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      As a human, but more so as a woman, I like to live with the idea that every move I make, every decision that I come up with, every thought that I process has always been planned. I wasn’t the type of person who liked to surprise myself, so no matter what, I always moved with some type of agenda. I swear I had my labor story planned out from the moment that Jabari and I made up in our minds that we were going to keep our child.

      I predicted that I would go just a couple of days over my due date, and you couldn’t tell me that my water wasn’t going to break in the wee hours of the morning like you see all the time on dramatized movies or shows. Shaking my husband, telling him that it was time, was in my vision. And because I knew the type of man I married, I knew that he would jump up without asking any questions, and before even worrying about himself, he would do everything in his power to make sure that our baby girl and I were okay.

      I could see us scurrying around the house, making sure that we had the diaper bag with all the essentials that the baby would need, and making sure that my bag was packed as well. Then I would waddle out of the house, groaning in pain, as I tried to make it to the car, so that we could get to the hospital in time for me to receive the epidural. I already had it my mind that I was getting medications to push out this baby.

      Growing up, I spent a lot of my time with Jashae and her grandmother. That lady was such an old soul. She would say things to me and Shae like, “God definitely has a sense of humor to have put the two of you together.” I remember her saying that to us all the damn time. I used to question that saying for years, but lying here in this hospital bed, with this IV hooked up in my arm, and watching the nurses work on my baby girl, you could not tell me that God didn’t have a sense of humor.

      My plan for my labor story had gone completely left. Literally, nothing that I thought would happen had occurred. I mean, I gave birth to a baby who was six pounds and two ounces, like I had the proper credentials to do so. All I remember about that moment was feeling a whole bunch of pressure. I swear it started out with just Braxton Hicks, and because I had been getting them for the past few weeks, I didn’t make the situation a big deal. It wasn’t until the pain intensified, and I was no longer able to lie down through them that I took things seriously.

      I laughed inwardly because Jabari just didn’t believe that I was about to have our baby. As if I told him something minor like I had a headache or something along those lines, he tried to shake it off and tell me to take my ass back to sleep. Then, all of a sudden, it felt like I was peeing on myself, and I knew that my water had broke. Crazy because out of all the things that could have registered in my mind at the time, I felt like taking a shower was the most important thing in the world to be doing. We’d just had sex, and I knew that the doctor and the nurses would be all up inside my vagina, so I wanted to at least wipe between my legs.

      We were obviously on my daughter’s time, and sis had a mind of her own. She let it be known right then and there that she didn’t want to be born in a hospital and would rather me push her out in the comfort of our home. More laughs fell from my mouth as I remembered Jabari telling me to keep her in when I told him that I felt the need to push. Listen, had I tried to stop pushing, that baby would have come either while we were heading down the stairs or in the car on the way to the hospital.

      I will never let Jabari live this day down. Never! This man talked so much shit about holding my legs while I was in labor. He said how he wanted to do his daddy duties and cut the umbilical cord, and let’s not forget how he even told me that when I’m in labor, he didn’t want anyone else in the room besides the nurses and us because he wanted us to be able to have our special moment. Where the hell was that same energy in our bathroom?

      My husband, my king, my Billy Badass, my tatted up, hard body man who I loved with every fiber inside of me had missed out on the birth of our daughter because a little blood, screaming, pushing, and crying had caused him to pass out. When God was giving out strength, I swear he gave women damn near ten times more than he gave to men. Not only did I push my first child out by my lonesome, but it was me who had to call the ambulance over to the house, so they could come to the house and escort us to the hospital. Mind you, I did all of this, while under a great amount of fear and even in a panic.

      This was my first child, and I didn’t know much about what the hell I should have been doing. All I knew was that she was beautiful and that she had a set of lungs on her. Literally, the most beautiful thing that I’d ever laid eyes on. I just remember being in that tub, throwing my head back in what felt like almost defeat, and having her lying on my chest as she cried her little heart out. Like I was a baby myself, for the first five minutes or so. I cried right along with her because I finally got the chance to participate in a moment that I used to swear up and down that I didn’t want.

      Y’all heard me say it before that kids weren’t something that I craved to have. I used to hear mothers around me go on and on about the love they had for their children, and at the time, I could only imagine what a love like that would even feel like. Now that I had my daughter, I can tell you that it was definitely love at first sight. It was pure, it was beautiful, and so fuckin’ genuine. I can honestly say that the instant bond I grew with my daughter had put a lot of things in perspective for me. The biggest one being the relationship that I had with my mother or the lack thereof.

      After the ambulance showed up to the house to get the baby and me and to also get Jabari up, who had slept through the entire fuckin’ thing, we were all rushed to the hospital. Maybe after an hour or so of being at the hospital, I found strength, and that strength allowed me to dial my mother’s number. When she answered, and I heard her voice, I broke down, and she broke down right on the phone with me. I let her know that I’d given birth to my daughter, her granddaughter, and she made a promise to me over the phone that she would be here and here she was.

      My mother was standing over the nurses as they worked on my baby like she was security, making sure that they didn’t harm my child. Jabari was standing right next to her. Although he missed out on the birth, I swear it didn’t take away from the love, the awe, nor the joy that was in his eyes as he stared at what we went half on creating. His eyes were bloodshot red from the tears of joy that both he and I hadn’t stopped shedding. We weren’t supposed to witness this moment so soon. We had another month to go. So, not only did God have a sense of humor, but I swear he was always looking out for my loved ones and me, even during those times when we didn’t even deserve it. Although my daughter was early, she was just as strong and as healthy as she could be.

      “How you feeling, baby?” Jabari asked as he walked over to the bed and picked up my hand to kiss the back of it.

      I didn’t know why I felt so mushy, but looking at him, I could just feel myself falling more in love with him. Maybe it was the way he broke down crying when he saw that our daughter was here. It could have been the way he kept thanking me for bringing our baby girl into the world. In the beginning, I feared the type of parent that Jabari would be. We all know that this man could be the biggest asshole there was, and in the beginning, I just didn’t feel that he was ready, but he proved me wrong. Yeah, he passed out while I brought her here, but since his eyes had opened, he’d been here, and he’d been so attentive.

      “I’m fine. Tired, but I’m fine,” I revealed, telling him the honest truth.

      It was going on five in the morning, and the only sleep that I’d gotten was the little bit of sleep that I did get before Jabari came home and woke me up for sex. The same sex that led to our daughter coming so early. I just remember telling myself in the middle of him stroking me, that I didn’t think he was supposed to be in me so deep while I was pregnant, but of course, I wasn’t going to say anything because it felt so good.

      Before Jabari responded, he lowered his head, just so he could kiss my forehead a couple of times, my nose, and he even placed a couple of kisses on my lips. His face stayed in front of mine, and although we weren’t kissing anymore, his lips were still just as close for him to kiss me again if he wanted to.

      “I texted Miami and let him know that you had the baby. He and Shae are on the way. I know you mad with her, bae, but on some real shit, we both know that she deserves to be here. Y’all are fuckin’ sisters with way too much fuckin’ pride if you ask me. I know you, shorty; therefore, I know your heart. You wouldn’t want her to miss this moment more than anything in the world, so I did for you what your pride was too big to do,” he said.

      At the same time, there was a knock on the door. He didn’t even give me a chance to tell whoever it was on the other side to come in before he was doing the honors. I turned my head in the direction of the door, and there were so many balloons and flowers that it took a moment for me to actually see who it was. Stepping in first was Miami, looking handsome as always. He was dressed up, making me think that he’d never really changed out of the clothes that he had on earlier when he and Jabari had gone out and didn’t get in until this morning sometime.

      Miami was handsome; everyone with a pair of eyes could see that, but even with that, I could also see the stress that was written all over his face. He wore a burnt orange Givenchy shirt with a pair of washed gray jeans that sagged a little bit, making the black Hermes belt that he wore obvious. On his feet were some gray and orange Yeezy’s and he wore light jewelry, like the small Cuban chain around his neck with a custom nameplate that said Miami, and a matching Cuban bracelet was on his wrist. The smell of his cologne filled up the room, and I watched as he held the door open by pressing his back against it since he had flowers and balloons in his hands.

      After a few more seconds, a piece of my heart, my girl, my rider, my homie, my best friend, and my sister came in with eyes that were just as red as my husband’s had come into the room. Like we hadn’t seen each other in years, she rushed over to me, and we hugged each other, both crying like two bitches as we did it.

      “Crazy ass bitches,” I heard my husband mumble.

      I was too stuck in this moment with Shae to even pay his ass any attention. We held each other, and we cried for so long. Both of our pride had caused us to miss out on so much. I kept pondering what if Jabari had never texted Miami? Would I have been texted Shae and told her that I’d given birth? That was a question that I didn’t have the answers to right now, but what I could say is that I was so fuckin’ happy that she was there.

      “Look at you. You’re a mommy now. I’m so happy, Mahogany,” Jashae said, pulling away from the hug and using the back of her hands to wipe away the tears that had fallen from her face.

      Jashae was so fuckin’ beautiful; everybody knew that. I swear, as kids, I would be just a little bit intimidated by her because she was the type of beautiful that was damn near unreal. Her rich, chocolate skin, long, beautiful hair, and perfect white teeth were all just a few of the things that made her beautiful. Just like Miami, though, I saw the stress on my best friend. Her light brown eyes weren’t as bright today. There was a sadness to her, then I remembered Jabari telling me that she and Miami were beefing, and I was sure that had to do with the stress on them both.

      “I’m happy too. Are you okay?” I asked, and she shrugged it off like her feelings weren’t any big thing, and it didn’t matter.

      “It’s not about me right now. It’s about you and that little beauty over there,” she said, forcing herself to put a smile on her face.

      She sat on the edge of the bed with me for about another two minutes or so, and then the nurse walked over to me with my baby and put her on my chest.

      Shae stood up. “Oh, my Goddddd. She’s so beautiful. Look at all that hair. Baby, look,” Shae cooed as she stared down at Jamaria Princess Brooks. That was the name that Jabari and I had agreed on.

      Miami walked over and stood right next to Shae. Just like everyone else, I could feel the love in his eyes. My daughter had quickly given everyone in this room the same effect. We did skin to skin for almost thirty minutes, and then the nurses wanted Jabari to do the same thing as well. He removed his shirt, and one of the nurses picked up Jamaria and carried her over to Jabari. She was so tiny, but she looked extra tiny lying on her daddy. I swear my cheeks began to hurt as I soaked in that moment. It was so beautiful to actually witness that.

      “Are you going to try to nurse?” Shae asked, breaking me out of the gaze that I had on them.

      “Yes, I’m going to try,” I let her know, and she nodded her head.

      

      The next day. 11:36 P.M.

      “Wahhhhh… Wahhhh… Wahhhh…” Jamaria was screaming to the top of her lungs.

      The first two hours of her life, I swear she didn’t cry much. Like most babies, of course, she cried after her arrival, but soon after that, she was so calm that I almost wanted her to cry, just so I could hear her make some type of noise. I swear you have to be careful what you ask for because she’s been doing this crying thing like every thirty minutes, it seemed. It was driving me crazy because I was so fuckin’ tired, but I wouldn’t dare say it because I felt like it was way too early in the game for me to be complaining.

      Jabari would take her and rock her, but that wasn’t enough to get her to calm down. I would do the same, but nothing. I don’t know if I just became defeated or if it was all just caused by my lack of sleep, but here I was, holding her in my arms, crying as well, as I tried to calm her down. The nurses had been trying to take her, telling me that they had someone who would watch her while I caught up on some sleep, but I wouldn’t dare let her out of my sight, no matter how tired I was.

      Everyone had come over again to see Jamaria. This time, Shae’s grandmother had come, and they brought Maya. That was earlier in the day, though. It was almost midnight, and everyone had gone home. I was emotional for a few reasons. I had my mind set on breastfeeding, and although I knew that it wouldn’t be easy, I didn’t expect it to be this hard and painful either. Shae was pro-breastfeeding, and so was her grandmother and the older, black nurse that I had.

      Earlier today, a lactation nurse had come out to assist me in breastfeeding, and I cried the whole time. I was in pain; having my daughter attempt to latch on to my nipples had brought me a pain that I felt was becoming too hard to endure. Every time I felt like quitting, thoughts of how breastfeeding was the way to go kept popping up in my head, and that would be enough to make me keep pushing.

      “She gets that emotional shit from you. You cried damn near the whole fuckin’ pregnancy,” Jabari voiced, trying to break the ice and be funny, but I didn’t laugh.

      He came over, took Jamaria from my arms, and held her. Two minutes into him holding her, she’d calmed down. Her little head rested perfectly on his chest as he slowly walked with her like he had been doing this his entire life. Seeing that I couldn’t be the one to calm my daughter down had caused a flood of emotions. I didn’t want there to be two crybabies in the room but seeing how Jabari had easily made her stop crying had me temporarily switching places with Jamari as I cried too.

      “Really, Mahogany?” Jabari asked, seeing that I was in bed crying my eyes out.

      I knew I had to have been annoying to him and every nurse and doctor who had been in my room that day. Yesterday was such a happy day. We welcomed our daughter, and we both got to live in the moment of being first-time parents, but day two was such a struggle for me. I wasn’t mastering breastfeeding, and I felt like I wasn’t mastering motherhood either. I watched my mom, Jashae, even Jashae’s grandmother, all come into my hospital room today and hold my baby, and Jamaria didn’t shed a tear. She even gave a lazy smile to my mom. When I held her, I felt like that’s when she did the most crying, and I just didn’t know how to handle it.

      “I’m sorry. It’s… it’s justtt… I don’t think… I’m… I’m doing a good job,” I stuttered, scrambling over my words as I tried to get it all out.

      I was so emotional that I could hardly speak. I knew I was working Jabari’s nerves, and I could tell by the way he released a sigh and then walked over to the bed to stand on the other side of me.

      “She’s a baby, Mahogany. All babies are going to cry. That don’t have shit to do with you not being a good mom. You’re doing a perfect job in my eyes!” He said it harshly, but he was whispering because Jamaria was falling asleep.

      “No, I’m not! All she does is cry when I hold her,” I screamed, making our baby jump and start crying again.

      Jabari sucked his teeth while he gave me a look that screamed his aggravation with me.

      “That’s because that’s all you fuckin’ do when you hold her! Go to sleep, shorty. I got her,” he said, and then he walked away.

      Jabari continued to pace the room with Jamaria in his arms, and like the last time, she calmed down. I was so jealous. I wanted to be the one holding her and getting her to stop crying.

      After five minutes, Jamaria and I had both calmed down. Jabari walked over to the bed, still with her in his arms, and he sat next to me. He leaned over and kissed the top of my forehead, which was enough to really get me at peace.

      “You're too hard on yourself, shorty. This is only the first two days. We’re both still learning. I also meant to tell you this earlier. It won’t be the end of the world if you don’t get this breastfeeding shit down pat. Nobody is going to look at you as less of a mother if you don’t do it. You can’t try to do what everybody does, shorty. You gotta do what’s best for you and my daughter. If it’s causing you too much pain like you say it is, then there are other options, and you know that. Get some sleep. I got the baby,” he assured me.

      I didn’t want to fall asleep; I didn’t want to look like I was lazy. There were plenty of other women on this floor with me who had just given birth, and I doubted that any of them were sleeping. What about the single moms who probably did it all by themselves with no family and friends for support? I was sure that she didn’t have the option of getting any sleep.

      I sat there for over twenty minutes, trying to fight my sleep. Every time I felt my head hitting the back of the pillow, I would jump up and stretch my eyes in an attempt to stay up. Each time I did that, I could feel Jabari’s eyes on me.

      Jamari was still lying down on him, and he had the television on ESPN, but the sound was turned down low. I was so tired. My eyes were so heavy. I guess it wouldn’t make me that bad of a mom if I just closed my eyes for a few minutes, right? Maybe if I closed them for a short period, I could have some type of strength in a couple of hours, and I would know how to properly give Jamari all of my attention. Pretty soon, I was no longer able to fight it. My eyes had closed, and I drifted off to a peaceful sleep, which wasn’t something that I’d had since the day before I gave birth to my daughter.
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      “Ima drop you off to your grandma,” Miami said after about five minutes of us being in his car together.

      We’d just left the hospital from seeing his father, and he didn’t look well. I swear I don’t see how we didn’t notice that something was wrong with him before. Then again, it wasn’t this bad yet. He’d lost a ton of weight, the hair that he did have on his head had all come off, and watching him lie in that hospital bed, I could just tell that he was suffering. Although he fought so hard to act like he was okay, everyone could see that he wasn’t.

      I couldn’t help but feel so sorry for Miami. He had such a great relationship with his father, and to have witnessed him like that, I knew that it had to hurt. Having to watch firsthand Miami’s experience this with his father made me think of my own father and the fact that he and I were in a bad place right now in our relationship. Like I said before, I lost a lot of respect for that man. It just wasn’t right what he had done. There was literally nothing that he could ever say that would be enough to justify what he’d done. Nothing! Especially not when he had so many chances to come clean with the truth.

      I could see if Mahogany was someone who he never got the chance to see once her mom had her, but that wasn’t the case. This man was around her since she was five. I used to think the world of my daddy, really believing in my heart that this man could do no wrong, but after all of this had come out, he had shifted my beliefs. I knew that pretty soon, a conversation was long overdue with me, Mahogany, our father, and Mahogany’s mother. We all deserved to hear the whole truth, but out of everybody, it was more so Mahogany because she was the one who had been hurt the most.

      So, not only was I dealing with that right now, but Miami and I were at each other’s throats as well. I never in my life though that he and I would not be on the best terms because since we put a title to what we were doing, I literally ate, slept, and breathed him. I felt like I needed Miami just to breathe. He was everything to me, and I think that a lot of my dependence on him came from me losing my son. I still felt that way about him, but these days, I didn’t so much know how he felt about me.

      Me choosing not to tell Miami about Trip calling plus him dealing with the sickness of his father had tainted our relationship. It wasn’t the same. I wasn’t sleeping at home because Miami didn’t come home! His nights were spent out doing God knows what, and because I ran to my grandma’s house for every little inconvenience in my life, that’s where Maya I had been sleeping lately. I was hurting these days, but I felt like I couldn’t say anything because then I would come off as selfish and inconsiderate of what Miami was dealing with.

      I just wanted him to at least acknowledge that the baby and I exist. He doesn’t even touch me and barely looks my way twice. Miami looked me in my eyes a week ago and told me that he didn’t know where he and I stood, and that hurt me so bad. I regretted lying to him about the reason why I changed my number. When I came home that night, I should have told him about the heated conversation that I had on the phone with Trip on the way home from work. I swear my actions were pure; I was only trying to keep the peace in our relationship, and now it might have cost me it.

      I could put myself in Miami’s shoes and see where he might have thought that I was being sneaky, but I wasn’t. For him to tell me that I was protecting Trip really did hurt me because I knew that wasn’t my motive at all. Then, I thought about the fact that I took Maya in, which was a product of Trip, and I wondered if I did too much. Was it wrong for me to do that to Miami? If he wanted to leave me, I guess he had every right to because I was sure that his life was much more peaceful before he pursued me.

      When I did finally make the decision to keep Maya, that decision was only made after Miami had assured me that he was down with whatever I was down with. Miami was the type of man who supported me with anything I did. Now, I wondered if that was one of those things he just pretended to be down with for me, but deep down, having to accept another man’s child really wasn’t something that he wanted to do. Then again, Miami wasn’t the type of man who would ever do something that he didn’t want to. Plus, he adored Maya. He treated that little girl as if she was his own. Even with him and me not talking, he still made it his business to come and see her while I was at my grandma’s house. She’d started school now, and he played a really big part in the preparation of that, such as making sure that she had all of her school supplies, uniform. He even bought her tons of shoes and three new book bags, when she really only needed one.

      “Where are you going? It’s almost ten at night, Toddrick. Why are you throwing me off over there?” I questioned.

      “I’m throwing you off over there, or are you running over there, shorty? Every time shit don’t go your spoiled ass way, you go running over there. I’m just taking you to your comfort zone since it damn sure ain’t me. You make that perfectly clear!” he said.

      I whipped my head, looking at him like he was fuckin’ crazy.

      “Nigga, you don’t come home, so how the fuck can you be my comfort? Why would I sit in that big ass house by my fuckin’ self? Don’t put this shit on me, Miami!” I screamed.

      He knew good and damn well why I wasn’t coming home. After Vonte died, I couldn’t stand the thought of being in a house by myself. Yes, Maya would be there, but at night, she’s asleep, and that’s really when I become the neediest. When Miami would decide to bring his ass home, it would be well after I’d already fallen asleep, which is why I decided to leave for a little while.

      “Shorty, I’m putting every piece of this motha fucka on you! You know good and fuckin’ well why I’m beefing with your ass! If you need a reminder, call out your new phone number and question yourself on why you changed it. Let’s end this conversation now. Half of this fuckin’ relationship has been spent with us arguing over that fuck nigga anyway. I’m tired of wasting all my fuckin’ energy on that clown. Ain’t you?” he sarcastically asked me.

      I could see myself swinging on his ass. Like, in that one second, a thought flashed in my head, and I could really see myself jumping on his side of the car and pounding on his ass because he was pissing me off. It’s like he wasn’t going to let me live this shit down.

      “Where are you going after you drop me off?” I questioned, not even bothering to answer the question that he’d asked me.

      It took him a while, but he finally prepared to answer me.

      “L.A. right quick,” he voiced like it was no big thing.

      This was my first time hearing any of this, so I sucked my teeth loud as hell.

      “L.A., for what? You say it like that shit is right around the fuckin’ corner, Miami. Don’t drop me off then. I’m going with you. We’re going to L.A.,” I corrected him because he wasn’t about to go nowhere without me.

      “Look, I ain’t going out there for no fuckin’ pleasure, alright? I’m not going there on no business shit either. I’m popping up on my baby mama. I’m getting the fuck in and getting the fuck out. Taniya called me while we were at the hospital and told me that she saw her mama’s boyfriend punch her mama in the mouth. Before you start bitching, I’m only going down there to check dude because, no, that’s not my shorty, but at the end of the day, that’s my daughter’s mama. Another nigga not going to be putting his fuckin’ hands on her, especially while my child is over there.

      “If that motha fucka put his hands on my child, I’m killing him, period! I just want to look him in his fuckin’ eyes and make that shit clear, that’s all. Now, ask yourself, does this sound like a trip that interests you? Let me know. You can ride this bitch out with me if you want to,” he said as we slowly approached my grandmother’s house.

      I didn’t even bother to respond. I just sat back in the seat and stared out of the window, counting the minutes until I got out of the car and from around his ass! In about another five minutes, he pulled in the driveway and parked right behind my grandmother’s car. I watched him as he shut the car off, and before either of us could get out, I said something.

      “Let me know if this isn’t what you want to do, Miami. Ain’t no sense in me having two baby daddies,” I let him know, meaning every word of it.

      I didn’t want to be just another baby mama to him. I knew what that felt like after being one to Trip for so long. If shit was going to get too toxic for him and me to be around each other, then he needed to let me know now. Swear that I didn’t even believe in abortions, but I’ll be damned if I go through the same bullshit with Miami that I went through with Trip during our first years of Vonte’s life.

      In the beginning, when I found out that I was pregnant, I felt like the timing was perfect, but now, not so much. Miami’s father was pretty much on his death bed, and I was arguing with this man almost every fuckin’ day, so a decision on what we were going to do needed to be made.

      “Get the fuck on with that crazy ass bullshit, man! Lately, everything that comes out of your fuckin’ mouth be sounding so damn crazy!” he voiced.

      I could tell that I’d pissed him off with what I said. That much was obvious in the way his eyebrows were furrowed mixed with the flexing of his jaws, down to the way that he was holding the keys that were in his hands.

      “It’s not crazy ass bullshit! It’s the fuckin’ truth. Forget it,” I said, not even having the strength to argue with his ass anymore.

      My head was pounding, and all I wanted to do was shower, crawl in my bed, then call it a night. I quickly got out of the car, grabbed my purse from the back seat, and met Miami on the porch. I used the spare key that I had to get into my grandma’s house and let us in. All the lights were off inside the house except for the lamp that she had on in the living room.

      While Miami walked to the back, where I’m pretty sure he went to check on Maya, I went to my bedroom that I liked to sleep in whenever I came over. The moment I got inside the room, I turned the light on and set my purse down on the dresser. I found some pajamas and undergarments then went into the bathroom to take a quick shower.

      I had promised myself that I would stop crying because I knew that my baby would feel everything that I felt, but I couldn’t control my emotions, so I broke down. I felt like I was losing everything. I hated this place that Miami and I were in right now. In just a week, I went from having a man who worshipped the ground that I walked on to having a man who I felt like was only still around and tolerating me because he knew that I was pregnant. In the back of my mind, I honestly felt that if I weren’t pregnant with Miami’s child, he would have already left me because there wouldn’t have been anything for him to stick around for.

      I stayed in the shower for about another twenty minutes because I decided to wash my hair while I was in. Stepping out, I reached for my towel to wrap around my head while I pulled another on my body. I went over to the sink to do my nightly skin routine, and then I brushed my teeth. Once my pajamas and everything was on, and the towel was off my head, my damp hair lay freely as I walked out of the room to check on Maya.

      She was a couple of doors down and scared of the dark, so she chose to sleep with her room door open while there was a night light inside as well. I could smell Miami’s cologne upon walking in, so that let me know that he’d been inside there. The window in Maya’s bedroom faced the driveway. When I looked out of it, I saw that his car was gone, which assured me that he’d left without even telling me goodbye.

      I walked away from the window and went over to Maya’s bed. She was lying on her back, sleeping so peacefully. The mom in me cringed when I saw that my grandma had let her go to bed without putting her scarf on her head to protect her braids. A part of me wanted to wake her up just to put it on, but I didn’t bother her. I leaned my head down, kissed her forehead a couple of times, and walked away from the bed. I didn’t leave her bedroom door wide open like how it originally was. Instead, I cracked it.

      I heard the TV blasting from my grandma’s bedroom, although her double French doors were closed. That let me know that she was up. I could hear Steve Harvey’s loud ass voice on the TV, so I knew that she was in there watching Family Feud, which was one of her favorite shows.

      I knocked twice, and when I heard her tell me to come in, I pushed the door open. There she was, sitting up in the middle of the bed, cracking up to her favorite show.

      “Did he come in here before he left?” was the first thing that I asked.

      “You know he did. How are you feeling?” she questioned, although I was quite sure that the look on my face pretty much told it all.

      I had bags under my eyes from lack of sleep, and I felt like my eyes were always red, due to me crying all the damn time. I just all around didn’t look happy.

      “How you think I’m doing, ma? That man doesn’t even love me anymore,” I complained, and she looked at me like I was crazy as she waved me off.

      “Girl, please! If you ask me, that man loves your ass too much. You and I both know that he’s only acting this way toward you because he’s dealing with his father being sick,” she told me the moment I climbed in bed with her and made myself comfortable.

      She always had it so cold in the house at night, just like how I had my home, so I found myself lying down with the covers pretty much over my whole body.

      “Then why is he pushing me away like this? When I lost Vonte, that’s when I needed Miami the most, and he wasn’t even my boyfriend at the time. Why is it that when women hurt, we need to be around love, comfort, and support, but when a man is hurt, it’s the total opposite, and they would rather be alone?” I questioned like she could speak for every man and woman on earth.

      “I wish I knew the answer to that, Shae. Everybody deals with the sickness of a loved one differently. Your father was the same way years ago when your mother died. He pushed everybody who tried to be there for him away. You still gotta love them and still somehow try to be there for them, although they act like they don’t want you there, but trust me, they do. Take it one day at a time with him. It’s still fresh. He kind of just found out about his father’s cancer,” she let me know, and I nodded.

      “Would you have ever guessed that Daddy and Mahogany’s mom had messed around?” I quizzed.

      She released a sigh right before she got the remote and paused the TV.

      “Never in a million years. That was a blow to me as well. Her and your mom had a relationship like you and Mahogany. When you saw one, you always saw the other. Your mom would be over my house pretty much every day because, for whatever reason, she was in love with your crazy ass daddy,” she said, followed by a laugh, making me laugh too. I always loved to hear stories about my mother, especially since I never got the chance to meet her. “She was glued to his hip, the same way you are with Miami. I wasn’t for a bunch of girls being at my house, but from the beginning, I supported what your parents had, although they were young. Your mom was so mature for her age, and I felt like that’s what my son needed, so I didn’t mind her coming over.

      “I was a little disappointed when I found out that she was pregnant with you because they were both still young and babies in my eyes, but it wasn’t my call to tell another woman what to do with her body, so I had to accept that I would have a baby on the way. It broke my heart when your mother died because I thought of her as my daughter too.

      “Literally, a year after that, her mother, which was your grandmother, died from a massive heart attack. She never got over the death of her daughter, which is why when Vonte died, I made it my business to be there for you because I didn’t want you not be able to cope with life after that because she sure didn’t. As far as your mother, Shae, I’m just as disappointed in him as you are. This wasn’t the type of secret that he should have kept. I could see if he and Mahogany’s mom had sex once, and that was it. Okay cool, you can take that to the grave because we all have some dark skeletons in our closet that we’re not comfortable with addressing, but a child was conceived out of what they did. A child that he pretty much watched grow up. If Mahogany decides that she doesn’t want anything to do with him, I can’t fault her for it. She has every reason in the world to be mad at him,” she said, and I nodded my head in understanding.

      I stayed up with her for another ten minutes or so, just talking. The last thing I remember doing was reaching over and grabbing my phone from the nightstand, just to see if I had a text message or anything from Miami. When I didn’t, I called it a night. Right there in my grandma’s bed, I ended up falling asleep.
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      A month ago, I ended up buying Taniya her own phone, because, for months, her little ass had been asking for one. Lil mama didn’t want just a regular phone either. Her little butt wanted the same phone as me, which was the iPhone XS Max, or in her words, “the phone that unlocks with your face.” Because I was in a position to buy anything that my daughter would ever want or need, I went ahead and made that happen for her. Tahira had set the phone up for her and everything, and I swear that little girl calls me more than my own shorty.

      The moment her eyes opened in the morning, she was calling me via Facetime, checking up on me, just to see how I was doing and how I’d slept the night before. Although Taniya was too young to type out her text messages, she would send me audio messages throughout the day, letting me know that she loved me or just trying to figure out what I was doing. One of her favorite things to ask me was when I was coming to get her. I hated when baby girl had to go back home to her mama, and now that the job Tahira had taken in D.C. was over, she was back with her mom for good. Now, I only got her for breaks from school.

      The phone that I’d gotten for her was probably one of the best things that I’d ever gotten for her because now I didn’t have to use Tahira as the middleman, just for me to speak to my child.

      The phone call that Taniya had made a few hours ago had me on a fuckin’ private jet to check some shit. My daughter called me irate, emotional, and I could hear it in her voice that she was scared as hell. She kept saying over and over that her mama’s fuck ass boyfriend had punched her mother in the mouth. Not only was she scared for Tahira, but she was crying, telling me to come and get her because she was scared that he was going to hit her too. As if shit in my life wasn’t already toxic, now I needed to deal with this shit.

      When it comes to Tahira, at the end of the day, that’s the mother of my child, and because of that, I was doing what I was supposed to do. If she wasn’t right, then my daughter wasn’t going to be right because she wouldn’t be able to physically care for her the way I needed her to while I wasn’t there, so this trip was called for. I would be a lame ass nigga if I didn’t do shit about it. Now, if I went over there and Tahira decided to fuck with dude after this, then that was her choice, but from here on out, she couldn’t have that nigga around my daughter. If I found out that she did, then to court we go!

      My daughter was afraid of that nigga. I heard that shit all in her fuckin’ voice while we were on the phone. Tahira didn’t even have the slightest clue that I was on my way to see her because Taniya had run into the bathroom and called me, and I told her not to say anything about me coming. I was already skeptical at the beginning about Tahira having another nigga around my child. But because Tahira had never given me a reason in the past to doubt her mothering skills, I didn’t even trip about the shit when I found out from Taniya that her mama had a boyfriend and she was around him at times. Any comfort I felt about another man being around my child had gone out the window from the moment I received that phone call, and I heard that damn panic in my daughter’s voice.

      The whole plane ride, my mind was on my ole boy and my shorty. I felt like from the moment I found out about him having cancer, the shit had pretty much increased. He wasn’t in good shape, and just like years ago when I lost my ole girl to this same deadly disease, I was mentally preparing myself for his death. My actions lately, mixed with my words, were all things that came from me getting myself prepared for that gruesome day.

      Let my shorty tell it, I didn’t give a fuck about her or my baby. That wasn’t the case at all. I’ll be the first to admit, that yes, I was madder than a motha fucka with Shae. I wasn’t about to sugar coat shit. She fucked up, and right now, a nigga needed some fuckin’ space. I didn’t like how she grew so fuckin’ comfortable to look me in my eyes and lie to me like that. Literally stood her ass right there and lied to me about why she’d changed her phone number.

      Granted, I knew her ass was lying, but I also knew that she would slip up, and the truth would one day come out. And, sure enough, it had. It was too much protecting of that nigga in this relationship, and I was sick of that shit, man. Any other nigga would have been left Shae because, from the fuckin’ beginning, I felt like she was still holding onto something with his ass. I was giving her space right now to figure out what the fuck she wanted to do because she couldn’t have both.

      In the beginning, I let shorty have it too fuckin’ easy. I didn’t even give shorty an ultimatum. Now, I was giving her ass one. I didn’t want her fuckin’ with that nigga, period! I didn’t even want her calling to tell the fuck nigga happy birthday. She couldn’t do shit with him, and I meant that. If she couldn’t agree to that shit, then she made her choice, and whatever we had is a fuckin’ wrap.

      The private jet that I was on had finally landed, and the car that I’d rented for the next couple of hours was already waiting for me. I came to L.A. with nothing but the clothes on my back, my phone, and my wallet. I knew the way to Tahira’s home from the airport, so I floored it to get to her because I was hoping to get to the nigga before he left. I would wait for him all fuckin’ night if I had to. It was going on one in the morning in L.A., so who knows if that nigga had left, and if he had, who knows if he was going to come back.

      The whole drive, I whizzed in and out of traffic with the music turned down low and all types of thoughts registering in my head. Before I knew it, I was pulling my car into the big development of nice ass houses where Tahira lived. There were two cars in the driveway, which both belonged to her, and I pulled my car right behind them both. It was a little cool out, so I zipped up the gray, polo hoodie that I had on and walked up the big driveway and over to the front door. I banged on that bitch with a purpose.

      It took about two minutes, but the front door had finally swung open. When Tahira saw me standing on the other side of the door, I could see in her face how shocked she was.

      “Who the fuck did you expect it to be? That nigga?” I asked, only because I saw the disappointment in her face when she saw that it was me.

      He’d done exactly to her what my daughter had claimed, plus a little more. Her lip was busted, making it look like she’d had an allergic reaction to some shit. Her right eye was black, and I could see little cuts and bruises on her arms, making it so obvious that they were in this bitch tussling. I shook my head at the sight before me because never in a million years did I think that I would pop up on my baby mama and see her in this predicament. Granted, Tahira had a mouth on her that even made me want to punch her ass in it sometimes, but never in my life will I let a woman get me out of my element, and I put my hands on her.

      “Why are you here?” she questioned, using her hands to close the robe that she was wearing.

      Tahira was wide awake, more than likely waiting for that nigga to get home. She was a pretty girl; that much was true. She was smart too, so I had no idea why she was even allowing this nigga to dog her out like this. Not to boost her head up and cross the line, but I knew that she could have any nigga that she wanted, excluding me, so why the fuck was she even up waiting on this clown ass nigga to come home?

      Any nigga who put his hands on his woman is a fuckin’ clown. Shae can work my fuckin’ nerves every day, talk cash money shit to me, but I’d never raise a hand to her. I already had the advantage because I was a boxer, so from once punch alone, I’d probably break her little ass!

      “Fuck happened to your face?” I questioned.

      At the same time, I pushed past her to get in the house. I started searching this bitch from top to bottom because maybe she was playing me, and this nigga was inside the house all along. Who knows? Maybe Taniya had slipped up and told her that I was on the way, and she was hiding that nigga from me. That could very well be the case because my daughter couldn’t hold fuckin’ water. She was on my ass the whole time I walked through the house, yet she hadn’t answered my question about what happened to her face.

      “Miami, what the fuck are you looking for? Why are you here?” she asked again.

      I quickly whipped my head in her direction and mustered up the most disgusted look that I could possibly find as I gazed down at her.

      “Quit acting like you fuckin’ stupid, Tahira! You know good and fuckin’ well why I’m here. Where your nigga at, so I can punch him in his fuckin’ mouth?” I questioned, getting all in her personal space.

      “He’s obviously not here, and—”

      “That much is true, so where the fuck is he? I look like I’m playing with you right now? You see me smiling? You think Ima get on a plane for almost four hours just for the fuck of it when a nigga don’t even like planes? You know Niya called me, hysterical, telling me that your nigga punched you in the mouth, so where the fuck is he?” I questioned.

      Tahira stared at me, showing me how pissed off she was that I was even there. We were raising a child, so there was just certain shit that I didn’t want my daughter to see. Number one would be having to watch her mama get tossed around this bitch for the fuck of it. I wanted to keep Taniya green to a lot of shit. Growing up in the hood had tainted my whole image of life. Although I never watched my parents physically fight each other, that still didn’t take away from the shit that I saw outside them dirty ass apartment buildings where we used to live. Because I saw shit at such an early age, it forced me to grow up fast, and I didn’t want that same thing for Taniya.

      “He went to get me something to eat. He’ll be back shortly, so I would appreciate it if you leave. My relationship is under control, and I do not need you coming down here to check some shit! Don’t you have a pregnant girlfriend at home? Shouldn’t you be rubbing her feet or her stomach or something? Get out, Miami, before he gets back,” she screamed at me.

      I didn’t even bother to respond; I just took a seat right on her living room couch. Her phone was on the small table in front of me, so I snatched it up and threw it in my pocket because I didn’t need her calling that nigga and telling him not to come because I was pretty sure that was next.

      “Your girlfriend knows that you're over here acting fuckin’ crazy? What the fuck is wrong with you, Miami? Why do you care about my relationship this fuckin’ much to get your ass on a plane and see what the fuck I have going on?” she asked.

      She was angry. I could tell by the way she kept pacing and unable to sit her ass down. In the middle of all those bruises on her, there were passion marks that decorated her neck and her chest area. How the fuck did bruises and passion marks even go together? Both of them bitches were fresh, so it made me wonder if he fucked her first or fucked her up? Either way, this woman was sick in the fuckin’ head to even be waiting for his ass to come back home.

      “Don’t flatter yourself. If my daughter wasn’t here, that nigga could knock you out for the fuck of it, and I wouldn’t come! It’s the fuckin’ principle, shorty. You got dried up fuckin’ blood on your lip, you’re sporting a black eye, yet you got the fuckin’ nerve to ask me why I’m here. Look in the mirror, and your appearance will tell you why. You keep questioning whether my shorty knows that I’m here. Her pretty ass is so fuckin’ secure in her spot in my life that I could tell her I’m spending the night at this bitch, and she wouldn’t question shit because she knows this is her dick, and I’m not giving it away. “You can get the fuck out of my face now. I came to see your nigga, not you,” I voiced and turned my head away from her.

      Damn near thirty minutes had gone by before I finally heard a loud car pulling into the driveway. From the sound, it could have been a truck that he was driving. I knew because the RAM that I had sounded the same way. Tahira shot from the spot where she was standing and walked fast as hell to the front door. Before she even got to the door, though, she checked her appearance in the tall, standing mirror.

      I watched the way she pushed strands of her hair behind her ear. I even watched as she ran her fingers over the black eye that she had, and her fingers lingered around over the busted lip that she was sporting too. After doing that for a few seconds more, she took off for the door. I shook my head and stood up, crossing my hands in front of me as I waited for this nigga to approach me. Simon or some shit was his name. I remember my daughter saying it a few times.

      “Baby, he just came. I didn’t know…” I could hear Tahira telling him.

      The fear in her voice when she talked to this nigga pissed me off. When he came into view, it took everything in my fuckin’ power not to laugh in this nigga’s face. The little high school niggas that I coached were bigger than his skinny ass. I knew for a fact that this nigga didn’t weigh more than 160. Plus, Tahira was taller than his ass. Not even on no joking shit, but from the condition of her face, I expected a nigga to walk in looking like Debo’s brother from the hit movie, Friday. Instead, we got Steve Urkel’s big brother.

      “Can I help you, man? Taniya is sleeping. Whatever you wanted to talk about, couldn’t it have waited until the morning?” Urkel had the fuckin’ nerve to ask me.

      I laughed because I knew the damage that I could do to this nigga with just my hands alone. Tahira made a face as she looked at me, basically telling me to stop. Although I was laughing, this wasn’t a laughing matter. Listen to this nigga trying to play daddy to my fuckin’ child! If I wanted to pop up around this bitch at three in the morning, just to stare at my daughter while she slept, I could fuckin’ do that!

      “Tahira, take your ass in the back, yo!” I demanded.

      He grabbed her hand, pulling her closer to him.

      “She’s fine right here,” he said, voice shaking and all.

      I knew his little ass was scared. Hell, he should be.

      “Tahira, take your ass in the motha fuckin’ back. I been around your ass for one fuckin’ minute, and I can already tell what type of nigga you are. Let the men talk. Fuck you need her to stand here for?” I questioned, and he didn’t answer.

      I shot Tahira a look, and this time, she let go of his hand, took the food that he had for her out of his other hand, and she left. After that, the nigga wouldn’t even look at me. I waited a few more minutes before I said anything.

      “You live here with Tahira and my daughter?” I asked him. This was my first time meeting him, so I honestly didn’t know much about him. I just knew bits of what my daughter would tell me, and Taniya could never get a story right, so her word didn’t count for much. She told me this nigga was white. He wasn’t even white; he was just light skinned.

      “Nah, I stay in D.C. I’m just visiting for the weekend,” he said, and I nodded.

      “You got a family out in D.C? A mama and a daddy? Possibly some siblings?” I asked.

      He looked at me like I was crazy before he nodded again.

      “I have both parents and a little brother, along with a big sister. Why you asking me this? What does this have to do with anything?” he asked.

      “You love them?” I asked, not even bothering to answer his question because this was my show; he was just a cast member at the moment.

      “Of course, I love them! Why wouldn’t I?” he asked as if my question was dumb.

      That right there proved to me that he wasn’t from the streets because had he been, he would have known right away where I was going with this.

      “Stay the fuck away from my daughter then, nigga! If I hear that you were even within ten feet of my child, I’m coming for you. If I can’t find you, I’ma go after the closest thing. So far, that seems like mommy, daddy, sister, and brother. I don’t give a fuck what you and Tahira do in your spare time. You two motha fuckas could sniff coke and put needles in each other’s arms for that matter, but you are not to be around my motha fuckin’ daughter. She called and told me what happened. You a coward to even do that shit while my child is here. I’m only telling you this as a warning for your life. Just in case your ass ever goes crazy, and you think it’s okay to put your hands on my child—”

      “Tahira and I are going to get married soon, which will make Taniya my stepdaughter. If she ever misbehaves, then I can use physical punishment—”

      Pow! I walked right up on the nigga and punched his ass right in his fuckin’ mouth. His blood was on my finger, and his tooth had dropped on his shirt.

      “Motha fucka, what? You can use what?” I questioned, putting my ear to his bloody mouth.

      I pulled out the gun that I had on me and swung it so hard across his face that I swear I heard a bone in his jaw crack.

      “Owwwwww,” he cried out, holding his face.

      “Miami! Get off him! What the fuck are you doing?” Tahira screamed at the top of her lungs as she ran into the room and tried to go to his aid, but I grabbed her by her arm to stop her.

      There was crimson blood on her white, furry rug. Just the thought of another nigga putting his hands on my child when I didn’t even put my hands on Niya, and I was her fuckin’ parent just sent me over the edge.

      “Take your ass back up fuckin’ stairs. I’m putting this nigga out, shorty. Ima tell you like I just told him; he isn’t to be around my fuckin’ daughter! You got that?” I asked her, and she ignored me.

      “I said, do you got that? I’m not playing no motha fuckin’ games with your ass, shorty,” I barked, making the pictures on the fuckin’ wall shake.

      “I got it, Miami! Damn!” she cried.

      I released the hold that I had her in, and she went back upstairs like I’d told her to.

      “Get the fuck out of here, nigga, while you still can. Tell me thank you for not killing your ass,” I voiced, standing over him.

      “Thank… you,” he struggled to get out as he forced himself to stand up.

      Once he was up on his two feet, he stumbled out of the house. With the gun placed back in the waistband of my jeans, I went over to the stairs, taking them two at a time. I knew which room belonged to my daughter, so I went ahead and turned the doorknob once I was standing in front of it. Like I knew she would be, Taniya was peacefully sleeping in her bed.

      I wanted to be around some fuckin’ love tonight. These past few nights, I’d been going to sleep by myself because I wasn’t fuckin’ with my shorty. It was Thursday, so I was going to fly my daughter home with me tonight and bring her back sometime Sunday. Like she weighed nothing, I scooped her out of her bed and held her in my arms. Her little arms wrapped around my neck, and her head rested in the crook of my neck.

      “Where are you taking her?” I heard Tahira ask from behind me.

      I turned to look at her, and her eyes were bloodshot from all that fuckin’ crying that she was doing.

      “Home with me. I’ll bring her back,” I let her know as I stepped around her.

      “How do you expect for Simon and me to be together if you’re telling us that he can’t be around Niya? That can’t work, Miami,” she said.

      “Shorty, you walking around this bitch with a black and purple ass eye, busted ass lip, and your arms look like a fuckin’ cat done scratched your ass. Can your fuckin’ wounds heal first before you start questioning the status of your relationship with that pussy? Not to knock your parenting, but shorty, what type of example are you setting? You basically showing Taniya that it’s okay for a nigga to slap you around as long as he buys you something to eat afterward.

      “I didn’t take you for the type of woman who would let a nigga put his hands on you, especially when you got a little girl watching your every move and wants to be just like you,” I voiced. My approach was calmer this time.

      Tears fell from her eyes as she looked at me.

      “I love him,” she whispered.

      “It ain’t up to me to make that type of decision for you, shorty. As of right now, he can’t be around my child. Hopefully your wounds and shit will have healed by the time I bring Niya back home. Ima say this last thing before I dip, and you just ponder on this shit. A real man ain’t gon’ put his hands on you, no matter what. I’m pissed off with my shorty right at this moment as we speak. What I’m doing to her right now is hurting her more than physical because I chose to walk away.

      “When you dating these niggas or whatever the fuck you have going on with them, ask yourself if you dating the type of nigga that you would want our daughter to date when that time comes. If not, you know what the fuck to do. Lock up. I’m out,” I said and walked out of the room.

      She followed me as I made my way down the stairs. When I got outside the door with Taniya, she walked up behind me to kiss our daughter on her forehead a couple of times, and then she went back inside the house. What a fuckin’ day!

      

      The next day

      9:47 P.M

      These days, the shit in my life was pretty much repetitive. I sat up in the hospital room, visiting my ole boy with my daughter for pretty much the whole day. This was Taniya’s first day really finding out that her Pop Pop was sick. She loved that man, so when she walked into the hospital room earlier today and saw his condition, she broke down. Granted, I’d already warned her about his state while we were in the car, but it did nothing to prepare her for it. If anything, seeing all the weight that he’d lost along with the machines that they had him hooked up to had more than likely scared her, so that played a part in her emotions as well.

      We stayed with him at the hospital for the majority of the day, and when we left, it was a depressing mood. My daughter didn’t even want any time ice cream; that’s how I knew that she wasn’t in the best of moods. I called to check up on Shae twice today, and both times, the conversation was dry.

      I loved Shae more than anything in this fuckin’ world, but I was good on her for the time being. We had a little one on the way, so at the moment, I felt like that was the only thing that really mattered. Even Taniya knew that shit was rocky in my relationship because she’d been asking about Shae since we landed early this morning. I missed having my shorty around. I missed everything about her from her damn smell, that first thing in the morning pussy, her laugh, her cry, her massages, all that shit.

      Right now, I was in the basement of the house, watching CREED II. There was a blunt resting between my fingers and a shot glass that was once filled with Hennessy, which I’d just finished taking to the head. My daughter was in her room sleeping, and I’d only been in there for maybe ten minutes because I’d just finished showering and getting ready for bed myself.

      The alarm had made a sound, indicating that the front door had opened. That’s when I looked at the camera on my phone and saw that Shae was walking through the door. I released a sigh, and I paused the movie right quick. I was surprised that she even knew how to make her way back over to this bitch. She had the nerve to even fix her mouth and say that I didn’t come home when she didn’t bring her ass over this way either.

      I put the blunt out, which wasn’t much left but a roach anyway and jogged up the stairs. When I saw her, she was walking through the foyer. Her eyes landed on me, and she jumped. We looked at each other for a few seconds, and there was an awkward silence. She was dressed down but still the prettiest thing that I’d ever seen in her pink Nike Hoodie with the matching Nike sweats and running shoes on her feet. From how nice her hair looked, I assumed that she must have gone to the hair salon this morning because it was bone straight. Her purse was on her shoulders, and her car keys were still in her hands.

      “Hey. I honestly didn’t expect you to be here. I just came to get a few things,” she said and attempted to walk past me, but I grabbed her arms to stop her.

      “Where you expected me to be then?” I questioned, raising an eyebrow because I honestly just wanted to know where the hell her head was at.

      “I don’t know, Toddrick, just not here. I don’t want to argue with you. I just came to get a few things, and I’ll be out the door,” she said, and this time, I let go of her arm.

      “How long you going to be over to your grandma’s crib?” I asked.

      “Times like this, I wish I wouldn’t have sold my house, then I could have been staying there instead. I’m thinking about renting an apartment or something and—”

      “Go get the shit that you came here for, shorty, because you on good bullshit tonight. You standing in a fuckin’ mansion, yet you talking about renting an apartment. You talking fuckin’ crazy,” I barked because just the thought of her going to get an apartment annoyed the fuck out of me.

      “What good is this fuckin’ mansion if it’s not even filled with love? Don’t act like you’ve been sleeping at this fuckin’ house the whole damn time, Miami. I stayed here maybe a week after you and I started beefing, and in that week, you didn’t come home. Cut the bullshit! If I left, it’s for a reason, and you know it. Baby, I’m sorry about what’s going on with your dad, I really am. God has the final say so in that, and I’ve been praying for him every day. I swear, I do. You’re pushing me away, and I don’t like the person that you’re becoming, so I’d rather not be around you,” she voiced.

      “The same day I told you that my ole boy is sick was the day that I found out about the conversation that you had just finished having with Trip. The same conversation that you wouldn’t have willingly told me had taken place, and you know it. I also found out in that same sentence that you changed your number because of him, which I had suspected all along. I ain’t pushing you away, shorty. A nigga is just not in the business of being lied to, and you know it.”

      “Well, maybe we were wrong when we crossed that line. You were once Trip’s friend, and we shouldn’t have taken it there. I’m sorry if I came and fucked up your life,” she sarcastically said before she headed up the stairs.

      I was right on her ass. When we reached upstairs, she saw that the door to Taniya’s room was cracked, so she pushed it open and looked inside. She wasn’t aware that my daughter was there. I stood outside the door and watched as Shae went inside. She pulled the covers up more on Taniya and then kissed her cheeks. After she adoringly stared at her for a few more moments, she headed for the door, closing it behind her.

      Again, I was right back on her tail and feeling stuck. In one breath, I said that I didn’t want her or this relationship, then in another breath, I knew how much I needed her ass. Now that we were inside our bedroom, she went into the closet while I closed the bedroom door, making sure to lock it. I took a seat at the foot of the bed while I watched her in the closet putting a few more items of clothes in the duffle bag that she had on the floor.

      Voices were in my head, and they were having one hell of a fuckin’ conversation. On one hand, I had a voice cursing me the fuck out, telling me that I was really about to sit my ass right there and watch this woman pack up her shit and prepare to leave this house. On the other hand, I had another voice telling me to just let her go. Sighing, I stood up and joined her in the closet. As I walked in, she was trying to grab something on top of the shelf. I gently pushed her ass out of the way.

      “Don’t you know when you’re pregnant, you’re not supposed to reach over your head. Your grandma should have taught you that. What you needed from up here anyway?” I questioned.

      She sucked her teeth loudly and rolled her eyes hard as fuck. I wished that those bitches would have gotten stuck because she did that shit far too fuckin’ much.

      “See how you keep testing me? Now when I argue back, it’s going to be you telling me that I’m crazy. You been fuckin’ with me since I walked through the fuckin’ door. Damn, just let me get my shit, and Ima leave! Stop acting like you care if I leave or I stay. I’m pretty sure you have bitches on speed dial that you can call,” she said.

      I didn’t mean to laugh, but I burst out laughing in her face. When she didn’t crack a smirk, I had to really dissect this shit and come to grips with the fact that this crazy ass woman was serious.

      “Please tell me you’re playing. You really think I’m here fuckin’ something? With my daughter in the house, shorty? What type of dirty ass nigga you take me for?” I questioned.

      “Miami, you haven’t been getting pussy from me! You eat, sleep, and breathe pussy—”

      “Yeah, I eat, sleep, and breathe your pussy! Fuck outta here with that shit. That’s why you beefing with me? You think when I wasn’t coming home, I was out there fuckin’ something?” I asked her, and she wouldn’t answer.

      That shit fucked with me hard because what type of lame ass nigga did she take me for? Outside pussy didn’t even interest me. On top of that, Shae was pregnant, so I would never do no foul ass shit like that.

      “Wowwwww. It’s fucked up that you would even think I would do some shit like that to you. On some real shit, I’m hurt,” I said, clutching my heart.

      “And I’m not? Miami, you accused me of protecting Trip, when you know that’s not the case. I’m still in the first trimester of my fuckin’ pregnancy, and you got me going through it alone!” she yelled, and her voice cracked.

      When I saw a tear fall, I tried to reach out and grab her, but she stepped back. “Yes, I lied to you, but Miami, you know me better than anybody, and you know that I’m always trying to keep the peace. I never wanted you and Trip to be beefing with each other, even though I knew that was pretty much going to happen because of the history that the two of you share. From the moment I got with you, my goal has just been to protect you because I feared that Trip would try to get someone to hurt you, and I didn’t want that.

      “In the middle of me protecting you, I ended up getting myself hurt. When I lost Vonte, it made me very protective of the people who have a piece of my heart. You just so happen to be one of those people. If my actions are wrong, I’m sorry. I was just trying to make it work,” she cried, using the back of her hands to wipe her tears.

      I pulled her into me, and this time, she didn’t try to fight me off. She broke down into the crook of my neck as I held her. I was stressing this woman the fuck out, and I could hear that shit all in her fuckin’ cry. Instead of replying, I just pulled us both down on the carpeted floor in our closet, and I started to undress her. Her shoes were already off since she didn’t come up the stairs with them on, so I just removed her socks. Next came the hoodie and the bra that she was wearing and then the sweatpants and her thong. Her nipples were standing at attention, and tiny goosebumps covered her entire body due to the temperature being so low in the house.

      “I’m freezing.” Her body shook as she spoke.

      “I’m about to warm you up right now. I love you, Shae. You know that, right?” I asked.

      She nodded

      “Use your words, shorty. You done already fucked around and accused me of giving your dick away. I want to hear you say that you know I love you,” I said with my dick out, holding it right at her opening. I wasn’t sliding shit in until she told me what I needed to hear.

      “I know you love me, baby. I’m sorry,” she cooed.

      I lowered my head and kissed her lips. She was down on her back, and her legs were spread wide the fuck open, waiting to feel that dick. I had my arms propped up on either side of her like I was getting ready to do some fuckin’ pushups. She was the one to reach her hand down and guide nothing but hard dick inside her wet opening.

      Going weeks without feeling the inside of Shae’s pussy felt equivalent to years. Since we started fuckin’, we’d never gone this long without doing it. I watched as her face contorted to one of pleasure and pain as I slid my dick inside of her. I bit the fuck out of my bottom lip because I refused to cry out in some pussy after only being inside of it for two seconds.

      “Miammmiiiiiii,” she screamed my name once I started making circles in her pussy.

      Her long nails were raking at my back, and from the feel of it, I didn’t know if she was doing that shit on purpose or if the passion from what I was doing to her was making her do that. My arms were getting carpet burn like a motha fucka, so I switched my position and changed up the stroke. I was now on my knees, holding both of her ankles up in the air as I dug deep in her pussy. I spit on her clit, and she used her fingers to twirl around it in a circular motion.

      What was taking place in this room was sexy. It was love, genuine, and pure. I always got a kick out of watching Shae on her back with her eyes rolling. The look in her eyes told me that nothing mattered to her at the moment but that nut. My dick always got harder because I was fuckin’ that one woman in Miami who I knew for a fact that all the niggas wanted. She was fuckin’ me back while carrying my baby too. I swear that boosted a nigga’s confidence.

      “Goddddddd… I’m going to squirttttt,” she screamed, and I smirked as I prepared myself for that hot shit.

      Like she said, juices started flying everywhere. The ones that hit my lip, I used my tongue to taste it.

      “Hmmmm,” I said and pulled my dick out because I wanted to taste more of that shit.

      “Dammnnnn, babyyyy… I love youuu,” she cried with her hands playing in my hair as I ate her pussy.

      I jacked my dick at the same pace that I ate her pussy. It was so sweet, so fat, and so wet. The way she lifted her hips from the floor let me know that I was doing a damn good job. When her head dropped, and her movements got lighter, a flood of more juices hit my mouth, and I lapped them all up like a damn dog. After she finished cumming, I tried to slide my dick back inside of her, but she sat up and went right for my dick. Her big, juicy lips wrapped around my dick, and I threw my head back in awe.

      Shae was humming on my shit, using her tongue to vibrate on it, and was moaning on it too. Jacking it, sucking it, spitting on it, and damn near trying to fuckin’ swallow it. She sucked my shit with her legs spread wide open, and I thumbed her clit at the same beat that she was using to suck me.

      “Fuckkkk, Shaeeeee. Do it just like that, shorty… just like that,” I moaned with my other hand on top of her head, guiding her movements.

      As sexy as that shit would have been to watch her swallow it like all the other times before, she was pregnant, and I didn’t want to do that shit. Like I took candy out of her mouth, and she was a baby, she damn near threw a fit when I took my dick from her. As if she weighed nothing, I lifted her up and carried her over to the wall. I was going to nut in ten strokes or less because my dick was brick hard. With her back against the wall as I held her, I bounced her up and down on my dick, giving her that dope dick that only a Miami nigga like myself could give her.

      “I’m about to nut, shorty. Fuckkkkk,” I groaned as I sped up the strokes and filled her insides with my semen.

      The way my body vibrated as I released inside of her, I swear it looked as if I was being electrocuted. I was biting my lip, my eyes were rolling, and I was holding her up in my arms for dear life, making sure that she caught all of this nut.

      “Damn. I missed that,” she panted, kissing me on my lips, my nose, my ears, and my neck.

      Shae was sweating, and so was I. We both were breathing like we’d just finished running in a 5K race. Her titties jiggled in the process of me bouncing her in my arms as I walked with her slowly over to our bed.

      “Bring your ass the fuck back home, and you’ll get it. I keep telling you that your ass is tripping!” I said and bit her neck.

      She smiled at my words and my actions. Seeing her smile had me smiling too. I missed everything about moments like this, and I swear I wasn’t just referring to sex. I was more so referring to good moments of being around her when I had her smiling so hard that I was quite sure that her cheeks were hurting.

      “This is what you wanted anyway. Talking about you didn’t know I was here. Shorty, you knew I was here because I’m sure you got the alert on your phone when I came home earlier. Why you can’t just be honest and say that you slid over here to get some dick. Why else would you have come without Maya?” I asked.

      She laughed as she buried her face in the crook of my neck, hiding in embarrassment. When it came to my girl, I knew her every fuckin’ move. I knew the way Shae thought; therefore, I knew that her deciding to come home tonight was strictly for dick, and I couldn’t even be mad at her.

      “For your information, I went to check on Mahogany and the baby a couple of hours ago. When I was there, I saw on the camera from my phone that you came home. I needed more clothes, and I wanted to see Taniya. I saw on the camera in the kitchen that you were about to roll up, and that’s when I wanted some dick. That dope dick always gets me right. I missed you,” she finally let me know, although I knew that already. Her missing me was the cause for all of that fuckin’ attitude that she constantly had these days.

      “Yeah, whatever. Tell me anything. How is your girl doing? I talked to Bari on the phone yesterday, and he told me that she’s not taking to motherhood too well,” I said as I laid her down on the bed and I spooned her from behind.

      I could feel my eyes getting low, so probably right after this conversation, I would call it a night. I knew for a fact that I was going to sleep like a baby tonight. This would be the first night in weeks that I fell asleep next to Shae. I had one arm protectively wrapped around her waist as if I was holding onto her and our child for dear life as the other one rested above her head on the pillow that she was lying on. After I asked my question about Mahogany, I heard her release a sigh.

      “She’s coping. Motherhood is hard, you know. They just found out from the baby’s pediatrician that she has colic, so if anything, the constant crying and the lack of sleep is what’s driving Mahogany crazy. She’ll be fine, though. Us women were born to handle stuff like this,” Shae said.

      Although she couldn’t see me, I nodded. I was about to drift off to sleep, but her next question prevented that from happening.

      “Why did you bring Taniya home on a Thursday? Something had to have happened for you to do that, especially since there isn’t a break from school right now. What happened when you went down there?” Shae asked the question that I was really hoping she wouldn’t ask because I didn’t want to get into detail about the shit that transpired down in L.A.

      My eyes were still closed, and I was still holding her like I was about to call it a night, but I knew that I wouldn’t get any type of sleep until I told her what had gone down at Tahira’s place.

      “Like I told you in the car, her boyfriend had put his hands on her. Lip was busted, eye was black and blue, scratches were on her and shit. I didn’t even go down there to start no shit, shorty. I just wanted to look her nigga in his eyes and tell him that he couldn’t be around my daughter. Now that I see that he has a problem with not knowing how to keep his hands to himself, I also put a bug in his hear, telling him that he better never in his fuckin’ life but his hands on my child.

      “That motha fucka going to tell me that him and Tahira trying to get married, which makes Niya his stepdaughter, so if he ever has to discipline her, then he will. I didn’t even let his pussy ass finish the sentence before I punched his teeth out of his fuckin’ mouth. I took Niya because she had already seen enough.

      “On some real shit, I’m thinking about going to court for full custody. I know Tahira is gonna try me and still have that nigga around my daughter. To prevent myself from going to jail for killing that nigga with my bare hands, I feel it’s only right that I go in for full custody,” I said, telling her what had been on my mind since I brought Taniya back home with me. It wasn’t even for me to be spiteful toward Tahira either. I just got weird vibes from her nigga, and I was dead ass fuckin’ serious when I said that nigga couldn’t be around my child.

      “Whatever you decide to do, I’m going to support you. I love Taniya like she’s my own,” she told me.

      I already knew that. That was another thing that had me falling more in love with shorty; the fact that she could love my child as if she was the one who had given birth to her.

      “I’m happy you’re home, baby. You got plenty of dick to ride to make up for the days that you missed out on,” I let her know.

      I heard her laugh, and then she turned around in my arms and pulled the covers back.

      “I can start right now,” she cooed and got on top of me.

      Suddenly, sleep was the last thing on my mind. It was about time that I put a ring on this woman’s finger. Not because she had good pussy, but simply because what the fuck was I waiting on? I knew for a fact that not another woman in this world could even compare to Shae. She was a beast in the mothering department, she was a classy ass woman, who I didn’t mind raising my daughter and raising whatever we were having that was baking in her stomach. I had no doubt that she loved a nigga, so what was I waiting for? It was time. Hell, it’s been time, and I was just dragging my damn feet.
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      It was almost seven in the evening, and all the inmates, including myself, were back in our cells. We wouldn’t be allowed to come back out until first thing tomorrow morning. The biggest smile was on my face as I paced the floor. I even got so fuckin’ happy that I kissed the fuckin’ walls inside my cell. If everything went as planned, this would be my last couple of moments inside this little ass fuckin’ room.

      After weeks of preparing, coming up with plans, blueprints, and different scenarios of what could possibly go wrong if today’s events didn’t go as planned, Raynell and I were finally about to make this escape shit happen. I was nervous than a motha fucka, but my eagerness to get the fuck out of here outweighed my nerves.

      I was the most excited to go down to my son’s grave and have a conversation with him since I was robbed of that opportunity. It still pained a nigga that I never got the chance to go to my own fuckin’ son’s funeral. It was a big risk, especially if Raynell and I got caught, but I didn’t know when I would ever get a chance to go and see him again, so it was a risk that I was just going to take.

      Raynell and I didn’t even know where the fuck we were going once we escaped. We just knew that we were getting far the fuck away! I couldn’t even fix my lips to say that I didn’t love that girl. I didn’t think that any other woman would have taken a chance with their freedom, let alone their fuckin’ life to do some shit like this with me. If this shit went smoothly, I swear I owed shorty my life, and I would never bring Jashae up again.

      Minutes kept going by, and I noticed that Raynell wasn’t walking the floors yet. If she did anything right at this fuckin’ job, her ass was always on fuckin’ time. Me and every nigga in there always knew when she got to work because we knew her scent. Shorty had a real vibrant scent to her, and as I paced the floors and constantly went over to the cell gate, I still didn’t see her. I was getting antsy because we had talked through text this morning, and she didn’t say anything that would lead me to believe that she wasn’t going to show up tonight. Hell, she knew the importance of today just like I did.

      As I paced, all I could do was hope that she didn’t get cold feet on a nigga. One of the other young correctional officers, whose name was Officer Martin, was walking by, so I got his attention. He was cool. I wanted to say he was in his early twenties, and he didn’t take his job all fuckin’ serious like a lot of these other correctional officers did. He had just transferred here about a month or two ago, and it was weird seeing him on the night shift because he usually worked the morning shift.

      “Officer Martin. They got you working graveyard?” I questioned.

      “Yeah, man. I was called in about an hour ago. I don’t know how true it is, but they said that officer Raynell resigned this afternoon. That shit is crazy as fuck because she was actually one of the ones who did what the fuck she was supposed to do around here. I don’t know if that shit is true, though. You good?” he asked me, but I didn’t respond.

      With what felt like the weight of the fuckin’ world on my shoulders, I walked over to my bunk. I swear it felt like my whole body had gone numb, and like my head was spinning. For fuckin’ months, I sat up late night on the phone with this stupid ass bitch planning out this day, only for her to fuckin’ bail on me. What was so fucked up about it was the fact that I just talked to her ass this fuckin’ morning, and she never said anything that would make me think that she wasn’t going to come through.

      I drew up fuckin’ blueprints of the way we were going to get the fuck up out of here. This has been the topic of fuckin’ discussion for a little minute now. Her stupid ass knew what this meant to me. She knew that with my life sentence, I wasn’t even ordered parole. If we didn’t do what we were supposed to do, then I would never have a chance to get the fuck up out of here.

      My head was in my hands, and I hadn’t even realized that I was crying until I felt a tear hit my lip. I let that bitch play me. I let that bitch get into my fuckin’ head, only to fuckin’ play with me. I knew I wasn’t the best nigga in the world, but you don’t get a nigga back like that! From the jump, if she didn’t want to go through with this shit, then she could have just told me that. It wasn’t like I had a fuckin’ gun to put to her damn head. I might have called her out her name, made a few threats, but because I was a nigga who didn’t have shit, I wouldn’t have been able to hold any power over her or coerce her to do shit that she didn’t want to do.

      I was angry. I was hurt. I felt motha fuckin’ defeated. I got so fuckin’ angry that I could feel myself shaking.

      “Ughhhhhhh,” I screamed, standing up and punching the fuck out of the cement walls.

      I continued to do it until so much blood poured out of my hands, that I knew for a fact that I’d broken both of them. It was the way my knuckles were barely hanging on that let me know that they were broken. I slouched down on the dirty ass floor and cried like a little bitch, and I didn’t give a fuck who heard me. This was a gruesome cry that I was supposed to let out when the judge told me that I would never see the light of day again, but I guess back then, I was too hard to let people hear me cry.

      At this moment, I just simply didn’t give a fuck. These pussy ass niggas could pick on me all the fuck they wanted to in the morning. Yes, I was a man, but I had fuckin’ feelings, and them motha fuckas were played with. With all the noise that I was making in my cell, no one had ever come to check up on me. The correctional officers were used to this type of shit.

      When our feelings came out about our current status, it would usually come out at night. It took me about a good fifteen minutes to get myself together, and when I did, I stood up and went over to the small sink that was inside the cell. For what felt like forever, I ran the cold water over my bleeding fist. No matter what, the blood just continued to come down. I ended up having to take two pair of my socks and tying them both on my hands. This would have to work until I saw a nurse in the morning.

      One day, my wrists were just going to fall the fuck off because this wasn’t the first time that I’ve gotten so upset with the wall that I decided to fight it. In the end, it was always me getting my ass beat. With nothing but defeat falling from my body, I went over to my bed and lay down. I had no plans to check my phone, but because it’s been something that I religiously do every night before I go to sleep, I decided to check it.

      After this silly bitch had the fuckin’ nerve to leave a nigga fuckin’ hanging, I couldn’t even believe that she had the fuckin’ balls to text me. As much as I just wanted to delete the text message without even reading it and cut my phone off, a big part of me still wanted to see what this bitch had to say. I swear after this, I will never put my trust into another bitch’s hands. Every bitch that I ever trusted in my fuckin’ life always shitted on me in the end; my ole girl, Shae, and now this bitch! I was convinced that all these bitches were the same.

      Raynell: You don’t have to tell me how much you hate me; trust me, I already know. You have every right to hate me, to wish death on me, and to even kill me if you were given the chance. I’m texting you right now with tears falling from my eyes because I hate myself for doing this to you; for doing this to us. I want you to know that I love you, Giovonni, like really love you, and my actions weren’t to be malicious at all, but I found something out yesterday morning, and I had to make the decision for us.

      I know I stood there and gave you this whole speech about how I was going to stop fuckin’ you, especially when I knew that you were dealing with other women, but you have a way with your words and actions that just has me losing the good sense that God blessed me with. I had to kill our first baby a few months ago, Trip, due to my carelessness with taking my pills, and here I am again, months later, in this same predicament. Only thing is, I cannot kill another baby. Our baby. You probably think I’m the dumbest bitch in the world to even consider keeping your baby, especially when I know that you’ll never see the light of day again, but Trip, I’m smart. I just let you get in my head, and I lost all my sense.

      Not that this even matters, but I graduated class valedictorian from high school, and when I decided that I wanted to be a correctional officer, I graduated number one in the class on that too. I’m book smart as hell, but when it comes to men like you, I guess I tend to lose all of my sense. I hate that I’m doing this to you, but for the past few months, I’ve been putting you first and myself last, and with this child growing in my stomach, that stops today.

      I made the decision to resign and not go through with what we had planned because God had better for me. I knew God letting me find out the day before we were supposed to do this wasn’t by coincidence. There was a strong possibility that I could have been trading in my work uniform for a jail uniform, and as selfish as this may sound to you, I’m glad that I didn’t go through with what we had planned.

      I want you to know that I love you, Giovonni. I don’t have the right words to offer you, to make you feel like everything is going to be okay, but what I will say is that you are a smart man, and you should use your intelligence to better yourself. Believe it or not, a lot of the younger boys that come into the prison, they actually look up to you. For whatever reason, they do whatever you do. Take advantage of it. Open a group. That’s positive, and I know that the warden will approve of it. I just don’t want to see you self-destruct in there. If this is going to be your reality, then at least try to make the best of it.

      After I finished the message, I deleted it and powered off my phone. There was nothing else that needed to be said. As mad as I wanted to be at Raynell, I could honestly say that I got it. If she was pregnant like she said she was, then okay. The selfish part of me wouldn’t admit that right now because this shit was still fresh. Maybe weeks from now, I would be able to wholeheartedly agree with her on why she made that decision, but right now, I was still in my feelings.

      It was so crazy to me how I was a nigga serving a life sentence, yet I was still out here having kids. Not only was I thinking about the child that I possibly had on the way, but I was also thinking about the last part of her message. The part where she told me to open some sort of group. I had what it took to be an advocate, especially with the life that I lived, but it just all depended on these little niggas and if they wanted to listen. Shit, I had stories, and I didn’t mind telling them.
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      “Wahhhhh… Wahhhhh… Wahhhhhh,” was the first thing that I heard as I walked through my front door.

      I loved my daughter to death with her pretty self, but that little girl had a pair of lungs on her, and her ass wasn’t afraid to fuckin’ use them. I swear all she did was damn cry. We barely took pictures of her because she was always showing her damn tonsils, crying and shit. I couldn’t wait until she got a little older and I could fuck with her, telling her how much of a fuckin’ cry baby she was when she was younger.

      It’s been a month, and this shit wasn’t getting any better. She still took cat naps at night, and when she finally decided to go to sleep at night, it would usually be after midnight. Easily the prettiest little girl that I’ve ever seen in my life with that head full of curly, jet black hair, and pretty eyes that I knew would make it hard for a nigga to tell her no, down to the deep dimples that graced both of her cheeks. Those were all things that pretty much made her perfect in my eyes. Who would ever think that a gorgeous ass little girl like the one we had would cause all this fuckin’ hell? She was beating Mahogany’s ass the worst, though.

      I felt that Jamaria performed at her absolute worst whenever Mahogany had her. She would do a different type of obnoxious cry that she wouldn’t do with anyone else. Granted, she would be a little fussy whenever I had her too, but most times, I was able to calm her down within a couple of seconds. My daughter had taken her rightful position as a daddy’s girl from the moment she came into this world, and she was placed on my chest for skin to skin time. Mahogany was so fuckin’ happy when she found out that we were having a girl, but I bet she never thought that she would be in constant competition for my attention with our own damn daughter.

      Speaking of Mahogany, I loved her to death, but her ass was driving me fuckin’ crazy with all that fuckin’ crying. I felt like there were times when she was worse than the fuckin’ baby. On top of that, she was dealing with postpartum depression after the birth of our daughter, so it’s like I had to be real fuckin’ considerate of the shit that I said to her. Just yesterday, I gave her crazy ass a fuckin’ compliment, telling her that her ass looked fatter in the tights that she was wearing. This woman threw a whole fuckin’ tantrum, accusing me of calling her fat and all types of other shit. Never in my fuckin’ life did I think that my wife would be insecure because she had confidence out of this fuckin’ world. That was one of the things that attracted me to her in the first place.

      I knew Mahogany’s body like a fat kid knew the McDonald’s menu. Therefore I picked up on the new changes since she had Jamaria, but they were good changes. Yes, she still had “mommy weight” on her, but that shit was sexy, and I couldn’t be more attracted to her. What really fucked with Mahogany the most was when she couldn’t go through with the breastfeeding. She beat herself up about that for days at a time, questioning her status as a mother and feeling less than since she wasn’t giving our daughter breast milk.

      The pressures on a woman to be a mother are out of this world, and I will never understand for the life of me why the fuck my wife even compares herself to what other parents are during with their children. I didn’t think it made our daughter less than any other child who was getting breast milk but tell that shit to my wife, and there was like zero understanding. Then, she was always on these new mother websites and looking at shit online. If she felt like she wasn’t doing something that another parent was doing with their child, it made her less than. It was to the point that I just wanted to call Comcast and tell them to disconnect all of our services. That way, she wouldn’t be able to get on the internet and look up shit.

      I came into the house from being at my shoe store all day and said a quick prayer because I didn’t have the slightest clue of what type of mood my wife would be in tonight with her moody ass. I kicked my shoes off, leaving them by the door, and jogged up the stairs, heading in the direction that I heard the crying coming from, which was Jamari’s nursery. A room that we spent thousands on, only for her little ass to sleep in the room with us.

      My chest was where she slept because when she was lying on my chest, that’s the only time she would sleep for at least two hours straight, and those two hours were well needed. It was the only time that Mahogany and I were able to get some sleep. Since Mahogany was back cool with her mom, she had been coming over lately to watch the baby. That’s usually when we could get a little break just to clean the house, take a shower, or whatever other little shit that our demanding ass baby kept us from doing.

      When I walked into the room, Mahogany had Jamaria in her crib, and our baby was screaming her lungs out. Mahogany wasn’t sitting too far from her in the rocking chair, but it’s as if she had zoned out. Her eyes weren’t even on me when I walked in the room. Instead, they were zoomed in on the wall in front of her. She was in the same clothes that I left her in this morning when I headed into work. It was a tank top and those same tights that she cried about last night when I told her that her ass looked fatter. Her hair was standing up on top of her head, and I couldn’t even remember the last time she ran a comb through that bitch.

      We had a newborn baby, so I didn’t expect her to be walking around this bitch looking the way she looked when we first met because I knew how much hard work and dedication that Jamaria required. So, my wife looked like the epitome of a mommy with a newborn.

      “Mahogany! Shorty, you don’t hear the motha fuckin’ baby crying, yo? Fuck is wrong with you?” I barked at her.

      That’s when she snapped out of whatever daze she was in and sat up in her seat. I shook my head at her and picked Jamaria up from the crib. As soon as I held her, I could smell her and see that her diaper needed to be changed. I turned around and looked at my wife, who looked like she was ashamed of herself. She held her head down in shame, unable to even look at me, embarrassed that I walked in on her letting the baby just fuckin’ cry like this. I mean, we took a parenting class together, and we did learn that if we ever just got overwhelmed with the baby, then we needed to lay the baby down and walk away. But, damn, I couldn’t help but wonder how long she had the damn baby crying.

      “I’m sorry. She’s just been crying… she’s been crying all day. I don’t know what to do, Jabari.” Her voice was gone, which was understandable because she cried all damn day too, so she’d made her voice go fuckin’ hoarse.

      I held my daughter in my arms as I reached out and pulled my wife into me. I had both of my babies under me, and I swear they were having a damn crying match. Mahogany buried her head under my arms as she softly cried.

      “I’m not good at this, Jabari. She… she hatesss me. I know she hates me,” Mahogany kept saying.

      I swear that was her favorite thing to say. Since Jamaria’s birth, Mahogany hadn’t said one positive thing about herself when it came to her mothering. My God, this was the same damn woman who pushed her own damn baby out by herself, without the help of anyone. She wasn’t giving herself any credit.

      “Bae, you trippin’ like a motha fucka right now. You smoked my weed out of my stash in the room?” I questioned.

      I was dead serious because she was talking crazy, and I was still picturing the daze that she was in when I walked into the room a few moments ago.

      “Bari, I’m serious!” she cried, pulling away and wiping her eyes.

      “I’m motha fuckin’ serious too, shorty! You gotta be on some good dope because you talking crazy. How a one-month-old baby hate you? She don’t even know what hate means. You don’t smell the shit coming from her diaper? That’s why she’s crying, shorty, not because she hates you. You be saying reckless shit, man. Go take a shower. I got her,” I said, and she shook her head.

      It’s like she was determined to be the one to stop Jamaria from crying.

      “I’ll change her,” she said, trying to get Jamaria from me, but I curved her. She kept reaching for her, and that only made the baby cry even harder.

      “Mahogany, chill out, yo! I got her. Go take a fuckin’ shower or something. You pissing her off, trying to take her from me,” I said, and the moment I said it, I regretted it because she already felt like our daughter liked me more than her. Her body froze mid-reach of her trying to take Jamaria, and I could tell from that alone that I’d hurt her feelings.

      “You know I ain’t mean it like that. Let me change her diaper, and then I’ll give her to you, aight?” I asked her.

      “You did mean it like that, Jabari!” she cried and shoved me. “You don’t have to throw it in my fuckin’ face that she likes you better than me,” and with that, she marched her ass out of the room, all the while, still crying.

      In seconds, I heard her open and slam the bedroom door to our room. I pulled down on my chin hair as I laid my daughter down. She had stopped crying, and right now, she was just making little noises.

      “Your mama crazy as hell. Don’t even worry about having no little brother or sister because I’m not knocking her up any time soon. God, I hope you don’t get her attitude.” I spoke to my daughter as if she really knew what the hell I was even talking about.

      I changed her diaper, and the whole time, I swear I had to hold my breath because her little ass smelled like death. Once I had her out of her clothes, I brought her into the bathroom that was inside her room and sat her in her flower foam tub that was in the sink. Mahogany was usually the one who gave Jamaria her baths, but I would try it for the first time tonight.

      Mahogany swore up and down that she wasn’t a good mom, but right now, as I gave my baby a bath, I found myself doing all of the little things that I would see Mahogany do at night. I cleaned between her little toes, wiped in the little crevices of her baby fat, all the stuff that I would see my wife doing. When I finished, I wrapped her little body up in a pink unicorn bath towel and carried her back into her room. It took me about another ten minutes to lotion her body and to find a onesie to put on her.

      Like this shit was nothing to me, I carried her down the stairs and prepared her bottle, all the while holding her. Once it was fixed, and I put it into the bottle warmer, we went over to the couch so I could feed her. Her little greedy ass attacked that bottle. In the middle of me feeding her, my phone started ringing in my pocket. I was able to pull it out without letting the nipple slip out of Jamaria’s mouth, and when I saw who it was, I sucked my teeth. I knew that I couldn’t keep avoiding her because, at the end of the day, this was my ole girl.

      The reason she was calling was that our daughter was a month old, and she still hadn’t seen her yet. She’d only seen her on the pictures that I would send to her. She’s been hounding me since Jamaria was born about wanting to see her. As her grandparent, I could see why she would want to see her, but my wife wasn’t allowing that shit right now, and I couldn’t do anything but respect it. As badly as I wanted to ignore her call like I’d been doing the rest of them, I didn’t. I picked the phone up and put it on speaker as I laid it on the armrest of the sofa.

      “What’s up, ma?” I asked, looking down at my daughter and falling in love with her pretty self all over again.

      I held the bottle for her since she couldn’t do it on her own yet, and as I did it, she had her little hand wrapped around my pinky finger. That little motion just spoke volumes to me. I swear it spoke so much love.

      “I know you don’t want to hear this, but prior to you getting with this girl—”

      “My wife. Who’s not a girl either. Who’s a grown ass woman,” I said, feeling the need to correct her.

      I heard her suck her teeth, and I was prepared for her to say some slick shit to me, so I could either say some slick shit right back or just fuck around and hang up the phone on her ass. I didn’t believe in being disrespectful to the woman who birthed me, but at the same time, I wasn’t about to let the woman who birthed me disrespect me or anyone around me. Period! She had gotten way too fuckin’ comfortable when it came to talking about my wife.

      “Whatever she is to you! I feel like prior to you getting with her, you never used to go days without calling me back or responding to text messages. I just want you to know that I’ll be in Miami tomorrow, and I hope that I get the chance to see my daughter,” she let me know.

      “Ma, with all due respect, ain’t shit change. If you came down here with hopes of seeing Jamaria, then let me know how much money you spent on your plane ticket, and I’ll send you back your money right now. My wife don’t want you around—”

      “Your wife! Nigga, what about you? You going to let that skinny bitch run you? I thought you were a fuckin’ man!” she yelled.

      I could hear the anger, the disdain, and even what sounded like hate all in her voice. Sighing, I pinched the bridge of my nose as I removed the bottle from my daughter’s mouth because she’d fallen asleep. I stood up with her in my arms, laying her little body on my chest as I patted her back, so I could burp her. At the same time, I picked up the phone to check some shit right quick.

      “Best believe my wife don’t run me, but I damn sure listen to her. She couldn’t stress enough to me how she didn’t want you around our child until you came at her with an apology, and the motha fucka had better be genuine because, other than that, you’ll continue to see Jamaria only through pictures. That skinny bitch that you are referring to is my wife, and I’ll cut off all ties with any motha fucka for disrespecting her, and that includes your ass. My wife don’t speak bad on you, so show me and her the same respect and don’t speak bad on her either. I am a fuckin’ man because if I wasn’t, I would have been on the first thing smoking to Georgia to slap you in your damn mouth for disrespecting my wife. I would have slapped you before for even bringing that bitch around my wife when I wasn’t there, and—”

      “Ohhhh, that’s what this is about? Are we still even having this conversation after months of it fuckin’ happening?” she asked, as if her having Kenyatta around my wife wasn’t a big ass fuckin’ deal.

      “Yes, we still having this conversation, man. If you haven’t realized, you deciding to be spiteful and messy is the reason why you haven’t even gotten a chance to hold your grandchild yet. It’s only so much disrespect that a nigga is going to take from your ass. Remember who pays your bills, and the next time you converse with that bitch, ask yourself where your loyalty lies. Kenyatta is a fuckin’ enemy, and I don’t fuck with people who fraternize with the fuckin’ enemy. Remember that the next time you ask to see your grandchild,” and with that, I hung up the phone on her ass.

      No, I didn’t find joy nor pleasure in talking to my ole girl like that over the phone, but she just brought parts out of me that nobody else could. I felt like she didn’t even try to give my wife a chance. Right off the bat, she just didn’t like her. It wasn’t that I was choosing my wife over my mama, but if the shoe was on the other foot and Mahogany was constantly disrespecting my ole girl, I would have checked her about it too.

      I threw my phone in my back pocket and made sure that all the lights were off downstairs before I finally went back up. I prayed, asking God to allow Jamaria to sleep in her own damn bed tonight because her mama and I needed to talk. This conversation was long overdue. I bit my bottom lip, being as quiet and as gentle as possible as I laid Jamaria down in her crib. She stirred a little bit, but I gently patted her, and pretty soon, she was stretched out and gently snoring. I creeped out of the room, closing the door behind me.

      We had the baby monitor in our bedroom, so we would know if she woke up. All I needed was an hour. That was enough time for me to talk to Mahogany, take a shower, and smoke a blunt.

      When I made it inside the bedroom, Mahogany was sitting in the middle of the bed wearing one of her Victoria secret pajama sets, and there were tissues in her hands that she was using to wipe her face. When she saw me come in the room, she quickly tried to get herself together, but I’d already seen her. I could smell her and tell that she’d showered, and because her hair was wet, I knew that she’d washed her hair too.

      I stood by the door with my arms folded across my chest as I just watched her, wondering what the hell was wrong with her now. She wouldn’t even look at me. Her eyes were everywhere in the room but on me. Light sniffles could be heard from her side of the bed as she rocked herself back and forth.

      “What’s wrong with you, Mahogany?” I asked, walking closer to her on the bed.

      She just shook her head no as fresh tears ran down her face. This girl was going to drive herself fuckin’ crazy with all this damn emotional ass shit. I wasn’t trying to be insensitive to her feelings at all, but damn. At the end of the day, this was some shit that I couldn’t judge her on because us men would never know what it feels like to have a baby, and we would never know what it feels like after, so I couldn’t speak on it, but I just didn’t assume that it would be this bad. She wasn’t even this emotional when she was pregnant.

      “Fuck is you crying for then if nothing is wrong with you? You going to do this shit every night? Baby, I’m trying like a motha fucka to respect your postpartum, but you ain’t making shit easy on a nigga, yo. We got a baby that’s crying damn near all hours of the day, but in my eyes, when she’s crying, it’s either one of three things; her diaper needs to be changed, she’s hungry, or she’s sleepy. When it comes to you, I feel like the shit is harder because it’s one out of one million things. What you crying for, shorty? The baby is sleeping. There’s nothing else for you to do but to go to sleep your damn self. I got her. I already told you that I wasn’t going in the store tomorrow, so I’ll be up with her tonight,” I let her know.

      She released her left hand, which I had just now noticed was closed, and that’s when I saw that she was holding hair in her hands. I didn’t even know where that shit came from. Then again, it was the same sandy brown, curly hair that was on her head. I realized that it must have come out when she took a shower. She moved her hands through her hair, and that’s when she showed me the few patches that had come out.

      “I washed my hair when I was taking a shower, and it just started coming out in chunksss… I knew women suffered hair loss after having a baby, but I was hoping that I was one of those women who it didn’t happen to. I’m not trying to run you crazy or run myself crazy for that matter, but everything is happening to me all at once… I’m sorry… I’m sorry. I’m going to do better,” she said, all the while, she was still crying.

      I stood over her and used the back of my hands to wipe her face.

      “Where your brush and shit at?” I asked.

      “In the bathroom. Under the counter,” she said, followed by a hiccup.

      I walked into the bathroom and looked under the cabinet then I came back with her big comb for her thick ass hair, her brush, and some of the hair moisturizer that I saw her use on her hair all the time.

      “If you didn’t tell me that your hair had come out, I wouldn’t have even known. Let me help you out. Daddy got you, alright?” I told her, and she nodded.

      I didn’t know what the fuck I was even doing. The most I ever had to do to Mahogany’s hair was give her scalp massages because she loved that shit or hold that motha fucka up whenever she was giving me head, but that was it. Every time I combed through it and some hair fell out, I stashed the shit in my pocket because I didn’t want her to get even more emotional. My large hands were able to brush and comb her hair up and put it in one of those buns that she would put her hair in at night whenever she went to sleep.

      “You like it?” I asked her after I pulled her hands up and walked her over to the floor mirror.

      With a small smile on her face, she nodded her head up and down, letting me know that she liked it. I mean, it didn’t look as good as hers would have looked, but it was good for me to have done it.

      “Come outside on the balcony with me. I think you need to hit the blunt as much as I do,” I said.

      I walked over to my dresser for my stash, and then I went to the glass sliding door that we had in our bedroom and pulled it back. I took a seat on one of the chairs, and it wasn’t long before Mahogany came outside to join me, this time with her house shoes on and a blanket wrapped around her body. She took a seat on my lap and curled her body against mine, lying sideways on me as she rested her head on my chest.

      I rolled up the blunt, doing it fast because I needed this shit. For the first five minutes or so, we didn’t even say anything to each other. We let the wind do all the talking. Once I’d rolled a perfect blunt, I lit it and took a long pull from it. I passed it to my wife, who took a long pull but then started choking. I patted her pack, and when I tried to take the blunt from her, she shook her head no.

      “I haven’t smoked in ten months. Give me a minute to get my lungs in order,” she said after she finished coughing.

      “You fuckin’ up a perfectly rolled blunt. Hit the shit right or don’t hit that motha fucka at all,” I said, and she hit the blunt again, but this time, she wasn’t choking and shit. When she finished, she passed it back to me, and her head went right back on my chest.

      “This brings back so many memories of when you and I first met. Remember when we would smoke in my room? And the time I cooked for you the first time, and you made me eat it because you thought that I was going to poison your shit-talking ass,” she said, making me laugh.

      “Hell yeah, I remember that shit. I got some of the best pussy from you back in your old room when you had that weed in your system. Look at us now, fuckin’ married with a damn child. Who would have ever guessed that?” I asked.

      Keeping it one hundred, I wanted to fuck Mahogany at first sight, and she knew that, so I don’t know why she was looking at me with those big ass eyes of hers as if this was new news to her. I saw her lips, and I knew that she could give good head. It wasn’t until I actually got to know her as a person that she became more to me than someone I wanted to use just to bust a nut.

      “You didn’t see it happening one day? I mean, nigga, what the fuck did you think of me when you first saw me?” she asked, removing her head from my chest and cocking it to the side as she looked at me.

      I laughed at the tone of her question as I took another pull from the blunt. She loved playing like she was fuckin’ slow. We’d had this conversation numerous times, and each time, she swore that it was something more than just sex when we saw each other. The level of sex appeal that we both ignited when we first saw each other was through the fuckin’ roof.

      “Hell no, I didn’t see it happening, and you didn’t either. Tell the truth, shorty. You my wife, so I won’t judge you. Be real and let it be known that all you wanted to do was fuck me when you first saw me,” I said and passed her the joint.

      She laughed, took a pull, and then kept it in her hands.

      “Hmmmm, I wanted to fuck you so bad, but you talked too much shit, and I felt like you would have judged me if I fucked you on the first night. When you told me that you would meet me in the bathroom to eat my pussy, it was so tempting, but you were with Miami, and I didn’t want you to run back and tell him. I know how niggas can be after getting some pussy. Believe it or not, I actually cared what you thought of me at the time. Hell, I still care. That’s why I’m beating my ass when it comes to being a mother to our daughter.

      “To you, I can have the best pussy, the best head, and the best body in the world, but I want you to fill my head up with other positive shit and glorify me on being a good mother. That means everything to me, Bari. I’m working on my emotions. I promise I am. You know how tainted my relationship had gotten with my mother over the years. I just don’t ever want Jamaria to feel the same way about me that I felt about my mom, you know? I’ll do better,” she assured me.

      She handed me back the blunt, and I didn’t give it back to her because too much weed in her system was going to have her in her feelings, and that was what we were trying to avoid in the first damn place.

      “Shorty, I don’t know what you think of me, but I brag on you like a motha fucka. When I went back to work, everybody wanted to know how you and the baby were doing, and like a proud fuckin’ husband, I boasted in my store and told everybody with fuckin’ ears that my wife handled her own birth. I let them know that you pushed our baby out your damn self.

      “Shorty, I know how to change Jamaria diapers because of you. You the one taught me to fold it a little bit at the front since the ones that we’ve been putting on her are a little bit too big. You the one taught me the proper way to hold her, how to burp her, not to lay her on her stomach right now, all that shit. You know I halfway paid attention in those damn parenting classes anyway. If I’m doing something good with Jamaria, shorty, I give credit to you because you taught it to me.

      “You gotta tell yourself to fuck being humble for a day and brag on yourself, Mahogany. You’re a damn good mother. I would have got in your ass a long time ago if I felt like you weren’t. Jamaria is lucky because not everybody can say that they have you for a mom,” I let her know, in all fuckin’ honesty.

      “Thank you, baby. I love you,” she cooed.

      I could see it in her eyes that she needed to hear that. I don’t know what made this time more special than any other time that I told her because I always gave my wife her credit and let her know how much of a great parent she was.

      “Give me a kiss. Why the fuck it feels like it’s been months since I got a kiss from my own fuckin’ wife?” I asked, pulling her into me by the back of her head.

      Our lips touched, and I still felt that fuckin’ spark that I used to feel whenever she kissed me. I was feeding her my tongue, and she was gladly sucking on it. She moaned as her arms went around my neck. I stood us up and sat her down on the chair that I was just sitting down in as my hands went for the waistband of the silk pajama bottoms that she had on.

      “Hmmmm, baby no. My six weeks aren’t up until next week,” she panted, trying to push me back, but neither I nor my dick wanted to hear that shit.

      I kissed on her neck, and while I did that, I used my hands to unbutton her silk top. Skillfully, I removed the shirt and her bra, and her titties popped right out like, Surprise. My dick jumped just at the sight of those pretty bitches. I held them both in my hands, and I took my time, making love to both of them with my mouth. Once I had her grinding into the chair like a fuckin’ maniac, I knew right then that I could proceed with what I was doing, and she wasn’t worried about those six weeks, just like how I wasn’t worried about them.

      I kissed my way down her stomach, and once I made it to her pussy, I kissed it through her pajamas. She was moaning, squirming, and although I couldn’t see it yet, I knew she was creaming for me. I removed the bottoms that she had on, leaving her in nothing but her panties.

      “I didn’t shave,” she warned me.

      I smirked at her because if only she knew how much I didn’t give a fuck about no shit like that. I pulled her panties to the side and placed a wet kiss on her clit. Back in the day, I would lay a bitch out with my words for not shaving their pussy because back then, I had a thing for bald pussy. But, when it came to my wife, she could have patches on her pussy, and I wouldn’t give a fuck. When you got older, certain shit just didn’t matter because it wasn’t what the pussy looked like, it was what it felt like. Then again, I take that back because presentation was every fuckin’ thing. When it came to my wife, though, I didn’t mind the hair.

      “Shitttt,” she moaned and threw her head back.

      Like a nigga just got back home from doing time, and I forgot what pussy even tasted like, I went in for the kill. I wasn’t even the type of nigga who ate ass, but I was eating Mahogany’s ass and her pussy. I was holding the back of her thighs, keeping her legs wide open, while she had her hand down, keeping her panties out of the way.

      “Damnnnn, babyyyy… I’m going to cummm toooo fassttttt… shittttt… what the fuck are you doinngggggg? Bariiiiii,” she cried out when I laid my warm, thick tongue on her clit.

      I just kept flicking it up and down, side to side, knowing that it would make her cum quick. Her eyes started to roll, her body shook, her hand went on top of my head, and a fuckin’ explosion came out of her. I licked up as much of that shit as she would allow me before she started pushing me away.

      “Damn. Please tell me you have condoms. I can’t wait another week for some dick,” she said, pulling her panties off, which were drenched in her juices.

      “Fuck I look like having condoms around this bitch? Ima married man, shorty. It’s either raw dick or no dick at all. I and my dick don’t like rubber. Your pussy don’t either,” I said, pulling her arm and making her body damn near hang off the chair.

      Her ass was at the edge, right where I wanted it. Mahogany didn’t even bother to say shit because she knew this was a battle that she wouldn’t even win with me. Now, let a nigga had pulled out a condom, then she would have been bitching and wanting to know where the fuck I got a condom from.

      “Tell me if my pussy feels the same. Don’t lie to me either,” she said while reaching up and intertwining her hands with mine.

      We both looked down and watched together as my dick slid inside of her. She’d been doing some damn vagina steam that she saw on YouTube, and it was supposed to make her walls tight like they were before she had the baby, and all I could say was that motha fucka worked! I felt like I was pushing up inside virgin pussy. I couldn’t promise my wife that I would pull out. I just couldn’t because her shit was that good. It was tight, no doubt, wet like a motha fucka, and so fuckin’ good. Her titties shook as I fucked her slowly.

      “It ain’t too soon to have another one, is it? Fuckkkk, Mahogany. Good ass fuckin’ pussy. Shorty, I don’t think I can pull out tonight. This feels too motha fuckin’ good. Damnnnn, what the fuck did you do?” I groaned as I put my lips to her neck and bit the fuck out of her.

      Her body jumped when I did that, and she whimpered, but that didn’t stop her from fuckin’ back.

      “Jabariiiiii… don’t play with me. Don’t fuckin’ play with meeee. Shittttt, niggaaaaa. Stay on my spot. Stay on my spotttttt,” she cried as she fucked me right back.

      I smirked because, on one hand, she was telling me not to play with her and not pull out, while on the other hand, begging a nigga to stay on her G-spot. I got a kick out of watching my wife take dick. It was sexy to me.

      “I can’t do both, shorty. If you cum, I’m cummin’ with you. Stay on it like this?” I asked, giving her deep strokes and making her moan louder. “Or pull out that motha fucka like this?” I asked, pulling my dick out and hurting myself more than I was hurting her because I was brick hard.

      Her juices were covering my dick to the point that I could hardly see the veins. Like she was possessed or some shit, she quickly reached down and put that dick back inside her.

      “Shittttt. Stay on it. Stay on it, babyyyy… I’m cummminnnn,” she moaned, and so was I; right inside her pretty ass.

      My body flopped down onto hers, and she scraped my back up her real nails, which had grown longer than usual.

      “First thing in the morning, Jabari, you better go and get me a Plan B,” she said.

      “They say the sooner you take it, the better the results. Why you don’t want me to get it right now?” I asked with my hands down, fingering her pussy that I could still feel jumping.

      “Because I want to fuck some more,” she boldly let me know.

      I wasn’t getting no fuckin’ plan B in the morning because I wasn’t stopping God’s plan. If it was God’s plan for us to have two kids back to back, then who was I to interfere with His work?
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      “Look at this,” I said aloud to my cousin, Ashanta, and showed her my iPhone screen. It was all cracked up, proving to me and everyone else that I was in dire need of a new one.

      We were in her living room, relaxing for the next couple of hours until it was time for us to go into the club. We had the house to ourselves because her baby daddy, Diante, had taken their kids a couple hours ago to the barbershop to get haircuts. They were due back soon, but I was lowkey hoping that we would be gone before they got back. I didn’t want to face her baby daddy. I couldn’t stop thinking about what we’d done in Ashanta’s absence. Every time I saw him, it was just a constant reminder of the betrayal that I’d done to my cousin.

      Since I had been living in the house with them, I’d been fantasizing about her baby daddy for months. There were times when I would be masturbating, and it would be him that was on my mind and the cause of my wetness. I couldn’t deny my attraction to him, and I knew that it was the same when it came to me because when men acted as if they didn’t like you, nine times out of ten, it was because they wanted to fuck you.

      Two weeks ago, Ashanta had left the apartment to take the boys to school, and right after, she’d gone to the hair salon to get her hair done. I knew nothing of her absence because Diante was usually the one in charge of getting the boys up and ready for school. Half the time, Ashanta and I were just getting home from the club a couple of hours before it’s time for the boys to wake up for school, so it would have been damn near impossible for her to get them ready and drop them off.

      I didn’t find out about her absence until I was out of the shower with the towel wrapped around my body, and I decided to finally check my phone from the morning. Sure enough, there was a text message from my cousin, letting me know that she’d left and that she would be back in a few hours. Literally, the moment I walked out of the bathroom; I ran dead smack into her baby daddy.

      I remembered what he had on. It was nothing but the pajama bottoms that he went to sleep in, and because it was first thing in the morning, I had the perfect view of his morning wood. For about two minutes, we just stared at each other. We knew that what we wanted to do to each other was wrong as fuck, so neither one of us wanted to be the one to initiate anything. I just remembered my towel falling to the floor, and it was on from there.

      We fucked all over this damn house. Starting in the hallway, we made our way back into the bathroom, into the kitchen, the living room, and we ended it on the dining room table. We pretty much blessed every room in there aside from the bedroom that he shared with my cousin and the kids’ room. Diante had good dick, and it made sense to me why my cousin had stayed with him for all those years. I didn’t feel guilty about it until after the fact. Like, later that day when I saw my cousin walk in the door with the kids. It was then that I was reminded of my fuck up, and if my cousin knew what we’d done behind her back, there was no doubt in my mind that she would try to kill both of us.

      “Wow. She looks so pretty. Look at her braids and her little Gucci shoes. Damn, cousin. I don’t want to judge you, but that little girl is just far too damn beautiful for you to just have forgotten about her like that,” Ashanta said, as she pretty much salivated over the picture that I showed her on my phone of Maya.

      I found myself stalking Jashae’s Instagram page this evening, and she had posted a picture this morning of Maya on her way to school. Just like my cousin said, my baby girl was beautiful. The first change that I saw in her was how happy she looked. I didn’t think there was ever a time when I’ve seen her that happy. She looked clean, well kept, and healthy. I’m not going to lie, seeing the picture made me a little emotional because there was once a time when I had her looking good like that.

      When Trip found out about her, and he basically just stopped giving a fuck about me, is pretty much when I stopped putting in an effort to be a mom. The words that my cousin had just said to me, I let them wander around in my head for a few minutes, but I didn’t say anything. I was just taking it all in.

      “You miss her, don’t you?” Ashanta asked me as she handed me back my phone.

      I could feel my eyes watering, but I quickly wiped at them because I felt like I had no right to cry. This was the same child that I had pretty much abandoned, and I signed over my rights to her like I was getting paid millions to do so. Jashae was a stranger to my daughter, yet I felt the need to leave her in her care. I couldn’t miss her because my actions had proven to me and everybody else that I pretty much didn’t give a fuck about her.

      “Of course, I miss her. That’s my daughter. She’s where she’s supposed to be, though. She’s being taken care of, and that’s really all that matters to me,” I voiced.

      Ashanta looked at me long and hard before she took a seat next to me on the couch.

      “Let me share something with you right quick. I’m coming from a no judgment zone, but as your big cousin, you know that I have to speak my mind. When Diante Jr. was three and Dion was just one, you knew about their dad going to jail for that year and change. There’s no secret that years ago, I depended on my baby daddy for his income. I didn’t have to work because he was the provider. When he got locked up, Diante didn’t have shit saved, which caused me to struggle for a minute before I could make some shit shake. That’s when I started dancing.

      “Krystal, I would stand in front of a grocery store and beg strangers for money before I just drop my kids off to any fuckin’ body. Out of all people who you could have left Maya with, you did it with your baby daddy’s first baby mama, and at one point in time, the love of his life. Not to mention, Maya is a baby that y’all conceived during their relationship. Nothing ever in the back of your head had you questioning whether her ass would have done some malicious, deceitful shit to Maya, just out of hurt and anger?

      “If I have to struggle, then I just have to struggle with my kids. I would have easily put the boys in one of the twin beds together and given Maya the other one. Trust me, I know it wasn’t the living arrangements that made you want to give Maya away. Just be honest and say that you just didn’t want her anymore after Trip said that he didn’t want anything to do with you. At the end of the day, Maya won’t be a little girl forever. She’ll eventually grow up, and she’ll look you in your eyes and question why you’d given her up. It’ll be you who will have to answer to that. Remember that,” she let me know right before she stood up from the couch and headed to the back.

      Like clockwork, the moment she walked away, the front door opened. Her bad ass kids came running through the house in search of their mother, and not too long after, Diante walked in as well. I could tell that he’d gotten his hair lined up and braided. He looked good, although he was dressed down. All he wore was a black tank top, some black gym shorts, and black slides on his feet.

      We stared at each other for a few seconds, and he licked his lips at me. I could feel my heart beating fast for him, and I sat there with thoughts of the nasty shit that he’d done to me when we had sex. It only happened once, but the many rounds that we went made it feel like it took place numerous times. I needed to move out of there because the temptation when I saw him was at an all-time high. Hell, if we could risk it right now, I would meet him downstairs in his car for a quick session. Our staring match was put on pause when the kids came back into the living room along with Ashanta.

      “Why you looking at my daddy?” Diante Jr asked as he came into the room and plopped on the couch right next to me.

      I couldn’t stand his grown ass. He talked too much shit, and I felt like he didn’t get proper discipline. He cursed like a sailor when his parents weren’t around, and he was always fuckin’ with my shit. Just the other day, I found him flushing one of my wigs down the toilet.

      “Boy, please! Ain’t nobody looking at your ugly ass daddy!” I lied, only because Ashanta was in the room and she’d heard him.

      As much as I couldn’t stand this little ass boy, I had to admit that he was so damn handsome, looking just like his damn daddy. Dion was bad too, but he wasn’t as bad as his big brother. At times, he could be a little sweetheart. Even right now, he’d come over and given me a hug instead of fuckin’ with me like his older brother.

      “Yeah, you was looking at my daddy. I know what I saw. Mommy, she was looking at daddy,” he kept right on.

      Ashanta paid him no mind as she walked up on Diante. She wrapped her arms around his neck, and he picked her up, kissing her passionately. Now that I think about it, he hadn’t kissed me. My cousin loved that man; there was no denying that. He didn’t deserve her. She was far too good of a fuckin’ woman for his ass. She was too good for me too. This woman had opened her home to me with open arms, and I repaid her by sleeping with her man.

      I watched out the corner of my eye as he carried her out of the room and into the back, more than likely to do the same things to her body, plus more than he’d done to mine. I felt played. I felt like I was just a piece of pussy to him. I had to get the fuck up out of there before this shit ended badly for us both. Their son was already catching me looking at their dad, and I didn’t want the time to come when he caught me fuckin’ his dad!
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      It was Saturday afternoon, and I’d just finished getting the best massage that I’d ever received in my entire life. My man had woken me up this morning, and he switched the roles on me. Instead of me being the one who gets up first each morning to make sure that I had breakfast on the table for him and Maya, he was the one who had done all of that. His breakfast didn’t taste nowhere near as good as the breakfast that I would prepare, but it was the thought that counted.

      After breakfast, Miami let me know about the spa day that he’d put together for me and also told me that I didn’t have to worry about Maya because he had everything handled with her. Since I’d come back home, and Miami and I had picked back up where we left off in terms of our relationship, I swear it just felt new again. It was fresh. There was no drama, no arguing, none of that. There was still that little damper in the relationship with his father being sick, but I was there for him as much as I could be.

      These days, Miami was spending a lot of his time at the hospital with his father, just soaking up all those last minutes. We’d already gotten word from the doctor that it was going to be by the grace of God if his father lived for another month. That was sad. Death was already hard to deal with in the first place but to actually have to prepare for it and count down on it, I couldn’t imagine. Then again, even when you aren’t prepared, the shit still hurts.

      I was in no way, shape, or form prepared for when I lost Vonte. That right there hit me like a ton of bricks. It was still hitting me. I still had my days when I locked myself in a room and cried. I just had a breakdown yesterday at work, which no one knew about. That breakdown stemmed from me finding an old picture in my drawer of Vonte and me from when I’d brought him to my job a few years ago for Take Your Child to Work Day. Right there, in the middle of my office, with the door closed, I broke down. I thought about the child that I was carrying and how happy Vonte would have been that he had a little sibling on the way. I still couldn’t believe that I was pregnant. Lord knows I would need a refresher because I didn’t even think that I still remembered how to change a diaper.

      Right now, I was sitting in a room with a few other women, and we were all in our robes after receiving our massages. There were all types of finger foods for us to snack on like fruit, cheese and crackers, and things of that nature. The way my stomach was rumbling, I could use some real food, though.

      I was laid back in one of the recliner chairs with a fashion magazine in my hands. Since this wasn’t my magazine, I was using my phone to snap pictures of all the outfits that I liked, and I planned to purchase them online once I made it home.

      “Jashae?” my name was called out.

      She asked it in a questioning way as if she was trying to see whether or not it was me. I looked up from the magazine and peered at the woman standing before me long and hard. I honestly didn’t know how to feel about her presence. Last I had seen of her, I was bursting in her house and destroying her daughter’s room, looking for my son’s gym bag. The last time that she was spoken of, though, was when I found out from my attorney that she wished to drop all the charges that she had failed against me.

      I looked at her, and because she looked a lot like Taylor, I couldn’t help but feel myself get angry as I looked at her. I wanted her out of my presence, but at the same time, a part of me wanted to know what the hell she wanted. Just like me, she was in a robe after getting a massage. From the bounciness of the curls that were in her hair, mixed with the fresh pedicure and manicure that she had, it made me believe that more than likely, she received the same spa package that I had for myself. Like a scared kid, I watched as she looked down at the floor and twiddled her fingers.

      “Trust me, it isn’t easy for me to approach you like this, especially given the circumstances. You having to sit here and face me couldn’t possibly be easy. I’m the woman responsible for the girl who played a part in your son’s death. Jashae, I want you to know that from the bottom of my heart, I am truly sorry for what happened to Vonte. Because of his relationship with my daughter, I got the chance to meet him a few times, and from one woman to another, you raised an exceptional son. We’re two mothers mourning the death of our babies.

      “I just want you to know that the day you came into my home searching for Vonte’s bag, I wasn’t trying to hide anything from you. Neither was I trying to protect my daughter, even in her death. It’s just that as a mother, I didn’t want to believe what you were accusing my daughter of. I knew my daughter; therefore, I knew the type of person who I’d raised, and never in a million years would I ever think that she would have done something like that. I should have known. The way my daughter cried over Vonte’s death, it felt too personal, you know? Only for the truth to come out and she be the cause of his demise,” she said with watery eyes.

      My eyes were watery too as I nodded my head. Out of everything that she’d just said to me, I still had one question.

      “Did you know that the baby your daughter was carrying didn’t belong to Vonte?” I asked.

      Her eyes left mine and lingered on whatever the hell was behind me. That right there showed me everything that I needed to know in terms of an answer.

      “I did. At the same time, I didn’t know the amount of secrets that my daughter was keeping until she was already gone. A shit load of stuff came out after Taylor’s death. Listen, I didn’t come over here to ruin your peace and quiet. I just couldn’t see myself walking away without speaking. Take care, Jashae,” she said right before she walked away.

      My eyes stayed on her until she rounded the corner and walked out of the double doors. It wasn’t even her who I was mad at, but she and I could never be friends. There was far too much resentment in my heart for her child, even in her death, so I couldn’t be friends with a woman who’d birthed the child who had caused me so much damn pain. Even now, just seeing her and any talk about Taylor made me so damn emotional. Here I was, supposed to be relaxing and enjoying my magazine along with my fruit, yet I could feel myself becoming emotional.

      

      Two hours later

      I was almost to my grandmother’s house when my cellphone rang. It was Mahogany calling me. It brought a big smile on my face to see my girl calling. These days, it was more so me calling her because she had been so busy with the baby lately, which was very understandable because I knew how demanding a newborn baby could be. I talked to her yesterday evening after I left work, and for the first time in a while, I heard happiness in her voice. I didn’t know what changed, but I’ll take it.

      Mahogany was scaring me with the way she was talking and moving ever since Jamaria came along. It’s like she had lost all confidence, which was why I was making it my duty to check up on the two of them at least four to five times out of the week. Granted, I knew my girl, so I knew that she wouldn’t snap and do anything crazy to herself or to the baby, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t worried.

      I remember when I first had Vonte. Mannnn, I cried for months at a time. I was a baby my damn self, who didn’t know what the fuck I was doing with a child. My grandmother would let me sit there, cry it out, and figure it out myself before she would step in and take him for me, but the majority of the time, he would have already calmed down by then. The best advice that I was able to give my girl was that it will eventually get better. Those sleepless nights will one day come to a halt. In all seriousness, though, I was praying to God and asking that he didn’t give me a cry baby like Jamaria. I would probably go crazy just like Mahogany.

      “What’s up? Where my baby at?” I asked, referring to my goddaughter and my niece. My blood niece at that, since Mahogany was indeed my blood sister. Weird, right?

      As weird as it was, it made so much damn sense. Since the day I met Mahogany, I swear we had been compatible. We didn’t look shit alike because we both looked like our moms. I will say that I saw little small features of my dad in her, especially now that I knew she was his child as well. Like, her light brown eyes that she’d gotten from him and his height. God, it just felt so strange even saying this.

      “Damn, bitch. I swear, nobody asks about me anymore. I just called my own damn mama, and instead of asking me how I was feeling, she right off the bat wanted to know how Jamaria was feeling. I am human too,” Mahogany said into the phone, making me laugh.

      “I told you that all conversation about you stops once there’s a baby involved. Not that we don’t care about you, but we just care about Jamaria more,” I joked.

      I could picture her now rolling her eyes and all that other extra shit she liked to do that worked my nerves and probably everybody else’s too.

      “Whatever. Where are you? I want to get us out of the house. I’m going to go crazy in this damn house. Jabari just left, and he claimed he’ll be back in another hour, but it never takes him just an hour to go down to that store. Come pick us up. You can just drive my car, and I’ll sit in the back with Jamaria,” she let me know.

      “I was going to my grandma’s house. You want to sit over there for a little bit?” I asked as I busted a U-turn to head in the direction of her house.

      “Just as long as your daddy isn’t over there, then, of course, I don’t mind,” she said.

      I mentally sighed. I hated this situation that we were in. Of course, I sympathized with Mahogany. She had every reason to be mad because, like I said before, she was the one who had gotten hurt in all of this. Well, her and my mother. The only difference is that my mother died before she even got the chance to experience her hurt.

      It was never a case of me not being able to sympathize with Mahogany. Maybe I went about it the wrong way at the time, but all I saw was her disrespecting my daddy right in front of me, so I had to speak on it. Me, deciding to speak on it had come across as dismissing her feelings and not caring about her hurt when that wasn’t the case at all.

      I was barely even speaking to my daddy these days. There was a time when I made it my business to call him every day of the week, plus I would go over to his house to visit him at least four times of the week, but once the truth had come out, all of that stopped. The disappointment that I had in him was at an all-time high.

      “I doubt he’s going to be over there. Be ready because I’ll be knocking on your door in thirty minutes,” I let her know before I ended the phone call.

      While I was at a red light, I picked up my phone to text Miami my new plans. Within seconds of me sending the text message, my cell phone started to ring with a phone call from him. With a smile on my face, I answered it from the car. I didn’t even get a chance to say anything before his voice came booming through the speakers.

      “How long you think that’s going to take? I got plans for tonight, and I need you home by seven to start getting ready,” he said.

      “I didn’t know we had plans. What are they?” I asked as I jumped on the turnpike.

      “I just need you home by seven, shorty. That’s all you need to know. How long you think you going to be?” he asked, being really secretive, but I liked it.

      I loved surprises, especially when they came from him. I should have known that something was up his sleeve this morning because this man never cooked breakfast. The most he’d do is put the food out for me to cook, but that was it. He’d make me a bowl of cereal at the most. I didn’t mind, though, because he excelled in all other areas, and truth be told, I would much rather cook for him in the first place.

      “Baby, it’s going on two now. I’ll be home way before seven,” I let him know.

      “Cool. How was your spa? It wasn’t a nigga in there touching on you, was it? I was really specific when I said that I wanted a bitch to handle you,” he said, making me laugh.

      “It was a woman, and it was amazing. I want to go back. I ran into Taylor’s mom while I was there,” I let him know.

      “And how did that go? She said something to you?” he asked, already going into defense mode, ready to handle something if he needed to.

      “Yeah. She just came over to apologize, that’s it. No big deal.”

      “You should have told her, fuck her apology. You different from me, shorty, because you actually see the good in people. I’m not like that. If it’s a problem that you got with her daughter, then it’s a problem that you got with her mama too. Then again, don’t be like me, be better than me. She said what she had to say, so that’s that. Oh, I got a gift for you. I’ll show it to you when you get home,” he said, switching the subject.

      “A gift from who?” I questioned.

      He laughed at my question while I prepared myself for his answer.

      “I went to check on my ole boy this morning. The nurse that he had today was pregnant. I started telling her how my girl was pregnant too with our son, and—”

      “Our son? Really, Miami? We don’t even know that yet, and could you please stop speaking that into the universe? I want a girl. I’ll cry if I get a boy,” I let him know, and I heard him suck his teeth.

      “Ay, chill out. I know it’s a boy. God already told me that. Anyway, she was able to go to the labor and delivery part of the hospital and get you a little gift basket and shit. We already getting gifts and shit. I’m excited as fuck, shorty. You think it’s too soon to buy him a car already? It can just sit in the driveway until he turns sixteen. Ay baby, our lil man gon’ be the shit, you hear me? He going to be fly like his daddy. Charming than a motha fucka too,” he said, making me roll my eyes at his words.

      I would much rather he saw things about us having a daughter and not a son.

      “As long as I’m the only one you’re being charming to, then that’s all that matters,” I said.

      “Always, shorty. I’m going to always charm the fuck out of you. Let me let you pay attention while you on the road. Send me a text or something when you get to your grandma’s house. I love you.”

      “Okay. I love you more,” I responded.

      “Bullshit.” And with that, he ended the call, making me laugh.

      Traffic was fine today getting to Mahogany and Jabari’s house, so in no time, I was whipping my car into their massive circular driveway. I got out of the car with my purse on my shoulder, and I headed over to the front door. They had the Ring doorbell, so I went ahead and rang it. It took about two minutes for me to finally hear some type of movement, and then finally, the doorknob turned.

      I smiled when I saw Mahogany and Jamaria standing on the other side of the door. Mahogany had hand sanitizer right on the table in the foyer, solely for when people walked in and wanted to touch the baby, so I quickly put some on, and I all but grabbed Jamaria out of her mother’s arms.

      “You’re soooo beautiful. Do you know that? Ohhh, I love you so much,” I cooed to her beautiful self.

      Mahogany had her dressed in a denim Juicy Couture jumper, and a little pair of pink sandals were on her feet. She had a pink headband on her head with a flower that sat at the front. Even with me already pregnant, the baby fever was still so damn real.

      “Let me finish packing her diaper bag, then we can go,” Mahogany said, and I followed her until we got into the kitchen.

      Jamaria was just gurgling away as I held her and talked to her.

      “I got to have a girl so bad. Look at these cute little sandals and this headband. I can’t wait to buy girly stuff, accessories, and do her hair in little ponytails. I told Miami that I would cry if I get a boy again, and I’m so serious,” I let Mahogany know as she made a bottle.

      She laughed at what I said while shaking her head.

      “I heard Jabari on the phone last night with Miami. He had the phone on speaker, and I was sitting right next to him. Miami said that he was looking up information online to tell if you were carrying a boy, and he said that from all the stuff he read about, you had it. From being stressed out before the baby was even conceived, he said your mood swings are up and down, you had morning sickness and some other stuff. That man is adamant that you’re having his son,” she said, and I waved him off.

      “Girl, please. You had every symptom that you just named, and you ended up having a girl. I don’t believe in half the shit that I read on the internet with these fake ass wannabe doctors,” I let her know.

      “Vonte was easy. I would think you would have wanted another boy,” she said, and I nodded.

      “I experienced having a boy already, so I want something different this time around. You remember Vonte telling me that he wanted a little sister. I’m just wishing for something that the two of us wanted. Well, what I want now because you know at the time that he was asking, I was in no way, shape, or form ready to be busting out another baby. Crazy how the times have changed, right? I used to swear up and down that I was done having kids.”

      “Look at you now. All in love and shit. I’m happy for you and Miami. I love the two of you together. When Jabari told me that the two of you were going through y’all little thing, I was worried. Of course, I was still too mad at your ass to call and check up on you, though,” she said, and I playfully rolled my eyes.

      We talked for another ten minutes or so until she took Jamaria from me and put her in her car seat to carry her to the car. We were finally all in, and it took me maybe twenty minutes or so to get us to my grandmother’s house. I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw that my grandmother’s car was the only car in the driveway. I would have hated to drive all the way down there, just for my daddy to be there and have Mahogany tell me that she didn’t want to stay. Then, I would have to turn around and take her and the baby all the way back home.

      “Put that blanket over that baby’s car seat. It’s windy as hell out here. You think that baby be crying now. You haven’t seen a damn thing yet if you fuck around and that baby gets sick,” my grandma got on Mahogany as she took Jamaria from the back with her still in her car seat.

      Mahogany barely had the car seat out, and my grandma was yelling for her to cover her up with a blanket. Now, Mahogany was a grown ass woman getting yelled at, so you can only imagine the way my grandma used to get in my ass when I had Vonte. I swear I couldn’t do shit right.

      “Damn, Ma. Let me fully get her in my hands,” Mahogany said, putting the blanket over the car seat and walking over to the porch where my grandmother was standing.

      I laughed because the two of them could go at it all day if need be. We were all inside the house, and as if my grandma had baby fever, she stood there cooing over Jamaria as she took her out of her car seat and held her in her arms.

      “I see you happy, out of the house, and smiling. Your husband must have given you some dick,” my grandma said with her eyes fixed on Mahogany.

      I shook my head while pulling my phone out to text Miami and let him know that I’d made it. My grandma was quick to lecture the two of us and let us know that she wasn’t one of our friends but would sit up and talk to us as if she was one.

      “He sure did. He put it downnnn, Ma. I’m in love with him all over again,” Mahogany said.

      “Being in love all over again is going to have you down on your ass again, pushing out another baby. It ain’t even been six weeks yet. Boy, I tell you, you new generation of women don’t follow shit or take shit seriously. Them doctors are for real when they tell you to hold off on sex until six weeks after the baby is born. Your body can conceive a baby right now so easily,” my grandma fussed at Mahogany.

      “But the Plan B that I purchased from the store myself the morning after has decreased my chances of getting pregnant again, Ma,” Mahogany let her know right before she reached over and kissed my grandma on the cheek.

      Before my grandma could even respond, we all heard a door close from outside. From where I was sitting, I had the perfect view of the window, which showcased the front of the house. I sighed and bit down hard on the bottom of my lip when I saw that it was my daddy’s truck pulled in behind Mahogany’s car. I didn’t know how this was going to go down, but a small part of me was happy as hell that Miami had Maya right now because I didn’t want her to witness this. Mahogany was so wrapped up in a conversation with my grandmother that she didn’t even realize that my dad was outside.

      “Why didn’t you tell me that he was coming? I would have come without Mahogany,” I said to my grandma, breaking their conversation before he could come inside the house.

      Mahogany looked out the window, and when she saw his truck, she stood up. She took a sleeping Jamaria from my grandmother and walked over to her car seat to put her inside. At the same time, he was coming through the door.

      “I had no idea he was coming over here. Mahogany, wait! This conversation is long overdue. I’ll take the baby,” she said, attempting to get Jamaria from her arms, but Mahogany stepped back.

      “Ma, I love you like you birthed me, so I’m going to show you respect, but what do you mean this is a long overdue conversation? I was owed this conversation when I was five years old, and my mama dropped me off to your house for the first time, with him there! Ain’t no conversation between him and I that needs to be had. If we want to be real about it, I still would have been walking around this bitch in the damn blind had my mama not said anything to me about it. Let me get the fuck from up out of here,” Mahogany said.

      She was just as mad as she was the last time that she had to face him.

      “And Mahogany, I understand that. I don’t want you to get it confused and think that I’m taking his side and trying to give him what he wants by allowing the three of you to talk because that’s not the case. I’m looking out for your feelings right now. You weren’t told the whole truth yet, so please, just for a second, hear him out. Nobody is telling you that you have to accept his apology. No one is saying that you have to want to have a relationship with him or any of that. Baby, you deserve some type of honesty. Let me have the baby and take her to the back while the three of you talk. That’s all I’m asking,” my grandma pleaded.

      I could tell that this wasn’t what Mahogany wanted to do, but she still ended up handing my grandma the baby. True to her word, she went to the back with Jamaria, making sure to close the door behind her. I wanted to crawl under the rug and just hide there because this was so damn awkward. No one was sitting; everyone was standing, and I could literally feel the heat radiating from Mahogany’s side of the room. My dad looked like a damn lost puppy, but my sympathy wasn’t for him; instead, it was for my sister.

      “I was a few houses down, finishing up painting the house over there when I saw y’all pull up. As much as I want to run away from this shit and pretend that this never even happened, that would make me look even less of a man that I’m already looking. On some real shit, Mahogany, I’m sorry from the bottom of my heart. I don’t even have the right words to express it, that’s why I was putting it on hold for so long.

      “I feel like there will never be anything that I can say to excuse or justify what I did. I want to say the whole thing about me being young, which is why I chose to walk away, but that would excuse then, but it can’t excuse now since I’m a grown ass man. I knew what I did was foul. Your mama knew what we did was foul. I’m trying to be careful with my words because I don’t want it to sound like I’m putting the blame on anybody else besides myself. What your mama and I did wasn’t even supposed to happen—”

      “But it did! It happened, and on multiple occasions, like you said. I fell out with my best friend the last time we had this conversation, so I’m taking that into account this time. Like you, I’m trying to be mindful of my words, but it’s so fuckin’ hard because I’m angry, I’m hurt, and I feel so damn betrayed. It’s like, I can’t even say that you were a dead-beat daddy because, growing up, whatever you got Shae, you got me. I remember on her birthday, you would buy something for me too because you didn’t want me to feel left out.

      “You did for me, so I can’t even knock on you that. You had to know that there was a chance this shit would come out. You had to! Nothing stays in the dark forever,” Mahogany said, and I nodded my head at that because he had to have known.

      “Honestly, no, I didn’t. Marissa said that she would take it to the grave, and I believed her,” he said, and Mahogany shook her head.

      I swear he wasn’t making the shit any better by saying that.

      “Daddy, you gotta come better than this. This shit is still not making any sense,” I said, jumping in. I watched as his eyes watered, but before a tear could fall, he wiped his eyes.

      “I don’t know what the fuck I’m so supposed to say, other than the fact that I’m sorry. I’m so fuckin’ sorry. Your mama didn’t even get the chance to push out the fuckin’ placenta before she died right there on that hospital bed, man. For years, I was motha fuckin’ hurt when I lost your mom. That lady was my everything. I was angry, okay! I lost my woman, and I wanted everyone to know that I was angry, including Marissa. Deciding not to step up in Mahogany’s life was my way of feeling like I was hurting Marissa and standing firm on my word about not being there like I told her I wouldn’t.

      “I wanted her to know that the only lady I ever gave a fuck about was your mama. I wanted to put her death on everybody. Call me crazy, but we can say that your mama didn’t know, but I know she did. I’ll never forget what she said to me the moment she pushed you out. Her exact words were that I’ll be experiencing this again in a few months. She said that because in a few more months is when Mahogany was born. She knew. She died of a broken heart. Marissa and I were the only two who knew that she was pregnant with my baby. I wasn’t crazy enough to tell my woman some shit like that, so I knew that it had to have been Marissa. I hated her for that shit, which is why I chose to do what I did. There you have it. That’s the truth,” he said.

      When he finished, he was crying. I was using my hands to wipe away my tears, and Mahogany was crying too. I knew her well enough to know that she was crying tears of anger, though.

      “The same way you didn’t want anything to do with me then, keep that same energy because I don’t want to have shit to do with you either. My mama was better off sticking to the story of my daddy being in the army or her famous one of she’d fucked so many niggas that she couldn’t remember. I used to think that I was the one who took a loss on not having my daddy in my life, when in all actuality, nigga, it’s your loss,” she said and attempted to push past him, but what he said next stopped her.

      “What about now? I want to have a relationship with you and my granddaughter,” he said.

      She whipped her head around, looking at him like he was bat shit crazy.

      “That’ll never happen. Like I said, keep that same energy that you had years ago. Hell, the same energy that you had just one month ago. You know, the one you had when you were treating me as merely your other daughter’s best friend? That energy, nigga,” she said right before she went to the back to get Jamaria.

      I flopped down on the couch and buried my face in my hands. I heard the front door slam, so I knew that he’d left.

      

      Later that night

      “You barely even touched your food, shorty. What’s wrong? You don’t like it? I can send it back and tell them to make you another one,” Miami said after noticing that I’d barely eaten anything.

      We were having dinner at Smith & Wollensky, and any other person would have devoured the medium well steak that I had sitting in front of me with the baked potato that had shredded cheese on it, bacon bits, and butter, just how I liked it. I still had my crab cake in front of me as well, which was an appetizer that I had Miami order that I hadn’t even touched yet.

      My mind was still on the heated conversation that went down earlier today at my grandmother’s house between my dad and Mahogany. Two people that I loved more than anything were at odds, and I felt like I was right in the middle of it. This was one of those things that I felt like I had to stay the hell out of. I didn’t know how Mahogany felt, and I couldn’t tell her how to feel because anything that I said would kind of come off like I was taking my daddy’s side, and I didn’t want her to think that.

      I’ve known Mahogany for twenty-five years, and I knew how that girl could hold a grudge. I hate to say it, but I didn’t think that she would ever want anything to do with my daddy. This was the same person who’d just gotten back on good terms with her own mother after not talking to her since she was eighteen.

      “I’m just going to take it with me to go. I can’t stop thinking about what happened earlier. I’m sorry. I won’t talk about it. I don’t want to feel like I’m fucking up our dinner,” I said, gazing over at him.

      Miami looked so handsome tonight. He was in a long-sleeved denim shirt, which exposed his neck and his chest that were filled with ink since he started the buttons on the fourth one. Even with him sitting across from me at the table, I could still smell his intoxicating cologne from where I was sitting. He wore white pants, and a pair of low top Forces was on his feet. He wasn’t afraid to bring his diamonds out tonight because a silver Cuban link chain was around his neck, and diamonds bounced off the walls every time he moved his head. He wore the matching bracelet on his right arm, and he even wore one of his huge boxing rings that he won a few years ago, which was big enough to fit on two of my fingers.

      His perfect hairline and perfect waves were making me seasick, and his perfect facial hair and beard were nicely aligned, making it so obvious that he’d had an appointment earlier today at the barber.

      “You good, shorty. You not fuckin’ up anything. I appreciate you for even wanting to still come down here with me tonight, especially after the shit that happened earlier. What I am going to tell you is to stress less. I get it, you’re right in the middle of this shit, but shorty, you got a choice to fall back from anything that’s going to cause you stress. At least for the next eight months. We got a baby on the way, and I need you healthy, alright? I get that’s your daddy and your best friend, and not even trying to sound like I’m not being understanding, but you have to let the two of them figure it out. Correct me if I’m wrong, but it may not even be shit to figure out because you said your girl made up her mind already, so chill out. A’ight?” he asked me, and I nodded.

      As soon as he finished talking, our waitress walked past our table, and he flagged her down, catching her attention. Once she came over, he had her take both of our plates to the back and box it up. When she came back, Miami dropped four one hundred dollar bills on the table, and we stood up to exit.

      “We’re going to pick up Maya tonight or in the morning?” I questioned, now that we were outside the restaurant.

      Miami was holding the food while walking behind me with his arms wrapped around my body. Even in my heels, he was still so much taller than me.

      “It’s your call, shorty. I’m following your lead,” he said, right before he kissed me on my neck.

      I smiled at his words.

      “We can get her in the morning,” I said, and at the same time, he let me go right before he gave me a final kiss.

      “I cannot wait to get inside the car, so I can kick these damn shoes off. My feet are killing me, and…

      My voice trailed off when I no longer heard Miami behind me, and neither could I feel his presence. I turned around, and he was in the same spot as when he let me go a few seconds ago, the only difference was that this time, he wasn’t standing anymore. Instead, he was down on one of his knees. I laughed because the food was in the restaurant bag on the ground right next to him, looking so out of place.

      I froze in place as I watched him do what I suspected him of doing. I didn’t want to start crying and embarrass the hell out of myself if he was just tying his shoes or something. I didn’t want to walk over, so I stayed in my place.

      “Come here. Let me ask you something,” he said, still down on one knee as he held his right hand out.

      Like I was a baby learning how to walk for the first time, it felt like it was hard to get over to him. When I finally made it to him and saw that he had a small box resting on his leg, my right hand instantly went over my mouth, and I could feel the tears starting because I knew that he was getting ready to do what I suspected.

      “Why you crying? It’s me who should be crying. I’m scared as a motha fucka right now,” he said and released a nervous laugh.

      He grabbed my left hand and then looked seriously at me. There was no smirk, no smile, no nothing. It was all seriousness. I had never in my life seen Miami this nervous before. His hand was literally sweating as he held onto mine.

      “To be honest with you, shorty, I wanted to do this months ago, but knowing you, you probably wouldn’t have thought that we were ready. I love you, Jashae. A nigga has been smitten over you since the first time I was introduced to you when I was a little ass boy. I used to pray that your old nigga would fuck up, so I could get you and show you how a woman is supposed to be treated. Although we’ve only been doing this whole boyfriend and girlfriend thing for almost a year, I know what I want, and that’s to make you my wife, my soulmate, and all that comes with having you for an eternity.

      “I want to know if you will marry me, Jashae? In a world full of crazy ass shit, heartbreak after heartbreak that we’ve both experienced, and whatever else the devil keeps throwing our way, I swear this will feel like the light at the end of the tunnel for me. Will you be my wife? I swear I’ll make sure you don’t ever regret it,” he said.

      A single tear fell from his eyes, which only made me cry because for this man to cry while he asked me to marry him proved his love for me and proved how badly he wanted me to say yes.

      “Yes… yesss. God, yesss” I squealed, holding his head in my hands as I kissed him.

      When we finished kissing, he pulled the ring out of the box, and I almost passed out just from the sight of it alone. I let out a whistle, although I was crying, when I saw the beautiful diamond ring, which was round cut and was easily fourteen carats at the least.

      “This is so beautiful, Toddrick. Damn, I love you,” I cooed as he put the ring on my finger.

      Whatever funk I was in before; he sure had a way of knocking me right out of it. This was all new to me. If I didn’t know my worth now… Mannnn. A couple of years ago, I received a proposal from Trip, and that was over the damn phone. Do you know that my dumb ass didn’t have an answer for him right then and there, but I was still leaning toward saying yes?

      Just look at the difference in proposals. I’m not even talking about the ring. It was the words he expressed in this proposal, the emotions, all of that. What’s so crazy is that I told myself that if I ever got proposed to again, I wanted something intimate. I didn’t want to be proposed to in front of a room full of people, I didn’t need it to happen in a restaurant with everybody looking at us. What Miami did was more than what I needed. We were going to be the only two people in this marriage, so he made sure that we were the only two people in attendance when he chose to ask me the question.

      The whole way back to the car, as he held my right hand, I kept picking up my left hand and staring at the ring in amazement that I was now engaged to someone. A month ago, I thought it was over for Miami and me. Now look, I was about to marry this man. Tears of joy clouded my vision the whole way back to the car. Once we made it inside the car, he pulled out.

      “What kind of wedding do you want, shorty? I’m not trying to be engaged to you forever either. Hell, if you down to do it tomorrow, then I’m down with that as well,” he said, followed by a laugh, although I knew that he was dead ass serious.

      “Strictly our close friends and loved ones. I don’t want the niggas from the block, the niggas from the barber, the gym, none of that. Baby, just our families and friends that we speak to every day,” I let him know in all seriousness.

      He laughed at what I said, as he looked down at me. I had to tell Miami things like this because I could see him now, thinking that our wedding was a day to bring the whole damn hood out. As serious as I was about not wanting a lot of people at our wedding, I had to admit that my man’s ability to always go back to the hood, give back, and not forget where he came from was actually one of the things that I liked about him. The fact that his rec centers were smack dab in the middle of the hood, where some of the crime in Miami is at an all-time high, versus it being somewhere on Lincoln Avenue in Miami Beach is another thing that drew me to him. I couldn’t stand when a person got money, and all of a sudden, they forgot where they came from.

      “Damn, why we can’t have the niggas from the block? I’m trying to have a dice game going on in the back of the reception. I want the corner boys posted on the walls smoking and all that hood shit that we’re accustomed to,” he said, and I looked at him like he was crazy.

      As playful as his voice sounded, something told me that if I were to have been down with it, it sure as hell would have taken place.

      “I’m fuckin’ with you, beautiful,” he said, and at the same time, his phone started ringing from the car.

      I looked at the screen and released a sigh when I saw that it was the hospital calling. Nothing good could come from this call. It was almost eleven at night. They never called at this time because Miami’s father would usually be asleep before this time. I said a quick prayer, hoping that everything was going to be okay before Miami answered the phone. I could tell that Miami was thinking the worst, just like I was because he was stalling to press answer on the car screen. When he did eventually answer, his hand shook.

      “Don’t tell it to me over the phone. If he’s gone, just hang up. I swear that’s all I need to know,” Miami said.

      His voice cracked as he spoke, and that’s when I grabbed his right hand, placed it in mine, and kissed the back of it.

      “Mr. King, I—”

      “Nah. I’m on my way over there regardless. Respect my wishes, man. If he’s gone, just hang up. I don’t want to hear you say that shit over the motha fuckin’ phone, yo!” Miami barked.

      At the same time, his voice cracked again, and tears fell from his eyes. We heard the line make two beeps, and when it did, I started crying myself. We knew that this day was going to come because the doctor had been warning us, but that didn’t make it better.

      “Fuccccckkkkkkk!” Miami screamed, punching the steering wheel over and over.

      “Baby, pull over. Let me drive us there. Pull the car over, Miami,” I kept saying over and over, but of course, my request went ignored.

      Miami drove so fuckin’ crazy on the way to the hospital that not only was I crying because we had pretty much just found out about the death of his father, but also because I was scared out of my fuckin’ mind by how fast he was driving and the way that he was weaving in and out of traffic.

      “Shit! I should have never left him there! I just wanted one fuckin’ night to have with you, and now look! I should have stayed! I should have fuckin’ stayed,” he kept saying over and over.

      I was supposed to be his backbone, calming him down, but seeing him act like this wasn’t doing anything but making me emotional. I hated to see Miami hurting because since he came into my life, and we started this love for each other, he has been the glue that kept everything together. He has been the one to keep me together since the death of Vonte. He was truly my backbone, and at this moment, it was so tough to be his because I was secondhandedly getting all of the hurt that he was felt, and my emotions weren’t allowing me to be as strong as I should have been.

      The whole drive to the hospital, we didn’t say anything to each other. Truthfully, I was scared to even say anything. All I did was continue to hold his hand as I used my other one to wipe my tears that were constantly falling. Since I was a little girl, I always cried when I saw other people crying around me. I was just able to naturally sympathize with people. This was my man that we were talking about. The two of us were just happy as hell about our engagement, and now we had to deal with this.

      The timing couldn’t have been more off. It took us about twenty minutes to get to the hospital, and this particular hospital has valet services that ran all night, so Miami quickly got out of the car, and the valet attendant came right on over. I didn’t wait for Miami to come around and open my door like I always did. Instead, I got out on my own because from the looks of things, I would have to keep up with him because he was walking so damn fast. We made it into the hospital, and no one was standing in line to get checked in, so we were able to walk right up.

      I’m not sure if the security behind the desk who was checking us in heard the tone of Miami’s voice and was able to see that he wasn’t in a good mood, but she was moving fast as hell to print out our badge for us to put on. It didn’t take long for her to hand us everything that we needed, and shortly after, we were hoping on the elevator.

      “You and I haven’t been on a date in God knows how long. Shit is always happening, and with my ole boy being sick, this is where I have been spending the majority of my days. All I wanted to do tonight was take my woman out and ask you something that I’ve wanted to ask you for a while now. In the midst of me doing that, I didn’t think that this shit would happen. Fuck, man!” Miami said as we rode the elevator up.

      His head was down, and he was crying. I walked over to him and placed one arm around him while I held the back of his head. With his face buried in the crook of my neck, he broke down. I’d never witnessed Miami like this before. Like, ever. Hearing my man cry just tugged at my heart, but I fought like hell to keep my tears at bay.

      Miami didn’t have to express to me how much he loved his father because I knew. The bond that the two of them had was something that I wished Vonte would have been able to have with his father. Yes, they were father and son, but they just clicked like two best friends. I had the honor of meeting Miami’s father a while back, and I instantly was drawn to him. He was a handsome man, and I hoped that when Miami aged, he would look the same way. He was so charismatic, and he just naturally had that good father and good grandfather in him because Taniya loved him, and so did Miami.

      I held Miami until we heard the elevator doors open, and that’s when he let me go. He used the back of his hand to wipe his face, and then the two of us stepped off the elevator together. We rounded the corner, and suddenly, we were standing in front of the room that we’d been coming to for the past few months. Having to do this just put me in a bad space, and it just reminded me of when I had to open that hospital door and witness my son lying lifeless in that bed.

      A huge part of me wanted to stand outside and let Miami have his moment, but I also knew that as his woman, I had to be here right now for him and support him. Lord knows that I didn’t want to witness this, but I still ended up coming inside with Miami. There he was. No machines were hooked up to him, and there were no sounds from the machines filling the room. There was no sadness from looking at him. In the past, I would look at him and become emotional. I could tell that he was fighting.

      A huge part of me felt like Miami’s dad stuck around for so long because he knew how badly it would hurt his son when he left. We’re talking about a man who wasn’t even over the death of his mother. Looking down at Mr. King, I swear I saw peace in him. He was exactly where he was supposed to be; where he wanted to be.

      “Baby, I know you don’t want to hear this, but look at him. He’s fine. He is in the most peaceful place that he’s probably been in since finding out that he has cancer. He’s okay, and I’m pretty sure that all he would want is for you to be okay. You can’t tell me that you don’t see how peaceful he looks,” I pointed out.

      Miami didn’t say anything; he just continued to hold onto his father’s hand. He didn’t break down and cry like I thought he would. If anything, he just stood there. After about five minutes of standing, I went and took a seat in the corner of the room. Miami didn’t come over to where I was until almost thirty minutes later. He grabbed my arm and pulled me up from the chair and then took a seat where I just was, and he sat me down in his lap.

      One of his arms came around and held onto the front of my stomach while his head rested on my back. For hours, we stayed like this, and to tell you the truth, I didn’t mind it one bit.
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      “I’m so sorry again for your loss, bro. How are you holding up?” I asked Miami as we walked out of the church after his father’s funeral.

      The funeral was a little bit over an hour long and very intimate since Mr. King didn’t have much family. His friends from when he attended school were in attendance, and a lot of Miami’s friends had come because he was like a father figure to them in many ways. I hated everything about funerals, but Miami and I had a bond now, and he was like a brother to me, so I had to pay my condolences. From all the good things that were said today at the funeral about Mr. King, I could tell that he was one hell of a dad, one hell of a person, and friend. He was literally nothing like the fucked-up individual that I had for a sperm donor.

      I’m sorry, but Jahir couldn’t say a motha fucka thing to me that would get me to forgive his ass. The reason he couldn’t say shit to me is that I know for a fact that had my mama never told me the truth, or in her case, had me go to Jahir to get the truth, that nigga wouldn’t have said shit to me about him being my daddy.

      It’s so crazy because back when I was a little girl, I used to wish like hell that Jahir was my daddy because I had witnessed the things that he did for Jashae and me, and I wanted that in father form. Whole time, that nigga was my fuckin’ daddy. I was so mad with that man that I actually wanted to fight his ass. The only thing that kept me from putting hands on his ass was the fact that he was my Jashae’s daddy, and I didn’t want to put her in the middle of it.

      The way my heart was set up, I knew that there would never be any hashing things out between the two of us. I was a grown ass, thirty-year-old woman, who didn’t want to hear a whole bunch of I’m sorry's from a grown ass man who had plenty of time to do the right fuckin’ thing.

      “Thanks, sis. All I can say is that I’m taking it one day at a time. This shit ain’t easy, but with my fiancée by my side, she’s helping a nigga get through it,” he assured me, and I smiled at his words.

      Jashae wasn’t too far from us. She was actually talking to an older gentleman who had said a few words during the funeral. He attended school with Mr. King, and the two of them had run track together.

      “Listen to you, talking about my fiancée. I’m so happy for the two of you. I can’t wait for the wedding,” I cooed.

      When Jashae told me about the engagement, I was so happy for her that I was crying my damn self. Shae deserved all the happiness that she was getting, plus so much more. Just to think that a little over a year ago, she was dating Trip’s ass and ready to ride that bid out with him. I couldn’t express how happy I was that she’d finally moved on and was soaking in all the love that God had been trying to give her, but she was just too blind to really accept it.

      “You good, bruh?” Jabari asked, walking up to Miami.

      They gave each other a brotherly hug, which lasted for a few seconds. Everyone could tell that Miami needed to be surrounded by all the love that he could possibly get.

      My husband looked so fuckin’ good this afternoon in that black, three-piece suit. I’d been keeping my nasty thoughts to myself all damn morning because we were in a church, and God would probably strike me down for thinking about the many ways that I wanted to suck his dick when we made it back home. He’d just gotten a haircut late last night. His barber had come over to the house a little after midnight and had gotten my baby right. His waves were swimming, that beard was making me go crazy, and he smelled so damn good to me.

      “I’m good, man. What are you about to get into?” Miami asked Jabari.

      “I’m about to head to my store real quick to check on a few things. Hit me up later. You need to get out of the fuckin’ house. Shae told me how you don’t be liking to go nowhere these days. Ima slide through and pick you up. Aight?” he asked Miami while he held his hand out for Miami to give him dap.

      Miami let him know that he was cool with that.

      “Let’s go. Its hotter than a motha fucka out here. I’m dropping you off to your mama, so you can be with the baby for a few while I go and check up on the stores. Mother-in-law or not, I don’t trust nobody else around my child for that many damn hours,” Jabari said the moment we made it to the car.

      He removed the suit jacket that he had on along with the vest, placed it in the back seat, and then he got in the car. He turned the air on to the max, and then he shot out.

      “I can ride with you. My mama just texted me a picture of Jamaria, and she’s sleeping,” I let him know.

      “I’m still dropping you off over there, shorty. I’m going into the store right quick to check on business. You know damn well you don’t want to sit up in an office with me while I conduct business,” he said all aggressively.

      Now that I think about it, this nigga has had a fuckin’ attitude with me since last night. I shrugged it off as him being tired because he did get in until late last night. He didn’t really have a reason to be all aggressive and shit to me this afternoon.

      “Your bitch’s shop must be open, and you don’t want me to run into her. You not fuckin’ slick, nigga. Nah, don’t take me to my mama’s house. I’m riding with you,” I said, and he shook his head and then let out a sarcastic laugh. He pulled down on his beard as he eased in and out of traffic.

      “Shorty, you the fuckin’ slick master around this motha fucka. Ima start calling your ass Slick Rick with your sneaky ass,” he said.

      “Jabari, what the fuck are you even talking about? What did I sneak and do?” I asked, sitting up in the seat and looking at him like he was crazy because I didn’t have a clue what he was talking about.

      “You slick as fuck, Mahogany, just know that. You took a Plan B yesterday, ain’t it?” he asked.

      I sucked my teeth as I rolled my eyes. So, this is what this nigga was mad at? Because I took a fuckin’ Plan B?

      “Wowwww! This why you call yourself having an attitude with me? Because I’m taking preventive measures to not get pregnant again?” I said.

      “I love you to death, shorty, but you’re full of shit, yo. Preventive measures are getting your dumb ass on birth control if you really don’t want a kid again because you know damn well that I’m not strapping up shit when it comes to you! Then, you going to roll the box up in tissue paper and put it in the guest bathroom like a nigga isn’t the one who takes the trash out. You something else, yo,” he said as we made it on the turnpike.

      This nigga was really mad, and I didn’t know whether to laugh or be serious. This was the same man who told me over a thousand times while I was pregnant that he didn’t have any plans of knocking me up anytime soon because, in his words, I was an ‘emotional piece of work’ while pregnant.

      “I’ll get on birth control then. Jabari, you are really tripping. You act like this the first Plan B I took!” I screamed.

      “Nah, I actually don’t know. How many of those motha fuckas did you take?” he asked.

      Damn, now why did I let that slip out?

      “That was like my second one,” I mumbled.

      I heard him suck his teeth.

      “Well, in my defense, you were supposed to get the first one that I took, but you didn’t, so I bought it myself. Jabari, why the fuck are you getting mad at me about that? We are in no predicament to be having another baby. Damn, nigga, I just got my ass in the gym, and I have a goal that I’m trying to reach. My edges are coming back. I can drink my wine for dinner and smoke a little weed when I want to. Damn, can Jamaria get a tooth first? Can she get her ears pierced or something? Shit, Bari!” I said.

      I didn’t think he understood what the fuck a woman has to go through when she carries a baby. The last couple of months were so draining on me. Let’s not even talk about how my labor story had calmed my hot ass down and was the cause of me popping the Plan Bs in the first place because I wasn’t ready to relive something like that again.

      I swear niggas were so fuckin’ selfish. They wanted to keep us pregnant because they swore that pregnant pussy was to die for. In the ending months, we didn’t have a choice to sit our asses down because that’s when pregnancy takes a toll on our bodies. He just wanted to have my ass cooped up in the fuckin’ house. A nigga couldn’t stand for his woman to be on his hot girl shit and doing all the shit that she couldn’t do when she was pregnant.

      “It’s cool, shorty. Bet I don’t fuck your ass no more, so it ain’t going to be no need for you to get on birth control” he said, and I burst out laughing.

      “Nigga, please! You don’t even believe that. I could tell you to pull this car over on the side of the highway right now, and I’ll take that dick! Quit playing with me,” I said and pulled my phone out of my purse, not paying this dumb ass conversation any more of my attention.

      Jabari would be crying in my pussy sometime tonight, so I wasn’t worried about this little rant that he called himself having right now with me.

      “I can show you better than I can tell you, shorty. Watch me,” he said, and I waved him off.

      We finally pulled up to his shoe store. His ex bitch, Kenyatta’s salon was right next door. It was Saturday afternoon, so I wasn’t even surprised that she was open. I wasn’t pressed over that bitch at all. As long as she didn’t say anything to me, then we were good. She thought that she was intimidating me by getting a shop right next door to my husband’s shop, but literally, that shit was too fuckin’ funny to me because it proved how desperate she was and how she never got over the man that I have. She was honestly a damn joke.

      I think her reason for coming down to Miami was to bring up old shit from Jabari’s past in an attempt to make him lose me, but I’d never leave my nigga based off some shit that he did way before I even knew his ass. I still couldn’t believe that crazy bitch had come to my damn place of work.

      Granted, no woman should have ever been in a situation where their baby had to be stomped out of them, so I sympathized with her on that. Then, on the same hand, if a man stomped a baby out of you, why the fuck would you even want to be around somebody like that? Why would you open a business right next door to a person like that and have to face this person every day? These were questions that I just needed answers to.

      The moment Jabari’s car pulled into his reserved parking spot, it’s was like the bitch had fuckin’ antennas because it wasn’t long before the door to her business opened, and she was walked out. Maybe it was just one big ass coincidence because she was walking out with her purse on her shoulder as if she was getting ready to leave. She was such a pretty woman, but there was no secret that I didn’t like the bitch.

      Jabari and I were already out of the car, and like she didn’t even exist, he kept on walking.

      “Hey. My shop is having a sale today. Purchase three bundles with a frontal, and one of my stylists will do a free install. Are you interested?” she asked me.

      “Mahogany, let’s go! Don’t even entertain that bitch. Remember where the fuck we at, shorty. We standing right in front of my motha fuckin’ business, yo. Leave that hoe right there and lets’ go,” Jabari said, holding the front door open and waiting for me to come inside.

      This bitch just wanted to make conversation with me. I was pretty sure she stalked my social media since none of my accounts were private. Therefore, her ass knew that I didn’t wear any damn weave.

      “I’m a hoe now, Jabari? Boy how the times have changed. You moved to Miami and forgot about the whole fuckin’ life that you and I had back in Atlanta. Was I a hoe when you were eating my pus—”

      I didn’t even let the bitch say it before I raised my fist and punched her ass right in her fuckin’ mouth. I’d wanted to do this for quite some time now, but the baby that was in my stomach had prolonged it. I didn’t know if Jabari ate her pussy or not, but I was still swinging on this hoe. It wasn’t even that statement that had me beating her ass. It was the constant disrespect that I got every time her ass came around.

      Suddenly, I’d grown the strength of a damn giant as I tackled this bitch onto the ground and swung on her. This hoe wasn’t soft either because she was keeping up with me, but I was getting way more licks in than she was. I had her down on her back while my entire body was on top of her. Putting all of my weight on her, I continued to use her face as my personal punching bag. That went on for a few moments until my body was swung off her and into the strong arms of my husband. I yelled, kicked, and screamed for him to put me down because I wasn’t done with this bitch.

      “Calm the fuck down! Need I remind your silly ass that you got on a fuckin’ skirt. It’s a whole fuckin’ crowd out here, and if you keep kicking your legs, these motha fuckas are going to see everything,” Jabari barked in my ear.

      “All of a sudden, I’m a motha fuckin’ hoe! Nigga, are you fuckin’ crazy! You want to stand here and play stupid because you around your wife. Jabari, you know what the fuck was up between you and me. I would respect you so much fuckin’ more if you would stand up and be a fuckin’ man for once in your damn life! Tell her the fuckin’ truth. Tell her what the fuck you and I had,” she screamed, mouth and nose all bloody.

      She was crying, and everybody inside her shop and Jabari’s store were standing outside watching her make a complete fool of her damn self.

      “Bitch, what the fuck are you talking about? Why the fuck you doing all this shit? Why you choose to do this shit now when I have a whole fuckin’ wife and a child at home? You had years to confront me on this shit, man! Where the fuck was all of this hurt a couple of years ago when I was a single man and didn’t have shit to lose? From the bottom of my heart, Kenyatta, I’m sorry for killing your baby. You can cry until you’re blue in the face, but shorty, I know that baby wasn’t mine. If I owe you an apology for anything, it’ll be because of that, nothing else. I wasn’t your nigga, and you know that. We fucked, and you know that too! Talking about tell my wife the truth. I been telling her the motha fuckin’ truth about us ever since you popped your ass up at my ole girl’s house. Get the fuck up and take your ass back in your shop or get in your car and take your ass the fuck home. Keep talking, and Ima let her go and finish you off. Walk the fuck away while your legs still allow you to!” Jabari yelled.

      I could hear the anger, annoyance, and even defeat in his voice. I could tell that she was so fuckin’ embarrassed because, with her head hung low, she quickly got up and scurried over to her car. With lightning speed, she took off out of the parking lot. Jabari helped me into the car, then he got in on his side, and we left too. We didn’t even make it inside his damn shop because the moment we pulled up his bitch had started with her shit.

      I pulled down the sun visor and looked at myself in the mirror. That bitch had scratched me above my eyebrow, and it was bleeding a little bit. My knuckles were bleeding as well from punching that bitch, and I had scrapes and scratches all on my arms and legs from rolling around on that fuckin’ concrete with her.

      “You feel better now?” Jabari sarcastically asked me.

      “So fuckin’ better. I been wanting to beat that bitch down since I saw her sitting at the table with your mama. Loony ass bitch, man. Jabari, I’m going to start walking around with my gun. I done seen shit like this happen in way too many Lifetime movies. That bitch is going to try to make my life a living hell, but I won’t let her. I swear I won’t,” I let him know.

      I had seen shit like this happen in way too many movies and books. I’d be glad when the bitch found some fuckin’ sense and took her ass back to Atlanta.

      “You thinking too deep into this shit. I know Kenyatta; therefore, I know she’s probably not going to even stick around too long. I can see her going back to Atlanta,” he let me know. He said it like he was so fond of that bitch, and that annoyed the hell out of me.

      “You don’t know her, nigga. You know her pussy! Get me to my baby. I should have taken my ass over there in the first fuckin’ place,” I said as I went into my purse to get a scrunchie so I could put my hair up in a ponytail.

      “On some real shit, shorty, if you had gotten your ass beat, I would have filed for divorce. I can’t have you out here making me look bad,” he said.

      He didn’t laugh, so I didn’t know if his ass was just talking shit or if he was for real.

      “And the niggas would have been lining up at my front door, ready to take on this widow,” I let him know in all seriousness.

      “Widow? Who the fuck said I was dying?” he questioned.

      His facial expression alone screamed how oblivious he was about him dying if he were to ever try to leave me.

      “Me, nigga! What the fuck you think would happen if you ever try to leave me? Death, nigga! You know too much about me. You know too much of my secrets and my flaws. I’ll be damned if you laid up with the next bitch, pillow talking about me and telling that hoe all my business,” I told him then sat back in the seat and looked out of the window.

      I had told this nigga shit that Shae didn’t even know about me. I’ve had bad ass diarrhea around this nigga, sometimes barely making it to the toilet on time. When I was pregnant and had frequent urination, I didn’t always make it to the bathroom on time, so this nigga has seen me piss myself. Toward the eighth month of my pregnancy, when I could hardly see my vagina while I showered, it was him who would have to come in and assist me. Hell no, his ass knew too much and had seen too fuckin’ much to ever even think about leaving me.

      “Your ass is fuckin’ crazy, man. On some real shit,” he commented.

      “Whatever. Tell me something that I don’t know,” I said and closed my eyes to block out the sun because my head was starting to hurt all of a sudden.

      I wasn’t worried about no fuckin’ Kenyatta. Hopefully, this beat down that I’d just given her ass would have her jumping on the next thing smoking to Atlanta, where the fuck she belonged. Like Jabari said, why the fuck was she just now coming around when it’s been years since she and Jabari had even been in communication? I can tell you why. It was Jabari’s mama putting that battery in Kenyatta’s back and making her act fuckin’ stupid.

      I didn’t like Jabari’s mama; that bitch was too motha fuckin’ shady for me, and that reason alone was why her ass couldn’t come around my daughter. I didn’t need those bad vibes around my child. Until then, I would allow Jabari to continue sending her pictures and videos of Jamaria.
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      “Why you got that look on your face? Like you need this drink more than I do? I’m the one who just had to bury my ole boy today,” I said to Jabari, making conversation.

      We were at a bar, but we were in the back, shooting pool. It was a little hole in the wall place where a lot of the old heads hung out, but I liked this specific place because of the music, the food, and the ambiance in general. Since that night that I got the call from the hospital about my father passing, I really haven’t been getting out of the house much. I only left the house to meet with the funeral home and make sure that everything was prepared for earlier today, which was his funeral.

      The hardest thing that I think I had to do during all of this was pick out the suit that I wanted him to wear today. I swear, burying my father did nothing but force me to think about years ago when I had to bury my mother. Here I was, a grown man, who felt like I could pretty much handle everything that life could throw my way, but it’s a different type of hurt and pain to be parentless. Like, that shit fuckin’ hurts, especially because I grew up in a household all my fuckin’ life with both of my parents.

      I was pretty sure that one day all of it would get easier, but I didn’t see that day coming any time soon.

      “After we left the funeral today, I headed over to the shop with my wife. I had every intention of dropping her ass off to her mama with the baby, but Mahogany is so fuckin’ smart, and I can’t run game on shorty, so she insisted on coming. She knew the reason why I was trying to drop her off was that I was trying to keep her and Kenyatta from around each other. I work right next door to that girl, so I knew for a fact that she was going to be there today. It’s Saturday, and that fuckin’ shop be jumping on the weekends.

      Like fuckin’ clockwork, the moment we pull up, Kenyatta brings her ass outside. Instantly, she started fuckin’ with my wife, asking her if she wanted to get a wig or some shit like that. Mahogany has been wanting to lay hands on Kenyatta since meeting that bitch, so it was only so much defusing of the situation that I would be able to do.

      “Long story short, they got to fighting. Rolling around on the fuckin’ concrete and everything. Nigga, I got thoughts of popping up on that bitch, putting a fuckin’ gun to her head, and telling her to get the fuck out of Miami. I don’t like how these past few months, she’s been the topic of fuckin’ discussion in my motha fucka household. I got my wife out there fighting and shit. We in the first few months of our marriage, and I’m not trying to have this shit go downhill,” Jabari said in all seriousness with the pool stick in his hand.

      I was leaning against the pool table with a small glass of Hennessy in my hands as I listened to him vent to me.

      “Damn, nigga. If Mahogany beat the brakes off shorty, then maybe she’ll be smart enough to leave y’all the fuck alone,” I let him know.

      “How is shit with you and your baby mama? She still seeing that nigga?” Jabari asked me.

      Tahira wasn’t fuckin’ with me, and I honestly didn’t give a fuck. She didn’t have to fuck with me again a day in her life as long as she did what the fuck she had to do for our damn daughter. After I beat the brakes off her nigga, she let me know that he had packed up all the shit that he had at her house, took the ring from her, called off the wedding, and took his ass back to D.C and hasn’t come back yet. I didn’t know why the fuck she wanted to be with a nigga who was beating her ass any fuckin’ way. I had no regrets about doing what I’d done to him. You would think that her ungrateful ass would have been thanking a nigga from coming to her aid and helping her when she couldn’t help her damn self.

      “Nah, he left her. I don’t want to talk about my baby mama. Every time her name is brought up these days, I get pissed all over again. Fighting and shit like that in front of my fuckin’ daughter,” I grumbled under my breath.

      “I know that’s not motha fuckin’ Miami over there,” I heard a deep ass voice boom from behind me. A deep voice that sounded very familiar.

      With the drink in my hand, I turned around and laughed when I saw who it was. It was my nigga Cortez, but the streets knew him as Boss. I met him years ago at a showing of the house that I currently live in. We were both there trying to bid on the same house. Two rich ass niggas who were ready and willing to put down whatever amount of money that we had to put down for that house, and our petty asses ended up flipping a coin. Heads had never let me down, so I went with heads, and that’s what it landed on. I’ve been enjoying that pretty ass mansion in Miami ever since.

      Mind you, I didn’t even know Boss when all this shit was going down. Granted, I heard about him and his luxury apartments and condos that he had in the Miami and Fort Lauderdale area, but I didn’t personally know him. I didn’t believe in new friends, especially at my age, but something about another brotha making his money had pretty much started a friendship between the two of us. With his busy lifestyle along with mine, we barely had time to chop it up. Last time I saw Boss was a few months ago at the grand opening of his new townhomes.

      “Look at this big ass nigga. What the fuck is you benching now, man? I used to be bigger than you,” I boasted as I pulled him into a brotherly hug.

      He laughed at my statement while shaking his head.

      “That’s that getting my ass up every fuckin’ morning and taking my ass downstairs in my gym and lifting until I feel like I’m about to break something. What’s good with you, man? I watched the fight on TV that you did a few months ago. I wanted to go, but it was my fiancee’s birthday that weekend. I begged the fuck out of her to let us go to Vegas for her birthday to watch the fight, but she wasn’t on that. You know how it goes with these spoiled ass fuckin’ women, man. Happy wife is a happy life,” he said, and I agreed with that shit.

      “What you doing out here, though? I ain’t never see you in here shooting pool,” I asked.

      “Shit, that’s because I don’t. I brought Winter here a couple of times when we first got together, and she likes the wings here. I was at home watching ESPN when she brought her ass in the room, fuckin’ with me to come down here and get her some food. She pregnant, so I gotta give her whatever the fuck she wants,” he said.

      “Shit, don’t I know it. My fiancée is pregnant too. I’m already waiting for the day she makes me run out to get her what she’s craving. I got my lie already in order, man. I got her so fuckin’ spoiled that she thinks we supposed to get on a fuckin’ jet to fly to Atlanta just to go eat at Pappadeaux,” I said, referring to a famous seafood restaurant in Georgia that Jashae liked.

      “I saw your post this morning about the funeral for your dad. I’m sorry for your loss, bruh. He was a real solid dude. I remember meeting him a couple of times when I would go and watch you fight. I’m literally just getting back in town from Colorado. We opening up a little spot out there for hookah and shit,” he said.

      “Thanks, bruh. I appreciate it.”

      By this time, Jabari had stopped playing pool, and he came over. He and Boss dapped it up, talked for a little bit, and that was that. Boss and Jabari knew each other through me.

      “What y’all got going on in two weeks? I took Winter to Jamaica for the first time almost a year ago, and she’s been dying to go back, but the timing just ain’t been right these days. We going out there just to chill and shit. You know, before our wedding and shit that’s supposed to take place in a few more months. I rented a big ass house out there with like fifteen bedrooms, and it’s more than enough room for y’all to slide through. We all could use this little vacation, especially you, bruh. I know that can’t be easy on you with the death of your ole boy. Y’all down?” Boss asked me.

      “Yeah, man. I don’t see why not. I’ll hit you when we get closer to the day,” I let him know.

      We dapped each other one last time before he walked away.

      

      Later that night

      I made it back home just before midnight. Like I always did when I made it home late, I went and checked on Maya, who was knocked out cold, and then I headed to my bedroom. When I made it inside the room, Shae was sitting up in the middle of the bed with a throw blanket wrapped around her body. I instantly noticed the sad look that she had on her face. She was in deep thought about something because her eyes never even shifted in my direction. It was as if she didn’t even hear me come inside the room.

      It wasn’t until I started removing my jewelry and laying it down on the dresser that I felt her eyes on me. I knew Shae hated for a nigga to get on top of the comforter in my outside clothes, but I did the shit anyway. I lay before her with my head resting in her lap and both of my hands on her small stomach. She was a little over sixteen weeks pregnant and was finally starting to get a little pudge. I kissed her on her stomach a couple of times while she ran her fingernails through my hair.

      “What you in here stressing about? I see that shit all over your face, shorty,” I said with my eyes closed.

      I heard her release a sigh, and that’s when I opened my eyes because I felt like she was getting ready to be on some good bullshit.

      “After I took a shower and everything tonight, I went to check on Maya. Miami, she had my purse and was taking money out of my wallet. I swear I wanted to pretend like I didn’t see it, but I did. She was holding two fifties in her hand, and when I walked in, she tried to hide the shit behind her back. She lied so easily, talking about she thought her headphones were in my purse. Meanwhile, her headphones were sitting right on her dresser.

      “She tried to lie about it until the very end. Eventually, she broke down crying and said that she was taking the money so that she could give it to her mommy. Maya doesn’t even talk to Krystal. Krystal doesn’t call my phone to speak to Maya, and I been stopped having Maya call her. I don’t know, Miami. That shit just made me so mad because we give that little girl everything,” Shae said, followed by a lone tear falling from her eyes.

      I could tell how hurt she was behind that shit. Shae did any and everything for that little girl. I swear you would never even believe that Shae didn’t birth her because she treated her in a way that a mother would treat a child that she’d birthed. On top of that, she’d placed Maya in one of the best private schools in Miami, she had her attending speech courses three days out of the week and was just all-around a good ass mom.

      “You ain’t see no calls in your phone history of the two of them talking? You know Maya knows both of our codes, and she knows how to work our phones. Maybe she has been talking to her like that. Text messages? Anything, shorty?” I asked, and she shook her head.

      “No, I looked,” she let me know.

      “You checked her iPad? You know they can text and shit on there,” I suggested, and this time, she shook her head no.

      “Hold on. Let me go and get it,” I said and hopped off the bed.

      I walked out of the room and down the hall to Maya’s bedroom. I found her iPad after damn near five minutes of looking for it. It wasn’t on the dresser where it would usually be. This time, it was in bed with her, damn near buried under the sheets. I’d bought her the iPad a few weeks ago. Once I had it in my hands, I walked out of the room and carried it with me into the bedroom with Shae. I knew that Maya’s password was her birthday, so I keyed that in. Instantly, her photo galley popped up since that was the last thing she was doing. I clicked out of it and went to her messages.

      “I thought it had to be a phone in sync with the iPad in order to text,” I mumbled after seeing that she had a contact in her messages under Mommy.

      It was a one-sided conversation taking place. Maya knew how to work the emojis and shit real well, but her little ass didn’t know how to text, so she was sending a lot of heart emojis and the rest of her messages, she was speaking them out.

      “I love you, Mommy.”

      “Call me, okay?”

      “You okay, Ma?”

      “I want to see you mm… Mommyy. I love you.”

      Those were the audio messages that Maya had sent to her mom last night and tonight, and her bird brain ass mama didn’t even have the decency to text her back.

      “Grab your phone. Look and see if she’s been texting the same number that you have saved in your phone for Krystal,” I told Jashae.

      She picked up her phone from the dresser, and I watched as she went to the contacts. Sure enough, the contacts matched.

      “I don’t get it then. Krystal wasn’t writing back, so why did she say she was getting the money for her mom? It’s not like she asked her for it. Damn, Miami. I swear I wanted to just pop her little ass. Vonte was bad as hell at that age, but my son knew not to take my damn purse and steal from me. I don’t know what to do,” Shae said and threw the phone down.

      “Why it sounds like you giving up or some shit? Like you ready to drop her off to her grandma or some shit. What’s up, shorty? Talk to me,” I said and tugged on her thigh.

      At the same time, our door was pushed open. Little footsteps could be heard coming into the bedroom. We both looked up and saw that it was Maya. She was so fuckin’ adorable in her Trolls nightgown with her little scarf on her head to protect the braids that Shae had put her hair in last night. She rubbed her sleepy eyes as she walked further into the room.

      I wasn’t even sure what Shae had said to Maya, but Maya was too scared to even look at Shae. Her eyes were purposely avoiding Shae’s. She walked slowly over to the bed, and once she was close enough, I lifted her up under her arms and sat her in the middle of Shae and me. I didn’t even have to say anything because she just burst out crying.

      “I… iiii… Dddd… Didn’t mmmm… mean to. I… jjj… just www… Wanted her… tttt…. to respond to mmm… meee,” Maya cried with her face buried in her hands.

      Damn, at five years old, this little girl thought that she had to buy her mother’s love. I grabbed Maya by her arms, and I placed her in my lap as she continued to cry.

      “And how were you going to give her the money, Maya? You know your mommy doesn’t even stay in the same state as us. We talked about that,” Shae said. I could tell she wasn’t moved by Maya’s tears in the least.

      “I… ttt… took your phone yyy… Yesterday. I sss… saw her Instagram. Sh… she’s here. That’s www… whyyy I ttt… texted herrr,” Maya said, using the top of her shirt to wipe her face.

      Shae picked up her phone again, and I watched as she went onto the Instagram app. Again, sure enough, there Krystal was, right here in Miami. Her ass was just posting at Take One a couple of hours ago.

      “I www… was gg… going to ask you t… to ttt take me to my ggg… grandma’s house, and I was gggg… going to give mommy the mmm… money. I’m sorry, Shae. I didn’t mean to ssss… steal from you. I jjj… Just wanted to ggg… get her tt… to love me,” Maya stuttered.

      The tough act that Shae was putting on, Maya was slowly but surely breaking her down. Shae used the back of her hands to wipe Maya’s face, and then she kissed her a couple of times on her cheek.

      “Baby girl, if somebody is going to love you, then they have to love you for you. You shouldn’t have to pay anybody to love you, especially not your mommy. I believe she loves you. She’s just going through a hard time right now in life. Would you like for me to drop you off to your grandmother’s house tomorrow, so you can see them?” I asked her, and she nodded her head up and down that she did.

      “Okay, I will. First thing in the morning,” Shae let her know.

      “Thank you, Shae. I’m sss… sorry again,” she said one last time before she gave both of us kisses on our cheeks, and then she left out, closing the door behind her.

      “I swear I’m not even trying to be funny, but she is definitely Trip’s daughter. It’s like I’m mad, but I get it. I get it, then I don’t get it. I’m making sense?” she asked me.

      “Not really, shorty, but I get what you’re saying. I tell you one thing, she not gonna do that shit anymore. You scared the fuck out of her. She wouldn’t even look at you, man,” I let her know.

      “Yeah, while you sat there and did nothing. How you going to hold her, when her little butt did something bad. I bet if she was a boy, the situation would have been really different,” Shae said.

      “Hell yeah. I’ll have to punch my son in his chest for stealing from you. That’s why I don’t want no daughter. I’ll let her little ass walk all over me,” I said, pulling her into me and then down on the bed with me.

      I had her lying on top of me while my hands rested on her ass.

      “You know I hate it when you come in the house and get in the bed wearing your clothes. Baby, you smell like weed, cigars, alcohol, and old people,” she said.

      I laughed while shaking my head.

      “You full of shit, shorty. You only saying that shit because you know where I went. You taking a shower with me? I could use a shower with my fiancée after the day that I had,” I let her know right before I leaned my head down and kissed her lips.

      “I’ll join you. Start the water, big daddy,” she cooed right before she rolled off me and started removing her clothes.

      I let out a loud whistle, and my dick jumped in my pants because I already knew what type of night it was going to be.

      

      The next morning

      True to her word last night, Jashae and I were pulling up to the raggedy, run-down apartments that Maya’s grandmother stayed in. Truthfully, we didn’t even know if Krystal was there or not. We just assumed that she was.

      It was so fuckin’ crazy to me because I remember when Jashae talked to Krystal a few months back, around the time Krystal was getting ready to sign over her rights to Maya. Jashae had basically left Krystal a promise, telling her that once she signed on that bottom line, she would never be allowed to see Maya again. I was sure my shorty wanted to make good on that promise, but Maya still asked about her mother. No matter how good of a life that she was now living with us, that little girl still wanted to see her ole girl. Neither Jashae nor I wanted to tell Maya that she couldn’t see Krystal. At the end of the day, although she was a walking fuck up, she was still the woman who had birthed Maya, and that reason alone is why Maya loved her so much.

      If it were up to me, and I didn’t care what Maya thought about me, I would have told her little ass no. That’s because every time I saw Maya, I was forced to think about her being left in the parking garage at Shae’s job. So, although this was a trip that I wasn’t too fond of, I was doing it for Maya.

      “I’m not going to be hunting her stupid ass down all fuckin’ morning, Miami. If she’s not here, then oh well. I already texted her twice, letting her know that we were on our way to her mother’s house, and she didn’t respond to any of the text messages. I can’t believe that we’re even doing this. What type of parent gets to say that she doesn’t want to be a parent anymore, but we turn around and give her the luxury of even getting to see Maya? I swear this shit is stupid,” Jashae fussed as we walked down the walkway to get to Maya’s grandmother’s apartment.

      Maya was walking ahead of us, damn near running to get to the apartment. She knew the way like the back of her hand, so we were following her lead. I looked down at Shae and grabbed her by her waist, placing her close to me. She had on a tank top today with some jeans, so her baby bump was live and in effect this morning. I had my hand on her stomach the whole drive over here. I was indeed a happy man to be having a baby with this fine ass woman right here. There was no doubt in my mind that the son she was having for me was going to be fuckin’ beautiful, handsome, all of that.

      “And if she ain’t here, shorty, we going to leave. I told you that this morning already. Chill out,” I told her then kissed her on her forehead.

      Just like me, I could tell that this was the last thing Shae wanted to be doing, but we were doing this shit for Maya. We’d finally made it to the front door, and Maya’s little fist went up. She started pounding on the door. I pulled her back a little bit after she finished banging on the door. I knew if somebody had fucked around and banged on my door the way she just did this early in the fuckin’ morning, I would have swung my front door open and cursed everybody out, which is why I’d pulled her back.

      It took a few moments for us to hear movement, and then suddenly, the front door swung open. It was Maya’s grandmother coming to the door. I turned my head quicker than a motha fucka when I saw that the robe she was wearing had untied at the waist, so all her old womanly goodies were on full display.

      “Nigga, please! Don’t insult me!” she said to me, right before she rolled her eyes.

      I couldn’t do shit but laugh. This was an old ass woman, and whatever I said in response to her would be disrespectful as fuck, so I just laughed her comment off. Plus, from the way Jashae was squeezing my arm, that was code for me to leave it alone, so I did. When I didn’t say anything, she pulled Maya in for a hug since it had been months since she’d last seen her. Shit, the last time she saw her was when we came down there looking for Krystal’s trifling ass.

      “You must be looking for your mama? She got here yesterday afternoon. Go on inside. She’s sleeping right there on that couch, with her sorry ass,” she said to Maya as if she was grown ass woman and needed to be hearing that type of shit.

      Maya went inside while her grandmother pushed the door back some so that Shae and I could come inside. But before we could make that move, she said something first.

      “Look, I don’t know what type of shit Krystal done got her ass in while she was in Atlanta, but she came back yesterday, bags packed and everything. Krystal ain’t lived in my house for years. She always told me that she would rather sleep in a fuckin’ alley or under a bridge before she moved back in here with me. I was honestly shocked to see her ass come back because I just knew that once she took her ass down there to Atlanta, she wouldn’t be back. I say that to say, if she’s going to be back home, then Maya shouldn’t have to be the two of y’all’s burden. Let that woman take care of her own motha fuckin’ child. From the looks of things, the two of you have a child that y’all need to be taking care of,” she said with her finger pointed at Jashae’s stomach.

      “I get what you saying, but at the same time, Maya ain’t a burden. Besides, your daughter already signed them papers saying that she doesn’t want Maya anymore. If we give her back, fuck she going to sleep at? On the couch next to her mama? Aside from that, you got grown ass men staying in this house with you and—”

      “Grown ass men that are Maya’s uncles and cousins—”

      “And what the fuck is that supposed to mean, lady? How many little girls get raped by family members? Nah, Maya good where she at. She wanted to come over and see her mama because she saw on Instagram that she was in town. Let us let her do that, and then we’ll be out of your fuckin’ way,” I said then walked past her and into her shit like this was my fuckin’ house.

      I could tell that she couldn’t stand a nigga, which was fine because the feeling was mutual. I held Shae’s hand as we walked into the small, cluttered ass apartment. We were in fuckin’ March, yet they still had up a Christmas tree in the living room. All I could do was shake my head because some people were just trifling. As far as the apartment being small and shit, that wasn’t even my judgment because I lived just like this as a child. The only difference was, my parents and I did everything in our power to keep up with the shit. We were already struggling back then. Who wanted to be struggling and then living in filth on top of that?

      I’m not even going to get started on all the dirty ass dishes that were piled up in the sink, all ten garbage bags that were leaned against the wall, dying to be taken outside. I wished she would even offer us something to drink when I just saw that damn roach crawling up the wall. Swear I felt like I needed to jump my ass back in the shower, and I’d only been standing in this bitch for one minute.

      “Get up, Mommy. Get up,” Maya was saying, down on her knees, shaking Krystal.

      Her ass was slumped over on the couch, knocked out, and snoring like a fuckin’ bear. Only drugs and alcohol would make a person sleep like that, and because shorty was in the club last night, who knows what type of shit she’d indulged in. Like Maya’s grandmother said, all of Krystal’s bags were on the side of her like she planned to stay for good. There were like four suitcases, about two duffle bags, and some plastic bags were lying there as well.

      “Krystal, get your motha fuckin’ ass up! Your child is here to see you!” her mama yelled, coming into the living area where we were and banging two pots together.

      That made Krystal jump up from her sleep, and she looked around the room at all the faces staring back at her. We all heard her suck her teeth. Maya stood up from the floor and wrapped her tiny arms around her mother, holding onto her for dear life. Krystal hugged her back, but not long enough.

      “Why y’all brought her over here? Especially so early in the damn morning. Can a bitch get herself together?” Krystal asked in a hoarse voice.

      I heard Shae laugh from the side of me, and I knew that laugh all too well. She was getting ready to start some shit.

      “Krystal, your shit ain’t been together in how fuckin’ long? Fuck you mean? You don’t think Maya knows what’s going on? You don’t think she knows the reason why she’s living with us? Don’t try to act like she views you as some fuckin’ angel. Any positive image that she had of your ass went out of the damn window when you left her in a damn garage. Talking about why we brought her here! Girl, if it were up to me, you would never see Maya again. It was Maya who cried and begged us to come and see you. You should be thanking me,” Shae said, trying to get closer to Krystal, but I pulled her back, putting her pregnant ass behind me.

      Just when Krystal was about to say something, there was loud banging on the front door.

      “I knew it was a bad idea to bring my ass down here,” I mumbled under my breath, feeling for my gun and making sure that I had it tucked because I didn’t have a clue as to who was on the other side of the door.

      Krystal’s mother went to the door, and before she could even have the door fully opened, a woman who I’ve never seen before came barging into the home, damn near knocking Krystal’s grandmother over to get inside.

      “Hoe, you fucked my man? You fucked my man?” the woman kept asking as she damn near flew to Krystal.

      She didn’t even wait for Krystal to respond before she knocked her right in her mouth. I swear it felt like I was at home, walking in on Shae watching that ratchet ass Love & Hip Hop bullshit that she liked to watch. The only difference was, these bitches weren’t throwing drinks and shit. These bitches were throwing hands, and security wasn’t around to stop them.

      Maya was screaming and crying to the top of her lungs, and I had swooped her up in my arms in an attempt to get her out of the house. On our way out of the door, all we heard was…

      Pow! Pow! Pow! Pow!

      Four gunshots went off behind us. With Maya in my arms, I turned around, and the sight before me was gruesome. Blood from Krystal’s body was splattered on the walls, making it look like a different coating of paint.

      “Mommmyyyyyy… Mommyyyyy!” Maya kicked and yelled, trying to get out of my arms, but I wouldn’t let her down.

      I’ll be damned if I let her see that shit. She would need therapy for the rest of her damn life after seeing some shit like that. Because I was raised in projects similar to this one, this wasn’t my first time seeing a dead body, so honestly, this was nothing to me.

      “Take her outside. Let me see what the fuck is going on,” I said and handed Maya over to Shae.

      “Toddrick, no! That crazy bitch got a fuckin’ gun. I’m not leaving you alone in there. Let’s go. This don’t have shit to do with us,” Shae yelled over Krystal’s mother screaming at the top of her lungs and crying after witnessing the shooting.

      “I got my piece on me too, Shae. Take her to the fuckin’ car, yo. I’ll be there in a minute,” I yelled back.

      This time, she took Maya and got out of the apartment.

      “Why would you do thissss? Whyyyy? Just get the fuck outttt! Get the fuck outtttt,” Krystal’s mother cried, down on her knees holding Krystal in her arms, but she was gone. She was dead.

      Krystal was leaking blood from the dime-sized bullet hole in the middle of her forehead. Blood was leaking from her chest where the other three bullets had struck her.

      “I let this bitch into my fuckin’ home! I let her come and live with me. Live with my fuckin’ kids. She was my first cousin, so I trusted this hoe around my motha fuckin’ man! I never thought that she would do this! I had to find out from my own motha fuckin’ son that he caught her in the bathroom fuckin’ his daddy. Why the fuck you think she brought her ass back down here? She knew I was going to be looking for her ass. Fuck your daughter!” she screamed, still with the gun in her hands, which I was pretty sure is the main reason why Krystal’s mom wasn’t talking big shit or trying to beat her ass.

      At the same time, the whole living room was now filled with everyone who lived in this fuckin’ house. I wasn’t even sure who called the police because when you stayed in the projects and gunshots rang out, nothing ever happened because this was a community of people who didn’t believe in snitching. That type of activity generally happened in the white community.

      As if the cousin in there with the gun was a black man, the cops came over to her and tackled her ass to the ground then put her in cuffs. Out of all the times that I could have brought Maya over there, I chose to bring her on a day when some bullshit like this had to fuckin’ happen. I was a witness to a fuckin’ murder. As badly as I thought of Krystal, no woman deserved to lose her life like that. Shit wasn’t even fuckin’ worth it.

      If her so called nigga would even stoop to the level of fuckin’ her family, then she needed to walk the fuck away from a dog like that instead of killing her fuckin’ family behind that shit. I just listened to this woman mention that she had kids. Now, she was in a situation where she was going to be taken away from her children, all because she reacted to some shit way too fuckin’ fast.

      I ran my hand over my face and released a sigh. All the fuck a nigga wanted to do was bring Maya down there to see her ole girl, and then after that, I wanted to take Maya and Shae to brunch. Now, look! Life was so fuckin’ crazy, I tell you.
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      “How many of you little niggas in here for murder charges and serving a life sentence?” I asked.

      Damn near every hand in the room went up. I took the things that Raynell had told me into consideration, especially her telling me to go to the warden and propose the new club that I was thinking about creating at the prison. She was for real when she told me that there were a lot of younger boys in this prison who looked up to me.

      It was no secret that I banged Miami Boyz, and a lot of the boys who came in there wanted to be down, even if that meant being down while incarcerated. Crazy how they came in and thought that shit was cool to be out there killing motha fuckas, robbing, and all of that other dumb shit that comes along with being young and dumb. Back then, I was like them too, which is why it meant a lot to me now to get knowledge instilled in them before it was too late.

      I didn’t have anyone in my life to pump knowledge into me. My own mama had pretty much written me off once she realized what I was choosing to do with my life. By the time I was eight, she had pretty much already guessed what my future was going to consist of. I hate to say it, but she was right. She’d been telling me for years that I was going to end up gunned down in the street or a permanent member in somebody’s prison. There was no daddy in my life to teach me how to be a man, so, of course, I was going to naturally run to the streets.

      I also hate to say this, but everything that happened to be needed to happen in order for me to change. I needed to be sentenced to life, I needed to lose my son, my girl, all of that. This was the only thing that would force me to sit down on my ass and realize my fuck-ups. The past couple of weeks, I had been thinking really heavy. The thing that took up a lot of the space in my mind was the escape that Raynell and I were supposed to do. I would have died right there on the fuckin’ spot trying to run out of this fuckin’ prison, and my mama would have been burying me the next week.

      That part of my life was now over, and that chapter was closed. Finally, I could say that I was glad that Raynell had switched out on me. I was looking at a room filled with boys as young as eighteen and as old as twenty-seven. I looked at these young, black men, and I saw Vonte. This could have easily been Vonte, and the same way that I wanted to save Vonte from everything, I wanted to somehow save these boys, although I didn’t have much to give but a story and some good advice.

      “And how many of you little niggas got kids? A woman at home? A mama who raised you on your own?” I asked another question, and this time, every hand in the room went up.

      I didn’t necessarily know which question pertained to each individual, but it didn’t matter because we pretty much all had the same damn story.

      “I got with my shorty at a young age. I was thirteen, and she was eleven. I was a little ass nigga who didn’t give a fuck about nothing but selling that little dime bag of weed to help my mama out with the groceries and shit. I don’t know what it was about Jashae, but I knew I loved her. That girl saved me from a lot of shit. I would have been involved in way worse shit than what I was already involved in, but then her face would pop up in my head, and I would talk myself out of it.

      “I got her pregnant when she was thirteen, and I was fifteen. I didn’t know shit about being no damn daddy. I didn’t have one, so right off the bat, I knew that I wouldn’t be a good father. Neither she nor I was talking abortion, so our son forced us to grow up. A son who I only got the chance to spend seven years outside of these fuckin’ walls with because I committed a murder, killing an innocent little girl with my bullet, and for that, this is my present and my future. Y’all like y’all kids having to come down here and visit y’all? What about your shorties? Y’all know women can be sensitive as fuck, so those visitations ain’t easy.

      “I had to give the birds and the bees talk to my son over the damn phone. I had to hear about his basketball games and shit over the phone. When my son graduated from middle school, I wasn’t there. When he went to homecoming and all of that other shit, I wasn’t there either. Y’all can think that street shit is cool all the fuck you want to, but guess who doesn’t think it’s cool? Your motha fuckin’ kids. When my son got older, I could tell by the way he would look at me that he was disappointed in me. Although he never voiced that shit out loud, he didn’t have to because I could see that shit in his eyes.

      “What did it for me is when I lost my son a year ago. These motha fuckas in here couldn’t care less about me needing to attend that funeral either because straight up, they told my ass no without even batting a fuckin’ eye. For some of y’all who still have a chance at freedom, this shit is not too fuckin’ late for y’all. Don’t be like me. Y’all see these Miami Boyz tattoos on my hands and my neck, and y’all think that shit is cool, but look deeper into this shit. Think about the fact that I done spent eleven Christmases in this bitch, eleven birthdays in here, eleven of my son’s birthdays.

      “I’m only telling y’all this shit because when I was y’all age, I would have killed for somebody to stand in front of me and tell me some shit like this. I swear to God I would have listened,” I said, telling them the God honest truth.

      I saw the good that came with doing bad, like the respect in the streets, the money, the bitches, all of that, and that’s what I wanted. At the time, no one was worried about the cons, like the fact that my ass could actually end up behind bars for the rest of my life if I kept doing what I was doing.

      I stood up for another five minutes or so, telling my story for a little bit longer. Then I took my seat right in the middle of the circle since I was the one hosting the class. One by one, each boy in the class stood up, and they all told their story. Crazy how pretty much every one of our black asses had the same story. Hustling for us first started out as just something to do to survive and to help out our single mothers who were doing this shit on their own. Then, it progressed to us doing it because everybody else was doing it, and all we were trying to do was live in the American Dream, but in the midst of us trying to do that, we’d lost our freedom.

      “That’s a good thing that you’re doing for these young men, Mr. Young. They need this. I saw the look in each and every one of their eyes, and I can tell that somebody has finally gotten through to them,” Warden Smith came over and said it to me.

      She was an older, black woman, maybe in her sixties. She was mean as a motha fucka, always walking around this bitch with a frown when I saw her, so it was a big surprise that she actually had somewhat of a smile on her face today.
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      “Bae, guess what?” my husband asked me through the Bluetooth of my car.

      I was on my way to the grocery store with Jamaria in the backseat because I needed to pick up a few things. I had one of those mirrors on the backseat, so I was able to look through the rearview mirror and have the perfect view of her. She was sleeping so peacefully, which caused a smile to form on my face. Like everyone had promised me, motherhood had definitely gotten easier. If anything, I was probably used to my baby now, so I knew what to expect.

      In the beginning, this was all new to me, so I was just overwhelmed. Besides, so many things had changed with my sleeping schedule, my hygiene schedule, hell even the schedule for me to go and get my hair done. Jamaria was three months old today, and truth be told, I was in no rush to get back to work.

      My husband was taking care of the home front, and I couldn’t be any more appreciative of that because not every woman had that type of luxury. As much as Jabari wanted me home forever being a housewife, that wasn’t a goal of mine. The degrees that I had weren’t earned for me to be a housewife, so in due time, I planned to take my ass back to work. I just wanted to continue sucking up all these moments with my daughter.

      My mom had already let it be known that she didn’t mind watching Jamaria for me while I worked, but the new mom in me didn’t want Jamaria around somebody else longer than me because I feared that she would need them more than she needed me. I know, I know, I’m probably crazy for even thinking like that, but that’s just me.

      Speaking of my mom, she and I were closer than we’ve ever been in my entire life. That had a lot to do with the fact that all the truth was now out, and any grudge that I had with her had been let go. She was a great mother and an even more amazing grandmother. I was thankful for her because she helped out a lot when it came to Jamaria.

      “What, Jabari?” I questioned, really not in the mood to play the guessing game with him.

      “Guess, shorty. Damn, play along with a nigga for once,” he said.

      “Oh, trust me, I play along just fine. Playing along is how I have a car seat in my back seat. I don’t know, Jabari. What? Please don’t tell me you about to go out of town on business or nothing like that. Aren’t we supposed to go to Jamaica next week?” I questioned.

      “Nah, a nigga not getting ready to go nowhere. I just left the store, and Kenyatta got a sign on her door that says for sale. I don’t know where her ass is going, but it looks like she’s getting her ass the fuck from around me. I told you that beating you put on her was going to send her ass right back to Atlanta. Let’s just hope that a nigga is right,” he vented into the phone.

      “Yeah, let’s just hope. Stay or go, it don’t make me no never mind. I’ll beat her ass any time I see her for talking crazy to me,” I said in all seriousness.

      “Alright, shorty. You won one little fight, and you think you Muhammad Ali. Sit your ass down somewhere,” he said, and as bad as I didn’t want to laugh, I still ended up doing so.

      “Nigga, give me my fuckin’ credit. I beat a bitch ass that’s damn near thirty pounds heavier than me. You hate on me more than these bitches out here,” I said with a roll of my eyes as I whipped my car into the parking lot. I heard Jabari laugh on the other end of the phone.

      “That’s a motha fuckin’ lie, and you know it. I hype you up so much that you would think I’m doing it just to get some pussy from you. You went and got your toes painted pink yesterday, and those bitches looked so beautiful that I tried to put your whole fuckin’ foot in my damn mouth. Since you got in the gym with me, ain’t I’m telling you every day how sick your body is? You tripping, shorty. Where my baby at? I don’t hear her,” he said.

      “That’s because she’s in the back sleeping. I’m pulling up to the grocery store now—”

      “The grocery store? Shorty, I thought you were home. Turn back around. I’ll get what you need me to get. Why you ain’t just order the groceries and have the people deliver it to the house like you always do?” Jabari said, and I sighed.

      “Because I wanted to get out of the damn house, Jabari. I’ll be in and out. I’ll call you when I’m back in the car. I love you,” I said and quickly hung up the phone, not even giving him a chance to say anything because he would try his best to talk me out of it.

      I swear, this man acted as if I couldn’t go any damn where without his ass. Granted, he’d always been like this since we’ve been together, but it got worse whenever I went somewhere with Jamaria, which was hardly.

      I shut the car off and quickly started my routine to get Jamaria out. I popped the trunk and pulled out the stroller that was so convenient and easy to assemble. It was a gift from Shae. She’d purchased both the car seat and the stroller. Once the stroller was out, I went around back to unhook the car seat from the base, which was also super convenient because I wouldn’t even have to wake Jamaria up.

      I had a wraparound purse around my body, and just when I heard the car seat click, letting me know that I had unlatched it from the base, I felt someone behind me. In broad daylight, this man was trying to rob me. He looked to be no older than twenty-five.

      “I want this fuckin’ purse and that Gucci diaper bag that you got on the floor,” he said, holding a small handgun in his hand that he had pointed in my side.

      I wasn’t even scared. If anything, I was angry that this nigga had a gun pointed at me while I was with my fuckin’ child.

      “So, in a parking lot filled with people and cameras, you going to try and rob me? Little nigga, I’m not giving you shit! You better get the fuck out of my face!” I said, turning around to look at him.

      “Bitch, you think I give a fuck about these people out here? I can shoot your ass right fuckin’ here because with the silencer on this gun, ain’t nobody going to hear shit! Them bullshit cameras that you hollering about don’t even face this way. I like to consider myself lucky right now because you parked in a perfect spot. So, like I said, give me that fuckin’ purse and that diaper bag. Since you want to be a smart ass, I’ll take that ring off your finger too, bitch. Now, let’s go before I take your motha fuckin’ baby and I try to sell her next,” he heartlessly said.

      I could hear it in his voice that he didn’t give a fuck about nothing, so instead of trying to lose my life over material things, I quickly removed the wrap around purse. Just as I was about to hand it over to him, I heard…

      “Mahogany?”

      It was Jahir. He was holding two grocery bags in his hands. His eyes quickly went down to the gun that was pressed into me, and he dropped the bags then rushed over to us.

      “Old man, you better—”

      Pow! Jahir ended up punching the boy right in his face, making the gun drop to the floor.

      “This a fake ass gun too,” Jahir said, picking the gun up and holding it in his hands.

      When he punched the scrawny ass boy, his body dropped to the ground. He tried to stand up, but Jahir placed his foot on his neck and kept it there, not letting him move. My stubborn ass hated to even say this, but I was actually happy to see Jahir. But, of course, I wouldn’t dare show it.

      Here I was, about to hand this boy over my purse, which had cash in it, all of my debit cards and stuff, then I was going to hand him over a two thousand dollar Gucci diaper bag along with my wedding ring. I didn’t even know how much Jabari spent on it, but I could only imagine that it was a grip.

      “You alright? Did he hit you?” Jahir asked me.

      I heard the worry and concern in his voice.

      “No, I’m fine. Thank you,” I mumbled.

      I hated having to thank a man who I was so angry with, but I had to do it.

      “What you want me to do with him? I can call the cops. Just say the word,” Jahir said.

      I thought about it long and hard. I was in six-inch Christian Louboutin heels, and I quickly took my right one off and bent down, slapping his ass twice in the face with the heel. Blood instantly poured out of his nose and his mouth.

      “That’s for pointing a fuckin’ gun at me. A fake one at that. Let him go,” I told Jahir.

      He removed his foot from his chest, and as fast as he rolled up on me is as fast as he stood up from the ground and took off. I put my shoe back on, and for almost ten seconds, there was silence between Jahir and me.

      “Look, Mahogany, I—”

      “Don’t. Don’t do this. Nothing’s changed, but I do thank you,” I let him know.

      “Let me at least go in the store with you and make sure you’re protected. You don’t even have to talk to me, and if you don’t want me to say shit, I won’t say shit to you. Alright?” he suggested.

      I thought about the fact that my baby needed more formula and the fact that I needed other things for the house. As stubborn as I wanted to be, I couldn’t because then, I would be depriving my daughter of her necessities. Plus, I wouldn’t lie and say that I wouldn’t be a little shaken up when I made it back to the car by myself, especially after what had just taken place.

      “Okay. I don’t want to talk about nothing, Jahir. We don’t have nothing to talk about,” I said to him.

      Granted, there was probably a shit load of things for us to talk about, but I just didn’t want to do that right now. I felt like it wasn’t the time. When would the perfect time be for Jahir and me to have a conversation? I honestly didn’t know. This news was still fresh to me, and I didn’t want to just jump headfirst into forgiving him. I felt like I would come off as weak, and I wouldn’t show any regards to my real, true feelings.

      “You got my word,” he let me know.

      Jahir picked up the two grocery bags that he’d left in the street, and then he brought the stroller over to me while I sat Jamaria’s car seat in it. It was so awkward walking into the store because we really weren’t speaking. I would almost have rather he said something to me. Like, I was really in the grocery store, shopping with my dad. How strange was that? A dad who I had pretty much known my entire life.

      “I know I agreed not to say shit, but damn, she’s beautiful,” he said, looking down at Jamaria while standing a few feet away as if he was afraid to come too close to her. He probably thought that I was crazy and would cut his ass.

      As mean as I wanted to be, I ended up smiling as I watched him look down at my baby; his grandbaby. After that, there was nothing else said between the two of us. He pushed the shopping cart while I pushed the stroller, and anything that I needed from an aisle, I would drop it into the cart that I had him pushing.

      “I got it,” he said the moment we got to the checkout lane.

      I watched him as he went into his wallet and tried to get his card out, but I shook my head no.

      “I don’t need you to pay for my groceries, Jahir. I got it,” I said, digging in my purse and trying to get my own card.

      “Mahogany, I know you hate me. Shit, you have every fuckin’ reason to, but let me do this for you. This the least that I could do for you anyway,” he said.

      I wanted to argue him down, but I didn’t. I kept quiet and allowed him to pay for my groceries. We made it outside and to my car, where he’d placed all the groceries in the backseat along with the stroller. I placed Jamaria in the back, who’d slept through all of this, and once I was done, I closed the back door.

      “Thank you, Jahir,” I said as I walked over to the driver’s side.

      “Can me, you, and Shae meet up one day next week for lunch or something? Only if you up for it,” he called out.

      His voice shook as he talked to me as if he just knew that he’d fucked up, and he didn’t need anyone else there to rub it in his face.

      “I’ll think about it. I’m not making any promises,” I let him know.

      “I respect that. Drive safe getting home,” he said and stepped back a little bit so I would be able to open the driver’s side door.

      “Thank you. You too,” I replied right before I got in the car.

      This new relationship, or in our case, I should say lack of a relationship with Jahir and I was so different from how it used to be in the past. Before all this shit had come out, I loved Jahir as a person. He was like the only man who had been in my life before I got with Jabari, so whenever I had some sort of car trouble, it was him who I went running to. Whenever something broke at my house, like the toilet, the sink, or anything that required a man, it was he who fixed those things for me.

      All this time, I thought Jahir was just nice and looking out for me, but in reality, he was doing those things because he was actually supposed to be doing it.

      On the drive home, I thought about if I should have called my husband and let him know what happened when I got to the grocery store. Telling him something like this over the phone, I knew that it wouldn’t do a damn thing but stress him out, so I figured that I would let him in on what happened when I got home. From the backseat, I heard Jamaria behind me making gurgling noises, and that’s when I realized that she was waking up. I smiled as I watched her little body try to stretch in her car seat.

      “We’re almost home, mama,” I called out to her like she knew what I was saying.

      It didn’t take me but ten minutes to make it home because the grocery store that I’d chosen to go to was right by our house. As I neared the house, I saw my husband standing outside talking to someone who had their car pulled into our driveway. A car that I didn’t recognize, so I really wasn’t sure who the car even belonged to.

      I slowly pulled my car into the driveway and parked it on the side of the other car that I still didn’t know who it belonged to. I could hear Jabari’s voice, even with the window rolled up, and whoever he was talking to, he didn’t seem to be in the best of moods. That’s when I saw her get out of the car, and I sucked my teeth loud as hell.

      It was his fuckin’ mama! I should have known it was her ass. I honestly didn’t have the slightest clue why she was here because I made it very clear that she couldn’t be around my baby. I didn’t like that bitch, nor did I trust her, but out of respect for my husband, I’ve played nicely. Upon meeting her, I didn’t like her. Our very first phone conversation, we didn’t say that much to each other for me not to like her, but I could tell that her vibe was off.

      As petty as I wanted to be and stay in this car with Jamaria until she left, Jamaria was getting fussy in the back seat. I ended up shutting the car off, and I went around to get Jamaria from the back. At the same time, Jabari came behind me and let me know that he would get Jamaria.

      “I didn’t even know she was on the way over here, shorty. A nigga hadn’t even been in the house for ten fuckin’ minutes before she was out here blowing the fuckin’ horn like a maniac. Let me get the baby. Go in the house. I got her,” Jabari tried to reason, but I shook my head no.

      “No, Bari! So, you can take her over there? I meant what I said about not having her around my child. She’s disrespectful, and I don’t like her. Until she gives me an apology, then no, she can’t be around her!” I said and pushed him out of the way, so I could get the baby.

      The whole time I spoke, his mom was within eight feet of me, and I didn’t lower my voice because I actually wanted her to hear me. Her hair was fixed nicely. She was in a very pretty Dolce & Gabbana dress with the matching heels, and I even noticed that she wore a little bit of makeup on her face. There was no doubt that Jabari’s mother was pretty, but what was on the inside made her ass so ugly.

      “Girl, please, with your dramatic ass! Ask yourself what you are really mad at, Mahogany. I’m trying to play nice, but your ass is being ignorant for real. You still carrying on this fuckin’ grudge for some shit that happened months ago? Just be honest and say that you didn’t want me around the baby from the get-go. You using me having Kenyatta at the house as a fuckin’ excuse, and you know it,” she yelled, getting closer.

      I tried to walk over to her, but Jabari’s hands went on my waist, and he squeezed.

      “Don’t do this shit out here with her, shorty, aight? Chill the fuck out for me and take the baby in the house—”

      “Jabari—”

      “Yo, it wasn’t a fuckin’ question! It was a fuckin’ demand. Go in the house with her, Mahogany. Damn, I’ll be in there in a second!” he barked at me.

      Instead of responding to him, I got Jamaria out of her car seat and headed for the front door. I wanted to tag that old bitch the same way I did Kenyatta, but Jabari would probably never forgive me for beating his mama’s ass.

      Once inside the house, I took Jamaria upstairs to her room, so I could change her diaper. In the midst of me doing all of that, I was talking so much shit in my head and mentally getting my words in order for the many ways that I was going to curse this nigga out the moment he came into the house. Just as I was putting Jamaria’s pants back on, he walked into the bedroom.

      “Look, Mahogany, she’s downstairs in the living room. I told her that she owes you an apology, so just hear her out. Let her see Jamaria. If you ain’t comfortable with her touching her, then damn, at least let her take a fuckin’ peek at her or something. Y’all putting me in a fucked up position right now. I got my wife going at it with my mama. How you think that shit makes a nigga feel? I’m trying to defuse this shit, but I don’t feel like we getting anywhere. She done came all the way down this way, at least let her see the baby,” Jabari pleaded with me.

      I didn’t even say anything. Once Jamaria was all cleaned, I handed her to her dad. He thanked me right before he kissed me on the lips, then went out of the room with the baby. Let me make it clear that I can be petty all fuckin’ day if I wanted to. The only, and I mean the only reason I gave Jabari the baby is that he was right about being in the middle, and I didn’t feel that it was fair to him.

      After I put Jamaria’s diaper in the trash, I used some hand sanitizer on my hands, and I headed downstairs. I went into the kitchen and quickly made my baby a bottle. Once it was ready, I joined the three of them in the living room. I won’t even lie and say that my body didn’t tense up when I saw Jabari’s mother holding my baby.

      “She is so tiny. How much does this baby weigh? Are y’all feeding this baby? I don’t think she’s supposed to be this small at three months,” his mom judged as she held Jamaria.

      “She’s fine. She just went to the doctor last week, and she’s a well baby,” I let her know as I set the bottle down in front of her.

      She quickly picked it up and then started feeding it to Jamaria. I had to mentally question whose side Jamaria was on because her little butt started drinking that damn bottle like we really weren’t feeding her.

      “Listen, Mahogany, I’m sorry. I had no right to bring Kenyatta over to my house. I spend a lot of time with her because she does my hair, and we became pretty close outside the salon. I knew about the history that she had with my son, and the more I was around her, the more I felt like she would be a good pick for Jabari. I honestly didn’t know the two of you were so serious about each other until I watched the way you two interacted when you came to my house. Now, the two of you have a child together, and you’re married. I guess it was poor judgment on my side, and for that, I do apologize,” she said.

      All I did was nod my head at her. She could fool her son, but she wasn’t fooling me. Her apology wasn’t genuine, and that bitch was lying, talking about she didn’t know that Jabari and I were serious with each other. She knew because she knew about us living together, and Jabari has never had a girlfriend a day in his life, so she knew. So that I didn’t put myself in a position to curse her ass out, I started putting the groceries away that Jabari had brought inside the house. Almost two minutes into me doing that, he joined me in the kitchen. He posted up against the wall with his arms crossed.

      “The moment we got off the phone earlier, and I got out of the car, do you know that somebody tried to rob me?” I questioned. He quickly uncrossed his arms and gave me a look, basically telling me to continue what I was saying. “I was getting Jamaria out of the back when somebody came behind me and put a gun in my side. They wanted my purse, the diaper bag, and my ring—”

      “Yo, you bullshitting!” he said, cutting me off.

      “I’m serious, Jabari—”

      “Then why the fuck you just now telling me this shit? You say that shit so fuckin’ casually and like it’s no fuckin’ big deal! You been in this bitch almost twenty minutes, Mahogany. How you let something like that just slip your mind?” he questioned.

      “It didn’t slip my mind, nigga! I didn’t think your mama would be in the fuckin’ driveway when I pulled up. I planned to tell you the moment I walked in the door, but then all of this happened!” I yelled.

      “Your purse and the baby bag are with you. You wearing your ring still, so what the fuck happened? If a nigga is going to rob you, he’s going to rob you. Ain’t nobody going to say never mind to a 4,000 dollar Chanel bag, a 2,000 dollar diaper bag, and a 60,000 dollar ring, so what happened?” he kept questioning.

      “Jahir was coming out of the store, and he was able to stop him. The gun wasn’t real anyway. He was just using it to scare me. Damn, nigga, you don’t think you could be a little more comforting and vulnerable toward me right now? What if Jahir didn’t come out of the store, and what if the gun wasn’t fake? Fuck it, Jabari. You’re in a fucked up mood, and I’m in an even more fucked up mood because I have a woman that I don’t even care for out there holding my baby. So, let me just get the fuck from around you,” I said and slammed the water bottle down on the kitchen counter that I’d just taken out of the refrigerator.

      I tried to walk past Jabari, but he grabbed my arm and pulled me into him.

      “You want me to be comforting and vulnerable to you right now, but in the same sentence, you telling me how a pussy nigga tried to rob you while you were with our fuckin’ daughter. Excuse a nigga as I process this shit right now, shorty. You and Jamaria are two of my most prized possessions, and a nigga even holding a fuckin’ water gun to your head is enough for me to see red. It ain’t that I’m not trying to comfort you right now, but I’m picturing the many ways that shit could have ended for you tonight, that’s it. Damn, yo. You remember what he looks like?” Jabari questioned.

      “No, Jabari, I don’t! It’s over. Jahir handled it. I don’t need you going out and doing anything stupid,” I said because he would leave the house right now and try to find the dude who had done it.

      “Your ass ain’t going nowhere else. I swear you ain’t,” he said and pulled me tighter into him.

      “You going to keep me locked up in the house? I think not,” I said and wrapped my arms around him as well and kissed his lips.

      “Watch me. It’s about to be lockdown around this motha fucka. You can’t go nowhere without me, especially when you go somewhere with the baby. I’ll lose my fuckin’ mind if something were to happen to either one of y’all. Just thinking about some shit like that just stressed me the fuck out. Go start the shower. I’ll meet you in there. I need to release some stress right quick,” Jabari said, making me laugh.

      “Nigga, you are full of shit.” I chuckled. “You find any excuse to bust a nut. You hit your toe on the edge of the bed last night, and you convinced my dumb ass that me fuckin’ you at two in the morning would make it feel better, and you have the nerve to call me slick,” I said as I pulled away from him and walked out of the kitchen, leaving him standing there.

      “Seriously, shorty. Run the water. I’ll meet you up there in two minutes,” he yelled as I made my way up the stairs.

      His pleas fell on deaf ears. Jabari wasn’t stressed; he was just looking for any small reason to bust a nut.
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      “Look at him waving. He’s… I mean, the baby is waving,” my doctor said, quickly trying to correct himself and say the baby is waving instead of him.

      We were at my eighteen-week doctor’s appointment, and they were performing an ultrasound on me. As soon as we left the doctor’s office, we would be heading to the airport to get on the private jet to Jamaica, and Lord knows that I couldn’t wait for this vacation. I needed this vacation. The last time that I went on vacation was months ago when Miami had taken me to Orlando with him and Taniya.

      This is like my first bae-cation ever, and I couldn’t wait. Mahogany and Jabari were going with the baby, Miami’s friend, Boss, who was actually the one who had put this entire trip together was going as well, along with his fiancée. I believe I heard Miami say that Boss’ sister was coming as well with her husband. It was a trip that I was actually looking forward to. We needed this. Our home has pretty much been in shambles since we’ve all stood there and witnessed Krystal being murdered right there in that parking lot.

      Maya was pretty much back to behaving like she did when she first moved in with us, which was constantly crying all the time. Now, she was too afraid to even sleep in the room by herself, so these days, she had been sleeping in the bed with Miami and me.

      Having to take Maya to her mother’s funeral last weekend was easily one of the hardest things that I ever had to do when it came to Maya. As much as I couldn’t stand Krystal, and as bad of a person as I thought her to be, even I can admit that she didn’t deserve what had happened to her. I mean, no, it wasn’t right on her part to fuck her cousin’s man, especially after that same cousin allowed her to move into her home, but damn, I didn’t agree that she had to lose her life in the end. Even I found myself sometimes waking up in a cold sweat as I thought back on that day. I couldn’t get those damn gunshots out of my head. I couldn’t get the images of Krystal out of my head from when I turned around and saw her lifeless body.

      Maya would definitely be raised by us now because with Krystal gone, and me being so overprotective of Maya, I had no plans to let her out of my sight. I was going to raise this little girl to the best of my ability. At the age of six, this little girl has a father serving a life sentence and a mother who was murdered. I hate to say it, but her story is just too damn common in the back community. I had faith in Miami and me, though. We wouldn’t make Maya become another statistic.

      “What do you mean he’s waving? We have another two weeks until we find out the gender. Right, Doctor?” I questioned, looking at him with hope in my eyes that it wasn’t a boy that he saw inside of me.

      Miami was standing next to me, and I wanted to reach up and slap that dumb ass smile off his face. We’d brought Maya with us, and she was standing next to me, in awe of the baby that was on the screen.

      “My big mouth. It slipped. I’m so sorry. I hope you weren’t planning to have a gender reveal because I obviously just revealed it right here. That’s a boy. Look at that right there,” he said and zoomed in closer on the screen.

      When I saw the little penis, I broke out crying. Like, the ugly cry right in this doctor’s office. I let go of Miami’s hand, pushed him away from me, and everything. Meanwhile, he was jumping up and down in this small room, yelling out all type of stuff that wasn’t doing anything but making me cry even harder.

      “Ms. Johnson, you will be fine. Boys are fun. I have three of my own. Let me give you a minute,” my doctor said before placing his hand on my shoulder to give me a little bit of support right before he walked out of the room.

      Maya had her hand on my back, and she was rubbing it in a circular motion in an attempt to calm me down, but nothing was working.

      “I told you we were going to have a boy! That’s what the fuck I’m talking about!” Miami boasted as he beat on his chest.

      He tried to touch me, but I pushed him away.

      “Don’t touch me! Don’t touch me! Leave me alone, Toddrick! I’m so serious right now,” I said, using the back of my hands to get myself together.

      I didn’t want to seem like I was ungrateful, but I was really just having a moment. It meant a lot for me to have a girl for many reasons. Don’t get me wrong, Vonte was the perfect boy, but I didn’t want another boy. This might sound foolish, but what if this son was into basketball and football or whatever other sport? Then, what if they had asthma? Do I be selfish and not allow them to play because I don’t want the same thing to happen to them that happened to their brother? I know, I know it’s crazy to even think like that because I could have a daughter who is a cheerleader, runs track, or even dances, and she could have an asthma attack because of that. I was obviously overthinking this entire thing and just giving myself something to stress about.

      “You’re serious right now, Choc? Fuck you going to get mad at me? Be mad at God. He’s the one who gave us a boy. I had been telling your ass for months that you were pregnant with a boy, but you like to think that a nigga doesn’t know what he’s talking about,” Jabari said.

      I ignored him.

      At the same time, the doctor was walked back into the room. He offered me a warm smile right before he went back to finishing up the ultrasound. He needed to finish checking the measurements and everything else for the baby. By this time, Miami had called Jabari on Facetime and was bragging about how we had a son on the way. Y’all do not know how bad I wanted to snatch that fuckin’ phone from his hands and throw it at the nearest wall just so I could break the shit.

      “Here are some pictures. Again, I’m so sorry for ruining the surprise. Make sure you go up front and schedule your next appointment,” the doctor told me.

      All I did was nod my head, and after all the gel was off my stomach, I pulled my shirt back down. With the help of Miami, I stood up from my seat. I held onto Maya’s hand as we walked out of the room together. Like the doctor had told me to, I went up front and scheduled my next appointment, which would be in another four weeks.

      “You ready for Jamaica now?” Miami asked me.

      I nodded and rested my head back in the seat.

      “Let me leave you the fuck alone before you fuck around and get your ass cursed out right before we head out of the country. How the fuck you going to get mad at me, Shae, because I’m happy that we having a boy? You being petty as fuck, man,” Miami argued.

      “And you being just as petty by waving the shit in my face! Let me process this Miami, damn! You know I had my mind set on a girl. Just forget it because I don’t even expect you to agree with me right now. That’s not even the way that I wanted to find out. I wanted to have a gender reveal,” I let him know.

      “We can do a gender reveal when we get to Jamaica. We’ll just play like we don’t know,” he said.

      I looked at him and rolled my eyes hard as hell, but I didn’t say anything. Miami had the fuckin’ nerve to get mad at me and call me petty because I wasn’t too thrilled that we were having a boy, but he knows just like I know that had we found out that I was pregnant with a girl, he would have been crying too. Crying and God knows what else.

      

      Montego Bay, Jamaica

      “I love everything about this house. This is so beautiful,” I said to Winter as we sat outside by the pool area.

      I’d literally just met this woman maybe five hours ago, and we just naturally clicked. I haven’t had a bond with another woman like this since Mahogany. It was just something about her good spirit and her down to earth vibe that I just loved. Maybe it had a lot to do with the fact that we were both pregnant, so with the things that we were dealing with right now, we honestly had a lot in common. I was further along than Winter; she was just getting out of her first trimester.

      We’d talked about a little bit of everything since we’d been around each other, and one of the things that she shared with me was that after having the twins, her fiancé at the time had all but forced her to get her tubes tied. She told me about the different procedures she had to go through in an attempt to untie them and how there was a chance that it wouldn’t have worked. Then, she expressed to me how she was just so grateful to be pregnant and able to carry Cortez’s baby.

      I swear, after hearing that, it put a lot of things into perspective for me and made me realize that maybe I was acting a little selfish earlier after finding out the news of me having a son. Some women had a hard time conceiving, and then some women would conceive but would always miscarry somewhere in the pregnancy. I needed to be grateful that God was allowing me to even have this healthy pregnancy, and so far, this healthy baby.

      Although a baby boy wasn’t what I prayed and asked God for, I was going to love that little boy with the same amount of love, strength, and effort that I gave to Vonte. I was still young; I’d be thirty-one in a few more months, so if I wanted to try again for a girl, then I still had time.

      Sitting next to Winter was Ocean, who was Boss’ sister, and I liked her just as much as I liked Winter. Mahogany was sitting on the same lounge chair as I was, and she was holding a sleeping Jamaria. We’d all just finished eating after preparing a hefty dinner for the men, which consisted of jerk chicken, peas and rice, macaroni and cheese, steamed cabbage, and for dessert, Winter and I ended up baking a red velvet cake.

      All four of us women knew how to throw down in the kitchen, so it wasn’t even a surprise that the food turned out to be fantastic, and every man in the house had come back for seconds. Even the kids ate all their food. Getting Maya to eat was like pulling teeth, but I didn’t have to do any of that tonight.

      Miami had surprised me with bringing Taniya on the trip. When we got on the private jet this afternoon, she was already inside with Jabari, Mahogany, and Jamaria. That got me to smile because I hadn’t seen Taniya in a little over two months. I wasn’t necessarily mad at Miami. It just felt like we were in a competition to win something, and he was the one who had won it, that’s all.

      Granted, our baby was a win to both of us, no matter what, but you know what I’m trying to say. Crazy how he was the one who ended up getting his boy, yet he turned around and had the nerve to be mad at me. Let him tell it, he thought that I was too spoiled, and I tended to act bratty when I didn’t get my way. I just think he’s mad because he didn’t like my reaction to finding out that we were having a boy in the doctor’s office.

      We hadn’t really said that much to each other since we’ve been here. After we finished cooking, I fixed his plate like I always did. He asked me a total of maybe five times since we’ve been here if I was feeling okay, and that’s pretty much it. Trust me, when the night was over, and everybody retired to their beds, he and I would be on the best of terms. I couldn’t wait to test out that jacuzzi like tub that he and I had in our bathroom.

      “Thank you. I’m in love with it as well. I was under the impression that we were coming to Jamaica and staying in a rented house, but Cortez actually bought this as a vacation home for us. That man and his surprises,” Winter said with a smile on her face.

      I could see the love that she had in her eyes for that man. The two of them were so fuckin’ adorable to me. I said it before that I loved love, and love is exactly what the two of them had. Crazy how Boss and Miami had known each other for a few years, but this was my first time meeting her. Miami should have put this meet up together a while ago.

      “This is beautiful. How did the two of you meet?” I questioned.

      The men were under the gazebo, which wasn’t that far from where we were sitting. They were in a heated card game that none of us ladies wanted any parts of. They were smoking, drinking, cursing, and all of that. Winter’s twin boys were in their rooms sleeping, Maya was in her room sleeping with Taniya, and Ocean’s son was laid down as well. This was adult time right now, and we were free of all children. Of course, Jamaria’s little butt was in the mix, but she was asleep; had been for like the past twenty minutes. Mahogany just didn’t want to lay her down yet because she knew that her little butt would wake up once she realized that no one was holding her.

      “Whew, girl, long story. I don’t even know where the hell to start. Ummm, I got a call one night from my fiancé at the time’s cousin, telling me that my fiancé had died in a car accident. In that same story, she was telling me not to come to the hospital and everything like that. This is my fiancé we’re talking about, the father of my kids. So, I grab my kids, and we go down there, only to find out that this man had a whole fuckin’ wife that I didn’t know about, other kids, and family that I didn’t even know he had because he told me that he and his family didn’t get along.

      “Fast forward, this man didn’t have my name on anything, so when he died, or in his case, faked his death, the kids and I were pretty much left with nothing. The money that I did have in my savings had been swiped, and when I tried to get it back, I couldn’t because he was the authorized user on the account. The relationship that I had with my mother was toxic as hell, but she was the only resort that I had. I ended up staying with her for a couple of weeks, but one night, things got out of control when she started disrespecting my kids, so I left.

      “I ended up sleeping in the break room at Walmart, which was my job at the time, with my kids. The next day, I was able to check myself and the kids into a women’s shelter. Cortez’s mom owned the company. I met Cortez there. He came there one night and interviewed me. Hired me right on the spot to work for him, and the rest is pretty much history. I met Cortez when I was at my lowest, and he still saw something in me. I can’t even put into words how much I love that man,” Winter said.

      The whole time she spoke, it’s like I was just clinging to her every word. Her story was so beautiful.

      “Bitch, we know! All you do is talk about my damn brother,” Ocean said, making us all laugh, including Winter.

      “What do you mean when you say your ex-fiancé faked his death? He didn’t die in that car accident for real?” I questioned, and she shook her head no.

      “Girl, no. That man was living a triple life. One with me and my children, one with his wife and their children, and the other one with his real lover, who might I add, was a man. He did all of that just because he was too much of a coward to come out and admit that he was gay.

      “Granted, I would have been mad when I found out about that, but damn, I wouldn’t have been as mad as I was when I found out that all of this was just a fuckin’ role that he had to play to live in his truth. He made himself look like an ass in the end because he’s in prison right now, and when he gets out, I wish like hell he would ask me to see his kids. Hell no, not after the way he left us high and dry,” Winter spoke, and I nodded my head in understanding.

      Her story was like something that you would read in a damn book. Faking deaths, a man living three lives, damn.

      Everyone went around the circle, and we all shared something. Of course, I talked about getting pregnant with Vonte at thirteen, and I even talked about the way that I lost him. Mahogany shared what she was dealing with now in terms of our father and not knowing if she wanted to rekindle the relationship with him. Ocean went last, and basically, she shared about having to accept the baby that her husband pretty much had on her while the two of them were taking a break.

      I loved us women coming together, sharing our problems, and not being judged or looked at with the side-eye. I was a very closed in person, sometimes barely liking to express my problems with my family because I was often afraid of judgment, but you didn’t see any of that here.

      “Mahogany, I’m about to go up in the room. Come with me. I don’t trust that waiting to exhale bullshit that y’all women be on. Y’all fuck around and get into some deep ass conversation, forcing my lady to relive some shit from our past, and I don’t get no pussy tonight. Hell no, shorty, let’s go,” Jabari called out as he walked over to where we were.

      He was holding stacks of money in his hands and forcing it into his pockets. I didn’t even want to know how much money they were over there playing for. Everybody over here knew that Jabari was an asshole, including his wife, so there was nothing to do but laugh at him and his statement.

      “Jabari, please! Nobody is over here talking about you. Watch your damn mouth before you do talk yourself out of some pussy!” she said, standing up and handing him a sleeping Jamaria.

      “That applies to you too, shorty. Let’s go, Shae,” Miami called as he made his way over.

      Following him was Neo, who was Ocean’s husband, and Boss.

      “How much money did you lose over there? Jabari just stuffed all that money in his damn pocket,” I said to Miami.

      “Yeah, but look what I just stuffed in mine,” Miami said, going in his pocket and pulling out almost double what I saw Jabari with.

      “Your nigga be cheating. I swear I’m not playing no more fuckin’ games with your ass. We bound to throw hands in this bitch,” Jabari said, sounding like a sore loser.

      “Nigga, shut the fuck up and take that L. How the fuck you going to agree to play for ten bands but get mad when you lose it? I won that game fair and square, nigga,” Miami said.

      Miami better not ever in his life talk shit to me for buying expensive make-up, expensive shoes, nothing, while they were over there betting ten thousand dollars on a card game. If we let them, Miami and Jabari would stand out there all night, arguing about that damn money and possibly end up fighting for real. So, to defuse the situation, Mahogany left with Jabari, and I pulled Miami with me. Soon, we were back in our room and closing the door behind us.

      “Here, put this in your purse. Go shopping with it in the morning,” Miami said and handed me all the money that he’s won.

      With a smile on my face, I took it from him and stuffed it in my purse. While I did that, Miami went to run the bathwater for us. I loved the smell of this house. It had that new house smell; like you could just tell that this was a brand-new home that never had anyone living in it before.

      Our bedroom back in Miami was huge, but this room was almost double the size. There was a section in the room, that was like another room in itself, which consisted of living room furniture, a computer desk with a Mac desktop and chair, along with a huge TV that was mounted on the wall.

      There were two steps in the room that led to the real bedroom, which was a huge California King sized bed and another TV which rose from the floor at the push of a button. I loved everything about the royal blue and gold color scheme. The crazy thing is, this room did no justice compared to Winter and Boss’ room. Their room alone was this room times two, and that was just in space. I had no idea how the hell Winter would even want to leave her and go back home because I know that I wouldn’t.

      Jamaica was beautiful. This home that we were staying in was literally right on the water. All we had to do was go outside in the backyard, open the gate, and we were on the beach. After I showered, I couldn’t wait to go out on the balcony of our room and just enjoy the view.

      “This shit is so fuckin’ nice. I told Boss to let me buy it off him, and I was serious as a motha fucka too. I was down there trying to throw numbers at him, but he was going on and about how Winter would kill his ass because she loves this house,” Miami said.

      Now that I was in the bathroom with him, he was removing his shirt and stepping out of the slides that he had on his feet. His eyes were low, hooded, and red. The weed smell on his body mixed with the intoxicating scent of his cologne that I still smelled on him from earlier.

      “I wouldn’t mind a destination wedding out here. I mean, I know Miami has beaches and everything, but I like this better. Would you want to get married out here?” I questioned, removing myself from the dress that I was wearing.

      “Shorty, my job is to just show up. I’ll marry you wherever the fuck you want to get married at,” he said, and I smiled.

      Now that we were both rid of our clothes, we went over to the tub. He got in first and then assisted me in getting in. I had my long hair pulled up in a bun on top of my head so that I wouldn’t get it wet. I sat in front of Miami with my back against his chest. His strong hands were protectively holding onto my stomach as we just enjoyed the moment.

      “Let me ask you something, and don’t get all crazy on a nigga either,” Miami said.

      “Then don’t ask me nothing crazy, Toddrick. I’m serious. I’m not trying to be out here beefing with you,” I said in all seriousness.

      “Chill out. It’s only crazy if you ain’t down with it. We already here in Jamaica, so why not just get married now? Why wait? This the destination where you would want to do it, so let’s go ahead and make it happen, shorty. What you think?” he asked.

      I had to turn around in the tub and actually face him to look in his eyes and see if he was for real or if it as just the weed in his system. When I didn’t see a smirk or anything on his face, that’s when I knew that he was serious.

      “Baby, what about my grandma? My daddy? I would want them here too,” I let him know.

      “And that can easily happen. You know that. With one phone call, I can have them on a jet within the next two hours. What you mean?” Miami said.

      “And a dress for me? A tux for you?” I asked.

      “Shorty, where you think we at? They got malls and shit out here. Listen, I’m not forcing you to do it this way. I just saw an opportunity to make you my wife faster, and I jumped. I’ll chill out. A nigga is just excited, that’s all,” he said, bringing his head closer to me and kissing me on my lips.

      I turned my body fully toward him and wrapped my legs around his waist while looking deep in his eyes. This tub was so big that I had room to do all of that.

      “I’m not opposed to it, though, baby. I want to do it. Let’s do it,” I said with a smile on my face.

      “Shae, don’t agree to it because you think I’m forcing you. Do it because you want to do it,” Miami said.

      I cuffed the bottom of his chin and looked at him with all seriousness.

      “When have you ever forced me to do something that I didn’t want to do? Toddrick, I’m serious. Let’s get married, baby. I want this more than anything.

      “Aww shit, you calling a nigga Toddrick, so I know you serious,” he said.

      I laughed, leaned my head into him, and kissed him on his lips again. His large hand was on my ass, and he was squeezing it and slapping it, making the water splash everywhere when he did that. I tasted his tongue while grinding my body into his and moaning into his lips. I could feel things about to take off. It was getting a little bit heated in this tub, so I pulled away. I had phone calls to make, and I knew that if I were to stay in this tub with him for another second, he would deprive me of doing what I needed to do.

      “Fuck is you trying to go? Hell nah, handle him right quick,” Jabari said, grabbing my arm and using his other hand to point to his hard dick that was poking out in the water.

      “I thought you wanted me to call my grandma and—”

      “Yeah, but not right now, shorty. You going to fuck around and give me blue balls, and I ain’t going to make it to the damn wedding. Did you really think after all that kissing and shit that you just did, that you could just walk the fuck away? Nah, it don’t work like that,” he said.

      I laughed. At that moment, I guess I must have forgotten who the hell I was dealing with. I didn’t even bother to respond. With one hand on his chest for support, I used my other hand to guide his dick inside of me. My body shuddered at the feel of him. I was riding him like I was trying to prove a point to him that he would be making a good decision by making me his wife within the next couple of days. We had the bathtub filled so high up with bubbles that each time I came crashing down on his dick, the water would get everywhere.

      “Damn, Shae. Ride that dick, baby,” Miami groaned as he reached up to hold onto my pregnant, sore breasts.

      I looked down into his hazel eyes, and I could feel myself getting lost. I loved this nigga so much that I started crying. Yes, it was the sex that felt so good, which caused me to shed a tear, but it was also him. His face, his love, the feeling of knowing that I was carrying his son inside of me, all of that brought out these emotions.

      “Hmmmm, Miamiiiii. I love you, babyyyy,” I moaned, feeling my orgasm around the corner as he started to move his hips under me, matching me thrust for thrust. My body started to shake, my nails dug into his chest, and that all too familiar feeling of that orgasm starting from my toes and shooting all the way up to my pussy came, and I folded right there on him. Never even giving me a chance to recuperate, he lifted me up and carried us over to the beautiful, granite bathroom counter and set my wet body on top of it. He pulled me lower, just enough for my ass to be hanging off a little bit, and he lifted my legs, holding my ankles as he slid back inside of me.

      “Shitttt. Shittttt… damnnnnn,” I moaned, trying to lift my body some because I felt all of him like this, and that pressure was killing me.

      “How you trying to marry a nigga, but you can’t take my dick? That’ a problem for me, Shae,” Miami sexily said as he lowered his head to put one of my breasts in his mouth to take my mind off the pain and pressure, but shit, it wasn’t working. I was running and trying to take it, all at the same time.

      “Hmmmmm… I can take itttt. I can take itttt. Goddddd… I’m going to cum againnn,” I cried while holding onto him for dear life, not wanting him to let go of me.

      When his strokes grew faster, and his groans grew louder, I knew then that he was cumming as well. His hand ended up hitting something on the counter, and glass went to flying on the floor. Miami had obviously just broken some sort of decoration that they had in there.

      “Shit, Miami! You done broke they shit in here,” I said right before I laughed.

      “I’ll replace it. That pussy was too good,” he said through laughs as he lifted me up and carried me into our bedroom.

      I took the wipes that I always brought with me out of my duffle bag and wiped between my legs. I threw on the pajamas that I had resting on the bed. Just as I was getting ready to climb in the bed, my phone dinged on the nightstand, letting me know that I had a text message from Mahogany. I quickly opened it and laughed after I read it.

      Sister girl: Y’all were in there fuckin’ too loud. Done woke up my damn baby. I don’t know what y’all broke in there, but I’m telling

      I showed the message to Miami, and he laughed at it. I didn’t even bother to respond because I could hear Jamaria crying from the next room. With a smile plastered on my face as I climbed into bed, I thought about this wedding that was about to happen, which I couldn’t wait for.
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      “You a solid nigga, Miami. I like that about you. I respect this union that you and Jashae are about to build. Best of luck to you both. Y’all are going to be just fine.” Boss came over and put his hand on my shoulder, giving me those encouraging words just moments before I met Jashae at the altar.

      It was crazy how we came down here just for vacation and to relax, kick our feet up, and for me to take a moment to stop thinking about the passing of my father. But we ended up in our good clothes, preparing for Jashae and my wedding. Prior to Shae even saying that she wanted a destination wedding, it never even occurred to me for me to ask her to marry me in Jamaica. I saw an opportunity, and I jumped headfirst.

      I don’t think y’all understand how much it meant for me to make this woman my wife. I had been crushing on shorty since I was a little ass boy. This woman was carrying my son and taking on the role of step-mommy to my daughter, so why wouldn’t I be ready for marriage? After all the bullshit had died down, and we weathered the storm, it was time to tie the knot.

      I was sweating like a motha fucka in this tux, nervous as hell, but I was ready. I was ready to change Shae’s last name to King. I was ready to do my taxes this year and have my accountant check that I was married. I wanted all that. I was ready to be like, ‘my wife this, and my wife that.’ Give me all that shit that comes with marriage. The good, the baby, and all that ugly shit.

      “I appreciate that, man. Thank you for even allowing us to do this on your vacation. A lot of niggas probably would have said no,” I said and reached out to give him a pound.

      “A lot of niggas that ain’t real. You my brother. Why wouldn’t I want to help be a part of this? The least I could do, man,” Boss assured me right before he walked away.

      “I’m proud of you, man. I know Auntie and Uncle are looking down on you, and they proud of you too. Physically, they may not be here, but on everything I love, I feel them all up and through here, bruh. They here, if you know what I mean,” Jabari said, walking over to me, clean as hell in his suit.

      I pulled him in for a quick, brotherly hug, acceptive and appreciative of his kind words. I needed to hear that because Lord knows before he even came over, I was saying to myself how I wished the two of them were here to witness this moment. Jabari came at the right time to say the right thing.

      “I feel you, man. I’m nervous, yo. I feel similar to how I felt when I had to ask Shae to marry me,” I honestly said.

      “You think she going to leave your ass at the altar?” he said through his laughs. “Man, that woman ain’t going nowhere. I don’t know why, but shorty loves your ass. All that damn yelling she was doing that bathroom the other night when y’all was fuckin’ and waking up Jamaria proved her love,” his dumb ass said again.

      Shae would throw a fit if she knew I was laughing at what he said, but the shit was funny. This nigga was probably just waiting for the perfect opportunity to throw that joke out there. I chopped it up with him for a little while longer until it was time for me to go outside and take my position.

      Shae knew exactly what she wanted, and because we really only had yesterday to prepare for this day, we were kind of able to give her everything that she wanted. We did our best to make it feel like Vonte was here along with my parents. For example, Vonte’s favorite color was blue, so although my tux was right, my bow tie was blue, and so was Jabari’s, who was my best man. The roses that were used to decorate the area outside right on the beach that we were using were white and blue. I had two empty chairs that would remain empty up front, which is where my parents would have sat had they still been alive to make it. Shae was adamant about wanting a sunset wedding, and so far, she was getting that. Money talked, so I was able to cough up some money and have a wedding crew come and decorate the grounds so beautiful for us this evening.

      I stood up front with my brother by my side. Right on time, at 7:30 P.M., I watched the whole thing unfold right before me. I got a little teary eyed when I saw my daughter and Maya walk down, dropping flowers. They were both beautiful in their white dresses with the blue rose that they had pinned on the front of it. They both had candy curls in their hair, thanks to Shae doing it for them last night. Although this was a wedding that was planned in a days’ time, the amount of love and happiness felt like this was something that had been planned months ago.

      Of course, Shae had used Mahogany as her bridesmaid. She’d even had Winter and Ocean in the wedding. There really wasn’t many people in the audience because everyone was really in the wedding, but again, that was cool.

      When Whitney Houston’s, “I Believe in You and Me” started playing, I knew then that Shae was about to start walking. My hands were sweating along with my upper lip. I used to say that if I ever got married, I wouldn’t cry. I was obviously a fool to even think that because the moment I saw Jashae walking down the aisle with her dad, the tears started falling that I didn’t even bother to wipe. She looked beautiful. Her wedding gown was fuckin’ beautiful for her to have just bought it yesterday from a store. Her bump showed, and she walked with grace as she carried my child. She was crying, but I already knew she would. She had every reason to be happy about this moment. My heart raced as I waited for her to get next to me.

      “You look beautiful,” I said to Jashae the moment she was close enough.

      She was crying and not even able to tell me thank you, so she just nodded her head through her tears of joy. Like I always did when I spotted her crying, I used my thumbs to wipe her tears away. I’m not even sure if we were doing proper wedding etiquette, but I was wiping tears, kissing them away, all of that. I assumed we were good because the pastor hadn’t said anything yet.

      “We are gathered here today to celebrate with Jashae Johnson and Toddrick King as they declare their love along with their commitment to the world…”

      The pastor’s voice faded in my head because I was just taking Jashae and her beauty all the way in. You know when you hear someone say that a person is glowing? Well, that was her. Her melanin was times ten this evening, and it was a major distraction to me. Her long hair was pulled up in an updo that looked good on her. She wore a minimal amount of make-up, making her look like herself and not all caked up and looking like somebody else.

      “Mr. King,” the pastor said and cleared his throat. I gave him my attention, and that’s when he smiled. “Your vows,” he said.

      “I’m sorry. I’m lost in her beauty, Pastor, so forgive me,” I said, and he gave me a look, letting me know that it was okay.

      “I met you when I was thirteen, still a little boy myself. Back then, when a boy liked a girl, we didn’t look for personality, intelligence, skills, or nothing like that. I swear we just looked for beauty. I saw you as somebody beautiful, and that was enough for me to like you. It wasn’t until I grew older and became a man that I realized that you came with so much more. An amazing mother, a personality like no other, somebody who gives me the best advice, loving, kind, all of that. I wanted you. You’re mine, and even now, I still want you.

      “When the kids get older, Ima still want you. I can’t imagine a day when I wouldn’t want you, Shae. When I wouldn’t love you anymore or crave to have you. I put up one hell of a fight to get you, so I’m going to put up even more of a fight to keep you. I’m going to make Vonte proud and keep his mama happy because I know that’s what he would have wanted me to do. I got you, baby. I got us,” I assured her.

      I spoke my vows from the top of my head, telling her things that I felt she needed to know. I had Shae boo-hoo crying like I didn’t tell her stuff like this all the time. I didn’t even know if she was going to be strong enough to get through her vows.

      She eventually got herself together, and then she started.

      “I forced myself not to love you in the beginning. I tried to find every possible reason not to love you because I was scared. I don’t have to say it out loud, but you know the reason why I was opposed to loving you in the beginning. When I lost my son, I was at my lowest, and… you were just there. Every step of the way. You took me out of darkness, pain, and misery. At times, I even question myself on where I would have been if you didn’t come into my life when you did.

      “Although Vonte didn’t tell it to you, he told me that he wouldn’t mind me with you because he knew that you would love and protect me. That’s really all I’ll ever need for you to do is to love and to protect me, Toddrick. Today was perfect to me. I would love to look out in the crowd and see my mom sitting out there. I would love to see my son watching me at this moment. I know you would even love to see your parents, but I’ll take this. I love you, Toddrick,” she said, voice cracking, tears still falling.

      I knew Shae enough to know that yeah, she was crying because she was happy, but a big part of her tears came from Vonte not being here. I knew that. I was drying her tears as the pastor went through the steps of making our union official.

      “I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss your…”

      I didn’t even let him finish. My hand was already cuffing the back of her head, and I was tonguing her down

      “You down with the king of the south forever, baby,” I assured her, making sure she knew it.

      “I know, baby, and I’m never leaving you either,” she said, but I already knew that.
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        Nine months later

      

      

      Giovonni “Trip” Young

      “Young, you have mail,” the guard said as he came over to my cell.

      I stood up from my bed, closing the bible that I was reading. I was just trying to better my relationship with God, that’s all. Over the past nine months, so much had changed. I was teaching my class for the young boys two times a week, and my relationship with my ole girl had progressed. She’d even came and seen me two times so far this month, and that’s all I really ever wanted from her. Yeah, I was a grown ass man, but even us grown ass men want to know that we are still loved, especially by our mother. We talked, I mean got into some deep talks, and one of the things that we hashed out was the situation with Maya.

      I got word from my mom that Krystal was murdered, and truth be told, Maya shouldn’t have had to be Shae’s responsibility, so I let my mom know to take that situation off Shae for me and to raise my child. She took that information back to Shae, and to my surprise, Shae was content with raising Maya. Although that’s the case, my mom had done her thing and stepped up. She was now getting Maya on the weekends, and I saw her at the last visit. Shae and I had no contact, which was fine because I’d hurt that woman so many times that there wasn’t anything else for me to say to her. I couldn’t thank her enough though for raising Maya, though.

      There were pictures all around my room of Vonte and Maya. I won’t lie, I was hurt when I got the news about Krystal. She had some fucked up ways about her, but she didn’t deserve that.

      I took the mail from the guard and walked with it over to my bed. I smiled when I saw that it was a letter from Raynell. I no longer had the cell phone because shorty stopped paying the bill, but it was fine because that shit was bound to get taken anyway. Besides, how could I teach these young boys to be better, yet I was using a smuggled phone? I had no choice but to get rid of it. With the letter in my hands, I sat down at the foot of the bed and read it.

      Dear Giovonni,

      I didn’t forget about you. I still keep in touch with a few of the correctional officers there. I discreetly ask about you every chance I get. I heard about the group that you organized, and I’m proud of you. I knew that you had it in you to do better things. It was just a matter of you applying yourself. I pray for you so much, Giovonni. Lord knows I wish your circumstances were different. Under all that tough-guy stuff that you like to showcase, I know that you’re a good person. I want you to continue doing good things, continue being a voice for these young boys. You have the power to make them change because, like I told you the last time, they look up to you.

      Anyway, I felt like you deserved to see this. I decided to name her Ava Princess Young. Ava after my mother who passed two years ago, and Princess because she’s my princess. I know I waited until she was ten months to share this with you, but honestly, I wasn’t ready. I hate that this is how you had to find out about her, but there’s nothing I can do to change this. Flip his page over, and there she is.

      With watery eyes, I turned the letter over, and the most beautiful little girl, who was the spitting image of me looked back at me. I couldn’t deny that little girl even if I tried. I cried because this was just another daughter of mine who would have to grow up without me in her life. I sat there for almost an hour, just staring at her beautiful picture. Eventually, I ended up taping the picture on the wall, putting her right next to Maya. In that order were my three kids; Giovonte, Maya, and Ava. Such beautiful people, who I felt like deserved so much better than to have me as a dad, but hey, I guess it wasn’t up to me to make that decision.

      

      Mahogany Brooks

      “Come on. Run with Pop-Pop,” Jahir said to Jamaria, and she took off running with her grandad. I know, I know, I said that I wouldn’t pursue a relationship with him, but dammit, my daughter loved him, and I wanted to do better. Look how long I went without speaking to my mother. Hell, she and I were still catching up and learning new things about each other. This was the year of forgiveness, and that’s exactly what I was doing with Jahir. It was hard to be mean to a person when they were being so nice and actually trying. He adored Jamaria, and she adored him just as much.

      I wouldn’t say that he and I are the magazine cover for the perfect daughter and daddy duo, but we were trying, or should I say that I was trying. I stood up, with my back killing me, watching my one-year-old daughter run up and down the big back yard with her granddad. She’d just turned one two days ago, and I was still trying to figure out how the hell this year passed by so fast like this. She was just a baby. I just had her in the bathroom what felt like a damn day ago.

      “You need to sit your ass down somewhere, Mahogany. I’m serious. I’m not about to be sitting up in nobody hospital today. The fight comes on in another hour. Please sit down. Damn!” Jabari said, looking behind him, as he flipped burgers on the grill.

      God had a sense of humor that was out of this damn world. Yes, you called it. My ass was thirty-five weeks pregnant again, this time with a bad ass baby boy on the way. My tubes were getting tied after this one. I was convinced that all Jabari had to do was look at me, and I would get pregnant.

      “Shut up, nigga. You just worried about passing out on me again if my water breaks right here. You so worried about me having this baby right now when you need to be worried about those burgers. Me and your son are starving,” I let him know, and he laughed.

      “When are you and my son not starving? With y’all greedy asses,” he said. My appetite with this baby was out of this world. I was nowhere like this when I was pregnant with Jamaria. With her, I could barely keep food down, so I didn’t crave a lot of stuff. This little boy had me eating stuff that I never ate before a day in my life. I had gained almost forty pounds already with him. I did end up taking Jabari’s advice and sitting down because that pressure in my back was killing me. He came over and stood in front of me, placing his hands on my shoulders and massaging them.

      “I can’t express to you enough how much I love you like this,” he commented.

      “Soak all of this up because, after this, that’s it. Nigga, I done let you mess up two hot girl summers for me, back to back. That’s it,” I said in all honesty.

      “Yea,h right. I love you, shorty. You carry my kids well. Real fuckin’ well,” he complimented, making me smile.

      “I love you too, baby,” I let him know.

      Jabari and I were at a point in our relationship where we were fine. That ex bitch Kenyatta of his had sold her shop and taken her ass back to Atlanta, where she belonged. She was just a topic of the past now because after I beat her ass in that parking lot, we never heard from her again. She knew better. According to Jabari’s mother, she won’t even do her hair anymore. She cut off all ties with her once she got her ass beat.

      I still had my guard up, though, when it came to Jabari’s mom. I wasn’t too trusting of her. I let her see Jamaria whenever she came to town, but best believe I was right there watching her. She still threw out little sly comments whenever she saw me, and I always threw mine out right back. We would probably never be the best of friends, but for the sake of Jabari, we tolerated each other. I think she knew that she couldn’t run me away, so she had no choice but to tolerate me.

      My life was peaceful these days. I had both of my parents in my life, who were both trying to make up for lost time. I was creating history with my husband and our daughter, and any day now, our son would be here. Life was good.

      

      Jashae King

      “Baby, get the blanket out the back. I don’t want to mess up my dress,” I said to Miami, as I held on Little Miami, better known as Toddrick Giovonte King in my arms. It was only right that I gave my baby boy his big brother’s first name as his middle name.

      Little Miami was beautiful. He had his daddy’s hazel eyes, his same caramel skin, and my jet-black curly hair, along with my dimples. I could cry at how beautiful he was. Six months ago, I birthed him, and he’s been glued to me ever since. Miami hated it. It was so funny to me because Miami begged for a son, and now that he had one, my son didn’t want anything to do with him and everything to do with me.

      Little Miami was my cuddling partner, the little guy who looked at me like I could do no wrong, and the little person who was trying to prove to his daddy every day that he loved me more than Miami did. He was such a calm, sweet baby. He only cried when he was hungry or wet. I took him everywhere with me and never had to worry about him crying up a storm while we were out in public.

      “I got it, baby. What you going to get lil’ man? You want to take my position as a man, so what you going to carry?” Miami asked, getting all in our son’s face.

      Little Miami cracked up as he tried to jump his little body up and down in my arms as I held onto him.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought. You can’t carry nothing. You lucky you cute,” Miami called out right before he kissed our son.

      I held onto the baby in one arm while I held the flowers in the other. It was Vonte’s birthday, and like the past two birthdays, I made it my duty to come and see him. This time, bringing his little brother with me. As good as things were going in my life, my heart would always be heavy when I was forced to come down here and see my baby.

      The weather was cloudy today, pretty much fitting my mood. We made it to my baby’s tombstone, and I bent down with my son in my arms and placed his flowers in the flowerpot. Miami had laid the blanket out for me, and I took a seat on it with little Miami on my lap.

      “Say hi to your big brother,” I told my son as I picked his little hand up and waved.

      He was getting sleepy, so all he did was lay his head on my chest. I massaged his curls, and I smiled, looking down at my other baby, Vonte.

      “Mommy misses you, Vonte. I picture every day how it would have been if the two of you had met. I could see him running behind you, wanting to be just like you. He would have loved you, and you would have loved him just as much,” I said with my voice cracking.

      The tears fell like I knew they would, but that was fine. It was normal. What mother wouldn’t cry, coming out here and having to talk with her son under these circumstances? I stopped talking because the more I said, the more emotional I became. Like always, Miami never rushed me. He never asked me if I was ready to go or anything. He was my support while we were out there. His hands on my back, rubbing it and letting me have my moment with my baby.

      Our son had fallen asleep, and that still wasn’t enough for me to get up and leave. Prior to today, life had been filled with happiness. I can’t even remember the last time I cried. Life was good, and our marriage was good. I was a full-time mother to Maya and little Miami. When Taniya came over, I was a full-time stepmother to her as well.

      Trip’s mother tried to reach out months ago to apologize and take Maya back, but I had her. I made a promise to myself and Maya that I had her, and I was keeping good on that promise. She would spend time with Trip’s mother on the weekends, and I was aware of her spending time with her father last weekend too. I was fine with those things, as long as her grandmother was the one who was taking her to see him because I wasn’t. That chapter was closed. Trip and I were a thing of the past.

      It had been over a year since he and I had any conversation with each other, and I was fine with that. Maya was still in therapy after having to witness her mother’s murder, but she was better now, way better. They ended up giving Krystal’s cousin a life sentence behind that murder. The whole situation was sad, even down to the cousin having to go to prison and leave behind her two children. We were doing everything in our power to get Maya’s mind off what happened that day, and so far, it had been working. Therapy was working, she’s doing well in school, and the speech therapy that she’d been taking had been paying off as well because her communication skills were improving. Right now, she was at the grocery store with my grandma, and as soon as we left here, I was going to pick her up.

      “We can go now, baby. We don’t have to sit out here any longer. He knows I love him. He’s fine. I know he is,” I said to Miami and handed him the baby, so I could stand up.

      I wiped the rest of the tears, and I was fine. I knew that my son was fine. When Miami stood, he placed our son over his shoulder and pulled me into him, kissing me on my forehead. We stayed hugged up with each other as a little family, me being the one who wasn’t ready to let go. Vonte was holding onto me too, letting me know that not only did Miami have me for life, but he had me too.
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