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        Best Friends Forever.

        Just friends… forever.

        That’s the only possibility she’s ever considered, the reality they’ve accepted, and a relationship that’s allowed them to thrive. Through distance and tragedy, grief and insecurities, their friendship has been the one constant they could rely on.

        Each other.

        They’ve grown, they’ve changed, they’ve… transformed.

        So maybe their relationship should too.
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      If I could sing, I’d put it on wax in breathy soprano whispers, or something like that. It was what artists did, right? Channeling unwanted emotions into a healthier outlet than a liquor bottle or a stranger’s bed, transforming the dark ugliness of emotional torment into something beautiful.

      Something… profitable?

      That wasn’t the straw I’d pulled on my way into existence though – throaty singing accompanied by acoustic guitar wasn’t going to get me any Instagram likes. Nor would I be leaving my soul on the floor as I moved, letting the music guide my limbs as I danced away my problems. I didn’t have the coordination for that.

      Still, music would have its’ place in the conversion of angst to beauty – the channeling of something bleak that twisted deep in me, to a different thing with no hints of the emotion used to create it.

      It would play the background.

      Loud, damn near deafening, something that replicated and reinforced the anger and emptiness that coursed through my blood. There was little, if any, grace to those first broad strokes of my large brush on a canvas bigger than me. Just aggression and rage as I ignored that splatter of paint on my face and hair, my eyes the only thing I bothered to protect behind goggles, because I went into this painting session knowing what it would be.

      Therapy.

      I couldn’t sing it, drink it, sex it, dance it away, but I could damn sure paint it away – or at least do an excellent job of burying it under layers of pigmented oils, each one more detailed than the next as I left everything I was feeling on the canvas.

      Hours.

      Six, to be precise.

      That was how long it took to free myself of the bitterness I’d brought into the studio with me – to bury the pesky negative emotions that had plagued me all day, from the time three little seemingly innocuous words had turned my stomach inside out.

      Flaws and all.

      An innocent enough sentiment in some situations, but mostly a meaningless platitude employed by narcissists, to absolve themselves of accountability from their mistakes, or reinforce their personal sainthood.

      Okay.

      Maybe I hadn’t gotten it all out.

      Because even now, those three simple words, flaws and all, brought back echoes of my earlier rage. Even as I climbed into the shower to scrub oil paint from my skin and hair, yawning from the late hour, they made me so fucking angry.

      And… they hurt my feelings.

      Which made me angry too.

      I knew better.

      To certain people – to most people – I’d never be more than something exotic to look at. Unique prey to cage and observe and record for posterity. A bizarre creature you had to document, to prove it had been within your grasp, for the world to know you were fast enough, smart enough, your dick was big enough, you were enough to catch it.

      To catch her.

      To catch… me.

      The trophy.

      Flaws and all.

      Still, still, still, those words rankled at me, especially the little heart emoji that had punctuated the words – had made them that much “sweeter”. Below that caption, below the other heart, the one beside the steadily rising number, there were the comments. Hundreds of them. Women enthralled by the “sweetness” of it. Downright smitten, over his acceptance of flaws and all.

      His acceptance of… me.

      I didn’t know he’d taken the picture.

      We could start there, with the myriad problems, but that wasn’t the worst part. It was a good picture of me – a beautiful picture, beautifully shot, of me bare-shouldered and asleep, my uncovered hair partially obscuring my face. It had to have been late afternoon – I could tell by the bands of light across my sleeping form, undoubtedly pouring through the blinds in his bedroom, illuminating my mottled skin.

      The flaw.

      The defect he was so utterly pleased with himself for overlooking, while he simultaneously exploited it for popularity.

      My flaws and all were the most liked thing on his page.

      Consistently.

      Again, I hadn’t known the picture existed – wouldn’t have known, if he hadn’t been up to his usual childish games. Whenever I fell back a little, whenever he wasn’t the center of my world, he doled out punishments. Ignored texts, wouldn’t return calls, all while he kept up steady documentation of his day for his fans.

      I’d just wanted to make sure his ass was okay.

      I didn’t follow him on social media. I didn’t need more reminders of his narcissism, not when I already had a front-row seat. Admittedly, it was a seat I’d chosen, out of loneliness and horniness, and my own sick sense of vanity. We looked good together. And he looked good by himself. And our relationship gave me just enough without requiring too much, and even with the things that annoyed me, I was content.

      I was content with the low-level drama of his temper tantrums, and satisfied with using social media to make sure he was actually still alive until he got over it and moved past the silent treatment bullshit.

      Once I saw the picture, I was no longer content.

      I couldn’t be the secret sauce on his aesthetic anymore.

      Out of the shower, the first thing I noticed was my lit cell phone, flashing his name and picture across the screen. My eyes narrowed at the time – too damned early in the morning for him to be calling me, period, even though I hadn’t been to sleep.

      He didn’t know that.

      He had still been in the midst of giving me the silent treatment, and I’d decided to simply help him along. I wouldn’t reach out. I wouldn’t attempt. I wouldn’t do any of the things I usually did out of… whatever it was I felt for him.

      I lifted my gaze from the cell phone to my steamed mirror, knowing I was a whatever it was I felt for him lie.

      I knew exactly what it was.

      Knew exactly why the flaws and all thing stung so bad.

      Wiping the fine layer of mist from the mirror, I studied my “flaw”. The ultra-smooth, dark brown skin that coated most of my body… and the jarring, jaggedly laid blotches of damn-near translucent peachy-white, where my melanin had been destroyed by the auto-immune disorder that made itself known in my adolescent years.

      Every-damn-where.

      Patches of my hands, legs, feet, stomach, back, breasts, my face, even streaks of my hair had been stripped of color, providing a stark contrast against my deep mahogany skin and even darker hair.

      I was really pretty though.

      High cheekbones and big brown eyes, and that “perfect” round nose. Long eyelashes and full lips, and barely a pore in sight.

      So fucking pretty.

      Everyone was sure to tell me so, as if they felt it was their personal duty to make sure I knew.

      Flaws and all.

      I tore my gaze away from the mirror, grabbing my towel, a bottle of lotion, and my cell phone from the counter before I headed back to my room. I made quick work of wicking the shower water from my body before taking care to spread the thick body cream over my skin, glancing at my phone beside me every now and then, waiting on a certain text or call.

      Hoping for a certain text or call.

      Calls and texts that never came when I was watching my phone, pining for them.

      I pressed out a sigh and returned to the task of moisturizing my skin before I slipped into a tee shirt and panties. Soon, the sun would be coming up, and my opportunity to get any sleep would fade into the distance as the neighborhood came awake.

      With heavy eyelids, I slid into the cool comfort of my sheets, ignoring my illuminated phone once again, knowing the person on the other end of the line wasn’t the person I wanted it to be. I closed my eyes, willing sleep to come quickly now that I’d exhausted myself, physically and emotionally.

      That wasn’t too much to ask, right?

      Respite from the emotions that still plagued me, after my best attempt at harmless self-medication?

      Fuck.

      When slumber didn’t immediately come, I flopped onto my back, staring up at the ceiling. Wondering what was happening halfway across the world, since what was happening here was… some bullshit, basically.

      The same bullshit, every day.

      Okay.

      Maybe that was harsh.

      Maybe, I was being melodramatic, which depending who you asked, was one of my hallmark traits.

      I had friends.

      I had a family.

      I got paid to live out my passion, as quirky as it was.

      I had all the things people pointed to as reasons to turn my frown upside down, and be grateful, and not take for granted, and… I got it. I swear, I did, but fucking… still.

      Ugh.

      The phone lit up again and I reached to turn it off, knowing I wouldn’t need the alarm to wake me in the meager few hours I had to sleep. My body’s clock would do it naturally, whether I wanted it to or not.

      The lost illumination from the phone bathed the room in darkness, muffling my senses. I turned on my side and closed my eyes again, shifting my brain to happier thoughts – calming images that wouldn’t keep my agitated brain running, eating up my potential rest.

      Thoughts of long rides on the open road, with low wind speeds and fresh tires, and fields of flowers – a scene like what I’d poured myself into painting. A lonely girl on a lonely road, her mind filled with nothing except what was in front of her.

      Cycling it away.

      Flaws and all.
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        * * *

      

      “Next caller, you’re live on the air with Don Vaughn, and don’t you dare get timid on me, aiight? We’re chopping it up about the latest single from breakout female rapper, the fine ass Vanessa “Vanity” Kirkland. What do you think caller, is our forever first lady somewhere bobbing her head to Michelle Obama, or do you think she’d disapprove?”

      “Well,” I answered, taking full advantage of the hands-free nature of wireless earbuds to multitask – wheeling my bike underneath the protective awning of the nearest building to escape the sudden downpour of rain. “I’ve been listening to the whole show, and I have to say, I’m having a hard time understanding why that matters – male rappers name drop people in their songs all the time, but when Vanity does it, everybody wants to cry about it.”

      In my ears, Vaughn laughed. “I recognize your voice, caller, but I’m going to let you rock for now, and entertain your weak perspective for a second, to refute it – everybody has something to say when any rapper namedrops on a track. So you can pump your brakes before you head down the path I’m already visualizing.”

      “Of course people have something to say about it,” I chuckled, peering at the steady drizzle that was now blanketing the streets. “What I said was that people – specifically men – are crying about it because it’s Vanity, like y’all always do. Y’all love looking at her, hate her subject matter. Y’all are treating it like it’s a diss track, when it’s not even.”

      Vaughn scoffed. “Well, excuse me for wondering how an accomplished, educated woman like Mrs. Obama might feel about her name being used alongside that type of lyrical content.”

      “She’s probably bobbing her head like the rest of us – to answer your initial question.”

      “Woooow,” Vaughn countered, laughing again. “For those of you who might just now be tuning in, let me read a few of the lyrics this caller thinks the Michelle Obama might be bobbing her head to, okay? “Put it in his face any time, any place like Janet”, and, “Play this for him, make him come out his britches. National anthem for my nasty bitches”, and, “blank so erotic, got him feeling patriotic, addicted like this ass is a narcotic”, and, let’s not neglect the line in the chorus, “This blank too bomb, huh? Blank got him twisted, he don’t know who he’s becoming like Michelle Obama.” That’s what you think she’s bobbing to?”

      “Perhaps,” I laughed, shaking my head. “And I like how you used educated and accomplished to try to draw a parallel between the two like Vanity doesn’t have a Master’s degree and doesn’t do hella community work in her home town. Your respectability politics are showing.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Vaughn countered, sucking his teeth. “If you want to pretend twerking and rapping about how good your sex is isn’t a wild juxtaposition against Michelle Obama, I’m gonna let you have that one today.”

      “Whatever, can I request a song?”

      I didn’t have to be anywhere near him to know Vaughn rolled his eyes before the deep sigh he pushed out. “Let me guess – Michelle Obama, by Vanity?”

      “Right artist, wrong song,” I quipped. “I wanna hear Wrong Bi—I mean, Wrong Chick, I guess. Since the original version isn’t “appropriate” for radio.”

      “Aiight, Wrong Chick coming right up… right after you tell the Grown Folks Music listeners who your favorite DJ is.”

      I grinned. “Come on, Vaughn! Do you really have to ask? It’s… the lovely Leah of course. Bye!”

      I giggled as I ended the call, then went back to listening to the show in my ears. As expected, Vaughn was laughing about my antics, but I waited to make sure he played my request before I shut it off. Once my phone and earbuds were safely stowed away, I moved to open the door of the building whose awning I’d used for refuge, wheeling my bike into the foyer with me instead of leaving it outside.

      “You gone give that man a heart attack, messing with him on the air like that,” Netta playfully scolded me as she looked up from the desk, pushing a handful of braids behind her back.

      “Somebody has to challenge him a little, right?” I countered, stowing my bike against the wall of the empty reception area. “That ego needs constant checking.”

      Netta smirked. “Oh girl, you know I know plenty about that.”

      Outside of her role as receptionist at GFM, Netta knew Vaughn.

      Intimately.

      By grace of God, she’d managed to untangle herself from his web, and I admired how unbothered she seemed by the continued proximity of working with him. He wasn’t exactly the type to be lowkey, or stay out of your face, even after a messy breakup, so I considered it a wonder one of the women in the Heights hadn’t stabbed him. Again.

      But Netta was cool and collected, only taking a break from flipping through her magazine to press the button that allowed me through the reception door. From there, I could go downstairs to the recording studio – of zero interest to me – or up to the broadcast studio, which was my destination.

      As soon as I stepped into view of the production booth, Leah’s eyes lit up, and she waved for me to join her in there. I was sweaty from my earlier ride, plus the added dampness of getting caught in the rain, so I followed her prompting, but didn’t sit down.

      “Mornin’ Sunshine,” she chirped, bubbly as usual.

      Well… more like as of recently than as usual, but either way, it was energy I was glad to get from her. For years, it had been different. She was always nice, always sweet to me, but for a while, something had shifted. Something that led to her smile not quite reaching her eyes, and attempts to hide the shadows of bruising on her arms and face.

      I’d hated that, and Vaughn did too, to the point that he’d gotten in her husband’s face, not caring that he was a police officer. Despite those noble intentions, it kinda seemed like his intervention made things worse for Leah for a while – so bad that she left the station, for months.

      Right after that motherfucker got killed in the line of duty, she came back.

      “How many miles you get in today?” she asked, pulling off one side of the headphones she wore to keep tabs on the broadcast. In the broadcast booth, Vaughn made sure I was looking his way before he flipped me off.

      I returned the gesture before answering Leah’s question, double-checking it in my tracking app before I spoke. “Just nineteen today.”

      She scoffed at me, then put her headphones back on. “Just nineteen,” she muttered, and I laughed as I approached the production desk, being careful not to touch any of the essential dials or nobs she used to perfect the sound before it was broadcast onto the airways. I did, however, pick up another connected pair of headphones, just in time to hear Vaughn announce the station’s next hosted event.

      “And, don’t you dare forget our FTK party next Friday, ladies free before eleven,” he droned, as I pulled the ear coverings back.

      “FTK?” I asked Leah, who met my query with a grin.

      “Fuck Them Kids.”

      I giggled. “Of course that’s what it stands for,” I mused, watching Vaughn take off his own headphones and head for the door of the production booth. He was already wearing a smirk when he pulled the door open, immediately seeking my gaze as he stepped in.

      “You know you’re not funny, right?”

      I scoffed. “I don’t know about any such thing,” I told him. “What did you want that was so important you couldn’t just talk about it over text?”

      He glanced at Leah, who was busy scheduling the track list and bobbing her head to whatever was playing in her ears, not listening to us. “Eh… it was more like you wouldn’t talk about it over text, not that we couldn’t. And you probably would’ve hung up on me over the phone.”

      My brows lifted as understanding dawned on me. “Uh-huh. Right. Bye.”

      “Nah, hold up Britt,” Vaughn urged, grabbing me by the arm to stop me from leaving, which I had every intention of doing now that I understood why I was here. He’d texted me this morning asking to meet, being cagey about it.

      With good reason.

      “I’m good on the whole, let’s pretend to be a happy family thing, okay?” I asked, pulling away from him. “If you want to play along, feel free.”

      “He just wants us to go to the gravesite together, pay our respects. Maybe have lunch or something.”

      “He killed her,” I spoke, incredulous. Vaughn’s thick eyebrows knitted together in a frown, silently protesting my dramatization of what had occurred between our mother and father. “Now he wants to give her respect, but he had nothing for her when she was alive, begging his ass to do right by us.”

      Vaughn’s relationship with him was his own business, but me?

      I didn’t have shit for him.

      Especially not on my dead mother’s birthday.

      Our mother’s birthday.

      “He fucked up, Britt,” Vaughn admitted with a shrug, which… I guess I understood. He shouldn’t have to answer for our father. The thing was though, he shouldn’t have to play mediator in this situation either, not for a grown-ass man, one old enough to have started being wistful about grandkids, according to Vaughn.

      “Yeah, he did. So I don’t understand why you’re defending him.”

      “I’m not defending him,” my big brother countered. “I’m… empathizing. You know what that is, right?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Of course you empathize – you’re a hoe just like he was. Is. At least you’ve had the decency not to marry any of them before breaking their hearts.”

      “Wow.” Vaughn stepped back, hand to his chest. “Shot fuckin’ fired, huh?”

      I shrugged. “Yeah, I guess so. I’m just saying – I’m not interested in playing patty-cake with the man who stressed my mother into an early grave. Especially not at her grave.”

      “I get it Britt, I swear, but…” Vaughn pushed out a deep exhale through his nose, shoving his hands into the pockets of black jeans. With his pecan coloring and square jaw, he looked just like his namesake, and sometimes I wondered how much that must have hurt our mother, to have to see the face of her worst betrayer in her child.

      If it bothered her, she never let on.

      I raised my eyebrows, waiting on him to finish his defense of his damn daddy. He’d always been like that – like he was defending his homie, not a parent. In fairness, Vaughn was ten years older than me, and had spent more time with our father as an adult than I had. Maybe that was his friend. They certainly had their whorish ways in common.

      Yet another thing I wondered often, was about that age difference between Vaughn and me – I’d asked once, and was told to stay in a child’s place, though I was well past eighteen years old.

      Had he given her another baby to make her stay?

      Had I been the trap that kept her bound to him longer than she had to be?

      It was hard not to wonder, considering I was barely off to college before she moved out of our family home, into the cute little apartment she’d been so excited about. So happy to live alone, and be untangled from the man who now wanted to play doting ex-husband and father.

      Fuck that.

      “What can he do to make it right in your eyes?” Vaughn asked me, catching me off guard. From the phrasing of that question – and how quickly he’d come with it – it made me think they’d talked about it, maybe at length.

      I fixed my gaze on Vaughn, unwavering, because I needed him to know my next words were earnest. “Tell him I said to ask mommy, if he really wants to know.”

      Vaughn blinked, taken aback by my response. “Seriously, Britt? That’s how you feel?”

      “That’s how I feel, Vaughn,” I confirmed. “There ain’t shit I need from him. Not a thing he can do for me. If he wants to make it right with her though… only one way to see her again.”

      “That’s cold as fuck.”

      “And so was the way he treated her, so game recognizes game I guess,” I told him, turning to head out. “What’s the dress code for the FTK party?” I called over my shoulder.

      Instead of answering, he laughed.

      I turned, eyebrows lifted. “So what, you’re mad I won’t fall in line to play house with your daddy?”

      He smirked. “Nah, never that Britt. You get to feel how you wanna feel about that, I was just trying to bring some peace.”

      I propped a hand on my hip. “Okay, so then what?”

      That smirk deepened to a full-on grin, as Leah continued bopping along to whatever was in her headphones, oblivious to our conversation.

      “You’re not invited.”

      “Why not?”

      Vaughn shook his head. “You must not have really been listening then. You know what FTK stands for, right?”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “Fuck Them Kids.”

      “Right.” He straightened up, hiking his shoulders as he gave me this look like he was waiting on the punchline to become clear to me. When I gave him confused eyebrows back, he shook his head. “Baby sister… you’re the kid. Well, one of them. Nobody under twenty-five. No hard feelings.”

      “Wow,” I gushed, eyes wide. “Fuck Them Kids. And we’re – meaning, my age range – are the… wow.”

      He raised his hands, a big ass grin stretching across his face. “No offense.”

      “None taken,” I shrugged, as I pulled the door open, waving goodbye to Leah. “Don’t nobody wanna be at your lil party anyway. Have fun dancing with those bad knees.”
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      Pretty.

      So, so pretty.

      Scantililly was known for quality, sure, and a cult fave for curvy girls like me, providing lingerie pieces that were sturdy, comfortable, and… pretty.

      It wasn’t every day that you found all three.

      It was part of why when Fallon, the owner, approached me one day about posing as a model in the promotion for the new line she was launching, I’d hesitated before saying no. If I actually believed in the product, which was why I was there shopping in the first place, I should at least consider it before saying no, right?

      That hesitation was what got me.

      Cause in those few seconds before the no could form on my lips, Fallon did her wooing, “You’re so gorgeous, Brittany, and you have this amazing full figure,” she gushed. “And the colors and textures – amazing lace, and silk, everything in silvers and electric blues that will look so fabulous on your skin. Can you imagine?” she asked, and I waited.

      I waited for the caveat.

      For the disclaimer.

      For the even thoughs and the in spite ofs.

      None of that ever came.

      She just looked me in my eyes and… wanted me to do it, because of my face, and because of my body, and because of my skin.

      Perks.

      Not flaws.

      So I said yes.

      Why the fuck did I say yes?

      Now, in my mirror at home, wearing one of the pieces that Fallon had sent me to try on – and get comfortable in, before the shoot next week – I tried to figure out what the hell I’d been thinking.

      The lingerie was just as amazing as she’d claimed – the piece I was wearing, in particular. An electric blue lace chemise, with an attached velvet choker collar, adorned with a bright silver ring at the base of my throat. The elegant fabric clung to my skin, showing flashes of deep chocolate and pure white beneath. The molded cups held my ample breasts suspended as just one of many erotic focal points.

      I looked… lush.

      I reached up, unbraiding my thick coils from the single braid I’d wrestled them into after my shower earlier, setting them free. I fluffed my tresses around my shoulders, for once not minding the streaks of white that often made people question my age.

      In this getup, with my hair freshly-fucked wild, somehow… the streaks just felt like another point of visual interest.

      Was that what people would think when they saw these pictures? Would they think interesting, or would they think sexy? Would they want to fuck me, take me to the gym, or research me, to figure out what was “wrong”?

      Did other girls have to consider this shit at all?

      The sound of my cell phone going off with the distinct tone of a video call sent me scrambling for a robe, like I suddenly wasn’t alone in the room anymore. I was quickly reminded that I didn’t wear robes, because the only one available was the downright mindblowing one that had come in the box Fallon sent. Impeccable electric blue silk, luxuriously lined with soft feathers. I audibly moaned as I slipped the exquisite fabric over my shoulders and belted it at the waist before I dug through the wrappings that covered my bed to retrieve my phone.

      I froze when I saw the name on the screen.

      Oh my God.

      I couldn’t answer fast enough.

      “What the hell are you wearing?”

      Twenty-two days.

      That was how long it had been since the last time we spoke outside of texting, and that was how he chose to greet me.

      I loved it.

      “I could ask you the same thing,” I countered, peering at the screen. He was wearing a baseball cap, pulled low over his face in a way that left it in shadows, obscuring his features – including the curls I knew were underneath. “What’s with the incognito thing today?”

      “I’m a man of mystery, B.” This time, when he spoke, I noticed an underlying gruffness to his usually smooth tenor. Enough to bring a frown to my face as I studied the screen, trying to discern his surroundings.

      “Rafael… are you in an airport right now?”

      The brim of his hat bobbed, then lifted, giving me a better view of a face I hadn’t seen in person in a long, long time. Way too long. Rafael was beautiful, with his golden-brown skin and sculpted jaw, and dark brown eyes that always seemed to be brooding about one thing or another. He was always so focused, even now, instead of actually answering my question.

      “What’s with the feathers?”

      “Don’t change the subject,” I immediately scolded. The chin I was used to being smooth was now dusted – more than dusted, shrouded – with soft-looking hair, obscuring his jawline. He looked older, no longer quite like the baby-faced champion cyclist I was embracing in the picture that had been hanging in the bike shop for years. Not with the facial hair, and the weariness in his eyes.

      He looked… tired.

      “Yes,” he answered on a sigh. “I’m in an airport. Are you going to let me buy you a ticket to come to me? I need to know if you still smell like oil paints and vanilla.”

      I grinned. “Yeah, probably. Where are you? Naples?”

      “Nah,” he shook his head. “Not right now. And if I was, I damn sure wouldn’t bring your pretty ass to Italy, one of these motherfuckers might take you from me.”

      “These motherfuckers,” I scoffed, laughing. “With that curly ass hair, you’re not fooling anybody Rafael. You’re “one of those motherfuckers” yourself.”

      “Fair enough,” he conceded, tugging the brim of his hat lower again. “You gonna tell me about these feathers, or…?”

      “It’s just a robe.”

      His head tilted. “So you’re in bright blue feathers in the middle of the day… just because? Aiight – whose ass I gotta kick?”

      I laughed. “No ass-kicking for you, sir. Those are medal-winning legs, can’t take any chances. How are you doing, by the way?”

      Rafael’s only answer to that was a shrug before he was shifting the subject again. “You sure you good?” he asked.

      “Are you?” I countered. “You never told me where you were. So at least tell me where you’re going.”

      That brought on another shrug. “Shit… I really don’t know.”

      “Um… you’re at the airport, chilling. You kinda have to have a ticket to get in, right? Or is that not a requirement wherever you are?”

      He grunted. “Funny – not. I’m saying… I had a destination. I knew where I was going – where I wanted to go. Now… I’m not so sure I can get there anymore. Or if I even want to go.”

      “Wow. Are we still talking about flights, or…?”

      Raf let out an audible breath, then used his free hand to push his hat back on his head, digging his fingers through the lush curls I’d teased him about just minutes ago. With the hat pushed back, I could see his whole face – could see the fatigue etched into the corners of his eyes, the uncertainty in their deep brown depths.

      “I gotta go, B.”

      Suddenly, his eyes weren’t on the screen anymore. His head was tipped down, avoiding looking at me.

      “What? Why?” I asked, trying to suppress the alarm I felt over his shift.

      “Gotta figure out what the fuck I’m doing.”

      “You can’t do that with me on the phone?”

      “No, actually.” I could see his face again. He was grinning at the screen, shaking his head. “I need to focus, and you’re distracting.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah, seriously. Excuse me for not being able to focus with you on my screen, looking like a pretty ass… bird.”

      A shout of laughter burst from my lips. “The prettiest goddamn bird you’ve ever seen.”

      “My very own personal stracciatella,” he mused, eyelids low as he gazed at me via the screen.

      That word, stracciatella, brought an instant smile to my face. Well… deepened the one that was already there. The first time he’d called me that, he did so with no explanation, leaving me to figure out the meaning for myself. Leaving me confused.

      Stracciatella – noun 1. an Italian soup containing eggs and cheese.

      Why the fuck was he calling me soup?

      But then, I kept reading.

      2. a type of Italian or Italian-style vanilla ice cream (gelato) containing fine, irregular flakes of chocolate.

      “Reverse stracciatella” was what he’d called me, to be exact.

      Chocolate gelato, with irregular flakes of vanilla.

      “When am I going to see you, Raf? For real see you?”

      “Just say the word, B. You’re welcome wherever I am.”

      I huffed. “You know that’s not…”

      “Not what?”

      “Possible.”

      “Bullshit,” he challenged. “You just don’t want to leave the Heights.”

      Pinching the soft flesh inside my lip between my teeth, I rolled my eyes. “You know what that’s about.”

      “I know it’s an excuse. Anything else you want to tell yourself about it, is a lie.”

      “I thought you had to go?” I asked, prompting laughter from Rafael as he shook his head.

      “You’re really not slick, but… yeah. I do have to go. Thank you for taking the time, B.”

      Hmph.

      It was so… weird, with us. Inseparable as kids, drawn together in shared, albeit unique, awkwardness. Besties. Through high school, and college, as we traveled separate paths, still solid.

      Until he decided to remain overseas.

      It was necessary, for his career, and he’d thrived. Winning medal after medal, becoming a household name. Rafael De Luca, award-winning professional cyclist. Even though he was still just Raf to me. With his intense training schedule, and traveling, and significant time differences… our dynamic changed. Daily conversations became checking in once a month, sometimes just voicemails in passing.

      But I loved Raf, dearly.

      And for all the immediate friends and acquaintances and family and boyfriends and whoever else… nobody had ever come close to filling his place.

      “Always,” I told him, and meant it.

      And then the screen was shifting back to a snapshot I’d taken of the bike shop. He’d ended the call, and immediately, I missed the sight of his face. Deep in my belly, I ached with the loss of the friendship we’d had before, feeling the absence deeper now, after the call. The feeling stayed with me as I stripped down to nothing and returned everything to the boxes.

      It felt like more of a fuzzy socks and oversized tee shirt kind of day.
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      The sun was out today.

      Sure, rain was a hallmark of the spring season, as inevitable as the return of the sun, but I preferred the Heights when it was bright and sunny, especially in Spring. It was hella aesthetically pleasing – flowers in baskets on the light posts, a million shades of brown skin on display, the aroma of cookouts, all of it bathed in sunlight like an early-aughts Amerie video…

      I pushed out a dreamy, audible sigh, louder than I intended – loud enough that I heard laughter behind me as footsteps headed down the stairs.

      “Why are you down here sounding like the bored princess in a Disney movie?” Anika teased, pushing her signature black-framed glasses up on her face. A quick glance past her told me her cousin, Jules, was headed down too.

      I shook my head as I accepted the half-hug Nik offered in greeting. “That wasn’t a bored sigh, it was more like… damn I wish I could go outside and play.”

      Her bottom lip thrust into a pout, and she nodded. “Girl. Same.”

      “Make that three of us,” Jules chimed as she finally made it down the stairs, lugging a duffel bag I could easily assume was full of camera equipment. “I’m doing damn studio work today,” she whined.

      Anika sucked her teeth. “Oh sweetie, what a heavy burden you have to bear, taking pictures of your naked chocolate boyfriend all day.”

      “He won’t be naked,” was the only thing Jules could counter with. “He’s introducing body products for Found Heritage, lotion and stuff. He doesn’t have to be naked for that.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “He doesn’t have to, no, but it should definitely be part of your fee.”

      “So you feel me,” Anika laughed. “I think she should charge him extra to keep his clothes on.”

      “And I think you both need to get laid,” Jules quipped, laughing at both of us. “I gotta go, see you chicks later.”

      Nik groaned. “Me too, actually. Still training Royal.”

      This time, I was the one sucking teeth, as I held the door for Jules to exit the building. “Talk about heavy burdens,” I said, thinking about fine ass Royal Taylor and those family dimples of his. “You know how many women in the Heights would knock you over for a chance to “train” him?”

      “They can have his arrogant, annoying ass,” Nik said as she followed Jules out, tossing up a wave as she went.

      Once they were gone, the entryway was blanketed in quiet again, as it had been since I came down. I stepped outside, humming a little over the feeling of the sun on my skin as I turned to look at the storefront.

      B.Spoked.

      I was maybe a little too proud of that name – a play on my own name, and the fact that it was a bike store, and the highly individualized – bespoke - nature of the products sold and services offered. Running behind Raf had planted the love of cycling in me, and it had blossomed into this: the store I used to spread that same love into others.

      Raf had never even been here.

      I pushed out a deep sigh and went back inside, into the cool comfort of the entry. As light as the sun being out made me feel, I was still tempted to walk right past the door to B.Spoked and head upstairs, to one of the three apartments there.

      On the second level, there were two apartments – the one Anika shared with Jules, and the one inhabited by my other tenants, Josiah and Noble. The top level was just one big apartment.

      Mine.

      This building was the one good thing my father had done for me that I couldn’t knock, though the circumstances around him gifting it to me were… fucked up. It was my 18th birthday, and he’d forgotten. Or maybe he just didn’t care. In any case, I didn’t see him at all, and he sauntered back home smelling – reeking – of women.

      My mother was livid.

      He spent the next months trying to get back on her good side, for whatever twisted reasons he tried to pretend were love. In the past, the way back to her heart had always been through Vaughn and me, through her children. So, at my high school graduation, he gifted me ownership of the building he’d inherited from his father, and sometimes used for his hoe shit.

      Mommy still left his ass, as soon as I moved out.

      And she was the one who’d helped, with time and money, bring the run-down building back to life. I’d never particularly dreamed of being a landlord, and especially not of owning a store, but it would have been silly to ignore the opportunity in front of me. With my mother as a business partner, I went into my twenties as a thriving entrepreneur.

      She died right before my twenty-first birthday.

      After she got re-entangled with him.

      It was fuck him forever, really.

      My musings were interrupted by the arrival of customers, looking for rain protection for riding in the city. I spent the next thirty minutes with them, as was the nature of a shop like this – sure, there were people who popped in for an inner tube, or cute decals, or colorful tape for their handlebars. But much of the time, there was something of a consultation, lots of questions and details to figure out precisely the right fit.

      I loved those customers.

      They were the perfect way to distract my mind from drifting into darkness – to keep me cemented in the positive. I had a good life. I wanted to only think about and focus on happy things, but my brain was like… a bike with an unbalanced tire, constantly drifting left without careful steering.

      I bid my customers farewell with a smile, hating to see them go. But really, I had other things to occupy me. Like continuing the gratifying task of restoring the fifty-year-old bike on the worktable in the back of the shop.

      This was always the slowest part of the day, so I felt no qualms about heading back there, knowing that I was still visible for any customer to flag me down. At the table, I stood and stared, taking in the work I’d already done and what I still had left to do, which was plenty. New seat, new tires and handlebars, a whole new paint job and brakes, refurbishing all the mechanisms.

      It was a massive undertaking, but the end result would be something beautiful.

      I probably should’ve worn gloves, and if I really cared to protect my hands, I would’ve. But bulky gloves made the job more difficult – made it harder to get into the tiny grooves and crevices, made it damn near impossible to feel what I was doing.

      Which was kinda the best part.

      So, I happily ignored the bite of sharp edges against my skin as I moved the coiled ball of steel wool over the chrome spindles. Each swipe took away a little more rust and oxidation, revealing the silver underneath – returning the wheel to its’ original glory.

      This was the task – stripping it all down to nothing before I brought it back.

      With WAWG radio on, I worked, spoke by spoke. There was zero sense of urgency, so I took my time, using a special steel brush for the nooks and crannies, working through each section of the wheel until it gleamed.

      You could say this was my happy place.

      Well… at least until the steel wool slipped, and one of those delicate strands sliced my finger open.

      “Shit,” I muttered, using my other hand to put pressure on the cut until I got to the workshop’s sink, where I carefully rinsed away the cleaning chemicals and blood before I grabbed a shop towel to clean myself up.

      “You should be wearing gloves.”

      The sound of a male voice had my head whipping, but I didn’t move from the sink. The water was still going, the radio still blasting, but I was utterly still.

      Stuck.

      “Raf,” I breathed, barely believing my eyes.

      But there he was.

      In high definition, lazily draped against the open entry to the workshop. A smile graced his handsome, honey-toned face, framed by the facial hair that still felt so alien. It was him though.

      Different.

      Bigger.

      Older.

      But undeniably him.

      Tears welled in my eyes, burning and stinging, but I didn’t dare blink, for fear that if I did, he’d be gone. Maybe all my wishful thinking had culminated into this – into a mirage. Perhaps I was seeing things.

      “Seriously, Britt?”

      Just like over the phone, his voice was more gruff.

      Deeper.

      Different enough to feed my seeing things theory until he moved, closing the space between us to swipe a thumb over my cheek, wiping away an escaped tear.

      There was no denying his body heat.

      He was real.

      Real, and taller than I remembered, though I had a million pictures of us together. I had to angle my head to look him in the eyes, where I found the deep familiarity I’d been missing. Tears flowed freely down my cheeks as he cupped my face in his hands, anchoring me in place, his eyes never leaving mine as he opened his mouth to speak.

      “I missed you.”

      Why did those words take my breath away? I was powerless to speak as his hands dropped from my face to wrap around my body instead, pulling me into a hug. I melted right into it – right into him, savoring the feel of his arms around me for the first time in however long.

      In much, much too long.

      He was here now though.

      That was all that mattered.

      “What are you doing here?” I whispered into his chest, pulling back just enough to meet his eyes. “We just talked yesterday, and you—”

      “Could not go even one more day without you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Could you not sound like some lovesick fool coming back from war to retrieve his girl?”

      “That’s exactly what I am though,” he said. His gaze locked with mine, and his face set into this solemn expression that made me feel… something.

      Butterflies.

      “If you’re done playing,” I scolded, stepping out of his arms and putting some distance between us, so I could breathe. “This is the store. This is my baby. Do you see what I mean now, when I say the pictures don’t do it justice?” I asked.

      “What I see is that you’re bleeding, come here.”

      There was little room for protest as he grabbed my hand, examining the small cut that must have been deeper than I thought, with the amount of blood it was putting out.

      “Hard-headed ass,” he grumbled, pulling me back to the sink to help get me washed up. “I could swear I taught you better.”

      “When has that ever been any kind of deterrent for me?”

      He shot me a grin as he used a clean towel to put pressure on the cut, then grabbed a band-aid from the first aid kit at the back of the worktable. Once my finger was taken care of, I could focus again, on what I considered the more pressing matter.

      Him.

      “So you… you really just decided to come back to the Heights on a whim?” I asked, taking him by the hands to lead him over to the dressing rooms, where there was some seating. “Make that make sense to me.”

      He shrugged, scraping perfect white teeth over his full bottom lip. “It already makes sense B, just don’t overthink it.” He met my gaze with softened eyes, his expression wholly contented. “I’m here. You’re here. The details don’t matter that much, do they?”

      No.

      They didn’t.

      What mattered was that he was here, back in my space like he’d never left, and I had to fight the urge to crawl into his lap to get as close as possible and pin him down to make sure he stayed.

      “Yo, why are you looking at me like you’re thinking about tying me up?” he asked, chuckling.

      “Because that’s exactly what I’m thinking,” I admitted. “It’s been years, Raf. And no lie, I kinda want to be mad at your ass for letting it go this long.”

      A thick eyebrow shot up. “You wanna be mad at me, gotta be mad at yourself too – I’ve never made it impossible for you to find me.”

      I dropped my gaze, shaking my head. There really wasn’t much arguing I could do, cause he was right – our distance had been just as much my fault as his. I wanted to say it was different for me than it was for him, but he got as many stares as I did, albeit for not quite the same reasons.

      Rafael was tall, fit, and good-looking, so naturally he got attention. Add to that the fact that he was something of a celebrity for anyone who followed professional cycling – or social media – and he got looked at too. Only a full-blown narcissist wouldn’t feel a little awkward about that, but as unnerving as it was, because of his status, he got used to it.

      I couldn’t.

      It was a little hypocritical, probably, considering the exposure level that happened in varying stages on my social media, but… it wasn’t the same thing. “Likes” and comments and shares were abstract, barely real to me.

      Open staring in public, though?

      That was too real.

      I’d lived in the Heights all my life, and as such, had built up a certain level of comfort. I knew these people and they knew me – were used to me. But any time I stepped outside that bubble of familiarity, I was swiftly reminded that not everyone understood my skin condition. Or rather, reminded that not everybody had fucking manners.

      Luckily, the Heights had everything I could possibly need, right here in my beloved neighborhood.

      Well… everything I needed except Raf.

      I reached up, cupping his face in my hand and sliding my thumb over the soft coils of facial hair that had caught my attention on our video call. He had to have been growing it a while, and it struck me then just how absent he’d been from the public eye.

      Ever since…

      “How are you doing?” I asked him, still caressing his jaw. “And don’t give me the public relations answer. Give me the real answer.”

      “You love changing the subject, don’t you?” he teased, though the warmth that had been in his eyes before was gone. His eyes were coated in a sheen now, and filled with the same blues I’d noticed before. “I’m… managing.”

      Shit.

      “Just managing?” I moved closer to him, as close as I could without actually getting in his lap. “Are you still in pain?”

      He shrugged, which told me an answer his mouth likely never would. “I’ve been able to train. I’ve been training hard.”

      “But you haven’t raced. Not since the accident, and you’ve only done one charity ride after, which isn’t like you. But you fucking blitzed all the other riders. Like, a crazy good time. So what’s up?”

      “Nothing,” he insisted. Lied. “I’m just… I’m not really feeling it right now. And I didn’t spend all those hours on a plane to get here and talk about me. I wanna hear about you. Fucking look at you, B.”

      I dropped my hand from his face as I turned away, looking down at my clothes. I lived in athleisure, and today was no exception - my cropped Ivy Park sweats and tank were cute, sure, but certainly not worth that type of compliment.

      I scoffed. “Yeah, if you say so.”

      “I’m pretty sure everybody would say so,” he countered. “I’ve seen the comments on your Instagram.”

      “Whatever,” I said, brushing him off. “Let’s talk about this lil’ beard situation, Mr. Suave and Sexy,” I teased. “Who told you to do that?”

      “The ladies love it.”

      I laughed. “Uh, yeah, I bet they do.”

      “Brittany?”

      The sound of a different male voice drew my gaze up to the front of the store. Instant annoyance tensed my shoulders, and I squared them, preparing for whatever battle was about to ensue.

      “Aaron… what do you want?” I asked, standing up. As soon as I did, Raf stood up too, which drew Aaron’s attention.

      I hadn’t seen him since before I saw his annoying ass Instagram post, and hadn’t spoken to him either. It had been days – enough for him to get the picture, or so I thought. I was a little surprised to see him here.

      “Who is this?” Aaron asked, ignoring my question in favor of unsubtly sizing Raf up, which made me wonder just how long he’d been there watching us before he said anything. Beside me, I could feel the agitation coming off Rafael – in the whole time I’d known him, he’d never been one to abide by foolishness like this. But instead of acting on his unspoken irritation, he extended a hand towards Aaron.

      “Rafael De Luca,” he introduced himself. “What's up?”

      Aaron's eyebrows shot up. “The Rafael De Luca? Like… from ESPN?”

      Raf smiled. “I don’t know that I qualify as the Rafael De Luca, but… yeah. You may have seen me on your TV a time or two.”

      Aaron accepted his hand, shaking it before he offered his own name. “I'm Aaron,” he said. “Britt's boyfriend.”

      “Oh, you are?” I asked.

      Aaron pushed his locs back from his forehead as he turned to me with a confused grin. “Am I… not? That would be news to me.”

      “I'm not sure why,” I said. “Unless… maybe you don't know how to take a hint.”

      “Britt, come on. What is this about, me having Shannon on my Instagram stories? I've been told you that girl don't mean shit to me!”

      “Well, it wasn't,” I explained. “Because I had no idea what had been happening in your Instagram stories, because I hadn't been keeping up with your Instagram stories. But you know… let’s say it is about Shannon. Sure. Bye.”

      Ugh.

      Shannon was Aaron’s ex, who was a little too comfortable in his face – because he allowed it. Among the other issues with Aaron, it ranked low, but it was enough to keep me from considering a reconciliation.

      “You’re not about to do this shit,” Aaron declared, bringing out that haughty arrogance that annoyed me so much. “You’re just dropping this on me out of nowhere, without talking about it?”

      “I'm surprised you care, Aaron.” I told him. “Surprised your ego let you pay someone else enough attention that you noticed I wasn't around. Or wait… are your likes slowing up again? Is that what this is?”

      His mouth dropped open, like he was flabbergasted by my words.

      But he didn't deny it.

      “You know what? Fuck this,” he said. “I'm a good guy, not all hung up on appearances and shit like a lot of these other dudes out here. Dudes who wouldn’t give you a second look. But that doesn't matter to you, huh?”

      I nodded. “It doesn't matter to me, at all. And the fact that you feel like you were doing me a favor? That's the problem.”

      “I was doing you a favor,” Aaron declared. “You think I couldn't have any of these girls out here I want? I could have been with anybody, but I chose to be with you - had you on my Instagram and everything!

      At those words, Raf made a sound in his throat, and shook his head as he turned away, which let me know that I wasn't crazy for feeling like this dude had lost his mind.

      “Do you think I couldn't have any of these niggas that I want?” I asked. “There's never been a shortage of men trying to throw some dick my way, Aaron. So you can climb down off of whatever high horse you put yourself on, and stop patting yourself on the back for daring to be seen with me. For putting me on your Instagram, as if me being there wasn’t getting you more juice. I was the only interesting thing about you, and the fact that you don’t realize that… you are so much worse than I thought.”

      “We were a team,” he insisted, making my scowl.

      “You don’t give a shit about me, and you know it. So you can kiss my ass Aaron, and get the hell out of my store.”

      “Gladly,” Aaron huffed, stomping out without looking back. Once he was gone, I let out a deep breath and then turned back to Raf.

      At the look on his face, I almost burst out laughing.

      “Damn, you really had old boy in his feelings, huh?” he laughed. “He thinks he did you a favor.” Raf shook his head. “Nah. That ain’t it, at all. I'm low-key upset you had that egghead-looking dude anywhere near you.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “Oh, and here is the part I haven't missed about having you around. You criticizing my boyfriend choices.”

      “If you made better boyfriend choices, wouldn't be nothing for me to critique.”

      “Oh,” I exclaimed. “So we're acting like Kelly Oakley wasn't a thing? That's what we’re going to do?”

      Rafael sucked his teeth. “Kelly was cute as hell, don't be frontin’ on her.”

      “Kelly smelled like a wild goat in an onion patch, and all she ever wore was knock-off Baby Phat. She still smells like a wild goat and wears fake Baby Phat, by the way.”

      “You sound like a hater to me,” Raf laughed. “But… in seriousness though, you good? I mean… that was a breakup I just witnessed, right?”

      I shook my head. “It was barely a relationship, so calling it a breakup is a bit of a stretch.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yes,” I assured him. “I am perfectly fine, and I am over this line of conversation. Just like I am over him. Let’s move on to something that really matters… how long do I get to keep you? When are you going back?”

      Rafael shrugged. “I haven’t thought that far ahead to be honest with you. I told you, I'm over cycling right now, so I'm chilling.” He glanced away from me to look around the shop, nothing missing his curious gaze. “Maybe I'll stick around here and help you get this bike shop in order. Help you step your game up.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “Oh really now,” I laughed. “Step my game up?”

      “Yeah, your flow is all messed up in here. But I got you,” he insisted, clapping his hands together with a nod. “I'm going to get it fixed.”

      “Let me tell you something,” I started, full of attitude but Raf interrupted me with raised hands and a dazzling grin.

      “I'm just messing with you B,” he soothed. “The shop is perfect. I'm proud of you, seriously.” He glanced around again, his hands extended out. “I mean, look at this - can you imagine if we’d had something like this back in high school?”

      “Oh, I would have spent up all my daddy's little guilty ass money,” I laughed. “I would never leave this place. Hell, I barely want to leave it now.”

      “Well as much as I understand your sentiments, I'm not quite that in love with it, unless you got a section around here where I can grab a burger and some fries or something.”

      “Oh duh,” I exclaimed, bringing my hand to my forehead. “You've been traveling, you're probably exhausted, and hungry. I see your bag over there, so I know you haven’t been to your hotel yet. Where are you staying?”

      He shook his head. “I told you B, this was completely on the fly. The only plan I made was seeing your face.”

      I smiled. “You sure do know how to make a girl feel like the best friend in the world, don’t you?”

      “I’m damn sure trying,” he countered, making me laugh.

      “Stop playing, and listen… so you know the whole building is mine, right?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, you’ve told me about it. Got tenants, the whole nine.”

      “Right. Well, you know my place is basically the penthouse? It's studio style, so it's open and all of that, but… if you need a place to kick it for a few days until you settle in and make some real plans, you're welcome to crash with me.”

      “Does that invitation extend to hooking me up with some grub?” He asked, putting a hand to his stomach just as it started to audibly make its’ emptiness known.

      I grinned. “Your hungry ass. How about… I close the store for the afternoon, we can order some delivery, find something good on TV to binge, and me and you can just… chill. Just like we used to?”

      “What you think I came for?” He asked, extending his arms to fold me into a hug.

      I melted into his embrace as he pulled me tighter, burying his face in my hair.

      “You do,” he mumbled, making me pull back to look at him with confusion and squinted eyes.

      “I do what?” I asked.

      “Still smell like paint and vanilla.”
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      When I first woke up, it took a second to remember where I was.

      The peace that had permeated most of the day yesterday had faded some, replaced by the familiar anxiousness I was desperate to get away from.

      I didn't want to feel like that anymore.

      That was a large part of the logic in me coming to the Heights in the first place. I needed peace, and for the longest time – for as long as I could remember - that was always what B had been.

      Peace.

      She was just… cool.

      Easy to talk to, easy to be around… easy to be me with.

      Not myself, meaning Rafael De Luca professional cyclist, but just… Raf.

      That was all she’d ever cared about. 

      I pulled myself up from my stretched-out position on B’s sofa, reaching for my phone from the coffee table nearby. I wasn't surprised to see the screen inundated with notifications. Between my mother and father there were at least a half-dozen texts, and just as many missed calls, all in search of the same answer.

      “Where the hell are you?”

      It wasn't mature, and maybe not fair either.

      But it was necessary.

      I needed to get away, needed space, needed the room to breathe without my parents at my neck, wanting answers I couldn't give if I wanted to.

      I didn't know when I'd race again.

      Didn't know if I'd ever race again.

      What I did know was that neither of my medal-winning parents was trying to hear about my hesitation or the reasons behind it. They wanted to know what my next legacy building move was - what I was doing to keep the De Luca name at the forefront of every cycling enthusiast’s mind.

      I just wanted the shit to fade to black.

      Instead of ignoring them any further, I shot a group text to my parents, letting them know I was okay. I didn’t say where I was, because if I did, they’d be on a plane in no time, ready to drag me back to my trainer’s front door.

      I had zero interest in seeing that motherfucker.

      It would be easy to blame what happened on him, but I wasn't big on shirking responsibility. I had to come to grips with the fact that my mistakes were my own, and I’d made plenty of them.

      It was still fuck him though.

      Coming to the Heights to separate myself from the environment that had developed around me… that shit was like the sweetest relief. Whatever reply my parents had for my text, I told myself I could look at it later. I wanted to cherish this – the peace – as long as I could before everything went to hell again.

      I pulled myself up from the couch, my eyes going wide as I took it all in. B's place was so very… her. Obviously, I’d seen it already, since I'd been here since she closed the shop yesterday.

      My focus had been more on the woman than the apartment.

      Now, I was able to look at the space she’d carved out for herself, the walls covered in paintings she'd done, pictures she’d taken, sculptures and other art pieces she found. Everything was in breezy whites and turquoise, with accents of gray and silver. The loft-style space had big windows, that let in tons of light - light that was streaming across her face by the time I made my way back to the area she'd designated as her bedroom.

      A navy sleep mask printed with a pattern of gold moons covered her eyes, blocking out the growing sunlight. The rise and fall of her chest let me know she was still asleep, and I grinned at the way she was spread out across the bed, her limbs all spread wide enough that she was very nearly touching all four corners.

      It looked like it was so good to her that I didn't bother waking her up yet. I found my way to the bathroom with my toiletry bag to shower and dress. Britt was still sleeping by the time I finished all that. So, I shot her a text letting her know where I was so she wouldn't wake up surprised by my absence, and turned the lock as I slipped out to venture into the Heights.

      I hadn't been here in what felt like forever.

      As much as I needled her about it, I understood B's aversion to leaving this place, for any length of time. She was more comfortable with the people she knew, where she was a person, and not just something fascinating to look at and try to figure out. She was just… Britt.

      Unfortunately, I had the opposite problem.

      Well, not exactly opposite, just different.

      It started as soon as I stepped onto the street outside the bike shop, the recognition from the people I knew. People I'd grown up with, or who'd watched me grow up. People who contributed, mostly unwittingly, to the insane pressure I never managed to overcome or get used to.

      The hometown hero.

      “When you gone get back on that bike man?”

      “How many more of those medals you going to bring back?”

      “You the pride of the city man. Mr. International.”

      It was all well-meaning, and of course I knew that, but that didn't make it any less anxiety-inducing. Even worldwide, cycling was an overwhelmingly white sport, and as much I loved my people – Black people – we had a tendency to put the hopes and dreams of the whole race on just a few shoulders.

      For the Heights… it felt like just my shoulders.

      I couldn’t mess up, had to make them proud.

      But nobody knew the toll it took.

      The fucking sacrifices.

      It wasn't their cross to bear though either - it was mine. So I took the compliments, the support, the blessings, all of it, with a smile. I dapped, shook hands, took the pictures, whatever else, cause these were the people who'd been proud of me, who spoke my name, who supported Britt and me as youngins trying to get bike lanes on the streets in the neighborhood, etc.

      This was home.

      It hit me hardest as I walked through the doors of Urban Grind. Me and Britt had spent plenty of time in those big comfortable chairs up front, sipping hot chocolate or cider and mainlining those pastries to feed our bodies with carbs after a long workout on the bike. We’d been in high school when Roman renovated and opened the coffee house, and it had quickly turned into our spot.

      I didn’t recognize the baristas, but that wasn’t surprising – I hadn’t been here. That didn’t make it any less soothing to be in a place so utterly familiar… so very Black, after years spent abroad with my parents, jumping from one majority-white European country to another.

      Not that I couldn’t get along wherever I went – especially in Italy with my father’s people, who were spread all over. But I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel much more at home among the melanin, probably because that was who I’d grown up around.

      I was born overseas, while my mother followed my father around on bike tours. As I got older – and my mother started training to race again herself – I came to live in the Heights among her family and friends, spending extended periods with them while she was traveling the world to cycle too. Back then, I didn’t understand why they always left me behind, when I’d rather be with them. It felt like they were continually putting the pursuit of prizes and medals in front of me.

      Now, as an adult, I was grateful for the stability it had given me.

      I understood now that that had been the goal with not bringing me along on every little trip, dragging me around the world while they were focused on racing and training. It wasn’t the healthiest lifestyle for an adult, let alone a small child, and would’ve been a significant hindrance to both my parents.

      I was glad they’d followed their dreams, because it had inspired me later to follow mine.

      And when it came down to it, there had been no lack of love or attention, which easily made up for them not always being present. Texts and phone calls went a long way, and the family I had, the friends I’d made, made The Heights a more than happy place to grow up.

      If only I’d just remained “Raf from up the block”.

      I couldn’t exactly say I regretted it, but… shit would be a whole lot different.

      “What you doing on two legs instead of two wheels, bruh?” I heard as I approached the counter, and turned to see a familiar face headed in my direction, hand extended.

      I greeted Sean Keahi gladly, accepting his handshake and shoulder bump.

      “The same thing you’re doing without a hammer in your hand,” I teased him back.

      I actually hated that shit from strangers, this idea that I shouldn’t ever be without a bike. Sean wasn’t a stranger though – he’d given me my first job I really had no business doing, helping with cleanup around construction sites. Keahi Construction and Renovation had put a little money in my pockets as a teenager, when my allowance from my parents dried up and I still had girls to try to impress.

      “What are you doing back here in the Heights?” Sean asked. “Got a race or something?”

      I shook my head. “Nah, just… needed to spend some time at home, you know? See some people.”

      Sean’s head bobbed in understanding. “Your parents with you? A family affair?”

      I should've been expecting that question.

      “Not this time,” I explained. “Trying to get a little breathing room on my own.”

      His eyebrows went up. “Ah, you came without telling them you were coming. Got it.”

      I couldn't do anything but laugh at how quickly he made that deduction. Sean and his father always seemed to have an uncanny ability to know when I was bullshitting, going all the way back to my lie about my parents' approval of my job with them. They had never liked that construction job, and had been clear to express that to the Keahis. But they also wanted me to have a job instead of spending all my time with girls and bikes, depending on them keeping my bank account full.

      And with them away traveling the world… it was kinda out of their hands.

      “You know somebody has probably already said something about you being here, right? I mean, if you planned to keep it some kinda secret…” Sean warned, his expression sympathetic.

      I shrugged. “Yeah, I realized that around the first picture I got asked for. I knew it wouldn't last long. But I got in last night and went straight to B, so... I guess I've had my quiet moment already.”

      Sean smirked. “Yeah, I bet you have.”

      “Ah, don't start that shit,” I said, shaking my head.

      “I ain't starting nothing,” Sean laughed. “Just stating the obvious. You finally gone take that girl on a real date? You've been crushing since high school, young buck.”

      “I wasn't crushing on her, she's my friend,” I countered, already knowing the shit sounded way too defensive.

      But I wasn't crushing on Britt back in high school.

      And our friendship was a forgone conclusion.

      There was no real use in pretending that seeing her yesterday, for the first time in all those years, hadn't hit me in the chest in an unexpected way. Sure, we'd done a decent - just decent - job of keeping in touch over the years, but in person was different.

      Way different.

      Brittany had always been beautiful to me, and I didn't mean that in the way that people always thought their friends were beautiful, or the pitying way people gave those with unconventional looks.

      She was flat out fucking pretty, in this ethereal way… Damn near unrealistically so. That had been a constant, but our initial vibe had only ever been friendly, so that's what we'd always rocked with. It developed into the friendship we had now.

      But… Shit.

      Maybe it had been too long, cause I hadn't expected the bombshell that stood in front of me in the bike shop workroom, all big hair and curves and…a bleeding hand. And I definitely hadn't expected that “Aaron” nigga, who couldn't have impeded too much more on my time with B before I got rid of his ass.

      She'd handled it though.

      That was something she'd never had an issue with, and was just one of many things I loved about her. She had words for everything and everybody for any situation. The energy – positive or negative - those words came with?

      That was up to the receiver.

      “Aiight, whatever you say I guess, lil bro,” Sean ribbed me. “That aside though, seriously… I don't know how long you going to be in town, but if you get tired of those tricycles and training wheels, we always got a place for you at a construction site.”

      I laughed. “You know… I may have to take you up on that,” I told him.

      Of course, Sean thought I was playing… but I wasn't.

      I exchanged goodbyes with Sean and then finally headed up to the counter to place my order. They had all kinds of custom blends and lattes, a lot of shit I’d never heard of, coming from the purist culture of coffee most popular in Italy, where I’d spent most of my time over the last few years.

      I knew B though.

      I ordered her a blue matcha latte, and a café latte for myself. I took the two cups with me down to FWB – frosted. whipped. buttered. – a pastry shop that had these oversized cinnamon buns B had described to me in detail more than once. I got one for us to share, then balanced everything in my hands to get back to her place, where I had to knock to alert her to my presence.

      She answered the door in what she’d slept in - a B. Spoked T-shirt and the tiniest pair of shorts I’d ever seen.

      “You scared me,” were the first words out of her mouth when she opened the door, stepping wide to give me space to get in. “When I woke up and you weren't here…”

      My face cracked into a grin as I slipped through the open doorway, trying my best to ignore the way the fabric of those itty-bitty shorts stretched across her hips. “So dramatic,” I teased her. “You saw my text, right?”

      “Yeah, but not until I was already getting my phone to call and figure out where the hell you were. So the freak out came first,” she explained, following me to the kitchen.

      I held up the contents of my hands. “But I came back bearing gifts, so...”

      “Yeah, you better had come with something,” she said, crossing her arms. “Even though I know you really just went out because you needed your precious café.”

      I shrugged. “Okay maybe so. But I didn’t want to wake you up, so I had to occupy myself. And, you get this weirdo bee pollen matcha out of it. And as much as this damn cinnamon bun thing cost, it better be exactly as good as you claimed.”

      “It totally is,” Britt insisted, taking her cup from my hands. “And so is my weirdo latte,” she drawled. “I'll grab us some forks.”

      She didn’t exactly have a table – there were barstools arranged around the big island that anchored the kitchen space. I took a seat there, watching as she took a sip from her cup before she came back with the forks, reaching across the island to hand me one before she sat too.

      The box remained closed though.

      I was looking at her, and she was looking at me, and after several minutes had passed, her face broke into a grin.

      “What?” I asked, when she reached for the box, offering no explanation for her smile.

      She shook her head, looking up once she’d revealed the cinnamon bun. The air between us permeated with the aroma of sugar, cinnamon and butter, and… contentment.

      “It’s just… it’s kinda surreal, you know?” she said, breaking a piece of the warm pastry off with her fork. “Sitting here with you, having breakfast like it’s nothing. But it is something. It’s everything. But it feels hella normal.”

      I raised an eyebrow as she chewed. “You calling me basic?”

      “Yes,” she answered around her full mouth. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      I chuckled, then reached out with my own fork to indulge in the type of thing I hadn’t been able to for a long while. I had to eat a lot to fuel the kind of training I did to dominate in cycling, but it was all carefully controlled and monitored.

      Had been.

      Now, I took great pleasure overwhelming my taste buds with the sticky sweetness of the treat, knowing there was no price for enjoying myself anymore. At least… not one I wouldn’t gladly pay.

      “Damn,” I grunted. “This is good,” I told her, once my mouth was empty again.

      “Told ya,” she quipped. “Why do you think my ass still spends so much time on the bike? I have to balance these out somehow. Ooh – speaking of cycling, you know what you have to do, right?”

      I swallowed the mouthful I’d been working on while she spoke. “What’s that?”

      “We should do a long ride together. Like… a real ride.”

      To stall before I answered, I picked up my coffee and took a long sip, ignoring that it was still hot as hell. I’d take a little light scalding to give myself time to come up with a reason to not do what she was asking of me.

      “I know you don’t have a bike with you, but… I have a whole shop full of them, and we can get you fitted. Cleats, shorts, everything.”

      I finally put my cup down, and nodded. “Wow… you’ve thought of everything, haven’t you?”

      She shot me a dazzling smile from across the counter. “Sure have. Even location! There’s this cute little town, Sugar Valley – a couple hours by car, so it would be a perfect option for a long ride. There’s a hotel we can stop at halfway, stay there overnight, then finish out the ride the next day. Stay in Sugar Valley a couple of days, maybe do some mountain biking… I mean, if you’re up to it. I know you kinda… had a rough recovery.”

      “I’m good,” I assured her – probably too enthusiastically to be believable, based on the way her eyebrow shot up at me. I couldn’t have her thinking I wasn’t good though – at least physically. So all my urge to talk my way out of the ride was replaced with, “It sounds great to me, B. When are we doing it?”

      Her whole face lit up with a smile, and… damn if that didn’t make my reservations worth it. She was damn near giddy, bouncing on her barstool as she grinned at me. “As soon as possible! You still haven’t told me how long you’re staying, so… I gotta get in where I fit in. I’ve actually kinda been thinking about this ride for a while. I just didn’t want to do it alone.”

      “Yeah, that’s a long time to be alone on the bike… how many miles is it?”

      She bit her lip, cringing a little. “Um… just under a hundred?”

      “How many under a hundred?”

      “Like… two. But it’s broken up over two days!” she insisted, though she had to know it didn’t make that big of a difference for me. “I’ll make sure we have all the supplies and stuff we need, and it’s only a few days total so we wouldn’t need many clothes or anything.”

      “You don’t have to do any more convincing, B. I’m in. Not gonna lie though, I’m surprised you’re in… I’m glad you’re expanding your boundaries though.”

      She smirked. “Fine. You got me there – my hesitation to be in a new place, with new people… it fed into me not wanting to make this trip alone. But I don’t know anybody else I can bike ninety-eight miles with, so… tag, you’re it.”

      “I told you, I’m game,” I confirmed, glad for a more noble reason to go along on the trip than merely proving I could do it. If Britt needed me for something, I had no issues showing up for her, even if it meant pushing myself through a self-imposed mental barrier.

      I had no desire to get back on a bike.

      But I’d do it happily for her.

      “You wanna do it today?” I asked, picking up my coffee again. She shook her head though.

      “I can’t for a few days. Vaughn is having this party that I have to crash Friday, but before that… I kinda have a photoshoot today?”

      My eyes bugged wide. “A photoshoot?” I repeated back to her. “You weren’t gonna tell me you decided to become a model?”

      She blushed, dropping her face into her hands to blow out a sigh before she returned her big brown eyes to mine. “I haven’t decided. I… feel like the world’s biggest hypocrite, actually.”

      “Why?”

      “Because,” she shrugged. “I’m always talking shit about not wanting people to stare at me, not wanting to be treated like a sideshow… and here I am, getting ready to do a lingerie shoot.”

      I choked on my coffee. “Lingerie? B… this isn’t some internet shit, is it? Some dusty dude with his cousin’s camera trying to have you naked on some train tracks or something?”

      B let out a shout of laughter. “No,” she assured me. “It’s for… well, you don’t know Fallon, but she opened a lingerie store on the next block. She married Sean Keahi?”

      “Oh,” I said. “I haven’t met her yet, but I do know who you’re talking about.”

      “And Jules is taking the pictures – she has a photography studio here, and she’s one of my tenants. And the shoot is happening here, so…”

      My eyebrows went up. “Oh, damn. Does that mean I need to find somewhere else to be during that time, or…?”

      “Or not,” Britt frowned. “I need you right here, front and center, for moral support. You being here actually makes me slightly less nervous about this whole thing now.”

      “And what would you have done if I wasn’t here?” I asked.

      She laughed. “Um… back out, probably, and have Fallon hate me forever.”

      “You wouldn’t have.”

      B sucked her teeth as she dug her fork back into the cinnamon bun we’d been neglecting. “I see absence has made you doubt the strength of my insecurities, but trust me… I’ve made people madder over much less.”

      I opened my mouth for a rebuttal, but swallowed the urge to tell her she had nothing to be insecure about. She’d dragged my ass about that enough times for me to understand that wasn’t something for me to decide – her feelings about her appearance were her own to manage, and not for me to bulldoze with my desire for her to see herself the way I did.

      I didn’t want to be another person tossing meaningless words of “support” her way.

      “That’s not happening this time though,” I said, following the facts instead of inserting my opinion. “I’ll be here to make sure.”

      Britt smiled, giving me a little nod to go along with it. “Thank you,” she said, her voice so low it was almost a whisper. “I…” she started and stopped, her eyes suddenly glossy with unshed tears. “I’m… really glad you’re here.”

      I reached across the counter for her hand, to squeeze.

      “So am I.”
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      “Something… isn’t curling over.”

      Internally I cringed, but tried not to react too much to the way Fallon’s words of critique hit me, adding more fuel to the fire of uncertainty that already had me on the verge of breaking into a sweat.

      If nothing else, I would come away from this experience with confirmation: I was not meant to be a model, no matter what anybody else said about it.

      I was friggin’ awkward.

      Or maybe this was just awkward, being in such sexy lingerie with a camera pointed in my direction. Sure, doing the shoot in my apartment meant I could feel the comfort of being in my own space, but the room full of people made it a little different.

      Fallon and her executive assistant, makeup and hair, Jules and her assistant, plus a male model I had exactly zero chemistry with. And of course, Raf, who was doing his very best to be invisible.

      “Let’s just take a little break,” Fallon suggested, after looking up from whatever Jules had shown her on the computer.

      The shots she’d gotten so far.

      Nothing about Fallon’s expression – or Jules’ for that matter – intimated that the camera was picking up what they needed it to pick up.

      Meaning, I wasn’t delivering.

      I let out a sigh as one of the assistants approached me, with that feathery blue robe. I accepted her help putting it on and tying it closed, then headed to where Raf had tucked himself off to the side.

      “Wow,” he said, looking up from his phone as I approached. “So… is this the moment I finally get my answer about this robe?”

      At first, my eyes narrowed in confusion, then I remembered – I’d been wearing the robe when he called a few days ago.

      “I was taking it on a test run,” I explained, with a bit of a laugh. “I threw this on when you called, to cover up… everything that was happening underneath.”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “But you’re baring it all in person,” he mused.

      My head cocked. “Baring it all?” I repeated back. “That your way of calling me a hoe or something?”

      “I didn’t call you—”

      “Of course you didn’t call me that,” I interrupted. “But you think I look like one, with the lace, and…. Boobs. The ass.”

      Raf’s expression was inscrutable, his eyes not quite connecting with mine as he shook his head. “No, B… not at all. That’s not it… at all.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “What is what?” he asked, his features shifting from impassive to confused.

      I huffed. “The problem.”

      “I never said there was a problem.”

      “But there obviously is a problem. Not with you,” I explained. “But with… all this.” I gestured around me, at the people, the cameras, the light filtering screens. “I’m fucking this up, and I don’t even understand how.”

      Unsurprisingly, Raf brushed it off. “Nah. You… just need to relax.”

      “So I look uptight? Wow. Who gets in high-end lingerie like this and manages to look like an uptight bitch in it? Me. I do.”

      “Goddamn,” Raf chuckled. “Can you… not?” he asked. “I’m not saying you look uptight, but you… definitely look like you got asked to do this. Not like you’re… this girl. If that makes sense.”

      “It makes perfect sense, because… I’m not this girl.”

      “How are not this girl when you answered the phone in the same shit a few days ago?!”

      “It was a test run!”

      “Okay, and?” Raf shrugged. “How did you feel on the test run? How did it feel to you, being in your room with this stuff on?”

      I blinked, and swallowed. “Um… it felt… good. I felt good. I felt… sexy.”

      “Awkward?”

      “A little,” I admitted. “But still mostly good.”

      “Okay so… run with that feeling,” he suggested. “Think about that day, and… shit, what if I wasn’t… me. What if I was your man calling on video chat, and there you are with some sexy shit on, you know?”

      “Oh I like that!” Raf and I looked up to find Fallon standing nearby, obviously listening in. “My bad,” she apologized. “I was coming to get you back on set, and overheard you talking… and I love the idea of that, of the video chat thing. Maybe we can try that?”

      “I will try anything that gets you the shots you need,” I told her. “I really don’t want to have wasted everybody’s time.”

      Immediately, Fallon shook her head. “Nobody thinks that,” she assured me. “We just want you to be comfortable, so it can translate to the shots. So… let’s get everybody out of here,” she told her assistant. “Nobody but Brittany, Jules, and us. Brit, you grab your phone, and we’re ready when you are.”

      “Um… can Raf stay?” I asked, immediately grabbing his hand before he could slink off. “Moral support.”

      Fallon’s gaze lingered on my face for a moment before going to Raf’s, sweeping him with a curious look before she nodded. “Sure. As a matter of fact, you get your phone ready too, loverboy. This idea will probably work better if the boyfriend really is on the other end of the line.”

      “Oh nooo,” I quickly insisted, releasing my hold on Rafael’s hand, since it had obviously given Fallon the wrong idea. “Raf isn’t my boyfriend, we’re just longtime friends,” I explained, as Fallon’s assistant Ayden walked up to join us.

      Neither of them looked convinced.

      “Just get the phones,” Fallon said, then turned to head in Jules’ direction to explain the new concept for the shoot.

      Ayden turned to us with a smirk. “You two are really just friends?” she asked, directing the question to Raf, who just chuckled about it.

      “Really,” I answered, since he’d decided to be a goofball instead.

      Her eyebrows went up. “Right. I… guess you’ll be doing some acting then.”

      She left too, giving me an opportunity to round on Rafael, turning my frustrating onto him.

      “What the hell have you gotten me into now?” I hissed. “Pretending we’re… together? How the hell is this supposed to work?”

      His eyes went big. “Damn, am I ugly or something?” he asked, laughing. “Bad breath? You’re acting like…”

      “Like you are my oldest friend, and it’s probably gonna feel weird as hell to think of you as anything other than that?” I filled in for him, and he nodded.

      “Aiight… I guess I see your point, but… being friends with somebody and dating somebody really isn’t that different, is it? Just add sex.”

      I opened my mouth to rebuttal those words, but when I really thought about it… I guess he was kinda right. The only significant difference was sex – the romantic attraction element that made you want to take it somewhere other than platonic. And hell… I’d faked my way through enough mediocre sex with people I barely liked.

      Surely I could play along with this little photoshoot scenario.

      “Fine,” I sighed, running my fingers through the big, beachy waves the stylist had pampered my hair into.

      Raf laughed. “Enough with the heavy sighs and all that… you’re good. You’re fine as hell, the lingerie looks good on you, Jules knows what she’s doing with the camera. It’s gonna work out, B.”

      Instead of agreeing, because the anxiety wouldn’t allow it, I just squared my shoulders. “Let’s get this done.”

      And… so we did.

      With the shift in the vision for the shoot, I was alone in my room now, following Raf’s suggestion. The robe was tossed across the bed while I admired myself in the mirror, trying to pretend I was alone in the room. Fallon had offered a suggestion of music in my wireless earbuds, since my massive hair was hiding my ears anyway.

      It helped.

      I zoned out, until the chime in my ears alerted me that my phone was ringing. I turned for my bed, donning the robe before I actually looked at the phone, all while the camera clicked away.

      I knew it was going to be Raf calling, but I smiled anyway.

      That was just my natural reaction to seeing his name, his face, on my screen. I hoped it didn’t ruin the vibe of the shots, but I couldn’t help that goofy-ass reaction, especially once I answered.

      The fool had taken off his shirt.

      He had to have locked himself in the bathroom, out of view of anyone else in the studio, including me.

      “What’s up, baby?” he asked, exaggerated as hell. “With your fine ass. What are you doing in all those feathers?”

      An involuntary giggle broke from my lips. “Um… I was just um… trying on some lingerie. Practicing for when you get home.”

      “Oh damn,” he said. “I’m just here… oiling my abs for you, you know. Something for you to look at too. I’m feeling inadequate now though, like I need some hot blue feathers too.”

      I shook my head. “Raf…”

      “What, B?” he asked, biting his lip as he looked into the camera. “With your pretty ass. Damn I’m a lucky man.”

      “This is how you talk to your girlfriends? Seriously?”

      “Nah, this is how I talk to my woman. Singular. The one. The beginning and the end.”

      I giggled. “You are a damn fool.”

      “A damn fool in love with you girl. Now come on, show me what’s under the robe. Practice modeling, like you said.”

      I took a breath. “Sure, I guess.”

      “Nah, don’t guess B. Come on, do it like you mean it. Make me wish I was there.”

      I had to blink a few times at that.

      Make him wish he was there.

      Okay.

      Fine.

      Nevermind that the reality of our friendship had been me… wishing I could make him wish he was here, with me, in the Heights. But like he’d said – we were just friends, and when it came to that dichotomy between romantic and platonic… sex was the thing that made the difference.

      With Raf, it had been talking up the Heights, and showing him bikes, telling him about races, etc, etc, none of which were really compelling reasons to return home, but they were all I had, because he was “just” my friend. We could easily just be friends from a distance, because most of what made a friendship didn’t require actual proximity.

      But – for me, at least – romance required touch. I wanted to kiss, and taste, and feel. I wanted to fuck. And if Raf was my man, not my friend… he would want that too.

      I knew exactly how to make him wish he was here.

      Those words flipped a switch for me – hit a nerve, somewhere, somehow.

      I gave my cell phone camera a seductive grin as I propped it on my desk, so I wouldn’t have to hold it, making sure it had a full view of me as I backed toward the bed.

      I untied the robe, letting it drop to the floor as I met Raf’s gaze in the video chat. Pushing my hair back to reveal my bare shoulders and put my breasts on better display, I watched the change in him as he realized the change in me.

      “What do you think?” I asked, turning in a way that put my ass in better view. “Do you like this one?”

      On the other end of the line, Raf cleared his throat. “Um… yes. Yes,” he said. “It looks… yeah, it’s a good choice.”

      “I think so too,” I agreed. “But… it probably wouldn’t be on very long, would it? I mean, if I really did wear something like this for you… wouldn’t you just…be in a hurry to take it off me?” As I spoke, I subtly undid the hooks of the corset, so that when I was done – when I reached the end of my question – I was able to easily drop that piece too. “This would be more up your alley, right?”

      Raf swallowed hard. “Um… I…”

      “Less?” I asked, reaching for the front clasp of the shelf bra.

      “Cosa stai cercando di farmi?” Rafael muttered.

      What are you trying to do to me?

      “Fai che tu voglia essere qui, amore mio.”

      I unclipped the bra, but stopped short of actually revealing myself as Fallon and Ayden started clapping.

      “Holy shit,” Jules gushed. “Why didn’t we bring all that out at first?!”

      “That’s what I’m trying to find out too!” Fallon chimed as I reclipped the bra, then accepted the robe Ayden offered. “That was hot as hell – did you forget we were here?”

      “No,” I insisted, blushing as I glanced at my cell phone screen – Raf had ended the call. “Ayden told me to act, so…”

      “Guess we should’ve gotten her “friend” in here earlier,” Ayden teased. “Is that Rafael De Luca, and you just have him casually in your home?”

      I nodded. “Yes, on both counts.” I couldn’t give her intonation around friends any attention, or I knew it would turn into me defending my friendship with Raf, unnecessarily. We’d fought the rumors and assumptions back in high school, and had no intention of doing it now – at least, I had no intention of it.

      We both knew what this was.

      “Does he have a much older brother or an uncle or something that looks like him? Cause damn,” Ayden gushed. “I just wanna run my fingers through those curls.”

      I laughed about that as they started packing up, but… I kinda felt her.

      Raf’s soft curls were one of my favorite things – a thing he’d gotten teased about quite a bit growing up. Thinking back, he did kinda have a bit of a Lionel Ritchie thing going on back then, especially once he finally got those nine mustache hairs. Now though, he mostly kept them tamed into a modern cut, with the sides faded and the top long enough to pull a sort of semi-man-bun thing I had a love/hate relationship with.

      At present, they were a little longer than usual, and the sides were unkempt – a shallow sign that something was up with him. I was trying my best not to push or nag, but he’d been here several days now, with no real explanation for his sudden departure.

      Not to mention, he’d been avoiding his parents.

      That relationship was one I’d always been a little envious of, wishing I had two parents who doted on me. Don’t get me wrong, I absolutely adored my mother, and couldn’t see a way she could’ve done any better by me. She gave her all – gave more than she had.

      But it still would’ve been nice to feel like both my parents gave a shit about me.

      Raf’s parents weren’t always around, just due to the nature of their careers. But when they were around, it was clear that Rafael was the center of their world, and when they were away, they made sure they were in contact. Made sure Raf never lacked for anything.

      He loved his parents.

      I knew there was another side to that, though. Knew that coming from a family of award-winning athletes wasn’t always easy, especially when you went on to become an award-winning athlete yourself. His parents poured a lot into him, so of course they expected a return on that investment. And as far as I could tell, Raf was doing his part – he’d left the only home he really knew to travel the world much like they had, only without a kid to come home to. Which meant he’d been going harder, pushing himself further…

      Until that accident.

      The accident he still wouldn’t really talk about, other than to insist he was fully recovered. And physically, sure, he looked that way. He’d done a charity ride since then. But the chatter around him was that he wasn’t the same anymore. Which really didn’t mean too much for a rider like Raf, who was so dominant that he could take a hit to his stats and still be a champion.

      Not that I, personally, cared about any of that.

      I just wanted him to be okay.

      By the time everyone had packed up and gone, leaving me with the apartment to myself, I’d resolved to push the issue with Raf. I had to find him first though, and searched the whole loft before I finally ventured downstairs.

      He was in my workroom.

      Bafflingly, I wasn’t bothered by the sight of him with a bundle of steel wool in his – gloveless – hands, cleaning the rust and grime from another spoke of the bike I’d been working on when he first arrived. I didn’t really let people touch my stuff back here – not even Vaughn, or my mother when she was alive.

      Raf though… I didn’t mind.

      Maybe because he got it.

      Maybe because this was a passion I may not have discovered if it weren’t for him. Whatever it was, I knew Raf understood the delicacy of the antique bike, and instinctively felt its’ importance to me.

      “Mama found this one,” I said, as I approached the worktable. There was only one seat, and he was in it, so I leaned over it, pressing my elbows to an empty space. “Her last gift to me, before she passed. I’m going to make it into something she’d ride.”

      Raf looked up at me, his expression solemn as he nodded. “That’s a beautiful way to honor her, B. I… should’ve come to the funeral.”

      “Absolutely not,” I shook my head. “You would’ve missed Strade Bianche that year, and I would’ve murdered you for it. That was one of your best races. You broke a record.”

      “But I wasn’t here for you.”

      “You were here in spirit,” I said, smiling. “Besides… the trophy you won looks great here in the shop.”

      The shelves behind my front counter were decorated with pictures, plaques, and all kinds of other local accolades I’d won from cycling. There were ribbon-cutting snapshots from the bike lanes we’d lobbied for, pictures from community spin classes. Medals and trophies from races, all that. But I’d had a very, very ugly cry when I opened the internationally shipped package from Rafael. It held his hard-won, multi-record breaking Strade Bianche trophy from the race he’d been doing in Tuscany while I buried my mother.

      It was like he was saying… because I couldn’t be there, the least I can do is make this count, and dedicate it to you. And I accepted that, wholeheartedly, and gave that trophy a place of honor.

      “I could’ve come after,” he said as he dropped the steel wool in favor of a soft towel to wipe away the grime, leaving the spoke he’d been working on gleaming in the light.

      I rolled my eyes. “You needed to recover – you had Cape Epic like two weeks after Strade Bianche, all the way in South Africa. You had to rest, and train. You’ve spent these years riding like a maniac.”

      “Yeah, and what do I have to show for it?” he asked, tossing away the towel. He straightened on the stool, eyes on me with a challenge to answer, as if it wasn’t evident.

      “Um… titles and medals and notoriety and prize money and endorsements…” I said, confused when he let out a huff and shook his head.

      “Bunch of shit that doesn’t matter in the grand scheme,” he muttered, pushing his overgrown hair back from his face. “All that, and I’m not comfortable here like I should be, you know? All my relationships are fucked, I haven’t been there like I should for my friends—”

      “Raf,” I interrupted. “All your relationships are not fucked. I’m not holding this against you.”

      “I’m holding it against me,” he countered, nostrils flared as his volume went up. “Because all this, all the training and the winning and the traveling, yeah… I did that. People know my name, cool. But… I don’t want to do that anymore. But I don’t know what else to do,” he said, emotion straining his voice in a way that broke my heart.

      I pushed away from the table to come around to where he was, taking his face in my hands. “Hey,” I soothingly urged, coaxing his gaze up to mine. “What in the world is going on with you? You know you can talk to me, right?”

      “I do,” he assured, not looking away. “I just… I don’t even know the words to use, I can’t… I don’t know what to say. Or if I want to say it. Or if I’m ready to say it.”

      I nodded. “Okay. Okay. But when all that comes together, you know…”

      “Of course.”

      He wrapped his arms around my waist from his seated position, turning to pull me into a hug. I stepped between his legs, not just to accept it – to return it, pulling his head against my chest like my mama used to when I was little. And… hell, when I was big, too. It just felt like the kind of hug he needed.

      We broke away after a few moments, with Raf looking up at me with a grin that shadowed how he’d been feeling just minutes ago.

      “I see you’re back to being featherless,” he teased, clearing his throat.

      I raised an eyebrow. “And I don’t see any oiled abs. Which… by the way, what was that about?”

      “Just playing my role,” he shrugged. “And I see it worked, cause they got the shots they needed.”

      “Thanks to your idea. You saved the day, honestly.”

      Raf took a little bow from his seat. “Anything for you, milady.”

      “Yeah, and then you ran off and disappeared.”

      He shook his head. “I just needed a lil breather. You know, all great actors have their methodology and all that. Honing our skills.”

      “Which, speaking of skills… you are certainly a master subject-changer,” I told him. “You might be trying to front like all is well, but your lack of a haircut tells the real story.”

      “Daaaamn,” he laughed. “I’ve got an appointment with Carter tomorrow, for your information – I was holding out for my old barber.”

      I sucked my teeth. “Yeah, so you say.”

      “I do say so,” he countered, grabbing my hands. “I love you, B.” he pulled my hand to his mouth, planting a quick kiss on my knuckles.

      Inaudibly, I sighed, knowing this was all a distraction, but also knowing… I had to give him the same space I would want him to give me. So instead of pressing him – like I’d fully intended when I came looking for him – I smiled.

      “I love you too.”
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      My heart sped up as soon as I hit the front door of Fresh Cuts.

      The cacophony of sound, made up of various shouts.

      Look who it is!

      You sure don't look like you can't be on the bike right now oh, what's the matter? You scared to get back up there?

      Instead of responding directly to any of it, I shot a vague smile around the room as I headed straight to where my barber, Carter, was waiting. Like I told Brit, I’d set this appointment up directly with him, to avoid as much time hanging around the shop as I could. It used to be that the shop was a haven for me - back when I was just Raf from the block. Now though, it was all eyes on me as I ambled down what felt like a mile of faded tile to drop myself into Carter’s chair.

      “So who you think is gonna take home that Tour De France? You throwing your hat back in the ring for it?” one of the shops old heads asked, after giving me time to greet Carter and get settled in the chair.

      It would have come across rude to avoid such a direct question, so I took the second of respite provided by Carter wrapping me in the haircutting cape to swallow, think and decide on as neutral of an answer as I could give.

      “I won’t be over there myself, but… man, I can't even tell you who's out there this time around,” I told him, truthfully.

      In years past, I would be training hard right now, for that exact race, so that when the time came, I could be out there right along with everybody else, getting my face splashed across ESPN.

      I loved it.

      That attention and notoriety were what got you noticed by sponsors and brands, which brought along endorsements, which brought along money.

      Cycling was as physically demanding as any other sport, and arguably more dangerous than many. Definitely something I'd argue from personal experience. But the truth of it was that there wasn't a ton of money in these races. You got name recognition and medals sure, and it wasn't that the prize purses were chump change. It was just nothing compared to multimillion-dollar contracts in the more prominent sports – basketball, football, baseball, even soccer.

      Those sponsorships though?

      That was where it was at.

      All that was over for me though.

      “What's going on with you, boy?” the old head kept up, obviously only made more curious by my somewhat evasive answer. “You really telling me you ain’t been keeping up with the competition? We don’t believe that.”

      Nobody had to believe it.

      But the thing was… it was the truth.

      Once I had it in my head that I needed to take a step back, I committed to that shit. As far as I was concerned, there was no real going back from it.

      I didn't look at training gear. I ignored and blocked emails about the new technology that had come out in the last year to year-and-a-half. I changed my channel when cycling came on the TV, didn't listen to any of the podcasts I used to listen to anymore.

      Competitively, I needed to be done.

      And this conversation wasn't helping.

      Obviously, I couldn't really hold it against him though.

      “Just taking a little break man, that's all,” I answered, trying to keep it light.

      “How long are you going to be on this break,” another of the grey-haired barbershop loiterers asked. “Yeah, yeah, everybody knows you took that little spill off your bike and all that, but come on man - we need to see how many more of them medals you gone bring the Heights? Since you know we gotta split the total with them I-talians cause of your daddy.”

      My eyebrows went up.

      Little spill.

      Little… spill.

      Was that why people tended to treat me like I was being some type of baby about this shit or something?

      Little spill.

      The “little spill” down the side of a mountain in Tangier had left me with a broken collarbone, several fractured ribs, a sprained wrist, countless road burn scars on my exposed skin, and a traumatic brain injury that forced me to spend months learning how to use my damn mouth again.

      A little spill.

      “You know what,” I chuckled. “Why don’t you get out there and win something for the Heights and bring it back… since its so simple, you know?”

      A chorus of “ooooohs” rang out around the barbershop - proof that men were just as likely to instigate some bullshit as women. I hadn’t said anything that harsh, but there they went hyping it up like I was clowning that dude, when really I just wanted to be left alone so I could get my damn hair cut.

      “Hold on now young buck,” he said, ready to save face now that the crowd had turned this into something it wasn't. “You don't have to get all sensitive, I'm just asking questions!”

      “Jimmy, shut up!” Carter called from behind the chair. “Everybody in here knows you trying to get some gossip and start shit. The man just got home.”

      Carter had mostly moved on from being in the shop day to day, though it was his. There was a new manager, Troy, who was the head barber now, but because of Carter’s history with the place - because he was still the overall big man in charge – his words held weight in the shop. If he said a line of conversation was over, then the conversation was over, unless somebody was bold enough to push it.

      Apparently, Jimmy wasn’t.

      And the attention moved on, away from me.

      I didn't look up, or verbally acknowledge Carter's save, but I was certainly grateful for it. I was able to spend the rest of my cut in peace, nobody saying shit else to me until Harlan and Jamar came through the door.

      I was cool with both of those dudes even though they’d come out of high school a year or two before me. I couldn't count how many mornings I’d spent at Stacks stuffing my face with pancakes before spending the whole day on the bike burning them back off. Back then Harlan and Jamar both just worked there – now Harlan was one of the managers, and Jamar was only part-time from his job with Keahi Construction.

      “Ohhhhh,” Harlan said in that southern twang he’d brought to the Heights with him years ago, and still hadn't completely lost. “So J,” he nudged Jamar with his elbow. “This is why this dude been here for days and ain’t come and told nobody. He had to get clean on us first.”

      Laughing, I extended a hand to greet both of them as they approached the chair. “Just trying to keep up with y'all,” I told them. “Me and Britt actually have plans to come by the diner. Real soon, so we can prep for a ride.”

      Jamar smirked. “Pay up,” he said to Harlan. “What I tell you?” he asked. “He’s been out here with Brit, that’s why he’s been MIA. And I knew that shit.”

      “Y’all been betting on me?” I asked, as Carter finished cleaning up my lining and fading my sides down. “That’s kinda foul.”

      “Nah, it's easy money is what it is,” Jamar chuckled. “I knew if you were here, Britt would be the first person you’d find. You like to play favorites with the homies.” 

      I know he was just teasing me, but I wasn't going to front.

      Britt was absolutely my favorite person in the Heights, and nobody else came close.

      “You know you can't just stay cooped up with her though right?” Harlan asked. “Sydnee, Astrid, Cason… everybody else wants to see you too. You know Vaughn has that party tonight, right? You coming through?”

      “Absolutely. Britt already basically told me I didn't have a choice.”

      “The FTK party?” Carter interjected. “Isn’t there an age limit on that shit?”

      Jamar shook his head. “We're all over the threshold Carter, chill.”

      He chuckled. “I'm barely over the threshold, so I know you’re lying. I’m not gonna warn security about you or nothing, but if I see you… I’m snitching.”

      We all laughed about that, ribbing each other and then the conversation went on, with me catching up with Harlan and Jamar, even once I was out of the chair. To my relief, they didn't grill me about when I was getting back on the bike, none of that other stuff that everybody else seemed to be on.

      It was just catching up.

      Hearing about how their families were doing, their future plans, what they were working on now. Not all about me and my feelings and the shit was relieving. By the time I left the shop, I was feeling the lightest I’d felt since I arrived.

      And then I got the text from my parents I'd been dreading.

      “What are you doing in Mahogany Heights – Babbo.”

      “Marco is very upset – you’ve missed weeks of training, he said? And you aren’t answering your phone? – Babbo.”

      I pushed out a sigh and started typing as I headed back to the bike shop, already knowing that whatever I said wouldn’t be good enough.

      “I just needed a break. Needed to be at home for a while.”

      “That’s not home. Home is here. I will send you a plane ticket. – Babbo”

      I shook my head. “Don’t do that. I’ll come back when I’m ready.”

      “And when, exactly, is that? What about your training? What about the races this year? – Babbo”

      “You’re not hearing me. I’m done.”

      I put my phone back in my pocket, after turning off the notifications from that text thread. I pulled out the door to Brittany’s building and immediately cut right, heading straight into the shop to find B.

      She was with a customer, but she still took a second to greet me with a smile.

      Exactly what I needed.

      Right on time.
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      I hadn’t been to something like this in a long, long time.

      A diverse mash of brown bodies, perfumed by liquor and smoke in a dimly lit venue appropriately named, The Basement. It had been around back when we were in high school, but we’d never been brave enough to sneak in. Back then, we snuck into the alley beside the building, resting against the blacked-out basement windows to feel the beat of the pounding music against our skin.

      Now, we were part of the action, and to say we’d snuck into the FTK party was an exaggeration. Britt had pulled me right past security, taken two wrist bands from the people covering the door, and guided me straight to our friends.

      No sneaking necessary, when your brother was the host of the party I guess.

      I greeted Astrid and Sydnee, who I already knew, and met Quinn, Anika, and Jules. Those last two were actually from the area, just over the line to a different school district so we hadn’t been in the same crowd. I of course knew Harlan and Jamar, who I’d run into earlier, but I happily greeted Cason, who I hadn’t.

      “Okay, listen,” Brittany called out, returning from a quick disappearance with a tray of shot glasses in her hand. “We never know when we’ll get a chance again, so we gotta toast.”

      “Toast to what?” I asked, accepting the drink she handed me.

      That question earned squinted eyes and pursed lips. “Duh, Raf. To you.” She tossed the tray into a nearby chair, and the small group surrounded me. “These last few days have been the best I’ve had in a while, and I don’t want to waste a second of however long I have with you, so I’ll make it quick. It’s so good to have you home. Salud.”

      A full chorus of salud rang out, in hilarious variances of a horrible Italian accent, deepening my grin as everyone tapped glasses and then downed their shots. Alcohol was another of those indulgences my strict training had limited, but I didn’t – couldn’t – worry about how my body might react to it.

      In fact… I welcomed the impending numbness.

      I kinda… needed it.

      Either that, or whatever other distraction the night might provide. Without saying so, B seemed to have picked up on whatever shift had occurred in my mood, cause she took my empty shot glass to replace with a fresh one, encouraging me to knock it back. When I did, she grinned.

      “And now… we party.”

      The general age range of this party seemed to be 30s to early 40s, which was reflected in the music – the music that Britt and I had grown up with. All the Bad Boy artists from their heyday, the ATL rap emergence with Luda, Missy Elliot, a little Bubba Sparxx. Brandy, Monica, Usher, Mya, Tyrese, Ginuwine. All the music my older cousins – and Brittany’s older brother – had blasted when we were much too young to know what half the shit meant, let alone be singing along to it.

      But it left the biggest imprint.

      In fact, I wasn’t surprised at all when Brittany gasped as soon as Breakdown started up, interrupting the conversation we’d been having for her to sing along with Mariah Carey.

      To serenade me, in her terrible singing voice.

      So of course, I had to give it right back to her, when Keith Sweat’s Twisted came on.

      It went on like that, more drinking, more singing, more dancing until we were sweaty, throats hurting, exhausted, but still having a good ass time. We’d really only intended to drop in, but we were having fun, which had been in very short supply for me lately, so I wasn’t in any hurry, and Britt wasn’t either.

      But of course… it had to end sometime.

      Blackstreet’s Deep came on, and Brit’s tipsy ass threw her arms around my neck, wearing the most innocent of smiles as she pressed against me, rocking her hips.

      “What are you doing?” I chuckled.

      She smirked as she sang along with the song, not bothering to answer my silly question. It was apparent what she was doing – she was dancing, and having a great time, just like we’d been doing all night.

      But… something was different. Undoubtedly, I was the only one who felt it – just like that shift I’d imagined during our “acting” for the photoshoot yesterday. She was just trying to be a good model, getting into character so she could deliver the shot.

      She’d done a damn good job.

      Cause I’d completely forgotten where I was for a minute.

      “Fai che tu voglia essere qui, amore mio.”

      Make you want to be here, my love.

      She’d said that shit to me, in Italian I’d taught her, with her breasts practically spilling out of that electric blue lace. The choker, those itty-bitty panties, the garters, and so, so much of her smooth, velvety skin… she was something plucked straight from a fantasy I wasn’t supposed to be having.

      She was my friend.

      That was all she’d ever been, and all I ever expected of her. But there had been something in her eyes on that video chat, and there was something in her eyes tonight as she danced on me, fervently singing along with that damn song.

      I’d never been so glad for a song to end.

      I needed some space between us before I made shit awkward and ruined the fun. It was time for the party to wind down anyway, so we made our way out, with B hanging on to my arm.

      Some of the others were heading to Urban Grind to keep it going, but I was exhausted – physically and mentally. If Britt had wanted to go with them, I would have gladly escorted her, but she was yawning too, her eyes low and glossy from the smoke that had permeated the room.

      “Let’s go home,” she insisted, lacing her fingers through mine.

      I raised an eyebrow at that, but finished bidding our friends goodbye and guided her in the direction of the bike shop. Mentally, I noted that it was time for me to start thinking about my plans, even if it was just for the next few weeks. I couldn’t keep imposing on B – not that she’d complained at all, or seemed to mind.

      I just didn’t want to wear out my welcome.

      She kept up a constant stream of chatter about the shop as we headed that way. As we turned a corner, I noticed a group of guys crossing the street towards us. B paid them no mind, but I tucked her protectively under my arm, just to communicate a clear picture.

      Only… it wasn’t a clear picture at all.

      Especially when they got closer, and I realized one of the dudes was Aaron – the corny ass ex.

      “Oh this is how it is, huh?” he called, and Britt finally took her eyes off my face to notice them. “This is why you were acting different, cause of this nigga?” he asked, walking up way too aggressively for my tastes.

      “Back up,” I told him, holding up a hand before he got too close. “The night is young, man. Just go on about whatever you and your boys were doing.”

      “Was I talking to you?” His angry gaze shifted to me.

      I chuckled. “Yeah, you must be. Cause you’re not talking to her with all that bass and hostility. Scale it back, homeboy.”

      “Whatever.” He shot me a scowl and turned his attention back to B with another overly aggressive step in her direction. “Brit, your ass—”

      His words were lost in the wind when I shoved his ass backward, then tucked Britt behind me. “What the fuck did I just tell you?” I asked, fists clenched as he caught his balance and straightened. “You think I’m playing with you, and I’m not.”

      He scoffed. “You’re not gonna do shit.”

      “Keep trying me.”

      “Yo,” one of his friends spoke up, pushing him away from us. “Nigga let’s go, ain’t nobody trying to be fighting and shit, I’m trying to get some pussy.”

      “Yeah, listen to your boy,” I encouraged, my shoulders tensing when I realized the other friend had his cell phone out, filming.

      “Fuck you,” Aaron spat, as he walked backward. “Fuck I look like fighting over some animal-print ass bitch anyway?”

      For all his posturing, Aaron let out some scared-ass shriek as I launched toward him, only stopped by B’s hand grabbing my shoulder. I’d shot forward so abruptly that I almost dragged her with me, and when I stopped, she fell into my back.

      Aaron’s punk ass ran off while I was turning to make sure she was okay. As soon as she confirmed, I was ready to take off after him, but she circled her arms around my bicep, pulling me in close.

      “No,” she said, speaking for the first time since he walked up to us. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Don’t worry about it?” I huffed. “He called you—”

      “I just wanna go home, Raf,” she said, her eyes glossy for a different reason now. “Please?”

      I pushed out a deep sigh, and nodded. Defending her honor didn’t mean shit if it flew directly in the face of her wishes, so… fine. I’d take her home. But it didn’t make me any less pissed.

      Back at her place, Britt went straight into the shower, and I took the time to finally revisit the text thread with my parents. Probably not a good idea considering the mental state I was in after that little “confrontation” with bitch ass Aaron, but I couldn’t keep putting it off.

      Once I was there, I was glad I hadn’t.

      I swallowed the sudden dryness in my throat at the sight of a picture in the thread – two plane tickets. Leaving… hours ago.

      “Fine. You will not come to us; we will come to you. – Mammina.”

      “And we WILL talk about Marco. You have to make that right. – Mammina.”

      I pushed out a long stream of air through my nose, and backed out of the text thread.  There was no way any response I gave right now wouldn’t be immensely disrespectful, and they were probably on a plane right now anyway. They wouldn’t get it until they landed, and besides that… I didn’t want to make shit worse than it was.

      So I said nothing.

      B was still quiet when she came out of the shower. Since she wasn’t talking anyway, I took the opportunity to get in there myself, trying to scrub away my negative thoughts.

      Obviously that shit didn’t work.

      But I did feel a little better, and it was even more improved when I found B on her couch with a mug of tea, instead of having retreated to her bed.

      Well… improved because her chosen refuge was near me instead of closing herself off. Finding out she was still upset about that little exchange on the street wasn’t an improvement at all.

      She didn’t have to say it – it was in her body language, in her eyes. I chose not to prompt her. I just sat down, picking up the cup she’d prepared for me as I settled in, and waited.

      “I can’t believe I fucked him,” she said, finally, putting her cup down. She propped her elbow on the arm of the couch, resting her head against her hand as she looked at me. “Wasted pussy mileage.”

      I frowned. “Pussy mileage?” I repeated, and the confusion on my face must’ve been too much to handle, cause she laughed.

      “I know there’s no such thing, but still. You ever just regret giving somebody access to you, after you see who they really are?”

      I nodded. “Unfortunately.”

      She sighed, staring up at the ceiling for a long time before she shook her head. “Animal print. That was a new one. He was always so unimaginative and bland when we were together… I’m surprised he managed to come up with something that stung like that.”

      “Fuck him.”

      “I did,” she countered, wiping her eyes. “A lot. Aren’t you keeping up, Raf? It’s why I’m so bothered. How could I have slept with someone who would say some shit like that to me? How fucking desperate am I?”

      I sucked my teeth. “He’s the desperate one. Seeking you out, calling you out your name, practically begging in the shop the other day. I don’t see you doing any of that. You’ve barely mentioned that dude.”

      “But I was with him.” She shook her head again. “And you know… that’s on me. Yeah, he fucking sucks, sure. But I gave him access, and I have to take responsibility.”

      “Maybe so,” I nodded. “Maybe in your gut you knew, and you ignored red flags. Maybe you just wanted to believe the best about him though. And you’re not wrong for that.”

      “I didn’t believe the best about him,” B corrected, with a little laugh. “I knew exactly how awful he was, and I just… did it anyway.”

      I frowned. “Why?”

      “Because nobody wants an animal-print ass bitch,” she answered, so matter-of-factly that it stung. “At least not… not for real. I look good in pictures, and in theory, and I’m good in bed, and that’s what I’m wanted for. For the idea of me. For the experience. Not for real.”

      “B, that’s ridiculous.”

      “That’s not for you to say,” she snapped. “I live with this, every day. You don’t. You see past… my skin. I don’t. Most people… don’t.”

      “I don’t see past a damn thing.” I put down my cup to grab her hand, tugging until she looked at me. “There’s no colorblind or whatever the fuck here. I see you. I always have, stracciatella.” I ran my thumb over her hand, which was mostly still lush dark brown, except her pinky finger, which was pure white. “Listen… my bad for calling your thoughts ridiculous – you’re right, it’s not up to me to dictate what your experience has been. But know this – I think you’re beautiful. I think you’re a masterpiece, B, and sure, everybody can’t appreciate the beauty. That doesn’t change the value though.”

      She stared at me a long time, not blinking, before she crossed the short space between us on the couch to nestle herself under my arm. “You’re pretty amazing yourself.”

      Even though she couldn’t see it from her position, I smiled as I contorted myself to kiss the top of her head. I was settling back again when my phone vibrated in my pocket – probably not my parents, but it made me think of them.

      “Let’s go on our ride tomorrow,” I said, the words spilling out before I’d thought them entirely through.

      Britt sat up, eyes wide. “Really?”

      I thought about my parents showing up in the Heights, and the bullshit it would undoubtedly bring. The end to the little bit of peace I’d managed to carve out with B – peace I wasn’t ready to let go of yet.

      “Yeah,” I nodded. “Let’s do it.”
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      So the ride was a good decision.

      A great decision, even.

      I hadn't really considered the joy of seeing B out in her element on the bike, but now that it was happening, I was so glad I went along with it.

      I could tell she'd been putting in work in training, based on her speed and handling skills. Sure, maybe you really did never forget how to ride a bike in the most basic sense. But riding one well… meaning safely, with speed and endurance, was a whole different animal. A skill that most people never developed, because most people only rode for the most leisurely of purposes.

      That wasn't B though.

      She easily kept up with my more than 20mph speed - speed I was only doing to see what she was working with in the first place. This was supposed to be a comfortable ride. But she said she could do it, so we kept it up, making it to our first day’s destination in no time.

      It was a small, unremarkable town with just a little bed and breakfast that we utilized to grab a meal, shower, and get some rest for the next day. That first leg of the trip - from where we stopped back to the Heights - was pretty well populated. A lot of outskirts, suburban-type neighborhoods, so there wasn't really much to look at. The benefit of that was wide open road, where we could be safely out of the way of traffic. Which was necessary, since around the world, places with large driving populations were roughly the same.

      Drivers were assholes.

      They either didn't understand how dangerous a car was for someone on a bike, or they just didn't care. Either way, I did my best to make sure we were as safe as we could as we headed along on our little journey, with B looking back every so often to shoot me a smile. Or with us, when there was room, slowing to ride right next to each other so we could talk.

      It felt good.

      I was surprised that being back on the bike gave me that feeling. It had been months, at this point, since I stopped bothering to train because I knew this was over for me. I couldn't deny though… it was pretty damned nice to be back in the saddle. Getting my heart rate up, feeling the wind on my face…

      I couldn't imagine anybody except B getting me to do it though, still.

      Leaving the bed and breakfast, the terrain was different. Much less populated, much more greenery, and much narrower roads as we headed up into the mountains that would eventually turn into what the locals affectionately called “Big Sugar” – Sugar Leaf Mountain, which loomed over our destination of Sugar Valley.

      There were a lot fewer people going this way, so obviously they didn't need a big wide interstate or anything like that. What started as a four-lane highway dwindled down to two as we got closer, and the road started to really wind up the mountain.

      I had B in front of me because that was the safer position. With us biking in the same direction as traffic anyone coming down the mountain would be able to see us a lot easier than someone coming up the mountain behind us on these winding roads. Someone coming behind us would at least see me first, which lowered the chances of something happening with B.

      Maybe not the most optimistic of plans to make, but it was simply smart cycling to think ahead about possible scenarios. Between the two of us, and all our years of biking the one thing we learned as a consonant was that drivers were barely paying attention at all, and even less on a road as typically unbusy as this one.

      I felt the shift in vibration in the road well before I heard the roar of an engine. I glanced back, catching sight of a huge pickup truck in my peripheral, hurtling up the road behind us, going well beyond the speed limit. I immediately moved further into the shoulder and sped up, trying to get close enough to Britt to warn her.

      Instead of slowing down and following the rules of the road, the truck veered into the other lane to pass me as we took on a tight curve Britt had already disappeared around. I didn't slow down, but the truck had to, which was the only thing that kept it from turning into a disaster.

      He didn't see Britt.

      He couldn't have, not with the way he cut back into the right lane after that curve. B must have been hyper-focused on getting up the hill, because she didn’t look up. I sped toward her, getting between her and the truck just in time to grab her handlebars and shove her wheel in the opposite direction, away from the road as the truck swerved into the shoulder lane.

      I wasn't hit.

      I was not hit.

      I understood that, but for some reason the earth still seemed to be rocketing toward me in hyper speed. My bike twisted underneath me as I veered off the narrow, mountainous road and my body didn't seem to be picking up on any of the signals I was trying to send from my brain.

      Unclip your cleats from the pedals, Raf.

      Don't panic.

      Course correct.

      None of that happened.

      What happened instead was the harsh impact of my body hitting the ground, while my feet were still somehow connected to my pedals.

      I closed my eyes against the sharp bite of pain that rushed through me as my exposed skin skidded along the gravel. The bike landed on top of me, with my leg twisted underneath.

      I didn't open my eyes.

      As long as I kept them closed, it was almost like I could stay disconnected from the pain, and didn't have to take a mental inventory of what was happening.

      I didn’t have to accept it, as long as my eyes were closed. 

      “Raf! Raf!”

      I heard it – the voice of an angel calling to me, but I tried my best to tune it out. I wasn’t ready to reconnect to reality yet. Not prepared to accept what was next.

      “Raf!”  Britt screamed again, from closer this time. I could feel her, lifting the bike off me.

      “Stop,” I muttered, trying to get her to understand that she wasn't helping. It was too stimulating, and I wasn’t ready to feel anything yet. She didn't hear me or something though, and leaned down over me, patting my face like she thought I was unconscious.

      “Raf…” Her voice was rife with worry, and right on the verge of tears.

      “Stop,” I said again, as she began touching me everywhere - taking on that inventory of my limbs that I’d been trying to avoid.

      I opened my eyes to see that those tears I’d noted in her voice had already made their way to her face, soaking it as she fussed over me.

      Like I was an invalid all over again.

      “Could you fucking stop!” I demanded, this time finding enough breath to sit up and push her hands away from me, effectively stopping the mother hen thing she had going on.

      Her eyes went wide, confused and hurt as she lifted her hand in conciliation. “I’m just trying to make sure you're okay,” she said, as I pulled myself to my feet.

      I didn’t look at her – couldn’t look at her, not right now. I turned in the other direction as I focused on my breath, focused on getting air into my lungs. On breathing, and not being in pain.

      I was upright.

      I would probably have some bruises, but I wasn't in enough pain for anything to be broken.

      And there was no fog of confusion and uncertainty like what the hallmark of my initial reaction to my other accident had been.

      Then, I hadn't been able to stand up on my own.

      I was conscious, laying there in a rocky ravine thinking I was dying, willing someone to come along. It had been a long solo ride though, that I hadn’t told anyone about – no one who knew me would know where to start looking.

      But I got lucky.

      Someone did come along, but I was unconscious by then, and never got to thank the person who had very likely saved my life. I’d closed my eyes in the middle of nowhere, a professional cyclist with a long career ahead of me.

      A literal golden boy.

      I’d opened my eyes in an Italian hospital I’d been airlifted to. Not yet realizing that the person I’d been had very likely died in that ravine.

      “Hey,” Britt said quietly, from behind me.

      I turned to see her holding up the little first aid kit she’d packed in her bag. “Can we get you cleaned up?” she asked, and I nodded after looking around to take in where I was.

      Not in Tangier.

      Not alone.

      Not on the verge of death.

      I sat down on the edge of the ditch I’d apparently fallen into. A quick glance told me Britt had pulled her bike off to the side, out of the way of any passing traffic. The only thing that had drawn blood was a nasty scratch on my arm.

      Before she could do anything though, I grabbed her hand, making sure I met her gaze before I spoke. “I'm sorry,” I told her. “For snapping at you. I lost it a little bit for a second, and I… I’m sorry.”

      Britt shook her head and smiled. “Don’t sweat it,” she said, her voice soothing. “You were dazed, and I was fussing over you. There’s nothing wrong with you wanting me to give you some space.”

      “That's no excuse for me to be an asshole though.”

      She laughed as she started cleaning up my scratch. “Well… that's true. But still. I'm not holding it against you.”

      I shook my head. “When do you ever?” I asked. “You're always being hella nice to me.”

      Her nose wrinkled. “Yeah… you're my friend. Why would I be anything other than nice?”

      “I mean… it happens sometimes,” I told her, flinching a little as she used an alcohol pad to disinfect the scratch before she started to dress it. “People don't do so well by people they love all the time.”

      Britt stopped what she was doing to meet my eyes. “I really try not to be one of those people,” she countered. “Especially when I know I can be a bit of a handful sometimes myself.” She finished getting me bandaged up and then sat back. “I need you to be real with me… Are you okay to get back on the bike, or do I need to get some help?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Come on B,” I said. “I'm fine. I’ve gotta check on my bike, but I'm fine.”

      It didn't take much to confirm the bike was fine after the little spill I’d taken. I was glad for it, because that would have been a considerable inconvenience that would have ruined this trip that was so important to B. At her insistence, I took a few more moments to regain my bearings… but then we were off.

      I put on a neutral face for Britt’s benefit, but truthfully…I was right back to not really feeling this. It was nothing but my love for her that had gotten me to consider this ride in the first place, so surely it could get me through the rest, even now. I knew I wasn’t necessarily injured, but I was still aching from the fall, which I couldn’t let Britt see unless I wanted to get fussed over again.

      Instead of focusing on the negative feelings of how I didn't really want to be here, I focused instead on the scenery.

      The lush green hills, the mountain peaks in the distance, the birds we saw, the deer, how incredibly blue the sky was. All things to enjoy and appreciate instead of dwelling in my head and allowing those destructive thoughts to overshadow the beauty around me. We’d only been about thirty miles out from the mountain when my little spill happened, so it didn't take us long to reach our final destination - the idyllic, mostly black small town of Sugar Valley, set at the base of Sugar Leaf Mountain.

      At the population sign Britt stopped, staring up at what was an admittedly pretty view of the town from the outskirts.

      “So you’re finally here,” I teased, rolling up beside her. “Is it everything you hoped and imagined it would be?”

      She looked back at me with a massive grin on her face. “More, actually,” she admitted.

      “Let’s get up here to the lodge then,” I told her. “My ass could really use a break from this seat.”

      Brittany nodded, but made no move to get past the population sign that marked the town limits.

      “Hey… what's up with you?” I asked. “We made it. This is what you wanted and you’re not going to roll that bike up a few more inches so you’re actually inside?”

      B scraped her teeth over her bottom lip, turning to me with this look in her eyes I could only really interpret as… fear.

      She was anxious.

      “Uh…yeah,” she nodded. “We're here. I'm here. I just have to get back on this bike and ride up to the lodge. Through… this whole little downtown strip, with all these people looking at me. And then walk in, up to the front desk. And check-in. That’s all.”

      “Yep,” I agreed, as I got back onto my bike. “That's all. Come on. Let's do it B.”

      Without waiting to make sure she had climbed back onto her own bike, I took off down the road toward the town. Once I was closer, I glanced back to see that she was indeed behind me, riding with this determined expression that made me turn back to the road with a smile.

      I knew the reason behind her hesitation. It got old being an anomaly, having people stare at you like you were from another planet.

      I got it.

      It was her reason for wanting to hang close to the Heights. But this was an essential step for her, taking this trip that she had been thinking about and wanting for so long. We hadn't come this far to not get it done.

      The actual town of Sugar Valley was comprised of one main street, where everything was. The side streets that branched off led to houses and small neighborhoods. That made it very easy to see where pretty much everything was, and see exactly where we needed to go - up the mountain a little bit to get to Maple Leaf Lodge.

      The mountain, the lodge, the town, all of it was named for the densely scattered maple trees that were a hallmark of this area. I wasn't sure if I was imagining it or not, but the air here smelled sweeter than being in a city like Blackwood or our beloved Heights.

      It was just… different.

      It was fresh.

      Which helped a lot, considering how much air I had to gulp into my lungs in order to make it up the hill leading up to the lodge.

      “Son of a bitch,” Brittany breathed, once we'd finally made it to the top. She stopped in front of the lodge, unclipping her cleats from her pedals to roll her bike into the stand located near the front door. “I could very easily never do another climb like that again.”

      “We had bigger climbs than that coming up here, come on,” I ribbed her.

      She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, maybe taller but not as steep. I've been training, but not that damn hard.”

      “You have been training,” I said. “You've been training hard. I meant to bring it up to you when we stopped for the night yesterday. I'm proud of you.”

      She propped her hand on her hip and took a long swig of her water before she answered. “What did you think, that I would just fall off because you weren't here?”

       “No, not at all,” I assured her. “I'm just saying, I'm glad you didn’t. Makes me feel like I may have made a little impression on you or something.”

      “Ohhhh,” she grinned. “The narcissism comes out.”

      I shrugged. “Just a little bit, just a little bit. But seriously.” I pointed at the lodge door. “We're about to go in here and do this, right?”

      B took a deep sigh, then put her water bottle back in the carrier attached to her bike. She went to her saddlebag that we’d both equipped to carry the things we’d need for our few days here in Sugar Valley, and took out a wallet that she held up and waved. “Yes,” she nodded. “Let's do it.”

      Before we went inside, we both changed shoes so that the metal tips on our cleats wouldn't damage the lodge floors. After that, I followed her inside, up to the counter where a pleasant-looking older black woman greeted us warmly.

      “Well don't y'all look sporty?” she gushed at both of us, then turned her attention to Britt. “You sure are wearing those lil shorts, I like that,” she told her, referring to Britt’s colorful bike shorts. “I need me some shorts like that to walk around in, give these folks around her something to talk about – and my man something to look at,” she laughed. “Ohhh, y’all have the special tops and helmets and all that! Y’all must be really serious about it.” She stopped talking for a moment to peer at me. “As a matter of fact…,” she said. “You kind of look like—”

      I shook my head, stopping her before she could get it out. “I get that all the time,” I told her. “And I consider it a compliment, so thank you.”

      She didn't look completely convinced that I wasn't Rafael De Luca, but she let it go either way, turning her attention back to Brittany, who gave her the information she needed for our room.

      “Well,” the woman said a few moments later, after she'd gotten everything verified. I was glad as hell Britt hadn't put my name on that reservation, because the last thing I felt like doing was answering any sort of questions. “The two of you will be in cabin 12, which is a two-bedroom. My name is Regina. If you need anything, you can come right back here and ask for me. If I'm not here, my son Ben will be here. Him or one of the other folks running around here somewhere.”

      “Thank you,” we both said and then walked away, both relieved that none of the awkwardness that often happened with Britt because of her skin condition had occurred. It certainly wasn't always, but it happened enough that you almost kinda expected people to be stupid.

      “Oh wait, wait, hold on!” Regina called as we were headed out the door. “I've just got one question I've gotta ask.”

      We both turned and she gave us a big smile. “Look at y'all,” she said. “Looking like something off the cover of a magazine, such good-looking young people.”

      Beside me, B stiffened. “What was the question?” she asked, keeping her voice pleasant, but I knew her well enough to know that she was on guard.

      Regina’s face brightened into an even bigger smile.

      “Y’all hungry?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      After we ate, Raf wanted to hike.

      All I wanted to do after the greens, macaroni and cheese, baked chicken and apple pie Regina Wilburn had stuffed us with, was crawl into my bed in our cabin and sleep it off.

      But, because Raf wanted to, after coming on this trip with me in the first place - and after risking his own life to save mine - humoring him with a hike was the least I could do.

      Besides… it couldn't hurt to work some of the food off.

      The only problem was, we'd been pretty limited with what we could pack for this trip. Anything we wanted to bring, we literally had to carry ourselves, either on our bikes or on our backs, both of which weighed you down.

      Slowed you down.

      So naturally, the instinct was to pack light, which didn't particularly include the type of gear you needed for a hike.

      Luckily, that was Sugar Leaf Lodge’s specialty.

      We hadn't talked about it yet, but I was glad to finally be here after having talked about this trip for so long. For years now at this point. I'd always been a little afraid to venture out, not wanting to subject myself to idiocy.

      But so far, I was kind of wondering if I was the idiot. Nobody seemed to be paying me much mind. Or maybe that was just because of where we were - perhaps these people just had too much of their own business to be concerned about my skin.

      “Wait, we're renting all this, including boots? So I've got to put my feet in rented boots some other sweaty bitch hiked in?” I asked Raf, who had been the one to approach the rental counter and get gear for both of us. 

      He shrugged. “There are socks too,” he said, as if that would make it any better.

      “Yeah, but once I actually start sweating in those things...”

      Sure it was spring now, so the weather was beautiful and not too hot. But exertion was going to make me sweat either way, and I was already missing the shower I hadn't taken after our ride.

      “Oh, I forgot, you be on your clean freak shit,” Raf teased. “It's just a little sweat, B. It's not going to kill you.”

      “Yeah, sweat and whatever other foot fungus this stranger danger girl who used the boots before me had.”

      He looked up to pin me with a playful glare. “Are you going to put the boots on or not?” he asked, obviously tired of my complaining.

      “I'm going to put the boots on. And talk all my shit while I do it.”

      Raf chuckled. “Fair enough.”

      

      Just over an hour after we rolled into Sugar Valley, we were headed up “Big Sugar” mountain after securing our bikes at our cabin. It was hella pretty up here, a completely different vibe than what I loved about the Heights. Home was all bricks and historic architecture, and sunlight and warm hues. Sugar Leaf Mountain was green foliage and fresh air and crisp blue sky filtering through the canopy of leaves.

      Raf had commented on how sweet the air smelled here, due to the abundance of maples. When he mentioned it before, while I was still huffing and puffing after the exertion of keeping up with him, I couldn't say I noticed it - my nose and other senses were much too occupied with the function of breathing. Now though, as we casually picked our way up the trail into the mountain, I could easily identify the bittersweet aroma the trees and their leaves infused into the air.

      Mama would have loved this, I mused to myself, but didn't say out loud. The anniversary of her death had passed a few months back. I felt her more than usual - which was really all the time anyway. With her birthday coming up – the event that had my raggedy-ass father feeling so nostalgic - her presence was more potent.

      If I owed my love of biking to anyone, it was Raf. But that never would have come along if my mother hadn't first instilled a love of the outdoors in me. We spent so much time in the tiny little patch of backyard that came with our brownstone, in every season. Any vegetable she could get to grow, she would. Any flower that could survive our changing climate, my mother made it flourish, even in less-than-ideal soil she spent brainpower and money amending to make work.

      Our house was full of plants, from real ones she taught me to dote on in the same way she did, to fake ones that she couldn’t grow, but wanted the feeling of anyway. Down to the magazines that decorated our coffee tables, and the books that lined the shelves.

      Even in her wardrobe, Mama wore a lot of florals and foliage prints, making her love for them shine through. As a child, I couldn't really understand why she went so hard with it.

      But then I got older.

      I grew up, and had my own relationships and experiences, and then I understood. This was her one thing she loved outside of her children, her “thing” that gave her joy. So as much as she could, she was giving her all to it, keeping something for herself.

      Some pleasure to hold on to that didn't remind her of my father. Something that didn't count on him, something that didn't look like him. Something that…  kind of annoyed him.

      I realized that later, once I’d fully lost my rose-colored glasses where my father was involved. I remembered thinking if I was my mom, I would have left his ass. Which was easy to think when it wasn’t actually my situation.

      She didn’t leave though.

      Whether it was because she felt like she couldn't, or simply didn't want to.

      She granted herself that one piece of petty though.

      Those damn flowers got on his nerves, which I think made her love them more.

      Looking around this place, I couldn't find it in me to understand why she’d never come here herself. This would have been my mom in her element, surrounded by the natural beauty of outdoors.

      But since she wasn't here, I could enjoy it for her, taking my time with every step and admiring the sounds of the birds, the trickle of water somewhere in the distance, the varying shades of green and brown and gold that all made this place beautiful.

      “I should take a picture of your face,” Raf said, and I looked up to where he was to find him grinning as he waited for me, several feet in the distance. “Like a little kids’ first look at Disneyworld,” he teased.

      “Whatever,” I laughed. “I'm just enjoying myself and taking it all in. Sorry if I'm not moving fast enough.”

      “Not that at all,” he assured me. “It's quiet, and peaceful out here. We can stay as long as you want.”

      So we did.

      Sometime later, we came upon a pretty little inlet with this magnificent, breathtaking waterfall. It took us time to pick our way up the trail to get to it, but once we did, all I could do was stand there in awe.

      At least, until I heard the familiar whining of a child.

      “Mama,” I heard and immediately stiffened.

      Of course I didn't know what it was actually about, but my own vanity and insecurity immediately assumed that fearful sound and cry was because of me.

      I peeked around at the other people who had taken the hike up the mountain today and stopped at the waterfall, scanning for eyes pointed in my direction. I hoped that it was just my paranoia kicking in.

      It wasn't.

      I did find eyes on me, only it wasn't from as small of a child as I thought. The little girl had to be twelve or thirteen years old, and she couldn't take her eyes off me as she tugged for her mother's attention. When her mother finally did turn in my direction, I turned away.

      “Let’s go ahead and move on,” I said to Raf, who had his phone out and was too busy taking snapshots of the falls to see any of this. At the sound of my voice, he lowered his cell, turning to me with concern in his eyes.

      “You all right?” he asked, and I nodded.

      “Yeah. I'm good, just ready to see something else.”

      “Okay…,” he agreed, though I could tell he wasn’t really convinced.

      Before we could get away though, I heard “Excuse me.”

      My shoulders went stiff again as I turned to find the woman and her daughter had actually approached us. I didn't say anything. I just looked, not knowing what was about to come out of her mouth, as nervous as she and the girl both seemed.

      “I'm sorry to bother you on your hike, but… my daughter…” she trailed off like she was having trouble finding the right words. “Um…your skin...”

      I tipped my head to the side, nostrils flared. “Yeah? What about it?” I asked, admittedly defensive.

      Her mouth gaped open. “It's just...”

      She looked down at her daughter, so I did too. My eyes went wide as the little girl tugged at the long-sleeved tee she was wearing, pulling it up to reveal familiar white patches of skin interrupting the expanse of brown on her arm.

      “I'm sorry for staring at you,” the little girl said. “I've just… I’ve never seen anybody as pretty as you, and your skin… it's like mine.”

      First, my heart leapt into my throat.

      Then it dropped somewhere around my feet.

      She was… me.

      This little girl was me ten or fifteen years ago, when I first noticed missing patches of melanin on my feet. I’d run screaming to my mother to ask her what was going on. Of course she hadn't known, thinking it was some sort of rash, or allergic reaction, or that I had gotten into some kind of chemicals. When the dermatologist gave us the diagnosis, we were both in denial for a while.

      It was just a few white spots on my toes.

      Maybe from being out in the sun too much.

      The years had certainly proven that wrong as my vitiligo spread, taking over every part of my body. There was no square foot of skin anywhere on me that wasn’t affected, but this little girl was just at the beginnings of it - probably the most terrifying part, when she and her parents probably were still confused about what was happening.

      She had to already be dealing with preteen hormones and all of that. It was hard enough as a little black girl in this world with everyone judging every part of you. Ready to pick you apart for not being smart enough, pretty enough, tall enough, short enough, athletic enough.

      Nothing enough.

      Never enough.

      And then she had to contend with this too.

      “Oh,” I said, a lame-ass first thing to say in response to something like this, with so many thoughts and emotions swirling in my head. But I really didn't know what to say, what comfort or support I could reasonably give.

      “What’s your name?” I asked her, and she glanced at her mother first, getting permission before she looked back at me.

      “Tiffany.”

      “How old are you?”

      “I'll be thirteen soon.” 

      I nodded. “Yeah, that's about how old I was when I first saw it too,” I told her. “Kind of scary, huh?”

      Tiffany gave me a sheepish grin. “It's really scary,” she said. “My mom doesn't like it, but… I always cover up when I go out. Cause I don't want anybody staring at me, or treating me like I'm contagious or something. But…” her eyes got wide and starry. “But you’re out here in shorts, and a tee-shirt. With your fine boyfriend,” she said, with a lowered voice and a shy glance at Raf, who had enough sense to look away and pretend he wasn't paying attention to any of it. “It… makes me not feel so bad. I’m sorry for interrupting your day, I just wanted to talk to you.”

      I wanted to tell her it would be okay.

      I wanted to tell her all sorts of platitudes about not caring what people thought, or being comfortable in her own skin, but the truth was that her almost-thirteen-year-old fears were the exact same as mine, and I was realizing now that I’d never grown out of them.

      I was still living with those very same fears and anxieties, those same insecurities, and had just been brave enough to take my first steps a few days ago. And only because Raf had agreed to come along. She was looking at me like I was some sort of knight in dappled armor, but the truth was… I was a coward. 

      “Tiffany... I'm not going to lie to you and say that it's not scary anymore, because it is. I'm scared all the time,” I told her, ignoring the side-eye her mother shot in my direction. “It’s going to spread, and you're going to hate it, and you're going to wish there was something, anything you could do about it. But there isn’t, and you have to come to terms with that. Come to terms with it early, so when you're my age you’re not a scaredy-cat like me.” I smiled at her. “I never would have been brave enough to walk up and start this conversation. So you’re already on a better track than me. Get used to people looking at you - it'll never stop. But you know what else will never change?” I asked as she stared at me, absorbing every word.

      “What?”

      “You’re brave,” I told her. “You’re a brave ass, pretty ass Black girl, and this skin condition? It can’t ever take that part away.”

      It wasn't enough.

      It didn’t feel like enough.

      And it wasn’t nearly everything I wanted to say.

      But at the moment, I was too overwhelmed, too caught off guard to give her something more substantive, something that she could really take with her and use.

      But she smiled at me like I’d just told her the secret to life.

      “Will you take a selfie with me?” she asked, and I immediately nodded.

      “Yes, of course.”

      She took a picture with her phone, and I took one with mine. As much of a moment as this was for her, it was one for me too - an unexpected one, that had gone the complete opposite of what I thought when that girl's mother got my attention. 

      I wanted a visual reminder.

      Once we were separated, and they’d gone on to tackle the rest of the trail, I turned to Raf.  I couldn’t keep the huge grin off my face. “Did you see that?” I asked, though obviously I knew he had. “Did you hear that?”

      “I did,” he nodded, returning my smile. “B…you just did so much for that little girl,” he said. “Just by… being here. Something that never would have happened if you were still somewhere hiding away. If you hadn’t finally come on this trip.”

      I rolled my eyes. “So what, are you saying it was fate or something?” I asked. “It was just a cool coincidence, don't make it deeper than that.”

      He scoffed. “Come on. I happened to ask you to come on this hike with me. We wouldn't have been here, at this time, if Regina hadn’t stopped us to eat. We wouldn't have been here in time for lunch if we hadn't gotten on the road when we did this morning, and we may have been too early if it wasn’t for the accident. And I could go on. But you happened to be on this mountain, at this specific rest stop, at the same time as that little girl. Coincidence?”

      “Okay fine,” I admitted, shaking my head.  “Maybe it was fate or something. I just…she looks like me, Raf! Her skin tone, that pretty ass face…”

      He agreed. “She does. And what would it have done for you as a little girl if you’d been able to see, right in front of your face, not an abstract… that your vitiligo doesn't make you not beautiful?”

      “It would have done a whole lot,” I acknowledged. “I would have cherished that.”

      “Yeah. And that's exactly what she's going to do with this.”

      Just the thought of that put me in the very best mood.

      It stayed with me through the rest of the hike, and all the way back to the main lodge. Inside, we changed back into the regular clothes that we’d stored in the lockers, and then took our rented gear back to the front desk. It was manned by a different person this time – another, younger black woman - whose face broke into a grin as soon as she saw us approaching.

      “Well I'll be damned,” she said, laughing. “Regina said the Rafael De Luca was here, and I didn't believe her.” She propped her elbows on the counter and leaned in. “Your recovery has been nothing short of amazing. I mean, I read this article in a medical journal, that used you an example – talked all about your injuries and how freaking nuts it was that you did that charity ride like seven months after your accident. And you’re here hiking too!”

      All of those words came tumbling out of her too fast for me to try to intervene, or play it off like Raf was just some look alike. I glanced back at him, knowing it was likely the last thing he wanted to talk about.

      He never really talked about it with me.

      However, he put on a pleasant face, like he always did to interact with people who were excited about him and his sport.

      “You said you read an article about it in a medical journal?” He deflected, focusing on that instead of anything else she’d said.

      “Yes,” she nodded. “I'm a doctor, so I read a lot of those. The doctor for the town actually, but because I’m seeing her son, Regina seems to think that she can make me work the front desk at the lodge when I’m supposed to be off,” she complained. “Which… obviously she can, I guess, based on the fact that I'm here.” She laughed. “I'm Kyle by the way. And that son I mentioned, Ben? He’s been milking a broken ankle around here for damn near a year now. I’m going to have to tell him about you.”

      “Good to meet you Kyle,” Raf said, laughing at her fussing. “We’ve got some gear to turn in. And thank you for your support too.”

      “Oh please,” she waved him off. “Watching you race and posting a few tweets is the very least we can do for the entertainment value athletes provide. Y'all are the ones quite literally putting your bodies on the line for this. After an accident like that, I wouldn’t have expected to see you on a bike for at least a year or two, and definitely not doing any major racing. What kind of physical therapy program were you on?” She asked, pulling out the extremely low-tech paper list we’d used to check out our gear.

      Raf shook his head, still smiling though his expression didn't reach his eyes. “I’m afraid that’s confidential.”

      “Can't say I blame you. Whatever your training team had you doing, they need to bottle and sell that.”

      Kyle took our gear from us, and the conversation ended as we headed out, to get back to our cabin. Still, as we got further down the road, Raf’s mood still seemed a lot lower than it had been right after we first finished our hike.

      I could be wrong, but it didn't seem like just a simple interaction like that with a fan, even with the reminder of the accident, should have pulled him down like that.

      “Hey,” I said, as we stepped through the front door of our two-bedroom cabin. “So… I've had my scared to do it but what the fuck, let's do it anyway moment here already.” I propped my hands on my hips. “So…your turn. Tell me what's going on with you.” 

      “Nothing, B,” he immediately lied, which rankled my nerves. It was so clear that something was wrong with him. That something had been wrong with him. I was tired of dodging the obvious.

      “So this is what we're going to do now?” I asked. “This is our friendship, after being apart for so long? We lie to each other's faces?” 

      “Just let it go,” he kind of snapped at me, walking away.

      But really, I didn't give a shit about his attitude.

      “No,” I countered, blocking his path. “I'm not going to just let it go. Because if the situation were reversed, you wouldn't just let it go either. Tell me what's going on. What are you doing here? And why are you so cagey about your recovery? You’re back on your feet, and it’s great! Shouldn’t you be glad about that?”

      “I'm retiring, okay?” Raf growled, throwing his hands up in defeat. When I met his eyes, they were so aimless and exhausted that I felt terrible just that quickly for pushing it.

      For pushing him.

      “Everybody wants to know why I won't get back on the bike, when I’ll race again. Well the answer is never, because the truth behind this “miraculous” recovery that everybody is so pressed about is that I fucking cheated, and I hate myself for it. There you go. That's the truth. You happy now?”

      Frowning, I shook my head. “No, I'm not happy. What the fuck? What do you mean you cheated? You can't cheat your way out of injuries like that, Raf. What does that even mean?”

      “It means that I was done. It means that my training sessions were horrible. I’d lost all my stamina from laying around in the hospital, my muscle tone was fucked. And so… something was done about it. Not something that was supposed to get done, but… it's done now. And I can't undo it.”

      My eyes narrowed for a moment as I tried to put together the pieces of what he was saying without actually saying anything.

      “Steroids,” I breathed, catching on to what he was speaking about. How could I not, after the way one of the most prominent riders in the world had rocked the entire sport for the same thing. “I… How could you, Raf?” I asked, barely believing what I knew he was telling me.

      He scoffed. “You know…  B, your guess is as good as mine. But it's done now. And I haven't raced for a prize since then. Because I know the shit isn’t okay.”

      “You’re still doing it?” I asked, suddenly wondering about the speed and stamina he'd shown on the way here. I had admired that about him, that he'd been able to get back up and become the same athlete he’d been before, all over again.

      But it was built on a lie.

      “No,” he answered immediately. “Not in a long ass time, not that it makes the shit better. It was just for training. Just to get past what the accident did, so I could… work. But I know what's done is done, and I know it's not fair to the other riders. So I removed myself from the equation. I won't race again.” He blew out a ragged sigh. “And somehow… it still doesn't make it feel any better. I don't feel any less guilty for it.”

      “I… don't know what to say,” I told him. “I don't know what you want me to say to you.”

      “I don't know what you should say either,” he shrugged. “You pressed me for an answer, and I gave it. And now… I'm going to take a shower.”

      He left me standing there in the hall that led to both bedrooms, with my head swirling with questions and confusion. I went to take my own shower, letting the conversation replay in my mind while I immersed myself under the hot spray of water.

      I couldn't believe he’d done that shit. 

      Integrity was built into the core of any professional athlete.

      It had to be.

      Not just athletes, but anybody who was doing something that involved living out their passion.

      Cheating wasn't an option.

      Raf had never been one to engage in the legal things he could do in races to not necessarily up his own chances, but to lower his competitors’. He’d always raced with integrity.

      Always.

      So for him to stand in my face and tell me he'd done something so drastic, so unforgivable as far as the sport was concerned…

      That wasn't the Raf I knew and loved.

      But… it wasn't like he’d done it just to give himself some competitive edge. He was trying to recover from a horrific accident that could've left him unable to get back on the bike at all, whether he wanted to or not.

      He was just trying to heal.

      Still… as he’d acknowledged, steroids weren’t the type of thing where you were one-and-done. Just because it was out of your system, just because it wouldn't show up on a drug test, didn't mean you hadn't already reaped the benefits. And no matter how you wanted to spin it… it wasn't playing fair.

      It was all fucked up.

      Besides his obvious trauma from the accident, and the potential for getting back on the bike to trigger what had to be awful memories, he'd been living with the guilt of doing something wrong just to get back to doing something he loved.

      It must have been eating away at him.

      That's why he seemed so much older now - why he seemed so weary.

      I wondered if his parents knew about this steroids thing. There was no way they could have known beforehand, no way they wouldn't have talked him out of something like that. So they'd undoubtedly been bombarding him with pressure too.

      I… couldn’t stay mad at him.

      Not knowing what he'd been facing on his own.

      I got out of the shower and dressed in comfortable clothes, heading to the kitchen where I pulled out one of the pre-prepared meals I’d selected when I first made our reservation. I decided not to bother Raf, to let him have whatever time to himself he needed after revealing himself like that.

      He didn’t take long though.

      He emerged from his room in sweats and a t-shirt, hands stuck deep in his pockets. Eyes uncertain.

      “Hey,” I said from my seat at the counter, looking up from my cell phone. “You good?”

      What a stupid ass question.

      Of course he wasn't good.

      But he nodded anyway, because that was who he was - never wanting me to be concerned about him, even when I had plenty of cause for it.

      “Are we good?” he countered my question, stopping at the edge of the kitchen.

      “When have we ever not been?” I asked, frowning. “Am I disappointed? Yes, I am. It really blows me that you would do something like that without considering the long-term consequences. But the fact that you feel bad about it… that you feel guilty enough to not race again… that says a whole lot more about your character to me, than a decision you made during the hardest time of your life. So of course we're good. Come here,” I said, holding out my arms.

      And of course he did, wrapping me in a tight hug and not letting go for a long time.

      But I didn't mind that.

      Not at all.

      He smelled so good, sweet and spicy and earthy, and I could certainly handle living with that in my nostrils for a while. But… he felt good too, felt like safety and comfort and home, and I wasn’t about to cut that feeling short unprompted.

      But at some point it had to end, obviously.

      When he finally pulled back, he didn't immediately let me go. Instead he took a moment, staring at me again like I was something he’d never seen before.

      “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “Just… for being you,” he answered, and I smiled.

      But he still didn't let me go.

      He leaned in, pressing his lips to my forehead for a soft kiss. And then… he leaned a little further, dipping his head to press his lips to my lips, still soft but not at all as usual as the forehead kiss had been.

      No… this was different.

      This was brand new.

      This was… confusing, and arousing, and completely opposite of anything he and I were supposed to be doing.

      But I didn't want it to stop.

      In fact, I moved my arms from where they’d been around his waist to reach up, raking my fingers through the soft coils of his facial hair to pull him closer as I kissed him back.

      I'd never indulged any fantasies about Raf, despite my practical knowledge that he was a good-looking man. Now though, I wondered how I'd missed how completely kissable his lips were, or the broadness of his shoulders as I draped my arms across them, or how good the heat of his body felt between my legs as he pressed closer.

      His tongue slipped into my mouth, warm and sweet, and I gladly welcomed it, massaging it with mine. His hands went to my hips, gripping and pulling me closer as the kiss deepened.

      And then the oven timer went off.

      We snatched away from each other like we were on fire, and I immediately went to the oven to pull the pan of chicken spaghetti out.

      I swallowed, hard. “Are you hungry?” I asked, desperate to put my energy and attention into something, anything, other than acknowledging what had just happened between us.

      “I could eat,” he said, from so far away that I turned around to find him all the way in the living room.

      “Okay,” I nodded. “I'll fix us some plates.”

      I turned back to the stove, busying myself with the food. But nothing I did could stop the pleasant tingling sensation that still lingered at my lips.

      Raf had kissed me.

      And I had kissed him back.

      What the fuck have we done?
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      Nobody cares about your skin as much as you do.

      Nobody cares about your skin as much as you do.

      I repeated those words to myself in the mirror as I surveyed my appearance.

      You’d think that after the encounter with Tiffany yesterday, I’d still be basking in the confidence and self-worth I’d encouraged in her. But the way my insecurity was set up…

      Shit.

      I'd purposely chosen something that would push my boundaries of comfort, since I felt like there was no point in coming on the trip if I wasn't going to really go for it. There was just so much skin showing in the flowy tank top and cutoff shorts I’d packed for this last night here at Sugar Valley. In the morning, it would be back to bike gear for the ride back to the Heights, which we were taking on all in one day instead of splitting it like we did on the way here.

      Oh!

      And we were pretending the kiss hadn't happened, apparently. 

      I couldn't tell if Raf was just following my lead or not, but he hadn't said anything about it all day, and I certainly wasn't about to be the one to bring it up. We’d served up dinner afterward and went about that pretty awkwardly until we called it a night. The next morning - this morning – we’d gone out and explored the town. We’d toured an abandoned vineyard, and gone on another hike - anything we could do to stay too busy to have to address the huge we're supposed to just be friends elephant in the room.

      And now we were going out for drinks.

       Just at Maple, the restaurant and bar attached to the main lodge. Everyone else seemed to take it as a very casual thing, so I didn't feel like my tank top and shorts were necessarily out of place.

      I just felt so… completely exposed.

      But I couldn't keep being a coward.

      Or can I?

      As if to answer my question, my phone pinged a few seconds later, while I was still staring myself down in the mirror. I went for it, my eyes growing big at the sight of a text from Jules.

      “You killed this shit Britt! – Jules.”

      “Sneak peek. – Jules.”

      There was a picture attached, and I couldn’t tap it fast enough, anxious to see this sneak peek I hadn’t expected.

      As soon as it filled my screen, I gasped.

      Seeing myself in the mirror in that lingerie was one thing.

      Seeing myself as the camera did, with everything perfectly staged - hair and makeup done, with this sultry expression I barely recognized on my face…

      I was hot.

      I was really, really hot.

      I couldn’t help the loud squeal that ripped from my throat, and a moment later there was a knock at the door to my room. I rushed out of the bathroom, phone in hand to snatch open my door and shove the screen in Raf’s face.

      “Look at this,” I said.

      At first, he reeled back, not knowing what the hell was going on. But then he recovered, looking confused as hell as he took the phone from me to see what I was talking about. I stared in his face, not wanting to miss a single second of his reaction.

      “Fuck,” he mouthed, very subtly - something I wouldn't have seen if I hadn't been watching him so close. He quickly fixed his face though, clearing the initial lustful reaction from his eyes before he put on his usual dazzling smile. “B, this is hot,” he told me, handing the phone back. “I'm proud of you for going on and going through with it. And look how it turned out!” 

      “Right?!” I gushed. “These last few days have been like… the best time of my life. First you show up out of the blue. I get to do this photoshoot and it actually turns out well. And then yesterday, meeting that little girl and getting to have that experience of actually inspiring somebody…”

      And I know you're not going to forget that kiss, right?

      I immediately cleared that thought away. Obviously, the kiss had been an embarrassing fluke, and there was no way I was about to mess up the vibe of this moment worrying about that.

      “I'm happy for you,” Raf said, pulling me into a swift half hug. “You deserve it.”

      “Thank you,” I said, beaming up at him.

      “Is that what was taking you so long to get ready? You in here looking at yourself?” he teased.

      “No, actually,” I corrected him. “I was in here taking so long because I was busy picking myself apart and rethinking my entire life. You know, the usual steps to get ready to go out?”

      “Uh-huh,” he laughed. “Well, you look good. Now can we go have these drinks, so we can get our asses back here, and get some rest for this ride tomorrow?”

      “I know you're not rushing me,” I said. “You're the one who wanted to go back up on the mountain, and go do this, and go do that all these tiring things.”

      He put a hand to his chest. “I'm just trying to make the most of the trip,” he said. “Maximizing memories.”

      More like keeping us distracted.

      “Uh-huh,” was what actually came out of my mouth. “Let's go.”
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        * * *

      

      “So what are you going to do now?” I asked, nudging Raf’s shoulder.

      We were seated at the bar at Maple, tucked into a little quiet corner to ourselves while the rest of the bar socialized around us - playing darts, dancing, singing along to the music, yelling at whatever sports rotated onto the big screen TVs. I didn't want to do any of those things, I just liked the atmosphere it created.

      Perfect for me to force addressing the unspoken question between us.

      Well, one of them.

      I still wasn't bringing that damn kiss up.

      Raf shrugged and then picked his glass up, taking a sip from his Mauve and coke. “I've been thinking about that, actually. Where I want to live, what I want to do with my life moving forward. That's been on my mind a lot.”

      “Well yeah, I'd hope,” I teased. “I mean, your bills are going to have to get paid somehow, right?”

      Raf chuckled. “Yeah, somehow. I've got savings though,” he assured me. “Enough that I don't really have to be worried about money for a while.”

      “That's good,” I told him. “That means you can focus on something you're passionate about. Something else you're passionate about,” I amended my words.

      Ever since I’d known Raf, cycling was his thing. His first love, and the love of his life. As heartbreaking as it was that he was now in a position where he was forced to give it up - professionally at least - I knew there were other things Raf enjoyed. Other things he was good at, that could at least help fill the void.

      “I think I'm going to tear some shit up,” he mused, and I frowned.

      “Okay… you know I'm going to need some clarification for that, right?” I asked, the confusion in my tone making him laugh.

      “My bad,” he said. “You know I told you I ran into Sean Keahi that first day I got here? That's just been on my mind since then. How good it used to feel to just walk onto the construction site where something needs to be demolished or destroyed and just work out all that aggression.”

      “I see… so that's what you’re thinking about now? You want to renovate houses?” I asked. “Or do you just want to destroy the houses?”

      “I’m not going to front with you – right now, it’s more about tearing shit up,” he admitted. “But… it wouldn't be so bad to find something I can make my own. Something in bad shape, that I can rebuild from nothing, you know?”

      I grinned. “Are you getting all metaphorical on me again?” I asked.

      “Not intentionally, but if the shoe fits...” He shook his head. “I can’t believe I’m in a position where I have to have this conversation right now you know? This whole what's next talk shouldn't be happening for another… ten years, or some shit. But I fucked it up. And now look where I am.”

      “You were going through probably the toughest time in your life. I'm not trying to excuse it, or make it out to suddenly be okay,” I assured. “I'm just saying it’s understandable.”

      “Being understandable doesn't make it right though.” Raf leaned back, finishing off the rest of his drink.

      Silence lingered between us, and I let it, because I didn't know what to say.

      What the hell was I supposed to say?

      We both knew it was wrong.

      We both know how badly he’d fucked up.

      What was really the point of dwelling on it, now that it was done?

      Before the silence became awkward and I had to say something to fill the space, applause erupted around the bar. I glanced to where the commotion was coming from, looking back just in time to see a woman flinging herself into a man's arms for a hug as the people around them clapped. My gaze zeroed in on her hands as she flexed her fingers to admire what was undoubtedly a brand-new ring.

      A proposal.

      I smiled a bit as I turned back to the bar to take a long swig from my drink. It wasn't that I had anything against love - love was beautiful. But I'd be lying if I said that watching other people being loved while I was still struggling to find someone I liked well enough to get to that place wasn’t a little bit disheartening.

      “What's with that look on your face?” Raf asked, nudging me with his knee. “You used to be a whole sap, you loved stuff like that.”

      “I still do,” I admitted. “But I don't know… I just…I know I'm way too young to be worried about this, but I wonder if it'll ever happen for me, you know?” I explained. “Every relationship I get into always fails so spectacularly that it doesn’t feel like a possibility for me.”

      “Join the club,” Raf said, motioning for the bartender to bring us fresh drinks, though we’d already passed our agreed-upon two-each threshold. “All those international girls, they only want me for my body. This brooding, emo personality doesn't do shit for them.”

      I laughed. “Oh I find that incredibly hard to believe,” I teased them. “You’re like a straight to streaming romantic movie wet dream. We’re gonna put you in an abandoned lighthouse or something by the sea. You can renovate it. We’ll make you a widower. It would break viewing records.”

      “Wow, that’s how you do me?”

      “I’m just saying - I can craft the visual to get you married off.”

      He shook his head. “I’ll tell you what - let's revisit that in about 5 years. I still don't know what I'm doing with my life right now remember?”

      “Right,” I nodded. “Yeah.”

      “I'm kind of feeling the plan of staying in the Heights, you know?” He asked. “Most of the family has moved away, gone on to other cities, but I like it there. It feels like home. My friends are there. You're there. Like I said… find me a little spot I can rebuild, and… figure the rest out from there.”

      “And then you find some hussy to move in with you, while I turn into the old maid that lives over the bike shop. Maybe I can scare kids for Halloween…,” I mused, as Raf frowned.

      “B cut the shit,” he said. “You’re acting like nobody wants you.”

      “And you're acting like I have dudes lined up for a prime spot! Why don't you show me all these guys who supposedly want me?”

      He scoffed. “How about you just wait and see how your little hot-in-the-pants pictures come out?”

      “Wow,” I giggled. “My little hot-in-the-pants pictures, is that what we're calling them?

      “I'm just calling it like I see it. They’re certainly not a family-friendly-neighborhood-bike shop look.”

      “I was wearing blue, which is entirely family-friendly. Blue is a primary color.”

      Raf shook his head, accepting his fresh drink from the bartender and taking a long swig. “Trust me B. There ain't shit primary about you in that lingerie.”

      I sucked my teeth. “Yeah, sure, whatever.”

      Raf chuckled, wrapping his arm around my neck to pull me into him so he could kiss my forehead again.

      Always with the fucking forehead kisses, as if he hadn't put a real one on me last night.

      “Ain't no it's whatever,” he said, right into my ear.

      “And we've established that you have to say that, didn't we?”

      “We established no such thing,” he grunted against my ear, so close that his lips brushed my skin. “Anybody you let close enough to see you in some shit like that…I hope they understand it's a damn privilege.”

      I bit my lip, still looking ahead instead of turning my gaze in his direction.

      “Would you?” I asked.

      I could feel him looking at me, feel the intensity of his dark eyes boring into me.

      Trying to see through me.

      “Don't doubt that either,” he said, still close as hell, letting his lips brush my neck. Just gently… enough to be a mistake. Enough for it to just be that he didn't realize how close to me he was.

      But then he did it again… a firmer brush this time.

      Purposeful.

      I shuddered as he pressed, actually kissing me there, in that delicate curve of my neck. His arm around me drew closer as his tongue flicked against my skin in a quick motion that made my thighs clench. He did that again, trailing his way up my ear, nipping my earlobe before he traveled back down.

      What the hell is this?

      Once again, I was confused as hell about the difference in this exchange of energy between us - but I sure as hell didn't want it to stop. I leaned further into him, biting my lip to stifle a moan as he sucked my sensitive flesh between his teeth. Kissing and biting me like we were… anything else.

      Not friends.

      There was nothing friendly about this.

      He pulled away, cupping his fingers under my chin. I expected him to say something, but he didn’t - he just kept staring at me. So finally… I broke the silence between us.

      “Maybe we should head back to our cabin.”

      “Yeah,” he nodded, his eyes dark with lust. “Maybe so.”

      So…

      That was what we did.

      The walk back to the cabin was silent, charged with a nervous, electric sort of arousal that was utterly foreign to me when it came to Raf. Once we arrived, we lingered inside the front door, neither of us knowing what to do – how to move forward with this unspoken agreement we seemed to have made.

      “What the hell is this?” I blurted out, stepping back to put some distance between us.

      Raf shrugged. “How many times do I have to tell you… I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing anymore. With my career, with my parents, with my life. With you. With anything.”

      “Then why would we… do this?” I asked. “We’re friends. We’ve always been friends.”

      “If that’s what you want—”

      “Is it not what you want?” I interrupted, eyes wide. “You want something different?”

      He huffed. “I don’t know what I want. You’re the one with her head together, B. That’s why I’m asking you.”

      “My head is not together,” I denied. “Maybe before you kissed me it was, but now I know what your lips feel like, and… you’ve got me all confused. Because I… I can’t stop thinking about them. Can’t stop wondering about more, and you’re acting like… like this is fine.”

      “You think this is easy for me?” he countered. “I can’t get the taste of your lips out of my mouth. Can’t keep my mind from wandering, wanting to taste the others—”

      “Do you see?!” I shrieked. “That should completely freak me out! You, my best friend in the world talking about wanting to taste my pussy, and I… why does that turn me on?”

      Raf’s long, powerful legs ate up the distance between us, but he stopped just short of touching me. “Because maybe you want this more than you want to admit.”

      “And what if it’s a mistake? How do we know we aren’t just… completely messing our friendship up?”

      “We don’t.”

      Two little words that… certainly weren’t meant as a deterrent. It was a volley, lobbing the ball back to me for an impossible decision – one that a week ago wasn’t the vaguest possibility.

      It wasn’t even a consideration.

      Now though, out of nowhere, there was undeniable… heat. Or maybe it wasn’t as out of nowhere as it felt right now – perhaps just suppressed under the weight of a friendship that meant everything to me.

      “We never did light the fireplace.”

      Those words, from Raf’s lips, came from so far left of our immediate conversation that I frowned.

      “What?”

      “The fireplace,” he said, stepping around me to move in that direction. “It was one of the things you talked about doing – one of your to-do list items, remember? Cider in front of the fire. We can’t leave without doing it.”

      I shook my head. “Raf, I—”

      “The cider, B,” he interrupted, in a firm tone that didn’t invite any argument. “You asked for it on the reservation, so it’s already in the fridge. Get it.”

      I did.

      I got the cider, and he lit the fire, and we sat together on the couch in front of it, as if we hadn’t walked back to this cabin with entirely different intentions. Of course I didn’t know what to say, because I never did lately, it seemed.

      “Prom night,” he spoke, finally, his voice thick with quiet nostalgia. “That was the night I was finally going to say something.”

      I pulled my gaze from the roaring fire to look at his profile – admiring the glow of the fire on his golden skin as he stared into it.

      “Say something about what?”

      The corners of his mouth pulled into a smile before he turned my way. “About the fact that I was in love with you.”

      I frowned, confused. Raf and I had gone to our senior prom together as friends – he’d never given me the slightest hint of anything more. And just when I was about to tell him so – to remind him of how that night had been, he spoke again first.

      “But you… you were just… so damned grateful,” he said, giving a bitter edge to that last word. “I’d asked you to go to prom with me, and you… you never considered that it was anything other than benevolence. You never wasted an opportunity to express what a good friend you thought I was – especially that night. You were so fucking beautiful in that mint green dress, thanking me. You were beyond certain, that there was somebody else I’d rather have on my arm, but you loved that I was a good enough friend to… sacrifice my night. To make sure you had yours. You remember that?”

      I wet my dry lips with my tongue, and nodded. “Of course I remember our prom – it’s one of my favorite high school memories.”

      Honestly.

      He’d picked me up in a limo, and brought me a corsage, and lavished me with attention. I’d felt like royalty the whole time, because of him. At a time when my confidence was at a particularly low point.

      “It’s one of my worst,” he admitted, shaking his head. “I had worked up all this courage, was going to tell you the truth – that I wanted to be more than your friend. Sean used to tease me about it – calling it a crush. I never had a crush on you though. I was in love with you. But you were so fucking adamant, that I… I just couldn’t do it. You needed me to be your friend, so that’s what I remained.”

      “You can’t be serious,” I told him, letting out a dry laugh. “Raf, you’d grown out of your awkward stage, by senior year. You were this tall, gorgeous boy with curly hair and an Italian accent – you could have any girl you wanted. I’m supposed to believe that out of everyone, you chose me?”

      “Why the fuck not?!” he snapped, moving in closer to me. “Why, B? I wanted you then – hell, I want you now.”

      “Raf-”

      “Do not downplay what I’m saying to you.”

      I huffed. “I’m not, but you’ll have to forgive me for wondering what the hell this is, and where it’s coming from,” I said. “We left the bar to come back here for a reason, and now you’re coming with this?!”

      “So what – you think I’m saying this to you to get some ass?” he asked, glaring at me. “As far as I was concerned, that wasn’t even an option anymore – I did the fire and shit for the exact opposite reason. To cut the tension, and make you happy again!”

      “How the hell was I supposed to know that?”

      “Why the hell wouldn’t you?!” Raf growled. “B… I love you.” He took my face in his hands, holding me in place and forcing me to look at him. “I love you,” he repeated. “And if you think I’d set up some little corny scenario just to get some ass from you… damn. I can’t seem to stop fucking up.” He dropped his hands from my face, and shook his head.

      When he stood up, it felt like the world was ending.

      He was only a few steps away when I jumped up after him, grabbing his arm to stop his forward motion.

      “This is going completely wrong,” I said, when he turned to face me.

      “Yeah,” he agreed. “It is. And it’s my bad, I shouldn’t have—”

      I didn’t give him a chance to get the rest of that out.

      I threw my arms around his neck, pulling myself up to kiss him, trusting that he’d catch me and balance us.

      He did.

      His strong arms anchored around my waist, hauling me closer as he kissed me back – yet another completely different kiss. Bruising and raw, filled with all the unfiltered passion neither of us was interested in holding back any longer.

      He pulled me to the floor, and of course I went along with it – I would have gone along with a lot for more of his apple-cider flavored kisses. This time, when he brought his mouth to my neck to kiss and suck there, awkwardness didn’t cross my mind at all.

      It just felt good.

      It wasn’t that I was no longer confused about this shift between us – I was confused as hell.

      Baffled.

      But my desire for this – this intimacy with Raf – was crystal clear.

      There wasn’t a single thing I wanted more.

      There wasn’t a single thing that could possibly be better than the weight of Raf on top of me, covering every visible inch of me with kisses before he moved on to uncover more.

      We traded kisses back and forth as we undressed each other. When we were done, none of the usual self-consciousness crept in – I had zero desire to put out the lights, or cover myself up, not with Raf looking at me like he wanted to swallow me whole.

      He was beautiful.

      I couldn’t say he was as imagined, because I’d never allowed myself to follow that trail of thought. Seeing him though… it was an experience. He was tall and well-muscled, with powerful thighs and a sculpted chest and stomach, and… a dick.

      Raf’s dick was something I’d never considered.

      But of course, I had to now, and it was as well made as the rest of him – thick and beautifully veined. We spread out the blanket from the couch, making ourselves comfortable on top of it.

      Me on my back.

      Raf on top of me, resting between my parted legs.

      Skin to skin.

      Closer than we’d ever been before.

      …

      It was perfect.

      I watched, spellbound, as Raf sucked one of my nipples into his mouth, hard enough that my eyes fluttered closed in reaction to the moment of pain before the pleasure. When I opened my eyes, his gaze was on mine, gauging my response as he sucked again – this time, it was so good that my back arched away from the floor.

      His eyes glittered in triumph.

      It went on like that, with his mouth on me, sucking and licking and kissing and biting to find all the most pleasurably sensitive areas on my body. He teased me everywhere, from my collarbone to my belly button, and then dipped lower, spreading my legs wide. He rained kisses along the insides of my thighs, nibbled along the bottom cuff of my ass cheeks, tortured me with feather-light licks to all my sensitive places, working me into a ball of nerves, ready to beg.

      And then, he closed his mouth over me.

      My head rocked back, eyes snapping closed as he lapped me with his tongue, slipping and sliding through my slick, hypersensitive folds. I couldn’t help myself from digging a hand into his hair, burying my fingers in his curls as I rocked my hips in time with the attention from his mouth.

      It was blissful.

      Tension coiled deep in my belly as he pressed his face deeper between my legs, hooking my thighs over his shoulders. I clenched my eyes tight, halfway certain that I was going to – that I had to – explode from the overwhelming pleasure.

      And so I did.

      I came hard, with both hands dug into his hair, thighs clenched so tight around his neck it was a wonder he could breathe – he seemed content though, happily slurping and licking me clean as the orgasm wracked my body.

      I was still practically vibrating when he started kissing his way back up my stomach. By the time he made it up to my neck, I’d managed to open my eyes. I grinned when he brought his face back in line with mine.

      “What?” I asked, curious about the supremely satisfied look in his eyes.

      “Stracciatella,” he murmured, against my lips. “I always knew you’d be sweet to the taste buds.”

      I barely had time to absorb those words before he plunged into me, taking my breath away with that one, intensely deep stroke. My mouth fell open, and stayed that way as he started moving, overwhelmed by how insanely good he felt.

      How perfectly we fit together.

      Like it was meant to be.

      He captured my mouth in a kiss as he sank into me again, caressing my tongue in tandem with his strokes. I draped my arms around his shoulders, pulling him closer – wanting to get as close as I could as he buried himself deep enough in me to fuse us together.

      I wouldn’t have minded being stuck like this with him.

      That was just how amazing he felt, how perfect this was.

      I didn’t want it to end.

      I never wanted it to end, never wanted to know what life was like without Raf inside me. He hooked my legs over the bend of his arm, then over his shoulders, going impossibly, perfectly deeper, so deep I’d swear I felt him from my fingertips to my toes, and every single nerve ending that lay between.

      That familiar tightness built in my stomach as he plunged, faster, as sweat built between us and our moans and groans of pleasure filled the room. He didn’t take his mouth from mine, kissing harder as he stroked me harder. Faster, harder, deeper, until… again, I exploded.

      I felt it everywhere, in a million tiny bursts of pleasure at once that snatched away my ability to breathe, think, see, to do anything except… feel.

      And I felt magnificent.

      Another burst of pleasure rushed through me as he plunged into me one last time, grunting his way through his own explosion as my body milked him.

      “Holy shit,” he breathed, mirroring my exact thoughts as he collapsed on top of me.

      Neither of us moved – we just went back and forth, trading space for our chests as our breathing calmed to a normal rhythm. After a while, he rolled off of me but stayed close, pulling the blanket around our naked bodies.

      I had no desire to move.

      No desire to leave this moment, to leave this space where we’d just irreparably changed the course of our friendship. I just wanted to stay right here, with no regard for… whatever came next.

      I wasn’t ready yet to consider anything else.
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      It was surreal.

      Actually waking up with B in my bed was wholly different from the idea of it.

      Britt and I had slept in the same bed before, platonically, so there was no particular intrigue attached to her merely being there.

      It was all in the details.

      She was naked.

      Because that was how we'd fallen asleep after finally pulling ourselves up from in front of the fire, putting it out, taking a shower. 

      Going another round.

      This was how we ended up, the very best of friends, naked in bed together.

      B was beautiful.

      I know I thought that a lot, but seriously.

      Britt was fucking beautiful.

      I could tell she didn't think I knew she was awake yet, but I’d been watching the slow rise and fall of her bare breasts for at least an hour before her breathing pattern changed as she woke. Admiring the patchwork of black and white that to me, made her even more beautiful - more unique. Not to fetishize her, but visually, the contrast of deep brown and stark white that made up the expanse of skin covering her breasts, stomach, arms, thighs… everywhere.

      It was striking. 

      I hated that she didn't see the beauty in that difference.

      But I’d never front like I didn't understand. People could be cruel, and more than that, they could be ignorant. Even worse… they could be both things at once.

      I knew firsthand how much of that B had been subjected to, especially during that ultra-sensitive period that was junior high and high school.

      The teasing, the stares, the whispers, and just weird ass behavior in general - all that shit imprinted on her, and I'd personally dried many of her tears about it.

      But we were off that shit now.

      As far as I was concerned, I was going to be there for her in a way that counteracted every lousy relationship, every fake ass friend, every fuckboy she’d dealt with.

      Maybe it was corny, maybe I was a sap, whatever.

      I loved this girl, and had for a long time.

      Now that we’d finally followed the natural cycle of our friendship to a place I couldn't help believing it was always supposed to be, nothing was going to fuck it up.

      Not even us.

      Not the uncertainties, the doubts, the fears of ruining our friendship.

      I had considered this possibility for too long, even as I respected her apparent desire for our friendship to remain just that - a friendship. But the thing was, I didn't see it as a requirement that we had to be either-or.

      One thing or the other.

      We were friends down to the core, and nothing was going to change that. 

      But… she was nervous.

      That was why she hadn't said anything yet, was still pretending to be asleep as she laid in the curve of my arm. There was one thing I knew now that she was very, very comfortable with, so I decided to make the first move.

      I was nothing if not willing to touch her.

      I used the hand that wasn't anchored underneath her to reach for her bare breast, cupping and caressing, moving to pinch one solid black-cherry toned nipple between my fingers.

      That got her to stop faking.

      “Well, good morning to you too,” she grumbled, obviously awake but still groggy as she pressed herself against my hand - indicating that she welcomed the early morning attention.

      So I took it further.

      Moved my hand down, sliding it over her stomach, to push between her thighs. She parted her legs for me, just enough for my fingers to slip between her folds, already wet and ready for me to use as lubrication. I coated my forefinger and thumb in her juices, then moved back to pull her clit between my fingers.

      She immediately gasped, her body launching away from the bed as I pinched her there. Not too hard, but just enough for the pressure and pleasure to be unrelenting.

      The arm that had been trapped underneath her, I used now to hook around her waist, pulling her back down to the bed as my thumb and forefinger started a steady back and forth pattern with her clit in between.

      “Oh my God,” she whispered, panting as my kneading between her legs rocketed her into a state of squirming and moaning and begging.

      That was a little thing I discovered last night - how ultra-sensitive she was. I ignored her pleas for relief of the pressure – the pleasure - choosing instead to take her in a different direction.

      Release.

      It didn't take very long.

      This was another newly discovered thing for me, just how much I enjoy watching her cum. The sounds she made, the look on her face, the way her body spasmed and twisted in response to what she was feeling. 

      That shit was a masterpiece.

      Sights and sounds I could very easily get addicted to, or maybe already was. I maneuvered myself on top of her, spreading her legs I took a position between them to kiss my way down her naked body to my ultimate destination.

      Yes.

      It was definitely an impending addiction.

      I lost myself in the taste and aroma of Britt’s pussy, teasing and licking and kissing and lapping her with my tongue until she was putting on that stellar orgasm performance all over again. This time, with the added bonus of me having a front-row seat.

      I relished the privilege of it, licking her clean until I had to tell myself to stop - I didn't want to risk leaving her too sensitive down there for us to make the ride back home in a few short hours.

      Very quickly, I discovered that I was the only one concerned about that.

      As soon as I came up for the bothersome necessity of air, Britt was urging me upward, insisting she needed me inside her.

      That was a weakness of mine – one of many.

      I'd never been able to deny B something she claimed to need.

      Not that this particular thing was a burden.

      Burying myself as deep in her pussy as anatomy would allow was far from a burden.

      We both let out these incredibly pleased sighs, as if this was our first time all over again. But it had nothing to do with being first, and everything to do with how perfectly we meshed together, how impossibly neatly we fit.

      I brought my face to hers, ready to take this whole thing to a more intimate level with the taste of her tongue, but she turned away.

      “Raf, I haven't brushed my teeth yet!”

      I grabbed her under the chin, turning her face back to mine. “I really don't give a shit about that.”

      And that was all it took.

      We were right back to the moment, with my tongue in her mouth letting her see just how sweet she tasted - hopefully offering a preliminary explanation for why I planned to have my head between her legs as much as humanly possible.

      This wasn't exactly what I’d come back for, and of course I understood that we still had plenty to discuss. Not just about us, but about what I'd very suddenly revealed to her.

      It wasn't neat.

      It was messy as hell.

      But I'd be damned if I was going to let that stop me.

      I'd already given up enough. 

      So for now, I cleared all that from my head, focusing on the moment. The softness of Britt’s lips against mine, the rake of her fingers along my scalp, her nails digging into my shoulders. The pure bliss of being buried inside her, surrounded by her.

      Only the positives.

      None of the negatives.

      Making her feel as good as she made me feel.

      Nothing that could lessen the moment.
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      Hours later we found ourselves back on the road, heading back to the Heights.

      All morning, I’d kept catching B staring at me with this soft ass look on her face as we packed and prepared, and she turned away like an embarrassed teenager every time I shot her a smile back.

      That quashed any concerns I had about my feelings for her not being mutual.

      Sure, maybe we weren’t on the exact same page, but at least now we were in the same book – one I could only hope was going to lead to a happy ending between us.

      The ride back was uneventful, thankfully. No crazy pickup trucks, no bad weather, no errant flats. Once again, Britt let me set the pace. While I'd been anxious and excited to get to Sugar Valley, I wasn't nearly as ready to leave it now, not with all the good things that had happened there. It was only because B needed to get back to her shop that we were returning at all, as far as I was concerned.

      She had something good, something important waiting for her back in the Heights.

      I… had something waiting for me, all right.

      I just had zero expectations it was going to be pleasant.

      I hadn't said anything to B about it, but my parents were damn near counting down the moments until we arrived. I’d talked them out of hanging around her building to spring on us as soon as we got back, but they were there in the Heights, and not pleased with my repeated insistence on dodging them.

      I knew I couldn't keep it up.

      I knew that at some point, I was going to have to reveal to them the same truth I offered B. The thing was though, I knew that even if Britt was angry at me about it - rightfully so - I could count on her to still be empathetic.

      To still treat me like a friend.

      My parents on the other hand… there would be some real anger there.

      The I can’t look at you right now type of anger, the I might not speak to you for a while type of anger. And though I'd been dodging their presence, ducking their phone calls, dodging any and all forms of communication… I was somehow able to justify in my mind that it made sense for me to do it.

      I understood how hypocritical that was. 

      “Hey,” Britt said, catching my attention just before we got back on our bikes after a break at the halfway point. “Um…Whatever this is we're doing… do you think we could keep it just between us for a little while?”

      My chest got a little tight over that request and I frowned. “Can I ask why?”

      She smiled, and let out a little sigh. “I just… I want us to have time to figure this out and be kind of solid before I have to hear, I told you so. I knew this was going to happen. It’s about time you stopped lying to yourselves. I know it’s coming, and it’s always so irritating when I see people do it to others. Like… it was none of your business anyway, damn, can we breathe?”

      Hearing her reasoning made me chuckle, and I immediately nodded. “Yeah… that's actually pretty genius,” I agreed with her. I didn't need anybody any further into my business, dissecting shit I hadn’t examined myself yet, claiming they “knew” something she and I had barely figured out. So… “Yeah,” I answered. “Let’s do that.”

      I would have enough things to answer for later anyway. 

      But… I was focusing on the positive, and still feeling good by the time we rode back up to the bike shop and headed inside.

      Britt took her shower first, while I got in touch with my parents to let them know I was back in town, instead of putting off the inevitable too much longer.

      I thought I would see them tomorrow.

      Maybe for breakfast.

      They… had a different idea.

      When I got out of the shower, Brittany was hovering real close to the bathroom, like she was anxious about when I was coming out.

      I hooked an arm around her waist, pulling her against my still- damp body. “You know you could have just come in, if you needed to?” I asked, bringing an instant blush to her face.

      “I assumed as such,” she said. “But that's not why I'm here. Um…Your parents are here.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, they flew in a few days ago.”

      “Right. They’re here in town. But what I’m saying is that they are here,” she said, motioning toward the open area of the apartment on the other side of her divider.

      My eyebrows went up. “Like… in the building?”

      “Like… in my living room.”

      Why the fuck didn't I expect that?

      After dodging them for so long, it should have been my first thought that they wouldn't waste any time getting to where I was. This was my own fault for giving that final detail, that I was staying with Britt instead of a hotel.

      Of course they figured out exactly where that meant.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, her eyes full of concern as I stepped back into the bathroom with my bag to get dressed, now that my plan to go yet another round with her had been thwarted.

      She watched me as I pulled my clothes on, not interested in whatever lecture coming out to greet my parents half-naked might spark.

      “Yeah,” I told her, though I wasn't quite sure how true that was. I wasn't looking forward to any parts of this conversation, I just knew it had to happen.

      Once I was done getting dressed, I followed B out to her living room, where my parents were waiting. Their expressions were pleasant enough - which wasn't a surprise because they knew and liked B a lot. But I knew once I was alone with them, all those pleasantries would fly right out the window.

      “Ah, there he is!” my father bellowed, as my mother wrapped me in her arms for a tight hug. “You’ve had her worried about you,” he said. “You know I don't like her worrying.”

      Yes, of course I did.

      Gianni De Luca was intensely protective of my mother, something I greatly admired about him. His respect for my mother gave me more respect for him. Unfortunately, I wasn't exempt from whatever he might deem protective actions on her behalf. His words, while simple enough, meant he had some shit to say to me.

      But that was my own fault, resulting from my own actions.

      I was just going to have to take it whatever it was.

      “Are you okay, polpetto?” my mother asked, kissing both cheeks with zero regard for the pink lipstick stains she would leave on my skin. Or for the fact that I was way too old for her to still be calling me “meatball”.

      “Yes, mamma, I'm fine. Just stressed, and tired.”

      “And probably hungry, after a ride like that. Brittany was telling us about your trip, how long it was.” Mamma narrowed her eyes at me, my face still caught between her hands. “You went quite a way just to not have to talk to your parents.”

      “It wasn't about not talking to you guys,” I defended, earning a side-eye.

      “Whatever you say. Come on, we're taking you to dinner. And then you’ll come and stay at the suite in Blackwood with us.”

      There it was, already.

      Making decisions for me like I wasn't a grown-ass man.

      Truthfully though… I'd been thinking about it on the way back, how not good of an idea it was for me to continue crash with Britt. Especially now that we’d made this relational shift. Being together all the time was cute in theory, and we’d made it work for the last week. But sooner or later, we were going to need a break from each other. I hadn't known how to express that in a way that wouldn't make B feel like I was trying to get away from her.

      I just didn’t want us to get tired of each other in the beginning and end up burnt out before we started.

      So maybe with this particular thing… I wouldn't fight it.

      “Are you coming to dinner with us?” I turned to ask B, who had been hanging back to give us some space. It hadn’t occurred to me that she wouldn’t be automatically included in the plans for dinner, because why the hell wouldn't she be?

      But my mother stepped forward before Britt could let out an answer, shaking her head.

      “This needs to be just family,” she said, giving B a genuinely sweet smile. “You understand, right?”

      B nodded. “Yes, of course,” she agreed. “I'm sure you guys have a lot to talk about.” She looked at me. “You’ll be okay, right?”

      Did I really have a choice?

      “Yeah,” was what I said out loud, though I wasn't that sure. “I can come back for my bag afterward,” I said, creating the perfect scenario to break up this encounter with my parents, and see her again before the night was over.

      “Cool,” B agreed. “I'll see you then. Just shoot me a text or something to make sure I'm up.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I didn’t know what to expect from dinner with my parents.

      I knew they were pissed at me, which they wouldn't have expressed in front of B.

      They would wait until we were alone.

      However… they didn't do that.

      They kept things pleasant.

      Asking about my current time in the Heights, asking about my Sugar Valley trip with B, catching me up on people we knew back in Italy.

      It was kind of bizarre.

      So bizarre that I decided I was going to just say fuck it and throw an atom bomb into this little fake ass pleasantness.

      I was going to tell them I was retiring.

      And I was going to tell them why too.

      All of it, down to the last detail, even the parts I hadn't yet revealed to Brit.

      But then my mother's face lit up with a smile in my direction. Not at me, just in my direction. At something or someone just over my shoulder.

      “Look at this – all my favorite De Lucas all together, with an empty chair just for me,” I heard, in familiar Italian.

      Okay.

      Now I see what this really is.

      I turned as my trainer’s daughter, Lucia Fortini, walked up to our table at HoneyBee, wearing a blindingly bright smile.

      Hers was pointed at me.

      Lucia had been weaponized against me more than once before, so I knew what was happening as soon as I saw her. They’d brought her all the way from Italy, to use as a trump card with the intention of forcing me to come home.

      In the past, it worked.

      Lucia was gorgeous - a cyclist herself with the toned body to match, covered in glowing golden-brown skin. She had recently chopped all her hair off, into a short faded fro that accentuated every one of her striking features. Big brown eyes, cheekbones, sensual lips.

      Fine as hell.

      Before my accident, and for a while after, she had my nose wide the hell open. A perfect distraction from the pressures of my sport, a necessary consolation prize for the races and such that I hadn't been able to do.

      Now though… I was off that.

      Off her.

      Way, way off, before I left to come back to the Heights.

      I wanted nothing to do with her.

      And I wanted nothing to do with her father.

      But of course, my parents didn't know that.

      What they knew was, “Rafael has a weakness for Lucia, and if we want him back in line, all we have to do is whip her out.”

      It was disheartening as hell that they were willing to manipulate me like this, and with probably very little remorse about it.

      To them… everything was about training.

      Everything was about moving forward, everything was in service to the sport.

      There were no feelings, no emotion - there was just training and winning.

      There was success, and building the legacy.

      Often, I found myself missing the times back before I started with this, back when they looked at me less as their protege and more as simply… their son. I didn’t feel nearly as guilty about dodging them now, when this was what I faced when I finally stopped.

      I’d take whatever scolding and infantilizing they wanted to throw my way, because those things were easy to interpret as coming from a place of love.

      This, though?

      There was no good way to look at this. No way to make this feel like anything except protecting an investment.

      Like I was nothing but a fucking product.

      “Lucia,” I greeted her as I stood, returning her enthusiastic hug with a lackluster one of my own.

      I wasn't about to give her – or my parents - any room for any type of misinterpretation. Wasn't giving them any indication that this shit was going to work this time.

      Part of me died in that ravine.

      The immature ass Rafael De Luca that could be ruled by pussy, caring about nothing in the immediate except the next race was… he was gone.

      My intentions of coming clean with my parents dissipated with Lucia’s arrival.

      It wasn’t just because of her presence, it was the fact that they’d brought her along in the first place.

      How the fuck was I supposed to trust them with what I had to say?

      So I chilled.

      I laughed along with dinner and kept it cool, skirting any and all leading ass questions about when I was leaving the Heights, let alone getting back on the bike. I was already physically exhausted, and now mentally I was shot too. I didn't have the energy or desire to deal with whatever would come along with it once I gave my actual answer to both of those questions.

      Never.

      After dinner, my parents thought they were slick, with an attempt to head straight to the hotel instead of back to Britt to get my things. I wasn’t gonna force the issue though, I was completely cool just requesting a ride from an app so they wouldn't have to go out of their way.

      But they insisted, once they realized I was going either way. And then sent Lucia - who was conveniently staying in the same hotel - up to Britt's apartment with me, “in case I needed help.”

      I didn't.

      “Well,” she said, as soon as we stepped into the building’s entryway. “Look at us – both evidence of that stereotypical Italian men love black women thing,” she joked, not funny at all.

      I snorted. “Yeah, well my Italian side already has a particular black woman in mind,” I told her, heading up the stairs. “You can wait here.”

      “But your parents—”

      “I don't give a shit what my parents said. I said you can wait here.”

      And then I turned around to head up to B’s apartment.

      

      I let out a deep sigh before I knocked on the door, knowing she was waiting since I’d shot her a text like she asked. There was no way I’d want to leave once I saw her face.

      I knocked anyway though.

      She greeted me with a big hug and that pretty ass smile of hers.

      “Hey,” she gushed, with her arms around my waist. “Tell me everything. How did it go?”

      I swallowed, and shook my head. “Can we talk about it later?” I asked.

      I was too exhausted to dive into it with her, knowing it was much more than a short conversation could do any justice.

      “Of course,” she said. “I made sure all your stuff was back in here,” she assured me, handing me my bag. “I'll walk you back downstairs.”

      When we opened her front door… Lucia was standing right there, eyes wide as soon as she saw Britt.

      She hit me - hit both of us - with another one of those megawatt smiles. “I was just coming to see if you needed any help,” she said, her eyes fixed on Brittany.

      “I told you I didn't.”

      Her ass wasn’t slick.

      Temporarily ignoring the fact that we’d decided to keep it cool in front of others, I turned to grab Britt at the waist, pulling her into me. I planted a kiss on her that backfired a little bit - it made it very hard for me to let her go, and even harder to know I was about to walk back down those stairs.

      “I'll see you later, amore mio,” I told her before I turned away, not at all bothering to keep my voice down.

      “Bye,” she said, not lingering before she closed the door and I could only imagine what kind of stuff was running through her mind about Lucia’s presence.

      Which… had been Lucia’s goal.

      I didn’t say shit to her as we headed down the stairs, but she didn’t have that same discipline.

      “Amore mio, huh?” she said, just before we reached the door that led outside. “Your love?”

      “Yeah,” I responded, not bothering to look back as I held the door for her to pass through. “Some shit you wouldn’t know anything about.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      I could see myself with Rafael.

      Like, really see myself with him.

      It was this strange thing that kept me up at night - well obviously not the night it all happened, but the night we got back from Sugar Valley…

      The night he left to go be with his parents.

      We were up most of the night, and that was part of it. We were texting, about everything except the most immediate, most obvious topics at hand. Just talking about the kind of random stuff we would typically talk about, instead of dealing with the things we really needed to talk about.

      But I knew eventually we’d get to it.

      We always did.

      But in the meantime… I could see myself with Raf.

      I kinda got the point he'd made before, about the only real difference - for us at least - being sex. Cause when I said I could see myself with Raf, it wasn't coming from a place of… envisioning us at the movies together, or chilling together, or being in his arms.

      None of those things were new to me.

      None of those things would represent some significant change for us.

      But I could see myself… having his kid, for example. Not that either of us was remotely there yet, but just the fact that my mind would connect to it as a potential occurrence, as a possibility.

      It was wild.

      But in a good way. 

      I was in my shop, with everything to work on my bike project out on the table. That was it though. It was just out, because I knew my lack of focus would have created some type of problem with the bike that was too precious for me to risk ruining.

      So instead of touching anything, instead of fucking anything up, when my brain was so clearly more interested in doodling mashups of mine and Raf’s names in my mental notebook… I left it.

      And I let my mind run free.

      There was something incredibly peaceful about that.

      A freedom I hadn't experienced before, back when I had this mental block up against the possibility of Raf and me. I mean, it wasn't like it was something I had to employ on a day-to-day basis. Just a little thing I had to remind myself sometimes.

      When I wanted to lock fingers with him at one of those movies I talked about going to. When I wanted to snuggle in his arms underneath a blanket while we chilled. When those arms started feeling like anything except comfort from my dearest friend in the world…

      “He's not thinking about you like that.”

      He could’ve had any girl in school, any girl in the neighborhood he wanted.

      Why would he want me?

      It was ugly.

      So ugly that I cringed, though I certainly wasn't far enough past that feeling now to judge myself for it. But still… the fact that I considered myself in that way, the fact that I precluded myself from the running while the whole time I was exactly what he wanted. 

      Not that Raf’s desire for me was the alpha and omega, beginning and the end.

      He was a man, and I’d certainly learned from watching my parents that often, a man's desire for you was fleeting, and fickle.

      They were fucking flaky.

      I couldn't put too much stock in that, and certainly wasn't so enthralled by the idea of his approval that I was going to stake the entire basis of my confidence on the fact that Raf thought I was hot.

      But I was hot.

      It was like logically I knew that, and could accept it.

      But all the same… those old insecurities, that deeply rooted disdain for my appearance couldn't help rearing its’ ugly head.

      Every time I started feeling myself.

      It kinda made it hard to trust myself.

      Was I really confident, did I really think I was cute, or was I just telling myself those things because these days, anything other than an obsession with every part of yourself, with every flaw, was seen as hating yourself?

      I didn't hate myself though.

      I was dope as fuck.

      I could paint, I had my own business, I was smart and funny and a good listener, a good friend. And all bullshit aside... Yeah, I was pretty.

      I just wished I didn't have a damn skin condition that affected every part of me - all the parts I couldn't hide.

      I wished this one, unfair thing that I couldn't do anything about could change.

      What was so wrong with that?

      Everything, a little voice nagged at me, despite the fact that I had the lived experience to make my desire to change make a hell of a lot of sense. But the thing was… it was precisely the fact that I couldn't change it that brought about the necessity of accepting it.

      Embracing it.

      Not letting my vitiligo be this thing that ruled me.

      At least not anymore.

      If I thought my hair was fucked, I could change it.

      If I had bad teeth, I could get those fixed.

      If my fashion sense was terrible, I could easily do something about that.

      My skin was something I could not alter.

      But my disdain for it was limited to myself.

      When I saw other people with their missing melanin, I never thought, “Eww,” or “Oh man, I feel so bad for them.”

      Those things never crossed my mind.

      They were beautiful exactly how God made them, and that was no platitude for me. When I saw them, I saw excellent bone structure and beautiful smiles, and brows that made me want to hit that person up and ask where they got them done. I saw hard work dedicated to fitness, and I saw beautiful love lives, and babies, and happiness when I clicked on those vitiligo support hashtags, and followed the threads online.

      So what was it going to take for me to think those same positive things about me?

      “I feel like somebody rode more than just a bike this weekend. You see that dreamy-ass look on her face?”

      “I sure do,” Anika said, her and Jules’ words pulling me fully from my musings and back into the present as she leaned against my worktable. She had a big smile on her face, and on the other side of me, Jules did too - eyebrows raised, waiting for my response.

      I shook my head. “I have no idea what you're talking about,” I lied, and they knew it, based on the way they both broke into raucous laughter.

      “I knew you wouldn't tell it, but that's okay because you, my dear, are glowing and looking incredibly moony right now,” Jules said.

      Anika nodded. “Yeah, and Jules would know plenty about that, cause that's her default state these days with Troy.”

      “Oh my God, chill,” I blushed. “I had a great time on my trip to Sugar Valley, and would highly recommend the hiking. And the Maple Lodge for all your meals. Thanks for asking.”

      “There you go, tell us to get out of your business girl,” Jules laughed. “Let us stop antagonizing you before you tell us no.”

      My eyebrows went up. “Tell you no to what?” 

      “Well…” Anika said. “We wanted to see if it would be okay to have like… a little bit of a kickback? Just a few people, some wine coolers, music, board games, stuff like that. I’m asking cause I know it might get kind of loud.”

      I shrugged. “Oh girl, I know the soundproofing in this building completely sucks. It’s actually one of the things on my list of improvements for this place. But in the meantime… girl I don't care,” I laughed.  “As many times as I’ve subjected y'all to Emotional Rollercoaster at three in the morning, I wouldn't dare find the nerve to have a noise complaint.”

      “Oh cool,” Anika said, clapping her hands. “Thank you. And of course, you know you're invited too. You and Raaaaf.”

      “We're invited to what?” Raf asked, suddenly appearing in the doorway.

      Instant butterflies.

      Now that part?

      That was new, seeing Raf in a way that made me feel things like this.

      He was fine though.

      Like… seriously fine.

      I could admit it to myself now, whereas before, I’d relegated him to “handsome”. The safe way I could admire his looks.

      But nah… handsome wasn't it.

      With that sculpted jaw, and warm brown eyes, and soft full lips, that little low beard, and his hair...

      He was freaking fine.

      “Somebody going to answer my question?” he asked, looking between the three of us. Anika and Jules just took on these goofy ass grins as if I'd actually admitted anything, and I was too thunderstruck by his sudden presence to answer the question.

      “Hey Mr. Superstar,” Anika spoke up, teasing him. “So, I'm going to have a little kickback at my place, and I was just telling your girl here that the two of you were invited.”

      Your girl.

      Anika thought she was slick, since the term fit my relationship with Raf either way, but her ass was digging.

      “Cool,” Raf said. “Well, we'll be there. But for now, I bought us some lunch,” he said holding up a bag.

      That just made the cousins grin bigger.

      “Oh how sweet,” Jules gushed. “He brought things for a lunch date. A little romantic picnic at the bike shop. I should’ve brought my camera!”

      Anika giggled. “We're going to let you two get to it then.”

      “I'm going to kill you,” I mouthed at Jules, while Raf’s back was turned, telling her goodbye.

      I set my face to something neutral as Raf turned back in my direction, oblivious to the kissy faces Anika and Jules were making behind him. I didn't breathe a sigh of relief until they were gone, and Raf finally approached me with that bag, pulling me into a one-armed hug that felt like a refreshing glass of water after being thirsty way too long.

      Already B, seriously? I scolded myself, knowing this exact thing had been a problem in my relationships before. I got way too attached, way too impressed, way too fast, simply because I was glad somebody was showing me some attention.

      Never mind where their interest level in me may or may not be.

      I finally learned from that, which had been just in time for that whole Aaron experience. By the time I made it to him I was in full-blown “Girl, fuck him” mode.

      But… he'd never surprised me with lunch at work.

      As a matter of fact… no one had.

      “Wash yo dirty hands,” Raf teased, as he cleared space for us on the counter, spreading out the bag like a tablecloth. I was beasting to see what was in that bag, since I hadn't caught sight of a logo. But I moved to wash my hands first instead like he asked. 

      As he took everything out, I smelled the contents before I turned around. The smile the aroma brought forth… it felt like it came from all the way down in my toes. Not because the sandwich smelled that good.

      I mean it did, but it wasn't the sandwich.

      It was the thought.

      “Sliced steak, red and yellow peppers, caramelized onion, provolone, hot cherry peppers, red onion, all on buttered French bread,” Raf said, pointing to it with a flourish as I turned around. “Tomato and lettuce on the side, in case you're not really feeling those today, cause I know you don't always. Extra horseradish spread on the side too. And a big ass strawberry soda.”

      “Oh my God,” I laughed. “I haven't had one of these in a good four or five years, and I live here. How the hell did you remember this?”

      “I already told you – I’m good at this thing. I'm great actually, and this is the type of thing that just comes with the territory. Everybody ain't able,” he boasted.

      I laughed at his antics, but… he was right.

      Everybody wasn't able to remember the sandwich we’d bike all the way to the edge of the Heights for – a little deli in the part of the neighborhood we’d been expressly forbidden from going to.

      But they had the best food, and everybody treated us like family down there.

      I hadn't been that way lately because it reminded me too much of Raf, and our trips down there once a week after school, specifically for these sandwiches and this soda.

      But he went and got it.

      He remembered.

      “Thank you,” I told him, when I’d finally gathered myself enough to speak again, after my initial acknowledgment.

      “You’re welcome. It’s… the least I can do after our time together got cut short yesterday.”

      “Mmmhmm. That’s what you want to call it?” I asked, reaching for my sandwich to take a bite.

      Just as good as I remembered.

      We ate in silence for a few moments, masters at doing something else instead of fulfilling the task at hand. But of course… we couldn’t just let it rest.

      “So… how did that thing with your parents go last night?” I asked, trying to sound casual. “I mean… you left with your parents, came back with… Ms. Black Italy. Who is she?”

      Fuck the bullshit.

      Fuck playing coy.

      This was Raf we were talking about here.

      If we were going to be together, for real, then fuck the games.

      We were grownups and there was no need to play those.

      I wouldn’t pretend I didn’t want an answer.

      Raf pushed out a sigh, as if he’d been dreading the broaching of this exact topic, but understood the inevitability of it.

      “She… was Lucia Fortini. She’s my trainer's daughter, and once upon a time, not as long ago as I'd like, I would do damn near anything she suggested. As long as she kept the pussy coming,” he said, bluntly.

      My favorite kind of way to be told the type of thing that had come out of his mouth.

      “Oh wow,” I said. “She had you like that?”

      “Yeah,” he admitted. “She had me like that, because she and her father wielded the two things I cared about most that weren't you, or my family. Look… I know it's not the noblest thing in the world to admit, but I don't want to sit here and lie to you about what it was. About why she's here. I've seen that shit go wrong too many times - not telling your lady something she really should know, or trying to sugarcoat shit. I've been living in the shadows, with that shit I admitted to you B. I came here because I don't want to live like that anymore.”

      “I understand,” I told him. “It's just… it’s hard to hear this, knowing what’s happened between us now. If we were still “just friends”, I'm sure I'd feel a lot different. My reaction would be different. But if you and I are supposed to be together, I'm going to be honest with you… After what you just told me, I don't want her around you.”

      I know, I know – I wasn’t supposed to say that. I wasn’t supposed to admit that the simple thought of her spiked insecurity I didn’t know I was capable of when it came to him. It was supposed to just roll off my back, or I was supposed to just swallow it, for fear of turning him away.

      I was supposed to make this comfortable for him.

      But I wasn’t that girl anymore.

      “Hell, I don't want her around me,” Raf agreed. “I didn't invite her here to the Heights, and I didn’t invite her ass upstairs last night. This is on my parents, and I still haven't figured out quite yet how to address this shit with them. But trust - it will be addressed.”

      Trust.

      Yeah, sure that was the operative word here, but the thing was - we hadn't quite established that yet, at least not as a romantic item. As much as I wanted to believe this was one of the areas where our friendship could stand in the gap for what this new relationship hadn't yet built…I really, really did not want to get burned again. 

      I didn't want to ignore a blatant ass red flag.

      I wanted to believe I knew Raf well enough to trust that he wouldn't be trying to juggle women while he was supposed to be committed. But two weeks ago, I would have fought somebody in the street over an accusation that he would cheat at his sport.

      And I would have been wrong.

      As unfair as it was to hold that against him, I had to let common sense reign in a way it hadn't before. Not that I wouldn't take him at his word on this.

      I just wasn't going to be stupid.

      “I don't like that look on your face B,” Raf said, his eyes filled with uncertainty I hated to contribute to.

      “I'm sure you don't,” I teased, trying to lighten the mood. “But if the situation was reversed…”

      “Yeah, I get it,” he nodded. “I just… I feel like I just can't get anything right with this. Like I'm paying for the same mistakes all over again, when I thought I was at least somewhat past it.”

      “Those bad decisions never bite us in the ass just once,” I said. “It's this constant battle of trying to just not let it suck you up and spit you out. Not letting it destroy you,” I said. “But to ease your mind… you understand I'm not mad at you, right? I just don't like it.”

      His eyebrows lifted. “It feels like you're mad. Which is my own issue. I'll eat it.”

      “Yes,” I laughed. “You will, and you'll be okay. We’ll be okay. As long as it is what you said.”

      As much as I adored my mother, I was not her.

      I wasn't going to live the way she did.

      But of course, I didn't say that to him. If there was anything he should know about me, it was that.

      “Anyway,” I said, “Enough about her. Did you talk to your parents?”

      Raf shook his head, letting out an even harsher sigh than the one from before. “Nah,” he said, when his gaze came back to mine. “I knew when I saw Lucia it was about to be some bullshit, so I didn’t bother.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked. “Your parents have always been your second and third biggest supporters,” I teased. “Why wouldn't you be able to talk to them? They've always been on your side.”

      “Always on my side, as long as my side involved getting my ass on that bike and winning those races. It's really easy to get it confused. Having your parents support, versus them just wanting you to win.”

      My head went back, blown away by what he’d just said.

      “So you don't think your parents support you?” I asked, wanting – needing - clarity on what he was saying.

      Raf scoffed. “You saw Lucia here last night just like I did. My parents know about her -exactly what I just told you. You tell me if you interpret them bringing her here as support or not.”

      Damn.

      “Well I mean…,” I started, feeling the inexplicable need to defend his parents. “They don't know everything that I know about the situation though. They don't know that you’re still triggered about all this. They don’t know about the steroids, that your trainer was okay with it.”

      “Okay with it?” Raf snorted and shook his head. “Yeah. But you’re right, they don't know about all of that, so maybe I’m taking it harder than it was intended. But even with only what they do know, I still find it fucked up. That they would use her to get to me. That shit isn’t cool.”

      I couldn't disagree there.

      It was pretty gross, coming from his parents.

      Pretty gross that the trainer was okay with it.

      If Raf and Lucia came together organically, fine. But for them, the parents, to step in? To turn it into some sort of transactional thing to manipulate their children?

      Damn.

      I was starting to wonder if I knew anybody as well as I thought I did.

      “So where are they now?” I asked. “I’m surprised they let you out of their sight.”

      Raf chuckled. “Oh I snuck out like a teenager, since that's the energy they seem to be on. After this, I'm actually about to hunt Sean down, see if he has any houses or anything on the market right now. Something I can get into quickly.”

      “You do know my couch is always open for you right?” I asked. “Indefinitely.”

      “Yeah,” Raf grinned. “And I appreciate you for it. But we need some level of space between us if this relationship thing is going to work out. I don't know about going from “just friends” straight to living together. And not to mention… I need space from my parents. I've never lived on my own.”

      I nodded. “Oh man, you're right. You went from relatives here, straight to your parents over there.”

      “Yep. And I spent so much time between training and traveling for races, that it didn't make a lot of sense to spend money on a home of my own. Now that I'm not going to be doing that anymore though…”

      “So you're sure about that?” I asked, a little surprised to hear him speak about it with such certainty.

      “Yeah, I am. I’d never be able to feel like another win was really mine. I'd always feel like I cheated the system.”

      “It's not as if you'd be the only one,” I argued, though I knew that was a shitty excuse. “They just haven't got caught. Hell - you didn't get caught. You just… didn’t feel right about it.”

      “And that is where I have to leave it,” he said, though I could tell from the tone of his voice that it wasn't a lightly made decision. “Right now, I get to keep my legacy - my name as a champion, before any of this happened. I barely feel like I deserve that. I can't risk having that stripped away for a mistake I made after.”

      “What, you think they would question your other wins?”

      “Hell yeah, I think they’d question it,” Raf chuckled. “Hell, I questioned it.”

      “Don't do that,” I said. “I'm supposed to have the monopoly on self-loathing around here.”

      He laughed. “Just another thing we have in common I guess.”

      “It gives us something interesting to talk about,” I laughed, as Raf reached for my hand, doing that thing again where he kissed my knuckles.

      “There's no one else I'd rather be fucked up with.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you really going to hate him forever?”

      “Are you really going to keep asking me the same stupid question?”

      I cut my eyes at my brother from across the table we were sharing for dinner together at Pot Liquor. This was supposed to be a nice time - our weekly ritual to stay connected when we both – well, him more than me - had such busy lives.

      But he always wanted to bring up his damn daddy.

      I’d told him before, weeks ago, that I was going to stop coming if he kept bringing that bullshit up to me.

      I wasn't changing my mind.

      My heart wasn’t growing any softer.

      I felt the way I felt about it, and I would for the foreseeable future. It was pointless, trying to turn it into anything else. For the last few weeks he’d left it alone, and our dinners had gone on as planned.

      I guess he felt like he’d held off on getting on my nerves about it long enough.

      “We're getting older, Britt.”

      “You mean he's getting older,” I corrected. “And he's starting to feel the pressure of his old age, and he's in your ear to talk to me, trying to get in good with both of us. To make sure someone will take care of his ass when he can't anymore. Since he killed the person who would have been willing to do it.”

      Vaughn huffed. “And you don't feel like that's a little unfair?”

      “Unfair to who?” I asked.

      He shook his head, dropping his fork from stabbing at the mound of collard greens on his plate. “He paid for your livelihood, B. He gave you the building where you live, run your business – hell, two business. You can at least give him some credit for that.”

      I pushed my hair back over my shoulder and dropped my fork too, so I could look my dumbass brother right in his dumbass face.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I asked. “I know you're not trying to throw his guilt gift in my damn face. He made some big grand gesture because he felt bad for being too busy face deep in another woman's pussy to show up at his only daughter’s graduation. Or hell… maybe I shouldn't say only, knowing him. But the point is, hell no I don't feel like I owe him anything for this. Maybe if it had been presented out of the kindness of his heart, instead of a bribe to get our mother back to falling for his shit, I’d feel a little different.” 

      Vaughn sighed. “You know you're not her, right?” he asked. “You weren’t the one in a relationship with him. You don't have to make him pay for the mistakes he made while in it.”

      “Oh, that's not what he's paying for,” I correct with a smirk. “He's paying for the mistakes he made as a father - for not showing us what it looked like for our mother to be treated well. For the mental anguish and emotional abuse he put our mother through, and it’s so disgusting to me that you’re just so cool about it. But I know you're his protégé, so maybe you don’t get it.”

      “Hold up,” Vaughn grunted, frowning. “You're not about to make me out to be like him with that shit.” 

      “Tell that to Netta,” I reminded him. “I was the one answering the door when she came looking for your trifling ass at the house, crying because you wouldn't do right by her. But you wouldn't break up with her either. You kept her ass dangling on a string, just like your father did to our mother. The only difference was, you wouldn't marry her, and what a bullet she dodged with that. Oh, but she stabbed your ass for all her troubles, at the end. Maybe Mama should’ve done that.”

      “Wow. Wow. You’re so bitter about shit that doesn’t have anything to do with you, that you’re going to attack me for it?”

      “If you keep bringing it up, trying to play like you and your daddy are innocent, hell yeah. Every time,” I snapped. “If you want to talk about something, anything else, I can be your lovable little sister that gets on your nerves but is still great company, anytime you want me to be. But you don't get to bring up some shit I asked you not to, and then get mad at what I've got to say about it. It doesn't work like that.”

      “Well let me change the subject then, so I can get back on your good side. Since this is how you wanna act.”

      I shrugged, taking a sip from my drink. “Yeah, you do that.”

      I sat back in my chair, annoyed as hell that he’d taken me there. All I wanted to do was talk and laugh with my damn brother, but nooo.

      He just had to take it in a different direction.

      “So about your boy Rafael,” Vaughn said, apparently serious about changing the subject after we’d both taken a minute to chew a few bites, and take a few drinks, and cool the fuck down.

      I raised an eyebrow. “What about him?”

      “Just a lot of speculation. You know I follow all types of sports, listen to the podcasts, all that. He'll be coming up on what… almost two years since that accident in just a few months,” Vaughn mused. “He getting back on that bike or not? And I don't mean just for romantic getaways with my little sister.”

      “And now you're in business that isn't yours,” I laughed. “But you'd have to talk to Raf about that.”

      Vaughn tossed up his hands. “Yeah, I’ve tried. His agent says the brother isn’t responding to his press requests anymore. I’ve got Wil Cunningham-Bishop coming to do a live show as part of this podcast tour she’s doing. It’s going to be a live-streamed thing, and go out on the radio too. She knows Raf is from here. Wants to talk to him.”

      My eyes went wide. “Seriously? That would be huge,” I admitted. “But… again, you’d have to talk to him about it. I’ll put it in his ear for you, but that’s all I can promise.”

      If Raf really was intent on retiring, it wasn’t something he’d get away with being completely silent about. Cycling may not have been a sport with the highest profile, and he wasn’t exactly on every sports fans’ radar.

      But the people who knew, knew, and there were certainly plenty of them.

      Those people would have questions, and concerns, and after the support he’d amassed, the fans who loved and looked up to him… it wasn’t exactly an unfair conclusion that they “deserved” answers.

      At some point, he’d have to give them.

      “Why do I get the feeling you know something you aren’t telling me?”

      I laughed. “Uh, because I know something I’m not telling you,” I confirmed. “You’re big bro and all, but these lips are closed.”

      “Yeah, and you keep ‘em that way. Before I fuck ol’ boy up. I thought I could trust him with you.”

      My mouth dropped open. “Wait, what? What are you talking about?”

      “I notice you didn’t deny it when I said you were on a romantic weekend getaway with that nigga. Just friends my ass.”

      “Wow, so everybody is gonna be on my back about this, huh? I can’t have some business of my own?”

      Vaughn chuckled. “Oh yeah, you can have it. But didn’t you say I couldn’t get mad about you having an opinion on my business? Goes both ways little sister.”

      “That was different.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure you think so,” he replied. “Share dessert?”

      I grinned.

      “Duh.”
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      What kind of man are you going to be?

      I laid back in my bed, alone, letting that question play in my mind.

      It had been there, brewing, since nearly a week ago when I'd tracked Sean down. To tell him my plans, and see what he had, if anything, that would fit my current need.

      He had something.

      A property that needed work, but was pretty much move-in ready. It had been sitting empty since his team finished the major work – things like the roof, plumbing, fixing the electrical wiring. But it still needed paint, the kitchen and bathrooms were majorly outdated. The floors needed refinishing in some places, and for pet-ravished carpeting to be pulled up.

      Most importantly though… it could be mine.

      It could be mine soon.

      Which made it perfect.

      The thing was though… before I told even B about it, before I expressed to Sean that I was seriously interested, my mind automatically took me to a question I felt like I was way too used to wondering.

      What would my parents think?

      Okay, maybe it wasn't necessarily a bad thing for a grown man to want the advice and guidance of his parents. When there was a healthy relationship in place, it was a good thing to still have that type of connection with them.

      But… now that I was really starting to question exactly how “good” my relationship with my parents was, I had to give some profound consideration to the level of dependency I had when it came to them.

      I hadn't had to be a real adult.

      My parents were managing me, supporting me, taking care of everything that wasn't racing, so I could focus on that. I had to admit it had paid off in terms of me building a collection of medals and trophies. Bringing my name to a place that was synonymous with “champion”.

      But I had to be real with myself at this point.

      In a lot of ways, they hadn't been helping me at all.

      They’d been choking the life out of damn near every other facet of my existence, in favor of nourishing just this one. I had to figure out how I was going to navigate that, now that I was hell-bent on doing this shit - living this life - for myself.

      It started with a wire transfer. 

      I paid for the house in cash, without running it past anybody but Sean, the home inspector, and the very excited realtor who got to handle the short transaction. I got their advice because they were professionals, and it was the smart thing to do. Not out of uncertainty, or waffling, or a need for someone else to make the decision for me.

      This was mine.

      And I got to decide who to share it with.

      I didn't say anything to my parents about it at all.

      Maybe that was the punk move, but I fully understood the benefits of timing. Yeah, I could shout it all loud and proud, and be subjected to the possibility of having to disrespect my parents to get them off my back about it. Or, I could just move quietly and get the shit done. No questions about it, and your opinion didn't fucking matter from the other side of my front door, did it?

      I had, however, declined to stay in their suite, deciding to finally get that room for myself I’d been thinking about. I stayed the first night just because there was so much - too much - going on for me to gather and arrange my thoughts in a way that supported getting anything done.

      And besides that, they were still my parents.

      Even with the Lucia bullshit, even though I was getting more and more unfortunate clarity about our situation day to day… I still felt bad about boxing them out. Killing communication for my little pilgrimage to the Heights really wasn't cool, no matter how I looked at it.

      But sometimes… you just had to do what you had to do.

      Maybe it was selfish, maybe it wasn't fair, but if it was what was necessary to keep you from spazzing out, to keep your mind intact…

      Sometimes you just had to do it.

      Like buying a house.

      Or dodging a few calls.

      Or moving to your own damn hotel room.

      I was twenty-six years old, and sure - I had plenty more years to live and a lot more wisdom to gain. But in the meantime, I was not going to be sneaking around like a fucking teenager.

      That was not the type of man I wanted to be.

      I also didn't want to be a man who threw away his relationship with his parents.

      But so far, that was where we seemed to be. And I didn't feel like I was the one who made it that way.

      Because of that, I couldn't let my thoughts dwell there, in case they took a turn for the guilty. I had much more important things I could spend my energy on, things that didn't make me feel like shit when I brought them to the forefront of my mind.

      Things like my relationship with B, and getting the house prepared to move into, things which, over the last week had become inextricably connected in my mind. Yes, I had the forethought to think we needed a modicum of space from each other as we explored the new relationship - meaning we wouldn't start this thing living together off top.

      But I was all about honesty these days. And the honest truth was, I was preparing this house with the full expectation that someday it wouldn't be just mine.

      It would be ours.

      Her reaction to the place when I took her there, without telling her that I’d already bought it, was something that would stay with me for a while. She loved it, from the first time she laid eyes on it. But that didn't stop her from pointing out the flaws, or mentioning the concerns she had about it. And neither of those things kept her from being encouraging about the whole possibility, or excited about what I was about to embark on.

      Not that I would have expected any other reaction from her.

      It did my newfound confidence in making my own decisions a lot of good, knowing that one of the people I cared about most - one of the people whose opinion I valued the highest -thought that I had done well.

      Thought I could do this.

      She believed in me, about something that didn't have shit to do with a racecourse or a bike.

      I needed that more than I knew.

      It was damn near ten in the morning, and I was simply biding my time until I was due at the townhouse to accept a delivery. There was still a little closing paperwork to do, but because I was dealing with Sean for it, it was as good as mine – I had the keys and everything to get things started. I hadn’t wasted time making that happen.

      When someone knocked on the door to my hotel room – where I was staying until I moved into the townhouse - I frowned at first, wondering who it could be. B was occupied with work of her own today, putting in some training hours with the new manager she’d hired. No one else knew where I was staying, at least not the exact room.

      Nobody except my parents.

      They had made it clear to me that they weren't interested in any conversation that wasn't about me returning to my sport. I'd been told to come to them when I was ready, which I had every intention of abiding.

      Meaning, as far as I was concerned, we just weren't fuckin’ talking.

      Maybe they changed their mind.

      I didn't want to be a man at odds with his parents.

      That simply wasn't how I saw my life going - I just didn't want a relationship with them to cost my independence. But if they were taking the first step, if they were willing to talk… I was willing to have that conversation.

      That spurred me up from my bed, grabbing a t-shirt to go with the sweats I was already wearing so I could answer the door.

      I should have looked through the damn peephole.

      It was not, in fact, my parents - it was Lucia who barged her way through the door before I registered that it was just her, without my parents in tow.

      “We need to talk,” she demanded, stomping all the way to the middle of my room before she turned to face me, holding her cell phone up to show me that it was live with a call.

      Babbo.

      She was on the phone with her father.

      “Nah, we don't have shit to talk about,” I countered her declaration, opening my door wider, and pointing out of it. “Get your ass out of my room, Lucia.”

      “I'm not going anywhere, until we have this conversation,” she sniped. “And if you put your hands on me to try to get me out of here, all I have to do is start screaming one very specific word. Your career will be over, legacy ruined. Even more than it already is.”

      Fuck.

      There was more than one “specific word” she could start screaming, words it would be stupid to think she wouldn't lie about. There was one though, that she knew full and well the whole story about, and unfortunately for me… wouldn't be a lie at all.

      I closed the door and pulled my cell phone from my pocket, weighing my options. I could take my chances with whatever she was willing to lie about, which was probably a lot. Or I could at least see what it was she wanted to talk about.

      I chose the latter. 

      “What the fuck do you want?” I demanded. “Make it quick, cause I've got other things to do.”

      She smirked, and held up the phone.

      “It will be quick,” Marco’s voice came over the line. She apparently had her cell on speakerphone. “You get your ass back to my training studio, or you will be sorry. How quick was that for you?”

      “Fuck you,” I said immediately. “Thank you for the brevity. I don't have to think about that at all.”

      “I do not know who you think you are talking to, but I want you to understand that this is not a game, Mr. De Luca. You are costing a lot of people, a lot of money, because you want to be dramatic. But if you keep this up, I promise you do not understand just how much trouble will be coming your way.”

      “So what are you threatening me?” I asked, stalking towards where Lucia stood holding the phone, though she wasn't the one actually inciting my rage at the moment. “You may have been able to pull this shit with me before Marco, when I had something to lose. When I was scared of what you might say. When racing was still the only thing on my mind. But I'm done with this shit. I'm done with you, and I'm done with your daughter. You do not run me. You do not own me. So how about this - you do whatever it is you feel like you have to do, and I'll do the same. But understand – I already fucking won.”

      Marco laughed, a long derisive sound that no lie - put me on edge a little bit. “I do not think you understand what you are saying, young man. Because when I do what I have to do, you are done in this sport. You are done in this league. You want to run away to America to hide, fine. I will make sure the American media rakes you over the coals. You will be a pariah. You may not think you belong to me, but you most certainly do. From the moment you stepped into my training studio. Every medal, every ribbon, every endorsement that has lined your bank account? You owe it all to me.”

      “I don't owe you shit,” I bellowed. “You were paid for your time, motherfucker, and the checks were never late. I was the one out there working, I was the one putting myself on the line. I clipped into those pedals and did that shit. I dominated that shit. Not you.” 

      “And you threw it all away up a fucking mountain. Everything that I put into you, you fucked it up, and I brought you back from it. You could barely say your own name, move your legs because of the atrophy. I remade you. Do you think you are going to work with someone else other than me after I rebuilt you?”

      “Rebuilt me? You fucking poisoned me. Ruined me,” I growled, then shook my head. “I'm done. Lucia, get the fuck out of this room. You say whatever it is you need to say, to whoever you need to say it to, if that’s how you feel. As long as you go.”

      As I watched, Lucia pressed a button on the screen to end the call and scowled at me. “Rafael are you crazy?” she asked, crossing her arms. “You know he's not playing with you, right?  He’s dead serious. You will be done in this sport.”

      “And what part of I don't give a fuck do the two of you not seem to understand?”

      “You still have years of riding, Raf,” She argued. “Look, I know you're pissed at me. Rightfully so, I get it. The shit between us was messy, but when it came down to it… I did what I had to do. Why can't you just do the same? You're messing things up for me too.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean, I'm messing things up for you?” I asked, confused as hell as to what she was talking about. “What do you get out of this?”

      “Training,” she shot back, with this look on her face like I was stupid for not already knowing that.

      But hell, I was still confused.

      She shook her head, blowing out this exasperated sigh. “Raf… my father is one of the best trainers in the world. It was his relationship with you that got his name out there. That keeps his name out there. Everybody wants to work with the trainer who built Rafael De Luca. Of course your genetics help, and yes you work hard as hell. I'm not discounting that. But we both know my father had a lot to do with making you the cyclist you are today. Everybody wants to work with him. Including me.”

      “You're his daughter. What the fuck are you talking about, of course you’d work with him.”

      Lucia let out a dry laugh. “If only it were really that simple,” she said, dropping her gaze to the floor. “When you're in demand, you get to pick and choose your clients. You can choose to only work with the best. I… am not the best. So he makes a sacrifice in his schedule, to try and get me there. And in return… I make a sacrifice too. Luckily for me, you happened to make it a really good time.”

      There was silence in the room as I processed the meaning behind her words, and let the weight of them sit between us.

      Finally I shook my head. “Nah,” I said. “You're not telling me what I think you're telling me.”

      She lifted her gaze. “Raf… I'm telling you exactly what you think I'm telling you. Like I said - I did what I had to do.”

      “Why?” I asked, though I was sure she didn't have any type of real answer.

      Neither of us did.

      But still.

      “Why are we letting them do this to us? It shouldn't be like this.”

      She shook her head. “No, but this is where we are. Whether we like it or not, this is what it is. And I'm not in a position to question it.”

      “That's not true, Lucia. You may not be making as many waves as you want right now, but you've got the talent. You can work with another trainer. Marco may have convinced you he’s the end-all, be-all, that you can't do any better. But you can. The best trainer in the world can't do anything without the talent to start with. And you have it. You don't have to put up with this shit.”

      Lucia pushed out a sigh, and shook her head. “You have always been a good man. Naive, but good. I know you believe what you're saying, and I'd love to believe it too. But I can't take that chance.”

      With that said, Lucia did what I'd asked in the first place.

      She left.

      Unfortunately for me, she left behind a bunch of ugly questions I wasn't particularly keen to focus on, not at the moment.

      I needed to go let my furniture delivery in.
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        * * *

      

      B picked out all my furniture.

      It was a tidbit we’d laugh about later, years from now, and something she'd likely never admit, insisting that she'd simply helped with my choices.

      In her defense, if I had chosen everything myself, my entire home would have been outfitted in ugly brown leather.

      In my defense… if I'd chosen everything myself, my entire home would have been outfitted in ugly brown leather.

      Her influence was definitely needed there.

      As it was, she'd helped me furnish my home in a balance of style - what she cared more about - with the comfort that was important to me, and I was happy with the final result. I left my home smiling after everything was delivered and settled in place, especially after a drop in from the realtor to let me know my official closing would be happening just a few days from now. With the sale being in cash, and everything already being inspected, title cleared, and all that jazz, it was a fast, easy process.

      As long as I didn't think about my impromptu visitor from this morning and that whole conversation, I was on cloud nine.

      So I didn't think about that, at least not for now.

      I thought about the fact that Britt and I were going out to dinner. A real date, versus the friendly hanging out we'd been doing for so long. Everything was in walking distance, and it was beautiful out. I stopped by the hotel first, to change into something nicer than my t-shirt and sweats, and then moved on to pick up Brit.

      She opened the door wearing very little.

      That wasn't a complaint, not remotely.

      She had to fend me off, giggling as she reminded me our plans included a reservation, one of the last that had been available when we took it.

      She didn't want to miss it.

      “Fine,” I grumbled, taking a seat on the end of her bed to watch her as she finished getting ready. 

      “There's something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about,” she said, as she sat down at her vanity and flipped on those bright ass lights to do her make-up.

      “Can I go first?” I asked, and she turned to me with a grin.

      “You do know that never goes well, right? Don't you watch movies? This could be the moment that everything falls apart, because you just had to get your news out before you heard what I was going to say.”

      I chuckled. “Well, I doubt this is going to be a situation like that, but I know you aren't going to like what I'm about to say.”

      Her face scrunched into a frown. “Well in that case, I really need you to hurry up with it, don’t keep me in suspense. Did something go wrong with the furniture delivery?”

      “No. This was actually before that. I had a visitor in my hotel room.”

      B rolled her eyes, and turned back to the mirror, returning to her makeup. “Let me guess – Lucia Fortini.”

      “Bingo.”

      “Of course,” she mused. “You know I looked her up? Decent cyclist, nothing to write home about. Insanely pretty though, and she gets a lot more attention for that. She should probably just be a model. Or an Italian Instagram honey or something. She’d probably be a lot better at that.”

      “Damn, B. Do you have to roast her like that?” I asked, feeling a little bad with what I knew now.

      She shrugged. “Yeah, I do. Because she seems to be pretty intent on either causing you strife or getting in your pants. Neither of which particularly endears her to me. But go ahead and tell me what that hoe wanted to talk about.” 

      I chuckled. “Well… as much as I hate to confirm your suspicions about her, she wasn’t stopping by to wish me well. I haven't been answering phone calls from her father, so she dropped by to deliver one in person. His ass was raving mad, talking about he made me, so he can destroy me, a whole bunch of bullshit like that. So… just a heads up that I don't know what's coming. I don't know what’s going to happen, what's going to be said. I just didn't want you to be the last to know.”

      “He said what to you?!” B snapped. “All the time you spent on your bike, all the mental focus, all the hours you put in, the discipline with your diet and your training, all of that wouldn't have happened if you didn't have it in you. How dare he try to take credit for that?!”

      My eyebrows went up. “That's pretty much what I said. But I wasn't telling you this to get you all upset - like I said, I just didn't want you to be the last to know, in case this is about to blow up or something. All I want to do, is have a nice dinner out with my girl. My woman,” I corrected, making her smile.

      “Okay,” she nodded. “We can do that. But first… you have to let me tell you my thing, and maybe it's something that could end up working in your favor. After what you just told me.”

      My eyebrows went up. “Yeah? What’s that?”

      “Well… I know you know who Wil Cunningham-Bishop is, right? Former Olympian, sports reporter, married to Ramsey Bishop - star running back for the Connecticut Kings?”

      I tipped my head. “Yeah, of course I know who Wil is. What about her?”

      “She’s coming to record her podcast live in the studio with Vaughn tomorrow. He's been nudging me to talk to you about it, but with everything going on, I decided not to bother you with it. Burden you with it.”

      “Will you please make your point, B?”

      “They want you to talk to them on the show tomorrow,” Britt blurted. “You can tell your story, set the record straight on as much or as little as you want to.”

      I was already shaking my head, before she finished.

      “I appreciate the vision, but I'm not ready to do anything like that. As much as I'm trying to stake my claim as a man outside of my parent’s influence… I do at least still feel like I owe them some type of explanation before I give one to the world.” 

      B smiled. “I understand. And I actually agree with you. I just figured, since Vaughn came and pitched his last-ditch effort at the shop earlier today, that I'd at least ask. And… now that all of that is behind us, we are on the same page. I just want to have a nice dinner.”

      With her makeup and hair done, she just had to pour herself into this navy-blue silk slip dress that clung to her ample curves, and left plenty of skin on display. It looked outright bomb on her, but I couldn't front like I wasn't a little worried when she stepped in front of the mirror to survey the look for herself.

      I watched intently as she smoothed the fabric over her hips, her eyes glued to her reflection.

      I knew Britt.

      I'd seen this happen so many times before - the decision to be a little bit bold, a little bit daring, followed shortly by thoroughly picking herself apart until her confidence was gone.

      I was on edge, waiting for it to start. Waiting to counteract her negative self-talk with a deluge of my own complimentary words.

      Then she smiled at herself in the mirror.

      She was fittingly pleased with what she saw.

      Still wearing that smile, she turned it to me, her eyes bright and happy. “You ready to go?”

      I smiled back, nodding as I stood. But before we could make it more than a few steps, a loud - too loud - insistent knocking started up at the door.

      “You expecting somebody?” I asked, and she shook her head. “No, I'm not. Especially not somebody who would be beating on my door like the damn police. Whoever it is, they're about to get cussed out.”

      I followed B to the door on full alert, ready to play referee to keep her from beating up one of her friends.

      She should have looked through the peephole first.

      “What did you do?” my mother snapped, barging uninvited through Britt’s front door. When her gaze landed on me, it was almost as if she hadn’t expected to see me there, which confused me for a second until I realized the obvious.

      She wasn't looking for me.

      She was here for Brit.

      “What is this about?” I asked, stepping between her and B as my father came through the door as well.

      “This is about us getting a phone call from Marco that you're throwing your career away. Is it because of Brittany?” my mother said. “Lucia told us you've been referring to her as Amore mio. Is that what you abandoned your training to come back over here for? This girl?”

      “This girl is my best friend, and she has been for years,” I defended. “You're not about to treat B like she's some stranger, like you don’t know her. She's been my biggest support, there for me like nobody else has been. The other day, you talked about dinner being family only, but then Lucia showed up. She's not family, not close. But B? She is. And yeah - amore mio.”

      “You are throwing your career away over a woman?”

      “I'm throwing my career away, because I trusted my shady ass trainer. Cause I trusted my parents. And it ended up all messed up.”

      “So this is our fault now?” my father chimed in, speaking up for the first time since this conversation started.

      “Nah,” I shook my head. “It's not your fault. I should have been smarter. I shouldn’t have listened to you, to any of you. The only person here who has consistently had my best interests at heart is Brittany. She's the only one I should’ve listened to.”

      “Don't you insult your mother this way,” my father argued. “She and I have done everything we could to ensure your success.”

      “So you think your job is done?” I asked. “Ensuring my success, you think that's what I needed from you? You ensured my success while you crippled me to everything else, and you think that's what I needed? You're proud of that?”

      “You have no idea how ungrateful you sound right now,” my mother snapped. “You have no idea how much your father and I sacrificed to provide a legacy for you - to make sure that you continued it for whatever children you might have. Maybe some of it was a little unorthodox, maybe Marco pushed you hard. But you do not get to act like we weren't doing our very best by you.”

       I shook my head, letting out I sigh as Britt wrapped her arms around one of mine, leaning into me for support.

      To give it, not receive.

      “If this was your best… I would have gladly taken something else,” I told my parents, looking back and forth between them. “You have no idea what the last two years have done to me. Not just the physical, but the mental toll. The inadequacy I’ve felt. The shame, the guilt. And instead of asking me about any of that… instead of trying to understand why, to understand where I'm coming from… you come here to berate me into doing what you want me to do. To insult the woman I love, and tell me I haven't been grateful enough.” I shook my head, trying to keep my shit together, but I couldn’t keep it from coming out in my voice. “I would have taken anything else. Anything.”

      “Why are you so stuck on this?!” my mother hissed. “You're healthy, Raf. You’re whole. You don't have to be stuck here.”

      “You're right, I don't have to be stuck here, and I won't be. But I'm not whole.” I nodded. “I will be though. And it won't be thanks to you.”

      My mother's eyes grew cold as she stared at me, and that hit me like a lead weight in the stomach. “That's how you feel?” she asked.

      I nodded, because I had to.

      If I didn't stand up for myself now, if I didn't hold my ground… this would never end.

      “It is.”

      “So be it then,” she said, turning her back on me to look at my father. “We're going home. See how well you fare here alone.”

      “He's not alone,” Brittany chimed, glaring at my mother as she clutched my arm. “I hope you understand, this is your loss. Not his.”

      My mother opened her mouth to speak, B’s feisty ass immediately held up a hand and stepped forward. “No. You don't get to speak anymore. You get out of my home.”

      They left in a huff, neither of them looking back.

      I was… strangely okay with that.

      At least for the first few seconds.

      After that though, after minutes had passed with me still stuck there, and the silence had settled around us… I felt gutted.

      Completely.

      “They'll come around,” B spoke up, trying to sound hopeful.

      If she had hope, that made exactly one of us.

      I shook my head. “It doesn't matter. Let's go to dinner.”

      She frowned. “Raf, no. We are not “going to dinner” after something like that. You need time.”

      “I need to eat. And…we need to talk about this interview with Wil Cunningham-Bishop.” 

      Britt's eyes bulged wide for a moment before she smiled. “You're going to do it?”

      I took a deep breath, then nodded. “Yeah. Everybody wants to speak for me, everybody has their thoughts and ideas about what I should do. Questions about when I'm coming back, why I’ve made my decisions.” I shook my head. “I can't keep dodging it. It's time to tell my story.”
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      I woke up to hundreds of notifications on my phone.

      My first reaction was to panic, thinking it had something to do with Rafael. Like maybe his trainer, or his parents, or maybe Lucia, had spilled his business to the press or something.

      I gently eased myself out of Raf’s arms so I could get a good look at my phone. He was exhausted after everything that had happened between yesterday and last night - so exhausted he was snoring, which was unusual for him.

      I really, really didn't want some bullshit to be the way he woke up.

      To my relief though, the notifications had nothing to do with Raf at all. Apparently, Miss Tiffany – from that hike in Sugar Valley - had been given access to social media for her thirteenth birthday and had been perusing the vitiligo tags there in search of community. Which, I thought was an excellent idea. I would have killed for that kind of access when I was her age going through this.

      In any case, she’d finally decided to take the selfie plunge for herself, and had posted the picture we took together up on Sugar Leaf Mountain. An image that I, of course, had not, because she was a child, and I hadn't exactly gotten permission from her mother to have her face all over Instagram.

      Tiffany had though.

      Someone recognized my face in the pictures, so I’d gotten tagged pretty early on.

      “This moment meant everything to me. I have never seen such a beautiful person with skin like mine before. She was so freaking cool too, with a cute boyfriend. #goals”

      I smiled at her caption.

      If these current teenagers thought you were cool?

      Yeah.

      You were cool.

      The images had been reposted by a bunch of people, a bunch of times, which is why my notifications had gone crazy like that. I made sure to navigate to the original post on Tiffany's account, where I made sure to hit the follow back button before I left my own comment.

      “Everything you said about me, I could say the exact same things about you. ❤️”

      I left a heart emoji on the end of my comment and then backed out to take a look at my other notifications. Because of the traction from Tiffany's post and all those reshares, I'd actually picked up a whole lot of attention and new followers… something I wasn’t that excited about.

      There were so many ways something like that could go wrong.

      I was pleasantly surprised though.

      All the commentary was typical enough - there were a whole lot of the usual hashtag platitudes, a whole lot of the words beautiful, gorgeous, soooo pretty, being thrown around.

      I stopped myself from rolling my eyes about it.

      I could fully admit being prone to dramatics and overthinking, and some dramatic overthinking. It was during one of those very recent deep dives into my own thoughts that something occurred to me.

      A few days ago, I’d gone to the furniture store with Raf, and afterward he couldn't seem to keep his hands off me. In his words, I was “too beautiful for him to not touch.”

      I believed him when he said that.

      I didn’t think he was lying.

      I didn't think Jules or Anika, or the people on social media were lying.

      I didn't think my mother was lying.

      I didn't think Vaughn was lying.

      I didn’t think any of my string of boyfriends, with all their other personality deficits, were lying when they said I was beautiful.

      So that made me the liar.

      I had to start stopping my lies in their tracks, and telling myself the truth. If everybody else could see it, then I damn sure would too. I refused to be the odd person out in seeing myself as a masterpiece.

      So instead of writing those compliments off as corny, and shallow, I absorbed and let them sink in a little. Then, I pulled myself up from the bed fully, heading to the bathroom to get cleaned up a bit.

      Raf’s interview at the radio station was in the early afternoon, and my plan for success was to keep him here at my apartment. We would eat the breakfast I was about to go get for us, and talk and laugh and not let our thoughts give way to any bullshit. Afterward, if he was up to it, we’d go to Anika and Jules’ party.

      I had a feeling he might need a chance for some fun and decompression after this interview, knowing Wil Cunningham-Bishop. She was an excellent interviewer for sure and I adored her.

      But she was tough.

      Real tough.

      I had no delusions that she would take it easy on Raf.

      But… I knew he could handle it.

      As protective as my instincts were when it came to him, as hard as this whole thing, these last years had been - to the point it left him uncertain of himself - I had full faith in him.

      He was working on settling into himself.

      Transitioning into this new man.

      I couldn't be prouder of him.

      I slipped away from his hold when he tried to pull me back in the bed with him, when I went back to tell him where I was going.

      “I'll be right back,” I promised, planting a soft kiss on his lips before I headed out.

      Yesterday had been such a lovely day, and this one… was the opposite of that. It was dark today, and gloomy, and I tried not to let myself wonder if it was some sort of symbolism, a warning for how this day was about to go.

      I probably should have given that a little more thought.

      As soon as I walked into Stacks to pick up a couple of breakfast platters, my eyes landed on my father.

      Part of me wanted to turn around and just go get coffee and bagels or donuts or something instead of sharing space with the man I despised.

      But the man I loved wanted pancakes.

      He won.

      I walked up to the counter and sat down, holding my breath as I waited for a server to approach and take my order. I made sure to put space between where I was sitting and where he was, but he looked up anyway when I sat down.

      “Well, well,” he drawled. “If it isn't the prodigal daughter.”

      I blew out a deep sigh. “That doesn't mean what you think it does,” I told him, rolling my eyes.

      “I know what it means, Brittany. I'm just making conversation with you.”

      “You don't have to. As a matter of fact, I’d rather you not.”

      I groaned as instead of being deterred by my apparent lousy attitude, he got up and moved down a few seats until he was seated right beside me.

      “You do understand that no matter how you feel about me, I'm still your father, right?”

      “As long as you understand that the word means nothing without some actions to back it up… yeah, sure,” I countered.

      “Brittany.”

      “Quincy.”

      My father blew out a sigh and shook his head. “Girl, you are just as infuriating as your mother.”

      “Oh, my mother. I'm a little surprised you remember her.”

      “I was married to the woman twenty-three years. Why wouldn't I remember her?”

      “Well, usually people tend to get amnesia about the people they wronged. Why wouldn’t I think the worst about you?”

      “Of course you do,” my father chuckled. “But only about me, never about your mama.”

      I frowned, but was interrupted from speaking by the server stopping by to take my to-go order. Once she was gone, I turned to my father. “Yeah, just you. Not her. You were the one I saw doing wrong.”

      “Yeah,” he huffed. “That was all you saw.”

      “Okay what are you trying to imply? Are you trying to insinuate my mother did something wrong to you?”

      “Well, we can start with those damn plants!”

      Immediately, I rolled my eyes. “Her being passionate about something and leaning into that passion despite your disapproval isn’t doing you wrong. I'm sure it seemed that way to you though.”

      “Brittany, I'm allergic to all those damn palms and ficus and fig trees and shit. Even the smell drives me nuts, makes me sick as a dog if I get too close.”

      My eyes went wide. “You’re serious?”

      “Yes, your mama filled the house up with those plants knowing it made it hard for me to breathe while I was there. Did it to drive me away – she admitted it!”

      I looked him right in the face, pressing my tongue between my teeth as I laughed. “Yes mama,” I muttered to myself, making my father let out a snort.

      “See there? You hate me so much that you hear something like that and think it's funny.”

      I pushed out a sigh, and wiped the amusement from my face as I looked at him. “Okay… how about you tell me why I shouldn’t.”

      His eyebrows went up. “Why you shouldn't what?”

      “Hate you.” I answered. “And you need to tell me something better than because you're my father.”

      He shrugged, ready with an immediate answer. “Because your mother didn't. No, I'm not going to sit here and act like I was a perfect man, because I wasn't. I have made some mistakes I deeply regret, and I absolutely didn't do right by you, your brother, or your mother all the time. But I'm not that man anymore, Brittany. After your mother left me, after we divorced - it wasn't until then that I really got it.”

      “Of course,” I agreed. “You finally had a consequence.”

      He gave me a deep sigh, not denying my words, because he couldn't. “I accepted my consequence, and then I decided I didn’t want that anymore. So I made it right with your mother, which is how we ended up back together.”

      “Right. You charmed her right back into your grip, even though she was the happiest I've ever seen her without you.”

      “That might be true, and I own that. But in that time we were back together, before she died… I made her happy, Brittany.”

      “And then she died, because of you. Because of the toll of the stress that you put her through.”

      “Your mother had a heart condition.”

      “With stress-induced, ongoing complications,” I argued, unwilling to relent on my point. “After she left you, she was getting better.”

      My father shook his head. “She was not getting better. Maybe she told you that, to ease your mind. But… she knew she was dying. It was the only reason she gave me another chance. She didn't want to be alone.”

      “She wasn't alone. She had me.”

      He laughed. “You know damn well it's not the same thing.”

      I turned away from him and huffed, not wanting to tell him he was right, and simultaneously baffled by the little tidbit he’d just revealed to me.

      She’d lied.

      When I questioned her decision to get back with my father, my mother rightfully put me back in my place - outside of her business. She didn't have to answer to me, she didn't have to explain. But when I asked about her health - when I asked about the doctor's appointments she always had, she wasn't secretive.

      She outright lied.

      “Of course she forgave you then,” I said. “When people are dying, they forgive everything. But… I'm still here, and she's not. But she would be if you hadn't put her through so much that it literally made her sick. I don't have my mother because of you,” I snapped, trying my best to hold back the tears that were suddenly brewing behind my eyes. “And so… I come back to my question. Why shouldn't I hate you?”

      My father stared at the coffee cup resting between his hands, staring into its depth as he considered my question. Finally, he looked up, meeting my gaze with full sincerity when he said, “Because I'm still here. We shouldn't squander it.”

      I was saved from responding by the arrival of my order.

      I grabbed my bag, paid, and left without saying a single word to my father or looking back. I headed back home with my head swirling, taking the long way. I had to give myself a little more time to get my mind right before I walked back into my apartment, where Raf was waiting.

      He had enough shit of his own going on.

      Because of that, I was especially not in the mood for any more drama - which of course meant it found me. I was back on my street when a passing car slowed down and I looked up to see a familiar face peeking out of the back-passenger side window.

      Lucia Fortini.

      “Hey,” she called out to me. “It's Brittany, right? My goodness, you are just so… uniquely pretty. I can see why—”

      “Let me stop you right there, bitch. Because I'm not the one, and this is not the time. I don't know what kind of reverse psychology, mean girl bullshit you think you’re about to pull on me, but I'm going to make myself real clear with you, real quick. Raf is mine. You cannot have him. You and your father don't get to threaten him. You cannot talk to him. As a matter of fact, don’t fucking look him up. And if I find out you’ve attempted any of the above, I will personally come to wherever you are to kick your bitch ass. Okay?”

      Lucia’s eyes were wide with alarm by the time I finished speaking, and she nodded. “Sure,” she stammered. “I don't want any more trouble. Rafael is a good guy, and I'm sorry for all of this.”

      “All of what?” I snapped, stepping toward the car, which I realized now had rideshare logos in the windows. “Is something happening? Do you know anything?”

      “No!” Lucia insisted. “I'm just talking about the things that have already happened. He didn't deserve that.”

      “You're right. He didn't. Your penance can be leaving us the fuck alone.”

      “I plan to,” she swore. “I'm not staying, I'm headed to the airport now. I’m only still here because I read about these popular honeybu-”

      “Yeah whatever, safe travels,” I told her, and then turned to keep walking towards my destination – home.

      There was no further conversation she and I needed to have.

      

      I didn't bother Raf with it.

      There was entirely too much on his plate already, and I wasn’t about to be the one to add more. Not about that run-in with Lucia, and not about the run-in with my father.

      It could wait.

      Instead, I focused on keeping his spirits high, aside from a subtle check-in to make sure he still wanted to do this.

      Of course, he did. 

      When it was time, we headed to the radio station. Upon arrival, I was relieved to see there wasn't a big entourage for Wil. Whenever I watched her do her show online, it always appeared that she took a minimalist approach for the comfort of her guests. I was glad to see that was actually the case, and not merely the magic of production.

      I didn't go inside the recording booth with them, where Vaughn, Wil, and her lone cameraperson were waiting. I opted to stay in the production booth, where I always did when I stopped by the studio when there was a show going on.

      I took a seat beside Leah, who gave me a smile. “I'm glad you got him to do this,” she said. “The show was going to go on either way, but Wil is really excited to have a guest like Raf.”

      I waved her off. “I take no credit,” I said. “This is all him.”

      While I wouldn't take any of the credit, I was undoubtedly absorbing some of the nerves. We’d purposely timed our arrival for there to be minimal downtime before the interview started. But it seemed like the countdown to live started damn near as soon as we sat down.

      It was too late to back out now.

      Full disclosure.

      That was the answer Raf had given me last night, when I asked how much he planned to tell. It wasn't that he was itching for some sort of tell-all exposé, but he’d committed to giving the most truthful answer he could to every question he was asked.

      Knowing what I did about Wil, he'd be telling a lot.

      “This is Wil in the Field, with Wil Cunningham-Bishop, and I'm here in Mahogany Heights, one of my favorite places on this planet. If you've never heard of it, first of all, I need you to get familiar. The Heights is home to the very first Urban Grind, the flagship store. If you're a WAWG fan, I'm sure you've watched Charlie and Nixon and all those babies do their cooking, right? Well, their restaurant, Pot Liquor, was started here in the Heights as well. I won't give you a rundown of all the prominent people who have gotten their start here, but I just want to underscore my point - there's a lot of talent here in the Heights,” Wil opened the show, smiling at Raf. “Including our very special guest today, Mr. Rafael De Luca. He is one of the most titled Black cyclists – cyclists, period - ever. He has represented this country in the Olympic games, with some controversy there, since some say that his loyalty is split between two countries because of his mixed heritage. American mother, Italian father, and as I understand it… for most of your cycling career, you haven't lived in the United States?”

      “That's correct,” Raf answered. “But all my formative years were spent here in the Heights. I have a deep love for both, for different reasons, so I hope you're not about to ask me to choose.”

      Wil laughed. “Only because you asked me not to. So we've gotten the introductions done, and now I'm sure you know what the burning question is on everybody's mind, as it relates to you. But, before you answer that question, I have some more information I want to give, to provide some context for any of our viewers and listeners who might not be very familiar with you. Is that okay?”

      Raf let out a nervous chuckle. “Uh… yeah, sure.”

      “I’ll be gentle, I promise. You can correct me on any of the details I get wrong,” Wil started. “But about two years ago you were in Tangier, Morocco – which is the northern coast of Africa, if you didn’t know. This was not during a race, but on a training ride when you had a pretty major accident. You ended up falling off your bike, down a mountain, and you had a whole host of serious injuries as a result of this accident. Broken bones, what they call road rash, even though it's not a rash, your skin is just gone because the friction scraped it off. And, something I personally feel gets downplayed in general… you suffered a traumatic brain injury. I don't know if it's because people don't really understand what that means or what, but it was serious enough that you spent several weeks learning to speak again, correct?”

      Raf looked a little distressed by this blow-by-blow recounting of the accident, but his head was high when he nodded. “Yes, that's correct. It hasn't been an easy road.”

      “There's no way it could have been,” Wil agreed. “And I'm going to say something here, another thing I don't think people generally know. Cyclists and triathletes… when it comes to the amount of stress and exertion and just shit that you have to put your body through… you guys are some of the hardest working, most elite athletes in the world. I mean sure, football players are taking these high-speed tackles and all that, basketball is another high contact sport, rugby, all that. But you're doing that in fits and bursts, and with occasional breaks, for maybe two hours. These cycling races, and your training? Five and six hours, often more. You're keeping up twenty mile per hour speeds – conservatively - for hours. I don't think anyone who hasn't done that, can understand the constant toll it takes on your body. How far into your training ride were you when you had your accident?”

      Raf blew out a sigh. “I was maybe halfway through what was supposed to be thirty miles. So maybe fourteen or fifteen miles into it when it happened.”

      “Okay. So you’re, let's call it fifteen miles into this ride. You're going, you're working, you're sweating, you’re training… and suddenly the ground isn’t solid underneath you anymore. What goes through your mind? What were you thinking?”

      “I thought I was about to die,” Raf chuckled. “I knew I was done. That was it, that was the end. Especially once I finally hit the bottom. I'm just laying there, with my mind running through everything that just happened. Can barely feel my… anything. And all I can think is… this is over. I'm done for. This is the end.”

      “Wow,” Wil said, shaking her head. “And you were down there a while too.”

      “Yeah it took a while for me to be found. It was pretty remote where I was, and I hadn't discussed my route with anyone. My GPS tracker malfunctioned that morning. I didn't think anything of all that though, because I thought I was invincible. Twenty-four years old, a superstar, all the girls want me. I'm making money, got Ase Garb in my DMs,” he laughed. “If you'd asked me back then, when I thought I might die? I would have said never. That's just how indestructible I thought I was.”

      “That’s so common,” Wil laughed. “I experienced that too. We're young and fine, and everybody wants to talk to us, and be like us. We’re in our prime, and our bodies are in the best shape of our lives. We don't think anything can touch us. And then, very suddenly… you discover that's not the case at all.”

      “A rude ass awakening,” Raf agreed. “But if I didn't get anything else from this whole experience, it drove home that tomorrow isn't promised. You might think you're going to live forever, you’ll do it next time, or you'll have another chance to say what you need to. But the reality is that you might not. Not that I caught that lesson immediately. I’ve only recently been adhering.”

      “Oh really,” Wil grinned. “You’re being all cryptic right now…it wouldn’t have anything to do with the beautiful young lady you walked into the studio with, would it?”

      I ducked my head before the camera could pan in my direction, just in case.

      To my relief, Raf laughed it off. “The woman I walked into the studio with has been my best friend, my lifeline for a whole lot of years. But especially through this.”

      Wil giggled. “Oh, your best friend huh? That's another thing I know plenty about - look what my best friend did,” she said, gesturing towards her prominent pregnant belly as she laughed. “I'm not going to push too hard and get all in your business about that, since she is not the one being interviewed. But I do want to talk about your relationships. As we go through these significant shifts in who we are – and how we engage with our sport, or our passion, and as we grow up… our relationships with people change. Out of necessity a lot of times. So, how have your relationships been since this accident that was a major turning point in your life?”

      Raf scrubbed a hand over his face. “Man… That's a tough one. Right now, my strongest relationship is the one I always expected to be that. Like I said, she's been my lifeline. I'm really not sure I would have survived recent events without her.”

      I covered my face again to hide my blush as Leah nudged me and giggled.

      “I'm thrilled to hear you say that, because it's necessary for professional athletes,” Wil said. “I mean everybody really, but especially people who are in this sort of national spotlight, to have someone you can count on. It's tough to know who your real friends are, who is really by your side. And from what I've seen and heard, talking to all these different people, is that the hardships are where it all comes out. That's how you discover who those real ones truly are.”

      “Definitely,” Raf agreed. “And it's been funny to see the way things shift for you, once you stop doing the things everybody expects from you, and start to… I want to say, be selfish with your decision making. A lot of people don't like it when you start looking out for your own best interests. They want to be the ones to do it for you, because it's really not about your best interests. It's about theirs. But as long as they're in charge, as long as you're just going along with them, they can hide that. They can bury it under concern, and under the guise of them having the experience to know what's best. But when it really comes down to it, you have to be willing to let some people go, if it's between them or your sanity. And that's not just the people you’re close with, that’s the fans as well. You have these people all over your back - everybody knows what you should do. How to execute. What you’ve gotta do to stay on top. And don't you dare not be on top. That's a whole other animal.”

      “Oooh, tag me in,” Wil said. “Because to me, that sounds like frustration with the pressures that come with being the child of two very prominent athletes. A thing that, surprise, I can relate to. My mother was an Olympic sprinter. My father a world-class boxer. So when it came to me, there was this insane pressure to live up to what they’d done. And not just live up to it - to surpass it, and if I couldn't do that, I was trash. That was the rhetoric around it.”

      Raf gave her a deep nod. “That's exactly it. And … I think it's well-meaning, you know? We support our own, and it's a community, and they want us to succeed - they want somebody they can brag on. But the pressure? Can kill you. I've been living with that beating at me from all sides. Yeah, when I was young and cocky, before the accident, it didn't phase me as much. Doubts about my abilities? A record to beat? Hell yeah, pour that shit directly in my cup, let me show you what I can do. But… once you’re broken, when you're not at that level anymore, but you’ve still got the public in your ear, your parents in your ear, your team in your ear, pushing you to do more, to be more, when you… don’t know who you are anymore. It's…”

      Raf trailed off, seemingly unable to find the right word to express what he was feeling from there. But words weren’t necessary, because from everything else that had come before, and the obvious sincerity in his eyes and his voice… we all understood.

      “Which,” Wil said, “Brings me back to that burning question, the one I hate to ask, because I don't want to put more pressure on you. You went through this traumatic thing, that completely remapped your life, and of course things are different now for you. But people want to know. When will you race again?”

      Raf shook his head, looking Wil right in the eyes when he said, “Never.”

      For several seconds everything was quiet, until Wil repeated his answer back to him as a question. “Never?”

      “Never,” he confirmed. “As passionate as I am about cycling, as much as I love it… That season is over for me.”

      “Can we dig into that?” Wil asked. “Because… you know what I'm thinking, what everybody is thinking, right? He looks fine. He seems healthy. We all saw him dominate in that charity race. So what is it that makes you say you’re never going to race again?”

      “I just don't have it in me anymore,” he answered. “After everything that's happened, everything it took to get me on the bike for that charity ride…” He shook his head. “I'm just not willing to do it.”

      Wil nodded. “That's not completely surprising. Athletic training is already an intense undertaking. So I would imagine that taking you from this accident, to a place where you could ride again with even similar proficiency had to be hard. Talk to me about what it took to get you there.”

      Raf sat there a moment, quiet and intense before he chuckled and shook his head. “Okay …so I was in the hospital. I was in the hospital a while, confined to the bed. And even with the exercises and stuff you're supposed to do to keep your muscles active, the massages and all that, I still had some muscle atrophy. I still had to learn how to say the word bike again. I still had the pain from broken ribs making it hard to breathe. All these things that were in direct opposition to what I was trying to do.”

      “Sure.”

      “So… as you know, when you’re a professional athlete at this level, you have a team – specific trainers, nutritionists, a weightlifting coach, all of that - all these people that work together to help you be the best you can. These people who you trust. By the time of my accident, I’d been working with them for years. I trusted them. So when my head trainer came to me and said, after I'd been struggling, frustrated, and completely ready to give up, “I've got you. I've got something for you.” I trusted that.”

      Wil sat forward, listening. She said nothing though, simply letting Raf speak.

      “Vitamin injections. A way to replace all the nutrients and stuff I wasn't getting any more from being outside on my bike for hours at a time, and being able to eat four thousand calories a day. I needed to be supplemented, and I didn't find anything suspicious about that. When it started… It was like night and day. I finally felt like myself again, like it was a fucking miracle. I wanted to tell everybody about it, you know, talk to my peers, share this with them. This is something that we can use to recover. To train harder, cycle better, to elevate the sport. Everybody was excited about my progress, especially after that charity race. That race was proof, and I wanted to shout it to the world. I brought it up to my trainer, like this is going to be great for you and your business. But… he said no. This is proprietary, just for you. That’s when I got suspicious.”

      “They… weren't “vitamin” injections, were they?” Wil asked, shaking her head.

      Raf scraped his teeth over his bottom lip. “No. They weren't. When I asked questions about it, he blew it off, tried to make me feel like I was… paranoid. So I got into his office. Found the bottles. Read the labels. Googled the names on them. And I just threw up. I was sick.”

      “You had no idea?”

      “I had no idea. But I should have. I should have known better. I should have looked into it myself. I should have demanded to see the studies, and looked at reports. I should have been proactive about it. But I wasn't. I trusted the people who claimed to be on my side to actually do that. And not just be on my side, but to do it with integrity. As cocky as I was before the accident, it was for a reason. I got where I was, got to that level because I put in the work. I didn't cheat. I worked at this every day, hours and hours. I followed the nutrition plan, I lifted the weights, I got the rest, I didn't drink, didn't do drugs, wasn't out all night partying, none of that. I just wanted to race. I just wanted to win. The only advantages I had were genetics, and a willingness to work myself down to the bone. Not from a needle.”

      “So you’d never done steroids before? Never considered it?”

      “Never. Never. And not again since I found out the truth about what those “vitamin injections” were. I haven’t raced since then, not for my own gain. The charity race was before I knew the truth, and I am completely willing to repay those funds, and pay whatever fines come with that from my personal income to make that right.”

      “So when you say you're not willing to race anymore,” Wil said, “that you don't have it in you anymore, that you're not willing to do what it takes… What does that mean in relation to what you just revealed to me?” 

      “It means that at this point, what's done is done. Steroids are something that… sure, you might stop doing it, but the benefits that you got from it aren't gone. In my case, it helped me to build muscle I wouldn't have been able to build that fast on my own, after that type of accident. It aided in workout recovery, so that I was able to train harder, train longer. I'm still carrying that gain with me. And so every time I get on the bike to engage another race, I’d have an advantage my opponents didn't. That taints it for me. I don't want any wins I didn't earn. There were some I could have taken. But I didn't, because that's not who I want to be.”

      “And it's that, I think, that tells us exactly who you are,” Wil acknowledged with a smile. “So… where do you go from here?” she asked.

      “I'm not totally sure,” Raf said, his voice sounding much lighter than it had before. “I'm still figuring that part out. But I bought a house here in the Heights. I'm going to spend some time demolishing and rebuilding there, and just figuring myself out. Reconnecting with friends, and exploring new avenues, and just…living. The rest will come.”

      Wil nodded. “Absolutely. The rest will come. And… I think that is a perfect note to end this interview on. Thank you so much for coming to talk to me, and for being so transparent. I appreciate it, and I think you’ll find the viewers and listeners do as well.”

      Raf smiled. “I just appreciate the opportunity to speak my truth. I can accept whatever comes with it.”
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        * * *

      

      I wanted to be relieved.

      I wanted to be happy, so happy for Raf. Happy and relieved that he’d told his story, that he'd gotten the opportunity to let it all out. While he was speaking during the interview, and after, when Wil came out to introduce herself to me, and everybody talked and laughed, and everything was just good… I wanted to be in the moment and feel that too.

      But I couldn't, because I was stuck.

      I was stuck on the fact that he’d lied to me.

      Well, maybe not a lie, not exactly, but after finding out this morning that my mother hadn't been honest with me about the status of her health, his words during that interview certainly felt like one.

      Sure, he told me about the steroids. And when I thought back on our conversations about it, he’d never explicitly mentioned seeking them out, or doing it on purpose. I always thought he was just ashamed about it, and didn't want to go into detail. I didn't need details, so I hadn't pressed it. But now, I realized the truth.

      He was purposely vague.

      “Hey, what time is Anika and Jules’ thing tonight?” he asked, once we'd finally made it back to my place. We’d ended up having a late lunch with Wil, Vaughn, and Leah, and then gone by Raf’s townhouse to do a few things that took us into dinner. All while the anger I'd been trying to suppress was steadily brewing.

      I unclenched my teeth to turn to him. “You still wanted to do that?” I asked.

      More of my true feelings than I intended must have come out in my words, because Raf looked up at me from his seat on my couch with a frown. “I… just thought that was part of the plans for the day. But if you're not feeling it, we don't have to.”

      “It's whatever,” I said, and then stomped off towards my bedroom. Never before had I felt the absence of doorways around this place more than in that moment, when I would have loved to slam a door behind me. I wasn't sure if I would have had the chance to anyway though, because I was barely past the divider before Raf was on me, grabbing my arm to turn me to face him.

      “What's going on?”

      “Nothing,” I snapped, pulling away.

      He just followed me deeper into the room though. “Don't lie to me, B.”

      Oh!

      Oh!

      “Don't lie to you?!” I growled, turning on him. “Oh, that is so rich from you.”

      His face curled in confusion. “We are you talking about?”

      “I'm talking about me having to find out with the rest of the world that you were fucking drugged without your consent! Yeah, you told me about the steroids Raf, but you didn't tell me that.”

      He groaned, propping his hands on top of his head. “I… I'm sorry,” he said. “I'm sorry.”

      “You’re sorry?!” I snapped. “I don't give a shit how sorry you are, I want to know why. You had all this going on, for over a year. You suffered in silence until just weeks ago. In that interview, you called me your lifeline, but the truth is - you didn’t want me there when you were in the hospital. You were going through all this and you didn't tell me. And when you did tell me, you let me believe it was the whole story, but come to find out… it wasn't. What else haven't you said?!”

      “I've said it all, I swear,” he insisted. “You're right - I didn't want you there after that accident, because I didn't want anybody to see me like that. But especially not you. It was bad, and I didn't want to stress you like that. It's the same reason I kept all of this to myself, because it wasn't your burden to bear. It was mine. And as far as whether or not I sought the steroids out on my own… does it matter? It was my responsibility, when it comes down to it. It was my responsibility and I dropped the ball. I'm not trying to make any excuses for that. If I could have told the story without saying it was my trainer, I would have done that. I don't want to give any names; I don't want to put this on anybody else. I know his actions weren't okay, by any stretch of the imagination. Not Lucia’s either, and my parents were wrong too. But I've got to take responsibility for myself. I've got to fucking be a man.”

      “Suffering in silence is not being a man,” I snapped. “Taking all the responsibility for other people’s mistakes is not being a man. Telling me you love me, that you trust me, and then leaving out these important ass details isn't being a man. It's fucking toxic. It's not okay!”

      “So what do you suggest, then huh?” Raf asked. “Should I be sitting around somewhere whining and crying like a bitch? Complaining? Nobody wants to hear it!”

      “I want to hear it!” I corrected him. “Because I'm your friend. I've been your friend. You should have come to me.”

      “It was too much. It was more than I knew how to cope with, or handle. You'd already lost your mother, B, and you were still struggling with that. I couldn't put more on you, when I didn’t know how to verbalize it.”

      I swallowed, hard. “Okay. I can accept that you felt like that back then. What about now, Raf? When you told me about the steroids, you made it seem like a choice. I got mad at you, I judged you because I believed you made a choice. That's not what happened.”

      “But it's still my fault. I'm a grown-ass man.”

      “A grown ass man who was taken advantage of. And there's no shame in that, not for you. You trusted Marco, and he betrayed that.”

      “I don't think it matters. What's done is done, and I fully expect to hear from the UCI and whoever else first thing Monday morning, because they don’t care where it started – they care that the doping happened, that’s all. The details don’t matter to them.”

      “They matter to me. They matter to who you are.”

      Raf took a few steps back, pressing his back to the wall as he shook his head, and looked at me. “I can't consider myself a victim. Not with everything else. All the other shit is enough. I told my story, I told the truth, and I know there are going to be some things that I have to answer for with that. But I can't see it the way you want me to see it.”

      “You mean as it is. You can't see it as the truth?”

      “Right now, with everything else I'm trying to manage… guilt is an easier thing to cope with.”

      Damn.

      It hit me right then, how selfish I was being, in making this demand of him.

      He was right.

      This was his burden to bear, and if accepting responsibility for it was what made it possible for him to move forward and deal with it… it really wasn't for me to take that away from him.

      I didn't have to like it.

      Just like I didn't have to like the fact that my mother pretended to me that she wasn't dying.

      Hell… this was probably why she’d lied to me about it. So she wouldn't have to hear my mouth when all she wanted, all she needed, was peace.

      That was my place when it came to the people I loved.

      “Raf…,” I started, walking up to him and wrapping my arms around his waist. Without hesitation he returned the gesture, enveloping me in his arms. “If we're going to do this,” I said, “If we're going to be friends, if we're going to be lovers… I need you to know there's nothing you can't tell me. I can't promise you I'm always going to have the best immediate reaction, or that I might not need a little time to understand where you’re coming from. But I love you, in a way I wouldn’t have considered possible before you came back. We were friends first, before anything else, and as easy and seamless as that makes it for us to be in a relationship now… we can't ever let that foundation get away from us.”

      “Of course,” Raf agreed, bending to whisper his words against my lips. “Best friends forever, right?”

      “Right.”

      “I'm sorry, really, for not being open and upfront with you about all of this. I just didn't want to put any more on your shoulders.”

      “These are strong shoulders,” I assured him. “I can handle it.”

      “Noted. Are we good?” he asked, and I nodded.

      “So good.”

      “Okay. So… I ask again, what time is this party?”

      I smirked as I unhooked my arms from his waist so I could access the front of his jeans instead. “Doesn’t matter,” I said, as I unbuttoned and unzipped him, so I could slip my hands in to grab his dick through his boxers. “You and I have other plans.”
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      The I love yous hit different now.

      Those words had been in play between Britt and I, long before they had any romantic meaning attached. Even through the years where I suppressed the possibility of being more than her friend, and surviving our first - albeit short - disagreement.

      They felt different now.

      Less like abstract words, and more like a solid declaration that cemented us together as something much more than either of us had thought possible. The connective glue that made it a hell of a lot more feasible for me to get up and go out into the world to face the day.

      I’d kept myself tucked away in Britt’s apartment all weekend, enjoying the benefits of her feeling bad for going in on me like she had after that interview. I wasn't tripping on it, because when it really came down to it - whether she had a right to be mad or not - I had mishandled it. No, of course not with the intention of hurting her. But what the fuck would it look like for me to be stubborn about something like that with where our relationship was, and considering the way she had been front and center through all this, eager and excited to be there for me?

      I likely would have been pretty pissed too, finding out something like that about my best friend along with the rest of the world. I hadn’t intended to be quite that open. But once I was talking, it all just came out - things I never had any intention to express to anyone but myself and Jesus.

      The only people I really had to analyze it with.

      While I was accepting my own responsibility, I was glad she’d accepted hers too. It hadn't exactly felt good to argue with her about something like that after the day I’d already had, so I was relieved it didn't take much for her to realize she was going too hard.

      Which… was really another thing to Britt’s credit.

      She’d told me about the conversation with her father, and the subsequent running into Lucia, neither of which had to be good for her mental state. But instead of processing it like she needed to, she was more concerned with making sure I was good. Of course, I had to point out that in a roundabout way, I'd done the same thing in not telling her the full details of what Marco did.

      Ending up at odds with your partner because you were trying to – truly - protect your loved one, and accept your own choices?

      If that was the foundation we were laying, I felt like we’d be okay.

      “What?” B asked, looking up from her cell phone. It was early as hell Monday morning, but neither of us could sleep.

      Too much going on.

      I’d finally answered a phone call from my agent - not to be confused with my parents, who were my managers. She'd confirmed that I could expect to hear something from the UCI today, and I was anxious to hear what would happen. Besides that, I had my meeting to close on the house. And, maybe what I was most apprehensive about…. I needed a haircut.

      That shit didn't feel like stepping into lion's den.

      It felt like walking straight into the lion’s jaws.

      “Do you want me to come with you today?” B asked, when I never did answer her first question.

      I forced myself to snap out of my thoughts, putting a smile on my face to shake my head. “Nah, Top Flight Security,” I teased her. “I think I've got it.”

      “Okay… but if you change your mind, I'm just a phone call away.”

      I grabbed her chin as I leaned in to kiss her forehead. “I appreciate you babe. But I've got this one on my own.”

      With that in mind, we both got up, having a quick breakfast before we showered and got ready to head out for our respective busy days.

      It felt like all eyes on me.

      Not that long ago, that was something I would have wanted - something I would have craved. Now, I knew the likelihood that those eyes were watching me so close because they were awestruck by my athleticism was painfully low.

      They were judging me.

      Or at least, that was an easy thing to think.

      I kept my own eyes ahead of me as I headed to the shop, only diverting my attention to speak to the familiar faces I saw along the way. Nobody stopped me to talk, probably too scandalized by the truth I’d revealed to simply hold a normal conversation with me.

      That was fine.

      I didn't have it in me to either.

      As confident as I may have sounded on the playback of Wil’s show, I was pretty damn terrified.

      That feeling only intensified when I walked into Fresh Cuts and the whole damn shop went quiet.

      Completely quiet, not even the usual buzz of clippers.

      I stopped where I was, looking around trying to pinpoint who the bullshit was going to come from. This was yet another moment where I had to establish a particular order, or it would get established for me.

      I wasn't surprised when the guy who had grilled me last time was the first one to lean forward, making himself known.

      “Hey man,” he spoke up, and all the attention went to him, to hear what he was going to say. To set the tone.

      “What's up?” I asked.

      “Where exactly is this Mario Fettuccine located?” he asked. “I just need to see him, put me in a room alone with him for about five minutes,” he said. “I just wanna talk.”

      The whole barbershop, including me, burst into laughter.

      And there it was again, that acceptance I hadn't quite expected… and maybe didn't deserve. But I certainly appreciated it.

      Carter caught my gaze from across the shop, and lifted his chin in greeting. “Aye man… you good?” he asked, a question that was asking a hell of a lot more than if I was having an okay day.

      A question I fully understood he wasn't just asking for himself, but on behalf of everybody.

      “Yeah,” I nodded. “I'm good.”

      He returned my nod. “Good. Come on and let’s get you cut.”
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      As far as I was concerned, the positive start to the morning boded well for the rest of the day, and I was hella pleased to be right.

      Closing went off without a hitch, which meant that all the preliminary fixing I was doing on the house - which I technically wasn't supposed to, but had been given special unwritten permission for - wasn't going to go to waste.

      The house was officially mine.

      Then, I heard from the UCI.

      Kinda.

      They didn't contact me directly at all, simply released a statement online. They made it abundantly clear that their drug testing standards were too rigorous for me to have been aided by steroids during any of my notable wins. The only reason I avoided getting caught with the contraband substance in my system was that I wasn’t actually racing at the time I’d been exposed. If you hadn’t declared intentions to race, there was no reason for them to care what you did.

      Marco was being investigated though.

      I felt bad for any other racers who might get caught up in his bullshit – specifically ones who, like me, had been duped. I wasn’t the one who’d done it though – if anybody was responsible, it would be Marco, and he’d be the one who had to answer for it.

      So my integrity – or attempts at it, at least – had paid off.

      This was a great day.

      I personally felt light as a feather by the time the end of the day came around, and I strolled back into Britt’s place. She had music playing, her usual mix of R&B and female rap. Something in the kitchen smelled good.

      All good signs, usually.

      I was picking up on something else though… the vibe wasn't right. Something was off.

      I looked around the open space, but didn't see her. That led me to the bathroom, where I found her pacing back and forth in the limited area.

      “What's up with you?” I asked, struck by the worried look on her face.

      “I… realized something. As I was walking back from grabbing dinner for us. I’m late.”

      At first thought, my dumb ass looked at my watch, confused by what she could possibly be late for at this time of the evening on a Monday.

      “No,” she groaned, pointing at the top of the toilet.

      My eyes landed on the pregnancy test.

      Oh, shit.

      We certainly had been screwing like rabbits, with no thought to contraception, but I didn't think it had been quite long enough yet for something like this. I started counting backward in my head, and it must have shown on my face, because B shook her head.

      “I already did the math, babe. And I’ve been all over google. It’s possible. It's not like we've been using any type of protection, and I'm not on birth control. We got excited, and… we've been rolling the dice.”

      “Okay,” I nodded. “Okay. How soon before we know?”

      The question was barely out of my mouth when a timer went off, somewhere in the bathroom. Britt pulled her cell phone from her pocket, revealing it as the source of the chiming, and shutting it off.

      “Right now.” She picked up the test and pulled it out of the protective cap, her eyes laser-focused and searching for the result. “Oh thank God,” she yelled a second later, shoving it in my direction. “Not pregnant,” she gushed, relieved, before I could get my eyes focused right.

      “Damn, you don't have to be that excited about it, do you?”

      She laughed. “Raf, we’re only in our mid-twenties, you don't have a job, and I am finally embracing this body for all the glory it is. Fuck them kids,” she said, making me laugh.

      For all the reasons she'd mentioned, and more, a baby really was nowhere on my list of things I was interested - right now, at least – in doing.

      “That doesn't mean we can't practice though, right?” I asked, grabbing her hand to pull her into me.

      “Sure doesn’t – and we need to celebrate too,” she practically purred, before she pushed me backward, out the bathroom door. “Let me pee again real quick!”

      I didn't waste any time.

      I headed straight to her bedroom, taking stuff off on the way, ready to get this thing started. However, just moments later, B walked up with a distinctly disappointed look on her face.

      “Okay… we’re going to have to rain check,” B said, blowing out a sigh. “Guess who decided to show up now.”

      My eyebrows went up. “Your period started?”

      “Yeah,” Britt groaned. “But let me not act like I’m not glad to see her, cause the internet says that negative test could just mean it’s too early for a positive. Periods don’t lie though,” she said, lifting her hand to give me a high five.

      “Well hold on now,” I said. “You said your period started, but like… how started is it?”

      B frowned. “Um… started. Like… when I wiped it was pink.”

      “Oh, I ain’t scared of that,” I waved her off. “That doesn’t have to stop anything for me.”

      “Eww,” she laughed. “It does for me though.”

      “Oh so you’re scared.”

      “No, I’m not scared,” she defended. “And I’m quite sure I’ve given you more than enough pussy over the last several weeks – we can hold off for now.”

      “Ah. Got it. You’re scared,” I teased. “Don't be like that. It's a natural thing, just like when it started for you, back in seventh grade.”

      “Oh pleeeease don't remind me,” B grunted, shaking her head.

      “Oh no I’ve gotta remind you, because I just reminded myself - you owe me a jacket.”

      Britt’s eyes went big. “It got blood on it!” she said. “You gave it to me, so I could cover up my little… accident. It was ruined!”

      “A little blood being on it is not ruined,” I argued as she laughed. “You could have just gotten it cleaned.”

      She shook her head. “Nope. It would have been bad memories for me every time I saw you in it. It was a pretty ugly jacket anyway.”

      “According to you,” I said. “You’re always hating on me.”

      “Awww, my bad babe. But… while I’m hating on you, can I just say, I really don't like these shoes with that shirt you had on....”

      “See what I mean?” I laughed, hooking an arm around her waist to pull her in again. This time, there was no interruption. She melted right into my touch, as if things have never been another way between us.

      “So… what do you think?” I asked.

      “About us.”

      “What about us?”

      “You’re messing with me, aren't you?” I asked, prompting a smile to her face.

      “Yeah,” she admitted. “I totally am.”

      “Can you answer the question?”

      Her smile deepened.  “How I feel is that… this – us - was probably the best decision either of us had made in a while.”

      “Really?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Yes,” she answered. “Really. Why, do you think it's not? You think we made a mistake?”

      “Hell no,” I answered immediately. “I just… I want to make sure you're good. That you’re happy.”

      B grinned. “I have not been this happy in a long time. And not just because of this new development between us. Just having you back here, being able to touch you…,” She said.  “It’s so gratifying. So that may be coloring my perception a little, but when it comes down to it… I’m all into this. What I want to know, is how you’re doing. How did everything go today?”

      “You mean before the pregnancy scare?”

      “I don't know if I’d call it a scare,” Brittany laughed. “But yes, before that. I saw the statement from UCI, so I know you’re good there. But the closing… the haircut…?”

      “The closing went completely fine. And the haircut too,” I told her. “I didn't walk into a stoning or anything like that.”

      “See!” she laughed. “I told you, you belong to the neighborhood. We take care of our own.”

      Yeah.

      This experience had been a reminder of that - even with my apprehensions about being the hometown hero and all. The Heights put on for me when it counted.

      “I wouldn't have it any other way.”
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      Today is going to be fine.

      Today is going to be fine.

      Today is going to be fine.

      I kept telling myself that, over and over, trying to convince my brain to not give in to the urge to retreat to my apartment with a tub of ice cream, my boyfriend, maybe some paints and a canvas, and all the Netflix I could binge.

      I didn't want to give in to that.

      So instead… I went to work.

      There was some rearranging I'd been wanting done in the shop for a while, but I just hadn't had the wherewithal to do it myself, or delegate. Now though, I was in need of distraction like I was in need of my next breath.

      So, I had Raf working for me.

      I was enjoying the hell out of watching my shirtless “best friend”, hauling those bikes around like it was nothing.

      I was so into this.

      He didn't have to have his shirt off, but I’d requested it, because… why not? Shirtless Raf was a perk I would absolutely take advantage of now. I mean… what with being his girlfriend and all that.

      “Is this the last one?” he asked, holding up what was, indeed, the last one. “Yes,” I told him. “Thank you for doing this for me. You could do this all the time, you know?”

      “Not a problem,” he said. “I’ve gotta stick around until the heat from those pictures wears off a little anyway,” he teased, making me shake my head.

      Fallon had launched her Scantililly campaign the day before, and I was getting some increased attention.

      It was cute that he was trying to make sure his presence was felt, without making our relationship obvious. Even though it was probably obvious.

      “How are you holding up?”

      “I've been better,” I answered. “But I'll be all right.”

      I would be.

      Especially with Raf’s half-nudity as a perfect visual distraction from the emotional pain I was trying my best not to feel. Obviously though, there was only so much distracting I could actually pull off.

      It was my mother’s birthday.

      The shit wouldn’t exactly be peachy.

      The morning passed, uneventful and slow, with Raf’s calming presence carrying me into the afternoon. I was grateful for him, and glad that he’d found his own place of peace, no longer so heavily burdened by everything he’d been carrying with him when he arrived.

      Maybe it was selfish.

      But his lightness made it feel okay for me to stop trying to not be sad about the fact that my mother was no longer here. Ignoring my emotions had never exactly… worked.

      I wasn’t sure why I thought it would now.

      So instead of leaning into faux detachment, I let the melancholy creep in. I left the store to the evening shift employee, and let Raf take me upstairs. Made love. Ate the ice cream. Watched the Netflix. I saved the painting for another time, for the custom piece Raf had requested for his living room.

      And then I decided to go to my mother’s grave.

      Raf didn’t ask if I wanted him to come.

      He just got up and put his shoes on.

      It was a long walk to the cemetery where my mother had been laid to rest, and we took it slow. Raf raised an eyebrow at me when I threaded my fingers through his, in full view of anybody who might walk past, but… I didn’t care anymore about keeping it between us. Not when, by all counts, everyone could tell just by looking at us, and even if they couldn’t, everybody was already thinking it anyway.

      We were a thing.

      We’d always been a thing, really, but a different type of “thing” now. A “thing” I was happy about, a “thing” I intended to rely on today, to get me through it all.

      Mama would’ve been so happy.

      She’d always loved Raf, and had tried on many occasions to suggest something more than friends between us. I’d always, always denied it, never considering the possibility of something that, to me, felt impossible.

      And now… here we were.

      Raf squeezed my fingers as we headed through the neighborhood, and I looked up to briefly meet his gaze. All that weariness and sorrow in his eyes was gone, but he still looked so… grown.

      He let go of my hand after we’d crossed a street, opting instead to hook an arm around my neck, keeping me snug against him as we kept moving. Just that quickly, I felt more grounded, more secure, more… connected.

      Loved.

      Not that I hadn’t been before, but… damn.

      When we made it to the cemetery, the sun was just starting its’ descent into the horizon. Raf didn’t go with me to the grave – he took a seat at the entrance, giving me the chance to go have a talk with my mother alone.

      I wasn’t the only person who had that same idea though.

      Last year, and the year before that, and definitely the one before that, I would’ve turned and walked back in the direction I’d come from, seeing my father standing at that grave. It disgusted me, like…. made me physically ill… to see him pretending he loved her, pretending he was mourning. Pretending he’d ever done right by her.

      I couldn’t stand him.

      But I was starting to understand that it wasn’t up to me.

      As much as I hated to admit it, for that time they were back together before she passed, she really was happy.

      Glowing.

      I thought about how I felt now, with Rafael, and…. If my father had made her feel even a fraction of that, in the face of what she knew about her impending death… I had to let that count for something.

      So I approached.

      I stood there beside him and Vaughn, on his other side, in silence. I took it all in, noticing both of their red eyes, and the fresh flowers they must’ve brought, and accepted that I’d never be able to look at my mother’s name on a headstone without feeling like I was being gutted and flipped inside out.

      And I remembered her.

      I focused on just that, remembering her voice and how she smelled, the way her hugs felt, the way her food tasted, and her beautiful face I so often saw mirrored in my own.

      Full immersion.

      And then… my father grabbed my hand.

      I immediately pulled away, shaking my head. “Don’t push it,” I told him, but let a natural smirk creep onto my face to lighten the blow. I’d stand next to him to honor my mother, sure, but the touchy-feely shit was a no-go.

      At least for now.

      It had been at the back of my mind, seeing how other familial relationships played out. Anika and Fallon were among the very few people I knew with a good relationship with parents that were still around. Nearly everyone else was orphaned or traumatized by shitty relatives, and Raf’s recent experience with his parents only highlighted that.

      What he’d confided in me about Lucia was a bold-stroked underline.

      With that in mind, and with the conversation we’d had at Stacks, my father almost seemed… not that bad.

      Almost.

      Nothing could erase the fact that he’d been an OG fuckboy, not even age and his commitment to change. As he’d mentioned though… he was the only parent I had now.

      Maybe I shouldn’t be so cavalier about throwing that away.

      Not today though.

      And probably not the next.

      For now, just being in the same space as him without verbally ripping him to shreds was enough, and it was something Mama would’ve been happy for.

      That made it perfect to me.
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      I needed something to do.

      So, after I left the cemetery and met back up with Raf, instead of going back to my place, we went to his, with the intention of working on his kitchen. It was one of the main things on his remodel list, and had been a great conduit for working out aggression.

      The cabinets needed to be ripped out, the old tile needed to be busted up from the floors and counters, and there was some weird-ass wallpaper that needed to be ripped out too. So there was plenty to do, no matter if you needed a mindless task to work at, or you needed to straight-up destroy something.

      As it was, what I really wanted was busy hands, and to hang out with Raf. Of course, he was down with it, and even went along with the idea I had after we’d only been there a few minutes to call up the rest of our friends. They could bring liquor and food, and we could turn this thing into a party.

      Not that partying on a day like today was really how I’d imagined spending it, but it did me no good to sit around being sad if my mood had progressed.

      And… we never did make it to Jules and Anika’s party.

      We could both use a night of socializing.

      In the meantime, Raf and I cranked the music up and kept working, at least until the stream was interrupted by his phone ringing. I glanced up at him, expecting him to tell me it was one of our friends calling for directions, or confirmation on what they should bring.

      But… there was something else written on his face.

      “What is it?” I asked him, concerned by how stricken he looked over whatever was happening on his screen.

      “Um… It's my parents,” he said, leaving it at that.

      And really… that was more than enough.

      Raf hadn't made any moves to speak to his parents since the night before that interview, and they hadn't reached out either. Even with everything that came out, I’d been surprised they hadn't offered any show of support for Raf. I wrote it off as them probably feeling guilty.

      He never brought it up, but I know it hurt Raf, deeply.

      Everything else aside - if that was possible - Raf loved his parents, and his parents loved him. It was really messed up, the way things had turned out.

      “Should I have answered?” he asked, once the phone had stopped ringing. “Or I guess… should I call back?”

      I thought back to my interaction with my father at the cemetery, and shook my head. “I… I can't answer that for you, babe. Do you want to?”

      Raf shrugged, leaning onto the half-destroyed kitchen counter. “I don't know. I mean… I think I do but I don't know. The interview with Wil was what, like a week ago? And they’re just now reaching out?”

      “I get it,” I nodded. “But, in their defense, you dropped a lot of information in that interview. Information that was all-the-way new to them. Everything. It may have taken them some time to process it, and figure out how they felt.”

      “It didn't take you a week and a half to process it and decide you were on my side when I first told you,” Raf countered.

      “Yeah, but I wasn't… invested in making you the greatest cyclist on the planet either. I didn't birth you. All I've ever had to be, before now, is your friend,” I explained. “They had much different roles to fill in your life, between being your managers and your parents.”

      “And look how that turned out,” Raf said, then shook his head. “I can’t just pretend nothing happened.”

      “Who says they’re trying to?” I asked. “You won’t know unless you talk to them. That’s not saying whether or not you should, just that… it’s the only way to find out.”

      Raf was quiet for a moment and then he nodded, picking up the phone from the counter. “I'm going to call back.”

      “Okay,” I said, offering him a reassuring smile. I would have supported whichever decision he made. “Do you want me to call everybody, try to catch them and cancel before they get here?”

      Raf shook his head. “Nah. We're keeping our plans – it’s been too long since we’ve all hung out. Let me just… I'll be right back.”

      He wasn't right back.

      As a matter of fact, ten, and then fifteen minutes passed without him reappearing at the kitchen doorway. Minutes I spent obsessively wondering what, exactly, was happening on that phone.

      If his parents were on any bullshit, interrupting the newfound peace he'd established… I was kicking somebody's ass.

      In the meantime though, I answered the door when the bell rung.

      I fell easily into the position of hostess for this group we’d been with since high school, plus a few newcomers. We’d already decided to make this more of a housewarming thing than a demolition party, so I herded people into the finished living room instead of the kitchen. We weren’t sure how well liquor would mix with potentially dangerous tools, and honestly… we both just wanted to chill with our friends, when it really came down to it.

      I jumped up as soon as Raf came back from upstairs, where he’d gone for privacy to talk to his parents. I pulled him to the side and let the guests entertain themselves for a few minutes.

      “So, what happened?” I asked. “How did it go?”

      He shrugged, like it was nothing, but I could see in his face – it wasn’t nothing.

      “They apologized,” he started, “Which I guess is a good first step. I accepted it.” He took a deep breath, then pushed it out as a sigh. “Does that… does that make me weak? That I’m considering letting it all go, just like that?”

      “Not at all,” I assured him, immediately. “If you don't want to be at odds with your parents, you don't have to be. Holding a grudge doesn't make you strong.”

      He nodded. “We still have a lot more to talk about,” he said. “I don’t trust them right now. At all. And I’m still pissed – really pissed. But… they’re my parents. Even with a fuck up this major… they’re my parents.”

      “I get it. Completely. So… what’s next?”

      “They’re coming back over here in a week. I agreed to have lunch, but that’s all for now. If nothing else… I'm willing to have a conversation.”

      I wrapped my arms around his waist, pulling him in for an embrace. “If that's what is going to make you feel whole again, then that's exactly what you should do. At least have the conversation.”

      Raf nodded. “Yeah. But… I don’t not feel whole, just for the record. Thanks to my stracciatella,” he growled into my ear, kissing my neck as I laughed.

      “Ooooooh!” I heard from behind us, and turned to see Jamar and Astrid standing in the doorway, both wearing goofy-ass grins. “Raf and Britt in here doing the nasty y’all!” he yelled, and suddenly all of our friends were in the doorway, a couple of them with their phones out.

      Raf didn’t let me go, and didn’t move back from our undeniably not-that-friendly intimate embrace.

      “So are we still on this “just friends?” lie,” Anika asked, propping a finger against her chin.

      “No,” Raf and I said, at the same time, sparking a chorus of awwwws as we laughed.

      I met his gaze with a grin, and without me having to say anything, he brought his lips to mine.

      “Not anymore,” he said. “We’re a helluva lot more than that.”

      

      The end.
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