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Leon Thomas - Breaking Point

Coco Jones- "Just My Luck"

Drake - Yebba’s Heartbreak

Kiiara – Gold

Beyoncé –Jealous

Jazmine Sullivan – Dumb


Y'all remember that song 'Where I Wanna Be'? Well, this piece was inspired by that. I always thought it was asinine that anyone would break up with someone they loved just to experience other people, so I wrote this as the antithesis of that. I got a lot of these on my hard drive. Where I wrote whole stories about a song. You read “Over Him” yet? That was inspired by 6lack and jessie Reyez.

See y'all in a few days for my next release, 'The Stepbrother', from my Vella. I know that's what some of you are eagerly waiting for anyway. My website is AuthorShantelDavis.net. You know where to find me on Facebook. I'm out.


Ivy

"What did you say?" I stilled the knife in my hand before the words were out of his mouth for good. The vegetables I'd been cutting were quickly forgotten. My husband obviously needed my attention and I needed to make sure I hadn't heard him wrong. I slid my gaze from the cutting board up to his face. The look of guilt I found there caused my heart to beat in the back of my throat. I opened my mouth to ask him to repeat himself again, but he spoke before I could.

“I said... I need some space. I think... I think it's best if I move out. I am moving out, Ivy.” The words flew from his mouth in a rush as he lingered against our pantry door, watching me for a reaction.

My heart picked up even more speed at the confirmation. He was leaving me?  Dumbstruck, I stood there, swearing I was having an out-of-body experience. It felt like it lasted hours, but I came back to myself maybe ten seconds later. Before I could force my brain to even begin to form a response, Demetrius walked over to where I stood, taking my hand in his.

"Let me explain before you say anything and you'll understand why I need to do this." I nodded for him to continue. Or at least I think I did. I wanted an explanation as to why my outwardly, picture-perfect life was suddenly in flames.

“I can’t live this life anymore with you. We’ve been together for eight years now, Ivy."

Ten. We were six months away from our ten-year anniversary. We’d been married eight. But I only thought to correct him. It didn’t matter.

"When I met you, I was trying to keep my head in my books so that I could graduate and provide a better life for my mom and sister. I didn’t party or pledge or go out. Even when I met you, I wasn't thinking long term, but you made me love you and I always will love you Ivy. But that doesn’t take away from the fact that I haven’t experienced life outside of this relationship. Now that I’ve done everything else I set out to do..." He paused, closing his eyes as if trying to get his thoughts together. I, on the other hand, couldn’t formulate a single word if my life depended on it. I was dying inside, terrified of the thought of being alone. Anxiety skated over my skin like thousands of ants. 

"Now I want to live. I want the type of freedom Xavier has." He said, mentioning his childhood best friend, my friend from college.

He wanted freedom. He could have his freedom. I would never make it my business to keep a man who didn’t want to be kept. But what about me? I wanted things too, things he refused to give me, like a baby. He kept telling me to wait. Now I understood why. I could feel all the anger and resentment I’d been holding back out of respect for our marriage building in my chest. I knew if I opened my mouth, I would hurt his heart with all the truth I’d held back so many times.

If I really wanted to be a bitch, I'd laugh in his face and tell him how stupid he was for coveting the life of a man who didn’t even want his own life. He was jealous of Xavier? Xavier wanted what he had. If he’d paid attention to someone other than himself for a change he’d know that. He was selfish like that though. Always considering his feelings over others.

"I’m trying to be a man about this. I just need a moment to recollect my thoughts and reassess my feelings about what marriage means to me so I can be a better husband. I’m being honest with you because that’s how much I love you." Our eyes met; his were begging me for understanding. He wouldn’t find it with me.

I blinked hard, forcing myself out of my stupor. He was trying to manipulate me, saying everything but leaving something out. “Who is she? Don’t lie and don’t bullshit me,” I demanded. My question hung in the air between us; whatever he said would determine our fate. I found myself gripping the edge of the kitchen counter, waiting with bated breath for the answer.

His eyes darted around the room guiltily, then dropped to his expensive shoes before answering, “I met someone at work and I want to see where it could go.”

And there it was.

The past few months flashed in my head. I knew something was off when he started coming home late, whispering into his phone, and lying about where he had been. Intimacy had disappeared, sex was nonexistent. I wanted to kick my own self in the ass for not speaking up when I first noticed him acting differently. I knew something had changed. Everything about us had started feeling even more forced than usual. No matter what I did, I couldn’t seem to make him be himself around me anymore, and I had dismissed it, brushed it off, and blamed it on long work hours and stress, because that's what I did. I made excuses for why everything didn’t feel right our entire marriage.

"Are you fucking this woman?" I asked in a voice that sounded a lot calmer than I felt.

He shook his head. “No, I wouldn't do that, but there is sexual tension, and I enjoy her company. Somewhere along the line, feelings got involved. She makes me feel wanted." He said this looking me straight in the eyes and I thought maybe he hadn’t fucked her, but somehow that made the situation worse. That meant he was having an emotional relationship with her.

I found myself looking around and taking inventory of all we had built together. We were standing in a commercial-grade kitchen, with a subzero fridge and stainless-steel appliances. Real granite covered the countertops, porcelain tile covered the floor. All in a five-bedroom, six-bathroom house. We’d worked so hard for all this material shit and in the grand scheme of things it didn’t matter. Not when he was leaving. Ten years of my life up in smoke because some bitch made him feel wanted.

“Okay.” Lightly balling my fist at my side I tried to reign in my anger. I wanted to hit him so bad. Restraining myself built a rage in my chest that felt like heartburn.

“After everything I said to you, the thing you have to say is 'okay'?"




Removing my glasses, I rubbed the palm of my hand over my tired eyes. I’d spent twelve hours staging the last two properties I owned, hoping they’d sell quickly and I could move on from the real estate venture I’d started right after we’d gotten married, to help him fund the accounting firm he wanted to open. Which he had successfully done after a second attempt. Now I wanted to talk about the kids he promised me. To think I’d rushed home from a long day to cook him his favorite dinner so we could discuss it, just to have him tell me he was leaving. Life was funny in a fucked-up way.

The sound of my hand slamming against the cutting board startled even me. “What the fuck am I supposed to say to you, Demetrius? You’re telling me you’re leaving. Go! Did you expect me to beg you to stay? Fuck you. I’ll never get in the habit of begging a man to be with me."

In between a short pause, I watched his face go from regretful and sad to annoyed.

"Is all that really called for, Ivy? I hate when you lower yourself to using ghetto vernacular, acting uncouth and raising your voice. You’re from a good home. Your parents didn’t teach you to talk to people or handle your problems this way,” he reprimanded me.

It took everything inside me not to roll my eyes. Demetrius resented me for coming from a good home because he didn't. He’d been raised in the backwoods of Tennessee by a single mother, barely surviving. As soon as he made it out, he forgot where he came from, or lied about it. When I first met him, he told me he was the son of a lawyer from Atlanta. It wouldn’t be until months later that I found out the truth. My lips slightly parted in preparation to remind him of his place, but then I thought better of it. I was not about to let him taunt me into a fight that had nothing to do with the subject at hand.

I let out a light insincere chuckle but remained quiet otherwise.

Seeing that he didn’t rile me, he stood and started pacing back and forth, changing his tone. "I'm not planning on leaving you forever. I just need some time and space to experience something new without the guilt of hurting you on my conscience. I’ve been thinking about this for a while, but I stayed longer than I wanted to because I loved you. I just need you to wait for me to get this out of my system so we can start a family.”

Just like that my mood shifted from rage to sheer amusement. I could not believe the bullshit he was trying to sell me and with a straight face. ten years of my life gone and he tells me he wants a break to go fuck other women without guilt? And he thought I’d wait for him? He was real fucking audacious if nothing else.

I realized at that very moment that the man I’ve been with for the past ten years didn’t know me. If he did, he’d have known the minute he came to me with this mess, we were done. I wanted to cry so badly, but I wasn't giving him the satisfaction of seeing it. If he was going to leave, he was going without my tears.

Taking a deep breath, I managed to find some semblance of calm. Enough to keep me from crying and my voice from shaking. “Go live the life you want, Demetrius.” I really do want you to be happy and fulfilled. But don't worry about coming back. All I need for you to do is send me a check for your half of the mortgage every month until I sell this place." I was already plotting out my new life in my mind.

"Sell my house for what?" He had the nerve to ask.

His house? The one my dad had put the down payment on, with the mortgage I paid for all by my lonesome for the first three years of our marriage.

I decided I needed to walk away before I said something disrespectful. I tried to leave. I took one step in the direction of the exit before my entire body swayed, my knees turning to spaghetti. Gripping the countertop, I closed my eyes and steadied myself. The realization that I had fucked up a chance at a happy life hit me like a ton of bricks.

Pain rattled in my chest. I hadn’t expected this type of betrayal from Demetrius. I didn’t deserve it, not after I’d folded myself inward, so I could be more palatable for him. I’d given up so much for him. But then I really couldn’t blame him either. I’d chose him, hurting myself because I wanted to live up to some stupid ideals I set before I knew settling could make you miserable, long before I should have been making adult decisions.

I couldn’t breathe.

"Are you okay?" His fingers, large and warm, wrapped around my wrist in a familiar but now unwanted touch.

No, I wasn’t okay. I opened my eyes and dropped them to his hand. "Are you seriously touching me?" Each word I spoke was dosed with venom I didn’t bother to hide.

His eyebrows knitted together in irritation. "Damn. I can’t touch you now?" He asked, his tone laced with victimhood. He was leaving me, but he was the victim?

I snatched away from him.

He took a step back.

Our eyes met. We stared at each other, something arced between us. We communicated without saying a word. We both knew there would be no going back for us. Thunder cracking the air broke our stare off. The sounds of rain pounding against the windows momentarily distracted me away from the beginning of our end, until Demetrius spoke up, pulling me back into reality.

"It doesn't have to be this complicated, Ivy. I'm not saying that I don’t want this, our marriage. I just need a break, a chance to live. I'm just asking you to give me that. After, I want you to be my wife. I want you to have my children and spend the rest of my life with you, but right now… I need something different." He stared at me with those hazel eyes of his, begging for sympathy, pleading for me to understand. Trying to convince me to put my life on hold while he went out and got some new experiences.

I couldn’t even bring myself to respond immediately, then my petty reflex kicked in. I wanted him to leave but I didn’t want to make his exit too easy for him.

Clapping my hands, I took the steps needed to close the space between us and get right up in his face, so close I could smell the fruity, floral perfume on his clothes. I had smelled it before, but since he worked with so many women, I hadn’t thought anything of it. Now I knew it was the smell of her.

A Jared Leto Joker smile curved my wide mouth. "Wow, babe, you want to have all that with me, I feel so honored." My smile grew wider as my tone thinned. "I assume that is what your little speech was for, to make me think I’ll be winning some kind of prize when you decide to come back to me?" I asked, while fighting off the urge to karate chop him in his fucking trachea.

He was supposed to be my Black knight, my forever, even if I had to fake my way to happily ever after.

He huffed an exaggerated breath, as if my anger was irrational.

"Are the theatrics needed, Ivy?”

"Fuck off!” The funny part of this situation…I wasn't even sad about him leaving, or even mad at him for leaving. I was just angry at myself for wasting so many years with him.

I waved him off. "There wasn’t a need for your little speech either. I told your ass to go. You probably thought this whole conversation would turn out differently, didn’t you? You wanted tears? You wanted me to beg? You want to go? Do it. You want to fuck different bitches every night? Do it. But just know you’re stupid. Thirty-two years old, going backwards in life because you envy your friend? You don't think Xavier wants what you’ve got? He wants every-" I cut myself off. I was not about to conjure up any old demons just to spite Demetrius.

Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes. When I opened them, I took a moment to take in my husband. The man I settled for. Over six feet tall, weighing two hundred and thirty pounds, Demetrius had cover model good looks, with his hazel, brown eyes, square jawline, and flawless brown skin. At one point in time, I had felt lucky to have him but I knew getting over losing him would be easy.

I took a step back, putting distance between us.

"I want a divorce, Demetrius." The weight of my words felt heavy on my shoulders, but I meant them.

He blinked at me, seemingly unable to comprehend what I had just said at first, or as if he couldn’t believe I would say those words to him.

"No." His chest swelled. "I didn’t get married to end up divorced, Ivy."

"And I didn’t get married to end up with a husband who wants a side piece." Our words clashed heavy in the air between the two of us.

He shook his head.

"We’re not getting a divorce."

"You might as well have signed the divorce papers the moment you came to me with this bullshit." I spat.

He stared at me for a second, then shrugged. 




"Okay, Ivy. If that's how you want it, but remember, a divorce was your idea."




If I wasn’t unraveling, I would have paid more attention to the look in his eyes… to the sharpness of his words, to his tone, but at the moment all I could think about was being out of his presence. I turned and rushed out of the kitchen.


     Ivy

After Demetrius left, I couldn't sleep. The room was too quiet, and the world outside the window was dark, mirroring my feelings. I was stuck in that place where your mind replayed clips of the moments in your life when you made decisions you live to regret, the moments that brought you to the bad or sad places in life.

One moment I was listening he soft hum of the air conditioner, the only sound that broke the silence. Then, suddenly, the room transformed, and I was back in the past.

"Stop staring at me like that, Lumberjack," I slurred and tried to relax my face. My cheeks hurt from smiling so much, but I couldn't stop. I was vodka drunk and happy, and all I wanted was to go to sleep and wake up and get married and start my life as a wife.

I reached for Xavier. "Come lay down; I'm sleepy and cold; I need your body heat."

He stayed put, his gaze fixed upon me as he leaned against the door of the hotel bathroom. His head shook slightly, and then, in a barely audible voice, he uttered the last words I wanted to hear, ‘I'm in love with you. I am profoundly, irrevocably, truly in love with you.”

Closing my eyes, I shifted in the bed, taking the comforter and pulling it over my head, using it like a cloak of protection, hiding. Xavier was not going to choose the night before I got married to reveal his feelings for me.

"It’s time for you to go, Lumberjack," I whispered from under the covers. I kind of knew he was going to do or say something to put me on an emotional rollercoaster, and that’s why I had been avoiding him all night. Demetrius was the one who called him down to the bar to get me because I was drinking a little too much, and he wanted to keep partying with his friends.

When I didn't hear Xavier leaving, I peeked from under the covers; he was standing at the edge of the bed now. How in the hell did he look like a high-end fashion model in just a  simple white t-shirt, his tattoos peeking under the collar and basketball shorts? He had no right to be this fucking fine. I shook my head, covered it again, closed my eyes, and said a little prayer. 'Lord, please help me resist temptation when all temptation wants is me.' I wanted to scream.

The bed dipped. I felt him climb in with me; he pulled the covers back, wrapped his arm around my waist, pulling me into him. We lay face to face, so close that not even the wind had a chance at getting between us. The warmth of his body felt comforting and enticing. I should have pushed him away.

"Look at me, Ivy," he enticed.

I kept my eyes closed, shook my head adamantly, covering my ears. "Xavier, please, not now," I mumbled, feeling all twenty-seven human emotions at one time, guilt being the main one. I knew how he felt about me, but I had never expected him to say those words the night before my wedding.

"Listen," he whispered, his breath warm against my face. "I know my timing is far from right—"

I interrupted. "It’ll never be the right time to say this, not now, maybe in the past."

Unfazed by my words, he went on as if I hadn't said anything.

"I can't let you marry Demetrius without you knowing how I truly feel, especially when you’re marrying for all the wrong reasons. You and Demetrius aren’t going to work. You deserve to be with someone who loves you unconditionally and knows you inside and out."

He sounded so determined to convince me, but I wasn’t budging. My heart ached for him. Hell, it ached for me. If not for the alcohol numbing me, I’d probably be a fucking mess.

Without warning, his fingers were around my neck, restricting my breathing. "Look at me, Ivy."

Startled, I gasped for air, and my pussy dampened as my body instinctively reacted to the sudden aggression. I let out a shaky breath and opened my eyes to meet his intense gaze.

His fingers flexed, loosening his grip, but they didn’t leave my neck.

He held my gaze, his own eyes full of a mix of longing, desperation, and desire.

"Don’t do this to me, Ivy. Don't do this to us."

"He’s your best friend, Xavier."

"Fuck him, you’re my heart," he spat.

As much as I tried to remain detached, his words brought forth a slew of thoughts. I had so much I wanted to say, things that should have been said in the past. before he left me. I tucked my lips in my mouth to keep any from slipping out and making things worse.

"Please, Ivy," he coaxed.

I shook my head again, tugging my hair.  I stood at a crossroads, caught between choosing between my heart and brain.

Suddenly, in an unexpected move, his large hands gently parted my thick thighs.

I wrapped my fingers around his wrist, holding it still. "What are you doing?"

"Getting your attention. Nothing else seems to." He snatched his hand from my grip; it disappeared under my skirt, then between my thighs. His leg slid between mine, forcing mine to spread.

His fingers traced the outline of my silk panties before sliding them to the side. With his thumb, he circled my clit.

The sensation was electric. I arched my back, letting out a low hiss of pleasure as he slid two fingers inside of me. He pumped them steadily in and out. Moaning, my eyes fell shut and my limbs tingled.

"See how good I can make you feel, Ivy. Just say yes, and I’ll love you with my all forever." His lips moved against mine, but he didn't kiss me. I wanted him to. 

His finger sped up, moving in and out of me. 

I gasped, all the blood rushing to my head. This type of pleasure was dangerous. I wanted to tell him to stop, but words eluded me, and were steadily slipping through the cracks of my mind like grains of sand, leaving me at a loss for even coherent thoughts.

My hips rose to meet his thrust.

"See how just my touching you makes you feel alive. Don’t you want that forever?" He licked his wet lips.

"God, yes. Keep going." My body trembled, and goosebumps broke out all over my flesh.

"Then let me have you."

I grabbed his shoulder, digging my fingers in, needing something solid to hold onto. Panting, short of breath, and light-headed, I gushed, drowning his fingers in my cream.

"Xavier..." I whispered, my voice trembling.

"Yes, baby?" His voice was rough with desire.

I couldn't resist any longer. I needed to feel him in me. Grabbing his shirt, I guided him on top of me while my other hand slipped inside his pants, wrapping around his dick. It was so hard and hot. In that moment, I wanted him so badly that nothing else mattered. Fuck Demtrius. fuck my wedding.

Lifting my right leg, he pressed it back towards my head, while my left leg sprawled across the bed. I guided his dick to my pussy. He began to push himself inside of me, stretching me. Then suddenly bang, bang, bang, the hotel door shook. My heart raced in panic. In the heat of the moment, we had completely forgotten about Demetrius coming back.

With all the force I could muster, I pressed my hands against his chest and pushed upward. Xavier didn’t budge; he stared down at me hard. " How much are you willing to risk right now, Ivy? this is it,” his eyes locked onto mine. "Time to decide. We tell him now, or I'll move on after tonight." I could see the pain in his eyes.

But I had already made promises to Demetrius. Either way, somebody got hurt.

"Please, don't make me do this to him," I pleaded, feeling torn to pieces.

"What about me, Ivy? You’re willing to hurt me?"

"Please, Xavier, I promised."

"Well, I guess it's fuck Xavier then, huh?" With a sneer, Xavier relented, hurt and anger flickering in his eyes as he pulled away from me. Standing, he ran his hand over his head, stressed, then he swung out his arm in frustration, knocking the lamp off the nightstand. The sound of shattering glass resonated through the room as the fragments scattered across the floor.

"I'm sorry," I called behind him. Instead of going after him like I should have. Scrambling out of bed and rushing to the bathroom. I heard the hotel room door open. I needed to wash his smell off of me. My blouse and skirt were left on the bathroom floor. I jumped in the shower. The cold water startled me. I grabbed my washcloth and started scrubbing my skin, continuing until it was raw. I fought back against the tears that wanted to come until they refused to be held. As the water cascaded over me, washing them away, I had slid to the floor and sobbed, knowing that I had made the worst decision of my life by pushing Xavier away.

The memory of that night was so vivid that I could almost feel the cold water running down my back as I was pulled back into reality. Opening my eyes, the room was just as I left it, quiet and dark, but the void from the past had followed me, leaving me to feel emptier than I had ever before. Fuck. I wished I had made wiser decisions.


Ivy

My heart lurched in my chest as the sound of the judge's gavel signaled the end of my divorce and the beginning of my financial hardships.

"Nothing, I got nothing? Not even the house I paid half the mortgage. How could that be when I'd paid all the bills for three years while Demetrius built his accounting firm and showed proof? I had invested so much in this man, believing in him, and now I found myself left with nothing but a bitter taste in my mouth. Paid in dust. Paid in fucking dust.

For an entire year, Demetrius dragged out our divorce. We'd been through a legal separation and then six months of counseling. Most everything had continued as it had been when we were happily married, except he'd moved out and started fucking with Devynn with a Y and two N’s in her name. When I say he started fucking her, I mean, he started the same night he told me he was leaving. How do I know? After listening to him pack, I followed him to her house.

I had initially assumed that Demetrius contesting the divorce was merely a ploy to enjoy the best of both worlds. He would fuck Devynn and whoever else came along. Then, when he’d had his fill, he thought he’d come back to me, and we'd restart our mediocre marriage from where it had stopped, despite the fact that our marriage had grown stagnant long before he left.

So stagnant that in those first few days after he was gone, I realized how much it didn't really matter to me whether he was there or not. We had changed so much, at least I had. My views on love and marriage had evolved.

When the judge granted him the legal separation he asked for instead of an outright divorce, I went through the motions, just waiting for it all to be over. Demetrius seemed as if he was genuinely trying to make counseling work, but I wasn’t invested.

It wasn't until I was told he was broke that I realized he had set me up. He used the year we were supposed to be reconciling to hide and transfer money and assets, and on the three hundredth day of our legal separation, he filed for bankruptcy. By the time I hired a forensic accountant, it was too late. Not even the best lawyers could save me from the mess Demetrius had created.

I was ruined. I had a little over $100,000 in my personal bank account, and more than fifty percent of that was owed to my parents for investing some of their retirement money into my recent house flips. I couldn't not pay them back. My mother had medical bills that needed to be paid after surviving breast cancer. That left me with a few thousand dollars. The carrying costs and renovations for the two new properties I'd recently bought, plus my own personal expenses, would eat through  that before I could sell them for a profit.

"Ivy."

My name being called brought me out of my stupor. I turned to find my lawyer watching me.

"Are you alright?" she asked.

"Yes," I answered, lying. My teeth hurt so bad from biting down, but I couldn’t relax my jaw.

Kim continued to talk, "I’ll hire another forensic accountant to find the money myself. This is not over, Ivy."

I barely heard anything she said. My eyes were stuck on Demetrius, who was celebrating his victory with his lawyer.

Smug bastard. 

Seething, I tried to calm myself, but it didn’t work. My chest thumped like it was going to explode.

This mother fuck here. He claimed he was broke, even though his new fiancée sat in the courtroom with a ring worth six figures. Just looking at him caused my blood pressure to spike. Before I could stop myself, my cell phone was sailing across the courtroom. My aim was true. I hit him right in the mouth. His lip was leaking before the phone hit the ground.

For a second, everybody went silent. Or maybe it was the pressure building in my head and ears that drowned out all the sound.

Pushing up from my seat, I shoved past my lawyer and was in Demetrius' face before anybody could react.

"You limp-dick, motherfucker!" I raised my trembling hand to swing.

 I wanted blood.

My head was abruptly yanked backward, the unexpected tug on my hair preventing me from reaching my goal. I spun around, wrenching my hair free, wincing as strands were pulled loose from my scalp. I found myself face-to-face with the new fiancée. She was shrieking like a dying cat, her words indistinguishable.

 I had never been the type to hold a grudge against the other woman. I hadn't married Devynn with a Y and two n’s; she owed me nothing. I had never intended to confront her, but since she'd laid her hands on me, she could catch these hands too. Such a pretty girl. Shame, I was about to fuck her face up.




Her light brown eyes widened when I reached for her. Just before she was in my grasp, I was lifted off my feet from the back. 

I knew it was Xavier holding me. He was the only person in the room big enough to pick up my five-foot-seven, two-hundred-twenty-pound frame without any struggle. I had seen him enter the courtroom right after the judge came in but had hoped he would spare me the embarrassment and leave before I did. The smell of him took a bit of the fight out of me. I’d known him for nearly fifteen years and he always had the same scent. Cool and crisp. He’d gone from Cool Water to Chez Bond to Creed, upgrading the quality as the amount of money in his bank account changed. And it had changed a lot. 

He'd gone from a poor, backwoods Southern boy at an HBCU on a scholarship, to corporate America where he owned his own sports agency.

“Let me fucking go,” I kicked out.

Xavier ignored me, wrapping his arm around me tighter.




My heart was beating fast as hell in my chest. He wasn’t supposed to be there.

"You should have been civil and things could have been different," Demetrius taunted. What he meant was I should have played the good wife while he fucked half the city.

“Fuck you, Imma get somebody to whoop yo ass.” I barked back just before the courtroom doors closed.

Xavier carried me a few feet into a random room, kicking open the doors. He plopped me on top of a conference room table. My skirt rode up my thighs, pooling around my hips.

I closed my eyes, forcing myself not to look at him. I didn’t want to see the "I told you so" in his eyes.

I could feel him watching me. I felt embarrassed and stupid. I wanted to cry.

He boldly stepped in between my spread legs.

Reaching between us, I shoved at his chest and tried to get to my feet, but the lumberjack —- the nickname I'd given him the first time we spoke —barely moved. I shoved him again, then again.

“Ivy, stop.” His demand rolled off his tongue with so much authority, I almost obeyed. I wanted to obey.

I shoved him again.

He abruptly grabbed my wrists and pinned them behind my back, using just one of his huge hands to easily restrain me.

I reared up against his hold.

His hot, minty breath brushed my ear as he spoke. “Keep doing that and I'll give you something to buck against, darling."

I went still.

“Good girl,” he taunted with a dark chuckle, and I knew what game he was playing. He only called me "good girl" when he was taking a dig at my marriage, because he claimed that, like a good little girl, I had married who my father would approve of instead of who I wanted to. He was half right. Which pissed me off.

That combined with the pressure of the day untangled in my chest, and I exploded. The shriek that came from out of my mouth was so piercing it hurt my own ears, so I knew it had to hurt his.

He was making one of the worst days of my life even worse. I hadn’t seen him in person in two years. He was supposed to be on the other side of the country, living his best life with some blonde. Not here, in Florida, watching everything I’d worked for being snatched away from me.

Gripping my chin, he applied pressure, saying nothing, but I knew he wanted me to look at him. My eyes fluttered open. The full-on sight of him trapped a breath in my throat. With velvet blue eyes, strong symmetrical features, a square jawline, and full sensual lips that looked too promise sinful pleasures., I couldn’t deny the fact that Xavier was one of the most attractive men I’d ever shared space with, disgustingly so, and he’d only gotten better with time. He looked expensive. Something indescribable flared under my skin. I ignored it.

His thumb slid over the sensitive skin just below my chin. “I said calm down.” The words were said gently, but in his eyes was a the same demand from earlier. He added pressure to my wrists, letting me know he was —in fact — ordering me to calm down and he wouldn’t let me go until I did.

I nodded.

He let my wrists go and stepped back, giving me much needed space to breathe.

I watched as he peeled off his black peacoat, revealing a black sweater clinging to his expansive torso, paired with matching jeans. He gestured for me to lean forward and wrapped his jacket around me. Despite not being a small woman, the coat engulfed my frame.

 Standing at six-foot-six and weighing close to three hundred pounds, this former collegiate football lineman was anything but small. He rubbed his hands up and down my arms a few times, warming me up, before reaching up and gently combing my hair behind my ear with the tender care of a man who wasn't my ex-husband's best friend.

"Do you feel better now?" he asked, his gaze lingered on my mouth. My pulse stuttered as I shifted uncomfortably, feeling heat gather between my legs. I tried to answer him, but words wouldn't come. His proximity left me voiceless. I nodded again. I was being ridiculous, this was just Xavier. But unleashed from the shackles of my marriage, he was dangerous. 

He remained silent, but I could tell from the serious expression on his face that he was about to say something significant.

Taking a deep breath, I braced myself for the inevitable "I told you so," for animosity, bitterness, and the chance of him rubbing my failed marriage in my face. But none of it came.

He reclaimed his space between my legs, leaned down, and rested his forehead against mine. An old familiar ache that I was forced to ignore for far too many years caused my heart to contract.

"Why are you back?" The question slipped from my lips even though I knew the answer. He'd promised he wouldn't return to Florida until... my situation changed.

Was he back for me? I needed to hear him say it.

"I have some unfinished business here," he replied. However, in my head, I heard, "I'm here for you."

I changed the subject.

"Don't you think you're a little too close, Lumberjack?"

My palms pressed against his chest as I attempted to put some much-needed distance between us.

"No." His thick lips curved into a smirk. "No, I'm right where I should be." His hand found its way to my throat, holding me in place, while his thumb traced my jawline. He knew I liked that rough shift. 

I moaned softly at his agressiveness and relaxed into his grip. I wanted him to squeeze harder. The anticipation of him doing so caused a pool of slickness to settle in my panties.

All my pent-up energy and anger turned into liquid lust.

I wanted to touch myself.

I wanted him to touch me.

To fuck me hard until I forgot I was hurting.

To rock into me slow enough to make me feel loved.

But I’d settled for a simple kiss.

As if reading my last thought, he lowered his lips towards mine. I held my breath, fearing he might stop.

His kiss was gentle at first, just a peck on the lips, before his tongue found its way into my mouth, intensifying the experience until I felt dizzy, and my mind fell silent, like the moment after a lightning strike. Every part of me tingled, from my toes to the tips of my fingers.

The gentle tug of his teeth on my bottom lip had me widening my legs and pulling him closer. I returned his kiss, angling my head to deepen it. I had waited years to feel his mouth on me and lost myself in the sensation until breathing became a struggle. I had to pull away sooner than I wanted.

My breasts heaved as I took deep breaths.

He licked his heart-shaped lips as if savoring the taste of me, then rested his forehead back against mine.

My heart pounded so hard against my chest I feared he would feel it.

"I've been waiting so long to do that," he murmured, running the tip of his nose down the side of my cheek, "too long."

I said nothing in return. It wasn't the right time to confess my feelings, not on the day I ended my marriage to another man — not just any man, but his best friend.

For fifteen years, even before I met Demetrius, even while I was married to him, Xavier and I had danced around a "will we, won't we" situation. The attraction had always been seismic, and although he'd slept in my bed and explored me intimately, we'd never kissed, actually fucked or made love. Those acts would have made it impossible for us to keep pretending for Demetrius sake.

My silence didn’t detour him from confessing more of his feelings though.

“I wish I could go back; I would have taken you from him. Should have taken you from him when I saw you weren’t thriving. I would have given you more.”

I sighed. Such pretty words. Words I felt were meant to shame me. “So this is where I tell you how much I regret not choosing you?”

I felt him smirk. “There’s no need for you to say it. I already know," he asserted confidently. "I left Florida because we knew we were about to cross the line and I was tired of not taking what belonged to me. I was tired of faking that seeing you together wasn't killing me. I was tired of-..”

He stopped talking mid-sentence. He placed a kiss at the side of my lips. “None of that really matters now.” He slid down my jawline to kiss a sensitive area of my neck.

I was dripping, and could feel him, hard against my stomach. I wondered how he’d feel in my hand, my mouth, my...

I leaned my head to the side to give him better access.

“Has he ever made you feel like this?”

His words were like a splash of cold water in my face. Too sobering. I pulled away, “We can’t do this."

“Why not? I want you.”

I shook my head, determined not to let his words penetrate.

“I’m not jumping from him to you…Oh god!"

 His hand on my inner thigh cut into my words.

“But you want to, and you can.”

I did want to. My breathing grew ragged as his fingers climbed upward.

“Nothing stands in our way now. No. Nothing but these panties stand in our way,” he breathed, as he pried a hand between my thighs and thumbed the lacy fabric to the side.

I wilted when his finger made contact with my clit. My body turned into a faucet for him, dripping and leaking.

“Tell me what you want, Ivy,” he whispered.

“I want—“ I bit into my bottom lip to keep myself from finishing my statement. I wanted him.

He knew it.

He kissed me again, teasing my lips open with his tongue, our tongues danced together beautifully before he pulled away and trailed kisses down my cheek, stopping at my neck. He sucked at my flesh. "Tell me," he whispered against my skin. An attempt to coax the truth out of me.

“Stop,” I moaned out, grabbing his wrist, but my body had a mind of its own. I continued to grind against his hand.

“Okay, I will when you say it like you mean it."

I said nothing.

I found myself impatiently arching into his fingers.

He worked them expertly, pumping two into me while rubbing my clit with his thumb. I wanted him to go faster. He sped up. The slippery sounds of his fingers moving in and out of me seemed to echo. His thumb was circling and pressing into my clit. I was wetting the front conference table. A soft gasp escaped me when I felt his hand slip under my shirt, then under my bra. He tugged at my nipple, rolling it between his thumb and forefinger.

Sooner than anticipated, I felt my insides tightening and my thighs began to tremble. Then, my body split into atoms, I felt like stardust when I came over his hand, then I watched him bring them to his mouth and clean the honey dripping off with his tongue.

“Can I take you home, Sugar, Sour, Ivy?” His nickname for me brought back memories. He called me Sugar, Sour, Ivy because he said I could be sweet one minute, then sour the next. It made me feel nostalgic. In that moment, I would have given anything to teleport back to the past.

“You have a beard. You said you’d never grow one.” He said they made him look too much like his father and he didn’t want to stare in the mirror at the man he hated. I reached up and ran my finger through it, buying myself some time.

His eyes lulled a bit but otherwise he ignored me playing in his hair. “Can I, Ivy, take you home and keep you forever?”

I parted my lips to say yes. The door clicked open behind us before I could, saving me from orchestrating my own heart's demise. The end of Demetrius and I had stung. When Xavier walked away, and I believed  he would, as soon as my shiny veneer fell away,  it would burn. I wasn’t strong enough for that.

Both of us jumped, but Xavier stayed put between my legs.

I looked over my shoulder.

Kim’s eyes were fixed on us. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.” Her eyebrow rose in question, asking “did I interrupt?”

I shook my head, lightly shoving Xavier. I stood, hoping she didn’t see my legs wobble as I turned to face her completely.

“You didn’t interrupt anything.”

I could feel Xavier go stiff behind.

“Okay,” she dragged out. Not believing me.  “I have your purse and coat.” She stood there holding both items out, waiting for me to take them. I turned away without taking either. Facing Xavier again, I tilted my head up to look him in the eyes. My heart was banging loud enough to be heard, but it couldn't , not over the buzzing in my ears.

“It was nice seeing you again, Xavier,” I said, effectively dismissing him.

The muscles in his jaw twitched. “Really?”

“Yes. Thank you for saving me from doing something stupid out there.” I tried to sound blasé, but inside my heart was a pain threatening to fold me in half. I wanted to give in and let Xavier fix my life, like I knew he could, but then what? Have him end up resenting me or feeling used? I couldn’t do that. Our chances had been shattered years ago. And even if they hadn’t, I couldn’t be everything that he wanted. I was jaded now.

I reached out and brushed my fingertips across the fullness of his plush lips. Then using the back of my hand, I wiped my deep red lipstick from them and his face before dropping my hands back to my side.

The death glare he hit me with I felt physically.

I sighed. His anger I could swallow smoothly because I deserved it.

Silence filled with the hurt fell between us again. I knew if I didn’t choose him this time I might lose him…

But I wasn't ready. I turned back to my lawyer. “I’m ready to go now,” I answered, as if she’d asked me.

Xavier stalked past me, angst etched in his features.

With a drawn-out, empty sigh, I resisted the urge to reach out to him, rubbing my hands together instead. I closed my eyes; I couldn't bear to watch him leave.

My lawyer and I followed behind him minutes later. Xavier’s jacket was still wrapped around me as I took my own and my purse from her. Outside of the courtroom, we talked for a few minutes. My heart was screaming for me to go after Xavier. This was our chance. I stood there like a fool, breaking my own heart for no reason. I heard nothing my lawyer said and when she walked away, I stood there for a few minutes longer, alone, feeling lonely.

When I finally forced myself to move, I made my way to the parking lot. Having to walk past Demetrius' new Tesla could only be the work of the devil. Using the corkscrew on my keychain, I dragged it along the shiny metal, from the front bumper to the back. The grating sound of metal against metal provided a small measure of solace amid a day of disappointment. I thought about going around to the other side of the car and doing the same, which would have probably escalated to me busting out all the windows and ending up in jail. Instead, I settled for driving a few blocks to have a drink.


Ivy

The unexpected sound of my doorbell ringing was jarring to my inebriated mind. It pulled me from my alcohol-induced slumber with such insistence that I abruptly sat up, giving my head no time to adjust to the sudden change. My stomach pitched; I gagged, then swallowed hard to keep from throwing up. The doorbell rang again. I shook my head in an attempt to clear the fog as I began to push myself up from the sofa, but my stomach roiled. 




"Fuck it," Trying to stay awake was like swimming in mud. I laid back down. I didn't want to see anybody anyway. Three pounds against the wooden door came in rapid succession. "Go away," I muttered under my breath. I switched my sofa pillow around, in search of the cool side. When I found it, I pressed my cheek into it, closed my eyes, and let myself lose consciousness. When I woke up, the world was back on its axis. I knew Xavier was in the house with me; the strong, masculine scent of him permeated the air.

I sat up, and immediately my eyes found him. He was occupying the loveseat across from me. His head was thrown back, resting against the soft black leather. His hands were linked over his taut abs, which were very visible in the thin white t-shirt he had on. Grey sweatpants hugged his thick thighs. His eyes were closed, but he wasn't asleep. When he slept, it was the only time his face would appear peaceful. But he was too comfortable for me, in my house. The clock behind his head read 10:09 PM. I tried to remember how much time had passed since I'd finally passed out from my binge-drinking session. I'd been doing that a lot, drinking until I blacked out. I couldn't dwell on how messed up my life was when I was too out of it to think, could I?

I didn't ask how he got in because I knew he had keys. "What are you doing in my house, Xavier?" I couldn't even force my tone to sound angry or bothered because, under different circumstances, I'd be happy to see him. But without even knowing what he was there for, I knew what he was there for. That unfinished business he'd spoken about earlier.

"I don't fucking get you," was the first thing out of his mouth

I felt myself frown. "What is it that you don't get, Xavier?" I echoed, the words tasting bitter on my tongue. My tone was deliberately curt. I was hoping to piss him off enough for him to leave without dragging a butcher knife through our old wounds.

His narrowed, heavy-lidded eyes slid open to shoot me a warning. He knew what I was doing, and all it was going to do was piss him off, not get him to leave.

He gave me a slow head-to-toe appraisal before saying, “Go shower, Ivy, fix yourself up, and then we can talk.” The dominance in his tone almost made me do what he said.

I coughed and sat up straight, feeling self-conscious about my appearance. I knew I probably looked a mess and was embarrassed. I refused to show it, though.

“I’m fine. Now enlighten me, what is it you don’t get?”

“Why do you want to be miserable?”




Dropping my eyes and scrubbing my hand down my face, I sighed inwardly. “I want to be miserable?”




“Yes. You’ve lived your life for everybody else, which meant you denying yourself everything you wanted. Even me. Now here you are, wallowing in self-pity and flagellation because a marriage to a man you didn't even want failed. You should be fucking ecstatic, but look at you, you drink while letting your world burn around you, and you, yourself, add fuel to the fire.”

His jaw ticked as he stretched his right arm into the space between us, with his forefinger, he tipped the empty bottle of Hibiki Ryusui he’d given me when I sold my first house off the coffee table. It hit the hardwood floor, shattering, exposing my sins. It was empty. So was the bottle of 18-year Highland Park in the kitchen, I’d polished them both off that same day.

The laugh that slipped between my lips surprised me. I felt too much rage for anything to be funny, but there I was, laughing. I was losing my mind or maybe I was laughing at myself. Gaining my composure a few beats later I asked, “Does breaking shit make you feel better?”

I didn’t wait for him to answer. With a flick of my wrist, the jar candle that sat next to me on an end table hit the floor. "We can break shit together."

He rebutted in the same tone I used. "Did that make you feel better? Can you feel anything after drinking yourself into a coma?"

"Fuck you, lumberjack. Tell me what else I should be doing besides drinking and hoping it makes me numb enough to forget that your friend fucked me over. I owe my parents money I barely have. I have two houses I can't sell, and I have to pay the mortgages on them when I can barely afford to pay the mortgage on my own damn house. And your fucking friend just put six figures on his bitch's finger, and I got nothing.




"Have you ever considered holding yourself culpable, Ivy? Your life could have been better than this. I could have given you more."




I threw up my hands. "Here you go, resurrecting the dead horse we already beat to death. If only I had chosen you, huh?"

"Yes," He nodded.

"Why do you keep trying to force us?"

He sighed, softening his tone. "I can't help myself, Darling," he drawled, sounding country as ever, forgetting he was now a rich city boy. "Because we were so good together, Ivy. And I think about what could have been and feel like a sinner who got a taste of virtue, then had it all snatched away. But we both had things snatched away. You have nothing you said you wanted, no baby, no white picket fence, no happily ever after.  All you got was a hard lesson on life."

I cut him off. "There are no lessons to be learned from life."

He chuckled. "Is it the alcohol that has you quoting—as you called him—a pretentious white male? He doesn’t fit you. Don't you have some Maya Angelou or Angela Davis that would fit the moment, sour sugar Ivy?"

Such a smart ass.

I cut my eyes to the ceiling before responding. "Fitzgerald never wrote a page-turner, but there is some beauty and usefulness that can be found in some of his words."

He nodded. "I agree. 'She was beautiful—but especially she was without mercy.' Comes to mind."

Sliding my feet under myself, I cocked my head and asked, "Are you comparing me to Gloria Gilbert? She was vapid and self-absorbed. She married for money."

"You married for image. Because your daddy approved. Now you're losing it because it didn't work out like you fantasized."

I glared at him, though he was right.

I thought I wanted a love like my parents had, even if it meant pretending I had it. My daddy doted on my mother. He brought her flowers every Friday. Took her on an exotic trip every anniversary. And to an expensive dinner on her birthday. They'd been married thirty-five years and had barely spent a night apart. They stood by each other through thick and thin. They understood each other's struggles. I was supposed to follow in their footsteps, my life mirroring theirs. Every decision I made was colored by the life my parents prescribed for me. They built me to be a man of means' wife. I'd been to the etiquette classes and the debutante balls. But when I think about it now, although I loved my parents, I didn't want their lives. Daddy was too opinionated and overly self-righteous. My momma liked all that. She was okay with cooking, cleaning, and shutting up. I didn't want a husband like him or to be like my momma. I knew that before I married Demetrius, but my stupid ass had leaned full into my bad decision of marrying Demetrius because, as Xavier said, my daddy approved or at least he approved before he found out the actual truth about Demetrius. When I first met him, he told all types of lies about his family and where he was from. I forgave him because I felt bad about his upbringing when he finally told me the truth. Maybe I did enjoy being miserable because I should have walked away from his lying ass.

I ran my tongue over my teeth in annoyance, not wanting to let him know he was right. "I married the person who I wanted most at the time."

"Bullshit, you settled."

I waved him off. "Whatever you say, Xavier, but since we're on the subject of Fitzgerald, this is all very Jay Gatsby of you. Reinventing yourself. Spending years pining over a woman that didn't want you. Life didn't exactly end well for him."

I watched his lungs expand his chest before he responded. "I didn't reinvent who I was, Ivy. I evolved. I succeeded. I accomplished everything I promised to do all those years ago. You can't shame me for that." He shook his head. "And you did want me, Ivy. You wanted me when I was a poor hillbilly from Tennessee. You wanted me when you let me nearly fuck you on your wedding night. You wanted me on the day of your divorce when you let me play in your pussy on that conference table, with your lawyer and Demetrius just outside the door. And you want me now, even as you insult me." He spoke in a calm tone, but the haze in his eyes betrayed his anger, igniting my own, even though neither of us had a right to be angry at the other. We both played a role in the downfall of what could have been.

Our gazes locked. His eyes narrowed dangerously, daring me to tell him differently.

I couldn't. He was right, I wanted him from the first moment he drawled my name. "And despite all that, I married him instead of you."

He flashed me a closed-lipped smile with no humor behind it, but there was no bite to his words because he knew I was lying. "Never confuse a single defeat with a final defeat."

"Can we stop with the Fitzgerald quotes?"

"Fine. I'll use my own words. Despite your denial or obsessing over what your daddy will think if he finds out you gave me some pussy, we're going to happen. The universe has spoken, darling. Look at where we're at. We've come full circle—"

I interrupted again, wagging a finger. "The universe doesn't speak; it's indifferent."

"Indifferent or not, it brought us right back to each other. We are inevitable, like a puzzle that's meant to be solved, but with mismatched pieces. It's a truth I was too blind to see before but now that I finally do, there’s a bitter taste I never wanted on my tongue and there's only one way to get it off...

So this time around I’m not going to be stupid enough to try and fight you for your heart. That day after court was the last time I will ever try to make you see me as more than your friend or your husband's best friend or the boy you took pity on in school. I’m here now because I want to toy with you like you toyed with me.  I want you out of my system. And since I know you need money but won’t come out and ask me for it…” He paused, tilting his head. “Will you ask for? Can you make things simple just this once?”

I sighed. “Would you really give it to me if I asked? Just like that. Rid me of all my money problems. Without strings attached?”

He shook his head. “I’ll give you anything you want, Ivy. Money, my heart, my last fucking breath, I’ve offered to share everything I have with you, but you won’t take it. Not even when I beg you to. You’re too fucking stubborn for no fucking reason.  

I knew his words were as tangible as the wood table that sat between us. I knew Xavier would give me the world if I let him, but I was too angry and itching for a fight even when one wasn’t necessary to let him.

There was also this gnawing feeling in my chest, a sense of unworthiness that made me feel I didn't deserve the easy way out. That I didn't deserve the kindness and generosity I knew he would so freely give me because I hadn't chose him. It didn't make sense that I was angrier on his behalf about how I treated him than he was.

He continued when I said nothing in response.

"Since you won’t just ask, I’m going to use your need to be your own ruin to my advantage. We’re going to treat our new relationship like a business arrangement now. Your body is the collateral. You need to sell two houses? I’ll buy them. You owe your parents money. I’m going to give you the money to pay them, and you’ll take it because you don’t want to disappoint your daddy. In return, you’ll let me fuck you until I’ve had my fill and we’re even."

I swallowed hard. “Okay, I’m the bad guy. Now that we've established that. What happens when you get what you want?" I asked him.

"I'll forget you ever existed," he spat out bitterly, venom in his words.

"And what happens when you can't forget me?" I questioned. My words sounded more obnoxious than I intended. Xavier and I had never had sex before, but the intense attraction between us had sent him running to the other side of the country, and I had been avoiding him at all costs. If not, my marriage would have been filled with infidelity. Once we involved sex, it wouldn't be easy for either of us to walk away. It would hurt. But I would walk away, no matter how hard it was. I refused to live with the kind of drama that trying to have an actual relationship with my ex-husband's best friend would bring to my life.




I wasn't so sure about Xavier being able to let go so easily. Even now, angry and jaded, he stared at me with the same hunger in his eyes that had been there the first day we met. But we couldn't go backwards. Too much wrong and bad had happened. But, fuck it, I needed his money, so I was doing it, regardless of the consequences.

He slouched lower into his seat, both shoulders raised then dropped. The indifference in his shrug was insulting. "I'll walk away either way." The way the words rolled off his tongue made it sound like he believed what he was saying. They would have cut me deep enough to bleed if I thought he actually believed them. What I knew for sure was that I would have to be the one to walk away for good. My heart ached at just the thought.

He waited for my response. Being petty, I said, "I'll think about it," pressing my lips together and hoping no emotion was displayed on my face. I already knew I was going to do whatever he wanted because I would rather do anything than have to disappoint my parents.

He stared straight at me, blank and expressionless, empty. The tension in his body was visible, his anger only slightly leashed. He knew I was playing with him. His tongue swept over his bottom lip, and he pushed himself up from my loveseat, taking his time to remove his trench from the back of the chair and button it. His right hand slipped into his pocket as he walked towards the door. After opening the door, he turned back to look at me. "Don't think too long, Ivy," he said before closing the door. As soon as I heard his car back out of the driveway, the silent tears started. I hated crying. I made a beeline for the kitchen for the bottle of D'USSÉ I remembered I had. I was going to attempt to drown my feelings again. Unfortunately, my problems seemed to be great fucking swimmers.


Ivy 

"I was abruptly pulled from my hazy sleep by the smell of bacon and the sound of my name. I groggily forced my eyes open, the drinking from the night before making it a struggle. Thankfully, my room's blackout curtains kept the sun from making me regret my bad decisions even more. Demetrius stood in the doorway holding a tray of food. Confusion and a slight frown crossed my face. Why was he here? I tried to remember a time he’d woken me up with breakfast, but nothing came to mind.

"How did I get in my house?" I asked, not bothering to hide the attitude in my voice.

"Our house, and I cooked you breakfast," he responded, his tone casual as if it would make me forget that he wasn't supposed to be there.

I wasn't in the mood for his breakfast or his presence. Throwing my feet over the bed, I forced myself to sit up. The smell of liquor on my breath made my stomach turn. I dropped my head to my knees, waiting for the feeling to pass. I could feel Demetrius's eyes on me, enjoying my nakedness. I didn't care. It's not like he hadn't seen it before. I hoped he missed it.

After my stomach settled, I pushed myself up from the bed and made my way to the bathroom Cutting and rolling my eyes at him on the way. I took my time in the bathroom. Demetrius was impatient. Maybe he’d leave before I finished getting myself together. I peed, brushed my teeth, and washed my face before sitting on the bench in my walk-in shower until the water turned cold.

As I left the bathroom, I heard pots and pans clanging downstairs. I slipped into my fluffy robe and house slippers and headed to the kitchen. I found Demetrius closing the dishwasher, his back to me. Leaning against the arched entryway, my eyes wandered, checking for the mess I expected to find, but everything was spotless. A humph escaped my lips. He never cleaned when we were married. If I cared enough, I might have wondered if Devynn with a "y" and two "n's" changed him for the better.

I was about to ask him again what he was doing in my house when his phone rang, interrupting me.

He answered it, and I remained quiet. "Hey," he said, pausing for a response. "I'm telling her now, momma." My eyebrow rose. “Telling me what?”

At the sound of my voice, he jumped, then rushed his momma off the phone with an "I’ll call you back." He turned to me, a fake smile cracking his face, aging him and annoying me. I raised my hand. I didn’t need faux niceties. I wanted to hear what he had to say so he could leave.

"What is it, Demetrius?" I asked.

He leaned into the sink. "Aren’t you going to thank me for not calling the police on you for ruining the paint job on my car?"

I rolled my eyes. "Only if you thank me for not stabbing your ass in the trachea for being a vindictive bitch." I spat but didn’t wait for him to respond. "What are you here for, Demetrius? Out with it."

His façade fell. A smug smile came to his face, and I knew whatever came from his lips was going to piss me off, deliberately meant to get under my skin.

"Fine. I need you to move into the basement so I can move back in until we sell this place."

I narrowed my eyes in his direction. This had to be a joke. One I wasn’t in the mood for.

"The fuck do you mean?" My tone held so much aggression you’d think my question was a threat.

"I mean I’m moving back in, Ivy." He pushed himself up from the sink. "I’ll pay the mortgage and bills until we sell, so you can save for a new place or, if that’s not good enough, move back to your parents."

"What? No. You have a perfectly good condo that you’ve been living in for over a year."

"I had to sell to pay off some debts."

He was lying; it was written all over his face. "Bullshit! I don’t believe you need to move back in or about being bankrupt."  

He smirked. "But I am, unless you can prove differently. And this is still our house until I sell it, so I am moving back in."

Why are you bothering me, Demetrius? You left me with nothing You have a new fiancé, why bother me?

His eyes narrowed, a flicker of defensiveness crossing his face. “Because the minute something you didn’t like happened in our marriage, the first sign of trouble, you bailed on me.

I scoffed so hard I nearly choked. “First sign of trouble? Like the hundredth. Motherfucker, when your grand plan to open your own firm failed miserably, what did I do? I worked harder, sold more houses.

When I found out your life wasn’t the perfect picture you painted it to be. What did I do? I swallowed my disappointment and forgave you for lying.

And when your mother openly criticized and belittled me, called my uppity, while you said nothing wearing a smirk.  What did I do? I respected her.

When you started showing up home late from work. I didn't accuse you, I trusted you and you spit in my face.

I didn’t do shit but stick by you, then you had the unmitigated gall to ask me to wait for you to get your dick wet, like that shit normal.

He shook his head slightly “We could have compromised on my request.”

"No, Demetrius," I said firmly. "There are some compromises that cannot be made, some boundaries that should never be crossed. And I know damn well if I had said “Demetrius let me fucksome random while you wait, you would have been for everything but compromise."

He sighed deep from in his chest like he was annoyed with me “you said what you had to say, the fact still remains that I’m moving back in.

His dismissive tone was infuriating.

Heat built in my belly as my fist tightened at my side. He was being spiteful and petty, for what? He was the one that had wronged me. I hadn’t done anything to him. Not yet. I took a step forward, in his direction. In the direction of the knives on the countertop, one singular step, before fighting off the intrusive thoughts that invaded my mind, telling me to kill his stupid ass. Choosing sanity, I shook my head, refusing to give Demetrius any more energy than he had already siphoned from me. I turned and walked away, swallowing my blind rage as I went. I needed to either fight or fuck. I wasn’t going to prison for any reason, so I headed straight to the front door. I grabbed my keys from the entry table and walked out of my own house barefoot. The way I was feeling crazy, I needed someone to talk me down. I got in my car and drove.

My head was spinning, and I felt dizzy. I don’t know how I got to his house without wrecking, but I did. I came to a stop in front of the house I’d been frequenting almost nightly for nine months. Jacob was a dude I hooked up with off POF. Sexually frustrated, I wanted to be fucked without the strings. He gave me that. 6’2", 190 pounds, he met me at the car before I could even get out. I rolled down the driver’s window, and he leaned in. His lips were turned up, displaying the permanent gold fangs on his bottom teeth and perfect straight white teeth on the top. He wasn’t my usual type. But I wasn’t in search of my type. I was in search of escape and release when I messaged him, and I had released all over his plush lips when we met up. The dick was spectacular, tongue game superb. He owned a construction firm he’d started because, with arm’s length of felonies for drugs, he didn’t have much choice.

"What are you doing here, Ivy?" he asked.

I was running too hot to pay attention to the tone in which he asked his question. "I came to see you. I need you right now before I lose my fucking mind and do something I can’t take back." He knew about my divorce and everything.

He sighed. "Look, Ivy. I like you and all, but I ain't trying to be involved in anybody's drama. Back in the day, you would have been worth fighting over, but I got kids and responsibilities now."

I frowned. "What are you talking about? Fight over me with who?" I knew for sure Demetrius had no idea I was fucking him.

"Some white dude showed up at my job site and told me whatever we were doing, to dead it." He dragged his thumb across his neck.

My mouth dropped and stayed open.

"I’m sorry, Ivy. But—"

I cut him off. "You have no reason to be sorry. I do. Nobody will approach you again. I gotta go."

I was so embarrassed. As soon as he stood, I put my car into reverse and backed out before he could say anything else. 

It took me almost a mile of driving to calm down enough to dial Xavier's number. He picked up on the first ring, his voice smooth as silk.

"You had no fucking right confronting Jacob," I told him, trying to keep my voice steady.

"I may not have had the right, but I did it anyways. I told you we have unfinished business, and until it's resolved—" Xavier," a woman's voice interrupted whatever he was about to say. "I’ll be back in Florida in three days. We’ll talk then." He rushed and then hung up.

I removed the phone from my ear to stare at it. The fucking audacity. He had hung up. I absentmindedly drove back home, tired. I would call my lawyer the next day and find out what options I had. I could see Demetrius' car still sitting in the driveway when I got there. Something in me wouldn’t let me stop. I drove right on by. The men in my life really want to see me in prison, and I wasn't going to let that happen. 





Xavier

Demetrius took a long swallow of the Jack Daniels I'd poured him before nodding in my direction. "I don't know what to do with Ivy. She's so hostile nowadays. Remember when she used to be a lot sweeter and more docile?"

With a long, silent, aggravated exhale, I nodded my head, agreeing for argument's sake, though I didn't agree with his assessment of his ex-wife at all. I had an entirely different picture of Ivy etched in my memories than him. She was compassionate, giving, caring but not sweet, and too selfish, combative, and hard-headed to ever be docile. But I wasn't surprised he didn't truly know her. As soon as they met, she had folded herself inward to appear perfect on the outside. But I knew the real her. I had been in awe of her since freshman move-in.

That day, I watched her as her perfectly put-together parents helped her move into the on-campus dorm. I spent hours sitting in the co-ed dorm lobby, watching her, trying not to be obvious about it, although I was sure her father noticed. He kept giving me dirty looks.

She was so pretty, with her brown doll-like face and wide brown eyes, almost the same color as her skin. But something else, less superficial, kept me rooted to that chair. It took me a while to figure it out, but I did. She was outgoing and flirtatious. She smiled and batted her long lashes at every male she encountered and had a nice word for every girl she passed. But she was faking it all. When you looked past the perfect-ness, you could see that she was tired – the insidious type of tiredness that I had seen reflected in my own eyes, the tiredness that came from trying to be everything for everyone.

I wanted to fix her, even though I didn't know how to fix myself. But I also knew that our two vastly different worlds would never collide easily. And easy was why I left home. I was tired of strife and struggle, so I walked away. Until later that year, when we officially met in sociology class.

The professor paired us together for an assignment. After I introduced myself to Ivy, she exaggeratedly craned her neck to look up at me and declared she'd be calling me a lumberjack, because Xavier didn't fit me. In that moment, I was gone. Like her namesake, she had invaded my bloodstream and became an itch I'd always have. We grew close fast. She made me feel safe enough to lay down some of my burdens at her feet.

Only a week after exchanging our first words, I told her about my parents. I described how my father had abused me and my mother for years until a car accident paralyzed him from the neck down when I was thirteen. The accident hadn't made him a better man; he had become meaner. He just couldn't hit us anymore, which left us to take care of him while he berated us. Living with him was unbearable. I hated him. I knew that if I didn't get away, one day I would have drowned him in the clawfoot bathtub I bathed him in nightly. I offered to take my mother with me, but she was determined to stand by her man. So, I had to leave her behind too.

After giving her a rundown of my life, I waited, prepared for her pity but got compassion instead. As she cried for me, she spread her arms and pulled me into them. Her skin was so soft, and she smelled like honeysuckle and sunshine. I sat there with her, unsure of what to do. I had never been a hugger, but I learned quickly that day because she held me until I hugged her back, then she held me longer. I think she expected tears from me, but she wouldn't get them. I was all cried out.

After that night, she tried to fix what had been broken in me long before I met her. She took me to new places and showed me new things. I spent every Sunday and holiday break two hours away from school at her parents' home or on vacation with her. I saw Paris, Ghana, and Hawaii. I spent a week swimming in the Caribbean Sea and a week helping kids in Haiti after a hurricane. She never asked me if I could afford to go; she knew I couldn't. She just booked my flight. She thought I needed the new experiences to center me and to make me understand I had something to lose. She said I was too dark, broody, and angry, and I acted without thought. She was right.

It took as little as seven pounds of pressure to set me off, and I could be as deadly as a gun with the slightest provocation – a trait I'd inherited from my father. I'd been in more than a few fights around school and on the field that could have gotten me expelled and sent me back home, the last place I wanted to be. She didn't want the consequences of my anger to ruin my future, and I wanted whatever she wanted.
 

On the day it all fell apart, I was sitting with her and her friends, feeling comfortable when I should have been uncomfortable. But I had chosen an HBCU for that very reason. I wanted out of my echo chamber. Back home, I felt stunted. People lied to me and smiled in my face because they wanted to use me. They knew I'd make it out and hoped I'd drag a few of them with me. I wanted to be surrounded by something different. I wanted to thrive with people who didn't need me. Her friends were that and more – the 'bound to be great, make it on the Sunday news because against all odds we got perfect scores on the SAT' types.

That night, they had been talking about politics and systemic racism. In the middle of her friend Sherry telling me why most white people were racist, Ivy had walked off. My eyes followed her out of the room, but I didn't go after her. I knew she needed space because if she didn't, she would have asked me to come with her. I sat with her friends long enough for one to switch subjects, so it didn't seem as if I was running away from a hard conversation, then I excused myself to go in search of her. I knew she would be in one of the rooms lying down. Ivy wasn't the social butterfly she pretended to be. She was a thinker. She liked quiet moments, so she could get lost in her own head.

I had been thinking all night that it was time to tell her how I felt. I was going to put all my cards on the table and see how receptive she was to us being together – despite the fact that her father had just hinted that I shouldn't on our last Sunday visit. He hadn't come right out and said he didn't want me involved with his daughter when he caught me staring at her across the room. He managed to find a reason to say he didn't want his daughter being another Black woman marrying down. I couldn't exactly blame him. Struggle Love was hard. I wanted a soft life for Ivy. But I knew I could provide that. My future was bright. I was an NFL prospect. And though I was at Howard on a football scholarship, I'd also been offered an academic one. I looked like a big brainless jock and sounded country dumb, but I had a head for numbers. I was a year and some months away from graduating and already had offers from more than a few of the top accounting firms around the country.

My phone rang as soon as I stood. From the ringtone, I knew it was Mister Earl. If my best friend's grandaddy was calling me well after midnight, something was wrong. Wrong was an understatement. My momma had finally got fed up with daddy and shot him dead before swallowing a bottle of pills. I couldn't believe it. My heart broke, I always imagined going back and saving momma. My life had officially become more of a mess than I could have ever imagined. Feeling embarrassed and ashamed, I left without so much as a word to Ivy. I didn’t want her to see the dilapidated trailer I grew up in, see my sadness. I ignored her calls and texts, thinking I would get myself together and then reconnect with her.

In the six months I was away from school, my life changed so much. I found out my mother had taken a million-dollar insurance policy out on my father and had another hundred thousand in her name.

That money had opened so many doors for me. I'd gone from dirt poor to a millionaire overnight. I handled my parents' affairs, paid off Mr. Earl's mortgage, and paid for my best friend to transfer to Howard. Going there had always been Demetrius's dream, but he hadn't gotten any scholarships, so he couldn't afford an out-of-state school. I paid for him to transfer from a state college. Four months later, I followed him back.

I had an infinite capacity for illusion when it came to Ivy. I thought that because of how close we were, she would understand why I had left the way I did. I believed that she would wait for me, even though we had never put a label on what we were. I knew she wanted me as much as I wanted her. I thought that her feelings for me would outweigh her anger over the way I left, that they would override her doubts, fears, and the pretty little pictures she painted in her head about what love looked like and felt like. As soon as I arrived on campus, I went straight to her dorm room. I thought I could explain myself, tell her how I felt, and she would confess her feelings. I was so wrong in all my thoughts. I knocked on her door and was faced with the consequences of my poor decisions. My best friend answered the door in a towel. I couldn't even say that they betrayed me. I had never told them about one another. I wanted Ivy all to myself.

After that, it seemed like everything that had happened in the past had been a figment of my imagination. By the time we graduated, I became the specter in their relationship. When Ivy's anger towards me wore off, things between us returned to normal. I became a roadblock. Even before they got married, Ivy was not happy. I could see it. I took advantage of it. I did what Demetrius didn't do, sent her flowers and gifts. I put her in situations where we would be alone, then I pushed just enough to tip the scale in my favor. Then I waited for her to do the rest. She always pulled herself back off the edge. Still, even then, I was always around, reminding her of what could have been. Throwing her mistake in her face, flaunting the women I used in front of her every chance I got. I used to love how her jealousy would darken her eyes. But she still chose her marriage and him. I started to hate my best friend because I felt like he had stolen something from me. I started to hate myself because I stuck around, begging her to love me. Dealing with Ivy was like quicksand; I couldn't escape her pull and found myself sinking deeper and deeper into a dark part of myself, willing to do anything to have her. I left with no plans of returning to Florida.

I hadn't spoken to Ivy in two years when Demetrius called me up and told me he was in California and stopping by my place a year ago. The mixed emotions I had from just the thought of seeing Ivy had me up all night. Imagine my surprise when he showed up with Devynn, showing her off like she was a prize he’d won. That's when I found out about his plans to ask Ivy for a break.

I wanted to ask him what in the fuck he had been thinking. You don't fumble a woman like Ivy for a fling. She had stood by him. When we graduated college, Ivy and I both had job offers in Florida. She was going to be a social worker, and I'd connected with an old friend who'd made it to the NFL. He'd injured his knee and couldn't play anymore, so we opened up a sports agency. With my head for numbers and his knowledge and connections, we found success quickly.

Demetrius didn't want to go the traditional route when opening his business. He wanted me to give him half a million dollars without any research or planning. He just wanted to jump in headfirst. I outright told him no. Ivy quit her job as a social worker, went into accounting, and started selling houses. She hated both. She needed people to care for to be happy. She wanted to fix people. But with the two new jobs, she funded his business within a year. When that failed, she funded another. It made me sick to see how loyal she was to him. Demetrius calling my name dragged me out of my memories.

"Yeah?" I answered him absently, my fingers tapping the side of my glass.

"She's pregnant."

That got my attention. I snapped my head away from the bar to meet his gaze, eyes widened in surprise.

"Who, not Ivy?" I asked, concern etched on my face.

He shook his head. "You weren't listening to me."

"I was, but I missed that part," I lied. "Who's pregnant?" Demetrius answered, his gaze focused on the amber liquid in his glass. "Devynn."

The sigh of relief that left my chest nearly caved it in. "Your fiancée? Congratulations."

"It's not mine."

"What do you mean it's not yours? You're the only one fucking her, right?"

"I had a vasectomy. I told her when I tried to kick her out of my condo. She reminded me that she receives mail there so I’d have to give her a thirty-day notice."

His confession about the vasectomy hit me in the face like a torpedo. "When did you have a vasectomy? Ivy always wanted kids, was she alright with that?"

He shrugged, avoiding my eyes. "She doesn't know. I had one before we graduated college."

I clenched my jaw, trying to contain the anger that was building in my chest. I didn't know if it was irrational or not, but it was there.

"Before you married her? Why would you do that to her? If you'd stayed married, what were you going to do when she started insisting on having kids?"

I officially felt no guilt about the way I behaved towards Ivy during their marriage.

"Distract her," he replied nonchalantly, taking another swig from his drink.

My fists tightened involuntarily, knuckles turning white. I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself down. "Demetrius, that was not fair to Ivy."

He stared at his drink, looking more and more uncomfortable by the second. "I know, I just... I didn't want to lose her, she’s dependable, and loved me despite it all, but I didn’t want kids either."

" You didn’t want to lose her? be damned her feelings or what she wanted. Congratulations on being the most self-centered, narcissistic person I know. And that’s a fucking feat, I work with pro athletes.

He threw his hands up. “Shit. You don’t think I feel bad? I’ll make it up to her when we get back together, buy her a dog or something. I’ll tell her I got it done while we were separated. I still don’t want any kids, they take up too much time and money.”

I couldn't take it anymore. His cavalier attitude had left me seething, I stood up abruptly, my chair scraping loudly against the floor. "You're fucking unbelievable," I yelled, my anger boiling over. I stormed out of my own house, leaving Demetrius sitting at the bar looking stupid.

I got into my car and drove to the nearby park, needing to clear my head. Once there, I kicked off my Nike slides in the parking lot and I started running, trying to burn off some of the rage coursing through me. As my feet pounded the ground, I couldn't help but think about Ivy. She deserved to know the truth. But she had bought everything that happened to her on herself.

The cool breeze brushed against my face, and the rhythmic sound of my footsteps seemed to ease my fury a little. I slowed to a walk, my breathing heavy, and pulled out my phone. I stared at Ivy's contact information, my finger hovering over the call button.

I wanted to call her so bad. But I also didn't want to be the bearer of bad news and have it backfire in my face. An evil part of me was glad Demetrius had done what he’d done. I didn’t want her having kids with him, but I wouldn’t deprive her of them.

With a sigh, I pocketed my phone and continued walking, hoping that time would provide the answers I needed. Ivy deserved the truth, but maybe it was best for that truth to come from Demetrius, not me. Fuck! I had to figure out what I was going to do and that made me angry all over again.


Ivy

"Ivy, are you okay?" Simone asked, placing her warm hand on my arm.

I could feel my world spinning as I leaned against the bar, sipping my drink. "I'm fine, Simone," I lied. I knew she could hear my words slurring together.

"Okay, you're fine, but let me take you home. We've been here for hours. It's getting late." He coaxed.

"No, you go ahead. I’m calling an Uber.” Simone had been looked ready to go. I knew she was only staying for me.

"Are you sure. I—"

"I’m fine," I snapped.

Simone was starting to irritate me. She was the one who insisted that I come out. She was the one who brought up my divorce, then changed the subject by talking about her perfect husband. She was the reason I was drinking so much at the moment.

Nose wrinkling, she threw up her hands and leaned back out of my space. “Okay, I’m going." She hesitated. I turned my back to her. I didn’t need a babysitter. I felt her get up. I turned and watched her walk out. Half the men in the bar did too. She was so pretty with her dark skin and pretty eyes. Maybe if I looked like her, my husband wouldn’t have left me. I didn’t even care that he left; I just didn’t like how he left. I felt like crying. Instead, I gestured for the bartender.

I was on my third drink after Simone left when a familiar smell enveloped me. I turned around to find Xavier.

I smiled giddily at his handsome face. "How did you know I was here?" I asked.

"Your lawyer called," he replied.

"My lawyer? Simone is a snitch," I grumbled, my mouth curving down. Simone and Kim were friends and colleagues. I should have known she was going to just up and leave so easily.

Xavier frowned, a thousand creases running across his forehead. "She was worried about you," he said softly.

But I didn't want to hear it. I rolled my eyes as Xavier continued to hover over me. "I can take care of myself," I insisted, taking a sip of my drink.

Xavier raised an eyebrow, then reached out and grabbed my glass. It slipped from my hand easily, and he set it down on the bar. "Really?" he asked. "Because you look like you're about to fall over."

I glared at him, feeling embarrassed. But in my drunken state, it was hard to keep hold of the emotion. "Dance with me," I said, holding my arms out.

He shook his head. "No."

I waved him off, turning back to the bar. "Then get out of my face and go the fuck home."

He looked around at the other patrons, and I watched him. He was dressed in a tailored black blazer that fit his wide frame perfectly, a grey button-up shirt underneath, and black chinos. On his feet were the pair of black Jack Jordans I had bought him a few years back. Why did he have to look so good all the time?

"Damn, shit , fuck!" He cursed under his breath. His deep voice dragged my eyes back up to his face. "Fine, let's dance." He took my hands, leading me to the dance floor. The bar was dimly lit, with red and gold decor creating an intimate atmosphere. The music was a slow jazz song that filled the room, and couples swayed to the rhythm.

I wrapped my arms around his neck and laid my head on his chest. As we moved together, I forgot that he wasn't mine. I wanted to feel his skin under my hands. I ran my hands over his chest instead, feeling his heart beating so fast, as fast as mine. He pulled me tighter against him and the moment felt special. Rising to my tiptoes, I pressed my lips to his. He snatched away and glared down at me..

"Why would you do that?" he asked, his voice firm.

I reached between us and shoved him, feeling hurt and rejected. "Now you don't want me?" I slurred.

Xavier shook his head. "I don't want you falling down drunk. Let's go, Ivy. I'm taking you home."

I shook my head, feeling irked. "I don't have a home. Your stupid friend took that too. He wants me to live in his basement like a troll," I laughed bitterly, even though there wasn't a damn thing funny about it. I had been living in a hotel for three days. Which I couldn’t afford. But I'd max out all my credit cards before I went back to that house.

Xavier shook his head in frustration. "Damn," he muttered under his breath. "I'll take you to my place, and you can sleep this off. We'll talk in the morning. Let me take care of your tab."

I looked up at him, feeling like nothing but a burden to him. "You don't have to do that," I said softly. "I can find my own way."

He gave me an annoyed look before walking around me, heading towards the bar, determined to take care of me once again. In the moment, I didn’t feel like being coddled. While he wasn't looking, I weaved my way through the crowd, towards the door, my head was spinning and my legs were unsteady as a baby deer’s, but I managed to stay upright.

Just as I stepped out, I noticed a man standing outside, smoking a cigarette. He had bought Simone and me drinks earlier. He was a white guy, sturdy, short but cute with reddish hair.

"Hey, Darryl," I smiled, stumbling towards him.

"Derek," he corrected me, a smile spreading across his face. Without thinking, I asked, "Hey, can you give me a ride?"

Derek looked me up and down before replying, "Sure thing, sweetheart," He grabbed my hand and led us towards the parking lot. I struggled to keep up in my six-inch Queen Alta heels, slowing him down.

Just as I stepped off the sidewalk, someone snatched me back on to it. I turned to see Xavier scowling at me with a dark and furious expression. "Ivy, what the hell are you doing?" he growled, clenching his fists.

Derek big meaty hand around my arm and pulled me to him, his dick pressing into my back. I tried to pull away but his hold tightened.

Xavier's glare intensified as he barked, "Get your hands off her," his voice low and menacing.

Derek's grip tightened again, his fingers digging into my flesh as he pulled me closer, "Who the hell are you to tell me what to do?" He took a step forward, pushing me to the side but also kept a grip on me.

Xavier didn't back down, his fists clenched at his sides. "I'm the man who's going to beat your ass if you don't let her go," he replied firmly.

The two men faced off against each other for a moment before Derek relented, muttering, "Fine," he released me and walked away, his eyes darting between Xavier and me. "Keep her and screw both of you."

As Derek disappeared from sight, Xavier turned to me. "Ivy, what were you thinking?" he demanded, his jaw flexing hard enough to cause a vein in his neck to pop up.

"I don't need your pity," I retorted. "I can get home by myself." I turned and began to walk back towards the bar.

Without warning, Xavier scooped me up in his arms, ignoring my protests. I kicked and flailed, my arms thrashing in the air. "Put me down!" I shrieked, creating a scene I wouldn't normally make —due to the alcohol. I forced myself to calm down and looked around at the dark, deserted streets, suddenly feeling a sense of hopelessness. The world had recently started feeling too big and too scary. I didn't know how to navigate it no more. What was I going to do with my life if I couldn't survive a divorce from a man I wasn’t even sure I ever loved? I couldn't keep going like this. I blinked back tears.

As Xavier helped me into his car, I sank into the seat, feeling the weight of everything hit me all at once. I leaned my head against the cool window, feeling myself become more and more sober. I hated it. He started his car. My eyes drifted over to Xavier once in a while and he was gripping the steering wheel so hard his knuckles were red. I wanted to apologize.  I didn’t know where to start. We rode in silence.

When we arrived at his home, he helped me out of the car and into his house. Xavier had bought a two-story mini-mansion on the beach from me, in cash after he signed his first athlete. I had been inside the house so many times, and had been responsible for decorating most of the place. I felt as if it were my own home as he led me to the bathroom in the master suite. Still saying nothing he helped me out of the sundress I’d been wearing and my gladiator sandals, then he removed my red bra and matching silk underwear. He made sure I was situated on the shower bench, then reached back out of the doorless shower to pull a water-tight shower cap that he had custom-made to fit my abundance of hair from the drawer under the sink.

I knew that they were in all  of his bathrooms. He’d always had everything I’d need.

He slid it over my head before he started the shower for me. "I’ll be in the room if you need me," his voice and face were both devoid of emotion when he finally spoke, then he turned and left.

I dropped my spinning head, closed my eyes, and willed myself not to cry as his scent surrounded me. My life was a mess.

When I emerged from the shower, Xavier was waiting for me with a soft towel, two Tylenols, and an Alka-Seltzer to chase them with. He helped me get dressed in one of his t-shirts, his touch was gentle. He didn’t seem mad, but he didn’t say a word and I didn’t know what to say.

He led me to his bed, tucking me in and turning off the light.

As he was about to leave the room, I reached out for him, my voice as small as I felt when I whispered, "Please don't leave me."

He turned and stared at me for a while, his eyes unreadable before he ran his hand through his dark hair then wiped his palm over his face. He moved over to the bed, sat down but refrained from touching me and didn’t lay down.

"I would like nothing more than to lay down, pull you into my arms, and close my eyes, but I’m exhausted, Ivy. I can’t keep babying you and acting as if you devolving before my eyes is alright. Look at how you behaved tonight. You could have gotten hurt."

All the tears I’d been holding back burst out of me. “You don’t love me anymore?” I cried.

I had finally done it. I had pushed Xavier away, the one person who had always been there for me. I didn’t even know he had a limit when it came to me. I just expected him to always be there.

“Stop saying stupid shit,” Xavier snapped, then shook his head.

My tears continued to flow, I could barely breathe, my chest feeling tight.

He sighed heavily, looking pained. "It's not that I don't love you, Ivy. I do, more than you could ever know. But I’m not going to keep playing the fool for you, a puppet with strings for you to manipulate. The fact that you seem to be okay with how we are pisses me off."

"I'm sorry, Xavier. I don’t mean to be like this.."

He reached out and gently touched my face, wiping away my tears. "I know you don't, Ivy, but the results are going to be the same in the end. Me, married to someone else, and you wishing you would have done better by me.” With that, he finally lay down beside me, laying face to face. He threw his arm over my waist. I rolled my eyes at his comment but my heart rate kicked up in fear. In the back of my mind, I almost believed he would find someone else. Marry? No. I’d make her life miserable.

“Can I stay with you until I find an apartment?" I whispered against his lips. He moved his head back. “We’ll talk about it in the morning, Ivy. Go to sleep.”


Ivy

I awoke to the persistent ringing of my phone, which jolted me from a dream that was already slipping away. Without thinking, I snatched it from the pillow next to my head and answered.

"So, the daughter I spent thirty hours in labor with finally decides to answer my call after weeks."

Fully awake at the sound of my mother's voice, I groaned. I hadn't planned on calling my parents until I got the money from Xavier to repay them. I was going to accept his indecent proposal.

"Hey, Mommy, I meant to call you."

Her laughter sounded like music in my ears. "You're a lie. But that's okay, my son calls me. It makes up for you not loving me."

I sat up in bed, quickly switching the phone from one ear to another. "Demetrius called you?"

She scoffed in my ear, "When have I ever called that boy my child? No, Xavier called me, you know, the boy you should have married. Your daddy was the one who liked the other one. And I do mean liked. Why did it take Xavier calling us to find out he left you with nothing?" Her southern accent tinged her words, revealing her annoyance.

I rolled my eyes. "Xavier talks too much." I was surprised that he was still calling my parents, but then I really wasn’t. He probably did it every Sunday like clockwork. I had just told my parents to stop mentioning him when he moved to California.

"I'm sorry, Momma, I was going to tell you. I didn't want to until I had your money to repay. I just have to sell these two houses."

She hummed in my ear, "Xavier said he's been seeing and talking to you recently, but you don't know he already repaid us on the day your divorce was settled? You probably didn't give him a chance; all you do is fuss at him. I don't like that, Ivy."

On the day of? That meant he had already given them the money before he tried to bribe me, I didn’t know what to think about that, but I was frustrated, to the point of wanting to scream. I didn't need to hear Momma talking about how I should have chosen Xavier; he did it enough on his own. "How much money did he send you?"

"Two million dollars, but don't you dare tell him I told you the amount."

My mouth fell open. "He sent you two million dollars? And you took it?"

"Yes, I took it. He's been offering it for years. Your daddy didn't want to, but I took it. All the trips and dinners and school fees we paid for four years. Yep, I took it. I would have done it all for free, but why, when I don't have to? My son got a good education, opened his business, and now he’s rich and he wants to treat me. I'm going to let him. And he paid all my medical bills. My son loves me." She bragged.

"He's not your son, Mommy," I whined.

"You're a damn lie; he's my son, and when he gets fed up with you pushing him away, I'm gonna treat his wife and kids the same way I treat him."

"Mom, why would you say that?" I whined.

"Because it's true. You've been playing in his face and with his emotions for years since he left you after his parents' tragedy without saying anything. You pretend it doesn't bother you, but you've been punishing him for years. Y'all Capricorns are stubborn and know how to hold a grudge."

Anger bubbled up, even though only half of what she said was true. Xavier had left school without a word and then ignored me. I didn't know if he was alive or dead. I learned from his football coach about what had happened to his parents. Then he showed up months later, wanting to pretend nothing had happened. On top of that, I found out I'd been fucking his best friend he'd never mentioned.

I wanted to end the call. "I'll talk to you later, Mom," I said, my voice tense.

"Uh-huh," she replied, doubt lacing her words. But I didn't have to hang up; she did it for me. I sucked my teeth; she was so moody.

I sat there, irked. How could Xavier have repaid them without telling me? And why did my momma always have to bring up the past? 

Getting ready to lay back down, the fact that I was in Xavier's house, in his bed, hit me. Where was he at? His laughter from downstairs answered my question. I frowned when the laughter of a woman mixed with his.

Who was she? I pushed myself up from the bed heading straight to the door, but thinking better of it, I pivoted and went to wash my face. After taking care of my hygiene, I retraced my steps.

As I approached the stairs they were laughing again. I wondered what the fuck was so funny? I looked down at them from the top of the stairs. Sitting on the leather sofa were Xavier and some blond chick, their arms were touching. I didn’t like that. I could see half her face. She looked like one of the girls Xavier liked to fuck. He had a thing for the pageant, debutante looking white girls, I rolled my eyes as I turned to make my way down the steps. I made sure I was quiet.

I watched the blonde lay her head on Xavier's shoulder as she laughed I felt my chest tighten. I took a deep breath, trying to shake off the jealousy that had me wanting to snatch their hair out.

Breathe.

Calm the fuck down, Ivy.

"Good morning, Xavier," I called out after stepping off the last step, forcing a smile. My attitude is loud and clear in my voice.

The chick's head snapped up, surprise registering on her face. Xavier's face, on the other hand, darkened. He eyed me up and down. His shirt sat midway on my thighs, I may or may not have pulled it up and tied it in the back to fit my thick frame.

"Ivy, I didn't expect you to be up this early." His tone was sharp and stinging.

"Well, I couldn't help but hear your laughter, it woke me up,” I lied. “What’s so funny? I want to laugh too.” I looked away from Xavier to the blond. She had a snooty look on her face, I recognized it from college. They had either fucked and Xavier friend-zoned her after or she wanted to fuck him and was trying to find a way to give him her coochie. I crossed the room and extended my hand to her. "Hi, I'm Ivy. Xavier's best friend."

Xavier sighed. “Oh, you're on one,” he mumbled. I almost smiled as he used the phrase I usually used whenever he started being extra.

The blonde hesitated, glancing at Xavier before taking my hand in a weak grip. "Nice to meet you, Ivy. I’m Lydia, the assistant."

I nodded, never breaking eye contact. "Oh, the help." No you did, not. Stop right now, Ivy. I chastised myself mentally. My anger toward this random woman was irrational but fuck it.

She frowned.

Xavier stepped in front of her. Taking my arm in his hand, he led me away. “You can continue working, Lydia. I’ll be back in a second."

He led me all the way upstairs without a word, shoved me in the room, then closed the door.

“What was that?” He asked, his voice calmer than his eyes.

“What? I introduced myself." I bit my lip, feigning innocence.

His jaw clenched, and his eyes narrowed. "You were being passive-aggressive, Ivy."

I crossed my arms defensively. "Well, maybe next time you could inform me when you have company over. Or better yet not have them over, giggling all loud when I'm sleeping." My brain screamed, you’re being irrational, Ivy. Stop it.

Xavier scoffed, “Are you serious? You’re telling me what to do in my house? How is this your business?”

He was being mean and wanted me to say something that made me sound jealous. I wouldn’t. I knew I was in the wrong though, so I redirected the conversation.

“Just as much of my business as Jacob was yours?”

He dropped his head and sighed like I was really aggravating him. “I’m not fucking her, Ivy. You were fucking Jacob.”

I curled my lip. “Either way, we're in each other’s business.”

His response was unexpected. He raised his head and laughed. “You don’t care about me chasing your construction worker away. You're being a jealous brat.”

“Am not.” I pouted.

He shook his head. “Instead of being rude you should have been thanking her. She went shopping for me, for you, so you wouldn’t smell like a distillery all day." He frowned. “You look well after drinking half the bar."

I frowned, dropping my head. “I’m sorry again, Xavier. I swear last night was my last night drinking like I’ve been. The disappointment on your face after all that happened was the equivalent to ten months in rehab."

He cocked his head and studied my face. Instead of responding to what I said, he said, “Get dressed, you have thirty minutes. After I sign this paperwork my assistant has brought me, I have a surprise for you."

I rocked back on my bare feet, everything else forgotten. “What's the surprise?” Xavier always had the best surprises.

He shook his head and turned the knob on the door, opening it. "Get dressed. Brunch at 7th and Grove starts at noon. If we don’t get there early, you know we won’t get seated for at least an hour, then after food, you get the surprise.” He turned to leave, then turned back. He reached out and pinched my nipple. “This was a nice image, to bad it was only for show." He turned, walked out, and closed the door before I could say anything else. The feel of him pulling away lingered.
 

An hour and a half later, after stuffing myself with Chicken and waffles and some of Xavier’s oxtail grits, I was sitting in the buttery leather seats of his Range Rover as he pulled us into busy Ybor traffic. I’d told myself not to bring what my mother told me about him giving her money during lunch, or at all that day, but I couldn’t help myself.

“Why did you give my parents two million dollars?” I blurted out.

I saw him shake his head out of my peripheral.

“I told your mother not to tell you how much."

He went quiet after that. I waited, then waited some more for him to answer why. About fifteen minutes passed.

“Xavier…” I turned to stare at the side of his face, trying to read his expression as he kept his eyes fixed on the road.

He exhaled slowly, a tired hand running through his hair. “I did it because I wanted to."

“But why?” I persisted when I should have shut up. It wasn’t like I was going to make him take the money back.

He stiffened, his grip on the steering wheel tightened, turning his knuckles white. “Your parents have been like second parents to me all these years. They bought my books and supplies when I couldn’t. They let you spend thousands taking me places and buying me things. They fed me. They were there when I graduated. They came to all my celebrations and congratulated me on all my accomplishments. They pick up my phone calls every Sunday, and your mother coddles me like she gave birth to me. There are some things I’m not going to argue with you about, or even listen to your opinion about, and this is one. If you want to argue, I can drop you off, and you can argue with the motherfucker you married."

Well, damn.

I felt my face turn hot. He had put me in my place. I turned back in my seat and looked out the window at the people walking down the sidewalk. My lip poked out. I was lowkey glad he felt protective of my parents. Especially after my father had told him at the dinner table that he didn’t want him pursuing me because he was poor. Xavier never brought it up and never acted any less respectful towards my father.

I ran my hand down the leather mini skirt his assistant had brought me. She had good taste; the sheer black blouse and black Tory Burch sandals on my feet were perfect for brunch. “I wasn’t going to argue," I said, because I couldn’t let him have the last word. "I just wanted to know why you tried to bribe me using them. You were all, 'I’m going to give you this money to pay your parents, in return I get some of your pussy and then I’m going to forget about you.'  But you had already gave them the money. What was that?"

He laughed, a deep, rich sound I felt under my skin. “I was bluffing. I had a plan, I just needed a platform that got me between your thighs. I knew if I put this dick in your life, you wouldn’t let it go."

I snatched my head in his direction. “You’re fucking bipolar," I said, then we both laughed, the tension between us evaporating.


Ivy

My disbelief rendered me immobile as I took in the sight of the second house I ever sold as a real estate agent. I loved this house when I saw it. My first thought had been, "I could raise a family here." That’s how I ended up spending way too much on renovations. I made the mistake of creating a home I wanted to live in, which made it hard for me to sell. It was a six-bedroom, four-bathroom open-concept design, with a pool, and a big backyard, close to the beach, in a safe neighborhood, and near great schools. I spun around, trying to take everything in. It was fully decorated with red leather furniture, zebra print canvas art, and rugs. It was tacky, but it was decorated exactly how I'd told Xavier I wanted to decorate it ten years earlier.

I turned to stare at him.

"I bought it for you, Ivy. I kept it. In case you'd need it someday."

I felt a lump in my throat, my eyes brimming with unshed tears. "What? You owned this the entire time?

He nodded. "The first one too. It looks just like this one on the inside. If you want that instead, you can have it too. You just seemed to like this one better."

I stared at him, not knowing exactly how to say what I wanted. Not that I knew what I wanted to say.

"Why would you do this for me, after everything I've put you through?"

"Because, Ivy, no matter what's happened between us, I love you. I'm going to always fucking love you. I don't know how to stop, or even if I want to stop. I want you to be happy, even if it isn't with me."

"Why?" I needed it explained to me.

"Do you remember when you took me to Puerto Rico for my 20th birthday? That was the first time I actually celebrated it. Mr. Earl and Demetrius acknowledged it, but I had never had anybody actually celebrate it. Celebrate me. After dinner, and that terrible cake in a cup you microwaved for me, we went walking on that one beach. I can't remember the name, just that you looked pretty on it, under the moonlight.

As we walked, I couldn't help but feel a little sad, thinking about how different my life would have been if I hadn’t left Tennessee. I wanted to call my momma and tell her, but I felt it would  somehow be betraying her, telling her I was happy when she wasn’t.

I don’t know what alerted you to my mood, but you pulled me to a stop and your gaze searched mine. I tried to mask my feelings with smile, but you picked up on my melancholy emotions just by looking in my eyes. You saw me, from the very beginning. Without saying a word, you started undressing right there, in front of me. You encouraged me to do the same.

Hand in hand, buck-naked, you dragged me into the cold water in the middle of February. You just stood there with me until the water washed away my sadness. I can close my eyes right now and vividly see the way the moonlight danced on your skin, the way your big hair floated around you like a halo.

You were so free and beautiful that night, without a mask or any pretense. You were sharing that with me and I realized that you only shared yourself with me, the real you. In that moment, surrounded by the vastness of the ocean and the endless sky, I realized I had fallen in love with you. It wasn’t lust, it wasn’t infatuation, I was fucking captivated by you, Ivy. I wanted to change myself to be good enough for you. And I knew you loved me too because you wouldn’t get your hair wet for anybody else. I've never looked back." "In that moment, I felt like we were back on that beach, that night in Puerto Rico. I wanted to kiss him then and I wanted to kiss him now. I raised up onto my tiptoes and leaned in. Our lips were inches apart when I hesitated for a moment. Then, with a sudden surge of courage, I closed the gap. Instead of feeling his lips, I met air. I opened my eyes and got the side view of Xavier’s face. I tried again.

"No," he said firmly, his eyes locking onto mine. He pulled away, leaving me confused.

I stared at him, trying to understand. "What? Why?"

"I didn’t say what I said or give you a house to force your hand."

With my voice sounding more emotional than I wanted it to be after being rejected, I rebutted. “And I wasn’t trying to kiss you because you bought me this house. I wanted to kiss you because I love you.”

His brow knitted. “Take off your clothes then. Prove it. Give yourself to me. Don't pull away or make excuses this time.”

I frowned, not understanding his logic. “How will any of that prove anything?”




He slid his hand into the pockets of his chinos. "We’ve done everything together that couples do, vacations, celebrated anniversaries, exchanged I love you’s. We have every connection any couple has, except sexual."

“That’s stupid. Why does everything have to be about sex?”

He smirked. “It’s not about the sex. It's about the connection, the intimacy. I know you, Ivy. Your holding back because you either think it’s all I ever wanted from you or you think it’ll ruin what we already have. Either way, you're wrong." He reached out, gently placing his hand on my cheek, his thumb stroking my skin. "You have to trust that we can handle more than being friends.”

My eyes flicked down to the floor, avoiding his gaze. He got on my nerves thinking he knew me but he was right. I was scared that once we crossed that line, there's no going back. I didn't want to lose him. If we kept going the way we were, as just friends, I never would. He could talk about moving on or marrying someone else, but I wouldn’t let him, I was going to interfere in whatever relationship he had just like he did mine and he would let me, because we were both toxic as fuck when it came to each other.

“Neither of those things are true.” I lied.

He stepped into my space, curving his lips into a slick smile, and gazed down at me. “Then take off your clothes and let me touch you, let me eat you, let me fuck some babies into you." His hand dropped to the curve right above my ass then slid up, he traced the curve of my waist and hips with his fingertips. His fingers on my skin sent a tingle up my spine.

“I promise your heart is safe with me, forever and ever.”

He watched me, waiting for a response. I opened my mouth. There are so many words I wanted to say. So many feelings in my heart I want to express. I close my mouth. He hadn't even asked me to say anything, just to put actions behind the words I already spoke.

He lingered for a response. And when he realized he wouldn’t get one, his hand slid away. My skin grew cold. He leaned down and pressed a kiss to my forehead. “Call me when you get settled, Ivy. I have to go sign a shit ton of contracts." Then he walked away, leaving me standing in the house he bought me, in wet panties with a forehead kiss.

I felt lonely. I felt stupid."


Xavier

“I want to have a picnic on the beach.”

Ivy didn’t wait for me to invite her in, she just shoved her way in, holding a box, she sauntered by me and kept walking. I hadn’t planned on seeing her until I figured out how I wanted to move my life forward, but I guess I'd have to figure it out another time.  Ivy was nearly to the kitchen, heading for the backdoor when I went after her. 




“It’s after midnight, Ivy and fifty degrees outside, colder on the beach.”




“So. You haven’t eaten and I brought blankets. Brang your ass lumberjack.” she called over her shoulder.

She was so spoiled and I enabled her to be by indulging her in her every whelm, even at the expense of myself.

But she was right, I hadn’t eaten. I'd been too busy contemplating going back to California. I realized that I had to find a balance between loving Ivy and obsessing over Ivy . Or maybe it was time to rip up my plans for us all together. Ivy had become the center of my universe, yet I didn't hold the same position in hers.




But at the moment it didn’t matter. I grabbed a t-shirt , keeping my pajama bottoms on I followed her out of the house.




Ivy was out kneeled on a huge, printed Blanket when I made it to the beach. I could see a fire. As I got closer I realized she had set up a small fire pit. It would help. It was indeed cold. My feet sinking into the wet sand caused goosebumps to break out over skin. When I got closer I could her chewing at her lip, peeling at the skin —which meant she had something to say. My heart stated to pitter patter in my chest. I never knew which side of Ivy I'd encounter when she started to overthink.

"Hi, friend," she said, finally noticing me. "Are you still mad at me?"

“Sugar, sour, Ivy, I’m not mad now, I wasn’t mad earlier.” I replied, seating myself on the blanket.

She cocked her head “then why the forehead kiss”.




I knew she would hate the forehead kiss. 




I cocked my head to watch her watch me. her hair was free blowing in the wind.




I closed my eyes making up my mind right then. I was going back to California. I was going to do something drastic, especially if I had to see her every single day. I couldn’t take the constant reminder of what we could be, but weren't.




“What’s all this about Ivy?”

She shook her head “You eat first, we talk after. She pulled a wrapped plate out of her box and removed the aluminum foil revealing my favorite mean. Smothered chicken, collard green and mash potato, homemade corn bread, not jiffy. She shoved the plate and a fork in my direction the turned her back to me, wrapping one of the blanket around her and gazed out at the water.

I didn't pressure her into speaking. After all, I wanted her to open up on her own terms. After I had finished eating, I nudged her gently. “What's on your mind, Ivy?”

She started with her back turned to me. sighing She said “ You were right about sex. In my head sex was the only thing we hadn’t done with each other, What happens after. Where do we go from there?” She turned to look at me.

"There's a lot of things we haven't done," I said, reaching out to take her hand. I started counting them off on her fingers. "We never got married. Never had babies. Never took a trip as husband and wife, never took our kids on a trip as husband and wife. I never got to nut in you. You never got to cum on my dick. Never have we-"




She snatched her hand back “Ok, I get it, Lumberjack. I didn’t say my thoughts were logical, just in my head that’s the way I saw things.




She rolled her eyes, continuing, “I've been furious with you since the day after you left. I was terrified you'd gone to Tennessee and that your father had harmed you somehow. I spent the entire day crying after you left, imagining all the horrific scenarios. Then, I learned from your coach on Monday that both your parents were dead. I felt like you'd stolen the chance for me to support you. Then you returned, and I discovered Demetrius is your best friend, a friend you never even mentioned. I shared everything with you. I would have never gotten involved with him if I knew who he was to you. Then I was stuck. I had already introduced Demetrius to my father when he visited for parents’ week, and dad loved him, the strong Black man with a plan. I felt like you were the catalyst behind me meeting Demetrius. From there, everything just spiraled downward. I would have-”

“Youre rambling, Ivy. That day I left with taking you was the worst decision of my life. I’ve apologize. I will spend the rest of my life apologizing if you want and if you want to keep rambling, we can do it in the house. It cold out here.  

She rolled her eyes. “I was trying to explain everything thoroughly, not ranting.”

“I’ve always understood why you were angry for a long time, Ivy. I’ll apo-“

I love you. She cut me off as crawled up the blanket I was sitting on to straddle my lap. In the same clothes she’d on her earlier, her skirt rose her thighs, I could feel the heat of her pussy against my stomach, I wanted to touch her pussy but settled the feel her skin under my hand. I gripped her thick thighs and pulled her closer as she wrapped the blanket she’d been using around us. “Better? She asked then pressed a sweet kiss to my mouth.

“So much better. And your confession is not a confession Ivy. I knew that because you told me.”

She leaned in a pressed another kiss to my cheek, 




“But you don’t know when.”




“Then tell me when?”

“I don’t know.” She laughed planting butterfly kisses on my face.




“I do know, it was that day you told me about your parents, I was holding you and thinking I’m going to fix him for me because I love him and I want him whole.” But when I think about it, maybe it was that first day I saw you at freshman move in. You sat there all day, gazing at me as if you could see my soul. Even then, before I really knew you, I could feel your pull, like gravity.




“I’m tired of fighting it.”  She rose up on to her knees. Her soft and pliable flesh molded against me.




“You nearly destroyed me the last time you left so pushing you away has been out of self-preservation. don’t do it again. With that all said. It’s fucking cold out here and we’re too old to be skinny dipping. But this is me, being naked for you.” Her words were still processing in my head when felt her cold hand on my dick, sliding it free of my waistband. Then she was sliding me inside her hot pussy. The feeling of her almost overwhelming. Her softness enveloping me was heaven and hell intertwined. I felt like the devil before he’d been cast out.

“Ivy what —” I manage between gritted teeth before I lost the words.  She was so wet. My heart was beating so bad my left arm hurt, she was killing me.

Her lips found mine the kiss is soft and quick. “I’m sorry,” she whispered against my mouth. "I'm sorry," she repeated with a kiss on my chin, her pleas for forgiveness trailing down my jawline. As she reached the base of my throat, she hesitated for a moment before pressing her lips against the sensitive skin there. 

I was on the edge, jittery. I didn't know what to do with my hands. I was scared I'd touch her and she'd fade away, like a shadow. Maybe she'd come to her senses. I didn't know, but I refrained from touching her. I stretched out as if preparing to take flight. My body taut as if ready to ascend, my hands buried in the cool sand, anchoring me to reality., Closing my eyes as I enjoyed the feeling of electricity shooting up my spine as she moved against me, I struggled to breathe. The way she moved so slow was exquisite torture.

I couldn't breath.

I abandoned the idea of not touching her. Grabbing the back of her neck, I drew her in for a kiss. She could breathe for the both of us. Her pussy stared to clench around me and I knew she was about to cum. She put her mouth to ear and chanted. I love you I love. I love. If trying to convince me what I already knew.

“Look at me! I want to see your pretty face when I cum in you.”

“I can’t”

Her pussy squeezed me boa constrictor tight milking me, I still couldn’t fucking breath but I was about to cum. I felt on the brink of oblivion. If I knew how good she was going to feel. I would have ruined her marriage long before Demetrius did.

“Lemme see your eyes, Ivy,” I plead as she bucked against me.

She lifted her head, glancing at me, her eyes heavy with satisfaction.

"Damn." I bite my lip and. So fucking beautiful. Your mine now.”

Her cries filled the night air as she shuddered, then collapsed against me, sweaty and drained.

 My hands flew to her hips, guiding her movements up and down on my dick until I exploded.

I held her until our breathing slowed. She pulled back and looked at me “I’m sorry she repeated rising. I could feel my cum leak out of her.

“And I except you apology again. Now tell me how long I gotta wait until I can marry you?”

She opened her mouth to speak, I cut her off.

“Matter of fact don’t answer that. It’s cold out here. Let’s go into the house, we’ll have a drink, take a warm bath.”

I was done having conversations with Ivy that got us nowhere. Tired of begging and suborning, it was time for action.


Ivy

As soon as I opened my eyes, I felt like I was being stabbed in the brain by a thousand needles all at once. I slammed my eyes back closed, but the desert-dry feeling in my mouth made falling back asleep an impossibility. I opened my eyes again, blinking against the harsh light. Naked, I swung my feet over the side of the bed and sat up, intending to go to the kitchen, but pieces of my fragmented memories from the night before started coming back. Xavier's voice echoed in my head, "I want to take you somewhere. Have a drink, Ivy." There were flashes of Elvis. Why was I remembering Elvis? I blinked hard, and my room came into focus, but I wasn’t in my room. I glanced around at what was unmistakably a luxury hotel suite. Empty champagne bottles and half-eaten food on room service trays littered the floor. What the heck? I found myself sitting on the edge of the bed, wracking my brain for answers, chastising myself for breaking my pledge to abstain from drinking.

The bed stirred behind me, causing my heart to drop. Who was I in a hotel room with? After the stunt I pulled at the bar, I was scared. Holding my breath, I slowly turned my head, bracing myself for the worst. I let out a sigh of relief when I saw Xavier. The memories of us on the beach flooded back to me. What didn’t come back was how we started at the beach outside his house and ended up in a hotel. As I lifted my hand to rub my eyes, an icy diamond ring glinted back at me, freezing my heart in place. The sight of it triggered a surge of memories. The private jet, the drinks Xavier offered me, our visit to an all-night jeweler to pick out my ring, and Elvis marrying us. The reality of the situation had my chest rising and falling so fast that I couldn’t catch my breath. Less than two months after I got divorced, I was married again, and to my ex-husband’s best friend.

"Good morning, Mrs. Cunningham." Xavier's voice jolted me out of my thoughts. I jumped, tumbling off the bed onto the carpeted floor. I nearly broke my neck as my ass hit the carpet.

I could hear Xavier laughing.

Nothing was funny.

Frustrated, I attempted to rise, but the plush Egyptian cotton sheets were twisted around my legs. Closing my eyes, I forced myself to focus on my breathing. When I opened them again, Xavier was leaning over the edge of the platform bed, grinning down at me. I stopped trying to untangle myself and glared at him.

"What did you do? What did we do?"

He smiled, really big and sneaky. "We got married."

My eyes flew to the ring on his finger, then down to mine.

What in the hell had we done?

Xavier grabbed hold of the sheets that were wrapped around me and tugged until my naked body was exposed. He slid off the bed and down on top of me. He hovered over me, his warm dick resting against my pussy. I couldn’t think.

"I did what I had to do. I have your mother, or our mother now, to thank for the idea. Last time I talked to her, she said, and this is verbatim, 'Get her drunk, put her on a private jet, fly to Vegas and get married by Elvis, it's not like she'll divorce you.'"

My mouth flew wide open as I gawked up at him. "My momma didn't tell-" I started, then I thought about it. My momma probably did tell him exactly that. She loved Xavier.

"But-"

Xavier cut me off this time, lifting my chin so I was looking him eye to eye. "No buts. Are you going to divorce me?"

Biting into my lip, I shook my head slowly. "No."

"Then shut up and let me slide into my pussy."

I chuckled. "So it's yours now?"

He nodded while his teeth pushed into his plump bottom lip. "Yes, bought and paid for. Ask Elvis."

Before I could rebut, he pressed his lips against mine and slipped his tongue into my mouth, kissing me so deeply I forgot to breathe.

When he pulled away, he examined me, watching for my reaction as he gripped his dick and rubbed it against my sloppy wet slit before pushing inside me.

"Fuck, you feel good," he growled in my ear, pulling out and shoving back into me.

My eyes fell shut and my limbs tingled. The way he stroked me made my skin warm and my words scramble in my brain. The arch I put in my back to let him go deeper had me looking like I was levitating off the floor.

"You're trying to get pregnant on the first day, huh?" He groaned and sped up. Burying his face against my neck, he nipped at my flesh. The sharpness of his teeth put me over the edge; heat spiraled up in my belly.

My mouth hung open, but no words came out. Even as I was experiencing the best sex of my life, my mind was a mess of thoughts—a torrent of 'what ifs' and 'how bad could this get?' But I didn't get to dwell on it. He made love to me until I was shuddering around his dick and couldn’t think straight. Lifting up, he stared down at me. "You feel it too, right? We’re meant to be right here, together. God, I love you so much…" And just like that, all my worries slipped away.

Three days later, we boarded a flight back home as husband and wife.


Ivy

As soon as I stepped into Xavier's house — now our house, until we decorated and renovated the one he’d bought for me — my phone rang. Xavier glanced over his shoulder, curious about who was on the other end. Seeing my frown, he asked, "Who is it?"

"My divorce lawyer," I responded. He placed his bag on the floor and extended his hand for mine. "I'll give you a minute," he said.

Taking the call, I listened as my lawyer, Kim, spoke. By the time she was done, I was speechless. Leaving the entrance, I sought out Xavier, who was in our bedroom, busily transferring his clothes from a suitcase to a drawer.

“You won’t believe what I’m about to tell you,” I said, pausing to sit on the bed.

He looked up at me concerned.




"Kim said she was going to continue investigating Demetrius even after our divorce was finalized," I began. "She did...and her investigator found the money he claimed he didn't have to give me during the settlement, and more. He's been embezzling from his clients. Small amounts, but it adds up to millions. He's about to be arrested." How did I live with a man for so long and know so little about him? I wonder what else he was hiding.

Xavier face started to redden.




“You knew?”




“No.” He rubbing the back of his neck. “I knew other things.”




“Tell me I demanded. It made me angry to think he had been hiding something from me.




He frowned. “I don’t really want to. You all are divorced. Were married now. Whats the point of dredging up the past?” His voice held an edge of annoyance.




I wasn't going to let him off that easily. "It matters because you were my friend and kept it from me."

He let out an insincere chuckle. “I’ve been the friend you chose your husband over constantly. The friend that you know has been in love with you for years. The friend who would have snatched your from your husband if you let me. So Imagine me coming to saying Demetrius did this or Demetrius did that. Then I look like I’m instigating.  Besides, I knew him before I knew you, so by you logic if I picked a side it should have been his.




He was right, but his logic didn't alleviate my anger. "Just fucking tell me," I snapped, raising my voice to match the tension in the room.




He let out a weary sigh, before parting his lips to speak “Okay. I’ll tell you,” he caught my eyes and held them. “The man you went out of your way to love honor and obey got a vasectomy because he doesn’t want to have kids. He showed up even before he told you with the new chick on his arm. Showing her off and now she’s possibly pregnant with the baby you wanted. He didn’t keep you around because he was madly in love with you, but because you were reliable and always stood by his side. "He barely stopped his lips from curling in disgust as he continued.

"And isn't that ironic? I was never enough for you and you were never enough for him. So, now that you know the truth, how do you feel? Why would I want to be the one to deliver that news to you?" He asked, walking away before I could formulate a response.

His words were like a punch to the gut. I heard the front door slam and his car start.

I dropped my head. I was fucking up already.

Xavier's anger lingered in the air. My actions had already put a strain on our new marriage. All because of my unresolved anger towards Demetrius. This is what I hadn’t wanted. I kept dragging Xavier into a storm that was not his to weather. I needed to confront Demetrius, not to argue or demand explanations, but to gain closure. I made my way down stairs to grab my keys. I pulled up Xavier’s number.

I’m sorry. I love you. Please come home.

With my mind set on what needed to be done, I walked out the front door and got into my car. Driving on autopilot, I made my way to what had been my home just a few weeks ago. I was determined to talk to Demetrius about everything that had happened between us, to tell him about Xavier, and, most importantly, to finally move on.. The ghost of him was hindering my process I didn’t want profits from the house or nothing.

Demetrius’s car was in the driveway when I arrived. I took off my ring and left it in the glove compartment, hoping to avoid any unnecessary drama. I stepped out of the car and approached the door. Before I could use my key to unlock it, the door flew open with a bang, revealing a visibly seething Demetrius.

His dark eyes were shadowed with anger, and his nostrils flared with each angry breath. The sight of me seemed to further fuel his rage.

"Where the fuck have you been?" he barked. Before I could respond, his hand shot out, wrapping around my wrist. His grip was iron as he violently yanked me inside the house, slamming the door behind us. My keys and phone clattered to the ground as he dragged me into the living room, which was a mess of food containers and dirty clothes — so unlike the usual Demetrius I knew.

He released me, but the sting from his nails digging into my skin lingered. He paced back and forth across the room, each movement radiating anger. "What the hell is wrong with you? You don't put your hands on me like that!"

He stopped pacing to glare at me. "Shut up before I do more," he threatened. "All this shit happening to me is your fucking fault." He grabbed some papers from the coffee table and hurled them towards me. They fluttered to the ground before I could see what they were, but I assumed they had something to do with his fraud charges.

"How, Demetrius?" I shot back. "Did I make you steal from people?” He was so fucking exhausting.

"If you hadn't asked for that damn divorce, none of this would've happened!" He spat out, jabbing a finger at me in accusation. "And where the fuck have you been? Are you still fucking that nigga Jacob?" He laughed, a bitter, mocking sound. "Don't think I didn't know about that. I paid him to distract you."

"To distract me?" I frowned, confused.

"While I was making sure you didn't end up with any of my money," he replied.

"Wow, Demetrius! I came here to try and clear things up with you. I was going to apologize for my part in the demise of our marriage, tell you truths I should have told you before, but you just showed me I should have just stayed the hell away from you. So, before I leave, I'll give you a review on what you paid for. Jacobs dick was so good, bigger and better than what I got from you in the years we were married so thank you for—"

The back of his hand connecting with my face cut off the rest of my words. I could taste blood in my mouth. My butt hit the ground, sending a sharp pain up my back. Demetrius had never hit me before. To say I was surprised was an understatement. I was stunned, paralyzed by the sudden violence.

Demetrius crouched down in front of me, gripping my jaw and forcing me to look at him. "Who the fuck do you think you're talking to, Ivy?" he snarled.

Something in me snapped. No man, not even my dad, had hit me before. I moved quickly; my teeth sank into Demetrius's nose. He punched me twice in the ribs, and I let go. He stumbled backwards. Where he hit me was throbbing. Ignoring the pain, I focused on my anger. Kicking out, my foot connected with his stomach, and he went down to one knee.

I jumped up and grabbed the lamp that was on the side of the sofa. I heard, but barely registered the sound of the door being splintered. Voices ricocheted off the walls, "Police! Drop the weapon!" But their commands were drowned out by the blood rushing in my ears. I raised the lamp to bring it down on Demetrius's head when I was grabbed from behind.. I calmed down when I felt the officers holstered gun pressing in my back. I didn’t want to get Demetrius or myself shot.




I was sat on the sofa. I got a glimpse of Demetrius as he was being walked out, handcuffed. His nose was bloody. One of the officers asked me who they should call. I told them Xavier. I heard the officer talking but not really what he said.

I was put in a cruiser and driven home. When I got there, Xavier was waiting for me in the driveway. The worry on his face made me feel guilty. He didn’t say anything to me, just scooped me up bridal style and carried me into the house, straight to the bathroom.

He stripped me of my clothes and started the shower. Fully clothed in a polo shirt, Dockers, and sneakers, he stepped into the shower with me, pressing his forehead to mine. "This is the first and last time, Ivy. I had to watch my mom get beaten. I'd do anything for you, but not this. So it's over with him, one hundred percent, or it's over with me." My tears mixed in with the droplets of water that rolled down my face.

With a shaky nod, I laid my forehead against his chest, the steady thump of his heart calmed me. His strong arms encircled me as I murmured, my voice barely above a whisper, "I'm done."


Epilogue

Demetrius

I was heading back to my office building after lunch when I spotted her for the first time in three years. She was seated outside a restaurant, cradling a chubby little brown baby. She was beautiful and looked genuinely happy. I had missed her more than words could express. While I was in jail, I sent her countless letters, apologizing for hitting her, pleading for her to come back and forgive me. All I got in return was a post-it note with 'I forgive you' scribbled on it, then my letters started being returned unopened.




I didn't blame her.

I could still picture her face when I told her I was moving out, and later when I hit her on the day of my arrest. Those two moments were my biggest regrets in life. 

I lost my childhood best friend and wife because Demetrius refused to speak to me after what I had done to Ivy. Ironically, I didn’t serve time for the fraud, but I did get six months for domestic violence. I reopened my firm soon after being released from jail.

Almost in a daze, I crossed the street. She was amusing the baby, making it laugh, and didn't notice me approach.

"Hi Ivy, it’s been a while!" I said, looking down at her.

She turned, and the smile on her face morphed into shock.

"Hi Demetrius!" She stuttered, glancing nervously back towards the restaurant doors.

"I see a lot has changed since I last saw you. How old is he?" I asked, reaching out to her little boy's hand. He looked up at me with the same bright brown eyes his mother has and gave me a toothless grin. It felt like a dagger to the chest. This should have been my child.

"He’s almost six months.”

She kept shooting anxious glances towards the restaurant doors, I assumed the baby's father was inside. But I wasn’t deterred. I was determined to win her back, regardless of our circumstances. I would raise her son as my own. We had ten years of shared history. I still loved her. She had to know I never meant for us to be apart so long.

We were locked in a silent stare when a familiar voice broke the silence.

"Baby, the don’t have regular hot sauce.” I looked up to see my oldest friend in the world walking towards the only woman I've ever loved, his gaze full of affection. My eyes fell on the wedding band on his finger, then I noticed she was wearing one. I was too. I had married Devynn, even though she lied about being pregnant, she had stuck by me.

"When?" I asked, looking between the two of them. They both wore the deer-caught-in-the-headlights expression, but Xavier was the first to snap out of it.

He smiled at me, a genuine smile, and walked over to kiss her and the baby on the cheek.

"I see you've met my son. And you remember Ivy, my wife?"

Now she was smiling too.

I swear I could feel my heart physically shatter.  I had taken her for granted and now she was gone. forever. I just stood there, replaying everything from the last twelve years in my head. I knew she had never cheated on me. Or maybe she had. I wouldn't accuse her though. I was just perplexed, wondering when and how. I wanted to be mad, but it was my fault he even got the chance.

I heard Ivy calling my name, but I was unable to focus. I hadn't even realized I had started to walk away. Overwhelmed by regret and heartache, I, a grown ass man, wanted to curl up in the middle of the street and cry like a baby.

"Demetrius!" Ivy called out.

I looked back.

She was watching me with worry etched onto her face.

"If you're willing to sit down, we can explain. It's not what it looks like, and it happened after you left me.” Her voice was fading behind me. The last thing I heard was Xavier advising her to let me go. The harsh reality was unbearable. My best friend had taken my place, and it was entirely my own fault.
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