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    Real Love 
 
      
 
    Outspoken and more than capable of backing up her words, loan officer, Denise Buhari, is finally back on her feet after years of rebuilding her life following a horrible marriage and divorce. But just when she is ready to head into a future she’s sure will be bright, the rug is pulled out from under her again.  
 
    Tattoo artist, Hasaan Peterson, meets Denise through her job, and although their relationship is initially contentious, it soon blossoms into a friendship that leads them to passionate feelings neither can deny.  
 
    Could it be that Denise and Hasaan are destined to share a love that is unavoidable and undeniable…a real love?


 
   
  
 



 
 
    For love. 
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    Mondays truly suck sometimes.  
 
    It wasn’t that I hated my job. I just didn’t like it. As a matter of fact, the only thing I liked about my job was the first and the fifteenth—my pay days. I also liked the fact that working at a bank meant I was off every time there was a red mark on the calendar. But some days, especially some Mondays, it was just too much for me to have to climb out of bed and make myself presentable so I could work with and around people I didn’t give half a shit about. But nevertheless, I did it day after day, week after week, month after month, and year after year for seven years. This job at Union Central Bank was the first job I landed after graduating from college, the only job I’d ever had other than delivering the plates my mama sold to folks in our neighborhood every Friday and Saturday when I was growing up. And working with my mean-ass mother was almost worse than working at the bank. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    At least I was used to her attitude and mood swings. Sometimes I didn’t know what box the folks at the bank would come out of. And if some fellow employee or supervisor wasn’t getting on my nerves, it was the customers. As a loan officer, I said no to people far more often than I said yes, and their reactions ranged from devastated to violent. I had been called out of my name, had my door slammed, chairs toppled over, and there was one Caucasian gentleman who raked everything off my desk, including my computer monitor. Some people just didn’t understand that the process was not a personal one. If it were solely up to me, a lot of disapprovals would be approvals. But it wasn’t solely up to me. Credit scores and income and a whole lot of other criteria came into play. The bottom line was whether or not the bank believed loaning money to a person was a sound investment for them. What were the odds of them being paid back? That was their main concern, along with earning money off of the interest paid. 
 
    Anyway, this particular Monday I especially wasn’t feeling work. Threw on a business suit and my favorite wig and was sitting at my desk trying to rejuvenate myself with a cup of coffee when the loan department receptionist called and told me my first appointment had arrived. According to my schedule, it was someone who’d applied for a loan online, and after being declined, chose the “meet with a representative to go over the results of my loan request” option. What this usually meant to most people was they wanted a chance to plead their case and try to get the bank to change its mind. It was a waste of time for both them and me, but it was part of my job. So I hopped my ass up and headed out to the lobby to meet the customer and quickly saw that he was a reminder of everything that was going wrong in my life—that I was single, sexless (well, not totally sexless, but I’ll get to that later), and lonely. The man was fine with a capital F. About five-eleven to my five-feet-even and broad-shouldered and very muscular and handsome. Dark-skinned, just the way I like them. Hair cut low with a wave pattern most men would kill for. He was wearing a suit, and I could see a neck tattoo peeking from under his shirt collar.  
 
    Damn. 
 
    Well, I forgot it was a sucky Monday or that once we got in my office, I would merely be reiterating the fact that he couldn’t have a loan for a moment. Shit, I think I forgot I was at work. I smiled at him as I offered him my hand. “Denise Buhari,” I said, flashing him my best, flirty smile. 
 
    “Hasaan Peterson.” His voice was deep, rich, and it oozed over me like warm caramel. 
 
    I stood there for a moment and just took him in, wondered to myself if there was anything in the world finer than a black man in a suit. As he gave me a somewhat nervous smile, I decided there wasn’t. 
 
    “Um...I’m here about my loan application?” he said. 
 
    I finally snapped out of whatever trance I was in. “Oh, yes...follow me.” 
 
    Once in the confines of my office, I had to make myself concentrate on the task at hand. I offered him some coffee, and after he said no, I got right down to business. 
 
    I opened his file on my computer. “Mr. Peterson, it looks like you were denied a loan for a couple of reasons; one is a poor payment history and the other is a lack of revolving credit.” 
 
    He leaned forward, his eyes fixed on me. “I understand that, but...will you at least let me tell you what I need the loan for?” 
 
    I would’ve usually said no, but he was fine and I enjoyed watching his lips move, so I nodded. 
 
    He straightened up in his chair. “Okay...first, I want to thank you for taking the time to meet with me this morning. Uh...I’ll admit I made some financial mistakes in my younger days...” 
 
    I glanced at my computer screen, which told me he was now thirty-four. A sexy-ass thirty-four. 
 
    “You know how that can be, right? The companies throw credit cards at you. I abused mine, and at the time, I was hopping from job to job and was just too stupid to pay my bills, but I’m working on cleaning my credit up now.” 
 
    Yeah…me, too, I thought. 
 
    “So, what I’m trying to do is open a tattoo shop. I’m a good tattoo artist, and I’ve been working out of a friend’s shop for a little over a year, so I already have clientele built up. I’m ready for my own shop now. Been working three jobs, saving up money for equipment. This loan would help me pay the lease on the space I want for a year, maybe two, pay for licensing, and help me get the rest of the equipment.” 
 
    I twisted my lip to the side. I really wished I could help him, and not just because he was fine, but because he sounded so sincere. But the decision wasn’t mine to make. It all came down to algorithms and banking rules. I was powerless. 
 
    “Mr. Peterson, I wish I could tell you the loan is yours, but I can’t. I can’t change the bank’s decision.” 
 
    He leaned forward again, his eyes narrowed as he stared at me. “Then why are you here?” 
 
    I frowned slightly. “What?” 
 
    “If you can’t help someone like me who’s trying to get ahead in life, someone whose plight you should understand, then why are you working here? Does it make you feel good to sit in this office in your expensive clothes and look down on me, sister?” 
 
    I chuckled lightly. “Wow, and here I was thinking you’d be different and not try to play the race card with me like every other tattooed black man who waltzes through my office door. Look, I don’t owe you an explanation, but I work here because I need a job just like everyone else who works here. I work here because it’s a good job and I’m good at it, but there are rules, Mr. Peterson. Rules and criteria for awarding loans that were set in place before I was hired here seven years ago, and the fact that you and I both happen to be black doesn’t change the rules, and since my name is Denise Buhari and not Denise Union Central, I cannot change the rules. Nor will I bend them and jeopardize my livelihood for a stranger who happens to be brown-skinned.” 
 
    I stood from my desk and walked over to the door, snatching it open. “Now, you have a nice day.” 
 
    He stood, shaking his head. He stopped in the doorway and faced me. “I hope you wake up, sister. I really do.” 
 
    He left, and I slammed the door shut before reclaiming my seat behind my desk and mumbling, “Asshole,” to myself. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “How’s Atlanta?” I asked, clutching my cell phone in one hand as I rifled through my mother’s huge deep freezer with the other. She’d taken to hiding her sweet potato pies from me, probably because I had a bad habit of stealing them. I was a stress-eater, but shit, with my life, who could blame me? 
 
    “It’s really cool so far. They put us up in a nice hotel for the duration of Nyles’ run at the club,” my friend, Trevia, said. 
 
    “So, you’ll be there for another couple of weeks?” 
 
    “Yeah. I miss Texas, but I love being here with my husband.” 
 
    I sighed. “Once upon a time I was the only one of us who was married; now, I’m the only single one. Shit, my life is pathetic.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. You have a nice apartment, a car, a great job, and you’ve really cleaned your credit up. You have a good life, Denise.” 
 
    “A good life where all I attract is shitheads. Kevin, Christian, a few nameless, faceless booty calls. And I’m tired of my job. I’m tired of folks going off on me when they can’t get a loan.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve been there a long time. Maybe it’s time for a change?” 
 
    I finally found a pie at the bottom of the freezer, wrapped in foil and enclosed in a Ziploc Baggie. I smiled. “It’s time for something. I’m tired of sleeping alone, Trevia. I’m tired of waking up alone and warming up my own car and paying all these damn bills. Kevin was a piece of shit, but at least he kept me warm at night.” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry. But I know there’s someone out there for you, someone who’ll treat you right.” 
 
    As I exited my mother’s house and locked her kitchen door, I said, “I hope so.” 
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    I skipped work on Tuesday. I just couldn’t bring myself to go in, so I called in sick and stayed in bed most of the day. When I finally got up around two in the afternoon, I called my semi-ex, Christian. I say semi because we never officially became a couple. We clicked and had fun talking for hours, and after I opened the door, we had a pretty good sexual connection, but he broke things off after only a few months because he said he still had feelings for some ex of his. Despite the fact that I kicked his ass when he cut me off, we still talked and screwed from time to time. My two best friends in the world, Greer and Trevia, didn’t know about our little arrangement, because to be honest, I was a little ashamed of myself, but hell, I had needs.  
 
    He answered his cell phone with, “Hey, I was just thinking about you; what’s up?” 
 
    “Nothing but being horny.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Horny at work?” 
 
    “I’m off. What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m in Dallas at a car auction. Was gonna call you and see if you wanted to grab dinner, but I see you have something better in mind.” 
 
    “Yeah...so when are you gonna be done there? I’ll even cook dinner for you.” 
 
    “Dinner, too? Expect me at five on the dot. Am I spending the night?” 
 
    “If you want.” 
 
    “I want.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
      
 
    My legs were on his shoulders, and I was folded beneath him as he thrusted while kissing me hungrily. I rubbed his bald head and moaned loudly as he slid in and out of my flooded core.  
 
    “’Nise...’Nise!” he shouted against my mouth. “Damn, girl!” 
 
    I caught the side of his neck with my teeth and bit down, causing him to yell my name again. He liked for me to hurt him. He never admitted it to me outright, but I could tell from his reaction when I bit him or clawed his back. He loved that crap. And since I was in such a frustrating place in life, I liked being aggressive with him. It was kind of therapeutic. So, we both benefitted from this situationship. 
 
    I climaxed first, squeezing his nipples hard in the process. Then it was his turn, and he screamed so loud I was afraid one of my neighbors would call the cops. A few minutes later, he grabbed me and pulled me closer to him, whispering into the darkness, “I’m sorry, Denise.” 
 
    “For what?” I asked, as I snuggled into the warmth of his long body. 
 
    “Breaking up with you. I was confused about my feelings then.” 
 
    I was silent for a few moments before saying, “So you’re sure of your feelings now?” 
 
    “Yeah. I know what I want.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “You. I know we’ve been doing this booty-call thing, but I want you back as my woman.” 
 
    “For how long this time?” I asked. 
 
    “Damn...okay. I can understand why you’d ask that, but I want you to believe me when I say I’m serious about you, about us. I wanna be with you, ’Nise. I really do, for as long as you’ll have me.” 
 
    “You want a future with me?” 
 
    “Yes. I could see us married one day.” 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    “Does that smile mean yes?” 
 
    I peered up at him and lifted my head from his chest. I was so tired of being alone, and Christian was a good catch—tall, handsome, a successful business owner, and kind to me until he dumped me. But I had to get something clear with him. “You hurt me. You know that?” 
 
    “I do...” he said softly, “and I’m sorry. I won’t hurt you again.” 
 
    “So you’re over Serena or whatever her name is? You’re sure?” 
 
    “I was sure I was over her when you kicked my ass. I realized how much I cared about you then.” 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry about that. I have this temper that I probably should get help for...” 
 
    “I like the fight in you, Denise.” 
 
    “Christian, do you like it when I hurt you?” 
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    “Answer me honestly, and I’ll think seriously about being your woman again.” 
 
    “In that case. I fuckin’ love it.” 
 
    I rose from his chest and straddled him, reached down and slapped him across the cheek. Almost instantly, I felt his manhood rise. Shit, we both needed help.  
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    “So, you and Christian have been together this whole time?” Greer asked. 
 
    I sighed into the phone. “No...not really. We’ve just been hooking up pretty regularly.” 
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    “A while...since right after we broke up, actually.” 
 
    “So wait, y’all started hooking up right after you beat him up? Girl, did you beat his ass into submission?” She started laughing before she could get her entire statement out good. 
 
    “Shit, I think I did,” I said, laughing, too. 
 
    “Well, I’m happy for you, ’Nise. I know you’ve been feeling neglected since Trevia got married.” 
 
    “You abandoned me, too!” 
 
    “No one abandoned you, ’Nise. I just got married and had a baby.” 
 
    “And you moved. You and Trevia left me here in Dallas alone,” I whined. 
 
    “First of all, Trevia still has a house in Dallas. Second of all, how many times have I asked you to move to Houston? You have a good employment record, so I know you’ll find a job. Hell, Derek would hire you in a heartbeat. Plus, Christian is here. You would be closer to him.” 
 
    “I know, but my mom is here and I don’t wanna leave her.” 
 
    “’Nise, who are you tryna fool? You know that I know that you can’t stand to be in the same room with your mom for more than ten seconds. What are you afraid of?” 
 
    I leaned back against my couch. “Starting over…and failing.” 
 
    “But, Denise, look at how you had to start over after you left Kevin. You ended up on your feet, and you’re doing great now!” 
 
    “With a lot of help. Thank you again for that.” 
 
    “Girl, it was my pleasure. You think it wasn’t hard for me to leave my life behind and start a new one with Derek? Well, it was. But it was worth it, and we have a wonderful life together. I don’t regret making the change. It was what I needed even though I had no idea at the time. I think a change is what you need, too. Sometimes the things we fear are the things we need.” 
 
    I held the phone, trying to let her words sink in. 
 
    “Just food for thought,” she added 
 
    I could hear my goddaughter, little Kennedy, crying in the background, so I said, “Okay, hey…go get my sugar booger. I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    “All right. Think about what I said.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “And know that I’ll always have your back. Trevia, too.” 
 
    “I know.” 
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    I met Kevin Buhari at a college graduation celebration my mom organized for me. He came with some random cousin of mine that I knew by name only. The celebration was held in my mom’s backyard, and I was standing next to the grill pestering my mother’s boyfriend, a married man she’d been dating since I was about twelve but only referred to as “Friend”, about when the ribs would be done. If Friend couldn’t do anything else, he could grill some meat. Anyway, when Kevin stepped into the backyard, it was like time stood still. He was the product of the union of Jerline Buhari, an African American woman, and Kalu Buhari, a Nigerian immigrant with smooth, dark-brown skin. And when he smiled? Lord have mercy! Dark lips, bleached white teeth. He was gorgeous, the handsomest man I had ever seen. After my cousin introduced us, we spent the rest of the party talking. Three years later, we were married. Three years after that, I left him. And with my failed marriage went my credit. Kevin Buhari annihilated my 750 credit score by opening accounts and credit cards in my name, charging them up, and not even attempting to pay them—all without my knowledge or consent. When I finally got wind of what he was up to, I tore his ass up with my hands and took a bat to the precious Camaro he’d had since high school. I went after him with the bat, too, but his long-legged ass outran me. Not that I stood a chance since I was over a foot shorter than his six feet, two inches. And then I divorced him and spent years trying to repair my credit.  
 
    He was on my mind, because his mother, who had always been kind to me, called me a few days after my booty call with Christian. I missed the call, but she left a message asking me to call her back. Like I said, she was always kind to me, but we really hadn’t been in touch with each other in a couple of years. For her to be calling, something serious had to be going on. Something serious that probably involved Kevin. The only reason I didn’t prosecute him for misusing my social security number was because she begged me not to. If she wanted me to do another favor for her regarding him, I was going to have to disappoint her this time. 
 
    I sighed as I dialed her number and closed my eyes when I heard her greeting. 
 
    “Denise! Thank you for calling me back!” She sounded so happy and sincere, like her son never ruined my life. 
 
    “Hi, Ms. Jerline. What’s up?” 
 
    “What’s up? No, ‘How are you?’” 
 
    “Well, you sound great, but okay…how are you?” 
 
    “I’m wonderful since Kevin got back in town.” 
 
    Hell, I didn’t even know he’d left town. Didn’t know and didn’t care. Therefore, I didn’t bother responding to her statement. 
 
    “Okay, you’re still angry at him, I see,” she said. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you be?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Umph, well, I hope you never know what it feels like for someone to do to you what Kevin did to me.” 
 
    “Well, honey, that’s why I’m calling. He wants to talk to you about making amends.”  
 
    This was the same bullshit Trevia’s ex tried to pull on her, that “I’ma do better for you” crap that almost cost her her relationship with Nyles, who was now her husband. Christian might not have been the man of my dreams, but he was sort of my man, and I wasn’t going to let Kevin’s ass ruin that for me. 
 
    So, I said, “Yeah, right. Look, Ms. Jerline, it was good to hear your voice and everything, but you can tell Kevin if he really wants to make amends, he can put a check in the mail to me at my mom’s address. We don’t need to talk. I don’t need to see him. If he’s sincere, it won’t matter if we ever see each other again.” 
 
    She held the phone for a few seconds before saying, “If that’s the way you want it, I’ll let him know.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    After we ended the call, my mind started playing and replaying images of Kevin and me having some really nasty sex, like this one time we 69’d in the back of his car while it was parked on the bank’s parking lot during my lunch break. Just talking to his mother did that to my brain. Seeing him would’ve been a disaster. 
 
    I sat in my living room with thoughts of Kevin for an hour until I called Christian to come give me some relief. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    At work, my mind was everywhere except inside the walls of my office. There was a time when climbing the ranks at Union Central was a major goal for me. I had this plan to eventually become VP, stacking my paper along the way, and when it came time to retire, I’d be able to do it in style. Maybe travel the world like Greer’s parents. I thought about what Greer and Trevia had both said about me making a change and maybe leaving Dallas. I even thought about what that tattoo guy said when he asked me why I was here at this job if I couldn’t help anyone. I’m not sure why those words had an impact on me, but they did.  
 
    As the day wore on, I was much more aware of what was happening around me than usual. I paid closer attention and realized how many of my appointments were with black people to whom I was having to explain why their loans had been denied. The scale was grossly unbalanced ten-to-one if I compared black folks to any other race. And it was the same for the other loan officers, judging from the expressions on the faces that left their offices. What was I doing here? How was this job helping anyone besides my bank account? 
 
    That night, before I laid my head on my pillow, I texted Greer: 
 
    Me: Hey, when u get a chance, call me. I wanna talk about possibly moving 2 Houston. 
 
    Greer: Seriously???? 
 
    Me: Yes. 
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    I was sitting at my desk at work when I got the call, and as soon as the shrill voice filled my ear, I regretted answering my cell. 
 
    “Girl, what the hell is going on?!” my mother shrieked, in response to my hello. 
 
    “What?” I asked, eying the flurry of activity going on across the hall from me. Some of my co-workers were huddled in the doorway of another office. 
 
    “Why is there a letter here for you from Kevin’s sorry ass? You better-the-hell not be fooling around with him again. You gonna end up broke with your tail up in my house again if you are!” 
 
    I sighed and fixed my eyes on my cluttered desk. Paperwork and more paperwork. “Hell, no I’m not messing with him. I’m not a fool, Mama.” 
 
    “Mm-hmm, you probably thought you weren’t a fool when you married him. See, I know men are no good, that’s why I never married again after your two-timing daddy died.” 
 
    “I thought it was because you didn’t want to lose your widow’s pension.” 
 
    “There you go with that smart-ass mouth of yours. If you know so much, how you let your husband make such a fool of you?” 
 
    “Mama, I gotta go.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought. Be sure to come get this letter. And stay outta my freezer when you do.” 
 
    I ended the call and watched the huddle until it disbanded, wondering what gossip they were circulating this time.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “I’m thinking about moving here to Houston, permanently,” I said a few days later. I was lying in Christian’s bed with him spooned behind me, his arm resting on my waist as he softly kissed my bare back. 
 
    “For real?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve been thinking maybe it’s time for me to make a change. I’ve lived in Dallas all my life except for during college.” I rolled over and faced him. “What do you think?” 
 
    He smiled. “I think it’s the best news I’ve heard in a long time. Be even better news if you were my woman, officially.” 
 
    “You’re getting there. I just wanna take this slow, Christian. I shouldn’t have rushed you into sex in the first place.” 
 
    He gave me a slight frown. “You make it sound like you forced me to do it.” 
 
    “Well, you obviously weren’t ready, because you still had feelings for ole girl.” 
 
    “Denise, I told you that was a mistake. I want to be with you.” 
 
    “I know...just give me some time, Christian. Maybe me moving here will get us closer to being a real couple.” 
 
    “Okay, ’Nise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Christian left for Chicago the next morning, a Sunday morning, for a trip to some car show or something. So, I hit the road in my Cherokee and made my way back to Dallas early that morning feeling good about the possibility of moving to Houston and making a new start. I was humming along with The Weeknd’s latest CD with a satisfied smile on my face. I had enjoyed being with Christian, and living closer to him would certainly make things more convenient. Maybe I could eventually move in with him. I loved his house! 
 
    I was only twenty miles outside of Dallas when my back, passenger tire blew, scaring me half to death. I thought about calling my mom or her Friend, then decided I didn’t want to hear her mouth and pulled out my insurance card to call the roadside service number since I had no idea how to change a tire. Sad, I know, but true. I had to wait forty-five minutes, during which time Christian called to let me know he’d made it to Chicago and then panicked when I explained my situation to him. He offered to call a friend of his, but I told him the roadside service was on the way. He stayed on the phone with me until they arrived. Maybe he really was a keeper, after all. 
 
    I hung up with Christian when the guy from the wrecker service parked behind me and approached my vehicle. He was a big man with a sexy walk. I smiled as I rolled my window down. The smile disappeared when I saw his face. 
 
    “Hi, ma’am. You need some assis—” He stopped dead in his tracks when he got a glimpse of my face.  
 
    “I cannot believe this,” I muttered. It was the angry tattoo guy from the bank. 
 
    Ignoring my statement, he cleared his throat. “Do you need some assistance, Ms—” he checked the papers in his hand, “Buhari?” 
 
    “I do, but not from you.” 
 
    He sighed as he leaned in close to my window with his hand on the roof of my truck. “Look, this is my job. I’m here to help you if you need it.” 
 
    “Oh, really? Are you sure? I mean, the way you went off on me in my office...” 
 
    He stood upright and looked down at his paperwork again. “You have a flat tire, right? If you have a spare, I can change it for you.” 
 
    “So you can mess up on purpose to get even with me for not breaking the rules and giving you a loan? No, I’m good.” 
 
    “You are? Because people usually call for roadside assistance when they need help. If you need help, I’ll give it to you. I’m not tryna lose my job over that mess at the bank. I couldn’t get the loan,” he shrugged, “so I’ma work and save my money to make my dream happen. That means I need this job. I’m not about to lose it messing up your vehicle.” 
 
    I sat there and stared out the windshield in silence.  
 
    “Fine. I’ll mark you down as refusing help. I’ll need you to sign—” 
 
    “The spare is on the back gate.” 
 
    He folded his paperwork up and slid it into the back pocket of his navy-blue work pants. “All right. You got a jack?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Turned out I did have one. So, I stood out in the cool, early spring air and watched him change my tire as if I had a clue whether or not he was doing it right. Squatting next to my vehicle, his arms looked powerful as his muscles flexed in his short-sleeve, beige shirt. He was just as gorgeous in his work clothes as he had been in a suit. 
 
    When he was finished, he said, “You really need a new set of tires. All of them are pretty much bald.” 
 
    I mumbled, “Okay. Thank you, uh...” 
 
    He rubbed his hands on the thighs of his pants. “Hasaan.” 
 
    “Yes. Hasaan. Um, you need me to sign something?” 
 
    He nodded as he reached back and pulled the paperwork and pen from his pocket. “Yes, uh—” 
 
    My cell jangled in my hand, interrupting him. It was Christian. I held up a finger as I took the call. After reassuring Christian that I was fine, I returned my attention to Hasaan and his paperwork. As I signed it, I said, “You know, there are other ways to get the money you need to start your business. Crowdfunding is a popular option. There are a lot of crowdfunding sites online, and signing up with most of them is free. It gives people a chance to donate to your business. You set a goal, and if you want, you can offer different prizes as an incentive for them to donate.” 
 
    His eyes lit up. “Wow, um…thanks. I’ll look into that.” 
 
    “If you give me your email address, I can send you more information and some links to some sites.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’d be great. Give me a sec.” He trotted back to his wrecker and returned a minute later with a business card. It was for the wrecker service, but he had scrawled his email address on the back.  
 
    “Okay, got it. Thanks again for your help,” I said. 
 
    He flashed a smile at me that made my knees quiver. “No problem. Like I said, it’s my job. And, uh…I’m sorry for going off on you in your office…” 
 
    “You should be.” With that, I climbed into my truck and had a smooth ride home. 
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    If I timed it right, I could slip in and out of my mother’s house without having to see her. She still sold plates on Fridays and Saturdays, but no longer delivered them, so those days I knew she’d be home taking care of her customers. What she needed was a restaurant, but she’d never bothered to take that step. And since Friend paid her bills, I guess she figured she didn’t need to. On Sunday mornings and Wednesday evenings, her mean ass was at church. On Thursday nights, she went to her friend, Donna’s, house to play cards. So those were the days I usually tried to go by there. This Thursday night, I used my key and slipped into the quiet house to find Kevin’s letter on the kitchen counter where she always left my mail. Then I decided to check her deep freezer. I didn’t even really want anything from it; it was just a habit for me to take some of her food with me. When I found one of her apple caramel cheesecakes in there, I knew I’d hit the jackpot! 
 
    “What I tell you about digging in my damn freezer?!” 
 
    I stood up so quick my head spun. What was she doing home so early? 
 
    “Put whatever that is back right now, heifer!” my mother yelled. 
 
    Shit.  
 
    I dropped the cheesecake back into place and closed the freezer, then turned around to face the short, round woman I strongly resembled. “What you doing here so early?” 
 
    “Hell, last time I checked, I lived here and you didn’t. How you gon’ ask me some shit like that?” 
 
    “I’m just saying, isn’t this still your card-playing night?” 
 
    “It is, but Donna is out of town this week. Up in Seattle visiting her son. Wish I could visit your ass somewhere instead of coming home to find you with your ass turned up, digging in my freezer stealing my merchandise. What were you tryna take? The cheesecake? I’m selling slices of that tomorrow.” 
 
    “Sorry. You know it’s one of my favorites.” 
 
    “Everything I cook is one of your favorites. That’s why your ass is so wide.” 
 
    “Yours is wider.” 
 
    “I can cook. I deserve to have a wide ass.” 
 
    “I can cook, too.” 
 
    “Not like me.” 
 
    My mom was such a bitch. Seriously. 
 
    “I know, because I got tired of you cursing me out when you were teaching me,” I countered. 
 
    She flapped her hand at me. “Whatever. I been cursing since before you was born. Your ass oughta be used to it by now. Did you get that letter Kevin’s sorry ass sent you?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I hope the hell you don’t get back with him.” 
 
    “Mama, come on. Do I look that stupid? The only reason I came and got this letter is because you told me to. I’m not even gonna read it. I’m just gonna tear it up.” 
 
    “Shit, don’t do that. Last time I did that, I tore a twenty up, too.” 
 
    “You think Kevin sent me some money?” I burst into laughter. 
 
    She smiled. “That would be some shit, wouldn’t it? Look, just check the envelope before you get to ripping.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “It’s some chicken spaghetti in the refrigerator. You can have it if you want it.” 
 
    She knew damn well I wanted it. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I was supposed to be working, but instead, I was staring down at the screen of my phone re-reading Hasaan Peterson’s very nice email for about the tenth time:  
 
      
 
    Hey, thanks for sending me those links. I really appreciate your help. And I apologize again for going off on you. I realize the decision wasn’t really yours. When I get my shop open, I’ll be sure to invite you to the grand opening.   
 
    Thanks, again.  
 
    Hasaan Peterson 
 
      
 
    I decided to send him a reply: 
 
      
 
    Hi, there. I’m so glad the information I sent was helpful. And yes, please let me know when you get your shop open. I’d love to check it out.  
 
    Denise Buhari 
 
      
 
    No sooner than I closed the email app did the intercom on my office phone beep. “Denise, Deborah would like to see you in her office.” 
 
    Deborah Lara was my direct supervisor, so I grabbed a notepad and a pen and made my way to her office expecting to receive a new assignment of some sort that would probably involve more work for the same pay. Or maybe I was getting promoted. I damn sure deserved it. With a higher position, it would be even easier to find a job in Houston. Of course, it would be messed up to accept a new position and then quit. But then again, I could always transfer to a branch in Houston, too. There were so many options— 
 
    “Have a seat, Denise,” she said warmly. 
 
    I sat across from her ready to absorb whatever she needed to tell me. And after work, I was going to go and buy a plate from my mom since it was Friday. Her roasted chicken was on the menu. 
 
    “You know that we have acquired Nation’s First...” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes. It’s the talk of the bank.” 
 
    “Yes...well, in order to merge our two institutions, there are going to have to be some changes.” 
 
    “Okay...” 
 
    “We had to agree to keep on a percentage of their employees, and we’re also going to close some of our branches so that we can make better use of their existing buildings, because to be frank, their properties and equipment are better than ours.” 
 
    With raised eyebrows, I said, “Really?” 
 
    “Yes...and this branch will be one of the ones to close.” 
 
    My stomach clenched a little. “What? But this is one of the largest branches!” And it was close to my apartment. I really didn’t want to have to drive across town to some other branch every day. 
 
    “Yes, but there’s a Nation’s branch nearby where some of us will go.” 
 
    “Some?” 
 
    “Yes, and the rest will unfortunately be let go.” 
 
    “Oooh.” Well, that sucked for someone.  
 
    “Denise, I’m sorry, but they’re letting you go. Effective immediately.” 
 
    I frowned, sure that I’d heard her wrong. “What? But I’ve been here longer than most of the other people at this branch.” 
 
    “I know...but there are some Nation’s employees with more seniority than you. They stay. You don’t.” 
 
    “What about you? I’ve been here longer than you! Are you being fired, Deborah?” 
 
    “N-no.” 
 
    Of course her lily-white ass was safe. 
 
    “I see,” I said, staring her straight in the eye. 
 
    “Denise, you have no idea how much I hate this for you, but they’re giving you a really nice severance package.” 
 
    I stood from my seat. “You said effective immediately?” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m so sorry, Denise.” 
 
    I left her office without another word, returned to mine, and shoved my few personal belongings in my purse and a plastic store sack I found in a desk drawer. When I left the building, I could feel the pitying eyes of my former co-workers on me, and I was sure they’d known about this long before I did and that I had been the subject of their office gossip. 
 
    I needed one of my mother’s pies in the worst way. That was the only thing that would make me feel better about losing my job—a warm, fresh out of the oven, sweet potato pie prepared by Jenny Owens. But I didn’t have the energy to deal with her, even though I was sure even she would be sympathetic at this point. My life was a wreck, had been for a long time. First I married Kevin’s sorry, couldn’t keep a job, ruined my credit ass, then I was forced to move in with my mother and spent years clearing up said credit before getting back on my feet, and now this. No job. Seven years of service wiped out in one conversation.  
 
    I thought about all of the email blasts the bank sent out about what an exciting time this was, because they were acquiring all of these other banks. Never in a million years did I think their ambitions would lead me to the unemployment line.  
 
    Never.  
 
    But I guess that was what I got for thinking, or not thinking. Business-wise, it made sense. The deal going through was probably contingent on Union Central keeping some of Nation’s employees and taking on their leases. If I’d been using my brain, I might’ve been prepared for this, but as it stood, I wasn’t. I was in shock and immobilized by fear. What was I supposed to do now? 
 
    When my phone rang, I started to ignore it. It was Trevia, and she was finally happy. Wouldn’t it be wrong to bring her down with my fucked-up life? But she was my friend, and as the tears filled my eyes, I knew I needed to answer her call. When I did, no words came out of my mouth, just a gut-wrenching sob. I couldn’t answer her when she asked me what was wrong, but when she said she was in town and on her way to see me, I managed to croak out, “Okay.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
      
 
    I have the best friends in the world—hands down.  
 
    After I composed myself and told Trevia about the bank firing me, she called Greer. The next thing I knew, I was in the backseat of Trevia’s car with a packed suitcase next to me as Trevia and Nyles drove me to Houston where Greer insisted I stay with her and Derek until I figured out what I was going to do.  
 
    This shit really blindsided me. I mean, I wasn’t dumb. I knew mergers usually meant some people lost their jobs in the process—collateral damage. But I had seven years of service under my belt. Seven years with no disciplinary action, working extra when asked, biting my tongue and not cursing stupid people out. Never late, barely even used my vacation days. And now none of that meant shit. Or maybe it literally meant shit. For sure, the situation was shitty. 
 
    I stayed holed up in Greer’s guest room, only coming out to eat or use the bathroom. I loved my goddaughter, Kennedy, but even holding and playing with her didn’t do much to lift my mood. Getting fired from the only real job you’ve ever held is just extremely fucked up. 
 
    A soft knock came at my bedroom door early one morning, about a week into my stay at the Hill Mansion. I didn’t respond to it, so a second later, the door opened and Greer peeked her head in. “Hey, can I come in?” 
 
    I shrugged but didn’t move from my spot on the side of the bed. 
 
    Greer stepped into my room wearing a pair of shorty pajamas, looking like she hadn’t even thought about having a baby. 
 
    “Damn, SnapBack Queen,” I said, shaking my head.  
 
    “Girl, Kennedy is almost one,” she replied.  
 
    “I know, but I’m just saying. I’ve been tryna lose my baby weight since I was sixteen.”  
 
    “’Nise, you’ve never had a baby.”  
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “You are so crazy.” She sat down next to me. “Hey, I wanna apologize to you.” 
 
    I looked her in the eye and frowned. “For what? Having my back?” 
 
    She shook her head and sighed. “No, you see, letting you sit up in here and feel sorry for yourself is the exact opposite of having your back. That would work with Trevia, because she’s soft-hearted. But you? You don’t need this. You need to get up and start making some moves. You’re a fighter, always have been, and losing your job hasn’t changed that.” 
 
    I folded my hands in my lap. “By itself, no. But having a messed-up marriage, being thirty-two and alone, and losing my job has. And don’t say I have Christian, because I don’t love him. I could have, but he messed that up. Anyway, losing my job just knocked the wind out of me. I mean, I was finally back on my feet and now this.” 
 
    “’Nise, they gave you a good severance package from what you told me, and I told you, there’s a job at Derek’s company if you want it. If not, that severance pay will give you time to find something else. But look, you hated that job, and now you’re free of it.” 
 
    “I didn’t hate it. I just didn’t like it. And I wanted to quit, not be fired! You know I don’t take rejection well. And I don’t know how the hell to cope with it. I mean, I can’t exactly beat the bank’s ass or wreck its shit with a bat unless I’m trying to go to jail, and I’m too damn sexy to get locked up.” 
 
    Greer threw her head back and laughed. “Right! And I’m proud of you for not beating your boss up. I half-expected to have to bail you out for punching her or something.” 
 
    “Girl, you have no idea how badly I wanted to pimp slap her ass,” I said. 
 
    Greer smiled. “That’s my sister right there! I know you wanted to beat that woman down!” 
 
    “Hell, yeah! I wanted to snatch them ill-fitting dentures outta her mouth, too!” 
 
    Greer laughed again. So did I. 
 
    “Hey, thanks for letting me stay here. I just feel like such a burden sometimes. I wish I could be the one helping you,” I said. 
 
    “You and Trevia have been there for me through a lot over the years. We’ve been there for each other. That’s what we do. Just so happens I have a fine, rich husband now and a big-ass house. I woulda helped even if I was still in my apartment and single. You know that. We’ve always had each other’s backs, and we always will.” 
 
    “Yeah...” 
 
    “Does Christian know you’re here?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’ve been ignoring his calls.” 
 
    “I figured that. Okay, here’s my advice to you: get yourself together and call him. An orgasm would do you good right now. Shit, they always help me.” 
 
    I couldn’t even argue with her. Some good sex probably would energize me. “I will. Where’s the baby?” 
 
    “Derek’s got her. Girl, he can barely stand to leave her to go to work, works from home half the time now.” 
 
    “I noticed. Man, you hit the jackpot, Greer. That man loves you and Kennedy so much.” 
 
    She smiled. “I know. I should be thanking Lloyd’s sorry ass on a daily basis for cheating on me and ending that stupid relationship.” 
 
    “I know that’s right! Hey, speaking of ex’s, guess who slithered out from under his rock the other week?” 
 
    “Not Kevin!” she shrieked with wide eyes. 
 
    I nodded. “Had his mother call me talking about him wanting to see me to make amends or some shit. After I curved him, he sent a letter.” 
 
    “What’d it say?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know. Been carrying it around in my purse for a while now. I’m sure it’s just some lame-ass, too-little-too-late apology.” 
 
    “Girl, open it. This could be entertaining.” 
 
    I reached for my purse on the floor next to me and dug through it. “Okay...but you’ve got to read it and give me a summary or something.” 
 
    I handed her the envelope, and after she opened it, I watched her facial expressions, which were entertaining within themselves. First, she rolled her eyes, then she smirked, then her eyes widened and her mouth dropped open.  
 
    I frowned. “What?” Was he dying or something? 
 
    She didn’t answer me but dug back into the envelope and pulled out another piece of paper. For a second, I kind of thought it looked like a check. 
 
    Wait...a check?! 
 
    “Is that a check?” I asked. 
 
    Greer just stared at me. “’Nise...” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “You need to read this.” 
 
    “Okay...but is that a check?” 
 
    “’Nise, just read the letter!” 
 
    I huffed as I snatched the letter from her and began silently reading it: 
 
      
 
    Dear Denise, 
 
    Hey, girl. First I want to tell you how much I’ve missed you. I really have. Not a day goes by that I don’t think about you or wish things had gone differently. I wish I hadn’t been so stupid. What I did was wrong, and I’m sorry. I’d give anything in this world to get you back because you were the best thing that ever happened to me, Denise, and I mean that. I know you don’t want me anymore, and I understand why, but that doesn’t take away my love for you. 
 
    Anyway, I’m not sure if you know I’ve been living in Maryland for a year now. Got me a job and a decent place to live. Been saving up my money and playing the lottery a lot. You know me and money, lol. So, guess what? I won part of the jackpot here. Ain’t that some shit? The first thing I did was give my mom and dad some money. The second thing I did was ask my mom to call and see if you’d meet me. The third thing I did was write you a letter and a check. You deserve more, Denise, but I hope you’ll take this gift and know it comes straight from my heart. 
 
    Love, 
 
    Your husband always, 
 
    Kevin 
 
      
 
    My hand shook as I took the cashier’s check from Greer and read the amount written on it—one million dollars. 
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    I damn near fainted.  
 
    I read the letter ten times. Stared at the check for almost an hour. Greer just sat there with me in silence. Shit, I think she was in shock, too. 
 
    “Besides Trevia, I don’t think you should tell anyone about this money,” Greer suggested. 
 
    “Hell, I’m not even telling my mama.” 
 
    “You think Kevin or his folks will spread it?” 
 
    “I hope not.” 
 
    “Maybe you should call and ask them to keep it under wraps.” 
 
    “Yeah...” 
 
    “’Nise, you’re a damn millionaire.” 
 
    “I know. Pinch me or slap me or something.” 
 
    “For you to beat my ass? Hell, no!” 
 
    “Yeah, I probably would beat you as a reflex.” 
 
    “Shit, I know you would!” 
 
    We were quiet for a minute, and then I said, “I think I should go to the bank and make sure it’s real before we get too excited. If it’s real, I’m gonna pay you and Trevia back for all y’all have done for me.” 
 
    “Girl, I’m not taking shit from you, and neither is Trevia, and your ass knows it.” 
 
    “I can’t stand you two heifers.” I really loved those two chicks. 
 
    The check was real. 
 
    So I deposited it, and then I had Greer drop me off at Christian’s car lot where I screwed his brains out in his office. And then I went home with him and screwed him some more. Had him screaming my name and everything. Shit, I had to do something to settle my damn nerves. Doing Christian seemed as good an idea as any. 
 
    As we lay in his bed together early the next morning, he said, “Move in with me.” 
 
    I did like him, but I had too much on my mind to be making decisions like that, so I said, “I’ll think about it.” 
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    Although my stuff was at Greer’s house, I ended up spending the next week at Christian’s house. I finally told him about me getting fired, and while he was sympathetic, he also took this as an opportunity to solidify his case for us to live together. Shit, he was about to convince me to do it, too. But I knew I had too many other decisions to make at the moment.  
 
    I had a bunch of money in the bank, a little apartment that I happened to love, and although I knew it was time for a change, something was keeping me from committing to leaving Dallas. Dallas was my town, always had been. I wasn’t sure why, but I wasn’t ready to leave yet. 
 
    So, Greer sent me home on one of her husband’s private jets, told me I needed to get used to the plush life, because I was a rich woman now. I could definitely get used to the luxury, but if I didn’t come up with a good plan for my money, I knew I wouldn’t be rich for long. 
 
    My first order of business when I got to my place was to call Kevin’s mom. After we traded greetings and chit-chatted about the weather for a bit, she asked, “Did you get your package from Kevin?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. That’s why I was calling. Um...I wanted to ask if you could keep this on the hush. I really don’t want the world to know about this money.” 
 
    “Oh, honey, I won’t tell a soul. We’re not telling people Kevin won the lottery at all. He owes too many people for that.” 
 
    “But wasn’t it on the news in Maryland?” 
 
    “Turns out Maryland gives winners the option of remaining anonymous, and Kevin chose that option.” 
 
    That was a relief. “Um...can you give me his number? I’d like to thank him personally.” 
 
    “He’d love that. It’s...” 
 
    After we hung up, I took a deep breath before dialing my ex-husband’s number. Felt this weird warmth spread over me when I heard his familiar voice. As bad as he hurt me, I knew there would always be a part of me that loved him. After all, he was my first love. 
 
    I replied to his hello with, “Hey, Kevin...it’s Denise.” 
 
    “Hey, baby! Damn, I never thought I’d hear your voice again. You sound good.” 
 
    “Thanks…you, too. Um, Kevin, I just wanted to thank you for the check. It was really nice of you to do that.” 
 
    “It’s the least I could do after what I did. I really fucked things up for us.” 
 
    “Yeah...you did.” 
 
    “You were a good wife, Denise. I don’t think I ever told you that, but you were. The way you loved me? I been looking for that since you left me. Can’t find it. There’ll never be another you.” 
 
    I smiled. “Well, Kevin, for what it’s worth, there’ll definitely never be another you, either.” 
 
    He laughed. “I know, right? I was truly an asshole to you. But I loved you. I still do. Think we could try again? I mean, shit, I’m rich now. A hundred-mill rich.” 
 
    I gasped softly. “A hundred million and you only gave me one million?” 
 
    He laughed again. “That’s my Denise. Marry me again, and you’ll have access to every dime.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, thank you. But you be careful with that money, Kevin. Hire you a financial advisor.” 
 
    “Already did. I ain’t tryna be broke no more.” 
 
    “Good, well...thanks again, Kevin.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, baby. Take care.” 
 
    “You, too.” 
 
    Before I could end the call good, I heard a key slip into the lock of my front door and then it flew open to reveal Trevia. 
 
    “Damn, I see how Greer felt when we used to bust in here on her,” I muttered. 
 
    She shut the door and placed her hands on her wide hips. “As if you’ve never busted up in my house.” 
 
    “Not since you got married behind my back.” 
 
    “Well, you got rich behind mine!” 
 
    “First of all, keep your damn voice down. Second, that doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “Why’d I have to hear it from Greer? How is it that she knew about it before I did?” 
 
    “Because she read the doggone letter, nut! Why’d you sneak off and get married?” 
 
    “Damn, Denise! You ever heard of being spontaneous? It was romantic. And it’s not like anyone else knew. Our families didn’t even know!” 
 
    “Oh, so now I’m not family?” 
 
    She stood there in her jeans and t-shirt with those weird-ass eyes staring at me for a good minute, and then she said, “What’s really wrong? You’re deflecting, because it’s been six months since I got married and I know you’re over that.” 
 
    I threw up my hands. “Life! That’s what’s wrong with me. I just went from unemployed to a millionaire in like a minute flat. And then Christian asked me to move in with him, and Kevin was so sweet on the phone just now that I actually started missing him again for a second. I mean, maybe I could give him another chance since he’s rich now. Don’t you think?” 
 
    “Well, do you still love him? Can you forgive him for what he did?” 
 
    I sighed. “I think a part of me loves the him I wanted him to be, but I’m not in love with him anymore.” 
 
    “Do you love Christian?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Not really? What does that mean?” 
 
    “I mean, I like being with him, but I wouldn’t be all that hurt if we stopped seeing each other. I want what you and Greer have.” 
 
    She smiled. “It’s definitely a good thing to have. You’ll find it, ’Nise. I know you will.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” 
 
    “I know I am.” 
 
    “What am I supposed to do with this money, Trevia? I’m scared to touch it.” 
 
    She pulled out her phone. “First, I’ma make you an appointment with my financial advisor. Second, we’re gonna go get you a car that was made in this decade. Third, you’re taking me out to lunch, to Norvino’s for some of their high dollar-ass shrimp scampi.” 
 
    I grinned. “Sounds good to me.” 
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    I pulled my new Nissan Murano into my mother’s driveway and took a deep breath. I couldn’t remember the last time I went to her house to see her and not to steal food from her. It was a Friday afternoon, so I figured I’d talk to her while helping her make plates for her customers. 
 
    As soon as I stepped into the kitchen, she shouted, “You better be here to help and not to steal my damn inventory!” 
 
    “Damn, I am here to help,” I said. Then I mumbled, “Mean ass.” 
 
    “I heard that, heifer. You can cut some more of that pork roast up for me. These Negroes keep coming in here rushing me like this some damn McDonalds. I swear they gon’ make me quit.” 
 
    As I sliced the roast up, I said, “You ain’t gon’ quit. You love this.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m getting old. Shit, I need me a damn crew or something.” 
 
    I was quiet for a minute. Then I asked, “You ever thought about having a real restaurant?” 
 
    “With tables and people to serve and shit? Hell, naw.” 
 
    “No, it could be all carry-out. Like, in a building with a big kitchen so you don’t have to have folks in and out of here.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’d be nice, I guess...” She moved to the sink and peered out the window. “Shit, it’s a nice car out there. Someone must be on their way to the door.” 
 
    I stood next to her. “That’s my car, Mama.” 
 
    She spun around and frowned at me. “I thought you got fired.” 
 
    “I did, but I got a really good severance package, and I got a settlement check in the mail,” I lied. I hated to lie, but I knew it was best not to tell her the truth. My mom couldn’t hold water if her life depended on it. 
 
    “A settlement?” 
 
    “Yeah. This class action thing. Anyway, I found this great space over on Toller Avenue. Used to be a chicken shack or something. Fully equipped. Really clean. It’s attached to two other businesses. Well, the middle space is actually vacant, but there’s a beauty shop on the opposite end. The space I’m referring to is in a good spot and it already has a drive-thru window. I think it’d be perfect for you.” 
 
    She nodded as she stepped back over to the table and stared at a pile of Styrofoam trays. “Sounds real nice if I had the money for it.” 
 
    “Well...I went ahead and signed the lease for you, paid six months’ rent. All you have to do is move in and start cooking.” 
 
    “W-what?” 
 
    “And you’ll need a sign. Maybe Friend knows someone who can make you one? And I can help out until you can hire a staff. I was thinking Ms. Jenny’s would be a good name, since that’s what everyone calls you, and—” 
 
    “Denise! Shit! Hold on a minute! What are you saying?!” 
 
    “I signed a lease and paid the rent for you. We can go see it tomorrow if you want, or later tonight...” 
 
    I watched my hard-as-nails, mean-as-hell mother’s face crumple right before me. Then she grabbed me and pulled me into a tight hug. “What did you do?! What the hell did you do?!” she shouted. She backed away from me and swiped at her eyes. “Damn-it, I’m crying! My damn eyes gon’ be swole and shit when the people start coming for their plates.” 
 
    I smiled. “You’re welcome, Mama.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I was sitting in my little living room surfing the net, trying to figure out a new career for myself. Yes, I had a bunch of money, and I was weighing the investment options the financial advisor had given me, but even if I made the soundest investments and tripled my money, I knew that money wouldn’t last forever. I needed a job, even if it was a part-time one. Something that was location-independent in case I decided to move to Houston. I was good at the bank, but I didn’t want another bank job or any other nine-to-five, for that matter. I had enough money to create my own path. I just had to decide which path I wanted to follow. The possibilities were endless. And that made the search a little more than overwhelming. So I took a break and decided to check my email, smiled when I saw a message from Hasaan. I hadn’t heard from him since his thank-you message. 
 
      
 
    From: H_Peterson@rmail.com 
 
      
 
    Hey, Denise. Just wanted to thank you again for your help. I’ve exceeded my fundraising goal! An anonymous donor donated $10,000. I signed the lease today. You have no idea how good that felt! As soon as everything is set up, I want you to come check it out. I’ll give you the grand tour. And I know I’ve already said this, but I’m sorry again for going off on you in your office. You were just doing your job. I’ll be in touch later. 
 
      
 
    Hasaan Peterson 
 
      
 
    I finished reading the message and caught myself grinning like a fool. I had planned to make a big donation to his fund, but it looked like someone beat me to it. Oh, well, I was just glad he met his goal, and I couldn’t wait to see his place. Shit, who was I kidding? I couldn’t wait to see him with his fine ass. Just thinking of him made me moist. So I grabbed my phone to call Christian. Then I told myself I shouldn’t be using him for sex. Then I told myself to shut the hell up and called him. 
 
    Four hours later, my legs were in the air, his mouth was clamped to my coochie, and there was a big smile on my face.  
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    I broke up with Christian, or since we weren’t really a couple, I suppose I just cut off our booty calls.  
 
    I had to admit to myself that we weren’t going anywhere. I couldn’t get past him dumping me no matter how good the sex was. Plus, I needed to be alone for a while to adjust to my rapidly-changing life and to figure out what I was going to do with my future. And more than anything, I wanted to be fair with Christian, because he was a good guy. He just wasn’t the guy for me. If he was, I wouldn’t have been so hesitant about being his woman again. 
 
    But as I mopped the front part of my mother’s restaurant and listened to her rant and rave about how stressful opening a real restaurant was, I began to regret letting Christian go. Shit, Mama was working my nerves so bad; I was a second from calling him and setting up another booty call. The sad thing about it was, I was one thousand percent sure he would’ve said yes.  
 
    I sighed as she complained about having to pay for an alarm system. Maybe this was a mistake. Maybe I should’ve used the money I spent on the lease for something else. That thought stuck in my mind to the point that I actually said the words out loud. I expected her to curse me out as usual, but instead, my mother said, “I’m sorry, Denise.” 
 
    I leaned on the mop and faced my mother, who was scrubbing the spotless front counter. “Mama, I know this seems stressful and new and everything, but it’s really not. You’ll be cooking and selling food like you’ve been doing since I was a little girl. The only difference will be that you won’t have folks coming to your house. That’s it.” 
 
    She stopped scrubbing and looked up at me. “I guess you’re right. It just seems more official now. I had to get a permit and the health inspector is coming tomorrow, and—” 
 
    “You were supposed to do all that stuff a long time ago anyway. You been selling those plates illegally.” 
 
    She chuckled. “Shit, I have, haven’t I? Well, Friend said the same thing, that I just need to act like I’m selling food like I’ve always done. I guess y’all are right.” 
 
    “You driving Friend crazy, too?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “If anybody is being driven crazy, it’s me.” She then went on about some argument they had. I wasn’t really listening, but knowing my mother, I was sure she was in the wrong. 
 
    As she talked, I began mopping again, moving closer to the floor-to-ceiling windows that made up the front of the restaurant. A nice car pulled into a space next to my SUV, and a tall, thin man got out and began carrying boxes from the trunk to the space adjacent to Mama’s. 
 
    “Looks like you got neighbors moving in,” I said, not realizing I had said it out loud. 
 
    Mama moved closer to the window. “Lord, it’s black folks.” 
 
    I shook my head and glanced at her. “What’s that supposed to mean? You’re black.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he looks young. Probably gon’ be selling dope outta there.” 
 
    “Mama, I don’t know many drug dealers that lease a place to sell dope out of.” 
 
    “But you do know some drug dealers, huh? It was that Dre boy, wasn’t it? That grown-ass man you dated in high school. I knew he was selling drugs.” 
 
    “No, he wasn’t. You just didn’t like him.” So, he actually did sell weed, but I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of being right. 
 
    “Mm-hmm. When you get through mopping, clean those windows for me.” 
 
    As the guy climbed back into his car and left, I sighed, and said, “Yes, ma’am.” 
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    I was balancing my checkbook when Mama called that evening. The restaurant had been up and running for a week, and I hadn’t been by there to check on it yet, because her crazy ass was calling me nearly every hour to rant or complain about something—her new employees being too slow, the oven not cooking like the one in her house, some customer getting on her nerves, and any and everything else. My mama needed more friends, but she had a bad habit of sleeping with folks’ husbands, including my late father who eventually left his wife for her. If she had more friends, maybe she would stop calling me. At that moment, I started not to answer my phone, but for some reason, I did. 
 
    “Hey, Mama…” 
 
    “Why you sounding like that?” she asked. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like you don’t wanna talk to me.” 
 
    Bingo. “What’s going on, Mama?”  
 
    “Whoever the hell moved in next door got their damn music up loud as hell! I can’t hear myself think!” 
 
    “Did you go ask them to turn it down?” 
 
    “Hell, no! I’m not going my old ass over there. Nothing but young, thuggish-looking men over there. They be done raped me or something.” 
 
    “Don’t you think that’s a bit extreme?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and rubbed my forehead. “Well, send one of the workers over there.” 
 
    “They’re working! We’re busy right now.” 
 
    “Then call the police.” 
 
    “Now you know I don’t trust no damn police. Here lately, the folks calling for help end up getting arrested or killed. They might shoot my ass for nothing.” 
 
    “Mama, is it really that loud?” 
 
    “Come see for yourself.” 
 
    I was hungry as hell and had no groceries, so I said, “Fine. I’m on my way. Have me a plate ready.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The music was loud, very loud. And it was trap music, so I understood why it was getting on my mother’s nerves. Shit, it was getting on mine, too. I peeked in and let Mama know I was there, and then I headed next door. The windows and glass door were covered with newspapers, but the music and the cars parked out front told me someone was inside. Some fool, no doubt. 
 
    My civilized knocks went unanswered, so I banged on the door. Almost instantly, the music stopped and I heard the lock click on the door.  
 
    The same guy I saw moving in the other week stuck his head out the door and looked me up and down. “Yeah?” 
 
    I placed my hands on my hips. “Yeah? I need to speak with whoever’s in charge of whatever this is.” 
 
    This fool just closed the door in my face without saying another word. So, I banged on it again.  
 
    “Hey! You’re gonna break my door!” a voice yelled before the door swung open. 
 
    My mouth dropped open.  
 
    So did his.  
 
    “Ms. Buhari?” 
 
    “Mr. Peterson?” 
 
    “Yeah...” He gave me a smile that made my coochie tremble. “Uh, this is my place, Elite Ink. I would show you around, but we’re still getting things ready. We open in a couple of weeks.” 
 
    With raised eyebrows, I said, “Oh...well, um, my mom owns the restaurant next door and your music was really bothering her and her customers. Do you think you could keep it down some?” 
 
    He dropped the smile. “Oh, man. I’m sorry. I didn’t realize it was so loud. I don’t even like that kind of music. Got a few of my friends helping with the painting and stuff, and they had the music on. I’ll make sure they keep it down.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll tell her.” 
 
    I had turned to leave when he said, “No, I’ll tell her. I should apologize to her.” 
 
    “Oh, okay. And can you tell whoever answered the door that it’s really rude to shut it in a lady’s face?” 
 
    “He did that? Hold up.” He ducked back inside and returned shortly. Behind him, stood his rude friend or whatever he was. “Ms. Buhari, this is Steve, a mindless friend of mine. He has something to say to you.” 
 
    He basically pushed Steve out the door, and the young man said, “I’m-uh-I’m sorry for shutting the door in your face.” 
 
    “All right. Thank you for the apology,” I said. 
 
    Hasaan stepped around his friend and followed me next door. Mama not only accepted his apology, but sent him back to his place with a free dinner. My mother was a sucker for a fine man, but so was I. I suppose that was why I insisted on walking this big, burly man back to his shop like he needed my protection or something. 
 
    “Thanks, again,” I said once we reached his door. 
 
    “No problem. I’m not into disrespecting my elders, and I’m not into letting anyone disrespect a lady.” 
 
    I smiled. “That’s good. Well, I’ll let you get back to work.” 
 
    “Yeah. I guess I’ll see you around since your mom is next door.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah.” 
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    “You’re working for your mother?” Greer asked. “Like, for real?” 
 
    “Well, she ain’t paying me, if that’s what you mean,” I replied. For the third day in a row, I was working the closing shift at Ms. Jenny’s. I took a seat on the stool behind the register and activated my speakerphone since I was the only one working and there were no customers there at the moment. 
 
    “No, I mean, you’re working in the same proximity as your mom?” 
 
    “Oh, she leaves when I get here. That’s why I chose to work this shift. I know how she hates closing and having to leave so late at night, so I do it for her.” 
 
    Greer held the phone a moment or two before saying, “Either you’re bored as hell without a job or you’re up to something.” 
 
    I frowned as I watched a couple exit a vehicle on the parking lot and approach Hasaan’s place, which was still not open. “What would I be up to?” 
 
    “Well, you dumped poor Christian, so you got someone else on your radar or something?” 
 
    “No.” Well, it wasn’t a total lie. Yes, I was attracted to Hasaan, but I kind of liked the friendliness that had settled between us. 
 
    “Mm-hmm.” 
 
    “Seriously, there’s no one else. And what do you mean ‘poor Christian?’ I didn’t do anything to him that he didn’t do to me.” 
 
    “Denise, please tell me the whole booty-call-semi-relationship thing wasn’t a ploy so you could break up with him as some revenge or something!” 
 
    “No, no...look, I’m just not feeling him like that anymore. I was at first, but you know me, once you hurt my feelings I put you in a box that it’s hard to get out of. I tried, but no matter how sweet he was to me or how good the sex was, he never worked his way out of the ‘I still have feelings for my ex’ box. Girl, you know I’m a one-strike type of woman.” 
 
    “Yeah...that you are. Well, it must be boredom, then.” 
 
    “Shit, girl, that’s exactly what it is. I was tired of sitting around my apartment looking crazy. I needed something to do. So, here I am.” 
 
    “You should take a vacation.” 
 
    “From what? And I’m still scared to spend any money.” 
 
    Greer sighed into the phone. “Denise, it’s a million dollars. You’ve invested some of it, helped your mom, and now you deserve to enjoy some of it.” 
 
    “I did. I bought a vehicle.” 
 
    “No, I mean, really enjoy it.” 
 
    “I will...” 
 
    “You better. Hey, I gotta go. Kennedy’s down for the night and I’m tryna jump my husband’s bones.” 
 
    “Have fun.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I locked the front door and glanced around the restaurant with a sigh as I stepped into the kitchen and began packaging up some of what was left of the day’s special—ox tails, creamed potatoes, purple hull peas, corn fritters, and glazed carrots—to take home with me. I was wiping down the counters when I heard someone knocking on the door. I started to ignore whoever it was, but something told me to at least check and see who it was. 
 
    I was glad I did. 
 
    Standing there peering through the glass of the door was Hasaan in jogging pants and a t-shirt, and shit, he looked good. I damn near started drooling, had to compose myself as I made my way to the door. 
 
    “Hey,” I greeted him once I opened the door. 
 
    “Hey, girl. Y’all closed?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. I’m cleaning up now.” 
 
    “Damn,” he said, shaking his head. “My buddy came and got some ox tails earlier. I been feenin’ for some ever since.” 
 
    “Well, there’s some left. I’ll hook you up. On the house.” I lowered my voice and added, “Just don’t tell my mama.” 
 
    He grinned. “I ain’t saying a word.” 
 
    He leaned against the counter as I made him a tray. “Your mama can burn. I mean, she can really burn! I wish I’d known about this place a long time ago. I don’t know how I missed it. Where was it located before?” 
 
    I scooped up a huge helping of peas. “In her house. She sold plates outta her kitchen on Fridays and Saturdays, so unless you grew up in my hood, you probably wouldn’t have heard of her.” 
 
    “Oh, okay. Well, I’m glad I found a place right next door. I could eat her cooking every day.” 
 
    I laughed when I looked up to see him rubbing his stomach. “As fit as you are? I can’t believe you’d eat this fattening stuff every day.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ma work it off. Gonna hit the gym on my way home in a few.” 
 
    I handed him the heavy tray. “Oh, okay. How’s Elite Ink coming along? About ready to open up?” 
 
    “Yeah...next week.” He hesitated, and then said, “Wanna see?” 
 
    I glanced around the kitchen. “I’d love to. Just let me grab my keys so I can lock up. I was almost ready to head out when you knocked.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    I followed him into the dark shop, sticking by the door until he turned the lights on. As light filled the place, my eyes widened, and I whispered, “Wow,” as I took in my surroundings. Colorful framed artwork crowded the black-painted walls, everything from tribal symbols to naked black women. There were four stations set up with chairs he explained were adjustable and reclined, and a counter, kind of similar to the stations in a beauty salon or a barber shop, only instead of hair products, the counters were equipped with the tools of the tattoo trade—tattoo guns, bottles of ink, and packages of disposable needles and tubing. 
 
    “‘Wow,’ as in you like it?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, it looks fantastic! And the art? Where in the world did you find it? It’s so colorful and vibrant. I’d love to hang some of it on my wall!” 
 
    “Oh, I did the artwork,” he said matter-of-factly. 
 
    My mouth dropped open. “What? You did all of this?” 
 
    “Yeah…they’re replicas of tattoos I’ve done.” 
 
    “Shit, you should be selling your art instead of doing tattoos. You’re phenomenal!” 
 
    He chuckled. “Well, believe it or not, people are more willing to pay for a tattoo than a piece of artwork. Being a tattoo artist is a much more lucrative career.” 
 
    “Really? Well, I’d be willing to pay top dollar for any one of these pieces.” 
 
    “Seriously?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    “Pick one. I’ll give it to you.” 
 
    My eyes met his. “For real?” 
 
    “Yeah…pick one, Ms. Buhari. I really want you to have one. After all, I wouldn’t have this place if not for you.” 
 
    I felt my cheeks begin to heat up. “Um, you can call me Denise.” 
 
    “And you can call me Hasaan.” 
 
    “Hasaan, I can’t take your art from you. Name a price and I’ll pay it.” 
 
    “No. I’m giving you a gift. Pick one.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Yeah. Positive. I want you to have one, any one you’d like.” 
 
    I sighed. “Okay…”  
 
    I slowly walked around the shop, trying to choose my favorite piece of artwork, and finally settled on a picture of a brown fist held up in the air with the colors red, white, and blue oozing between the fingers against a black background. I pointed to it, and said, “That one.” 
 
    He grinned and stepped over to the piece, lifting it from the wall. “You can have the frame and everything.” 
 
    I took it from him and smiled. “Thank you. I really love it.” 
 
    He stared at me, and said, “I wish I could get my hands on your skin.” 
 
    I frowned. “What?” 
 
    “Shit, I’m sorry. I mean for a tattoo. Your skin is so…I don’t know. It glows, you know? Some black ink would look crazy good on you.” 
 
    “Oh…doesn’t that hurt, though?” 
 
    He shrugged. “It depends on where on your body you get it done and how high or low your tolerance for pain is.” 
 
    “Well. I can’t stand being in pain. A damn splinter puts me down.” 
 
    He laughed. “I hear you, but I think some ink would look fire on you. Just saying.” 
 
    I eyed the tattoo on his neck that was now plainly visible to me over the collar of his t-shirt. It was a very elaborate letter H. I lifted my hand and pointed to it. “Like this? Now this is fire.” 
 
    “Thanks. The guy that I apprenticed under did this for me.” 
 
    “He did a great job.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s the best, but I have something different in mind for you.” 
 
    I gazed up at him. “Like what?” 
 
    He walked over to one of the stations and grabbed a notebook. As he made his way back to me, he flipped through the notebook, finally finding what he wanted to show me and turning it around for me to see. “Now this is what I see for you. I call her Sister Africa.” 
 
    I stared at the drawing of a woman with thick, dark lips, huge hoop earrings, and a huge afro that happened to be in the shape of the continent of Africa. “I love that,” I said softly. “But that looks big as hell. Where would you put it?” 
 
    “On your back. Right in the middle.” 
 
    “Hmm, sounds gorgeous…and painful. I’ll pass.” 
 
    He grinned. “You scared of a little pain, Denise?” 
 
    “Yep. Allergic to it.” 
 
    He shook his head and nodded toward the tray of food that was now sitting on a chair next to the door. “Well, thanks for the food.” 
 
    “No problem. Like I said, just keep it between us. My mom is the only one allowed to give her food away.” 
 
    “Gotcha. You heading home now? Gotta be at the bank in the morning?” 
 
    “Uh, no…they fired me.” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “Yep. So, I’m basically unemployed now. Helping my mom out until I figure out what I wanna do with my life.” 
 
    “Well, this might not be what you want to hear, but I think it’s good they fired you. With the knowledge you have, now you can spend your time helping people like you helped me.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, how do I make a living doing that? I need an income.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Be a consultant or something. Charge a fee to help people set up crowdfunding accounts or to tell them what they need to do to get approved for a loan. It can be a small fee or whatever.” 
 
    Shit, that was actually a good idea, and I told him so. 
 
    “I won’t even charge you for it,” he quipped. 
 
    I giggled. “Well, thanks for the freebie.” I held the picture up. “Both of the freebies.” 
 
    “Anytime, Denise. Let me walk you to your car.” 
 
    Once I was safely in the driver’s seat, I said, “Thanks, again.” 
 
    “No problem. Goodnight.” 
 
    “Goodnight.” 
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    From: H_Peterson@rmail.com 
 
    Hey, Denise: 
 
    Haven’t seen you around in a while. Just wanted to invite you to Elite Ink’s grand opening on tomorrow. It’s an all-day thing, so feel free to drop in anytime so I can introduce you to the crew. Hopefully, I’ll see you there. 
 
    Hasaan 
 
      
 
    I was smiling as I read the email for the third time, unsure why it made me feel so good to read it. Okay, so I was really, really feeling Hasaan. But besides that, I think I was just in a good place in my life. I had taken his advice and begun to set up a consultation business. I had spent the last few days setting up a website, ordering business cards, and looking for a small, affordable office space. I was really feeling like there was a sense of purpose to my life for the first time in a long time. 
 
    I let my fingers hover over the keyboard of my computer for a moment before typing my response: 
 
      
 
    From: MsBuhariIfYoureNasty@ktmail.com 
 
    Hi! You’ve been missing seeing my lovely face, huh? Lol. Well, I’ve been working hard on a special project. I’ll tell you about it when I come to your grand opening, because I’ll definitely be there. Congratulations, Hasaan. 
 
    Denise 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Girl, where did you get that painting?!” Greer shrieked as I stepped aside to let her into my—formerly her—apartment. 
 
    “From the guy who has the tattoo shop right next door to my mom’s restaurant. He painted it.” 
 
    “The asshole from the bank?” 
 
    “He’s actually not an asshole,” I said as I closed the door and crossed the room to the sofa. “He’s really nice. He was just upset about being turned down for a loan that day.” 
 
    Greer shifted her eyes from the painting hanging over my TV to me. Inching closer to me, she leaned forward and looked me in the eye. “He must be fine.” 
 
    I tried to keep a straight face, but a smile broke through anyway. “As hell.” 
 
    “Hmm, is he why you dumped Christian?” 
 
    I sighed and threw up my hands. “For the one-millionth time, I didn’t dump him, or at least it’s not as bad as you’re making it sound. He ain’t no damn victim. And no, there’s nothing between me and Hasaan.” 
 
    “You wanna screw him, though, don’t you?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Lying ass. Anyway, that painting is hot! He’s talented! And he does tattoos, too?” 
 
    I nodded. “His shop’s grand opening is today. I was planning on dropping by to check it out.” 
 
    “Oh, did me popping up mess up your plans? I was missing you and Trevia and Dallas,” she whined. 
 
    “Girl, you ain’t stopped shit. I’ma just take your ass with me. He might even sell you one of his paintings.” 
 
    “Oh, I hope so!” 
 
     “Let me call and see if Trevia is available so she can go with us.” 
 
    “She in town? I haven’t talked to her in a couple of days, and you never know when she and Nyles are on the road.” 
 
    “I know,” I agreed. “His schedule is crazy since the TV special, but they’re in town this week. Us three together? It’ll be like old times.” 
 
    “I know! And girl, you know Kennedy and Derek are my world, but I’m glad for this little bit of me time. I’ve missed us three kicking it.” 
 
    “Me, too.” 
 
    Thirty minutes later, Greer and I had scooped Trevia up, and I was pulling into a parking spot on the packed lot.  
 
    “Damn! All these people at the tattoo shop?” Greer asked as she climbed out of the backseat of my SUV. 
 
    “Or Ms. Jenny’s, because she got the air lit out here! I’ve got to get me a plate,” Trevia said as she hopped out of the passenger seat. 
 
    “Yeah, you know we’ve got to stop by there. She’ll be glad to see y’all.” 
 
    Greer and Trevia were still chattering away when we entered Elite Ink. The place was packed, which told me most of the cars on the lot belonged to the people crowding the tattoo shop which smelled strongly of cherry incense instead of paint, as it had on my first visit. My eyes perused the place as I searched for Hasaan. Every station was occupied with a customer in the chair and someone tattooing them except for the one that still held the notebook Hasaan had shown me, the one closest to the door. I assumed that station was his. 
 
    “This is really nice!” Trevia gushed. “I don’t know what I expected, but not this.” 
 
    I glanced down at the pristine white floor. “Yeah. The tattoo shops on TV and in the movies always look so skanky.” 
 
    “Mm-hmm,” Greer agreed. “Hey, Trevia. Check out the artwork on the walls. I’ve got to have one of them.” 
 
    “Oh, that artwork is bomb! Nyles would love one of those!” 
 
    “You made it!” 
 
    His voice made my stomach rumble. Damn, did he sound good. I spun around to see him standing directly behind me with a huge grin on his face. “You recognized me from behind?” I asked, giving him a grin of my own.  
 
    A look of embarrassment shadowed his handsome face. “Yeah...well, it was the hair. Um...so, you brought some friends?” 
 
    I nodded, and before I could finish introducing Trevia and Greer to him, they both started going on and on about the artwork, and before I knew it, had convinced him to sell both of them a piece. 
 
    “Charge them a lot. They both have rich husbands,” I said. 
 
    “Nyles isn’t rich!” Trevia protested. “Poets are starving artists as a rule.” 
 
    I gave her a smirk. “Yeah, right.” 
 
    “Wait, Nyles as in Nyles Adams? That poet?” Hasaan asked. 
 
    Trevia smiled. “Yes, that’s my husband.” 
 
    “I can’t charge you. I love his work! I saw him perform at Delta’s Place a couple of years ago. Great show. Pick whatever painting you want. For free.” 
 
    “Okay!” Trevia nearly shouted.  
 
    “And hey, tell your husband to come see me if he wants to get some ink. I’ll hook him up.” 
 
    “I sure will,” Trevia responded. 
 
    “I’m willing to pay. I love supporting artists,” Greer said. 
 
    I looked up at Hasaan, and said, “See, I told you. Rich, rich as hell.” 
 
    Hasaan shot me a grin before returning his attention to Greer. “Whatever you wanna give me is cool with me. Denise’s friends are my friends.” 
 
    He stood next to me as Greer and Trevia went about the business of choosing their paintings. “Hey,” he said, “don’t you and your friends forget to get one of those raffle tickets from Lola before you go. One lucky person is gonna win a free tattoo. Might just be you.” He pointed to a petite woman with tattoos up and down both of her arms working on tattooing something on a huge man’s neck. She was at a station on the other side of the room. 
 
    I shook my head. “Shit, I hope it’s not. I told you I’m allergic to pain...unless I’m inflicting it.” 
 
    With raised brows, he asked, “You like causing pain?” 
 
    “Only when necessary.” 
 
    “I bet you can kick ass, too. I could see it at the bank that day. You wanted to slap the shit outta me, didn’t you?” 
 
    I chuckled. “No...” 
 
    “You’re lying. Because you had the same look in your eyes when I had to change your tire. I really pissed you off.” 
 
    “Well, you were a bit of an asshole that day in my office. You have to admit that.” 
 
    “Maybe...but that job wasn’t right for you and you know it. You were wasting your talents there.” 
 
    “Talents?” 
 
    “Yeah...all that knowledge you have, that degree I saw hanging on the wall in your office, that smile...” 
 
    Was this fine motherfucker flirting with me? Because if he was— 
 
    “H!” a voice called, interrupting our conversation.  
 
    Hasaan looked past me with a frown that quickly morphed into a smile. “What you doing out here? You’re supposed to be working in the back.” 
 
    “It’s called a break, man. Damn!” the voice replied. 
 
    I spun around to see who he was talking to, and my eyes beheld a man the same height as Hasaan who could’ve passed for his lighter-skinned, less muscular twin—same strong nose, defined cheek bones, thick, kissable lips, and hooded eyes—but where Hasaan’s closely-cropped hair was thick and wavy, this man’s was fine and curly. Shit, there were two of them? Two? 
 
    Damn! 
 
    “Hey, Rafiq, this is Denise, the lady that helped me get the money for this place. Remember, I told you about her? Denise, this is my baby brother, Rafiq,” Hasaan said. 
 
    Rafiq grinned down at me as we shook hands. “Pleased to meet you, Denise.” 
 
    “Same here, and your brother is exaggerating. I didn’t do that much. I just shared some information with him.” 
 
    “Yeah...you single?” Rafiq asked. 
 
    My eyes widened. Damn, he was forward as hell.  
 
    Before I could answer, Hasaan said, “Man, go somewhere with that. Stop tryna get with every woman who steps through the door.” 
 
    “Damn, you a hater! How you gon’ play me like that?” Rafiq asked. 
 
    “You’re playing your damn self, bro,” Hasaan advised. 
 
    As Greer and Trevia approached us, Rafiq yelled, “Damn! Who are y’all?” 
 
    “My friends,” I explained. “Greer Hill and Trevia Adams.” 
 
    “And they’re both married,” Hasaan informed him. 
 
    “And fine as hell! Y’all a bad crew!” Rafiq said. 
 
    The three of us glanced at each other, and said, “Uh...thanks,” in unison. 
 
    “Man, get back to work. You supposed to be organizing the stock room for me,” Hasaan said. 
 
    “All right, all right. Nice to meet y’all,” Rafiq said before spinning around and disappearing through a door. 
 
    Hasaan shook his head. “He’s supposed to be apprenticing under me. It’s truly a damn struggle.” 
 
    I laughed. “He definitely makes an impression.” 
 
    After Greer and Trevia got their paintings and we all got our raffle tickets, we headed next door for some of my crazy-ass mother’s good cooking.  
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    “I’ll never find it,” I mumbled to myself as I stared at the pile of paper on my desk. What am I doing?  
 
    Before I could answer myself, the door to my office flew open and my little brother breezed in with a grin on his face that quickly disappeared when he saw the raffle ticket stubs cluttering my desk.  “Damn, H! I already called the winner like you asked. You don’t trust me to do shit, do you?”  
 
    I sighed. “Rafiq, everything ain’t about you. I’m looking for something.”  
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “Looking for some chick’s number?”  
 
    I frowned. “What?”  
 
    “Shit, I was gonna do the same thing, but I couldn’t remember that short chick’s name. You know, the one with the huge ass and the little waist. The thick one who came in with her fine friends? You know who I’m talking about. Real pretty, thicker than a Snickers, kinda light-skinned but darker than me, had that long black hair, cute little nose, Kerry Washington lips, and—”  
 
    “I know who you’re talking about...”  
 
    “Why you sounding like that?”  
 
    I sighed again. My brother worried the hell out of me on a daily basis. “Like what, Rafiq?”  
 
    “Like I’m irritating you or—wait, you feeling little thick-ums or something?”  
 
    “Her name is Denise.”  
 
    “Aw, shit! You like her, huh? You gonna give up being a priest now?”  
 
    “I ain’t no priest. I just don’t believe in screwing every woman I meet like you do.”  
 
    He raised his hands. “I heard back in the day you was getting pussy left and right.”  
 
    “Who told you that?”  
 
    “Shit, everybody! They said they used to call you ‘Hasaan the Don!’”  
 
    “Yeah, well, I grew up. You should try it.”  
 
    “There you go with that shit again. So anyway...she off limits, then?”  
 
    I looked him in the eye. “Yeah.”  
 
    “All right, I got you, but if she happens to see me out and approaches me or something since I’m the better-looking brother, I ain’t gonna reject her. You know light skin is in again.”  
 
    “Man, that’s a grown woman you talking about. She ain’t gonna approach your childish ass.”  
 
    “A’ight, we’ll see...”  
 
    After he left, I continued my search. It took me another hour, but I found it. I smiled down at the raffle ticket stub, got up and locked my office door, and then fell back into my chair and dialed her number. It went straight to voicemail, so I left her a message. It had been a while since the opening, and if she had been to her mom’s place, I hadn’t seen her. And well, I missed her. It was crazy to think that because I didn’t really even know her, but there was something about Denise that I couldn’t shake. Yeah, she was fine as hell—little waist, curves in all the right places, an ass that damn near made me drool—but it was her personality, her fire, that made her stay on my mind. I couldn’t remember the last time I wanted a woman the way I wanted her.  Damn, I needed to see her.  
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    “Hey, Denise, this is Hasaan from Elite Ink. Just calling to let you know you’re the winner of a free tattoo. I know you’re scared and everything, but if you ever want me to hook you up, give me a call. My personal cell number is 214-555-8867. And hey, you never got around to telling me what you’ve been up to that’s keeping you so busy. Hit me up.” 
 
    I played the message six times, just so I could hear his voice, his nice, rich, sexy-as-hell voice. I sighed, looked at the pile of papers on my coffee table, and told myself to get back to work. I already had two clients looking for business financial advice, and I hadn’t even secured an office space yet. I was meeting people at coffee shops, but I needed to sign a lease somewhere and buy some office furniture ASAP. 
 
    My cell phone began to ring, and I hoped it was Hasaan, but instead, it was Trevia. “Hey, crazy!” I said as I put the phone on speaker. 
 
    “Hey, nut! What’s up with you?” 
 
    “Working on this business. You in town or on the road?” 
 
    “It’s Saturday, so we’re in Houston. Nyles is performing at my sister’s club tonight.” 
 
    “Oh, right. I think you told me that. How are Jayla and the baby?” 
 
    “Good! Little Amir, Jr. Is getting so big. I just love kissing his chunky cheeks!” 
 
    “And how are she and Amir doing? Things okay with them?” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t tell you? Girl, she put his ass out a few weeks back. Filed for divorce and everything.” 
 
    I sat there with my mouth in an “o” for a solid minute before saying, “What happened? Did he steal more of her money, because you know I know what that feels like!” 
 
    “No...uh, she caught him in a compromising position with the jazz singer that performs there from time to time.” 
 
    “The one from opening night?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Girl, your sister looks way better than her!” 
 
    “I know!” 
 
    “So, you know you gotta give me the details...” 
 
    “Well, you know Jayla’s been spending less time at the club since she had the baby.” 
 
    “Yeah...” 
 
    “So…she decided to go check on things one day, because I don’t think she ever really trusted him with the business after he lost their money in that deal that time.” 
 
    “I don’t blame her. A thief is always a thief in my experience.” 
 
    “Come on, I think Kevin has redeemed himself now.” 
 
    “I guess...” 
 
    “Anyway, she took the baby with her and went to check on things, got there and saw Amir’s car and another car she didn’t recognize, but she said she thought he had a meeting he’d forgotten to tell her about. When she didn’t find him in the office, she went searching. Found them in one of those tiny-ass dressing rooms. Amir was sitting in a chair with the jazz singer’s head in his lap.” 
 
    “What?! Did she kick his ass?” 
 
    “She couldn’t. She had the baby on her hip. But she did curse him out, and I think she threw something at both of them.” 
 
    “Giiiiirl, see that’s why I don’t have kids, because I would need my hands to be free in a situation like that. I would’ve put my foot all the way in both their asses!” 
 
    “Shit, the way Jayla made it sound, the baby is the only thing that kept her from doing just that.” 
 
    “Damn...so it’s really over between them? I mean, she was really crazy about him.” 
 
    “Evidently, my baby sister has way more sense than I do. She doesn’t require extended bad treatment to know when to let go.” 
 
    “Well, one thing is for sure, as bad as Pissy Wesley was, Nyles is ten times better.” 
 
    “Girl, a million times better! And you’re crazy for still calling him pissy.” 
 
    “I will never get over that!” 
 
    She laughed into the phone. “Me, either. So look, I was calling to see if you wanted to come to Nyles’ show tonight. You could crash with us afterwards.” 
 
    “Where? Y’all ain’t got but one bedroom in that townhouse.” 
 
    “Heifer, you know we moved. We have a house in Houston now, too.” 
 
    “Damn, that’s right. I’ve had so much on my mind, I forgot. But look, I’ma pass. I’m really not in the mood to be a third wheel to you and Nyles or a fifth wheel to you, Nyles, Greer, and Derek. I’m over going to clubs manless. And please don’t bring Christian up. That’s over, and you know it.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to bring him up. I was going to bring up that tattoo guy. Girl, he was hot!” 
 
    Before I could reply, I heard Nyles shout, “What?! Who’s hot?” 
 
    “You, baby!” Trevia shouted back, and then, lowering her voice, she added, “Shit, I better get off this phone. Nyles is crazy as hell.” 
 
    I giggled. “He ain’t gonna do nothing to you but screw the hell outta you.” 
 
    “True, true, but look, you should call the tattoo guy. I know you like him, because he’s your type.” 
 
    “What’s my type?” 
 
    “Fine,” she whispered. 
 
    “Yes, fine is definitely my type.” 
 
    Her voice was normal as she interjected, “And he definitely likes you, the way he was staring at your ass when we first got there, lying about recognizing your hair.” 
 
    I smiled. “Was he really staring at my ass?” 
 
    “Girl, yeah! You should invite him to Plush sometimes.” 
 
    I stared across my living room at nothing in particular. “Hmm, maybe I will.” 
 
    Silence from Trevia. 
 
    “Trevia?” I said. “You still there?” 
 
    “Mm…ooooh, shit! Wait…Nyles…girl...I’ll...shit, I gotta go...” 
 
    Evidently, she and Nyles were into something, so I said, “Okay, bye, nasty ass.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I ended up signing a lease for an office space in a building directly across the street from my mom’s restaurant and Hasaan’s place.  I had wanted something as far away from my mom’s place as possible, because I knew she’d think me being that close all the time meant I would be good, free, extra help whenever she needed it, but it seemed all I could find were spaces that were either run-down or too expensive. Sure, I had a lot of money, but I was trying to add to it, not blow it on some over-priced lease. So, there I was, standing in the new home of my financial consultation company. It was empty and dark since I decided to wait until the middle of the night to check it out. I’d had the keys for a couple of days, and it had taken that long for me to fully grasp the idea that I was now a business owner. Me. Denise Buhari. I was standing in the middle of something that belonged solely to me. After seven years of working for someone else, I would be working for myself. I was my own boss. Shit, if I decided to take a vacation and shut the place down for a whole month, I could, and no one could do a damn thing about it. 
 
    That was so powerful to me. I was the boss, my boss. 
 
    I smiled as I turned and left for the night, excited about what the future held for me. 
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    I was sitting in my chair, laughing at something crazy-ass Lola had said while I waited for my next client to arrive. Since opening Elite Ink, I had been booked up nearly every day. So had Lola and Quan, the other tattoo artist who was renting space in my place. That left a semi-vacant station that a guy named Tomas rented from me on the weekends. My brother was supposed to occupy that station eventually if I could get him properly trained, but his attention span was short as hell. If something didn’t involve a fat ass and some titties, I swear he didn’t want anything to do with it.  
 
    I eyed him standing at the window staring outside like a boy the teacher made stay in for recess. “What you looking at, Rafiq?” I asked.  
 
    “Something that makes my mouth water. Shit, that motherfucker is fine!”  
 
    I shook my head and checked my watch. My client was late.  
 
    Lola joined him at the window, and said, “Hey, H. Isn’t that your friend?”  
 
    I frowned. “What friend?”  
 
    “Miss Off Limits,” Rafiq said, his attention still outside the window.  
 
    I hopped up and headed to the door.  
 
    “H, where you going?” Lola asked. “I think your client just pulled up.”  
 
    “Tell her I’ll be right back,” I said, as I trotted outside, making my way across the street. She was wearing jeans and a tank top, and she was making my mouth water, too. Damn, Denise was fine as hell! She didn’t hear me approaching her from behind as she carried a box into a vacant office.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    “Is this why you never returned my call?”  
 
    His deep voice enveloped me, and I almost dropped the box I was carrying. I turned around and actually did drop the box when I got an eyeful of him. Somehow, he looked finer than usual in a black t-shirt and gray jogging pants. That neck tattoo teased me, whispered, “Come lick me.” Instead, I licked my lips as he bent over to pick up the box I’d dropped. I could see the circular wave pattern on the top of his head. I wanted to touch his hair and see if it was as soft as it looked. And I could smell this man’s cologne in the open air. What was he doing to me?  
 
    “Uh...you were taking this inside?” he said, as if it wasn’t his first time saying it. My daydreaming ass didn’t hear him.  
 
    “I was! Shit, I’m sorry to have you standing there like that. Come in. You can just set that on the floor.”  
 
    He did, and when he stood back up, he towered over me with a grin on his face. “So, did you get my message about your prize?”  
 
    I nodded. “I did, and thank you, but you already know...”  
 
    “Still allergic to pain, huh?”  
 
    “Very.”  
 
    He chuckled. “Okay, I got you, but if you ever change your mind, you know where to find me.” He nodded toward his shop across the street.  
 
    “I probably won’t keep that in mind.”  
 
    He shook his head and glanced around my office space. “So, is this what you were planning to tell me about? What’s this place going to be?”  
 
    “My consulting company. I took your advice. I’m going to be helping people with things like establishing or reestablishing their credit, securing loans, starting crowdfunding accounts. Stuff like that. I’m calling it DB Financial Consulting.”  
 
    “Wow! That’s great, Denise!”  
 
    “Well, it feels great to be doing something that has a real purpose. Thanks for giving me the idea.”  
 
    “No problem. I owed you. Hey, I’ve got a client waiting on me, so I need to get back, but we should catch lunch together sometimes since we’re right across the street from each other.”  
 
    “Maybe we will.”  
 
    He shot me a grin before leaving me with the lingering scent of his cologne. 
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    I had my computer tuned to The Weeknd’s Pandora station and was humming along to Wicked Games while looking over the information a potential client had submitted on my website. This man actually had a decent credit score, lots of revolving credit, made his payments on time, and held a good job, yet my former employers still denied him the loan he needed to build the prototype of a very innovative wheelchair ramp design he’d patented. My eyes were being opened to the banking game more and more as nearly a month of running my business crept by. The banking game was screwing people of color left and right, screwing us raw, without even a hint of Vaseline.  
 
    I released a breath as I began compiling a list of crowdfunding sites for my client, and if need be, I would sit down with him and help him set up an account on whatever site he chose. After all, that was what he was paying me for.  When I heard pecking on the glass of the front door of my office, I tore my eyes away from the computer and rubbed them with my hands before getting up to see who it was. I smiled at the sight of Hasaan holding up a plastic sack with the words “Thank you” splashed across it in red letters. I turned the lock and opened the door, stepping aside so he could enter, and all at the same time, trying not to notice the wife beater he was wearing that showed off his muscular arms and gave me not only a full view of his sexy neck tattoo, but also gave me a peek of one on his chest.  
 
    “Damn, you locked up in here, huh?” he said in lieu of a greeting. 
 
    I shrugged as I gave him my best, lustless smile. “I see clients by appointment only. No walk-ins, so I keep the door locked until I’m expecting someone. I wasn’t expecting you. What are you doing here?”  
 
    He raised the sack. “Bringing you lunch. I bought a plate from your mom, and she told me to bring you one. She said, and these are her words, not mine, that your stupid ass probably would work right through lunch if I didn’t bring this to you.”  
 
    I shook my head. “Yeah, that sounds like Jenny Owens.”  
 
    “She’s a trip.”  
 
    “No, she’s just mean as hell, but she’s right, I hadn’t thought about eating anything. I was wrapped up in my work.”  
 
    He smiled. “Well, you’re lucky you got me to deliver to you.”  
 
    “I appreciate it. You can just put my tray on my desk.”  
 
    “Um, I was hoping we could eat together...”  
 
    “Oh...I’m sorry. Yeah, that’d be great. We can eat in the breakroom,” I said, leading him to the back of my office space.  
 
    “You have a breakroom? Aren’t you the only one working here?”  
 
    “Yeah, but I hope to be able to hire a staff eventually, so I laid out the office like I already have one.”  
 
    He nodded as he took a seat at the table in my self-assigned breakroom. “That’s actually really smart. You’ve taken visualizing what you want to a new level. I like that.”  
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    We had been eating in silence for a few minutes before he said, “Damn, this pork roast is good! Your mama can cook her ass off!”  
 
    “She really can,” I agreed. “Why you think my ass is so big?” I added with a chuckle. 
 
    “I don’t see a damn thing wrong with your ass.”  
 
    I looked up at him. He was wearing this smoldering look that turned my insides to slush. I had to get the spotlight off of me. “Is that why you were looking at my ass at your grand opening?”  
 
    Surprise registered on his face. “You think I was looking at your ass?”  
 
    “Well, I know you didn’t recognize me from my hair, because that was a brand new wig I was wearing. I’d never worn that style before.”  
 
    He gave me a smile and shrugged. “Okay, guilty. I was looking at your ass, but who can blame me? You got a nice ass. I actually think it’s the nicest ass I’ve ever seen.”  
 
    Shit! “Really, now? My ass is all that?”  
 
    He set his fork down and leaned back in his chair. “Your ass is a damn work of art. I am very attracted to your ass, Denise. Very.”  
 
    “Just my ass?”  
 
    “Shit, no! I’m rather fond of the total package—beautiful face and a body that won’t quit. Do you have any idea how fine you are?”  
 
    Not half as fine as your ass! “You got all those muscles, so I know you work out...”  
 
    “Every day.”  
 
    “So, if you’re into fitness, how you gonna be attracted to my fluffy-ass body?”  
 
    “Shit, I’m not tryna rub up against something hard like me. I like my women to feel like women—soft, smooth...I bet you would feel so good in my arms.”  
 
    I took a sip of water. It was getting hot as hell in there. Maybe I need to turn the AC up. “Uh...are you coming on to me?”  
 
    “Do you want me to?”  
 
    “Honestly? Hell, yeah.”  
 
    “Good, then I’m coming on to you like a motherfucker.”  
 
    I stared at his chest and flapped my legs open and closed under the table, because my coochie was about to overheat. “Hasaan—”  
 
    “Everyone calls me H.”  
 
    “H, what are we doing? Sitting up in my place of business flirting? I didn’t even know you cursed like that until today. Seems like something shifted really fast up in here, and I don’t know how I feel about it.” Well, that was a lie. I felt horny about it, very horny. 
 
    “Well, when we first met, we met at your job. What was I supposed to do? Come up in there and yell, ‘What’s up? I’m up in this bitch!’ And when I changed your tire, I was on my job, so what was I supposed to say then, ‘Let me change this muh-fuckin’ tire’?” 
 
    I giggled. “No.”  
 
    “Look, I’m comfortable with you. When I’m comfortable, I curse. You got a problem with me cursing?” 
 
    “No, I was raised by a champion curser, and she passed her skills down to me. I have no room to judge.” 
 
    “Okay, good. Then what’s the real issue here, because you can’t deny that there’s chemistry between us.” 
 
    “I know…” 
 
    “Okay, Denise, we’re friends, right?”  
 
    “Yeah...”  
 
    “Well, I’d like to be more than friends. I have to admit, I was attracted to you the second I saw you in that office wearing that damn suit. You had those big legs out. I damn near lost it.”  
 
    I gave him a smirk. “My big legs didn’t stop you from going off on me.”  
 
    A sheepish expression overtook his handsome face. “I already apologized for that. I was frustrated.”  
 
    “Yeah, and seeing what my clients have been going through, I understand why. The system is definitely rigged against us for the most part.”  
 
    “Mm-hmm, I tried to tell you.”  
 
    “Maybe you did.”  
 
    A silence fell between us and hung there for several minutes before I said, “I like you, Hasaan.”  
 
    “But?”  
 
    “I just got out of something with someone, and I’m really trying to focus on my business right now. I really feel like I’m serving a purpose and I like the way that feels.”  
 
    “You think I’ll get in the way of that? Shit, I’m your biggest cheerleader.”  
 
    “I know, but you’re also a distraction, a very attractive distraction.”  
 
    He lifted his left eyebrow. “You think I’m attractive?”  
 
    “You know you are.”  
 
    He shrugged. “I’m okay.”  
 
    “You just want me to say it, but I’m not.”  
 
    “Say what?”  
 
    “That you’re finer than a motherfucker.”  
 
    “I thought you weren’t gonna say it.”  
 
    We both laughed.  
 
    “If you give me a chance, I promise not to disrupt what you’re doing here. I’m tryna run a business, too, so I understand where you’re coming from,” he explained.  
 
    “I’ve got a past,” I blurted, but somehow my words came out wrong.  
 
    He frowned. “You used to do porn or something?”  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Shit, you got AIDS?” 
 
    “No, no, nothing like that. I was married before. A few years back. And I just broke up with someone.”  
 
    “So, you’re saying you’re not ready to date yet?”  
 
    “Basically, yeah. I just have a lot going on right now. I’m really trying to focus on this business.”  
 
    He sighed. “Okay...I won’t push you. Just know that when you’re ready, I’ll be waiting for you.”  
 
    “Really? For how long?”  
 
    “As long as it takes. I think that ass of yours will be worth it.”  
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    I rolled over in bed, trying to figure out what woke me up. I’d worked late at the shop, trying to finish up a sleeve I was working on for one of my clients who had been with me since I was apprenticing under Hez, my mentor. It was a lot of detail work, and my eyes were tired as hell, so I really needed the sleep.  
 
    I turned over to see my phone lit up in the bed next to me and a missed call displayed on the screen. I didn’t recognize the number, but had a good idea why whoever was calling was calling. I grabbed the phone and called the number back, closing my tired eyes as the line rang in my ear. 
 
    “Luvelle’s Bar and Grill, Alexis speaking,” a voice answered. 
 
    “Yeah, I just missed a call from there like a second ago.” 
 
    “Oh…hold on.” 
 
    A few seconds later, a male voice said, “Is this Hasaan Peterson?” 
 
    “Yeah…who’s this?” 
 
    “This is Fred Walker, the manager here at Luvelle’s. I’m calling regarding your brother, um…Rafiq Peterson?” 
 
    Shit, I knew it. “What’d he do? Get in a fight?” 
 
    “Actually, yes. Look, I’m not into getting my fellow brothers locked up, but he’s drunk and belligerent right now. Can you come get him? Otherwise, I’ll have no choice but to call the police.” 
 
    “No, don’t do that. I’m on my way.” 
 
    Forty minutes later, my drunk, headache of a brother was slumped in the passenger seat of my Chevy Silverado pickup with his eyes shut. I glanced at him and tried not to reach over and smack his dumb ass on the back of the head. I swear, he stayed doing the stupidest shit. 
 
    “Why you looking at me like that?” he slurred. 
 
    “I’m tryna figure out if you were born this damn stupid, or if it’s a learned behavior, because you have cornered the market on being an idiot.” 
 
    He lifted his head. “So, your ass ain’t never been drunk or got in a fight?” 
 
    “I ain’t never gotten drunk, and got in a fight over some dumb shit. All the single women in this city, and you wanna go around approaching folks’ wives and girlfriends?” 
 
    “I didn’t know she was taken. She was sitting there by herself and shit. How was I supposed to know she was waiting on somebody?” 
 
    “Did you ask?” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “When you approached her, did she tell you she was waiting on someone?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And you didn’t leave her alone?” 
 
    “Look, H, she said she was waiting on her man, and I said, ‘Bet,’ and was getting up to leave when her dude walked up talking shit to me. Now, you know I wasn’t gonna let him disrespect me, so I dotted that nigga’s eye. Problem is, he was short but strong as hell, and he got in some shots, too. Fucked my jaw up,” he said, rubbing his cheek. 
 
    “What you should’ve done was walk your ass away. You’re lucky the manager called me instead of the cops. You gave him my number?” 
 
    “Yeah…” He reached over and patted my arm. “I told him my big bro would have my back.” 
 
    As I pulled into the driveway of our parents’ house, where Rafiq still lived, I said, “I always do.” 
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    I started to let the phone ring, but wouldn’t have put it past Greer to show up at my office with the police. “Hey,” I said after I accepted her call. 
 
    “Oh, so your ass is still alive, because I was really beginning to wonder,” Greer replied. 
 
    “I’m good, just been busy trying to get this business off the ground.” 
 
    “How’s it going?” 
 
    “Great. It’s really keeping me busy, but I’m loving helping these people. Girl, I almost have enough clients to hire an assistant.” 
 
    “Wow! I’m so proud of you, ’Nise. You really turned things around.” 
 
    “Yeah, so how is baby girl?” 
 
    “Growing like crazy. I think she’s gonna be tall like her daddy.” 
 
    “I miss her.” 
 
    “Come see her, then! Come hang with us this weekend. We can ride to Nyles’ show at Plush together.” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t know he was performing there again this weekend.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s your last chance to see him in Texas for a while. He’s doing a nationwide tour starting the beginning of next month. Derek and I were gonna get a sitter and go and hang with them since you know Trevia is gonna be traveling with him.” 
 
    “Oh…” 
 
    “Look, Trevia told me what you said about being a fifth wheel.” 
 
    “Figures.” 
 
    “But you know that’s not the case. You’re our sister, and we need to see Trevia off. Both of us. Will you come? Pleeeeeeease?” 
 
    I sighed. “You’re right. I’ll be there.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Trevia’s sister, Jayla, and her soon-to-be ex-husband had opened Plush nearly two years earlier, and from the looks of things, Jayla wasn’t letting her impending divorce affect her business. The place was just as packed as it was every time I’d been there, and I had to admit it felt good to be hanging with my girls, even if they both had their men with them and I didn’t have one at all. It just felt good to be able to kick it. I had gone from full-time employment, to unemployment, to self-employment without so much as a weekend vacation. And shit, I was a millionaire. I deserved to drink and act a fool for once. 
 
    Trevia headed backstage with Nyles while I followed Greer and Derek to the VIP area. I took in the gorgeous interior of the night club as we ascended the stairs, thinking to myself how I was looking forward to watching Nyles perform. He definitely had a way with words. I was so preoccupied with my thoughts, I didn’t notice that Greer and Derek had stopped at a table. 
 
    “Girl, where you going?” Greer shouted over the Erykah Badu tune that was playing. 
 
    I spun on my heels, shaking my head as I walked back to the table she and Derek were already seated at that my ass had just passed by. I stopped dead in my tracks and my mouth dropped open when I saw Hasaan sitting across from them.  
 
    “W-what are you doing here?” I stammered, my heart throttling my rib cage. I glanced down at the black jumpsuit that hugged every curve of my body and rubbed a hand over the brand new, wavy sew-in weave that cascaded down my back. If it wouldn’t have been ridiculous, I would’ve pulled out my compact and attempted to check my make-up in the dim lighting of the club. I needed to make sure I was on point, because he damn sure was! He looked so good it just wasn’t fair! 
 
    “Waiting for you,” he replied with a smile. 
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    He stood to pull a chair out for me, and I fell into it and stared open-mouthed at him as he reclaimed his seat—black slacks, white dress shirt unbuttoned at the neck, black blazer, handsome face, those broad-ass shoulders. Shit! “How...I mean, what-who—” 
 
    “Trevia and I invited him over the phone the other day. We called his shop,” Greer offered. “And after he graciously accepted our invitation, Trevia gave him a VIP ticket.” 
 
    I shifted my open-mouthed focus to my friend. Any other time, I probably would’ve dragged Greer backstage to find Trevia and cursed both of their asses out for setting me up like this, but I was honestly so shocked...and excited, all I could do was say, “I’m...wow. Okay, um...I really don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “‘Hi, Hasaan,’ would be nice. ‘It’s good to see you,’ would be even better,” he said with a grin. 
 
    I shook my head in an attempt to regain my composure. “I’m sorry. It really is good to see you. You look...nice.” 
 
    “Well, you look gorgeous. I mean, damn!” 
 
    I smiled. “Thank you.” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I could see a coordinated-in black-and-white-outfits Greer and Derek rise from their seats. “We’re going to hit the dancefloor before Nyles hits the stage. Be right back,” Greer said. 
 
    And the setup continues, I thought. But shit, I wasn’t mad. I couldn’t think of a better surprise than his fine ass being there. 
 
    “I’m glad you came,” I admitted once we were alone at the table. 
 
    “Are you really, because you looked pretty surprised to see me. Shit, you actually looked shocked.” 
 
    “I was surprised and a little shocked, but not in a bad way.” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair. He was such a big, imposing man, but his smile was so warm and sexy. His lips were so— 
 
    “Denise? Did you hear me?” he asked. 
 
    He was so damn fine, I was literally losing my mind. It didn’t even register with me that the man’s mouth was moving and that there were words coming out of it. “Uh...no. I’m sorry. I was just thinking about something. What’d you say?” 
 
    “I said it’s nice to see that you’re not all business.” 
 
    “Oh, of course I’m not.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “Hmm, what?” I asked with a slight frown. 
 
    “Well, that was the impression you gave me over lunch the other day. That’s why you put me on hold, right? Because of your business?” 
 
    “That wasn’t the only reason.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. It was because of your checkered past, too,” he said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    I gave him a smirk. “You know, you sound really salty right now.” 
 
    “Shit, I am. I’m salty and I’m thirsty as hell, too.” 
 
    “Order a drink, then.” 
 
    “The only thing I’m thirsty for is your little fine ass, Denise.” 
 
    By then, Greer and Derek were just making it back to the table, and Jayla was onstage introducing Nyles. I was glad our conversation was interrupted, because I was exactly two seconds from screwing him right there at that table in front of every-damn-body. 
 
    Nyles was great, not that that was surprising. As usual, he dedicated nearly every poem to Trevia, who was most likely watching him from the side of the stage. His love for her radiated from him, and I wondered what it felt like for a man to adore you the way he did her. I wondered the same thing about Derek, who had one arm draped around Greer’s shoulders with his free hand clasping hers on the table. My friends had both found such wonderful men, wonderful and as different as night and day, but each man seemed to be tailor made for them. 
 
    Kevin and I were good for a while, but all these years later I could admit we shared more lust than love. I wanted to be with him because he was good in bed, not because he loved, supported, or protected me, because he never did any of those things. As a matter of fact, he left me bare naked and vulnerable in many ways. And Christian? I think maybe he cared about me and was probably on his way to loving me, but the feelings weren’t there on my end. Shit, maybe I shouldn’t have broken up with him after all. But then there was Hasaan, a man I was undeniably attracted to, a man I shared a bit of a connection with. 
 
    Yeah, I wanted him.  
 
    I really, really, really wanted him. 
 
    But I was pretty sure this was a lust thing, too. Did I really need to go there again? I mean, I was in such a good place in my life financially and business-wise, and I had peace of mind without the drama that seemed to accompany all of my relationships. 
 
    “Will you dance with me?” Hasaan asked after Nyles’ set was over. I tuned my ears in to the music that was now pouring from the speakers—Maxwell’s …Til the Cops Come Knockin’. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    He stood and engulfed my hand with his, leading me down the stairs to the dancefloor full of brown people seemingly melded together, moving to the rhythm of the sensuous song. I stepped into his arms as he folded his wide body around mine and we began to sway to the music. As thick as I was, he dwarfed me. Built like a football player and nearly a full foot taller than me, he made me feel protected. No man had ever made me feel that way before. Not even my own father. 
 
    As he held me tightly, his warm hand on my back, I closed my eyes and tried to imagine him naked, holding me like this in bed. I wondered— 
 
    “You feel just as good as I thought you would,” he murmured. 
 
    “Mm, you feel good, too.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    Once the song ended and an up-tempo one began to play, I felt like punching the DJ in the throat. I really didn’t want to break my connection with Hasaan. I suppose this was a sentiment he shared with me, because as everyone around us broke apart and began jamming to the unrelenting bassline, he held onto me and continued swaying at the same dragging tempo. We slow-danced through two more fast songs before heading back to the table where Trevia and Nyles soon joined us. We all laughed and talked, and Hasaan seemed to fit right in, holding my hand underneath the table for the remainder of the night. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “You’re not mad at us for setting you up?” Greer asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Really?” Trevia asked. 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    They looked at each other for a second, both of them perched on the foot of the bed I occupied in Greer’s guest bedroom. 
 
    “So...you’re not upset about us setting you up tonight?” Trevia parroted Greer’s question. 
 
    “I said I wasn’t.” 
 
    “The hell is wrong with you?” Greer asked after silence filled the room for a few seconds. 
 
    “Nothing. Why something gotta be wrong with me?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m just saying, you don’t wanna call us bitches or something?” Greer queried. 
 
    I sighed. “Do y’all want me to call you bitches?” 
 
    “No, but...” they said almost in unison. 
 
    “Look, I like Hasaan. I was glad to see him tonight.” 
 
    “But he said you’ve been curving him, though,” Trevia said. 
 
    “He told you that?” I asked with a frown. 
 
    “Yeah, when we called him on three-way to invite him to Nyles’ show. We asked about you two, and he said he was really feeling you and he was sure you were feeling him, too, but that you curved him. He sounded a little frustrated,” Greer said. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “That’s all you got to say, ’Nise? ‘Oh?’” Trevia probed. 
 
    I sighed and dropped my eyes from my friends’ faces to the gold comforter covering my legs. “I do like him...” 
 
    “But?” Trevia asked. 
 
    “I was tryna focus on my business, and you know I just broke up or whatever with Christian.” 
 
    “Mm-hmm, but that’s one fine man, Denise. I mean, shit! I love my husband, but girl...how you gonna curve that?” Greer asked. 
 
    “I was wondering the same thing. Big, wide shoulders, and I could see the muscles through his clothes. He looks like he could pick you up, throw you on the bed, and screw your mean ass into submission,” Trevia interjected. 
 
    “I just ended a purely sexual relationship. Maybe I want more than that,” I said. 
 
    “Shit, maybe he does, too, but you’ll never know if you keep pushing the man away. Look, he isn’t young and childish like Kevin, whom you knew from jump didn’t have anything but a penis to offer you, and he’s not wishy-washy like Christian. You know he likes you, and he’s really nice, and Trevia said he’s neat and clean, too. She saw his apartment when she took him his ticket,” Greer said. 
 
    I looked up at Trevia. “You did?” 
 
    Trevia nodded. “He only stays about five minutes away from you in a studio apartment. He invited me in, and there was no sign of a woman anywhere in case you were wondering. Very masculine decor—leather couch and easy chair. It smelled like that Gonesh Number 8 incense they burned in that weed shop we used to sneak to in high school. The kitchen was clean, floors were spotless, bed was made, and when I asked to use his bathroom, I didn’t see any suspicious medicine in the cabinet, just some Tylenol.” 
 
    “Damn, Sherlocka!” Greer said. 
 
    Trevia shrugged. “You know me.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Y’all are crazy, but thanks for the info. Look, we’ll see where this goes. I’m not saying I’ll never date him, I’m just saying I want to take it slowly and kind of ease into it.” 
 
    “Hmm, this is oddly familiar—one of us running away from a potentially good man with the others encouraging her to take a chance. Remember, I said that same ‘take it slow’ stuff about Nyles, and you see where it got me. Madly in love and happily married,” Trevia said. 
 
    “Mm-hmm,” Greer agreed.  
 
    I didn’t say it, but where she was was right where I wanted to be.  
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    I was in the back room working on an inner thigh design for a new client. It was the word Ralph’s written in calligraphy—the R-A-L on one thigh and the P-H-’S on the other thigh, the letters essentially framing her private area. According to her, the tattoo was a birthday surprise for Ralph. I had to admit, if my woman came home with my name tatted on her like that, it would definitely be a happy birthday for both of us. 
 
    She was lying on the table while I stood over her, tattoo gun in hand, working on the L when a knock came at the door. Since we only used that room for tattoos that may have included exposing some intimate areas of the body, I made sure to keep the door closed and had instituted a strict knocking policy for all of the artists, including me. 
 
    “Yeah, hold up!” I shouted at whoever it was. I got to a good stopping point and said to my client, “Hey, I’m sorry. Can you excuse me for a moment?” 
 
    She looked up at me and nodded. “Can I sit up?” 
 
    “Yeah, just keep your right leg like that.” 
 
    I pulled my vinyl gloves off and walked over to the door, cracking it open to see Lola on the other side. “Hey, H. Sorry to interrupt you, but your friend from across the street is out here looking for you, and Rafiq’s ignorant ass won’t get out of her face.” 
 
    I glanced back in the room. “Hey, I’ve got to step out for a second, Cynthia. I won’t be gone long.” 
 
    “Okay,” she replied. 
 
    I followed Lola out to the front of the shop where Denise stood by my station in a bright green blouse and a short, white skirt with a slit up the right thigh. My brother was standing over her looking like a hungry dog who’d just found a meaty-ass bone. “Hey, Denise,” I said, as I approached them. “Rafiq, step.” 
 
    “Why you gotta come at me like that, big bro? Me and Denise here just catching up and shit.” 
 
    “Man, if you don’t take your ass on…” 
 
    Rafiq flapped his hand at me and smiled down at Denise. “I’ma catch you later.” He took about three steps away from us and stopped, folding his arms over his chest. I glared at him and he finally left, mumbling something I couldn’t make out. 
 
    “This is a nice surprise,” I said, as I moved a little closer to her. She smelled so good. 
 
    She grinned, lifting a plastic sack. “I brought you lunch.” 
 
    “From your mama’s place?!” Shit, I was excited about that for real.  
 
    “Yep. Fried catfish, French fries, and okra, with hushpuppies and a few pickled green tomatoes on the side.” 
 
    “Damn! What I owe you?” 
 
    “Nothing. Just returning the favor from when you brought me food the other week.” 
 
    “Thanks. Hey, what’s been up with you? I’ve been meaning to come over there and check on you, but I’ve been swamped over here.” 
 
    “Humph, with all your female clients?” 
 
    I laughed. “Girl, what’re you talking about? I got male clients, too.” 
 
    “Mm-hmm. About three to the three hundred females that come in here looking for you.” 
 
    “Who told you that? Rafiq?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “He’s a damn hater.” 
 
    Just then, another one of my clients walked through the door. I’d completed a huge, ornamental cross tattoo on her back a week earlier. “Hey, Asia!” I greeted her. “Denise, give me a second.” 
 
    “Nah, you ain’t got to stop talking for me. I just wanted to tell you I’ve been getting mad compliments on the tat you did. I been wearing backless shirts like every day to show it off,” Asia said with a huge smile on her face. 
 
    “That’s great! Hey, you mind showing my friend here?” I turned to Denise. “You wanna see my work in the flesh?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Sure.” 
 
    Asia turned around, her tattoo framed by a backless red blouse. I watched as Denise’s eyes widened. She stepped closer to Asia, closely inspecting the tattoo. “Wow,” she finally said. “You did that, H?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What kind of cross is that? I’ve never seen one so intricate,” Denise asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know if it’s a particular type. She just told me how she wanted it to look, and I tried my best to accommodate her.” 
 
    “Shit, he did more than that! This tattoo is the bomb!” Asia said. 
 
    I chuckled. “Thanks.” 
 
    Denise looked up at me and shook her head. “H…I don’t know what to say. You’re an amazing artist.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “I know so.” 
 
    “When you gon’ let me hook you up, then?” 
 
    She looked at Asia’s back again, then at me. “You got time after you close tonight? I have a ton of work to do, but I can go home and change clothes and be here around ten-thirty or so. Y’all close at ten, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, or until we’re done with whatever we’re doing. But if you’re gonna let me tat you up, shit, I’ll close this place early.” 
 
    She smiled. “I’ll see you at ten-thirty.” As Asia turned to face us, Denise added, “That tattoo really is gorgeous on you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Asia replied with a big grin on her face. Turning to me, she said, “See, nothing but compliments.” 
 
    I smiled, and as Asia continued gushing about the tattoo, I watched Denise walk across the street. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
      
 
    What the fuck was I thinking?  
 
    When she said she wanted a tattoo, I thought she meant a starter tattoo. You know, those little inconsequential tattoos people get just to say they have one, like a tiny heart on the wrist or their initial on their ankle? When Denise said she actually wanted Sister Africa on her back, my damn mouth dropped open. I asked her if she was sure about ten times. She was sure. 
 
    But sitting there staring at her bare back, I wasn’t sure of a damn thing.  
 
    She was sitting backwards in the chair at my station, legs open, back exposed, butt pushed toward me. She had pulled her t-shirt over her head and was wearing yoga pants that were straining against that ass of hers, the top of which was peeking at me. And I could tell she was wearing a thong. 
 
    A damn thong. 
 
    Shit! 
 
    I just sat there, staring. How the hell was I supposed to work with my stuff as hard as a damn aluminum bat? 
 
    She glanced back at me with a curious look on her face. “Something wrong?” 
 
    I frowned. “Huh?” 
 
    “I mean, I’ve been sitting here like this for a while now. What’re you doing? Visualizing the tattoo or something? Is this part of your process? If so, I don’t wanna rush you.” 
 
    If I’d had any damn sense, I would’ve pretended that me sitting there drooling was a part of my process. Instead, I said, “No…Denise, I don’t think I can do this.” 
 
    She craned her neck and looked me in the eye. “Why?” 
 
    “Because, shit…because…Denise, if I touch you, we both might end up naked, because your back is turning me on like a motherfucker right now.” 
 
    She turned around in the chair, her t-shirt dangling from her neck like a scarf or necklace or something, her huge breasts spilling over the top of a lacy white bra. I sucked in a breath and rested a hand on my erection. 
 
    Her eyes followed my hand, and she raised her eyebrows. “Oh…” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    She leaned forward. “What you wanna do with that thing?” 
 
    I frowned. “Are you playing with me?” 
 
    “No…but I will.” 
 
    “Denise, for real?” I was trying not to get my hopes up too far. 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, for real.” 
 
    She stood and attempted to slide into my lap, but I stopped her, and asked, “What changed?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I just realized I might be missing out on something good by rejecting you.” She bent over and kissed me softly on the lips. “Now, we can talk, or we can play. It’s up to you. But as long as you have protection, I’m game.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and smiled as I stood from my chair and dug into my back pocket for my wallet. I pulled a condom out and showed it to her. 
 
    “It ain’t old as hell, is it?” she asked. 
 
    I chuckled. “Nah, baby. It’s a fresh one.” 
 
    Standing in front of me, she placed her hand over my crotch and smiled. “Good.” 
 
    I leaned in and kissed her, pulling her close when she opened her mouth and allowed my tongue inside. I slid my hand down her back to that beautiful ass of hers and gripped a handful before pulling away from her, and saying, “Take those pants off, baby.” 
 
    She tilted her head to the side as she dropped her yoga pants and white thong in one move. 
 
    “Now, sit down.”  
 
    She sat in the chair and spread her legs without me even asking her to. I reclaimed my seat in front of her and scooted closer, easing my hand between her thick thighs, opening her lower lips, and smiling as I said, “Damn, you got a pretty one, baby.” 
 
    “Mm, thank you,” she moaned. 
 
    I dipped a finger inside of her while dipping my tongue back into her mouth. She gasped into my mouth as I slid my fingers in and out of her warm moistness. When I backed away, she grabbed my shirt and pulled me to her, kissing me like my mouth was her lifeline. 
 
    I broke free. “Wait,” I said, glancing toward the windows and locked glass door that made up the front wall of my shop, suddenly realizing how exposed we were. “You wanna go in the back or in my office?” 
 
    She shook her head at me and reached between us, rubbing my erection through my pants. “No.” 
 
    “Uh…want me to at least turn the lights off? Your mom still next door?” 
 
    “No, she’s gone, and I really don’t give a shit who else sees us.” 
 
    “Neither do I.”  
 
    I sat there for a second and stared at her. 
 
    “What?” she asked, a look of concern on her face. 
 
    “If we’re seen, it probably won’t affect my business, but it might affect yours…” 
 
    She leaned in, pressed her lips to my neck, and glided her tongue over my tattoo. “I still don’t give a shit.”  
 
    Damn, now that really turned me on. 
 
    I reached for her hand. “Come here, baby.” 
 
    Under the bright overhead lights in my shop with cars passing by on the street, she followed me to the floor, lying on her back and opening wide for me as I ripped the wrapper off the condom, yanked my pants down, and covered myself. I stretched my body over hers, pulled her bra over her breasts, and took my time licking and sucking each of them as she wrapped her arms around me, rubbing her hands up and down the cloth of the t-shirt covering my back. 
 
    “Take this off,” she said. 
 
    I pulled the t-shirt off and went back to work on her breasts while she rubbed the big letter P that was tattooed on my chest, representing my last name. 
 
    A few seconds later, she murmured, “Give it to me, baby. Give it to me now.” 
 
    I kissed her again and slowly entered her as she wrapped those thick thighs around me. She sucked in a breath as I eased out and back in again, this time deeper. With every stroke, I buried myself deeper and deeper inside of her, picking up the pace and nearly losing all control at the sensation of her heat surrounding me until she finally screamed, “Shit!” 
 
    I slowed up, and asked, “Am I hurting you, baby?” 
 
    “Yessss,” she whined. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to give it all to you like that. You want me to stop?” 
 
    She grabbed me, holding me tight. “No…please-don’t-stop.” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    I slid in and out of her, trying to be as gentle as I could and not bury my full length inside of her, but damn, she just felt so good. So, before long, I was grinding deep again while she screamed my name over and over. And when she wasn’t screaming my name, she was telling me not to stop. 
 
    I didn’t plan on it. 
 
    I gave her all of me and put that shit on repeat, licked and sucked her neck, slid my hand between us and played with her clit. She felt so damn good, all I could say was, “Denise…” 
 
    She jerked and shuddered on two separate occasions before I finally released and collapsed onto the floor beside her. 
 
    As I lay there trying to catch my breath, she said, “Damn.” 
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    I wasn’t ready.  
 
    At. All.  
 
    I was no virgin. Well, shit, I wasn’t a ho’, either. I could count all of my sexual partners on one hand—okay, two hands, or eight fingers at most—but it wasn’t like good sex and big penises were foreign to me.  
 
    But daaaaaaaaamn!  
 
    Hasaan was EVERYTHING. Had me walking all crazy the next day. I kept having flashbacks and shit while trying to do my work. Couldn’t keep my eyes off of his shop, the scene of the crime my ass wanted to recommit over and over again. I wanted to become a habitual offender, a repeat felon, a damn career criminal. It wasn’t just that he was blessed with girth and length, but shit, that was definitely a HUGE plus. And it wasn’t just that he knew exactly what to do with it or how to handle me or how to hit my spot over and over again, but he was also caring and gentle and fine as hell, and his kisses were like some addictive drug.  I felt like sending Greer and Trevia thank-you cards for encouraging me to give Hasaan a chance. Shit, I felt like sending myself a card for having enough sense to take their advice. It had taken a few days for me to figure out a way to let him know I was ready to pull him out of the friend zone I had put him in, and what I did come up with was weak—taking him lunch. But hey, it gave me an excuse to see him without looking thirsty. And then he showed me that tattoo, and I could think of nothing else but how fly I would look with some of his artwork on my body. The thought did cross my mind that the time it took him to complete Sister Africa would allow us to get to know each other better, too, but having sex so quickly hadn’t crossed my mind. Shit, why am I lying? Of course, the thought crossed my mind. The thought of having sex always crossed my mind when I was in his presence. The man was too sexy to deny that.  
 
    As I sat there with my bare back to him, all kinds of thoughts were running through my head, but most of them were about how bad it was going to hurt for that needle to pierce my skin. I was actually having second thoughts, so his sitting back there prolonging things by delaying the actual tattooing was irking me a little. I was actually poised to either go off on him or get up and leave, but I kept telling myself not to act a fool with the man, because it wasn’t like I was an artist and I’d never had a tattoo done before. So I asked him about the process, and when he finally told me what he was feeling and showed me that big bulge in his pants, it felt like a vat of heated liquid instantly flooded my coochie. And well, let’s just say I was suddenly afflicted with a severe case of tunnel vision, and at the end of that tunnel was Hasaan’s incredible penis. And now I couldn’t stop thinking about it or him. So I went back across the street for him to “work on my tattoo” every night after Elite Ink closed for a whole week. And I enjoyed every minute of it. I wasn’t sure if we were just fulfilling lustful desires or if we were building towards real love, but one thing I did know was I didn’t want to stop doing whatever it was we were doing.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lying on the cold floor of Elite Ink trying to catch my breath, I rolled over on my side and let my eyes roam over Hasaan’s gorgeous body of chiseled muscle in the moonlight.  
 
    He glanced at me, his chest rapidly rising and falling. “You okay?”  
 
    “Yeah...better than okay,” I responded.  
 
    He shifted his eyes to the ceiling and smiled as he reached up to wipe sweat from his brow. “Me, too.”  
 
    Returning his focus to me by rolling over on his side to face me, he said, “I wanna take you out. You know, we can get dressed up and go out for a night on the town.”  
 
    “Where would we go?”  
 
    He shrugged. “We can go wherever you want and do whatever you want. I just wanna show your fine ass off.”  
 
    I giggled as I scooted closer to him and kissed him. Then I pushed him onto his back and straddled him. “The only place I want to be is right here, and the only thing I wanna do is you.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “Hey, I missed you,” I said, as he opened the door for me. It was the truth, even though we were just together the night before. 
 
    “Hmm,” was his response. “Come on back so we can get started on your tat.” 
 
    I grinned and said, “Yes, sir,” figuring we were going back there because Lola still had a client at her station even though it was past closing time. I waved at her as I followed Hasaan to the back of the shop. 
 
    Once we were in the back room, I pulled my blouse over my head and turned around so he could unfasten my bra since I knew he liked doing that. He quickly unhooked it, and I turned to face him and wrapped my arms around his hard body, stretching up to flick my tongue across the H on his neck. His body was stiff and his voice strained as he said, “Lie down on the table.”  
 
    Oh, so we’re getting right to it tonight? Fine with me. I climbed up on the table, lying on my back.  
 
    “Turn over,” he commanded.  
 
    I quickly obeyed him, closing my eyes in anticipation of what he was about to do to me. And then I felt something cold on my back. “What are you doing?” I asked. 
 
    “Cleaning your back.” 
 
    “Oh…okay.” Well, this is different… 
 
    “Next, I’m gonna make a sketch as a guide before I start inking with the tattoo gun.”  
 
    He actually started writing on my back. What the hell? 
 
    I sat up and faced him.  
 
    “Shit, you made me drag the pen across your back.”  
 
    “H, what are you doing?” I asked, looking him in the eye.  
 
    “I just told you.”  
 
    “Since when did you working on my tattoo turn into you actually working on my tattoo?”  
 
    “Since you started treating me like I’m some sorry-ass fuck boy or something.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Look, I’m not looking for just a fuck buddy, Denise.”  
 
    “And I am?”  
 
    “That’s what it looks like to me.”  
 
    I frowned. “What are you talking about?”  
 
    “I’m talking about how when I tried to take you out, you said you’d rather have sex.”  
 
    “Shit, H! Your sex is good, par excellent! Of course I wanna have sex with you. I thought you felt the same way.”  
 
    “I do...but I want to build something real with you. How are we supposed to do that if the only conversations we have consist of, ‘Give it to me, Daddy,’ and, ‘Shit, this pussy is good’?”  
 
    I dropped my eyes and sat there for a minute, trying to pretend to myself that he was wrong when I knew he wasn’t. I had subconsciously slid him into the booty call slot and I knew why. So I said, “I’m sorry, H. I think...I didn’t mean to make you a fuck buddy. I think I’m just afraid of being disappointed.”  
 
    “Because men have disappointed you in the past?”  
 
    I looked up at him and nodded. “Yes.”  
 
    “Okay…my name is Hasaan. That’s Hasaan with two a’s instead of two s’s—Hasaan Ishmael Peterson. The people closest to me call me H. I’m thirty-four years old, and I was born in Ludlow, Mississippi, to Bettina and William Peterson. I have one brother and no sisters. I moved to Dallas when I was fifteen. Played football in high school and college. I’m five feet, eleven and a half inches tall, and I weigh two hundred and fifty pounds. I work two jobs, including working at this place that I happen to own, thanks to you. I drive a black Chevy Silverado pickup truck. I like old school soul music and I happen to also like you. I like you a lot, Denise, so when you start letting your mind roll back to those other guys and whatever games they played with you like letting you ride around on bald-ass tires and get a flat and then blowing up your phone while I changed the damn tire, remember, I’m not them. I’m H, and I’m a grown-ass man who doesn’t play games. I don’t wanna just screw you, I wanna damn relationship with you.”  
 
    “Shit, okay. Um…yes, sir.” 
 
    “So, we clear now?” he asked. 
 
    “Crystal.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    The room was quiet for a few minutes, and then I softly said, “Can we have sex now?” 
 
    “Hell, yeah.”
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    He picked me up around eight on that Saturday night, a couple of days after he made his intentions clear. Dressed in blue slacks and a white dress shirt, he came to my door with a smile on his face.  
 
    As I let him into my living room, he said, “You know, you live really close to me.”  
 
    I raised my eyebrows in fake surprise. “Really? Where do you live?”  
 
    “Just around the corner in the Fountain Crest Apartments.”  
 
    “Wow, that’s crazy.”  
 
    He chuckled. “Your friend already told you, didn’t she? Nyles Adams’ wife?”  
 
    Dang, was I that bad of an actress? “Actually, she did. So, you knew they were setting us up with that whole Club Plush thing and you didn’t tell me?”  
 
    “They asked me not to, said you wouldn’t show up if you knew what they were up to.”  
 
    I shrugged. “I probably wouldn’t have, but I’m glad I did. I really enjoyed that evening.”  
 
    “Was that evening what made you change your mind about us?”  
 
    I nodded. “Pretty much.”  
 
    “Then I’ll have to thank your friends again for setting it up.”  
 
    We left and ended up at Delta’s Place, a nice restaurant that featured soul food and live entertainment. It was the same place he mentioned having seen Nyles perform at. On this evening, the entertainment was a local cover band who were doing a great job covering a Gap Band tune. He pulled out my seat for me and then took his. I glanced around the dim room crowded with people surrounding tables and swaying in their seats to the music, then I shifted my focus to Hasaan who was staring at me.  
 
    “What?” I asked.  
 
    “Nothing. You just look so beautiful, but then again, you always do.”  
 
    “Thank you. You look amazing, but then again, you always do, too.”  
 
    Right then, the waiter arrived to take our drink orders and supply us with menus. After he left, Hasaan said, “I always have the shrimp and grits. They’re the best in the world.”  
 
    “Hmm, you must not have had my mom’s,” I replied, my eyes glued to the menu. “I think I’ll have the fried catfish platter. If it’s good, I’ll tell Trevia about it. She loves catfish.”  
 
    He reclined in his chair. “Y’all are close, huh?”  
 
    I closed the menu and looked up at him. “Like sisters. We’ve known each other since high school. We’ve always had each other’s backs.”  
 
    He smiled. “Good friends are what makes life worthwhile. Good friends, good food, and good love.”  
 
    “Hmm, yeah.”  
 
    “So tell me about Denise.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, I graduated from Prairie View with a degree in finance, worked at that bank for seven years before they fired me, um…my favorite color is red, and my favorite restaurant is Ms. Jenny’s.” 
 
    “Shiiiiid, mine, too!” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “What about your family? I’ve met your mom. Are you close to your dad? Any brothers and sisters?”  
 
    I sighed.   
 
    “Oh...is your family a sensitive subject?” he asked with genuine concern in his voice.  
 
    “Kind of. Well, my dad is deceased. He passed when I was a kid.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, Denise.”  
 
    “It’s okay. He wasn’t much of a father anyway. See, my mom was originally his much-younger mistress of several years until he decided to leave his wife, whom he had been married to longer than my mom had even been alive. I was born the second year of their marriage, but my mom failed to realize that him marrying her left the side-chick position vacant, and soon, he started staying out all night running in behind a younger version of my mother. So, he was never really around. I just saw him in passing. He dropped dead from a heart attack in bed at the other woman’s house when I was like ten.”  
 
    “Damn.”  
 
    “I know, right? So anyway, he and wife number one had like six kids who are all around my mom’s age, and well, they hate me and my mom. I have one sister who’ll call to let me know when someone on that side of the family dies, as if I’m morbid enough to go to the funeral of someone I’ve never even met, but other than that, they have nothing to do with me.”  
 
    “Wow...I’m sorry about all that.”  
 
    I shrugged. “It’s all right. My mom is a witch, but I’m her only child and she took decent care of me. She’s damn near seventy and still messing around with a married man. She’s just vowed to never get married again.”  
 
    He just sat there and shook his head.  
 
    “And you know what? I have Trevia and Greer and a host of cousins. I don’t need my siblings. I decided a long time ago if they were dumb enough to dislike me for something my parents did and not me, then they don’t deserve to have me in their lives, and I damn sure ain’t gonna beg them to accept me. Hell, it’s their loss, not mine.” 
 
    “I know that’s right, baby.” 
 
    “So that’s the dark side of my life. On a better note, I’m a great person, I’ve never slept with anyone’s husband, and I can cook a mean lasagna.”  
 
    He grinned. “Phew, I was wondering if you could cook.”  
 
    I gave him a smirk. “Yes, I can. Now I ain’t got nothing on my mother, but I can keep you fed.”  
 
    “Mm, and you can damn sure keep me satisfied.”  
 
    Heat seemed to seep into my pores and settle at my core. “Don’t do that. I didn’t eat lunch and saved up my hunger for this meal, but if you keep talking like that, we’re gonna have to leave.”  
 
    He leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table, licking his lips. “You hot now?”  
 
    I nodded, my eyes glued to his.  
 
    “How hot?”  
 
    “Very hot. Extremely hot.”  
 
    “You wanna leave? Say fuck it and go get busy?”  
 
    “After all that fuck-buddy mess you talked? Hell, no. I might make you sit here and talk to me until they close this place.”  
 
    He laughed. “But look at you. Look what you’ve got on. It’s distracting.”  
 
    I glanced down at the little red dress I’d squeezed my chunky butt into. It was a size eighteen, and I normally wore a size twenty. But they didn’t have my size and I had to have the dress. I made it work and judging by his reaction, it was a good buy. Besides, I knew I looked hot in it. “What would you have preferred I’d worn? A moo-moo?”  
 
    “Hell, no. I’m just saying...”  
 
    The waiter finally came back to take our orders, and after he left, I decided to shift the conversation. “So I remember you telling me you had three jobs during our meeting at the bank. Then you said you had two. You quit one?”  
 
    “Yeah...I used to work at a factory at night, the roadside service on weekends, and I did tattoos out of a friend’s shop in the day time. I quit the factory once I got my shop up and running.”  
 
    “Wow, when did you sleep?”  
 
    He shrugged. “When I could.”  
 
    “So you still do the roadside service thing?”  
 
    “From time to time. I’m basically just on-call, extra help now. They haven’t needed me in a while.”  
 
    “Hmm, where’d you go to college?”  
 
    “Is this an interrogation?”  
 
    “You asked me about myself first. I can’t ask you?”  
 
    “Okay, I hear you. I went to Paul Quinn. Played football for them back when they had a team. Never graduated, though.”  
 
    “You dropped out?”  
 
    “You could say that.”  
 
    “What does that mean?”  
 
    “Remember I told you at the bank how I messed up my credit when I was younger?”  
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “Well, I messed up my education, too. Didn’t half go to class or do my work, ended up flunking out. Spent the next few years hopping from job to job and trying to figure myself out. I made a lot of mistakes, but I’m a much better man now.”  
 
    “I can tell. Now, your brother? He is a piece of work.”  
 
    He shook his head. “Yeah, he’s basically me at that age.”  
 
    “How old is he?”  
 
    “Twenty-one.”  
 
    “Wow, he acts like he’s seventeen. I know you say you were like him when you were younger, but the only similarities I see in you two now are your looks. You could pass for twins.”  
 
    “Yeah...”  
 
    Something told me his brother was a sensitive subject, so I was glad to see the waiter approaching us with our food.   
 
    After we began eating, I shifted the conversation again. “So, have you known Lola and Quan long?” I asked, referring to the two full-time tattoo artists who worked out of his shop. 
 
    He nodded. “I met Quan a few years back. We both apprenticed under this guy named Hez Harris. Me and Lola go all the way back to high school.” 
 
    “Really? You ever slept with her?” 
 
    He looked up at me and laughed. “That’s what you really wanted to ask all along, isn’t it?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Well...yeah.” 
 
    “No. Lola likes white dudes. Always has. She lives with one.” 
 
    “That the only reason?” I asked. 
 
    “And her ass is flat. What am I supposed to do with a flat ass, Denise?” 
 
    “So, you’ve never been attracted to her?” 
 
    “Nah. She’s like one of the guys to me. I ain’t attracted to none of my guy friends neither, in case you were wondering. But I am most definitely attracted to you. That body of yours oughta be illegal in at least fifty-three states.” 
 
    “There are only fifty states, Hasaan.” 
 
    “I know. Those curves of yours are just wrong. And what’s between your legs? Damn!” 
 
    “We don’t even wanna start talking about what’s between your legs. You’re packing some major weight down there, sir. MAJOR.” 
 
    We stared at each other for a moment. 
 
    “Shit, we tried. I mean, it was a nice date, but I’m as hard as quantum physics right now,” Hasaan said. 
 
    “Hell, I’m as wet as Niagara Falls.” 
 
    Without hesitation, he raised his hand and shouted, “Check, please!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    24 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The text message alert beeped on my phone as I sat at my station listening to Rafiq rehash his wild weekend. I really didn’t care what he’d gotten into, I was just glad it’d been weeks since he’d called waking me up out of my sleep to rescue him. I looked down at my phone and smiled when I saw that the message was from Denise.  
 
    Denise: Hey.  
 
    Me: Hey, baby. What u up to over there?  
 
    Denise: Bored and missing u. No clients today. What u doing?  
 
    Me: Not shit. Sitting here listening to Rafiq lie.  
 
    Denise: LOL!!! How u know he’s lying?  
 
    Me: His mouth is moving.  
 
    Denise: LMFAO!! U crazy! 
 
    Me: I know. What u doing for lunch?  
 
    Denise: I was hoping to do you.  
 
    Me: Don’t play with me. U keep on and I’ma come over there.  
 
    Denise: Come on.  
 
    Me: On my way. I’ll grab us something from your mom’s place and be there in a sec.   
 
    Denise: K 
 
    I stood and slid my phone into the back pocket of my jeans.  
 
    Rafiq, who was still talking, finally stopped for a second and frowned. “Where you going?”  
 
    “Damn, I gotta check in with you now? Who are you supposed to be? Mama?”  
 
    “Nah, but shit, we were just in the middle of a conversation.”  
 
    “He ain’t got time for your lying ass, Rafiq. You didn’t see him texting while you were talking? I bet you twenty dollars he’s headed across that street.” Lola said.  
 
    Rafiq looked at me and gave me a smirk. “You going to see her again? Y’all be together all the time now. You gonna marry her or something?”  
 
    I shrugged. “I wouldn’t mind marrying her eventually.”  
 
    “So, it’s like that?”  
 
    “Yeah...I like her. A lot.”  
 
    Rafiq just looked at me.  
 
    “What? I can’t like her?”  
 
    “I didn’t say that. I’m just surprised. You been dodging relationships forever.”  
 
    “I haven’t been dodging anything. Just been waiting for the right woman to come along. I finally found her.”  
 
    “All right...well, congratulations, I guess.”  
 
    “You salty, little bro?” I asked, patting him on the shoulder. “I told you you didn’t stand a chance with her. Like I said, she’s a grown woman and I’m a grown man. No surprise she’s with me.”  
 
    As I headed out the front door, he said, “Man, fuck you, H.”  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, I was crossing the street, making my way to the office of the short, thick woman who made my heart race. I knocked, and not getting an answer, tried pushing the door open to find she’d left it unlocked for me.  “Hey, baby? Where are you?” I called to her once inside.  
 
    “Breakroom!” she replied. “Lock the front door for me.”  
 
    “A’ight.”  
 
    The place was dark, but I could see a light on in the back, probably coming from the breakroom. I locked the door, and as I made my way to her, said, “Hey, it was between meatloaf and smoked turkey legs, so I got the turkey legs.”  
 
    “That’s fine,” she said, as I entered the breakroom and damn near dropped the sack of food I was holding.  
 
    “Shit...” I murmured.  
 
    There she was, sitting on the breakroom table, naked, with those thick thighs spread open for me. I set the sack on the floor beside me and rubbed my hand over my groin. She had me standing at attention just that fast. “What you doing, baby?” I asked, as I stared at her and unbuttoned my pants.  
 
    “Oh, I just thought I’d set the table for you. I know you must be starving.”  
 
    I dropped my pants and underwear and stepped out of them. “I’m so damn hungry; I’m about to pass out.”  
 
    “You wanna start with an appetizer or get right to the main course?” she asked, leaning back on her elbows and staring at my erection.  
 
    “I think I want an appetizer first.”  
 
    I grabbed her thighs and pulled her to the edge of the table, bent over and flicked my tongue over her clit, then I looked up, and said, “You taste so good, I think I want some more.”  
 
    She moaned in response.  
 
    I dragged my tongue over her pearl over and over again, slipping a finger inside of her and trying not to smile when she grabbed the back of my head and whispered my name. I pulled her clit into my mouth, sucked on it like it was a damn Jolly Rancher for a solid minute, and thought she was going to rip my hair out of my head when that orgasm hit her.  
 
    Then I stood up, took a finger and stroked her, making her jerk again. “Damn, baby…you got this table all wet.”  
 
    “It’s...your...fault,” she said between breaths.  
 
    I gripped her thighs again, and said, “Hmm, maybe it is.” I bent over and invaded her mouth with mine. Coming up for air, I asked, “Now that I got you nice and wet, you ready for me, baby?”  
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “You sure? You ain’t gon’ be hollering and shit when I start giving it to you, are you?”  
 
    She sat up and grabbed my erection. As she stroked it, she said, “Uh-uh. I’ma be real quiet.”  
 
    I moved her hand. “Lie back, baby.”  
 
    She lay back and I grabbed her legs, putting them on my shoulders. As I eased inside of her, she screamed, “H!”  
 
    “I thought you were gonna be quiet,” I said, as I slid in and out of her. Shit, she was so wet! 
 
    “Shit! Shit! Shit!” she screamed. “It’s so big, baby!” 
 
    “I know, baby…and you are so damn tight!”  
 
    I leaned in and sucked on her neck as I continued thrusting, giving her all of me.  
 
    “H! Shit, H!”  
 
    “Shh, baby,” I whispered, but I knew she wouldn’t stop screaming even though there were businesses on both sides of hers. And well, I didn’t want her to stop. She knew that, too. By the time I exploded, our food was cold.  
 
    “You’re gonna get me kicked out of here,” she said, as I helped her down from the table.  
 
    “I told you to be quiet.”  
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    “Hey, girl! What are you up to?”   
 
    I smiled as I glanced down at Trevia’s face on my phone. “Cooking for Hasaan.”  
 
    “Oh, really?”  
 
    “Yes, really.”  
 
    “Where you at? His place or yours? I can’t tell.”  
 
    I picked my phone up from the kitchen counter and set it on the table, taking a seat as Trevia and I continued our FaceTime conversation. “His.”  
 
    “Where is he?”  
 
    “At the tattoo shop. I don’t work on Saturdays. That was one of the first decisions I made when I decided to start my own business. The bank took enough of my Saturdays from me.”  
 
    “You work Sundays?”  
 
    “Nope.”  
 
    “Good for you. So how is your business going?”  
 
    “It’s going really well. There truly was a need for what I’m doing. It’s like there was a hole that I’m filling up for people. I love it!”  
 
    “Mm-hmm, and how is Hasaan going?”  
 
    I smiled so hard, I was afraid I’d break my own face. “I don’t know what to say, Trevia. He’s...he’s wonderful.”  
 
    “Well, that smile says it all. You’ve been together, what now? Two months?”  
 
    “Mm-hmm, and you know I told you he’s good in bed, right?”  
 
    “When you said he was better than Kevin, I almost fainted because I know Kevin had you sprung for real.”  
 
    “Trevia, I’m telling you. Hasaan is so good, I think if he asked me, I’d marry him right now today, and not just for his sex. He’s such a good man, hardworking, considerate, mature.”  
 
    “I’m happy for you, girl! I could tell he was a good one the moment I met him. Now that brother of his? That’s a different story.”  
 
    “I know, but at least Hasaan laid the law down so when I go to the shop he’s not all up in my face anymore. I thought I was gonna have to swat his ass like the mosquito he is.”  
 
    Trevia laughed. “Well, let me go. Nyles and I are gonna grab something to eat before it’s time to get ready for his show.”  
 
    “Okay. Y’all are in NYC, right?”  
 
    “Right. All this traveling is wearing me out, but there’s no other place I’d rather be than right by my baby’s side.”  
 
    “I know that’s right! Bye, girl.”  
 
    “Bye, ’Nise.”  
 
    I was back at the stove, checking on the marinara sauce I had made from scratch when I heard the front door open. When I felt him wrap his arms around my waist, move my hair, and kiss my neck, I said, “Aren’t you supposed to be at work?”  
 
    “Yeah, well, one of my clients rescheduled, and I kept sitting in my office thinking about this fine little short woman who was at my place, so I had to come home. Quan’s gonna handle the walk-ins.”  
 
    As I set the spoon down on the stove and placed my hands over his, I said, “Hmm, what were you thinking about this woman?”  
 
    “About how beautiful and sexy she is.”  
 
    “You know I’m crazy, too. I’ve just been on my best behavior so I can rope your fine ass in.”  
 
    He laughed as he kissed the other side of my neck. “I’ve met your crazy side, baby.”  
 
    “No, that was my angry side. My crazy side is on a whole ‘nother level.”  
 
    “Damn, then I don’t wanna meet her.”  
 
    “You have to really piss me off to meet her. Like, if you cheat on me, she might get violent and she and I both’ll be done with you. I’m a one-strike-and-you’re-out woman.”  
 
    “Now why the hell would I do something as stupid as cheat on you?”  
 
    “I have no idea. But stranger things have happened.”  
 
    “Well, you ain’t got to worry about that. I’m tryna build forever with you, Denise. My goal is to change your name from Buhari to Peterson.”  
 
    “Hmm, I like the sound of that.”  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    We were in his bed that night, his head resting on my breasts, his arm around my waist, when the buzzing of a cell phone awakened me. At first I thought it was mine, so I decided to ignore it. If it was an emergency, whoever it was needed to call nine-one-one, because I wasn’t about to get up and answer that phone. I was tired, sleepy, and cozy with my man in my arms. A damn earthquake couldn’t have gotten me out of bed at—I glanced across the room at the clock sitting on the dresser—two-thirty in the morning. The buzzing stopped, and I closed my eyes. Less than a minute later, it started up again. This time I groaned softly, and with my eyes still closed, stretched my short arm as far as I could without disturbing Hasaan and grabbed my phone. I was going to curse whoever was calling out if they hadn’t at the very least been shot in the head and couldn’t remember how to call the police or something, I didn’t even care if it was my mama. The buzzing had stopped again, and when I checked the phone, I found no recent missed calls on the call log. I frowned, but when I heard the buzzing again, I realized it was Hasaan’s phone, not mine.  
 
    “H,” I whispered, shaking his shoulder.  
 
    He didn’t stir at all, so I called his name a little louder. Still, no response.  
 
    “H!” I yelled.   
 
    He popped up. “What is it, baby? You gotta let Big Daddy rest a few more minutes and I’ll give you some more...”  
 
    “I’m not tryna screw! Your phone is ringing.”  
 
    “Huh?” he asked, flopping onto the bed beside me and rubbing his eyes. “Phone?”  
 
    “H, someone keeps calling you back to back, and I swear to you, if that’s a woman calling you, I’ma beat your ass right where you lay. I will make you regret ever meeting me.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Answer your phone, nigga!”  
 
    That woke him up. He rolled over, grabbed his phone, looked at the screen, and muttered, “Shit.”  
 
    I sat up in the bed and glared at him. I mean, I was shooting daggers, steak knives, and damn Katanas at his ass. 
 
    He glanced at me as he pressed a button on his phone and put it up to his ear. “It’s not a woman, baby. It’s my brother.”  
 
    “If you think I believe that—”  
 
    He snatched the phone from his ear and put it on speakerphone, his eyes glued to me. It rang once, and then I could hear a very drunk Rafiq slur, “H...H, man. Shit is fucked up. I’m out here and-and-and this ho’ won’t give me my keys. Tell Mama I was tryna make it home on time. I called and told her I was on the way ‘cuz you know she be worrying and shit, but this damn THOT—”  
 
    “Who the hell you calling a ho’ and a THOT, ’Fiq? Huh?” a female voice shouted in the background.  
 
    “Rafiq, is that Thalia?” Hasaan asked.  
 
    “Yeah...that’s her ole trifling ass, done took my keys talking ‘bout I’m too drunk to drive. Bitch thinks she’s my mama. Your name Bettina Peterson? Hell, naw!”  
 
    “Put Thalia on the phone, Rafiq,” Hasaan said.  
 
    “Yeah, okay, hey...hey, come here, girl. My brother...shit, I said come here! Damn! H wanna talk to you.”  
 
    “Hey, Hasaan, it’s Thalia.”  
 
    “Hey, Thalia, he tryna drive drunk?”  
 
    “Yeah...I took his keys, though. We at Frenchy’s. Can you come get him? He acting a fool with me. I ain’t tryna take him home with me like this.”  
 
    Hasaan sighed. “I don’t blame you. I’ll be there in a few minutes. Can you just stay with him until I get there?”  
 
    “You know I will. I love his sorry ass too much to leave him out here alone. You know they stay robbing folks around here.”  
 
    “Okay, thanks, Thalia. I’ll be right there.”  
 
    I hopped up and grabbed the clothes I’d discarded on the floor earlier.  
 
    I was halfway dressed when Hasaan looked up from pulling his basketball shorts on, and said, “What are you doing?”  
 
    I pulled my scarf off my head. “Going with you.”  
 
    “It’s too late. No sense in both of us missing sleep. I’ma take him home and be back as soon as I can.”  
 
    “No, I’m going with you. I’ll even drive.”  
 
    “Denise, I really want you to stay.”  
 
    I pulled my t-shirt on. “I’m going.”  
 
    “Baby—”  
 
    “Look! I don’t know this Thalia chick, so I’m going!”  
 
    “You think I’m messing with Thalia? That’s Rafiq’s girlfriend, I guess. At least she thinks she is. I ain’t messing with her or anybody else but you.”  
 
    “So it shouldn’t be a problem for me to come.”  
 
    “Damn, you know what? Just come on. But we’re taking my truck in case he has to throw up or something. He can sit his ass in the bed.”  
 
    I shrugged. “Fine with me.”  
 
    Thirty minutes later, we were pulling into the parking lot at Frenchy’s, which was just as dilapidated as it was years ago when me and Greer and Trevia snuck our hot asses into it back when we were in high school. It might have actually been in worse shape. The Eiffel Tower fountain out front was as dry as a bone now. Cars crowded the lot in no type of order, and seeing no defined space for driving, Hasaan parked on the street, pulled out his cell phone, and called Thalia who still had Rafiq’s phone. A few minutes later, both Rafiq and Thalia, a short, skinny little thing, approached Hasaan’s side of the truck. Hasaan thanked Thalia and then climbed out of the driver’s side, and said, “Get in the back, Rafiq.”  
 
    “Nah, nah, let me sit up front. I ain’t gon’ throw up this time.”  
 
    “Front’s occupied. Get in the back, man. Come on,” Hasaan said.  
 
    “Occupied?” He leaned in the open driver’s door. “It’s thick-ums! Shit, why you bring her?”  
 
    “Because she’s my woman. Now get in the damn back, Rafiq!” Hasaan was losing his patience. So was I.  
 
    “Okay, okay. Let me just apologize to her first. Hey, Denise? Denise, how you doing? Shit, you still fine. Hey, I’m sorry if I stopped y’all from fucking. I bet you got some good pussy, too.”  
 
    My mouth fell open, and Hasaan hit him so hard in the back of the head, I think I felt it. Then he shoved him toward the back of the truck, and yelled, “Get your ass back there or walk! I really don’t give a damn which one you choose. But if you disrespect her one more time, I’ma kick your ass and leave you on the ground!”  
 
    I think that smack in the head did him some good, or maybe it was Hasaan’s threat, because he climbed into the bed of that truck without another word. He had passed out by the time we arrived at a nice, two-story home near Trevia’s house. An older woman, probably their mother, was waiting in the doorway as Hasaan basically dragged Rafiq into the house. Once back behind the wheel of his truck, Hasaan fixed sad eyes on me, and said, “I’m sorry, baby. I really am.”  
 
    I shook my head, believing in my heart that Rafiq had caused his entire family many sleepless nights, and said, “Don’t be. It’s not your fault.”  
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    I walked into my place that morning with two breakfast trays from Haley’s Kitchen, trying to be as quiet as I could and not wake Denise up. But honestly, she was better off than me. She fell right back to sleep after we got back from dealing with Rafiq. I knew that, because I’d spent the rest of the night wide awake, watching her sleep.   
 
    “Hey, I missed you when I woke up.”  
 
    As I placed the trays on my kitchen table, I looked up to see her standing by my sofa wearing nothing but her panties.  I smiled as I walked over to her and kissed her. “Good morning, baby. I was tryna let you sleep. I see you’re wearing my second favorite outfit.”  
 
    She wrapped her arms around my neck and returned my kiss. “What’s your favorite outfit?” she asked. 
 
    “You naked, showing all that brown skin. Speaking of, when you gonna let me actually do that tattoo?”  
 
    “Um...”  
 
    “Chicken. You know what I think?” I asked, as I took her hand and led her to the table.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    I pulled a chair out for her. “I think you pretended you wanted a tattoo just so you could seduce me.”  
 
    She sat down and grinned up at me. “No, I actually wanted the tattoo at the time. Now, the only thing I want is you.”  
 
    I sat across from her and sighed. “Even after last night?”  
 
    Her expression grew serious. “That wasn’t you. That was Rafiq, and he was drunk. People do stupid shit when they’re drunk, baby. He’ll probably be apologizing for it today.”  
 
    “Yeah, I guess…”  
 
    “Hasaan, how often do you have to break your rest for him? Is this a pattern with him?”  
 
    I dropped my eyes. “Not as often as I used to. I mean, we’ve been spending the night with each other for weeks now and this is the first time I’ve had to leave you, or try to leave you, to help him.”  
 
    “Is he always drunk when he calls like that?”  
 
    “Not always, but most of the time he is. Sometimes his mouth gets him into some shit he can’t handle when he’s sober and he calls me.”  
 
    “And you always answer? You always help him?”  
 
    I frowned as my eyes met hers. “Yeah...he’s my baby brother. What else am I supposed to do?”  
 
    She leaned back in her chair and rubbed her arms.   
 
    “You cold, baby?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, the AC is kicking. Let me go grab a shirt.”  
 
    I pulled my t-shirt over my head and handed it across the table to her. “Wear mine.”  
 
    She pulled it on and sighed before asking, “Does Rafiq have a job other than apprenticing under you?”  
 
    “Uh, no.”  
 
    “Has he ever had a job?”  
 
    “No.”  
 
    “And he still lives at home with your parents?”  
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “Who bought his car?”  
 
    “My folks.”  
 
    “Who buys his clothes, food, gives him money to go out?”  
 
    “My folks, and I help him out sometimes.”  
 
    “Is he in college?”  
 
    “No. He refused to go.”  
 
    She leaned forward and grabbed one of the trays. “He’s twenty-one, right?”  
 
    “Yeah,” I said, as I grabbed the other tray.  
 
    “Well, then I know what the problem is. Y’all need to let his spoiled ass grow up, that’s what you’re supposed to do. Your folks need to put him out, and you need to stop letting him hang around Elite Ink pretending to learn your trade. And more than anything, stop answering his calls late at night. That’ll break him of that shit real quick. He’ll never do any better if he doesn’t have to.”  
 
    “I know you’re right, but I just feel obligated, you know?”  
 
    “Not really. I love Greer and Trevia to death. They are truly my sisters, but if they called me repeatedly with some stupid shit, expecting me to climb out of bed and rescue them, our friendship would probably be over. Rafiq is taking advantage of you, because he knows he can. Is it that you feel guilty for how you lived in the past? You think he’s trying to be like you?”  
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, actually. He’s always looked up to me, and I was really fucked up back in the day, Denise. When I was in my twenties, he was a boy and I was his hero. I’m the reason he’s like this.”  
 
    “No, you’re not. Baby, Rafiq has a brain. He’s very clever. He’s making these decisions himself.”  
 
    “I just don’t see it that way.”  
 
    “Okay...my mama ain’t slept with a single man ever, so by your logic, I need to break up with you and go find me someone’s husband to be with. I saw how my mama was living and I made the choice not to be like her. This is a free country, nobody’s making Rafiq do the things he’s doing. Y’all are just making it easy for him to do them. Didn’t you ever tell him you regret the things you did in the past? I mean, I don’t see you walking around bragging about it.”  
 
    “Yeah, he knows I regret it.”  
 
    “Then, H, that’s on him.”  
 
    I opened my tray and stared at my food. “You’re right, I know you’re right.”  
 
    “And H, look, I care about you. There’s no other place I’d rather be than with you, whether that’s here at your place or at mine. I wish I could be with you all day, every day, but if this calling in the middle of the night shit is gonna be a regular thing, I’m not gonna be able to spend the night with you anymore. I’m a real bitch if I don’t get enough sleep.”  
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “Is that a threat? You want me to choose between you and my brother, Denise?”  
 
    “No, it’s not a threat. It’s the truth, and I’m not asking you to choose between anything but common sense and stupidity.”  
 
    We both sat there in silence for a full five or six minutes before she stood from the table. “I think it’s time for me to go. When you figure things out, call me.”  
 
    I just sat my stupid ass there, and ten minutes later, watched her walk out my door. 
 
      
 
     ***** 
 
      
 
    “The hell is wrong with you?” Rafiq asked, as I sat at my desk staring at him sitting in a chair in front of me. I hadn’t seen Denise in three days. I wanted to call her or drop by to see her, but I knew I needed to fix things with my brother first. She was right about…everything. I already knew the things she said were true, but coming from her, they just felt heavier, more real. And when she left, well, that shit hit me like a ton of bricks. I cared about Denise. Shit, I was possibly falling in love with her and wanted to one day have a family with her. As much as I loved Rafiq and as close as we were, I realized it was time for both of us to grow up. 
 
    I leaned forward and folded my hands on my desk. “We need to talk.” 
 
    “Yeah, you told me that…that’s why I’m here, but you ain’t doing no talking,” Rafiq said, pulling his cell phone from his pocket and pressing a button. He smiled and started typing something on it. 
 
    “Put the phone up, ’Fiq.” 
 
    He looked up at me and smirked. “Oh, so you ready to talk now, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Give me a second. Let me hit this girl back. I’m tryna set something up with her for tonight, if you know what I mean. Everybody ain’t got access to it all the time like you do with thick—” He looked up at me and corrected himself, “With Denise.” 
 
    “Put the damn phone up!” I yelled. I was tired from all the sleep I’d miss turning this situation over and over in my mind, my woman was mad at me, and shit, I was horny, too. I didn’t have time to play with his juvenile ass anymore. 
 
    “Okay, fine…damn.” He laid his phone on my desk, facedown. “What’s up, H?” 
 
    “The other night is the last night I’m answering calls that late.” 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry. This is about what I said to Denise, isn’t it? Hey, I’ll apologize to her, too. I’ll go across the street and apologize right now if you want me to.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “No, what I want you to do is stay the hell away from her. I want you to grow the hell up, Rafiq. It’s time, man. Grow up, stop getting drunk and trying to drive. Stop screwing all these random women, or if you can’t control that little dick of yours, at least pick single women to fool around with. And stop getting in fights all the time, writing checks your ass can’t cash, because big brother ain’t coming to the rescue no more.” 
 
    “My dick ain’t little. It’s probably bigger than yours.” 
 
    “I seriously doubt that shit.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Whatever. I bet your woman would think differently.” 
 
    Before I knew it, I was jumping over my desk and pulling him up by the collar of his Elite Ink t-shirt. “Let me explain something to you. I might joke and play around with your ass about a lot of things, but that little short woman in that office across the street is nothing for you to play about. You understand?” 
 
    “You gonna hit me over a woman, H? I’m your brother! I’ll still be your brother when she leaves your weak ass! That’s what this is all about, isn’t it? Her! That’s why you talking all this shit about not rescuing me, huh? The pussy that good, H? It’s good enough to make you turn your back on the only brother you got?” 
 
    That’s when I punched him. He hit me back, and that shocked me, because in all the years we’d been arguing and fighting over big shit and little shit, he’d never tried to hit me. But then again, I’d never hit him, either. Not like that. I stood there for a moment and stared at him. He looked just as shocked as I felt. When the blood started trickling from his nose, he reached up, swiped at it, and I could see his eyes fill with tears. 
 
    “I’m sorry, man. I’m sorry, H. I shouldn’t have said that shit about Denise. I don’t know why I do this shit, but I’ma do better.” 
 
    I rubbed my jaw and shook my head before opening my office door. As I headed out, I turned to him, and said, “I meant what I said. Don’t call me in the middle of the night with some bullshit, Rafiq. I mean it.” 
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    I was supposed to be working, preparing for a meeting the next day with a really sweet little lady who cleaned houses. She wanted to open a place where she could train young mothers to clean houses or office spaces. She just needed money to rent a space to do the training. She was sixty and had no credit. She’d bought everything she owned by saving her money and paying cash. The bank had no respect for her savviness, and hence, had turned her down for a loan. Since she had no experience with computers, I was to help her set up a Facebook page and a crowdfunding account, but all I could do was think about the tall, fine man across the street. 
 
    I missed Hasaan. 
 
    But I was still pissed at him. 
 
    Not necessarily because he’d done something wrong, but because his big ass was letting Rafiq run over him. But then I started thinking maybe I just didn’t get it, because I wasn’t close to my so-called siblings. Well, that was putting it mildly. They hated my existence. 
 
    I sighed as I rested my elbows on my desk and clutched my head. Then I looked up and my heart bounced against my ribcage at the sight of Hasaan walking out of his shop. A part of me hoped he was coming to see me. Another part hoped he wasn’t. I wasn’t ready for him to come over here and tell me he wasn’t turning his back on Rafiq and I had to take it or leave it, because my big bad ass was going to take it. Because whether I wanted to admit it or not, I was falling in love with him. But “taking it” was out of character for me. I was the one who delivered the ultimatums in my relationships. I was the one-strike chick. But Hasaan? Shit, he could make me purr like a kitten. I was almost willing to break all of my rules for him. 
 
    It turned out he was heading to my mom’s place, so I released the breath I’d been holding and frowned when I saw Rafiq rushing out of Elite Ink with his hand covering his nose. He snatched the door to his midnight blue Chevy Impala open and jumped in, peeling out of the parking lot. What in the hell was going on? 
 
    Before I could formulate another thought, my cell phone buzzed. A quick glance at the screen told me it was Greer. 
 
    “Hello?” I answered, my eyes still on the parking lot across the street. 
 
    “Hey, heifer! I got Trevia on the line, too.” 
 
    “Hey, Trevia,” I said absently. 
 
    “Oh, hell. What’s going on?” Greer asked. 
 
    “I…I don’t know.” 
 
    “Is something going on with you and Hasaan?” Trevia asked. 
 
    That’s when my ass started crying, and I never cry.  
 
    Ever. 
 
    The time I cried over losing my job was an extremely rare occasion. 
 
    “Shit! I’m in Chicago with Nyles. You need me to come back? Or Greer? Greer, can you go to Dallas?” Trevia said, her voice shrill. 
 
    “Let me text Derek. He’s at work. Maybe there’s a jet available. I’ll tell him it’s an emergency. Are you hurt? Is Hasaan okay? Oh, shit! It’s your mom! Something happened to your mom!” Greer rambled. 
 
    “What happened to Ms. Jenny?!” Trevia shrieked. 
 
    “No, no, no, it’s nothing like that. I just…I think I messed things up with Hasaan. I think we might have broken up. I don’t even know…” 
 
    “Well, what happened, ’Nise?” 
 
    I told them about the little Rafiq rescue mission he took me on and our conversation the next morning. “You think I was too hard on him. Shit, I was, wasn’t I?” 
 
    “Well, maybe the ultimatum was a bit much, but I think what you said about his brother needed to be said, and frankly, Denise, if he can’t handle the truth or the way you tell it, he doesn’t need to be with you. That’s just who you are, and it isn’t a bad thing,” Greer offered.  
 
    “Y’all, I usually say what I wanna say and don’t give a damn, but I feel so shitty,” I said, blinking back fresh tears. “And I’m all emotional. What’s wrong with me?” 
 
    “I think, for the first time in your life, you’re falling in love, real love, and you’re worried about never being with him again,” Trevia said softly. 
 
    I held the phone. 
 
    “Oh, Denise, that’s it, isn’t it?” Greer said. 
 
    “I don’t know. All I know is, when I saw his face after he dropped his brother off, I wanted to take his pain away. I guess I thought telling him what I did about letting Rafiq grow up would do that. When he just let me leave like that, I wanted to die. That shit really hurt.” 
 
    “Well, one thing I know is that he cares about you. He’ll come to you. He just may need time to process things,” Trevia said. 
 
    “Yeah, do you know that he called both me and Trevia a week or so ago to thank us again for setting up that date at Plush? He said you’re everything to him,” Greer added. 
 
    Well, that only made me cry harder, so I had to get up from my desk and go to the bathroom in the back for some tissue. When I returned to my desk, Hasaan was standing in front of it with a bouquet of flowers in one hand and a plastic sack in the other. 
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    “I gotta call y’all back,” she said, taking the phone from her ear and setting it on her desk. “Hey, H.” Her eyes were red and puffy.  
 
    “You been crying, baby?” 
 
    A tear fell from her eye as she shook her head and sniffled. “No. I don’t cry.” 
 
    I moved closer to her. She stepped around the desk and fell into my arms. Flowers and sack still in hand, I wrapped my arms around her, and said, “I shouldn’t have let you leave. I’m sorry, baby. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “No, I shouldn’t have given you an ultimatum. That’s your brother. I mean, I stand behind what I said, but I know I shouldn’t have tried to force you to do something you might not have been ready to do. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Wait a minute, baby. Let me put this stuff down.” 
 
    “Okay…” She backed away from me and wiped her wet cheeks with some tissue. 
 
    I set everything down on the desk and then cradled her beautiful, round face in my hands, pressing a kiss to her soft lips. “Look, you were right. I’ve known for a while that I need to step back and let Rafiq fall. I know that’s the only way he’ll learn how to stand. It’s just…it was hard to hear it, okay? I guess I just didn’t want to face it. I…I talked to him, though, and I let him know I wasn’t doing it anymore. I told him I’m not going to rescue him anymore.” I took a deep breath and released it.  
 
    She peered up at me, and asked, “How did he take it?” 
 
    “Not well. He said a bunch of disrespectful shit, blamed you...he probably won’t talk to me for a while.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, H.” 
 
    “No…it had to happen. I feel better now that it’s done. The only thing I’m worried about is us, baby. I missed you.” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around me and leaned against my body. “I missed you, too.” 
 
    “Are we good? I mean, is everything okay with us? I don’t wanna lose you, Denise.” 
 
    “I don’t wanna lose you, either, H. We’re good. Now, what’d you bring me?” 
 
    “Some of your mama’s fried chicken.” 
 
    “Sheeeeiiiiiiit, we’re better than good, then.” 
 
    I laughed as I kissed her forehead and then her lips. “Thank you, baby.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For just being you.” 
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    “Shit, I forgot to set my alarm, and I have a meeting in the morning. Hand me my phone, baby,” I said. We had just settled in my bed that night, both of us too exhausted from work and life to do anything but sleep. We’d have to catch up on all the sex we’d missed over the course of our three-day separation later.  
 
    “On a Saturday? I thought that was against your religion.”  
 
    “It is, but it was the only time the client had available to meet. She works a lot.”  
 
    “Okay, what time you need to be up?”  
 
    “Six. You gonna set it for me?”  
 
    “Naw, I’ma just wake you up. I’ll leave for the gym when you leave.”  
 
    “For real, H? I don’t wanna be late.”  
 
    “Don’t worry. I got you, baby.”  
 
    “You better.” 
 
    He pulled me into his arms. “I won’t let you down.” 
 
    Around 5:45 the next morning, I was awakened by the sensation of Hasaan’s tongue sliding across my clit. As I squirmed and placed my hand on the back of his head, he looked up at me with a grin on his face, and said, “Rise and shine, baby.” 
 
    “Ohhhh, shit. You are definitely gonna make me late. H…ohhhhh.” 
 
    “Mmm, girl, I’ma have to start calling you Delicious Denise, because you taste so damn good!” 
 
    “H!” I squirmed some more and scooted away from him a bit, because his tongue was driving me crazy. 
 
    He snatched me back down to his mouth. “Why you running? Stop running, baby.” 
 
    “H! Ooooh, H!” 
 
    He dipped his tongue inside of me. “Mm-hmm…” 
 
    “H! Damn-it! Shit!” 
 
    “You like that, baby?” he asked, as he swirled his tongue around and around my clit, while sliding a finger in and out of me. 
 
    “Yessssssssss.” 
 
    He kept licking and sucking and licking and sucking and flicking until the pressure inside of me built to the point that I thought my entire body was going to explode. It was like there was a stick of dynamite inside of me, and every time he touched my clit, the fuse grew shorter and shorter. I wanted him to stop, but I didn’t want him to stop. Then, finally, my uterus began to quiver and contract over and over again. 
 
    “Shiiiiiiit!” I screamed, as my heart threatened to beat out of my chest.  
 
    He lifted his body and covered my mouth with his. “You up now?” he asked. 
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    Three months passed. 
 
    Three months of good love and good sex. 
 
    Three months of dinner dates and movie dates and staying in and Netflix and chill, and just us being together. 
 
    Three months without late night calls from Rafiq or broken rest. Actually, Rafiq hadn’t been around at all, not even at Elite Ink. 
 
    Three months without fights or arguments. 
 
    At the end of those three months, we had been together a total of five months. 
 
    It took him five months to say it, and when he said it, my whole life changed. 
 
    “I love you, Denise.” 
 
    We were in his shower that morning, and he was soaping up my soft belly. I was dragging a washcloth across his chest, trying not to look down at his erection, because we both needed to go to work. 
 
    My only response was, “What?” 
 
    He grabbed my hand, stopping my poor job of cleaning him. “I said, I love you,” he repeated. 
 
    Here came those foreign-ass tears again. It wasn’t that I’d never heard the words before, it was that I’d never heard them said the way he said them. When he spoke the words, I not only heard them, but I felt them. I felt them all the way to the deepest part of my soul.  
 
    He loved me. 
 
    He really loved me. 
 
    And I loved him. I’d known it for a while, but didn’t want to be the first to say it. Yeah, I had a lot of shit to work on, not the least of which was my pride.  
 
    I looked up at him with tears filling my eyes and threatening to rear their ugly heads, and I whispered, “I love you, too.” 
 
    He leaned in and consumed my mouth with his, and then he lifted my big ass from the floor and I wrapped my legs around him. I spent the next thirty minutes screaming that man’s, my man’s, name. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “You and that boy you think I don’t know you screwing need to be at my house Sunday at five for dinner,” my mother shouted into the phone. “Friend’ll be there, so he won’t be the only man there. It’s time for y’all to stop sneaking around behind my back and come into the light with this thing.”  
 
    “Mama, what the hell are you talking about? We ain’t hiding nothing. We damn near live together, and you know it!”  
 
    “Damn near, my ass. Don’t y’all spend every night together?”  
 
    “Well, if you know that, how are we sneaking around behind your crazy-ass back?”  
 
    “Look, just bring your ass over on Sunday!”  
 
    “Mama, if you wanted us to come over for dinner, all you had to do was ask.”  
 
    “Whatever. I’ll see you Sunday.”  
 
    “Nah, you’ll see me in like five minutes when I come across the street to get me and Hasaan some lunch. You coulda waited and asked me when I got over there. You knew I was coming.”  
 
    “Shit, I had to say it while it was on my mind. The specials are stewed tilapia and barbecue chicken. Which one y’all want? I’ll go on and make y’all’s trays and have them ready for you.”  
 
    “You know I don’t want no dang tilapia.”  
 
    “All right. See your ass in a little bit.”   
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    We arrived at my mother’s house ten minutes early. I wasn’t necessarily nervous about how she would treat Hasaan. She knew him pretty well from their interactions at her restaurant. Plus, he was a tall, fine, piece of chocolate, and my mama loved men who looked like him as much as I did. I was more concerned about her pushing my buttons and making me act a fool on her. Like I told Hasaan before, he hadn’t seen my crazy side yet. I wasn’t sure if I ever wanted him to see it, but if anyone could bring it out, it was my mother.  
 
    I did her the courtesy of knocking instead of busting in on her or using my key like I usually would’ve.  
 
    “Come on in!” she shouted from inside. “I’m in the kitchen finishing up cooking!”  
 
    I opened the door and led Hasaan through the small entryway and dining room on the right to the kitchen. If we’d taken a left, we would’ve entered her living room. Mama’s house was a small, three-bedroom white frame structure with a neat yard and my daddy’s old Lincoln parked in the driveway, her main mode of transportation unless she made Friend take her somewhere. One thing about the woman, she was clean as hell. You could eat off of any floor in her house. 
 
    Hasaan followed me into the kitchen where Mama stood at the stove with her back to us, a robe over her Sunday clothes.  
 
    “Hey, Mama,” I said.  
 
    She spun around with a fork in her hand, swiping a piece of her curly wig from her forehead with her free hand, her face beat like she was preparing for a TV appearance. Mama was mean as a damn demon, but when she went to church, she always looked fierce.  I got my love of wigs and nice clothes from her. 
 
    “Hey, ’Nise! Hey, Hasaan! Woo, my daughter got herself something in you! Your mama know you this good looking?” she gushed. 
 
    He chuckled. “I think she might have an idea.”  
 
    “Well, let me wipe my hands and hug y’all,” she said.  
 
    As she wrapped her arms around Hasaan, I said, “Don’t be tryna feel my man up, Mama.”  
 
    “Aw, shut up and come give me a hug, girl.”  
 
    My mama wasn’t the most affectionate person in the world. I mean, I knew she loved me, but she rarely hugged or kissed me, so I knew this little display of affection was for Hasaan.  
 
    “Y’all made it?” That was Friend.  
 
    I stepped out of my mother’s arms and looked to see him standing in the doorway that led from the kitchen to the garage.  
 
    “I was just out here sweeping up,” he informed us.  
 
    Friend was always “out somewhere sweeping up,” especially when Mama had cursed him out about something. No doubt that was the case, judging from the look on his face as he attempted to smile at us. Friend had a wife of several years at home, and all I could think was my mom must’ve been a damn tiger in bed for him to willingly spend so much time with her mean ass. But then, that thought made me want to hurl right there on her shiny linoleum kitchen floor, so I wiped it out of my mind.  
 
    Friend extended his hand to Hasaan. “Herbert Miller.”  
 
    Hasaan took the much smaller, older man’s hand, and said, “Hasaan Peterson.”  
 
    A few minutes later, we were sitting at my mother’s dining room table, our plates heavy with fried pork chops, pinto beans, dirty rice, and thick cornbread.  
 
    As we dug in, Hasaan said, “Ms. Jenny, how is it that everything you make tastes so good?” He added, “Including your daughter,” under his breath, and I poked his thigh under the table. I doubted he even felt it as hard as the thing was. 
 
     She grinned. “Oh, just practice, I guess. My mama taught me when I was little. It was so many of us, we all had to pull our weight around the house.”  
 
    “Really? Where you from originally?” Hasaan asked. 
 
    “South Louisiana.”  
 
    “Well, that explains it. Nothing but good eating down that way.”  
 
    “Mm-hmm. I’m the youngest of eight kids. I got a sister who still lives down there. We’re the only two siblings alive now, but we don’t talk because of some mess from back in the day.”  
 
    The mess was Mama slept with her sister’s husband. I’d share that information with Hasaan later.  
 
    “So, I’ve met your little brother. Your folks still living?” she asked Hasaan.  
 
    “Yes, ma’am. They’ve been married nearly forty years,” he replied.  
 
    “It’s just you and your brother? No other kids?”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am, just me and Rafiq.”  
 
    “Hmm, y’all sure do look alike, except that boy is high yellow.”  
 
    Hasaan chuckled. “Yes, he is.”  
 
    “A lot of years between y’all?”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Thirteen.”  
 
    “Lawd! You was about grown when your mama had that boy!”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am.”   
 
    He started playing with his food and I wished Mama would move on, because I knew Rafiq was a sensitive subject for him, especially since they still weren’t talking.  
 
    But Mama just dug in deeper. “I haven’t seen him around much lately, though. What’s he been up to?”  
 
    “Mama, what is this in these beans? Smoked turkey?” I asked.  
 
    “Hell, no!” she shouted. “You know I don’t put that bullshit in my beans and greens! That’s pork! Smoked neck bones!” 
 
    “You put turkey in your peas, though, right?” I asked. 
 
    She stared at me like I had three heads. “Denise, have you lost your damn mind asking me some shit like that?” 
 
    “Well, what’d you make the cornbread with?” I questioned. “Jiffy mix?” 
 
    That really pissed her off. I knew it would, and of course she started cursing me out, but at least the spotlight was off of Hasaan. 
 
    Later that night while we lay in Hasaan’s bed, he said, “Your mama is a trip. And Friend? She got him whipped!” 
 
    I laughed. “Got to be. Why else would he hang around her crazy ass?” 
 
    “I know the feeling,” he said, squeezing me tighter to him. 
 
    “I got you whipped, baby?” 
 
    “Like you don’t know. I hit my own brother over you.” 
 
    I sat up in the bed. “What?! When?” 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    “H, you can’t tell me something like that and think I’ma let it drop. Tell me, baby.” 
 
    “It happened the day I talked to him about calling late at night and stuff. We were at the shop and I told you he said some disrespectful shit about you, and I just lost it. Jumped over the desk and punched him in the nose. After he hit me back, we both realized what we were doing and stopped. I left, and so did he. You know I haven’t seen or talked to him since.” 
 
    I reached over and rested my hand on his cheek. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Are you…are you okay?” 
 
    He shrugged as he reached up and placed his hand over mine. “My parents are pissed about us getting into it, but I got you. I got friends. That’s all I need.” 
 
    “H…your parents are mad at you, too? I…” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that. They’re always mad at me about something. I can never do anything right as far as they’re concerned.” 
 
    “Really, baby?” 
 
    “Yeah, but look, I’m good. I got you; my business is making money. I’m happy, baby. I got all I need. I accepted a long time ago that I wasn’t gonna be able to please them. That’s why you haven’t met them. I don’t want to expose you to their bullshit.” 
 
    “I’m a big girl. I can hold my own, baby.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Hey, come here.” 
 
    I rested in his arms again. 
 
    “I love you, Denise.” 
 
    “I love you, too, H.” 
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    I was sitting on Hasaan’s desk, my legs hanging over the side as he stood between them kissing me. My hands were on the sides of his face, rubbing the coarse stubble. His hands were sliding up and down my back. Noise from the front of his shop tore us apart, and Hasaan smiled down at me, and said, “Thanks for the ride to work this morning, baby.” 
 
    “Mm-hmm, it’s your turn tomorrow,” I replied.  
 
    He leaned in and kissed my neck, while sliding his hand down to my butt and grabbing a handful. “I know.”  
 
    “H, stop. We both need to be working.”  
 
    “Shit, I’m tryna put in some work right now.”  
 
    “H! Your client is here!” Lola called through the closed office door. 
 
    “Damn,” he muttered, his mouth covering mine. “See you at lunch?”  
 
    “Yep, and don’t forget about our date tonight.”  
 
    “I won’t.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    As we stepped into Trudeau’s Jazz Club that evening, I smiled. We looked good, him in a pair of khakis and a white dress shirt, me in a short, white empire-waisted dress that showcased my girls and flowed over my wide butt and hips. A pair of tan, strappy sandal heels completed my look.  
 
    We settled at a table, ordered drinks, and just enjoyed the ambiance of the place—intimate, atmospheric, warm. There was an awesome saxophonist onstage, blessing the crowd with his version of Kenny G’s Songbird. I was feeling so good and so proud to be sitting across from this fine man. He was so different from any man I’d ever known. Strong, but kind. Hard, but gentle. And I had no doubt that if need be, he’d take anyone out to defend me. He was my protector, my hero, and I loved him so much for that.  
 
    A woman approached our table, spoke to both of us, and then mentioned having been in Elite Ink before with a friend. She said something about scheduling an appointment with Hasaan, and although her thirst was clearly evident, I didn’t let it bother me. I didn’t let the fact that three other hounds approached him bother me, either. Shit, I was the one at the table. I was the one he spent his nights with. I was the woman he loved, and he made sure I was aware of that each and every day.  
 
    “What are you smiling about?” Hasaan asked, as he reached across the table and grasped my hand.  
 
    “I’m smiling, because never in a million years did I ever think I’d be sharing my bed, my life, and my heart with the best man in the world.”  
 
    He grinned. “Aw, baby...thank you. Never did I think I’d be with someone as perfect as you.”  
 
    “Hmm, well, if I’m so perfect, why don’t you kiss me?”  
 
    He stretched his body across the table and laid a lingering, smoldering kiss on me.  
 
    Take that, thirsty heifers. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “Baby, come on! The next episode’s about to start! What are you doing?” I shouted from my spot on the sofa.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it. I’ll be there in a minute. You don’t need me in there, anyway,” he replied from my bedroom.  
 
    “H, what are you talking about?”  
 
    “I’m talking about how your ass be drooling when you watch that show. I don’t know who you’re thirstier for, Luke Cage or Cottonmouth.”  
 
    “How you gonna say I’m thirsty for them when I got your fine ass right here with me, putting it on me every night?”  
 
    “I do be putting it on you, don’t I?”  
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I’m not gonna keep having this conversation with you in another room. Come here,” I whined.  
 
    “No! Not until you find something else to watch.”  
 
    “But I wanna see this.”  
 
    “You done watched the whole season six or seven times.”  
 
    “So.”  
 
    “You know what? I’ma be in there in a minute and I’ma give your ass something to watch.”  
 
    “Whatever. Hurry.”  
 
    My phone began to vibrate against the coffee table, and when I checked the screen and saw that it was Derek calling me, I panicked. He never called me. Was something going on with Greer or little Kennedy? “Hello?” I answered.  
 
    “Hey, Denise? It’s Derek. How’ve you been?”  
 
    “Great. You?”  
 
    “Better than great. Hey, I don’t have long. I’m in the bathroom so Greer won’t hear me, so let me get straight to the point.”  
 
    “Uh, okay...”  
 
    “The Neo Soul Festival is coming up. You know that’s where Greer and I first met, and we haven’t been back since. I want to surprise her by taking her back there this year, but to make it extra special, I want you and Trevia to be there. She’s always talking about how she wishes you guys could travel with us sometimes.”  
 
    “Wow, Derek, that would be awesome! I’d love to go. I can start making plans now. What are the dates?”  
 
    “The weekend of August eighteenth through the twentieth. I’ve already talked to her parents about coming here and keeping Kennedy for us. I’ve also talked to Trevia, and she and Nyles will definitely be there because he’s set to perform that Saturday afternoon. So, they’ll meet us there. If he’s free, Hasaan is invited, too. Greer and I can pick you two up in one of our jets. I’ve already rented a really nice four-bedroom house in the area so we can all bunk together. I’ve also got VIP tickets for all of us, and I’ll take care of the ground transportation. All you guys have to do is pack a bag and be at the airport for us to scoop you up.”  
 
    “Okay, let me check with Hasaan real quick. Hold on.” I hopped up from the sofa and headed to my bedroom to find it empty. Seeing the bathroom door closed, I tried the knob; it was locked. “You in there funking up my toilet?” I asked. 
 
    “What you want, woman?” he asked through the door. I relayed the details of Derek’s invitation to him, finishing with, “You think your schedule will allow us to go? I don’t wanna go without you.”  
 
    He cracked the door open and stuck his head out. “Baby, I don’t give a damn if I got Barack And Michelle scheduled that weekend, I’ma reschedule their asses, because we’re going!”  
 
    I was grinning too hard when I told Derek we were in.   
 
    “Great! Don’t forget it’s a surprise, so keep it on the hush, okay?”  
 
    “Got it.”  
 
    “I’ll call you later with more details.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks, Derek.” 
 
    Ending the call with him, I grabbed the remote and started episode five of Luke Cage. My Roku was one of the first things I purchased after I got that money from Kevin—one of the first and few things. I was still sitting on that money like it was a recliner, but I made up my mind to splurge a little at the festival. Plus, I was gonna need some new clothes and to get my hair done. Maybe I’d get some braids.  
 
    I had just taken a sip of my soda when he stepped into the room and quickly made his way to stand in front of the TV, butt ass naked and oiled down like a fitness model. I damn near choked on my drink when I let my eyes drop down to see that he was aroused.  
 
    He raised an eyebrow at me, and said, “I told you I’d give you something to look at.”  
 
    “Damn, you’re fine. Shit, I think you get finer by the hour,” I said, staring at him like he was a blockbuster movie. “Come here.”  
 
    “Nah, I thought you wanted to watch Luke Cage’s fine ass,” he said, mocking my voice when he uttered the last part.  
 
    “H, come here and stop playing.”  
 
    “Nah, I thought Cottonmouth looked so damn hot in them suits.”  
 
    “Baby, are you jealous of some dudes on a show that I’ll never meet?”  
 
    “Hell, yeah!”  
 
    “As fine as you are, you don’t have nothing to worry about.”  
 
    “I can’t tell.”  
 
    “Come here, and I’ll prove it.”  
 
    He finally walked over and sat next to me, pulling me into his lap, sliding his hand into my panties, and stroking me while kissing me deeply. Then he nodded toward the TV. “Turn that shit off and watch Big Daddy go to work.”  
 
    I fumbled for the remote. “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “You excited about this trip coming up?” Hasaan asked, as I packed my bag. It was still a couple of weeks before we headed to Virginia for the Neo Soul Festival, but I wanted to get everything together in plenty of time. 
 
    I nodded as I folded a black teddy and placed it at the bottom of the suitcase. “Yeah, I’m excited about spending some time with my girls, but more than that, I’m excited about taking a trip with you for the first time.” 
 
    He grinned as he lay on his side in my bed, watching me. “Denise, move in with me.” 
 
    I looked up at him and frowned. “Baby, we already basically live together.” 
 
    “No, we take turns sleeping over at each other’s apartments. I mean, I want us to live together in one place.” 
 
    I stopped packing and gave him my full attention. “You’re serious?” 
 
    “Yeah…why wouldn’t I be? I love you, you love me, and well, it would make things easier if we lived together. You couldn’t start packing until you gathered all your stuff from my place. I got stuff over here…it just would make more sense if we moved in together.” 
 
    I sat on the bed and placed a hand on his leg. “Okay.” 
 
    He sat up, a surprised look on his face. “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah…but why I gotta give up my place?” 
 
    “Actually, I was thinking we could both give up our places and we could get another one together.” 
 
    I thought about it for a second. As much as I loved my little place, we could use more room. Both of our places were tiny. So, I said, “Okay.” 
 
    “Damn, really?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, really.” 
 
    He scooted closer to me, grabbed my arm, and pulled me to him, kissing me. When our lips parted, he said, “I’ma make you so happy.” 
 
    “You already do.” 
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    Evidently, rich people see things differently from regular people, because what Derek called a house was in actuality a mansion. Shit, I was rich, wasn’t I? I still wasn’t used to that. Anyway, the place was huge, and each of the four bedrooms had its own bathroom. The enormous kitchen was fully stocked with food. The bar in the living room was fully stocked, too. This weekend was going to be lit as hell!  
 
    By the time me, Hasaan, Derek, and a giddy Greer made it to the house in a limo, Trevia and Nyles were sitting in the driveway in another limo waiting for us. All three of us chicks hugged and laughed like a bunch of lunatics once inside the house. We were all so excited and in love and shit, neither of us knew what to do. It had literally been months since we’d all seen each other. Of course, we kept in touch via phone, but Nyles’ tour had kept Trevia out of Texas, and sister girl looked good! But then, she’d always been gorgeous.   
 
    As the men carried our bags to our bedrooms, we three sat in the living room and caught up. We gushed over how good we all looked, and Greer showed me and Trevia pictures of Kennedy, and we oh’d and ah’d over the tall toddler. While she had apparently inherited her father’s height and thick hair, she’d inherited Greer’s everything else. She was such a cutie, and she’d grown so much in the months since I’d last seen her.  
 
    “I’ve got to get to Houston more often to see her,” I said.  
 
    “Me, too!” Trevia chimed in. “One more month and this tour will be over. I can’t wait to get back to Texas and be still for a while. I miss my boutique.”  
 
    “How’s it doing without you?” Greer asked. 
 
    “Girl, business is booming. It’s doing better than ever without me being there.”  
 
    “Wow,” I said.  
 
    “How’s your business going, Denise?” Greer questioned.  
 
    “Really well. Keeping me busy,” I said.  
 
    “Humph, that ain’t all that’s keeping you busy. Y’all found a place yet?” Trevia probed.  
 
    I shook my head. “No, we’re still looking. Can’t find anything we both like.”  
 
    “Well, at least money isn’t an issue.”  
 
    I dropped by eyes. “Yeah, well, Hasaan doesn’t know that.”  
 
    “Oh, shit,” Greer said.   
 
    Trevia’s mouth dropped open. “All these months y’all been together and you haven’t told him?”   
 
    “No, I haven’t told anyone but you two. Y’all didn’t tell anyone, did you? Not Even Nyles or Derek?” I asked, panicking just a little.  
 
    “No!” they said in unison.  
 
    “But you ain’t sleeping with our men,” Greer added. “You’re sleeping with Hasaan. I mean, shouldn’t he know?”  
 
    “No,” I answered.  
 
    Before either of them could utter another word, our men returned, all three eager to show us to our rooms. I knew Hasaan wanted to get into something, too. I was pretty sure the other men had the same plans for Greer and Trevia.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    On the first night of the festival, I dressed in a red skater dress with little white polka dots, and red sandals. The dress showed enough cleavage to keep Hasaan glancing at my chest and was short enough to give him a full view of his favorite parts of my body, my legs and thighs. The headliner for the evening was Kindred the Family Soul. All six of us drank and danced and attempted to sing along with the dynamic, married singing duo. A good time was had by all of us, and once the limo dropped us off at the house, we all climbed the winding staircase to our respective rooms to rest up for day two of the festival, anticipating Nyles’ performance the next afternoon.  
 
    While Hasaan was in the shower, I sat and thought about our relationship and how much I loved him. Yes, I was afraid to tell anyone about my money, but I was especially afraid to tell Hasaan. I didn’t want it to change things between us, because I knew money had a way of bringing out the worst in people, whether it was a lack of it or an abundance of it. Money issues could easily fuck a good thing up. But Hasaan was a good man. He was a hard worker, and in the time we’d been together, had done nothing but take care of me. If we went out, he paid. If we ordered in, he paid. I made the mistake of offering to pay once, and he quickly told me that would never happen as long as he was my man. He’d even made it clear that he’d be paying the rent when we found another place, too. So, he wasn’t a money hungry man. But still, I knew he deserved to know. I decided I would tell him once he came out of the shower before I lost my nerve.  
 
    I was sitting on the side of the bed waiting for him when he stepped into the huge, beautifully-decorated bedroom dripping wet with his exceptional manhood stiff. Well, shit, I couldn’t waste a good hard penis, now could I? So, the whole money confession thing would have to wait.   
 
    He smiled at me, and said, “See what happened when I was in the shower?” while nodding his head toward my favorite part of his anatomy.  
 
    “How’d that happen?” I asked, as I stood from the bed and walked over to him in my bra and nothing else. I hadn’t taken my shower yet, and it looked like that was going to have to wait, too.  
 
    “I was standing in that shower thinking about you and your ass.”  
 
    I dragged my tongue up his wet chest and wrapped my hand around his shaft. “Is that right?”  
 
    He sucked in a breath. “Yeah...”  
 
    As I slid my hand up and down his erection, I asked, “What were you thinking about me and my ass?”  
 
    “Hmm, about how tight you are, and how hot and wet you get, and about how I like to smack you on that big, round ass.”  
 
    “Really? You are so nasty,” I said, lowering myself to my knees and coming face to face with his shaft.  As I glided my tongue up and down his penis, wrapped my mouth around the head of it, and gently sucked, he whispered, “Oh, shiiiiiiiit...”  
 
    “Mm-hmm,” I said, my voice muffled by a mouthful of Hasaan. I licked and sucked while sliding my hand up and down his stiffness until he stumbled a little and backed away from me. “Why you running?” I asked, using his words. “Stop running, baby.”  
 
    He reached for my hand and pulled me to my feet. “I need to feel your heat, baby. You know how I like it.”  
 
    I kissed him. “Then lie down, baby.”  
 
    Hasaan lay on the bed and watched as I straddled him backward, facing his feet and giving him a full view of my full ass. As I grabbed his shaft and guided it inside of me, I gasped and released an, “Ooooooh!” as he filled me to capacity and then some. It took a second to adjust to him. It wasn’t that he was unfamiliar to me, but in this position, I took in his full length, and I didn’t think I’d ever get used to that. Hasaan was packing for real.  
 
    “Take your time, baby,” he said, as he alternated rubbing and gripping my butt cheeks, “I’ma just enjoy the view.”  
 
    I finally lifted up from his body and slid back down, trying my best not to scream since we weren’t the only ones in the house, but shit! I just couldn’t help it. I slid up and down at a relatively slow pace at first, but soon sped up my ride as Hasaan began smacking me gently on the ass. He knew not to hit too hard, because the one time he did, I reflexively slapped the shit out of him and asked him how it felt. Hell, I wasn’t Christian. I didn’t like that kind of pain, and evidently, neither did Hasaan. Anyway, I settled into a good rhythm, and once I had completely adjusted to him, started grinding my pelvis against his, my clit grazing his shaft with every stroke. He felt so good that I threw my head back and closed my eyes, releasing a moan.  
 
    “Yeah, baby. Just like that. Ride that thang just like that,” he said huskily, as he squeezed both of my butt cheeks. 
 
    “H! H! H!” I screamed, as the tsunami inside of me swirled around and around. “Shit, baby! Damn!” 
 
    “Shh, baby. Shh,” he said, even though he knew I wouldn’t stop. He didn’t want me to, either. But I think he liked pretending he wanted me to be quiet.  
 
     When the damn inside of me finally broke, I let out an, “Ahhhhhhhhhh!” and collapsed onto his legs and tried to catch my breath.  
 
    “Lie down, baby,” he commanded. “On your stomach.” 
 
    I did, and closed my eyes as he glided his tongue over my right, then my left butt cheek. “Mm,” he murmured. “Every part of you is delicious, girl.” 
 
    “You…too…baby,” I purred. 
 
    He rolled me over on my back, and as I lay there beneath him, he entered me again. I sucked in a breath at the reintroduction of his shaft.  
 
    “Damn, baby, you feel so good,” he murmured.  
 
    I moaned in response. 
 
    He rubbed my face and kissed me and sucked my neck while telling me over and over again how much he loved me as I wrapped my arms around him, feeling the pressure build inside of me again. He thrusted harder and harder, faster and faster, deeper and deeper with sweat pouring from his body and dripping onto mine. Before long, we were both screaming as we climaxed together.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The men woke up early and fixed breakfast the next morning while us ladies slept in. I was sitting at the table, enjoying what Hasaan and Derek admitted Nyles had basically cooked by himself while they watched, when I felt eyes on me. I looked up, and sure enough, everyone was staring at me and Hasaan. Hasaan and I glanced at each other, and I said, “What? Why y’all not eating? Something wrong with the food?”  
 
    Greer spoke up first. “Nah, I was just sitting thinking that you really like the letter H. You kept screaming it last night. Derek and I thought someone was trying to recite the alphabet and could only remember one letter. I was like, did Denise have a stroke or something? Is she calling for help and can’t get past the H?”  
 
    My mouth fell open.  
 
    Hasaan muttered, “I told you to shush.”  
 
    “Yeah, we heard that, too. You didn’t think you were whispering, did you, H?” Trevia said.   
 
    “I can’t stand you two bitches,” I mumbled.  
 
    “Damn, were we really that loud? My bad, y’all. Did we wake you up?” Hasaan asked, sounding extremely embarrassed. “We didn’t mean to disturb y’all.”  
 
    “Hell, naw! Don’t apologize to them!” I said. “Y’all heifers stop hazing my baby. I bet my last dollar they were in their rooms screwing, too, H. Nyles and Derek, y’all better get y’all’s wives.” 
 
    “Well, I know one thing, y’all ain’t disturbed a damn thing in our room. You’re right, Denise. We was getting busy, too!” Nyles shared.  
 
    After Trevia popped him on the arm, he added, “What? It’s the truth!”  
 
    Hasaan started grinning and stood from the table to shake Nyles’ hand. I shook my head at them.   
 
    Trevia sighed, and Derek interjected, “Yeah…so were we.”  
 
    All three of the men jumped up and started talking over each other and patting each other on the back. 
 
    Greer gasped, and I fell out laughing. “Look,” I said, “I know I can get loud. I’ll try to keep it down as long as we’re under the same roof, but I ain’t promising y’all shit.”  
 
    Trevia’s eyes were glued to the table as she said, “I was actually afraid y’all would hear me.”  
 
    Greer slowly rose her hand. “Me, too.”  
 
    There was a second or two of silence, and then all six of us fell out laughing. 
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    It was hot as hell in Virginia, so when we all climbed into the limo that Saturday morning, I was wearing a pair of denim short shorts and a Nyles Speaks tank top. All of us were wearing a variation of that t-shirt in support of Nyles’ performance that day. I even planned to buy a couple more of them from Nyles’ booth after his performance. I styled my box braids in a top knot and filled a cute pink water bottle I’d bought at the festival the day before with ice water. With some money tucked in my bra, I was ready for the day’s festivities.  
 
    “You ready to hit the stage this evening, Nyles?” Hasaan asked. 
 
    “Shit, I was born ready. Just ask my baby here.” Nyles leaned in and kissed Trevia, who rested her head against his with a smile on her face and nodded in agreement. 
 
    Greer was all hugged up with Derek, and Hasaan? He spent most of the ride to the park where the festival was held licking and sucking on my neck. I almost asked the driver to take us back to the house, because I was pretty moist by the time we made it to our destination. 
 
    We perused the vendors as a few up-and-coming artists took to the stage and provided the entertainment. But the real treat would come later on, when Nyles worked his magic, and shortly after that, Miss Jilly from Philly was set to rock the place. Jill Scott was one of my absolute favorite artists, and I loved watching Nyles perform, so I was stoked about the second day of the festival. 
 
    By the time Nyles hit the stage around six that evening in his tight white pants and white Nyles Speaks t-shirt, I was full of ribs, some bomb deep fried Oreos, water, and one wine cooler. As I sat on a blanket next to Hasaan with Greer, Trevia, and Derek right next to us, I was feeling pretty mellow and very happy. 
 
    After Nyles was introduced and our crew finished yelling and screaming for him, he did that thing where he closes his eyes right before he begins to perform. There was recorded music playing instead of the usual live band that accompanied him, but the vibe was still nice. Then he opened his eyes and began to speak: 
 
    “Good evening. I’m Nyles Adams, my heart belongs to Trevia Adams, and I’m blessed to be here this evening to share what’s in my heart and mind with you folks. This first piece is something a friend of mine asked me to share. It’s entitled, Denise.” 
 
    My eyes widened as I looked at a grinning Trevia and mouthed, “What’s going on?” 
 
    She shrugged. So, I looked from her to Hasaan, who was smiling with his eyes glued to the stage. 
 
    “Hey, Denise I bet you didn’t know that my man over there got this thing for you. It’s something like a jones,” Nyles began. “And I bet you never realized that the first time he looked into your eyes, he got lost, had to hold the walls and feel his way back to reality. See, you were his fantasy. Something too good to be true, but real nonetheless. I bet you didn’t know that the first time he touched you, he wanted to pinch himself, that he thought he was dreaming. He didn’t realize the face he’d seen floating before him when the stars and moon had their time in the sky was real, no longer an illusion, or that her kisses, so sweet, were tangible to him now. No longer something he hoped for, but something that had come to be. His faith had been rewarded so beautifully. 
 
    “Denise, did you know that he missed you before he knew you? Did you know he was calling for you long before he knew your name? Did you know that there is a place in his soul that was empty before you? That he was not a man until you became his woman? That’s some real shit, Denise. That shit is real. 
 
    “And so is his love. He said his love is as deep as that waterfall. You know, the one that goes nowhere. The one that has no bottom. The Minnesota Waterfall, that’s what they call it. That’s how deep his love is. Ain’t no bottom or end to it. It’s infinite, it’s eternal, it’s real. His love is real, Denise. His love is real…and so is that ring in his hand.” 
 
    The crowd around us erupted in a chorus of “ohs,” and “ahs.” 
 
    “Baby…” That was Hasaan. The only way I knew that, was because I knew his voice. I couldn’t see him from the tears blurring my vision.  
 
    “Baby, look at me,” he said. 
 
    I shook my head and swiped at my eyes. Someone shoved some Kleenex at me. To this day, I have no idea who it was. I mopped my face and turned to look at him. He was on one knee next to me, smiling widely and holding a ring out to me. 
 
    “Shit,” I mumbled.  
 
    “Baby, I love you so much, and I know I said I wanted us to move in together, but shit, why play around? Denise, will you marry me? Will you let me change your last name, baby?” 
 
    I hiccupped and sniffled and tried to stop the tears that were streaming down my face, and finally said, “Y-y-y-yeeeeeessssssss!” 
 
    He slid the ring on my finger, and I grabbed him and pulled him to me. We held each other, and I cried throughout the remainder of Nyles’ performance. 
 
    When Jill Scott finally took the stage, I had composed myself enough to dance and enjoy the show. She’d been up there thirty minutes when she said, “I heard someone named Denise got engaged tonight. Well, Denise, this is for you and your man.” 
 
    I squealed, and when she began singing He Loves Me for us, I wrapped my arms around my man, and got lost in her words. 
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    “To Hasaan and Denise!” Derek shouted, as we all held up glasses of champagne. We’d made it back to the house and were all in a celebratory mood. 
 
    “Hear, hear!” everyone shouted. 
 
    “Hey, Hasaan! Welcome to the family, man!” Nyles said, gripping Hasaan’s hand and pulling him into a hug at the same time.  
 
    They patted each other’s backs, and Hasaan said, “Thanks, man.” 
 
    “That’s right, man. Welcome!” Derek reaffirmed, as he and Hasaan shook hands and hugged, too. 
 
    Greer and Trevia hugged me at the same time, with Trevia bawling like she was the one who just got engaged. 
 
    “Hasaan, you better be good to our girl,” Greer warned him. 
 
    Hasaan pulled me from their grip and kissed me deeply. “You don’t have to worry about that. I’ma make it my business to make this woman happy the rest of my days.” 
 
    “Me, too,” I said as he hugged me tightly. “And thanks for that poem, Nyles. It was beautiful.” 
 
    Nyles raised both of his hands. “Hey, I just used the words Hasaan gave me this morning and put my spin on them. I was mainly just the messenger.” 
 
    “Appreciate you, man,” Hasaan said. 
 
    Nyles smiled as he wrapped his arm around Trevia’s shoulder. “Anything for family.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Later that night, as we lay in bed with me in his arms, Hasaan asked, “So, when you wanna get married?” 
 
    I rubbed my hand across his chest. “When you wanna get married?” 
 
    “Yesterday.” 
 
    I laughed. “So you’re ready now, I guess?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Yeah...me, too.” 
 
    He craned his neck and looked down at me. “For real?” 
 
    “Yeah. I already did the big wedding thing. Shit, me and Kevin had two weddings, a traditional, American one and a Nigerian one, and we see how that marriage turned out. So, I don’t need all that. Let’s just do it, baby.” 
 
    “Hell, yeah!” 
 
    I laughed. “Wait, I need for two things to happen before we get married, though.” 
 
    “Aw, shit. What?” 
 
    “Well, one, I need to meet your folks.” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Hasaan, I’m not marrying you without meeting your parents first.” 
 
    He sighed. “Fine. I’ll call my mom and set something up. Shit. What’s number two?” 
 
    “Number two, we gotta find a place.” 
 
    “I can handle that.” 
 
    “I want to buy a house instead of renting an apartment.” 
 
    “Hmm, well, I’m not sure if we can afford one right now. You know, we’d need a down payment, and—” 
 
    “H, I have money. I have a lot of money.” 
 
    “You got some kind of settlement from the bank, right? I kind of figured that since you got a new car after you lost your job.” 
 
    “No...I got it from my ex-husband.” 
 
    “In your divorce? I thought you said he couldn’t hold a job? Didn’t he mess your credit up and you had to move in with your mom?” 
 
    “He...he won the lottery recently and he sent me some money, I guess as restitution for the money I had to spend to clean up my credit.” 
 
    “Baby...how much?” 
 
    “A million dollars.” 
 
    “Shit! What?!” he shouted. 
 
    “Shh, they gon’ think we in here having sex again.” 
 
    “Like you care.” 
 
    “Yeah, I really don’t…” 
 
    “Baby, you got a million dollars?” 
 
    “Yeah, I have some of it invested. Haven’t spent much of it, because I’m honestly afraid to.” 
 
    “Hell…me, too. Um, okay...” 
 
    “Does this change things? I mean, do you still wanna marry me?” 
 
    “Of course I still wanna marry you. I love you. I just...I don’t feel right with you buying the house with your money alone. How about you pay down on it, and I handle the note?” 
 
    I closed my eyes and sighed. “Sounds perfect.” 
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    I smiled as I watched Denise’s mother wipe tears from her eyes. We were on our way to have dinner with my parents and Rafiq one Sunday afternoon, and we decided to stop by her mom’s house to show her the engagement ring. 
 
    “Girl, you done hooked him, huh?! I ain’t a fan of marriage, but hell, I’da been trying to hook this fine thang, too!” 
 
    I laughed and shook my head as she damn near yanked me into a hug. “Come here, son-in-law!” she yelled in my ear. 
 
    I thought about how Denise once told me her mom had a crush on me. I was beginning to believe she was right. Denise must’ve read my mind, because she stood behind her mother, and mouthed, “I told you.” 
 
    About an hour later, I was pulling my truck into my parents’ driveway. I killed the engine and sighed. 
 
    “H, I’ve got the craziest mother in the world. Your parents can’t be that bad.” 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow and stared at her. “They’re my parents. I think I’d know.” 
 
    “Okay, look...It’ll be okay. I mean, Rafiq is here. I see his car. At least maybe you two will get to talk. I know it’s been awhile.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll see. Just remember one thing: this is his territory.” 
 
    “Huh?” she asked, looking and sounding confused. 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    My parents lived in the same home we moved into when we first came to Dallas from Ludlow, a really nice, four-bedroom house in a nice neighborhood. Two-car garage, manicured lawn, the works. I had already given Denise the rundown on them. My mom was a retired social worker, and my dad still ran his own auto repair shop where he specialized in foreign cars. 
 
    Working parents with two sons. From the outside, things looked normal, but they were anything but. 
 
    I knocked, holding Denise’s hand as we waited for an answer. It was Rafiq who came to the door, looked both me and Denise up and down, and then backed out of the doorway to let us in.  
 
    Since he didn’t have enough sense to speak, I did. “Wassup, Rafiq?” 
 
    “’Sup, H. Hey, Denise,” he mumbled. 
 
    I glanced at Denise, who gave me an encouraging look before I stepped into the house. The smell of garlic greeted us, and a feeling of familiarity hit me. Garlic had to be my mom’s all-time favorite ingredient to cook with. 
 
    We made it to the living room, where my father sat watching TV. He was about my height, and Denise’s mouth fell open when she saw him. I guess I was used to the fact that he and I looked so much alike and Rafiq looked like our lighter-skinned triplet. He stood, and I extended my hand to him, surprised when he pulled me into a tight hug. 
 
    “Hey, son!” he said into my ear. “Been a long time since I’ve seen you other than you dropping Rafiq off.” As our hug ended, he added, “Good to see you!” 
 
    I frowned a little. I’d never heard those words coming from him before, at least not in reference to me. “Uh, yeah. Same here. Pop, this is Denise Buhari, my fiancée.” 
 
    Pop pulled her into a hug, too, and I kind of just stood there. What the hell was going on? 
 
    “Denise! Rafiq told us you were pretty, and he didn’t lie!” 
 
    “Thank you!” Denise gushed. 
 
    By then, Rafiq was sitting on the sofa staring at the TV. 
 
    “Hasaan!” My mother had stepped into the living room. She was a short lady, maybe only an inch taller than Denise’s five-feet-even, and she was dark-skinned and very thin. She was a pretty woman, but you could tell she’d aged more than my father had. 
 
    When she grabbed me and hugged me, I knew something was up for sure. Plus, she was smiling at me. My mom hadn’t smiled at me in years. 
 
    “Um...hey, Ma. Uh, this is Denise. My fiancée. Baby, this is—” 
 
    “I’m Bettina, and this is my husband, William. We are so glad to meet the woman who tamed our Hasaan!” 
 
    As my mom hugged her, Denise said, “Oh, no, ma’am. I think maybe he tamed me. Your son is a wonderful man, one of the best I’ve ever met.” 
 
    With raised eyebrows, my mother said, “Oh, really? Well, come on, everyone. Let’s go eat.” 
 
    Shit just got weirder at the table.  
 
    Dinner was some kind of chicken casserole (my mama wasn’t no Ms. Jenny), and when the dining room wasn’t filled with silence as everyone ate, my parents were chatting with Denise about her business and our wedding plans.  
 
    “Oh, we’re just gonna do something small,” Denise informed them. “We’re really considering just heading to the courthouse one day and exchanging vows there.” 
 
    “Nothing wrong with that. That’s what Bettina and I did. You got yourself a level-headed woman here, son,” my father said. 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    “So, how’s your business going, sweet boy?” my mother asked me, using a nickname I hadn’t heard since before Rafiq was born. 
 
    I set my fork down. “Okay, what’s going on?” 
 
    My father frowned. Rafiq finally looked up from his plate. My mom asked, “What do you mean, Hasaan?” 
 
    “I mean, is this some act you all are putting on for Denise, because you haven’t called me ‘sweet boy’ in like twenty-something years, not since Rafiq was born. I actually thought y’all forgot I existed, because y’all just shoved me in a corner after he got here. And you always hated that I became a tattoo artist. You even went off on me because Rafiq wanted to learn the trade from me. I mean, even ’Fiq is sitting over there acting like he’s got sense. What’s going on?” 
 
    Denise looked at me but didn’t speak. I knew that had to be hard for her, because she loved to talk. 
 
    “Hasaan, you’re our son, and we’ve barely seen you in years. You call and let us know you’re bringing Rafiq home, and that’s it. No conversation, no visits. And we just accepted it. But over the past few months, we haven’t seen you at all. It’s like you’re not even our son anymore, and that hurts,” my mother said. 
 
    “That’s not my fault, and you know it isn’t. I didn’t feel welcome here,” I said, my eyes on my plate. Denise reached over and grasped my hand under the table. 
 
    “We know that, and we’re sorry,” my father said. “We weren’t perfect parents, but we love you, Hasaan. Look, you’re getting married, starting a family. We want to be a part of your life.”  
 
    “Wow, um...well, I’m glad you guys feel that way now. Never felt like you wanted anything to do with me after Rafiq was born.” 
 
    My mother locked eyes with me. “I know...I’m sorry about that. We both are. It wasn’t right to neglect you the way we did.” 
 
    “We’re sorry, Hasaan. We just want you back in our lives, son,” my father said. 
 
    “This little reunion is cute, but I gotta go,” Rafiq said, hopping up from his chair and leaving the table. Evidently, he was still mad at me. I had kind of wished that me and him could fix things between us, but hearing my parents’ apologies was definitely worth the effort of reaching out to them. I had Denise to thank for that. 
 
    “See,” Denise said once we were in my truck on the way to her apartment. “I told you it would be okay.” 
 
    “Yeah, baby. You did.” 
 
    “Hey, H?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Your daddy is kinda fine for an old man. I see where you got it from, because damn! Daddy Peterson is hot!” 
 
    “Denise, don’t get my daddy jumped on.” 
 
    “If I ain’t jumping on my hot-ass mama, you can’t jump on your daddy. Besides, I was just making an observation. You know I’m all yours, baby.” 
 
    “You better be.” 
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    We finally found a house and made an offer on it in November. The offer was accepted, so we made plans to get married in December and to move into the house shortly before that. Hasaan and Rafiq were still on the outs, but other than that, things were going really well for us. I was truly happy with Hasaan.  
 
    We both left my place early that Saturday morning. I was headed out to get some boxes so we could both start packing for the move. Hasaan was headed to the gym with plans to go to his shop that afternoon to handle any walk-ins, since he didn’t have any clients scheduled.  
 
    Before I headed to Home Depot to buy some boxes, I decided to stop by Starbucks. It wasn’t like I was a big coffee drinker, although I did indulge from time to time, but I don’t even know what made me crave it that morning. Nevertheless, I did. It was still pretty early, but I thought that maybe Hasaan would cut his workout short and join me, so I texted him. 
 
    Me: Hey. What u doing? 
 
    Him (about a minute later): Still working out. U? 
 
    Me: Nothing. Missing u. When will u be done? 
 
    Him: Why? U want some of my magic stick? Damn, I gave u some just before I left. U greedy as hell! 
 
    I actually laughed out loud before replying. 
 
    Me: U know I want it. It’s like crack. I was gonna go to Starbucks to grab a coffee right now though. I thought maybe u were done and could meet me. 
 
    Him: Aw, baby. I can’t. But I’m almost done. See u at home in a little bit? I’m gonna skip out on work. 
 
    Me: My place or urs? 
 
    Him: Urs. U got more food. 
 
    Me: LOL, k. Love u. 
 
    Him: Love u 2. 
 
      
 
    I had pulled up at Starbucks when I changed my mind. There was a little local café across town that had much better coffee, and their donuts were the bomb. I knew it would take me like thirty minutes to get there, but I also knew the trip would be worth it. 
 
    It actually took forty minutes, so after I pulled into a parking spot, I texted Hasaan again, still hoping he could meet me. 
 
      
 
    Me: U still at the gym? 
 
    Him: Yeah. About to hit the shower in a few. Why? U miss me that much? 
 
      
 
    I sighed as I shifted my eyes from my phone to the parking lot. I frowned when I noticed a truck that was identical to Hasaan’s. Then I told myself I was tripping. This was Texas, there were probably a thousand of those trucks rolling around town, and besides, he was at the gym. Still... 
 
      
 
    Him: I tell u what. Give me 20 and I’ll meet u at home and we can watch Luke Cage all day…naked. 
 
      
 
    I climbed out of my vehicle and walked over to the truck, peering inside. When I spotted my little pink water bottle in the cup holder, my insides began to boil and my hands started shaking.  
 
      
 
    Him: Take it easy on me, though. I’m kinda sore from working out. 
 
      
 
    Cell phone in hand, I marched into the coffee shop to see my fiancé sitting at a table with another woman. 
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    When I saw the look in Denise’s eyes, I knew I had fucked up by not telling her the truth, but I couldn’t. I just wasn’t ready to yet. As she approached our table, I opened my mouth to explain to her what was going on, but her honey skin was damn near purple, her eyes had narrowed, and her nostrils were flaring. So instead of trying to reason with Denise, I slid my phone into my pocket, looked at the woman sitting across from me, and said, “Run.” 
 
    Her forehead crinkled in confusion. “Hasaan...what?” 
 
    “Get up and go, now!” I said through my teeth. When she still didn’t move, I grabbed the small purse she’d placed on the table and threw it at her. “Leave!” I boomed. “That way!” There were two entrances to the café. I directed her to the one Denise had not entered through. 
 
    With a look of confusion still on her face, she scrambled to her feet and hurried out the door. 
 
    By then, Denise had reached the table and was standing over me. “You told her to leave? Huh? You don’t want me to whoop her little scrawny, dried-up ass?” 
 
    I held up my hands. “Baby—” 
 
    “I thought you were going to the gym, Hasaan! Well, this don’t look like a damn gym to me!” She took her hand and raked everything on the table—both cups of coffee and the little rack that held the cream and sugar packets—onto my lap. 
 
    I hopped up, my clothes splattered with lukewarm coffee. “Denise! Listen!” 
 
    “No, fuck listening!” she screamed, as she knocked the table over and picked up the chair opposite mine. 
 
    “Baby, shit! Don’t throw that chair!” 
 
    The people nearest to us were grabbing their stuff and leaving. There were disturbed murmurs filling the place. A couple of people had their cell phones out, recording the entire scene.  
 
    “Denise, put the chair down. Let’s go somewhere and talk. I can explain—” 
 
    She swung the chair at me, and I ducked. “Fuck you, H! You lied to me and I pull up and see you talking to some pasty-pale-skinny-ass white bitch?! FUCK YOU!” Tears were rolling down her face as she threw the chair at me. 
 
    I ducked again, and it sailed over me, hitting another table and knocking it down. “Denise!” I shouted. 
 
    She snatched her engagement ring off, and as an employee approached us with a bewildered look on his face, she threw it at me, hitting me in the face. As I bent over to pick it up, she said to the employee, “Don’t worry, his sorry ass will pay for everything.” Then as she turned to leave, she spun around and looked at me. “Don’t forget I have the keys to your place. I’m about to go fuck it up!” Then she left. 
 
    I threw a couple of hundred-dollar bills at the employee, apologized, and hurried out the door behind her. She was already pulling out of the parking lot by the time I made it outside.  
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    Denise must have broken all of the speed limit laws, because by the time I made it to my apartment complex, she was already inside my apartment. She didn’t even bother closing the door, so I could hear stuff breaking all the way from the parking lot. When I made it to my door, a couple of neighbors were standing in the breezeway with concerned looks on their faces. “We had a fight,” I murmured. 
 
    “Oh,” they both said. They were both men, so I guess they understood what was going on. 
 
    I entered my place, shutting and locking the door behind me. I stood there for a moment watching her snatch plates from the cabinet and throw them on the floor while mumbling under her breath. The crazy thing was, those were plates she’d bought for me. 
 
    “Denise,” I said. 
 
    She held a plate in her hand, turned to look at me, then opened her hand and let it fall to the floor with a crash. “What?” 
 
    I moved closer to her. “Will you please let me explain?” 
 
    She picked up a glass and threw it at me. I ducked, and it hit the door behind me. “Explain what, bitch?” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “I know you’re upset, but ain’t gon’ be too many more bitches up in here. You need to calm your little short ass down and listen to me.” 
 
    “Listen to what? How you pretended to be at the gym so you could meet that old nursing home-looking bitch? Naw, I ain’t listening to shit!” 
 
    She opened the silverware drawer, dumped it, and started stomping on my silverware. “I can’t believe this shit! I can’t believe you’d do this to me!” 
 
    “Denise, damn! Would you just calm down and listen! I’m not fucking that woman! Shit!” 
 
    She fell against the refrigerator, slid to the floor, and began to cry. 
 
    “Denise...baby, please don’t cry. I can’t stand that. I’d rather you break shit. Stop crying.” 
 
    “I’ma kick your ass, H. I’ma fuck you up as soon as I get myself together,” she wailed. 
 
    “Okay...you can do that. You can beat the shit outta me. Just let me explain.” 
 
    “You so damn muscled up, you probably won’t even feel it. Damn, I need one of my mother’s pies!” 
 
    “Denise,” I said, as I moved closer to her, “will you let me explain what’s going on? I was talking to her about Rafiq.” 
 
    She stopped crying and looked up at me as I crouched right in front of her. Before I knew it, she’d punched me in the nose. “I know you’re not going to tell me Rafiq is screwing that old-ass woman! Try again!” 
 
    “Damn! You hit me! And you hit harder than a motherfucker for a woman! The hell is wrong with you?!” 
 
    “You said I could beat your ass!” 
 
    “Shit! I didn’t mean it!” 
 
    “Then you shouldn’t have said it!” 
 
    I stood and backed away from her crazy ass. “Denise, I’m tryna explain this shit, but don’t put your damn hands on me again. I’m not playing.” 
 
    “Or what?!” she asked, as she got to her feet and stepped closer to me. “You gon’ hit me?” 
 
    “No, I’d never hit you. But I’ll leave you. And as mad as you are right now, you don’t want that. I know you don’t.” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit about your lying ass leaving me! Go!” 
 
    “Denise, I know you still love me. That didn’t change because I fucked up. Just listen to me.” 
 
    She grabbed a box of cereal and threw it at me, hitting me in the chest. “No!” 
 
    “Damn-it! I was talking to her, because she’s Rafiq’s mother!” 
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    I frowned. “What?” 
 
    “She’s Rafiq’s mother, baby.” 
 
    I stood there for a minute and realized that actually made sense. It explained how Rafiq looked like Hasaan and their father but was so much lighter skinned than their parents. It also explained why he was so different from Hasaan. No matter how many times Hasaan told me he was like Rafiq in his younger days, I knew that wasn’t totally true. It couldn’t have been. 
 
    “Your mother raised another woman’s child?” 
 
    “Yes...” 
 
    “But he’s a Peterson, right?” 
 
    He nodded. “Through and through.” 
 
    “What-how? Shit, your mom is a damn saint!” 
 
    He reached for my hand. “Come sit down, and I’ll explain everything. I’ll tell you why I lied about where I was going this morning.” 
 
    With a furrowed brow, I nodded and followed him to the sofa where we both sat down. I stared at him in silence as he leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees and fixing his eyes on the floor. 
 
    “It’s a family secret. Rafiq doesn’t even know she’s his mother. As far as he knows, Bettina Peterson is.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He continued without acknowledging me. “Her name is Katherine Wycliffe, and she was my seventh-grade teacher.” 
 
    “What?!” Mr. Peterson slept with Hasaan’s teacher and got her pregnant? His wife was the real MVP, because I would’ve kicked his ass and left. I definitely wouldn’t have raised the baby. 
 
    “She was my favorite teacher, too. She was really nice to me, said I was smart. Her class was the first class I got straight A’s in, you know?” He turned his head to look at me and then refocused on the floor. “I was always tall for my age, big, too. I was already like five-eight by then, and I was wide like I am now. I remember this one day, I went to turn my paper in and my shit was hard. Well, she noticed. I saw her looking at it and I was so damn embarrassed, but I’d just turned thirteen like a few days before that, and at that age, I couldn’t control it. It would just happen, and it was so big, I didn’t know how to hide it.” 
 
    “Wait a minute, H. What—” 
 
    “She asked me to stay after class that day and she talked to me about it, told me it was normal and nothing to be ashamed of. I really appreciated that. My father had already had the sex talk with me, but he didn’t really explain everything too well.” 
 
    “H, are you—” 
 
    “So, I kind of became her little pet after that. I’d stay after class and help her straighten the room up. She’d drive me home after school. Sometimes she’d stop and get me something from McDonald’s on the way. Shit, I thought I was something special.” 
 
    “H, baby...” 
 
    “The first time we had sex, it was in that classroom. She...she was my first.” He shook his head. “After that, we did it like every day. She was thirty-six years old at the time. And it wasn’t like I even liked her that way. I’ve never been attracted to white women. Always had a thing for big asses. It was just that I was a kid going through puberty with a randomly hard dick, and all I thought about was sex, and she was throwing it at me.” He glanced at me. “Stupid, huh?” 
 
    “No, she shouldn’t have done that. You were just a child, H.” 
 
    He nodded as he stood from the sofa and walked over to the TV mounted on the wall. “Two months after we started having sex, she told me she was pregnant. She said she knew it wasn’t her husband’s—oh, yeah, I forgot to tell you she was married—because she’d been with him for fifteen years and had never gotten pregnant. She told me she loved me and that she wanted to be with me. My dumb ass said, ‘Okay, great.’ What else was I supposed to say?” 
 
    He walked back over to the couch and sat beside me again. “She started sneaking me into her house when her husband would go out of town for business. I’d sneak out of my room, and she’d pick me up around the corner and drive me to her place and I’d spend the night. Everything was cool until her husband came home early one time and caught us. Shit just exploded after that. He called the police, and they actually arrested me because he said he caught me raping his wife. Shit, I looked grown, so they took me in. She tried to speak up for me, but they wouldn’t listen. It was Mississippi, and as far as they knew, I was a big black dude in bed with a pale-ass white woman.” 
 
    Now I wanted to find that bitch and kick her ass! “Hasaan, why the hell were you talking—” 
 
    “Wait, let me finish. I’ma tell you everything, I promise.” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay…” 
 
    “So, one of the officers at the station just happened to be a friend of the family. He told them I was a kid, and they let him take me home. My folks lost it when I got there. But here’s the crazy part, they were mad at me, not her. They went off on me. Told me I was stupid for messing around with her. Anyway, shit quieted down. Mrs. Wycliffe’s husband—yeah, I was fucking her and still calling her that—made her quit teaching, and it was too late for an abortion, so she had the baby. She said they were both hoping maybe by some miracle it would be her husband’s baby. When she had Rafiq and they saw that he was brown, her husband told her she had to give him away, so she had a nurse call my folks to see if they’d take him.” 
 
    “And they did...” 
 
    “They didn’t want to at first, but then my mom said she couldn’t bear the thought of him being in the system. Remember, she was a social worker. So, they agreed to take him and raise him only after a DNA test confirmed he was mine, which it did. So, my son became my brother. We stayed in Ludlow for a couple of years after he was born, but Mrs. Wycliffe kept coming around trying to see him, wanting to take him back, and Mama wasn’t having it. As pissed as she was at me, she despised Mrs. Wycliffe even more, and as much as she hated her, she loved Rafiq. She never wanted him to know the truth. So, we moved, didn’t tell anyone where we were going. She never contacted us again. Until now.” 
 
    “Why now?” 
 
    He rubbed his hand over his head and sighed. “Well, evidently, all of this shit drove her crazy, because more than anything, she always wanted children and never had any more after Rafiq. She’s been in and out of psychiatric hospitals. In between that, she’d try to find us, but couldn’t. She said she doesn’t trust private investigators for some reason, and my parents’ numbers have been unlisted forever. Plus, she said she was pretty computer illiterate.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m learning that a lot of older people are. Put them in front of an open web browser and they have no idea what to do.” 
 
    “Right, so she said she finally had a friend help her do an Internet search for me and that’s when she ran across my crowdfunding account, not long after I opened it. That’s my only online presence. You know I don’t do social media. Neither do Rafiq or my parents.” 
 
    “Wow…” 
 
    “Yeah. That big donation? It was an anonymous one from her. She’s got some money from a lawsuit she filed against one of those psychiatric facilities. Anyway, she said she wanted to get to meet Rafiq and to apologize to me for fucking my life up. She definitely did that.” 
 
    “All of the stuff you did when you were younger, it was because of what she did to you?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, you see, I didn’t even know how messed up the whole situation was for years. Not until I started hearing of other cases like mine. Shit, the only person who got arrested was me. My folks blamed me and then pushed me aside to raise Rafiq. My mother even said Rafiq was her chance to get it right, because they must’ve messed up with me for me to do what I did. They spoiled him, gave him all of their attention. But I never resented him, I loved him. I’d do anything for him...he was my brother, but I never forgot that he was my son, too. I never forgot that, Denise. But I also didn’t know how to handle it, any of it. Shit, I was a kid. What the hell was I supposed to do? So, I just went fucking wild. Women, liquor, whatever. I went buck wild, doing anything with anybody. Shit, I didn’t care about anything, including myself.” 
 
    I scooted closer to him and rested my hand on his back. “What made you change?” 
 
    “Honestly, one of the many women I was screwing told me one day I would regret using people. That I was going to have kids and someone was going to do the same things to them. Shit, she didn’t know I already had a kid, but I did. And I loved him. I never wanted anything bad to happen to him. That scared the shit outta me, so I slowed down to a crawl. By the time I met you, I’d been celibate for almost a year. I haven’t had a drink in two or three.” 
 
    “Hasaan...Rafiq is really your son?” 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    Hasaan was thirty-four. Rafiq was twenty-one. It all added up. Shit! “That’s why you were always running to his rescue. You felt obligated?” 
 
    “I still do. I mean, I didn’t raise him, so I felt I owed it to him to always be there for him.” There were tears in his eyes as he faced me. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around him, and he leaned against me. “H, you were a kid. You couldn’t have raised him.” 
 
    “I know...I know…” 
 
    “And it was good for you to want to be there for him and have his back, but son or no son, Rafiq took advantage of your kindness.” 
 
    “I know that, too. That’s why I finally cut the cord, but I still feel the guilt, you know?” 
 
    “I know...” 
 
    “Denise, I’m sorry for lying. It’s just that, I’ve had to keep this secret for so long, it’s like second nature, and shit, it’s just not something I like to talk about.” 
 
    “I-I understand. I’m sorry for acting a fool, I—” 
 
    “No, I know how it looked. I shoulda told you a long time ago. I shoulda trusted you with it. If I’d asked, you woulda kept it a secret. I know you would’ve.” 
 
    “Of course, I would’ve. I’ve got your back, baby. Always. But that white bitch? She needs her ass kicked!” 
 
    He shrugged. “She seems really sorry, told me her marriage was fucked up back then and she was lonely and really attracted to me at the time, but that she knew it was wrong to have sex with me. She apologized about ten times and gave me this today for all the trouble she caused me.” He slid his wallet from the back pocket of his jeans, pulled a piece of paper out of it, and handed it to me. It was a cashier’s check made out to him for five hundred thousand dollars. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. 
 
    “Yeah, she must’ve won a lot of money in that lawsuit. I should give it back, huh?” 
 
    “Hell, no! This is the least the ho’ could do! Nasty bitch! But I hope she doesn’t think this absolves her for being a damn pedophile.” 
 
    He gave me a shocked look.  
 
    “Baby, you were thirteen and she was a grown-ass woman. A damn predator! She’s a pedophile.” 
 
    He looked really alarmed. “Damn, I just never saw it like that. I mean, I knew it was a fucked-up thing for her to do, but damn...” 
 
    “Yeah. The bitch shoulda been locked up!” 
 
    “You-you think I should let her meet Rafiq?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I mean, he’s grown, but I don’t know. I do know he deserves to know the truth.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t think I can tell him, Denise. I don’t think I can tell him I’m his-his father.” 
 
    “Well, you don’t have to rush to make that decision. Take your time and think about it.” 
 
    “But Mrs. Wycliffe keeps contacting me. Sending me emails and shit, begging to see him.” 
 
    “Look, you don’t owe her sick ass shit! She can wait. I don’t give a damn if you don’t decide what to do until that bat is dead and in her grave, you don’t have to operate on her timeline. She can kick rocks. Next time she wants to meet, take me. I’ma mess her up for doing that to you! You saved her ass in that café when you shoulda let me get her!” Tears sprung into my eyes. I was so upset, I didn’t know what to do!  
 
    “Baby, calm down. I didn’t want your crazy ass to get an assault charge. There would’ve been witnesses. Look, she got hers, believe me. In and out of mental wards and shit, and her husband left her. Her family turned their backs on her. Her life’s been a cluster fuck for real.” 
 
    “Mm-hmm, bitch almost made me lose my man.” 
 
    “Nah, I wasn’t going nowhere. I just needed you to calm your ass down and listen.” 
 
    I glanced around the apartment. “Shit, I gotta clean up. I’m sorry. I’ma make this up to you.” 
 
    “You need to. You called me a bitch.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry. You are far from a bitch. I’ll never call you that again, no matter how mad I get. That was disrespectful, and you didn’t deserve it.” 
 
    “And you know folks were recording you at the café? Our asses are probably viral by now.” 
 
    “Damn…” 
 
    “You gotta learn to calm down, baby. You got a business to protect now. Can’t be acting a fool in public like that.” 
 
    “I know…” 
 
    “Baby, tell me this, why did you instantly think I was cheating? Why couldn’t I have been setting up a surprise for you or something? Why’d your mind go there? Have I given you a reason to think I’d mess around on you?” 
 
    “No, but I caught you in the middle of a lie, and then I got in that café and before she left, I saw how that woman was looking at you.” 
 
    He frowned. “How was she looking at me?” 
 
    “Like just about every other woman looks at you. Like she was about to die of thirst and you were the only drink of water in a hundred-mile radius.” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “It’s the truth! But look, I really am sorry and I’m gonna make it up to you like I said. I tell you what, after I clean up, I’ma give you some bomb head, and after that, we can do it and I’ll let you smack my ass as hard as you want.” 
 
    That made him smile. “As hard as I want, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    “I really love your crazy ass, you know that?” 
 
    I leaned in and kissed him. “I love you, too, H.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Early the next morning, Hasaan’s phone started buzzing. I shook him awake and told him to check it.   
 
    “It’s Rafiq,” he said, glancing at me.  
 
    “You gonna answer it?”  
 
    “I don’t know. I mean, what if he’s tripping again? We haven’t talked since that day at my folks’ house and we really didn’t talk then.”  
 
    “He hasn’t called in the middle of the night like this in months, not since you checked him about it. It might be something serious.”  
 
    “Right.” The buzzing stopped and started back. Hasaan answered it this time. “Hello?”  
 
    After a few seconds of silence, he said, “Yeah...I’m good. Thanks, man.” He glanced at me. “She’s good, too...yeah...really? That’s great, Rafiq! Sure...that’d be great...a’ight, see you, then...I will...bye.”  
 
    I stared at him expectantly until he finally looked at me, and said, “He asked me to apologize to you for calling so late.”  
 
    “Okay...”  
 
    “Um, so, he got a job and he’s got his own place. He officially congratulated me on our engagement and invited us over for dinner next Saturday. I accepted.”  
 
    “Wow, good for him! I’m glad you two talked.”  
 
    “Me, too, baby,” he said softly.  
 
    “What’s wrong, then?”  
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe this is a sign that I should tell him.”  
 
    “Maybe...just don’t rush it. You just had a civil conversation with him for the first time in months.”  
 
    “You’re right. I’m really glad he called, baby. I’ve missed his stupid ass.” 
 
    “I know you have.” 
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    “Denise Latrice Owens-Buhari! What in the world is going on? Do I need to come to Dallas and have you committed?” Greer screamed into the phone after I made the mistake of answering it.  
 
    I leaned back in my chair in my office. “What are you screaming at me about?”  
 
    “She’s screaming at you about that video that’s going around on Facebook.” That was Trevia.   
 
    “Trevia? Hey? You in town?”  
 
    “No, we’re in Houston, but do I need to come help Greer get you some help? Because you have clearly lost your mind!”  
 
    “What the hell are you two talking about? What video?”  
 
    “The one where you’re wrecking shit in the One Stop Coffee Shop!” Greer shouted. 
 
    Oops. So there actually was a video out there. “Uh...look, that was a few days ago. We’re good now.”  
 
    “Hasaan is still with you? Maybe I need to come have him committed instead,” Greer said.  
 
    “I had reason to act like that before he explained things to me. I’ve apologized and everything,” I said.  
 
    “What happened, Denise?” Trevia asked. “I saw you throw your ring at him. And the look on his face? You really should be ashamed of yourself.”  
 
    I sighed into the phone. “You think I’m not? Look, he lied about where he was and...” I told them all that happened up to Hasaan’s revelation. They were my sisters and I trusted them not to spread his business, but I didn’t think it was right for me to spread it, either, not when Rafiq didn’t even know the truth.  
 
    “So he and the woman were discussing some old family business, some secret that you can’t share with us?” Greer inquired.  
 
    “Yeah...I’m sorry. I just don’t feel it’s my place to share it. At least not right now.”  
 
    There was silence on the other end of the line. Were my two friends mad at me? “Y’all still there?” I asked.  
 
    “Yeah...I’m just—I’m proud of you. There was a time when you couldn’t hold water,” Greer said. “Now look at you, protecting Hasaan. I think that’s beautiful.”  
 
    “Nuh-uh, you got me mixed up with Trevia.”  
 
    “Whatever, ’Nise. Hey, I think it’s sweet you’re protecting your man and all, but you are gonna tell us eventually, right?” That was Trevia for you. She loved receiving and sharing gossip as long as it wasn’t about her.  
 
    “When I feel the time is right, I will. It’s too heavy for me to even think about right now.”  
 
    “Wow...well, did you get your ring back?” Greer queried.  
 
    “Yep, got it back that night.”  
 
    “Girl, I bet you had to put in some bedroom work to make up for what you did,” Trevia stated.  
 
    “Shit, you know I did. Had to pull all my tricks out the bag. But you know what, for the first time in my life, I actually regret acting a fool. I wish I could go back in time and erase it.”  
 
    “Wow, you really love him, don’t you? I mean, I knew you did, but wow...” Trevia shared.  
 
    “That, or his secret is a really serious one,” Greer mused.  
 
    “It’s both. But anyway, what’s up with y’all? How are you and Kennedy and Derek, Greer?”  
 
    “We’re great! Derek just closed a big deal, so he’s on cloud nine, and Miss Kennedy is just as spoiled as ever. I’ve got a trip planned to a black independent film festival in New Orleans next month, and Derek and Kennedy are coming with me, so I’m excited about that. We’re bringing a sitter along.”  
 
    “That sounds so good, Greer. Dang, you still stay traveling and I’m still jealous,” I said.  
 
    “Whatever, rich lady. Since you told Hasaan about the money, I thought y’all would be making it rain all over the place by now,” Greer said.  
 
    “Girl, he’s just as scared to spend it as I am.”  
 
    We all laughed, and then I quizzed Trevia. “So, what’s going on on your end, Mrs. Adams?”  
 
    “Just glad to be in Houston and not on the road. I always love being with Nyles, but traveling somewhere new every other night is rough, and I could tell by the end he was exhausted. We both needed a break, but I’ve got some great news. He just signed a recording contract. He’s going to do a spoken word album.”  
 
    “Wow!” Greer and I both screamed into the phone and asked her to give Nyles our congratulations.  
 
    “I will, and you know you’re both invited to the release party when we have one. We’ll probably do it at Plush,” Trevia informed us.  
 
    “I’ll be there!” I said.  
 
    “You know I will,” Greer added.  
 
    “Oh, and guess who has a new man?” There was gossipy Trevia at her best.  
 
    “Who?” Greer and I both took the bait at the same time.  
 
    “Jayla! Somebody’s got my sister grinning from ear to ear, talking about she’s in love,” Trevia said.  
 
    “Already? Damn, someone really put it on her,” Greer said.  
 
    “And they put it on her good!” I said.  
 
    “Right! But as long as it’s not Amir’s ass, I don’t care if she’s dating Donald Trump.”  
 
    We all laughed again.  
 
    When I heard a key turn in the front door of my office, I knew it must have been Hasaan delivering my lunch, and I hoped he was delivering some dessert in the form of himself. When he stepped in front of my desk looking good enough to eat, I said, “I gotta go, y’all. This fine brotha’ just broke into my office.”  
 
    “Okay, tell Hasaan we said hi,” Greer and Trevia said almost simultaneously. 
 
    After I ended the call, I hopped up from my chair and kissed him.  He put our food on my desk, wrapped his arms around me, and said, “Hmm, I think your kisses taste better than the smothered cabbage I got from your mama’s place.”  
 
    I backed away from him. “We got smothered cabbage? Shit, let’s go eat.”  
 
    Hasaan chuckled as he followed me to the breakroom. 
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    As it turned out, Rafiq lived in an apartment pretty close to our parents’ house. One even nicer than mine. That made me wonder if he was really paying the rent all by himself, but I decided I’d leave that alone for now. I had missed him enough to appreciate just being around him for a little while. Maybe eventually, we’d get back to the bond we had shared in the past.  
 
    “Hey!” he said, as he opened the door and let me and Denise in.   
 
    He gripped me up, and I grinned at him, and said, “What’s up, knucklehead?”  
 
    He smiled and shrugged. “Man, nothing. Been on my grown folks’ shit. Tryna make my big brother proud.” He turned to Denise, and added, “Hey, Denise. I would hug you, but H’s ass will probably punch me if I do.”  
 
    Denise laughed. “You’re probably right.”  
 
    “He is,” I said.  
 
    As he led us through the living room to the kitchen, I was sure Mom and Pop had helped him out. This stuff looked expensive. As I sat down at the table, I said, “Hey, this is a nice place, man.”  
 
    “Thanks, H. Mom and Pop bought most of the furniture. I think they were so glad to finally get me out of the house, they were willing to do anything.”  
 
    I shook my head. “I doubt that. They weren’t tryna get rid of their baby boy.”  
 
    “Nah, man. You’re the one they’re so crazy about. Before that little dinner we had, Ma was always talking about how much she missed your ugly ass.”  
 
    I grinned. “Shit, nigga, you look just like me.”  
 
    “Nah, bruh, you ain’t got it like me. You know light skin is in again.”  
 
    We laughed, and Denise just sat there smiling at us.  
 
    “Aye, I’m sorry for having an attitude and dipping out on dinner like that that day. Mama had been on me that day about growing up and it kinda upset me, because it was the same stuff you’d been saying to me. I didn’t wanna hear it, but she was right. So were you,” Rafiq confessed. 
 
    “When am I wrong?” I asked, with a big grin on my face. 
 
    “There you go thinking you the shit. I told you, it’s all about the light skin now,” Rafiq said, puffing his chest out. 
 
    “Whatever. But thanks for inviting us over, man. I actually missed your sorry ass.” 
 
    “Hey, I knew you needed to see what handsome looked like again. You know? So, I thought I’d let you come over and look at me for a while.” 
 
    “Shiiit, man, if you ever look as good as me, you might get somewhere in life.” 
 
    Denise cleared her throat. “Um, I hate to interrupt y’all’s little pissing contest, but what’s for dinner? Did you cook, Rafiq?” 
 
    “Hell, naw. I can’t cook. We having KFC. I hope you like original, Denise. The Petersons don’t mess around with that crispy,” Rafiq responded.  
 
    “Grilled, either,” I said.  
 
    “I’m good with original. I’m just ready to eat,” Denise said. 
 
    “A’ight. Look, the food’s on the counter over there. Y’all gon’ have to make your own plates,” Rafiq informed us. 
 
    So much for hospitality. 
 
    We all made our plates, and as we ate, Rafiq told us about the job Thalia had helped him get at the DFW airport in customer service. 
 
    “Is that right? You and Thalia a thing now? I mean, are y’all exclusive?” I asked. 
 
    “Man, I’m trying, but these females be on me. But for real, I care about Thalia and she always got my back. If I was to ever settle down, it’ll be with her. But, shit, I’m still young. You, on the other hand, you did the right thing, because if you hadn’t snatched Denise up, I was coming for her,” he said. 
 
    Denise shook her head. “Sorry, Rafiq, but you didn’t stand a chance.” 
 
    “Damn, I know,” Rafiq said. 
 
    I raised both of my hands. “What can I say? I’m the man!” 
 
    Denise rolled her eyes, and before Rafiq could fire back at me, there was a knock at his front door. He hopped up, and said, “That might be Thalia. She was gonna try to get off early and come eat with us. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I looked at Denise with raised eyebrows. “Wow, he’s almost a full-grown adult.” 
 
    “Well, he’s impressing the hell out of me,” she said. “You’ve got to give him credit for trying. A job and an apartment? You should be proud of him.” 
 
    “Actually, I am.” 
 
    “Hey, I’ma get some more mashed potatoes. Want me to get you something while I’m up?” 
 
    “You’re serving me? What?” 
 
    “Yeah…don’t get used to it.” 
 
    I chuckled as I handed her my plate. “Hook me up with some more chicken, baby.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    When I heard Rafiq raise his voice, I figured he and Thalia were getting into it about something like they always did, so I just sat there and sighed and decided some things just never change. But then I heard him yell, “Look! I don’t know no damn Noah, lady! You need to leave before I call the cops!” 
 
    Denise had made it back to the table, and we just sort of looked at each other. Then I said, “Oh, shit.” 
 
    Denise frowned. “What?” 
 
    I stood from the table and headed for the front door with Denise right behind me, asking me what was going on. I didn’t have time to explain anything, I just knew I needed to get to that door and quick. 
 
    When I got there, Rafiq turned and looked at me. The woman on the other side of the door looked at me with relief in her eyes, and said, “He’s so beautiful. He looks so much like you!” 
 
    My heart fell to my feet and my mouth went dry. “What…what are you doing here? You shouldn’t be here. You have no right to be here!” I yelled. 
 
    “H? You know this crazy-ass woman? She up here calling me Noah and shit. Who the hell is she?” 
 
    “Noah,” Mrs. Wycliffe said, as she reached out to touch Rafiq’s face, but he quickly swatted her hand away. “It’s time you finally knew the truth. I’m your mother, and Hasaan is your father.” 
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    I stumbled backward a little bit and felt Denise’s hand on my back. I think she asked me if I was okay, but I can’t be sure, because shit just got all murky and confusing after Mrs. Wycliffe broke the news to Rafiq. I could hear Rafiq screaming something at her and Denise trying to calm him down. I saw Mrs. Wycliffe’s mouth moving and tears rolling down her face, but I couldn’t hear exactly what she was saying. I started feeling light-headed, like I was going to pass out or something, so I turned and looked at Denise, and said, “Shit…I think I’ma black out, baby.” 
 
    She grabbed my hand and led me over to the sofa. I had only been sitting there for a second when Rafiq got in my face with a look of terror on his, like somehow he knew what she was saying was true, but at the same time wanted it to be a lie. I leaned forward and buried my face in my hands as Denise rubbed my back. When my hearing finally returned to normal, I could hear her telling me to breathe. I could hear Mrs. Wycliffe sobbing loudly, and I could finally hear Rafiq’s words. 
 
    “H! H! What is she talking about? Come on, man! Tell me that shit she said ain’t true! Bro! Bro, talk to me!” 
 
    I looked up at him, at my son, and I said, “It…it’s true. You’re her son. She named you Noah before Mom and Pop changed it to Rafiq.” 
 
    He stumbled backward with his mouth hung open. “And you…you? You’re my—shit, I can’t say it. You’re not, are you? You can’t be! And I’m half white? How is she—what the fuck is going on?!” 
 
    “She-she was my teacher and she—we—” Damn, I couldn’t say it. Not again. Not to him. 
 
    Mrs. Wycliffe stepped closer to Rafiq. “Hasaan and I started seeing each other when he was my student. I know it was wrong on my part, but I really did love him. He meant the world to me, but I was married, and—” 
 
    “Hell, no! You are not going to stand there and act like y’all had some love affair. You want Rafiq to know the truth, bitch? You need to tell him the whole truth! You took advantage of a thirteen-year-old boy with a big penis! You used him! Y’all weren’t seeing each other! He was just going to school and your ass was supposed to be teaching him, not screwing him!” Denise screamed. 
 
    I looked up to see that Mrs. Wycliffe was as white as a sheet as she said, “You have nothing to do with this. You are not a part of this family.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I think I am since I’m engaged to that boy your ass was so in love with, and as his woman, I feel it’s my duty to put my foot in your a—” 
 
    I put my hand on Denise’s knee to stop her from getting up from the sofa. “Calm down, baby. I got this, okay?”  
 
    She hesitantly nodded.  
 
    Rafiq just stood there and stared at me. 
 
    “’Fiq, you all right, man?” 
 
    He slowly shook his head. “Nah, I ain’t nothing close to all right.” 
 
    “Look, ’Fiq, I didn’t mean for you to find out this way.” 
 
    “Did you mean for me to find out at all? I mean, were you ever gonna tell me?” 
 
    “I…was gonna try. Eventually, I was gonna try.” 
 
    He spun around and looked at his mother. “You told her where I live?” 
 
    I assumed that question was directed at me, so I said, “No. I have no idea how she found out where you live.” 
 
    All eyes were on Mrs. Wycliffe now. She fidgeted with the keys in her hand, and said, “I’ve, uh, been following you for weeks, Hasaan, hoping you’d lead me to him.” 
 
    “Following him! Screw this, I’m gonna knock this ho’s ass out right now!” Denise shouted. 
 
    “Denise, baby, just calm down,” I said. 
 
    “I can’t!” 
 
    “Are you some kind of crazy person or something?” Rafiq asked Mrs. Wycliffe. 
 
    “No…I just wanted to meet you. That’s all. I’ve wanted to meet you for a long time, but the Petersons wouldn’t allow it.” 
 
    Rafiq rubbed his hands over his head. “I gotta get out of here. I need some air or something. Shit! My whole life is a damn lie! Y’all been lying to me since I was born, H! Wait, am I still supposed to call you that? I don’t know what the hell any of this means.” 
 
    Before I could respond to him, he’d bolted out the front door, almost knocking his mother down in the process. I didn’t think twice before I stood and ran after him, leaving Denise and Mrs. Wycliffe in the apartment alone. 
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    I sat there with a raised eyebrow, my eyes fixed on the slut of the century as she stood staring out the open door. I cleared my throat, and she turned her tear-streaked face toward me, her eyes widening as I bent over and began taking my boots off, my eyes never leaving her. Then I stood and removed my earrings from my ears. I shook my shoulders to loosen them and cracked my knuckles before stepping right in front of the woman who was at least six inches taller than me. Hell, I’d beat men’s asses before. I definitely wasn’t afraid of her scrawny, geriatric ass. 
 
    “Uh…” she uttered as I smiled at her. 
 
    “You know? I don’t understand people like you. You nearly ruined Hasaan’s life before he even had the chance to build one, but that just wasn’t enough. I mean, never mind the fact that he had to deal with being a black boy in this country, but you had to give him even more shit to deal with. And now, here you are, trying to do the same thing to Rafiq. Women like you just don’t deserve to walk the earth freely.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, no, Noah is my son, and I have every right to be in his life!” She was trying to stand her ground, but her voice was shaky. 
 
    “No! You lost every right you had when you gave him away!” 
 
    “I had no choice!” 
 
    “Yes, you did! If I was his mother, they would’ve had to snatch him out of my cold, dead hands! He was an inconvenience to you! And when you realized what you’d done, you tried to take him back like he was a damn dress or something. You had no right to come here and do this! It was Hasaan’s duty to tell Rafiq the truth and his alone.” 
 
    “You don’t understand…” 
 
    “I understand that if you ever, EVER, contact Hasaan or Rafiq again, you will regret it. Now, what I’m gonna do right now is beat the shit out of you as a little reminder in case you decide to pull something like this again.” I pounded my fist into the palm of my hand. 
 
    “No! What if Rafiq wants to talk to me again? What if he wants to get to know me?” 
 
    “Then he can find you. He’s a grown man, and I’m sure he knows how to access the Internet. Now, it’s time for me to kick your ass…” 
 
    She tried to run out the front door, but I tripped her. 
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    When Rafiq left his place and took off in his car, I knew exactly where he was going. So I jumped in my truck and followed him. We got to my parents’ house at the same time, but Rafiq was thinner than me and lighter on his feet, plus he had a key, so he made it inside before I did. Once I reached the front door he’d left lying open, I just stood there as the reality of what was going on hit me. Rafiq knew the truth. After twenty-one years, he finally knew. I can’t lie, there was a weight lifted off of me when that reality hit me. No more secrets and lies, because he knew. He finally knew. 
 
    It was around six that evening when me and Denise made it to Rafiq’s apartment. When I stepped over the threshold of my parents’ front door, it was close to eight, so I knew they were probably getting ready for bed. 
 
    I slowly walked through the house and up the stairs to the hallway that led to their room, knowing that was probably where Rafiq was confronting them. I rounded the corner and entered their room to find my mother sitting on the side of the bed in her robe with tears in her eyes. My father was talking to Rafiq in a voice so hushed I couldn’t make out what he was saying. And I just stood there thinking that although my folks had apologized and said they wanted to be a part of my life, I still felt like I didn’t belong there in that moment. It seemed personal, and I felt like I was intruding. Plus, I started thinking they’d blame me for this, like they had anything that had to do with my brother—son.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    I turned to leave. 
 
    “Hasaan, please don’t go.” My mom’s voice was shaky, light. 
 
    I stopped but didn’t turn around. “This is not my fault.” 
 
    “Sweetheart, I know that. Rafiq told us what happened. We knew he’d find out eventually.” 
 
    I just stood there with my back to them. What else was I supposed to do? 
 
    “Hasaan, I want to say something I should’ve said twenty-one years ago. It’s not your fault. None of it.” 
 
    I dropped my head and closed my eyes.  
 
    “You were a good boy then, and you are a good man now,” she continued. “We failed you. That whole situation, it was…it was just hard and very frustrating, but we did what we thought was best for both you and Rafiq. It was a pleasure being a mother to both of you.” 
 
    I turned and looked at my mother, letting my eyes drift over to my pop and Rafiq, who were both staring at me. I could tell Rafiq had been crying. 
 
    “What am I supposed to do with this? Y’all are the only parents I know. And H? Man, you were everything I ever wanted to be, my hero. I looked up to you. You were like, like a second father to me. Man...what am I supposed to do now? What am I supposed to call you?” Rafiq asked me. 
 
    “Call me H, like you always have, because the truth is, I’m what I’ve always been, your big brother. Mom and Pop are still your parents. They raised you, and despite how they might have treated me in the process, they were good to you and they loved you.” I shifted my eyes from Rafiq to my parents, who were now sitting side by side on the bed as my father tried to comfort my mother. “Mom, Pop, I’ve never thanked you for raising Rafiq, so I’m gonna do that now. Thank you for raising my son. You didn’t have to, but you did, and I appreciate you. If you hadn’t, there’s no telling what might have happened to him. I got to see him grow up and be safe and loved, and that means a lot to me.” I turned back to Rafiq. “’Fiq, I regret a lot of stuff, but you being in this world is not one of them. I love you, and I’m proud of the man you’re becoming. I don’t know how to be a father to you, and I don’t need to, because we both have a good father already, but if you’ll let me, I’ll keep being the best brother I can be to you.” 
 
    He stepped closer to me and pulled me into a hug. “I love you, too, man. Father, brother, or whatever, it doesn’t matter. I love you, H.” 
 
    He let me go and hugged our parents, too. Then he said, “What do I do about that lady, my-my mother?” 
 
    I shrugged. “That’s up to you.” 
 
    He looked from me to our parents again. “I can’t talk to her, not right now. I mean, I just can’t. Maybe one day...” 
 
    I nodded. “I understand.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe one day I’ll get to know her, but today, I got what I need right here. Y’all are all I know. Y’all are all I wanna know.” 
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    I was trying to clean up Rafiq’s living room when he and Hasaan made it back. Hasaan took one look at the place, and said, “Oh, shit.” 
 
    I swept the last of the glass onto the dust pan and walked into the kitchen without responding. 
 
    Hasaan followed me. “Uh, baby? What happened? You didn’t—” 
 
    I spun around and faced Hasaan and Rafiq, who was right behind him. “Rafiq, I owe you a new coffee table and a lamp.” 
 
    Rafiq frowned. “What happened?” 
 
    “I beat that white woman’s ass,” I said matter-of-factly. 
 
    Rafiq’s mouth dropped open. 
 
    “Um, where is she now? I mean, you didn’t kill her, did you?” Hasaan asked. 
 
    “No! You see a body around here? I’m strong, but I can’t move a body by my damn self.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s good. Um, baby—” 
 
    “Look, she now understands that she can’t just show her ass up whenever the mood hits her. And she understands that following you is not acceptable at all. From now on, Rafiq will contact her if he chooses to.” 
 
    Rafiq raised both hands. “Nah, I’m good for right now. But damn, H! You marrying a real G!” 
 
    Hasaan looked down at me and smiled. “Yeah, I figured that out a while ago.” He leaned in and kissed me. “What am I gonna do about you and that temper of yours?” 
 
    “Baby, I’ma work on my temper, but you know she deserved to have her ass kicked. You’re a man, so you couldn’t do it. I’m your woman, so it was my pleasure to stand in proxy for you.” 
 
    He shook his head as he wrapped an arm around me. “You have no idea how much I love your little short, crazy ass. No idea.” 
 
    I smiled up at him. “I bet I love you more.” 
 
    By then, Rafiq was in his living room on the phone. “Hey, Thalia? Yeah, I need to know something. Would you whoop a woman’s ass over me? Like if you knew she did something to hurt me in the past?” 
 
    I could hear Thalia’s shrill voice through the phone. “Hell, yeah!” 
 
    He smiled. “I think I want you to move in with me.” 
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    I married Denise Buhari on December fifth in Dallas, Texas, in the living room of our brand new house. There, surrounded by our family and friends with Rafiq as my best man and Trevia And Greer as her matrons of honor, we vowed to love each other forever, and I meant every single word.  
 
    So did she.  
 
    All those months ago when I first met her and watched her tell me off, I had no idea we’d end up here, but I knew she was special and that under different circumstances, I would’ve loved to have gotten to know her better. That fire in her was like a magnet to me. While most men might’ve found it hard to be with a woman as strong as Denise, I knew she was just what I needed. I knew she was the type of woman who’d make me a better man. I knew that together, we’d be unbreakable. I was right. 
 
    After our “I Do’s,” we hugged and thanked our parents, drank with our friends, and when it was time for us to leave for our honeymoon, I picked her up and carried her to the limo that was waiting to take us to the airport, happy we were starting the rest of our lives together. 
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    When we arrived at the hotel in Paris and could see the Eiffel Tower from the window in our room, I knew that the ridiculous amount of money we’d spent on the trip was worth it. Rose petals greeted us on our bed, and a bottle of champagne awaited us on the dresser, but all I could think about was getting out of my clothes and into the shower, and after that looooong transcontinental flight, I really, really needed a nap. There was disappointment on Hasaan’s face when I relayed my wishes to him, but he looked tired himself, so he hesitantly agreed that we’d freshen up, get some rest, and get started on the real festivities later. 
 
    My idea of later was different from his, because I’m pretty sure I’d only been asleep for about thirty minutes when I felt him opening my legs. 
 
    “Baby, what are you doing? I thought we were taking a nap,” I said groggily. 
 
    “We did,” he said, as he began stroking me between my legs.  
 
    I moaned and opened my legs wider. “Shit, I’ll sleep later.” 
 
    “That’s my girl, my wife.” 
 
    He stroked me and kissed me until I nearly exploded, and then he stopped and looked down at me. “Denise?” 
 
    “Yeah?” I whined. 
 
    “I love you, baby. I love you so much.” 
 
    I grabbed him, pulling him to me so that I could flick my tongue across the huge D he’d had tattooed on his neck before we got married, on the opposite side as the H. “I love you, too, H. I love you more than anything in this world.” 
 
    He kissed me deeply, reaching between us and stroking me again. I reached down and wrapped my hand around his erection, glad we’d decided to take our nap in the nude so that there was no fabric there to impede my progress. We pleased each other with our hands until neither of us could take it anymore, and then we lay on our sides, and Hasaan lifted my right leg, entering me from behind, causing me to grab the sheets and scream at the sheer pleasure of feeling him inside of me. I closed my eyes and moaned as the sounds of him sliding in and out of my wetness filled the room, along with our labored breathing. I inhaled deeply, breathing in the intoxicating scent of our sex as it hung in the air. He kissed my shoulder, whispered in my ear how he loved being inside of me, asked, “Is it mine, baby?” 
 
    “Yes, baby. It’s yours,” I hummed.  
 
    As he continued to hurt me so good, the only thought in my mind was that this man was all mine, and he was mine forever. 
 
    Forever. 
 
    “Don’t stop, don’t stop,” I begged him. “Please, don’t stop…” 
 
    He stroked my hair and licked my earlobe as he glided in and out of my core, making me spasm around his shaft. “I won’t, baby. I won’t…” 
 
    We made love until we were exhausted, until I had screamed his name so much I almost lost my voice, and when we were both sated, we rested in each other’s arms and held each other through that first night in Paris. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I felt his bulge against my butt early the next morning. “Damn, you ready to go again?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m always ready to go for you, but if you’re too tired, I’ll give you a break. You gotta make it up to me later, though.” 
 
    “Hmm, that’s why I love you. You’re so considerate even when your thing is hard as a brick.” 
 
    He chuckled as he rubbed his hand over the skin of my bare back. “Hey, aren’t you glad you let me tat you up?” He brushed his lips across the replica of Sister Africa. 
 
    “Mm-hmm. It hurt like hell, but I love it.” 
 
    “Aw, now, I thought me and mini me made you feel better afterwards.” 
 
    “You did. But I can’t believe it only took you three days to do it.” 
 
    “What can I say? I’m the man.” 
 
    I laughed. “And you’re so modest. Hey, baby, you know what I need right now?” 
 
    “Aw, yeah! You ready for some more of Big Daddy?” 
 
    “No…I was wondering if you’d go get me a cup of water. I’m parched.” 
 
    He froze behind me, and his disappointment was palpable as he said, “Uh…sure, baby.” 
 
    I rolled over and faced him with a grin on my face. “I’m just playing. Come on, Big Daddy.” 
 
    He kissed me, and well, you know… 
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    Seven Months Later… 
 
      
 
    We all sat in VIP together, the six of us, our little family. We were at Plush for Nyles’ release party, and the DJ was alternating playing Neo Soul tunes and tracks from the Nyles Speaks album. There I sat with swollen ankles only rivaled by my swollen belly, jamming in my seat. I was six months pregnant and as big as a house, but I wouldn’t have missed Nyles’ special night for anything. Hasaan sat by my side, his hand on my belly as he laughed and talked with Derek and Nyles. Trevia and Greer were teasing me about chair dancing, and I don’t know why, because I’d already cursed them out once about messing with me. I swear, I really think they liked for me to go off on them. They both knew my emotions were on level three hundred since I’d been pregnant. Those heifers got on my nerves, but I loved them, and they knew that, too. 
 
    In that moment, I thought about what Hasaan had said on our first real date, that what made life worthwhile was good friends, good food, and good love. I was sitting there with my good friends, right next to my good love, with a plate of good food sitting in front of me since the event had been catered. 
 
    I was happy. We all were, and there was nothing better than that. 
 
    “Excuse me, does anyone need a refill, or do any of you have a new drink order?” a waitress asked us. 
 
    It only took a second for me to realize all of us women had ordered water and the men had ordered liquor. 
 
    “Y’all been messing with me all night, so now what are y’all doing? Ordering sympathy waters because I can’t drink?” 
 
    “No, I’m just pregnant,” Greer said rather matter-of-factly. 
 
    “What?!” I screamed. 
 
    “Me, too,” Trevia said.  
 
    “What?!” Hasaan and Greer and I shouted. Then the men all stood and gripped hands and patted each other on the back while muttering stuff like, “Okay, I see you,” and “You the man,” and “We did it, man.” I swear we really were married to some nuts.  
 
    We were in the middle of sharing due dates when Jayla approached us hand in hand with none other than Christian Baker, my ex-boyfriend turned ex-booty call. 
 
    “Hey, guys. I hope you’re enjoying the festivities,” she said. 
 
    We all shared that we were having a ball.  
 
    “Good, well, I wanted to share something with my sister, and since you’re all here with her, I guess I’ll share it with the rest of you, too. Well, Trevia, you know there’s been someone special in my life over these past several months, right?” 
 
    Trevia nodded and glanced at me with a frown. In response, I shrugged. I had no idea what was going on, but I was sure we were all about to find out. 
 
    “Well, I know you all already know Christian, so I’ll just say it. We got engaged this morning!” 
 
    We all congratulated them, and when Christian bent down to hug me, I hugged him back, because I really harbored no ill will toward him. We just weren’t meant to be. And now I knew that was because me and Hasaan were made for each other. Maybe Christian and Jayla were, too. 
 
    Later that night, while I lay in Hasaan’s arms in Greer’s and Derek’s guest bedroom, he asked, “So what do you think about your ex marrying Trevia’s sister?” 
 
    “Hmm, I think I’m happy for them. I hope they’re as happy as we are.” I didn’t mention that I wondered if Jayla was beating his ass.  
 
    “Are you happy, baby?” 
 
    “I’m happier than I’ve ever been in my life, but I’ll be even happier than that when I have this baby.” 
 
    He rubbed my stomach and chuckled. “Our little boy in there cutting up again?” 
 
    “He’s your son, of course he’s cutting up. Kicking up a storm!” 
 
    He scooted down in the bed, and said to my stomach, “Hey, Little H, stop kicking your mama so hard.” 
 
    In response, our baby kicked again…harder. 
 
    “Damn, he’s gonna be hardheaded just like you,” Hasaan said. 
 
    “Whatever. You like my hardheaded ass, so stop hating.” 
 
    “Nah, baby. I love your little, short hardheaded ass, Denise Latrice Peterson.” 
 
    “You know what, Hasaan Ishmael Peterson? I love you, too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Dear Reader, 
 
      
 
    I hope you’ve enjoyed taking these journeys with Greer and Derek, Trevia and Nyles, and Denise and Hasaan as much as I enjoyed penning them. I really want to thank everyone who has read these stories, reviewed them, and spread the word whether via social media or word of mouth. While reading this series, I hope you smiled, laughed (or giggled), sighed, and even crossed your legs or squirmed in your seat a few times. If you did, my mission was accomplished! I’m looking forward to us having a beautiful future together as reader and writer, because I’m working on more #blacklove stories for your reading pleasure! 
 
      
 
    Thanks ever so much, 
 
    Alex House 
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    A southern girl at heart, Alexandria House has an affinity for a good banana pudding, Neo Soul music, and tall black men in suits. When this fashionista is not shopping, she’s writing steamy stories about real black love. 
 
    Connect with Alexandria! 
 
    Email: msalexhouse@gmail.com 
 
    Website: http://www.msalexhouse.com/   
 
    Blog: http://msalexhouse.blogspot.com/  
 
    Facebook: Alexandria House 
 
    Instagram: @msalexhouse 
 
    Twitter: @mzalexhouse  
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