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    Author’s Note 
 
    This project was something I started last year, put to the side and was drawn back to with the season. Reworking it required more work than I expected, but it was a testament to how much I've been able to grow as a writer over the year.  
 
    With that said, I appreciate you all giving me the opportunity to grow, to learn and improve with each book, and your continued support of my work. 
 
     If you would've told me three years ago that I'd be on my sixteenth book, I probably would've laughed in your face. But it's your love, support, reviews, kind notes and comments on social media that continue to push me on those "tough" writing days.  
 
    So thank you all, and I hope you enjoy reading Guy and Nova's story as much as I enjoyed writing it!  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nova 
 
    I’m going to pee on myself. 
 
    It was the end of the school day - the last day of school to be exact - and I was just sure my slacks were going to be saturated with piss in no time at all. I squeezed my thighs together as tight as I could while offering goodbye hugs to my now second graders. Of course the tightest hug of all came from the baddest rugrat I’d ever experienced in my three years of teaching, but I suppose it was something like a peace offering for all the mayhem he had caused from Fall to Summer. 
 
    Summer. 
 
    It had never sounded sweeter than it did in this moment, though I didn’t exactly have plans other than binge-watching a few shows I missed out on during the school year. It was annoying as hell scanning through Twitter on any given night just to find people live-tweeting the shows I didn’t have time for. And even when I did have time, I used it trying to catch up with my on-again, off-again boyfriend who was miles away in L.A. working as a video vixen. 
 
    Well... the male version.  
 
    He was the eye candy, the love interest, the one who got oiled up just to be grinded on by whatever superstar had casted him to roll around in bed with her, or be tied up by her, or… whatever the situation called for that was all shit I was supposed to be doing.  
 
    Distance makes the heart grow fonder my ass. 
 
    Having a long-distance relationship was exhausting. Sure we could talk on the phone, text, FaceTime, whatever. But it wasn’t the same as being able to touch each other every day, hold each other every night, share jokes over dinner and have wine-drunk sex on the countertops.  
 
    I was biting my lip just thinking about it when I heard my coworker, Mrs. Lewis, screech, “It’s finally here, Nova! Aren’t you so excited?!”  
 
    I put a finger up telling her to hold that thought as I dashed to the bathroom that was just a few doors down from my classroom, not caring that the toilets were at a kid’s level. The extra distance didn’t bother me nearly as much as the smell from kids who forgot to flush.  
 
    Nothing a plugged nose couldn’t fix.  
 
    I made quick work of washing and drying my hands so I could go see what Mrs. Lewis was running her mouth about now. She was in my cohort of teachers and always had great insight when it came to education-related things. But outside of that, she was the passive-gossiper. The type to ask you questions about your day, that turn into questions about your life, that eventually turns into front page news. 
 
    Okay, maybe I was exaggerating a little.  
 
    I walked back into my classroom and found her snooping near my desk. 
 
    No surprise. 
 
    “Sorry about that, Mrs. Lewis. What were you saying?” 
 
    She acted embarrassed about getting caught, scurrying away to help me stack chairs as she said, “Oh! I was… asking were you excited about summer?”  
 
    “Definitely,” I replied, keeping my answer short since I knew this was just the lead-in for a follow-up. 
 
    “Any big plans?”  
 
    Here we go. 
 
    “Umm nothing major. Probably do some rearranging in my apartment, catch up on some TV and reading, maybe go to a conference or two. Oh, and hopefully go visit David out in L.A.”  
 
    With David’s schedule being so all over the place, my breaks and his downtimes never seemed to align throughout the school year. But now that it was summer, I was hoping we could make something work. 
 
    “Oh that’s right! You guys are doing the long-distance thing. How’s that going?” 
 
    Nosey ass. 
 
    I held back my sigh as I told her, “It’s fine.” Knowing that was hardly the case.  
 
    Maybe if David was just working as an extra for random sci-fi movies or something more neutral like that, I wouldn’t be so concerned. But the fact that he was filming sexy scene after sexy scene with some of the hottest, most eligible bachelorettes in the music industry had me on high alert.  
 
    “Babe, you’re just being insecure…,” he said. 
 
    “Babe, it’s not even like that…,” he said. 
 
    “Babe, it’s just work…,” he said. 
 
    Just work, my ass. 
 
    Whatever star he was working with at the time got to kiss him and touch him more than I had in the last few months and that was never not going to be a problem with me.  
 
    I must’ve been wearing my thoughts on my face as Mrs. Lewis felt the need to ask, “Are you sure about that? Is there something you wanna talk about?”  
 
    Not with you. 
 
    “No, I’m fine. It just gets tough sometimes, but we’re great.”  
 
    She gave me the, “I don’t believe you, but I’ll let it slide for now” smile before she said, “Well I’m sure you guys will work it out. Whatever it is.” 
 
    Girl, didn’t I just say we’re great? 
 
    I kept my thoughts to myself, offering her a smile instead as I said, “Thanks, Mrs. Lewis. Have a good summer.”  
 
    “You too, Nova! Maybe we can catch up, have dinner over the break or something.” 
 
    So you can ask more questions? 
 
    Yeah right. 
 
    I tried to sound as enthusiastic as she did when I replied, “I’m sure we can arrange something.”  
 
    When she pulled out her phone as if she was getting ready to schedule an exact time and date, I instantly got nervous. But instead of forcing me into a dreaded interaction with her plans, she said, “Oh! Looks like the Hubs is calling. I better get going.”  
 
    Secretly, I thanked the Hubs in my head as I sent her on her way. Then I spent a few hours straightening up the classroom, taking down leftover bulletin boards and organizing the bookshelf that was end-of-the-year destroyed. We technically had two more weeks of full access to the building, but I wanted to cut my time spent there as short as I could. Not that I didn’t enjoy my job, I just desperately needed the break.  
 
    All of it.  
 
    I packed up a few more things before I headed to my modest apartment that was only a few blocks from the school. I had picked it solely because it was walking distance to my job, though I only walked on the days I woke up early enough to do so and the days I didn’t have to drag a box worth of papers to grade which rarely happened. But the short distance came in handy during the Colorado winters when I could just lace up my snow boots instead of slipping and sliding on the streets with everyone else. And then there were days like today where I wanted to kick off summer with a little fresh air. 
 
    In fact, I was immensely enjoying the serenity of the walk until my phone vibrated in my pocket, knocking me out of the trance I was already in from just the smell of the neighborhood landscaping being tended to. I considered ignoring it for a moment, but when I thought about who it could be - David -, I pulled it out and was rewarded with someone even better as I smiled at the contact picture before tapping the screen to answer.  
 
    “Kaylin! I miss you babes! What’s up?!” I gushed into the phone, my excitement surely enough to make me look like a lunatic to anyone driving past. But with the end of the school year being so hectic, I hadn’t caught up with my best friend in far too long to be worried about a nosey side eye.  
 
    I could feel her smiling through the phone, and I imagined her resting poolside with a drink in her hand as she said, “I miss you too, mamas. How are you?” 
 
    “I’m… fine. Officially Summer break so I’d be a fool to complain right now. How about you?” 
 
    The question seemed silly considering her life circumstances were a world apart from mine. While I was still in our hometown working as a teacher, Kaylin was in Miami living the life of a baller’s wife. While I administered meaningless tests and sat through staff meetings, she managed her investments and shopped at high-end boutiques with the money from her returns. While I dealt with foreign bodily fluids and broke up mini-scuffles, she volunteered through her husband’s foundation and occupied his arena suite at each home game.  
 
    Still, no matter what pedestal I put her lifestyle on, she didn’t seem nearly as enthused when she plainly replied, “Girl, you know I’m good. Lamar is on a seven game road trip, so things are pretty quiet around here. But other than that, it’s… Miami.”  
 
    Leave it to Kaylin to make Miami sound like it was Boise, Idaho or some other no man’s land. Then again, I knew she was hardly ever fazed or impressed with anything, part of the reason Lamar was so attracted to her back in college. While everybody was busy fawning over him, girls and boys alike, Kaylin treated him like the normal human being he was. Even now that Lamar was a top-tier player in the league, Kaylin still thought of him as just… Lamar.  
 
    They had gotten married right after she and I graduated from college, and now three years later, they still acted like newlyweds which was something I couldn’t help but admire. But since I didn’t see that in my cards anytime soon, I focused my energy elsewhere when I told her, “Miami sounds like a dream right now,” releasing a sigh as I imagined my feet covered in warm sand, living in swimsuits and cover-ups, and being drunk by noon off of fruity cocktails.  
 
    “That’s actually why I was calling. I was wondering if you wanted to come down and visit me this summer. Well… for the summer.”  
 
    My heart leaped on its own, calming down just enough for me to ask, “Kay, you’re playin’ right? For one, I can’t really afford it. For two, the whole summer? I know you love me, but you don’t love me that damn much.”  
 
    Even though we hadn’t seen each other in far too long, the fact that we had grown up together like sisters almost guaranteed that it wouldn’t take long for the excitement of seeing each other to wear off before we’d be getting on each other’s nerves like blood, though thankfully never for blood. Well... except for that one day back in elementary when I caught her kissing my crush behind a tree.  
 
    Johnny fuckin’ Clauson. 
 
    She laughed into the phone as if she could read my mind before she said, “Nova, you can stay in the condo for free. You know we’re hardly ever there now that we finally found a real house. And I’ll even stock the fridge for you, so you won’t have to spend a bunch of money eating out every night.” 
 
    The offer almost sounded too good to be true. But considering the contract extension Lamar had just signed this past year along with the investments I knew Kaylin was cashing in on, I couldn’t help but push it when I asked, “Well how am I gonna get down there?”  
 
    “I’ll pay for your flight, Nova,” she answered with a slight groan, making my smile grow even wider as I climbed the steps then buzzed myself into my building. And since she seemed to be in a giving mood, I decided to push one more time.  
 
    “And baggage fees too?” I asked, as I unlocked the door to my unit.  
 
    She smacked her teeth, laughing as she said, “Damn, girl. You really are broke! But sure, baggage fees too. All these bitches down here are just way too fake for my liking. I need my bestie to come and refresh my people skills because I’m starting to think something is wrong with me.” 
 
    “Probably is, Kaylin,” I thought to myself with a quiet laugh, knowing she was practically the queen of throwing shade though it was hardly ever intentional. In all honesty, she was usually just speaking the truth that we all wished we had the courage to do. But since I knew most people didn’t take very kindly to that, I had no problem telling her, “Kay, I’m sure your blunt ass has ruffled more than a few feathers down there.” 
 
    “That’s not my fault though. If they didn’t wanna hear the real, they shouldn’t have interacted with me,” she replied knowingly, making me laugh again as she continued, “But anyway, are you gonna come? I can get you a flight as soon as this weekend.” 
 
    Once again, my heart felt like it was going to leap out of my chest at just the thought. But while this weekend sounded lovely, I released a regretful sigh before I told her, “I have to finish up at the school first, sis.” 
 
    “Finish up at the school? The kids are gone which means you should be too.” 
 
    I nodded as if she could see me, plopping down on the couch as I whined, “I know, I know. But I have a few end of the year meetings with my team and the district, then I have to finish cleaning out and packing up my classroom. But I should be done by like, the end of next week.”  
 
    There was a clap in the distance as she said, “Well then it’s settled. I’m booking your flight for next Saturday. And pack light so we’ll have a reason to go shopping.” 
 
    It amazed me that she could speak of things so casually while I felt like I was going to cry when I told her, “Thank you, Kay. You have no idea how much I need this.”  
 
    “Actually, I do know, especially considering ol’ raggedy ass D…” 
 
    “Nope! Not going there. Not today,” I said, cutting her off from what I knew was going to be another rant about how David was no good for me.  
 
    They had practically been at odds from the first day I introduced them to each other, David, for whatever reason, convinced Kaylin was just another groupie who had swindled Lamar for his money and Kaylin convinced David was more talk than work when it came to his career. In fact, I could remember the day David stormed out of my apartment after Kaylin kept referring to him as a Z-list actor.  
 
    But since I cared about them both, I did my best to protect them from each other. And thankfully Kaylin understood that as she said, “Fine, fine. I’ll send you the flight info as soon as I get it. Can’t wait to see you, boo.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to see you either. And make sure you warn Lamar that I’m coming. You know, just in case he was planning on housing one of his side honeys at the condo.” 
 
    I was only teasing her since she had taken a little stab at my… situation. But somehow she still managed to come out on top when she replied, “Bitch… that flight is not booked yet.”  
 
    Since there was no way in hell I was going to ruin my opportunity, I was quick to tell her, “I’m just playin’, Kay. He and I both know you’d cut his ass if he even thought about pulling some stuff like that.” 
 
    “Cut him, take him for everything he has, and then cut him again with a knife I paid for with his money,” she replied without missing a beat, making me burst with laughter since I knew she was serious. 
 
    I shook my head as I muttered, “Crazy ass,” before picking up my voice to tell her, “I’ll talk to you later, girl. Thank you!” 
 
    And just like when I first picked up, I could feel her smiling through the phone when she said, “You’re welcome, mamas. I’ll see you soon.”   
 
    Once the call was ended, I scrolled through my log to find David’s number, anxious to share the news of my new summer plans with him. But after only one ring, it went to voicemail as if… I know his ass didn’t just press ignore on my call. 
 
    I tapped the screen to call him again, assuming - and maybe hoping - it was an accident. But this time the call didn’t ring at all, instead going straight to voicemail as if he had turned his phone off.  
 
    Naturally my mind went to the worst case scenario of him avoiding me to be wrapped up in some girl, a thought that always made me sick to my stomach. But since I had no proof and I knew he’d be able to deny it without any hard evidence, I decided it was in my best interest to focus on the positive vibes of my summer getting a whole lot sweeter thanks to Kaylin’s generosity. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Guy 
 
    “Jaxson, go potty before we leave. I don’t want you to have an accident.”  
 
    No matter how close we were already cutting it on time, I couldn’t help but smile when my three-year-old son confidently replied, “Daddy, I’ma big boy. I’m not gon’ pee on myself.”  
 
    Sure he had been potty-trained for a solid year now, but the kinks still hadn’t completely worked themselves out. So this time instead of demanding, I suggested, “Well how about you at least go try, Jax. It’s hard to go pee on planes.”  
 
    Of course that simple tidbit of information made his curiosity brew. “Why Daddy?” 
 
    I finished packing the last of my clothes, hoping I had enough to rotate through the summer as I explained, “Well sometimes, even when you have to go really bad, you can’t because the pilot wants you to keep your seatbelt on.” 
 
    “Why Daddy?” he asked, his little eyebrows bunched together as he looked up at me, reminding me of his mother’s. But I was pretty sure the eyebrows were the only thing he inherited from her, every other feature making him practically a spitting image of me.  
 
    That fact alone made me smile again as I answered, “So that you’ll be safe in case there’s turbulence, or something like that.” 
 
    It seemed as if the more I told him, the more confused he became, this time cocking his head and squinting his eyes when he asked, “What’s turb-a-lence?” 
 
    “When the plane shakes,” I answered quickly as I closed the top of my suitcase, zipping it closed and setting it on the ground next to Jaxson’s smaller one that had thankfully been packed the night before.  
 
    There was no way in hell I would’ve had the time to do it today, especially with curious Jaxson continuing to quiz me with questions like, “But why does the plane shake?” 
 
    “Because… Jaxson just go potty, alright?”  
 
    He sighed as if he was defeated before he stomped off to the bathroom, something I would’ve checked him on any other time. But since we didn’t have time to deal with a real breakdown, I let him get away with it. 
 
    Truth be told, I would’ve loved to explain the whole process with him, do some research like we always seemed to do about everything these days, but we had a plane to catch. My best friend - which was more like my brother - had invited Jaxson and I to come stay with him for the summer down in Miami. He had even set Jaxson up in one of the best summer programs in town so that I could actually enjoy the vacation.  
 
    Not that Jaxson wasn’t a joy.  
 
    He was easily the best thing that had ever happened to me. But sometimes he could be… annoying. Like now, when he had a million questions about airplanes when all I needed him to do was go to the damn bathroom. 
 
    Parenthood. 
 
    I shook my head as I made myself busy rechecking his carry-on bag to make sure I had grabbed all the essentials to keep him occupied on the plane while simultaneously listening to see if he was actually peeing. His little tinkles came out at the same time my phone began to ring. And when I took a peek at the screen, I instantly smiled as I tapped to answer the call.  
 
    “What’s good, bro?” 
 
    There was a lot of commotion in the background, but I was still able to hear Lamar when he asked, “Sup brodie? You and my nephew all ready for the trip?” 
 
    I peeked over towards the bathroom door and could thankfully hear Jax singing the handwashing song he had learned at school as I answered, “Just about. We’re getting ready to hit the airport now.” 
 
    “Bet. I’ll still be at practice when y’all land, but Kaylin will be there to pick you two up and get you all settled in at the condo. Then I’ll swing by when I’m done here at work,” he replied, making sense of his noisy background now that I knew where he was. 
 
    With that new information, I couldn’t help but tease, “Nigga talkin’ about some work like you ain’t getting paid millions to run the same basic ass basketball drills from high school.” 
 
    I wasn’t at all surprised when he quickly defended, “When you gotta train all day, every day, that shit is definitely work, brodie.” 
 
    “Puttin’ in all that work and I could still do your ass on the court. What a shame,” I muttered, shaking my head as if he could see me. 
 
    But of course he only laughed as he groaned, “Ahh, you got jokes. But let me get back. I’ll get up with y’all tonight, aight?”  
 
    Once again, I nodded as if he could see me. “Sounds good, bro. We’ll see you then,” I told him, ending the call  just as Jaxson emerged from the bathroom with his shirt tugged all the way into his underwear.  
 
    I was already cracking up laughing by the time he asked, “Was that my mama?”  
 
    I kneeled down in front of him to fix his clothes as I answered, “No, that was your Uncle Lamar,” though I was sure his mama would be calling in the next ten to fifteen minutes.  
 
    She acted like she didn’t trust me with him for extended periods of time as if he had ever came back to her harmed. In fact, just talking her into letting me take him on this trip had taken some top notch bargaining for not one but two future holidays. But we had been sharing custody since he was a little over one and there hadn’t been any real traumatizing moments other than the occasional scraped knee, or elbow, or forehead… 
 
    Clumsy toddler shit.  
 
    “Can we call mama when we go see Uncle Lamar?” he asked as I slipped his backpack over his shoulders before grabbing my own.  
 
    Then over my shoulder, I replied, “Of course, Jaxson. As much as you want,” before grabbing our suitcases to drag down the stairs of our townhome.  
 
    I was grateful that his mom, Mariah, and I weren’t on bad terms, though our history was complicated enough for things to say otherwise. We had been high school sweethearts, prom king and queen, the football player and the cheerleader, everybody expecting us to get married and have babies right after we graduated as if two teenagers really needed that kind of responsibility. But our life goals were bigger than that, so we went to college first and that’s when things began to unravel.  
 
    While I went to play ball and work towards my degree in art education at Mizzou, she went down to Lincoln University, pressed on getting the full HBCU experience. And even though the drive between the two was nothing more than a trip down the highway, we quickly realized the whole long-distance thing wasn’t for us. Still, we stayed in touch over the years and made an effort to show up for each other’s major events as friends; my “important” games, her sorority probate, each other’s graduations. And when we both made the decision to move back to our hometown, linking back up on a physical level wasn’t even a second thought. Until linking up turned into a pregnancy neither one of us was anticipating. 
 
    We did what we thought was right; found decent jobs, got an apartment together, tried to resume the normal relationship we had shared in the past. But it didn’t take long for us to discover we were far from the same people we had been back in high school, and the more time we spent together sharing a space, the more that became obvious. What had once been a mutual love and respect for each other had turned completely toxic overnight. And when Jaxson was born, that only seemed to be amplified.  
 
    So we split, and it was paying off, co-parenting made easy now that our friendship was back stable. And even though Jaxson hadn’t been in the plans, hearing him yell, “Daddy?!” for the umpteempth time somehow made it all worth it. 
 
    “Yes, Jax?” I asked, holding the door for him to step out before pulling the suitcases behind him and locking up. 
 
    He waited patiently for me to lead him to the car before he finally asked, “Did you pack my iPad?” 
 
    The only thing that will save me on this flight... 
 
    “Of course, Jaxson.” 
 
    “Can I watch Netflix when we go visit Uncle Lamar?” 
 
    These endless ass questions... 
 
    I nodded, opening the car door for him as I answered, “Yes, Jax. You can watch Netflix sometimes, but you’ll be going to school too.” 
 
    He immediately looked disappointed, something that always stabbed at me when he asked, “Why, Daddy? I wanna stay with you and Uncle Lamar.” 
 
    I waited until he climbed into the booster-style car seat he was already outgrowing, leaning in to give him a kiss to the top of his head while he could still appreciate it before I explained, “I know, son. And sometimes you will. But I want you to be able to play with other kids too. It’ll be fun, I promise.”  
 
     “You promise?” he asked, his innocently hopeful expression warming my chest.  
 
    I couldn’t help but give him a reassuring smile as I told him, “I promise,” getting him all strapped in before rushing to load the suitcases in the trunk so we wouldn’t actually miss our flight. 
 
    Like clockwork, we weren’t five minutes into the drive when my phone was buzzing with a call from Mariah. I thought about just giving the phone straight to Jaxson since I knew that was the only reason she was calling. But since I was in a good mood with my impending trip, I decided to tease her when I answered, “What’s good, baby mama?” 
 
    She immediately smacked her teeth, letting out a little laugh before she said, “You play too much. How’s my baby?” 
 
    “He’s fine, mama bear. I told you I got this,” I replied, peeking at him through the rearview mirror only to find him already looking at me trying to figure out who I was talking to.   
 
    “I’ve never been away from him this long. You’ve never had him for this long. I just…” she started, releasing a heavy sigh just as I cut her off.  
 
    “He’s my son too, Mariah. I know how to be a damn parent. In fact, I’m pretty good at the shit. You can even ask your son,” I said, peeking at him once again to see his eyes lit up now that he knew for sure who it was.  
 
    “I know, I know. He absolutely adores his blockhead ass daddy. But anyway, let me talk to him.”  
 
    I pressed the button to turn the phone to speaker mode, handing it back to Jaxson as he screeched, “Hi Mommy!” 
 
    “Hi baby. I miss you already. Are you excited for your big trip with daddy?” she asked, her especially peppy voice making me smile as I thought about how happy it made Jaxson; the singular goal we shared.  
 
    We didn’t have to be together, we didn’t always have to get along, but we were always, always going to do right by our son. And it seemed as if we were doing at least a decent job when he gushed, “I can’t wait to be on the airplane, and go see the water, and see Uncle Lamar play basketball, and get some girls...” 
 
    “Excuse me?!” she snapped, making me cringe as I thought about the conversation regarding the trip Jaxson and I had shared a few nights back when I was just trying to get him to go to sleep, thinking he was too drowsy to actually remember any of it.  
 
    But it was clear he had caught more than I thought, making me laugh as I said, “Dang, Jax! You weren’t supposed to tell her all that!”  
 
    I was glad to hear Mariah laugh too before she advised, “Don’t be lettin’ your daddy get you in trouble, baby. You hear me?” 
 
    “Yes, Mommy.” 
 
    “Love you, Jax.” 
 
    “And you love daddy too?” he asked, a question he’d been asking the both of us more and more lately. 
 
    While I knew Mariah and I would always have love for each other considering we had pretty much grown up together, I was perfectly okay with there ever only being a friendship between us. Jax, on the other hand, was just becoming old enough to want both parents together at all times. And we were on occasion, having “family” outings that always seemed to please him. But since we both knew nothing more than that was possible if we expected to raise him in the healthy, stable environment he deserved, Mariah did her best letting him down easy when she answered, “I care about your father very much, yes. And I know you do too. You be good for him, okay?” 
 
    “Okay bye,” he rushed out, leaning forward as far as he could to hand the phone back to me while I laughed at his abrupt dismissal. 
 
    And once I took the phone back, I couldn’t help but rub it in a little bit when I said, “See. Told you I got this. Your boy is good.” 
 
    “Mmmhmm. Following right in his father’s footsteps I see…” she trailed, obviously hinting at his little comment about the girls.  
 
    It was no secret that since our split, I had indulged in my fair share of women. And even back in college, it was kind of my thing, made easy thanks to my charm and status on the football team. But instead of addressing that, I smiled as if she could see me when I defended, “They’re pretty good steps if I do say so myself.” 
 
    “Yeah, they aight. Just make sure you let me know when y’all land safely. And Facetime me before he goes to sleep. I’m already going through withdrawals.” 
 
    “Yes, Mom. Anything else?” I asked as I pulled into the extended-parking lot, thankful that Lamar had already agreed to covering the costs of leaving my car at the airport for the summer, a fee that was nothing to him but would’ve been everything to me. Not that I was super broke, but my salary being a middle school art teacher didn’t exactly lend itself to unexpected expenses.  
 
    Still, I had managed to save up plenty for the trip that had Mariah sighing into the phone, “Have fun, Guy.” 
 
    “You really mean that?” I asked, knowing it sounded too good to be true. 
 
    I quickly found out I was absolutely right when she shouted, “Hell no! I actually want your trip to be trash because I’m jealous that you’re going to freakin’ Miami while I’ll be stuck here working doubles down at the hospital.”  
 
    “You got the skills to pay the bills, Riah. And at least on your days off, you’ll get to kick it kid-free with… what’s his name again?” I asked, keeping the phone between my shoulder and my ear as I reached into the backseat to unbuckle Jaxson’s safety belt. 
 
    I imagined her rolling her eyes when she replied, “You know his name, Guy.” 
 
    “Henry? Herman? Herbert? I know it’s some old school player shit,” I told her, knowing good and well what his name was since I had just met the man last week. And thankfully our exchange hadn’t been as awkward as it could’ve been, besides the fact that the man looked to be the same age as my father. But he was kind enough, and he treated my son well, so that’s what was most important.  
 
    Still, Mariah only groaned, “Guy, leave him alone.” 
 
    “What? It ain’t my fault ol’ boy is waiting on his AARP membership in the mail. Y’all still going to bingo night on Wednesdays?” I asked teasingly as I climbed out of the car, letting Jaxson out before going to grab our suitcases with Mariah cracking up laughing in my ear.  
 
    “You’re such a hater. His name is Howard and he’s a junior. So he’s not really that old,” she quickly defended.  
 
    But even if she thought so, I couldn’t help but remind her, “Well H.J. is almost eligible for the senior discount at restaurants, Riah. My nigga is seasoned. Hell, H.J. might’ve marched with King.”  
 
    She laughed again as I directed Jaxson to stay close while I led us into the airport. “Oh, so now you’re giving him nicknames? Who in their right mind would go by H.J. anyway? If Jax was a junior, he wouldn’t be G.J.” 
 
    “Which is exactly why I didn’t make him a junior. Just wasn’t in his cards from the get go. And it shouldn’t have been in Heathcliff’s either,” I joked, this time making her squeal.  
 
    “His name is Howard! But anyway, don’t forget to let me know when you guys make it. I’m serious,” she warned, her tone clear enough for me to compromise when the time actually came.  
 
    But that didn’t mean I was going to give her a definite answer now, having too much fun getting under her skin when I replied, “I’ll see what I can do. I mean, little man obviously has quite the agenda. We may be too busy getting girls like he said.”  
 
    I peeked down at him to see if he had heard me, but he was already busy in his own little world, taking in the unfamiliar surroundings of the airport since it was his first time flying. I was already mentally prepared for the millions of questions he would have, already prepared to keep him entertained during what was thankfully a direct flight. But I couldn’t help but be excited about my son getting an opportunity to travel at such a young age, having me beat by a long shot since I hadn’t taken my first flight until I was in high school.  
 
    My attention was brought back to the phone when Mariah snapped, “Guy, don’t you play with me,” using the same “mom” voice she’d use whenever she was checking Jaxson on something. 
 
    And while it would’ve definitely done the trick for him, I could only laugh as I told her, “Later, Riah.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nova 
 
    “My ovaries are aching, Kay. I’ve never seen anything so adorable in my life.” - Nova 
 
    I was on a layover, one more flight until paradise, but I could only focus on the pair sitting diagonally from me - a father and his baby boy - as they went back and forth in whatever game they were playing. I had been watching long enough to catch the jig, baby boy wearing a mischievous grin as he took slow steps backwards into his father’s arms and then acting surprised when his father snatched him up into a hug. Little guy would squeal and laugh as he pulled away while his father showered him in kisses before letting him go. Then only a few seconds after being released, he’d be right back at it. 
 
    It was incredibly sweet, though I don’t think there was ever a time when I saw a black father interacting with his child and didn’t think the same thing. But something about this particular pair was especially adorable, making me release a dreamy sigh as my phone buzzed with a notification. 
 
    “What are you talking about, crazy? You’re probably just getting your period.” - Kaylin 
 
    Though I hadn’t checked my calendar to know if that was actually the case, there was something about the way the father - who was so handsome he could only make babies as precious as this one - exuded full masculinity while also being tender with his little one that was just so damn refreshing. And the son was incredibly engaged, not strapped to a device like most of the kids around us, earning them bonus points from my teacher side. But since that was supposed to be put away for the summer, I focused on my response to Kaylin.  
 
    “LoL that might be true. But seriously, Kay. Baby fever on a thousand.” - Nova 
 
    “Fuck around and get knocked up by that clown if you want to...” - Kaylin 
 
    I rolled my eyes, hardly surprised that she had used the moment to take a jab at my relationship with David. She always claimed it was because he acted like he was too good for me, like he was a blessing to me, when it was really the other way around. And while I could never be mad at her for wanting the best for me, there were also times like now when I just wanted her to shut the fuck up about it.  
 
    Instead of defending him like usual, I simply replied, “You’re such a hater.” 
 
    “If that’s considered hating, you might as well put the title on my tombstone.” - Kaylin  
 
    “Right next to bitch. LoL” - Nova 
 
    “Your Bestie Bitch, to be exact. ;)” - Kaylin 
 
    I smiled into my phone, feeling even more excited about getting on the plane and touching down in the MIA. I scanned the crowd of people waiting in the boarding area once again, but naturally my eyes landed right back on the daddy and son tandem; this time more on the daddy who was scrolling through his phone while baby boy played on the floor with his toy cars. 
 
    He was fine. 
 
    Like… real fine. 
 
    A little lighter than I usually preferred my men since I was considered a light bright myself. But he definitely had the build I liked according to the way his plain navy V-neck strained against his shoulders, chest, and biceps. The type of build that would pull you into the warmest bear hug. The type of build that could toss you over his shoulder and carry you up the stairs with ease. The type of shoulders you could straddle suspended in the air with his face between your thighs.   
 
    “Slow down, Nova,” I thought to myself as I pulled my lip between my teeth trying to remember the last time I had gotten that kind of treatment. And while I assumed I was only daydreaming through it all, I must’ve actually been staring too hard as the guy peeked up at me with a smile before I had the chance to look away.  
 
    Instead of being a complete creep, I gave him a polite smile before I casted my eyes back to my own phone where they should’ve stayed in the first place. Then I spent some time scrolling to delete an excess of selfies, and then through my messages to delete a bunch of those, and then…. 
 
    “Shit!”  
 
    I looked down to my foot and found baby boy’s car sitting directly on top of my pinky toe, Lightning McQueen staring up at me with a grin as if he had done it on purpose. Any other child I probably would’ve gotten mad at, especially considering my toe was already beginning to throb. But since it was him, I picked it up and held it out with a smile so that he could come and get it.  
 
    The baby.  
 
    We’re talking about the baby. 
 
    He was slow on his approach, his expression a mix of shy and nervous and his cheeks already bright red as he said, “I sorry.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile, scooting towards the edge of my seat as I told him, “It’s okay, honey. Don’t worry about it. Just be careful next time.”  
 
    He nodded quickly as he took the car from me, then he jetted back over to where he had come from. But instead of going back on the floor to continue playing, he buried his face into his father’s chest as if he was in trouble. 
 
    Poor baby. 
 
    The sight immediately tugged at my heartstrings, especially since I wasn’t really that mad at him even though I had cursed. And while it was really none of my business by this point, his father already consoling him through it, I couldn’t help but want to do the same. So I got up and walked over to where they were sitting, squatting down in front of the little one to tell him, “Don’t be sad, honey. It’s okay. Your car just... scared me that’s all. But I’m okay. It was just an accident, right?”  
 
    Once again, he nodded quickly, his little bottom lip trembling as if he had already been on the verge of tears. And instead of going full blown creep mode like I was tempted to by pulling him into a hug to comfort him, I used the same method I’d use on my students, changing the subject completely when I asked, “What’s your name, cutie?” 
 
    My eyes were on baby boy, but the answer came from a deep baritone voice saying, “Guy.” 
 
    I felt literal shivers as I peeked up to his dad who was even bigger and broader up close, especially in the confines of the small airport chairs. He was wearing a teasing smile, one I couldn’t help but smirk against as his son said, “Not you, Daddy!” 
 
    “Yeah. Not you, Daddy,” I said, mocking his son before turning my attention back to baby boy to tell him, “I’m Nova. Can you remember that?” 
 
    His eyebrow piqued as he asked, “You mean, Miss. Nova? My daddy said big girls like you are miss and big boys like him are mister.”  
 
    I immediately laughed at his wittiness as I agreed, “Miss. Nova works too. Now what’s your name?” 
 
    “I’m Jaxson,” he answered with high shoulders and a proud smile. 
 
    A smile I matched when I repeated, “Jaxson. I like that name.” 
 
    “I like it too, Miss. Nova. It’s my favorite name,” he replied enthusiastically, making me laugh once again just as they announced it was almost time to board. 
 
    I stood up, my knees already aching from being in the squat position as I tossed my purse over my shoulder and told him, “Well it was nice to meet you, Jaxson. You have fun on the plane, okay?”  
 
    He shook his head yes, and I was glad to see him back to the happy kid he had been from the beginning. But as I turned to walk back towards where I had been sitting, I heard that already familiar baritone ask, “Hey, what about me?”  
 
    I turned around and found Jaxson’s father wearing a silly grin outlined with a goatee that went into his thick, full beard. The type of facial hair that took the right person to maintain. The type of facial hair that would feel great grazing against my freshly waxed… 
 
    “Shit. Get it together, Nova.”  
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest, mainly to cover my nipples that were steadily growing harder under the thin fabric of my Miami-appropriate sundress when I asked, “What about you?” 
 
    He stood up, giving me a complete view of just how large he was as he took the couple of steps over to where I was standing. And I was already busy deciding what sport he must’ve played growing up in my mind when he looked down at me and asked, “Aren’t you gonna tell me to have fun on the plane too?” 
 
    Instead of looking back at him, I looked down at the ground, refusing to get lost in his thick, luscious lips that I had already secretly stolen a few glances of back when I was talking to Jaxson. I was just sure they’d look even more delectable up close, not to mention how great they’d look wrapped around exactly what I was trying to cover up. But since thinking about a complete stranger in such an erotic way really only made me grateful when it came to my last minute decision to throw “Trevante” in my bag, I tried to get back into my right mind when I finally told him, “Have fun on the plane… Guy, was it?”  
 
    I looked up just in time to catch him licking those bad boys, giving me new content to fantasize about later as he answered, “That’s right, Miss. Nova.” 
 
    Something about his extra inflection on my name along with his heated gaze had my bottom lip back between my teeth as I turned away hoping he hadn’t already caught me blushing. And with perfect timing, the speaker announced, “Now boarding passengers in rows 1-20.”  
 
    “Oh! That’s me. It was umm… nice to meet you, Guy. Your son is adorable.” 
 
    He wore a sly little smirk, smoothing a hand down his beard as he said, “Yeah, so are you.”  
 
    I didn’t think I could blush any harder than I was in that moment, caught off-guard by his obvious flirting. And maybe under different circumstances, I would’ve really taken the bait and entertained his interest - our interest. But with David lingering in the back of my mind already scolding me for my dirty thoughts, I could only offer another polite smile as I turned to walk away.  
 
    Still, I didn’t get far enough to miss little Jaxson yelling, “Daddy, I gotta go pee!” making me giggle as I turned back around just slightly to find Guy still looking at me. In fact, he was in such a trance that Jaxson had to tug at his arm to get his attention while repeating himself with an urgency that said he really had to go. And even though that had been enough to get him to snap out of it, just the thought of having that much of his attention made me feel… tingly, something I hadn’t experienced in far too long.  
 
    Not that David didn’t make feel special on occasion. I mean, I had kept him around for all this time for a reason. But moments with him in general were so few and far between that I suppose I had forgotten what it felt like to be so outwardly… desired.  
 
    I tried to shake it off as I went to board the plane, getting good and comfortable in my window seat before pulling my phone out to shoot David a text.  
 
    “Boarding for Miami.” - Nova 
 
    I didn’t expect a text back since I assumed he was probably on set working somewhere. But to my surprise, a response actually came through, though it wasn’t exactly the kind of response I was hoping for. 
 
    “Miami? Since when are you going to Miami?” - David 
 
    I rolled my eyes, annoyed that he hadn’t remembered such a big detail from our last conversation. But since getting pissy over text was pretty much pointless, I responded with a reminder. 
 
    “I told you that when we talked the other day. Kay invited me to stay with her for the summer.” - Nova 
 
    This time, his response was practically immediate, reading with a disdain that really didn’t surprise me since I had mentioned his enemy. 
 
    “The summer?! Hell nah, Nova. You know Kaylin be on that bullshit.” - David 
 
    While I knew the “bullshit” he was talking about revolved around how much she wanted me to get rid of his ass, I avoided defending her just like I hadn’t defended him earlier, reminding him of the actual point of this whole trip instead.  
 
    “The school year was crazy, babe. I really need this vacation. And I promise, it’ll be super chill.” - Nova 
 
    Even though I had no idea what Kaylin had in mind other than dragging me to do the things she didn’t want to do with her fellow basketball wives, I figured playing it down would at least put David a little more at ease. But I could still feel his attitude through his text when he sent, “Yeah, whatever you say…”  
 
    My face scrunched as my fingers fired off a quick reply.  
 
    “What’s the problem? I mean, it’s not like you’re ever around anyway. Won’t really make a difference to you.” - Nova 
 
    It wasn’t that I was mad at him for following his dreams in another city. I could never fault him for that. But the reality of the situation was, with him being away, it really didn’t matter what city I was in.  
 
    The technology would work all the same.  
 
    Still, while I thought of my text as simple, it was clear David had read into it way more deeply when he sent, “Yeah, well maybe we should keep it that way.”  
 
    Once again, my fingers were quick against the screen as I typed out, “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”  
 
    But for the first time, while things in the conversation were actually at a crucial and intense point, he chose not to respond as quickly as he had been, only making me grow more irritated. I tried not to get too antsy, only checking my reception a few times to make sure the satellite Gods wouldn’t make me miss his text. But when it finally came in, I wished he wouldn’t have sent it all.   
 
    “I gotta get back to work. We’ll talk later.” - David 
 
    “What the fuck?” I thought to myself, my face tight and my hands hot as I read his words over and over again. But just when I was getting ready to respond even though his message didn’t call for it, I heard a little voice shout, “Miss. Nova! You comin’ to Miami too?” 
 
    I plastered on the best smile that I could, nodding as I told him, “I am. I’ll be there all summer long.”  
 
    His face instantly lit up when he screeched, “Me too! I’m gonna see my Uncle Lamar play basketball!” 
 
    Wait, what? 
 
    While I knew Lamar was just as famous as anyone else on the team, the fact that Jaxson had referred to him as “uncle” caught me completely off-guard since I knew Lamar was an only child. Then again, maybe it was just something Guy had him doing, like whenever I referred to Michelle Obama and Oprah as my aunties. 
 
    But before I could ask either one of them about it, Guy nudged his son on the shoulder from behind as he told him, “Come on, Jax. We gotta get to the back of the plane. We ain’t got that First Class money like Miss. Nova.” 
 
    I peeked up at him just in time to catch his smirk that he quickly paired with a wink, making me blush yet again just as Jaxson was asking, “Daddy, what’s first class?”  
 
    Instead of answering him right away, Guy gave me a quick, “Enjoy your trip,” before continuing towards his seat that was really only a few rows behind me.  
 
    Not that I had peeked back  to actually see. 
 
    Okay, I definitely peeked back to see.  
 
    And once again, I was hit with the adorable sight of Guy tending to his baby boy, getting him settled into his seat with a container of snacks and a couple books; a man after my own heart. It was the kind of shit that made you want to start a family on the spot, but only if they were going to look just like that, and act just like that, and be with someone just like… that.  
 
    I turned back around in my seat, clicking my phone on to see the cryptic text message from David still sitting on the screen, giving me almost the exact opposite vibes. And while I was tempted to fire off the text message I had considered sending when Jaxson stopped by, I quickly decided against it, turning my phone completely off before settling in for the flight.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Guy 
 
    “Jaxson. Jaxson, wake up. We’re here.”  
 
    I couldn’t believe my big boy had slept the majority of the flight from St. Louis to Miami, especially with the millions of questions he had about Miss. Nova who we had met during what must’ve been a layover for her considering nothing about her style screamed Midwest. It was more eclectic, like the kind of girl you’d find singing in a band at a hole in the wall bar in Los Angeles. But she wore it well, damn well, well enough to not only catch my baby boy’s attention, but mine as well. 
 
    Her face was just… pretty. Not a lot of makeup, just a hint of blush against her cheeks. Her hair was in locs, the top half pulled back with the rest hanging long over shoulder. But what fascinated me the most about her was the half-sleeve of tattoos on her arm, something that naturally made the artist in me go wild.  
 
    It was honestly a little crazy to me that I hadn’t seen her in the few hours the flight lasted, but I could still remember everything about her so vividly, making me wish I could actually make use of her apparently being in Miami all summer like us. But since that wasn’t what we were here for, my attention stayed on Jaxson as he finally popped up from his nap, rubbing his eyes and looking out of the window to ask, “Daddy, we in Miami?” 
 
    “Yes, Jax. We’re in Miami. Now we just have to go get our bags and find Auntie Kaylin,” I told him, laying out the plans knowing he’d probably ask me about them again in the next ten minutes.  
 
    But instead of focusing on that, I focused on double-checking his book bag to make sure I wouldn’t be putting out any fires later because we accidentally forgot something on the plane. And of course, tucked in between the seats was Jaxson’s favorite toy car, his Lightning McQueen, the same Lightning McQueen that had me peeking a few rows forward to find Nova with her headphones snug over her ears as she slid through the row to exit the plane.  
 
    For whatever reason, the sight made me feel a way since this would more than likely be the last time I ever saw her. But before I could really process that, along with my feelings about it, I heard Jaxson ask, “Where’s Uncle Lamar?” 
 
    Here we go with these questions again... 
 
    “He has practice, but he said he’ll come see us when he’s done,” I told him as I slid out of the row before letting him out to walk in front of me.  
 
    But he didn’t move right away, turning around to ask, “Daddy, when can we go see Uncle Lamar play basketball?”  
 
    “I’ll tell you when we get off the plane,” I answered, turning around to the group of anxious people waiting to deboard behind us and offering them an apology. And I was grateful when they only smiled in understanding as I nudged Jaxson to walk without straight up pushing him like I was tempted to do.  
 
    When we finally made it off the plane, I grabbed his hand and led us to baggage claim, Jaxson walking unbelievably slow as he took in everything around him like usual. And I was just about ready to say fuck it and pick him up when he asked, “Can Miss. Nova come with us to see Uncle Lamar play basketball?” 
 
    Wait… what? 
 
    I shouldn’t have been surprised that my little boy was still thinking about the same woman that I was since she had obviously made a good impression on him - on the both of us. Still, I couldn’t help but ask, “Miss. Nova? Where’d that come from, Jax?” 
 
    “That’s my friend, Daddy. I remember her name and everything,” he answered enthusiastically, making me laugh since apparently that was all it took to be friends with someone.  
 
    And while my first thought was, “I remember everything too, son,” I was sure to explain, “I’m not sure if we’ll see Miss. Nova again. But if we do, how about you ask her if she wants to come?”  
 
    I wasn’t usually one to use my child as a way in with women. In fact, it usually worked the other way around, women using my child as their way in, for whatever reason finding the whole fatherhood thing super attractive. And I definitely took advantage of that on occasion, talking about kid playdates that somehow turned into adult-only playdates. But something about Nova had me off my game, though I was sure the only way we’d see her was if she just so happened to be waiting on her luggage like us.  
 
    When I didn’t spot her in the area right away, I pretty much gave up hope on that idea until Jaxson pointed ahead and said, “She’s right there, Daddy. Talking to Auntie Kaylin.”  
 
    I looked up and sure enough, Nova was there, rocking Kaylin back and forth in a hug like she was her long-lost sister. Jaxson immediately took off running towards the both of them, my threatening voice not enough to make him stop. And I was just about ready to snatch his little ass up until I saw Kaylin’s eyes go wide as she opened her arms to pick him up.  
 
    “There’s my big boy!” she yelled, slinging him against her hip and sprinkling kisses all over his face that he only squealed against.  
 
    I made it over to them just in time to hear Jaxson ask, “Auntie Kaylin, how you know Miss. Nova?” 
 
    She cocked her head to the side, her face scrunched teasingly when she asked, “Excuse me? How do you know Miss. Nova?” 
 
    “That’s my friend, Auntie Kaylin. She likes my name too,” he answered proudly, making Kaylin burst with laughter as she noticed me approaching.  
 
    “Oh my God. Guy, what are you doing to this child?” she asked, giving him another quick kiss on the cheek before putting him down on the ground.  
 
    Then I leaned in to give her a hug of my own when I told her, “That’s all him, Kay.”  
 
    “Mmhm,” she groaned as she pulled away before asking, “Y’all ready to go? I already had Martin grab your luggage and put it in the car. But if y’all need to go to the bathroom or anything, I’d suggest you do it now just in case we hit traffic.” 
 
    While I was impressed by the special privileges as I bent my head to ask Jaxson if he needed to go potty, Nova was busy looking back and forth between the three of us before she finally piped out, “Uhh… I see you two know each other...”  
 
    Kaylin waved a nonchalant hand her way as she said, “Oh, my bad, Nova. This is Guy. Guy is Lamar’s best friend, from his hometown. Him and this little cutie pie are coming down for the summer to visit. I figured since you and Jaxson were already buddies that it must’ve came up in conversation.”  
 
    I could tell the information was all news to Nova as her eyes went wide with shock before settling into a more neutral expression. And while it was also news to me, it honestly made me excited since that pretty much meant getting to know more about Nova by default. Then again, it almost seemed impossible that I wouldn’t have met her by now if she and Kaylin were as close as they seemed.  
 
    As I tried to make sense of that, Jaxson’s little giggles stole the conversation when he said, “We’re not buddies, Auntie Kaylin. She’s my friend.” 
 
    “It’s the same thing, sweetie,” Nova quickly explained before turning to Kaylin with tight eyes to add, “It didn’t. I mean, it did, but… not like this. ” 
 
    “Well it’s not going to be a problem, is it?” Kaylin asked, her eyebrow piqued as if she was really communicating something else.   
 
    Nova was dead silent as if she was saving her real answer for when the two of them were alone. And since things seemed way more tense than necessary, I answered, “Not a problem at all, Kay. It’s always a pleasure to meet new, beautiful women.”  
 
    Kaylin rolled her eyes while Nova avoided eye contact altogether, though I could see her cheeks flush to a deeper shade of pink than they were already painted. If she blushed anymore, I’d be even more tempted to really try my hand at her. But now that I knew she’d be around all summer long, I figured it might be wiser to take my time. 
 
    Still, that didn’t mean Jaxson was at all interested in patience when he blurted, “Miss. Nova, can you come see Uncle Lamar play basketball with us?” 
 
    The question seemed to make her uncomfortable as she stammered, “Uhh… I mean…” 
 
    “Of course she will, Jax. We’ll all go together,” Kaylin answered, snapping her eyes at Nova before grabbing his hand to lead him towards the exit, leaving Nova and I to fend for ourselves.  
 
    I wasn’t sure why the coincidence had changed her energy so much, her warm appeal a lot colder now that we were meeting for a second go-round under altered circumstances. But since it seemed as if there would be plenty of time to figure that out, I extended my arm as I told her, “After you, beautiful.”  
 
    She gave a polite nod before taking the bait, following in Jaxson and Kaylin’s footsteps out towards the blacked out SUV that was obviously another one of those special privileges. When the driver opened the door for us, I was glad to see Lamar had remembered to snag a car seat for Jaxson to use throughout the summer. But its placement against the window also meant Nova and I would be forced to squeeze into the backseat together since Kaylin had already taken the front seat next to the driver. 
 
    Of course, I didn’t mind the closeness. Nova, on the other hand, waited on the sidewalk for me to get Jaxson situated before asking, “Aren’t you gonna sit by him?” 
 
    “You mean, sit in the middle?” I asked, my eyebrow almost reaching my hairline as I watched her nod before continuing, “Uhh… don’t you think I’m a little too big for that?” 
 
    The question seemed to make her uncomfortable like Jaxson’s did earlier the way she diverted her eyes before replying, “I just figured you’d… want to keep him close. You know, since he’s your son and all.” 
 
    I immediately brushed her off, leaning against the car door as I told her, “Same car is close enough. He ain’t goin’ nowhere. Now come on so we can make a Thompson sandwich outta you.”  
 
    The slightest smile finally broke on her lips as she slipped past me to climb into the truck, the wind blowing at just the right moment to give me a spectacular view of her upper thighs. They were thick, strong, the kind of thighs you could fall asleep on, or bury your head between like two pillows.  
 
    “Damn,” I whispered to myself as I shook my head before joining them in the truck, squeezing in as close as I could without making her too uncomfortable so that I could shut the door. But even then, my legs were already feeling cramped when Nova suggested, “We’d have a little more space if you’d close your legs.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    Her face was pulled into a confused scowl when she turned my way. “What do you mean you… oh. Nevermind,” she said, her cheeks flushing with heat as she realized the answer to her own question.  
 
    I could only chuckle as I wrapped my arm around the back of the seat to stretch out as much as I could just as Kaylin was turning around in her seat to ask, “So, Guy. What all are you and Jaxson getting into while you’re here? It must be top secret since Lamar had no idea when I asked him about it this morning.” 
 
    A grin immediately grew on my face as I answered, “Three b’s, Kay. You know how we do.” 
 
    “The three b’s?” Nova asked quietly, so quietly that I wasn’t even sure if she meant to say it out loud. 
 
    But even if she didn’t, I had no problem explaining, “Yeah. Beach, basketball, and bi…” 
 
    “Uh uh,” Nova interjected, snapping her head back to look at me just as Kaylin and I began to laugh. 
 
    Since Kaylin was usually the one shutting down the pretend plans Lamar and I came up with whenever I came to the city, she took great pride in telling her friend, “Relax, relax. He’s just playin’, Nova.” 
 
    I backed her up when I added, “Yeah, I’m just toyin’, sweetheart. Jax will be going to school three times a week, but on his off days we’ll definitely be out exploring the city. Learning the culture, take the boat out a few times, check out the Everglades, check out the art. So a little bit of everything.” 
 
    Kaylin nodded in understanding and Nova seemed relieved as Jaxson screeched, “Daddy, you forgot basketball!” 
 
    I reached over to give him a teasing tug on the ear, brushing against Nova by default when I told him, “That’s a given, little dude. Everybody already knows we’re going to see your Uncle Lamar hoop whenever we can.”  
 
    He giggled as he dodged my attempt to pinch his cheek before sharing the rest of his summer plans with his new friend. “Miss. Nova, Daddy said I get to watch Netflix when we get to Uncle Lamar’s!” 
 
    Even though she had been struggling through her smiles with me as of late, it was full blown when she told Jaxson, “That’s wonderful, honey. I like Netflix too.” 
 
    “Jax, maybe you should invite Miss. Nova to Netflix and chill with you,” I suggested, Nova quickly turning my way with a shocked expression as if she couldn’t believe what I had said; something she’d definitely have to get used to if we were going to be around each other at all this summer.  
 
    And it didn’t exactly help that Jax doubled down on my suggestion when he said, “Yeah, Miss. Nova. Netflix and chill with me.” 
 
    While she was obviously torn between her hostility towards me and her sweetness with him, she took the easy way out and focused on him as she explained, “Honey, don’t listen to your father. He’s just being silly.”  
 
    “Yeah. Netflix and chill is for grown-ups,” Kaylin added like the responsible adult she was. 
 
    I figured that would be enough to put us back in the clear, but boy was I wrong when Jax decided to put an extra two cents in, turning in his seat with an inquisitive expression before he blurted, “Miss. Nova, Daddy’s a grown-up. You can Netflix and Chill with him.” 
 
    I immediately burst out laughing as Nova’s eyes went wide and Kaylin released an audible, “Oh my God.” 
 
    Tears were already seeping out of my eyes by the time I shouted, “Whoaaaaa! Take your time, little buddy. We have all summer.”  
 
    And since he obviously didn’t understand the joke, he only shrugged before moving on to tell Kaylin about his plane ride which was a bunch of bullshit since he had been sleep most of the time. But I let him hoop, putting his imagination to use as Kaylin hyped up his details. Still, I couldn’t help but notice that Nova had fell especially quiet as if… damn, I know she’s not really offended? 
 
    Instead of letting any tension linger, I cleared the air when I leaned into her to get her attention before I said, “It was just a joke, Nova.”  
 
    She nodded convincingly. “Oh, I know. I was just… sending a text.” 
 
    “Just got in the city and you’re already lining up the potentials? Damn. I feel you, shorty. I gotta get like you. Step my game up or somethin’,” I told her teasingly as I pulled my own phone out, planning on doing nothing more than shooting Mariah the text she had asked for to let her know we had made it. 
 
    Apparently that was the exact kind of message Nova had been working on as well when she replied, “What? No. It was just… my boyfriend. Wanted to let him know I made it safely.” 
 
    The mention of a boyfriend made me tense up for a split second, crushing any and all interest I might’ve had since that was just something I didn’t fuck with. But once I peeked down at her phone I couldn’t help but notice, “That’s an… interesting way to tell him,” nodding towards her screen that was covered with a four page letter ass text. A text I knew was sharing a lot more than just a simple update. And she knew it too, quickly covering the screen before turning her attention to Kaylin and Jaxson’s conversation.  
 
    Since she obviously didn’t want to talk about it - and I shouldn’t have expected her to since I was really just meeting her - I decided to tune in on the conversation as well, shaking my head as I listened to Jaxson go deeper and deeper into his imagination about what he was going to do on our trip. But if this was a preview of what our summer was going to look like, then I was down for the cause. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nova 
 
    Sugar had gracefully turned to shit.  
 
    One second I was already imagining myself strolling through Kaylin and Lamar’s Bayfront condo naked, taking full advantage of the wall-to-wall glass windows as I looked out onto the city every morning. But the next second I was watching Guy unload his and Jaxson’s suitcases that were immediately taken by a doorman before they led the way into the same place I thought I’d be calling home.   
 
    Kaylin was slow to get out of the truck. But when she did, I quickly pulled her to the side by the arm, keeping my voice as low as possible when I asked, “Umm… Kaylin? What’s going on?”  
 
    “What do you mean, Nova?” she asked, completely oblivious as she stared at me with a confused expression. 
 
     Instead of answering with words, I nodded my head towards Guy who was moving along without a care in the world, baby boy a few steps ahead of him as if he knew exactly where he was going. And apparently I was the only one who wasn’t in the know as Kaylin nonchalantly replied, “Oh, they’re staying here too. There’s plenty of room up there, you’ll probably never even see them.” 
 
    She took off again, but this time I legitimately yanked her back, making her yelp and drawing the attention of Guy and Jaxson just as they made it the door. I gave an awkwardly polite smile and Kaylin gave a wave to tell them everything was okay. But once they turned back around, I whispered through my teeth, “Kay, I don’t know these people.” 
 
    “I thought Jaxson was your new friend?” she teased, making me roll my eyes. 
 
    “Yeah, Jaxson is. Not that damn daddy of his. And speaking of parents, where the hell is Jaxson’s mother?”  
 
    It really wasn’t any of my business. They weren’t any of my business. But I couldn’t help myself in asking since she was the only piece of the puzzle that was missing. 
 
    Kaylin’s face went from playful to… unreadable, something I wasn’t used to when she sighed, “Girl… I’m not even gonna get started. Matter of fact, I’ll leave it to him to tell you. You guys have all summer right?”  
 
    While I could hear the hint of amusement in her voice, I still wasn’t ready to actually join in on whatever fun she called herself having with this. So instead, I gave her a little shove when I scolded, “Quit playin’ with me.”  
 
    She tried to play innocent when she squealed, “I’m not! I just knew you could use some new… energy.” 
 
    “New energy? What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked, having an idea where she was going with things since it seemed to be a place we visited every time we talked.  
 
    But instead of confirming she was talking about getting rid of David, she only sighed before she replied, “It doesn’t mean anything, Nova. You just had a really long school year and now it’s time for you to relax. That’s why I brought you here, mamas. Remember?” 
 
    I shrugged but couldn’t hold back the grin that came to my face as I told her, “Yeah, that’s what you say. But I’m starting to wonder if that wasn’t your only motive.”  
 
    Not that I could really blame my girl for what she had done. Guy was a fine piece of manly, strong, thick without being sloppy ass. I mean, the man was just straight up… girthy. And he couldn’t close his legs which meant that probably extended to other places. But since that was the last thing I needed to be thinking about, I followed Kaylin into the building, focusing my attention back on Guy and Jaxson as they browsed the kiosk of brochures for different activities to do. 
 
    When they noticed we had finally joined them, we all headed towards the elevator together, Kaylin using a special keycard that gave us access to the top floor before handing it over to me and telling Guy, “Lamar will bring the other key by when he gets out of practice so you two won’t have to be stuck together.” 
 
    “Wait, we’re staying together?” Guy asked, his expression a mix of shock and amusement as if the news was actually a pleasant surprise.  
 
    But his reaction was also authentic enough for me to ask, “You didn’t know either?” 
 
    He was already shaking his head as Kaylin interjected to explain, “Look. If y’all wanna place blame, put it on Lamar. He’s the one who didn’t give me exact dates on when you guys were coming down. And I had already extended the invite and condo to Nova so…” 
 
    “So we’re staying together,” Guy finished for her.  
 
    “Exactly,” she replied with a short nod, the reminder making me feel a little uneasy though Guy didn’t seem bothered at all. 
 
    In fact, he was already busy squatting down in front of his son to tell him, “You hear that, Jax? We gotta be good roommates to Miss. Nova so she won’t kick us out. That means you gotta be quiet sometimes, and follow her rules, and clean up your toys after yourself. Oh, and you gotta remember to flush the toilet every time you go, like you do at Mom’s house.” 
 
    While the mention of the mother I still didn’t know much about already had my ears buzzing, I was a little caught off-guard when Jaxson added, “And I gotta wipe good too!” 
 
    Instead of being embarrassed by the outburst, Guy only laughed as he stood up and agreed, “That’s right, kid. Boo-boo stains are not the wave, and I don’t think Miss. Nova wants to be friends with someone who can’t do it all by themselves.” 
 
    Jaxson turned towards me, his eyes wide with excitement when he insisted, “Miss. Nova, I wipe real good. I promise!” 
 
    Since the kids I worked with had their share of gross tendencies, I wasn’t at all bothered by the poop talk, nodding as I told him, “Me too, cutie.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll see about that…” Guy muttered, making me cut my eyes his way even though he diverted his elsewhere. And before I could really dig into him about his little comment, the elevator doors opened up, leading to the place that pictures and videos definitely didn’t do any justice. 
 
    The condo was just as spacious as Kaylin had insisted, given an even more open feel with the wall-to-wall windows which gave the perfect view of the water; a sight that I could easily get lost in. In fact, I was already doing so when Guy’s voice startled me from behind.  
 
    “We’re pretty lucky to have such bomb ass friends, huh? I mean, what a blessing to be able to have this place for the whole summer.” 
 
    I honestly couldn’t have expressed it better myself, Kaylin’s phone call to invite me down alone giving me the sort of the joy I didn’t realize I was missing out on. But since gushing about it to Guy like he was already a friend felt completely out of place, I only gave a short nod when I told him, “I’d have to agree.”  
 
    We stood in silence, me observing the view and him… shit, he’s looking at me. His gaze was just as heavy as everything else about him, making me squirm as I felt him take me all in. And he held nothing back, not even bothering to play it off or back down like most men would when I finally worked up the nerve to turn his way. In fact, he almost seemed amused when he finally got my attention, letting out a low chuckle before he said, “Look, Nova. I promise we’ll stay out of your way as much as possible. I mean, if we gotta set up a schedule to split living room time or whatever, I’m down. I just want this to be as enjoyable as possible for you; for us. And I understand having a busy ass three-year-old around doesn’t exactly scream paradise, but…” 
 
    “Guy, it’s fine. Really. I’ll be fine,” I told him with a wave of my hand.  
 
    “And if you’re not fine, you’ll let me know?” he asked, his eyebrow piqued as if he was legitimately concerned about keeping our communication open, something I could appreciate. 
 
    In fact, I appreciated it so much that I offered him a smile when I confirmed, “If I’m not fine, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    What I thought was a simple compromise turned out to be so much more when Guy took a step closer to me, leaning towards my ear to say, “Let’s be real, sweetheart. You’ll never not be fine to me, but if you say so.” Then he walked away, heading towards the room on the other side of the condo that Kaylin was already busy getting Jaxson settled into.  
 
    I was torn between being stunned that Guy had been so forward and, being completely honest, turned on by how forward he had been. Somehow it was already clear that Guy wasn’t the type of dude to play games. He was straightforward, willing to the set the tone and let his thoughts be known at all times unlike David who hid behind text messages and talk to you laters.  
 
    “Am I really comparing the two of them already?” I thought to myself just as Kaylin joined me, an extra pep in her voice when she wrapped an arm around my shoulder and asked, “So, what do you think? You’d still rather stay at the Motel 6? Beach bum it out all summer?” 
 
    “I never said that was an option, silly. But to answer your question…” I trailed, peeking over my shoulder towards the hall Guy had walked down before telling her, “I think we’ll be just fine.” 
 
    “We’ll?” she asked, her eyes twinkling with excitement as if whatever she called herself doing was already working.  
 
    But I remained as neutral as possible when I explained, “Teamwork makes the dream work, right? And I mean, the least we could do is get along since y’all asses set us up like this.”  
 
    She released her hold on me so that she could put her hand on her hip, snapping her head back and acting as if she was really offended when she repeated, “Set you up? I told you I didn’t do it on purpose, Nova.” 
 
    I turned her way, mocking her pose as I challenged, “Well how convenient that Lamar’s best friend is staying here with your best friend. Practically a double date waiting to happen.” 
 
    She initially smacked her teeth. But then a sly grin grew on her face as she leaned into me to gush, “Don’t blame me cause you’re already checkin’ for Guy.” 
 
    Damn, so I really am making it that obvious? 
 
    Even if she was already reading me like a book, I still tried to play it off, tossing my locs over my shoulder as I told her, “Nobody is checking for Guy. Sure, he’s handsome but that’s where it ends.” 
 
    The last thing I needed was to get caught up in some summer fling, especially considering David and I were still technically dating. Well, if you considered unreturned phone calls and bunched boxers over nothing dating. But just the fact that I was already referring to Guy’s existence as a summer fling should’ve been the first warning sign that things weren’t going to go as planned.  
 
    Of course Kaylin only looked amused when she replied, “Yeah, whatever you say, Nova. But for the record, if you actually care to know this which I know you do even if you’re gonna sit up here and act like you don’t, Guy is a good dude. I’ve known him for years, almost as long as I’ve known Lamar, and… he’s legit. As real as they come.” 
 
    I was glad she had read my mind enough to give up some information on my new roommate. But I was also caught up on the fact that she’d supposedly known him for years and hadn’t put me on. I mean… ever introduced us before.  
 
    “So if you’ve known him for this long, why am I just now meeting him? And why wasn’t he at the wedding?” I asked, finding it hard to believe he wouldn’t have been around for his friend’s big day. 
 
    And it only sort of made sense when she answered, “Mariah went into labor.” 
 
    “Mariah?” 
 
    “His baby mama,” she clarified, making me nod as I created a new profile for her in my head, anxious to fill it out with more information.  
 
    Naturally, the first question that came to mind about her was, “Is she just his baby mama or…?” 
 
    She was a little more animated than the last time homegirl was brought up, crossing her arms over her chest as she answered, “Now that, you’ll have to ask Guy about.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes, turning my attention back towards the window so that I could tease, “Damn, Kay. You are useless.” 
 
    She linked her arm with mine, leaning forward to meet my eyes as she gushed, “Uselessly about to give you the best summer of your life! Now come on. Let’s go get you all settled in. The boys took the smaller rooms which means you get the queen suite. And I even stocked the nightstand dresser with plenty of batteries for Mr. Trevante. That’s the new bullet bae, right? Or have you still been running back to that old thang, Kofi?” 
 
    “Bitch… shut up,” I said with a laugh, the fact that she knew my preference for chocolate men even extended to the names of my toys proving just how close we were even with the distance between us. But her mention also gave me yet another reason why Guy and I wouldn’t work. 
 
    He just didn’t fit the mold.  
 
    “How ungrateful of you. I thought I was doing your little miss maca root taking ass a favor,” she teased as she dragged me down the hall towards the bedroom I’d be occupying for the summer. And my reaction to it was almost identical to the one I had about the condo in general, completely in awe at its beauty.  
 
    Just like the main room, the bedroom had wall-to-wall windows, giving an even better view of the bay. And the California king mattress as the centerpiece made my queen mattress at home seem like a damn cot as I ran my hand along what I knew were unreasonably high thread-count sheets; one of Kaylin’s quirks.  
 
    “For your information, I stopped taking that over a month ago. All that horniness was useless since David hasn’t been around,” I told her as I hopped up onto the bed and immediately sank in as if I was laying on a cloud. 
 
    I closed my eyes, already imagining all the sweet dreams I would have when I heard Kaylin mutter, “Shit, it’s useless when he is around too…” 
 
    “Kay, come on. Don’t start. I just got here,” I groaned as I pulled a lavender-scented pillow over my face, not ready to deal with anything that involved him since he still hadn’t responded to the threatening text Guy caught me sending in the car. A text that might’ve involved more f-bombs than legal.  
 
    But since Kaylin didn’t know about it, she only sighed as she reasoned, “I’m just sayin’, mamas. You were the one texting me during what was supposed to be a post-sex glow talking about you wished you would’ve faked sleep. And this was after he had been gone for weeks, meaning y’all were supposed to be fuckin’ like rabbits. I mean, do you know how much sex Lamar and I have when he gets back from road games? A girl can hardly walk after that shit.” 
 
    “Well lucky you,” I groaned into the pillow, shocked when Kaylin yanked it from my hands and threw it across the room.  
 
    “Could be lucky you too if you quit playin’!” she yelled, surely loud enough to alert our other guests. 
 
    And just in case she had, I kept my voice low when I whispered, “Kaylin Marie Taylor-Gipson. I have a boyfriend. Let it go.” 
 
    Even if David and I were on the rockiest of terms, and even if I was already thinking about my next move - thinking about my summer roommate -, I believed in monogamy way too much to actually do anything about it at the moment. And no matter how much that annoyed Kaylin, she also knew she had no choice but to respect it.  
 
    So instead of continuing to push her agenda, she finally let me off the hook when she sighed, “Fine, fine. I’ll be quiet for now. But don’t say I never tried to help your ass.”  
 
    While I had a feeling in the end I’d regret the decision, I tried my best to stay confident in the moment when I told her, “Don’t worry. I won’t.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Guy 
 
    I’m never going back. 
 
    My arms were resting on the ledge of the balcony as I looked out towards the Biscayne Bay, immediately deciding in my head that there was no use for cities like my hometown when compared to something like this. We had only been in Miami for a few hours and I was already in love with the fast pace, the perfect weather, the incredible view, the beautiful women… 
 
    “Daddyyyyy!” 
 
    Oh, and indulging in it all with my son. 
 
    “Yes, Jax?” I yelled back through the screen door, his room being right next door making for the perfect set-up since it practically gave Nova her own half of the condo with plenty of room in between us as a buffer. But it felt like I needed the buffer more than she did since I couldn’t stop thinking about her even though her boyfriend mention was supposed to make me leave her alone. 
 
    I didn’t do taken women under any circumstances. I had learned early on that that shit simply wasn’t worth the trouble. But something about Nova’s aura just… drew me; drew me in a way I hadn’t been drawn since… damn, Mariah.  
 
    Since that sounded as crazy as it felt and since dealing with her wasn’t a part of my summer’s plan no matter how tempting her cute ass kept making me feel otherwise, I focused on what I was really here for just as he yelled back, “I’m hungryyy!” 
 
    “Didn’t Auntie Kay give you some snacks before she left?” I yelled back, shaking my head as I made my way back into the room to find a change of clothes. And as I yanked my t-shirt off to trade it for a tank from my suitcase, I waited for answer. 
 
    Nothing came. 
 
    In fact, the silence was so thick that I just knew my son was up to no good. So after changing out of my jeans into a pair of basketball shorts, I left my room to go find him in his. 
 
    Empty. 
 
    I peeked in the bathroom. 
 
    Empty. 
 
    I peeked into the living room and was getting ready to yell his name when I heard his little giggles coming from the kitchen. And once I turned around, sure enough there he was, propped up on the counter with his little feet dangling off the edge as Nova looked in the fridge. 
 
    Damn, that girl is a sight from behind. 
 
    Her locs were just long enough to sweep the top of her ass with every move she made, which also meant they were the perfect length for a little tugging while I hit it from the… 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I shook my head, trying to get rid of what I knew were foul ass thoughts before finally addressing the situation. “Jax, why are you in here bothering Miss. Nova?” 
 
    She set a few ingredients on the counter before she pinched Jaxson’s cheek causing him to giggle again as she answered for him, “Oh, he’s no bother. I just figured since he said he was hungry and I’m hungry too, I’d fix us something to eat.” 
 
    “Well I hope you have enough for three. Daddy’s got a big appetite,” I told her, rubbing circles on my stomach that was damn near touching my back, the mention of food making me realize I hadn’t eaten anything other than a bag of Jaxson’s fruit snacks and the courtesy peanuts on the plane all day.  
 
    My heart was already set on whatever meal she was putting together based on the vegetable spread alone. But before I could get too comfy with the idea, she shut me all the way down, pulling the corner of her lip between her teeth as she said, “Umm… I said I’d fix us something to eat. As in me and Jaxson. You’re on your own… daddy.”  
 
    Something about the way she let the word roll off her tongue made the locs-tugging come back to mind, an act I knew would give her a real reason to call me by that name. And not just call me daddy, but scream that shit loud enough for the people twenty floors below us to hear. But since that idea was going to have to stay a thought until further notice, I focused back on the food, using my secret weapon in hopes that it would get her to budge.  
 
    “You really gonna let her do your daddy like that, Jaxson?” I asked, knowing my little guy would always have my back. But to my surprise, he only wore a sheepish smile in response as if he was already torn between the two of us.  
 
    “This is some bullshit,” I thought to myself as Nova grinned, crossing her arms over her chest as she said, “Cheap move, Guy. Trying to use this precious baby like that,”  
 
    “Miss. Nova, I’m not a baby. I’m a big boy,” Jaxson chimed in, finally snapping out of the spell Nova already had him under.  
 
    Not that I could blame him.  
 
    In fact, I was impressed by his good taste in women, something he had obviously inherited from his pops.  
 
    I walked over to where he was sitting, giving him a scrub on the top of his short curls as I agreed, “That’s right, son. A big boy with a big appetite. Just like your daddy.”  
 
    Nova wasn’t exactly amused by that as she turned back to the fridge, giving me another show when she bent over to grab a few things from the bottom shelf before setting them on the counter next to us. Then she went to grab a bowl and measuring cups, quickly whipping together some sort of sauce as she said, “Well… maybe your big boy will share his food with you because I only have enough stuff for two people.” 
 
    “He only counts as half so that’ll work,” I told her confidently, knowing if whatever she was cooking involved this many vegetables that he’d probably be eating even less than that. 
 
    Still, Nova didn’t seem as convinced when she replied, “Yeah, we’ll see about that,” Turning her attention towards him to ask, “Jaxson, you gonna help me cook?” 
 
    For a second he looked confused as if she had asked him a stupid question. But with his little eyebrows furrowed together, he finally answered, “Miss. Nova, I’ma kid. I can’t cook.” 
 
    “You can still help,” she insisted, grabbing a few of the vegetables from her mix and handing them to him. “Here. Rinse these off in the sink. Have your daddy help you.” 
 
    Jaxson looked at me as if he was making sure things were alright. And while I was little surprised by the invitation myself, the fact that she was willing to get Jaxson involved in the process only encouraged me to back her up when I told him, “You heard her, Jax. We got work to do.”  
 
    The kitchen was big enough for us both to have ample space to work. But the placement of the sink put us right next to each other for the moment, Jaxson leaning over to rinse a bell pepper for all of two seconds before handing it to me. 
 
    My face scrunched as I told him, “Nu uh, Jax. You gotta do it a little longer than that. And make sure you get water on the whole thing, so it’ll be really, really clean.”  
 
    “Like a bath, Daddy?” he asked as he held it under the water, his little arm straining as if he was holding a damn dumbbell. 
 
    “Ehhh, more of a shower,” I explained as he handed it over for me to dry.   
 
    “This one too?” he asked, holding up a head of broccoli. 
 
    I nodded. “Yep, that one needs a good shower. He’s extra dirty, like you are when you leave the park, or when you come home from school, or… all the time.” 
 
    “I’m not dirty, I’m clean!” he defended, though he and I both knew that was a boldfaced lie. 
 
    But I still took advantage of his claims, setting him up when I asked, “Oh yeah? Well what’s that on your shirt then?” And the second he looked down, I quickly ran my hand from his chest to his nose, giving it a gentle squeeze between my fingers that made him squeal.  
 
    We both started laughing as I peeked over to Nova who was too busy staring at us to join in. In fact, she was staring hard enough for me to ask, “What?” 
 
    My question seemed to make her snap out of her daze, quickly shaking her head as she replied, “Huh? Oh, nothing. You wanna chop those up too while you’re at it?” 
 
    Even though her request wasn’t at all a problem since it was only right that we carried our weight, I couldn’t help but tease, “Damn, if we’re doing all this, what are you gonna do? What’s your role? Kitchen monitor?” 
 
    She smacked her teeth, dousing the chicken in the sauce she had been working on as she answered, “I’ve got this chicken and rice, in addition to kitchen monitor. I mean, somebody’s gotta make sure you’re doing it right.” 
 
    “Oh, you never have to worry about that, beautiful. I always, always do it right,” I replied with a wink; a wink that earned me her adorably rosy cheeks as she turned around towards the stove to avoid looking at me. But her reaction was also enough to remind me that this was the exact route I wasn’t supposed to be taking, that she was the exact prey I wasn’t supposed to be chasing.  
 
    Still, it felt as if I couldn’t help myself, my responses coming so natural, the flirting coming so easy, the vibes already so damn… electric. Then again, I could’ve been alone in all that. I mean, sure she always reacted to me whenever I made a slick little pass her way. But she never engaged, she never had anything to add, and she had yet to initiate anything herself. 
 
    Just like that, my plan to chill was reinstated as I decided to go back to what I knew was best; staying focused on Jaxson. So as I opened the utensil drawer, I did just that, grabbing the bell pepper and telling him, “Alright, little one. Time for you to get your knife skills up.” 
 
      
 
    & 
 
    My stomach wasn’t nearly as full as I wanted it to be as I watched Jaxson scarf down the last of his chicken stir fry, a portion we were supposed to be sharing though I was sure he had consumed even more than I did. He had never been a fan of vegetables before unless they were covered in ranch, so I hadn’t expected him to dig into it the way that he had. But just because Miss. Nova had made it and had encouraged him to try it with her own convincing bites, he was all in.  
 
    Already a sucker for pretty women. 
 
    “Miss. Nova that was so good! Can you make it again tomorrow?” he asked as he licked his lips, obviously savoring every last flavor he could. And I honestly couldn’t blame him, the food tasting just as good as it smelled when she had put it all together, even going as far as letting Jaxson add some of the vegetables and stir all by himself. 
 
    I could already tell she was good with kids from when we first met in the airport; how kind and comforting she had been with Jaxson. But the way her interactions continued to prove themselves as genuine and natural, I would’ve thought she had kids of her own. And she only added to that when she laughed, taking all of the plates to the kitchen as she answered, “Whatever you want, cutie. As long as you’re a good helper like you were today.” 
 
    He seemed content with that answer, taking his cup of water to the head just as I was telling him, “Alright, little buddy. Bath time, story time, bedtime. In that order.” 
 
    The second his cup hit the table he was already whining, “Daddy, I want Miss. Nova to give me a bath.”  
 
    While I shouldn’t have been surprised by his request, I tried to let him down easy when I explained, “Son, Miss. Nova wants to enjoy her vacation just like we do. Maybe she can give you a bath a different day.” 
 
    The silence lingered as I watched Jaxson’s little face slowly begin to crumble as if I had really shattered his dreams. “But Daddy…” he whined again, extending it until Nova finally cut in.  
 
    “Guy, it’s fine. I can give him a bath.” 
 
    I turned towards the kitchen, not wanting to become a burden as I told her, “Nova, you really don’t…” 
 
    But she cut me off, wiping her hands on a dish towel when she insisted, “It’s okay. Seriously.”  
 
    Then she walked over to Jaxson’s chair, squatting down in front of him to ask, “Hey, you’re a big boy, aren’t you?”  
 
    Of course, he shook his head yes.  
 
    “Can big boys pick out their own pajamas?” she asked, her tone seeming especially warm as  he shook his head again, this time with a smile.  
 
    “Okay, big boy. I need you to go pick out your favorite pajamas and your favorite book for story time. Can you do that for me?”  
 
    He shook his head so hard I just knew his little brain was scrambled. Then he hopped off his chair and dashed down the hallway to his summer bedroom, the whole exchange leaving me completely bewildered. I mean, it would’ve taken me a little more bribing, a few more exchanges, and it certainly wouldn’t have gone over that smoothly. But with her, Jaxson was a damn angel.  
 
    Of course Nova wasn’t paying me any mind as she went back to the kitchen, stacking a few more dishes in the sink. Still, my eyes were locked on her as I tried to make sense of how dealing with my kid came so easy to her. But instead of coming at her with the boatload of questions that were lingering in my head, I simply told her, “Thank you.” 
 
    “It’s no biggie,” she said with a wave of her hand, keeping her eyes on the sink as she filled it with soapy water. And I continued watching her as she dampened a dishrag before wiping down the counters; that simple motion causing her locs to swing, sweeping that ass again.  
 
    “Guy, you can either help me clean up or go help your son. But sitting there and staring at my ass is not an option.”  
 
    “Damn, how’d she know?” I thought to myself as I stood up from the dinner table to join her, making myself busy with the dishes as I told her, “I was actually looking at your hair which just so happens to land where? On top of your ass.”  
 
    Her sarcasm was thick when she turned around to ask, “So you did notice it was there? Oh, okay. Good to know.” Then she rolled her eyes, turning back to put finishing touches on the counter.  
 
    While it would’ve been easy for me to just let it go, I couldn’t help myself in taking the little inch she had gave whether she meant to or not, leaning against the counter when I told her, “Of course I noticed it. I mean, how can I not? That’s not even realistic if we’re keepin’ it a buck, especially with you in those damn leggings. You ever put on leggings and not have somebody look at your ass?”  
 
    “Never not once,” she answered shortly as she blew past me towards the sink and began loading the dishwasher.  
 
    I followed her, deciding to lend a helping hand by taking over the rinsing as I told her, “See what I mean. Might as well embrace your blessing. I know I am.” 
 
    She snatched the plate from me with extra vigor, reaching to slide it into the rack when she replied, “Guy, you literally just met me today. Why do you feel so comfortable talking to me like this? Any other man would’ve already gotten his balls kicked in.”  
 
    I shrugged, finding her little threat amusing. “Nova, we’re friends by association now. And considering my balls are still very much intact, I assume you’re not as bothered as you’re claiming to be. But if you want me to shut up about it, I’ll shut up.” 
 
    “Perfect. You read my mind,” she said as she took the last plate, setting it in the rack before reaching under the sink to grab a soap pod. And it was almost as if she was doing it on purpose, giving me yet another perfect view of her ass when she bent over. 
 
    “Okay, one more thing though. That little dimple in the right cheek is A1,” I rushed out just as she was shutting the dishwasher door. 
 
    And once she realized what I had said, she let out an exasperated, “Oh my God.” Just as Jaxson appeared back in the kitchen to tell her, “Miss. Nova, look. Daddy bought me Cars jammies.”  
 
    She gave him a smile, one I couldn’t tell was fake or not since just a few seconds before she was scowling at me. But instead of taking that anger out on him, she only gushed, “How kind of him.” Before continuing to ask, “Did you pick out your book too?” 
 
    “Uhh…” he hummed before slipping back out of the kitchen, making me laugh since he had obviously forgotten. And Nova knew it too, shaking her head with a little chuckle of her own. 
 
    Since she seemed to be back in a good mood, I tried to keep it that way when I said, “Thank you for making dinner, even though I’m already thinking about my midnight snack since Jaxson loved the food so much.” 
 
    While my comment could’ve been taken one of two ways, she finally gave what I knew was a real smile as she teased, “It’s not my fault you tried to include yourself in a Nova and Jax situation.” 
 
    “Oh, so y'all are a thing now? A partnership? A tandem of sorts?” I asked, my eyebrow piqued as I contemplated pouting about being left out. 
 
    But the question only made her smile bloom into a laugh when she insisted, “You sound jealous.” 
 
    “Shit, I am! He’s eating good, getting bathed and bedtime stories. I can’t even get a friendly hug or my own portion of food.” 
 
    “Oh, so you want a hug, huh? That’s what this is all about?” she asked, her eyes twinkling in a way that surprised me since I didn’t expect her to even engage in that part of the conversation. 
 
    But now that she had, I shrugged when I answered, “For starters, yeah.” 
 
    She released a heavy sigh, biting her bottom lip to hold back what I knew was another one of her little grins before she agreed, “Fine. If that’s all you want, then give me a hug, Guy.” 
 
    “You serious?” I asked, knowing the question was a risky one since I should’ve been taking the invite before she could rescind it. But I respected her physical boundaries enough to never cross them without permission, even if that meant cancelling out my own request. 
 
    Surprisingly enough, she seemed to be enjoying the back and forth even more than me now, taking an obvious stab at my ego when she replied, “I’m already tired of you whining like a baby for unfair treatment. So bring it on.” Waving me in with wide arms. 
 
    A grin spread on my face as I took the few short steps to get to her, swooping up under her to wrap my arms low around her waist as her arms went around my neck and giving enough of a squeeze that made her groan as she lifted onto her tippy-toes. With our height difference, my head almost landed on top of hers, the smell of chicken stir fry still lingering in her hair with a touch of… something else.  
 
    A good something else.  
 
    In fact, it was so good that it had me getting even more comfortable as my hands slipped from her waist down to… 
 
    “If you don’t get your hands off of my ass…” she whispered between clenched teeth, making me chuckle as I snapped my hands back up to where they were supposed to stay. 
 
    But even there, I was able to tighten my squeeze, playing dumb when I asked, “What? That’s how we do it where I’m from.”  
 
    She stayed in my arms, but pulled her head back to meet my eyes so she could ask, “Do you grab your grandmama’s ass when you hug her too?”  
 
    I shrugged. “Nah, just give her a little pat on her Depends to let her know I care.” 
 
    “Ewwww,” she groaned with laugh as she fell back to flat feet, prompting me to let her go. And when I did, I couldn’t help but notice that her nipples were rock hard as if she had actually enjoyed being wrapped in my embrace, as if she had enjoyed the closeness as much I had. But apparently I had enjoyed it a little too much, Nova’s eyes going wide once she realized what she had caused down below and creating an awkward moment for the both of us. I mean, I hadn’t gotten hard off a simple ass hug since fuckin’ high school. But here I was, my basketball shorts giving a view of my dick that thankfully wasn’t at full attention.  
 
    She did her best to turn away from it, though I caught her peeking down once again as she stammered, “I’m… gonna go… uh.... give Jaxson his bath.” 
 
    And while I probably should’ve been a little embarrassed, her reaction was enough to put me at ease, letting me know I at least wasn’t in this alone.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nova 
 
    I was sure Jaxson was asleep but I was too afraid to check, thinking he’d pop right up the second I budged. I had been laying there for a solid fifteen minutes, his little head resting on my chest and the book I had read three times through still propped in front of us. And my forearms were aching as I tried to keep the book open just in case he just so happened to miraculously be awake. But the position was also enough to keep me still so I could process what had gone down in the kitchen. 
 
    It was supposed to be innocent. A friendly hug to have some fun and solidify the beginning of our summer long friendship. But the innocence was long gone once I groaned in response to the smell of his cologne, secretly enjoying the feel of his thick fingers on my ass even though I had told him to quit. 
 
    The truth was, I needed him to quit, finding myself way too close to encouraging him to dig his fingers a little deeper to lift me onto the counter and have his way; dangerous ass territory. I was already planning on putting Trevante to use, but for some reason, it didn’t seem to compare to the dick print Guy had put on display by accident. Well… not exactly by accident. Just like I had reacted to the hug, he had to, in the most impressive way possible. And now I couldn’t stop thinking about it, thinking about him, as I tried to plan my grand exit of getting from up under his child. 
 
    Maybe if I just take a peek... 
 
    The door creaked open and I cringed, assuming that was all it took for him to wake up. 
 
    “Damnit, Guy!” I shouted internally, my eyes tightening as he used his regular voice to assure, “It’s okay, Nova. Once he’s out, he’s out. You don’t have to sleep with him on the first night.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes at what I could tell was another one of his sly jokes as I looked down to Jaxson and slowly slid from under him. He shuffled a little once his head hit the pillow, but quickly went back to a still slumber. Then I pulled the cover over him, giving him a proper tuck before I slid past his bigheaded father out of the room.  
 
    “Hey, what about me?” he asked, stopping me dead in my tracks.  
 
    The moment suddenly felt like deja vu of our initial meet-up as I slowly turned around, crossing my arms over my chest to ask, “What about you?”  
 
    “Can you read me a bedtime story and tuck me in too? Can I fall asleep snuggled against those…” 
 
    There was no use in holding back my smile as I cut him off. “You waste no time, do you?” 
 
    He shrugged, his smile crooked as he stroked his beard. “I thought about it, but couldn’t find good reason to now that you’re pretty much stuck with me.” 
 
    Even though I knew he was right for the most part, I couldn’t help but clarify, “I’m not really stuck with you. We’re just sleeping in the same place.” 
 
    His eyebrow piqued as he leaned against the wall and asked, “Oh, we are? Where exactly is that place? My room or yours?” 
 
    “Oh my God. Do you ever stop?” I asked, rolling my eyes while also being thoroughly entertained by his antics. 
 
    And he only added to that when he shrugged again and replied, “Not ‘til the sun comes up.” 
 
    “Seriously!”  
 
    “Shit, I am serious!” he shouted back, peeking into the room at Jaxson to make sure we hadn’t woke him up as we shared in a laugh before he continued, “Okay. I’m just messin’ with you, beautiful. I was just coming to relieve you of your duties. It’s only day one and I already appreciate you more than you’ll ever know. We appreciate you.”  
 
    I brushed him off like it was nothing, quick to insist, “Jaxson makes it easy. He’s such a sweetheart.” 
 
    Guy nodded to agree. “Yeah, he’s a good kid. But anyway, let me give you some space before you get tired of our asses already.” 
 
    “You know… it’s actually nice to have some people around for a change. Multiple people to cook for, someone to look after. I’m so used to being by myself that having company is kind of… refreshing,” I admitted, the words leaving my lips before I could realize how lonely it probably made me sound. But it was the truth, especially with David being away and my family spread out all over the country meaning I only caught up with them on major holidays. 
 
    Thankfully, Guy didn’t pick fun at my circumstances, choosing instead to reply, “It’s only refreshing until you come home from a long day at work and still gotta do all this same shit. The cooking, the cleaning, the bathing and bedtime stories. Then if you got a shorty you’re kickin’ it with, you gotta find a second wind to give up some dick. Shit is exhausting.” 
 
    For whatever reason, that made me laugh as I told him, “I suppose I can imagine that.”  
 
    “But… you do what you gotta do, even if that means letting her ride herself into an orgasm while you just lay back and watch like a lazy ass nigga,” he replied, licking his lips as if he was already imagining me doing just that. 
 
    Or maybe it was me imagining it.  
 
    Jesus, Trevante is about to get that work tonight! 
 
    I gnawed at my lip, focusing on my toes as I ran them through the plush carpet while also picking up on the fact that, “This sounds like it’s a pretty routine thing for you.” 
 
    Once again, he only shrugged. “Peak single fatherhood if you ask me.” 
 
    Single fatherhood? So baby mama really is just baby mama? 
 
    It was almost embarrassing how much that small tidbit of information made my heart race even if that hadn’t been what he said directly. And it didn’t even affect me no matter how much my nerves might’ve been thinking otherwise according to my body’s reaction. But since it wasn’t even appropriate for me to care to ask, I decided to excuse myself.  
 
    “I’m... gonna get to bed. It’s been a long day,” I told him, thinking about faking a yawn to go along with my act.  
 
    And maybe I really should’ve since he didn’t look convinced, taking a step towards me and completely dominating the space when he said, “Nova, it’s like 8:30. You can’t tell me you’re really about to go to bed already.” 
 
    I had to tilt my head back to meet his eyes, finding them surprisingly soft, warm, as I said, “That’s exactly what I’m telling you, Guy. I’m… tired. From traveling all day and such.”  
 
    His laugh caught me off-guard as he ran a hand along his mouth, pursing his lips together before he replied, “I can take a hint, Nova. You ain’t tryna kick it with your boy, get to know each other on some new homie shit. I got you.” 
 
    For whatever reason, I jumped at the opportunity to defend, “It’s not that. I mean, you’re obviously an interesting person, but…” 
 
    “Gotta go tell your boyfriend goodnight, right? I hear you, girl. Do your thing.” 
 
    “It’s not that either…” I muttered more to myself than him, my annoyance growing as I thought about the fact that I hadn’t heard from David again.  
 
    It almost seemed as if Guy knew it too, taking completely advantage of that fact when he offered, “So let’s chill. Have a little drink on the balcony or somethin’. Kick off the summer right with a toast.” 
 
    I toyed with the idea in my head, knowing time spent with Guy more than likely meant my crush growing exponentially. But something about the kindness of his eyes along with his intentions of kicking off the summer right spoke to my heart, giving me the courage to agree, “One drink. That’s it.” 
 
    “One drink, straight,” he tossed over his shoulder as he headed towards the kitchen. 
 
    He was already digging through the liquor cabinet by the time I caught up to him and shouted, “No way! One drink straight is like three drinks mixed.” 
 
    “Come on, lightweight. Time to roll with the big boys. Put a little hair on your chest,” he insisted with a grunt that made my nose flare.  
 
    “First of all, that’s gross. Second of all, I have an early morning with Kaylin tomorrow. So one drink, mixed.” 
 
    He nodded, but his expression read otherwise, as if he still wasn’t interested in taking my word. And since that was definitely something I’d have to keep an eye on, I watched closely as he pulled both dark and light liquor from the cabinet, lifting them in the air as if to ask me which one I wanted. But when I pointed to the light liquor, a bottle I assumed to be vodka or maybe even tequila, he put that one away and kept the dark liquor in his hand.  
 
    Asshole. 
 
    He grabbed two glasses from the cabinet, filling them with ice before setting them down on the counter next to where I was standing. And as he filled one glass with straight liquor and put half liquor half apple juice in the other he said, “Alright, fine. But don’t ask for a sip of mine when you’re barely buzzin’ from your regular ass baby drink. Got me using Jaxson’s juice cause you can’t handle a real drink.” 
 
    I tossed a hand his way as I screeched, “Shut up! But I promise I won’t. Drinking after strangers is disgusting.” 
 
    “My mouth is as clean as a dogs, Miss. Nova,” he replied convincingly with a smile that had me taking a full gulp of the drink he had just slid my way to calm what shouldn’t have made me feel a way.  
 
    But of course I felt a way.  
 
    While I was sure the alcohol probably wouldn’t help my cause, I took another sip before finally telling him, “That only makes my point more valid.” 
 
    “Yeah, you sayin’ that now…” he muttered, though everything about me heard him loud and clear.  
 
    Still, I acted like I hadn’t when I grabbed my glass and followed him out onto the balcony, resting my elbows against the ledge as I looked out to the bay just as a ship was passing through. And once again, while I found myself observing the surroundings, I could feel Guy watching me intently as if he was already seeing beyond my outer layer. Then again, that also could’ve been the only thing he saw, even when I broke the silence to acknowledge, “It really is beautiful out here. A beautiful scenery, beautiful energy...” 
 
    “Beautiful women,” he interjected. 
 
    “And men,” I added quickly, mostly to challenge him. 
 
    But somehow he managed to make me feel silly for saying anything at all when he let out a soft chuckle before stepping closer to me to say, “I don’t think your nigga would appreciate you checkin’ for other men out here, Nova.” 
 
    I wanted to roll my eyes at the thought alone. But since I knew that would’ve only set off an alarm of something being wrong, an alarm I was far from ready to address, I only shrugged when I replied, “I can look at men without screwing any of ‘em. And let’s be real, I’m sure he does the same with women.” 
 
    Out of my peripheral, I could see him nodding to agree as he matched my stance, leaning against the ledge and taking up more space than reasonable before he asked, “Why didn’t he come out here with you?” 
 
    It was almost ridiculous how annoyed I became from the question. Not because of Guy’s curiosity, but because of my uncertain state with the person who he was talking about. But once again, I tried to play it cool when I answered, “He’s uh… working. Out in L.A. And Kay’s not too fond of him anyway so…” 
 
    He chuckled again. “Kay’s not fond of a lot of people, but it’s usually for good reason. What’s her gripe with your ol’ man?” 
 
    “I’d rather not go there,” I replied as plainly as I could, setting a boundary without giving too much away. 
 
    And I was grateful when he only nodded again, taking a cool sip from his drink. “I can respect that.” 
 
    “But I also noticed that she seems to have a gripe with your baby mama...” I trailed as I turned away from him to hide the fact that I was blushing from my own teasing like an idiot.  
 
    “I’d rather not go there,” he said mockingly, my eyes flying back his way just as he was taking another sip of his drink through his own laugh, not even fazed by the sting that probably would’ve knocked me out.  
 
    “I guess I should’ve saw that one coming, huh?” I asked as I watched him the same way he had been watching me while he looked out towards the water.  
 
    He kept his eyes there when he smiled and answered, “You started it. But actually, I don’t have an issue going there. Jaxson’s mother and I get along great. We do right by Jaxson as you can tell, and it’s all love.” 
 
    His explanation seemed reasonable - ideal, even -, but for some reason, I couldn’t shake the fact that it still wasn’t adding up in my head. So instead of letting the confusion linger, I relied a little on liquid courage to ask, “If it’s all love then why didn’t she come out here with you boys? Seems like the perfect family vacation.” 
 
    He shrugged, his neutral expression not giving anything away when he replied, “She might come out to visit. Already claimed to be going through Jaxson withdrawals, so we’ll see.”  
 
    I expected his response to put me at ease one way or another. But it only made me even more confused since it didn’t exactly lend itself to clarifying his relationship status with her. 
 
    “Why do you even care so much about his relationship status with her?” I thought to myself just as Guy was reminding me of my own when he asked, “You think your ol’ man is gonna slide through? Make the coast-to-coast trip to see his lady?” 
 
    Instead of staring at him, I brought my eyes back to the drink in my hand, hoping the lingering ice cubes would help me come up with a plausible answer. But the only thing that came out was the truth when I replied, “I… I don’t know. We haven’t talked about it. And he wasn’t too thrilled about me coming down here in the first place.” 
 
    “I can imagine that. I mean, this city is a pretty happenin’ spot. All this hot, sexy, sensual air around, not to mention you out here lookin’ fly as hell. Then you pile that on top of the fact that we’re surrounded by a bunch of niggas who might be ugly in the face but all have decent enough bank accounts to get your attention, and yeah… I’d be worried if I was him too.” 
 
    I shook my head at his comments, crossing my arms over my chest as I asked, “What’s a relationship if you can’t trust each other, right?” 
 
    “Now that I can drink to,” he said, lifting his glass my way for a clink that I met before we both took a quick swig. 
 
    My gulp was barely down my throat by the time I added, “And besides, I’m sure Jaxson’s mother feels the same way about you being out here surrounded by women in bikinis who have all paid Dr. Miami a visit even if they won’t admit to it. Fit tummy tea, my ass...” 
 
    Even though I had nothing against those who chose to go the nip and tuck route to achieving the body they wanted, there was nothing more annoying than using their picture as #BodyGoals only to find out later that they had went under the knife instead of doing the millions of squats like they claimed. And I suppose my irritation with that fact was obvious as Guy let out a heavy chuckle, one that gave me shivers when he said, “Fit tummy tea aside, the man performs miracle work. Have you seen his Snapchat?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Of course I’ve seen his Snapchat. And I’m pretty sure I can perform a Brazilian Butt Lift operation by now thanks to it. Maybe I should go see him while I’m here so I can get paid for taking pictures and hosting parties like the girls he does surgery on.”  
 
    Guy smacked his teeth in disbelief, leaning back from the ledge to check me out as he gushed, “Nah, Nova. You got the au naturel poppin’ back there. Don’t go messin’ with God’s work.” 
 
    While I wanted to blush from his compliment, I only smirked instead as I finished off the liquor that was beginning to settle into my bloodstream even deeper meaning I needed to get away from Guy as soon as possible before I did something I would regret. And that was exactly the plan when I stepped away from the ledge to tell him, “I’m gonna... get to bed. Thanks for the drink.” 
 
    He turned around to match my step, his eyes speaking a language that made my body flush with heat as he looked down at me with his lip pulled between his teeth and said, “Thanks for joining me, sweetheart. Hopefully we can do it again sooner than later.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” I replied quickly as I turned to walk back inside. 
 
    But he caught me by the wrist, forcing me to peek back when he asked, “You promise?” 
 
    His hold on me was gentle, but it was still enough for me to feel the transfer of energy as he ran his fingertips against my skin while waiting for an answer. And even though his simple actions were tempting me to give an answer that went totally against my moral compass, I straightened up just enough to agree, “Yeah. I promise.”  
 
    He gave the most attractive grin as he let me go, the heat of his eyes glued to my ass burning through the leggings I wore in a way that made me feel sexy as hell. But just as I crossed the threshold of the door, it felt like a bucket of water had been tossed on the fire he created inside of me when he shouted, “Tell your little boyfriend I said goodnight!” 
 
    & 
 
    “So… how’s the arrangement at the condo going?” 
 
     Kaylin’s teasing tone spoke volumes as I sank deeper into the massage chair, my eyes closed as the nail technician worked on one of my feet while the other stayed soaking in the glass tub of bubbles. And though I wanted to remain as relaxed as possible, I couldn’t help the way my lip curled up when I corrected, “You mean how is your little plan to set us up going?” 
 
    I couldn’t see her face, but I imagined it being twisted into a scowl as she said, “Nova, I didn’t set you up. It was purely coincidental, I swear.”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Tell me anything, Kay,” I rattled as I shook my head in disbelief. 
 
    “Nova, I’m serious! I would never… actually, I take that back. I would set you up, but never to this extreme. The condo was double-booked by accident. Just like hotels, or flights, or whatever,” she insisted, trying to normalize what she knew was a messed up situation. 
 
    I finally opened my eyes, but only so that I could lift my empty champagne glass to signal the need for a refill on my mimosa as I explained, “Except with hotels, or flights, or whatever, someone usually gets kicked to the curb.” 
 
    “But how much sense would that make? You know there’s plenty of room for all of you, Nova.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean I planned on spending my summer playing nanny,” I fired back, once again shaking my head at what I knew sounded ridiculous. But falling into what could only be defined by that title felt way too natural at the time for me to combat, especially with Jaxson being such a sweetheart. 
 
    Of course, Kaylin had to blow things out of proportion when she asked, “Nanny? Damn, Guy has you whipped enough to play nanny already?!” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, accepting the fresh mimosa and taking a much needed sip before I answered, “No, Kaylin. But you know I can’t help it. Nova loves the kids. And Jaxson is such a sweetheart. He fell asleep to me reading him a bedtime story last night and I swear I was ready to adopt him on the spot.”  
 
    “Well… you gotta go through his daddy first. Or on top of his daddy. Or bent over in front of his daddy…” she trailed, the sneaky little grin she wore telling on her even if she still wasn’t ready to admit it.  
 
    But there was nothing that would convince me otherwise when I told her, “See?! This has set up written all over it.” 
 
    She shrugged, taking a sip of her own mimosa as she said, “I’m just sayin’, Nova. I seriously didn’t do this on purpose. But now that you mention it, you guys would make the perfect little family.” 
 
    “Family? Who said anything about making a family?” I asked hastily, the thought alone making me cringe since it was far from what I really desired no matter how much I had joked to myself about Guy and Jaxson fitting the build of what I maybe wanted long down the road when I first saw them.  
 
    Still, Kaylin played coy when she asked, “What? You said you wanted Jaxson. Guy is just... a bonus.” 
 
    “A bonus. Right.” I thought as I shook my head and told her, “Whatever, Kay. You know I’m still rockin’ with David right now anyway.” 
 
    She damn near hopped out of her chair in response, startling both of our technicians as she groaned, “Oh. OH! Speaking of him… did you see the latest?” 
 
    I could only sigh, purposely finishing off my mimosa once again as I watched Kaylin scroll through her phone for what was surely gossip. It seemed like she was constantly hitting me with something new. And though it was always useful, relevant information, I was honestly growing tired of it.  
 
    All of it.  
 
    She leaned over the armrest of her massage chair to hand me her phone and sure enough David and some new popstar were plastered as the top post on a gossip blog, apparently sharing a romantic candlelight dinner together after whatever video she was filming. The gallery of pictures below it only added to the intimate feel of the scene, some of them holding hands, some whispering near the ear, lots and lots of grins. And while stuff like this would usually garner an immediate reaction in the form of calling to question him about it, “Interesting,” was all I cared to respond as I handed the phone back to her. 
 
    She cocked her head to the side as she repeated, “Interesting? That’s it?” 
 
    “What do you expect me to say, Kay? Of course I don’t like the shit, but there’s nothing I can do about it right now,” I explained, closing my eyes as I tried to recapture the zen I had found in the beginning. 
 
    But Kaylin didn’t care to join me when she once again repeated, “Nothing you can do about it? Umm… how about you get in touch and cuss his ass out?” 
 
    I sank back into my chair, turning up the pressure to knead instead of thump, hoping that would soothe the negative energy that was threatening to brew when I asked, “And then what, Kay? Listen to him deny it like he’s done with everything else? That shit does nothing but give me a headache, so I’d rather not. Not right now at least.” 
 
    To my surprise, she actually accepted my plea, releasing a heavy sigh as she said, “Fine, Nova. I won’t push it anymore.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I told her shortly as I settled a little more into my chair.  
 
    “But one more…” 
 
    “Kaylin…” I growled, cutting her off. Though truthfully, I really couldn’t be mad at her for sharing information I probably wouldn’t have sought out on my own. In fact, I pretty much did the exact opposite these days, avoiding just about every blog I could so that I wouldn’t run into what I knew was always waiting for me. And it was always, always waiting for me, so much so that I really had no choice but to finally face the reality of the situation.  
 
    But for now, all I wanted to do was relax. And I was glad when Kaylin finally agreed, “Okay. Okay. I’ll be quiet. For now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Guy 
 
    It was cool as hell to watch my bro ball out, even if it was just a run-through for tomorrow night’s game. Jaxson couldn’t wait any longer to see his Uncle Lamar after he had flaked on us on our first night in town, so we ventured down to the arena to check him out, only catching the tail end of practice. But that was plenty as far as Jaxson’s attention span was concerned.  
 
    Lamar invited us to the locker room to meet his teammates and of course Jaxson talked everyone into taking a picture with him. In fact, the players couldn’t get enough of his witty ass, going back and forth about kid shit like favorite cartoon characters, fruit snacks, and iPad apps. I insisted a few times that they didn’t have to keep talking to him, but they all claimed not to be bothered so I let him have at it.  
 
    Less answering questions for me to do.  
 
    I waited with Lamar at his locker while keeping a close eye on Jaxson who was clear across the room. Lamar tossed a hand over his shoulder at him with a smile as he said, “Yo, that dude is a character, Guy. What you been doin’ to my nephew?” 
 
    Since I sometimes wondered the same thing, I could only shake my head. “I swear I’ve raised ‘em as normal as I can. Nothing none of us weren’t around growing up.” 
 
    Smacking his teeth, Lamar’s face was scrunched when he reminded, “Bruh, our dads had us shootin’ craps with they old ass homies and tasting hard liquor at like twelve. I hope you ain’t raising ‘em like that.”  
 
    My first extinct was to defend that we still came out alright, but I knew none of that shit was regular. Lamar and I had been introduced to stuff way earlier than reasonable, from alcohol to drugs and gambling, and everything in between. But since my pops didn’t think anything of it, neither did I. I absorbed his knowledge like it was the bible and wanted to be just like him until I grew up and realized how destructive his habits were. So sure, Jax had tagged along with me and the guys back home, and had probably overheard some… non-kiddie conversations. But I did my best to balance it out with educational and life skills, not to mention his mother was on the complete other side of the spectrum when it came to keeping his environment as perfectly stimulating as possible. 
 
    “So maybe not exactly like that, but the same general principles. The kid is just… special.” 
 
    Lamar laughed, changing out of his practice jersey into a fresh t-shirt as he said, “Nah, the apple just didn’t fall far from the tree. Lil’ dude is crazy just like his blockhead ass daddy.”  
 
    I brushed him off. “Bro, come on now. I’m super chill. As chill as they come.”  
 
    Sure, between the two of us I had always been considered the wild child growing up. But I wouldn’t exactly categorize myself as crazy. Still, Lamar acted unconvinced, draping his duffle bag over his shoulder as he said, “Yeah, ever since you got on your fatherhood shit you’ve calmed down. But before baby boy came in the picture, that was the real you. The crazy you. The nigga I grew up with. To be honest, I don’t even know who you are right now.”  
 
    I held a hand to my chest as I defended, “You don’t know who I am? You’re the one with the key to Miami and shit. Can I have your autograph, superstar? Can a nigga get a selfie or two for the ‘Gram?” 
 
    He brushed me off the same way I had done him as we headed to snag Jaxson. “Here you go with that bullshit. You know I’m the same me. Ain’t shit changed but my address, brodie.”  
 
    “Yeah, your address and your bank account,” I corrected. Then we laughed together as he pulled me in for a quick bro-hug. “I feel you though, man. You livin’ the dream. Bossed up. I’m proud of you.” 
 
    His smile was genuine as he let me go to pick Jaxson up, tossing him over his shoulder and causing him to squeal. “Uncle Lamar, put me downnnnn!!” 
 
    “Nah, sucka. I heard you a big boy now. That means I can tickle you like one,” he teased as he continued to attack his ribs.  
 
    Jaxson was all laughs as he tried to fight Lamar off, but it was no use. I made myself busy dapping up a few of Lamar’s teammates before we headed out with plans on grabbing a bite to eat, though I honestly wished Nova was at home to cook for us. Surely chicken stir fry wasn’t the only thing she could whip up.  
 
    Speaking of Nova… 
 
    Once we got settled into Lamar’s car, Jaxson secured in his car seat, I wasted no time asking about her. “So… what’s up with Kaylin’s homegirl?” 
 
     I tried not to sound as thirsty as I felt. But from the look on Lamar’s face, he had picked up on that vibe anyway when he asked, “Who, Nova? She’s cool peoples. Her and Kaylin have been best friends since the beginning of time. Matter of fact, I’m pretty sure you met her at least once back in school when you came to see me hoop. Maybe at an after party or somethin’.” 
 
    I was waiting for Jaxson to jump in about who had quickly become his favorite person in the world. But when I peeked to the backseat, he had already dozed off, making it even easier for me to answer, “Nah, I would’ve remembered that.”  
 
    There was no way in hell I would’ve forgotten an encounter with someone like Nova. She was way too attractive for me to have ever skimmed over no matter how drunk I probably was at the time.  
 
    It was college after all. 
 
    Then again, it made sense once Lamar explained, “She’s changed a lot in the last couple years. I mean, she didn’t always look like she does now. Used to be a little more on the chubby side, wore a bob instead of the locs she rocks, cleared up her skin with some home remedies and shit. I mean, don’t get me wrong, she was always a dope person, always pretty inside and out. But now she has the… energy to match. Not that I’m checking for my sis like that, but you know what I mean.” 
 
    I nodded as I told him, “Yeah I hear you, bro.”  
 
    “But you may have to fall back. I’m pretty sure she’s still got a man back home.” 
 
    The original disappointment of the news returned, but I acted as if I didn’t know at all when I asked, “Oh word?” 
 
    I was hoping Lamar could give me some insight on her ol’ man since Nova had been mostly tight-lipped about him. And since she hadn’t exactly acted like a taken woman the night before outside of the few half-hearted mentions of her dude, I was interested to see how serious things were in his opinion. But it seemed as if he didn’t really know him at all when he shrugged and answered, “Yeah, some little actor dude or somethin’. Kay hates him though so you know I ain’t fuckin’ with him either.”  
 
    “Well if y’all don’t like him, I don’t like him either,” I replied matter of factly, siding with my fam. But my words only made Lamar laugh as he turned into the McDonald’s drive-thru. 
 
    “Nahhhh you don’t like ‘em cause you checkin’ for Nova and he’s the only thing in the way,” he insisted, practically reading right through me.  
 
    And since there was no use in hiding how I felt now, I agreed, “Might be some truth to that.”  
 
    “Just be careful, brodie. Nova may seem as tough as they come, but she still has… issues.” 
 
    Some of the worst shit possible came to mind as I considered what Lamar could’ve been talking about. Then again, there wasn’t a woman in the world that didn’t come with some sort of catch. But instead of letting my mind wander, once Lamar finished ordering food for all of us I asked, “Issues? What kind of issues?” 
 
    “She’s just… I don’t know. You’ll probably see what I mean sooner than later.” 
 
    “Nah, nigga. This is crucial info. So what’s the word?” I asked, turning in my seat to let him know I was serious. 
 
    He picked up the food from the drive-thru window, pulling off before the workers could recognize him. Then he dug in the bag for a handful of fries, making me wait even longer for an answer as he chewed them down. And after dusting off his salt-covered hands, he finally replied, “You know I’ve been rockin’ with Kay for a minute now, so that means I’ve been rockin’ with Nova too. And I’ve watched her go through some shit. Body issues, self-esteem issues, couple bouts of depression. It’s good to see her like this now, but I know shit like that is always a work in progress. So like I said, just be careful, man. You my bro, but that’s my sis so I’ll ride for her just like I would ride for you, even if it’s you that’s fuckin’ her over.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t do her like that, bro. You know me.” 
 
    “Nah, that’s exactly the problem. I do know you. And after Mariah, you’ve been kind of reckless in that department so…” 
 
    “Uncle Lamar, you know my mama?!”  
 
    My eyes flew to the backseat where Jaxson appeared to be wide awake as if he hadn’t just been knocked out five minutes ago. Lamar only laughed as he answered, “Of course I know your mama, punk.” 
 
    “My mama so pretty. Just like Miss. Nova,” he gushed randomly, making me shake my head as Lamar started laughing even harder. 
 
    “Yoooo… you can’t tell me you haven’t been teachin’ this dude a thing or two.” 
 
    I shrugged, smiling proudly back at my baby boy as I told Lamar, “Just raising him to recognize a fine woman when he sees one. Ain’t that right, kid?”  
 
    Jaxson nodded his head just as proudly as if he had any idea what I was talking about while Lamar groaned, “Yeah aight, nigga. Don’t let Miss. Nova get you in trouble down here.” 
 
    My face scrunched as I defended, “Never that, bruh. I’m just here to have some fun. And if she wants to have some fun too then, shit... it is what it is.” 
 
    “This nigga,” he grumbled with a laugh just as he was pulling into the circle drive of the condo, putting the car in park as two attendants rushed to open the doors for us.  
 
    I climbed out of the car and went to grab Jaxson as I teased, “Damn, man. They don’t let you lift a finger around here, I see.”  
 
    “Shit, we paid enough for this spot. It’s the least they could do.” 
 
    “Baller nigga problems,” I muttered as I followed him into the building, letting Jaxson take over the conversation as we rode the elevator up to the top floor we were staying on.  
 
    Once we stepped inside the condo, we were hit with the sounds of soft R&B, freaky old school R&B to be exact, playing throughout. And it only took a few more steps to figure out where it was coming from as Nova leaned against the counter with her lips pursed together, staring at her phone intently as if she was reading something serious. 
 
    A single creak in the hardwood floor was enough to grab her attention, her eyes lighting up and the scowl washing away once she saw it was us. Well… once she saw it was him.  
 
    “Lamar! Oh my God! It’s been way too long!” Nova shouted as she dropped her phone on the counter and leaped into Lamar’s extended arms, the familiarity between the two obvious as he wrapped her in an embrace tight enough to make me jealous. 
 
    “Wish she got that happy to see me,” I thought to myself as Lamar said, “Young Casanova. So good to see you, shorty.”  
 
    “Who isn’t a shorty to your giraffe ass?” she joked back with a slap to his chest as she let him go, a move that was apparently designed to make more room for Jaxson who was claiming ownership by wrapping his arms tightly around her leg. 
 
    “Uncle Lamar, how you know my Miss. Nova?” he asked, his eyebrows furrowed together as if he was really bothered by their hug. 
 
    Of course, Lamar only laughed him off. “Ohhhh, now she’s your Miss. Nova? Cas, what did you do to this kid? He was already braggin’ about how pretty you were in the car.”  
 
    Nova laughed again, picking Jaxson up and slinging him against her hip. Then she pinched his chubby little cheek causing him to giggle as she replied, “He’s just being the sweetheart that he is. Part of his charm to get more food out of me.” 
 
    “Uncle Lamar bought us McDonald’s!” Jaxson shouted excitedly, though I was sure his excitement was rooted more in the toy that came with his happy meal than the actual food.  
 
    And it was clear Nova was far from impressed as I sat the bags down on the kitchen table, her nose wrinkling in disgust as she replied, “Well Uncle Lamar might as well have you eating trash straight from the can.” 
 
    Lamar was already busy digging in his bag for another handful of fries as he whined, “Come on now, Cas. I know you been on your healthy shit for a minute, but you ain’t gotta do Mickey D’s like that. He’s gotten us through the best and worst of times.” 
 
    “Oh whatever,” she said with a laugh as she put Jaxson down and headed towards the refrigerator to grab some of the healthy shit Lamar was talking about. And once she was there, she did me the favor of bending towards the bottom shelf, putting on the show I’d never get tired of.  In fact, it seemed like the perfect time to get even closer… I mean, grab the ketchup. 
 
    I grabbed the refrigerator door just as she was closing it, an action that caught her eye long enough for me to say, “Hello to you too, Miss. Nova.” 
 
    “Oh, hey Guy,” she stated plainly; no warmth, no friendliness, no hint of the good times we had shared the night before. Then again, I shouldn’t have been surprised that she had put her wall back up, the time between our interactions just long enough to refreeze her.  
 
    “Damn, it’s like that? Everybody else getting reunion hugs and special attention, and I can’t even get a change in tone?” I asked as I watched her drizzle dressing on top of her salad before putting the top back on to give it a shake, an action that had her titties bouncing every which way as if… yep, braless.  
 
    I brought my attention back to her eyes just as she was rolling them. “Heyyyy Guy. Is that better?” she asked sarcastically, sticking her tongue out at me before she went to grab a fork.  
 
    Passing her on my way back to the table, I got just close enough to whisper, “Better keep that tongue in your mouth before we make good use, shorty.” Catching the slight gasp she inhaled before releasing an annoyed huff.  
 
    Instead of joining us at the table, she stayed at the counter to nibble on her salad as if she was purposely keeping some distance between us when Lamar asked, “So Nova, what you got planned while you here?” 
 
    “Whatever your wife drags me to,” she replied before shoving a forkful of leafy greens into her mouth, almost making me feel bad about the quarter pounder with cheese I had waiting on me and the chicken nuggets and fries I was setting up for Jaxson.  
 
    Lamar wasn’t fazed at all, damn near swallowing his Big Mac whole and chewing through his response. “Better you than me. I mean, a nigga can only look at so many paint swatches before it all starts to look the same.”  
 
    “I’m pretty sure that happens before you even get to the store, Lamar,” Nova replied teasingly, though Lamar was quick to agree.  
 
    “Damn right. Blue is blue is blue again,” he insisted, making Nova shake her head as he asked, “Y’all are coming to the game tomorrow though, right?” 
 
    “You know we’ll be there, bruh,” I answered for Jaxson and I, unsure of Nova’s plans. For all I knew, she could have a... Skype date scheduled, or whatever it was that long-distance couples did. 
 
    When she didn’t say anything at all, I assumed that meant she’d be joining us as Lamar replied, “Alright, bet.” Standing up from the table and continuing on, “But let me get home to my wife before she starts blowing up my phone. I’ll catch y’all after the game.”  
 
    I stood up to see him out as I asked, “We still hittin’ the str…” Catching myself as I peeked down to Jaxson who was thankfully busy chomping on his nuggets. “The club after?” 
 
    Lamar dapped me up with a knowing smile. “Wouldn’t be right if we didn’t. Gotta welcome my boy to the city properly.” 
 
    “Did you run those plans by your wife too?” Nova asked, crossing her arms as she joined us near the elevator. 
 
    He wrapped her in a hug as he replied, “Little do you know, Kay and I are practically royalty up there. I can’t tell you how many college tuitions we’ve funded together over the years. Shit, we probably gave a few small business loans too.”  
 
    “Philanthropy done right if you ask me,” I chimed in, earning a side eye from Nova.  
 
    But that didn’t mean my best friend didn’t agree, pressing the down button to a glow before turning back to dap me up once again as he spouted, “My nigga.” 
 
    Nova only rolled her eyes as the elevator chimed with arrival, Lamar shouting, “Later, Jax.” as he stepped inside to leave. And once the doors closed, I turned towards Nova to say, “Well I guess it’s just the two of us now.” 
 
    Instead of paying me any real mind, she immediately retreated to the kitchen, tossing over her shoulder, “Three. There’s three of us.” 
 
     I brushed her off as I followed her, peeking towards Jaxson who was already drifting to sleep in his chair with a fry still in his hand meaning, “He’ll be ready for bed soon, so he doesn’t really count. And according to this playlist you got ridin’, you must be in the mood for… company.” 
 
    The word made her visibly shiver, but she kept her eyes trained on her salad as she used the fork to push around what was left and replied, “Mood or not, it doesn’t concern you, Guy. Must I remind you that I have a boyfriend?” 
 
    “The same boyfriend you’re searching on Twitter for updates about?” I asked, nodding towards her phone that was still resting on the counter with the name David Anderson typed in the search bar. Naturally, I wanted to do my own investigation on ol’ boy now that I had a name. But the question must’ve embarrassed her the way she quickly snatched it up and shoved it into her pocket. Though that didn’t mean I was letting up when I continued, “What happened to all that trust shit you were talking last night?” 
 
    She whined, “I do trust him. I just… like to see what other people are saying about him too.” 
 
    “Because you don’t trust him to tell you everything himself? Have you even talked to him since we’ve been here?” I challenged, not even caring about what boundaries I might’ve been overstepping. 
 
    To my surprise, she didn’t back down nor put me in my place when she answered, “Of course. I mean, we’ve texted.” 
 
    My eyes rolled instantly. “Technology is way too advanced for y’all to have only texted, Nova. Well, if y’all really fuck with each other like that at least.” 
 
    She dropped her fork onto the counter in annoyance as she snapped, “Look, I don’t need you to tell me about my relationship. We are just fine.” 
 
    The red flags that debunked her story were visible from a mile away and we hadn’t even known each other long. And after experiencing, surviving, the toxic situation with Mariah, things were even more obvious to me. Still, I held my hands up as I told her, “You ain’t gotta defend it to me. I’m just stating my observations.” 
 
    She crossed her arms defensively. “Because you’re, what? Some sort of relationship expert?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Never said that. But for the record, you getting so emotional about it isn’t a good look. Especially to a stranger you don’t really give a damn about. If y’all good, y’all good. My opinion shouldn’t even matter.” 
 
    “We’re good,” she stated coldly, her eyes tight and her whole energy about it reading otherwise which meant I was far from convinced. 
 
    “If you insist…” I muttered as I went to grab sleeping Jaxson from the dinner table. 
 
    I was just getting ready to pry the fry he was holding onto for dear life out of his grip when Nova fired back, “See. Now what’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Tossing Jaxson over my shoulder, I also used it to shrug. “It doesn’t mean anything, Nova. Do your thing. Do what makes you happy. And if he makes you happy, who the fuck am I to judge?” 
 
    Outwardly, she seemed satisfied with that response, but I could also read the slight hint of sadness in her eyes as if… he’s definitely not making her happy. Still, it wasn’t my place to insert myself. It was her business, her relationship, and I wasn’t supposed to be sweating her anyway since she was technically a taken woman.  
 
    So if she wanted to spend her summer searching for her man on Twitter instead of having some fun with me, then that was her decision.  
 
    I was going to have my fun regardless. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nova 
 
    I couldn’t sleep, Guy’s words haunting me like a ghost as I sat in the bed trying to make myself believe he was wrong. 
 
    He wasn’t wrong. 
 
    No matter how much I wanted to believe David’s lukewarm love from afar made me happy, it just... didn’t. No matter how much I claimed to trust him, I just… couldn’t, especially after studying the latest pictures of him on the internet from every which angle and coming to the conclusion that something was definitely up between him and the latest songstress he called boss. But it almost seemed easier to just not deal with it at all, not deal with him at all, though pushing David to the back of my thoughts meant becoming even more aware of my roommate. 
 
    Beyond the fact that Guy was fine as hell, he was so damn charming that it annoyed me since I couldn’t do anything about it. But if I could do something about it, if I could make use of those stout shoulders and those full lips, I was pretty sure that would grant me the exact happiness Guy was talking about.  
 
    At least temporarily.  
 
    Since that wasn’t an option, I went to the next best thing, digging into the nightstand for Kofi but settling for the toy that hit my hand first, Trevante. I wondered if Guy’s dick would measure up to my imagination, if it held the same power, the same strength of the rest of his demeanor. Truth be told, I somehow already knew it was better than David’s without even experiencing it.  
 
    My mind flashed back to what was supposed to be the last go-round at Netflix and Chill with David right before he left to shoot another series of videos, but it was really more like Netflix and Ch… considering how long it lasted. I certainly enjoyed a quickie just as much as the next woman, but that was just… quick. He claimed it was all about getting the first one off so that he could go longer for round two, but round one wasn’t good enough for me to even consider a second. Of course that pissed him off, we fought about it and then he left for LA which meant he still hadn’t had a chance to redeem himself in that department. And even though we had technically made up, over time I had become far more interested in what I knew I could do for myself instead of what he maybe could do for me to care about his shortcomings.  
 
    So that was exactly what I was going to do, positioning the bottom of my feet firmly on the mattress as I opened myself wide and closed my eyes. What was usually a mash-up of my chocolate celebrity crushes - Idris Elba’s voice, Trevante Rhodes’ face and smile, Kofi Siriboe’s body - had been replaced by beige-skinned Guy with a voice just as smooth, a body just as impressive, and a face sexy enough to guarantee this would be the right kind of quick. But just as I was really getting into the groove, a knock on the bedroom door startled me as I immediately yanked the covers tight to my chest.  
 
    “Uh… yes?” I called out, my heart pounding through my ears as if I had already been caught bustin’ it open for myself. And I was just sure my face was flushed red when the door cracked just slightly before Guy’s head slid through the threshold. 
 
    “Your little buddy woke up and made a special request for his Miss. Nova. You busy?” he asked, his eyes tired as if he had already been dozing off himself.  
 
    “Yes! Obviously…” I muttered, the vibrations still humming against my hand as I quickly tried to silence them without being able to look at the controls.  
 
    But they weren’t loud enough to deter Guy as he insisted, “He really wants to see you, Nova. Even started crying when I told him he couldn’t.” 
 
    “So, what? Let him cry,” I replied brashly, desperate for him to just go away.  
 
    He didn’t, instead cracking the door open a little wider to show that Jaxson was standing right below him.  
 
    The guilt hit me square in the chest as I buried my toy somewhere deep in the covers before motioning for Jax to come towards me. His steps were slow, his little lips trembling the same way they had done back at the airport which only made me feel worse. And when he finally made it to the edge of the bed, the proof of the tears he had already shed were dried against his cheek. 
 
    Poor baby. 
 
    “What’s the matter, sweetheart? You can’t sleep?” I asked as I brushed my hand against his cotton-covered shoulder that was bouncing through his sniffles.  
 
    “I had a… had a… night mirror,” he whined, a trail of snot slipping from his nose at the mention. 
 
    Instincts had me snatching a tissue from the nightstand and swiping his nose clean while I repeated, “Night mirror?” 
 
    “Nightmare,” Guy corrected from the door frame he was resting against, the lighthearted expression he usually wore traded for an annoyed one as if he wasn’t the one who had interrupted my good time. 
 
    I focused my attention back on Jaxson just as he was stammering, “It was so… so… scary.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry that happened to you, Jax. But I’m sure it won’t happen again if you just go back to sleep,” I assured him, hoping that would be enough to get the both of them out of my room. 
 
    It wasn’t, Jaxson’s eyes glossing over as he whined, “But I don’t want tooooo.” 
 
    “Well how about we… turn on a movie? Will that make you feel better?” I asked, peeking up to Guy who only shrugged as if he didn’t care what we did as long as it meant no more crying and he could go back to sleep. Jaxson on the other hand wasted no time climbing up onto the bed, crawling towards the side opposite of me as if the spot had his name on it. “Oh! Okay,” I said with wide eyes, startled that he had overrode my original plans to go in the living room.  
 
    Once again, Guy didn’t look to care either way, tossing a wave at us as he said, “I’m going back to bed.” Before stepping to close the door behind him. 
 
    “No he didn’t just…” 
 
    “Miss. Nova, I wanna watch Home! It’s my favorite!” Jaxson shouted, his tears instantly replaced with excitement that I couldn’t help but consume.  
 
    “Home it is,” I replied with a smile as I turned on the Smart TV and navigated to the Netflix app, making me chuckle as I thought about how different watching it with a kid was. And to be honest, I was a little pumped to see the animated film which featured a character voiced by one of my favorite singers, Bad Girl RiRi.  
 
    Jaxson was surprisingly silent as the movie started and even throughout, only laughing when appropriate and gasping at the close calls of trouble for the two enemies turned friends. And you would’ve thought the movie was made for me the way I was doing the same, becoming so absorbed in it that I even found myself on the verge of tears the closer we got to the ending. In fact, I was so into it that I hadn’t even realized Jaxson had fallen asleep until the credits were rolling.  
 
    His sleep looked so peaceful that I couldn’t imagine disturbing it now. So instead I simply adjusted his head into a better position for his neck and covered him with the comforter, the California King mattress being plenty of room for the both of us. 
 
    At least that’s what I thought until I woke up with a foot in my face two hours later.  
 
    Through my slumber, I was somehow able to find the space to get far enough away from him so that I could get back into a deep sleep. And by the time I woke up again, the bed was empty. 
 
    “Hmph. Didn’t even leave a note scribbled in Crayola on the nightstand,” I thought to myself with a smile as I stretched my arms before climbing out of bed, following the sounds of Jaxson playing coming through the door he must’ve left cracked from his escape and the smells of breakfast being cooked by who I could assume was his father. And while I was already convinced the sight would be reminiscent of heaven, my cheeks turned hot as hell once I saw what was resting on the kitchen counter. 
 
    “What the… how did you… where did this…” 
 
    “Good morning to you too, Nova. You sleep aight? I’m sure that probably helped,” he said teasingly as he nodded towards the counter.  
 
    “Why is this out here?” I asked through clenched teeth, completely mortified. 
 
    Guy shrugged, transferring the blueberry pancakes he had made from the griddle to a plate as he explained, “Jaxson brought it out with him this morning. Thought it was a toy. And I mean, I guess it is a toy but…” 
 
    “Shut it,” I snapped as I snatched it from the counter and stormed back towards my room. 
 
    But I had only made it a few steps when Guy shouted, “Nothing to be embarrassed about, sweetheart! I’m sure it came in the long-distance relationship care package!”  
 
    “Not exactly,” I thought to myself as I made it back to my bedroom, putting the toy in a much more secure place before returning to the kitchen to find three plates on the counter.  
 
    “Lamar’s coming back over for breakfast?” I asked as casually as possible, hoping it would ease us past the humiliation I had faced a few minutes earlier.  
 
    My ears perked up as I watched him carry the plates to the table and answer, “Nah, the third one is for you. Well, if you want it. I didn’t wanna be rude. And I mean, you cooked for us the other night so I figured I could return the favor. Carry my weight around here.”  
 
    I tried to play down my excitement at that fact, nervously crossing my arms over my chest when I replied, “Oh. Umm… thank you. But I don’t really like pancakes much these days.” 
 
    He didn’t seem fazed by my words, using a knife to cut Jaxson’s pancakes into smaller bites as he insisted, “I bet you’ll like mine. And I used all fresh, organic ingredients if that’s what you’re worried about. Even the syrup is organic.” 
 
    “Miss. Nova, Daddy makes the best pancakes!” Jaxson added, backing up his father’s claims as he shoved the first bite into his mouth and groaned in appreciation.  
 
    While I probably shouldn’t have been relying on a three-year-old’s palate to determine if I liked something, the way he dived back into his plate to grab another piece was way too convincing as I finally agreed, “I guess I can have a little taste. So we don’t waste them.”  
 
    Guy only smirked in response as he passed me on his way back to the kitchen to grab the cups of apple juice he had poured for each of us, returning just as quickly and placing one in front of me. “Don’t worry, lightweight. This one isn’t spiked.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes at his teasing, borrowing the knife to cut my pancakes and spreading some of the organic syrup on top before using my fork to do an official taste test. And I would’ve been lying if I said the bite was anything short of amazing, reminding me of something my mother would make on a Saturday morning when I was a child. In fact, I was already digging into my plate for another bite when Guy asked, “Good, right?” An arrogant grin on his face since he already knew the answer to his question.  
 
    Instead of answering, I focused on the food, peeking over to Jaxson who happily had his toy car in one hand and a sticky pancake piece in the other, then peeking up at Guy who was busy getting his own pancakes in order. The whole scene felt… comforting, like something out of an ABC sitcom, or something I’d want to do every morning with my own future family whenever time allowed for it. But I suppose I was really only imposing on their family time, Guy using the opportunity to ask his son about our night together. 
 
    “So, what movie did you end up watching with Miss. Nova? Do you remember?”  
 
    Jaxson nodded, chewing his pancake. “It was Home, Daddy.” 
 
    Guy shook his head knowingly as he replied, “Of course it was that. Your favorite.”  
 
    “It was actually a really good movie. I enjoyed it,” I chimed in, trying to find my place in this whole arrangement. 
 
    But it felt as if I had somehow overstepped when Guy replied, “Yeah, I bet you were in there crying like a baby the same way Mariah did when we saw it in theaters.” 
 
    “You two went on a date to see a kid’s movie?” I blurted, my face twisted with what must’ve been envy since I knew that was something I could never talk David into doing. And since I didn’t have kids around other than my students back home, I never had a viable excuse to go to the theater to see the animated films I knew were riddled with adult jokes.  
 
    Guy matched my twisted expression, though his seemed more confused as he clarified, “We took our son to see a kid’s movie as a family, yeah.”  
 
    “Oh. Right. Of course,” I replied through my nods before shoving more pancakes into my mouth, feeling silly for jumping to the conclusions that still hadn’t been determined; conclusions that had me torn on letting my feelings about being around Guy bloom. On one hand, there was my ever lingering situation with David. And on that same hand, there was his… baby mama.  
 
    Guy ventured back to the discussion with his son, making me feel a little left out even though the question involved me. “How was it sleeping in Miss. Nova’s bed? Was it comfy?” 
 
    “Her bed is so big, Daddy. You can fit too!” Jaxson insisted, making me cringe since I had already pictured us doing just that without his son’s company. 
 
    I braced myself for some sort of joke or tease about Jaxson’s innocent suggestion, but was surprised when Guy shut the idea down completely. “Nah, I think I’ll stick to my own. And I bet Miss. Nova wants her bed back to herself which means you’ll be sleeping in your own tonight. Understood?” 
 
    “But Daddy...”  
 
    “Jaxson…” Guy scolded in a voice reserved exclusively for parenting.  
 
    Once again, I found myself jumping in. “It’s really not that big of a deal, Guy. I mean, I hardly even knew he was there.” 
 
    “Well it’d be the exact opposite if it was me. I can guarantee you that.” 
 
    And there it was.  
 
    The charm, the flirt, the man who had managed to give me wet panties more times than the one I had spent the last few years with. And I absolutely believed his claims, was all but ready to test them out when Jaxson asked, “Daddy, can you watch a movie with me and Miss. Nova?”  
 
    “Daddy, can you make a movie with Miss. Nova?” I thought to myself as I listened to Guy spew his responsible, non-definitive answer. “We’ll see, son. Now let’s get you washed up so we can head down to the beach for a little while before Uncle Lamar’s game later on.” 
 
    Jaxson was already climbing out of his chair by the time I asked, “The beach? You should’ve warned me before I stuffed myself with pancakes.” 
 
    While I was sure my high-waisted swimsuit bottoms could accommodate the food baby Guy’s pancakes had given me, I still wasn’t thrilled about being out on the beach for the first time without feeling in tip-top shape. But my worries were only replaced with more humiliation when he stood up and replied, “Uhh… I didn’t exactly invite you.”   
 
    My lips were just parting to respond when he let out a laugh that interrupted. “I’m just messin’ with you, girl. You’re more than welcome to join us if you want. You know I’d never turn down an opportunity to see your cute ass in a swimsuit.” 
 
    I probably should’ve been snapping back at his comment, but the only thing that came out was, “I’m pretty sure there will be plenty of real beach bodies for you to look at. You won’t even notice mine.” 
 
    It wasn’t even realistic for me to think I could compete with the literal works of art that were waiting for us at the beach - South Beach. The girls with bodies that matched the ones he’d be throwing dollar bills at later when him and Lamar went to the strip club, the kinds of girls I was sure he lusted over via social media and claimed as his #WomanCrushWednesday. 
 
    Just the thought had me ready to turn down his non-invitation until he stopped right next to my chair, putting his heavy hand on my shoulder as he insisted, “Trust me, Nova. I always notice you, even when I don’t want to.” Then he walked away, leaving me to read way deeper into his words than reasonable.   
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Guy 
 
    I shouldn’t have invited her to come. 
 
    My attention was supposed to be on my son as we worked on building a sandcastle together, but I couldn’t keep myself from checking Nova out from behind as she stood ass deep in the ocean, the water splashing against her cheeks with every wave that passed. Her locs were pulled up into a bun so they wouldn’t get caught in the water which only gave me a better view of her backside. And while I wanted to continue simply being appreciative, there was something about her comments that I couldn’t let go.   
 
    “I’m pretty sure there will be plenty of real beach bodies for you to look at. You won’t even notice mine.” 
 
    Naturally, I wondered if this went in sync with the “issues” Lamar had talked about, wondered if she felt self-conscious being out on the beach in a two-piece even though her body was A1. In fact, I wanted to assure her that she should be proud of the body she was touting, soft and curvy in some places while still displaying tone and strength from her training and eating habits. But she had a man which meant I was supposed to be falling back, supposed to be staying in my place, even if I had already slipped up a time or two.  
 
    “Daddy, we need some more water,” Jaxson mentioned, knocking me out of my trance.  
 
    I nodded my head towards the ocean as I told him, “Go take your bucket to Miss. Nova. Have her fill it up for you. And make sure you ask nicely.”  
 
    Jaxson quickly snatched up one of his empty buckets as I shouted Nova’s name to get her attention before letting him go to her since she was standing in water deeper than he could reach. She met him halfway, bending to catch a bucket full of water before handing it to him and instantly realizing it was too heavy for him to carry which made her laugh. But watching the way she interacted with him continued to warm my heart, only making it harder for me to fall back. And her slow and sexy stride up the sand only made me harder in other places as she carried the bucket to our workspace with Jaxson in tow.  
 
    She placed the bucket of water in the sand before dusting her hands and putting them against her hips to check out our creations. “These actually look really good. I’m impressed.” 
 
    “You’re impressed that an art teacher can mold and sculpt sand? That’s pretty basic, Nova,” I replied as I drew a moat around them with my fingertip.  
 
    “Wait… you’re an art teacher?” she asked, obviously surprised by the mention. 
 
    “Yeah. Middle school,” I answered, assuming that was the follow-up question. 
 
    This time, she really drug it out as she put it all together. “You’re a middle school art teacher? How didn’t I know this?” 
 
    I shrugged, offering her a teasing smile when I replied, “Guess you haven’t stuck around me long enough to find out.”  
 
    She rolled her eyes as she plopped down onto one of the towels we were using to sit on while I continued to work. “A middle school art teacher. Wow. My teachers never looked like you. And in middle school too? Jesus, that’s a Lifetime movie crush waiting to happen.” 
 
    “Is that your way of telling me you think I’m fine?” I asked, my eyebrow piqued as I fetched for her compliment. 
 
    A compliment she tried to avoid giving when she diverted her eyes and stammered, “No… Yes… I guess. I mean, you know that.”  
 
    I shook my head with a grin, getting back to my moat and the original topic at hand when I asked, “What do you do back home?” 
 
    “I’m a first grade teacher,” she replied, forcing me to peek up at her to make sure she wasn’t bullshitting.  
 
    “No shit?” 
 
    “No. Shit.”  
 
    I immediately put two and two together to say, “So that’s why you got a whole free summer to visit Kaylin.” 
 
    “And that’s why you have a summer to visit Lamar,” she added before continuing on, “I still can’t believe you’re a teacher.” 
 
    “Why not? What does it look like I do?” I asked, curious to see what she had come up with in her mind as my occupation.   
 
    She seemed to be in deep thought about it before she blurted, “Work… security, or something. I don’t know.” 
 
    I bursted with laughter, hardly offended that her opinion was obviously based on my build when I fired back, “Well I assumed you performed at open mic nights for a living so there’s that.”  
 
    Her face scrunched as she repeated, “Open mic nights? Doing what? I can’t sing, I don’t write poetry, I don’t rap. Wait… the hair?” 
 
    I nodded with a grin. “The hair. The tattoos. The whole Bohemian swag you got goin’ on.”  
 
    The comment seemed to offend her even more as she snapped her head back to defend, “I do not have Bohemian swag. It’s just… comfortable, free, my own thing…” 
 
    “Bohemian.” 
 
    She tossed a hand my way as she shouted, “Whatever! Can I help?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Gotta ask Jax. He’s the leader of this operation.” 
 
    Nova turned her attention towards my son who was working peacefully as hell, concentrating intently on packing enough sand into his bucket when she interrupted. “Jaxson, can I build a sandcastle with you?” 
 
    He stood up and dragged the bucket her way before advising, “Miss. Nova, you gotta be careful. And flip the bucket super fast so all the sand don’t fall out.” 
 
    “I think I can do that,” she replied as she moved over to where we were building our little town, jumping right in to help Jaxson flip his bucket over and creating the perfect sandcastle.  
 
    Jaxson clapped excitedly, making Nova laugh and making me smile even harder than I already had been as I watched them celebrate. “It all makes sense now. You being so good with him. It’s those damn teacher instincts kickin’ in.”  
 
    She was already busy packing sand into another bucket when she insisted, “What can I say? It’s my thing.” 
 
    “And you obviously do it well,” I told her, earning myself a solid grin as she went back to work.  
 
    Watching her go back and forth with my son had my eyes locked on the two of them, admiring their interactions as if they had known each other for months and not days. But apparently I was staring too hard as Nova insisted, “Take a picture. It’ll last longer.” 
 
    “Can I?” I asked, dusting my hands off so that I could reach for my phone.  
 
    But her hand against my arm was enough to stop my reach when she asked, “What? No! That’s… weird.” 
 
    Shrugging, I insisted, “Can’t blame me. You’re the one out here lookin’ good as hell.”  
 
    Better than good. 
 
    Fine as fuck. 
 
    Since I was sure those additional comments would’ve warranted some over the top reaction, I kept them to myself, instead hitting her with an expression stern enough to let her know I was serious.  An expression that had her gnawing on her lip before she replied, “I actually do want you to take a picture of me. So I can send it to David.”  
 
    Wait, what? 
 
    While my instinct was to turn her down, I was reminded that it wasn’t my place to hate on her relationship. If she wanted to send her man a pic, that’s just what it was. And at least I got to be the one on the other side of the camera, experiencing it in real life instead of through a phone like he would.  
 
    She pulled her sunglasses on and pulled her hair from the bun as I stood up, dusting off my hands to grab her phone that was resting on the towel nearby. And after navigating to her camera, I waited until she got in whatever pose she called herself doing before I snapped the picture and showed it to her.  
 
    “Ew. I look… constipated. Take another one,” she insisted, handing the phone back to me before flipping over onto her stomach.  
 
    “Damn, that’s how you doin’ it?” I asked, the swimsuit bottoms she wore tucked in her ass crack putting both cheeks on full display.  
 
    Of course I wasn’t complaining, but I was certainly glad Jaxson was keeping busy as I adjusted myself in my swim trunks before taking the picture she was asking for. And when I handed her the phone to check it out, she seemed as impressed with herself as she should’ve been.  
 
    I know I certainly was. 
 
    My attention went back to the sandcastles as Nova typed away at her phone, setting it down just long enough to put her bun back in place and picking it up again to read what must’ve been a reply the way her face seemed to light up. But just as quickly, her expression fell flat.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” I asked as I used a shovel to pat the sand down, not bothering to look at her again until I realized she hadn’t answered me. And once I did, I noticed she still had her phone in her hand with the same flat expression. “Nova, what’s up? Why the face? What’d he say?”  
 
    Instead of answering with words she handed the phone to me for me to read it myself. And I did out loud, shocked as hell when I discovered it said, ““Why’d you even send me this shit?” Who the fuck responds to a picture like that with something like this?” 
 
    She shrugged, looking out towards the water. “Guess it wasn’t as sexy as I thought.”  
 
    “Nova, don’t do that,” I told her, moving in front of her so that I could see her face that was now covered in sadness, completely opposite of the happiness that was on full tilt just a few moments before.  
 
    “What? I’m just sayin’...” she muttered, gnawing on her frown.  
 
    I kneeled in front of her, putting a hand against her shoulder to get her attention as I assured, “You looked incredible. You look incredible. Don’t let his hatin’ ass get you down. He’s probably just jealous that he’s not out here with you.” 
 
    Again, she shrugged. “Yeah, sure. Whatever you say.” 
 
    “Nova, I’m serious. That shit was lame as hell. He’s lame as hell,” I emphasized, already wanting to fire off on his ass for messing with her emotions like this, even miles away.  
 
    To my surprise, my words actually carried some weight with her, her eyebrow raising when she asked, “You know what? You’re right. Wasting this bomb ass picture on him when I really should’ve been posting it on Instagram.” 
 
    I shook my head with a laugh, returning to the sandcastle city as I insisted, “Yeah, go ahead and let some internet niggas gas you up. Set that thirst trap out the right way. And tell ‘em Guy taught you.” 
 
    She giggled, back to typing away at her screen when she replied, “I’m so putting that as the caption.” 
 
    “Aww shit. Now you gonna have your ol’ man coming at my head,” I shouted over my shoulder with a chuckle of my own, knowing good and well whoever David Anderson was didn’t really want them problems with me.   
 
    Nova didn’t seem to be bothered by the idea when she shouted back, “Forget him! He should’ve had better things to say.” 
 
    I nodded to agree. “You’re right. He should’ve. And I’m sure he will once all those “likes” pile in. Gonna straight up “baby, baby please” your ass like Carmelo did LaLa.” 
 
    She shook her head at me with a grin, pressing a dramatic tap against the screen before tossing her phone to the side. “I guess it’s time to make him sweat.” 
 
    “It’s also time to start enjoying your vacation instead of worrying about him. You’re here to have fun, relax, take in this vibrant city which is completely different than…” I trailed, realizing I still hadn’t found out where she was from. 
 
    Even though I had indirectly posed the question, I certainly wasn’t expecting her to answer, “Denver.” 
 
    “Denver? Seriously?” I asked still surprised, though it made sense considering that was also Kaylin’s hometown and they had supposedly been best friends since the beginning of time.  
 
    She came off a little defensive when she replied, “Yes, seriously! Mile High City, baby.” 
 
    “See. Coming from a city like that? Yeah, you definitely need to be making the most of this trip while you can,” I teased, immediately dodging the handful of sand she had launched my way when she screeched, “Oh whatever!”  
 
    “You’re talking real big to be from…” she trailed in the same way I had, waiting for me to fill in the blank. 
 
    And I already knew she would have jokes once I answered, “St. Louis.” 
 
    “St. Louis? Like St. Louis, current home of the… nothings?” she asked with a sarcastic smirk, as expected.  
 
    I held a hand to my chest as if the thought really pained me. “Come on, man. It’s still too soon. I’m sensitive about my Rams.” 
 
    “I would be too considering how trash y’all have been for the past decade,” she replied with a laugh.  
 
    Even though I knew she had a point, I couldn’t help but tease, “I see that recent Superbowl done went straight to your Mile High head.” 
 
    Instead of being offended, she glanced at her nails, a sign she already had a Grade-A comeback worked up when she finally replied, “Only because I have one in recent memory to talk about, unlike those sorry ass Rams of yours.”  
 
    “So you’re really a football fan, huh?” I asked, trying to hide how impressed I was even if it might’ve been a little premature. I mean, the things she knew about the game could’ve easily been picked up from just watching the news or scrolling through Twitter. 
 
    But her interest seemed to be legit when she shrugged and answered, “Pretty much have to be where I’m from.”  
 
    “Do you actually watch the games? Or do you just use them as an excuse to have people over for food and drinks?” I asked teasingly, knowing the question would more than likely get her riled up. 
 
    The way her nose flared up instantly let me know I had hit the exact nerve I was looking for as she snapped, “I have a NFL RedZone subscription and my fantasy team is the reigning champ of the league I’m in, thank you very much.” 
 
    A smirk grew on my face at her boasting. “Okay, okay. I see you. Bet that makes ol’ David real happy. No naggin’ during the games cause you’re yelling at the screen right next to him.” 
 
    While the concept sounded like gold to me, the mention seemed to make her uncomfortable the way she gnawed at her lip before she replied, “He’s not… much of a football fan. Or a sports fan, in general. Thinks they’re silly.”  
 
    “What kind of… nevermind.”  
 
    David was already proving himself to be complete opposite of me. And if that was the kind of guy Nova went for, then I definitely needed to be focusing my energy elsewhere. So that was exactly what I did when I asked, “Jax, you ready to play catch?”  
 
    Nova’s face scrunched instantly.  “Are you trying to be funny by excluding me?” 
 
    “Not at all. I just thought… you know… one little jump and your nipples might be set free for the world to see,” I explained, trying to keep my eyes off of that exact place. 
 
    But she made it far too tempting when they gave the slightest bounce as she brushed me off and insisted, “I’ll take my chances.” Before turning towards Jaxson to say, “Come on, sweetie.”  
 
    She grabbed his hand and led him a few paces down the sand, the sight enough to make my chest swell as she tried to show him different techniques to catch the football. And Jaxson was completely engaged, mocking her hand positions and nodding along with whatever instructions she gave.  
 
    I waited for her to wave her hand, signaling they were ready for me to give the football a whirl. And once I did, I aimed it more in Nova’s direction on purpose, bursting with laughter when she dodged it instead of trying to catch it. 
 
    “Aww come on, little football head. You can do better than that!” I shouted after her, earning myself the finger as Jaxson chased down the ball before giving his best effort to throw it back to me. And what I thought was going to be another gentle pass, this time in my son’s direction, turned out to be a pass that brought out Nova’s aggressive side as she knocked him down to catch it. 
 
    My first thought was, “Nice hands” since the pass wasn’t the prettiest and she had still managed to snag it out of the sky with ease. But considering my son was in the sand thanks to Nova’s body bump, I couldn’t help but tease, “Goddamn, Odell Beckham! Take it easy on the kid!” 
 
    Nova held her hands to her face, mortified as she helped him from the ground and shouted back, “I’m so sorry! Seriously. It was an accident. I didn’t realize he was standing that close.” 
 
    “Dust it off, son! You’re alright!” I yelled to Jaxson who looked torn between crying and wanting to play more as Nova dusted the sand off of his arms and legs. Then she reached behind to grab the football and handed it to him before pointing in my direction.  
 
    Jaxson took off running with a vengeance as Nova followed him with a slower run as if she was pretending to chase him. And since he seemed to already be in a better mood, I cheered him on. “Run, Jax! Run it home!”  
 
    I wasn’t sure what he considered the goal line, but he seemed determined to get there as he continued running past me. And with Nova a few steps behind him, I was able to catch her in an embrace before she caught up to him, lifting her from the ground as if I was an offensive tackle protecting the quarterback. 
 
    “You blindsided me, cheater! That’s gotta be holding or somethin’,” Nova squealed as she shimmied against my hold while Jaxson celebrated with a touchdown dance.  
 
    His little version of the dab made us both crack up laughing, the moment lending itself to a response I knew I couldn’t give without freaking her out. But I really wished I could’ve let her know, “You just so happened to blindside me too.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nova 
 
    “Damn, boo. Your tan is really poppin’. I’m a little jealous.” 
 
    The basketball game was over and won, Lamar inviting Guy and Jaxson to join him inside the locker room while Kaylin and I waited outside. But being away from them gave me the space I needed to really process all that had occurred, from the morning’s embarrassment to the afternoon of pure bliss at the beach and now an evening spent the way real families would, Jaxson nestled in the seat between us in the stands as we all shared a bag of popcorn and cheered on his Uncle Lamar.  
 
    I shouldn’t have been reading so deeply into the circumstances, it was purely a coincidence that we had gotten stuck together thanks to Kaylin and Lamar’s poor planning and were now making the most of the situation. But it felt as if I couldn’t help myself, Guy dropping sign after sign that he, maybe, felt the same way. Then again, it could’ve simply been part of his demeanor, part of the same ploy he used with every other woman he came across. 
 
    With that on my mind, it was easy to brush off Kaylin’s compliment. “Being out at the beach all day will do it to you.” 
 
    “Had a good time with your boys huh?” she asked teasingly, her eyes twinkling as if she was implying more than what she was verbalizing.  
 
    I attempted to shut down her twinkling eyes with my tightened ones  when I warned, “Don’t start, Kay.” 
 
    She only shrugged, scrolling through her phone as she insisted, “I’m just sayin’. According to Guy’s Snapchat, you all had a really good time.” 
 
    “His Snapchat? I don’t follow him. What’d he post?” I asked, instantly becoming concerned since I couldn’t remember Guy even having his phone out.  
 
    She clicked on his profile before handing her phone to me so that I could watch his story. The first video was selfie style, Guy laying out on the beach towel as he said, “Out here beach bummin’ it with Young Jax. Say what’s up, son.” Turning the camera towards Jaxson as he gave a shy wave. The next was a picture of the sandcastles we had worked on with the caption, “#SandcastleGoals” going across the screen. And just when I thought things were innocent enough, there was a video of me as I made a slow stride up the sand from the water Baywatch style. 
 
    “Oh my God. I didn’t know he was really recording that,” I told her as I caught the heart-eyed emoji he had added to the corner. 
 
    Thankfully, my face was only slightly visible, though it was clear Kaylin knew exactly who it was as she gushed, “Slow motion and everything, girl. You looked like a fuckin’ goddess.”  
 
    I wanted to bask in her compliment, but the next picture didn’t give me a real chance as I gasped before whispering, “This fool…” 
 
    The picture was of me laying on my back as I worked to even out my tan, the position also lending itself to the perfect view of my ass that had obviously caught Guy’s attention considering the creep emoji eyes he had trailing down my back. And while I wanted to be offended that he was posting pictures like this without my permission, I couldn’t help but blush because… I really did look good.  
 
    As if I had thought him up, Guy and Jaxson emerged from the locker room with Lamar a few steps behind them making a beeline to his wife. And once he was close enough to me, I held the picture up to tease, “I don’t think your lady friends will be very happy about you posting my ass all on your Snapchat.”  
 
    He shrugged. “Well they better get over it. You looked way too good for me not to share with the masses. Should’ve put a “wish you were here” stamp on your cheeks.”  
 
    “Shut up!” I screeched through my giggles as I smacked a hand against his chest just as the lovebirds joined us.  
 
    Kaylin was tucked under her husband’s arm, but it was clear she was more interested in our business than her own as she gushed, “Glad you two are getting along so well.” 
 
    Guy nodded, holding Jax against his leg as he agreed. “For sure, Kay. Nova’s the homie. Even though she buried my kid in the sand earlier.” 
 
    “I told you it was an accident!” I shouted defensively, still a little embarrassed about how competitive I had gotten thanks to Guy’s teasing. 
 
    But it was clear he was still operating under the same guise when he replied, “I’m just messin’ with you, sweetheart.” Before turning his attention to Kaylin to ask, “Y’all coming out with us tonight?”  
 
    Instead of looking at him, she looked up at her husband to answer, “Lamar said it was boys only, so I’m gonna hang with my girl. But wait… if you’re going out and we’re going out, who’s gonna watch Jax?”   
 
    I immediately interjected, “We don’t… have to go out, Kay. Jax can stay at home with us. I’m exhausted from being in the sun all day anyway.” 
 
    Even though I was here to have the time of my life, partying it up on what had already been a full day sounded like punishment. Still, Guy seemed apprehensive when he asked, “Nova, you sure? I’m not tryna impose on your good time.”  
 
    Brushing him off, I insisted, “It’s fine. Really. Just be ready to extend the same courtesy.” 
 
    “You know I got you,” he replied with a wink that had my heart thumping through my ears.  
 
    But the moment thankfully didn’t last too long as Kay said, “Well… it’s settled then.” Turning her attention to the little one to ask, “Jax, should we get some ice cream on the way home?” 
 
    Of course Jaxson screeched with excitement as he peeled away from his father to take Kaylin’s hand. And as she tilted her head back to catch a quick kiss from Lamar, Guy and I were left in the awkward place of extending the same luxury of saying goodbye. 
 
    “I guess I’ll... see you later,” he said reaching out to give my hand a polite squeeze. 
 
    And even though just the simple act of our skin touching had me hot between the thighs, I tried to match it with a smile just as polite when I replied, “Yeah. See you. Have fun.” 
 
    “You too,” he added, reminding me that I was once again responsible for his child. But I felt myself minding even less than before as I watched him give his son a kiss goodbye before offering me another parting wink.  
 
    My eyes were glued to every inch of him as I watched him follow Lamar towards the exit, my ogling thankfully interrupted when Kaylin groaned, “Y’all are so damn hot for each other.” 
 
    I tried my best to play it off, turning to walk in the opposite direction towards the parking garage as I asked, “What are you talking about, Kay? I just told him to have fun.” 
 
    Of course she called my bluff. “Girl, I could’ve cut a slice out of that sexual tension and there still would’ve been plenty to go around.”  
 
    Since there was no use in denying the obvious, I casually continued my pursuit of the exit and added, “Which is exactly why he’s going to the strip club and I’m going home to Kofi. For appropriate distribution.”  
 
    Kaylin seemed a little too excited by my admittance, practically dragging Jaxson to catch up with me so she could see my face when she asked, “So you do feel something for him?” 
 
    “How could I not? I mean, he’s fine, he’s fine, and… did I forget to mention he’s fine?” I told her, trying to chuck it up to just his attractiveness even though I knew it was already feeling like more than that. 
 
    Apparently, I was wearing that exact thought on my face, giving Kay the ammunition to probe, “Nah, there’s more to this story than just his looks and you know it.” 
 
    I released a heavy sigh, my hands shoved in the pockets of my jacket as I leaned against the car and watched Kaylin secure Jaxson in his car seat while trying to find an explanation. But nothing that came to mind made any good sense, forcing me to respond, “He just… I don’t know how to explain it.” 
 
    “Well keep talking, sis,” she insisted as she made her way to the driver’s side and I climbed in the passenger’s. 
 
    Since her focus was on getting us out of the parking garage safely amongst the still-heavy game traffic, I was given more time to think, more time to formulate exactly why I was so attracted to Guy so quickly. But I suppose I must’ve been thinking a little too hard about it the way Kaylin had to make an obnoxious throat-clearing noise to break my concentration.  
 
    “I guess he just has a way of… making me feel good. You know, feel… better about myself. Feel giddy about the rest of this vacation, and life in general. And it’s not just because he’s always complimenting me or whatever. But it’s almost like he really sees me the way I should always see myself. Inside and out.”  
 
    Kaylin was unusually quiet, making me wonder had I even answered out loud until she finally replied, “Damn, Nova. That’s deep.” 
 
    I groaned, resting my head against the window. “I know. Which is exactly why I need to chill my ass out.”  
 
    Falling back from the person I saw on a daily, the person who was showing genuine interest in me wasn’t a task I was quite ready to take on, especially since I really wanted the exact opposite. I really wanted to capitalize on the signs of attraction Guy kept throwing my way, wanted to capitalize on each time he made my breathing pattern change, every embrace he wrapped me in, and every promising close call. But there was one person standing in the way, the same person on Kaylin’s mind when she asked, “I’m assuming this also means you’re finally ready to get rid of David?” 
 
    “Not like he cares either way…” I trailed with an annoyed shrug, still rightfully salty about his bullshit of a response to my picture; a response that completely contradicted the supply of heart-eyed emojis he had left in the comments for the public to see. 
 
    Of course Kaylin matched my annoyance, rolling her eyes as she insisted, “Nova, just break up with him. It’s really not that complicated.” 
 
    “But it is, Kay. It really is,” I replied, knowing that was the most I could say about it. But the truth was, David had been the only guy to show interest in me during one of the darkest periods of my life.  
 
    It was senior year, my final semester, a time that was supposed to be full of excitement for the future to come. But it was anything but as I slaved my way through working a full-time job while also student teaching, forced to pull together scraps so I could pay off the bill I owed the university that would allow me to graduate. The stress of it all had my face breaking out, my hair falling out to the point where I ended up cutting it, and none of my clothes fitting thanks to the shit ton of weight I had gained with no energy to do anything about it.  
 
    So while all of my friends - Kaylin included - were living it up and having the time of their lives, I was swirling deeper into a black hole of depression, struggling to see the light at the end of the tunnel until the day I met him. David. The boy who was way too handsome to be talking to raggedy ol’ me.  
 
    At least that’s how I felt at the time. 
 
    Now, I wondered had that been part of my allure. The vulnerable ugly duckling he could turn into his own personal swan with a little attention and a few compliments. The one who would hold onto his every word like it was gospel and be way too grateful to simply be “his” to ever question his moves.  
 
    What started off as his plan to help me quickly turned into my personal mission to help myself, though me taking ownership was actually what seemed to bother him. The steadier I became with my gym regimen, the more fights he picked about not making enough time for him. When I decided to loc my hair, he was the first to complain about them looking “dirty”. And when I slowly began to revamp my wardrobe since the clothes that were once too tight were suddenly too loose, he was the one who never approved of my looks.  
 
    Him moving away for work had honestly lifted a weight off of my shoulders, had removed the burden that came with his lack of appreciation. But for whatever reason, I remained determined to make our relationship work, stayed committed to what we shared, continued to play the role of his woman. And maybe, in a way, I felt like I owed him that for jumpstarting my healing, even though his personal agenda was becoming clearer by the day - he wanted to control me.  
 
    The thought of it all made me sick, part of the reason I wasn’t ready to confront any parts of it. And I was grateful that Kaylin hadn’t pushed me for more, instead directing her energy towards keeping Jaxson happy as they chatted over the ice cream I no longer had the appetite for and decided on the movie I couldn’t pay attention to if I wanted.  
 
    I wasn’t sure when I had dozed off, but I gathered that I wasn’t alone in my slumber on the couch as I felt heavy hands scrape against my chest before a weight was lifted off of me. 
 
    My eyes cracked open just in time to see Guy tossing Jaxson over his shoulder as he whispered, “My bad. I was tryna snag him without waking you up.” 
 
    “What time is it?” I asked in my regular voice, peeking around for signs of an answer. 
 
    He glanced at his watch and replied, “A little after three.” Before taking off down the hallway towards Jaxson’s room, leaving me to gain my bearings.  
 
    The first thing I checked was my clothes to make sure everything was still in place, the camisole I had changed into before the movie still thankfully holding my finer parts in place and the sweatpants still sitting appropriately against my waist. And once that was established, I realized my throat was desert dry, prompting me to head to the kitchen to get a glass of water. 
 
    My first big gulp was already down by the time Guy emerged from the back, going straight to the cabinets to grab a glass of his own. And as he began to fill it with water from the sink, he said, “Thank you, Nova. For real, for real. Nothing like knowing my son is in the best of hands.”  
 
    I held the glass near my lips, leaning against the counter and watching him maneuver around the kitchen as I replied, “It’s not a problem. He’s such an easy kid. Never puts up a real fuss about anything with me.” 
 
    “Yeah, he definitely gets his cool vibes from his father,” he said with an arrogant grin as he leaned against the counter opposite of mine.  
 
    “I may actually agree with you on that,” I told him with a grin of my own before we fell into a comfortable silence. 
 
    Well… a mostly comfortable silence outside of the fact that my nipples were growing harder and harder the longer Guy stared at me. There was a haze in his eyes as if he had had plenty to drink while out with Lamar. But the haze was also making his expression especially sexy, especially… taunting.  
 
    As if he could read my thoughts, he slowly crossed the path that had been laid between us, stopping just short of crushing me against the counter when I asked, “Guy, what are you doing?” 
 
    “What I’ve been wanting to do since I saw you at the airport a few days back,” he answered as his free hand landed against my waist before he dipped his head to land a full kiss against my neck, eliciting a moan.  
 
    He knew exactly where to hit, exactly what to do, exactly how to use his lips to tease me in the worst way possible. And even though my mind told me not to engage, I couldn’t help myself as I melted into the counter once he moved his heavy hand from my waist to the nape of my neck to pull me closer to him. 
 
    “How much did you have to drink tonight?” I whispered, hoping maybe his response would justify his behavior. 
 
    But he didn’t give much away when he moved his kisses from my neck to my shoulder while answering, “I made it home safely and got my kid in the bed without droppin’ his heavy ass in the middle of the hallway. I’m good. I just… want you. Want this. And I know you do too.” 
 
    He was right.  
 
    He was so right considering the way I groaned his name as he dropped his glass on the counter before lifting me on top of it. My arms instinctively wrapped around his neck as he stepped between my legs, pushing himself even closer for me to feel the weight of his dick against my thigh. But for whatever reason, when his fingers went to push the strap of my camisole down, I flinched. And Guy noticed to, releasing a heavy sigh as he closed his eyes and rested his forehead against my shoulder with his hands straddling my thighs.  
 
    “I know, I know. I’m buggin’. You got a man. I shouldn’t be doin’ this. We shouldn’t be doin’ this, but… damn. Does it feel as right to you as it does to me?” he asked, lifting his head to meet my eyes as my thoughts collided with my feelings since he was right on both ends. 
 
    I did have a man and yet it did feel right to me.  
 
    Apparently I didn’t answer fast enough since he pulled away, returning to the opposite counter as he shook his head and groaned, “Damn. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Sorry? Why are you sorry?” I asked, concerned that my lack of urgency had turned him off for good. 
 
    But it seemed to be more personal when he held his hand under his chin and replied, “I shouldn’t have pressed you like that. I’m sorry. My bad. I’m trippin’.” 
 
    I hopped down from the counter to meet him, pulling his hand away from his face so I could tell him, “Guy, relax. I… I wanted you too. I want you too. But I can’t… we just can’t... do this.” 
 
    “Because of him?” he asked, the pressure of his piqued eyebrow enough to make me squirm. 
 
    While I might’ve thought that was where my issue lied, the truth was, “Because of me. I need to… sort some things out, get some things in order, figure out what it is that I really want.”  
 
    “You just told me what you wanted, Nova. And I didn’t detect any lies,” he replied, wrapping me in another embrace as he looked down at me and licked his lips.  
 
    The heat of his gaze was almost enough to change my mind, giving me goosebumps since I knew it would only take a little bend in his neck to give me the kiss I was longing for; the kiss that I knew would lead to so much more. But since I also knew that was just a disaster waiting to happen until I got my shit together, I stepped away, needing the space to think clearly when I replied, “I know, but… that’s sex-deprived Nova talking. And she shouldn’t have any say in this.” 
 
    Truth be told, if it was up to her, this would’ve been over and done with. I more than likely would’ve been rushing to tuck his son into bed night after night so I could make use of everything Daddy was working with and not give a damn what anybody thought about it. But sensible, logical Nova knew better. Sensible, logical Nova knew she had a chapter to close before starting anything new, and knew she had to be ready if that something new was going to be a summer… fling. 
 
    Thankfully, Guy seemed fine with that answer, his little grin turning into more of a sexy smirk as he retrieved the glass he had abandoned on the counter. And as he took off towards the hallway, he stopped just short to make things crystal clear.  
 
    “Well I’m watching you, sweetheart. And trust and believe, I’ll be more than ready when you are.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Guy 
 
    My hangover headache was massive, and Jaxson wasn’t making anything better as he jumped up and down at the foot of the bed while singing along to the theme song of whatever cartoon he was watching.  
 
    It had been awhile since Lamar and I hit the scene together, so we made it a mission to catch up on lost time, though our tolerance only reminded us we were a lot closer to thirty than twenty. And while I was grateful to have made it home safely, that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to have to pay the price in a different way as I buried my head under the pillows in an attempt to drown him out. 
 
    “Daddy, I’m hungry!” Jaxson shouted, his bounds inching closer to my face according to the shaking of the bed.  
 
    I was tempted to send him Nova’s way knowing she had a soft spot for his food requests. But since she had already given more than her fair share by watching Jaxson the night before, and helping him the night before that, and feeding us the night before that, I quickly decided against it, peeling out of the bed as I instructed him to go potty and wash his hands.  
 
    While he worked on that, I struggled to find a t-shirt to throw on before making my way to the kitchen to find Nova already occupying it. She looked as if she had just gotten back from a run according to her attire; calf-length tights with a t-shirt hanging from her waist like a towel, a sports bra, and a pair of tennis shoes. Her skin was glowing and covered with a clear layer of sweat, and her hair was pulled back into a loose ponytail as she quietly sang along to whatever song was playing in her headphones while mixing her bowl of oatmeal.  
 
    I knew I should’ve announced myself, but I couldn’t help just taking a moment to watch her, to appreciate her, as she happily made her way around the kitchen, reaching into the fridge for the colander of freshly-washed blueberries and tossing a few into her bowl. Whatever song she was listening to must’ve picked up in a pace the way she shook her body against the beat, obviously in a good ass mood. And while I wished I could take some of the credit, I knew things between us hadn’t exactly made it to that point last night, our activity coming to a halt just before I could show her what she had been missing.  
 
    Maybe it was a good thing that we didn’t go all the way, maybe it was the sign that I needed to chill out and fall back. But every time I caught myself going down that road, something would happen to pull me back in.  
 
    She would pull me back in.  
 
    As if she could hear me thinking about her, she finally peeked my way. What I thought was going to be an awkward moment after the night before surprisingly turned out to be everything but as she smiled while pulling one of the headphone buds from her ear, the action prompting me to tell her, “Good morning, Nova.” 
 
    “Good morning, Guy. You hungry?” she asked, heading back towards the fridge as if she was already prepared to whip something up.  
 
    But before she could pull the door open, I ran a hand against my knotted stomach as I told her, “I don’t think I could eat anything right now without throwing it right back up.” 
 
    She laughed at my pain, grabbing the orange juice instead. And as she poured us both a glass, she replied, “Yeah, you were pretty wasted last night. Talking all crazy, doing crazy things…” 
 
    I shouldn’t have been surprised that she had created that narrative in her head, that the alcohol was to blame for my behavior. And while it certainly might’ve increased my urgency to get at her, the truth was, “Wasn’t nothin’ crazy about what I said or did, Nova. I meant every word.”  
 
    “I did too,” she replied with a smirk just as Jaxson joined us in the kitchen, interrupting the moment before I could get any more out of her.  
 
    “Miss. Nova, Daddy let me watch cartoons in his bed,” he announced as if it was the most important thing in the world. 
 
    Nova played it up, completely exaggerating things when she snapped her head back and asked, “Did he? That’s so nice of him! He’s such a good daddy.” 
 
    “He’s my favorite,” Jaxson added as he wrapped his arms around my legs, something that would’ve warmed my heart if I didn’t know his angle. 
 
    But since I did, I dragged us both towards the cabinet to grab the cereal and called his bluff. “Somebody’s trying to get Lucky Charms instead of Cheerios I see.”  
 
    Nova laughed as Jaxson gave a sheepish smile, staying close enough to make sure I grabbed the one he wanted before going to the fridge to grab the milk. And as he struggled to hand it to me, I reminded him, “Your charming behind is still going to school today, Jax.”  
 
    The timing for him to start school couldn’t have been any more perfect since I wanted nothing more than to spend the day sleeping off my hangover. But that didn’t mean Jaxson was going to make it easy for me, his little lips instantly beginning to tremble as he looked up at me and whined, “But Daddy, I don’t wanna goooo. I wanna stay here with you and Miss. Novaaaa.”  
 
    Nova actually looked affected by his plea, her lips pushed into a pitiful pout as I shook my head. It really shouldn’t have been a surprise to me that my baby boy would try and cry his way out of going to school since he knew exactly what that shit did to me. But I had to stay strong, especially since Nova was watching and had already witnessed me struggle through too many of these battles.  
 
    I was completely ready to stand my ground when Nova randomly asked, “Jaxson, what do you want to be when you grow up?”  
 
    “Uhhhh… a teacher, like Daddy!” he squealed, the smile he wore completely contradicting his leftover sniffles from the fit he was ready to put up.  
 
    Since her alternative method seemed to already be working, I followed her lead when I added, “Did you know Miss. Nova is a teacher too?”  
 
    She nodded. “That’s right. But I could only be a teacher if I went to school. So if you want to be a teacher then…” 
 
    “You have to go to school too,” I finished for her, peeking her way to catch her wink of approval.  
 
    Jaxson seemed caught off-guard by our tag-teamed efforts, his eyes bouncing back and forth between us before he finally asked, “Are they nice at this school?” 
 
    Nova put a reassuring hand against his shoulder as she answered, “I’m sure they are. You’ll make all sorts of new friends and have lots of fun.”  
 
    “And I’ll make sure you’re good and safe before I leave,” I told him. 
 
    But you would’ve thought my word of support didn’t mean anything considering the way he turned his attention to Nova and asked, “Miss. Nova, can you come too?” 
 
    Once again, I shook my head as I started, “Jaxson, she…” 
 
    “I’ll come,” she interjected, cutting me off.  
 
    While I appreciated her willingness to be a good sport about him, I still tried to explain, “Nova, you really don’t have to…” 
 
    “Trust me, I do. And you’ll thank me later,” she replied with another wink before turning to rinse her empty bowl in the sink.  
 
    “Damn, she’s in a really good mood,” I thought to myself as I tried to identify the source while getting Jaxson’s cereal ready. 
 
    Maybe her morning run had her endorphins on another level, or maybe she had simply slept on the right side of the bed. Or maybe… she had finally talked to him - her man. Maybe he had told her all the right things, made all sorts of empty promises for them to make up and she was still floating from their conversation.  
 
    Since drawing my own conclusions felt useless, I decided to go to the culprit herself when I set Jaxson up at the table and casually mentioned, “You sure seem to be in a good mood today, Miss. Nova.” 
 
    “No reason not to be,” she tossed over her shoulder as she headed towards her room, leaving me without a definitive answer. And even though the cause shouldn’t have really mattered, for some reason it still sat heavy on my mind as I watched Jaxson devour his cereal before getting him ready for his first day of school. 
 
    & 
 
    The pep talk Nova and I gave Jaxson all the way to school meant absolutely nothing now that we were actually in the building, actually standing outside of his classroom, actually ready to drop him off while he cried bloody-murder. 
 
    “Jax, you’ll only be here for a little while and then I’ll come back and get you. I promise,” I told him, peeking back towards Nova who was across the hall face deep in her phone, but wearing a smirk as if she fully expected this to happen.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No!” he screamed, crossing his arms defiantly.  
 
    I released a heavy sigh, just staring at him while I tried to come up with a new strategy that didn’t involve taking him to the bathroom and beating his little ass like my father would’ve done me. But before anything came to mind, Nova finally approached us, squatting down in front of him and asking in the softest voice, “Hey big boy. What’s the matter?” 
 
    Jaxson was completely in tune, wiping his own face as he answered, “I wanna… stay with you. And Daddy.”  
 
    “Can I tell you a secret?” she asked, waiting for him to nod which caused a single tear to stream down his face. But Nova’s determination didn’t waver as she wiped it away before she leaned in to whisper something in his ear.  
 
    The longer and longer she spoke, the wider and wider his eyes got, until eventually his frown turned upside down and he asked, “Really?!”  
 
    Nova nodded. “Yep. So now do you wanna go to school? I’ll even come in with you for a minute.” 
 
    “Okay! Bye Daddy!” he yelled, giving me a hug so quick I hardly got a chance to react before he had already let go.  
 
    Nova opened the door to his classroom, turning around to whisper, “I’ll be right back.” And while I wanted to get some immediate answers for her Jaxson-Voodoo skills, I only nodded as I watched my son proudly stroll into the classroom next to his new friend.  
 
    They located his teacher, met some of the other kids, and even engaged in a puzzle before Nova slipped out without saying goodbye. And as we both watched him through the glass window of the classroom, I told her, “He’s gonna cry once he realizes you’re gone.”  
 
    She brushed me off, smiling proudly as she insisted, “He won’t. He doesn’t even care about us anymore. Too much new stuff to play with and too many new people to entertain.”  
 
    I wasn’t as convinced as she seemed to be. But after watching him for a few more minutes and finding her theory to be true, we decided it was safe to leave.  
 
    Once we got to the car, I couldn’t help but ask, “What did you say to him?”  
 
    She was already back on her phone, typing away as she answered, “I told him that if he’s a big boy all day long at school that we can watch an episode of his favorite cartoon together on Netflix tonight.” 
 
    “Ohhh, so you talked him into some Netflix and Chill so that he’d go to school? Classy,” I teased as I pulled out of the parking lot, catching the side eye she threw my way before going back to her phone.  
 
    As she typed out her message, she fired back, “Don’t be mad cause I got skills and you don’t.”  
 
    “I have skills. I mean, you keep saying how good of a kid he is. That’s gotta count for something, right?” I asked, trying to earn myself at least a few points. 
 
    But Nova only gave me half credit when she replied, “It does, though I’m sure some of it can also be attributed to his mother.” 
 
    I nodded to agree. “Yeah, you’re right about that. Mariah is as solid as they come.”  
 
    If I was going to be in a situation where I wasn’t with the mother of my child, having Mariah as my partner in that was truly ideal, especially now that our friendship was back on solid ground. Conversations about Jaxson’s well-being easily turned into conversations about our lives in general, though we both knew we weren’t interested in ever rekindling the flame. But we were good as friends and made a damn good parenting team, and that was all there was ever going to be to it. 
 
    As if I had talked her up, my phone rang through the car’s Bluetooth system I had synced it to with her name scrolling across the dashboard screen. And even though I wasn’t exactly sure why she was calling or what she would say, I still had no problem answering it in front of Nova, pressing the button on the steering wheel before I asked, “Baby Mama, what’s the word?” 
 
    Mariah smacked her teeth in the phone as she threatened, “I swear to God I’m knocking your ass out when you get back in town.” Making me laugh as she continued, “Where’s my baby?” 
 
    “You just missed him. I dropped him off at his new school for the summer,” I explained, peeking over at Nova who had her eyes trained to her phone as if she was trying her hardest not to listen to our conversation. 
 
    I could hear the anxiety in Mariah’s voice as she groaned, “Oh my God, how’d he do? Did he cry?” 
 
    “You know he did, but we worked it out. He was fine when I left,” I insisted, knowing I had Nova to thank for that. 
 
    Still, that didn’t exactly bring Mariah any comfort as she sighed, “My poor baby. Can you send me the contact info for his teacher? I’d like to get the same updates that you do.” 
 
    While it seemed a little ridiculous since I could forward her all of the same things and it wasn’t like she was here to do anything about it, I still agreed, “Gotcha, Riah. Anything else?” 
 
    “You enjoying your trip?”  
 
    I nodded as if she could see me. “I am. Very much so in fact.” 
 
    Once again, I peeked over at Nova who acted as if she was still engrossed in her phone, though I could see the hint of blush in her cheeks meaning she had heard my comment. But on the other hand, Mariah had read beyond my comment to reply, “Good Lord. I think I know what that means…” 
 
    “I’ve actually kept it to myself, thank you very much,” I defended, regardless of the close call situation I had found myself in the night before.  
 
    Mariah didn’t seem too convinced, brushing me off to say, “Whatever, crazy. Let me get back into the hospital. Just call me when you pick him up tonight please.” 
 
    “Will do, baby mama.”  
 
    She immediately groaned as expected. “Ugh. You get on my nerves.” 
 
    “Back at you, baby girl,” I replied with another laugh before ending the call.  
 
    I thought nothing of the conversation as I continued the drive towards the condo, but it was clear Nova was already reading a little too deeply into my teasing when she said, “Sounds like you two are pretty close.” 
 
    It was interesting to see her reaction, interesting that she had a reaction at all as if it really mattered to her, especially if it was who I thought it was that she was still messaging back and forth with. But since I didn’t have an issue being transparent, I shrugged as I answered, “Practically grew up together, share a child. I guess I’d have to agree.”  
 
    “So if you two are pretty close that means last night probably shouldn’t have happened...” she trailed, gnawing on her lip as she waited for me to confirm everything she was already thinking. 
 
    But I couldn’t confirm since the truth was, “We aren’t like that, Nova. We’re friends, parents, but she has a boyfriend. And I... see other people too.”  
 
    My response seemed to legitimately puzzle Nova, her face scrunched as she turned in her seat to say, “But you guys are so… nice to each other.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t be nice to each other?” I asked, my eyebrow piqued as I tried to catch her drift. 
 
    Her explanation was more to herself than me when she replied, “I mean… yeah, you should. I guess that’s important. But it’s also so… different; from what I’m used to seeing... in situations like this. And I promise I’m not trying to offend you or anything. I guess my mind is just a little blown, and maybe I’m also a teeny bit confused.” 
 
    “What is there to be confused about?” 
 
    While I understood Mariah and I actually getting along as well as we did might’ve been an anomaly, I honestly thought it was something that should’ve been praised instead of causing confusion. But it was apparent I was focused on the wrong part of the scenario, Nova’s head elsewhere when she asked, “If you two can be such good friends, why didn’t it work? Relationship-wise?” 
 
    A year or two ago, that would’ve been a question I was too jaded to answer. But thankfully we had both grown to the point where I could now easily explain, “What Mariah and I shared back in the day was… special. So when we both moved back to the city after college, it seemed like nothing to try and capture that again. And I suppose we did on a physical level since we made Jaxson, but everything else we didn’t see the same. We had grown apart in ways we didn’t realize until we were going at each other’s neck about it night after night while trying to make it work on that level. So eventually we separated, and things have pretty much been golden since.” 
 
    Nova was quiet as she digested my answer, probably overanalyzing in the way she always seemed to do. And while I knew she was thinking deeply, I still wasn’t expecting her to ask, “Did you think she was the one?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t know. I mean, I toyed with the idea of proposing when I found out she was pregnant, had picked out a ring for her and everything. But it never felt completely right, and I suppose now I know why.”  
 
    The phrase, “Dodging a bullet” seemed a little too severe for the circumstances, but I could’ve only imagined how things would’ve been if I had made that move, forcing us to stay together for better or worse. The fights we would’ve had, the toxic environment we would’ve created for Jaxson long term, and how that would’ve affected everything about him moving forward. But being apart and able to focus on just him was what had allowed me to regain my appreciation for who Mariah was. And even if we weren’t going to be together, I was still confident in continuing, “Things just weren’t in the cards for us, but she still gave me the greatest gift in my son. So I’ll always appreciate her for that, always show her the utmost respect, always have love for her.” 
 
    “As it should be,” Nova replied with a look of admiration in her eyes. 
 
    Now that I had her back on leveled-understanding, I decided it was time to shine the spotlight on her, get answers to the questions that had been lingering in my mind all morning. “Alright, enough about me. What’s up with you?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked, her rosy cheeks giving more away than she probably realized.  
 
    But even if she was going to try and play it down, that wasn’t exactly my style, prompting me to be direct when I elaborated, “You’ve been chipper all day, giggling all in your phone and shit. Loverboy tryna win your heart back?” 
 
    The question made her tense up, her nose flaring as she asked, “What? No. This isn’t him I’ve been texting.” 
 
    “Ohhh, so you done went ahead and snagged you a new nigga? I told you that picture was the one,” I teased, hoping that wasn’t actually the case. 
 
    Her tense expression turned into more of a grin as she pulled the corner of her lip between her teeth and stared down at the screen. “It’s not a… nigga. It’s just Kaylin. I was telling her about last night after she left and she’s been rippin’ into me all morning about…” she stopped abruptly, her cheeks turning even more red as if the ending was something embarrassing.  
 
    “About what?” I asked, knowing there was nothing to be silly about no matter how lame it was. 
 
    But it turned out not to be lame at all when she finally blurted, “About how I should’ve rode your dick off into the sunset.” Before covering her face with her hands. 
 
    While my eyes did go a little wide at what sounded like a direct quote from Kaylin, I shrugged it off to reply, “That’s a real ass friend for you.” 
 
    “Oh my God. Shut up!” she squealed, smacking a hand against my arm that I pretended to dodge. 
 
    “What? I’m just sayin’. Pretty sound advice from your girl,” I said, only making her blush even harder as I continued, “Nah, I’m just messin’ with you, sweetheart. You wasn’t ready for all that. You got some shit to handle like you said, and I respect that. I respect you.” 
 
    Even if her explanation from the night before was a little foggy in my mind, I knew there was a lot of truth to it, enough for me to stay in my lane and wait for her to make her move. Flirting with her was nothing, but anything more would be completely on her terms.  
 
    She seemed to appreciate that, whispering a soft, “Thank you,” as I pulled into the circle drive of the building. But the second I watched her ass as she climbed out of the car, I felt myself already slipping back into my old ways, the moment tempting me to say something slick as we made our way into the building.  
 
    Somehow I held off, the elevator ride up to our floor quiet, though Nova did shoot a friendly smile my way before diving into her phone. And once we made it into our spot, she didn’t seem in a rush to get away from me, her slow steps giving me unnecessary ammunition. Ammunition I couldn’t help but get rid of when I caught her by the wrist to say, “I’ll be in bed until it’s time to pick up Jaxson. So if you’re feeling the urge to follow Kay’s directions, I mean... the stage will already be set.” 
 
    For a second she just stared at me as if she was really considering it, a reaction I wasn’t expecting. But just as quickly, she was pulling away from me to head towards her room, tossing over her shoulder, “I’ll be sure to keep that in mind.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nova 
 
    “So…” 
 
    “So…” 
 
    “Any updates?” Kaylin asked over the rim of her martini glass, the heavy bass throughout the club forcing her to raise her voice so that I could actually hear her. It was our first time hitting the scene together since I had been in town and she had gone all out, having a personal stylist pull outfits for us to wear, getting us a makeup and hair team for glam, a VIP section with bottle service; the whole nine. But now I knew that was all just a part of her ploy to get more details about whatever was happening between Guy and I, something I really couldn’t speak on since I didn’t quite understand it myself. 
 
    I suppose he had made his intentions clear, giving me the space to figure things out like he promised. But it almost seemed as if he had fallen back a little too hard, making me wonder was he still even interested in the things he had brought up before - interested in me.  
 
    It had been more than a week since his official declaration, and now the slick little comments he always seemed to have were no longer, the heart-stopping glances he shot my way were few and far between, and he hadn’t pressed me at all for updates about my relationship with David.  
 
    Honestly, I couldn’t blame him. There was a city full of beautiful, baggage-free women for him to choose from, so it didn’t make sense to continue chasing after me. But I wished it hadn’t been so easy for him to do, though I really only had myself to fault for not urgently establishing the clarity I had insisted on; the reason he was giving me space in the first place. 
 
    Just the thought put me in a slight funk, offering Kaylin a shrug when I shouted back,  “Nothing worth sharing!” 
 
    The response wasn’t as convincing as I imagined, the disbelief apparent in her expression as she gushed, “Come on, Nova. There’s gotta be something brewing between you two by now.” 
 
    “According to the schedule of your plan to set us up?” I asked, my eyebrow piqued as I tried to get her to admit her role in all of this. 
 
    But she held strong, only the slightest smirk on her face as she wrapped her arm around my shoulder and replied, “No. According to the way he keeps looking over here like he can’t wait to get you back to the condo. I mean, you must’ve given him a reason to be checking for you so tough.” 
 
    I didn’t understand what she was talking about until she nodded forward towards where the bouncer was standing, engaged in a conversation with Lamar and Guy who I didn’t realize would be joining us. And while it was usually Lamar stealing all of the attention with his height, my eyes were stuck on Guy who looked way too good to be out in public. I mean, how dare he show up to the club looking good enough to have me finishing off my drink in one gulp?  
 
    Of course he always looked good around the house, usually in basketball shorts and a t-shirt. But tonight, he looked… like a one-night stand waiting to happen.  
 
    I tried to shake it off, turning my attention back to Kaylin to finally reply, “I didn’t do anything!” 
 
    “Yet. You didn’t do anything yet,” she corrected with a knowing smile. 
 
    “Don’t you have your own ogling man to worry about?” I asked, trying to take the spotlight off of me as Lamar and Guy approached us, Lamar’s eyes twinkling with adoration for his wife as if it was the first time he had laid eyes on her.  
 
    Kaylin matched his adoring look, her eyebrow raised as if she already knew what game he was going to play when he announced, “Ladies. I see your drinks are getting low. Can me and my patna here pour you another? And maybe get a little dance to go along with it?” 
 
    “Of course, handsome. How about that dance first?” Kaylin asked as she smoothed a hand down her dress, earning a low, appreciative whistle from her husband before he guided her out towards the dance floor.  
 
    I was so in awe at their love that I almost forgot I had my own situation waiting on me until he asked, “You game, Nova?” 
 
    For whatever reason, the question made me uneasy as if I wasn’t expecting it. But I suppose it was simply the idea of being close to him that had me jittery, my voice shaky when I answered, “Uh… Yeah. Sure.” 
 
    He offered me a smile as he extended his hand my way, capturing mine before leading us out towards the dance floor, a few paces away from Kaylin and Lamar. But you would’ve thought they were the only two in the club the way they were so enamored with each other, not even acknowledging us joining them. Or maybe I was just a little too into their business instead of focusing on my own, that made even more apparent when Guy said, “It’s okay to look at me, Nova. I promise I’m not gonna bite you.” 
 
    Even though I knew he was only joking, just the mention of his mouth against my skin made me shiver, bringing on all sorts of erotic thoughts. In fact, the song, “Love in this Club” by Usher was practically playing on loop in my head, so much so that I thought it was also playing out loud. But it wasn’t, whatever song that had been playing mixed with a song much slower in, “The Weekend” by SZA.  
 
    While the lyrics were a little questionable, the sensuality of the beat always did something to me, my eyes avoiding Guy’s wishes to look at him and deciding to close instead as I grinded in his hold.  
 
    “Oh, that’s how you doin’ it?” Guy asked, a hint of amusement in his voice as he matched my groove before flipping me around so that my ass was against him, the new position only making me grind even harder as I brushed my ass against his strong thighs and everything in between. 
 
    Clearly I wasn’t the only one feeling the moment. 
 
    The DJ must’ve been on a roll when it came to slow jams as that song was mixed out for another one equally slow, equally sensual, “Freak in You” by PARTYNEXTDOOR. Guy draped an arm against my waist as we continued our easy groove, the lyrics catching my attention as the artist sang, “This time is your time… I need to know if you're down… 'Cause if not, I know there's more around…” 
 
    I could pretty much assume that was exactly where Guy stood, no matter how much attention he was paying me in the moment. If I didn’t make my move, he was going to move on, had to move on. But then the artist continued into the chorus, “There’s a room full of beautiful women but I want one…” and with perfect timing, Guy’s lips were against my bare shoulder, giving the slightest graze with his teeth on my blade to let me know he was there, to claim me as his for the night, to clue me in on exactly what our plans were going forward since I apparently wasn’t moving fast enough. And I was more than ready, more than thrilled about finally seeing what he was all about in the bedroom, or wherever we’d end up.  
 
    I was already wondering how private the balcony was when I heard a familiar voice say my name. The liquor I had downed earlier had my reaction time slower than reasonable, allowing me to continue grooving to the music for a few beats until I heard my name again paired with Guy releasing me from his hold.  
 
    The cold rush of air that came in when Guy pulled away almost made me angry since I didn’t understand why he had done it. But then I heard that voice speak again. “So it’s like that?” 
 
    Wait… 
 
    “David? What are you... doing here?” I asked frantically, more confused than anything since he had supposedly been on the other side of the country just a few hours earlier according to his Snapchat posts.  
 
    His smirk was annoyingly arrogant as he reached out for my wrist, pulling me towards him as he replied, “I can’t come visit my wifey on her little girl’s trip?” 
 
    My face scrunched. “Wifey? How did you even know where I was at?” 
 
    While David knew where I was geographically, him showing up to the same club as me was almost too coincidental. But it made sense once he explained, “Well the plan was to surprise you some time tomorrow. Then I saw all these club videos on Kaylin’s Snapchat, so I decided to just… show up.”  
 
    There was a lot of irony in him watching Kaylin’s Snapchat even though he claimed to hate her. But I assumed that was his way of keeping tabs on me the same way I still, for whatever reason, found myself keeping tabs on him.  
 
    He gave me an appreciative glance, licking his lips as he continued, “You lookin’ good, baby. Real good. Miami must be treatin’ you well.” 
 
    “Yeah. It is,” I replied shortly, looking around the crowd for Guy who was suddenly nowhere to be found.  
 
    Kaylin and Lamar were missing in action too, forcing me to continue an interaction that was beyond awkward; at least to me. David, on the other hand, seemed completely unfazed by the circumstances, giving my wrist another tug as he asked, “So what’s up? You tryna get out of here? I got a room for us down at the Fontainebleau. Maybe we can catch up on lost time, make up the right way.”  
 
    An arrogance I used to find attractive only made me roll my eyes. “David, you’ve been ghost since I’ve been down here. And hell, even before then. Now you show up on my trip unannounced, and I’m just supposed to, what? Run off to some hotel room with you so we can fuck?” 
 
    “Uh… yeah. Ain’t that what couples do when they missed each other?” he asked as if there was no validity to my point. 
 
    In an attempt to make myself clear, I crossed my arms defiantly and fired back, “Who said I missed you?” 
 
    He brushed me off, pulling my arms apart as he gushed, “Well I missed you, baby. Doesn’t that count for something?” 
 
    The words that used to make me weak in the knees only made me more angry as I snapped, “Missed me by making kissy faces with other bitches for the last few months? That’s not how this works.” 
 
    “Yet you steady in here making kissy faces at other niggas,” he challenged as if he already knew there was more to whatever he saw when he approached Guy and I dancing.  
 
    But the truth was, the only reason I could engage in something so intimate with Guy was because, “I don’t miss you, David. I don’t miss… this. Any of it. Not anymore.” 
 
    I could remember the nights I would cry myself to sleep because I couldn’t figure out how to make David love me harder, couldn’t figure out why he despised what I saw as self-improvement and what it was that he found in other women that he couldn’t seem to find in me. I could remember trying new things I thought would make him happy, only to be shot down and embarrassed time and time again. I could remember being faced with the realness of his infidelities, only to have him deny it long enough for me to get over it.  
 
    But the more I interacted with Guy, the more he appreciated me for the person I already was instead of the person he pretended he wanted me to be, the more I realized just how detrimental my relationship with David had been.  
 
    There had never been anything loving about it.  
 
    As usual, he only downplayed my words, tugging at me again as he insisted, “Come on, Nova. I know you in your feelings, but let’s just… get out of here. So we can talk.” 
 
    I snatched away. “I’m not going anywhere with you.” 
 
    He chewed at the inside of his lip as if my combativeness was irritating him which was honestly the goal. Still, he found it in him to suggest, “Nova, quit making a scene. We need to talk this out.” 
 
    “The only thing I need to do is tell you this “relationship” is officially dead. I really don’t even know why you wasted the time coming out here.” 
 
    While the gesture might’ve meant something early on, I was far too removed - and thankfully so - to not see it for exactly what it was; an effort to restore the control he knew was slipping away. But now that it was becoming more obvious to him that that wasn’t going to happen, he went into offense mode as he groaned, “Wow. This nigga must really be pumpin’ your head up if you talkin’ shit like this. You know you ain’t shit without me, girl. I made you.” 
 
    My head snapped back as I repeated, “Made me? The only thing you made me was more insecure about the things I should’ve always loved about myself! The only thing you made me do was question myself, question my instincts, question my worth! You emptied me, David! I was already giving you everything I had, and you still had to drain every last drop while giving the minimal in return! You ain’t sh…” 
 
    A tiny arm that was a lot stronger than it looked wrapped around my waist to pull me back just as I was jabbing a finger David’s way. “Nova, calm down, boo. He doesn’t deserve your energy,” Kaylin stated as calmly as possible as she dragged me through the crowd towards the bathrooms. 
 
    Even though we had cleared most of the people standing around us, I was still angry enough to shout, “No, fuck that! He needs to hear this!”  
 
    I wanted him to hear every word of my wrath, wanted him to watch me shed every angry tear over his stupid, undeserving ass. But I was also grateful that Kaylin had saved me from making a complete fool of myself, damn near throwing me into the bathroom before locking the door behind us.  
 
    My anger didn’t allow me to stay still, pacing back and forth in front of the line of sinks as I rattled, “I look way too cute tonight for this shit. I can’t believe I let him get me that mad. And in public too.” 
 
    Kaylin was still calm and quiet, resting with her back against the door as she replied, “I… can’t either. I’ve never seen you so passionate, especially with him.” 
 
    The reason behind it all stopped me dead in my tracks as I explained, “He said he made me, Kay. He made me. And I know he really believes that shit too.”  
 
    I was grateful to see she was just as surprised by his comments, her eyes wide when she replied, “Oh wow. His bitch ass has always been a bold one. But you know what? You kind of needed that cleansing, sis. You know, so you can really move forward now. And I’m not just talking about Guy like you’re probably thinking. I just… you’ve been holding onto that toxic energy for so long that you deserve to finally get it out of you. So you can breathe again.” 
 
    Her words had me doing exactly that, releasing a heavy breath just as someone began to knock on the door. I assumed it was a woman who needed to use the bathroom until I heard Lamar’s booming voice ask, “Yo, y’all good in there?” 
 
    Kaylin’s eyes shot back my way as if to ask me the same question. And after taking a quick peek at my face in the mirror to make sure my makeup was still intact, I gave her the nod she was waiting on to open the door, releasing another sigh once I laid eyes on Lamar who looked legitimately concerned and Guy who looked… indifferent. 
 
    While I wasn’t sure how much of the fallout he had seen, I could only imagine what he was thinking now that he was at least a little versed on the situation. And considering he had been right there when David showed up in the first place, I had a feeling that was all he needed to see to go back into the shell he had been in for the past week and change; exactly what I didn’t want. 
 
    But before I could really address anything, Lamar said, “Cas, I thought I was about to be in here throwing hands for your ass. That nigga must’ve really said something slick to have you of all people snapping back like that.”  
 
    I nodded, still a little embarrassed by it all as I told him, “He did. But I’m glad you didn’t throw hands. Like your wife said, he doesn’t deserve that energy.”  
 
    Lamar wrapped a proud arm around Kaylin’s shoulder, bending to give her a kiss on the forehead before leading us back through the crowd towards our section. But the whole time, I couldn’t help but notice how quiet Guy was, as if the whole thing really had him lost for words.  
 
    And maybe he was. Maybe he didn’t understand what it was that I could’ve ever saw in David. Maybe he had already identified the stark differences between the two of them and decided my taste didn’t align with his existence. Or maybe seeing me out of character had him shook, turned off now that he knew there was some underlying crazy. 
 
    Instead of worrying about him, I poured myself another drink, hoping it would bring me the relief I was desperate for. A little alcohol plus a few rounds with Trevante later would just have to do the trick. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Guy 
 
    I should’ve knocked his ass out.  
 
    That was all I kept thinking the rest of the night at the club as Nova drank herself stupid, and Kaylin and Lamar turned into their own special version of Drunk in Love.  
 
    Seeing Nova’s man in person had caught me off-guard, and obviously her too considering the way she reacted to his presence. And even though I had fallen into the background of the scene, I had still watched it all go down, watched Nova go from uncomfortable, to upset, to downright pissed. What I thought would be a joyous reunion had turned into everything but as Nova ripped into him with reckless abandon before Kaylin dragged her to safer grounds.  
 
    So now I wanted to beat his ass. 
 
    But since that wasn’t an option with ol’ boy disappearing like a thief in the night, I focused my attention on Nova who was way too drunk to make it out of the club without assistance. I kept an arm around her waist for support as I led her towards the Uber that was our ride back to the condo, Kaylin and Lamar catching a ride with their personal driver. And once we were secure in the backseat, Nova wasted no time wildin’ out the way she had been doing the whole last half hour at the club. 
 
    “I can’t believe I spent so many years with that clown! He didn’t deserve a woman like me!” she shouted, catching the attention of the driver who nervously peeked back at us through the rearview mirror. 
 
    I knew she wasn’t a real threat, but I still didn’t want to give her too much more to get hyped up about, telling her plainly, “I agree.” 
 
    “You wanna know who does deserve a woman like me?” she gushed, my eyebrow piquing as she slid across the backseat towards me and answered, “You.” 
 
    Her hand was latched to my thigh, way too close to my dick, as she leaned in to run the tip of her tongue against my ear, forcing me to tell her, “Nova… chill.” 
 
    No matter how much I appreciated her finally coming onto me the way I had done to her on several occasions, I knew the circumstances had her a little too emotionally vulnerable, not to mention how faded she was. And that was only made even more obvious when she asked, “What? You don’t want me now? You said you wanted me, Guy.”  
 
    I grabbed both of her wrists with one of my hands to keep her frisky ass still as I replied, “I do, but not like this. So chill.”  
 
    Instead of responding to that, she went back to the place she couldn’t seem to escape when she snatched away from me and rattled, “Can you believe he called himself surprising me? Like, for what? You can’t even surprise me with a fuckin’ phone call!” 
 
    I shook my head, peeking out of the window to see we were almost back to the condo before telling her, “Yeah, he was trippin’.” 
 
    “No. I was trippin’ for ever giving him the time of day. I’m so much better than that, so much better than him.” 
 
    “That you are,” I agreed as the driver pulled into the circle drive, a smirk on his face as if Nova’s rant had been the funniest thing he heard all night. And maybe I would feel the same way if I didn’t know the ins and outs of the situation, if I didn’t have to deal with the aftermath once all the effects of the alcohol wore off and Nova was faced with the reality.  
 
    But for now, she was still torn between horny/goofy Nova and sad/angry Nova, latching onto my arm to help her out of the car and into the building before asking, “You really like me, don’t you?” 
 
    I nodded, once again keeping my answer plain when I answered, “Yeah, you’re cool peoples.” 
 
    “So why did he… why did he do that to me?” she asked, her voice cracking in a way that stabbed at me no matter how much I had already been expecting it to happen.  
 
    Since there was no use in getting angry at ol’ boy knowing he wasn’t around for me to take it out on, I tried to be as clear as possible when I explained, “He’s a fool, Nova. Fools do foolish shit. It’s all they know.”  
 
    “Well I’m just as foolish for taking his shit,” she muttered more to herself than me as we rode the elevator up to our floor, her head hanging low as if the tears were next to come. 
 
    I crossed the space between us and lifted her head to meet my eyes, ignoring the thick layer of sadness in hers so that I could tell her, “Lesson learned, sweetheart. We all have to take one on the chin every once in a while.” 
 
    Her expression read as if she was trying her hardest to take my word. But just as quickly it changed to something else, an interesting something else, as she inched closer to me, licking her lips before she asked, “You know what else I like to take on the chin?” 
 
    A laugh slipped from my lips when I dropped my hand, shaking my head as I climbed off the elevator and headed into the condo - aka, as far away from her as possible before I took full advantage of her chin. But to no surprise, she stayed right on my heels, forcing me to toss over my shoulder, “Nova, for real. You gotta relax, baby girl.” 
 
    “Well help me relax, Guy. I mean, you couldn’t have possibly been all talk, right?” she challenged, leaning against the kitchen counter for support as I got the glass of water she didn’t realize she needed considering how crazy she was talking; a sign that she surely wasn’t in her right mind.  
 
    As I shoved the glass into her hands, I also got close enough to whisper, “Woman, you better quit.” 
 
    “What are you gonna do about it?” she fired back, the usual innocence in her eyes exchanged for a hot, passionate gaze, practically daring me to touch her. 
 
    Of course I wanted to touch her.  
 
    But before I could get too wrapped up in what I knew was just a disaster waiting to happen, I pulled away and answered, “Nothing. Absolutely nothing. Not with you like this.” 
 
    “Guy, I’m not even that drunk. I mean, I did have a lot to drink; maybe too much to most standards. But I’m not slurring my words, I’m not stumbling… anymore, and I consent. What else do you need to hear?” she asked, a hint of desperation in her voice as if me taking her to bed was something she really wanted, no… something she needed. And she only doubled down on that theory when she crossed the kitchen to run her free hand against the zipper of my pants, bringing to life everything she was asking for.  
 
    Still, my conscience wouldn’t allow it. I didn’t want her to regret her alcohol-induced decision, and quite honestly, “Fuckin’ with me is an experience, baby. And I want you completely sober so you remember every second of what I’m gonna do to you.” 
 
    The response made her gasp as I pulled away once again, this time heading down the hall towards my room and passing Jaxson’s empty one on the way since he had spent the night with Lamar’s mother who lived in the guesthouse on their property. I made quick work of exchanging my club clothes for the basketball shorts I would sleep in before hopping into bed. But I hadn’t even gotten fully settled under the covers by the time there was a soft knock at the door. 
 
    “Nova… what do you want?” I yelled loud enough for her to hear on the other side, already bracing myself for whatever she was getting ready to throw my way. 
 
    The door cracked open just slightly, her head pushed through the space she had created as she answered, “I just… I really don’t wanna be alone right now. Not yet.” 
 
    The innocence in her eyes had returned along with the makeup-free face I was used to; not that seeing her all dolled up didn’t have me ready to drag her ass back into that bathroom after her little blow-up at the club. But I thoroughly enjoyed both versions of her. 
 
    All versions of her. 
 
    Just like me, she was out of her club clothes, exchanging it for an oversized t-shirt I knew couldn’t have belonged to David since that nigga was practically a twig. But she looked… adorable. Too damn adorable. And since her request seemed legitimate, I pulled the cover back and told her, “Come here.”  
 
    The two-word invitation had her skipping towards the bed and climbing in as if she had been here a thousand times. And even though having a woman in my bed with no intentions of fuckin’ was completely out of the ordinary for me, something about the way she cuddled up against me had me feeling like I had been missing out on something all this time.  
 
    “Comfy?” I asked, the moonlight coming through the windows allowing me to catch the satisfied grin on her face as she grabbed my arm to drape it around her waist and hummed, “Mmhmm…” 
 
    For a moment, I thought she was only making herself even more comfortable as she scraped her ass against my dick repeatedly. But after a few minutes straight, I realized her subtle actions were very much intentional, forcing me to threaten, “Stop before I kick you out, Nova.” 
 
    She released a grunt, flopping onto her back in a pout and staring at the ceiling before turning towards to me to ask, “What is it that dudes say about sex when the girl isn’t completely on-board yet? Just the tip? Is there a girl equivalent to that? Like, maybe… just the clit?” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at her logic, adjusting the pillow under my head as I told her, “Nova, take your silly ass to sleep.”  
 
    Of course she only whined, “But I can’t sleep. Why do you think I came in here?”  
 
    “To have me suffer with you?” 
 
    “No. So you could… put me to sleep,” she insisted as she pushed me onto my back before quickly climbing on top to straddle my lap, the action causing the hem of her shirt to bunch around her waist.  
 
    While I should’ve been pushing her off of me, grabbing a pillow and blanket and heading to the couch, my hands went to her hips, gripping into her skin hard enough to make her moan when I asked, “I thought you just wanted some company?” 
 
    “Yeah. Of the penis sort,” she replied as she started grinding against me the same way she had done in the club. Except for this time, we weren’t at the club and there was only one layer of fabric between us.  
 
    “Nova, I’m not gonna fuck you,” I reminded her, though it seemed like I was the one who needed the reminder now that I was matching her grinds with friction of my own. 
 
    I suppose it was that minimal participation that encouraged her to ask again. “Just the clit? Please? I’ll take care of you too, I promise.” 
 
    “Take care of me?” I asked, getting my answer as I watched her make her way towards the foot of the bed, tugging at the waistband of my basketball shorts to free the erection she had created on her way down.  
 
    Just the feel of her smooth palm as she stroked me had me rock hard, an excited grin on her face as if she had won the grand prize at a carnival. And then she took me in her mouth, all of me in one easy swallow, my toes curling against the sheets as she generated more saliva than reasonable making her mouth even wetter, even hotter.  
 
    This wasn’t supposed to be happening. I wasn’t supposed to be doing this with her, going here with her. But I’ll be damned if all that shit flew out of the window the second my dick hit the back of her throat and she didn’t even bother to gag. In fact, she only giggled as if she was in a world of her own with my dick, pulling away and continuing to stroke me in her hand as she said, “See. Aren’t I worth the trouble?”  
 
    She didn’t even give me a chance to answer before she was already going back down for more, licking, and sucking, and deepthroating my dick to the point that I found myself meeting her mouth with thrusts of my own. And that seemed to turn her on even more, moaning as I slipped my hand into the back of her locs and gently guided her bobbing.  
 
    Not that she needed it. 
 
    Nova knew exactly what she was doing, knew exactly how to use her tongue and mouth and teeth in ways that damn near had my grown ass begging for mercy. But since I didn’t really want to give it to her on the chin the way she claimed to like it, I followed her other request instead, flipping her onto her back and pushing her panties to the side so I could dive face first into what I already knew tasted like heaven.  
 
    She gasped my name as I did my best to compete with her head game, flickering my tongue against her clit as she held onto my head for leverage. Her legs were already spread, but I spread them even wider, making my destination that much easier to attack as I sucked and nibbled places that obviously hadn’t been touched right in far too long considering the way every little swipe of my tongue had her screaming in satisfaction.   
 
    With that in mind, it only encouraged me to take the best care of her, palming her ass as I glided my tongue from front to back before slipping a finger inside that had her curling up from the bed.  
 
    “Relax, baby. I got you,” I told her, using my tongue to release some of her tension as my finger fell into an easy groove, the combination driving her wild until I added a second that had her knuckles turning red as she fisted the sheets.  
 
    I could only imagine how enthusiastic she would be about the real thing. But since that wasn’t an option no matter how tempting it was now that I had her wet and wide the hell open, I used my mouth and fingers to bring her home, her moans turning into our moans as I watched the air slowly leave her body when she came… hard. So hard that the shit lowkey had me nervous until the tremors finally settled, her screams almost instantly replaced by soft snores.  
 
    “This girl…” I whispered with a chuckle as I pulled the comforter over her body on my way out of the bed, snagging my basketball shorts and slipping them back on before making my way to Jaxson’s room since being in the same bed with Nova was a trouble I apparently had no control over.  
 
    Then again, now that ol’ boy was officially out of the picture and Nova had made her move, maybe things wouldn’t be so bad after all.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nova 
 
    The bed was unfamiliar, my throat was dry and sore, and my jaws were on fire, all bad signs if the looming headache I had had anything to do with it. But the picture from the night before wasn’t quite clear enough for me to draw a definite conclusion yet.  
 
    “At least I still have my panties on,” I thought to myself until I shifted against the sheets and landed in a wet spot that contradicted their existence.  
 
    And that’s when it hit me. 
 
    This wasn’t just anyone’s bed, and it wasn’t wet for just any old reason. Guy and I had… we had... done it all without doing it all, touched, and licked, and exchanged bodily fluids without actual penetration. Well… without dick penetration, his thick fingers making me cum harder than David’s dick could ever do. 
 
    David.  
 
    This whole thing started with him. Him showing up in Miami, him showing up to the club like a creep, him trying to collect what he thought belonged to him when really he was only pushing me further into Guy’s arms; or on top of Guy’s dick. But even after everything had gone down at the club, I only managed to capture the next best thing with special thanks to a little liquid courage - eh, a lot of liquid courage.  
 
    Guy had been a complete gentleman about it all until I forced the issue and made myself clear; the exact thing he had been asking for all along. And now that I had cleared my palate of David, now that I could breathe again like Kaylin insisted, it only made me want more of what I had been depriving myself of. 
 
    More of him.   
 
    Since staying in his bed with no guarantee that he planned on returning wouldn’t get me what I wanted, I made my way to the living room and found him lounging on the couch watching TV in the same outfit from the night before; just basketball shorts. I stood back long enough to admire the thickness of his bare shoulders, the shoulders I had perched my feet on the night before to give his tongue even better angles.  
 
    Not that he needed my help.  
 
    Guy knew exactly what to do to set me on fire as if he was professionally trained. And maybe he was from experience, not that I cared either way. If experience was what it took to be the expert that he was then I was a supporter of the movement.  
 
    My steps must’ve been heavier than I thought as Guy turned just slightly against the couch to look at me over his shoulder, his smile full when he said, “Good morning, sleepyhead. You feelin’ alright?” 
 
    I gnawed at my lip as I plopped down next to him on the couch, trying to ignore the heat the closeness was already creating between my thighs as I answered, “I’m… great, actually. Thank you.”   
 
    He gave a short nod as we fell into a comfortable silence, the television providing the background noise necessary to prevent things from being completely awkward. But I knew I had no choice but to address the elephant in the room when I started, “So… about last night…” 
 
    Before I could continue, he cut me off. “No need to explain, sweetheart. I followed your lead, did what you asked, and we had some fun. It’s all good. I don’t judge.” 
 
    While I could appreciate his take, I also knew there was a little more to the story - a little more that I wanted. And even though I didn’t have alcohol to rely on for courage, I did have a newfound confidence and a recently renewed sexual appetite that allowed me to scoot a little closer and run my hand against his thigh.  
 
    “Are you judging me now?” I asked, moving my hand from his thigh to his dick that clearly didn’t rest much considering the tent it had already created in his shorts.  
 
    Guy wore an amused expression, letting out a low chuckle when he asked, “Nova, what are you doing?”  
 
    “I mean, you said you couldn’t have sex with me yesterday because you thought I was too inebriated. But it’s a new day, a new me, and…” I trailed as he cut me off with something much more direct. 
 
    “You wanna get fucked.”   
 
    Hearing the words out loud made me blush. And Guy took full advantage of that uneasiness, turning my way to demand, “Say it, Nova. Say, “I want you to fuck the shit out of me, Guy”. Say, “I want you to do that thing with your tongue again, but instead of fingers I want your dick that I tried to swallow whole”.”  
 
    “Oh my God…” I groaned as my hands flew to cover my mouth; the mouth he had apparently pulled my thoughts right out of since his quotes were damn near spot on.  
 
    Of course he didn’t let me remain only mid-level mortified, driving the meter through the roof when he pulled my hands away and insisted, “Nah, don’t get all embarrassed now, baby. Tell me exactly what you want.” 
 
    Suddenly, I couldn’t even look him in the eyes as I stammered, “I just… I guess I want to…” 
 
    The bass in his voice was thicker than usual when he barked, “No. No guessing, Nova. Tell me what you want.” 
 
    “You can do this, Nova. Just tell him what you want,” I coached in my head, releasing a heavy sigh before I finally admitted, “I want to... fuck you. Or get fucked. Or whichever way involves that in this, or this on that; over and over again.” 
 
    For a second, Guy was quiet as he just… looked at me, turning the seconds into minutes until a sly grin finally grew on his face. And I assumed it was a good sign when he tilted my chin and leaned in, stopping just short of my lips to ask, “Who knew someone so cute could have a mouth so filthy?”  
 
    But instead of bringing my chin closer to kiss me, he released it on his way up from the couch, him walking away crushing the expectations I had of him taking me right there in the living room.  
 
    “Where are you going?” I shouted over the back of the couch as he made his way towards the hall. 
 
    He didn’t even peek back when he answered, “To get dressed. So I can go pick up my son before he starts getting on everyone’s nerves.” 
 
    Wait… 
 
    If he’s going to pick up Jaxson then that means… 
 
    Just the thought had me hopping up from the couch, following his tracks down the hall towards his bedroom where he was already digging through his drawers for an outfit to wear. I felt confident in my pursuit until he looked up at me, my heart skipping a beat as I leaned against the doorframe for support. “So we’re really not going to… you know…” 
 
    “You sound so surprised, Nova. Not used to getting turned down?” he asked, taking a real stab at my ego since I had never really been bold enough to put myself in a position to be turned down.  
 
    I dug my feet in the carpet as I explained, “I just thought… assumed… since you made me request it so explicitly that…” 
 
    He brushed me off with one of his little chuckles. “That was just for shits and giggles. I’m not really tryna be your rebound dick, especially this immediately. You need some time to digest last night, recover from last night, and then maybe we can… how’d you put it? Put this in that, over and over again.” 
 
    Something about him taking me for a joke had me hot as I crossed the carpet, finding myself on the opposite side of the bed as I snapped, “Wow. You must really think your dick is all that if you believe I won’t just go out and find somebody else.” 
 
    “You won’t,” he replied shortly, arrogantly, correctly.  
 
    Since I had already made a fool of myself, I decided against making matters any worse as I stormed out of his room, his laughs following behind me as I made my way to my side of the condo. But once I was there, I only became even more frustrated since… I can’t believe he really played me like that.  
 
    I was tempted to go back to his room to really tell his ass off, but figured I was better off getting myself together first. And after brushing my teeth, washing my face, and a nice hot shower to soothe my limbs that were a little sore from all the “dancing” I had apparently done the night before, I wasn’t as mad as I still wanted to be since… he was kind of right. I couldn’t just pretend like things hadn’t gotten incredibly ugly with David at the club, couldn’t ignore the fact that the man I had given all my attention to for the past few years was no longer, and I couldn’t expect Guy to take me on with all that in mind.  
 
    Still, that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to act angry when he showed up in my doorway to ask, “You wanna ride over to Kay and Lamar’s with me?” 
 
    I kept my eyes on the TV instead of him, popping my lips as I pushed out, “Nope. Gonna go out and find me some better company since somebody is being stingy.”  
 
    He shook his head as he leaned against the doorframe, watching me for a few moments before making his way over to the bed. I was mad at myself for getting goosebumps when he plopped down near my feet, running a gentle thumb against my ankle when he insisted, “Nova, it’s for your own good. Seriously.”  
 
    Inside, I wanted to snatch my foot away in another pout. But outwardly, it felt way too good to make him stop, though that still didn’t keep me from firing back, “Well I never asked you to be good to me, Guy.”  
 
    My words caused a deranged look to bloom on his face; a look of anger, no… maybe lust?   
 
    Before I could decide, he was yanking me by the ankle to pull me flat on my back. And in no time at all, he was hovering over me with my wrists pinned over my head. “This is what you want, right? You want me to just… not give a fuck? Not care at all?” he growled, his face diving to take a full suck of my neck that made me groan.  
 
    “Oh God, yes,” I whimpered as he followed it up with an assortment of nibbles and kisses across my throat before giving the other side of my neck equal treatment. 
 
    “You sure have a way of getting what you want out of me, Miss. Nova. I don’t think I like that very much,” he groaned into my ear as his heavy hand latched onto my neck in a way that only heightened everything else he was already doing to me. 
 
    Even with limited air supply, I was able to challenge, “Well what are you gonna do about it?”  
 
    He smirked. “See. It’s that mouth. Talks that shit and now I know it can back it up too.”  
 
    “Lucky you.” 
 
    “Nah. Definitely lucky you,” he said with one of his signature low chuckles before dropping his lips to mine, his kiss - our first real kiss - so perfectly sweet while also being so perfectly aggressive with his hand still covering my throat.  
 
    Guy was thick and heavy in build, but somehow kept himself feather light as he dragged his kisses from my lips to my breasts, pulling away just long enough to push my camisole up so that he could access my nipples. And once again, I got a dose of his equal opportunity love as he went back and forth, licking and sucking each nipple as if he couldn’t decide which one was his favorite.  
 
    “You taste so good, baby,” he hummed as he kissed down my abdomen that was still covered in light stretchmarks from my weight loss, something that David wouldn’t dare look at when the sun was up. Yet here was Guy, midday, taking full advantage of the roadmap they set for his real destination as he peeled away the cotton shorts I wore on his way down.  
 
    He tossed them to the side as he asked, “No panties huh? You must’ve known I was coming back.”  
 
    While that wasn’t necessarily my reason for airing things out, I couldn’t help but grin as I watched him climb from the bed to get rid of his own pants revealing, “No boxers huh? You must’ve known you were coming.”  
 
    “The only one who’s gonna be coming is you,” he teased as he picked up his pants and pulled a condom from his pocket, tossing it on the nightstand before stroking his dick even more to life; the sight making me gulp since I didn’t remember it being so… full. 
 
    No wonder my damn jaws were sore this morning. 
 
    “Turn over,” he demanded, the amusement in his expression back to all lusty business as I followed orders, unsure of what would be happening next. But no matter what, I was still giddy with anticipation since something was finally happening.  
 
    Well… something outside of that thing he did with his tongue.  
 
    But it didn’t take long for me to realize Guy had an arsenal of things he did with his tongue when he spread my cheeks apart and covered me with his mouth, hot and moist and, maybe, a little tickly. My natural reaction was to collapse onto the bed, but Guy wrapped an arm around my frame to keep me how he wanted while he continued the assault with his tongue, adding even more fuel to the flame when he used his free hand to rub circles against my clit. I buried my head in the pillows to muffle my groans, but somehow he managed to yank them all from under me as if he was desperate to hear exactly what he was doing to me. 
 
    So I let him hear it, told him exactly how I was feeling with an assortment of moans, and groans, and even multiple versions of his name. And just when I felt myself on the brink of really coming undone, he pulled away, the rip of the condom wrapper drowned out by my panting before the air was filled with a real ass scream when he slammed into me from behind. 
 
    “Nova, baby. Relax. I’m not gonna hurt you,” he whispered as if he wasn’t currently ripping me to shreds with one single stroke. I honestly couldn’t decide if it was more pleasure or pain, my body covered in tingles as he somehow sank even deeper. “I got you, baby. I got you,” he coached as he slowly began gliding in and out, holding onto my shoulder for leverage as my ass smacked against him. And I was grateful when my body finally adjusted to his size, allowing me to really meet his rhythm with my own.  
 
    “Shit, girl,” he hissed as he moved his hands from my shoulder to my hair, giving it a stiff yank to pull my head back so that he could meet my lips with another spine-tingling kiss. But apparently the kiss was only to distract me from the fact that he was increasing his strokes, giving me even more than he had been before when it seemed impossible for him to have anything left.  
 
    He pulled his lips away to growl, “This what you wanted?” Yanking my hair again when I didn’t answer fast enough. But I couldn’t answer with him doing all this, and saying all this, and giving me much more than I had anticipated. In fact, there was so much surging through my body at once that I barely heard him demand, “You better answer me, Nova.”  
 
    “Y-yes,” I pushed out from somewhere as he moved his hand from my hair to my neck, wrapping his hand around my throat so that I couldn’t escape his perfectly pleasurable torture if I wanted to. 
 
    Of course I didn’t want to. I wanted this to last all day and night, wanted to get whatever this was over and over again for as long as I lived now that I had experienced it once. And what made that even crazier was the fact that we weren’t even done.  
 
    Guy reminded me of that when he pulled out and flipped me onto my back, yanking me towards the edge of the bed by my thighs before taking me with my legs hooked in the crook of his elbows. His strokes were just as strong, just as consistent, just as debilitating as I grew closer and closer to my orgasm. And Guy knew it too, the sexiest smirk on his face as if his ass was just getting started.  
 
    What the hell did I get myself into? 
 
    The answer to my question came a few moments later with white noise in my ears and static behind my eyes as Guy gave me a stroke powerful enough to send me over the edge, my body so sensitive that I had to get away from him for my own good. But he kept me in place, driving into me until he grunted through his own orgasm and managed to give me another one on the way. 
 
    I wasn’t even sure if I was still of the earth until I felt Guy pat me on the ass. “Go get cleaned up, sweetheart. We got places to be.” 
 
    Instead of responding with words I didn’t really have, I only groaned as I slipped deeper into the covers.  
 
    He chuckled, climbing from the bed and taking the cover with him as he said, “Nova, come on. You know if you don’t come, Kaylin is gonna have a shit ton of questions.” 
 
    “And if I do come, she’s still gonna have a shit ton of questions. I’ll take my chances,” I told him, burying my face into the sheet since it was the only thing left on the bed.  
 
    A pillow hit my back and then a second as he launched them my way, making his rounds to gather the rest of the bedding. “Nova, for real. I want you to come.” 
 
    “Your wish was just granted. Twice,” I reminded him, my voice a little muffled thanks to the pillow I was finally adjusting against. But just like before, he pulled it away, holding it over me until I surrendered. “Okay, fine. Just let me get… five minutes. A catnap.” 
 
    “You can nap on the drive over,” he said as he gave my ass another smack that stung hard enough to get me out of bed.  
 
    My face was scrunched, but I couldn’t dare have a real attitude when I made my way to the bathroom and whined, “This is your fault, you know.” 
 
    He continued getting dressed in the bedroom when he shouted back, “You’re the one who asked for it! Shouldn’t have threatened me with such a good time!”  
 
    A good time.  
 
    That seemed small scale in comparison to what he had done to me. And with the skill that he had done it with, you would’ve thought he had studied my body for years, probably part of the reason that he had warned me. He knew too much, knew I would become infatuated with his style, and knew I’d probably start acting as crazy as the women before me who had been blessed with the opportunity to experience him. 
 
    I couldn’t be that girl, no matter how much I was already writing the script for our next go-round in my head. But if he was going to be casual and cool about it, then so would I.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Guy 
 
    Nova wasn’t at all kidding about needing her sleep. In fact, she had pretty much slept the entire ride over to Kaylin and Lamar’s house, only waking up to check how much longer we had to go. But her sleeping gave me time to really process what had happened between us, more importantly, time to figure out what to do next.  
 
    She was beyond fresh out of something which meant I should’ve been giving her space. But so far, her breakup really had the exact opposite effect on me no matter how much I tried to combat it. It was as if she had a way of recognizing when I was tiptoeing the fence, easily getting me to come right on over, right to her.  
 
    Tasting her the night before was one thing. But being inside of her, exploring her, hearing her scream my name?  
 
    That was the kind of shit that got a nigga addicted.  
 
    There was still a good half of summer left which meant we still had time to really go down that path if she was interested. But it wasn’t something I’d try to force on her or assume, totally aware that she could be serious about her pursuit of better company. Or maybe that’s just what I was telling myself to ensure I didn’t go overboard.  
 
    Either way, I was going to play it as cool as she seemed to be, giving her shoulder a shake to wake her as I pulled up to Lamar’s house.  
 
    “Leave me aloneeee,” she groaned since I was apparently interrupting some really good sleep.  
 
    But I had no choice but to continue annoying her as I said, “We’re here, sleepyhead. Time to get up.”  
 
    She didn’t seem too moved by that, only snuggling deeper against her threaded hands that she was using as a pillow. I took a moment to just watch her cute ass, her eyes still closed even though I knew she couldn’t have possibly fallen back asleep that fast. But then Jaxson emerged from the front door, startling the both of us when he screamed, “Daddy!” 
 
    “Glad he still remembers me,” I teased against her grunt as she finally made her way out of the car and I did the same, just in time to catch Jaxson when he leaped up into my arms. 
 
    “Miss. Cheryl let me try on her teeth!” was the first thing he shared, making me burst with laughter since I knew he wasn’t talking about her real teeth but the teeth she used as a part of the costumes she wore when she went to read to the kids at different libraries and elementary schools.  
 
    She had been a school librarian for almost thirty years before Lamar talked her into retiring, though retiring didn’t exactly keep her away from the kids. But it was the type of passion and dedication I looked up to, hoping I could achieve something similar later down the road. 
 
    For now though, I was focused on my one child when I teased, “No she didn’t.” 
 
    “Yes she did, Daddy! I turned into a vampire!”  
 
    “Were you a scary vampire? Or a nice one?” Nova asked once she finally joined us, her sleepy expression exchanged for a much nicer one that had Jaxson lighting up with excitement once he recognized her. 
 
    He shimmied out of my arms to get to her and answer, “Miss. Nova, I was so nice. I didn’t bite anybody! Not even Miss. Cheryl!”  
 
    “Your dad should probably take notes then,” she muttered, shooting a look my way before telling Jaxson, “I’m glad to hear it, sweetheart.”  
 
    Things were obviously going a little too smoothly since Kaylin decided to interrupt, “Well, well, well. Look who the wind blew in. We were expecting you a little earlier, but I understand things happen.” 
 
    “Traffic,” I piped out without looking at her, earning an unconvinced, “Mmhmmm” as Jaxson drug Nova and I past her into the house.  
 
    Lamar was lounged across the couch half-asleep watching basketball, but my senses were focused on the delightful smell permeating the whole house, the aroma leading me straight to the kitchen where Miss. Cheryl was busy cutting one of her signature peach pies. 
 
    “Mama Cheryl, you didn’t have to do all this for me,” I told her teasingly as I wrapped an arm around her shoulder in a hug.  
 
    I wasn’t at all surprised when she cocked her head back to ask, “Who said I did it for you?” Letting out a laugh as she tossed her dish towel my way and added, “I’m just playin, baby. You know I can’t resist baking with you all around, especially since Kaylin hardly lets me do it much these days.” 
 
    “Mama Cheryl, if I let you bake as much as you wanted to, I wouldn’t be able to fit through the doors around here,” Kaylin insisted with a laugh as she went to grab plates from the cabinet.  
 
    But as she passed Miss. Cheryl to sit them down on the counter, Miss. Cheryl snapped her towel against Kaylin’s butt, making her yelp as she replied, “Gotta fatten you up so you and Lamar can finally give me some grandbabies.” 
 
    “Which is exactly why we keep you in the guesthouse,” Kaylin muttered as she helped herself to a slice of pie.  
 
    Miss. Cheryl waited until Kaylin took a bite of approval, giving a thumbs up as Miss. Cheryl turned her attention to Nova and said, “I see you must be on that same silly diet that Kay’s been on. You lookin’ a little thin over there, chile.”  
 
    Nova shook her head, being a good sport as she explained, “Just trying to eat a little healthier, that’s all.”  
 
    “Well I can understand that. But I hope you can make an exception for a slice of my pie,” she replied as if she was really giving her a choice, knowing good and well she wasn’t letting any of us leave the kitchen without at least taking a bite.  
 
    Thankfully, Nova agreed to it when she made her way around the counter to say, “Smelling like that? How could I not, Mama Cheryl?”  
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure she has quite the appetite worked up… for a slice of your pie,” I added teasingly, catching an immediate glare from Nova.  
 
    But before anyone else could react, Jaxson shouted, “I want some too, Miss. Cheryl!” 
 
    “You know I have a slice with your name written all over it, sweetheart,” she gushed as she worked to cut a piece that was way too big for my baby boy, though I was sure he would devour it anyway. 
 
    Kaylin, on the other hand, was still stuck on my teasing when she turned to Nova and didn’t exactly whisper, “Worked up your appetite, huh? What’s that all about?”  
 
    Instead of answering in front of everybody, Nova gathered her plate and fork and nodded towards the other room, communicating that they needed to take their conversation elsewhere. And while I would’ve loved to be a fly on the wall to hear what all Nova shared about our time together, I focused my attention back on the folks who were left in the kitchen when I asked, “My boy wasn’t any trouble for you, was he Mama Cheryl?” 
 
    She waved a hand my way, brushing me off as she answered, “Oh no. That baby is an angel. You’ve done well, son. I’m so proud of you.”  
 
    “You know that’s a huge compliment coming from you,” I replied as I finally got myself a slice of pie, damn near moaning when the combination of peaches and flaky crust melted against my tongue. 
 
    But the second I went for a another bite, I almost choked when she added, “I must say though, he sure does have a thing for ol’ Nova. Could barely get a thought out without bringing her up.” 
 
    While I shouldn’t have been surprised to hear Jax was running his mouth about Nova, it did something to me to know she had had that much of an effect on my son. Still, I did my best to shrug it off as I explained, “They became fast friends. And she’s a nice girl. But of course you already know that.”  
 
    She nodded. “Yep. Nova’s a nice girl and you’re a nice young man. So what’s the hold up?” 
 
    A laugh slipped through my chews. “Mama Cheryl, I just formally met her when we got down here. Gimme a break,” I told her, knowing taking any time just wasn’t in older folks’ vocabulary.  
 
    If they wanted you to do something, thought something was good for you, they wanted you to make it happen as soon as it left their lips. And it was clear Miss. Cheryl was applying that same logic here when she replied, “I’m just sayin’. I saw the way she pulled Kaylin out of here for some chit-chat. I can assume it must be about you if she couldn’t share with the class.” 
 
    Even though I could pretty much assume the same thing, I still forced a bite when I answered, “Now that, I can’t confirm or deny.” 
 
    Saving me from having to say much more, Lamar emerged from the living room, his face legitimately disappointed as he rounded the counter to land a kiss on his mother’s forehead. “Mama, you already cut the pie? Why didn’t you come wake me up?” 
 
    “If you wanted some, you would’ve stayed awake to get it. And don’t be rude, say hello to your company.” 
 
    Lamar smacked his teeth, tossing a hand my way as he told her, “This nigga ain’t nobody’s company.” Though he still came back around the counter to dap me up and ask, “Yo, you good? Last night got a little hazy.” 
 
    “Better than ever, bruh,” I replied, thinking nothing of it until I watched Lamar snap his head back with an amused expression.  
 
    “Better than ever? Aww shit, I know what that means…” he trailed with a knowing laugh.  
 
    Once again, I was saved from talking when Miss. Cheryl snapped, “Boy, don’t make me have to wash your mouth out with soap!” 
 
    “Gotta catch me first ol’ lady,” he joked, earning a punch to his side before his mother slipped a plate with a slice of pie on it into his hands. He barely had his bite down when he moaned, “Damn, Mama. You really did your thing with this one.”  
 
    “Don’t I always?” she asked, clearly not as offended by his curse words when they were used to compliment her. She then turned her attention to Jaxson who was licking his plate clean. “Come on, baby. Let’s get you all cleaned up so we can go grab your things from the guesthouse.”  
 
    “Miss. Cheryl, I’m not a…” Jaxson started. 
 
    But of course, Miss. Cheryl didn’t play that, snapping her hand at him when she cut him off. “Boy. Be quiet.”  
 
    I could tell Jaxson was a little stunned, but he still followed instructions as Miss. Cheryl grabbed him by the wrist to escort him towards the bathroom. And once he was out of sight, Lamar’s face scrunched as he asked, “Nova didn’t come with you?” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s in the other room with your girl,” I said, tossing a hand in the direction they had taken off towards for emphasis, the topic of their conversation obviously an important one considering how long they had been gone.  
 
    Apparently, I was the only one out of the loop when Lamar replied, “Damn. I know what that means too.” 
 
    “Well clue me in so I don’t have to go put a damn cup to the door.”  
 
    Lamar made himself busy cutting another slice of pie as he explained, “Whatever you did is getting the homegirl treatment. So if Kaylin comes back with an attitude towards you, I’ll know you fucked up. If Kaylin comes back grinning, that means you did something right.” 
 
    With almost perfect timing, Kaylin and Nova returned to the kitchen with their emptied plates, Kaylin wearing the giddiest smile on her face. And Lamar noticed too, prompting him to reach over the counter for a dap as he cheered, “My nigga.” 
 
    “Nu uh. What are y’all all happy-happy-joy-joy about in here?” Kaylin asked as she rinsed her plate in the sink, throwing Lamar a side eye when he didn’t respond fast enough. 
 
    He leaned in to give her a kiss on the forehead, similar to the one he had given his mother when he finally replied, “It’s nothin’, baby. Just bragging about how lucky I am to have your fine ass.” 
 
    Kaylin shook her head in disbelief. But instead of pressing him about it even more, she only hummed, “Mmhmm. Cover it up all you want to, Lamar.” Catching another kiss on her forehead before Lamar turned his attention to Nova.  
 
    “Yo, Cas. You aight? I could’ve sworn I saw your eyes glowing red last night. Tattoos started flaring up, locs turned into goddamn Medusa snakes…” he trailed, making us all laugh since it was pretty damn accurate.  
 
    I mean, of course I knew Nova was capable of getting mad, and I had experienced her serve plenty of attitude my way. But seeing the way she went off on David proved that we were all much better off staying on her good side. 
 
    Since she was in a much calmer place now, she only blushed with embarrassment as she said, “Oh my gosh. Shut up.”  
 
    “For real though. You straight? I don’t need to make any phone calls, do I?” Lamar asked, always one to keep a few of our boys from back home on speed dial.  
 
    More often than not, he didn’t have to actually use them. And truth be told, it wouldn’t have been worth the trouble to utilize them in this case either since David probably couldn’t even last in a fight with my damn three-year-old. But if that was what Nova wanted, it was completely up to her.  
 
    Shit wasn’t any of my business.  
 
    “Nah, no phone calls. I’m good. Great, actually,” she finally replied, Lamar’s eyes almost immediately shooting my way as if to communicate another, “My nigga” . 
 
    But this time Kaylin didn’t let it slide, quick to ask, “Now what exactly were you two talking about when we were in the other room?”  
 
    “I’ll tell you what we were talking about right after you two tell us what you were talking about in the other room,” Lamar challenged, the thought alone making Nova uncomfortable as her eyes flashed with panic.  
 
    Her best friend was the one to save her, crossing her arms to fire back, “Not. Gonna. Happen.” 
 
    “Didn’t think so, shorty,” Lamar replied with a chuckle just as I felt something poking my thigh. 
 
    “What the…” I thought, looking down to find Jaxson in full costume with his hands - and fake teeth - digging into my sweatpants. He popped up with his hands clawed to whisper, “I’m a scaryyy vampire now, Daddy,” breaking character just long enough to let me know it was him since he was the only vampire who referred to me as that name. Then he moved onto Nova, sneaking up and taking a bite near her calf that made her yelp.  
 
    We all bursted out laughing as she held a hand to her chest like he had really scared her. And he was just as quick to explain himself to her the same way he had explained things to me which really only made it funnier. But even in his innocence, Lamar somehow found a way to let the conversation we didn’t have out loud be known when he shook his head and joked, “Like father, like son I see.”  
 
    “Wow. Would you look at the time? We should probably get going,” I announced as I hopped up from my seat at the counter to grab Jaxson’s bag, stopping to give Miss. Cheryl and Kaylin a hug and waiting for Jaxson to do the same before leading us towards the door.  
 
    I was already getting Jaxson’s car seat set up by the time Nova joined us outside, surely catching the heat that I had skipped out on. But she didn’t seem too bothered by it, wearing a genuine smile as she climbed into the passenger’s seat. 
 
    “Everything good?” I asked as I started the car, trying to find some of the casual air we were supposed to be sharing. But it was hard to ignore how natural it felt to have her riding passenger with my kid in the back after borrowing family so we could have a night alone together, even if that hadn’t been the plan going into things.  
 
    Still, while I focused on the family-vibe it seemed we were already falling into, Nova’s mind was on a family of her own when she replied, “Besides the fact that Mama Cheryl just not so secretly asked me to give her the grandbaby Kaylin and Lamar aren’t working hard enough on? Yep, everything’s fine.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh, especially since I was the only one on her good side when it came to that category. “Mama Cheryl can be a little crazy sometimes. And she can’t even help it.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve learned,” Nova replied with a laugh of her own just as my phone began to ring through the car’s speakers, Mariah’s name scrolling across the dashboard in a way that seemed to cut Nova off even more abruptly. 
 
    But I still tried to play it cool, pressing the button to take the call as I answered, “Yo.” 
 
    “Hey Guy. How are you?” she asked, her voice unusually pleasant, not to mention she had actually taken the opportunity to ask about me first instead of going straight for baby boy which meant she was really up to something.  
 
    I could only imagine what was going through Nova’s head as she listened in, even when I kept the conversation casual by simply replying, “I’m straight. What’s up?” 
 
    “Well... I was just sitting here looking at flights, and they’re actually not too bad price-wise for it to be such a hot time to travel that way. Do you boys have any plans for next weekend?” 
 
    Even if it wasn’t her intentions to exclude Nova since she didn’t really know much about her outside of the times Jaxson mentioned her during his rants, I had a feeling Nova would feel a way about her speaking towards just the boys. But she didn’t show it on her face, distracting herself with her phone instead as I answered, “Not that I know about. You comin’ by yourself?” 
 
    “Yeah. Howard has to work that weekend, so I figured it would be a good time to come check y’all out.” 
 
    If it was just us talking, I probably would’ve made a joke about Howard’s old ass, or a joke about Jaxson and I coming second, or even a joke about Howard being worried with her coming down here even though we both knew there was nothing between us. But since I had extra ears around, I simply replied, “Well I’m sure Jax would love that.” 
 
    “And you too, Daddy?” he asked from the backseat, always in tune with how his parents felt about each other.  
 
    While I wished I wouldn’t have had to answer that question in front of Nova, to satisfy my son, I agreed, “Yeah. Me too.”  
 
    “Then it’s settled. I’ll be there next weekend,” she announced excitedly as if she was purchasing her flight at that exact moment. 
 
    I kept my voice as plain as possible when I replied, “Cool. See you then.” The silence in the car borderline deafening once I ended the call.  
 
    And when the silence was finally interrupted, it was only with some bullshit as Nova said, “I can umm… just stay at Kay’s house or something. So you all can have the place to yourselves.” 
 
    “Nah, Nova. It’s just as much your spot as it is mine. I really should’ve been asking you for permission,” I told her, feeling a little bad for even agreeing to plans without her approval.  
 
    If push came to shove, I would be fine shelling out a little cash for Mariah to crash in a hotel room nearby. But of course, Nova made it seem as if it was really no big deal, brushing me off when she insisted, “It’s the mother of your child, Guy. You don’t need my permission. And besides, it’ll be good for Jaxson to have both of his parents around. I mean, it’s clear how much he loves the both of you.” 
 
    While I knew that was a fact, I couldn’t help myself in finding a way to also include her when I shared, “Well according to Mama Cheryl, he couldn’t stop talking about you. So maybe that love extends beyond just his parents.”  
 
    “Yeah. Maybe,” she replied shortly, her expression nonchalant as she turned towards the window.  
 
    I hated to see the way the conversation seemed to change her mood, so much so that I wondered if she was telling the truth about how she felt about it. I mean, she really didn’t have anything to worry about when it came to Mariah and I. But she also didn’t have a reason other than my word to believe that. Then again, the only way any of this could’ve mattered to her was if I mattered to her. And since she had already made it pretty clear that the only thing she was interested in with me was something physical, I figured it was best for me to continue following her lead.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nova 
 
    I shouldn’t have cared, I wasn’t supposed to care, I had purposely designed things to be carefree. But something about Guy’s conversation with his baby mama was sitting heavy on my mind long after I should’ve been thinking about it at all.  
 
    She was coming to visit soon, something that shouldn’t have really surprised me since I had pretty much talked it up myself. But that still didn’t mean I would actually be prepared for it when plans became solidified.  
 
    Her boyfriend was mentioned, but he wouldn’t be joining. Her trip was only for the weekend, but I wasn’t exactly sure where that left me, or if I fit at all. I mean, we had just found our routine of getting Jaxson off to school, sharing cooking responsibilities, and even planning out activities together with Jaxson’s insistence. But now that would all be… interrupted.  
 
    Then again, it was probably a good thing that she’d be visiting, reminding me that neither Jaxson nor Guy were my responsibility. They already had someone to look after them, someone who knew them from the very beginning, the missing piece to their puzzle. And really, I needed to find my own.  
 
    So instead of joining Guy and Jaxson in their plans to make brownies and watch movies together, I found a lounge to go hang out at, going all out with my make-up and twisting my hair into a cute updo that I hoped screamed, “single and ready to mingle”. I found a slinky black dress to throw on, matching it with a pair of heels I knew I wouldn’t last all night in. But maybe if I found a guy handsome enough to buy me a few drinks, that would become a non-factor.  
 
    After picking out the perfect jewelry pieces and spraying on a little fragrance for the final touch, I headed to the kitchen intending to sneak in a pre-drink to cool my nerves before my Uber driver arrived. But the only thing I got were two sets of curious eyes and a, “Damn. Where you headed, girl?” 
 
    “Out for a drink,” I answered as I poured a quick glass of wine and practically finished it in one sip which only made Guy’s eyebrow raise even higher.  
 
    “With Kaylin?” 
 
    “No. By myself,” I replied shortly, trying to make it sound more normal than it was. But I knew it wasn’t normal, which was why I hadn’t told Kaylin at all since she more than likely would’ve called me crazy and tried to talk me out of it. Either that or insist she join me which meant she would’ve only been judging every guy I came across and comparing him to Guy each time; the last thing I needed if I really expected to find my own lane.  
 
    “You’re going out by yourself looking like that?” he asked as if my outfit was out of place for the circumstances.  
 
    In fact, his reaction was enough for me to challenge, “How do I look?” 
 
    He gnawed at his lip, his eyes washing over me as he brought his fist to his mouth and shook his head. “I… can’t answer that without being completely inappropriate.” 
 
    “Daddy, what’s inappropriate?” Jaxson asked, his face covered in chocolate from his attempt at licking the brownie batter bowl clean.  
 
    But it seemed as if he wasn’t the only one trying to lick something clean the way his father shot me a heated gaze when he answered, “In this case? Nasty.” 
 
    While the single word sent shivers up my spine now that I knew just how nasty he could get, it only made Jaxson’s little face scrunch in disgust. “Ugh, Daddy. Don’t be nasty. That’s… nasty.”  
 
    “Tell him, Jax,” I added with a teasing gaze of my own. 
 
    Guy was too busy laughing at his son to catch it, wiping his nose and cheeks with a wet paper towel when he asked, “You really gonna be alright out there all by yourself? I mean, I’m sure Mama Cheryl wouldn’t mind looking after him again.” 
 
    Now it was my face scrunching. “So you can knock my game? I think not.”  
 
    “You’re really on that, huh? What’d you call it? Finding better company?” he asked in a way that I couldn’t tell if he was teasing or serious.  
 
    Either way, it didn’t matter once I explained, “Just finding company of my own.” 
 
    Regardless of his situation with Mariah, nothing about it made me feel like Guy was an available candidate in my pursuit of something new. And even though my body was still screaming for him days later, I had to mute the call if I expected to stay open-minded about going out and meeting new people. 
 
    Still, it seemed as if me exploring my options actually bothered Guy the way his head snapped back when he asked, “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    I could already feel myself crumbling under the pressure of having to explain myself. So instead of giving a real reason, I rushed out, “It means what it means. Have fun tonight, boys.” 
 
    “Yeah, you too,” Guy replied with more attitude than I was used to, though it was quickly overshadowed by Jaxson waving goodbye with his chocolate-covered hands.  
 
    “Bye Bye Miss. Nova!” 
 
    “See you later, sweetheart,” I told him with the best smile I could muster before turning to leave, though I didn’t get too far when I heard Guy calling after me.  
 
    “Yo, Nova. Wait up!” 
 
    My shoulders went stiff before I slowly turned around to find him right behind me. He slipped his hands into the pockets of his sweatpants as if he was nervous, making me nervous until he finally said, “Be careful out there, for real. Niggas is crazy these days and…” 
 
    I cut him off with a laugh. “Guy, I’m grown. I may not have done this in a while,” Or ever. “But I still know how it’s done.” 
 
    While he still didn’t seem too thrilled about it, he at least offered me a smile. “Yeah aight, beautiful. Do your thing.” 
 
    “Oh I am,” I told him, turning to head towards the elevator once again. 
 
    But I hadn’t even taken a full stride when he said, “One more thing.” Prompting me to turn back around. And when I did, he caught my face by the chin, landing the hottest, wettest, most stay-your-ass-at-home kiss against my lips before pulling away to ask, “Keep that in mind too, aight?”  
 
    Speaking didn’t seem necessary. In fact, leaving no longer seemed necessary. Still, for my own good, I gave him a nod before getting on the elevator where I thought I belonged.  
 
      
 
    & 
 
    Going out alone was… not what I was expecting it to be. 
 
    Maybe I had binged-watched one too many rom-com movies, had read one too many romance novels. But the whole, “man buys a drink to court woman, they share conversation and maybe a dance, then exchange numbers or take each other home” thing was practically a fairytale myth compared to what I had experienced.  
 
    One man bought two drinks, only to drink both himself. Another man couldn’t stay off of his phone long enough to share a conversation, Snapchatting everything around us from his beer bottle to shots of the crowd. And the most recent man… my God, he wasn’t the most attractive but he was nice enough to entertain, until his girlfriend showed up.  
 
    You would’ve thought I had a, “Trash men only” sign hanging from my bar stool considering the bunch that had been bold enough to approach me. Then again, maybe that was what I deserved for trying to go out of the box and do something I had no business doing. I mean, I had never been one to go out explicitly looking for a man, even before David, since they usually didn’t approach me anyway. And then when I was with David, any man that just so happened to approach me got sent off immediately out of “respect” for him. But now, you would’ve thought the ghost of David was still haunting me by sending the worst picks of the litter my way.  
 
    Instead of continuing to be haunted, I decided to make my way back to the condo, surprised when all the lights were off besides the one in the kitchen creating a spotlight over the leftover bite-sized brownies Guy and Jaxson had made. It only seemed right for me to taste one to put the sugar on top of my shitty night. And I was pleasantly surprised when they were actually pretty damn good, just moist enough for my teeth to sink into without being too cakey. In fact, I grabbed a second one before heading down the hallway to peek into Jaxson’s room, the sight of him sleeping peacefully always a bright spot in my day even if he wasn’t my child.  
 
    We still had a bond, a connection, a…  
 
    “You’re back.”  
 
    The sound of his voice made me jump back, putting a hand to my chest to calm my thumping heart as I whispered, “Shit, Guy. You scared me.” 
 
    His expression was a little sleepy as if the sound of me coming in had startled him awake just as he was on the verge of dozing off. But his sleepy expression also gave his eyes a dreamy-like haze, reminding me of the terms we had left on; the kiss he had laid on me to prove the point that everything I called myself going out to look for was right here in front of me.  
 
    I tried to shake off the thought just as he brushed a hand against the back of his neck. “My bad. I’m just… happy you made it back.” 
 
    “Why? You missed me or something?” I asked teasingly as I slipped past him towards the kitchen to grab another brownie bite.  
 
    From behind me, he only semi-agreed. “Maybe. More Jaxson than me. Wondered where Miss. Nova was going looking all pretty.”  
 
    While Jaxson’s compliment might’ve been the heartwarming ego boost I needed, the fact that I was looking all pretty and had still came up empty-handed was enough for me to shove the brownie in my mouth, my teeth surely covered in chocolate when I replied, “Well when he wakes up, I’ll be sure to tell him it wasn’t worth a damn.” 
 
    Of course that only made Guy laugh, pouring us both a drink - something dark over ice - as he asked,  “Rough night out there on single’s row, huh?” 
 
    “Rough is an understatement,” I answered, accepting the glass he slid my way and not even complaining about it not being mixed with anything.  
 
    In fact, I took the first short sip with confidence until it burnt my throat and chest, and had me shimmying in my seat with tight eyes to fight against the sting. I wasn’t even sure if he was talking about my outing or the drink by the time he insisted, “It was your first go-round. You’ll get better with time.” 
 
    “Or maybe I’ll just... stay alone,” I told him, wondering if I sounded as pitiful as I felt. 
 
    Guy only shrugged, taking an easy few sips from his glass. “Nothing wrong with that either.” 
 
    “There’s definitely something wrong with that,” I countered, shaking my ice cubes against the walls of the glass before taking another sip in hopes of the straight liquor making my misery dissipate a little quicker. Or maybe it would just burn my throat lining to the point where I could no longer vocally complain about what had happened. 
 
    I wasn’t certain if it was intentional, but Guy only added insult to injury when he asked, “Is that why you stayed with David for so long? Didn’t want to face this part? Being alone?” 
 
    “Probably. Who knows. Who cares,” I answered with a shrug as I downed the rest of the glass, slamming it against the countertop just in time to hear Guy give a two-word response that I hadn’t heard often enough.  
 
    “I care.” 
 
    Tingles rushed from my head to my feet, though I wasn’t sure if it was from Guy’s flattery or the alcohol. Still, it was enough to get me out of my seat, heading towards the window as I tossed over my shoulder, “Well I don’t know why you do.” 
 
    My attention was immediately focused on the bay as a cargo ship passed through, but all attention was stolen when I felt him press against me from behind, his beard tickling my exposed neck when he leaned in to say, “Because I actually kinda like you, Miss. Nova.”  
 
    He sealed his statement with a soft kiss against my skin, the tingles returning as he continued, “I like your style, the way you operate, the way you deal with my kid, the way you suck a mean…” 
 
    “Guy!” I screeched, turning my head to find his eyes that were twinkling with mischief under the moon’s glow through the window. 
 
    “What? It’s the truth,” he replied with a sly grin. And since I couldn’t exactly deny it, I continued listening instead. “But for real, I just… I don’t know why I can’t keep my ass away from you, but I’m done trying.”  
 
    “Does this have anything to do with me going out tonight?” I asked as I sank deeper into his closeness, reveling in the comfort that came from just being against him.  
 
    He made it completely worth it when he wrapped his arms around my waist, bringing me even closer when he answered, “Maybe. I mean, I can’t lie. Thinking about you really hittin’ it off with somebody out there, goin’ home with another nigga, lowkey had me sick to my stomach. Couldn’t even eat a damn brownie.” 
 
    “Those are some good ass brownies too,” I added as if that made his point even more valid. 
 
    But the mention of how good they were only caused him to slip away from me to grab one. And I couldn’t help but toss a side eye his way, even when he said, “Shit, you said they were good. And now that you’re back, my appetite is too.” 
 
    He tossed one into his mouth before grabbing another and making his way back to where I was standing. “I don’t know, Nova. You might’ve been lying. I mean, you taste way better than these brownies ever could.”  
 
    “Let me see,” I said, my first thought to take the one from his hand. But a second, much better thought came to mind as I dodged it once he had extended it my way and went for his mouth instead, the remnants of chocolate in combination with the liquor he had consumed making me moan, “Mmmm… nope. Brownies still win.”  
 
    He seemed amused as he fed me the brownie I had just raved about, watching me chew enthusiastically while insisting, “Now let me see.” And I wasn’t sure what he meant until he dropped to his knees in front of me, knocking me just slightly off-balance when he lifted one of my legs over his shoulder, causing the hem of my dress to slip up towards my hips.  
 
    Thankfully the window was there to support me, even if that meant my ass was exposed to anyone who could see that many floors up. Then again, the idea kind of turned me on as Guy inhaled my natural scent like it was a bed of roses, releasing a moan of satisfaction before he asked, “Panties really aren’t your thing, huh?”  
 
    I gnawed on my lip as I shook my head no, watching the way his lips turned upwards into a greedy grin before he landed a kiss against my inner thigh. Then he went to the other to deliver a kiss just as teasing, his grip on the back of my leg tightening when he asked, “You with me?”  
 
    Of course I nodded yes, though once again I didn’t know what he actually meant until he lifted the leg I was relying on for support and tossed it over his shoulder with ease so that I was completely straddling his face. And while I was initially worried about doing something clumsy, I felt completely balanced sitting in his hands with my back pressed against the window and my thighs resting on the shoulders I knew were perfect for stuff like this the first time I laid eyes on him.  
 
    Chance encounters at the airport were now a thing of the past as his fingers dug into my ass when he delivered a full swipe with his tongue, following it up with quick flickers against my clit as I sank deeper into the window with no place to go, no place to escape the way he was making me feel. And he took complete advantage of that fact, licking faster and sucking harder with every encouraging moan I released from up above until I felt like I was free-falling into his hands. But he didn’t let me fall, forcing me to take on everything he was dishing out as he gripped me tighter and moaned with me in his mouth, doubling down on his claims of me tasting better than those damn brownies.  
 
    In fact, it seemed like a silly argument as he unleashed an attack with his tongue that had me trying to push off his shoulders with a newfound strength; strength that meant absolutely nothing to Guy as he countered it with a stronghold of his own, even when I gasped, “I can’t.” 
 
    “You are,” he growled, easily recapturing the spot he had abandoned to speak. And since he wasn’t giving me a choice, I quickly succumbed to the sensation he was creating deep in my belly, continuing to ride the wave as he licked me clean through my orgasm.  
 
    Like the devil he was, he only grinned as he let me down onto my heels, catching me at the hip when I stumbled a little thanks to my weakened limbs.  
 
    “Easy, baby,” he advised as if it wasn’t his fault I suddenly had baby giraffe legs. And just when I thought he actually had my best interest at heart, he turned me around, pressing my chest against the window as he grumbled, “I know you don’t really think I’m done with you already, Nova.”  
 
    I honestly hadn’t even gotten a chance to think about there being more, too busy floating on top of the clouds to consider a next step. But when Guy pressed further against me, I discovered the exact reason why he wasn’t done, my mouth watering as I thought about returning the favor.  
 
    Instead of letting me taste him, he made me taste myself, slipping a hand between my thighs to see just how wet he had me before slipping that same hand between my lips. And naturally, I groaned as I sucked my flavor from his fingers, Guy close enough to whisper, “Good, ain’t it?” 
 
    I nodded, though an answer wasn’t nearly as important as the feel of him taking me with one firm stroke from behind, pushing the strap of the already mangled dress I wore from my shoulder so that he could bite into it. And I couldn’t figure out which pleasurable pain to focus on as he slammed into me again, my fingertips finding just enough leverage against the glass to meet his stroke as I struggled to balance on my heels. 
 
    That’s when I knew I was really a goner. The fact that I was willing to risk a sprained ankle or worse for this shit without a second thought because it felt that good. And it was clear I wasn’t the only one going off the deep end as Guy wrapped an arm around my waist to keep me steady, growling against my ear, “Fuck, girl. You feel too fuckin’ good.”  
 
    The only response he got was my panting moans as he continued to sex me senseless, somehow managing to get me out of my dress in the process. And while being completely nude, especially in front of a damn window, would’ve brought along a bout of insecurity in the past, I had never felt sexier with my breasts pressed into the glass and Guy’s mouth hot against my neck as he gave me medal-worthy backshots.  
 
    “You gonna cum again for me, baby?” he asked so politely you would’ve thought he wasn’t crashing into me at all. But when I didn’t respond fast enough, he quickly returned to the aggressive demeanor I had a kink for, wrapping his hand around my neck when he grunted, “I know you heard me, Nova. Speak up.” 
 
    “I’m gonna cum!” I shouted loud enough to wake Jaxson up - or the whole building.  
 
    But saying it loud and proud got me what I wanted as Guy linked his fingers with mine and did what he did best, giving me strokes so perfectly calculated that I was collapsing against the glass in no time. And Guy was only a few pumps behind me, pulling out and stroking himself through his release as he came in thick, white drops against the hardwood floor.  
 
    “What a waste,” I told him teasingly through my heavy breathing, his eyebrows shooting up once he realized the missed opportunity I was talking about.  
 
    “Don’t even trip, sweetheart. There’s plenty more where that came from,” he replied with a wink as he took off towards the bathroom to clean himself up. And I did the same, going to my own room to prevent myself from being too tempted with potential shower sex.  
 
    By the time I got cleaned up, got my makeup off, and got all of the bobby pins out of my mostly destroyed updo, I didn’t expect Guy to even still be awake. But when I went to the kitchen intending to snag just one more brownie before bed, there he was, looking completely refreshed with his post-sex glow as he peeked up from the bowl he was mixing and smiled.  
 
    “Gotta whip up a new batch of brownies for Jaxson since somebody devoured them all,” he teased, making me blush with embarrassment since I hadn’t meant to. But seeing the dedication he had to keeping a smile on his baby boy’s face in combination with his dedication to satisfying me a few moments earlier only reminded me of why I should’ve stayed home in the first place.  
 
    Everything I wanted, even if it was temporary, was right here. 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile as he lured me in with a finger of brownie batter, me licking it from his fingers only taking me back to the place I could still feel between my thighs. But for now, I was going to focus on Guy, the person, when I snatched the spoon from his hand and told him, “I got this.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Guy 
 
    I had to be more careful. 
 
    Physically, mentally, emotionally, sexually.  
 
    I had to be more careful if I didn’t want to completely fuck this up for the both of us.  
 
    Nova was in my bed for the third night in a row, comfortably asleep against my chest like we had been at it for years when really I had only known her for a little over a month. And part of that time she was in a full blown relationship with someone else meaning she shouldn’t have even been on my radar at all. But everything felt way too like right as I held her in my arms just as the sun began to peek through the windows, landing a kiss against her forehead that made her snuggle deeper into me.  
 
    I wasn’t even a kiss on the forehead type. More of a, “how can I wake you up without it being too obvious that I just want to fuck before I kick you out” type. But something about Nova had me crossing boundaries I had never even considered approaching since dealing with Mariah, had me doing things I didn’t see myself doing with any ol’ casual fling.  
 
    Then again, nothing about Nova really felt flingy, her presence more like a fixture, a foundation, something solid, something... familiar. We ran with some of the same people even if we hadn’t crossed paths before, we enjoyed a lot of the same things even if we hadn’t gotten a chance to experience them all together quite yet, and we both got a kick out of my crazy ass child who called himself sneaking into my bedroom at the crack of dawn.  
 
    I thought about tapping Nova to warn her, but her snores told me she was in a deep enough sleep that I didn’t want to bother her. But maybe I should’ve since the first thing Jaxson asked was, “Daddy, why Miss. Nova in here?” 
 
    For the first few nights, we had gotten up before him so he hadn’t seen us in bed together, or together at all really outside of a little light flirting here and there. But now seemed like a better time than ever to have him get used to the sight when I explained, “She’s sleeping, Jax. Like you should still be. It’s not time to get up yet.” 
 
    “But I’m done bein’ tired,” he whined as he rubbed his eyes, his favorite stuffed animal tucked under his arm as if he wasn’t as done as he claimed to be. And while it usually wouldn’t have been an issue to just have him climb in bed with me, I didn’t want him to make a habit out of it now that I had company.  
 
    So without raising my voice too much, I still spoke as sternly as possible. “Jaxson, go back to bed. You can get up in a little bit.” 
 
    “But Daddy…” he whined again, his trembling lips alerting me that he was on the verge of a real tantrum; the last thing I wanted to hear first thing in the morning.  
 
    Before I could react, Nova’s head was peeling away from my chest and I worried it was so she could make her grand escape even though we had already been caught. But to my surprise, she stayed close, her voice soft, and maybe a little groggy, as she said, “Good morning, sweetheart. Are you okay?” 
 
    Jaxson completely sold his frustration with me, pouting his lips when he answered, “Daddy said I gotta go back to bed.” 
 
    Nova matched his emotion as if she was on his side while also explaining, “It’s really early, Jaxson. And if you get up too early then you won’t be able to spend lots of time with your mommy cause you’ll be too tired.” 
 
    “I don’t wanna be too tired,” he quickly replied, legitimately concerned about not being able to maximize his time with Mariah. So much so that I almost wanted to laugh since I knew this was just Nova using her Jaxson-Voodoo skills.  
 
    But just like always, it seemed to be working when she enthusiastically told him, “Well you better go get back in bed and get as much sleep as you can. She’ll be here pretty soon, you know.”  
 
    Jaxson nodded as if he understood exactly what she meant before taking off towards his room, Nova and I smiling for different reasons as we watched him disappear through the door. And while I wanted to just stare, forever in awe by her tactics, I could only shake my head as I complained, “Man, I swear this shit isn’t even fair. You tell him somethin’ and his ass is reporting for duty immediately, all hyped up like a damn Chick-Fil-A employee. I tell him the same shit and what do I get? McDonald’s. Attitude, ice cream machine always broke, drive-thru order all wrong...”  
 
    Nova immediately bursted with laughter as she climbed out of the bed and stretched her arms in a way that had the t-shirt she wore rising above her ass. Definitely a morning sight I could get used to, though once she finished, she let me have it. “First of all, I really need you to let McDonald’s go. Second of all, please don’t ever compare someone as exceptional as Jaxson to something as mediocre as McDonald’s. And finally, all it takes is a little manipulating, Guy.”  
 
    “Is that what you did to me too? Played with my head? Manipulated me?” I asked teasingly as I tossed my legs over the edge of the bed so that I could pull her between them.  
 
    She settled in with a smile, wrapping her arms around my neck as my hands sat against her waist. “Are you saying you have the capacity of a three-year-old?” 
 
    I shrugged as I glided my hands from her waist to her ass while answering, “Nah, I’m sayin’ you got skills that could transcend generations. Him with words and me with all this.” 
 
    My full grip of her cheeks only made her giggle as she knocked my arms away. “Quit messing around, Guy. We need to clean up and stuff before your… guest arrives.” 
 
    The emphasis she put on the word guest let me know she still wasn’t completely sold on the idea of Mariah coming to visit even though, “Nova, you said you were good with this. Don’t start gettin’ all weird on me now.” 
 
    There was an uneasiness to her tone when she whined, “How can I not be weird about this, Guy? This is your baby mama, the woman you almost proposed to we’re talking about. And I’m just your… summer roommate who you’ve been throwin’ the D as of late.” 
 
    My face scrunched as I huffed, “Damn. A nigga spends some quality time with you, cuddles with you all night, and that’s the only story credit I get?”  
 
    Though I wasn’t actually offended since I was definitely throwin’ the D, I was still glad when she answered, “No. This has been… nice. Really nice. But it’s also very new, and very unorthodox, and not exactly something I know how to package and explain to someone so important to you.”  
 
    It would’ve been silly of me to act as if Nova’s uncertainty wasn’t rooted in reality. What we were currently sharing was beyond new, beyond unorthodox, and something I wasn’t exactly sure how to package either. But regardless of any of that, the bottom line was, “You don’t have to explain anything to Mariah. She’s just coming down to make sure our kid is still in one piece and to enjoy a little time away from the city like the rest of us.”  
 
    Nova still didn’t seem too settled with the idea as she glanced away and quietly replied, “If you insist, Guy.” 
 
    But I deepened my hold against the back of her thighs to get her attention and keep her still so that I could reiterate, “I’m serious, Nova. Just because she’s coming to visit doesn’t change anything between us. I still want you in my arms, want you in my bed...” 
 
    She immediately cut me off with a laugh of disbelief. “Oh, there’s no way in hell that’s happening while she’s here.” 
 
    “What? Why not?” I asked, confused as to why she would want to stop a good thing when it was just getting started. 
 
    Still, she acted as if it was the worst idea in the world, her face tight when she replied, “Guy, are you kidding me? That wouldn’t even feel right.” 
 
    “You in my arms always feels right, baby,” I countered with a charming smile. 
 
    A smile that only made her roll her eyes. “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “I don’t. But if that’s what it takes to make you not be weird about it, I guess I’ll just suffer without you for a few days,” I told her, surely sounding pitiful as hell. But the fact that I was already willing to sound pitiful in front of her without giving a damn was just another reminder of how careful I needed to be.  
 
    To my surprise, it was my sorrow that brought her genuine smile back as she patted my shoulder and suggested, “You’ve made it all these years without me. I’m sure you’ll be alright.” 
 
    She was already on her way to my bathroom when I called after her, “You comin’ to the airport with us to pick Mariah up?” 
 
    “What? No. Why would I do that?” she yelled back, followed by the little tinkles of her peeing as if she had left the bathroom door open.  
 
    “Shorty is mad comfortable,” I thought to myself with a laugh, finding it adorable as hell before shouting back, “Why wouldn’t you?” 
 
    It seemed like a no-brainer to get their introduction out of the way once Mariah touched down so I could prove to Nova things would be as cool as I claimed they would. But it was clear she wasn’t too interested, the toilet flushing followed by the flow of water coming from sink as she replied, “I’m going over to Kay and Lamar’s for the cookout.” 
 
    With Mariah coming in town, I had honestly forgotten about the cookout since my focus was on making sure things would be in order for her arrival. But since we really didn’t have any plans once she got here, I decided that would be our first move too.  
 
    “We’ll probably swing by after I pick Mariah up,” I told her just as she emerged from the bathroom, her locs twisted into a low bun in a way that put her glowing face on full display just as more sun was coming through the window.  
 
    Nova was so fuckin’ gorgeous, even when her nose flared as she said, “Uh… did you run that by Kaylin?” 
 
    I brushed her off. “Man, their little beef is so old. She can’t possibly still be trippin’ off that.” 
 
    “You must not know Kaylin very well,” Nova challenged with a smirk that said there was a lot more to it than what I had hoped. 
 
    “Did she ever tell you why she wasn’t too fond of her?” I asked, curious to see what the story sounded like from Kaylin’s point of view. 
 
    But I was actually glad when Nova answered, “No. What happened?” meaning I could give her an unbiased explanation.  
 
    She settled in at the foot of the bed with her legs crossed and her fists tucked under her chin as if she was really hyped for story time. And I tried my best not to get too distracted by her pussy peeking out at me from under her shirt when I started, “Long story short, Mariah and I kept getting into it, like shit was getting out of control, so I dipped down here for a few days just to clear my head. Of course Lamar and I went out a few times, but I left my phone at home because I didn’t want to be responsible for any drunk-dialing or anything like that. Well, Mariah didn’t know that, so she called herself blowing up my phone one night. And since Kay had stayed back, she was the only one around, so she answered it thinking it was some kind of emergency. Mariah assumed she was some girl I was fuckin’ with behind her back, cussed her smooth out before Kay could even get a word in. But once she did get a word in, it… wasn’t pretty. Or so I’ve been told.” 
 
    Nova’s eyes were wide with understanding as she nodded. “Oh, I’m sure. Kaylin doesn’t play that pop off for no reason mess.” 
 
    “Yeah, and Mariah even tried to apologize after the fact. But you know once you get on Kay’s bad side, that’s where you stay.”  
 
    “Which is exactly why you better warn her that you’re bringing her to the cookout,” she insisted as she patted my thigh before hopping up from the bed to leave.  
 
    Before she could escape, I caught her by the waist to pull her back into a hug, snuggling my face against her chest and getting one last whiff of her scent, then letting out a heavy exhale as if it was the freshest morning air. And since that simple act was enough to make her blush, I couldn’t help but take the opportunity to also tease, “You’re acting like you weren’t gonna pull her to the side and tell her before we got there anyway.” 
 
    It was no secret that Nova had discussed me with Kaylin, though I wasn’t exactly sure to what extent. But I was confident that they were going to give Mariah’s arrival the “homegirl treatment” as Lamar liked to call it, reading way deeper into it than necessary and somehow ending up mad at me about it in the end.  
 
    In fact, I was already preparing for the shade to come when Nova replied, “So, what? Still not my responsibility. She’s your... company.” 
 
    “Nova…” 
 
    She shrugged, glancing away to avoid my eyes. “What? She is.” 
 
    I wrapped her a little tighter to get her attention so that I could tell her, “Hey. No weird shit. Remember?” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” she replied half-heartedly, meaning she definitely wasn’t going to do her best.  
 
    I thought it would give her a little more motivation if I added, “For me?” 
 
    But she only popped her lips, pushing away from me when she replied, “Nope. For me.” 
 
    “Oh, so it’s like that?” I asked with a grin as I watched her hips switch on her way out of the bedroom door, another sight I could get used to.   
 
    She stopped in the doorway, turning around to explain, “If I make it about you, I don’t know how long I’ll last. But if I make it a personal challenge to stay open-minded, I’ll take it more seriously.” 
 
    While her logic had me thinking way too hard for it to still be so early in the morning, since she was at least agreeing to try her best, I gave her a nod. “Whatever works for you, sweetheart.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nova 
 
    “Sis had me so fucked up.” 
 
    That was Kaylin’s only commentary on the Mariah situation as we carried aluminum foil containers of side dishes out to the poolside patio in preparation for the guests to come, a guest list that was obviously larger than I had anticipated considering how much food there was.  
 
    Of course I had done exactly what Guy thought I would in pulling Kaylin to the side to tell her we were having an extra visitor. But to my surprise, Guy had actually done it himself before I could. Well… sort of, telling Lamar to tell his wife so he wouldn’t catch the possible backlash. 
 
    Still, he had at least taken enough initiative that Kaylin was a lot more chill about it than I expected her to be when she said, “As long as she doesn’t try any funny stuff with Guy, I’m good. But you better not let her come down here and snatch that man from up under you.” 
 
    Even though I had been keeping her updated with developments over our usual shopping and lunch dates, I couldn’t help but play it down for my own good since I wasn’t sure how much longer it would last, or where it was even going. So as I followed her back into the house to grab more food, I asked, “What are you talking about, Kay? Guy and I are just… we’re chillin’.” 
 
    “Bitch, he ate you out for all of downtown Miami to see. There’s nothing chill about that,” she quickly fired back as if we were the only ones in the house.  
 
    My cheeks flushed red at the memory and I was grateful that we were at least the only ones in the room when I whispered, “Can you be any louder?” 
 
    “Uh… y’all sure didn’t care about an audience when you had your titties all on the window like you were filming for HBO After Dark. “Give it to me, daddy. Fuck me harder”,” she teased in her best pornstar voice, her face contorted as if she was really taking some dick.  
 
    I didn’t want to give her any more ammunition, but I couldn’t help but laugh, shoving her in the arm as I groaned, “I really can’t stand you.”  
 
    “Well apparently standing isn’t your thing anyway since you wanna sit on nigga’s shoulders now and shit,” she replied, making me snort laugh as I went to grab another tray of food.  
 
    “That’ll be the last time I ever give you any details about my sex life.” 
 
    “Trust me, sis. Lamar and I did the same thing back when we stayed there, which is exactly why those windows are one-way,” she replied, eliminating the potential of a random passerby having watched what Guy and I did that night. 
 
    While in the moment it might’ve turned me on, now that I was out of that mindset - and completely sober - I was gladly releasing a sigh of relief. “Thank God.” 
 
    I followed Kaylin out back with the rest of the food. And as she put the finishing touches on the table, she also put the finishing touches on our conversation about Guy when she said, “Seriously though, Nova. I know Guy says him and Mariah aren’t together or whatever, and I totally believe him. But sometimes that can be hard for the other party to understand.” 
 
    Of course the same thoughts had already ran through my head, part of the reason why I was still stressing about her visit now, even though, “He told me she has a boyfriend.” 
 
    “Yeah. A boyfriend she left at home to go see about her baby and her old thang,” she replied with a look as if to say, “stay woke”.  
 
    Since letting the anxiety coat me was only going to make matters worse, I kept busy as the crowd began to pour in, making small talk with some of the other baller wives that Kay could actually stand to be around, keeping the food table stocked and clean while also sneaking little nibbles of my own, even taking on Mama Cheryl and company in a game of dominoes. But all of that still wasn’t enough to keep me distracted from the moment Guy walked in with his… family.  
 
    I could feel him before I could see him, and I was honestly a little scared to turn around, scared to face the inevitable. But since I didn’t really have a choice, I released a deep breath, closing my eyes to remind myself of the goal of staying open-minded before peeking over my shoulder at… gotdamn. 
 
    The Mariah I had in my head was pretty, but she wasn’t this damn pretty. And I found myself staring even harder because… where the hell did Jaxson come out of?  
 
    Even if he was three-years-old now, homegirl’s body was snatched, and she was so petite that it hardly seemed possible for her to have ever been with child. But it was clear Jaxson had some mama’s boy in him as he held onto her hand for dear life even around a very familiar Mama Cheryl and Kaylin just as Lamar was pulling his father towards the grill.  
 
    While Mama Cheryl gave Mariah a hug, Kaylin offered her more of a wave, focusing her attention on Jaxson who she had to tickle away from his mother. And then she pointed at me, my heart stopping as Jaxson and Mariah both turned my way. I wasn’t surprised when Jaxson took off in my direction, but I was nervous as I watched his mother follow after him even if she was wearing a smile.  
 
    “Miss. Nova, look! It’s my mommy!” Jaxson shouted excitedly, his smile helping me to find one as well as they approached. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to expect when she opened her mouth to say, “So you’re the Miss. Nova I keep hearing about. It’s nice to finally be able to put a face to the name.” 
 
    “Um… same. I mean, likewise. Good to finally meet you too. I’ve heard all great things,” I rushed out, for whatever reason nervous in her presence even though she was much smaller than me. But the girl had an aura about her, a glow, and I suppose I was just getting sucked in like everyone else around us.  
 
    In fact, I was just getting ready to ask for her beauty secrets when I was knocked out of whatever spell she had me under with a simple name drop. “Guy was telling me you two are sharing the condo. Lucky girl. That place is amazing.” 
 
    “Oh, so you stopped by?” I asked, surprised since Guy said they were coming straight here from the airport. But then again, they could’ve made a pit stop to… catch up on lost time.  
 
    She thankfully put my worries at ease just slightly when she tossed her perfect curls over her shoulder and explained, “Only to drop off my luggage since Guy was so adamant about getting over here before all the food was gone.” 
 
    “Well there’s plenty if you’re hungry,” I told her, tossing a hand towards where the food was set up. 
 
    Her smile was polite - and seemingly genuine -  as she put a gentle hand against Jaxson’s shoulder to guide him. “Come on, Jax. Let’s go eat.” 
 
    “Come on, Miss. Nova. We gotta go eat,” Jaxson added as he reached for my hand, his mother only giggling at his insistence. And since it would’ve been rude of me to turn him down, I accepted the hand he had out for me and let him lead the way, though he was quick to dodge us both once he noticed the tray of cookies.  
 
    Mariah was already busy making a plate for the two of them when Guy finally approached, his voice hinted with disappointment when he asked, “Damn, y’all done already met?” 
 
    Any other time, I would’ve taken a moment to admire his good looks. But the whole situation had me too on edge, especially once Mariah giggled to reply, “Your son couldn’t wait. Want me to make you a plate?” 
 
    The question was innocent, I knew the question was innocent. But that didn’t mean my ears didn’t throb in reaction, even when Guy answered, “Nah, I got it.” Grabbing a paper plate for himself as he continued, “I know your healthy ass isn’t eating any of this stuff, Nova.”  
 
    Considering how unhealthy my habits had been around him as of late, my diet consisting of mostly chocolate and liquor, I was a little caught off-guard by his comment. But instead of making a big deal about it, I only shrugged. “I’ve been nibbling all day, mostly at the side dishes.” 
 
    My response made Mariah light up as she stopped preparing the plates to say, “You know what, I was watching this documentary on the flight down and you might be onto something. But these ribs also look way too good for me to pass up.” 
 
    “Me and you both,” Guy added with one of his little chuckles, something I now realized they both did.  
 
    And did they just tag-team me over food? 
 
    Maybe I was reading too deeply, maybe I was imagining things, but I suddenly felt like a third wheel as I watched them maneuver around the table, Mariah going as far as adding an extra scoop of baked beans to Guy’s plate when she claimed he was being bashful.  
 
    “Your ass loves baked beans. Quit playin’,” was what she said. But what I heard was, “I know how much you love baked beans because we have such a long, deep history together filled with enough servings of baked beans for me to always know you better than any other woman”. A history, a connection, that I simply couldn’t compete with no matter what I did.  
 
    I found a silly reason to excuse myself, dipping into the house to regain my composure. But I couldn’t get over how good they looked together, how comfortable and natural they seemed, how much I didn’t fit anywhere in the equation no matter how much Guy insisted things would be cool.  
 
    They were cool.  
 
    I was not.  
 
    Since I knew staying in the house for the rest of the cookout wasn’t really an option, I released a heavy breath before finally exiting the side room I had been hiding in, secretly hoping I’d be able to find something new to distract myself with once I made it back outside. But the second I stepped out of the room, I bumped right into a hard body who was passing through, his hand catching me at the waist before I could stumble. “Ooh. Excuse me. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Nah, you good,” he replied, his voice so warm and smooth that I had to peek up at his face.  
 
    I shouldn’t have peeked up at his face. 
 
    Even with sunglasses on, whoever he was, was fine as hell, his hickory brown skin and dimples alone enough to make me weak in the knees. And I guess it was a good thing that his hand was still at my waist to keep me steady when he asked, “Yo, what’s your name?” 
 
    “Me? I’m Nova,” I answered, already getting sucked in by his smile that seemed even brighter against his skin tone, part of the reason I had always been drawn to extra chocolatey men.  
 
    They always, always had the brightest, whitest smiles with the straightest teeth your orthodontist could ever put together.  
 
    He gave me all thirty-two when he repeated, “Nova. I’m Austin.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Austin. You play with Lamar, right?” I asked, the longer I stared at him, the more familiar he looked. 
 
    My recognition seemed to flatter him as he gushed, “Aww, so you saw me hoop before?” 
 
    “Did I? I’m pretty sure you went for, what? Thirty-five that game? On top of nine assists and four steals?” I listed, remembering the stats exactly because Guy and I had watched SportsCenter together that night. 
 
    Guy. 
 
    Just the thought of him had me feeling a little guilty for even entertaining this conversation. But I shouldn’t have felt guilty at all since Guy and I weren’t anywhere near established, not to mention he was still outside with Mariah, surely not even thinking twice about me.   
 
    I quickly decided it was alright for me to do the same, though that in the moment decision didn’t exactly prepare me for Austin saying, “Damn. Baby girl got my stats too? It’s only right that I get yours now.”  
 
    “But I don’t…” 
 
    “Your number,” he explained shortly with another one of those panty-wetting smiles.  
 
    “Oh. Uh… I mean... I’m not exactly from around here,” I replied, thinking that may factor into his interest, give him a reason to disengage. 
 
    But it really only had his face scrunching when he asked, “That mean I can’t get to know you?” 
 
    My lack of experience with this kind of stuff was showing its ugly head as I gnawed at my lip, practically whispering, “I guess it doesn’t.” 
 
    I expected him to run off, be way too creeped out by how weird I caught myself being to even still be interested in getting to know me. But to my surprise, he extended a hand my way to complement his invitation. “Come out to the pool with me, Nova. Will you?” 
 
    Since I was already planning to head out that way, I answered, “Yeah. Sure.” But I didn’t know that also meant us holding hands on the way out, Kaylin the first person to notice as she immediately raised her eyebrows at me from the spades table. The spades table where she and Lamar were competing against Guy and Mariah.  
 
    Of course.   
 
    With that thrown in my face and Austin leading me towards the pool, I could only offer her a wide-eyed shrug just as Austin asked, “So where you from, Miss. Not-From-Around-Here?” 
 
    “Denver. Denver, Colorado.” 
 
    “So you be all in the mountains and shit?” he asked as he let my hand go so he could sit against the edge of the pool, slipping his feet into the water before offering me a hand so I could do the same.  
 
    “Sometimes,” I answered as I let him help me down, the cold water against my toes enough to shock me. 
 
    My reaction only made Austin laugh before he said, “I’ve always wanted to go skiing. If I ever make my way up there, you’re gonna have to show me the hot spots.”  
 
    “Or the cold spots…” I muttered more to myself than him. 
 
    Though it was clear he caught it, his dimples on full tilt when he said, “Witty. I like it.” His appreciation for my sarcasm enough to make me blush.  
 
    There was only a short stint of silence between us as I kicked my feet under the water, grateful that Austin continued to lead the conversation by asking, “So what you do up there in Denver, Colorado?” 
 
    “I’m a teacher.” 
 
    “Oh word?” he asked with a piqued eyebrow, watching me nod before he continued, “I wasn’t really a big fan of school growing up, but maybe I would’ve been if all my teachers looked like you.”  
 
    Again, I blushed, feeling a little more settled into the water - and into being around him, period - when I replied, “I don’t know if I should be more flattered by your compliment or sad that your school experience was trash.” 
 
    He brushed me off with a wave of his hand. “Ahh, don’t be sad. I made it out alright, got me a crib as nice as Lamar’s shit, couple whips, good investments, and I make in a night what them teachers who doubted me make in a year.” 
 
    “Rub it in why dontcha,” I groaned with a roll of my eyes, though I could honestly appreciate his success story.  
 
    He at least tried to make me feel a little better about it when he insisted, “No shade towards you though. I got mad love for the folks who do right by those kids, give their all without getting much in return, see the bigger picture instead of just trying to make a quick buck and put on for their family by playing a child’s game like me.”  
 
    I found myself jumping to his defense a little too quickly, but I couldn’t help myself in telling him, “Your job is important too, you know. It gives those same kids hope, makes them want to strive for more and work hard so they can be just like you.”  
 
    Instead of taking my word, he only laughed. “Nahhh, I’m no one’s role model. Trust me.”  
 
    “You could be and not even know it,” I suggested, already envisioning the few kids from my previous set of students who would surely look up to someone like him for his skills and status alone.  
 
    Still, while he didn’t seem fully convinced, he did at least accept it enough to say, “See. You don’t even know me like that and you already believe in me, spouting all that motivational shit. You must really be a good ass teacher.” 
 
    Shrugging, I replied, “I’m just speaking the truth.” 
 
    “Well I’d like to hear more of your truth, maybe over dinner or somethin’?” he asked, serving me another one of those smiles that were way too hard to turn down. But when I peeked over my shoulder and saw Guy giving Mariah a celebratory high five across the table, I figured there was no real reason to turn him down. 
 
    So I didn’t, instead matching his grin to answer, “Yeah. I’d like that.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Guy 
 
    Having Mariah around was cool, but I missed the hell out of Nova.  
 
    Even though she claimed she’d be fine with the visit, she had kept her distance from us, staying late at Kaylin’s after the cookout so I didn’t see her before I fell asleep, rushing out for her morning run before I woke up, and now it was deep in the afternoon and I still hadn’t heard from her. I wondered if her absence had anything to do with that ball player I saw her choppin’ it up with at the pool during the cookout, the one she called herself holding hands and shooting smiles with like I wouldn’t notice. 
 
    I definitely noticed.  
 
    In fact, I noticed everything about her, from the swimsuit she had on under her see-through cover-up, to the extra effort she put into her locs-style, to the way her smile seemed extra wide around ol’ boy. While I had been more than tempted to go bust up their little party, I also didn’t want to cause a scene during what was supposed to be a chill time. And truth be told, we hadn’t really set any boundaries or expectations for what we were doing meaning she was free to do whatever she wanted, including seeing other people.  
 
    Still, that didn’t mean I had to like it. And apparently that was exactly what I was wearing on my face as Mariah joined me in the living room after putting Jaxson down for a nap.   
 
    “Hey. What’s the matter with you?” she asked as she plopped down on the opposite side of the couch. 
 
    I shrugged, continuing to flip through the channels as I pushed out, “Nothin’.” 
 
    “Your girl still hasn’t made it back yet?” she asked, peeking towards the hallway as if she was trying to catch a glimpse of her.  
 
    But once again, I could only shrug. “Nah, I don’t know where she is.” 
 
    “So she really is your girl, huh?”  
 
    I should’ve known that was going to be the follow-up question when I didn’t deny it right off the bat, but maybe I should’ve since I really didn’t know how to explain things, especially now that Nova was out doing who knows what.  
 
    With anyone else, I wouldn’t have been pressed to put words to it. But since Mariah and I were friends and I actually valued her opinion, I gave her my most honest answer. “I mean, not technically. We haven’t had that conversation. Haven’t really known each other long enough to be doin’ all that, and she just got out of somethin’ not too long ago. We’re definitely kickin’ it though.” 
 
    Her face scrunched as she crossed her legs on the couch, tucking the throw pillow between them as she fired back, “Kickin’ it where? Kickin’ it when? I haven’t seen you spend any time with her since I’ve been here.” 
 
    “Damn. A nigga can’t be a good host?” I asked, knowing the only reason I hadn’t been all up under Nova was because of her visit.  
 
    But Mariah still made me feel a little silly once she answered, “It’s called balance, fool. I mean, how would you feel if she had a friend come down and completely ignored the hell out of you?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t let myself be ignored.”  
 
    Of course she smacked her teeth, swinging the pillow at my head to emphasize her annoyance when she snapped, “Well everybody isn’t you, Guy. And if the way ol’ chocolate bae had her hemmed up at the pool yesterday was any indication of his intentions moving forward, you better hurry up and make your move before he does.”  
 
    Just the thought of him had me hot, my face tight as I growled, “If she wants to fuck with that nigga, that’s her decision. I ain’t got nothin’ to do with that.” 
 
    “So you’re really just gonna leave it up to chance like that? Wow. What an idiot,” Mariah groaned, rolling her eyes as she fell back against the couch. 
 
    But her falling back had me sitting up straighter when I asked, “What you call me?” 
 
    “I’m just sayin’, Guy. You clearly like that woman. She seems nice, she’s super pretty, and Jaxson freakin’ adores her. Yet you’re steady in here playing most prideful one like her really dissin’ you won’t hurt your little feelings.” 
 
    She was right.  
 
    Hell, to be real, my feelings were already a little hurt. But as I thought back on the day that had passed, I realized my actions - my lack of balance - might’ve hurt Nova’s feelings as well, even if that wasn’t my intention.  
 
    “So what you tryna say?” I asked a lot more calmly than before, this time ready to take her advice.  
 
    I was all ears as she answered, “I’m sayin’, if you like this girl, let it be known ASAP. Don’t let me get in the way of that. Don’t even let her think I’m getting in the way of that.” 
 
    While I had heard every word and was definitely taking them to heart, I couldn’t help but tease, “You really ain’t tryna get back at ya boy?”  
 
    The way Mariah’s face instantly twisted in response was a mutual feeling, and her words complemented it perfectly. “Hell to the no. I have my own problems to deal with.”  
 
    “You and ol’ Hank goin’ through it?” I asked, glad to take the spotlight off my situation and put it on hers.  
 
    While I expected her to snap at me about making fun of his name, it seemed as if my inquiry actually made her uncomfortable the way she started playing with her fingers in her lap as a distraction. “No, we’re great. Really great. It’s just…” 
 
    “Spit it out, Riah. What’s up?” I pressed, her uneasiness beginning to rub off on me. 
 
    But it made sense once she peeked up at me with glossy eyes to answer, “I think I’m pregnant.” 
 
    “Pregnant? With whose baby?” 
 
    She reached to smack me against the arm as she screeched, “Howard’s, stupid!”  
 
    “Howard’s? He can still do that? I mean, he’s not shooting blanks yet?” I asked, earning myself a scowl even though I was dead ass serious. My guy must’ve really had some super sperm to still be out here making babies. 
 
    Mariah’s annoyance with me was clear as she tucked a curl behind her ear, looking back down to her lap instead of looking at me when she muttered, “Obviously not, asshole.” 
 
    “So Jaxson’s really gonna be a big brother?” I asked, more excited for him since he had just recently started talking about the sibling he needed after finding out one of his little friends at school was getting one. A sibling I damn sure wasn’t giving him anytime soon.  
 
    But I hadn’t realized how fresh the news was until she answered, “Possibly. The at-home test I took before I left was positive, but I still have to go to the doctor to confirm it.” 
 
    With that in mind, I had a feeling she had yet to break it to Howard, wanting to be absolutely sure before she got him too worked up - or gave his old ass a heart attack. But I always wondered how I would feel about something like this, how I would react to such a solid representation of us never getting back together. And I was… happy, legitimately happy for my longtime friend who had always wanted a bigger family.  
 
    If the mother she was to Jaxson was any indication of who she would be for this baby, the little nugget was already incredibly blessed. And just the thought of seeing her with her tiny ass baby belly all over again lowkey had me misty, a mist she was already matching as I pulled her into a hug.  
 
     “Congratulations, baby girl. For real. I’m so happy for y’all.”  
 
    “Thank you, Guy. That means the world to me,” she replied, her tear slipping out onto my shoulder just as the doors opened.  
 
    I peeked up at Nova who let out an audible gasp. “Oh. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to... interrupt.” 
 
    While I could only imagine how the scene looked, especially with Mariah wiping tears out of her eyes, I still tried to play it off when I replied, “Nah, you’re actually right on time. Lemme holla at you real quick.” 
 
    Nova seemed apprehensive, but she still accepted my invitation, heading my way before I led us out towards the balcony. And once we were out there, she seemed even more uneasy, opting to look out at the water instead of at me. But that didn’t mean I didn’t have all eyes on her when I asked, “You aight?” 
 
    Her immediate facial expression contradicted her answer, her nose flaring as she said, “Yeah. Why wouldn’t I be?”  
 
    I shrugged, stepping closer and watching the way her body tensed up in response meaning not all was lost. And I used that to my advantage, running a gentle hand against the tattoos on her arm as I explained,  “I ain’t seen you, ain’t talked to you, so I wasn’t sure. I mean, I was starting to think you were avoiding me on purpose.” 
 
    Her breathing seemed especially calculated when she pushed out, “I... wasn’t. I was just… busy. You know... out and about.” 
 
    Even if that wasn’t code for ol’ boy, I still treated it as such. “Yeah, I saw you done made you a new little friend.” 
 
    “You were the one who said single’s row gets better with time, right?” she asked, confirming my suspicions while also taking a direct jab at my ego.  
 
    The blow stung a little, but I had to recover quickly so that I could agree, “I did say that. But I also wasn’t expecting it to backfire on me.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked, finally giving me her eyes that looked even more gorgeous under the sunlight, the extra glow giving her an angelic feel all around. An angelic feel I couldn’t help but be drawn to, encouraging me to pull her into my arms even if she didn’t seem completely thrilled about it.  
 
    But now that I had her close, it put me in a better position to explain, “It means, while I want you all to myself, I understand if this is part of your process.”  
 
    “You didn’t really leave me with much of a choice,” she whispered as if she was… disappointed, just the way Mariah imagined it.  
 
    Damn.  
 
    Hearing it straight from the horse’s mouth made it hit on a different level as I tightened my hold with one arm while using the opposite hand to lift her chin so I could see her eyes. And while the hint of sadness in them stabbed at me, I hoped my words would help to wash it away. 
 
    “You’re right. And that’s my bad. I wasn’t sure how this whole thing was supposed to go, but I clearly haven’t put my best foot forward,” I admitted, her eyes softening almost immediately as if she was surprised to hear it.  
 
    But just as quickly, she was tensing up again, avoiding my eyes when she said, “I have a date tonight. It’s just dinner, but… if you don’t want me to go, I’ll cancel it.”  
 
    Of course I wanted her to cancel it, just the idea of her going out with another guy making my skin crawl since there was simply no need for it. But I also didn’t want her to think I was trying to control her, didn’t want to fuck something up later down the road that had her regretting the decision to miss out. So against my right mind, I told her, “Nah, go ahead. Have a good time. I don’t mind a little competition.”  
 
    “You don’t?” she asked, once again looking surprised as I left off a little shrug.  
 
    “Nah. I mean, I know what I bring to the table. So if this nigga is really outdoing me, shit, maybe he does deserve your attention.” 
 
    That made her laugh, a real smile finally breaking through as she settled deeper into my arms and ran her hands against my chest. “I must say, your confidence about this is rather attractive.” 
 
    “And you were rather attractive in that swimsuit yesterday,” I added, dropping my hands from her waist to her ass that looked way too good in the little running shorts she had on. 
 
    But my handful of her ass only had her reminding, “Hey, we still have company you know.”  
 
    “Man, she ain’t worried about me. She’s already knocked up,” I replied, the news slipping from my lips with ease like it was my business to share. 
 
    I honestly didn’t even consider the weight of my words until Nova’s face went blank. “Excuse me, what? Knocked up?” 
 
    Of course I was still hyped for my homie and my son, all smiles when I completely spilled the beans. “Yeah, she just told me she might be pregnant.” 
 
    “With whose baby?” Nova damn near yelled, her face tight with an anger I didn’t understand until I realized... 
 
    “Aww damn. It’s not my baby. Her and her ol’ man done put a little croissant in the oven,” I explained with a laugh, Nova’s shoulders immediately sinking with relief.  
 
    “Oh wow. That’s… exciting. Isn’t it?” 
 
    She was fetching for my opinion, probably expecting me to feel a way about it. But since I was genuinely happy for Mariah, I had no problem answering, “Definitely. Howard’s a good look. I’m sure he’ll make a great father.” 
 
    “Not as good as you though,” she gushed, grabbing two handfuls of my shirt to pull me closer for the kiss I assumed she wanted.  
 
    But with one barrier still left to cross, I had no choice but to make her wait, keeping my lips to myself when I told her, “Yeah, we’ll see if that opinion still stands after your date.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nova 
 
    Austin was great company, but he wasn’t Guy.  
 
    He was more of an... interesting friend. Someone you could shoot the shit with and had life experiences so much different than yours that it was fascinating and aggravating all at once. In fact, we found ourselves debating just about everything, from favorite football teams, to all-time greatest basketball players, to best 90s R&B groups and every other topic in between. And while it was fun and refreshing, it only made me that much more excited to get back to the condo - to get back to Guy.  
 
    Apparently, I was giving Austin the same vibes he was giving me as he glared at me over his glass of water to say, “You the homie for real, Nova. I rocks with you.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile, a friendly one, when I replied, “You’re pretty cool too, Austin. Thanks for bringing me out.”  
 
    Even if it didn’t amount to anything romantic, it was still cool to be around someone new just to pick his brain and share a meal at a restaurant way out of my budget. His overly attractive smile was merely a bonus now when he brushed me off and insisted, “Ah, it’s nothin’. You know I had to get up on some more of that real shit you be talkin’. Reminds me of back home a little bit.” 
 
    During our small talk at the pool, I had learned that Austin was actually from Houston, hilariously ironic but also memorable enough for me to ask, “Yeah? Do you get back there often?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Not really. As unfortunate as it sounds, I can’t really go back without some shit poppin’ off. You know how niggas get when they think you got money. They start seeing you differently, start believing you forgot where you came from just because you not handing those checks over to them.” 
 
    “Yeah, that is unfortunate,” I replied, picking up on the sadness in his eyes. 
 
    Though it was quickly washed away when he pepped back up to say, “But maybe that’ll change someday. I hope it changes sooner than later, so I can be somebody’s role model or whatever.” 
 
    “Don’t say it like that!” I squealed with a laugh, tossing a hand at him across the table as he laughed along with me. 
 
    Then his face settled in a genuine smile as he said, “Nah, but for real. Thank you for this. I’m glad we crossed paths. And when I come up to Denver to go skiing…” 
 
    “I got you,” I finished for him with a nod and smile of my own, glad things had gone smoothly but also anxious about getting to the condo - getting to him.   
 
    By the time I made it back, most of the lights were off except for the glow coming from the refrigerator that was cracked open. I could only see the legs and feet, but considering there was only one person around with sparkly pink toes, I felt confident in announcing myself when I said, “Mariah?” 
 
    She peeked around the edge of the door with wide eyes, her tense shoulders dropping once she saw it was me. “Ooh, girl. You scared me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I was trying to do the exact opposite,” I told her, taking in the surroundings that included an empty carton of ice cream and a jar of pickles.  
 
    And now she was adding cheese sticks to the mix according to her latest grab, closing the fridge behind her and flipping on a light switch before she asked, “So how was your date? Homeboy was fine. I mean, all that chocolate and muscles and… whew. These extra hormones got me trippin’.” 
 
    While I was a little caught off-guard by her vibe, speaking to me like an old friend instead of the stranger that I was, I still tried my best to play it cool when I replied, “Yeah. Guy, uh… he told me the news. Congratulations.”  
 
    “Thank you,” she gushed in a way that made her glowing aura explainable. And as she shoved the cheese stick in her mouth she continued, “I really appreciate you letting me come down and crash at your spot. You didn’t have to be open to it, and I totally understand why you wouldn’t have been. I mean, it takes a pretty secure woman to let her man play host to his baby mama.” 
 
    While I detected a couple flaws in her statement, mainly regarding my security with the situation, the first one I wanted to correct was, “He’s not my…” 
 
    But she quickly cut me off, tossing a hand at me as she said, “Girl, speak for yourself. I’ve known Guy long enough to know when he falls, he falls hard. He goes above and beyond for whoever he’s legitimately interested in.  And I’ve seen the way he’s been looking at you, heard the way he talks about you, watched the way he paced back and forth around here while you were out on your date. So he may not be your man, but you are definitely his woman. And to be honest, he kind of… needs someone like you. Even if it’s only for the summer.”  
 
    As strange as it was, something about her words really resonated with me. And while I had used their history against them in the past, it was actually coming in handy this round, making it easy to believe what she was talking about.  
 
    If anybody, she would know. And she only doubled down on that when she continued, “Now Guy’s one of my dearest friends, so you better not do him wrong or I’ll come after you with child and all. But if there’s something there, which I think there’s something there, go for it, babe. Live your best life. Well… unless chocolate bae really set it out on your date, which then you’ll have to do some eeny-meeny-miney-moe shit because that man right there… girl…”  
 
    A laugh slipped from my lips as I told her, “Austin and I had a good time, but… I was ready to come home.”  
 
    She nodded as if she knew exactly what I meant - of course she knew exactly what I meant - stopping to give me a pat on the shoulder on her way out of the kitchen as she said, “Well then. You have yourself a good night, Miss. Nova.” And she only made it a few extra steps before she turned around to say, “Oh, and don’t end up like me.”  
 
    The gasp I inhaled was covered up by her laughs as she made her way down the hallway towards Jaxson’s room where she had been sleeping. And after hearing the bedroom door shut behind her, I went in the same direction, bypassing Jaxson’s room on my way to Guy’s.  
 
    I thought about knocking to warn him, but I didn’t really want to wait any longer. And once I cracked the door open, I was glad I hadn’t since it probably wouldn’t have been answered anyway with how hard he seemed to be sleeping. But more sleep was just going to have to wait as I climbed on top of the bed and then on top of him, kissing his face until his eyes finally cracked open.  
 
    Once he got over the immediate annoyance and realized it was me bothering him, he actually smiled, his voice groggy when he whispered, “You’re back.”  
 
    “I’m back,” I told him happily, landing a kiss on his nose and then one against his lips that made him groan.  
 
    But there wasn’t enough kissing in the world to distract him from asking, “You have fun?” 
 
    Instead of going into any unnecessary details, I climbed off of him and answered, “Not as much fun as I’m about to have with you right now.” Taking off towards the door and tossing over my shoulder, “You comin’?” 
 
    The lusty look in his eyes made me feel sexy as hell as he hopped up from the bed, catching me by surprise when he scooped me up in his arms to carry me towards my side of the condo. I figured the further away we were from Jaxson and Mariah, the more noise we’d be able to make. And it felt like the starting gun at a track meet once the door to my bedroom slammed behind us, Guy pressing my back against it as he settled between my legs.  
 
    My hands rested on his cheeks as I kissed him like my life depended on it, our tongues twirling and teeth clinking together so hard it made Guy chuckle. “Damn, Nova. He must’ve been extra trash.” 
 
    “Or maybe you’re just extra good,” I replied, pulling his face back to mine and attacking his lips with reckless abandon, Guy’s groans into my mouth only making the kisses that much more gratifying.  
 
    He tightened his hold against my back and I wrapped my legs around his waist so he could carry me over to the bed. But instead of laying me down, he sat against the edge, leaving me to straddle his lap. I yanked his shirt over his head and tossed it to the side as he reached back to unzip my dress before pushing it from my shoulders, kissing against my cleavage as he growled, “I’m getting you out of all these clothes this time.” 
 
    I could only laugh as I stood up just long enough to step out of my dress, Guy catching me by the waist to land kisses against my chest and then my stomach, reminding me of Mariah’s advice. “I don’t wanna make a baby tonight.” 
 
    “Shit, me neither,” he replied with another chuckle just as he was getting rid of his shorts and boxers, his dick springing to life the second it was unveiled.  
 
    So thick, so perfectly veiny, so… mine.  
 
    You would’ve thought it was calling my name the way I was immediately drawn to it, stroking it in my hand as I told him, “But I do want this. All of this.” Letting go just long enough to push him back onto the bed before crawling on top of him.  
 
    “Baby, don’t hurt yourself,” Guy advised as he ran the tip against my slick folds, just that simple action making me moan as he aligned it with my opening. And then I sank down as far as I could, as slow as I could so I really wouldn’t hurt myself. But even in taking my time, I felt every inch of him spreading me wide, filling me up in a way that had my eyes rolling to the back of my head. 
 
    “Nova, this shit is wet as hell. You sure you ain’t tryna make a baby?” he asked with a sinister grin as he gripped my ass and started pumping into me, not even giving me a chance to have control. But I didn’t mind it one bit as my fingers dug into his shoulders while he lifted his head to catch my nipple between his teeth, the slight tug only amplifying everything else he was already doing to me when he asked again, “You want my baby, Nova? Huh?” 
 
    “Not… now...” I pushed out, biting through my lip to keep from screaming too loud. But that seemed to be his goal when his pumps increased in speed and depth, hitting my spot over and over again with ease until I let out a deafening moan.  
 
    “There she is. There’s my girl,” he growled before instructing, “Turn around. I wanna see that ass bouncin’.” And even though it took a little extra maneuvering, I did exactly what he said, using the strength in my thighs to power me up and down as my ass smacked against him, his hands resting at my hips like gentle guides as I rode him until his toes began to curl in front of me which only motivated me to go even harder.  
 
    “Fuck, Nova. You better quit if you don’t want this baby,” he groaned, making me peek back at him with a smirk of my own as I continued to drive him wild. And while it felt amazing to have the power, amazing to have him inside of me at my pace, I had no problem relinquishing control as he flipped us over so that I was on all fours, his fingertips teasing my clit as he drove into me from behind.  
 
    My voice was hoarse from the stress of silently-screaming when I announced, “Guy, I’m…” not even finishing my sentence before I was collapsing onto the bed. But my orgasm meant nothing to Guy as he only moved his hand from my clit to my ass, grabbing handfuls as he continued stroking me until I felt him pull out and release warm drops of satisfaction against my skin.  
 
    His grunts were replaced with chuckles when he smacked my ass and said, “Whew. That was close.” And even though there was nothing funny about us continuously having these close calls, I was way too sex-drunk to care now.  
 
    Since Guy had been asleep when I came home, he was completely alert now, humming on his way to the bathroom to clean up before returning with a warm towel for me. And as he began to wipe me clean, he said, “Baby, you are so damn sexy.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m so damn sexy when my ass is covered with your semen?” I asked teasingly, using the little bit of strength I had to sit up on my elbows so that I could watch him over my shoulder.  
 
    The way he was so focused on not missing a spot was absolutely adorable, especially once he answered, “No, all the time; including when your ass is covered with my cum. Though I still gotta take that chin for a test drive one of these days.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh as he smacked my ass again, a smack I assumed was a signal to say I was good to go. And with that, I wasted no time climbing under the covers as I told him, “Whatever. I’m going to sleep.”  
 
    The bed shifted under his weight as he climbed under the covers with me, though instead of laying down, he sat up with his back against the headboard and turned on the TV. I could hear him flipping through the channels, the glow of the TV flashing with each one as he said, “Your fine ass always wants to go to sleep right after I put it on you.” 
 
    “That’s a compliment to your abilities,” I replied as I pulled the comforter over my head to at least black out some of the extra light, though being under the covers put me way too close to Guy’s dick that was still full of potential.  
 
    While I was tempted as hell to start some more trouble, Guy decided to do it himself when he asked, “Yo, you’re really not gonna tell me about your date though?” 
 
    I pushed the cover back so he could see my face when I snapped, “Guy, you just came on me and you’re really still worried about that?” 
 
    Even if it was just his ego talking, there was nothing more to say about it now that we had done what I thought made things clear. And I was grateful when that picture finally came through for Guy as he chuckled, “Ha. You right. Sweet dreams, shorty.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Guy 
 
    Time flies when you’re having fun. 
 
    That was the saying, but I had never experienced it in the way that I was now as I sat with Nova, Jaxson, and Kaylin at the last basketball game we’d all be able to attend since by the time Lamar’s team came back from their next series of road games, my vacation would be over. It didn’t even seem realistic for so much time to have passed, for so much to have happened in that time. But as I looked over to Nova who was still all smiles from our sex that morning and my son who was tucked up under her like she was his best friend, I knew it was real.  
 
    The sight took me back to when we first met her in the airport with no intentions of ever seeing her again regardless of how pleasant our interaction had been. But somehow the universe had worked mysteriously to bring us together, to have us in the same condo all summer long, and to establish feelings for each other I wasn’t sure what to do with now that summer was winding down. I mean, of course it would’ve been nice to continue things beyond the summer. But unfortunately, life circumstances just didn’t call for it with us living in completely different cities, having completely different worlds.  
 
    Just the thought made me sick. So instead of focusing on that, I decided to focus on Nova who rose to her feet to celebrate Austin’s latest slam dunk.  
 
    While I knew he was deserving of the celebration, and knew things between them hadn’t gone beyond that first date, I couldn’t help but tease, “Yo, you cheering for ol’ boy real hard over there.” 
 
    “Shut up, Guy. He’s ballin’,” she fired back just as Lamar got a steal, stopping at the three-point line to sink a shot of his own. And now we were both on our feet as the time on the clock ticked down until there was none left, the whole arena celebrating as Lamar’s team got their seventh-straight win.  
 
    “That was amazing,” Nova gushed as we filed out of our seats to head towards the locker room so we could catch Lamar after the game.  
 
    I wrapped my arm around her shoulder, leaning in to whisper in her ear, “And you were amazing this morning…” 
 
    At least I thought I was whispering until Kaylin butted in, “Oh, was she now?”  
 
    Nova blushed immediately, turning around to say, “Kaylin Marie, don’t start.” 
 
    But her warning only made Kaylin dance her way in front of us and reply, “I’m just sayinggggg. Y’all are real cute or whatever.” 
 
    “Thanks, Kay. I think we’re pretty cute too,” I told her, tightening my hold on Nova’s shoulder as she threw a side eye my way. But it was a side eye paired with a grin that proved she agreed, only making my thoughts of summer almost being over rush to the forefront. The thoughts that brought on a sadness, an emptiness, that I was unfamiliar with.  
 
    I did my best to shake it off, quietly listening in as Nova and Jaxson went back and forth talking about their favorite parts of the game. It was always amusing as hell to watch Nova match Jaxson’s enthusiasm when he spoke, something I eventually realized was one of her strategies in working on his communication skills. But just the simple fact that she was willing to go above and beyond to always keep him engaged meant the world, though once again I got a little sad since I wouldn’t be the only one losing someone special to me.  
 
    This time I wasn’t as quick to shake it off and Nova noticed, the smile she wore washing away once she saw my somber expression. “What’s the matter, Guy? I know you aren’t really trippin’ over me cheering for Austin, are you?” 
 
    My somber expression quickly turned into one of amusement, especially since the question was coming from the girl who I later found out had been trippin’ with me over some damn baked beans. But considering the timing wasn’t really appropriate for the conversation about my original mood, I plastered on my best smile when I gave her a quick kiss on the cheek and answered, “Ain’t nobody worried about him, baby. I’m good. Just thinkin’ about how dope this summer has been.” 
 
    “And that made you sad?” she asked, even more confused now that I had tried to tiptoe around it.  
 
    Since I could pretty much assume she wasn’t going to let it go without explanation, I did my best to answer honestly without going too deep, shrugging as I replied, “I guess. I mean, we only got a week left, and...” 
 
    Before I could finish, she cut me off. “So how about we enjoy the week instead of missing what’s not even gone yet?” 
 
    “I like the way you think, sweetheart,” I told her, dropping a kiss on her nose before catching her lips for a second one that she relished in as if we were the only people around.    
 
    But we were quickly reminded that that wasn’t the case at all when I heard Lamar ask from behind, “Now how in the fuck did I miss this? Sis and brodie done really linked up?” 
 
    Nova only blushed, gnawing at her lip as if she was holding her answer in while I turned around to reply, “Somethin’ like that.” 
 
    Lamar looked more impressed than anything, shaking his head as he turned to his wife to say, “Damn, Kay. Guess I owe you that five hundred now…” 
 
    Even if Lamar thought nothing of the bet, thought nothing of the money, Nova was hysterical when she repeated, “Five hundred? Kaylin, you bet five hundred dollars on this?!”  
 
    Instead of matching Nova’s energy, Kaylin only shrugged, her expression more reserved than ever as she reasoned, “Come on now, Nova. You know I’m all about my coins. And this bet was as easy as they came. Though that whole Austin thing threw me for a loop.” 
 
    Lamar nodded to agree. “Yeah, my guy said he had a good time with you, Cas. Talkin’ about how…” 
 
    “How about we not talk about that? Austin was a gentleman, but I’m happy right here,” Nova said, cutting him off and squeezing even closer to me in a way that made her seem guilty as hell. But then I thought back to her words, thought back to our time together after her date, and decided there was nothing worth being upset about.  
 
    Still, Lamar wasn’t quite as ready to let her off the hook according to the response he tossed out. “Much happier than you were with that David nigga, that’s fasho.” 
 
    Nova cringed against me, closing her eyes in annoyance as she pushed out, “Lamar, you really, really talk too much.” 
 
    Of course he didn’t seem fazed, shrugging when he insisted, “I’m just sayin’. My bro is a good look for you. Y’all are a good look for each other.” 
 
    This time it was me nodding to agree as I told him, “Thanks, bruh. Appreciate it. Appreciate y’all for lettin’ us have the condo to kick it at.” 
 
    While I knew Nova felt a way about them conspiring against us, making bets about us hooking up behind our backs, it was their decision - planned or not - that put us in a position to cross paths. So I could only thank my bro for his hospitality, and absent-mindedness, even when he brushed me off to reply, “Yeah, yeah, yeah, nigga. Just make sure you wash the bedsheets before you leave. Ain’t no tellin’ what y’all ol’ cozy asses been up to now.”  
 
    “Miss. Nova was sleepin’ in Daddy’s bed, Uncle Lamar!” Jaxson blurted from below, my eyes immediately shooting down at him as Kaylin and Lamar bursted with laughter while Nova turned bright red.  
 
    “See what I mean. Gon’ ahead and run ‘em through the washer twice, G. And disinfect them countertops while you’re at it. Cause if you’re anything like me...” he trailed until Kaylin shoved him in the arm. But even then, he only looked at her to continue, “Shit, you’re the one who used to request it. Eat it on the…” 
 
    “Lamar!” she shouted to cut him off, her cheeks turning almost as rosy as Nova’s had.  
 
    And now that she wasn’t the one on the hot seat, Nova was eating it up, telling Lamar, “Nah, keep talking. Kay wants everybody else to get embarrassed around here. It’s her turn now.”  
 
    Instead of letting him go on, Kaylin took control of the narrative, crossing her arms to huff, “Whatever. I don’t get embarrassed talking about s-e-x. My man knows what I like, he’s a good listener, and he makes me proud to wear this ring every time we do it.” 
 
    Lamar licked his lips as he pulled her into a hug and gushed, “Damn. Shorty tryna earn herself some extra servicing tonight I see…” Before giving her a kiss that was practically a preview for what was to come. 
 
    I admired the way they loved each other, enjoyed seeing the passion still flourish between them years after the “I do’s”, and truth be told, I hoped to have something similar in the near future which I hadn’t saw for myself in a very long time - since Mariah. While the thought kind of caught me off-guard, I was thankfully still aware enough to cover Jaxson’s eyes as things got more intense between them, Nova interrupting to ask, “So… do we still have plans tonight or…?” 
 
    With all they were doing, I wouldn’t have been surprised to hear our plans had been cancelled. And them cancelling our plans would’ve gave room for me to come up with some plans of my own with Nova, something I couldn’t help but take advantage of since the opportunity would no longer be available come next week. But eventually, Lamar pulled his lips away just long enough to answer, “Yeah, yeah. Fasho. Just call before you come.”  
 
    & 
 
    For as bold as she got in the bedroom, and everywhere else we found ourselves having sex, I was amused as hell to see timid, shy Nova show up when we outvoted her in going to the strip club after our dinner plans that had gotten pushed back thanks to Lamar and Kay. It started with her trying to convince us of how tired she was, then it changed to her not having money to throw which Kay and Lamar shut down immediately, and then it changed to her being worried about the women’s well-being which we all explained in different ways how they weren’t being forced into their jobs, not to mention most of them made more in one night than Nova and I made in a month.  
 
    After dragging her from the car into the club, Nova still acted as if she wasn’t interested in the talent, acted as if she was doing something wrong by looking at other mostly naked women, peeked through her fingers to watch like a kid watching a sex scene in front of their parents. But then one of the strippers began to climb the pole, the higher she climbed, the wider Nova’s eyes went until the stripper descended at an accelerated pace. And Nova looked like she was ready to run on stage to save the girl until the stripper caught the pole in between her thighs just before her head touched the ground. 
 
    “Oh my God. That was… incredible,” she said, a sigh of relief coming with it now that she knew it was only a trick.  
 
    “What? You just thought it was all naked girls shakin’ ass? Nah, these girls down here are athletes,” I assured her, even if it wasn’t the athletics I was interested in.  
 
    But if that’s what it took for Nova to be more comfortable, I’d go with it. And that seemed to be the case, her eyes focused on the stage as she said, “Athletes with amazing ass bodies. Sheesh.” 
 
    I wrapped an arm around her from behind, enjoying the show while also teasing, “I’m pretty sure you could get a job here if you wanted, baby. You’d fit right in.” 
 
    She turned in my hold, putting a hand against her stomach when she replied, “With all this? Nah. They’d laugh me right out of here.” 
 
    Even if she was only joking, I didn’t want her to get my attraction to her twisted no matter who we were surrounded by. So as I gave her a little kiss on the cheek I told her, “You in one of these little outfits and some clear heels? Shit, you’d get my whole check.” 
 
    Instead of taking the compliment, she only rolled her eyes. “You’re an art teacher, Guy. That’s not even that much money.”  
 
    “Well it’s the thought that counts,” I insisted, making her laugh which thankfully made her relax some too. And since she seemed to be at least a little more comfortable with the idea of being here, I decided to issue a challenge when I grabbed one of the stacks of ones Lamar had left us and handed it her way. “Here. Go make it rain, Nova.” 
 
    She looked at the money like it was dirty, her lips turning into a pout when she asked, “Why can’t I just… hand it to her nicely? When she’s done?” 
 
    “Cause that’s not how this works. And the more money you throw, the more entertainment you’ll get,” I explained as innocently as I could. But the truth was, I really just wanted to see her loosen up and have a good time since I wasn’t sure what kind of excitement she’d be going home to, especially now that we had agreed to make the most of our last week here.  
 
    When she still didn’t seem convinced, I pointed out towards our best friends who were all smiles and money rainfalls, and said, “Look at Kaylin and Lamar. See how much fun they’re having?” 
 
    But even that she was able to brush off as, “That’s married people’s business. Not mine.”  
 
    “Come on, Nova. I’ll do it with you,” I told her, grabbing her hand and not giving her much of a choice, though the closer we got to the stage, the more she dragged her feet. But once we were right in front of it, I thought Nova’s eyes were going to pop out of her head with how amazed she suddenly became. 
 
    “Baby, you can’t just watch for free. I mean, you can but… you don’t wanna be that person,” I explained before letting a set of ones fly off my fingertips, enough money to get the stripper’s attention as she made it our way in hopes of collecting more. 
 
    Her approach alone seemed to make Nova nervous, though I still tried to hype her up when I said, “You got this, baby.” But instead of looking at the stripper, she looked in my direction with her eyes squeezed together when she finally tossed the money onto the stage, the fact that the world didn’t stop when she did it coming as a surprise to her.  
 
    “Throw it like you mean it, boo!” Kaylin shouted from closer than she had been, letting her own stack of ones cascade onto the stage as Lamar did the same next to her. And I suppose it was the peer pressure that gave Nova even more motivation to let another round of dollars fly, this time with an excited look on her face as if she was actually enjoying it.  
 
    While my eyes should’ve been on the girl who was putting on a show, the show of happy Nova throwing ones seemed much more important now that our days together were becoming numbered. But it wasn’t just seeing Nova happy that made me happy, it was her willingness to get out of her comfort zone and share an experience with me, even if it took a little convincing. And I’d be damned if a girl who could find the joy in sports and the strip club as much as I did wasn’t the turn-on of the century.   
 
    Apparently I was looking a little too hard as Nova turned my way to tease, “You stare at me like that any longer and I’m gonna make you pay for it.”  
 
    Even if she saw it as a warning, I saw it as an opportunity, my eyebrow piquing when I put my hand on her ass and asked, “Oh word? What you got for me, baby? You gonna twerk somethin’?” 
 
    She giggled, gnawing on her lip as she answered, “I’ll save my skills for later. But for now, let’s give out a scholarship,” peeking down at her new hand of ones before continuing, “In Kaylin and Lamar’s honor.” 
 
    Her newfound energy only made me fall for her even harder, had me brainstorming ways to make this feeling last just a little bit longer; shit, maybe even forever. But the reality was, things were coming to an end in a week no matter what, even if I wasn’t ready to accept it tonight.  
 
    Lucky for me, I didn’t have to.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nova 
 
    I wasn’t supposed to feel this way. 
 
    I wasn’t supposed to come into the summer - come to Miami - desperate for relief only to leave feeling something much worse; something that felt way too close to heartbreak. And it wasn’t even the person who I came into the summer with who had me feeling this way. It was him, the man who had joined me in my fantasies long before we came together in real life, the one who seemed to be created directly from my list of special requests to God and made me feel like the most important woman in the world, the one who I had, accidentally and stupidly, fallen in love with knowing good and well we could never be.  
 
    I mean, we could be. But after dealing with David, I had already sworn off of long-distance relationships which meant we couldn’t. Then again, Guy wasn’t David. In fact, he’d probably go off on me if he knew I was even comparing the two in my head because they were just that much different. And that point was only solidified even more as I felt myself hurting over losing Guy who I had only spent a summer with and not even thinking twice about David even though we had spent years together. 
 
    My mood was sour enough for Kaylin to pick up on as she helped me pack, her face scrunched when she asked, “What’s got your panties in a bunch, sis? Not ready to get back to the kiddies quite yet?” 
 
    Truth be told, my students hadn’t even crossed my mind, my thoughts consumed with the family I had inherited temporarily. And since I knew no lie I came up with would even be relatively believable, I decided to share the truth. “I just... I’m gonna miss him, Kay. I’m gonna miss them both. A lot.” 
 
    Kaylin plopped down on the bed next to me, pulling me into a shoulder hug as she gushed, “Awww, boo. At least you still have one more day together. And it’s not like you two can’t keep in touch. Send pictures back and forth, get updates on Jaxson’s development, phone sex, the whole nine.” 
 
    While I wanted to take her word, I also had the experience to reply, “It’s not the same, Kay. If anybody knows that, it’s me.” 
 
    “It may not be the same, but it’ll make the real reuniting that much sweeter when it’s done right. And if anybody knows that, it’s me,” she replied, hinting at the times during the season when her and Lamar had to balance their time spent together with his career.  
 
    But even those circumstances were different enough for me to whine, “Still not the same.” 
 
    Usually Kaylin had a mouthful to give, but today she was unusually quiet, resuming the folding she had been working on as she asked, “So you really like him, huh?” 
 
    “If I liked him, I’d be fine going our separate ways. It’s more than that,” I explained without saying the exact words I felt in my heart. 
 
    Still, since Kaylin understood what I was hinting at, she seemed perplexed when she challenged, “And you’re still willing to just… give that all up? Not even try to make something work?” 
 
    Of course it probably seemed silly to her. But after going through what I had with David, it would’ve been foolish of me to go right back into the same situation, even if it was with someone different. “I can’t do that again, Kay. I can’t put myself through that. It’s not for me, and I’m sure he feels the same.” 
 
    “Have y’all talked about it?” 
 
    The question caught me off-guard since it hadn’t actually come up, wasn’t something neither one of us pressed each other for. Or maybe neither one of us wanted to face the inevitable. But I assumed that was because, “There’s nothing to say, nothing to discuss. We both know what it is.”  
 
    Again, Kaylin was unusually quiet as she focused on packing, making me wonder was I really seeing things from the absolute wrong lens. But her demeanor made sense once she said, “I really wish I had something to offer here, but it seems like your mind is already made up.” 
 
    Secretly, I wished it wasn’t. I wished she had something to say that would change my mind, give me another perspective, eliminate the pending hurt. But she was legitimately short on words, finishing my suitcase before making plans to pick me up for the airport the next day, leaving me to process things on my own. Though not much processing was done since I opted for a nap instead.  
 
    When I woke up, I was immediately hit with an aroma seeping in through my cracked door, an aroma godly enough to get me out of bed and see what it was. And once I made it to the kitchen to find Jaxson and Guy in matching aprons and chef hats, I found myself biting back tears as I pushed out, “Something sure smells good in here.” 
 
    Guy peeked up at me with a smile I’d miss like hell when he said, “Jaxson and I decided to cook for you, as a thank you, for all you’ve done for us this summer.”  
 
    “It’s your favorite, Miss. Nova!” Jaxson added, though the closer I got, the quicker I realized they were making the same meal I had made for them long ago. It was a meal I hadn’t thought anything of before until I had two of my favorite people cooking it for me, making it as a gesture of their appreciation, making it with love.  
 
    Again, I found myself on the verge of tears, even when I pinched Jaxson’s cheek and teased, “You mean, your favorite?” His little giggles in response warming my heart. 
 
    I offered to help, but they told me to chill. So instead I just sat back and enjoyed watching them maneuver around the kitchen together, absorbed the energy from their smiles and laughs, greedily accepted Guy’s offers for me to taste test and helped Jaxson carry stuff to the table. It almost didn’t seem real how much this felt like home even though I’d be going to my real home the next day. But it was in that moment that I realized home wasn’t just about the roof over your head. It was also about the people, the love, the energy that filled it.  
 
    Dinner went on as normal, our conversations filled with more laughs than I was expecting thanks to Jaxson’s wit; a good way to go out as far as I was concerned. And when Guy began to clear the table, I couldn’t help but join him in the kitchen, just wanting to be up under him even as he said, “I’m gonna go give Jax a quick bath. Then it’s me and you.” 
 
    The anticipation of his words sent a chill down my spine. But with tonight being the last night for everything, I asked, “Can I… do it? Give him a bath?” 
 
    “You really think I’m gonna turn that down?” he asked with one of his usual chuckles. And while it may not have been a big deal to him, it was the little things - these moments - that meant everything to me.  
 
    Of course Jaxson was thrilled that I was the one giving him a bath, something we always had fun doing compared to his father who usually just wanted to be as quick and efficient as possible. But I wanted to take it all in, happily transitioning him from the bathtub to his bed where we read multiple bedtime stories until he finally dozed off, the sight taking me back to the first night he fell asleep against my chest.  
 
    This time I knew I was good to slip from under him even if I wasn’t quick to do it, stopping to give him a kiss on the forehead before adjusting the cover and heading out of the room. But when I exited, I found a trail of candles leading towards the place I planned on visiting next anyway, the sight alone making me blush as I made my way to Guy’s bedroom and found his bed covered in rose petals.  
 
    “Guy, what is all this?” I asked once he finally emerged from the bathroom in only a pair of basketball shorts.  
 
    “You really thought I’d let our last night in the city together be some ol’ regular fuckin’? Nah, we gotta be fancy, baby. Lay up on rose petals and shit,” he said with a proud smirk, making me laugh as I made my way to the bed and he did the same.   
 
    I climbed on to meet him in the middle, my heart full when I gushed, “You are a mess.” 
 
    “And you’re gonna be a mess when I’m done with you,” he replied as he sat up against the headboard and pulled me on top to straddle his lap, not as quick to get me out of my clothes like usual.  
 
    Instead, he just looked at me, his eye contact translating what we both knew but couldn’t do anything about. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to try, his voice extra sultry when he suggested, “Let’s stay here. Just like this. Me and you.” 
 
    “I wish,” I replied as I wrapped my arms around his neck and pressed my forehead to his, our breathing falling in sync as we took each other in. But then he kissed me, slow and soft and especially sensual, completely opposite of the rampant kisses we usually shared. It was as if he was trying to savor the moment, to savor the feel of my lips against his since we didn’t know if they’d ever meet again.  
 
    I did my best to push those thoughts to the back of my mind, bringing my hands to his cheeks as I slipped my tongue between his lips and deepened our kiss, the groans he released into my mouth only making me want more. His hands sat at my hips when he pulled away just long enough to say, “We gotta use a condom tonight, baby. I don’t trust myself to stop.” And I wasn’t sure if the idea of safe sex had ever turned me on as much as it did in that moment as I reached over to the nightstand to pull one out for when we were ready.  
 
    But for now, we were taking our time, enjoying the feel of each other, the taste of each other, the smell of each other. When his hand finally slipped under my shirt to tweak my nipple, it felt more sensitive than ever before. When I began a natural grind against his lap, it felt as if I was already on the verge of an orgasm. And when he decided to flip me onto my back, I couldn’t get my shorts down fast enough, desperate to feel his mouth against every inch of me.  
 
    He started at my toes, kissing and sucking until my giggles eventually turned into moans. Then he moved to my legs, leaving a trail of nibbles from my ankles to my thighs. And just before he landed exactly where I wanted him, he said, “I’ma miss the fuck outta you, girl.” Not even giving me a chance to respond before he laid a series of licks, kisses, and nibbles against my clit that had me fighting him off though I didn’t actually want him to stop. 
 
    It just felt way too good which only made the thought of this being our last time that much more painful, something I wasn’t sure I’d be able to deal with later. But later quickly became an afterthought when Guy pushed my knees towards my shoulders, attacking all of me with his tongue in a way that told me exactly how he felt even if we never said the words. Quite honestly, I didn’t need to hear it, the sounds of Guy lapping my juices and enjoying himself enough to moan about it much more satisfying, especially when he groaned, “You taste so damn good.”  
 
    My eyes were tight as my limbs got weaker and weaker until I came unraveled, my tremors only giving Guy extra time to put the condom on before he slipped his hands under my thighs to lift my hips and glided into me with ease, giving me slow, calculated strokes as he kissed my moans into my throat. And while his dick was already the most memorable I had ever experienced, I couldn’t help but wonder if he was trying to solidify himself into that top spot forever as he dug deeper inside of me with each pump, continuing to catch my moans into his mouth as if he was trying to start a collection.  
 
    Maybe he was starting a collection, etching these moments into his memory the same way I had. Maybe he was trying to cherish our time together as much as I was.  
 
    Actually... it wasn’t a question. 
 
    I knew this meant as much to him as it did to me, could see it in every powerful stare, could feel it in every stroke, could hear it in the combination of our incessant moans as the bed rocked into the wall. But unfortunately, this was all it would ever be; this was all we would ever be. And while I had no choice but to accept the orgasm that rippled through me, I wasn’t sure if the tears that came with it was because it had felt so good or because my heart felt so heavy.  
 
    Thankfully I didn’t have to decide in that exact moment, riding the wave with Guy as he grunted through his own orgasm. But his satisfied expression quickly turned concerned once he saw my face covered in the residue of the tears that had fallen. “Baby…” 
 
    I tried my best to wipe them away when I rushed out, “I’m sorry. Don’t look. I promise I’m okay. I don’t even know where these came from.”  
 
    “I feel it too, baby. I swear I do,” he replied shortly, completely overriding my cover-up without needing me to explain. In fact, he only climbed from the bed to dispose of the condom before coming back and pulling me into his arms, landing kisses against the tattoos on my shoulder as he draped his arm low around my waist to keep me close.  
 
    Considering the circumstances, I hadn’t imagined sleep coming in the near future. But something about Guy’s dick always called for it, though I wished I hadn’t since by the time I woke up, Guy was already gone. And while I thought I had already shed the only tears I would over it, once I picked up Jaxson’s Lightning McQueen car and read the note neatly tucked under it, I quickly learned otherwise.  
 
      
 
    Nova, 
 
    I knew this summer was going to be great, but you made it a thousand times sweeter. Thank you for just… being you, the best summer roommate a nigga like me could ask for, the best teacher Jaxson could have, and the dopest woman I’ve ever met. I hope we meet again, hope you keep in touch. But if you don’t, I understand. This is hard for me too.  
 
    Love you shorty. 
 
    Guy 
 
      
 
    P.S. Jaxson told me to give this to you. :) 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Guy 
 
    The first thing I did when Jaxson and I got back in town was take him to his mom’s house so they could catch up. The second thing I did was follow Nova on every social media account I could find her before sliding in her DMs. And the third thing I did was… wait. Wait for her to follow me back, wait for her to hit me up, wait for her to express even an inkling of what I felt for her, even more so now that we were apart. But after a full week of nothing, I was starting to wonder had I imagined the whole thing.  
 
    Had we really connected the way I thought we had? Or had we simply been prisoners of the moment, creating something temporary out of convenience? 
 
    Was the love she showed me and my son just part of her personality? Or was it really specialized for us? 
 
    Were the tears she shed the last time we made love a result of her feeling as strongly for me as I did for her? Or was she just… caught up in the experience?  
 
    The thought of it all had me stuck, a preseason football game playing absently in the background as I scrolled through Nova’s Instagram for the umpteenth time, quickly getting lost in the pictures she had uploaded during our time in Miami. There were pictures of her and Kaylin out and about in the city, pictures from Lamar’s games we had attended, random selfies at different landmarks we had visited, and then there was the infamous picture she had shared from the beach, labeled with a caption that I hoped still rang true.  
 
    My screen flashing over to a phone call startled me, my heart thumping until I read the name scrolling across it and became disappointed. But that still didn’t stop Lamar from expressing his excitement the second I said “Yo”, skipping over formalities to ask, “Nigga… did you just see the ending of that game? That shit was nuts. ” 
 
    Since I hadn’t been able to pay much attention to anything, I replied, “Nah, I missed it. What happened?” 
 
    Instead of just answering my question, Lamar became hysterical when he repeated, “You missed it?! Bruh, you never been one to miss a good match-up. What you mean, you missed it?” 
 
    “It’s on, but I didn’t watch it, man. Now get me up to speed,” I told him, apparently giving off more attitude than I intended to once I heard Lamar’s response.  
 
    “Nah, something is up with you, I can tell. Mariah gettin’ on your nerves already?” 
 
    I shook my head as if he could see me. “Nah, we’re cool. I’m just… has Kaylin heard from Nova at all?” 
 
    While I hadn’t yet considered something actually being wrong with her, that would’ve been a great explanation for her not getting in touch. But Lamar didn’t exactly put me at ease when he replied, “I’m sure she has, but I’d have to ask. Why? She aight?” 
 
    I shrugged, my irritation returning as I answered, “I wouldn’t know. I haven’t talked to her.” 
 
    “Why not? Somethin’ happen with y’all two?” he asked, a question that I had my damn self. 
 
    I mean, sure we hadn’t gotten a chance to give a proper goodbye with my flight home being much earlier than hers, but I didn’t imagine that as something for her to be upset with me about. Then again, when I thought back to the details of the note I had left in my absence, I wondered if that had played a role, wondered if she had decided to take my indirect suggestion of not getting in touch because our distance wasn’t a reality she wanted to deal with.  
 
    Even with that in mind, I still answered, “Nothing in particular. Just haven’t heard from her since we left Miami.” 
 
    I imagined Lamar becoming as concerned as I was, but his focus was elsewhere when he snapped, “Nigga, what’d you do to Cas? I told your ass not to fuck with her if you were gonna fuck her over.” 
 
    “I didn’t do shit, man! I just… I hit her up on social media and haven’t heard back. That’s all,” I explained, feeling silly now that I had to say it out loud. 
 
    Lamar wasn’t quick to make me feel any better about it either, his voice hinted with amusement as he asked, “Social media? So you got up in them guts all summer long and didn’t even get the digits? Damn, I didn’t know Cas had game like that.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes as I groaned, “Tell me about it.” 
 
    Of course I didn’t want to believe that Nova was gaming me, didn’t see her as that type of person. But it was always, always a possibility, though Lamar didn’t seem convinced either when he insisted, “I’m sure it’s just a mix-up. Maybe she had a lot of catching up to do when she got back or somethin’. You want me to get her number for you?” 
 
    “Nah. If she’s gonna hit me up, I want her to do it on her own terms. And if she’s not… that’s her decision too.” 
 
    Just the thought of never hearing from her again, watching her move on with her life without me - without us - made me sick even if I wasn’t sure how we would ever make it work with her in a different city. And since she hadn’t ever mentioned it, I assumed that wasn’t something she was interested in anyway, especially after her situation with ol’ boy. Truth be told, I hadn’t been interested in a long-distance relationship either. I wanted Nova with me all the time, wanted to wake up to her every morning and fall asleep with her at night. But then again, if that was what it took to make her mine, I was ready to make an exception.  
 
    My mood must’ve been a little too somber for Lamar as he tried to lighten things up by joking, “Look at you. Ol’ Carl Thomas Emotional ass nigga. Sis really did you in for one, huh?” 
 
    “Man. Got me good, bruh. Waiting by the phone to hear from her and all,” I admitted.  
 
    “If she ain’t got you like that, she ain’t the one for you, dog. Trust me. We’ve all been there,” he replied knowingly, designed to bring me comfort but also leaving me worried since I wasn’t sure it was something I’d be able to shake if things really didn’t work out.  
 
    Still, since I didn’t have much of a choice but to wait it out, I told him, “I don’t know how I feel about that, but I’ma take your word for it.” Knocks on the front door alerting me to continue, “But Mariah just got here with Jax so I gotta go.” 
 
    “Aight, brodie. Well let me know if there’s anything I can do,” he offered, his words of simple support feeling like a virtual dap as I made my way to the door. 
 
    I released a heavy sigh, telling him, “Appreciate it, bruh.” before ending the call and opening the door to my son and his mother, both wearing giddy smiles that I wished I could match.  
 
    Their smiles made sense once Jaxson gushed, “Daddy, look at Mommy’s belly! It’s a baby in there!”  
 
    I smirked, scrubbing his head as I asked Mariah, “Finally told him, huh?” 
 
    She shrugged as she stepped past me into the house. “Couldn’t resist. He’s so excited. Wants it to be a baby brother.”  
 
    “I’m sure Howard wants the same,” I replied as I shut the door behind them.  
 
    And I didn’t think anything of my words until Mariah stopped dead in her tracks to ask, “Wait… you actually called him Howard? What’s the matter with you?”  
 
    While I was sure it didn’t help my cause, I couldn’t help but whine, “Man, why does everybody think something is wrong with me? Why can’t I just be chillin’?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes as she followed me to the living room and answered, “Because we all know you. So what’s going on? Not ready to get back to work yet?” 
 
    I plopped down the couch, the highlights of the good game I had apparently missed playing on the television as I told her, “Never. But it’s not that.” 
 
    “So… what is it then?” she asked, crossing her arms over her chest as she waited for an explanation. An explanation I wasn’t really anxious to give her since it came with feelings I couldn’t do anything about.  
 
    But since I knew she wasn’t going to let me get away with some bullshit response, I quietly pushed out, “I haven’t heard from Nova since Miami.” 
 
    “Well did you try to get in touch?”  
 
    There was no use in hiding how annoyed the question made me, my eyes tight when I replied, “Of course I did, Riah. But she hasn’t hit me back. I’m starting to think all that Miami shit was just a dream.”  
 
    Mariah finally joined me on the couch, sitting near the edge as she assured, “It wasn’t a dream, Guy. I saw it with my own two eyes, saw y’all with my own two eyes, and there was a lot of love shared between the two of you. Maybe she’s just… afraid. I mean, you said she had just gotten out of something when I visited, didn’t you?”  
 
    I shrugged. “Yeah, but I’m not him, and she knows that.” 
 
    Even though we both knew it was true, Mariah still smacked her teeth when she replied, “Just because it’s crystal clear for you doesn’t mean it is for her. I mean, she was the one in the relationship, not you.” 
 
    “So what am I supposed to do?” I asked, finding all this back and forth useless if it wasn’t going to equate to an actual solution.  
 
    But unfortunately, Mariah didn’t have much to offer, taking way too long and thinking way too hard only to respond, “I’m not sure. But I do know sitting here in dirty drawers pouting about it isn’t the answer.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, my drawers being the last thing on my mind as I focused my attention back on the television while Mariah went back to brainstorming. “Maybe you should… try to go see her. Let your feelings be known face-to-face instead of…” 
 
    “In the DMs.” 
 
    Of course Mariah became hysterical when she repeated, “In the DMs? Guy, you have got to be shittin’ me. You’re in love with this girl and you’re sliding in her DMs like some random? What is wrong with you?!” 
 
    I was quick to defend, “It was my only choice! I mean, I don’t have her number, and it ain’t like she lives around here, so…”  
 
    “So you figure out another way if this is really what you want. And if they way you’re all frowned up is any indication, this is definitely something you want.” 
 
    It honestly wasn’t even a question how much I wanted this, wanted her, wanted us. And while I might’ve felt defeated by her lack of response, I couldn’t just… give up. So I nodded to agree, telling Mariah, “I do. Badly.”   
 
    She stood up from the couch, stopping to give me an empathetic pat on the shoulder as she suggested, “Well… make it happen then, Guy. Do what you have to do to get your girl back.” Then she made her way to tell Jaxson goodbye, leaving me to get to the drawing board. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nova 
 
    It had been a little over two weeks – two weeks filled with meetings, and planning, and organizing, but still two whole weeks and change - since I last saw Guy, last heard from Guy, last experienced Guy. And it felt like I was going through literal withdrawals as I sat at my desk an hour before the first day of school would begin, the anxiety of my new students arriving and the disappointment of summer officially being over - us being over -  coursing through me as I bounced my foot against the tile floor. There were a million things I could’ve been doing, making sure the desks and chairs were straight, reorganizing the bookshelf, checking to make sure I had everyone’s first day of school welcome kit ready to go. But all of that seemed far less interesting than thinking about Guy, reliving the memories of summer, wondering if he was sitting in his classroom doing the same thing that I was.  
 
    My daydreaming was interrupted when one of the janitors knocked on the door of my classroom that was already open just to alert me, my eyes flashing up to find him carrying a bouquet of flowers. “Special delivery, Miss. Grant,” he announced with a smile as I stood up to accept them, more confused than anything since I had no idea who they could be from.  
 
    I whispered a quick, “Thanks” waiting for him to leave the room so I could check the card. And once I did, I found myself holding back tears as I read it a few times through.  
 
      
 
    “Your students are so lucky to have you. Have the best first day of school ever, Miss. Nova. Love, Guy & Jaxson” 
 
      
 
    So many questions rushed to mind, but I couldn’t get over how thoughtful the gesture was. I also couldn’t get over him expressing his love for a second time, even if it was only on paper. Then again, if that was how he truly felt, why hadn’t I heard from him until now?  
 
    Before I could come up with a reasonable explanation, my thoughts were once again interrupted by Mrs. Lewis gushing, “Wow. That’s a beautiful arrangement, Nova. Those from your California cutie?” 
 
    My lip was pulled between my teeth as I kept a tight grip on the card and told her, “Actually… we aren’t dating anymore.” 
 
    It honestly amazed me how quickly I had been able to get over David, but I suppose I had Guy to thank for that, providing the perfect distraction even when he continuously insisted that I process my breakup. Truth be told, there was really nothing to process after saying what I needed to say to him, released all the bile I had built up over him, cleansed my spirit of his entire existence. 
 
    But considering Mrs. Lewis had no idea what all had occurred over the summer, she seemed legitimately disappointed when she replied, “Oh no. That’s a shame. But if they aren’t from him, who are they…?” 
 
    Of course it hadn’t taken long for her nosey-meter to go off. And while I usually wouldn’t have entertained her antics, I couldn’t stop the smile that grew on my face as I answered, “A friend I met this summer. A really good friend.” 
 
    “Some kind of friend he is, indeed,” she added with a knowing grin before heading towards the door. 
 
    I caught her just when she hit the threshold to ask, “Mrs. Lewis, how did you and your husband meet?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure where the question came from, but it seemed like exactly what I needed to hear when she answered over her shoulder, “Through mutual friends.”  
 
    “Like a coincidence, or they hooked you up?”  
 
    “Maybe a little of both. Either way, I’m grateful,” she replied with a full smile, leaving me with something to ponder as I called after her once more.  
 
    “Have a good first day, Mrs. Lewis.” 
 
    “You too, Nova,” she shouted from the hall, her steps fading into the distance acting as thinking music for my next move. And once they disappeared completely, I replaced the sound with my fingertips tapping against the desk to keep my brain churning as I worked to come up with a way to get in touch with Guy now that he had kind of reached out to me.  
 
    An idea hit me ten minutes before the first school bell was set to ring as I rushed to get my purse out of the drawer it was locked in and fished out my phone before scrolling to the Instagram app I had purposely abandoned so I could focus on getting prepared for the school year. But I wished I hadn’t once I saw my inbox lit up with a notification telling me I had a new message, a message I quickly discovered was weeks old from the exact person I had been thinking about.   
 
    So he had tried to get in touch before the flowers? 
 
      
 
    @GuyTheGOAT : Nova, I hope this message finds you safe and sound, well and warm, and still fine as ever. I know I told you to get in touch if you felt inclined, but that didn’t exactly leave room for me to do the same. And like the idiot I am, I also forgot to leave you my number.  
 
      
 
    The second message he sent was of his phone number that I frantically copied and pasted into a new text message thread, peeking up at the clock to see how much time I had left before rushing to type out a message of my own.  
 
    “Was supposed to be on a social media cleanse until after I got good and settled into the school year, but good thing I broke my own rules. The flowers you sent are gorgeous. Thank you. Call me later. Please.” - Nova 
 
    I gnawed at my lip, hoping he’d get it and reply before his school day began, hoping that he even still cared to hear back from me after all this time. And just as the first rugrat strolled into my classroom, I received the simple response I was waiting on, a response that already had my heart racing with anticipation of just hearing his voice again.  
 
    “I got you.” - Guy 
 
      
 
    & 
 
    The universe surprisingly worked in my favor, the first day of school flying by without any issues outside of the usual hiccups. But now I was faced with the waiting game, anxious to hear from Guy whenever he finished with his own school day. I took my time straightening up my classroom, making sure I had everything in order for the next day just to keep myself from becoming too antsy. And when I still hadn’t heard from him by the time I finished that, I decided to begin the walk home, hoping the fresh air would come with chill vibes.  
 
    It didn’t, everything about the environment irritating me from the fresh cut blades of grass that went into my mouth when the wind blew to the drivers having a battle of their horns when one decided to pull out at the four-way stop before it was their turn. I was still spitting grass out when my phone vibrated in the pocket of my dress, the only thing I still had going for me. Though once I saw the unknown number on the screen, I assumed the universe had officially turned against me with a call from a bill collector.  
 
    I tried to sound as pleasant as I could when I answered, “Hello?” 
 
    “Thought you forgot about me, shorty.” 
 
    Just the sound of his voice had me melting into the sidewalk, the sun suddenly shining brighter against my skin, and a giddy smile evolving on my lips as I replied, “One of my neighbors told me I’ve been walking funny since I got back in town so you obviously didn’t let me forget shit, Guy. It’s good to hear from you. And thanks again for the flowers you sent.”  
 
    “Ah, it’s nothin’. But it’s good to hear from you too, sweetheart. How you been though?” he asked, and I imagined him still dressed in khakis and a polo from the school day. Or maybe he got to wear a t-shirt and jeans since art teachers rarely stayed clean.  
 
    Either way, just the thought of him molding minds and looking fine as hell while doing it had me gnawing on my lip as I answered, “I’ve been… alright. Busy with school starting and all, but I can’t complain.”  
 
    “Yeah? How was your first day back?”  
 
    “The first day was… the first day. Wiped some tears, washed away some parent nerves, put out some fires, laid down the law, had some fun. But the kids are all cute, though there weren’t any fine ass daddies for me to lust after. How was your first day?” I asked, interested to hear what middle school drama he already had to deal with. 
 
    I was turning to make my final stretch down the street to my place when he answered, “I wouldn’t know.” 
 
    “What do you mean you…” the sentence fell from my lips once I saw the man of my dreams sitting on the stairs in front of my building, his phone still glued to his ear as he waited for me to respond. And I couldn’t respond, far too stunned by his presence that didn’t even seem real. But as the speed of my steps increased to get closer as quickly as possible, I realized he was definitely real as I tossed my arms around his neck and gushed, “Guy, what are you... doing here?”  
 
    He wrapped his arms around my waist, giving me a lingering kiss against my chin before he pulled away to answer, “Taking a risk, letting my feelings be known, coming to get my damn woman.” 
 
    My eyes felt glossy, my heart racing as I tried to process the surprise of him being here, right now, doing exactly what he had just told me; tried to process him referring to me as his. Still, the next question that came to mind was, “You really got a substitute teacher on the first day of school just to come see about me?” 
 
    It was so extra yet so adorable that I almost wanted to laugh. But Guy was completely serious when he stood up to answer, “No. I got a substitute teacher on the first week of school to come out here and tell you that I love you, shorty and I wanna be with you. All the way.” 
 
    “Guy…” I sighed, the weight of his words in combination with his presence overwhelming. 
 
    But that didn’t stop him from continuing, “I know, I know. Grand ass gesture for something I probably could’ve said over the phone, but… I needed you to understand how serious I am, Nova. About you, about us, about this. These last couple weeks have been hell without you, and…”  
 
    “I love you too, Guy.” 
 
    “For real?” he asked, his eyebrow piqued and his lips pulled into a smirk as if my words surprised him.  
 
    The smile on my face was beginning to hurt as I nodded. “Yeah, for real. I’ve… I’ve missed you too, like crazy. But when I didn’t hear from you for all that time, I assumed what we shared was just a… summer fling.”  
 
    He quickly brushed me off. “Nah, that casual shit flew out the window a long time ago, baby. And I don’t care what we gotta do to make it work. If I gotta pack me and Jaxson’s shit up and move west, find a new job, work you into the budget and get my frequent flier miles up. Whatever I gotta do, Nova, it’s already done. Just say the word.” 
 
    His rush of words made my heart so full I thought it would burst, though I wasn’t exactly interested in making him go through as much trouble as he was willing to when I told him, “Guy, I’m flattered but…” 
 
    He was already shaking his head disappointedly when he groaned, “Ahh, shit. I don’t think I like the sound of that.”  
 
    “No, no. It’s not that. I just… I didn’t see myself doing this again, doing this with anybody. But now, here you are and…”  
 
    “And I’m not worth the trouble?” he tried to finish for me.  
 
    I was quick to correct him as I snuggled deeper against his frame, tilting my head back to meet his eyes with a smile when I said, “No, you are the trouble that’s got me going back on my word.” 
 
    While I originally thought the entire concept of long-distance relationships had been ruined for me, I had learned it was more about the person I was doing it with, thinking back to Kaylin’s words of it being done the right way. And now that it was clear Guy was willing to do whatever it took to do just that, I felt confident in my decision to do the same, especially once he pressed his forehead to mine and whispered, “What’d you do to me, woman?” 
 
    “I should be asking you the same thing,” I replied, lifting just enough to reach his lips for a kiss.  
 
    That single kiss almost had us making out for the whole neighborhood to see until he pulled away to ask, “Did you have a salad for lunch or somethin’? Your mouth tastes like… grass.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh as I told him, “Long story. Just kiss me.”  
 
    But he didn’t, keeping his distance to ask, “So we’re really gonna do this, Miss. Nova? Me and you?” 
 
    “I mean… I got you if you got me,” I replied, knowing it wasn’t even a question. 
 
    The smile he wore in response only solidified that more as he said, “You know I got you, baby. Always.” 
 
    “Well in that case, let’s hurry up and get inside before I really put on a show out here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    epilogue. 
 
    Guy 
 
    Long-distance didn’t last long at all, though I shouldn’t have been surprised as I carried the last boxes of Nova’s shit into what was now our crib. A year had passed since the summer that brought us together. And after doing the best we could to see each other as much as possible, video calls every morning, texting through our lunch breaks, falling asleep on the phone at night, and splitting major holidays and random weekends between the two cities, Nova made the decision to trade her life in the mountains for life in the Midwest. 
 
    I worried she’d come to regret it later, worried she’d be miserable meeting new people and learning a new city, worried she’d figure out living with me for the summer wasn’t the same as living with me full-time. But none of that seemed to matter once I saw the smile on her face as she sat in the middle of the living room floor playing action figures with Jaxson, peeking up to ask, “Was that the last of it?” 
 
    Dusting my hands off for emphasis, I answered, “That’s everything. But wait… I gotta bring you home the right way.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked as I helped her up from the ground and dragged her towards the front door, her legs barely keeping up as she giggled, “Guy, what are you doing?” 
 
    I waited until I had her outside of the door to reply, “Wouldn’t be right if I didn’t carry you over the threshold.” 
 
    She shook her head with another laugh. “Babe, that’s what people do when they get married. Not when they’re just... shacking up.” 
 
    “Well…” I trailed as I pulled the ring box from the pocket of my basketball shorts, Nova’s eyes going wide and her jaw-dropping before she pulled her hands to cover her mouth. 
 
    Through her hands, she asked, “Oh my… are you serious?” 
 
    I nodded proudly, pulling a hand of hers away to hold as I replied, “So serious, baby. You really think I’d let you uproot your life and move all the way down here without making it official?”  
 
    When she only diverted her eyes, I quickly added, “Don’t answer that.” 
 
    Since the tears were already beginning to well up in her eyes, I wasted no time dropping to one knee, keeping her hand as I gave her the proposal I had practiced in the mirror before she moved down. “Nova Grant, I love you. So damn much. You’re an amazing woman, amazing teacher, amazing companion, amazing… everything. And I’d be honored if you’d let me add amazing wife to that list. So… will you?”  
 
    She nodded vigorously, pushing out a breathy, “Y-yes. Of course.” Then she waited for me to slip the ring onto her finger before she threw her arms around my neck in a hug.  
 
    Now that the pressure of the moment had passed, now that I had gotten the answer I was hoping for, and now that I had solidified something I was hoping for from the very beginning, the emotions of it all finally came with it, wiping my cheek against her tank top as I groaned, “Ahh fuck. You done made a nigga cry over your sweet ass.”  
 
    “Well you made me cry last summer so now we’re even!” she screeched, giggling through her own tears as she wiped mine.  
 
    And as I looked up at her, the love of my life, my future wife, I couldn’t help but smirk when I asked, “Well what’s a summer when you can have forever?”  
 
      
 
    The End. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Enjoyed this book? 
 
    Please leave a review on Amazon or Goodreads! 
 
      
 
    To stay up-to-date with all of Alexandra Warren’s happenings including samples and excerpts, visit actuallyitsalexandra.com or like her Facebook page! 
 
      
 
    Also, be sure to check out the If Only for the Summer playlist on Spotify! 
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