but if he needed to hear it again, I’d say it. Taking his chin in my hand, I gently turned his face so our eyes met. “I hope you know you couldn’t keep me here if I didn’t want to be. I could have walked away at any time, yet I chose to stay. I choose you. I choose us.” Ms. Avery watched us, a silent observer, as I continued. “I never planned to tell you this story, but when I was about ten, Maine told me I had to start telling people you were my brother. I looked her right in the eye and said, ‘No, I can’t marry my brother. I’ve been in love with you since before I even understood what it—”

The sound of Noah’s father yelling, “I’ll kill both of you!” cut me off. Both Noah's and my eyes went wide. Why was he at our house? Where were his parents?

“Is everything alright?” Ms. Avery asked.

“Stay here,” Noah ordered.

“I’m coming with you.” I pushed myself up from the sofa. There was no way I was staying.

“I’m sorry, Ms. Avery, we’ll reschedule. “I said before closing the laptop. I did not need her hearing anything she’d have to report to the police.

My belly slowed me down, but I made it downstairs in time to see Wolfgang’s mother sitting down with her hand over her heart, sweating and red-faced. Shock was written all over Wolfgang’s face. My eyes drifted to the large Black man standing just outside the front door.

“What is going on?” Noah yelled over the commotion.

Daddy Wolf nodded towards the man for him to speak.

The man started talking, his voice deep and cathartic . “I’m Lyfe, the private investigator hired by Mr. Engel. After weeks of investigating, I found out that Mr. Engel’s parents were planning on harming Creed. They attempted to hire a hitman—which sounds easy on TV, but it’s not so simple in real life. When that didn’t work, they started researching poisons and drugs that could make her death look natural. They thought that if Creed were gone, their grandson would inherit her fortune and the record label.”

Wow. My brain couldn’t process it. They were actually planning to kill me? And all while Noah was plotting to leave them penniless. So much deception.

Lyfe paused for a second before continuing. “They have nothing left. The IRS seized—” Before he could finish, four men dressed in black tactical gear rushed into the house, pushing past him with semi-automatic weapons. “ATF!” they shouted, their bulletproof vests bearing the agency’s initials. “Everybody on the floor!”

I froze on the stairwell, my hands trembling as I threw them up in surrender. My heart pounded like a jackhammer. Everyone else remained standing. I assumed they were here for Wolfgang’s parents, but when one of the agents said, “Noah Washington, we have a warrant for your arrest on gun trafficking charges,” my heart sank.

The investigator tried to intervene. “There’s no need to point guns at a pregnant woman and her family,” he said, trying to get the agents to stand down. But his words fell on deaf ears as the situation continued to escalate.

“With or without a warrant, I’m not going anywhere with you. Call my fucking lawyer. He cleared this days ago,” Noah declared. “You have no right to come in here like this. I know you don’t have a warrant for this residence.”

The lead agent stepped forward, narrowing his eyes and tightening his grip on his weapon. “We have a warrant, Mr. Washington,” he retorted coldly. “You’re coming with us, one way or another.”

As I watched the standoff, a sudden pain shot through my belly. I cried out, and a warm rush of fluid soaked the stairs beneath me. Noah turned, panic in his eyes.

“Creed, what’s wrong?” he asked, his voice trembling.

Before I could answer, another wave of pain hit, stronger than the last. I doubled over, gasping for breath as the realization hit me like a ton of bricks. “Noah,” I managed to choke out, “I think... I think the baby’s coming.” I wasn’t surprised. I was three weeks from my scheduled delivery.

Noah moved to scoop me into his arms, but before he could, the lead agent tackled him, forcing him to the ground. “You’re under arrest. Resist, and you’ll only make it worse for yourself.”

Noah resisted, slamming his head back into the agent’s face. But before he could break free, more agents swarmed him, their guns trained on him as they forcibly restrained him.

My heart raced as I watched helplessly, the world spinning around me. “You’re all going to pay for this!” Noah shouted as they held him down.

Lyfe was the first to reach me, his strong arms scooping me up off the steps as agents shoved Wolfgang back from Noah. Over his shoulder, I could see Wolfgang struggling against a wall of agents, his face twisted as he reached toward his son.

“It’s gonna be okay,” Lyfe whispered against my hair, his voice soothing. Soon as I was outside, EMTs came and got me.  They quickly began strapping me in and hooking me up to monitors.

As I was loaded into the ambulance, I saw Noah being shoved into a police cruiser. The look in his eyes scared me. I called his name, and he looked up, our eyes locking. “I love you,” I mouthed, forcing a small smile. His eyes softened.

The ambulance doors slammed shut, and we pulled away. One of the EMTs asked how I was feeling and began checking my vitals. I felt a wave of helplessness, knowing Noah was being taken in the opposite direction. As another contraction hit, I closed my eyes and whispered a silent prayer for strength. Somehow, we’d get through this nightmare.

I woke up groggy in the hospital room, the smell of antiseptic in the air. Machines beeped around me, and as the events of the day flooded back, I tried to fight the drowsiness that was pulling me under. I placed a hand on my belly and felt my baby kick. A faint smile crossed my lips.

Just then, I heard my momma’s raised voice outside the room. Relief washed over me. No matter what issues we had, I knew Scarlett would fight the devil himself to make sure me and Valentina were safe.


Creed-

I woke up to the sound of beeping machines and the smell of antiseptics. My memories immediately started replaying in my head. Noah had been arrested. I went into labor. The beeping machines, I soon realized, were tethered to me.

My eyelids fluttered open, heavy and reluctant, as they adjusted to the sterile brightness of the room. The faces of everyone I loved came into view. Why was everybody looking so sad?

“What happened?” My voice sounded foreign, even to my own ears, as I broke the silence. Everyone's eyes shifted uncomfortably, looking at everything but me. Momma was the first to speak. The flood of information she gave me was overwhelming. It took me a minute to decipher everything she told me, and another to make sense of it all. Noah had been in jail the entire time, and I had been in a coma for three weeks, teetering on the brink, battling for my life after a placental abruption. I had survived, but my baby, the tiny life growing inside of me, didn’t make it. The grief was instantaneous, a sharp, gut-wrenching pain that felt as if it was tearing me apart from the inside.

Then someone was shaking me. Shaking me so much I felt woozy. The sound of a crying baby jolted me awake, and I instinctively reached out. My eyes popped open and landed on Noah, his face wide-eyed and filled with worry. How was he here when a minute ago I was told he was in prison? And whose baby was crying?

"Wake up. Meet our daughter, Creed," he said softly.

It took a moment for his words to register, for the fog of my dream—or nightmare—to clear. The realization that it had all been a dream, a terrifying look into another reality, left me feeling profoundly grateful.

My heart slowed.

“How long was I out?” I asked.

“Two hours. You pushed one, big time, our daughter slid out, and you fell right to sleep.”

I didn’t remember any of it.

Noah drew my attention back. “Meet our daughter. She’s already as loud as her mother and grandmother.” He chuckled. “I sent everyone down to the cafeteria; you’ve got an hour alone before the circus breaks out,” he added, placing my tiny, wriggling daughter into my arms. Black hair and dark eyes were the first things I noticed, then her tiny fingers and lips. Her skin was a shade darker than mine. "Shh, baby girl," I whispered, instinctively rocking her.

Noah stood at the end of the bed, staring at me with a goofy grin on his face.

“Why aren’t you in jail?” I whispered.

Noah's grin softened into a smile filled with relief. "Because I was never supposed to be in jail. Months ago, I asked someone I knew who had access to federal data to run my name, to make sure there was nothing illegal tied to me. Coincidentally, dear Grandpa and Grandma were trying to have me arrested. They reported that I was a gun runner. They’d had someone investigating me for months. My name had been mentioned in association with some bad people a few times. They had pictures of me with those bad people that they have the ATF. There was nothing to worry about, which is why I didn’t tell you. My lawyer was handling it, but some overzealous ATF agent found out who I was and thought he could make a name for himself by arresting the son-in-law of Scarlett Rose and the son of Wolfgang Engel. Now he doesn’t have a job at all, and I might show up at his home and wave a gun in his family's face,” he said, sounding and looking very serious.

I shook my head. “Noah, please leave well enough alone.”

Noah’s expression softened. Just then, the door opened, and the nurse walked in to inform us that our daughter needed some tests. Reluctantly, I handed her over.

I immediately went back to the subject at hand “I mean it, Noah. Do not do anything stupid.

Noah shook his head. "I know, I know," he sighed. "It’s just… after everything we've been through, the thought of someone trying to take me away from you, from her," his gaze drifted to the door, "it stirs something crazy in me."

“Oh Lord. Where’s my daddy? I’m going to have to tell him to watch you because I don’t believe you aren’t going to do anything. . That little vein in your neck is going crazy. Are you taking your meds? I will tell my momma to make sure you do if I have to, and you know how she is. Do you want her treating you like she treats Daddy about his meds? We need to focus on the here and now, Noah. Don’t go messing with that man.”

“You’re going to tattle on me to your parents? Creed, you know they’ll probably plot with me, not against me.” He laughed, then grew serious again.

Moving closer, he sat on the edge of the bed. He reached out, gently stroking my cheek. “Thank you, Creed, for everything. I never saw myself in a position where I’d feel worthy of love, of affection.” Tears sparkled in his eyes. “I promise I won’t do anything to mess it up.” Noah’s phone rang, interrupting our moment.

“Answer it,” I told him when he hesitated.

He frowned after a few seconds of listening to the caller. “Creed, your mother wants to know if she can have a second to talk to you alone.”

I readily agreed. He told her so, and she immediately came into the room as he left to give us privacy.

She was Scarlett Rose in all her Scarlett Rosiness, wearing a tight band T-shirt that showed off her waist, ripped jeans, and a pair of white and beige Jordans on her feet. I remembered when she would buy me every pair of shoes she got herself. I missed those days.

She rubbed my forehead, pushing my hair back. She started with a whisper. “I wanted to talk to you.” She paused to clear her throat, then began again. “I know we aren’t on the best of terms, but I thank you for letting me be here to see my first grandchild being born. I love DJ with all my heart, but he’s not of my flesh. He won’t look at me and search my face for familiarity. Your daughter will. And I hate myself for being the reason I almost missed the moment.” She burst into tears. “I was so scared I would be turned away. And I would have deserved it. I was a terrible mother when I had the means and know-how to do better. I’m sorry.”

I reached out, taking her hand in mine. “Momma, you shouldn’t hate yourself. You navigated life the best way you knew how, and I was mad, but I was never going to really cut you off forever. Especially after I got pregnant and realized life is hard when you have to figure out how to take care of someone else besides yourself. I don’t even want to rehash any of it unless it’s in counseling.” I was tired of missing my parents, of being angry and sad. I was willing to forgive and forget.

Momma leaned in, pressing a kiss to my forehead. “I’m here for you, Creed. Whatever it takes.”

Momma and I talked until Noah brought everyone in. Besides Daddy and Wolfgang, Tempest, Demarco, and Lyfe were there. Demarco and Tempest didn’t stay long but promised to come back.

Noah, after everyone had greeted me with hugs, kisses, and flowers, came over and retook his place at my side. He reached for my hand, squeezing it gently. "I heard what you said to your mother," he said, a soft smile playing on his lips. "I’m proud of you. I wil—"

“Aye, why are you sharing that much space with my wife?” Daddy’s voice interrupted what Noah was about to say.

I looked up to find him staring towards the window, his face scrunched up. I followed his line of sight. Momma and Lyfe were both sitting on the extended windowsill. Close, but not close enough to cause any issue.

Lyfe chuckled, throwing his hands up. “Just speaking to an old friend.” The smirk on his face hinted at more than friendship, making Daddy's eyes narrow.

“Old friend?” Daddy responded, glaring at Momma’s guilty expression.

“He was African Giant’s bodyguard.”

Momma had said she wasn’t involved with African Giant, and now I kind of believed her. She looked guilty of something. Maybe those pictures in the tabloids of her with African Giant were actually with Lyfe, and African Giant just happened to be there. She’d toured with him when she and Daddy were split up. If she did mess with him, she hadn’t done anything wrong, but knowing Momma—and how Daddy is—she’d probably take whether she did or didn’t to the grave.

Lyfe gave Momma a nod and a smile before tapping the foot of my bed with his big hand. Momma liked big hands.

“I wish you and your daughter the best of health. I’ll be leaving now.” He turned his eyes to Noah. “I’ll call you.”

Daddy glared at him until he left, then turned his red face to Momma. She sighed hard, “Later, not now, Troy.”

I wanted to take Momma’s side and tell Daddy to chill out. He messed around during tours before he met Momma, then had a baby on her. Who knew what else happened while they were broken up? Momma didn’t even want to know, but he was obsessed with her past.

We needed a distraction. “What are we naming the baby? I pick Valentina.” I said before remembering something vital. “Where are your grandparents?”

“They’re dead,” Noah said plainly, as if he was talking about the weather.

Wolfgang chimed in. “My father had a heart attack, and my mother somehow tripped and fell down the stairs, breaking her neck.” He and Noah exchanged glances, and I looked over at Momma and Daddy for answers. Momma shrugged. “I wasn’t there.”

“Neither was I,” Daddy added. That left Wolfgang.

“Where’s the nurse?” I asked him.

“Back in Eastern Europe somewhere—at least she boarded a plane heading there.”

Noah and Wolfgang exchanged another look that had me wondering what they had done.


Creed-

Noah slapped his hand over my mouth. "Shhh, you have to be quiet. You know your daughter has supersonic hearing, and your parents are awake," he whispered, amusement in his bright blue eyes. He thrust his dick deeper into me as our skin glided together. His thumb slipped between my lips, and I captured it between my teeth, biting down. His eyes went wide. He snatched his hand away, and I giggled. Roughly gripping my chin, he silenced me again by slamming his mouth against mine. He picked up speed. I swear I heard the bathroom sink groan under my weight, but I was too gone to care. If I fell, I fell. It had been a week since we last had sex, and I was getting this nut.

"Creed," the sound of my father's voice shattered through what I wanted and what was going to happen. I shoved Noah away so quickly he almost fell. He glared at me with wide eyes. I shrugged. There was no way I was continuing to have sex with my father outside the room. "Yes, Daddy?"

"Your mother and I are going to take Ayaan to breakfast with us."

Both Noah and I groaned quietly.

"Okay, Daddy, but please do not give her adult food."

We made it to Florida last night around nine PM. We went to shower and unwind, leaving our seven-month-old daughter in the hands of my parents. When we came back down, she was growling like a bear, trying to gum the meat off of a chicken leg, while my momma recorded it. She literally went crazy when I took it from her, throwing a tantrum until I gave it back. Momma recorded that too. Then Daddy accidentally dropped a piece of sweet potato pie on her table. She shoved at it, then shoved her entire hand in her mouth, sucking it clean. It was funny and cute, but I wanted to talk to the doctors first before introducing solids besides baby food. Daddy wanted to know why I thought she would be allergic to anything when neither Noah nor I were. He made a good point, but I didn’t want to find out the hard way.

I didn't have to be able to see my father to know he was on the other side of the door making a face. "She'll be fine, Creed."

His casual dismissal meant I could expect my child to come back smelling like pancakes. I wouldn’t forbid it; Ayaan seemed to enjoy her little adventure into the world of food, and it was hard to argue with him. He was back to his normal self after Maine's death. We could mention her without him looking as if he was going to break. Counseling with the family was going well. Momma and I were in a space where we were communicating better. I understood her more, and Ayaan seemed to enjoy her little adventure into the world of soul food.

"Okay, Daddy," I tried to keep my tone light as realization hit me. Mommy and Daddy would be gone, leaving me to be nosy. Ever since Noah had hired Lyfe and I saw him and Momma together, I knew there had to be something more between them. Hell, I would have tried him. He was so big and sexy, with this lazy Up North drawl, but Momma would not tell me anything about him, no matter how I begged. But what Momma didn’t know that I knew was that she had a little hiding place in the labyrinth of a closet. It was a 20x20 square foot room where my Momma kept her clothes, old costumes, and memories tucked away. When I was little and she was out on tour, I would search through her stuff, playing dress-up. Now that we were back in Florida, I had a chance to be nosy.

"Bye, Creed," I heard my father's footsteps retreating away from the door, then stop. "You too, Noah," he added. We both groaned again. We definitely weren’t finishing any sexual activities.


Creed-

The moment I stepped into Mom's closet, it felt like entering a secret chamber. It was like a room in one of those children's books where you could be swept away into a hidden world. Every corner held pieces of her journey as the famous Scarlett Rose. She never threw anything away. There were racks of leather jackets, shelves lined with custom boots that had stomped across countless stages. On the walls were framed photographs of her in the spotlight. She loved the ones of her surrounded by fans. That’s how she stayed popular for so long. Momma was famous but not too famous to party with her fans or show up at her kids' school.

Vintage band tees were folded neatly next to designer dresses. Scarves with bold African patterns hung from hooks. The air was thick with the scent of her perfume, a fruity smell she’d designed just for herself, that she’d been wearing since forever. I had walked through each inch of that room, so I knew exactly where to go. Under her old costumes was a chest. I had come across some pictures of her she wouldn’t want anyone to see there once when I was about fifteen, the last time I went in there, so I never got a chance to fully explore it.

I knelt on the soft carpet. The chest was this old wooden box, adorned with carvings that were so intricate they had to mean something. As I opened it, the hinges groaned. I started pulling everything out one by one, checking. I found the picture I was looking for at the very bottom. One of Momma and Lyfe in a field of sunflowers, looking at each other, staring so deeply into each other's eyes it couldn’t have been anything but love between them. Then there was one of them in a hotel; Momma was standing on top of the hotel bed in underwear and a t-shirt, looking like she was singing. She looked so young. I stopped at that picture, afraid I’d see something more intimate, and laid it on the floor next to me.

Under the pictures was a velvet liquor bag. Inside were cards and a letter. I carefully unfolded the letter. I began to read it aloud, "Dear Scarlett, I can't make any fucking sense of why you're willing to give him another chance after what he did. For a year you’ve been telling me how angry you are. We've just begun to uncover what's between us. It seems clear that there's something unique here, and I believed you felt it too. Let's talk this through before you decide. Meet me."

“What are you reading?” My Daddy’s voice cut off my words. I jumped and tried to hide the letter. I could tell by how wide his eyes were that he’d heard me.

“What are you doing here? I thought you were going to breakfast.” I tried to sound normal, but my heart was banging against my chest.

"Your mother asked me to pick out something nicer for Ayaan to wear..." His voice faded as if the words I had just been reading penetrated his brain. I followed his line of sight. He was looking at the pictures scattered on the floor next to me. I cursed myself for being nosy.

Suddenly he just turned and left the room, and I knew I had really messed up. I got up and left the closet, screaming for Noah. I found Daddy, Noah, and Momma in the kitchen. Daddy handed Noah the baby and asked if he could excuse him and Momma so they could speak privately. Momma looked so confused by the anger radiating from Daddy. When she looked to me for answers, all I could do was say, "I'm sorry."

“What did you do, Creed?” Noah asked as he pulled me from the kitchen.

They argued for hours, and then the front door slammed. I didn’t know what to do. Later, I saw on the news that Daddy had gone and confronted Lyfe at his hotel. Someone recorded it all. He didn’t come home that night or the next five. I felt like shit.


Noah-

"Where's Ayaan?" my father asked about my year-old daughter as soon as I walked into the green room of the late-night rock show. His mind went to putty anytime his granddaughter was mentioned. Plus, he was probably nervous. His appearance on the show later would be his first in over twenty years. Now that he'd resurrected from the dead, he was getting all kinds of calls. He used the excuse that he was mourning his parents to hold off until he was ready. It was bullshit. He had pushed his momma down the stairs without blinking and hadn’t voiced any regret. He was scared of competing in a world he'd been removed from for so long.

He answered his own question before I could. "Oh yeah, she would be sleeping. That’s what 1-year-olds do at night," he said as I eyed him. He was dressed in ripped jeans, a Kings of Leon band tee, clean-shaven. He looked as young as me.

"You walk too fast, Noah," Creed came in behind me. My father's face lit up. Wolfgang loved Creed like his own child, but that could have to do with her treating him like he was her father too. She shoved past me. I watched her ass bounce as she made her way over to him, wrapping her arms around him in a hug. She kept talking about getting rid of the baby weight, but I was enjoying it. The small tight dress she had on had my heart beating funny. She was so thick and soft all over.

"We’re here and ready to fucking rock," Troy came into the room next, yelling, slurring the words. He had been in full rockstar mode since we arrived in L.A. He and Scarlett were performing together in public for the first time since their divorce six months ago. Which was probably why he was drinking so much.

I regretted hiring Lyfe now. He had been the secret that broke their marriage. Troy asked for a divorce after Creed found the pics of Lyfe and her mother. Scarlett fought him tooth and nail not to because she knew it was pointless, but Troy had it in his head that it was the principle. Their first marriage was broken, and that meant divorce. What he didn’t expect was Scarlett to be spiteful. She was dating. And dating heavily. Movie stars, rappers, social media stars. Troy tried to get back at her by fucking younger women. Scarlett didn’t bat an eye. All this was going on, and they were still basically together. They still shared a house and bed. I think they both wanted a break from the monotony, not each other. Their new relationship was like a rollercoaster ride of emotions and drama, and I couldn't help but wonder how it would all play out in the long run.

Creed felt the divorce was her fault, but both Scarlett and Troy told her it wasn't. I told her the truth. She should have minded her own business or been sneakier. They were already walking a tightrope; she helped push them off balance.

Troy obnoxiously threw himself onto the sofa. He was wearing jeans and a band tee too, some German artist he loved. His bodyguard took a seat next to him. He and Wolfgang started talking about rehearsals. I joined Creed at the food table, ignoring the food, smoothing my hand over her soft ass. She swatted me away and whispered. “Scarlett didn’t show up for rehearsal and hasn't been home in two days. That's why Daddy’s acting like he's 25," she whispered against my arm just as the subject of our conversation entered.

Our backs were to the door, so we only knew Scarlett was there because Troy cursed, "What the fuck are you doing, Scarlett?"

I turned around in time to watch Troy snatch Scarlett from the arm of former Compton Avenue rapper 727. This guy didn’t fucking learn. A couple of years back, I had nearly put his head through the office window. He had no respect. Creed hadn’t renewed his contract, but he still prospered. He was a hit on social media, showing up at studios and challenging other rappers to rap battles. He had a few million followers. Gen Z loved stupid motherfuckers...

Clay stepped forward to separate Scarlett from Troy, but she waved him off.

"I’m doing what I want, like you. I saw your little girlfriend’s pictures on Instagram. She looked well-fucked, laid in the bed in your secret condo. Yeah, you thought I didn't know," she taunted. "What, she’s like twenty-five? Younger than your daughter."

Troy's face went red, and he dropped his head.

She nodded and said, "Exactly, leave me the fuck alone."

I wanted to knock the entertained smirk off 727's face, but I knew Scarlett would hurt his feelings more than I would hurt him physically. Scarlett has some Badu, voodoo shit going on. She made men she dealt with act crazy, and she really didn’t give a fuck about them. It would always be her and Troy. Everybody knew that but them.

The green room was filled with awkward energy. I was so glad the producer walked in and told Troy, Scarlett, and Wolfgang to get ready. Scarlett and Troy would behave on stage. They loved their career more than they loved fighting. Scarlett sauntered past 727 in a mini skirt and cut-up Lakers jersey, pausing long enough to tell him to wait for her.

We followed her, 727 tried, but I had Clay make him stay behind. We watched from behind the stage. The crowd went wild when Scarlett started singing my father's most popular song a cappella.

“Love is like a hurricane. Leaves you battered, leaves you slain. Toxic whispers in your ear. Pulls you close, then disappears.”

Then Troy hit a guitar riff that sent them to their feet.

After the song, the host approached with a microphone, ready to ask them questions about their music and their lives. Troy cracked jokes, Scarlett flashed her signature smile and did a little shimmy, and Wolfgang had to talk about why he faked his death. He didn’t look happy, but he told his story.

After the show, we all agreed we’d head back to the mini mansion in the Hills that Creed had inherited from Lil Compton to celebrate. We all made our way out of the studio, heading towards the waiting car parked outside. There were a few people waiting for autographs. Scarlett, Troy, and my father obliged. Even 727 had a few fans among them.

Before we could get into the cars, a woman came running towards us. I could hear her feet hitting the pavement.

"You killed my daughter! You devil bitch," my back was to her, but I recognized my mother's voice immediately.

I turned as she lunged towards Scarlett. A knife gleamed in her hand. For a moment, time seemed to slow. Before anyone could react, the blade entered Scarlett’s back.

In that split second, chaos erupted. Fans were running and screaming. Troy and Wolfgang moved to shield Scarlett and Creed, who was trying to help her mother. I was too stunned to move for a long moment.

The sound of a gunshot echoed through the night, sending shockwaves through the air. Creed's scream sounded muffled.

Clay, with his gun still in his hand, ran over, kicked the knife away from Tiffany’s hand.

Troy was begging Scarlett, “Please, baby don’t do this. Wake up.” My heart clenched with fear and disbelief as I dropped to the ground. I crawled the inches separating my mother and me, my hands trembling as I tried to stop the flow of blood from her chest. Clay had hit her directly in the heart. "Why would you do that?" I whispered, “You didn’t have to do that.” Tiffany was evil, but she was still my mother. I was watching her die. "Scarlett never did anything to you. Why would she stab her?"

There was no answer. I watched her life slip away. When her eyes finally fluttered closed, I knew that nothing would ever be the same again.


Noah-

I ran my fingertips over the smooth wood of the coffin that held my mother. Everything was so beautiful. Creed had arranged it when I couldn’t. I didn’t understand how she could be so strong for me when it was my mother who had stabbed hers.

It had been eight days since Tiffany's death, eight days of numb disbelief and sleepless nights. Tiffany had never really been around, but now, as I faced the reality of her permanent absence, I couldn't help but feel a profound sense of emptiness. Even if she wasn’t in my life before, I got some kind of comfort from knowing she was alive and might come around to being a better person, a better mother. Especially after what happened to Maine and after my father returned. He’d requested a meeting with her that she’d never showed up to, so he decided that was all the closure they needed.

I kept seeing her get shot, hearing the impact of the bullet entering her chest. Clay wouldn't be charged, thank goodness. He did what he was supposed to.

Scarlett was in a coma. She lost so much blood her body shut down. The doctors didn’t know when she’d wake up. Around me, the pews were empty. Where were the mourners, the friends and family who should have been here to pay their respects? Tiffany’s death had made the news, the day, time, and place of her funeral had made the news, and no one came. Had she been such a terrible person that she’d driven everyone away? Why was I even here? Maybe she was crazy like me? Was this my destiny? In the end, I’d push everyone away and have no one? Would my daughter eventually hate me? Would Creed?

My thoughts were interrupted by the sound of footsteps. I turned to see Creed, her eyes red-rimmed and swollen with tears, followed closely by Troy and Wolfgang, holding my daughter. Jason couldn't even look at me, so I wasn't surprised that he wasn't among them.

I tried to smile at Creed when she reached me. I hadn’t expected anyone to come. “We couldn’t leave you to do this alone. None of this is your fault,” she said, rising to kiss my lips. I swallowed past the large lump that had been lodged in my throat since that night as I nodded at her, then wordlessly I led them to the pews; the service would begin.

It began and ended in what felt like the same minute. Nobody stood to give kind words about Tiffany. There were no pauses in the service for people breaking down. Nobody cared that she was dead. The worst of it all was I felt her death made my life easier.

We were on the way to the burial when Creed's phone rang. She reached into her pocket and answered the call, her expression shifting from schooled to disbelief. "It's the hospital," she murmured, her voice trembling with hope. "They say Scarlett woke up." Without hesitation, we turned and rushed to the hospital. My father called the funeral home to give them instructions. We would arrive at the burial site until later. The ride was filled with tangible silence. All that could be heard was the heavy breathing caused by anxiety, each of us lost in our own thoughts. Creed's hand trembled in mine. I held it tight, my knuckles turned red; she leaned into me. Finally, we arrived, our hearts pounding in our chests as we rushed through the doors. The sterile scent of disinfectant greeted us as we made our way to the ICU, our footsteps echoing in the empty corridors. A nurse ushered us into a small consultation room, where a weary-looking doctor awaited us.

“When can I see my wife?” Troy rushed out.

"I'm afraid the situation is complicated," the tone of the doctor's voice sent my heart to my stomach. "Scarlett regained consciousness, but her injuries were severe. There's a possibility she may never walk again." Shock rippled through the room, leaving us speechless. Creed reached for me.

As I watched everybody absorb the devastating news, their faces falling, a sense of helplessness settled over me, a suffocating blanket. I couldn’t breathe. This was my fault. My mother's deeds were my sins too. I let Creed's hand fall, turned, and walked out of the room. I heard her heels clacking against the tile floor as she followed me. I picked up speed. The elevator was already open. I slid in, but she stopped it just before it closed.

She stepped in, not letting it close. “Noah, come back. I know you, and you're thinking you inherited your mother's baggage and failures, but you didn’t. What happened to Tiffany and what she did is not your burden to carry. I need you to get it together." She paused, waiting for me to say something. I couldn’t even look at her. My family had brought nothing positive to hers. I started to understand why Wolfgang had faked his death.

Creed stomped her foot like she was really tired of me, the sound echoing through the elevator, bouncing off the walls. Luckily, no one was near us.

“God damn it, Noah. It’s been over a week and you haven’t said anything, you don’t eat, don’t play with our daughter, and I know you haven’t taken your meds. You will not curl into yourself and hide,” she yelled. “If I have to, I’ll Baker Act your ass and have your meds forced down your throat.” She reached in and grabbed my chin, forcing me to look at her. “You don’t get to give up on me after everything we went through." She left me with those words, stepping out of the elevator. I wanted to tell her I wasn’t giving up. I just felt like the universe had given up on me, but I couldn't get the words out past the lump in my throat. I closed my eyes and just breathed as the doors slid closed, and all I could do was hope that tomorrow, when I woke up, life was better and there was a good chance it would be. I had a daughter and a wife who loved me. I just needed to move past the guilt. I would eventually, wouldn't I?


Noah-

Ever since my mother's passing, guilt had clenched around my voice, suffocating my every attempt to speak. Creed wanted to say it was all about my mental health, but the truth is, it felt deeper than that. Every time I tried to voice my thoughts, the guilt was there—a relentless reminder of my failure. Scarlett was depressed and couldn't walk. Jason blamed me. My father was touring, but his absence from the music scene had made him irrelevant in this generation, and he was feeling rejected. I should have left him where he was. Troy was Troy, doing everything in his power to keep his family together. He had moved back into his house with Scarlett when she left the hospital. He called every day and would talk to me like everything was normal, even when I wasn’t talking back. I appreciated his efforts. I thought it would be Creed who kept me above the surface, but she’d chosen a different path this time around—silence that matched mine.

Leaving my office, I heard Creed's voice, low and light, singing. I found myself lingering in Ayaan's bedroom doorway, watching Creed sing her to sleep. The soft glow of the nightlight painted shadows across her face, highlighting how beautiful she was. She was angry with me, and I knew all she wanted me to do was talk to her. I couldn’t. How could I tell her I regretted that my mother never met Ayaan? Maybe she would have been enough for Tiffany to change. Without thinking, I stepped closer, the floorboards creaking under my weight. Creed didn't look up, but she knew I was there. I could see the tension suddenly in her shoulders.

I opened my mouth to speak, to spill some of the feelings churning inside me, but the words dissolved before they could take shape. My throat tightened. I reached out, stretching my hand toward her, but pulled back, my fingers curling into a fist. This was the first time since I was a child that I’d felt Creed and I weren’t connected. She couldn’t help me, and I couldn’t help her. When Ayaan finally fell asleep, Creed pushed right past me without a word. I followed her to the kitchen, so close on her heels I almost tripped her. She glared at me over her shoulder. In the kitchen, I watched her grab a glass, then go into the cabinet and bring out the Grey Goose. She poured herself a drink. I watched her, my insides twisting tighter and tighter, watching her tip that glass back like I wasn’t standing right there, like I was invisible. I wanted to grab that bottle, pour it all out on the floor, scream at her to just see me, to just talk to me. But I didn’t. I just stood there, locked in my own silence, feeling her slip further and further away.

It started in my head, the scream. I was screaming, Talk to me, over and over in my head until the words spilled out.

“Talk to me!” I shouted. It felt like I was also shouting at myself.

Creed froze. Her eyes went wide, and I thought—just for a second—I thought she’d say something, anything. But then she shook her head, slow, her lips pressing tight, and I saw the tears she wouldn’t let fall, her jaw hardening as she shook her head again, a silent no.

“Creed, I'm sorry,” I whispered, and it came out cracked, barely a sound at all. “I don’t know how to fix this.”

She folded her arms under her chest and shrugged.

Something in me snapped. She was treating me like I’d purposely shut her out. I thought if anybody understood me it would be Creed. 
My voice dropped low. “Creed, if you don’t speak now, I’ll make you talk.”

She lifted her chin, her eyes flashed with anger and pain that almost broke me. And for a split second, we just stared each other down, both too stubborn to break, both too bruised to bend. The silence between us felt like it had a pulse, something alive, something dangerous.

I closed the space between us, my anger was irrational, but it was all I could feel in that moment. My hands reached out, grabbing her chin, forcing her to look at me. "Why won't you talk to me?" My hand dropped to her neck. A small whine escaped her mouth. More tears glistened in her eyes. Watching her cry was painful as much as it was beautiful. My dick started growing hard. We hadn’t had sex in weeks. “Kiss me,” I demanded. She looked indignant before turning her face away. Before I even considered what I was doing, my hand shot out.

I gripped a handful of her hair, she dropped to the ground trying to get away and dug her nails into my hand, but she didn’t utter a word or make a sound. I dragged her across the floor like a rag doll, hefting her up and bending her over the table. I splayed my hand over her back, forcing her down. She tried to swing at me, kicked backward at me. I smashed her head into the wood table, not enough to hurt, just enough so she knew I was in charge, and she couldn’t defy me. It took the fight out of her. I grinded myself against her round ass, tracing her hip with my free hand.

“Don’t want to talk. You don’t want to kiss me. I can make you do both,” I growled.

She’d already showered for bed so was only wearing a T-shirt and pantie. Her shirt had risen above the curve of her ass. I pushed her thong to the side. She whimpered in syllables that sounded vaguely consensual. I slid my straightened fingers in, then in and out of her slick core, stretching her. I let her head go and brought my hand down on her ass cheek. She whimpered softly. A scarlet handprint began to appear across the fine, smooth skin of her ass. I did it again. I wanted to bruise her. I really needed to let out my frustration.

I kept my fingers working inside of her. She was so wet already and getting wetter. She moved with me. I wanted to feel her wrapped around me. I snatched my finger out of her, replacing it with my dick. I was so angry I wanted to fuck her until she couldn’t take it. It was better than her not talking to me on purpose. I pounded into her hard enough for her knees to go weak. I felt her cumming around me, milking me. The first words she uttered to me were “pull out.” She urged, wasn't on birth control yet.

My balls drew tight at the thought of another baby.

I pushed deeper, fucked her deeper, and exploded. Maybe a new baby would be the tether I needed. Feeling her spasm and squeeze around me lets me know she wants my cum. We came together, claw at the table.

When I was done I grabbed her, made her stand and face me. I shoved my tongue into her mouth, she kissed me back on instinct, but then there was pain as she sank her teeth sank into my tongue. I let her go.

She glared at me "Fuck you, Noah." she screamed before shoving past me.

I tittered, let my words follow her out of the kitchen "I made you talk, didnt I?" I laughed harder.

I preferred Creed’s anger to her indifference. For the first time in a while I felt better.  


Creed-

I stretched toward the ceiling and shifted my position in bed while Floetry played softly in the background and rain poured down in sheets outside. I felt restless. My mind wandered to thoughts of my daughter, of Noah, and of my new pregnancy—which I hadn’t yet told Noah about. I knew I’d eventually have to go home, but I just wasn’t ready. Now that Noah was better and my daughter was safe with her grandfather, her cousin DJ, and Duke the dog in the wilds of Alaska for a while, I didn’t feel the urgency the be better than I was feeling. It was a relief not to have to think about, fix, or save everybody and everything.

After Maine’s passing, my momma getting stabbed, and Tiffany being killed, I hadn’t slowed down. The past year had been the hardest of my life, but now Momma was healing. She was walking again, albeit with a limp, and sometimes her words slurred, but you couldn’t tell her she wasn’t back to her old self. Of course, she and Daddy were back together—who hadn’t seen that coming? After Noah went silent on me, I thought we were heading in the same direction as Momma and Daddy. Separated but still acting married. But we worked it out through counseling. Once everything felt stable again, I realized I just needed a few quiet moments. I hadn’t had one since the day I was dragged to the altar. I was tired. Noah knew where I was, but I’d asked for some time to myself, just to unpack.

Getting up, I dragged my feet to the bathroom, then to the kitchen for a glass of water. My phone started ringing. I knew it was Noah—he sometimes called just to talk—but I wasn’t in the mood. Ignoring the first couple of call, I got curious when he kept trying. By the fourth ring, I gave in. Why was he being so persistent? Out of sheer curiosity, I went back to the living room, grabbed my phone from the coffee table, and picked up.

“Hello?”

“Creed, you need to come home. There's a package here for Jason,” Noah said, his voice tense, almost too calm.

I frowned, as if he could see me through the phone. “A package? Why would a package come to our house for Jason? We haven’t even seen or heard from him in almost a year. What is it?” I questioned.

“You need to see it to believe it,” he insisted.

I dragged my fingers through my hair. “Is this some ploy to get me home?” I asked, trying to keep my tone flat.

“I would love for you to be here, but I swear, I was going to give you your space. This needs your immediate attention,” he replied, and something in his tone caught my attention. My heart started to race. I quickly hung up and dressed, then drove home.

On the way, I called Tempest to cancel our plans to watch Poetic Justice together. We were just going to watch over the phone, but it was better than nothing. With her in Florida and me in Georgia, both of us with kids and husbands, we didn’t get to spend time like we used to. Neither of us could get away often, so it was disappointing. Atlanta traffic was worse than usual, giving me way too much time to think about what the package could be. By the time I got home, my nerves were shot. I barely put the car in park before jumping out.

When I stepped into my home for the first time in weeks, the sight in front of me brought everything to a standstill. Noah was cradling a baby, a tiny baby that wasn’t mine. Why was he holding a three year old? My mind immediately jumped to the worst conclusion—that my husband, like my father had brought home a baby for me to raise, and if that was true, I’d kill him dead.

Noah must have read my mind because he shook his head. “She’s not mine.” He walked over and handed me an envelope. I opened it and read:

"Creed, I'm sorry to do this to you, but Jason won’t listen and isn’t fit. Even after a DNA test he’s been denying her. I can’t keep her. Akane, your niece, should be with family even if it isn’t her father. Love, Ana."

A memory flashed in my mind—Jason telling me he may have gotten Ana pregnant on my wedding day. I hadn’t thought about it much after he said she wasn’t his.. “Let me see her,” I said, holding out my arms for Noah to place her in them.

I stared down at the little face. She was a soft shade of brown with peach undertones. I examined her face, searching for family features. I found none. Family didn’t all the time look a like though.

She was heavy. I laid her on the sofa, , she didn’t stir a bit. We were a family of heavy sleepers. I pulled my phone from my pocket and called Jason. He answered on the first ring, which surprised me. After he’d skipped out on rehab, nobody could get a hold of him.

I kept my voice down. “Hello,” I gritted out through clenched teeth. “Ana left your daughter on my doorstep in Atlanta.”

He just sighed. “I told her to take her to Mommy.”

My breath caught in my throat. “What the fuck do you mean you told her to take her to Mommy? She can barely walk. How is she going to take care of a toddler? Do they even know you have a child?” Jason was so selfish and dense, he never thought of anybody but himself these days.

“No, and you act as if Daddy’s not there to help her. I’m not ready to be a father,” he spewed.

I hung up the phone after he said that stupid shit. "Stupid ass," I muttered, shaking my head.

Noah had been close enough to hear everything. When I looked at him, he caught my gaze. “We can move back to Florida. You can run Compton Ave from anywhere. We’ll buy a place close to your parents. It’s going to be difficult with you being pregnant, but we’ll be okay adding her.”

I slipped my lip from between my teeth, trying to process everything.

"Just like that? We raise my brother's child while we traipse around the world?" I don’t know how Jason had gone from arranging our parents tour to reverting back to a teen. He couldn’t blame it on Maines death, he’d been going down heel before then.

Noah nodded. "Just like that. I knew you were keeping her by the end of you reading that letter. You’re looking at her like she came directly from you," he said with a shrug. "We’re already a patchwork family—might as well add another layer. He shrugged,

My father’s going to be thrilled. He’d rather play grandpa than his guitar."

And just like that, he answered all the questions running through my head and eased all my worries. But I had one question of my own. “How did you know I was pregnant?”

He chuckled. “I didn’t, but I suspected. You just confirmed it.” Picking up a pink rolling suitcase, he turned with a sly grin on his face. "Let me go fix Akane something to eat before she wakes up in case," he said before disappearing into the kitchen.

I looked down at my niece and sighed. She was going to have to be strong to survive in this family. Her eyes popped open as if she could read my thoughts and had worried herself awake. She stared back at me, and I could see the strength in her nearly pitch-black eyes. I was almost positive she’d be okay.


Epilogue

Noah-

Dr. Avery looked around the room, a slight smile on her face as she took us all in. "It's good to see everyone here together. It’s odd since you all are usually behind my screen," she said, chuckling. We had all gotten busy and hadn’t had sessions for about a year. Troy suggested we start again since we were all in the same place for once.

Dr. Avery adjusted her glasses and turned to me first. "Noah, how are you doing? How has this past year been for you?"

I shrugged, leaning back in my chair. "I'm fine," I said, feeling Creed’s eyes on me. "For once, I feel… steady." It was the simplest way to say it, and I meant it. After everything we'd been through, it felt like we’d finally found some stability—even if it was barely hanging by a thread. I still found myself thinking about Maine and my mother sometimes and feeling overwhelmed with grief, but those days were becoming less and less frequent.

Dr. Avery smiled, nodding, before turning her attention to Scarlett. "And you, Scarlett? How are things with you and Troy?"

Scarlett glanced over at Troy, her hand finding his and giving it a squeeze. "He gets on my nerves, but we’re doing okay," she said with a small smirk. "We’re communicating better, finally. And… well, we’re getting married again."

Dr. Avery raised her eyebrows. "Congratulations. It sounds like you’ve both made some progress."

Troy chuckled, his usual grin lighting up his face. "We’ve learned a thing or two," he said. "Mostly that we drive each other crazy, but hey, that’s what keeps it interesting."

Jason laughed, and Creed rolled her eyes.

Dr. Avery looked over at Jason, who was sitting with his hands folded in his lap, looking as if he was hoping she'd notice him. "Jason, how does it feel to be a dad?" she asked.

Before he could answer, Creed chimed in. "He wouldn’t really know, since Akane lives with us, but… he’s trying, I guess."

Jason’s face morphed into a scowl. "Hey, I’m doing the best I can.”

Scarlett jumped in. "Don’t do him like that, Creed. He’s come a long way."

Creed sighed, crossing her arms, but she didn’t argue back.

Jason had made strides since his second go at rehab, even if he still had a lot to figure out. At least he was showing up, and that was more than we could’ve said a year ago.

Dr. Avery made a note. I knew she was writing that we had barely improved.

"It sounds like everyone’s finding their own way, even if it’s a bit unconventional."

The therapist cleared her throat, drawing our attention back to her. "And where are the kids today?"

"In the waiting room with the babysitter," I said. "DJ, Akane, and Ayaan. Devon finally allowed DJ to spend the summer with us. Rave is at home with my father—she’s almost one, and she’s a screamer." I laughed, and so did everyone else. My father had become a huge help in being the stable one, the reliable one. His career never picked back up but if I was honest… I think that was a good thing. He couldn’t handle it the first time. I doubted he would be able to now. But I would never say that aloud.

Dr. Avery let the laughter settle before speaking again. "I think we should end on a positive note. It’s clear that you all care about each other deeply, even when it’s complicated. That’s what family is, after all. Maybe you will all find time to start regular visits again."

We all nodded, but I doubted any of us would actually follow through.

As we filed out of her office, heading towards the waiting room to collect the kids, I felt Creed slip her hand into mine. I looked down at her, and she gave me a small smile. “I love you,” she whispered, and as we walked out of that office, back into the chaos of our lives, I knew we’d be okay because as long as Creed loved me, I felt like a fucking superhero.
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