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   jasmine.
 
   “Ain’t this about a bitch…” 
 
   I snatched the parking ticket off of my windshield before I fiddled with the door to my BMW. The battery on my keyless entry remote had died weeks ago and since I had yet to make it to the dealership to get a new one, I was stuck in a tussle with the door’s lock to get inside. 
 
   They probably think I’m trying to steal it.
 
   Thankfully the lock popped before things got too suspicious. 
 
   I leaned against the inside of my door as I glanced a few parallel parking spots ahead of mine at the porky parking patrolman who was writing yet another ticket. I had seen him on a few occasions, doing the same exact thing day in and day out. But now that he had messed with my car...
 
   “Don’t you have better things to do like going to the damn gym or something? I mean a membership can’t be more than 20 bucks!” Call me rude, but I wasn’t gonna stop until I got his attention. He was obviously picking on me by writing me a ticket so it was only right to return the favor. “Maybe if you spent less time writing these bullshit ass tickets and more time on a treadmill, that uniform wouldn’t fit so tight!” 
 
   He finally turned my way and his initial scowl in response to my verbal assault turned into a look of lust. 
 
   Jackpot.
 
   He smacked the parking ticket he had been working on, on the windshield of a SmartCar before he made his way over to me with a slow strut. Even with his sunglasses on and his patrolman hat sitting low, I could still see the smug look on his face.
 
   “A pretty little lady like you shouldn’t be swearing like a sailor.” A few choice words came to mind but I knew they wouldn’t help me get out of the ticket so I went the damsel in distress route instead.
 
   “I’m sorry. It’s just… I’ve had a really long day. My car broke down so I had to borrow my mother’s and she’ll kill me if she finds out about this ticket. She already warned me that she has a warrant out for so many parking tickets of her own and one more will probably get the car taken away which means she won’t be able to get to work and I won’t be able to get to school. I’m a first-generation college student, studying to be a lawyer now and…” I could tell my whiney little white lie was working by the way the height of his shoulders seemed to get lower and lower.
 
   Damn, this shit is too easy.
 
   “You know what? How about we just rip this little ticket up and act like it never happened? It won’t register in our system for at least another hour so I’ll have time to get rid of it by then.” 
 
   “Seriously? You’d do that? For me?” I batted my fake eyelashes as hard as I could while I watched the buttons of his uniform shirt strain from his heavy breathing as his eyes perused my body.
 
   “Sure. It’s the least I could do for you, sweetie.” 
 
   Ick.
 
   Since I was on a mission, I mustered up as much sweetness as I could to reply, “Thank you so much. You have no idea how much this means to me. I mean, I know they say men in uniform always go above and beyond their call of duty but this…” I watched as he gave a slow graze of his five o’clock shadow that really looked more like five-thirty, maybe even six. He was clearly feeling himself like he was a real police officer and not a borderline rent-a-cop. 
 
   “Just doing my job, beautiful,” he said, as he tipped his hat to me like some damn hero.
 
   Who does he think that flashlight is gonna save?
 
   I took a quick peek at his left hand to make sure my exit strategy would work and sure enough, I saw a titanium wedding band. 
 
   “I’m sure you make your wife very proud.” His face turned a different shade of red at my acknowledgment.
 
   “I umm…” 
 
   Instead of waiting around for his explanation, I tossed out, “Have a good day, sir. Thanks again.” I slid into the driver’s seat of the car that damn sure had nothing to do with my mom, shutting the door before I could be subjected to anymore of Porky’s bullshit. 
 
   Of course I wanted nothing to do with him besides getting out of the parking ticket he gave me, but the simple fact that he was endearment dropping like his ass wasn’t married was exactly why my views on relationships were fucked up in the first place. 
 
   I was a Daddy’s girl by nature, but growing up and watching him flirt his way through and in everything like he wasn’t married to my mom forever changed me. When I was younger, it didn’t really mean much to me that he made all the ladies smile. Hell, I honestly thought it was a good thing that every woman was always so happy to see him. But as I grew older, I learned that their smiles were in response to a lot more than just his charm and good hair.
 
   He was a player. 
 
   And being that I was so enthralled by everything he stood for, I inherited all of his mannerisms; from the way he always talked with a little hint of flirtation, to the way he constantly touched women ever-so-slyly during conversations, just enough to make their skin  miss his presence later on. The way he dealt with his women, making them fall under his spell time and time again, was exactly the way I dealt with every man in my life. And for the most part it worked in my favor. Any paper I turned in - during office hours - would alway get high marks. Any job interview I did was a shoe-in. Anytime I wanted sex, it was practically guaranteed. 
 
   In all actuality, the only thing it kept me from was falling in love.
 
   Like real love. 
 
   Like Jada and Will kind of love.
 
   Michelle and Barack kind of love. 
 
   Hell, even the kind of love my best friend Ariel had found in her boo Jamison. 
 
   I mean, it wasn’t like I even wanted someone to love. I surely got my fair share of intimacy. But I guess the idea of it and the fact that it felt out of my reach made it that much more...attractive. 
 
   Unfortunately, there was no room for love as I was too busy using that kind of energy towards things a little more important. 
 
   Like getting out of that ticket. 
 
   I watched the flow of traffic out of my side view mirror, waiting for a good chance to jump in. I had a solid half hour before my Contemporary Issues in Laws and Politics class was due to start but judging by the traffic that had yet to stop coming, I would be late as always. 
 
   I veered in once I thought the coast was clear and instantly heard the collision of someone’s headlight against my bumper.
 
   “What the fuck!” 
 
   I put my car in park and hopped out to inspect the damage. For as bad as things sounded, there was only a small dent but that wasn’t gonna stop me from cursing whoever the driver was out after I snapped a quick pic of their license plate. There was no way in hell I was falling victim to a hit and run.
 
   The second I heard the door to the 95 Honda Accord creak open, I started going off. “Are you blind?! Were you not paying any attention?! This is a BMW for Christ’s sake!”
 
   “Calm down, girl. It was an accident. Shit happens. Just chill out for a second.”
 
   I didn’t have time to look at whoever the man was as I was too busy snapping shots of the damage to submit to my insurance agent by app. “Chill out?! I’ll chill out when your insurance information… if you have insurance… is in my hand so I can get to where I need to go.” 
 
   “Look. I have places to be just like you so don’t try to put yourself on some high horse just because my car is a different level of luxury than yours. If your ass was paying any attention, you would’ve seen me coming. But no; you were probably too busy checking yourself out in the mirror to think about other people on the road.”
 
   He had a point. 
 
   I mean, I was only checking my teeth to make sure none of the spinach salad I had for a late lunch was stuck between them. But he didn’t know all of that for a fact so he definitely had no right to just make it up like he knew me or something. 
 
   When I finally looked at him, ready to serve him my spitfire specialty on a platter, all my words seemed to get choked up in my throat. Smooth, honey-roasted skin, a legit five o’clock shadow that contradicted his fresh-out-of-the-barber’s-chair low fade, and muscles that were straining against a damp white tee like he had just came from the gym. 
 
   Lawd. 
 
   If I would’ve known he was this fine all along, I certainly would’ve kept my mouth closed. But now that he had came for me on some personal shit…
 
   “And just where do you have to be, huh? Going to visit one of your baby mamas? Gonna lay some dick on her so she’ll lower your child support payments?” Clearly the last case I had finished the paperwork for before I left the office was still in my head.
 
   He raised an eyebrow at me before he said, “I don’t have kids. Not that that’s any of your business. But actually I was headed home before your non-driving ass interrupted me.” I rolled my eyes, pretending to be unfazed by the bulge in his basketball shorts.
 
   “Anyway! Will you just...hand over your insurance card so I can snap a picture and get going? I have way better things to do than go tit-for-tat with a stranger in the street.” 
 
   He finally cracked a smirk and my lower extremities seemed to lose a little bit of their cohesion. Thankfully he didn’t see my reaction as he was already back at his car, leaning over the front seat to get to the glove compartment. I tried to divert my attention to everything else happening around me, but somehow my eyes still gravitated to his ridiculously firm ass. 
 
   Sheesh.
 
   Definitely a gym-goer.
 
   He peeked through the windshield to see if I was still there and the way his gaze skimmed over my body made me tremble.
 
   Chill, Jaz.
 
   He’s not on your level.
 
   Instead of waiting by his car for him to find his information, I went to my car to get mine. I was still in my work clothes, so it wasn’t easy to get across the front seat in my pencil skirt but now that I was already trying, I surely wasn’t going to get back out of the car to walk around. 
 
   As I flipped through the random assortment of papers that were in my glove compartment, I heard a low, “Damn” and knew exactly why. I peeked behind me, way too prepared to get my flirt and tease on since I finally had his attention but his eyes were nowhere near on me. In fact, they were on his phone that he seemed to be scrolling through endlessly. 
 
   Whatever.
 
   I grabbed one of the paper copies of my insurance card that I kept in my car just for situations like this - okay, maybe I wasn’t the best driver - and climbed back out of the car as best I could. 
 
   “Here you go.” 
 
   He peeked up from his phone just long enough to grab the paper and trade it with his insurance card. I pulled my phone out to take a picture of both sides before I handed it back to him. He gave me a nod and was heading back to his car with his eyes still preoccupied with whatever was on his phone. And against my usual attack of someone that intrigued me, I climbed into mine. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   rich.
 
   “So you got it fixed but...now it’s not fixed? And you said I was the bad driver...” 
 
   My little sister Rae was too wrapped in her teenage, autonomous ways to comprehend that the accident I had gotten into was far different than the fender bender she had because she was too occupied on her damn cell phone. We had watched so many YouTube videos on no texting and driving that she probably had them memorized but she still chose to learn her lesson the hard way.
 
   “I’ll take it back in tomorrow, Rae. You’ll just have to wait a couple more days before you can drive again.” I watched as she threw her arms down in a pout, a reaction I had gotten use to since she had moved in with me two years ago. Back then she was at least a little more impressionable. Now, she had practically turned into a spoiled brat.
 
   “This is bull, Rich. I don’t understand why you won’t just let me drive one of your cars. Maybe I’d be more careful if I wasn’t driving around that dust bucket you insisted I have.” 
 
   The dust bucket was a rite of passage, passed down from our father to me, and now from me to Rae. And besides, she really should’ve been satisfied with the fact that she had access to a car of her own unlike many of her friends who were only pushing their parent’s whips on the weekend.
 
   “That dust bucket got me to middle school, through high school, and through college. You gotta earn your stripes first little one.” She rolled her eyes as if she had heard that story a thousand times.
 
   “Rich, you know I can drive. And besides, it's not like you don’t have the money to get it fixed in the event that I were to mess up one of your precious little babies.” 
 
   “I don’t care if I was a billionaire. There is no way in hell I’m letting you drive one of my cars. You’re way too careless to be behind the wheel of any vehicle, let alone one of luxury. So like I said, you’ll just have to wait a couple more days before you can drive again. Get one of your little homegirls to chauffeur you around or something.”
 
   “Or maybe I’ll just call Justin since you seem to like him so much.” 
 
   Her face turned into a mischievous grin knowing good and damn well she had better been pulling my leg. She knew how much I hated her hanging around that clown so she tried to use him as a tool to annoy me anytime she could.
 
   “Yeah, go ahead and call Justin so he can give you an illegitimate baby and a lifetime of regret.”
 
   “Rich!” 
 
   Okay, maybe I had gone too far. He wasn’t that bad of a kid. A three sport athlete, on the honor roll, had completed community service hours. But nobody was good enough for my little sister. Well, no teenage boy was good enough for my little sister. I knew all too well how those sneaky mothafuckas operated. 
 
    “Anyway. You should probably start getting dressed. You know we have that event to go to tonight.” 
 
   Working for a Fortune 500 company that sponsored various local organizations warranted that we always have representation at the events thrown by those respective groups whether it be a gala, a community service project, or a fundraiser. Tonight’s activity of choice was a talent show put on by the Students in the Arts program. Our company had given them thousands of dollars to buy new production equipment so naturally, they wanted to honor us at the show for our donation. As a newer executive, I got volunteered to accept the recognition on our company’s behalf.
 
   Of course there were other ways I could’ve been spending my Friday night but attending events like these were simply a part of being in the corporate world. I worked my ass off to expedite the promotion process and even though the position of CEO still felt like a stretch, it was surely what I was aiming for within the next five to seven years.
 
   “Ugh, do I have to? Orchestra music puts me to sleep.” 
 
   “It won’t be just orchestra music, Rae. There will be singers, dancers, rappers, actors, and a bunch of other cool shit.” She still didn’t seem too enthused about joining me so I added, “You can come with me or you can let me pick somebody out at random and maybe gain a sister-in-law.” 
 
   For whatever reason, Rae hated the idea of me being involved with anyone as if she was my overprotective mother instead of my little sister. But just like I thought no one was good enough for her, she also thought no one was good enough for me. 
 
   “No…just no. There’s no way I’m dealing with some skeeze surely chasing after your bank account.”
 
   “Oh, so you think your big bro can only pull the ladies because of his money?”
 
   “It certainly doesn’t hurt. And considering I need that bank account to fund my college tuition, I’ll go. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   jasmine.
 
   “I swear you are so lucky I like you.” 
 
   “No, you’re lucky I like you, otherwise you wouldn’t have any friends.” 
 
   I flipped my best friend Ariel the bird as we headed through the doors of some charity talent show event she had dragged me to. I was so happy when she decided to move back to California after a stint in NYC because truth be told, she was the only friend I had. 
 
   Did I have associates? 
 
   Sure. 
 
   But actual real ass, ride or die, will cut somebody for me friends?
 
   There was only Ariel.
 
   As we made ourselves comfortable in the back of the auditorium, I naturally began people watching to see who was in attendance. There were mostly parents, family members, and children, but I knew for a fact the crowd would also be specked with talent scouts looking for new acts to transform into ‘It’ kids. 
 
   Hopefully they were of the male sort. 
 
   “Welcome to our 5th annual Students in the Arts talent show! We are so grateful for the support of each and every one of you in attendance. The students have worked extremely hard on their performances so sit back, relax, and enjoy the show!” 
 
   The crowd erupted into cheers and I rolled my eyes already dreading sitting through the two hour event. There were a slew of different things I could’ve been doing on this particular Friday night, including meeting up with Paco who I knew would fix my car for free if I let him cop a few feels. But more importantly, I could’ve been spending the night ‘learning the law’ as my fellow classmates referred to it. 
 
   I watched the stage intently as a group of dancers began the show with a hip-hop routine to Beyonce’s 7/11. They couldn’t have been any older than twelve, but the precision and intensity they danced with, as if it was the most important thing to them in the world, was remarkably captivating. I wasn’t sure if I felt as passionate about anything in my life as a twenty-four-year-old as they seemed to feel about the performance they were putting on. 
 
   Clearly I needed to get my shit together.
 
   “I’m so jealous. I don’t think I can dance like that now let alone as an adolescent.”
 
   I shook my head in agreeance with Ariel’s whispered admittance though I was convinced I could give the kids a run for their money. Being on the dance team in high school didn’t leave me at a complete disadvantage when it came to these teeny-boppers. 
 
   As their routine came to a close, they were immediately transitioned out and a pair of dancers were transitioned in. The music slowed in pace to a ballad I recognized as John Legend’s All of Me. The dancers, a boy and a girl, immediately engaged in a moving piece, telling the story of the power of love and exchanging your all with someone; something I could never...ever do. 
 
   I mean, if I were to give my all to someone, what would I have left for myself? 
 
   What if they just...up and left, with my all, leaving me with nothing? 
 
   Nope.
 
   Not happening. 
 
   Though it did look like an enchanting feat when told through dance; probably the closest I would ever get to it. 
 
   The pair stuck their ending pose, face-to-face on their knees holding hands, and the crowd went wild with applause and whistles. 
 
   “Give it up for our first two acts!” The crowd gave more cheers and I joined in, wiping my eyes of the little tears that had thankfully remained in my tear ducts instead of running down my face. “Alright, before we move on to our next set of performances, we’d like to give a special thanks to tonight’s sponsor, Duke Enterprises. May we please have Mr. Robinson come to the stage to accept a small token of our appreciation.” 
 
   I observed closely as a guy a little finer and younger than I imagined strutted confidently to the stage, sharing an embrace and air kiss with the emcee before accepting a plaque. Something about him looked familiar but I couldn’t quite put my finger on where I knew him from. 
 
   Did I see him at the club one night?
 
   Nah, that’s not it.
 
   Maybe from school?
 
   Hardly possible.
 
   It bugged me to no end that I couldn’t figure out where I knew him from, but there was no doubt in my mind that I’d be reacquainting myself before the night was over.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   rich.
 
   “I guess that wasn’t so bad.” 
 
   I wrapped my arm around Rae’s shoulder as we exited the auditorium surprised that she didn’t have a complaint to give as usual. Truth be told, I had enjoyed the show as well.
 
   “I told you. And you even got someone’s phone number out of it.” I watched my kid sister blush at the fact that I had caught her red-handed flirting with some alright lookin’ dude. Definitely not good enough for her but there was no need for me to knock her game quite yet.
 
   “Dang Rich, do you have to stay in my business?”
 
   “As long as you’re living in my house, eating my food and using my wi-fi, you are my business little girl.”
 
   I pulled her in closer, giving her a nudge to the top of her head as she fought for me to let go. We were almost to the car when I heard a very faint, “Excuse me”. I turned around, releasing Rae who immediately crossed her arms over her chest in annoyance.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Hello. I’m...Jasmine. I just wanted to offer a personal thank you for your contributions to the efforts of this...particular organization.” 
 
   I knew this girl. 
 
   She was introducing herself to me on an innocent platform but I recognized her, even though she was using her professional voice; completely opposite of the brash tone she used the day of the accident. 
 
   “And I wanna thank you for messing up my little sister’s driving privileges.” 
 
   Jasmine’s face turned to one of confusion but Rae had immediately picked up on what I said.
 
   “Wait, she’s the one that hit my car?! You should be ashamed of yourself! A grown ass…”
 
   “Rae, relax. It was just an accident.” I turned my attention to Jasmine who looked ready to spit flames right back in Rae’s direction. “I appreciate your kind words, Miss. Jasmine. Have you gotten a chance to get your car fixed? I can recommend someone who specializes in cars of that particular style.” Now it was my turn to egg things on. Jasmine had assumed so much about me during our initial interaction that I couldn’t help but rub how wrong she was in her face, starting with my fully-loaded 5 series BMW right behind us.
 
   “I haven’t. But I...plan to soon.” 
 
   It amazed me how much her boisterous personality from before seemed to be severely muted though nothing about her looks wavered. Girl was a bombshell, surely her intentions even for a family-friendly event like this. 
 
   “Good. Well, we’ll be going now. Gotta see to it that the brat gets home safely.” 
 
   “Absolutely. You umm...have a good night.” 
 
   I unlocked the door for Rae to get in before I walked to the driver’s side, taking a moment to appreciate all of Jasmine’s womanly features. She was what they called ‘thick fit’. Juicy thighs and ass with a thin waist representing at least some kind of workout regimen or waist training or whatever the hell women did these days to get an hourglass figure. 
 
   I didn’t let her get too far away before I yelled, “Hey Jasmine!”
 
    She only turned around partially before she replied, “Yeah?”
 
   “I’m gonna take her home but I’m thinkin’ about going to grab a drink at the I Don’t Care bar after I get her settled in.” She smiled a little to herself, patiently waiting for her invitation. “If you don’t have anything going on, feel free to join me. I’d love to have some company.” 
 
   She twirled one of her honey blonde loose curls on her fingertip, appearing to be weighing her options before she gave a smile bigger than her original one.
 
   “Sure. I mean, why not? I’ll see you there.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   jasmine.
 
   I know this mothafucka did not stand me up.
 
   I sipped on my cosmopolitan - the second if we were keeping count - as I scrolled aimlessly through my phone at a bunch of nothin’ until a notification popped up signaling I had a text.
 
   Ariel: He still hasn’t showed up?
 
   Jasmine: No! I’m about to get someone to put my next drink on their tab and get the hell out of here.
 
   I pressed send while simultaneously looking down the bar for a possible suitor. I caught the eye of a guy who was far from my type looks wise, but in a good range money-wise according to the sharp tailoring of his suit and the expensive watch dawning his wrist. 
 
   Just as he motioned for me to come his way, I felt a warm hand at the small of my back. “Hey. Sorry I’m late. The brat had a load of questions.” I turned to find...whatever his name was, dressed down from his earlier attire but still looking exquisite. His good looks were almost enough to make up for the fact that he was twenty minutes late.
 
   “It’s all good. But I’ve had a long day so I think I’m gonna jet.”
 
   His face turned into a frown as he questioned, “Jet? But I just got here.”
 
   “Yeah. You just got here but I’ve been here and am now ready to leave.” I reached down to retrieve my purse from the under counter rack before I felt that same warm hand except for this time it was covering mine. It felt like I was shocked by static but I knew that probably wasn’t the case considering there was nothing around to create that kind of energy.
 
   So what the hell was that?
 
   “One drink. It’s the least I could do for wasting your time.” His beautiful brown eyes were pleading with me to stay and it felt like I couldn’t say no if I wanted to. 
 
   But for the record, I did in fact want to say no. 
 
   “Fine. One drink. Then I’m out of here.” He smirked as if he didn’t believe me before he climbed onto the barstool next to the one I had been occupying. 
 
   “You won’t wanna leave.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “After one drink. You won’t wanna leave.” So this late mothafucka who had already ruined a little of my month by hitting my car really had the nerve to be arrogant about my time. Yet here I was, accepting the challenge with open arms. 
 
   He motioned to get the bartender’s attention before returning his blindingly-white smile back at me. “So, what’s a girl like you doing out here, meeting up with strangers as if there aren’t men lined up at your door?” 
 
   “A girl like me? You know absolutely nothing about me.”
 
   “I actually do know something about you. Your approach to me was a hell of a lot different when you realized I was a man with at least an ounce of stature. I watched you willingly offer yourself to the highest bidder just before you realized I was here. You drive a damn BMW even though you don’t look a day over twenty-one. And you douse yourself in designer clothes even though you probably look better with nothing on.” 
 
   Holy shit. 
 
   I wasn’t sure if I should’ve been offended or turned on. But of course, I chose the former regardless of my body’s natural response down below.
 
   “Who in the hell do you think you are coming at me like that?”
 
   He remained calm and too smooth for his own good as he replied, “I’m the guy you told off when you thought I was a lame and then came at on some sophisticated bullshit when you thought I was the man. But I see right through that, Miss. Jasmine. Just like I see through this facade you’re tryna pull like you’re some uppity Rodeo Drive chick when you’re probably from East Oakland, which does quite a bit to explain your attitude flare-ups though I’m sure they pay off in the bedroom.” 
 
   Again.
 
   Offended or turned on?
 
   “Well let me tell you something. I’m not from East Oakland, I’m from Watts so don’t come up in here trying to tell me about myself like you’ve just got shit all figured out. Yes I wear designer but it’s simply because I can afford designer, the same way I can afford my car. Oh, and by the way, my attitude flare-ups do a hell of a lot more than just pay off since you’re so concerned.” 
 
   He raised an eyebrow as my heart rate seemed to skyrocket. It bothered me, but also strangely intrigued me, that he had managed to get me so out of character in the blink of an eye though I was sure it was intentional.
 
   “A hell of a lot more, huh? That’s umm...fascinating to say the least; fuckin’ sexy as hell to say the most.” 
 
   It was like the dude had two sides; one that simply oozed confidence and sophistication, and another that blasted an arrogant sex appeal. Mixed together, it was damn near mythical. So mythical that I had to ask, “Who are you? I mean really like...who the hell are you?”
 
   He appeared amused by my questioning, taking a moment to graze his facial hair. “I’m a corporate exec by day, recreational painter by night who doesn’t prefer to play games but will if that’s what it takes to get what I want.”
 
   “And what exactly is it that you want?”
 
   “You.”
 
   )~o~(
 
   How did I get here?
 
   One second I was at the bar, telling him off for coming at me crazy. The next second I was sharing a bed with him; I assumed at a hotel considering the fluffy white comforter and matching pillows though I didn’t exactly remember coming here. And it wasn’t like I was in the bed laying in the bliss of a satisfying sex session before I got up to get my clothes on. I was waking up. 
 
   I never stayed. 
 
   Never, ever stayed. 
 
   It was simply unnecessary considering I didn’t do relationships and was surely not going to get someone’s hopes up about it. But somehow I was waking up and knew without rolling over that he was also still there by the sounds of level breathing coming from behind me. 
 
   Instead of turning around, I reached for my phone conveniently located on the nightstand desperate to know what time it was.
 
   4:48 AM.
 
   Shit.
 
   I had to get out of here.  
 
   I pulled my legs as slowly and quietly as I could from under the comforter, letting my toes sink into the carpet for a moment before I stood up. I glided from the bed, working hard not to draw any attention to myself. 
 
   Where are my panties?
 
   Luckily they were bright pink otherwise there would’ve been no way for me to spot them in the dark. 
 
   I bent over to retrieve them and was startled by the sound of his voice. “Are you purposely trying to entice me?” I refused to turn around and give him the satisfaction of my attention and bare breasts. 
 
   “No. Actually I was purposely trying to get my ass out of here.”
 
   “Oh, that ass? Nah, that ass isn’t going anywhere,” he said with a low chuckle though I didn’t find anything funny. 
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “You’re excused. Now get back over here. I’m far from done with you.” 
 
   Why were my legs moving against my will? 
 
   Why did his arrogance have to be so damn appealing?
 
   Why was I still here? 
 
   “Thatta girl. Bring that sexy ass back to Daddy.” 
 
   My gait came to an abrupt halt. 
 
   “Don’t do that. I have a Dad and you aren’t even half of the man that he is.” Sure my dad was no saint, but that definitely didn’t mean I was giving the title out all willy-nilly. 
 
   He leaned back against his elbows, putting his pectorals on full display before he said, “Stop being so damn literal, Miss. Jasmine.”
 
   “And you can stop calling me that.” 
 
   Yes Jasmine, keep arguing with him so you’ll be less turned on and will actually leave like you’re supposed to.
 
   “I call you that because regardless of how you may look fuckin’ on the first night, I still respect you.” 
 
   Damnit.
 
   “Will you still respect me if I tell you I don’t even know your first name?” I felt a little pathetic admitting that fact since it was surely nothing to be proud of. I guess I was hoping that would deter his interest in me though the way he was still gawking at me said otherwise. 
 
   “Absolutely. Especially considering the fact that I intentionally didn’t tell you. I get it. We’re fuckin’. No need for formalities. But if you feel the need to scream my name...which you will...just call me Daddy.”
 
   “Fuck you...Daddy.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   rich.
 
   “You’re awfully chipper this morning.”
 
   Truth be told, chipper was an understatement. 
 
   In fact, exuberant felt more fitting. 
 
   It pained me a little to know that what had occurred the night before was limited to those particular moments but it was surely nothing to hang my head about. I got what I wanted with no attachment nor expectations. 
 
   It was...ideal. 
 
   “Yeah, I’m feeling good today. Real good,” I replied, struggling through my last set of bench press. Saturday morning workouts were my thing regardless of what my Friday night looked like and I had finally found a workout partner who could keep up with me in Jamison. He was new to town, working with some promotions company and luckily shared the same fitness level as me. Though Jamison and I weren’t that close yet, we often bantered with each other between sets; usually something about his job and girlfriend or about my flavor of the week. 
 
   “And you’re half-ass’n your reps so somebody must’ve wore you out.”
 
   I racked the weights with Jamison’s assistance before I said, “Damn, is it that obvious?”
 
   “It really is, bruh. So tell me about it. Was she bad? I know she had to be to get with ol’ Richie Rich,” he said with a laugh, mocking the nickname I had acquired. 
 
   “Hell nah man. I don’t kiss and tell. It was a one-time deal. You know how I do.” It wasn’t that I didn’t picture myself settling down, I was just positive it wasn’t gonna happen anytime soon. I had things to accomplish before I could give all of my focus to some woman including getting my little sister out of high school and into a good college, loan-free.
 
   “I do. And since I’m no longer allowed to indulge in such activities, though me and my girl do it frequently and well, I gotta live through you. So spill it.” I took a swig from my water bottle, giving me a few seconds to review all that had occurred. I hadn’t expected to run into anyone at that damn talent show, especially not someone that looked like her. 
 
   And it was her. 
 
   The girl that had an attitude out of this world but used it so attractively that it didn’t matter. So of course, being the lady lover that I am, I took a chance, not intending to fuck but also not ashamed of that fact that I did indeed want her. When she obliged to my wishes, it was bound to create something memorable. 
 
   “I met this girl, invited her to have a drink, and we fucked. The end.” There was no way I was disclosing the emotional ass version that played in my head.
 
   “What she look like?”
 
   Perfection.
 
   “Eh, she was straight. About 5’5, maybe 5’6, curly honey blonde hair, ass for days…” Jamison busted out laughing before I could finish my falsely-unenthusiastic description. “What’s so funny?”
              “Her name wouldn’t happen to be Jasmine, would it?”
 
   “Damn. Don’t tell me you hit that too?”
 
   His face tightened up as he responded, “Oh double...triple...quadruple hell nah. She’s umm...she’s good friends with my ol’ lady.”
 
   “No shit?”
 
   “Yeah, she’s a cool girl and all but I uhh...hope you strapped up.” The way he said it, avoiding eye contact, had me instantly worried especially considering I had forgotten that small detail during our time together. 
 
   “Why you say that?”
 
   “She’s very...how do I wanna put this...sexually exploratory.” I understood what Jamison was saying regardless of the way he tried to sugarcoat it.
 
   “So she’s a ho?”
 
   He put his hands up, tightening his face again as he said, “I didn’t say that. She just keeps busy that’s all.” I could appreciate Jamison trying to be respectful about it. And being who I was, there was no way in hell I could judge her considering my lifestyle was similar enough to it. 
 
   “I got you bruh.”
 
   “She’s cool though, like as a person, once you get past her attitude. You gonna see her again?” I would’ve loved to see Jasmine again but I knew that was virtually impossible. We had both decided that our time together was purely about sex so I definitely wasn’t going to be the sucker that tried to go back on the agreement no matter how tempting it was. 
 
   I wasn’t quite ready to disclose that part to Jamison either, so I simply replied, “Come on Jamison, you know me. One and done. Always.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   jasmine.
 
   “So you’re gonna come to the concert with me right? Jamison is going to visit his folks in Arizona this weekend so I need a date.”
 
   I couldn’t believe I had become second stream to everything Ariel. Jamison was cool and all but I didn’t appreciate suddenly being the afterthought.
 
   “Ohhh so I’m like your side chick now? When bae’s away, side chick gets some play?” She laughed me off, giving me a playful swat to the shoulder. 
 
   “Shut up, Jaz! I know you said you wanted to go but had no one to go with so I thought I’d extend the invite. You know...being the great friend that I am.” Though she was surely a great friend for dropping by my apartment after work with food for the both of us, I knew I couldn’t let her off that easy.  
 
   “Yeah, the same great friend that wasn’t even thinking about inviting her bestie to the concert of the year,” I replied, as I took a bite of my salad that wasn’t hitting the spot like it usually did. I typically did a decent job fighting off the cravings from the not-so-good-for-you foods but my sweet tooth was begging to be soothed. A trip to my emergency candy stash was definitely in order once I made it through my greenery. 
 
   “Anyway, are you gonna come or not? I mean the tickets were complimentary so I’ll find someone who’s gonna use them if we’re not.” Working in the music industry, Ariel was always getting tickets for different events but hardly ever used them because she was so wrapped up in developing her still pretty new company and balancing that with spending time with her man as if they didn’t work together.
 
   “Are you kidding me? Of course I’m coming. You know Drake is my future husband. I’m trying to be the next girl he writes some depressing ass love song about.” 
 
   Ariel choked on her salad from laughing at me. She took a long swig of her water, clearing things out before she said, “Jaz, you are something else. Like...I don’t know how I deal with you but I really don’t know how you deal with your damn self.”
 
   “It’s a gift. You know, one of those things that not everyone can get blessed with. Kind of like big dicks. If God just went around handing them out to every guy, can you imagine how fucked up our world would be?” I got chills just thinking about such a catastrophe. 
 
   “I actually can’t but I’ll take your word on it.”
 
   “Of course you will considering it’s no secret that Jamison got blessed. I mean, your hips are spreading and everything.” Though I had laid eyes on Jamison first, he was definitely more of a match for Ariel regardless of how jealous I was of her getting piped down on the regular. 
 
   “They are not!” She gave her hips a once-over rub before she asked, “I mean, you’re just joking right?” I couldn’t help the free opportunity to tease her about her natural, womanly changes; the same changes I had came to terms with right around senior year in high school. 
 
   The boys certainly weren’t flocking for nothing.
 
   “Uhh...no. He’s clearly been putting in work, boo. Do your jeans still fit?” I knew how I got my big booty into jeans but I was sure the process was a little new for Ariel. Not that she was a virgin before Jamison, but I was about 90% sure he was the most her petite frame ever had to accommodate.
 
   “Yes they still fit! Actually...now that I think about it, I have been jumping up and down a little more to squeeze into them…” 
 
   I shrugged my shoulders as I said, “Maybe its baby weight.”
 
   “Baby weight? Very funny, Jasmine. Jamison and I are extremely careful. We’re both way too busy to even think about having kids.” I could pretty much echo her sentiments about having kids though I was sure it was a lot further off for me than for her. I mean, she was the one in the cutesy little relationship with the love of her life. Surely they would be getting engaged and popping out babies in no time.
 
   “You don’t have to think about it for it to happen. All it takes is one little swimmer.” 
 
   “Well it takes one hell of a swimmer to escape latex and find an egg to connect with in my birth-controlled body.” 
 
   I shrugged again. “So you’ll be having a strong baby.”
 
   Ariel gave me a death stare as she said, “Shut up and eat your salad, Jasmine.” 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   rich.
 
   Note to self: Never bring a girl to a Drake concert.
 
   That’s all I could think about as I watched my flavor of the weekend, Isabella, scream her lungs out for Drake’s attention. Even with her heavy accent, you couldn’t mistake her pleads for Drake to let her have his babies. Isabella and I were just kicking it, as I typically did with all of my ladies, so I really wasn’t in a position to trip about it. And I definitely didn’t mind the idea of him dealing with her babies instead of me. 
 
   Isabella was crazy.
 
   Like rumors that she had pulled a knife on her last boyfriend several times crazy.
 
   But that wasn’t enough to scare me off considering her insane sex game made up for any threat she could potentially pose. 
 
   As Drake continued his ode to the ladies performing all of his slower, R&B songs, I took the opportunity to scan the crowd. There were a lot of guys but the audience was mostly filled with googly-eyed women, all ready to throw their panties on the stage; Isabella included. 
 
   Since it didn’t seem like he was planning on going back to rapping anytime soon, I decided to take a personal intermission to the VIP lounge. There weren’t a lot of people in the lounge since the headlining act was on stage, but there were a few mixing and mingling as the performance played on the televisions mounted in the area.
 
   I made my way over to the bar and was just getting ready to take advantage of the complimentary spirits when a woman walked in and interrupted my train of thought. She looked mouthwatering-good in a dress that turned her ass into an asset and heels that made her legs look just long enough to lock behind her head by the ankles. In fact, I knew they were long enough to do so because I had tried it out a few times with great success.
 
    She paid me no mind as she skipped in front of me in line at the bar and asked for a bottle of water. Even the bartender had a hard time focusing on the simple task as his eyes were too fixated on her body. 
 
   Once he finally calmed down and handed her the water, she turned around and practically ran right into me. I expected her to go off, but instead she gave me a little seductive smirk that made me feel embarrassingly excited. 
 
   Down boy.
 
   I licked my lips before I cleared my throat to say, “Miss. Jasmine.”
 
   “The guy formerly known as Daddy. What’s up?” I was surprised by her casual tone considering more than half of our initial interactions had consisted of little spats.
 
   “Nothing much, just taking a break from the concert. You here by yourself?” It was the most indirect way I could ask her if she was seeing someone. Not that I cared the first night we hooked up, but I just wanted to make sure nobody was gonna come at me for talking to their girl.
 
   “With a friend. You?”
 
   “Same.”
 
   “Cool. Well I won’t hold you up. Enjoy the show.”
 
   She went on about her way before I had the chance to elongate the conversation. The fact that she had been so cordial while looking too good left me hella curious. And even though I was there with Isabella, Jasmine had quickly bumped her out of my plans for the evening. There was no way I could execute what Isabella probably had in mind with Jasmine invading my thoughts even more than she already had been lately.
 
   Snap out of it, bruh.
 
   I ordered my drink and quickly made my way back out to the crowd just in time to catch Drake performing one of my favorite songs, Trophies. As I rapped along with him, I glanced over to my left and saw Jasmine with her friend that was surprisingly a girl, vibing out as well. They rapped the song word for word to each other, using hand motions just like the rapper used. It was oddly attractive to see her enjoying the show as a true fan of artistry and not just a girl tryna get chose. 
 
   My attention must have lingered for too long as Isabella yelled in my ear, “Papi Chulo, is she one of your putas?!” 
 
   “What? My putas? No Bella, she’s not one of my sluts.” For once, the little bit of Spanish I had picked up from my Latino homies back in high school was paying off. 
 
   “Well why you keep lookin’ at her?” 
 
   “I was just fascinated that she...knew the words. That’s all.” It was a true fact though there was a little more than just her knowing the lyrics that fascinated me.
 
   “Mmhmm. Whatever you say, papi. I just know you better be even more fascinated by me when I’m wearin’ that ass out tonight.” 
 
   There was no doubt in my mind that Isabella would make it her personal mission to get all of my attention now that she caught me checking out another girl. Little did she know, that other girl she was making her competition had set those standards to a record high. So high that I was no longer interested in what Isabella had to offer. 
 
   But of course I couldn’t let her know that, so instead I wrapped my arms around her waist, letting my hands take in handfuls of her ass before I whispered in her ear, “Fascinate me then, Bella.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   jasmine.
 
   “What is up with you, Jaz? You do realize you just ordered French fries with a side of sour cream and syrup right?”
 
   My mouth watered at the mere mention of what would be coming fresh out of the fryer all hot, golden, and a little crinkly. In fact, my mouth stayed watering at the idea of food period. Thank God I had time for an actual lunch break instead of the microwaveable meal or salad I usually got stuck with. 
 
   “Girl, doesn’t that just sound delicious? I’ve been having the weirdest cravings all week. Pickles and peanut butter. Beef jerky and chocolate pudding. Tomatoes with just a dab of teriyaki sauce. Mmmm...matter of fact, I may see if they have that here.” I looked around for the waitress that was already annoyed with my off the wall requests as Ariel eyed me from across the table. 
 
   “Jaz, if I didn’t know you were pretty much religious about taking your birth control pills, I’d say you were pregnant.” I wasn’t even eating or drinking anything but I felt myself choke at that dreaded word. 
 
   “Pregnant? Oh hell no. Don’t curse at me like that.” I tilted my head to the sky, directing the conversation to God instead of Ariel. “Lord, please forgive her for committing such a sin. She didn’t know any better.” I felt Ariel’s straw wrapper hit my chin before I finally lowered my head down.
 
   “You are such a fool. But seriously Jaz, you have been taking precautionary measures right?” I couldn’t believe she was coming at me like she was my mother - okay, maybe not my mother cause my mother wouldn’t give a damn - instead of my best friend. She even had the nerve to call it ‘precautionary measures’ like she was a damn ob-gyn. 
 
   “Of course I have, Ariel. Nothing has changed but the date on the calendar. And my panties if we’re being technical.” 
 
   “What about the date of your last period?”
 
   “Gotdamn Dr. Harper; why don’t you just lay me on the table, cock my legs open and get your speculum out since you’re so concerned.” 
 
   Apparently my comedic genius wasn’t entertaining enough for Ariel as she gave me the stiffest look when she said, “Just answer the question, Jaz.” 
 
   “Fine. It was umm...now that I think about it, I can’t remember exactly. But I know it happened. I had the bloating and sore boobs to prove it.” Just thinking about how much they had been hurting lately had me rubbing them through my sundress mid-conversation as if we weren’t in public. 
 
   “Well yeah it happened, but how long ago? More than a month?” I was really trying to come up with an exact date in my head, but nothing in recent weeks came to mind making me a little nervous.
 
   “I don’t think so. I mean, it’s always been kinda spotty and irregular though.” 
 
   “But you’ve been taking your birth control, right?”
 
   I looked around the restaurant as I nonchalantly replied, “For the most part.”
 
   “Jaz! It doesn’t work if you don’t take it consistently. You know that.” I couldn’t believe she was really trying to scold me like I wasn’t the one that usually reminded her to take it every day.
 
   “I’ve been taking it, Ariel. Calm down. I’m just...hungry and wanting weird things thanks to the stress of law school and work and all that other bullshit.” 
 
   “Or you’re pregnant.”
 
   “First of all, one must have sex to get pregnant and thanks to my overly-booked schedule as of late, I haven’t exactly had the time to indulge in such activities.”
 
   “Jaz, you were literally just telling me about the dude that laid it on you so good you wanted to call his mama and thank her for making him. Your words.” 
 
   “Oh yeah. Him. Whew girl.” I had to fan myself with my napkin as I thought about Mr. Robinson; the only name I knew him by other than Daddy. Even after seeing him at the Drake concert clearly boo’d up with some Latina, I couldn’t forget about the way he had put it down. I mean, it was like his dick had no end; it just kept going and going like the Energizer bunny. To be real, since I hadn’t had the time to make new memories with anyone else, I had been using those to put me to bed night after night. 
 
   Hopefully him and the chick were on a break at the time.
 
   “You at least used a condom right?”
 
   Silence.
 
   “Right?”
 
   I think I’m gonna pass out.
 
   “Jaz, are you feeling okay? You look a little pale.”
 
   Breathe, baby. 
 
   Not ‘baby’.
 
   Don’t think of the word ‘baby’.
 
   “Yes I’m fine, Ariel. Just feeling a little...nauseous.” The napkin I had used to fan myself when I was thinking about Mr. Robinson came in handy as I used it to wipe my forehead that had suddenly become beaded with sweat. 
 
   “Or pregnant.” 
 
   “Would you shut up and slide me your water? Mine is gone.” I was pretty sure that the waitress had been back to refill my glass a few times. But of course, the one time I really needed the water, my glass was empty. 
 
   “Yeah, cause you slurped it down like a parched pregnant woman.” I took the longest swig, letting the coolness of the water just sit in my mouth and savor against my tongue before swallowing it. 
 
   “Kill that, Ariel. You’re starting to make me mad.”
 
   “Only cause you’re all emotional like a preg….nevermind.” 
 
    
 
   )~o~(
 
   I was sweating - like pits-of-my-shirt-stained sweating - and it had nothing to do with the sun that was on its way down outside the window of my classroom. I could hardly pay my professor any attention as my stomach gurgled causing me to gag. After the conversation I had over lunch with Ariel, I had been sick beyond reason, though the mix of random ass foods I had consumed probably didn’t help anything. I was pretty sure what was making me feel even more sick was the fact that everything Ariel had said was possible even if I wasn’t ready to believe it. 
 
   Though it had been some weeks since my last sexual encounter, it certainly hadn’t been my safest. 
 
   We were caught in the moment. 
 
   There was no time to think about something like using protection when I was too occupied with the quest of feeling him inside of me. In fact, I needed him inside of me, stroke for stroke, to relieve every ounce of tension he had purposely built between us.
 
   Now I knew that he could’ve accidentally built something else as well.
 
   A damn baby.
 
   The bile shot out all over my books before I could contain it. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   rich.
 
   “Oh my gosh, Rich. This is so embarrassing.” 
 
   I had Rae by the arm as I escorted her into the doctor’s office against her will. After finding a pack of condoms in her room during one of my routine sweeps, there was no way I wasn’t putting her on some type of guaranteed birth control.
 
   Condoms were too easy to mess up.
 
   “Do you really think I care if you’re embarrassed or not? You weren’t embarrassed about those condoms I found in your room, so don’t start acting all embarrassed now.”
 
   “Rich, it was a brand new pack. Not even opened. I don’t even know why I had them.” She was really trying to make the whole thing sound so innocent as if I had just skipped over the phase of teenage hormones in my own life. I knew exactly why she had them and I knew exactly who she planned on using them with. 
 
   That damn Justin.
 
   “Neither one of us were born yesterday, Rae. But to ensure we won’t have any hiccups before graduation, you’re getting a birth control shot.” After doing my research, I figured it was the best option for a girl her age. 
 
   “The shot? I thought I was just gonna get those little stupid pills?”
 
   “You’re not responsible enough for pills.”
 
   “But I can’t get the shot, Rich. It makes you fat!”
 
   “Well I suggest you find something better to do with your time then like come to the gym with me - where I can see you - and know you aren’t around some dumb ass boy.” She gave me her usual teenage grunt and growl before plopping down in a seat in the waiting room. 
 
   I was headed to the check-in desk when I heard a loud screech coming from behind the office doors. 
 
   “I can’t be pregnant. This has to be some kind of mistake!”
 
   “No mistaking this little one’s heartbeat, sweetie. You’re gonna be a mommy.” 
 
   “No I’m not! I can’t be a mommy. I don’t know how to be a mommy. There’s not a single mommy bone in my body.”
 
   “We have tons of resources and support options for you. You’ll be fine, sweetie. I promise.”
 
   I grabbed the clipboard of paperwork from the receptionist before I found a spot next to Rae to fill it out. The sounds of the woman’s cry became more and more muffled the further away I got from the desk, but I could tell whoever the doctor was working with was experiencing something like a nightmare. 
 
   The scream.              
 
   The conversation.
 
   I couldn’t have written the scared-straight moment any better myself. 
 
   It was almost like I had hired an actress to play the role.
 
   “See, Rae. Do you wanna sound like whoever is in there regretting the sex she had?” She side-eyed me without answering, snatching the clipboard to fill out the paperwork herself. 
 
   Things became distinctively quiet for a moment but as the door flew open, the air seemed to shift. I couldn’t figure out why until I made eye contact with my unpaid actress. Her eyes stayed locked on mine for so long that it seemed as if everything else in the room had disappeared until she began stalking over to me, talking so fast I could hardly understand her.
 
   What I did make out was, “This is all your fault!”
 
   “Huh? Slow down. What are you talking about?”
 
   “I’m pregnant! And it’s yours!” I didn’t know how to react. With an audience, I didn’t really want to react because I was 100% sure I would look like an asshole. After hearing the initial shock of her discovery, I understood why she was so hysterical but for the sake of not making even more of a scene, I needed her to calm down; especially in front of Rae who was already busy snickering at the woman’s attitude. 
 
   “Can we umm...go outside and talk about this?” Even with my low, hushed tone, there was no avoiding the sea of eyes watching everything unfold.
 
   “I’m not going anywhere with you! Just know I expect your half of the abortion payment in a week. You know where to find me.” 
 
    
 
   )~o~(              
 
   The drive home was silent but I knew Rae couldn’t wait to talk shit once we got home.  
 
   The irony of me finding out about a possible while scolding her about sex. 
 
   With the talk I had with Jamison at the gym in mind, I knew there was a possibility that the baby wasn’t mine, but I still didn’t like the way it had played out. 
 
   In front of the whole doctor’s office.
 
   In front of Rae. 
 
   And in the unlikely chance that it was mine, she really expected me to help her get rid of it?
 
   Not happenin’. 
 
   Though my parents were no longer around to judge me for my choices, I knew they would be disappointed from above if they ever found out I did such a thing. If Jasmine was having my baby, then we would get married and raise it together as a family. 
 
   Period. 
 
   I pulled up to the house and Rae rushed out of the car before I even had it turned off. I couldn’t quite gage her reaction now that the information had settled in but the second I shut and locked the front door, she wasted no time going off. 
 
   “So you had the nerve to judge me for having condoms and you weren’t even responsible enough to use one your damn self?!” 
 
   “Watch your mouth, Rae.” Though my mind was already racing a mile a minute at the idea, I knew I couldn’t let my little sister know that. She was already livid enough for the both of us, pacing back and forth through the living room.
 
   “Hell no! I’m pretty sure I’ve earned every fuckin’ cuss word in the book after this! A baby, Rich? I mean, really? What do you know about having a baby? A whole ‘nother life to be responsible for?” 
 
   “Umm… did you forget I’m responsible for your ungrateful ass?” 
 
   She seemed to calm down a little bit at the realization before she replied, “But I feed myself and wipe my own butt. Babies don’t.” 
 
   “Babies also don’t have smart ass mouths like yours so it’s practically a fair trade.”
 
   “Yes they do! It just comes out as a cry instead.”
 
   Never thought about it like that.
 
   “Look, I know this is a little crazy but I need you to chill until I can figure this whole thing out, alright?” She rolled her eyes, crossing her arms over her chest, taking her usual teenage girl pose.
 
   “Ugh, whatever Rich. Just let me know when you find out if I’m really getting a niece or not.”
 
   “You mean a nephew?”
 
   She made a smacking sound with the back of her teeth before she said, “Seriously, Rich? How do you go from figuring things out to banking on it being a boy?”
 
   I shrugged my shoulders before I replied, “I’m just sayin’.”
 
   “Again. Whatever. I’m going to Justin’s and don’t you dare try to stop me.” Just the mention of his name had me ready to knock his little ass out. 
 
   “Hey, let’s not get this shit twisted. I am an adult who yes, made an irresponsible decision but at least at a time where I could afford it. You can’t afford a baby.” 
 
   She was already walking out of the room, but stopped and turned around to reply, “Well...looks like you’ll be writing two checks then.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   jasmine.
 
   Google images has got to be the worst invention ever.
 
   You Google something to see examples, and what do they give you?
 
   The grossest, most horrific examples they can find, scaring you out of anything you could possibly think of.
 
   For me, that was the idea of an abortion.
 
   Sure I was a Pro-Choice type of girl after hearing horror stories about different grades of pregnancies through my law studies and work. But after looking through picture after picture of abortions gone wrong, I couldn’t do it.
 
   Not to myself.
 
   And not to my baby.
 
   I’m having a fuckin’ baby.
 
   I double-crossed my thoughts, wondering if the baby could hear me cussing in my head. I mean, technically he or she was a part of me right?
 
   I pulled my shirt up, observing my still-flat tummy from a bird’s eye view, knowing in a few months, everything about it would change.
 
   Everything about me would change.
 
   Fuck Mr. Robinson.
 
   I still didn’t know his first name, yet here I was, carrying his baby and signing off on at least eighteen years of correspondence. I knew - from ‘learning the law’ - that raising a kid in two separate homes was almost always a sticky situation when the parents weren’t in at least some sort of sync. There was hardly any way that he and I could be in sync considering we knew nothing about each other besides the kind of car each other drove. 
 
   Oh shit.
 
   The insurance card. 
 
   That should have his full name on it right?
              I snatched my phone from its place next to me on the bed and typed in my pass code before finding my folder of pictures. I scrolled through at least 20 selfies before I found the picture I had taken the day of the accident. The insurance card read Rae Robinson.
 
   His name is Rae?
 
   That’s kinda girly.
 
   I exited out of the pictures folder and scrolled over to open my Facebook app, typing in the name Rae Robinson. A few different locals came up that had the same name, but I scrolled through until I found a picture of him and the girl I remembered as his sister. I clicked on the profile and though most of it was private, I could still see the birthday listed as August 18, 1997. 
 
   1997?
 
   Rae is his sister, dummy!
 
   He must’ve been driving her car the day of the accident which explained her attitude with me at the Talent Show.
 
    I clicked on the profile picture, the only thing I could access on her profile, and it opened to a larger version of her and her brother with the caption, “He may get on my nerves, but I love him like no other. #MyBrothersKeeper.”
 
   I continued my stalking - I mean research - by reading the comments.
 
   “Awww that’s so cute Rae!”
 
   “Rae, your big brother is so fine.”
 
   “You guys have such a special bond!”
 
   “Awww Richie Rich and Rae Rae all grown up.”
 
   Richie Rich?
 
   Was that his name?
 
   Was he a Rich like Richard Robinson? 
 
   Or did he really have the swag to just be named Rich?
 
   Gotta be a Richard.
 
   Of course when I did a Facebook search of both Richard Robinson and Rich Robinson, nothing came up that resembled him. I transferred my search to Google and found out that there were hundreds of both names in the state of California. 
 
   But, since I had nothing but time considering baby was gonna keep me on the injured/reserved list as far as going out was concerned, I made it my quest to find the one that matched my baby daddy.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   rich.
 
   I was nervous.
 
   I hardly ever got nervous, but for the situation, it felt justified.
 
   After getting Jasmine’s information from Jamison - for the record, yes, he clowned the hell out of me -, we were finally meeting up to discuss options for our child that I couldn’t resist acknowledging as mine. Even though I didn’t know much about her besides the history Jamison had mentioned, I had a feeling she wasn’t the type of girl to just pin a baby on someone at random.
 
   If it was mine, she meant it.
 
   She wanted to meet at a coffee shop but I preferred going to somewhere more open like a park where she couldn’t lure me to a nearby alley and try to kill me. Somehow we ended up at a fro-yo spot with outdoor seating as a compromise telling me everything I needed to know about Jasmine. She was the type that made things a struggle for no reason other than just being difficult to peeve me.
 
   It was at least 30 minutes after our scheduled meeting time when she showed up looking far from pregnant in a crop top, skinny jeans, and nude sandal stilettos. Her eyes were covered with humongous sunglasses but I could still tell when they landed on me before she headed my way.
 
   Damn, my baby mama looks like a fuckin’ model.
 
   “Hello Miss. Jasmine.”
 
   “Rich.” 
 
   I smirked at her newly acquired information before I asked, “So you finally found out my first name, huh?”
 
   “I’m a future lawyer. It wasn’t that damn hard,” She replied, as she sat down across from me, putting her purse in front of her belly. I was sure it was quickly becoming a habit for her to cover up her stomach in public though there were no hints of her pregnancy in sight. 
 
   “Well then...Miss. Future Lawyer...I’m assuming you’ve come with an agenda.”
 
   She gave a little smirk of her own. “Hmm...you’re smarter than you look.” I watched as she dug in her purse and pulled out a packet of papers before handing them to me. “Here. Read over these, sign at the bottom, and we can move forward accordingly.” 
 
   I scanned the document, and quickly realized that it had to be some kind of joke. Though it wasn’t the abortion that she had originally mentioned, it was equally inconsiderable. 
 
   “You want me to sign over my parental rights? Are you kidding me, Jasmine?” 
 
   “Do I look like I’m kidding you? Meeting you was a mistake, the baby was an accident, and the last thing I need is you pretending like you give a fuck. So let’s skip the bullshit and get to the real; you can sign over your parental rights or I can fight you for them. But I’m telling you now...you don’t want those problems.” I eyed her for a long time, before my lips turned up into a confident smirk. I could appreciate her confidence, but I had to call her bluff. 
 
   “Oh, Jasmine. You still haven’t realized your little tough girl facade doesn’t scare me? I’m not like any of those other dudes you’ve probably stuck your stilettos in time after time. So I’m gonna do you a favor and give you the real; you met up with me because you were interested in me, the baby was made out of a wonderful, wonderful night of lovemaking, and I’m not even capable of offering fucks I don’t really mean to give. So, to make my point clear…” I gave the packet of papers a big rip before stacking them and giving it another rip for good measure causing her to gasp. 
 
   “You’re gonna regret that.”
 
   “The only thing I regret is not taking the opportunity to get to know you a little bit more first. But...we have eighteen years, right?” She responded with an annoyed growl that was almost identical to the one Rae liked to use when I got on her nerves about something, forcing me to ask, “How old are you again?”
 
   “Twenty-four.” 
 
   Phew.
 
   I took a sip of my water before I leaned back in my chair, crossing my arms over my chest. The simple motion made Jasmine fidget in her seat and I smiled a little to myself knowing her fidgeting meant she was checking me out. Even though she acted like she wanted nothing to do with me, I knew her attraction to me, which had started this whole thing in the first place, couldn’t have disappeared that fast.
 
   “So, tell me more about yourself.”
 
   She held her hand up, trying to cut me off. “Rich, just stop okay. This is already a fucked-up situation. Please don’t make it worse.” 
 
   “What’s so fucked up about it? We’re having a baby, Jasmine. That’s a blessing in itself.” Though it wasn’t the ideal circumstance, I was still excited to be continuing my family’s legacy.
 
   “A blessing? A blessing for who?”
 
   “A blessing for us.”
 
   “That’s the thing, Rich. There’s no such thing as an us. I don’t know you, you don’t know me. The only thing we have in common is this baby.”
 
   “That may be true at the moment, but let’s face it, Jasmine; it’ll only be as bad as we make it and I don’t really need you all stressed out while you’re carrying my child…”
 
   She quickly interjected, “Our child.”
 
   “Excuse me, our child. So here’s the deal,” I dug in my pocket and pulled out the ring I had picked up from my jeweler on the way over. It wasn’t anything fancy but it would do the job until she proved she was worthy of an upgrade. “I want to make you my wife as soon as possible and then we’ll raise this child as a family.” I hadn’t even thought twice about the whole thing but I could tell I should’ve by her reaction. Her initial shock turned into fire in the blink of an eye.
 
   “Are you out of your gotdamn mind?! Your wife?! I just learned your damn first name like...some days ago, and now all of a sudden I’m supposed to be your wife?!”
 
    I couldn’t let her always overblown attitude break my cool so I simply replied, “You’re having my child, Jasmine. You will be my wife.”
 
   “Over my dead body.”
 
   “Don’t say shit like that. Remember, you’re speaking for two now.”
 
   “Oh! Let me correct myself then...over our dead bodies. I’m not gonna marry you, Rich. Not today. Not ever.”
 
   I couldn’t help challenging her, “I’ll bet you a year’s worth of diapers you will.”
 
   “First of all, you’ll be buying that regardless. Second of all, I’m not gonna marry you just because we’re having a child together. That’s just making a bad situation worse. Third of all, don’t you have a girlfriend?” Now I was the shocked one. 
 
   “A girlfriend? Hell no.” The term girlfriend felt weird coming out of my mouth cause I hardly ever used it. 
 
   “But at the concert, you were there...with a girl.” So she had seen me in the crowd just like I had seen her. It was a good thing that Isabella hadn’t caught that though by this point, she was a complete afterthought. I couldn’t see her anymore if I wanted Jasmine to take me serious.
 
   “We were just kickin’ it. She’s not my girl by any means.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s what they all say.”
 
   Something about her brushing me off as part of the majority made me eager to prove a point. Though I may not have been better than the other dudes she was use to, I certainly wasn’t the type to say shit I didn’t mean. At least not in serious situations like this.  
 
   I grabbed her hand from across the table and was surprised when she didn’t yank it away. “I’m not that bad, Jasmine. I have a good job. Nice house. Nice cars. No baby mamas. Believe it or not, you lucked out.”
 
   She rolled her eyes as she replied, “There’s nothing lucky about carrying a baby for nine months.”
 
   “But there is something lucky about not having to do it alone. Look, I understand if you don’t wanna accept my proposal right now but I’m not gonna let you kick me out of my...our baby’s life. And I’m not talking about just when he’s born. I wanna experience the whole thing; doctor’s appointments, Lamaze classes, late night craving runs, the first kick, setting up the nursery, packing the bag for delivery day; all of it.”
 
   Her stance finally appeared to soften some, as she took a deep breath before she said, “Rich, that all sounds lovey and sweet but let’s bring it back to reality. That’s the kind of stuff people do when their baby was on purpose, when they made it out of love, when they took the proper steps beforehand to ensure that they wouldn’t be bringing their baby into a hostile environment. We have none of that.”
 
   “Well….sounds like we have some catching up to do then.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



jasmine.
 
   “I’ve been dreaming of little fishiessss.”
 
   I sank lower in my seat as the room suddenly felt like a sauna in response to my mom’s enthusiastic little announcement. My family was sharing Sunday dinner at her house, a place I really wasn’t too welcomed at to begin with, but couldn’t avoid without catching an ear full from my big sister, Bailey. It was no secret that she was my mom’s favorite but that didn’t matter much to me since I had always been the apple of my father’s eye; part of the reason I wasn’t welcomed at my mom’s. Since I had always stayed on #TeamDad regardless of what he put her through, she read that as me being disrespectful. 
 
   “Well, you know it’s not us, Mom. I would’ve told you by now,” Bailey chimed in, as she dug into her plate of mashed potatoes and fried turkey. Her use of us was in reference to her and her husband, Chad, that was sitting to her left; a suitor my mom had hand-picked from the church. Chad was an okay lookin’ dude, but not exactly the type of guy my bombshell of a sister should’ve been married to. 
 
   Bailey and I were similar in looks. We both were pretty petite, we both had curly honey-blonde hair that we inherited from our father, and we both had big ol’ natural booties though Bailey always chose to downplay hers by wearing loose clothing. 
 
   She could certainly do a hundred times better than Chad, but Bailey had always been the obedient type. Mom wanted her to become a nurse, so she went to nursing school and graduated top of her class. Mom wanted her to teach Sunday school, so she taught Sunday school, bible study, and every other church-related group the first lady of the church would let her get her hands on. Mom wanted her to marry a church-going, God-fearing brotha, so she married Chad.
 
   The list goes on and on.
 
   “Hmm...well if not you two, then who?” The room stilled as all eyes went to me. The only person I had shared the pregnancy with was Ariel and that was only because she was becoming suspicious after a tip from Jamison. I wasn’t showing yet, so I could definitely hold my family off for at least a few more months.
 
   “Don’t look at me,” I said, as I quickly let my eyes fall back to my plate though my appetite had pretty much slipped away from the discussion.
 
   “I don’t know, Jaz. It is a little weird that you of all people aren’t at least having a glass of wine.” 
 
   I gave my sister a stiff look as I replied, “I’m not having a glass of wine because I don’t want one, Bailey.” 
 
   “Since when don’t you want wine?” She was really trying to press the conversation, but there was no way I was outing myself already.
 
   “Since today. Now let it go. If you want babies so bad, have them your damn self.”
 
   “Do not curse at my dinner table, young lady. And Bailey, leave that girl alone. Lord knows the last thing she needs to be doing is bringing a child into her mess of a life.” I couldn’t help being offended at my mom’s little snide remark.
 
   “My mess of a life? What the hell is that suppose to be mean?”
 
   “Strike two with the cursing. And you know exactly what I mean. You aren’t the most...stable.” 
 
   “What’s so unstable about me? I have my own apartment, my own car, a good job and I’m in law school. I…”
 
   She cut off my mini-brag session, “That’s not what I’m talking about. I mean with your...lifestyle.”
 
   “My lifestyle? Oh, you mean the fact that I’m not sitting at home knitting sweaters and waiting for the Lord to send me some Holy brotha to start a life with? I’m sorry, but that’s just not how it works these days.” It wasn’t that I was against those that chose that way of life, it just wasn’t for me. 
 
   “It worked for your sister.”
 
   Hardly.
 
   “I’m...not gonna comment on that for the sake of our audience but this whole making me out to be the bad guy just because I’m not like you is getting real old.” 
 
   It was a known fact that my mom pretty much despised me because I practically did the opposite of everything she envisioned for me. She wanted me to be a nurse like Bailey, I decided I wanted to be a lawyer. She wanted me to teach Sunday school like Bailey, I turned into a CME - Christmas, Mother’s Day, and Easter - churchgoer. She wanted me to marry a church-going, God-fearing brotha and well...we all know that wasn’t happenin’.
 
   “That’s what you think this is about? The fact that you aren’t like me? If I expected that, I would’ve surely given up on you a long time ago.” I had to laugh at that one.
 
   “Oh, so you’re saying you haven’t? Come on now, Patty. You’ve never really approved of any of my life choices and you know it.” 
 
   “The only thing I never approved of is your fast behind giving your body to a countless number of men. I raised no daughter of mine to do such a thing.” Though the number was indeed countable, I really didn’t care what she thought of me. So instead I decided to taunt her about what she thought she knew.
 
   “Hmm...guess you just up and let me slip through your nimble little fingers then, huh?”
 
   “Oh no, that was none of my doing. This is all your father’s fault. He’s the one that turned you into a…”
 
   “Into a what? Into a woman that strived for her own? Into a woman with pride and dignity? Into a woman that didn’t take shit from hatin’ ass people like you?!”
 
   “You will not talk to your mother that way!”
 
   “Mother is a pretty frivolous title, don’t you think?”
 
   Bailey had remained quiet up until this point, “Jasmine, just calm down, okay? I don’t know how we got to this point, but this is ridiculous.”
 
   “You know exactly how we got here, Bailey. The same way we always do; her trying to judge me like she’s the Lord himself. Quit blaming me for what your husband did to you. Maybe if you would’ve given him a reason to keep his ass at home, you wouldn’t have had those problems.” 
 
   I watched as in one swift motion, she pushed away from the table to stand up and lift a scolding finger in the direction of the door while she yelled, “Leave! Get out! Now!” 
 
   I stood up just as swiftly as she had to yell back, “Gladly!”
 
   I snatched up my purse and jacket and stormed out of the house regretting ever being talked into coming in the first place. Once I made it to my car, I could only sit and stare down at my not-yet bulging belly. Even if I couldn’t see her quite yet, I knew she was there and had probably heard the whole thing.
 
   “I promise to never treat you that way, nugget.”
 
    
 
   )~o~(
 
   “Baby girl, you know that was wrong of you to say right?”
 
   Calling my Dad to vent about the situation a whole day later felt like the right thing to do. I just knew he would feel me, maybe call my mom out of her name, something to make me feel justified. 
 
   Unfortunately, instead of giving me the affirmation I expected, he was actually on her side. 
 
   “What was so wrong about it, Dad? It was the truth. She didn’t do what it took to keep you home at night so you ventured elsewhere.” The concept was clear as day to me.
 
   “Umm...not exactly, Princess. Your mom was...is a wonderful woman. I just wasn’t interested in that kind of commitment at the time. And with you and Bailey, I guess I felt forced into the whole idea of marriage and a happy family when I was nowhere near mature enough to handle it. It wasn’t right for me to step out on your mom back then just like it wasn’t right for you to throw that in her face.” 
 
   “But Dad…”
 
   “No buts, Jasmine. You need to apologize.” 
 
   “Oh hell no. There’s no way I’m apologizing to her. You must’ve forgotten all the things she said about me.” I would’ve been lying if I said it didn’t hurt to hear those things from my own damn mama. She was the one that was supposed to be there for me no matter what, my shoulder to cry on. Instead she was the one kicking me to the ground.
 
   “She was only speaking out of spite for what you reminded her of, sweetheart. But believe it or not, your mom loves you almost as much as me.”
 
   “Well to make things crystal clear for you, I don’t believe that. If she loved me, she would let me choose my own life instead of judging me for every step I take.”
 
   He sighed into the phone, clearly peeved that he wasn’t getting his point across. “She’s not perfect, Jasmine. I know she wants ya’ll to believe that bullshit, but we all have our flaws. I hurt that woman quite a bit; so much so that I’m surprised she still answers the phone when I call.”
 
   The DJ in my head scratched the record, stopping the track of my thoughts.
 
   “Wait a minute; ya’ll still talk to each other?” I just knew my mom had his number blocked, locks on the house changed; hell, maybe even a restraining order. 
 
   “Almost every day. We may not be together now but there was definitely a reason for us being together back then. I’m just lucky she still allows me to be her friend.” Though I couldn’t imagine my mom being a good friend to anyone by this point, it was still interesting to hear my dad speak so highly of her. 
 
   “Okay, this is getting...weird. I guess I just assumed you guys lost contact after the split.”
 
   “Not exactly. I mean, starting off we did. But slowly she started letting me back in her life.” 
 
   “So you already knew about our blow-up before I called?”
 
   “I knew her side. But I also knew your side would sound very different so I let you tell it.” I was confident that my explanation of what happened would’ve been a little skewed if I knew he already had some background information in the form of her opinion. But I was still curious to see who he agreed with.
 
   “Then tell me; now that you have all the information, whose side are you on?”
 
   “Not important. What’s important is that I can’t have two of the most important women in my life fighting so I need you to kiss and make up with her.”
 
   I couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled over before I replied, “Not happening, Daddy. Sorry but not really that sorry. If she wants to make up, tell her to give me a call. But until then, I’m staying in my lane.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   rich.
 
   This shit was becoming all too real.
 
   It was Jasmine’s first real prenatal appointment and since I told her I would be there for her every step of the way, I was standing outside of the OB-GYN’s office waiting for her BMW to pull up. Of course, even for something important like a doctor’s appointment, she was running a little late. I scrolled through my phone, checking some emails, until I heard her whipping into the parking lot. In no time at all, I could hear the click of her heels against the pavement as she headed my way. 
 
   She continued walking past me, casually throwing, “Rich.” over her shoulder.
 
   I caught up to her just in time to get the door as I replied, “Miss. Jasmine.”
 
   “Surprised you actually showed up.” 
 
   I was a little confused as to why she would think otherwise, so I had to ask, “Why wouldn’t I?”
 
   She shrugged her shoulders, continuing her pursuit of the receptionist’s desk as she answered, “Figured you were all talk.” I waited for her to check-in and get the clipboard of paperwork before I took the opportunity to make things clear.
 
   “Miss. Jasmine, I’m a man of my word. If there’s anything you’ll learn quickly about me, it’s that.” 
 
   She plopped down in her chair, multi-tasking the paperwork and our conversation as she responded, “Well, I’m really not interested in learning anything about you. Quickly or slowly.” 
 
   “You weren’t saying that when you were learning about my…” 
 
   She cut me off, “Don’t you go there with me, Rich.” I put my hands up in defense knowing that even though I was getting under her skin, she knew exactly what I was talking about. 
 
   And I definitely couldn’t wait to teach her another lesson.
 
   We waited for a good ten minutes before a nurse came out and whisked us to the back of the office. I stood outside of the room as Jasmine changed into a hospital gown though I wasn’t sure why she was desperate for the privacy as if I hadn’t already saw every inch of her the night we were together. But I wasn’t in the mood to cause a scene so I waited outside of the room as she asked. 
 
   After a few minutes, I gave a little knock on the door before re-entering the room. I immediately sensed Jasmine’s discomfort about the situation, so I walked over to the side of the bed and grabbed her hand. Surprisingly enough, she didn’t pull back yet again. I didn’t say anything to her, didn’t even look at her, just rubbed the back of her hand with my thumb to hopefully help ease some tension. It wasn’t until there was a knock on the door that she pulled her hand out of my hold. 
 
   “Mr. and Mrs. Robinson, I’m Dr. Palmer.” The woman stuck her hand out to me and I couldn’t help snickering at the way she addressed us knowing it probably annoyed the hell out of Jasmine. Instead of letting her handle it, I corrected her on my own.
 
   “Actually, it’s just Jasmine and Rich. We’re not married.” 
 
   “Oh. My apologies. I just assumed that…”
 
   “You should never assume...Dr. Palmer was it?” Jasmine questioned with an attitude making the woman turned beet red.
 
   “Yes...yes that’s correct.” She was trying to regroup and I almost felt bad for her. Surely she didn’t mean any harm but that didn’t matter to the little firecracker on the table. Dr. Palmer took a deep breath as she said, “Let’s take a look at the baby, shall we?” Both Jasmine and I shook our heads yes as the doctor squeezed the tube of ultrasound gel onto her belly. She rubbed the gel around with a little wand before there was a loud thumping sound coming from the machine.
 
   “What’s that?” I asked, with my eyes glued to the screen as I watched a little sac come into view.
 
   “That’d be the baby’s heartbeat.”
 
   The baby’s heartbeat.
 
   I looked down to Jasmine whose eyes were also on the screen. A little tear ran down her cheek and I couldn’t resist the urge to lean in and swipe it for her. Her eyes darted over to me and there was nothing she could do to hide the fearfulness they held. It was then that I realized the whole purpose of me being there was so that I could make her more comfortable. 
 
   I grazed her cheek with the back of my hand and whispered, “I got you.”
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   “No freakin’ way, Rich. I can take an unexpected baby, but I cannot take a whole new, fully-grown person moving in with us.” I had a strong feeling Rae wasn’t gonna approve but I knew I at least had to give her a heads up before approaching Jasmine about it. 
 
   Rae was the easier target of the two.
 
   “I’m not raising my child in two different households and I’m not going anywhere, so that means Jasmine is gonna have to come here. Besides, you’ll really only be here for the rest of the school year plus the summer before I’ll be shipping you off to college anyway so it’ll just be a temporary thing for you.” I could tell those additional facts had her at least contemplating the idea. 
 
   She crossed her legs on the bed before asking, “How far along is she?”
 
   “About 12 weeks.” The better mood she seemed to be in quickly faded at that information
 
   “So you’re tellin’ me I’ll have to spend my last few weeks here with a crying newborn and spend the six to seven-ish months before that with his overly-emotional mother? How much are you paying me?” Though I couldn’t knock her effort to get something more in exchange, I also knew I was already giving her plenty. 
 
   “I’m paying you eight months of life somewhere other than the streets of California. That’s what I’m paying you.”
 
   “You wouldn’t put me on the streets, Rich.”
 
   “I wouldn’t put you there, but that’s surely an option if you don’t wanna be here with your future sister-in-law and nephew.”
 
   “Hold on. Sister-in-law? Now you’re gonna marry the girl?! You hardly even know her!” Rae was stating nothing but facts but that certainly wasn’t gonna stop me from making it happen.
 
   “But I’ll get to know her. And so will you. I’m gonna invite her over for dinner on Friday night and I want you to join us.”
 
   “Are you serious, Rich? You know good and well I always have plans on Friday nights.”
 
   “Well you can consider them cancelled.” 
 
   “But Rich…”
 
   “But Rich, nothin’. This is very important to me, Rae. All you have to do is show up and maybe I’ll let you out early so you can still hang with your friends.”
 
   “I’m gonna need that in writing just in case you try to change your mind.” 
 
   I guess we have two future lawyers in the family.


 
   
  
 




 
   jasmine.
 
   The last thing I needed to be attending was another damn dinner party.
 
   Yet here I was, trembling on my already expanding ankles as I mentally prepped myself for the visit.
 
   Though I knew I would only be sharing the table with Rich and his little sister, I also knew that could get just as ugly as the one with my own family, especially considering the capacity of my initial interactions with the both of them. But after consulting with Ariel, she made it sound like a no-brainer that I get to know his family. I mean, what if they had a crazy gene I needed to know about? Or a weird mole that everyone in their family shared that I could identify in pictures sprawled amongst the walls?
 
   I took a deep breath before I rang the doorbell of his actually flawless ass house in a pretty flawless ass neighborhood. Everyone had fresh, plush landscaping, three-plus car garages, columns as a part of their entryway; everything that rang upper-middle class. I guess in a way I had lucked out getting pregnant by someone with more than just street cred.
 
   The door was yanked open by a young girl I immediately recognized from the picture as the sister. She eyed me for a long time, before she gave me a full body scan that made me unconsciously strike a little pose. I knew when a girl was sizing me up so of course I had to give her my best. 
 
   “Damn girl, those heels are bad. For a pregnant lady, you are slaying hunty.” She even gave me a snap to solidify her appreciation. It was a warm welcome for what I was just sure was gonna be disastrous. 
 
   “Umm...thank you, Rae right?”
 
   “In the flesh. It’s nice to finally meet the girl that’s carrying my little nephew.”
 
    Though I couldn’t even tell if I was really showing or if the little bump sprouting from my belly was from all the extra food I had been consuming, I quickly corrected her, “Niece.”
 
   “Right. Anyway, Rich is still getting dressed but you can come on in. He’s changed outfits like eight times so I think he’s nervous about having you here.” 
 
   Nervous?
 
   If anything, I should’ve been the nervous one. I was coming into his territory, meeting his little sister and still technically getting to know him, all while carrying our itty-bitty baby. 
 
   I followed Rae through the house as she gave me a quick tour as if she was a real estate agent. It was a little strange the way she kept asking me if I liked certain things about the house, but I figured it was just a part of her teenage, still caring what other people think, ways. 
 
   As we made our way out of the guestroom, we practically bumped right into Rich who was looking good enough to forget we had ever done things the wrong way. He was wearing a plain white v-neck tee and dark grey chino pants but I swear he made it look fresh out of a magazine ad for something totally unrelated like a watch or cologne. 
 
   “Miss. Jasmine. I hope Rae hasn’t been causing you any trouble.” 
 
   No more trouble than what you’ve been causing in my panties since you showed up.
 
   “She’s been a gem, actually; showing me around. You have a beautiful home, Rich.” 
 
   “I’m...glad you like it. Let’s go eat. Dinner should be good and ready by now.” 
 
   Rae led the way as Rich guided me down the stairs with a warm hand against the small of my back. I would be kidding myself if I didn’t acknowledge the fact that everything about the situation suddenly felt very comfortable, but I knew it had to be part of the illusion Rich was steadily trying to create. 
 
   We made our way to the dining room and when we arrived, Rich pulled out the chair for me, getting me settled in before he went to the kitchen to grab the plates of food. Rae had watched the whole thing with a skeptical eye until Rich was out of sight. 
 
   Her voice was hushed as she leaned into the table and said, “I’ve never seen him like this, Jasmine. What did you do to my brother?”
 
   “I didn’t do...anything. I don’t think.” 
 
   Rich rushed out of the kitchen with three plates, quickly setting them on the placemats. I looked down at the plate he had put in front of me and knew without a doubt it had to have come from some takeout delivery service. It was plated like a banquet meal, or something from one of those fancy cooking shows; definitely not something home-cooked.
 
   “Damn, Rich. You’re even pulling out your old culinary school skills for her? You must be whipped!” 
 
   So he did actually make this?
 
   “Watch your mouth, Rae. You always give people your best when it’s their first visit to your home.” 
 
   “But you haven’t cooked like this in I don’t know how long…..”
 
   “That’s enough, Rae. Anyway, Miss. Jasmine, I hope you like what I prepared.” Ironically enough, the fancily-sauced chicken was my go-to meal when I went out to dinner with the high rollers. It was the only thing that tasted at least a little normal amongst all the usual overpriced, under-seasoned menu items.
 
   “I do. Thank you.” I took a bite and could feel Rich’s eyes watching me for a reaction. I was tempted to downplay his skills by being timid, but since I hadn’t eaten before I came - nerves - I continued digging in, satisfying his need for confirmation that it tasted good. In fact, it was so good that I could feel an orgasm brewing with every additional bite. But that was certainly none of his business. 
 
   Yeah right.
 
   He is the orgasm business.
 
   “So, Jasmine. Is this your first baby? Or do you have a few suckers like Rich under your belt?”
 
   I choked on my food.
 
   I couldn’t believe this little girl had the nerve to come at me like I was just out here getting my club shot up left and right. Just because I had accidentally left my private section unguarded one time didn’t mean I was just letting any and everybody in. 
 
   Though Rich’s scolding glare was plenty, I wanted to give the little girl a taste of her own medicine for trying to show off. “It’s my first. Kind of like the one you’ll be carrying in the next two...three months according to your walk. I know a freshly-fucked strut when I see one.”
 
   She gasped, horrified that I had called her out. I had never been one to back down from a fight and I certainly wasn’t gonna start with Rich’s kin.  
 
   “For you information, I….” Rich held his hand up to stop Rae before things could get even further off track.
 
   “And that’s the end of that conversation.” 
 
   Rae had her arms crossed over her chest, leaning back in her chair and I stuck my tongue out at her like I was twelve. Though we were having a little cat-spat, I knew it was only because she and I were somewhat alike. How I could find anything in common with a seventeen-year-old was beyond me, but I could already tell the clash was mostly because of our similar personalities. 
 
   We ate in silence for a few moments before Rich broke the ice. “How have you been feeling, Jasmine? Sorry I couldn’t make that last appointment. I got caught up at work.” I was a little disappointed that he didn’t make it to my 3 month check-up considering he was the one that had made such a big deal about being involved in the whole process but I wasn’t in the mood to earn my second strike over it.
 
   “I’ve been feeling…okay. A little morning sickness but that’s about it.” Mornings had become a whole new battle thanks to baby girl. Half the time, I dreaded waking up because I knew last night’s dinner would be making an appearance in new form before I could even brush my teeth.
 
   “I read somewhere that you can drink peppermint tea to help with that. I can go make you some if you want.”
 
   He’s actually been doing research?
 
   “No, no. I’m fine right now. Thank you though.” I could see Rae’s eyes bouncing back and forth between Rich and I in my peripheral and truth be told, I was just as taken aback as she was. 
 
   He was apologizing for missing the appointment. 
 
   He was offering me advice for my morning sickness. 
 
   He was…
 
   He doesn’t even know you, Jaz!
 
   “You sure? It’ll only take a few minutes.”
 
   “I’m fine, Rich.” My words came out with a made-up edge as I worked to remind myself that nothing about this situation was as peachy-keen as he was making it appear. Though I was carrying his child, I still didn’t feel like he really owed me anything and I certainly wasn’t gonna put myself in a position to have him believing I needed him. 
 
   I could tell Rich didn’t wanna deal with my attitude as he quickly changed the subject, “Well I uh…made some triple-chocolate brownies for dessert. Matter of fact, why don’t you go grab those out of the kitchen, Rae?”
 
   “What? Why do I have to go?” I watched as Rich gave her “the look”, instantly cutting her off. It was interesting to watch them go from brother and sister to guardian and child in the blink of an eye making me wonder more about their arrangement. She got up, snatching her phone from the table before she headed to the kitchen.
 
   “So Miss. Jasmine, what did you really think about the house?”
 
   “I told you already. You have a beautiful home,” I replied nonchalantly.
 
   “Could you see yourself living in this beautiful home?”
 
   “Something similar; sure. Once I finish law school, I’ll probably be able to invest in something like this.”
 
   “No. I mean like, right now; with me. Well…with us.”
 
    Huh?
 
   I was already convinced that Rich was some level of crazy after his impromptu proposal, but him asking me to move-in with him gave more fuel to the flame.
 
   “Rich, I don’t know where the hell you keep getting these ideas from but I am not moving in with you. I plan on upgrading to a two-bedroom apartment once my lease is up in a few months which will give me plenty of room to raise a child.” I had already been trying my hardest not to start collecting stuff for the baby until I got more room but the struggle was becoming realer and realer by the day.
 
   “But why do that when there’s plenty of room here?”
 
   “Umm…probably because you’re here. And your sister is here. And I know neither one of you. Do you really think I’m gonna just up and move in with some strangers?” It really wasn’t that unrealistic to have stranger roommates but I had been able to avoid that since living with Ariel during undergrad. I also knew it was just a part of Rich’s agenda that I still didn’t understand.  
 
   Why was he so pressed to turn this situation into more than what it was?
 
   “Believe it or not, we’re not exactly strangers. A stranger is someone you don’t know, never met, know nothing about. You may not know much about me personally, but I’ve already given you two things you’ll never forget.”
 
   “Two?”
 
   “Yeah. That little gift in your belly and this big ol’ dick that made it all possible.
 
   My eyes flew to his and I could see there was now a tint of passion to them. He licked his lips and just like that, a potential argument point was transformed. 
 
   Where are those damn brownies?
 
   “Rich, do you really think it’s appropriate to talk like that with your little sister in the next room?” Maybe reminding him of Rae would get him to turn down the heat.
 
   “Well, I know for a fact she’s in there stalling on her phone until I give her the green light to go out with her friends. I may even upgrade that to spending the night with a friend if you give me the green light.”
 
   I was on the edge of my seat as I asked, “The green light to what?”
 
   “Well…I’ve been wanting to taste Mommy ever since I laid eyes on her in the hallway and since Daddy has been in a dry spell ever since Miss. Jasmine, I figured we could get rid of Rae and play a little bit. I mean...get to know each other better.”
 
   “I highly doubt you’ve been in anything close to a dry spell. And haven’t you done enough playing with this Miss. Jasmine you speak of?” A flirty response came more naturally than I intended it to.
 
   “No such thing. And besides, I’ve heard pregnant pus…”
 
   “Stop. Right there. I don’t need to hear anymore.” He gave me a smug look that I wanted to be annoyed by, but knew I couldn’t be considering how turned on I was. Rich wore his arrogance like expensive jewelry; just enough to get your attention so that he could reel you in then charm you out of your panties. Somehow, mine were sliding down my legs without me even touching them.
 
   “Look Jasmine, I’ll make it simple for you. Blink twice and I’ll send her on her way so we can get to...playing. Blink once and I’ll leave you alone. For now.” I watched closely as his ridiculously long eyelashes fluttered up and down, suddenly hoping our child would inherit them.
 
   Our child.                  
 
   Double dippin’ with Rich would’ve been a no-brainer if baby didn’t exist. But since she did, everything became more complicated. 
 
   What did sex between Rich and I even mean? 
 
   I mean, clearly we didn’t do much thinking it through the first time, but a second time had to mean something; a something I wasn’t quite ready to take on regardless of the throbbing between my thighs from just looking at him. 
 
   But then he licked his lips again staring straight at my breasts; the breasts that were suddenly eager for pleasure rather than the stiff pain I was still getting use to.
 
   Logic went out of the window as I decided to waste no more time, giving him two blinks.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   rich.
 
   She was glowing.
 
   I wasn’t sure if it was because of the baby growing in her belly or the sex we had, but I knew either way it had something to do with me.
 
   And not even on some cocky shit.
 
   It just made me feel good to know I could affect her. I could make her happy; bring out the best in her. I could…
 
   “Why in the hell are you looking at me like that?”
 
   Back to reality.
 
   I had quickly learned to never take her attitude personally. It was mostly just a part of her strategy to keep people she was actually afraid of at bay. She made herself seem tough though I knew from glimpses of her vulnerability that there was still a softness to her. 
 
   So instead of getting an attitude right back with her ass, I simply replied, “You’re actually pretty cute when you’re sleeping. It’s a much better look than that scowl you seem to prefer.”
 
   “Scowl? I don’t scowl. That’s my natural face. My friend Ariel calls it my resting bitch face.”
 
   I recognized the name and decided to ask, “Ariel? That’s Jamison’s chick right?”
 
   She turned to me, keeping herself covered as if I hadn’t saw every inch of her and questioned, “Wait…how do you know Jamison?”
 
   “We workout together. But am I right?”
 
   She shrugged nonchalantly as if she didn’t wanna give me my credit. “Yeah, you’re right.” 
 
   “See I do know something about you after all. She’s your best friend. Runs her own little company and shit. Maybe we should double date or something.” It made total sense to me though I could immediately tell Jasmine wasn’t feelin’ it at all.
 
   “Double date? Rich, you cannot be serious.”
 
    Apparently, I wasn’t making my intentions clear enough so I broke it down to her. “Jasmine, you do realize I’m not going anywhere right? You might as well get more comfortable with me. I mean, you sure don’t mind getting comfortable with my…”
 
   Catching on to my words, she quickly interjected, “I’m...not gonna dispute that but good sex isn’t enough to convince me that I should just up and move-in with you, double date with you, nor marry you.”
 
   “Well, how about this; let me take you out on a real date tonight. Like a first date. You get dressed up; I get dressed up, the whole nine. Then you can decide if you like me or not. Not that your decision is gonna get rid of me but I think if you gave yourself the opportunity to see me for who I really am then you wouldn’t be acting so uptight about everything.” I watched her every move, trying to get a read on her body language instead of waiting for her words. Her body told a lot more of her story than her verbal response would and right now, I could tell by the way she was gliding her tongue across her teeth that she was thinking of an excuse.
 
   “Rich, I…”
 
   “Quit thinking so much and just say yes.”
 
   “But what about your girlfriend?”
 
   Not again.
 
   “I already told you, I don’t do that boyfriend-girlfriend shit. I haven’t even talked to the girl you saw me with since that night.” Jasmine’s eyes scanned my upper body, most likely applying her lawyer skills to look for signs of dishonesty. 
 
   When she didn’t find anything, she finally replied, “Umm...you know what...okay.”
 
   “Okay?”
 
   “Yes, I’ll go out with you, Rich.” 
 
   “Yes, Daddy?”
 
   “Fuck you.”
 
   “Been there, done that Miss. Jasmine. Gotta come up with something new.” 
 
   I could tell from the change in her expression that she had gone into deep thought about something; a something she was nervous to bring up by the way she was distinctively avoiding eye contact.
 
   Damn, maybe I should’ve gone to law school. 
 
   I watched intently as she took a deep breath, then finally peeked up, meeting my eyes. “I’m sure you have a slew of women chasing after you so why do you...you know...want me like that?” It was a fair question though I wasn’t expecting Jasmine to willingly make herself a little vulnerable by asking it.
 
   Maybe we were making a little progress after all. 
 
   Instead of going into some emotional BS, I gave her a little of the real, “I don’t know. I guess there’s just something exhilarating about dickin’ down my baby mama.”
 
   “Don’t you dare call me that!”
 
   “What? That’s what you are. My baby mama. I mean, since you turned down my proposal…”
 
   “Well yeah considering I hardly know you. I can accept not being made an honest woman for the sake of not marrying a stranger. I mean, you should see the stories that slide across my desk from people who did just that and…”
 
   “Save the law talk, baby mama. I’m ready for my morning dose.” I had quickly become addicted to everything Jasmine was in her sexual state. Even with child, she was easily the most sexually in-tune woman I had ever been with. 
 
   I hovered over her but she immediately put her hands to my chest, stopping me from leaning in for a kiss. 
 
   “Sorry Rich, but your baby mama needs a nap.”
 
   “You just woke up.” 
 
   “Well when you start carrying a baby every day, you can tell me when it’s appropriate to sleep. But until then, I’m going back to bed.” 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   jasmine.
 
   “I can’t go.”
 
   I had Ariel on speakerphone as I paced back and forth in my walk-in closet. Picking out an outfit had never been an issue for me but all of a sudden, nothing looked right, nothing felt right, and since two wrongs don’t make a right, I took it as a sign that I should stay home instead of going out on a date with Rich.
 
   “Jaz, your level of ridiculousness is on like...eleven right now. Are you really trying to tell me you can’t go...on a date...with your baby daddy?” Though I could think about the word ‘baby daddy’ in reference to Rich, it sounded like trash when somebody else actually used it out loud.
 
   “Ugh, you know how much I hate that damn title. But yes, that’s exactly what I’m telling you. I just feel like we’re doing way too much, way too fast.” 
 
   “Umm...reality check, Jaz. Ya’ll did the absolute most to start off with so everything beyond that is practically small scale, especially a date. I mean, the whole reason this baby exists is because you kinda wanted to date him so why are you being all weird about it now?” Ariel was the queen of good ass questions. There was literally no reason for me to be so uncomfortable besides the fact that I was carrying his baby and didn’t even know basic information like his middle name. And the fact that he was actually one of the finest dudes I had ever gone out with and I already knew he could slang the pipe. Oh, and the fact that I knew I wouldn’t be able to calm the little nerves I always got about stuff like dating with a drink thanks to baby girl turning me into a sober saint.  
 
   So maybe my awkwardness was justified after all.
 
   “Everything about this situation is just so…”
 
   “Out of the norm? I get it, but you gotta go with the flow girl. I mean, from everything you’ve told me it sounds like Rich is actually trying; maybe a little extreme but he’s giving a valid effort. Now it’s your turn to try. And I know that’s a big stretch for you but things can only get better if you give a little.”
 
   “I already gave him the ride of his life and you see where that got me.”
 
   “Jasmine…”
 
   “Okay, okay, I hear you Ariel. I swear I have the worst of luck though. You have a one night stand and it turns into the love of your life. I have a one night stand and it turns into a fuckin’ baby.” I still couldn’t believe I had been irresponsible enough to have sex without protection and it just so happened to have been the same month that I had fallen off-track with my birth control pills.
 
   I guess an overly busy schedule will do that to you.
 
   “Jaz, a baby will kind of be like the love of your life too.”
 
   I took a glance at the mirror, turning to the side to remind myself just how much loving the baby was already doing. “You mean this already overgrown mothafucka that’s ruining every chance of me having a normal body in the future? That doesn’t sound very loving to me.” Though baby wasn’t that big yet, she was surely big enough to wreak havoc.
 
   “You say that now but once he or she is here, you’ll feel totally different. It’ll be love at first sight.” 
 
   “First of all, let’s clarify that it better be a she. Secondly, I don’t believe in love at first sight. Or second sight. Not even third sight so I’m not gonna start pretending to now.”
 
   “Whatever you say, girl. All I know is, you’re going on this date, even if I have to come over there and drag your ass.”
 
   “Welp....I’ll be waiting on the floor.” 
 
    
 
   )~o~(
 
   His lustful gaze was all I needed to solidify that I had indeed made the right outfit choice though Rich’s ogling really shouldn’t have meant so much to me. It was expected, what he was supposed to do, the exact reaction I would want from any man I had went to great lengths to get dressed for. 
 
   But coming from Rich, it felt different.
 
   Somehow, I was transformed from a sex kitten to a sexy goddess. 
 
   The only sexy goddess on the planet according to his eyes. 
 
   Lawd, I’m in trouble. 
 
   He insisted on picking me up from my apartment but I told him I would meet him at the restaurant instead. The last thing I needed was him invading even more of my space; the space that was already fading away thanks to the little one.
 
   “Sup MILF?”
 
   “Excuse me? Is that how you would talk to someone on a first date?”
 
   “Trust me, I’ve said much worse. But since you seem offended, let me start over. Good evening, Miss. Jasmine.”
 
   “Sup DILF?” 
 
   He gave a little laugh as he rose from his seat to help me with my chair. I couldn’t help taking a glance at his midsection as the dressier pants he was wearing squeezed against his… “Do you always look at dicks like that on first dates?”
 
   “Honest answer; yes,” I replied, as I sat down in the chair he had pulled out for me before he leaned over the back of it to give me a little peck on the cheek. When he pulled away, I still felt encased in his aura as his scent lingered around me.
 
    He sat down in his chair, falling against the back as he gave me his usual smirk before he questioned, “Oh, so you like a little PDA, huh?”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “That kiss on the cheek. You’re still smiling and you don’t even realize it.” 
 
   Damn.
 
   I definitely wasn’t gonna admit to that shit so I changed it up by asking, “Are you always so observant?”
 
   “Always. It comes in handy. Oh wait, you know that already don’t you? I mean my observations are hella clutch when it comes to making you...” 
 
   “Reminder: first date.”
 
   “You have no idea how much I’m filtering this shit for you; first date be damned.” The fact that he spoke of being so filtered made me wonder what the real, uninhibited Rich was like. 
 
   The bachelor Rich.
 
   The ladies’ man Rich.
 
   The Rich he would most likely be turning in to become Daddy. 
 
   Though I was giving up a lot of my...ways as well, I naturally empathized. I didn’t want Rich to feel like he was losing himself in all of this but I also knew there was literally no bigger buzz kill than an unexpected baby from a girl you hardly knew. 
 
   Hell, the unexpected baby certainly blew my high. 
 
   I quickly recognized that this was the kind of effort Ariel was talking about. Not that I had to do anything super special, but just enough for him to know that I was present, and willing, and open to the things that could potentially make this situation run a little smoother. I could give an inch if Rich was out here running marathons for me. 
 
   Instead of letting him fall into the daddy trap, I told him, “Give me an unfiltered line.”
 
   “Do you really want that? I mean...I can’t guarantee you’ll even get dinner if I drop one of those on you. My lines are known to go straight to the libido. And straight to the libido means straight to the nearest private area.” His arrogance was grossly intriguing; part of what had got me in trouble in the first place. 
 
   “I’m sure I’ve heard worse. Lay it on me.” He gave me a nod, warning me that I was asking for trouble but that didn’t stop anything.
 
   “Jasmine...baby...this may be our first date but I’ve got another first I can offer you. A better one. If you’re down.” I gave him the nod to keep going, forgetting that this was a test drive and not the real thing. “I got this new trick I can do with my tongue and I want yours to be the first pussy I try it on. It goes something like…” I watched as he manipulated his tongue like he was eating a messy fruit, trying to clean up all the juices, trying to…
 
   My goodness.
 
   “See, look at you. If I said let’s go you would’ve been outta your chair like the damn fire alarm went off.”
 
   Faster than that.
 
   “No I wouldn’t have.”
 
   “Remember, I’m observant. Your eyes were glossed over as you went into a daydream about the shit. Your thighs, though under the table, are still clenched. I can tell by how straight you’re sitting up. And do we even need to talk about how flushed your skin is?” 
 
   Damn, he was better than I thought.
 
   “So you got me. I’ll take that L.”
 
   “Good choice. But back to first date, unless you wanna…” He let it trail off so I quickly answered him without giving myself a chance to think it over. Lord knows if I let down below speak for me, we would’ve been gone. 
 
   “First date.”
 
   “Fine. First date. Umm...what do you like to do for fun?” I thought about giving him a boring answer like study or watch TV but decided to give him a little dose of my unfiltered side instead.
 
   “I like to fuck.” I watched his eyebrow raise, surprised and intrigued all at once, before I continued on, “I’m kidding. I like to go out and party. Well I use to like to go out and party; not so much at the moment.” It was no secret that I typically hung out wherever the ballers were, whether they were locals or visiting. Associates were constantly calling and texting me to see what the hot spots were, but ever since the baby came into play, those calls had came to a complete halt. 
 
   Bitches.
 
   “Don’t wanna be the pregnant girl in the club, huh?” Though I still wasn’t showing that obviously, there was no way in hell I was gonna be caught in the club with child.
 
   “Exactly. What about you though? What does Richie Rich like to do for fun?” I watched as he took a short sip of his wine, making me a little jealous of both him and the glass he had put his mouth too. If I couldn’t have the wine, the least I could do was get that kind of lip action.
 
   “I like to paint.” I remembered that little fun fact from the first night I met him though I had never gotten a chance to ask him more about it. Well actually, I never planned on having that conversation considering I really wasn’t suppose to see him again. But now that the opportunity presented itself, I could dig in a little more. 
 
   “What kind of stuff do you paint?”
 
   “A little bit of everything. I especially like doing portraits, live or from a photograph.”
 
   “That explains your naturally observant eye. You’re use to looking at people for their small details. You know how to read people so you can channel that into your art. That’s...dope.” I could’ve gone on and on but I didn’t wanna sound like I was boarding the Rich train already. Though I was already convinced that he was indeed fascinating, I didn’t want him getting too comfortable.
 
   “Thank you. And for the record, there’s nothing wrong with being the party girl. Especially when you can pair that with sophisticated shit like being in law school. I’m sure your parents can’t wait to have a lawyer in the family.” 
 
   “Umm...actually they could really care less.” My response came out a lot faster than I intended. Talking about family on a personal level wasn’t exactly first date material so I quickly recovered with, “I mean they care but...on second thought, can we not talk about them right now? We can save that conversation for another time.”
 
   “As long as that’s your way of confirming there will be another time; whatever you want, Miss. Jasmine.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   rich.
 
    I was at work but my thoughts were on anything but the financial reports piling up on my desk. I had been so busy trying to make sure Rae and Jasmine were good that I was just now getting the opportunity to digest the shit for myself. 
 
   I was getting ready to be a dad. 
 
   Not only a dad, but if left up to me, a husband too.
 
   Two things I knew absolutely nothing about but would be willing to take on to make sure my family were good.
 
   Richie Rich a family man?
 
   I had no plans of trading in my BMW for a Minivan or spending every weekend doing family shit like going to the zoo or the children’s museum but I also wasn’t completely outdone by the idea of turning in my playa card. 
 
   I wasn’t old by any means - only a few months shy of my 27th birthday - but finding someone to settle down with didn’t exactly ruffle my feathers as much as it use to. Ass was easy to come by but to find somebody worth my time, somebody with some substance, somebody who had her own instead of being wrapped up in what I had; that was the real goal. And slowly it was beginning to appear that I was the one that had actually lucked out.
 
   Though she always acted like she wasn’t thrilled about what was to come, I constantly caught Jasmine looking down at her belly and then at me and then back at her belly as if she was coming to terms with the situation. We had been spending at least a night or two out of the week together, playing get to know each other while sorting out things regarding the baby. She was so convinced that it was going to be a girl - that she had been dreaming about a girl - but I knew without a doubt it was a boy. Since God had decided to surprise me with a baby, he would surely be rewarding me with a Rich Jr. 
 
   Rich Jr.
 
   My legacy.
 
   I knew my parents were proud from above but I wished they would’ve had the opportunity to hold their first grandchild. My dad had passed away 3 years back after suffering a massive heart attack and my mom passed almost an exact year later from natural causes though I was convinced it was from the heartache of life without my dad. The two were inseparable from high school on according to their stories and apparently couldn’t keep their hands to themselves considering I was supposed to be an only child yet Rae showed up close to ten years after me when my parents were well into their forties. 
 
   It was a no-brainer to take her in after their passing though I had no idea what I’d be in for dealing with an already moody teenager. Rae was a good kid for the most part but every once in awhile I had to put her in her place especially as she was coming into the age of boys and dating and all the other shit she had no business doing but probably was getting introduced to. I had a feeling Jasmine would be able to deal with that part of the deal a lot better than me though I wasn’t sure how comfortable she would be doing it considering all of the other stuff that was currently coming her way. School, baby, work, me; it was a lot but I had no doubt in my mind she could hold her own. 
 
   With the way Jasmine kept coming up in my thoughts about everyday life, I could tell I was in deep. I knew life wouldn’t be lived without her once we had the baby, but I couldn’t help wondering what would’ve happened with us if the baby didn’t exist. 
 
   Was she interested in me beyond a sexual relationship from the jump? 
 
   Was she thinking about me after our initial encounter the same way I had been thinking about her? 
 
   Or was I just being hopeful?
 
   It was crazy how much this woman was taking over every facet of my life. 
 
   What was even crazier was that I wasn’t complaining about it one bit. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   jasmine.
 
   I had to tell her.
 
   There was no more hiding the little baby growing inside of me and though she had pretty much convinced herself that I was pregnant months ago, it was time for me to confirm her suspicions. 
 
   I rang the doorbell at Bailey’s house and wasn’t surprised when Chad answered the door. I was surprised by the extra pudge he seemed to be rockin’ and the lack of any grooming to his face. Chad had never been the cream of the crop but now he was looking more like the weeds than anything. 
 
   “What’s up, Jaz?” He pulled me into a half-hug and I couldn’t miss the hint of beer on his breath though it was only noon on a Saturday.
 
   I guess it’s five ‘o'clock somewhere...
 
   “Hey Chad. Where’s Bailey?”
 
   “She’s upstairs in the room.” I brushed past him, letting him take care of the door as I headed upstairs to the master bedroom. When I didn’t see her immediately, I continued into the bathroom where I heard little sniffles coming from the walk-in closet.
 
   “Bailey? Bailey, is that you?” I walked into the closet and found my big sister with her knees pulled to her chest, sobbing into her arms. Instantly I went into protective mode. “Bailey, I will go down there and fuck Chad up!” 
 
   She responded in a hushed tone, “Calm down, Jasmine. Chad didn’t do anything.”
 
   “Well what is it then, sis?”
 
   “I...I’ve been…I’ve been having an affair.” For a second, I couldn’t take a breath because that made what she said real. 
 
   I mean, Bailey? 
 
   An affair?
 
   I wasn’t sure if I should’ve asked for the details right away or wait for her to calm down, but either way I knew my personal agenda was going on the backburner. 
 
   “Say something, Jasmine.”
 
   “I don’t...really know what to say Bailey. I guess I just...never expected you to do something like that.” My sister had always been on the straight and narrow. So much so, that it didn’t even seem possible for her to commit such a sin. But then again, after looking at Chad, I really couldn’t blame her.
 
   “I can’t be as perfect as everybody wants me to be. I can’t be the daughter mom wants me to be. I can’t be the wife Chad wants me to be. I can’t be the sister you want me to be. I just can’t...do that shit anymore.” 
 
   My initial, childish reaction was, Bailey said a cuss word, but I quickly realized what she was professing was something deep. She had been living up to everyone’s expectations for so long that she probably never had time to find her true self. And when she was given an opportunity to be her true self with whoever this dude was, she became addicted to it. 
 
   “I understand Bailey but you must know that our happiness is not more important than your happiness. If you don’t wanna be with Chad, get a divorce. If you don’t wanna be in the church every night, take a night off. If you don’t wanna be my sister, don’t answer the phone. In the moment, I may be mad but me being mad is not as important as your peace of mind.” 
 
   “You’re right, sis. I guess I just...don’t know how to take that first step. I mean, how does one properly say they want a divorce?”
 
   “You must’ve forgotten that your baby sister is studying to be a lawyer. I know a million ways to do that shit; just say the word.” She gave a little laugh, nodding her head in understanding as she wiped her tears. I gave her my hand and she took it, using it to help her stand up. “Now, no offense to Chad but umm...tell me about this guy you’ve been having an affair with.” I knew he had to be the quite the dude to get Bailey to step out on her marriage. 
 
   “Not before you tell me about your baby daddy.” I gasped before she continued on, “Come on now, Jasmine. You were never fooling me. I’ve just been patiently waiting on this little visit.” 
 
   “How’d you know?”
 
   “You’re my sister. I know everything about you whether you tell me or not.”
 
    
 
   )~o~(
 
   Damn, he is fine as hell.
 
   I was supposed to be focusing on studying for the midterms that had snuck up on me but my baby daddy was stealing my attention from across the gym. 
 
   After Rich read the benefits of fitness on pregnancy, he practically dragged me to the gym with him setting me up on the treadmill while he hit the weights. I watched, and damn near drooled, as he looked at himself in the mirror, checking his form while he performed a set of bicep curls. 
 
   Watching his muscles tighten up then release their tension had me tightening up and releasing my tension so much so that I almost tripped. I caught myself but I did drop my iPod which skirted across the treadmill’s belt before hitting the floor with a loud thump. Apparently a pregnant woman in the gym already had people cautious so once they heard the ruckus, all eyes were on me, including Rich’s. He dropped his weights and rushed over to me.
 
   “Jasmine, you alright?”
 
   “Ugh, yes. I’m good. It was just my iPod. Relax.”
 
   “Maybe if you weren’t so busy checkin’ me out, you wouldn’t have dropped it,” he said, as he flashed his smug little smirk and went back to his place in front of the mirror. I rolled my eyes at him for being so cocky and at myself for getting so caught up like I had never seen a fine ass, sweaty man before.
 
   But Rich was a different kind of fine.
 
   Not just like sexy fine, or athletic fine, or business-man fine, or lowkey baller fine. He was like...a hybrid of all of those. 
 
   And on top of that, he was the father of my child. 
 
   One who had already shown his commitment to not only the baby, but to me as well. 
 
   I kept trying to remind myself that our situation was something we were forced into, not something either one of us picked but that line was becoming foggier and foggier by the day. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   rich.
 
   My life had officially been turned upside down.
 
   I wasn’t spending my Saturday morning in the gym or fighting off a hangover or even with some girls legs wrapped around my waist. I was spending it with Jasmine, walking the aisles of Babies ‘R Us. We were only shopping for general stuff like a diaper genie, baby monitors, etc. since we wouldn’t find out the sex of the baby for another week but just being there warranted a punch on the ticket of Fatherhood. 
 
   “What do you think about this, Rich?” Jasmine rubbed her belly as she pulled a baby food prep system from the shelf. I quickly peeped game that even though they plastered pictures of babies all over the box, it was no different than a regular blender. 
 
   “I think it’s a waste of money.”
 
   “Well I’ll buy it then.” She threw it in the cart and I knew there was no arguing about it. Jasmine was gonna do what Jasmine wanted to do regardless of what I told her. 
 
   We continued down the aisle and ran into another assortment of useless items.
 
   “This bottle warmer is a must.”
 
   “Isn’t that what the microwave is for? Or a pot of water on the stove perhaps?”
 
   “Rich, I swear to be so young, you are so damn old school.” 
 
   “Old and wise, baby mama. You know that.” She rolled her eyes at what I considered a term of endearment before tossing the bottle warmer into the cart. 
 
   As we made our way into the aisle of strollers, Jasmine was hit with the urge to pee so I made myself busy looking at all the luxury baby-pushers I knew there was no way in hell I was letting her even take a peek at. 
 
   $1,200 for a stroller?
 
   I can carry the baby for free.
 
   I was making my way to the more affordable ones when I heard someone purr, “Papi Chulo.”
 
   Without turning around, I knew exactly who it was. I just wasn’t sure how she had found me in a place like this.
 
   Better question; what was she doing in a place like this?
 
   I took a deep breath, unsure of how the conversation was going to go before I gave her my attention, “Bella. What’s up?” 
 
   She stepped a little closer, giving my arm a little caress as she asked, “Why you no call me, Richie? You been too busy with your putas?” 
 
   “No, Bella. It’s not like that. I just…you know what. I’m not gonna lie to you. I’m not interested in you anymore. I’ve...kinda found someone.” To admit it to someone else out loud was a huge step for me. And even if Jasmine wasn’t ready to act like we were a thing, it was clear as day to me.
 
   “Richie, you no seddle down with anybody.” I always let it be known upfront that I wasn’t looking for anything serious but most women accepted that as a personal challenge to change me. 
 
   Bella included. 
 
   “Exactly. Yet, here I am. In a baby store. On a Saturday morning. And kinda enjoying it.”
 
   “Hmph, she must be somethin’.” 
 
   “I’d like to think so.”
 
   Oh shit.
 
   I hadn’t even considered that Jasmine would be making her way back from the bathroom when I engaged in this pointless ass conversation with Bella. I turned around and found her standing catty-corner from me with her arms crossed over her chest. The look on her face told me that if she wasn’t pregnant, she probably would’ve already been at Bella’s throat.
 
   “Ohhh Richie, not the puta from de concert. You knocked her up?”
 
   “Who the fuck are you callin’ a puta?!” Jasmine was only a few steps from Bella’s face before I stepped between the two, making Jasmine take a few steps back.
 
   “Bella, you gotta chill. You knew we were just kickin’ it from the jump. I’ve moved on and I suggest you do the same.”
 
   “Whatever Richie. Lose my number.”
 
   “Already lost it, Bella.” She threw her hair over her shoulder before she sauntered off. 
 
   It wasn’t until she was out of sight that Jasmine spoke again. “I was about five seconds from beatin’ that bitch’s face in; baby be damned. I can’t believe you ever fucked with her.” 
 
   Giving her the exact dynamics of the relationship or lack thereof between Bella and I wasn’t going to help anything, so I nonchalantly replied, “It wasn’t really like that.”
 
   “She sure seems to think so.” Jasmine made herself busy, spinning one of the wheels of a stroller as she waited for me to give her more information. 
 
   “Oh well. That’s the past. I’m here with you now and that’s all that matters.” The last thing I needed was Jasmine feeling uneasy over a broad like Bella. 
 
   She took a few more steps down the aisle, looking at the price tags of different car seats as she pried to get more out of me.
 
   “But I mean like...that’s the kind of girls you’ve dealt with? The type that just walk around flinging the puta word like I won’t tap that ass with an arm tied behind my back?” Jasmine was an extremely classy, sophisticated woman but I had also caught glimpses of her hood side so I couldn’t help taking the opportunity to tease her about her willingness to throw blows.
 
   “Watts Jasmine? Is that you?” She swatted me on the arm.
 
   “Shut up! I’m serious though. Like...how am I supposed to date someone that has their exes coming at me crazy in the damn baby store?” I caught up to her, wrapping my arms around her waist from behind, eliciting a gasp.
 
   “Oh, so now we’re dating?”
 
   She looked down at the floor before she answered, “No,” in the most quiet tone I had ever heard her use as she worked herself out of my hold. 
 
   “You know, it’s okay to like me, Jasmine.”
 
   She made a face as if what I said had disgusted her though I knew for a fact I wasn’t that damn bad.
 
   “I don’t like you, Rich. I’ll never like you.”
 
   Yeah right.
 
   “Oh, so you’re just gonna skip right on to love? That’s cool too.” 
 
   I could tell my charm had relaxed her at least a little bit after the run-in with Bella when she calmly questioned, “How did I end up with a baby daddy that’s so full of himself?”
 
   “I guess you just needed somebody to put that ass in its place.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   jasmine.
 
   It better be a girl. 
 
   That’s all I kept thinking as I popped a few carrot sticks soaked in ranch into my mouth one after the other. I was supposed to be waiting for our few additional guests to arrive so that we could all eat together but...baby got what baby wanted.
 
   Already spoiled ass.
 
   Rich and I were talked into throwing a gender reveal party - which was actually more of a small gathering - by our sisters who hadn’t met each other but apparently shared the same agenda. Neither one of us knew if the baby was officially a boy or a girl since the doctor handed the results right over to Bailey who made all of the arrangements. My nerves were on their last  waiting to find out. 
 
   The doorbell rang and since I considered myself a slow-moving penguin by this point, I yelled for Rich to answer it. He jogged inside from the backyard through the hall, whisking past me smelling like a fresh shower mixed with burning charcoal that was surprisingly a pleasant mix. He was only a few steps beyond me before he turned around to plant a quick kiss on my lips. It felt so...husband and wife-ish that it almost scared me. So instead of giving him a smile, I swiped my lips with my arm making him laugh.
 
   “You must’ve forgotten how well I can read you, Jasmine. Your damn knees almost buckled.”
 
   “Just go answer the damn door, Rich.” He gave another little chuckle as he continued on his original mission. 
 
   Once the door was opened, I could hear Ariel and Jamison’s muffled voices heading my way. When they finally made it to the kitchen, Ariel rushed over to me. “There’s the oven carrying my precious little niecy or nephy bun.”
 
   “Shut up Ariel,” I replied, as I grabbed a celery stick from the veggie tray before giving her and Jamison each a hug. 
 
   “Ya’ll, there’s beers in the fridge. Steaks and chicken should be done in a minute, and then we’ll get to the main event.” Rich was a little too into the whole hosting thing like he’d just been waiting for the moment to pull out his ‘grilling sandals’ that were usually reserved for older dads and uncles.
 
   “Wait a minute. Beers? That’s a negative. Ya’ll gotta drink water. Or Kool-Aid. Or somethin’. No way I’m gonna be the only one going without.” I wasn’t even a beer drinker but just the idea of other people having something I couldn’t was a no-no. 
 
   “Rae can’t drink so you won’t be the only one,” Rich replied, as he gave me a teasing pat on the shoulder. I was just getting ready to rip into him when the doorbell rang again. Considering it was a gathering and not a party, I had a pretty good idea of who it was so I volunteered myself to answer the door since everybody else was so busy cracking open their beers and shit.
 
   I opened the door and found Bailey, who I figured it would be, on the other side. What I wasn’t expecting was to see her standing next to a guy; a guy I would definitely try to holla at if it weren’t for my bulging baby belly. 
 
   He was tall...really really tall. So tall that I automatically assumed he was in the NBA…or the circus. 
 
   You go Bailey!
 
   He was carrying a huge box but that did nothing to hide the majority of his frame considering how tall he was. He gave me a pleasant smile while Bailey spoke about some stuff I wasn’t paying any attention to.
 
   “Did you hear me, Jaz? Where should Tyler put the boxes?” 
 
   “So his name is Tyler huh?”
 
   I was trying to get her to admit without words who the dude standing next to her was, but only got a look of confusion before she questioned, “That is what I said, isn’t it?”
 
   Oh, so now she’s gonna act shy about it?
 
   “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Tyler. I’ve heard so much…”
 
   Bailey’s face turned panicky as she interjected, “Tyler was such a gentleman. He saw me struggling to bring the box in from across the street and decided to lend me a hand. You can probably just leave it at the door, Tyler.” I gave her a look, sending my question of, “So he’s not bae?” with our sister signal. She quickly shook her head no before leading him into our home. 
 
   I mean...Rich’s home. 
 
   Tyler sat the boxes right next to the entryway and Bailey quickly thanked him before sending him on his way. I couldn’t help but notice the little bit of flirtation I heard in her tone and immediately began to tease her about it once he was long gone.
 
   “Damn Bailey. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you actually have the juice.” There was no mistaking his lingering looks on her ass before he left nor his happy little strut as he walked back to his house. 
 
   “The juice?”
 
   “Yeah. Like...some game. He would’ve given you his number if you asked.” 
 
   I expected Bailey to at least give a little giggle, call me crazy, something. Instead she instantly seemed really uncomfortable as she whispered, “Umm...Jaz...can we...not talk about that right now? Or ever for that matter? I made a mistake and God has forgiven me so that I can move on in my marriage.”
 
   Wait what?
 
   “Move on in your marriage? God’s forgiveness? You told mom didn’t you?” She gave me a pleading look to let it go but I couldn’t. “How dare you let mom ruin your life like this? Bailey, you said yourself that you want a divorce so do that shit. Don’t let mom’s twist on religion make what should be your best days your worst. She just wants you to be in a miserable marriage like she was.” Though I loved my father to death, it did hurt a little bit to see the bitter woman he had turned my mom into. But in the same, she made the decision to stay around while he did his dirt so it was some of her fault too.
 
   “Jasmine, you have got to stop disrespecting our mother like that.”
 
   “I’m not disrespecting her; I’m giving you factual information. I thought you were smarter than this, Bailey.” 
 
   “I’m not talking about this anymore. I love Chad and we will be fine. I will ask for his forgiveness and we will move on.” Her statement was so forced that I would’ve guessed my mom wrote it herself. “Anyway, Mom says congrats on the baby.”
 
   Really?
 
   A message sent through my sister like she doesn’t have my number her damn self?
 
   Queen Petty. 
 
   I didn’t even bother responding, just headed to the backyard with Bailey in tow. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   rich.
 
   Everyone had their phones out, ready to capture the moment Jasmine and I found out what we were having. She had been acting annoyed with just about everything ever since her sister showed up so I could only hope for the sake of her attitude that it was in fact a girl. 
 
   “Open the box!” Rae shouted with her phone in one hand and my phone in the other, simultaneously recording the moment on each device. I looked over to Jasmine and saw the glimmer of anxiety in her eyes before we pulled open the tabs of the box. First white balloons flew out but they were immediately followed by blue ones which could only mean one thing.
 
   We were having a boy. 
 
   We were having Rich Jr. 
 
   Even with all the celebration going on around me, I could only hear my own heartbeat. I wasn’t usually an emotional guy, but something about this moment struck me to the core.
 
   “Oh my gosh, Rich. Are you crying?” I didn’t think I was crying but now that she had mentioned it, my face did feel a little wet. “He is crying! Oh my gosh, what a lame!” Rae was clowning me while the other ladies were giving an, “awwww”, having a better, more mature understanding of the heartfelt moment. 
 
   I turned to Jasmine who was laughing at me but wiped my tear then gave me a little kiss on the cheek before whispering in my ear, “Congratulations, Daddy.” 
 
   I pulled her into a hug then put just enough space between us so I could give her a kiss eliciting another “awwww” from our audience. Unlike any other time, she actually acted like she was enjoying it which made everything all the better. In fact, I felt like the happiest dude in the world. 
 
   I had my son cooking in the oven of the most beautiful mother surrounded by what I considered our family. 
 
   Life couldn’t get much sweeter. 
 
   )~o~(
 
   I was in my zone.
 
   I literally couldn’t wait for the little gathering to be over so I could get to work. 
 
   We were having a boy which meant the nursery could finally be painted. Though I was sure Jasmine would hate it just because I was doing it without her input, I couldn’t help taking control of the matter. Rae was out with her friends so I had the house to myself, with my music blasting, a little glass of Hennessey and my paintbrushes. 
 
   Painting was one of the few things that gave me absolute peace of mind. When I wasn’t so wrapped up in making everybody else’s lives a little easier, I used painting as my getaway. It was a skill I had learned from my father, the man of so many trades there was no way I could catch up even with my whole life ahead of me. 
 
   I remember being a little sprout and when I couldn’t sleep, I would go hang out with him in his studio, watching him paint ‘til I fell asleep. As I got older, he finally started to trust me with his equipment and I would paint all types of stuff until I practically fell asleep at the canvas. 
 
   The arts really weren’t popular though so of course I played sports and shit to balance it out. But at home, I could be me and do art and not give a damn. For a minute, that attitude landed me in culinary school, where I could use my eye for art plus the cooking skills I had picked up from my mom to create masterpieces. But my priorities switched over once I started noticing my father’s health dwindling. Culinary school seemed more like a dreamer’s route rather than a doer’s so I dropped out and enrolled in “real” college, earning my degree in business in three years thanks to summer school.
 
   The rest is history.
 
   I was so focused on finishing up the first of many murals I planned to deck the walls with that I didn’t even notice someone had came in until I heard a faint, “Wow.” It initially scared the shit out of me but I quickly relaxed, recognizing the voice.
 
   “Jasmine, what are you doing here?”
 
   “I left my phone. I tried calling you from Ariel’s before I just showed up but now I see you were...busy.” From the edge in her voice, I could tell she was only a few exchanges from going off on me. 
 
   “I take it you don’t like surprises?”
 
   “No, I like surprises. I mean, not the finger in my ass without permission kind; but heels and flowers and dope ass murals are always nice.” 
 
   So she does like it?
 
   She came a little closer to where I was sitting on a small stool to observe my work. Since art was a personal expression, I usually didn’t care about other people’s evaluation of it but something about watching Jasmine with her skeptical eye made me uneasy.
 
   “I mean, I know you said you paint but I would’ve never guessed you were this good at it.”
 
   I shrugged off her little compliment, replying, “Only the best for my son.”
 
   And of course, she corrected me, “Our son.”
 
   “Excuse me, our son.” She gave me a nod for getting it right. I observed the mural for a moment myself, giving it a few touches as Jasmine watched me from above. 
 
   “Rich Jr., huh?”
 
   “Yeah. I mean, if you like it.” 
 
   Since Jasmine had a way of trying to make everything a battle, I figured the name for our son would go on that list until she said, “I think it’s perfect.”
 
   I couldn’t hide the hint of surprise in my voice when I questioned, “You do?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   I raised my eyebrow at her, before I teased, “You do?”
 
   “Not like that, Rich! Quit tryna twist my words into a consent to marry you.” 
 
   “Gotta get in where I fit in. But since I see your phone in your hand, I guess you can get going now.” 
 
   She looked down at the ground for a long moment, before she brushed her curls to the side and said in the softest voice, “What if I don’t...wanna go? What if I wanna...stay here...with you?”
 
   “Jasmine, don’t play with me. I know you put up with my antics but you aren’t tryna be official about anything. I get it.”
 
   “I never said that. This is just…” She released a long sigh before continuing on, “Rich, I don’t do relationships and apparently, neither do you so you have to understand how…”
 
   “Different this is? Trust me, I know exactly what you mean. The crazy part is, as much as I don’t do relationships, as much as I didn’t see myself settling down anytime soon, as much as you drive me crazy, and as fucked up as this little situation could’ve been, I’m still here. Willingly as hell might I add.” I had no intentions of laying it all out like that but there was no use in holding back the truth. 
 
   She needed to hear it.
 
   I could tell when my words had finally digested for her when a little smirk came to her face as she asked, “Willingly as hell huh? You do realize what you’re signing up for right?”
 
   “A happy life with a happy…”
 
   “Don’t push it.” 
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   “You might as well move in with him, Jaz. I mean he’s got that state-of-the-art ass nursery all set up and everything. Only thing missing is baby, which you’re carrying, and baby mama, which is you.” 
 
   Leave it to Ariel to be on #TeamRich once again. 
 
   We were out shopping for baby clothes for Rich Jr. like he didn’t have a good two and a half to three months left before he made an appearance. But of course, it had quickly become our favorite, most expensive hobby since finding out he was a boy.
 
   “So just because he put together a nice nursery for our baby, I’m supposed to uproot my comfortable little apartment life and become a suburban mama? I think not.” Apparently, I looked a little too content shopping on a Tuesday afternoon while the streets were quiet and the stores were only filled with the stay-at-home types. Ariel and I were both in desperate need of a personal day, so we played hooky from work though I was the only one that had a boss to answer to later. 
 
   “Don’t act like you aren’t tempted though. I mean, Mrs. Rich Robinson has a little ring to it, doesn’t it?”
 
   I could hear a little chime, similar to a call bell at a hotel; certainly not convincing enough.
 
   “Yeah, but Jasmine Monroe of Monroe and Associates sounds even better. I’m thinking about the future, Ariel.” 
 
   She quickly brushed me off, “Oh whatever. Monroe and Associates, Robinson and Associates, they’re practically interchangeable.”
 
   “They are not. And how did talking about me moving in with him get to talking about me marrying him? Wait a minute...he talked to you, didn’t he?” I watched as she suddenly found a pair of baby basketball shorts interesting, “Ariel, you make shit so obvious. What did he say?”
 
   She let out a sigh, knowing she was busted as she replied, “He just asked if I would put a bug in your ear for him that’s all.”
 
   A bug in my ear?
 
   Ariel was an influence on my life sure, but she didn’t have that much pull. 
 
   “Working for the enemy. And you call yourself a good friend.”
 
   “I am a good friend, who recognizes that Rich’s intentions are good. He likes you, Jasmine; like genuinely cares about you. I don’t know why you’re working so hard to push him away.” It wasn’t exactly that I was working hard to push him away, I just...wasn’t doing much to let him know that I wanted him around even though I did in fact want him. It was actually becoming strange to think about life without Rich which was a little scarier to me than giving birth.
 
   “I’m not trying, that’s just what keeps happening. It’s...all I know how to do. I mean, you know the house I grew up in. Wasn’t exactly the best example of a happy, healthy relationship. And who did I pick to take notes from? Not my sorry ass mama but my playa ass daddy.” Ariel knew all the fine details of my parental woes thanks to many late night chats over too much pizza and too much wine.
 
   Damn, I miss wine.
 
   “Yeah, I get it. But you can’t let that define who you’re gonna be in a relationship.” I knew exactly what Ariel meant though I wasn’t quite ready to admit that to her. I had always been too wrapped up in avoiding being like my mom in a relationship, and avoiding being in a relationship like my dad to really take the time to figure out my own character. 
 
   Maybe it was time to do a little soul-searching.
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   “Jasmine, can you just come over and talk to her? For the first time in a long time, I’m at a loss. Maybe you’ll have better luck getting through to her.” 
 
   I couldn’t believe I was getting summoned by Rich to help him out with Rae problems. Rae and I weren’t exactly friends, but we were cordial because we both knew Rich would be in our ears otherwise. I was already in route to his house for a just-because visit blaming it on my need to show him the clothes Ariel and I had picked out for baby Rich so it wasn’t a big deal. It was a big deal that my just-because visits were becoming more and more common.
 
   “I’ll talk to the brat but I can’t guarantee any results.” 
 
   “Anything helps.” 
 
   I didn’t know what I would say nor how she would take it, but for Rich, I would try. 
 
   For Rich?
 
   What am I even talking about?
 
   My conversation with Ariel had been playing over and over in my head since I left her after we shared a late lunch so naturally my mind was in, “Rich is the man” mode. But I also couldn’t help thinking about what she had initially brought up.
 
   “Hey Rich, while I have you on the phone. Hypothetically speaking, if I were to move-in with you, where would I sleep?” I knew what I wanted him to say; I just needed to hear him say it. In this moment, I needed it to be clear that he wanted me how I kinda, sorta, in a weird way wanted him. 
 
   “With me. I mean, unless you don’t want to. I guess you can sleep in the baby’s room. Though I’d love for you to sleep with me.”
 
   “Right. Just asking. I’ll umm...see you soon.” 
 
   I was just getting ready to end the call when I heard, “Hey Jasmine?” 
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I changed my mind. Baby’s room is not an option. You’d definitely be sleeping with me.”
 
   “What if I don’t wanna sleep with you?” I questioned in a teasing little girly voice that I hardly recognized.
 
   “No such thing, baby mama. You know that.” 
 
   “Ugh, forever the arrogant one.”
 
   “Yep. Just how you like it.”
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   “This will be like your first test at motherhood.”
 
    I was grateful that Jasmine was willing to take on the challenge of Rae. After trying my hand at it, I knew it was something only another woman could handle.
 
   Boy problems.
 
   “No, it would’ve been like my first test at motherhood if you would’ve shot me with the right chromosome.” Of course, she had a smart ass response though it was actually a clever one.
 
   She gave a little knock on the door before making her way in and I made myself comfortable on the outside of the door, deciding against the cup I initially considered using to hear the conversation better.
 
   “Hey Rae, what’s up?”
 
   “Rich sent you, didn’t he?”
 
   “Umm...that’s not important. What’s important is figuring out why your eyes are bloodshot red like you’ve been crying.”
 
   “Because I have been crying.” 
 
   “Is it Justin?” There wasn’t an out loud answer so I wasn’t sure if she said yes or no until Jasmine continued on, “Rae, you’re young and beautiful with your whole life ahead of you. You don’t really need to be getting so wrapped up in a boy, especially one that makes you cry.”
 
   “But I love him Jasmine. And I know he loves me. He’s just...immature.”
 
   “As he should be, but that doesn’t excuse his behavior. Was it another girl?”Again, the answer wasn’t out loud but either way I knew I was gonna have to whoop Justin’s little ass for fuckin’ with my sister. “Guys like him will come and go, Rae. That’s just the name of the game. But it’s how you respond that makes all the difference. You can either take him back, bullshit included, or you can let him go and better yourself while the next guy, most likely an upgrade, prepares to take his shot.”
 
   “But I want him, Jasmine.”
 
   “Wanting somebody who doesn’t work day in and day out to show that they want you is the biggest disservice you can do to yourself. You lose a little bit of your soul every time you let someone disrespect you like that.”
 
   “Disrespect me? He didn’t disrespect me. He was just sending the girl dick pics.”
 
   Dick pics? 
 
   This little dude was definitely catching a beat down.
 
   “Dick pics, selfies, doesn’t matter. He was purposely making himself available to another girl in a personal way. That’s not love, sweetheart.”
 
   “But now who am I supposed to go to the dance with? It’s this weekend!” 
 
   “I’ll tell you what; gather up your girls, I’ll call my homegirl that’s a make-up artist, hook you up with a limo, the whole nine, so you can go to that dance and stunt all over Justin and the dick pic gettin’ chick.” That made Rae laugh which I knew was a good sign. 
 
   I heard them rising from Rae’s bed and hauled ass down to the kitchen so that she wouldn’t know I was snooping on their conversation. 
 
   When they finally made their way into the kitchen, I was already busy pulling random ingredients out of the fridge as if I was preparing to make dinner. 
 
   “Hey bro, you can hold off on cooking dinner. Jasmine and I are going to run to the mall real quick.” 
 
   “The mall? You were just at the mall like...two days ago.”
 
   “I knowwww, but I need to pick out a new dress for the dance.” She said it so fast that I almost didn’t catch the details.
 
   “A new dress? Why do you need a new dress? You just got a new dress.”
 
   “But that one matched Justin’s suit and I’m not...going to the dance with him anymore. So I need a new dress.” Since Jasmine had worked so hard to get Rae back in a good mood, I figured it was up to me to keep the streak alive. 
 
   “Fine, Rae.” I pulled my wallet from my pocket, digging in and handing over my American Express. “You have $250. Spend it wisely.”
 
   “Hey, where’s my little stipend?” 
 
   Jasmine had her hand out mockingly and I batted it down so that I could get a little closer to her to whisper in her ear, “I’ll have something better than that for you when you get back.”
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   “Hell nah, Rae. You are not wearing that out of this house let alone to a school dance.”
 
   I couldn’t believe she even had the audacity to come down the stairs wearing that bullshit though I had a feeling having an accomplice in Jasmine boosted her confidence. 
 
   “I don’t know, Rich. I mean, I think she looks cute. And she’s not really showing anything.” Though it was cool to see Rae and Jasmine finally bonding, her little two cents wasn’t gonna change my mind.
 
   “Like hell she’s not really showing anything. I can see every one of her damn organs with how tight that dress is fitting and the second she drops something on the ground is the same second every mothafucka around her gets a free show.”
 
   “Oh Rich, don’t be so dramatic. She’s a beautiful girl and it’s not her fault she has a banging body to go along with it. Rae, I think you look fabulous.” If this was any indication of how our parent-partnership would go, we were already done for.
 
   “Thank you, Jaz. See Rich, you just don’t have an eye for women’s fashion.”
 
   “I have more than eye for women’s fashion. The problem is you aren’t a damn woman.”
 
   “Reality check, Rich. I’ll be going off to college sooner than later. You’ll have to get over this whole little Rae Rae thing.” Rae was indeed growing up and though I wasn’t ready to let her go, I knew it would happen one way or another.
 
   “You’ll always be little Rae Rae. But I guess if Jasmine thinks its fine, then I’m just being overprotective. Now give me the honest game plan.” I knew exactly how this shit went. Somebody would come up with the alibi for everyone to use when really they would all be off doing something they weren’t suppose to be doing. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Rae, I just didn’t trust the people she ran with, especially the boys. 
 
   “I already told you. Going to the dance with the girls, we’ll probably go eat somewhere afterwards, and then we’re all spending the night at Nia’s.” I wanted to call her out on what was surely a story but I wasn’t in the mood to keep looking like the bad guy.
 
   “That all you speak of better not include any boys, Rae. I will come with my gun if I have to.”
 
   “Chill outtttt. Her parents will be there. It’s cool.” Of course she dropped the parents’ line though I knew that shit probably wasn’t true either. Nia’s parents were good people but they probably had no idea their home was being used as the official hangout spot. 
 
   “Well you better call or text me if anything changes.” She rolled her eyes before I gave her a little kiss on the cheek and a hug. “And you do look beautiful Rae, though a suit would’ve worked just as well.”
 
   “A suit? Now you’re really trippin’. I’ll see ya’ll later.” 
 
   Jasmine and I watched from the door as Rae hopped into the limo that was headed to pick up her girls for the dance. She gave us a wave from the window before we headed back into the house. 
 
   “A fuckin’ suit, Rich? What girl goes to a school dance in a suit?” 
 
   “One with a future ahead of her.”
 
   “I have a strong feeling you never went to any school dances with girls that wear suits.”
 
   “So…”
 
   “My point exactly. Rae’s gorgeous and I know that makes you nervous but you have to let her go otherwise she’ll go without your permission and you really won’t like that. Trust me.”
 
   “That was you, huh? The girl with her own agenda?” That was no surprise to me considering she was mostly still that girl today.
 
   “Yep...and you see where that got me. Stuck with you.” I gave her a little pat on the butt making her jump but give a little laugh.
 
    “Hey, since we have the house to ourselves tonight, we might as well…”
 
   “Rich, that girl hasn’t even made it out of the neighborhood and you’re already putting in requests?”
 
   “We gotta capitalize on this alone time, babe. Before you know it, we’ll have a professional cock-blocker in the house.” 
 
   “Professional cock-blocker? Is that any way to refer to your child?”
 
   “I’ll make it up to him later. But right now the clock is ticking. So get your ass upstairs so we can make every second count.”
 
   She gave me a cute little smirk as she did exactly what I asked but not without replying, “You’re pathetic, Rich.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   jasmine.
 
   Somebody was getting cussed out.
 
   I quickly grabbed my phone that was getting ready to vibrate off the edge of Rich’s nightstand, rubbing my eyes to work out a little of the grog so I could see the number better. It wasn’t one that I had saved in my phone which made me even more skeptical about answering but I climbed out of bed, being sure not to wake Rich, as I tiptoed to the bathroom.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Jaz? It’s me, Rae. Is Rich awake?”
 
   “No, he’s sleep.”
 
   “Good. I need a favor. The after-party got way out of control...I mean, way out of control and I’m in no condition to drive so can you...come get me?” 
 
   “Rae, where the hell are you?”
 
   “I’m at Justin’s.” I could hear the hint of disappointment in her voice from admitting that she had went back to the bullshit. 
 
   “And no one there can bring you home?” I really wasn’t excited about getting up in the middle of the night to rescue her so if there was any outlet, I was gonna take it.
 
   “Hell no! Unless ya’ll are tryna see me on the news in the morning from a car crash…”
 
   Guilt trip.
 
   “I’ll come get you. Just text me the address or somethin’.”
 
    
 
   )~o~(
 
   I pulled up to the house, which was actually pretty nice, even though the grass was littered with red Solo cups and beer cans. From my car, I could hear the music coming from inside so I was surprised the police hadn’t shown up before I did. I sat in my car, dialing Rae’s number over and over but it kept going to voicemail.
 
   Fuck.
 
   I wasn’t trying to be the pregnant lady busting up the party but I knew from her phone call, that I had to get her out fast. There was no tellin’ what kind of trouble she was getting herself into by staying.
 
   I approached the door and thought about ringing the doorbell but knew it would probably go unheard so I tried the knob instead. The door opened up immediately letting me know just the kind of teenage party amateurs I was dealing with. The house was packed with minors though you wouldn’t know it by the amount of alcohol scattered amongst the house. It actually looked more like a college party than a high school party but now wasn’t the time to evaluate the scene.
 
   I had to find Rae.
 
   The little ones were looking at me like I was crazy and I was sure I did look crazy considering I didn’t take the time to unwrap my hair nor put on the most appealing clothes.
 
   That would’ve been way too much work.
 
   I continued my search, squeezing through the tiny crevices in the crowd. I eventually found a girl that looked a little more innocent than the rest and asked, “Hey, do you know Rae Robinson?”
 
   “Of course. I mean, who doesn’t know Rae?”
 
   “Do you know where she is?”
 
   She shrugged as she replied, “Probably upstairs getting her back blown out by Justin.”
 
   Aww hell.
 
   She gave me directions to the stairs and though I wasn’t looking forward to climbing them with my baby belly in the way, I took them two-by-two until I reached the second floor. There were a few kids making out in the hallway so I didn’t bother asking them where Rae was. Instead, I just made my door-to-door peeking into some crazy ass scenes before I landed on the only door that was fully closed. I braced myself before I opened it and lost my breath once I figured out what was going on. 
 
   Damnit Rae. 
 
   The boy, who I assumed was Justin, had his head thrown back and his eyes closed as Rae went to work on her knees. I couldn’t believe her little ass had called me over here just to get caught giving head to the dude she had just been crying to me over. 
 
   I made a loud, clearing my throat noise, that made the boy jump and cover himself while Rae moved a lot slower to get herself together, clearly under the influence.
 
   “Jasmineeee, what are you doin’ hereee?” Her words were so slurred that I knew she had to have drank a little more after our conversation.
 
   “Did you forget your ass just called me to come get you? Put your damn shirt on and let’s go.” She moved so slow while Justin just laid there frozen. He was probably unsure if I was gonna crack down on his ass for taking advantage of Rae, but that wasn’t my position. I was here for one thing and one things only; to save Rae.
 
   As soon as she got dressed, I dragged her down the stairs as fast as she allowed me to. 
 
   We were almost out of the door before she grabbed the frame to stabilize herself and asked, “Where’s Nia?”
 
   “Fuck Nia. Clearly she’s not a real friend if she let your drunk ass go up there with him.”
 
   “But I came with herrrr.”
 
   “Well you’re leaving with me.” She gave me her little grunt, before I continued dragging her to the car. Instead of worrying about getting her buckled into the front seat, I just pushed her into the back so that she could lay down. I knew once she did, the car seat would probably feel like it was spinning so I could only hope she would save her vomiting until we got home. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   rich.
 
   “Don’t overreact.”
 
   “We were all young once.”
 
   “We all make mistakes.”
 
   “At least she called for help.”
 
   I was prepping myself for the conversation I had to have with Rae and all of Jasmine’s one-liners weren’t making me feel any better about the shit Rae had gotten herself into. Not only had she lied about where she was going, she had also gotten so drunk that Jasmine had to practically carry her in the house. I didn’t even recall Jasmine leaving the bed but I was grateful that she had went out of her way to make sure Rae got home safely. 
 
   Even though it was still fairly early in the morning, I was ready to get it over with so I knocked on Rae’s door before entering as more of a warning than asking for permission to come in. Rae’s head was buried under a few pillows which I recognized as a move from Hangover 101, especially since the sun was beaming in right through her window. I sat on the edge of the bed, giving her a few shakes before she finally began to stir. Once she realized it was me, she straightened up a little bit but only as much as her still fairly alcohol-induced state allowed her to.
 
   “Good morning, Rae.”
 
   “Good morning, Rich.”
 
   Her breath was super crusty in only a way alcohol could do. I turned my head out of stank ass breath range before I said, “Glad to see your alive.”
 
   Her eyebrows furrowed as she questioned with a little attitude, “Why wouldn’t I be?”
 
   “Considering how drunk you were last night, it could’ve easily went the other way.” Though I was glad she had made it home safely, I couldn’t help but wonder what kind of peer pressure she had succumbed to, to even get to that state in the first place.
 
   “I wasn’t going to die, Rich. I just had a little too much. But I’m good now.” It bothered me to no end that she was speaking of it so nonchalantly as if she hadn’t learned her lesson but I couldn’t let that deter me. 
 
   “Yeah, thanks to Jasmine.”
 
   “I’ll get her a gift card to Carter’s or something and thank her.” 
 
   Her head was almost back under the pillows but the conversation was far from over. I remembered being her age and wanting to fit in, but never to a point where I gave up so much of myself to get other people’s attention; especially the attention of the opposite sex. 
 
   Jasmine hadn’t given me all the details but I was almost sure Rae’s actions had something to do with boys forcing me to ask, “Rae, is there something I need to be worried about?”  
 
   “No.”
 
   “Rae…”
 
   “What? There’s not. I messed up. But I survived. So it’s all good.” Again, her nonchalance was pissing me off but I did my best to keep things in perspective. 
 
   “I’m your brother and I get it so I’m not gonna pretend like I haven’t been there and done that. Just be careful Rae. Jasmine and I won’t always be a call away. You gotta take care of yourself, sis.” Knowing she’d be off to college in a few months and hadn’t picked up some of those basic survival skills had me concerned.
 
   “I got this, Rich. I learned my lesson. It won’t happen again.” I knew those phrases hardly ever carried any real weight but I chucked it up as being part of the maturing process.
 
   She’d figure it out.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   jasmine.
 
   Awkward was an understatement.
 
   I was enjoying my baby shower, busy being the center of attention and who walks in? 
 
   My damn mama who wanted nothing to do with me or my pregnancy as shown by her little message sent via Bailey-mail. 
 
   I didn’t know what to say or what to do, so I pretended like I didn’t see her until she said, “Jasmine Marie Monroe, come greet your mother.” I couldn’t pretend like I didn’t hear her since everybody in the damn venue heard her, so I slowly made my way over to her, using my belly as an excuse to go slowly.
 
   Once I made it to her, she gave me a fake ass hug with two fake ass cheek kisses. I was trying to figure out who the hell she was putting on a show for. To people that really knew me, it was no secret that my mom and I didn’t have the best relationship. But I suppose for the new people, like my co-workers and people from school, and Rich’s extended family, it probably appeared to be a loving moment.
 
   “Bailey dear, will you take a picture of Jasmine and I? I’d love to show everyone on the Facebook my grandson in the making.” She was already standing next to me in a pose. 
 
   “Facebook? Since when do you use Facebook?”
 
   “I just got an account a month or two ago. You would know that if you came around more often.” There was no way in hell I was stepping foot in that house anytime soon especially considering I was ordered to avoid all stressful situations. Yet somehow, the stressful situation had made its way to me.
 
   “I don’t go where I’m not wanted. No reason to hang out where I’m not welcomed...Mom.” I smiled as Bailey snapped a few pictures on her phone before switching over to my mom’s phone.
 
   “You’re still upset over that little argument? That was so long ago.” I couldn’t believe she was really trying to play that shit off like she wasn’t the one that had kicked me out in the first place. Now that she knew I was with child and had shown up to my baby shower, I was just supposed to act like it never happened?
 
   Fuck that.
 
   “It’s not about how long ago it was. It’s about how many times we’ve had that same damn argument.” Bailey, along with some of the other random shower attendees, were finally done snapping pictures so I could release the fake smile I was forcing.
 
   “Language, Jasmine. Remember your son can hear you now.” Even her pleasant little voice was pissing me off but I couldn’t let her get to me. That was exactly what she wanted.
 
   “Whatever, Patty. This is my day so if you could do your best to be a little...less you, I’d greatly appreciate it.” 
 
   )~o~(
 
   The baby shower had worn my ass completely out. In addition to dealing with my mom, I had to play the happy pregnant girl for everyone in attendance. I wasn’t exactly miserable but I was damn sure ready to drop Baby Rich off as soon as possible. Thankfully, Daddy Rich had shown up at the end of the baby shower to help us get the gifts and me back to his place. 
 
   He was busy going to work on my feet while I was busy trying not to fall asleep. He was like a magician with his hands; knowing all the right places to apply pressure. This was definitely something I could get use to.
 
   “Your mom seems like a nice lady.” 
 
   Suddenly I was wide awake.
 
   Sure she had done a fantastic job of playing the role of nice lady during the baby shower, but overall?
 
   “Fuck her.”
 
   “Jasmine, that’s not right man. You can’t take her for granted like that. Shit, I wish my mom was still here.” I had learned overtime that Rich’s parents had died within a year’s span of each other; one from a heart attack and the other from practically having her heart taken away from her. I could only imagine what a love like that must feel like.
 
   “Rich, if your mom would’ve judged you for wanting to learn how to cook, or for wanting to do art, would you still see her so highly?”
 
   “Probably not.”
 
   “Exactly. I’m not saying she’s a completely bad person; I just don’t feel the need to put myself in a position to always be under her microscope. If she wants to judge me from afar, that’s fine. But I refuse to let her view of me change me to the point where I’m not myself.” After watching what had happened - what was still happening - to Bailey, I knew I couldn’t let that happen to me. 
 
   “I get it, Jasmine. But still...I think ya’ll need to hash that shit out, let bygones be bygones and move on.” It sounded so easy coming from Rich, but I knew with Patty involved, there was no such thing as letting bygones be bygones. 
 
   I pulled my feet out of his lap, curling them under me. “Whatever. Can we be done with this?” 
 
   “Sure, if we can move on to something else.” I immediately saw the light in his eyes and knew some bullshit was coming.
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Like when you’re gonna quit playing and move in with me. Rich Jr. is gonna be here pretty soon and I mean...you should probably be settled in before he comes.”
 
   Ahh here we go again.
 
   I was actually starting to consider it the more and more Rich and I spent time together. Lowkey, I had already been thinking about the few tweaks I would make to the decor and how much I could fit into Rich’s walk-in closet and how good I would look cooking in his nice ass kitchen and how my BMW would take the place of one of his little toys in the garage and how…
 
   “Jasmine?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “I asked you a question.”
 
   You did?
 
   “What?”
 
   “I asked you when is your lease up?’
 
   “Oh, it’s been up. I’ve just been paying the month-to-month rate until we got things figured out.”
 
   Rich actually looked a little upset with me, a face I wasn’t use to, when he asked, “What’s left to figure out?” 
 
   It was a good question. 
 
   A fair question. 
 
   And one I certainly didn’t have a good answer to. 
 
   I mean what was really left to figure out? 
 
   Rich liked me and I lov...liked him, we were having a baby and there was more than enough room to accommodate me.
 
   “Ummm….”
 
   He gave me his usual smug smirk that always made me a little tingly before he said, “Right. I can have the packers and movers at your place by noon tomorrow.”
 
   “What are you trying to say, Rich?”
 
   “I guess what I’m trying to say is...welcome home Miss. Jasmine.” 
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   rich.
 
   Twenty-seven.
 
   It sounded good and it felt even better.
 
   I was in a good place mentally. My son was gonna arrive at any minute. Rae had graduated high school with honors. I was making moves at work. And to top it all off, I had my fine ass, looking even better with child, woman by my side. I kept telling her I would have her barefoot and pregnant forever, popping out baby after baby, but I could only take so many, “I’m gonna cut off your dick in your sleep” threats before I gave up on that dream. I guess in a way, my dreams were coming true either way.
 
   After the little party my co-workers threw for me at the office, I was excited to see how my birthday celebration would continue on. Jamison and I planned on going out for drinks with his buddy Dawson but I had to stop by the crib first to change clothes. 
 
   When I walked into the house, the lights were low and there was some smooth R&B playing. A few candles were scattered amongst the entryway and there was a faint smell of melted cheese coming from the kitchen. I rounded the corner into the kitchen and found Jasmine, in all of her pregnant and mostly-naked glory, bent over in front of the oven. I took a minute to appreciate all of her womanhood before I announced myself. 
 
   “Jasmine?” 
 
   She bent down a smidge further and bumped her bare belly right on the oven’s glass.
 
   “Shit!” 
 
   I immediately grabbed a towel, running it under the coldest water I could get, before I placed it on her belly. 
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”
 
   “Well mission failed.” She took over holding the cold towel to her belly before she continued on, “I didn’t think you would be home for at least another half hour.”
 
   “They threw me a little party so we all left the office once it was over. But umm...let’s talk about what you have going on here.” I grabbed her free hand and gave her a little spin, taking a good look at just how much justice Rich Jr. had already done for her body. 
 
   “I guess I called myself giving you a little birthday surprise.” 
 
   “And burning yourself in the process?”
 
   “Still getting use to this thing,” she replied, as she gave her belly a rub before taking a peek at her burn.
 
   “Well you still look beautiful, burn and all.” She peeked up at me to flash a little smile before she went back to tending to her burn. I lent her a helping hand by taking what I found out were enchiladas from the oven and setting them on the stove. “And since when do you cook?” For the short time that Jasmine had lived with us, I had done all the cooking to ensure that she was getting the nutrients she needed to take care of our baby. It was evident that she was use to eating to maintain her petite frame instead of eating to feed an extra person so I would often have to remind her to eat more food and more often even though she thought she was already eating and looking like an elephant. 
 
   “Special occasion I suppose.” 
 
   I walked over to her, wrapping my arms around her waist, letting my hands rest right on top of hers. She probably didn’t even realize how much she sunk right into me. 
 
   “Awww baby mama was trying to take care of her man for his birthday, huh?”
 
   “Don’t start, Rich. I promised myself that I would be nice to you today so don’t make me renege.” I couldn’t help laughing at her little threat. 
 
   “I just love your crazy ass.” She froze and I didn’t know why until I thought about what I said. 
 
   I loved her?
 
   I mean, that’s what I said so it must have some truth to it right?
 
   I felt her release a heavy breath before she worked her way out of my hold. I could see the tension in her face before she said, “Can we not...do that?”
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “The whole...love thing.” 
 
   “What’s wrong with love?”
 
   “There’s nothing...wrong with it. I just...it’s not something I do. And I don’t want you to be disappointed by the fact that I’ll probably never say it back.” It really didn’t surprise me that Jasmine wasn’t a fan of love considering she wasn’t really a fan of relationships or marriage or any type of commitment to someone else. But I couldn’t help wondering why she wouldn’t allow herself to just try it. 
 
   “Because you don’t love me? Or because you’re afraid of love?”
 
   “Maybe both? I don’t know, Rich. I’m happy here. I enjoy spending time with you. But I don’t…” 
 
   I really didn’t need to hear her excuses to get the point so I decided to save her the trouble of giving them by cutting her off, “It’s cool. I get it. But my statement remains the same.” 
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   jasmine.
 
   I was being ridiculous.
 
   That was the conclusion I came to after talking to Ariel, and Bailey, and the random old lady in the coffee shop that I visited when I needed my dose of peppermint tea. 
 
   Rich wanted to love me.
 
   He did love me. 
 
   And I didn’t say it back not because I didn’t feel it but because of my own personal reservations on the topic. It was like I knew the difference between the right kind of love and the wrong kind of love, I could surely point it out in a line-up, but I didn’t wanna set myself up by having expectations for how it would affect my world. I saw firsthand how it had affected my mom to the point of no return and there was no way I was gonna put myself in the same position. 
 
   But according to everyone I spoke to, the risk was well worth the reward. 
 
   So when I decided to be risky and show up to Rich’s office unannounced, I just assumed I would receive good karma for stepping out of my comfort zone. 
 
   Wrong.
 
   Leave it to me to make it to his office after walking around on swollen ankles for close to a half an hour looking a sweaty mess all ready to profess my love for him. I attempted to at least readjust my clothes once I made it to his office door but found it to be no use. He’d just have to take me for who I was. I gave a little knock and he practically opened it immediately, surprised to see it was me. I had saw Rich leave home in his business suit plenty of times, but seeing him with it on in context was a whole new orgasm waiting to happen. He gave me a kiss before taking my hand and leading me into his office, shutting the door behind him. 
 
   “What brings you by, babe? Is something wrong?” 
 
   “No, nothing’s wrong. I was just umm...I was coming because I wanted to tell you that I’ve been...thinking. And I...oh my God.” Baby Rich was always super active, kicking the shit outta me every chance he could. But this pain...this pain felt a little different.
 
   “Are you alright?” 
 
   I held myself up using the side of Rich’s desk as I piped out, “Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine.  I guess Baby Rich wanted to talk to his...what the fuck!” Rich jumped into action, coming from behind his desk to help me get into one of his office chairs. He then grabbed me a glass of water, damn near forcing me to drink it. I took two gulps, feeling a little more relaxed but only for a few minutes until another sharp-shooting pain went through me.
 
   Rich snatched up his phone, keys, and wallet before helping me stand up, “We gotta go, Jasmine. I think you might be going into labor.” 
 
   “Labor? This is what labor feels...mothafucka!” I closed my eyes, using Rich’s hand to release all the torture his son was causing inside of me. He continued to guide me out of his office, past all of his nosey ass colleagues to the parking garage. I practically fell into the passenger’s seat of his car, fighting him off when he tried to put the seatbelt over me. “If you don’t get your ass in that driver’s seat and get me to the hospital!” He only smiled before shutting my door and jogging over to his side of the car, hopping in and skirting out of the parking lot. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   rich.
 
   I tried to appear all cool, calm, and collected as I ducked and dodged through traffic trying to get Jasmine to the hospital. Little did she know, I was probably more nervous, more anxious, more overwhelmed than her.
 
   Okay, maybe not more overwhelmed.
 
   I stopped at a red light and peeked over to Jasmine who was giving me a death stare.
 
   “If you don’t run this mothafuckin’ light! There aren’t even any cars coming!” Though traffic was pretty non-existent at this particular stop, I still didn’t wanna put us in danger. 
 
   “Jasmine, you don’t even have your seatbelt on. I’m not taking any chances.”
 
   In between deep breaths she yelled, “Fuck that! Let’s go!” 
 
   “Jasmine, I’ll run this light if you agree to marry me.” Marriage was still on the radar as far as I was concerned so I couldn’t help taking advantage of the moment by asking. 
 
   “Rich, you can put a ring on all ten of my fingers and toes if you run this damn light!” 
 
   “Is that a yes?”
 
   “Yes! Now drive!” I looked both ways before going straight through the light as if it had never been red in the first place. 
 
   By the time we made it to the hospital, Jasmine’s contractions were less than two minutes apart so I made a mad dash into the hospital to grab a wheelchair and a nurse. Jasmine was able to crawl out of the car before the nurse and I positioned her in the wheelchair then pushed her into the hospital. I followed the nurse to the birthing center, helped Jasmine change out of her clothes and into a gown then got her situated on the bed while we waited for the doctor to show up. 
 
   I did what I knew how to do; stroked her head, gave her ice chips, and held her hand as her contractions got closer and closer together. 
 
   “Rich, I love you.” For a moment, I froze causing her to continue on. “That’s what I came to your job to tell you. That I love you.”
 
    The words came out muffled thanks to the ice chips she had filled her mouth with but I caught enough of it to knowingly reply, “I love you too, Jasmine.” She blushed before her face turned pained with the passing of another contraction. 
 
   The doctor walked in looking a little too disheveled for my liking but I guess that should’ve been expected since she was coming in on her day off after a few days worth of sixteen hour shifts. 
 
   “Mr. Robinson. Ms. Monroe. I hear the baby boy is ready to rock and roll.” Jasmine rolled her eyes, trying to relax through another contraction so I answered for the both of us. 
 
   “Yep. He’s ready. Her contractions are about a minute apart.”
 
   “Great. Let me take a look-see.” The doctor pulled over her stool, positioning herself right between Jasmine’s legs. “Uh-huh, you’re dilated about six and a half centimeters. We’re almost ready to push, dear.” 
 
   “Almost ready? Almost ready like you’re gonna run to the bathroom real quick and come back then we’ll get going?”
 
   “Umm...not quite. Maybe a couple hours.” 
 
   “What! Oh hell no! He’s ready. Let’s fuckin’ do this.”
 
   “Doesn’t work like that, Jasmine. And you gotta relax. Save all that energy for when it’s time to push.”
 
   “Shut the hell up, Rich.” 
 
   “Ms. Monroe, if you need anything, just press that button. Otherwise I’ll be back to check on you in ten minutes.” Of course, Jasmine started jamming on the button immediately.
 
   “I need something! I need you to get this damn baby outta me!”
 
    
 
   )~o~(
 
   “Fuck my life! It’s time! Get that damn doctor in here now! Nurse too! Rich, wake up!”
 
   I didn’t even know I was sleep, but Jasmine was definitely the scariest alarm I had ever woken up to. I did a quick scrub of my eyes as I rushed to her bedside.
 
   “Breathe, babe. Breathe. This is a piece of cake. You were made for this shit.”
 
   “You’ve seen my damn vagina, Rich. That little hole is not made for...oh my God!” I held her hand as she worked through another dose of pain. 
 
   “I hear you’re ready, Ms. Monroe.” The doctor looked a little more refreshed by now as she put on a pair of gloves. She positioned herself in between Jasmine’s legs before she took a look and said, “Oh yes. You’re more than ready. Baby boy is crowning already!”
 
   I peeked down below and immediately regretted it.
 
   The gush...
 
   The deformed head…
 
    I swallowed hard to push down the throw-up that had rushed to my throat. 
 
   “Alright, Jasmine. I want you to give me a good push on three. One...two...” Jasmine pushed with all her might as she grunted and growled and squeezed the life out of my hand.
 
   It has got to be broken by now.
 
   “You’re doing great, babe. A few more and we’ll be done.”
 
   “We’ll? I’m doing all the damn work,” she said in between breaths.
 
   “Alright, Ms. Monroe. Here we go. One...two…” I felt my hand crack as Jasmine pushed with such a full breath I was just sure she was gonna pass out. 
 
   But she didn’t. 
 
   I actually heard a little cry. 
 
   And when I looked down to where the cries were coming from, my whole world changed. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   jasmine.
 
   Never again.
 
   There was no way in hell I was having anymore children after dealing with stubborn ass Baby Rich. In fact, I had already signed the papers to have my tubes tied the second he made his grand exit cause no….hell no.  
 
   Twelve hours of active labor?
 
   Not two...but twelve?!
 
   He’s lucky he’s adorable.
 
   “You okay, babe? Need anything?” Rich was asking me but his eyes were glued to his pride and joy. My heart fluttered just thinking about how I had done something to make someone else that kind of happy. 
 
   “Do I look okay? Do I look like I need anything?” I was only teasing but not enough to warrant a response from him. Instead, the response came from the doorway. 
 
   “No, you look terrible...want a mirror?”
 
   I knew without looking that it was my big sister Bailey.
 
   “You are such a bitch! Get over here!” She laughed me off as she headed to my bed, holding a bouquet of flowers and an it’s-a-boy balloon. She sat the gifts against the windowsill before giving me a hug. 
 
   “Oh my God...look at him! I didn’t think you’d be done by the time I got here.” She was hovering over the incubator as she watched Baby Rich do absolutely nothing but be the cutesy little button-nose baby he was. 
 
   “He was a stubborn one for sure.”
 
   “Wonder where he got that from….”
 
   “Shut up, Rich. Anyway! Where’s Chad?” Even though I was still indifferent about Bailey’s decision to stay in her loveless marriage, it was strange not to see them together for something like this. I mean, he was technically both of their nephew.
 
   “He’s umm...actually, Rich can you excuse us for a minute?”
 
   “Sure. I’m gonna run down to the cafeteria. Call me if he does anything cool.” He walked over to the bed to give me a little kiss on my forehead. It was the simplest gesture but it managed to calm my nerves about him leaving my side even for a few seconds. The feeling of needing someone was so foreign that for a while I didn’t even recognize it. But now, it was clear as day. If he wasn’t leaving me in my sister’s hands, I would’ve definitely fought him over it. 
 
   Bailey waited for the door to shut before diving right in, “Now about Chad…”
 
   “Spit it out, sis. You didn’t kill him, did you?”
 
   “No, no, nothing like that, crazy. I umm...I told him. About the affair. And he… he forgave me. Like way too easily. So naturally I became suspicious. Come to find out he’s been sleepin’ with the preacher’s kid.” Though the preacher’s kid wasn’t exactly a kid - thank goodness - I was still pissed.
 
   “Ewww, not Ebony’s ugly ass.”
 
   “No...the other one.”
 
   The other one?
 
   Preacher Wiley only has one daugh...
 
   “Wait a minute...the other one is a…” Bailey’s face remained still as I put two and two together, “Nooooo way. Chad? Chad’s like a…”
 
   “He’s a top. That’s what he is. Good thing we stopped having sex long ago, otherwise I’d be concerned about much bigger things.”
 
   “Wow that’s…” I couldn’t even put into words how I felt about it so instead I asked, “So what now?”
 
   “Easy split. I get what I came in with. He’ll get what he came in with. Everything we acquired together, we’ll split evenly. And I’ll be a free woman.” She sounded so unbothered but I knew it couldn’t have possibly gone over that easy.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   She shrugged as she replied, “Honestly...it’s weird. But God works in mysterious ways.”
 
   “Don’t I know it,” I added, as I looked over to the incubator holding my little human who sound asleep without a care in the world. 
 
   Our little human.
 
   “But now that I’ve dropped my news, time for you to drop yours. You tell him, yet?”
 
   “Tell who what?”
 
   “Rich. Did you tell him you love him?”
 
   “I told him.”
 
   “And…”
 
   “And he said he loved me back and we moved on from it.” I don’t know why I expected fireworks or a parade in response to my little announcement but his regular response, in his regular tone, certainly wasn’t it. I couldn’t overreact though cause I hadn’t exactly given the best response when he first said it either. 
 
   “I’m proud of you, sis. Never thought I’d see the day.”
 
   “Hell, me neither. But here I am; a mommy who’s in love with her baby daddy.”
 
   “Better predicament than me.”
 
   “Trust me Bailey’ finding out about Chad’s infidelity was probably the best thing that could’ve happened to you.” 
 
   “Kind of like Rich taking a chance with your crazy ass.”
 
   I wouldn’t admit it out loud, but I could definitely see the similarities. Even if Rich and I were thrown together in the most unconventional way, him and baby Rich were easily the best things that ever happened to me.
 
    
 
   )~o~(              
 
   “Baby girl? Baby girl, wake up.”
 
   I was pretty sure I was dreaming until I felt a warm hand holding mine. There was a familiarity to it; not that I had felt it in ages but could certainly never forget what it felt like.
 
   “Daddy.”
 
   He gave me a warm smile, as he stroked my hand. “There’s my princess. How you feelin’?”
 
   “Feeling like a new mommy that’s for sure. Sore. Tired. Empty.” It was weird as hell watching my stomach deflate little by little. Hopefully that was a sign that I’d be joining #TeamSnapback sooner than later.
 
   Or at least #TeamMILF. 
 
   “Reminds me of your mother when she had you two. Where’s my grandson?” I tried to ignore the little tinge of irritation from just hearing about my mother and instead focus on the positive in my son. 
 
   “Hanging out with the other babies while I get some rest. He’s right down the hall if you wanna see him.”
 
   “No, I really came here to see about the knucklehead that knocked my baby girl up in the first place.”
 
   “Daddyyy…”
 
   “What? I’m not gonna hurt the young man. Just give him a good...talkin’ to.” My dad was a pretty boy by nature so I was sure he didn’t mean any real harm. It was actually kind of funny to see him go into protective mode, something I hadn’t seen since I was a teenager.
 
   “Right. Well I’m sure he’s down there glued to the window.”
 
   “Just like I was. I remember it like it was yesterday; the days you two were born. The happiest days of my life.” There was a little twinkle in his eye as he spoke. And strangely enough, his sentiments sounded exactly like Rich.
 
   “I just bet you do, Dad. How’d you know where to find me anyway? Bailey?”
 
   “No, actually your mom. She’s here ya know.” Shocked was an understatement. I was just sure I’d be able to feel her negative vibes toward me whenever she was within a 5 mile radius. I didn’t know how to respond so Dad filled in the blank. “She’s actually waiting for me to tell her it’s okay to come in. She didn’t want to disturb you.”
 
   I rolled my eyes as I replied, “I can’t imagine her being so considerate.” 
 
   “Baby girl, just give her a chance alright?”
 
   “Give her a chance to do what exactly?” 
 
   “You know...talk to you, be a mom to you, at least give her well wishes.” Though everything he was saying sounded like they’d be coming a few years too late, I agreed to let her at least show her face. 
 
   There was a soft knock at the door that I knew belonged to Patty. The door cracked open and she tipped her head in asking, “Can I come in?”
 
   “It’s a free country.” 
 
   “I…deserved that one.” She slowly climbed through the little crack she had created, softly shutting the door behind her. In fact, everything about her seemed softer. 
 
   The way she was walking.
 
   The way she was talking.
 
   It was...weird.
 
   “Congratulations on becoming a Mommy, Jasmine. I’m so proud of you.” 
 
   “Of all the things I’ve done, you wait until I have an illegitimate baby to be proud of me? You are something else, Patty.” 
 
   “Jasmine, please. I’m not here to argue, or fight. I just...I know I’ve said some really cruel things to you over the last few years and I...I guess I’m here to apologize. Even if you reciprocated the attitude, none of it was appropriate from my end. I’m your mother. I should support you no matter what. And I...I dropped the ball, Jasmine. I’m so sorry.” I really thought the whole emotional pregnancy bullshit went away the second the baby was out, but apparently there was still more in the tank as the tears flew down my face before I even had the chance to stop them. It was like she had said everything I ever wanted to hear at the absolute least likely moment I expected to hear them. Hell, I wasn’t even sure if my mom knew I had given birth. I surely didn’t have any plans on calling her to let her know. But now that she was here, actually supporting me, apologizing to me, expressing her fault, I felt guilty as hell for ever letting things get so bad.
 
   “I’m umm...I’m sorry too. You know for like...being mean and stuff.” She walked over to my bedside and took my hand, stroking it the same way my father had.
 
   “I read a scripture on my way here and I…”
              “Mom…”
 
   “I know, I know; me and my church stuff. But just hear me out for a second. God said that love covers over a multitude of sins. I may not agree with every choice you make, but if I at least do my job in giving you a mother’s love, then there is nothing for me to be concerned about.” In a weird way, I knew exactly what she meant. Instead of being critical of everything I did, she was deciding to do the only thing she had control of. 
 
   That was definitely something I planned to keep in mind with my own child. 
 
   “Thank you, Mom. That was...perfect.”
 
   “You’re welcome, dear,” she replied, as she put a hand to my head and began stroking my hair in only a way a mother knew how to do. 
 
   Since we seemed to be in a good space, I couldn’t help prying her for information about what had her all soft and girly. “Now tell me something… what’s going on with you and Dad?” 
 
   She immediately brushed me off though there was no hiding the hint of blush on her cheeks. “Oh girl. Nothing’s going on with me and that old fool. He calls himself trying to be my friend, but he does everything he can to test the title.”
 
   “Are you two getting back together?”
 
   “I don’t think so, Jaz. But you know how God works. If you wanna make him laugh, tell him your plans.”
 
   Finally, the whole God thing was making sense. 
 
   And I was just sure he had a stomach cramp from laughing so hard at me. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   rich.
 
   RJ was officially home.
 
   Since Rae had only gotten to spend a few moments with him in the hospital, she was more than happy to take over while Jasmine and I got some rest. Jasmine was still a little sore, so I helped her get into bed before walking to the other side to slide in next to her. She adjusted for a moment before she found her favorite spot against my chest. 
 
   We laid in a comfortable silence; the most silence we had experienced in days before Jasmine broke it, asking, “Rich, are you happy?” 
 
   I didn’t have to think twice before replying, “Happiest man in the world.”
 
   “I feel like I should be...happier,” she said with a sigh that made me pull her in a little tighter. 
 
   “What’s wrong, Jasmine?”
 
   “I don’t know. I guess I just...when you read about women having babies, they always talk about how blissful it is and how precious those first moments are with the baby, blah, blah, blah. And I don’t feel...any of that.” I could hear the concern in her voice, as if something was wrong with her because of how she felt. 
 
   From one of my random Google searches during her pregnancy, I found out that it was more than common for women to not feel as engaged as they expected to be from the jump. I quickly reassured her, “You’re adjusting, Jasmine. It’s natural to feel this way. I mean, you’ve suddenly become responsible for a whole new life. He’s counting on you. I’m counting on you. It’s a lot. But it’s nothing you can’t handle.” 
 
   She relaxed a little bit as she replied, “I guess I’ll have to take your word for it.”
 
   I rubbed my fingers through her hair, trying to help ease some of her tension. It was moments like this where everything felt strangely perfect. Not perfect in a sense that nothing was wrong but that what I needed to be in place, was in place. 
 
   Well, all except for one thing. 
 
   “Speaking of words, remember when we were on the way to the hospital?”
 
   “Yeah….”
 
   “And I said I’d drive through the light if you agreed to marry me?”
 
   “Yeah….”
 
   “Well…?” 
 
   She lifted herself from my chest before turning to me with a softened scowl. “Can you at least get down on one knee or something? I mean, I’ve already had your baby. The least you can do is make it a little romantic.” 
 
   I laughed her off, but did exactly as she asked, making my way to her side of the bed before dropping to one knee, “Jasmine Marie Monroe...baby mama...will you marry me?” 
 
   She played with her curls, looked around the room, readjusted her clothes; just about everything to make the wait longer than it needed to be before she finally answered, “Yes….Daddy...I’ll marry you.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



epilogue.
 
   jasmine.
 
   Everything was going wrong. 
 
   And when I say everything, I literally mean every damn thing possible. 
 
   The wedding cake got dropped on the way into the facility, my dress - which was actually my back-up dress because the first one didn’t fit anymore - was now covered in Baby Rich’s throw-up, and the power had went out thanks to the once in a lifetime storm that decided to show up.
 
   Tony! Toni! Toné! were so wrong about it never raining in Southern California. 
 
   After kicking everybody out, even my damn son, I could finally let out the cry I had been holding in for weeks. Life had gotten hard...like indescribably hard and I had pretty much exhausted all of my options for refuge except this one.
 
   An ugly cry. 
 
   One that would surely ruin my make-up and  maybe even my hair if I swiped the tears and snot hard enough. I was bracing myself for the release when there was a knock on the door.
 
   “Jasmine? You alright in there? I know I’m not supposed to see you ‘til the wedding but I need to know you’re okay.”
 
   “Well I’m not,” I yelled back, as I walked towards the door to make sure he could hear me on the other side.
 
   “What’s wrong now, Jasmine?” 
 
   “Everything, Rich. This is stupid. We can’t get married. We don’t have to do this. Not today. Not ever. I’ll still love you.”
 
   He let out a sigh before replying, “Jasmine, we’re doing this. The circumstances may not be ideal but have we ever really worked that way? Shit, if you ask me, the circumstances are perfect because they’re so...us.”
 
   “Cloudy, dark, rainy, destroyed...oh yeah, that sounds just like us.”
 
   “No, Jasmine. Different, crazy, unorthodox, unconventional. That’s how we’ve always rolled. And besides, rain on your wedding day is good luck. Represents a cleanse, a fresh start; exactly what we need. I mean...before I met you, I had purpose, I had direction. But you...and my son, have given that shit a whole new meaning. I’m in love with you, Jasmine. And I refuse to live life without you as my wife.” There was a long pause, as if he was waiting for me to respond. But since I was at a loss for words, he continued on,  “I guess what I’m trying to say is...wipe your pretty little face, drink some wine or something, and get ready because this is happening whether you like it or not.”
 
   “Arrogant much?”
 
   “You love that shit. That’s how I got you in the first place.”
 
   True.
 
   And I’d be damned if that night wasn’t still etched into my brain. But now, unlike with my usual flings, there were more memories to add to our collection; things far more important than sex.
 
   I had found love. 
 
   Like legitimate, storybook love. 
 
   And even if it wasn’t perfect, it was perfectly crafted for me.
 
   My unconventional love.
 
   The End
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Enjoyed this book? Wanna talk about it? Find me on Facebook, on Twitter/Instagram (@mspiedoubleu) or shoot me an email at thebookwormlodge@gmail.com !
 
    
 
   Ready for my next release? Check out thebookwormlodge.com/alexandras-author-page for updates!
 
    
 
   And if you feel inclined to do so, please leave a review! 
 
   (I hope you do lol)
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